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CHAPTER I.—ALONE IN LONDON.




Ida Vanstone looked out over the dismal array of chimney
pots, saw the drifting pall of smoke like the shadow of her own
hopes and fears, and, for the first time in her life, was afraid.
And yet she could have ended it all had she liked; a sheet of
notepaper and a penny stamp would have finished this struggle and
privation. Ah, anything but that! She thought as she watched the
smoke-wreaths whirling under the leaden March sky. It was a strange
position for a girl, well bred and well nurtured as she was. Still,
the fact remained that she had parted with her last coin and there
was no prospect of another penny. And, to add to the rest of her
troubles, she was several weeks in arrears with her rent, and
unless it was forthcoming on the morrow she would be turned out
into the street. The position had been hopeless from the first. She
had left home with her eyes open—she had not underrated the
struggle that lay before her. But anything seemed better to her
than the loveless marriage into which her father was attempting to
force her. She had fought against it with the courage of
despair.

"Nothing will induce me to marry him," she had assured her
father. "I will rather go out and earn my living."

Robert Vanstone placidly sipped his port. There was a
peculiar smile on his handsome, cynical face.

"Very well, my child," he answered. "You can't say that I
prevented you. I have told you exactly how matters stand; if you
don't marry Wilfred Avis I am a ruined man. I shall have to part
with all my luxuries, sell this beautiful, old house, and end my
days in some shabby foreign watering-place. But, of course, that
gives you no concern. You have had everything you have asked for
during the last twenty years, and when I beg for a little return
like this you refuse. Avis declared last night that he would
release me the moment you consented to be engaged to him. Upon my
word, I don't see why you shouldn't humor him to this
extent."

"And break my word afterwards, father?"

"Why not?" Vanstone retorted, coolly. "My dear girl, what
does it matter? Isn't it the privilege of your charming sex to
change your mind? Avis is a hard man, and he's got me into a tight
place—but I don't feel in the least melodramatic about it. With a
bit of luck I should have had him in a tight place. It's all part
of the game, as you would know if you had been venturing in the
city as long as I have. But what's wrong with Avis? He's a fine
looking chap, enormously rich, and half the girls of your
acquaintance would be only too glad of your chance. And let me tell
you this—Avis can have a title whenever he wants it. No man knows
more of the working of the Secret Service than he does—but perhaps
I'm saying more than I ought to. Now, do be sensible,
Ida."

"I don't love him," the girl replied quietly. "I might go
further, and say I don't like him. Oh, perhaps I shall learn your
worldly cynicism in time, and come to believe that money is
everything, and honor and honesty of no account. We shall see,
father. You have thrown down a challenge, and I accept it. I'm
going to earn my own living, to try to turn my sketching to
account."

"In that case you must look to me for nothing."

"So I understand," Ida went on. "I may succeed or I may fail,
and if I do utterly fail, and have to ask your assistant then I
will return home, and, if Wilfred Avis is still in the same mind,
become his wife."

"Vanstone smiled as he helped himself to another glass of
port. He glanced complacently around the dining-room with its
mellowed oak walls and the velvety mez-zo-tints upon them, on the
silver and glass and the litter of dessert on the table. Comfort
and luxury and artistic surroundings were to him as the very breath
of life. For them he was prepared to sacrifice everything that the
man of honor holds most dear. With all his cleverness, however, he
had that certain vein of indolence which always stands in the way
of victory. No one could plan a finer coup than Vanstone and no
financial adventurer could carry it so far. Then perhaps a day's
pleasure would lure him from his post just when his presence was
most essential. He had, too, that contempt for other people's
ability which so often is fatal to success. But as regarded his
worldly knowledge and cynicism, there was no question.

"I'm infinitely obliged to you, my dear child," he said. "To
put it brutally, I look upon the thing as done. It will only mean a
little patience on Avis' part and when you marry him you will do so
gladly instead of—well, against the grain. Your poor mother was the
same at one time, and yet she was happy enough."

"I suppose she was," Ida remarked doubtfully.

"Of course, she was. Now, don't let's pursue this unpleasant
subject any further. And, please don't make a scene. You are going
away to earn your own living, but when you want me, send me the
inevitable letter, and I shall be pleased to come and, er, er, take
you out of pawn."

"And if I succeed, father?"

