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CHAPTER I




A man stood irresolutely before the imposing portals of
Cainbury House, a large office building let out to numerous small
tenants, and harbouring, as the indicator on the tiled wall of the
vestibule testified, some thirty different professions. The man was
evidently poor, for his clothes were shabby and his boots were down
at heel. He was as evidently a foreigner. His clean-shaven eagle
face was sallow, his eyes were dark, his eyebrows black and
straight.

He passed up the few steps into the hall and stood
thoughtfully before the indicator. Presently he found what he
wanted. At the very top of the list and amongst the crowded
denizens of the fifth floor was a slip inscribed:

"THE GOSSIP'S CORNER"

He took from his waistcoat pocket a newspaper cutting and
compared the two then stepped briskly, almost jauntily, into the
hall, as though all his doubts and uncertainties had vanished, and
waited for the elevator. His coat was buttoned tightly, his collar
was frayed, his shirt had seen the greater part of a week's
service, the Derby hat on his head had undergone extensive
renovations, and a close observer would have noticed that his
gloves were odd ones.

He walked into the lift and said, "Fifth floor," with a
slight foreign accent.

He was whirled up, the lift doors clanged open and the grimy
finger of the elevator boy indicated the office. Again the man
hesitated, examining the door carefully. The upper half was of
toughened glass and bore the simple inscription:

"THE GOSSIP'S CORNER.

KNOCK."

Obediently the stranger knocked and the door opened through
an invisible agent, much to the man's surprise, though there was
nothing more magical about the phenomenon than there is about any
electrically controlled office door.

He found himself in a room sparsely furnished with a table, a
chair and a few copies of papers. An old school map of England hung
on one wall and a Landseer engraving on the other. At the
farthermost end of the room was another door, and to this he
gravitated and again, after a moment's hesitation, he
knocked.

"Come in," said a voice.

He entered cautiously.

The room was larger and was comfortably furnished. There were
shaded electric lamps on either side of the big carved oak
writing-table. One of the walls was covered with books, and the
litter of proofs upon the table suggested that this was the
sanctorum.

But the most remarkable feature of the room was the man who
sat at the desk. He was a man solidly built and, by his voice, of
middle age. His face the new-comer could not see and for excellent
reason. It was hidden behind a veil of fine silk net which had been
adjusted over the head like a loose bag and tightened under the
chin.

The man at the table chuckled when he saw the other's
surprise.

"Sit down," he said—he spoke in French—"and don't, I beg of
you, be alarmed."

"Monsieur," said the new-comer easily, "be assured that I am
not alarmed. In this world nothing has ever alarmed me except my
own distressing poverty and the prospect of dying
poor."

The veiled figure said nothing for a while.

"You have come in answer to my advertisement," he said after
a long pause.

The other bowed.

"You require an assistant, Monsieur," said the new-comer,
"discreet, with a knowledge of foreign languages and poor. I
fulfill all those requirements," he went on calmly; "had you also
added, of an adventurous disposition, with few if any scruples, it
would have been equally descriptive."

The stranger felt that the man at the desk was looking at
him, though he could not see his eyes. It must have been a long and
careful scrutiny, for presently the advertiser said
gruffly:

"I think you'll do."

"Exactly," said the new-comer with cool assurance; "and now
it is for you, dear Monsieur, to satisfy me that you also will do.
You will have observed that there are two parties to every bargain.
First of all, my duties?"

The man in the chair leant back and thrust his hands into his
pockets.

"I am the editor of a little paper which circulates
exclusively amongst the servants of the upper classes," he said. "I
receive from time to time interesting communications concerning the
aristocracy and gentry of this country, written by hysterical
French maids and revengeful Italian valets. I am not a good
linguist, and I feel that there is much in these epistles which I
miss and which I should not miss."

The new-comer nodded.

"I therefore want somebody of discretion who will deal with
my foreign correspondence, make a fair copy in English and
summarize the complaints which these good people make. You quite
understand," he said with a shrug of his shoulders, "that mankind
is not perfect, less perfect is womankind, and least perfect is
that section of mankind which employs servants. They usually have
stories to tell not greatly to their masters' credit, not nice
stories, you understand, my dear friend. By the way, what is your
name?"

The stranger hesitated.

"Poltavo," he said after a pause.

"Italian or Pole?" asked the other.

"Pole," replied Poltavo readily.

