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  ››› 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. ›››
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  Chapter One




  THOUGH the place was within fifty yards of Granchester’s brightest and busiest shopping street, it was not easy to find. But once the stranger had

  ventured along the dingy alley, he could walk past the little shop with its discreet sign, ‘Your depot for Durex’, and see a doorway where a dim lamp shone its light down on wet

  cobbles. Then if his eyes were tolerably good he would be able to read the sign beneath the lamp, and it would inform him that he had arrived at an establishment with the peculiar name of Jimmy

  Ganders. Inside (if he were fool enough to enter) he would find that there was nothing to support such whimsy. It was a gin palace, and less inviting than most: one long shabby room with a long

  bar, a row of iron-legged tables on the other side, running parallel with the bar, a dais at the far end, upon which an upright piano and a set of drums stood forlorn, doors in the corners on each

  side of the dais, marked respectively ‘Ladies’ and ‘Gents’, girlie advertisements for champagne cider on the walls, and little else save glasses, bottles, beer pumps, barmen

  and customers.




  In Jimmy Ganders, at eight-thirty on a dark, drizzling September evening, there were some two dozen customers. Most of them were regulars. Others were there because the place had a certain

  notoriety: they were curious, or they had heard that willing girls could be found there. There was a group of pimply youths, talking in low voices, giggling, eyes all over the place. There were two

  American soldiers, talking earnestly to each other. There were lonely men, standing at the bar, taking covert glances at other men’s women. Nearly all the women there seemed to be with their

  own men, but the circumstance did not stop them from casting bold glances around. They were not smart or beautiful women, but they were not without their attractions.




  A young man entered, and as he walked to the bar he surveyed the room with casual thoroughness. He nodded to one or two people, and his nods were returned without enthusiasm. He was an

  habitué of the place, and typical of its rougher sort. He was sturdy, fresh-faced, blond, blue-eyed. Physically he should have been attractive, but his eyes were cold and shallow, and the

  abnormal forward thrust of the lower jaw made his loose lips pout aggressively even in repose. He wore a baggy, dirty suit, a soiled, crumpled collar and a wrinkled tie, and an old van

  driver’s cap. He ordered a pint of bitter and stood alone, drinking it.




  The young man was followed into the room by an older man; a little, narrow-shouldered rat of a man in a shiny old blue serge suit, a grimy muffler, and a check cap worn at a jaunty angle. The

  red-rimmed eyes in his sly, pinched face were busy from the moment he entered, but his glance roved no more after it had rested upon the young man he followed. He stopped at the bar a yard or two

  away from his quarry, without appearing to have noticed him. He shivered in his threadbare suit, and announced to the barman who came that he would treat himself to rum and peppermint.




  He received his drink, sipped it, grimaced with pleasure, and looked at his neighbour. “Hallo, Ewart lad,” he said in glad surprise, moving nearer.




  The young fellow looked down at him with tolerant unwelcome. “How do,” he grunted.




  “Nasty night,” the little man said, and Ewart nodded.




  There was a brief silence. The little man looked around the room and remarked: “Quiet in here.”




  “Quiet everywhere,” Ewart replied, and he permitted himself a small, secret grin.




  “You’re telling me,” was the rejoinder. “Everybody’s scared stiff.”




  “I’m not scared.”




  “Well, I’m not, come to that. My nose is clean.”




  “Is it? You’re Martineau’s grasshopper. Everybody knows that.”




  The little man was injured. “Nay, Ewart! I never sung to a cop in me life. I did me stretch at Farways, didn’t I? Does that sound as if I’d grass?”




  Ewart did not reply. The little man, whose name was Willis Cooper, contemplated his drink before he took another sip. Then he asked: “How’s the job going?”




  “Not so bad,” Ewart replied. He was—officially—out of work, and he knew that the other man knew it.




  “They tell me they’re short of labourers in the plumbing trade?” Willis ventured, watching closely.




