



  [image: cover]






  




  Maurice Procter and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››




  The Murder Room




  Where Criminal Minds Meet




  themurderroom.com




  





  Rich is the Treasure




  Maurice Procter




  [image: ]




  





  Contents




  Cover




  The Murder Room Introduction




  Title page




  Chapter One




  Chapter Two




  Chapter Three




  Chapter Four




  Chapter Five




  Chapter Six




  Chapter Seven




  Chapter Eight




  Chapter Nine




  Chapter Ten




  Chapter Eleven




  Chapter Twelve




  Chapter Thirteen




  Chapter Fourteen




  Chapter Fifteen




  Outro




  By Maurice Procter




  About the author




  Copyright page




  





  Chapter One




  IMMEDIATELY after his arrival the Federal agent conformed to the unwritten practice of visiting policemen the world over: before he began to seek his

  man he notified the local police of his presence. The local police force, in this instance, was the London Metropolitan, and the station at which he presented himself was New Scotland Yard.




  The Metro. also conformed. Through the agency of no less a person than the Assistant Commissioner “C” it said that it was glad to know him and pleased to help him. The help should

  have been a Special Branch job really, but for reasons of his own the A.C.C. decreed that it should be given by me, Chief Inspector Philip Hunter. I did not mind at all. The American’s

  business was important. He was chasing $300,000 in smuggled currency, and the pursuit of money is always interesting.




  I have said that I welcomed the job, but before I had done with it I wished many a time that the A.C.C. had passed it on to somebody else. I never met a man with less regard for the comfort and

  well-being of criminals than that U.S. Treasury investigator, and there were occasions when I thought he was going to get us both locked up. If that is the way they carry on in America I’m

  thankful I live in good old peaceful England, where people only fight with pokers and razors and quart bottles.




  I took him along to my office and there we sat and talked, and took the measure of each other. I must say his measurements were adequate. He was a big fellow, as big as I am: not quite so

  heavily built perhaps, but rangy and powerful and not likely to be seriously obstructed by more than one man in a hundred. It is nice to know that the chap you are going to work with is big enough

  for the job.




  I had never worked with an American before, and as it happened he had never worked with an Englishman. I’m afraid I spoke officialese at first, and he answered in the same language. But he

  did not try to be impressive. He was easy and natural all the time, and soon we were swapping slang terms.




  “The money isn’t stolen?” I began, to get the picture. “It’s actually the property of the men who brought it over?”




  “And their associates,” said the American, whose name was Dennison.




  “And what is the United States Treasury’s particular apprehension about it?”




  “We’d like to know what they’re going to buy.”




  “What’s their line, usually?” I asked.




  “Anything that’s dirty and profitable.”




  “Narcotics?”




  “Could be. Probably not.”




  I looked at the two sets of photographs which Dennison had put on my desk. “Which one will have all the say?” I asked.




  “Hammond.”




  Hammond had a long face and a saturnine stare. When the picture was taken he hated everybody. Just beginning a term in some American prison, I suppose.




  “The other’s simply an ape-man,” said Dennison.




  “Really!” I looked at the other man, Barbour, with interest. He had thick shoulders and a bull neck; blunt, handsome, boyish features; sparkling eyes and dark curly hair, and a

  cheeky grin.




  “He’d be a sensation on a choir trip,” I commented. “I’ll bet he’s a boy for the girls.”




  “Yeh. That’s one of his afflictions.”




  “Does Hammond know you’re on his tail?”




  “I’m a fool if he does. I figure he’ll only take the ordinary precautions of a bad conscience.”




  “In that case he should be easy to find,” I said with satisfaction.




  “Where would I begin to look, in this city?” asked Dennison. His tone indicated that he had some idea of the immensity of London.




  I pondered. “According to your information they were smuggled ashore at Liverpool, or near Liverpool. I should imagine that needed quite a bit of organizing. Then they took the London

  train as large as life. You found that out. They’d get in at Euston Station as you did, and at Euston we have two big question marks. Were they met by a friend? And had lodgings already been

  found for them?”




