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  The trouble from which great events were to come began when Everard Dominey, who had been fighting his way through the scrub for the last three quarters of an hour towards those thin, spiral wisps of smoke, urged his pony to a last despairing effort and came crashing through the great oleander shrub to pitch forward on his head in the little clearing. It developed the next morning, when he found himself for the first time for many months on the truckle bed, between linen sheets, with a cool, bamboo-twisted roof between him and the relentless sun. He raised himself a little in the bed.




  “Where the mischief am I?” he demanded.




  A black boy, seated cross-legged in the entrance of the banda, rose to his feet, mumbled something and disappeared. In a few moments the tall, slim figure of a European, in spotless white riding clothes, stooped down and came over to Dominey’s side.




  “You are better?” he enquired politely.




  “Yes, I am,” was the somewhat brusque rejoinder. “Where the mischief am I, and who are you?”




  The newcomer’s manner stiffened. He was a person of dignified carriage, and his tone conveyed some measure of rebuke.




  “You are within half a mile of the Iriwarri River, if you know where that is,” he replied,—“about seventy-two miles southeast of the Darawaga Settlement.”




  “The devil! Then I am in German East Africa?”




  “Without a doubt.”




  “And you are German?”




  “I have that honour.”




  Dominey whistled softly.




  “Awfully sorry to have intruded,” he said. “I left Marlinstein two and a half months ago, with twenty boys and plenty of stores. We were doing a big trek after lions. I took some new Askaris in and they made trouble,—looted the stores one night and there was the devil to pay. I was obliged to shoot one or two, and the rest deserted. They took my compass, damn them, and I’m nearly a hundred miles out of my bearings. You couldn’t give me a drink, could you?”




  “With pleasure, if the doctor approves,” was the courteous answer. “Here, Jan!”




  The boy sprang up, listened to a word or two of brief command in his own language, and disappeared through the hanging grass which led into another hut. The two men exchanged glances of rather more than ordinary interest. Then Dominey laughed.




  “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “It gave me quite a start when you came in. We’re devilishly alike, aren’t we?”




  “There is a very strong likeness between us,” the other admitted.




  Dominey leaned his head upon his hand and studied his host. The likeness was clear enough, although the advantage was all in favour of the man who stood by the side of the camp bedstead with folded arms. Everard Dominey, for the first twenty-six years of his life, had lived as an ordinary young Englishman of his position,—Eton, Oxford, a few years in the Army, a few years about town, during which he had succeeded in making a still more hopeless muddle of his already encumbered estates: a few months of tragedy, and then a blank. Afterwards ten years—at first in the cities, then in the dark places of Africa—years of which no man knew anything. The Everard Dominey of ten years ago had been, without a doubt, good-looking. The finely shaped features remained, but the eyes had lost their lustre, his figure its elasticity, his mouth its firmness. He had the look of a man run prematurely to seed, wasted by fevers and dissipation. Not so his present companion. His features were as finely shaped, cast in an even stronger though similar mould. His eyes were bright and full of fire, his mouth and chin firm, bespeaking a man of deeds, his tall figure lithe and supple. He had the air of being in perfect health, in perfect mental and physical condition, a man who lived with dignity and some measure of content, notwithstanding the slight gravity of his expression.




  “Yes,” the Englishman muttered, “there’s no doubt about the likeness, though I suppose I should look more like you than I do if I’d taken care of myself. But I haven’t. That’s the devil of it. I’ve gone the other way; tried to chuck my life away and pretty nearly succeeded, too.”




  The dried grasses were thrust on one side, and the doctor entered,—a little round man, also clad in immaculate white, with yellow- gold hair and thick spectacles. His countryman pointed towards the bed.




  “Will you examine our patient, Herr Doctor, and prescribe for him what is necessary? He has asked for drink. Let him have wine, or whatever is good for him. If he is well enough, he will join our evening meal. I present my excuses. I have a despatch to write.”




  The man on the couch turned his head and watched the departing figure with a shade of envy in his eyes.




  “What is my preserver’s name?” he asked the doctor.




  The latter looked as though the questions were irreverent.




  “It is His Excellency the Major-General Baron Leopold Von Ragastein.”




  “All that!” Dominey muttered. “Is he the Governor, or something of that sort?”