"Well, as I was saying," the editor went on, "we on this
paper are very anxious to secure news of society doings. If they
are printable, we print them; if they are not printable"—he
paused—"we do not print them. But," he raised a warning forefinger,
"the fact that particulars of disgraceful happenings are not fit
for publication must not induce you to cast such stories into the
wastepaper basket. We keep a record of such matters for our own
private amusement." He said this latter airily, but Poltavo was not
deceived.

Again there was a long silence whilst the man at the table
ruminated.

"Where do you live?" he asked.

"On the fourth floor of a small house in Bloomsbury," replied
Poltavo.

The veiled figure nodded.

"When did you come to this country?"

"Six months ago."

"Why?"

Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.

"Why?" insisted the man at the table.

"A slight matter of disagreement between myself and the
admirable chief of police of Sans Sebastian," he said as airily as
the other.

Again the figure nodded.

"If you had told me anything else, I should not have engaged
you," he said.

"Why?" asked Poltavo in surprise.

"Because you are speaking the truth," said the other coolly.
"Your matter of disagreement with the police in Sans Sebastian was
over the missing of some money in the hotel where you were staying.
The room happened to be next to yours and communicating, if one had
the ingenuity to pick the lock of the door. Also your inability to
pay the hotel bill hastened your departure."

"What an editor!" said the other admiringly, but without
showing any signs of perturbation or embarrassment.

"It is my business to know something about everybody," said
the editor. "By the way, you may call me Mr. Brown, and if at times
I may seem absent-minded when I am so addressed you must excuse me,
because it is not my name. Yes, you are the kind of man I
want."

"It is remarkable that you should have found me," said
Poltavo. "The cutting"—he indicated the newspaper clip—"was sent to
me by an unknown friend."

"I was the unknown friend," said "Mr. Brown"; "do you
understand the position?"

Poltavo nodded.

"I understand everything," he said, "except the last and most
important of all matters; namely, the question of my
salary."

The man named a sum—a generous sum to Poltavo, and Mr. Brown,
eyeing him keenly, was glad to note that his new assistant was
neither surprised nor impressed.

"You will see very little of me at this office," the editor
went on. "If you work well, and I can trust you, I will double the
salary I am giving you; if you fail me, you will be sorry for
yourself."

He rose.

"That finishes our interview. You will come here to-morrow
morning and let yourself in. Here is the key of the door and a key
to the safe in which I keep all correspondence. You will find much
to incriminate society and precious little that will incriminate
me. I expect you to devote the whole of your attention to this
business," he said slowly and emphatically.

"You may be sure——" began Poltavo.

"Wait, I have not finished. By devoting the whole of your
attention to the business, I mean I want you to have no spare time
to conduct any investigations as to my identity. By a method which
I will not trouble to explain to you I am able to leave this
building without any person being aware of the fact that I am the
editor of this interesting publication. When you have been through
your letters I want you to translate those which contain the most
important particulars and forward them by a messenger who will call
every evening at five o'clock. Your salary will be paid regularly,
and you will not be bothered with any editorial duties. And now, if
you will please go into the outer room and wait a few moments, you
may return in five minutes and begin on this accumulation of
correspondence."

Poltavo, with a little bow, obeyed, and closed the door
carefully behind him. He heard a click, and knew that the same
electric control which had opened the outer door had now closed the
inner. At the end of five minutes, as near as he could judge, he
tried the door. It opened readily and he stepped into the inner
office. The room was empty. There was a door leading out to the
corridor, but something told the new assistant that this was not
the manner of egress which his employer had adopted. He looked
round carefully. There was no other door, but behind the chair
where the veiled man had sat was a large cupboard. This he opened
without, however, discovering any solution to the mystery of Mr.
Brown's disappearance, for the cupboard was filled with books and
stationery. He then began a systematic search of the apartment. He
tried all the drawers of the desk and found they were open,
whereupon his interest in their contents evaporated, since he knew
a gentleman of Mr. Brown's wide experience was hardly likely to
leave important particulars concerning himself in an unlocked desk.
Poltavo shrugged his shoulders, deftly rolling a cigarette, which
he lit, then pulling the chair up to the desk he began to attack
the pile of letters which awaited his attention.

 

For six weeks Mr. Poltavo had worked with painstaking
thoroughness in the new service. Every Friday morning he had found
on his desk an envelope containing two bank notes neatly folded and
addressed to himself. Every evening at five o'clock a hard-faced
messenger had called and received a bulky envelope containing
Poltavo's translations.