"My dear child, that contingency is too remote to be
considered. Kindly pass me the cigarettes."

This incident rose painfully and clearly before Ida's eyes as
she sat in the gathering darkness, gazing with despairing eyes
across London. For six months she had been struggling on, hoping
against hope, and getting each day deeper and deeper into the mire
of despair. It had not taken her long to discover the cruel
difference between the work of a talented amateur and the slick
smoothness of even a second-rate professional artist. She tried her
hand at nearly everything, and always with the same result. At
first editors had been kind, but the time came when Ida found it
impossible to pass beyond the office-boy. In the six months she had
not earned as many pounds; she had learnt the dire straits of
poverty; she could enter the swinging doors of a pawnshop without a
blush. The end had arrived. She had literally nothing except the
clothes she stood up in, nothing but her youth and her beauty and
her fine courage, which as yet was not entirely
broken.

"I won't go back," she determined. "I'll try something else.
Why has it taken me six months to find out that my artistic work is
worthless? I'll go into service; I'll scrub floors before I own
myself defeated. I wonder if I went to a registry office—" She put
on her hat and jacket and went down the dingy stairs, and paused
outside a room, and listened. She heard someone moving about and
caught the whirr of a sewing machine. She hesitated for a moment
and then opened the door and looked in.

"Are you very busy?" she asked.

A pair of pathetic brown eyes were lifted from the sewing
machines and a wan, beautiful, pallid face smiled.

"Well, I am," the seamstress said. "I wonder if you would
help me a bit. I have been doing pretty well nothing for the last
week and now everything comes with a rush. I've been in bed for
about three days with that dreadful rheumatism and my fingers have
grown terribly stiff."

"Oh, I am so sorry!" Ida said. "I ought to have come and seen
you before. I don't know why I didn't."

The slim, pale girl smiled again. Elsie Harness was not much
older than Ida, but she had seen a great deal more of the world's
misery and distress. There was a tragedy hidden, somewhere, but
concerning her past Elsie had said nothing. The girls had drifted
together, and there was a bond of sympathy between them, but they
had not yet reached the stage when confidences are
exchanged.

"Would you be angry if I spoke plainly?" Elsie
asked.

"I don't think so," Ida smiled. "I'd rather be scolded than
left alone with my own troubles. What is it?"

"Well, then, you didn't come to see me because you are too
proud. Oh, I respect your pride, my dear! It's about the only thing
I have left. You can't keep these things secret, especially when we
have a coarse-minded, hard-hearted landlady who does not keep her
lodgers' affairs to herself. I know all about it. If nothing turns
up before to-morrow, Mrs. Preece will turn you out. You need not
blush!—I've been on the verge of a like catastrophe many a time.
Now, do let me help you. Because, if you do, you can help me. Let
me pay that horrible old woman the rent you owe. You can work it
out, and, besides, if I don't have you. I must ask somebody else. I
would much rather have a lady like yourself than a girl who has
been in some factory. Because, you see, I am a lady,
too."

"I knew, that from the first," Ida said. "But, my dear girl,
how can I take the money that you earn so hardly?"

"Nonsense! Didn't I tell you that I must have an assistant?
The doctor says it is positively dangerous to go out in these east
winds and I am actually losing work because I cannot fetch it. I
could easily earn three times as much if I had some help with the
machine. You see, I am a dress designer. Some of the big houses in
the West-End send me a mass of beautiful materials and I blend them
together. I suppose I have an eye for that sort of thing. It makes
such a wonderful difference just how a piece of embroidery is
inserted here or a splash of color sewn on there. I want someone
who will save my poor fingers and fetch and carry for me. Now, will
you do it?"

Ida bent over the table and covered her face with her hands.
The blessed relief moved her to tears. It seemed as if a great
weight had been lifted from her shoulders, as if somebody had
removed the iron hand winch had been gripping at her heart for
weeks. The night and the fog and the dread thought of the
Embankment no longer oppressed. For she intended to accept Elsie's
offer, and was grateful for an opportunity which a while ago she
would have spurned.

"You are very good to me," she whispered. "You will never
know how thankful I am. Tell me what you want me to do, and I will
put heart and soul into it. I wish you to feel you have made no
mistake to-night."







CHAPTER II.—VALERIE BRUNE.