  “I figure they’d be met,” said Dennison. “Somebody must have arranged the deal. They’ll have some kind of branch manager over here.”




  “And would this so-called branch manager take them to his place?”




  “Your guess is as good as mine. It would be better for him if they never saw his place, if he has other irons in the fire. If he’s a careful man he’ll have taken them to a

  quiet hotel.”




  “Or,” I agreed, “if he’s extra careful he might let them find their own accommodation. We don’t think they’re taking special precautions, but until we have a

  definite line of enquiry we’ll have to allow for everything. We’ve got them at Euston, that’s all. But if Hammond has the instincts of a good upbringing he’ll have turned

  west or south from there.” I grinned and risked a query. “Which way did you turn?”




  He grinned back at me. “I took a taxi,” he said.




  “Hammond might have done that, if he thought nobody was sniffing at his tracks,” I said. “What’s his history?”




  “High school, jeweller’s clerk, jailbird.”




  “And since then he’s been on the fiddle, I suppose?”




  “Nothing else but. Successful too. He mixes with the highest thieves, pimps and gamblers in the land.”




  “Met the right people inside, I suppose. It’s marvellous what we’re doing for the criminal classes,” I commented. Then I looked at Dennison. “Jeweller, you said.

  That might give us a line on what he’s buying.”




  “Sure. Rocks.”




  “Diamonds,” I agreed. “And they’ll take up even less travelling space than money. They could soon get away with them. We shall have to get our skates on. I’ll have

  a general search made for your two pals. The hotels, and all that. They’ll soon be spotted.”




  “Thanks,” said Dennison.




  “Do you think either of them might fancy something good in the way of men’s wear, to take back to America?”




  “Barbour might. He’s a dressy guy.”




  “All right. I’ll put men out in Oxford Street, Bond Street, Piccadilly, and Regent Street. And in the Strand. He’s sure to show up around there if he’s shopping.

  Ourselves, personally, we’ll do the hotels in the Russell Square district.”




  “I’m in your hands,” said Dennison.




  I took a last look at the photographs, and picked them up. “We’ll send these to be copied and circulated,” I said. “Then we can get busy.”




  The Metropolitan Police saw neither hide nor hair of Hammond and Barbour for nearly twenty-four hours, and Dennison grew restless. But he made no comment. I suppose he knew

  that we were doing our best, and no doubt he guessed that he was not the only one who was worried. It was an anxious time for me, too. The figure of $300,000 was ever in my mind’s eye. Two

  men who had slipped so easily into the country with all that money would have means of slipping out with the goods they had purchased.




  However, during the forenoon of the day after Dennison’s arrival Barbour was seen in Regent Street. He was shopping. The uniformed policewoman of C division who saw him reported that he

  was moving quickly from window to window, as if he did not really know what he wanted to buy and had little time to decide. The policewoman had a copy of his photograph in her pocket. She was a

  sensible girl and she remembered her instructions. When she had made sure that he was one of the wanted men, she managed to follow him unnoticed until she was able to contact a plain-clothes

  man.




  The detective took over, and saw Barbour enter a shoemaker’s, and presently emerge with a parcel. The American walked straight to the kerb and flagged a passing taxi. The taxi stopped and

  he climbed in. The plain-clothes man, whose name was Neville, looked around for another disengaged cab but failed to see one. He was left standing.




  He had the taxi’s number, and he could have “rung it in” and started a general search for it. But he was young and keen, and he regarded Barbour as a piece of luck. He was not

  disposed to let the matter end so tamely for himself, when he could attract favourable notice by keeping the American in sight. So he ran after the taxi.




  Neville’s action was not so futile as it might seem to be at first. He lost sight of the taxi several times, but each time he saw it again when it was held in traffic. Then he met a

  colleague in uniform and flashed his warrant card.




  “Stop me a car, mate,” he said, out of breath probably. “It’s terribly important.” Later, I got to know young Neville very well. All his jobs were terribly

  important. I can visualize that scene very clearly.