  Ewart did not react, except to say without interest: “I never done no plumbing.” But he could see Willis in the back-bar mirror. Through the mirror he had seen Willis enter the room,

  and he had grimly watched the make-believe of an accidental meeting. Willis, who was subtle, never thought of the mirror. Mirrors are so obvious.




  Willis was slightly disappointed, and he began to wonder if he had got hold of a cock-and-bull tale. But his insatiable curiosity drove him. He tried another seemingly innocent question.




  “Have you and Tom Egan fallen out, or what?” he wanted to know. “When I saw you both in the Prodigal Son you didn’t seem to be speaking.”




  “I’ve no quarrel with Tom, but we never were right friendly.”




  “Not friendly enough to talk in a bar, but friendly enough to be gabbing very confidential in a back-alley off Bishopsgate,” said Willis in quick triumph.




  Ewart hooded his light eyes. “So what?” he demanded calmly. “What about it?”




  “Nowt, lad, nowt,” Willis disclaimed. He sipped his drink thoughtfully.




  Then it was Ewart who spoke. “Are you all right for cash?” he asked softly.




  “Why, you got some to spare?”




  “No, I could do with some.”




  “Sorry, I’ve got none to lend. I’ll give you a winner for tomorrow, though. Hammerfest. I’ve followed it through the season.”




  “Hammerfest. What’s it at?”




  “Eights. And it’ll win,” said Willis with certainty. But he seemed to have become bored with Ewart. His manner had changed. He finished his drink, said “Cheerio”

  without friendliness, and went out.




  In the mirror Ewart watched the departure. Then he stood in thought. “The plumbing trade,” he muttered. He drank off his beer in one long swig, flung a curt word to the barman, and

  followed Willis.




  When he looked outside, the alley was deserted. He ran a-tiptoe to the end, and peered cautiously round the corner into Lacy Street. He saw Willis’s small figure moving along under the

  bright lights. His tense attitude relaxed a little. Willis was not going towards Police Headquarters, at any rate. But he could be going to keep a street-corner appointment with a detective. Or he

  could use a telephone. Ewart crossed the road, and continued to follow at a safe distance.




  He saw Willis walk past a public telephone kiosk, and he sighed for another danger averted. Now, unless there was to be a meeting with a policeman, there was no great hurry. Willis

  Cooper’s insatiable curiosity had not yet led him to discover enough to excite his equally strong impulse to tell what he knew.




  Willis turned the corner from Lacy Street into Tyburn Street, and Ewart guessed where he was going. When Willis went along a narrow street called Higgitt’s Passage, the other man waited a

  full minute before he followed. In Higgitt’s Passage there was a small inn which went by the name of The Prodigal Son. It stood at the junction of the passage and a narrow back street which

  ran parallel to the main street. Here were the walls of the backyards of shops. Ewart climbed the wall of the nearest yard and stood upon it, so that he could look across the passage downward into

  the lighted bar of the inn.




  He stood quite still upon the wall, his excellent eyes glinting with some strong excitement. He could see half a dozen of the customers in the inn. He saw Willis in conversation with a man of

  powerful physique, clad in flannel trousers and a gaudy yellow and black sweater. Willis was talking; the big man was saying little in reply. As he watched, Ewart curled his thin lips and spat out

  a profane word.




  He jumped down from the wall and hurried into Lacy Street, to the nearest telephone box. He entered the box and dialled a number he knew.




  “Hallo,” someone answered. “Who is speaking?”




  “I’m needing a plumber,” Ewart replied, knowing that his voice would be recognized. “Have you a man available?”




  “I may have,” said the person at the other end. “What’s your trouble?”




  Ewart turned in the box so that he could look across Lacy Street. “I’m having trouble with a W.C.,” he said.




  “A water closet?” the voice said patiently, but as yet without understanding. “What’s the matter with it?”




  “It leaks. I’m afraid it’ll do some damage.”




  “Is it a serious leak?”




  “Well, I think it’s serious.”




  “What does it require?”




  “It wants taking out altogether. You’ll never repair it.”




  “Have we been called to this water closet before?”