"The obligation is all on one side," Elsie retorted. "Just
look at this. Here is a costume I am finishing of a lady who is
going to a charity ball to-night. It was made for her by one of the
best houses, and when it was done she didn't care about it. It did
not convey the distinctive note she required, and the stupid man
milliner confessed he did not understand what she meant. He said it
was one of the most beautiful gowns they had ever turned out, and
so it is. Nine out of every ten Society women would only be too
pleased to be seen in it. It is a wonderful black Grecian drapery,
but, to my mind, a little bit too sombre. It needs a red woman to
wear that costume, and I understand that Miss Valerie Brune is very
dark—but I'll put on the dress and you shall see. I should like
your opinion."



Elsie wreathed herself in the soft folds and stood where the
light fell fully upon her. Her lithe, slim figure showed to great
advantage; she seemed to be transformed, to have become another
creature altogether.



"Oh, it is exquisite!" Ida cried. "My dear Elsie, how
beautiful you are. I never realised—"



"Would it had been otherwise!" Elsie said quietly. "But we
won't go into that. You see, I am fair, and that is why the dress
suits me. Let me put it on you, and if you look at yourself in the
cheval glass there you will appreciate what I am saying. You are a
dark beauty, with something of the South about you."



"My mother was an Italian," Ida explained.



"Ah, that is where you get those liquid eyes and that perfect
olive complexion. Now, I just wrap the drapery about you—so, and
fasten it with a few safety pins. One of the advantages of this
costume is that it will fit anybody if it is properly adjusted.
Turn to the glass and you will see for yourself what I mean. You
are a pretty girl, Ida, and colouring is perfect, but all that
soft, dead black makes your complexion look almost muddy. Suppose
we have some spots of white and some of this marvellous embroidery.
You see it is green and gold and red and a trifle audacious. I
place some of it round your neck, and again at the hem of the
skirt. Now, look at this green sash—did you ever see anything more
beautiful? That is the best of dead black for a background—one can
be so daring with it. There, what do you think of the combination?
A moment ago you were merely a pretty girl, and now you are a
dazzling, beauty who might have stepped out of one of Raeburn's
frames. You must admit that there is an extraordinary
difference."



Ida gazed at herself in the long glass opposite. Her lips
were slightly parted, and a delicate flush mounted her
cheeks.



"Is that really me?" she exclaimed. "Elsie, you are a
positive enchantress. I wouldn't have believed you could have made
such a change with a mere handful of embroidery!''



"Ah, but such embroidery!" Elsie laughed. "No, don't take it
off yet. I want you to be my model for a bit. I have another
inspiration. When I have everything to my mind I'll tack that stuff
on, and then you shall use the machine for me. By the way, have you
ever done any sewing?"



It was a consolation to Ida that she could give Elsie that
assurance. For the next hour or two they worked rapidly and
silently, until at length Elsie pronounced, with a sigh of
satisfaction, that the work was finished.



"You don't know what a relief that is to me," she said. "I
should never have got it done if you hadn't come to my assistance.
I had faithfully promised that the dress should be delivered at
45A, Grosvenor-square by 11 o'clock to-night. I want you to take it
there and show Miss Brune all the tricks of it. You will have to
act as a sort of lady's maid, but I hope you won't mind that; you
won't be nervous?"'



"I'm ready to do anything," Ida declared. "If you only knew
what a fate you've saved me from to-day! So long as Miss Brune
doesn't recognise me I shan't mind a bit."



"What! Do you know her?"



"Oh, dear no, I never heard her name before. Only it is
curious you should mention 45A, Grosvenor-square, because some
friends of my father's live there. I heard they had let their house
for six months. It will be very strange to go there as a milliner's
assistant when I have been actually a guest under the same
roof."



Nevertheless, Ida felt somewhat nervous when she rang the
front door bell of the great house in Grosvenor-square. There was a
chance her friends had left the servants behind, and she might be
recognised. But the manservant who opened the door was a stranger
to her, and a foreigner at that. He was a tall, thin man, with
hard, glittering eyes, and a face like a mask. There was something
in his manner, too, which did not suggest the typical manservant.
His English was fairly good, and his accent did not lack
refinement. He gave Ida an impression of unreality such as one
gathers from the portraiture of a servant on the stage. In the
large, brilliantly-lighted hall, with its pictures and statues and
banks of flowers, other servants lounged, all of them quiet and
subdued, with the same air of gentility about them; indeed, Ida
might have been an expected guest from the courteous manner in
which she was escorted to the drawing-room.