  “He is Military Commandant of the Colony,” the doctor replied. “He has also a special mission here.”




  “Damned fine-looking fellow for a German,” Dominey remarked, with unthinking insolence.




  The doctor was unmoved. He was feeling his patient’s pulse. He concluded his examination a few minutes later.




  “You have drunk much whisky lately, so?” he asked.




  “I don’t know what the devil it’s got to do with you,” was the curt reply, “but I drink whisky whenever I can get it. Who wouldn’t in this pestilential climate!”




  The doctor shook his head.




  “The climate is good as he is treated,” he declared. “His Excellency drinks nothing but light wine and seltzer water. He has been here for five years, not only here but in the swamps, and he has not been ill one day.”




  “Well, I have been at death’s door a dozen times,” the Englishman rejoined a little recklessly, “and I don’t much mind when I hand in my checks, but until that time comes I shall drink whisky whenever I can get it.”




  “The cook is preparing you some luncheon,” the doctor announced, “and it will do you good to eat. I cannot give you whisky at this moment, but you can have some hock and seltzer with bay leaves.”




  “Send it along,” was the enthusiastic reply. “What a constitution I must have, doctor! The smell of that cooking outside is making me ravenous.”




  “Your constitution is still sound if you would only respect it,” was the comforting assurance.




  “Anything been heard of the rest of my party?” Dominey enquired.




  “Some bodies of Askaris have been washed up from the river,” the doctor informed him, “and two of your ponies have been eaten by lions. You will excuse. I have the wounds of a native to dress, who was bitten last night by a jaguar.”




  The traveller, left alone, lay still in the hut, and his thoughts wandered backwards. He looked out over the bare, scrubby stretch of land which had been cleared for this encampment to the mass of bush and flowering shrubs beyond, mysterious and impenetrable save for that rough elephant track along which he had travelled; to the broad-bosomed river, blue as the sky above, and to the mountains fading into mist beyond. The face of his host had carried him back into the past. Puzzled reminiscence tugged at the strings of memory. It came to him later on at dinner time, when they three, the Commandant, the doctor and himself, sat at a little table arranged just outside the hut, that they might catch the faint breeze from the mountains, herald of the swift- falling darkness. Native servants beat the air around them with bamboo fans to keep off the insects, and the air was faint almost to noxiousness with the perfume of some sickly, exotic shrub.




  “Why, you’re Devinter!” he exclaimed suddenly,—“Sigismund Devinter! You were at Eton with me—Horrock’s House—semi-final in the racquets.”




  “And Magdalen afterwards, number five in the boat.”




  “And why the devil did the doctor here tell me that your name was Von Ragastein?”




  “Because it happens to be the truth,” was the somewhat measured reply. “Devinter is my family name, and the one by which I was known when in England. When I succeeded to the barony and estates at my uncle’s death, however, I was compelled to also take the title.”




  “Well, it’s a small world!” Dominey exclaimed. “What brought you out here really—lions or elephants?”




  “Neither.”




  “You mean to say that you’ve taken up this sort of political business just for its own sake, not for sport?”




  “Entirely so. I do not use a sporting rifle once a month, except for necessity. I came to Africa for different reasons.”




  Dominey drank deep of his hock and seltzer and leaned back, watching the fireflies rise above the tall-bladed grass, above the stumpy clumps of shrub, and hang like miniature stars in the clear, violet air.




  “What a world!” he soliloquised. “Siggy Devinter, Baron Von Ragastein, out here, slaving for God knows what, drilling niggers to fight God knows whom, a political machine, I suppose, future Governor-General of German Africa, eh? You were always proud of your country, Devinter.”




  “My country is a country to be proud of,” was the solemn reply.




  “Well, you’re in earnest, anyhow,” Dominey continued, “in earnest about something. And I—well, it’s finished with me. It would have been finished last night if I hadn’t seen the smoke from your fires, and I don’t much care—that’s the trouble. I go blundering on. I suppose the end will come somehow, sometime—Can I have some rum or whisky, Devinter—I mean Von Ragastein—Your Excellency—or whatever I ought to say? You see those wreaths of mist down by the river? They’ll mean malaria for me unless I have spirits.”