  “I prefer to call it a W.C. You know it all right. You looked at it last year,” said Ewart. And at that moment he saw Willis Cooper come from Tyburn Street and walk up Lacy

  Street.




  “I think I know the one,” said the Plumber. “Let’s see, what’s the address?”




  “You know, just up Lacy Street. I’m looking at the blasted thing now. I’d like you to attend to this matter as soon as you possibly can, otherwise there might be trouble with

  the sanitary authorities.”




  “I’ll send a man straight away,” said the Plumber.




  Ewart left the phone box and went to the Prodigal Son. He entered the bar like a warm breeze. “Evening all,” he said cheerily, and then he looked at the clock. “Five past

  nine?” he queried in a shocked voice. “I’d no idea it was so far on. Here, Doug, is your clock right?”




  Douglas Savage, who managed the inn for his aged mother, looked up sharply from the glass of beer which he was drawing.




  “The clock’s all right,” he rasped. “What’s the gag? Are you drawing my attention to the time?”




  Ewart was hurt. “Cor!” he said. “I don’t know what’s come over everybody. You can’t ask a civil question without somebody biting your head off.”




  Doug eyed him, and remained silent.




  “Oh, forget the perishing time, will you?” Ewart jeered, aware that everyone in the room could hear him.




  “I’ll forget it, all right,” said Doug grimly. “You don’t drag me into nothing.”




  Ewart said: “Fill me a pint and stop nattering.” He moved along the little bar to the big man in the sweater. The big man acknowledged his approach with the faintest of nods.




  “Have a pint, Tom,” said Ewart.




  “No thanks,” said the big man coldly. “I’m just going.”




  “Oh, stay and have a pint, Tom,” Ewart insisted.




  Tom gave him a quick stare. “All right,” he assented with bad grace. “I’ll just stay for the odd one.”




  Ewart ordered the drink, and looked around the room. He smiled and spoke to a girl he knew. Then he spoke to a small, dark, dangerous-looking youth who sat at a table with a young blonde of

  remarkable shapeliness. “Hallo, Alex,” he said, but the little desperado only scowled at him.




  “What’s the matter with you?” demanded Tom Egan in a low voice. “You drunk, or something?”




  “Never more sober,” was the almost inaudible reply.




  “You know we’re not supposed to be seen together.”




  “We are tonight. What was Willis Cooper talking about?”




  “Oh, this and that. He asked if I’d seen you lately.”




  “He didn’t say he’d just seen me?”




  “No.”




  “He’s sniffing, Tom.”




  “Sure, he always is. He’ll spill all he knows, but he don’t know anything.”




  “He’s very fly. I think he’s got hold of something. He’s getting warm.”




  “Well, he can always be cooled, can’t he?”




  “He sure can. That’s why you and I are staying right here in this bar till closing time. Alex stays too. Give him the wire if he looks like going.”




  “I get you,” said Tom. “Good health.” He raised his mug of beer and drank deeply. Then he belched lengthily, and said: “You want to be careful, Ewart. That

  ‘Is the clock right?’ stunt of yours was too much of a good thing. It’ll make people wonder. The boss won’t like it.”




  “Why, will you tell him?”




  “No,” said Tom. “But somebody might.”




  Ewart thought that the business of establishing an alibi had been very neatly done. “Ah, you’re crackers!” he said with contempt. He was very cunning, but not very

  intelligent.




  





  




  Chapter Two




  DETECTIVE SERGEANT DEVERY opened the door of Chief Inspector Martineau’s office and looked in.




  “Fatal accident in Union Street,” he said. “Ten minutes ago.”




  “Why tell me?” Martineau retorted. “That’s a Traffic job.”




  “I thought you might be interested, sir. The driver left the car and ran away. The dead man is Willis Cooper.”




  Martineau put down his pen. “Get a car,” he said.




  In Union Street, Devery parked the plain C.I.D. car behind an ambulance, and the two detective officers pushed through a crowd of people who had gathered around the brightly-lit windows of a

  department store. The big shop was at the junction of Union Street and Lacy Street.