  There is a certain need for discretion in stopping a car under such circumstances. For instance, it is not advisable to interrupt the journey of an engaged taxi, or a Cadillac with CD plates, or

  a chauffeur-driven Rolls carrying a peppery old military type. The P.C. knew what to do. He watched the stream of traffic for a few seconds, then he stepped into the road and put up his hand to a

  young fellow who was driving a racy-looking Allard. Any car or light van would have done just as well, but the Allard indicated leisure and the zest for a chase. Doubtless the driver wore an

  expression of disgusted resignation as he stopped the car. What had he done now? Nothing at all. The P.C. was sorry to bother him, but would he like to assist this C.I.D. man who was on a very

  important case? Follow that taxi? Gad, yes! Jump in, officer.




  No doubt the young man was disappointed when the cab turned down Norfolk Street, off the Strand, and tamely stopped at an hotel.




  Having exhausted the possibilities of Russell Square, I was nursing my uneasiness at Scotland Yard when Neville rang in. The call was put through to me.




  “Stay there,” I said. “I’ll be along right away.”




  Dennison and I went in my car. It was a straight run along the Embankment, and we were there in five minutes.




  “He said that Barbour seemed to be in a hurry,” I told Dennison as we drove along. “If they’re nearly ready to scarper they’re sure to have the goods with

  ’em.”




  The man who ran after taxi-cabs was waiting for us. Apparently he knew me by sight: he addressed me without hesitation.




  “He went in there, sir, the Royal Bedford.” He seemed to be rather anxious, and I knew why.




  “All right,” I said. “Come along, I might need you.” And his anxiety disappeared.




  I suppose we were a moderately formidable trio. The spectacles of the man at the reception desk flickered distressfully when we confronted him.




  “Yes,” he admitted nervously. “We have two American gentlemen staying here. They’re leaving to-day. Is there something the matter?”




  Dennison had the register. “Ehrlich and Kelly, Los Angeles,” he read aloud. He nodded to me. “Barbour used to fight under the name of Kid Kelly. They certainly think

  they’re safe.”




  “Rooms 233 and 234,” I said, looking.




  “It’s a suite,” said the reception clerk unhappily. He seemed to be one of those men who regard all interruptions of routine as calamities rather than entertainments.




  “Right,” I said briskly. “Find somebody with keys to take us up there.”




  An under-manager appeared. He had to be told. He too was unhappy, and he wanted to call the manager.




  “Call the board of directors as well,” I said kindly, “after I’ve seen these Americans.” I took him gently but firmly by the elbow, and propelled him towards the

  lifts.




  Without being told, Neville headed for the stairs. Dennison watched him go. “Is that training or initiative?” he asked.




  “The latter,” I said. “I’m glad I kept him.”




  Neville was on our heels when we reached Suite 233–4. The hotel man raised his hand to knock on the door but I restrained him. “Keys,” I said softly.




  The man shrugged and unlocked the door with a master key. We crowded quickly into the room, to the obvious surprise of its occupants. Hammond was just closing a suitcase. Barbour, fully dressed,

  was emerging from the bathroom.




  “Police,” I said. “Pardon the intrusion, gentlemen. I’d like to see your passports.”




  Barbour glanced uncertainly at his companion. As a professional man of violence I suppose he had beaten the rap—if that is still a current phrase—for a number of shooting offences in

  the United States. But there, perhaps, he had the protection of powerful friends. In Britain he would have no protection against justice, but only the law’s precautions against injustice. Mr.

  Barbour was out of his element.




  Hammond may have been equally uncertain. He gave no guidance to the other man. But he seemed to recover quickly from his surprise. He glared at us with hostile unconcern.




  “Do you make a habit of busting into private rooms like this?” he demanded sourly.




  “Special occasions only,” I said. “Passports, please.”