The Pole was a keen student of the little paper, which he
bought every week, and he had noted that very little of the
information he had gleaned appeared in print. Obviously then
Gossip's Corner served Mr. Brown in
some other way than as a vehicle for scandal, and the veil was
partly lifted on this mysterious business on an afternoon when
there had come a sharp tap at the outer door of the office. Poltavo
pressed the button on the desk, which released the lock, and
presently the tap was repeated on the inside door.

The door opened and a girl stood in the entrance
hesitating.

"Won't you come in?" said Poltavo, rising.

"Are you the editor of this paper?" asked the girl, as she
slowly closed the door behind her.

Poltavo bowed. He was always ready to accept whatever honour
chance bestowed upon him. Had she asked him if he were Mr. Brown,
he would also have bowed.

"I had a letter from you," said the girl, coming to the other
side of the table and resting her hand on its edge and looking down
at him a little scornfully, and a little fearfully, as Poltavo
thought.

He bowed again. He had not written letters to anybody save to
his employer, but his conscience was an elastic one.

"I write so many letters," he said airily, "that I really
forget whether I have written to you or not. May I see the
letter?"

She opened her bag, took out an envelope, removed the letter
and passed it across to the interested young man. It was written on
the note-heading of Gossip's Corner
, but the address had been scratched out by a stroke of the
pen. It ran:

 

"Dear Madam,—

"Certain very important information has come into my
possession regarding the relationships between yourself and Captain
Brackly. I feel sure you cannot know that your name is being
associated with that officer. As the daughter and heiress of the
late Sir George Billk, you may imagine that your wealth and
position in society relieves you of criticism, but I can assure you
that the stories which have been sent to me would, were they placed
in the hands of your husband, lead to the most unhappy
consequences.

"In order to prevent this matter going any further, and in
order to silence the voices of your detractors, our special inquiry
department is willing to undertake the suppression of these
scandal-mongers. It will cost you £10,000, which should be paid to
me in notes. If you agree, put an advertisement in the agony column
of the Morning Mist , and I will
arrange a meeting where the money can be paid over. On no account
address me at my office or endeavour to interview me
there.

"Yours very truly,

"J. Brown."

 

Poltavo read the letter and now the function of
Gossip's Corner was very clear. He
refolded the letter and handed it back to the girl.

"I may not be very clever," said the visitor, "but I think I
can understand what blackmail is when I see it."

Poltavo was in a quandary, but only for a
moment.

"I did not write that letter," he said suavely; "it was
written without my knowledge. When I said that I was the editor of
this paper, I meant, of course, that I was the acting editor. Mr.
Brown conducts his business quite independently of myself. I know
all the circumstances," he added hastily, since he was very anxious
that the girl should not refuse him further information in the
belief that he was an inconsiderable quantity, "and I sympathize
with you most sincerely."

A little smile curled the lips of the visitor.

Poltavo was ever a judge of men and women, and he knew that
this was no yielding, timid creature to be terrified by the fear of
exposure.

"The matter can be left in the hands of Captain Brackly and
my husband to settle," she said. "I am going to take the letter to
my solicitors. I shall also show it to the two men most
affected."

Now the letter had been written four days earlier, as Poltavo
had seen, and he argued that if it had not been revealed to these
"two men most affected" in the first heat of the lady's anger and
indignation, it would never be shown at all.

"I think you are very wise," he said suavely. "After all,
what is a little unpleasantness of that character? Who cares about
the publication of a few letters?"

"Has he got letters?" asked the girl quickly, with a change
of tone.

Poltavo bowed again.

"Will they be returned?" she asked.

Poltavo nodded, and the girl bit her lips
thoughtfully.

"I see," she said.

She looked at the letter again and without another word went
out.

Poltavo accompanied her to the outer door.

"It is the prettiest kind of blackmail," she said at parting,
and she spoke without heat. "I have only now to consider which will
pay me best."

The Pole closed the door behind her and walked back to his
inner office, opened the door and stood aghast, for sitting in the
chair which he had so recently vacated was the veiled
man.

He was chuckling, partly at Poltavo's surprise, partly at
some amusing thought.

"Well done, Poltavo," he said; "excellently
fenced."

"Did you hear?" asked the Pole, surprised in spite of
himself.

"Every word," said the other. "Well, what do you think of
it?"

Poltavo pulled a chair from the wall and sat down facing his
chief.

"I think it is very clever," he said admiringly, "but I also
think I am not getting sufficient salary."

The veiled man nodded.

"I think you are right," he agreed, "and I will see that it
is increased. What a fool the woman was to come here!"

"Either a fool or a bad actress," said Poltavo.