  Across the broad sidewalk, with its radiator jammed against a thick marble pillar of the building, was an old black car. One front door of the car, on the driver’s side, was hanging wide

  open. Three uniformed policemen were keeping the crowd away from the car. Two ambulance men and a nurse waited near.




  One of the policemen, a sergeant, touched his helmet when he saw Martineau. “Nothing has been moved or handled, sir,” he said. “The man is as dead as a dodo, so I left him

  where he was till you’d seen him.”




  Martineau went to look, and Devery peered over his shoulder. Jammed between steel and stone were the remains of Willis Cooper. There was no doubt he could not possibly have been alive. His head

  had been crushed between the front bumper of the car and the unyielding masonry. His expression of snarling desperate terror was fixed, like the grin on the face of a slain rat. Willis had died

  appropriately.




  “It’s murder all right,” said Martineau. “Number Three. Three right good informers. We won’t get a whisper out of anybody after this. The town will be as silent as

  a graveyard.”




  “How did they catch him that way, down on the ground?” Devery wanted to know.




  “That’s what makes me so sure that it was deliberate murder. See the unnatural mobility when I move his feet. They hit him while he was standing or walking here, and broke both his

  legs. They backed off and he sank down on one elbow. Then they hit him again, and crushed his head. Look closely, the body is still held there, leaning on one elbow.”




  Devery looked. “They’re bloody cruel,” he said. “Poor old Willis. He was a useful little scoundrel.”




  Martineau nodded, without much sympathy. He had to make use of informers, but he had no kind feeling for them. However, his feelings were even less kind for the men who murdered them. Now there

  were three murders to clear; three separate crimes which probably were, in a sense, one and the same crime. The culprits were the same, responsible for three murders in a few weeks just as they

  were responsible for a dozen major robberies during the same period. Some tightly organized gang was enriching itself at the expense of the city, and at the same time making itself safe by

  silencing the sources of police information. The underworld of Granchester, city of a million people in the centre of a close urban population of several millions, was terrified. Thieves,

  prostitutes and tough rowdies alike were afraid to talk about crime of any sort. Those who were vocationally on the fringe of the underworld—bookmakers and their clerks, runners and tictac

  men, publicans, barmaids, layabouts, bouncers, newsboys, hawkers—were behaving with extreme caution. The town had buttoned its lip.




  Two more policemen arrived, and Martineau said to the sergeant: “Push this crowd back, right back. And keep the road clear.”




  The sergeant and his men did as they were told, and soon the spectators were watching from a decent distance. The sergeant returned, and Martineau asked: “Who was first on the

  job?”




  “Me,” said the sergeant. “I was coming down Lacy Street. I heard the crash, but there was no sound of broken glass and I didn’t run. I just walked fast, like. When I got

  here I asked for witnesses, but nobody would admit having seen the actual incident.”




  “I’m not surprised. Even the general public is getting the wind up now. Nobody wants to be involved. What about the driver?”




  “Somebody must have seen him. There are always people about here at this time of night. But nobody would say they’d seen him.”




  “Too bad,” said Martineau. “Go around asking again, will you? Somebody might change his mind.”




  The sergeant went away, and C.I.D. men with cameras arrived. Photographs were taken, and the car was moved. More photographs were taken, and then the ambulance men took charge of the body.

  Devery went with them, to see what Willis Cooper had had in his pockets. Martineau arranged for the car to be towed to Headquarters, and he went there himself.




  At Headquarters, with the murder car under cover and under guard until daylight, Martineau learned that the car had not been in the possession of the murderer for more than a few minutes. It had

  been stolen a short distance away, a little while before the crime. Probably no finger-print other than the owner’s would be found upon it. The owner would be questioned, and he would be

  found to have no connection with the crime. It was going to be a murder without clues, like the two which had preceeded it.