  While I was talking Dennison was in action. No doubt he knew the ways of the men with whom he was dealing, and he did not hesitate for one moment. He had already “rubbed down” the

  flustered Barbour, and found an automatic pistol. With that man disarmed it was probably too late for Hammond to put up a fight, for he also allowed himself to be deftly searched and relieved of a

  pistol. The hotel man’s eyes protruded considerably when he saw the guns.




  “For protection,” said Hammond coolly.




  “Of course,” I agreed. “I understand you’re in possession of valuable property.”




  “What property? You’re crazy.”




  To my surprise, both men produced passports. They seemed to be good passports, but they were made out in the wrong names and they had not been used.




  “You fellows never passed through a customs barrier,” I said.




  “Why shouldn’t we?” Hammond growled.




  “You couldn’t very well, with all the cash you were carrying. You wouldn’t want all the world to know about that.”




  Barbour’s face reflected his dismay, but Hammond’s expression did not change. “Now I’m sure you’re crazy,” he said. “All what money?”




  Dennison spoke for the first time.




  “Quit stalling,” he rasped. “We know you’ve parted with the dollars. Where are the goods?”




  Hammond’s mask slipped. “You an American?” he asked. “Are you the genius who’s worked this tip-off?”




  Barbour made a rush at Dennison, but Neville interfered. He had been standing somewhat apart, very much on the alert. He jumped and seized the “ape-man’s” arms from behind.

  They struggled for a second or two.




  “Let him go, officer,” said Dennison coldly. “I can take whatever he’s got.”




  Neville let go, with relief I thought. By no feat of the imagination could he be called a weakling, but I don’t think he could have held Barbour much longer. I stored away the knowledge:

  Barbour, a very very strong boy.




  But Dennison did not have to defend himself. Something in his manner made the other two Americans stare at him with a new suspicion. Hammond put their common thought into words.




  “He’s a Fed, Rudy,” he said bitterly. “Come over here to put the Limey cops on us. Are you a Treasury man, stoolie?”




  “You’ll never know,” Dennison retorted. “The British are in charge here, and you can thank your lucky stars.”




  “How come?” was Hammond’s sneering question, but of course he understood. He was an American citizen whose case might possibly become the subject of a consular enquiry.

  Policemen—British policemen, at any rate—like to keep clear of all such complications. Unless Hammond’s speech and behaviour were insulting beyond endurance he would receive all

  the courtesy a prisoner could expect—far more courtesy than he would receive from the U.S. Secret Service. That is the way it goes. We are always more severe with our own people.




  While I listened to the exchange of harsh words I was engaged in opening the smaller of two suitcases. I removed some shirts, and came upon a flat box of polished wood which was fastened with a

  simple catch. It was not a large box, but it was just too big to go into a man’s pocket. I think I knew intuitively what it contained. It was more than ever obvious, then, that Hammond and

  Barbour had some means of travelling which enabled them to avoid customs barriers. I opened the box and gazed upon diamonds: dozens of fine white diamonds lying close together on black velvet.




  “Coo, look at this!” I said.




  Quite by accident I had put the box on a small table, in a bar of sunshine which slanted through the window. It was like raising the lid upon imprisoned light. The hundreds of tiny points of

  white fire were dazzling.




  Dennison looked at the diamonds from where he stood, and so did Neville. But the hotel man stepped forward, fascinated. He stared at the diamonds as if they were something fabulous; as indeed

  they were, in numbers, size, and sparkling whiteness.




  “I figure it was a good buy,” said Dennison casually, as if he were appraising a second-hand camera.




  “I should think they’re worth three hundred thousand pounds,” I said. “If they’re genuine.”




  My doubt was created merely by a sceptical habit of mind, and because I had never seen such a collection of gems before. But it aroused a proprietary indignation in Hammond.




  “Of course they’re genuine,” he said sharply. “Do you think I don’t know diamonds?”




  I had not intended to raise such a point, but since it was raised I thought there might be a chance of goading him until he would make an unguarded statement. In fact, that seemed to be the only

  way I would ever get any information from a man of his type.




