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    LORD DORRINGTON was a middle-aged man. He showed no evidence of mental decrepitude, and the alienist who was invited on one occasion to dine with his lordship—the invitation came from anxious relatives, who feared that, unless the poor dear fellow was placed under proper control, he would dissipate the fortunes of the Dorrington family—this alienist wrote so cheery a report upon Dorrington’s health that the question of the payment of his fifty-guinea fee was seriously debated. It was felt by a select committee, composed of the beneficiaries under Dorrington’s will, that the alienist had not done his duty. They called him (the alienist), disrespectfully, the ‘mad doctor’, and decided that his report upon Dorrington’s sanity was a remarkable proof of the generally-accepted theory that all alienists become mad themselves—in time.




    The reason for their fears for Lord Dorrington’s reason is understandable. He was an enthusiastic seeker after light. He was a spiritualist, a student of thaumaturgy, theurgy, electro-biology, and something of a Shamanist in an amateur kind of way. He believed that unlikely things happened.




    It must be understood that he was, in many ways, a practical man. He once had a butler who neglected the silver horribly. The butler’s somewhat ingenious excuse that he also was given to occult studies, and was, moreover, a cadet in the practice of demonology, was received coldly. Further, explained the butler, the silver was cleaned every day, but by night there came a little devil who smeared his dirty paws all over the polished surface of the plate. ‘A little devil named ‘Erbert, me lord,’ said the butler pathetically, ‘who cursed me when I was born.’




    ‘You have been reading German fairy tales,’ said his lordship, with chilly hauteur, ‘and your impudent excuses decide me: I shall not give you a character.’




    It was obviously absurd and unthinkable that even a little devil should condescend to consort with a mere butler, and Lord Dorrington very properly resented the assumption of his servant.




    Dorrington was a rich man and a shrewd man. The Dorrington belt was the eighth wonder of the world, as any guide-book to the castle will tell you. It was the belt presented by an English king to a lady who was the founder of the family. It was six inches broad, and made of diamonds—not large diamonds, but very saleable diamonds. The Dorrington strong-room was the strongest strong-room in England, for many people desired those gems, the market value being somewhere in the neighbourhood of £80,000.




    Lord Dorrington, as I say, was very practical in such matters, and where many a less fanciful man might have contented himself with phylacteries, his lordship, though a student of phylacteries, pinned his faith to doors of chilled steel and Chubb locks.




    It would occupy a great deal too much space to give at any length the number of attempts which were made upon those strong-rooms at Dorrington Castle.




    There was the still-room maid, who came with forged credentials from an eminent domestic agency, whose box contained diamond drills and a portable axe. There was the groom of the chambers, so suave and polite, with a hundred-pound ‘kit’ of well-tempered, safe-breaking tools. There was the Swiss valet, who was so very satisfactory until he was discovered one sad night walking cautiously in his stockinged feet in the direction of the strong-room. His explanation that, as a connoisseur of paintings, he desired an uninterrupted study of his lordship’s ‘Ribera Espanolito’ in the east gallery was not accepted by a sceptical bench of magistrates, who gently pointed out that the skeleton keys found in his possession were not consistent with his statement.




    These and many others I could name.




    Whatever views his relatives might have concerning his mental balance, I am happy to say that in select criminal circles the acumen and intelligence of Lord Dorrington was held in the greatest respect.




    ‘Not that he’s so wonderfully clever,’ said Billy the Boy (sometimes called Willie the Nut), ‘for, in spite of his electric bells and alarms, three men working together could open the safe—only the devil of it is that it’s as much as we can do to get one man inside.’




    His companions in crime—they were dining at Figgioli’s, in Conduit Street, and were beautifully arrayed—nodded their heads in approval.




    ‘They tell me,’ said Augustus (nobody knew his other name), ‘that a New York crowd are thinkin’ about—’




    ‘Let ‘em think,’ said Billy contemptuously. ‘If we can’t do the job, they can’t.’




    There was some justification for such arrogance, for Billy the Boy was a master of his craft, and one remarks, with a glow of national pride, that for scientific burglary England’s old supremacy stands unassailed.




    I record this conversation that you may have a true appreciation of Lord Dorrington’s contadictory qualities, and because he occupied a position of some fame a month or so later, and every scrap of information concerning him is of interest. He was, too, something of a biologist, but that has nothing whatever to do with this story.
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