"What do you mean?" asked the other quickly.

Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.

"To my mind," he said after a moment's thought, "there is no
doubt that I have witnessed a very clever comedy. An effective one,
I grant, because it has accomplished all that was
intended."

"And what was intended?" asked Mr. Brown
curiously.

"It was intended by you and carried out by you in order to
convey to me the exact character of your business," said Poltavo.
"I judged that fact from the following evidence." He ticked off the
points one by one on his long white fingers. "The lady's name was,
according to the envelope, let us say, Lady Cruxbury; but the
lady's real name, according to some silver initials on her bag,
began with 'G.' Those initials I also noted on the little
handkerchief she took from her bag. Therefore she was not the
person to whom the letter was addressed, or if she was, the letter
was a blind. In such an important matter Lady Cruxbury would come
herself. My own view is that there is no Lady Cruxbury, that the
whole letter was concocted and was delivered to me whilst you were
watching me from some hiding place in order to test my discretion,
and, as I say, to make me wise in the ways of your admirable
journal."

Mr. Brown laughed long and softly.

"You are a clever fellow, Poltavo," he said admiringly, "and
you certainly deserve your rise of salary. Now I am going to be
frank with you. I admit that the whole thing was a blind. You now
know my business, and you now know my raison
d'être , so to speak. Are you willing to
continue?"

"At a price," said the other.

"Name it," said the veiled man quietly.

"I am a poor adventurer," began Poltavo; "my
life——"

"Cut all that stuff out," said Mr. Brown roughly, "I am not
going to give you a fortune. I am going to give you the necessities
of life and a little comfort."

Poltavo walked to the window and thrusting his hands deep
into his trouser pockets stared out. Presently he turned. "The
necessities of life to me," he said, "are represented by a flat in
St. James's Street, a car, a box at the Opera——"

"You will get none of these," interrupted Mr. Brown. "Be
reasonable."

Poltavo smiled.

"I am worth a fortune to you," he said, "because I have
imagination. Here, for example." He picked out a letter from a heap
on the desk and opened it. The caligraphy was typically Latin and
the handwriting was vile. "Here is a letter from an Italian," he
said, "which to the gross mind may perhaps represent wearisome
business details. To a mind of my calibre, it is clothed in rich
possibilities." He leaned across the table; his eyes lighted up
with enthusiasm. "There may be an enormous fortune in this," and he
tapped the letter slowly. "Here is a man who desires the great
English newspaper, of which he has heard (though Heaven only knows
how he can have heard it), to discover the whereabouts and the
identity of a certain M. Fallock."

The veiled man started.

"Fallock," he repeated.

Poltavo nodded.

"Our friend Fallock has built a house 'of great wonder,' to
quote the letter of our correspondent. In this house are buried
millions of lira—doesn't that fire your imagination, dear
colleague?"

"Built a house, did he?" repeated the other.

"Our friends tell me," Poltavo went on,—"did I tell you it
was written on behalf of two men?—that they have a clue and in fact
that they know Mr. Fallock's address, and they are sure he is
engaged in a nefarious business, but they require confirmation of
their knowledge."

The man at the table was silent.

His fingers drummed nervously on the blotting pad and his
head was sunk forward as a man weighing a difficult
problem.

"All child's talk," he said roughly, "these buried
treasures!—I have heard of them before. They are just two
imaginative foreigners. I suppose they want you to advance their
fare?"

"That is exactly what they do ask," said
Poltavo.

The man at the desk laughed uneasily behind his veil and
rose.

"It's the Spanish prison trick," he said; "surely you are not
deceived by that sort of stuff?"

Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.

"Speaking as one who has also languished in a Spanish
prison," he smiled, "and who has also sent out invitations to the
generous people of England to release him from his sad position—a
release which could only be made by generous payments—I thoroughly
understand the delicate workings of that particular fraud; but we
robbers of Spain, dear colleague, do not write in our native
language, we write in good, or bad, English. We write not in vilely
spelt Italian because we know that the recipient of our letter will
not take the trouble to get it translated. No, this is no Spanish
prison trick. This is genuine."

"May I see the letter?"

Poltavo handed it across the table, and the man turning his
back for a moment upon his assistant lifted his veil and read. He
folded the letter and put it in his pocket.

"I will think about it," he said gruffly.

"Another privilege I would crave from you in addition to the
purely nominal privilege of receiving more salary," said
Poltavo.

"What is it?"

The Pole spread out his hands in a gesture of
self-depreciation.