  The only information Martineau had was something which Willis Cooper had gabbled over the telephone that very morning. He had said: “There’s summat about a plumber. There’s a

  plumber mixed up in it somewhere, but I don’t know how.” That was all. And now Martineau had a list of all the master plumbers in Granchester on his desk. There were hundreds of them,

  and each master plumber had two, three, four, or up to a dozen men. To go nosing around among a lot of plumbers was not the inspector’s intention, but the list would remain there, on the

  desk, until the case was cleared.




  Perhaps, this evening, Cooper had learned something else, and had been silenced before he could transmit his knowledge to the police. That was a pity. Martineau sat in his study and meditated

  about informers. They were fairly harmless little men as a rule, petty criminals usually. Strange people, they seemed to value the contemptuous friendship of police officers. They accepted money

  for their information, and they expected as much protection from other police officers as one policeman could give, but money and protection were not their main objects. In helping the police they

  sought to gratify some inner urge which had nothing to do with righteousness. There was vanity: they were proud of their own cleverness in getting information. And there was also a queer desire to

  have a part, though a secret one, in actual police work. They were usually small men. Martineau had heard more than one of them say: “I’d a-been a copper if I’d been big

  enough.”




  The big policeman grinned ruefully. One thing was very clear. Police informers were a dying race in Granchester.




  His thoughts turned to the other side, the men who were doing the killing. There seemed to be a highly organized gang, and—apart from the race-track gangs—that was a most uncommon

  thing in England. There was a guiding brain obviously, and a hand strong enough to impose discipline upon men, who of all men, were the least amenable to discipline. The discipline was there, all

  right. The gang was doing extremely well financially, but no matter how closely the police watched they saw no flash money, no heavy spending. The man who could prevent all the members of a

  mob of thieves with money in their pockets from following their natural inclinations—drink, women and horses—was a born disciplinarian.




  “He must have put the fear of God into ’em,” the inspector mused.




  Since there was no line of inquiry upon which to work, the Granchester police were doing what they could in the way of observation and prevention. The man on the beat had come into his own. It

  was not even hoped that the man on the beat would succeed in catching the criminals while they were actually committing a crime, but it was expected that he would eventually see or hear enough to

  give his superiors a lead.




  The Chief Constable, shocked and worried by the run of serious crime in his district, organized his manpower with a ruthless efficiency which had little regard for comfort. In the daytime,

  traffic points were controlled by policewomen, or left vacant. A few men in uniform patrolled the main streets, showing themselves as much as possible so that there would be no suspicion in the

  public mind that there were not many officers about. In the evenings, unpaid Special Constables were able to help. They patrolled in pairs, with instructions to keep out of trouble and inform

  Headquarters of the least suspicious occurrence. Area patrol cars prowled about the suburbs, and a van with a reserve squad of men waited for calls at Headquarters.




  Then at nine o’clock each night the main body of the force went into action. For beat working the group system was adopted. Four squads of men, each squad supplied with a car and commanded

  by a sergeant, ‘worked’ the city area by area, moving apparently at random from one district to another when they had examined every accessible lock and window latch. Wherever they

  happened to be, they gave an impression of great police activity. Wherever they happened to be, no criminal could operate. They were noticed, and they were meant to be noticed.




  The remainder of the force, nearly a thousand keen, well-trained men, each one eager to stop the nuisance, clear the crimes, and get some rest, turned out in plain clothes and faded into the

  night. Darkly clad, rubber shod, hugging the shadows, they moved silently and carefully, watching and listening. They showed no lights; they tried no doors unless for a reason. They just lurked,

  looked and listened.




  It was not possible to pick out property to be particularly guarded. The men whom Martineau was beginning to call the Plumber’s men sought only money and jewellery. The jeweller’s

  shops could easily be covered, but in the city centre there was money everywhere. There were thousands of shops, stores and offices, with thousands of safes containing money. And money and

  jewellery were to be found elsewhere than in the centre of the city. The suburbs were wide. It was in the shrubberies and under the garden trees of rich houses that many of the plain-clothes men

  lurked.




  The members of the C.I.D., already in plain clothes, did their share of night prowling. Even Martineau kept the dreary vigil for several nights. As a chief inspector he had a free run of the

  entire police district, going where he liked without instruction. It was he who first made contact with the Plumber.