  “I also know a little about diamonds,” I remarked. That was only just true, but I uttered it as the heavy understatement of a know-all. “There are such things as white

  sapphires,” I went on. “And white zircons.”




  “If I can’t tell the difference between a diamond and a zircon I’ll eat it,” he said with angry contempt.




  I went into the bathroom and returned with a tooth glass half-filled with water. Hammond watched with a savage grin. I solemnly selected a large brilliant and put it in the water. Its lustre was

  undimmed: it seemed to bring the still water to life.




  “At least it isn’t a sapphire,” I said, with an air of making an admission. “It’s either a diamond or a zircon.”




  “Zircon!” said Hammond. “You make me sick.”




  “You might be a lot more sick when the experts have seen these stones,” I said. “I happen to know that a lot of zircons are mined in the Ilmen Mountains in the U.S.S.R., and

  the Russkis have got very clever at cutting and polishing.”




  It was a fact about the Ilmen Mountains, but the rest was fancy. And I think Hammond realized it.




  “The Russians couldn’t cut cheese,” he said. “You’re ’way off your beat, copper.”




  “He’s trying to sour you on the deal, Jack,” said Barbour.




  “Yeh,” Hammond rejoined. “You can’t fool me, lootenant.”




  So the Diamond Expert Hunter gag was no good. Hammond was not going to allow himself to be goaded. And since he seemed to have forgotten more about precious stones than I ever knew, I could only

  make an ass of myself by arguing with him. “You’ll see,” I said, backing down as gracefully as possible. “These gems are too good to be true.”




  “Baloney!” he said, and I’m afraid he was right.




  “Wait till they’ve been examined,” I replied as I closed the box. “In the meantime you boys can share a set of handcuffs while you’re removed to a safe

  place.”




  “Don’t forget, I know how many stones there are in that box,” said Hammond. “You’d better keep your fingers out.”




  Yes, really! To me, a responsible police officer! I was astounded. “You don’t think I’d steal any!” I said.




  “Huh! Just let you have the chance, that’s all.”




  “Well, stone the crows!” I said to Dennison. “What terrible men you have in America, to be sure.”




  At the nearest police-station, which happened to be Bow Street, Hammond and Barbour were questioned separately with a view to discovering who had sold them the diamonds. But

  they would give no information. I tried the friendly approach: “Sit down, old man. Have a cigarette. Tell me all about it and I may be able to help you.” I tried playing one prisoner

  against the other. I talked of leniency. I bullied, and was suddenly kind. I tried every trick short of violence, without avail.




  “I’ve heard all this before, lootenant,” said Barbour, displaying the impertinent grin which I had seen on his photograph. “Cops are the same wherever you find

  ’em.”




  There was red in his eye every time he looked at Dennison, but he seemed to bear me no ill-will. Perhaps he had an exaggerated opinion of the quality of mercy in British police work and British

  justice. If that were so, there was a shock in store for him: a very great shock. I repressed a smile and felt rather sorry for him when at times his manner towards me became slightly indulgent. I

  believe he had not even realized, then, that he could kiss those diamonds good-bye.




  Of course Dennison had realized it. “I guess those stones will be confiscated,” he said when we were alone. “A cool half-million dollars’ worth for John Bull. What other

  punishment does your Government inflict for dealing in uncustomed goods?”




  “For a first offence? It’s the same as smuggling, I think. Fines amounting to thrice the value of the contraband. And imprisonment as well, sometimes.”




  “Ow! That means more than a million dollars’ fine, I reckon.”




  “Oh, I don’t think so. There’ll probably be a maximum fine which is nowhere near that figure. Perhaps a tenth of it. But that’s only my guess. We shall have to ask the

  Customs and Excise people.”




  “But,” said Dennison, “they couldn’t even pay that much. Nobody would help them out to that extent. Their bosses’ll figure they’ve lost enough

  already.”




  “Well, if they can’t pay their fines they’ll certainly go to prison.”