"It is weak of me, I admit," he said, "but I am
anxious—foolishly anxious—to return to the society of well-clothed
men and pretty women. I pine for social life. It is a weakness of
mine," he added apologetically. "I want to meet stockbrokers,
financiers, politicians and other chevaliers
d'industrie on equal terms, to wear the
grande habit , to listen to soft music,
to drink good wine."

"Well?" asked the other suspiciously. "What am I to
do?"

"Introduce me to society," said Poltavo sweetly—"most
particularly do I desire to meet that merchant prince of whose
operations I read in the newspapers, Mr.
how-do-you-call-him?—Farrington."

The veiled man sat in silence for a good minute, and then he
rose, opened the cupboard and put in his hand. There was a click
and the cupboard with its interior swung back, revealing another
room which was in point of fact an adjoining suite of offices, also
rented by Mr. Brown. He stood silently in the opening, his chin on
his breast, his hands behind him, then:

"You are very clever, Poltavo," he said, and passed through
and the cupboard swung back in its place.













CHAPTER II





"Assassin!"



This was the cry which rang out in the stillness of the
night, and aroused the interest of one inhabitant of Brakely Square
who was awake. Mr. Gregory Farrington, a victim of insomnia, heard
the sound, and put down the book he was reading, with a frown. He
rose from his easy chair, pulled his velvet dressing gown lightly
round his rotund form and shuffled to the window. His blinds were
lowered, but these were of the ordinary type, and he stuck two
fingers between two of the laths.



There was a moist film on the window through which the street
lamps showed blurred and indistinct, and he rubbed the pane clear
with the tips of his fingers (he described every action to T. B.
Smith afterwards).



Two men stood outside the house. They occupied the centre of
the deserted pavement, and they were talking excitedly. Through the
closed window Mr. Farrington could hear the staccato rattle of
their voices, and by the gesticulations, familiar to one who had
lived for many years in a Latin country, he gathered that they were
of that breed.



He saw one raise his hand to strike the other and caught the
flash of a pistol-barrel excitedly flourished.



"Humph!" said Mr. Farrington.



He was alone in his beautiful house in Brakely Square. His
butler, the cook, and one sewing maid and the chauffeur were
attending the servants' ball which the Manley-Potters were giving.
Louder grew the voices on the pavement.



"Thief!" shrilled a voice in French, "Am I to be robbed of——"
and the rest was indistinguishable.



There was a policeman on point duty at the other side of the
square. Mr. Farrington's fingers rubbed the glass with greater
energy, and his anxious eyes looked left and right for the
custodian of the law.



He crept down the stairs, opened the metal flap of the
letter-box and listened. It was not difficult to hear all they
said, though they had dropped their voices, for they stood at the
foot of the steps.



"What is the use?" said one in French. "There is a reward
large enough for two—but for him—my faith! there is money to be
made, sufficient for twenty. It is unfortunate that we should meet
on similar errands, but I swear to you I did not desire to betray
you——" The voice sank.



Mr. Farrington chewed the butt of his cigar in the darkness
of the hall and pieced together the jigsaw puzzle of this
disjointed conversation. These men must be associates of
Montague—Montague Fallock, who else?



Montague Fallock, the blackmailer for whom the police of
Europe were searching, and individually and separately they had
arranged to blackmail him—or betray him.



The fact that T. B. Smith also had a house in Brakely Square,
and that T. B. Smith was an Assistant Commissioner of the police,
and most anxious to meet Montague Fallock in the flesh, might
supply reason enough to the logical Mr. Farrington for this
conversation outside his respectable door.



"Yes, I tell you," said the second man, angrily, "that I have
arranged to see M'sieur—you must trust me——"



"We go together," said the other, definitely, "I trust no
man, least of all a confounded Neapolitan——"



 



Constable Habit had not heard the sound of quarrelling
voices, as far as could be gathered from subsequent inquiry. His
statement, now in the possession of T. B. Smith, distinctly says,
"I heard nothing unusual."



But suddenly two shots rang out.



"Clack—clack!" they went, the unmistakable sound of an
automatic pistol or pistols, then a police whistle shrieked, and P.
C. Habit broke into a run in the direction of the sound, blowing
his own whistle as he ran.



He arrived to find three men, two undoubtedly dead on the
ground, and the third, Mr. Farrington's unpicturesque figure,
standing shivering in the doorway of his house, a police whistle at
his lips, and his grey velvet dressing-gown flapping in a chill
eastern wind.