  At half-past two in the morning, two days after the murder of Willis Cooper, Martineau stood in the grounds of Elms House, the home of Sir Clement Wesley, city alderman and cotton millionaire.

  There was a little breeze rustling in the trees. There had been rain, but now the clouds were thinning, and wan moonlight filtered through them to relieve the darkness. Martineau was wet, and his

  feet were sodden, and he wished it was morning. He stood well back among trees at the side of the house, so that he had some chance of observing an approach from either front or rear.




  He was trying to convince himself that there would be no harm in lighting a cigarette when he became aware of movement under the trees skirting the drive, and he saw that someone was walking on

  the grass there and keeping in the shadows.




  He waited, without excitement. The newcomer was moving in his direction, avoiding the open space in front of the house and staying under the trees. Then he stopped, and Martineau began to stalk

  him. He thought that the man might be a fellow officer, but he did not intend to disclose his presence until he was sure. He proceeded slowly and carefully, keeping well behind the other man so

  that no movement of his could be seen. He was within four yards, directly in rear, when the man began to move away from him. Martineau saw him in silhouette against the faintly moonlit forecourt of

  the house. He knew that soldierly bearing. It was the Chief Constable himself, one of the most important police officials in the country, out doing the work of a P.C. in time of need. The inspector

  made a slight sibilant noise to attract attention.




  The Chief turned, quite unstartled, and came to him. “Hallo, Martineau,” he said in a matter-of-fact whisper. “You’re out on the job, too?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Have you been round this house?”




  “Yes, sir. Several times.”




  “Have you been watching one house all the time?” the Chief wanted to know, with an edge of disapproval in his voice.




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Why?”




  “You know who lives here?”




  “I certainly do. I’ve had many a good dinner in that house. Clem Wesley would snigger a bit if he knew I was out here in the middle of the night, staring up at his window.”




  There was a brief silence, and then the Chief said: “But why this one place? Lady Wesley was never a woman for wanting a lot of jewels, and Sir Clement once told me that he doesn’t

  keep much money in the house.”




  “Perhaps he told you that, sir, but did he tell the Press?”




  “Of course not. I see what you mean. He’s a very rich man.”




  “That isn’t it. There was a picture in the Evening Guardian the other day.”




  “I remember. Some Americans.”




  “Canadians, sir. A Canadian gentleman and his wife, friends of Sir Clement. It can be assumed that they’re very rich. In the picture the lady was wearing a string of pearls worth a

  fortune if they were real. And it said that she owns the Witwater Diamond, which is supposed to be about as big as a dude egg.”




  “So?”




  “These Canadians are Sir Clement’s guests for a few days. It was there in the local paper for everyone to read.”




  “I congratulate you, Martineau. Not another man in the force saw the possibilities of that. You think our gang of thieving murderers might have a bash at getting the Witwater

  Diamond?”




  “Not to mention other trinkets they could pick up, sir. I couldn’t watch the house in the daytime to see if anyone was casing it. I’m too well-known for that. But I put a

  policewoman on to hang around in civvies. She has seen nothing out of the way.”




  “Well, that’s something. You may be wasting your time, you know. Lady Wesley won’t have a dog on the place, she has a terror of them. But she also has a terror of

  burglars. Sir Clement has the finest burglar alarm system I’ve ever seen. It doesn’t run from the mains. It can’t be got at from outside at all.”




  “Only from the inside?” was Martineau’s polite query.




  “That’s right. I believe there’s a switch somewhere near the front door.”




  Martineau made no comment about that, and the Chief went on: “Yours is a good idea, all the same. I’ll set my office staff watching the newspapers for that sort of thing. It might

  put us one jump ahead. By the way, are you armed?”




  Martineau was surprised. “Firearms haven’t been issued, sir.”




  “I know that. But aren’t you carrying a staff?”




  “No sir.”