  “And what is a hundred thousand dollars’ worth of prison, at the present rate of exchange?”




  I laughed. “It doesn’t total up that way. I don’t suppose Hammond and Barbour will get more than twelve months at the most. And anyway, we don’t know yet if the diamonds

  are smuggled. At the moment I’m holding those two for other offences.”




  “I’m betting they’re smuggled,” said Dennison decidedly. “And in any case it’s sure to be an illegal deal. In this country they don’t allow just anybody

  to trade diamonds in bulk, do they?”




  “No,” I said. Then I looked askance at him. “How do you feel, helping to send Americans to an English prison?”




  Dennison considered his answer, and an expression of extraordinary hardness immobilized his face. It was a granite look. “I don’t have to feel anything, do I?” he said harshly.

  “I’m obeying the clear orders of my seniors in a United States Government department, and that’s all there is to it.




  “Besides,” he added. “I don’t call them Americans. They’re subordinate members of a criminal organization which is just about as American as the heel of

  Italy. Rats have no nationality. You don’t know those boys like I do. They’d sink the United States for a handful of those diamonds we’ve seen.”




  





  Chapter Two




  WHEN I was finally convinced that I was wasting my time with Hammond and Barbour, I telephoned the Precious Stone Laboratory in Hatton Garden, and asked

  for Tom Blake.




  “Tom,” I said, “I’m at Bow Street and I’ve got something which you’ll find very interesting. Can you put your tackle into a bag and come here right away? . .

  . Good. Take a taxi, and I’ll pay . . . Yes, it’s diamonds. And what diamonds! You’ll find them really worth your while.”




  Tom is a small, spare, lively man in his middle thirties, and his “tackle” is a collection of instruments for outside work which he can carry in a suitcase. He arrived within twenty

  minutes of my call, and when I opened the box and showed him the stones he uttered an exclamation of extreme pleasure.




  “Are they diamonds?” I asked.




  “They certainly are!” he said. “And I never saw a finer collection. Heavens, man, where did you get this lot?” He picked up the large brilliant which I had already

  handled, and held it against the light. “Just look at this beauty!”




  The two prisoners had been brought out to witness the examination of the gems. “Zircons!” Hammond said in derision, but I pretended not to hear him.




  Tom brought a little square plate of polished corundum from his pocket and tested several of the diamonds for hardness. They scratched the plate easily.




  “Good enough,” he said.




  He opened his case and took out a much smaller case or box of black leather, from which he extracted an instrument looking rather like a baby ciné camera. “This is a rutile

  refractometer,” he said to me. “Quite a new thing. Neat, eh?”




  Away from the accustomed lay-out of his own laboratory, Tom took some time in adjusting his new instrument, but finally he got a reading to his satisfaction. “Take a look,” he

  said.




  One by one, out of sheer curiosity, we peered through the eyepiece. I knew that we were supposed to see a measurement of the refractive index of a diamond, but personally what I saw did not mean

  a thing.




  “Lovely reading, just below two point four one seven,” said Tom. “Lower by a fraction than anything I’ve seen before, but with a reading like that there’s nothing

  else it could possibly be but diamond.”




  He gazed at the glittering array of stones in the box. “Nothing in the world like a diamond,” he said, almost with reverence. “These stones which look so bright and new are

  some of the oldest things on earth. They’re fragments of eternity; as old as the rocks, as clear as spring water, as indestructible as a brave man’s courage.”




  He sighed, and returned the precious refractometer to its case. Then he uncased a binocular microscope which I had seen before. It had a queer built-in substage lighting arrangement and an

  electric plug. I unwound the flex and plugged it into the mains for him.




  “Now,” he said. “I’ll see if I can tell you where they were mined. I might even be able to identify some of the larger stones, if they’ve been in this country

  before.”




  He selected a brilliant-cut stone and placed it on the slide. He looked through the eyepiece and fiddled with the little wheels, and we waited for his comments.