Ten minutes later T. B. Smith arrived on the scene from his
house, to find a crowd of respectable size, half the bedroom
windows of Brakely Square occupied by the morbid and the curious,
and the police ambulance already on the spot.



"Dead, sir," reported the constable.



T. B. looked at the men on the ground. They were obviously
foreigners. One was well, almost richly dressed; the other wore the
shabby evening dress of a waiter, under the long ulster which
covered him from neck to foot.



The men lay almost head to head. One flat on his face (he had
been in this position when the constable found him, and had been
restored to that position when the methodical P. C. Habit found
that he was beyond human assistance) and the other huddled on his
side.



The police kept the crowd at a distance whilst the head of
the secret police (T. B. Smith's special department merited that
description) made a careful examination. He found a pistol on the
ground, and another under the figure of the huddled man, then as
the police ambulance was backed to the pavement, he interviewed the
shivering Mr. Farrington.



"If you will come upstairs," said that chilled millionaire,
"I will tell you all I know."



T. B. sniffed the hall as he entered, but said nothing. He
had his olfactory sense developed to an abnormal degree, but he was
a tactful and a silent man.



He knew Mr. Farrington—who did not?—both as a new neighbour
and as the possessor of great wealth.



"Your daughter——" he began.



"My ward," corrected Mr. Farrington, as he switched on all
the lights of his sitting-room, "she is out—in fact she is staying
the night with my friend Lady Constance Dex—do you know
her?"



T. B. nodded.



"I can only give you the most meagre information," said Mr.
Farrington. He was white and shaky, a natural state for a
law-abiding man who had witnessed wilful murder. "I heard voices
and went down to the door, thinking I would find a policeman—then I
heard two shots almost simultaneously, and opened the door and
found the two men as they were found by the policeman."



"What were they talking about?"



Mr. Farrington hesitated.



"I hope I am not going to be dragged into this case as a
witness?" he asked, rather than asserted, but received no
encouragement in the spoken hope from T. B. Smith.



"They were discussing that notorious man, Montague Fallock,"
said the millionaire; "one was threatening to betray him to the
police."



"Yes," said T. B. It was one of those "yesses" which
signified understanding and conviction.



Then suddenly he asked:



"Who was the third man?"



Mr. Farrington's face went from white to red, and to white
again.



"The third man?" he stammered.



"I mean the man who shot those two," said T. B., "because if
there is one thing more obvious than another it is that they were
both killed by a third person. You see," he went on, "though they
had pistols neither had been discharged—that was evident, because
on each the safety catch was raised. Also the lamp-post near which
they stood was chipped by a bullet which neither could have fired.
I suggest, Mr. Farrington, that there was a third man present. Do
you object to my searching your house?"



A little smile played across the face of the other.



"I haven't the slightest objection," he said. "Where will you
start?"



"In the basement," said T. B.; "that is to say, in your
kitchen."



The millionaire led the way down the stairs, and descended
the back stairway which led to the domain of the absent cook. He
turned on the electric light as they entered.



There was no sign of an intruder.



"That is the cellar door," indicated Mr. Farrington, "this
the larder, and this leads to the area passage. It is
locked."



T. B. tried the handle, and the door opened readily.



"This at any rate is open," he said, and entered the dark
passageway.



"A mistake on the part of the butler," said the puzzled Mr.
Farrington. "I have given the strictest orders that all these doors
should be fastened. You will find the area door bolted and
chained."



T. B. threw the rays of his electric torch over the
door.



"It doesn't seem to be," he remarked; "in fact, the door is
ajar."



Farrington gasped.



"Ajar?" he repeated. T. B. stepped out into the well of the
tiny courtyard. It was approached from the street by a flight of
stone stairs.



T. B. threw the circle of his lamp over the flagged yard. He
saw something glittering and stooped to pick it up. The object was
a tiny gold-capped bottle such as forms part of the paraphernalia
in a woman's handbag.



He lifted it to his nose and sniffed it.



"That is it," he said.



"What?" asked Mr. Farrington, suspiciously.



"The scent I detected in your hall," replied T. B. "A
peculiar scent, is it not?" He raised the bottle to his nose again.
"Not your ward's by any chance?"



Farrington shook his head vigorously.



"Doris has never been in this area in her life," he said;
"besides, she dislikes perfumes."



T. B. slipped the bottle in his pocket.



Further examination discovered no further clue as to the
third person, and T. B. followed his host back to the study.



"What do you make of it?" asked Mr. Farrington.