Miss Brune was engaged for the moment, she was told, but
would not keep her long. A blaze of electric lights flooded the
drawing-room, and through a pair of double doors another fine room
could be seen. Here also the lights were fully on, but, so far as
Ida could see, the place was empty. It was all very beautiful and
very familiar, yet so strangely grand and impressive after the
shabby attic in which Ida had lived so long. As she sat in the
shadow at a screen, she was conscious that somebody had entered the
further drawing-room. Her quick ears caught the rustle of a skirt,
then a soft and liquid voice was heard, evidently issuing orders in
a tongue which Ida took to be either Spanish or Italian. Presently
a door closed softly and, as Ida turned her head in the direction
of the inner room, she saw a woman standing there with a letter in
her hand.



There was something about this woman that immediately riveted
her attention. She was not particularly tall or commanding, her
face was pale, and her eyes were dark and brooding. She seemed to
read the letter more than once before she tore it into fragments
and tossed them into the fire. Then another door opened and the
woman was no longer alone. A man was by her side—a fine, well-made
man in immaculate evening dress, sleek, well groomed, and
unmistakably English. He occupied such a position that Ida observed
his face in profile, and noticed that the features were hard and
hawklike, and the clean-shaven lips were pressed firmly
together.



"Well," the man said, and there was a challenge in the word,
"Well, you see I am here. I knew you couldn't manage without me.
You are a wonderful woman. Valerie, but there are times when you
are too clever."



The woman laughed mirthlessly.



"Yes, and there are times when you are too exasperating.
There are times when I hate you, when the blood rises before my
eyes, and when I am dangerous, my friend. I will do you a mischief
one of these days. It will be inevitable if you drive me too far. I
know you think you can play for the cause, and for your own band at
the same time, but you will find that it is impossible. It does not
suit you that I should go to this dance to-night, and you are here
to try to prevent me. Bah! Was there ever yet man born of woman who
could prevent Valerie Brune from doing anything she had made up her
mind to do? Of a certainty you are not that man. Whatever the
consequences, I am going. And some day, the world may know the
reason why. Leave me, please, for I have no time to waste. Will you
go, or shall I summon my servants?"



"Oh, there's no occasion for that!" the man said. "You are
doing a mad and foolish thing, and I have done my best to prevent
it. Good-night, my dear Valerie."



He went silently from the room, and Valerie Brune came
through the folded doors. She started slightly as she caught sight
of Ida, and there was a questioning gleam in her eyes.



"You have brought my dress?" she asked. "I had forgotten you
for the time. Did you hear what was said in the other room? But
what does it matter? A child like you would not understand. Now
stand there in the light so that I can see your face. Good
heavens!"



Valerie Brune was staring intently at Ida, and the latter's
eyes were full of strange amazement.



"Why, you are me!" cried Valerie Brune. "You are me and I am
you— never was there such a likeness so strange and wonderful! A
shop assistant from Bond-street who in the living image of Valerie
Brune! Are you of my nationality, too?"



"My mother was an Italian," Ida said quietly. "But I should
prefer not to discuss it, madam. As you remarked. I am only a shop
assistant, who has come with your dress to see it properly fitted
on."



"True, true!" Valerie Brune answered with a certain brooding
thoughtfulness. "There is a time for everything, and there is
always to-morrow. Will you take the dress out and put it on? You
are like me in figure as in face. Lock the door in case we are
interrupted. I have a whim to see you in that dress, and I will
help you with it—Ah, yes, marvellous! They told me of a wonderful
woman who can make crystals into diamonds, and behold, she has done
it. My dear child, you look wonderful. I positively envy
you."



"Is not that my role?"



"Not to-night, at any rate. Now let me speak freely. If I
hurt your feelings, pray forgive me. There has come, to me an idea,
an idea that must be carried out, you understand. You are a shop
assistant, and therefore poor. You will do anything for money so
long as you come by it honestly. You are my twin in everything, and
therefore you have courage. For there is danger in this thing, mark
you, though it will bring you more money than you've ever seen in
your life. Now, are you ready to put yourself in my hands and do
exactly what I ask?"