  Sitting and standing around in that bare office we waited an appreciable time, and in a silence which grew more tense, as Tom stared at the brilliant. I stole a glance at Hammond. He was

  frowning with a new worry, and he kept hooking one finger in the collar of his shirt and pulling at it nervously—a characteristic gesture of the hot-and-bothered criminal. I could guess what

  was on his mind. It was evident from Tom’s attitude that he had made a discovery of some importance, and for Hammond, just then, there could only be one more discovery. The bigger and more

  valuable jewels of the world are known to experts, who can identify them with ease. The histories of such gems are known: who owns them, who bought them from whom, and for how much. Hammond was

  afraid that Tom was looking at a stone which he knew, either from actual handling or from enlarged photographs. If that stone had been unlawfully obtained by the vendor, recognition of it might

  lead to the whole collection being treated as stolen property. And that would put an end to Hammond’s vain hope of ultimately recovering the jewels.




  At last Tom put the big brilliant carefully on one side, and picked up a baton diamond, a polished oblong of great beauty. Then he tried a baguette, then another brilliant. His expression was

  sober, and very intent. Presently he looked up.




  “The inclusions in these stones are different from those in any natural diamond,” he said. “It’s almost unbelievable, but I feel certain they’re

  synthetic.”




  Hammond’s retort came immediately: one word, which had better not be printed here. It was an expletive which implied much scorn and utter disbelief. But Tom did not answer him. He was

  gazing sadly at the sparkling contents of the box.




  “What a shame,” he said. “What a pity they’re not natural gems.”




  “What sort of a faker are you?” Hammond wanted to know. “Are you and the lootenant trying to work a big swindle? There’s no such thing as a synthetic diamond. Sapphires

  and rubies, yes. And emeralds, and spinels. But not diamonds. Don’t give me that.”




  Tom still gazed at the collection of stones. Of all the men there, he was the one most able to understand Hammond’s incredulity. He answered quietly, and his manner was convincing.

  “Five minutes ago I would have agreed with everything you say,” he told the American. “But not now. These are diamonds. Real diamonds which stand up to test. They’re as hard

  and brilliant as natural stones. But they’re synthetic; products of human artifice. There can be no real doubt of that.”




  “It’s all a lot of yap,” said Hammond contemptuously. But I thought that he had unwillingly perceived the honesty of Tom’s words. He looked trapped: sick with

  apprehension. His accomplice was regarding him curiously, as a passer-by might study the face of a condemned man who is being hustled out of the Assize court into a police-car. To be arrested was a

  misfortune which could happen to any illegal operator: to be swindled out of a third of a million dollars of his associates’ money was a misfortune of quite another sort. Hammond had good

  cause to be worried.




  Tom Blake’s glance also was curious. He had the law-abiding citizen’s curiosity about ruffians of all kinds, and he liked me to consult him so that he could see the creatures which I

  occasionally dragged up from the twilight world of crime.




  “Are you the gentleman who purchased these—diamonds?” he asked politely. “You know something about gems?”




  “I know enough,” Hammond growled. “I was with a Boston jeweller for five years.” But once again his glance flickered uneasily in Barbour’s direction. No doubt he

  had some knowledge of diamonds, but perhaps not so much as he had pretended.




  Tom is a gentleman, not a policeman, and he took a face-saving line with Hammond.




  “Anybody without laboratory equipment and laboratory training might be deceived by these stones,” he said. “Especially since synthetic diamonds have not been known to exist. So

  I’m not surprised that you have some difficulty in accepting my opinion.”




  “You’ve proved nothing,” said Hammond rudely.




  “Not to you, I haven’t,” said Tom in a harder voice. “But my examination of these remarkable things is by no means finished. I hope to make some laboratory tests, later.

  However, there is one more test I can make here, and whether or not it convinces you, it will certainly confirm me in my opinion.” He looked around at the windows,

  and said to me, “Do you think we could make this place into a darkroom, temporarily?”




  There are not many rooms in Bow Street Police Station which flaunt the luxury of curtains. This one had roller blinds. When they were down, they made the room quite dark enough.