T. B. did not answer immediately. He walked to the window and
looked out. The little crowd which had been attracted by the shots
and arrival of the police ambulance had melted away. The mist which
had threatened all the evening had rolled into the square and the
street lamps showed yellow through the dingy haze.



"I think," he said, "that I have at last got on the track of
Montague Fallock."



Mr. Farrington looked at him with open mouth.



"You don't mean that?" he asked incredulously.



T. B. inclined his head.



"The open door below—the visitor?" jerked the stout man, "you
don't think Montague Fallock was in the house to-night?"



T. B. nodded again, and there was a moment's silence.



"He has been blackmailing me," said Mr. Farrington,
thoughtfully, "but I don't think——"



The detective turned up his coat collar preparatory to
leaving.



"I have a rather unpleasant job," he said. "I shall have to
search those unfortunate men."



Mr. Farrington shivered. "Beastly," he said, huskily.



T. B. glanced round the beautiful apartment with its silver
fittings, its soft lights and costly panellings. A rich, warm fire
burnt in an oxidized steel grate. The floor was a patchwork of
Persian rugs, and a few pictures which adorned the walls must have
been worth a fortune.



On the desk there was a big photograph in a plain silver
frame—the photograph of a handsome woman in the prime of
life.



"Pardon me," said T. B., and crossed to the picture, "this
is——"



"Lady Constance Dex," said the other, shortly—"a great friend
of mine and my ward's."



"Is she in town?"



Mr. Farrington shook his head.



"She is at Great Bradley," he said; "her brother is the
rector there."



"Great Bradley?"



T. B.'s frown showed an effort to recollect something.



"Isn't that the locality which contains the Secret
House?"



"I've heard something about the place," said Mr. Farrington
with a little smile.



"C. D.," said the detective, making for the door.



"What?"



"Lady Constance Dex's initials, I mean," said T. B.



"Yes—why?"



"Those are the initials on the gold scent bottle, that is
all," said the detective. "Good night."



He left Mr. Farrington biting his finger nails—a habit he
fell into when he was seriously perturbed.



 











CHAPTER III





T. B. Smith sat alone in his office in Scotland Yard.
Outside, the Embankment, the river, even the bulk of the Houses of
Parliament were blotted out by the dense fog. For two days London
had lain under the pall, and if the weather experts might be relied
upon, yet another two days of fog was to be expected.



The cheery room, with its polished oak panelling and the
chaste elegance of its electroliers, offered every inducement to a
lover of comfort to linger. The fire glowed bright and red in the
tiled fireplace, a silver clock on the mantelpiece ticked
musically, and at his hand was a white-covered tray with a tiny
silver teapot, and the paraphernalia necessary for preparing his
meal—that strange tea-supper which was one of T. B. Smith's
eccentricities.



He glanced at the clock; the hands pointed to twenty-five
minutes past one.



He pressed a little button let into the side of the desk, and
a few seconds later there was a gentle tap at the door, and a
helmetless constable appeared.



"Go to the record room and get me"—he consulted a slip of
paper on the desk—"Number G 7941."



The man withdrew noiselessly, and T. B. Smith poured out a
cup of tea for himself.



There was a thoughtful line on his broad forehead, a look of
unaccustomed worry on the handsome face, tanned with the suns of
Southern France. He had come back from his holiday to a task which
required the genius of a superman. He had to establish the identity
of the greatest swindler of modern times, Montague Fallock. And now
another reason existed for his search. To Montague Fallock, or his
agent, must be ascribed the death of two men found in Brakely
Square the night before.



No man had seen Montague; there was no photograph to assist
the army of detectives who were seeking him. His agents had been
arrested and interrogated, but they were but the agents of agents.
The man himself was invisible. He stood behind a steel network of
banks and lawyers and anonymities, unreachable.



The constable returned, bearing under his arm a little black
leather envelope, and, depositing it on the desk of the Assistant
Commissioner, withdrew.



T. B. opened the envelope and removed three neat packages
tied with red tape. He unfastened one of these and laid three cards
before him. They were three photographic enlargements of a finger
print. It did not need the eye of an expert to see they were of the
same finger, though it was obvious that they had been made under
different circumstances.



T. B. compared them with a smaller photograph he had taken
from his pocket. Yes, there was no doubt about it. The four
pictures, secured by a delicate process from the almost invisible
print on the latest letter of the blackmailer, proved beyond any
doubt the identity of Lady Dex's correspondent.



He rang the bell again and the constable appeared in the
doorway.



"Is Mr. Ela in his office?"