CHAPTER III.—IN HIGH PLACES.





Coffee, liqueurs, and cigarettes had been handed round, and
Sir Walter Devant's guests were lounging carelessly at the
perfectly appointed dinner-table. It was not a formal party, and
the meal had been laid out in one of the morning-rooms of the
British Embassy in Berlin. From the point of view of popular
fiction, Sir Walter was not a great Ambassador. He had few of those
subtle qualities which people like to read about: it had never been
his mission to make history, and he had few dramatic triumphs to
his credit. There was nothing mysterious or sinister about him; he
was a plain, hearty, commonsense Englishman, who played his cards
openly and straightforwardly—but he knew every move of the game,
nevertheless. The underground wire-pulling and the network of
intrigue, without which successful diplomacy is impossible, he was
content to leave to his subordinate. In his day he had been a noted
sportsman; he was still a fine fisherman and shot, and if his
appointment had been, as critics said at the time, a "job," few of
them now declined to believe that Walter Devant was a success. To
begin with, he entertained royalty, for he was a man of means, and
Lady Devant was one of the most popular figures in European
society.



However, there was a suspicion of anxiety on the Ambassador's
face as he sat chatting with his friends, and Arnold Gray did not
fail to notice it. As a matter of fact, it was his business to
study the moods and changes of his chief. That was why he was
there. For three years he had been Sir Walter's private secretary
and enjoyed his confidence to the full.



Devant had no secrets from him, and left everything largely
in Gray's hands. They had come to understand one another so
completely that they could hold a conversation over the heads of
other people without so much as a word being spoken. Scientists may
be able to explain this phenomenon, for between kindred souls this
mental telepathy certainly exists.



To all appearance Gray was interested only in his cigarette
and the glass of Chateau Lafitte he was listlessly fingering. A
thin-waisted Austrian attache, was eagerly discussing some proposed
sporting expedition with him when the latter suddenly turned his
head. For some time he had been wearing and watching for he knew
not what, for the ambassador's preoccupation had not been lost upon
him. He heard his own name mentioned, and, strained his ears to
listen, though apparently absolutely fascinated by his companion's
conversation.



"I tell you we shall all come to it in time, prince," Sir
Walter was saying to the dark, black-bearded Russian by his side.
"I recognised years ago that our only chance of salvation was to
inoculate Europe with the virus of sport. If we can do that we
shall be far safer so far as Germany is concerned, than if we built
a hundred Dreadnoughts. They used to laugh at me in the Foreign
Office in the old days—they regarded me as a humorist. But we've
done it, or, at any rate, it's done itself. The Russians and the
Germans and French are quite as absurd as we are on the subject of
sport."



"Vive le sport," the prince said with has glass to his eye,
"and above, all, Vive la golfe. But for that I should not be here
now enjoying the exquisite bouquet of this marvellous claret. Ah,
golf, what should we be without thee."



"Oh, it cuts two ways," the ambassador laughed. He glanced
out of the tail of his eye, and saw that Gray was listening. "Yes,
it certainly cuts both ways. Take my secretary, Gray, for instance.
Would you believe that he had the audacity to ask for a week's
leave for a pilgrimage to St. Andrew's to defend some challenge cup
at present in his possession. And, mind you he prefers the request
quite as a matter of course. What would Palmerston have said to
that?"



Gray laughed as in duty bound. He conveyed admirably the
suggestion of an upper schoolboy asking a favor from his
headmaster. As a matter of fact he had made no such request, and,
indeed, this was the first he had beard of it. All he knew was that
pressing need had arisen for his presence in England, and that his
chief was talking to him over the heads of the other guests. One or
two letters had reached Sir Walter with the coffee, and these he
had opened and glanced over carefully. They lay on the table as if
of no importance whatever.



"And when do you go, Gray?" The prince asked. "I know his
excellency will not refuse."



"Oh, he'll want to be off to-night," Devant said. "We are all
schoolboys when sport is in question. Come, Gray, am I not right?
Do you travel this evening?"'



"I should like to, sir."



"Well, well, we won't pursue the painful subject. Take these
letters, and have them answered before you leave. I have jotted
down one or two instructions on the back of one of them. And, by
the way, if you go into the library you might bring me the box of
cigars on the table. They are something very special from
Havana."