  The Chief fingered the short, heavy truncheon in his raincoat pocket. It was an issue staff which he had borrowed from stores. He remembered hearing that Martineau was a very formidable man. The

  hardest hitter in the force, it was reported. “You should carry a staff on a job of this sort,” he said, but not very severely.




  Martineau, who never carried a staff, discreetly made no reply. For a while nothing was said. The two men listened to the rustle of the trees, at night one of the loneliest sounds on earth. Then

  they heard a car.




  “Somebody’s out late,” the Chief commented.




  They stood listening as the car came along the road. It seemed to decrease speed as it approached the open gateway of Elms House. Not presuming to tell the Chief what to do, Martineau drew back

  into the shrubbery. His superior officer did likewise.




  The car came up the drive at speed, and circled to a stop at the front door. Its lighted sign, ‘Police’, was clearly visible. Obviously the driver was not on any sort of patrol. He

  was in a hurry.




  A man in motor patrol uniform leaped from the car and pounded on the door. Then he found a bell button and leaned on it. Then he pounded the door again. A light appeared in a front bedroom.




  “Why didn’t they phone from Headquarters?” Martineau murmured in the Chief’s ear.




  “Perhaps the phone didn’t rouse anybody. Shall we go and see what is the matter?”




  “Suppose the wires have been cut? I’d advise staying here for a while, sir. We shall be able to hear what it’s all about.”




  Presently the porch light was switched on, and the door was opened by a tall man in a dressing-gown. He was not old but his hair shone like silver under the light.




  “That’s Deakin, the butler,” the Chief whispered.




  They heard the constable speaking. “This is Sir Clement Wesley’s house?”




  The butler made a reply, and the P.C. went on: “I think you’d better. Tell him that the Wood Street warehouse is on fire, and going like a furnace. If you like I’ll wait for

  him and run him into town.”




  The butler spoke again. The policeman said: “You’ll drive him into town? All right, I’ll go back.”




  The constable returned to his car. “Down, sir!” Martineau hissed, grasping the Chief’s arm. They crouched. The car’s headlights swept over the bushes as it completed its

  circle and sped away. Then they were in darkness again. The bedroom light went out.




  The butler closed the front door, leaving the porch light on. The Chief started to say something, but his arm was pressed again.




  “We’ve got company,” Martineau whispered, with his mouth to the Chief’s ear. “Somebody moved, over on the other side, near that yew hedge. Whoever it is, he must

  have come the back way.”




  They waited, staying quite still. The light reappeared in the front bedroom. Evidently the butler had informed Sir Clement. A minute later the front door was opened again. The butler emerged. He

  had put on trousers and a dark overcoat, and he wore a bowler hat perfectly straight upon his head. He went around the house towards the garages, leaving the front door open. As soon as he had

  gone, four dark figures crept out of the shadow of the yew hedge and entered the house.




  “They’re wearing masks!” was the Chief’s whispered exclamation.




  “Do we tackle ’em now?” Martineau wanted to know.




  The Chief pondered. “I think we have time to get them right,” he said. “They’ll hide somewhere until Sir Clement has gone, and then they’ll go to work. We’ll

  get some assistance out here and collar the lot of them. Where is there a public telephone around here?”




  Martineau told him, and advised him that the thieves would have look-outs. “They’ll have a car not far away,” he said. “If we go back to the wall I can help you to get

  over into the grounds of Wyvern Lodge. Then if you go out of the back gate you’ll see the phone box on the corner.”




  They made their way to the side wall of the garden. Martineau made a stirrup of his hands and the Chief got a leg over the wall and dropped down on the other side. The inspector returned to his

  post, reflecting that the thieves might have completed their task before the police reinforcements could gather. And there were at least four of them. He began to wish that he had put a staff in

  his pocket, as the Chief had done.




  He made his way around the side of the house until he came to an archway which led to the backyard. He looked into the yard. Over at the far side the butler was getting a car out of the garage.

  Elsewhere all was quiet and still. He guessed that the butler would be under observation, so he did not dare to approach him. He crossed the yard to where he saw the roof of a greenhouse glimmering

  faintly. Somewhere around there, he hoped, he would find gardening tools. A spade or a mattock would be a good enough weapon.