"Yes, sir. He's been taking information about that Dock
case."



"Dock case? Oh yes, I remember; two men were caught rifling
the Customs store; they shot a dock constable and got away."



"They both got away, sir," said the man, "but one was shot by
the constable's mate; they found his blood on the pavement outside
where their motor-car was waiting."



T. B. nodded.



"Ask Mr. Ela to come in when he is through," he said.



Mr. Ela was evidently "through," for almost immediately after
the message had gone, the long, melancholy face of the
superintendent appeared in the doorway.



"Come in, Ela," smiled T. B.; "tell me all your
troubles."



"My main trouble," replied Ela, as he sank wearily into the
padded chair, "is to induce eyewitnesses to agree as to details;
there is absolutely no clue as to the identity of the robbers, and
nearly murderers. The number of the car was a spurious one, and was
not traced beyond Limehouse. I am up against a blank wall. The only
fact I have to go upon is the very certain fact that one of the
robbers was either wounded or killed and carried to the car by his
friend, and that his body will have to turn up somewhere or
other—then we may have something to go on."



"If it should prove to be that of my friend Montague
Fallock," said T. B. humorously, "I shall be greatly relieved. What
were your thieves after—bullion?"



"Hardly! No, they seem to be fairly prosaic pilferers. They
engaged in going through a few trunks—part of the personal baggage
of the Mandavia which arrived
from Coast ports on the day previous. The baggage was just heavy
truck; the sort of thing that a passenger leaves in the docks for a
day or two till he has arranged for their carriage. The trunks
disturbed, included one of the First Secretary to a High
Commissioner in Congoland, a dress basket of a Mrs.
Somebody-or-other whose name I forget—she is the wife of a
Commissioner—and a small box belonging to Dr. Goldworthy, who has
just come back from the Congo where he has been investigating
sleeping sickness."



"Doesn't sound thrilling," said T. B. thoughtfully; "but why
do swagger criminals come in their motor-cars with their pistols
and masks—they were masked if I remember the printed account
aright?" Ela nodded. "Why do they come on so prosaic an
errand?"



"Tell me," said Ela, laconically, then, "What is your
trouble?"



"Montague," said the other, with a grim smile, "Montague
Fallock, Esquire. He has been demanding a modest ten thousand
pounds from Lady Constance Dex—Lady Constance being a sister of the
Hon. and Rev. Harry Dex, Vicar of Great Bradley. The usual
threat—exposure of an old love affair.



"Dex is a large, bland aristocrat under the thumb of his
sister; the lady, a masterful woman, still beautiful; the
indiscretion partly atoned by the death of the man. He died in
Africa. Those are the circumstances that count. The brother knows,
but our friend Montague will have it that the world should know. He
threatens to murder, if necessary, should she betray his demands to
the police. This is not the first time he has uttered this threat.
Farrington, the millionaire, was the last man, and curiously, a
friend of Lady Dex."



"It's weird—the whole business," mused Ela. "The two men you
found in the square didn't help you?"



T. B., pacing the apartment with his hand in his pocket,
shook his head.



"Ferreira de Coasta was one, and Henri Sans the other. Both
men undoubtedly in the employ of Montague, at some time or other.
The former was a well-educated man, who may have acted as
intermediary. He was an architect who recently got into trouble in
Paris over money matters. Sans was a courier agent, a more or less
trusted messenger. There was nothing on either body to lead me to
Montague Fallock, save this."



He pulled open the drawer of his desk and produced a small
silver locket. It was engraved in the ornate style of cheap
jewellery and bore a half-obliterated monogram.



He pried open the leaf of the locket with his thumbnail.
There was nothing in its interior save a small white disc.



"A little gummed label," explained T. B., "but the
inscription is interesting."



Ela held the locket to the light, and read:



"Mor: Cot.

God sav the Keng."



"Immensely patriotic, but unintelligible and illiterate,"
said T. B., slipping the medallion into his pocket, and locking
away the dossier in one of the drawers of his desk.



Ela yawned.



"I'm sorry—I'm rather sleepy. By the way, isn't Great
Bradley, about which you were speaking, the home of a
romance?"



T. B. nodded with a twinkle in his eye.



"It is the town which shelters the Secret House," he said, as
he rose, "but the eccentricities of lovesick Americans, who build
houses equally eccentric, are not matters for police investigation.
You can share my car on a fog-breaking expedition as far as
Chelsea," he added, as he slipped into his overcoat and pulled on
his gloves; "we may have the luck to run over Montague."
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