Gray vanished without a further word.



He knew he must undertake a journey to England immediately,
and he needed no one to tell him that the occasion had arisen in
connection with one of the letters he held in his hand. When in the
library he skimmed the letters rapidly, but there was nothing in
them to enlighten him. Then, very carefully, he deciphered a few
lines of shorthand which Sir Waiter had scribbled while talking to
his guests.



The message was quite plain:—



"I wish you to go to London at once. I learnt something
to-night, which I had no time to discuss with you. Take the packet
of pink papers from the left-hand drawer of the safe and convey
them to London as soon as possible. If I were you I wouldn't go by
the direct route, as I have a strong conviction you will be
followed. I shrewdly suspect that our friend the King of—you now—is
exceedingly anxious to see these dispatches. Therefore you had
better break your journey at Paris to throw any shadowers off the
scent. Cross to Dover by day and take the evening train to Charing
Cross. I think we shall manage to fool his Highness; at any rate
for the moment. On your way to the station call at the
Reuterstrasse and see X. I believe he wants you to take a package
to London for a certain Princess. I don't know, but I imagine the
package may contain something rather valuable in the way of
jewellery."



Gray dropped the message into the heart of the fire and
returned gravely to the dining-room with the cigars. Within an hour
he was speeding towards the station with the two precious packages
safely stowed away in a pair of inner pockets. He chose his route
carefully— a weary, roundabout route, which landed him in Paris two
days later, utterly tired and worn out. There was time for a
comfortable sleep, a bath and a luxurious meal, and dusk next
evening found him walking off the pier at Dover in the direction of
the train. So far the journey had been uneventful and dreary to the
verge of monotony. He chose a corner seat in a first-class
corridor, and lighted a cigar. It looked as if he would have all
the compartment to himself, for the train was far from crowded,
when another man, clean-shaven and alert, peeped into the carriage.
As Gray caught sight of him, he nodded and smiled.



"Are you coming in here, Evans?"



"I don't think it would do, sir," the other man said. "If
there are any hawks about it might make them suspicious. I picked
you up in Paris and have been following you—a precautionary
measure, for I'm acting under instructions from the chief. And I'm
not quite sure that there are not one or two hands on board the
train now. Thought I'd let you know, sir."



The man passed on as if looking for a seat, and presently the
train glided off into the night. It was by no means a fast train,
albeit by courtesy an express, but in the ordinary course it would
not stop short of Charing Cross, and Gray settled down in the
corner with a "Sportsman." For a time his senses were keen enough,
then gradually he grew drowsy and his eyes closed. A sleepy
unconsciousness held him before he came to himself with a start.
"This will never do," he said. He had slept well the night before,
and there was no reason why he should be tired. There was nothing
to suspect, for was he not alone in the carriage and the trusty
Evans only a few yards away? Once more his eyes closed, and this
time he slept in earnest. The train fought its way through the
night against the bitter east wind, till the speed began to slacken
and just outside a tunnel pulled up altogether. Out of the darkness
shone tiny points of flames where lanterns were waving to and fro
on the down line. One or two curious passengers shook themselves
free of their wraps and looked out, eager to know what had
happened.



"Nothing to worry about, gentlemen," the guard explained.
"One of the platelayers found an obstruction on the line. Looks as
if a block of stone had fallen off a passing goods train. Might
have been serious if it hadn't been seen in time. All clear in
front these, George?"



A hoarse voice out of the darkness shouting an assent, the
guard climbed into his van and waved his lamp. The train, gathering
speed, thundered through the tunnel, the passenger settled down
once more, and by and by the twinkling vanguard of London's lights
began to appear. A few coaches behind the carriage in which Gray
had made himself comfortable, Evans had been seated over a book. As
far as he was able to see, nobody had approached the rear end of
the train. Still it would be as well to know that Gray was safe.
Evans lurched along the corridor and looked into the first-class
carriage.



The compartment was empty!



Not a sound escaped the sleuth-hound of the service. He
crossed to the opposite door and tried the latch. The handle was
turned and the door absolutely secure. Gray had not gone that way.
And there was no sign of him, nothing but a torn envelope, the
address gone, and only the monogram on the back remaining.








CHAPTER IV.—THE ARGUS EYE.