  With the blinds down, I switched on the lights until Tom was ready. From his case he had produced a compact little ultra-violet lamp with a black glass filter. He plugged in the lamp and

  somebody turned out the lights. He picked up the box of diamonds and stood waiting. “We’ll give it a short time to warm up,” he said.




  In the shadowed room the atmosphere was decidedly tense. Laymen though most of us were, we realized that what happened under the invisible rays of that little lamp would matter a great deal.

  We—the laymen—would know that we had witnessed the disclosure of a new marvel of science, and at least one of our prisoners would know that he was doomed. Hammond would know the

  unforgiving natures of the men who had entrusted him with $300,000 to buy diamonds.




  But none of us, least of all Tom, was prepared for what we saw. He put the open box of gems under the rays, and he was so surprised that he uttered a sharp exclamation. The compact mass of

  stones emitted a vivid orange glow which coloured the gloom. I had of course seen ultra-violet used before, but never on diamonds, synthetic or otherwise. It was a weird and beautiful and yet

  strangely sinister sight. Like an alchemist’s magic.




  “Well, that settles it,” said Tom, holding the glowing box of stones and looking like a sorcerer. “No natural diamond in the world ever fluoresced this colour. Sky blue is the

  usual colour. A few show yellow; a very few green. But this colour, never!”




  We stood staring, fascinated, at the unearthly orange radiance.




  “More conclusive still,” said Tom, driving it home. “No collection of real gems would fluoresce so evenly. Look at this lot, all exactly alike. Uniform colour, uniform

  brightness.”




  He closed the box, and at the same moment somebody moved towards him, suddenly. It was Barbour. I jumped to intercept. But Barbour merely thrust his left hand under the rays of the lamp. There

  was a solitaire diamond on the middle finger. As if it were witness to the truth of Tom’s words, the stone glowed with a bright, powder-blue fluorescence.




  I counted the synthetic diamonds. Hammond seemed to be too sick at heart to take any interest, so I said to Barbour, “One hundred and twenty?” and he nodded. I closed the box and

  sealed it with paper and wax, and Barbour and I wrote our names across the seal. I calculated that I could not be too careful in handling diamonds which looked as real as those did.




  Tom packed his instruments, but he gave no other sign of impending departure. I did not mind if he stayed to listen: his knowledge might still be useful.




  I sent Hammond, under guard, into another room. Then I turned to Barbour.




  “Now,” I said, “we’ll have another little chat. Or do you want those twisters to get away with a fortune and a big laugh?”




  “They won’t get so far,” said Barbour. “And they won’t laugh for so long.”




  I smiled in pity: I wanted him to lose his temper. “You dumb Yank,” I said. “You don’t think they’re going to hang around the West End of London with all that

  money, do you?”




  “No, they’ll take it where you lousy Limeys can’t get at it. But we’ll get it—and them.”




  “Who are ‘we’?”




  “Me and my ol’ man, maybe.”




  “When will that be? When you and Hammond come out of Wormwood Scrubbs?”




  He shook his head. “We’ll be all right in the Scrubbs, if that’s what you call your stinking jail.”




  “Well well.” I paced about with my hands in my pockets. “You’re simpler than I thought you were. You think you’re going to tell your pals outside to go after those

  dollars, don’t you?”




  “How’d you think of that, lootenant?” he asked in mock admiration.




  “Oh, I get these flashes of insight,” I said. “And of course I’m making suitable arrangements. Your friends will make enquiries and find out that you’ve been

  arrested, but they won’t know the diamonds are duds. So they won’t go after the money. If you want that money to be recovered you’ll have to tell me who sold you the

  stones.”




  “Like hell I will. My friends, as you call ’em, they’ll get to know.”




  “Tell me how?” I asked, with the air of being amused.




  He did not answer, so I went on: “You think you’re bound to come up for some sort of trial to-morrow, and you hope to blurt it out in court. But you won’t get the chance. I

  shall apply for an adjournment, you see.”
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