  He found a shed behind the greenhouse. The door was not locked. He opened it and slipped inside, and stood listening in pitch darkness. Then he took a torch from his pocket and risked a quick

  look around. He saw a dusty profusion of spades, hoes, pots, canes, balls of twine, sacks and boxes of fertilizer. A bench occupied one side of the shed, and on the bench there was the head of a

  woodsman’s axe. Beside the axe-head there was a new helve, waiting to be fitted. Martineau picked up the thirty-inch length of tough wood and balanced it in his hand. It was a better weapon

  than a policeman’s truncheon.




  He went back, through the archway and along the side of the house. When he reached the front corner he stopped and listened. He crouched, and with his head not much above knee level he looked

  round the corner. He was in time to see Sir Clement Wesley get into the rear seat of a Bentley car. The butler, acting as chauffeur, closed the door of the car upon him and took the driving seat.

  Martineau shrank away from the corner as the car was driven away.




  He saw the car’s tail lights vanish through the distant gateway, and he saw trees in its headlight glare as it sped along the road. Then he looked up as a light sprang out from the windows

  of the big corner bedroom above him. Apparently a window was open, because he heard a man’s voice quite clearly. The accent was North American. “Hey you! What the hell are you doing in

  here?”




  He heard the reply: “Sit tight, chum, and you won’t get hurt. All we want is a few bits-and-bats. Where do you keep the Witwater Diamond?”




  “In Toronto, in a safe-deposit. You’re out of luck.”




  “All right. If we can’t find the diamond, we’ll take what there is. Steady! This gun is loaded. If you try to put one foot out of bed I’ll blow your head off. Go on, kid,

  see what you can find. I’ll watch this fellow.”




  Gun or no gun, Martineau wished that he was up there with his axe handle. He was about to make his way to the front door when he heard another car. He remained in concealment as it came up the

  drive and stopped at the front door. As it stopped, the driver touched his horn button just once, by accident or design. Thereafter, he waited with his engine running, and his headlights glaring in

  the direction of Martineau’s corner.




  Martineau turned and ran lightly round the house, because he could only approach the car from the rear. As he ran he took out his penknife and held it open in his left hand. He thought that he

  might be able to slit the tyres of the car. He also thought that he would put the driver out of action if there was half a chance.




  He was too late. When he came round to the front of the house again, all the front bedrooms were showing light, and there was a thin monotonous screaming which was probably Lady Wesley in

  hysterics. The raiders had been very quick. Light streamed from the front door, and men were emerging and running to the car.




  Martineau ran forward, and now he had a police whistle in his left hand instead of his knife. He was hoping that a surprise attack might spread panic among men whose nerves were bound to be taut

  with strain. He thought that he might cause some confusion, knock over one or two men, and scare the others away. He was determined to take at least one prisoner.




  At first he ran in silence. Then he was seen, and someone shouted: “Look out!” A split second later he was among them, hitting out with the helve. His whistle was between his teeth

  and he was blowing it like a maniac. Shouts and shots added to the din. The first man out of the house scrambled to safety in the car. Martineau swung at the second man. The man ducked, but a

  glancing blow sent him reeling. The third man blocked a blow with his forearm, and dropped a pistol he had been holding. The fourth man nipped smartly around behind Martineau and dived into the

  car.




  Somewhere there was a ringing command: “Hold ’em, Martineau! Come on, men!”




  Someone in the car had fired several shots at Martineau, but the big policeman had been moving about too quickly to make a good target. Now there was another shot, and he felt his right arm go

  numb. The bullet had struck the axe-helve and knocked it out of his hand.




  Someone in the car was exhorting the thieves to get in. The man who had been clipped on the head made it with a short, wobbly run, and was dragged inside. Number Three, the man with the damaged

  arm, was still trying to get around Martineau. There was another shot, which did not seem to hit anybody. In the middle distance the Chief was still shouting as he charged forward.
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