Nine hundred and ninety-nine, Piccadilly, as all the world
knows, is the sporting outfitters' shop, which is run by the
Honorable John Glasgow. The Honorable John, familiar to a wide
circle of friends as "The Mixture," which is a pun when you come to
think of it, is the third son of the Earl of Clyde, and in his day
was an Admirable Crichton in the world of sport. There is no
occasion to tell the public that John Glasgow was a triple blue and
a test match player. To the man in the street, however, he merely
represents the typical, healthy British animal who has only one
object in life.



It was considered a pretty brainy idea when be started
business on his own account, which did surprisingly well. If
society women could make money out of hats, he argued, there was no
reason why a society man should not make money out of hats,
especially when he was a finished judge of the article. And for
some years now John Glasgow had been making several thousands a
year at 999, Piccadilly. He lived over the shop, and had a
comfortable set of chambers and a suite of offices devoted to the
requirements of a sporting agency. Many of the finest deer forests,
grouse moors, and Continental game preserves passed through his
hands, for Glasgow was popular, and boasted more acquaintances and
a greater knowledge of Europe than any man of his time.



He appeared to be a chubby-faced, rotund, good-natured man,
but he was something more than that. It had been his pose to call
himself a sportsman and nothing else. He had always affected that
sport and brains were absolutely incompatible. This pose suited
him, because, unknown to any of his friends, he was practically at
the head of the Secret Service. Under him were a dozen lynx-eyed
assistants, who constantly travelled Europe from end to end—in the
interests of sport, of course, or so people thought. But these
assistants, invariably public school and Varsity men, and field
experts themselves, easily commanded the entree to the best houses
on the Continent.



Glasgow sat at his desk in his private room, talking over
matters with Inspector Trafford, of Scotland Yard.



"Now, look here, Trafford," he said, "this is your business
and not mine. As I have already told you, Mr. Arnold Gray left
Berlin three days ago carrying important dispatches to the Foreign
Office here. You people never interfere with the diplomatic side;
it is your peculiar view that the Secret Service doesn't exist. In
an ordinary way your interference would be a nuisance to us. But
when a valuable and trusted diplomatic servant disappears, then we
slide discreetly in the background and you come on the stage. I
want you to forget for a moment what you said about the dispatches.
I simply inform you that my friend, Mr. Arnold Gray, either fell
out of a train or was thrown out of a train whilst travelling
between Dover and Charing Cross. That he was in the train when it
started I can prove. And, er—um, an assistant of mine, called Evans
saw him and spoke to him as the train was starting."



"Did the train stop at all, Mr. Glasgow?"



"Well, as a matter of fact it did, though usually a non-stop.
An obstruction was found on the line and the train pulled up for a
few minutes. You will probably agree that the obstruction was
placed on the line on purpose. But that's in your department. No
one knows as yet that Gray has disappeared, and at present I don't
propose to make it public property. If you can find Gray, or his
body, before those confounded newspapers hear of the affair I shall
be infinitely obliged to you."



"Is there any sort of clue?"



"None whatever. Evans told me he felt suspicious when the
train stopped, and he it was who discovered that Mr. Gray was
missing. And that's all I can tell you. You have a free hand to do
what you please."



Trafford departed a moment or two later and Glasgow returned
to his desk. He had hardly taken up his pen when his private
telephone rang.



"What is it?"



"Is that you, Glasgow?" a voice asked. "It's Hepburn.
Hepburn, of the 'Daily Sentinel.' What's that? Oh, yes! I'm
absolutely alone in the office. I suppose you are, too. Then I can
speak freely. One of our 'specials' has just come into the office
with what looks like an exclusive story. He's a good man, and
reliable, and I've never known him stick us with anything in the
way of a fake yet. I don't know how he manages it, but he's up
against some very queer people, and from time to time brings us
some exceedingly odd stories. What he's told me is this—He says
that Arnold Gray was sent from Berlin suddenly three days ago with
most important dispatches for the Foreign Office. He declares that
Gray was spirited out of the express between Dover and Charing
Cross, and has not been heard of. The poor chap may be dead or he
may not, but that does not affect the truth of our man's story.
There's about a column of it altogether, and it's real live stuff.
It will make the feature of to-morrow's paper."



Glasgow swore softly under his breath. This was the thing he
had dreaded from the first, the contingency he was most afraid of.
If he could have his own way there would be a rigid censorship of
newspapers, and nothing should be published likely to do any harm
to the country.



"Oh, your man's very clever, no doubt," he said. "But one of
these days you newspaper people will bring about a European war.
What will you gain by publishing that?"



"My dear chap, we are a business proposition, not an Imperial
Defence League. I didn't call you up to chortle at your expense,
but to consult you on the matter. If you tell me it will do any
harm, then I will suppress the story. You can rely on my man
keeping his mouth shut. We may be commercially minded, but nobody
can say we are not patriotic."



"That's really very good of you." Glasgow responded
gratefully.



"I'll run round and have a chat with you. I know that after
10 o'clock at night's your busy time, but you can give me a few
minutes. As your writer knows so much, he may have a clue. Of
course, I don't want this thing spoken about. You've helped me
several times, and I think I have done my best to return your good
offices. You are one of the very few outsiders who know of my
connection with the Secret Service. I'll be round in about ten
minutes."



Less than a quarter of an hour later Glasgow was closeted
with the editor of the "Daily Sentinel." On the latter's desk was a
proof of the journalist's story. It contained a good deal of
information which was new to Glasgow.



"This seems to be a mighty shrewd man of yours," he said. "I
wonder if he'd come over to us. A hound with a nose like his would
be very useful in my pack. Besides, he could pick up lots of things
he could make use of in a journalistic way without injuring us. You
might give me an introduction."



"Certainly not," Hepburn smiled. "Why should I sacrifice the
most brilliant man on my staff? Moreover, I doubt if you'd get on
with him. He's a queer, taciturn chap, and between ourselves, has
served a term of penal servitude. He always declares he was
innocent of the charge against him, and I have heard others say the
same thing. Still, the trouble has soured and disappointed him, and
he would resent anything in the way of discipline. I'm afraid he
wouldn't do."



"Then you don't know where he got the stuff?"



"My dear fellow, I haven't the slightest idea. If I began to
make impertinent enquiries, my man wouldn't come near the office
again, and I should have the pleasure of reading his next story in
a rival sheet. I'll see him if you like, and tell him that for
diplomatic reasons the article can't go in, which will not annoy
him in the least because he's already had his cheque. He told me
earlier in the evening he had built up his story out of a torn
envelope which had come into his possession. It must have been a
very fine piece of reasoning, precisely worked out, because there
is no denying that Arnold Gray has disappeared. Of course, the
writer must have known where to get the bulk of his information,
otherwise the envelope would have been no use to him."



"And, what became of the envelope?"



"How should I know. Destroyed by this time, I expect. And yet
I recollect that my man had it in his hand. He seemed rather proud
of this exploit, and said more in ten minutes than I have heard him
say in the last year. Now, what did he do with that envelope? A
scrap of paper would not interest me, as I had the story red-hot
upon my desk. The writer must have chucked it away, because he was
making a cigarette as he went out. I wonder if he dropped it in the
wastepaper basket. Half a minute and I'll look. It may be here
after all."



A moment later Hepburn held up triumphantly the back of a
torn envelope. It was composed of handmade paper of a pale grey
shade with a small red monogram on the flap. Two tiny points of
flame seemed to light in Glasgow's eyes as he slipped the paper
into his pocket. For the rest his face was calm.



"This may be of use," he said. "You never can tell. Thanks
ever so much. I'll be off now."



He made his way back as fast as a taxi could take him to his
rooms. There he laid the fragment of the envelope on his table and
examined it through a powerful glass. The investigation seemed to
please him, for he smiled as he took down the receiver of the
telephone and called a number.



"Is that you, Number Three?" he asked. "Mr. Glasgow speaking.
Go round to 45A, Grosvenor-square, at once, and ascertain where
Miss Valerie Brune is to-night. If she's at home, well and good; if
she out, discover where she has gone and how long she is likely to
be. Then ring me up from the nearest call office."



The reply came ten minutes later. Miss Brune has gone to the
charity ball at Covent Garden, and her return was uncertain.



Glasgow grabbed his hat, raced down the stairs, and hailed a
passing taxi.



"Take me to Covent Garden," he said. "No, not the Opera
House. I want Barker's, the costumier. Half a sovereign if you get
me there inside ten minutes."
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