  “I have something better than either,” Von Ragastein replied. “You shall give me your opinion of this.”




  The orderly who stood behind his master’s chair, received a whispered order, disappeared into the commissariat hut and came back presently with a bottle at the sight of which the Englishman gasped.




  “Napoleon!” he exclaimed.




  “Just a few bottles I had sent to me,” his host explained. “I am delighted to offer it to some one who will appreciate it.”




  “By Jove, there’s no mistake about that!” Dominey declared, rolling it around in his glass. “What a world! I hadn’t eaten for thirty hours when I rolled up here last night, and drunk nothing but filthy water for days. To- night, fricassee of chicken, white bread, cabinet hock and Napoleon brandy. And to-morrow again—well, who knows? When do you move on, Von Ragastein?”




  “Not for several days.”




  “What the mischief do you find to do so far from headquarters, if you don’t shoot lions or elephants?” his guest asked curiously.




  “If you really wish to know,” Von Ragastein replied, “I am annoying your political agents immensely by moving from place to place, collecting natives for drill.”




  “But what do you want to drill them for?” Dominey persisted. “I heard some time ago that you have four times as many natives under arms as we have. You don’t want an army here. You’re not likely to quarrel with us or the Portuguese.”




  “It is our custom,” Von Ragastein declared a little didactically, “in Germany and wherever we Germans go, to be prepared not only for what is likely to happen but for what might possibly happen.”




  “A war in my younger days, when I was in the Army,” Dominey mused, “might have made a man of me.”




  “Surely you had your chance out here?”




  Dominey shook his head.




  “My battalion never left the country,” he said. “We were shut up in Ireland all the time. That was the reason I chucked the army when I was really only a boy.”




  Later on they dragged their chairs a little farther out into the darkness, smoking cigars and drinking some rather wonderful coffee. The doctor had gone off to see a patient, and Von Ragastein was thoughtful. Their guest, on the other hand, continued to be reminiscently discursive.




  “Our meeting,” he observed, lazily stretching out his hand for his glass, “should be full of interest to the psychologist. Here we are, brought together by some miraculous chance to spend one night of our lives in an African jungle, two human beings of the same age, brought up together thousands of miles away, jogging on towards the eternal blackness along lines as far apart as the mind can conceive.”




  “Your eyes are fixed,” Von Ragastein murmured, “upon that very blackness behind which the sun will rise at dawn. You will see it come up from behind the mountains in that precise spot, like a new and blazing world.”




  “Don’t put me off with allegories,” his companion objected petulantly. “The eternal blackness exists surely enough, even if my metaphor is faulty. I am disposed to be philosophical. Let me ramble on. Here am I, an idler in my boyhood, a harmless pleasure-seeker in my youth till I ran up against tragedy, and since then a drifter, a drifter with a slowly growing vice, lolling through life with no definite purpose, with no definite hope or wish, except,” he went on a little drowsily, “that I think I’d like to be buried somewhere near the base of those mountains, on the other side of the river, from behind which you say the sun comes up every morning like a world on fire.”




  “You talk foolishly,” Von Ragastein protested. “If there has been tragedy in your life, you have time to get over it. You are not yet forty years old.”




  “Then I turn and consider you,” Dominey continued, ignoring altogether his friend’s remark. “You are only my age, and you look ten years younger. Your muscles are hard, your eyes are as bright as they were in your school days. You carry yourself like a man with a purpose. You rise at five every morning, the doctor tells me, and you return here, worn out, at dusk. You spend every moment of your time drilling those filthy blacks. When you are not doing that, you are prospecting, supervising reports home, trying to make the best of your few millions of acres of fever swamps. The doctor worships you but who else knows? What do you do it for, my friend?”




  “Because it is my duty,” was the calm reply.




  “Duty! But why can’t you do your duty in your own country, and live a man’s life, and hold the hands of white men, and look into the eyes of white women?”




  “I go where I am needed most,” Von Ragastein answered. “I do not enjoy drilling natives, I do not enjoy passing the years as an outcast from the ordinary joys of human life. But I follow my star.”




  “And I my will-o’-the-wisp,” Dominey laughed mockingly. “The whole thing’s as plain as a pikestaff. You may be a dull dog—you always were on the serious side—but you’re a man of principle. I’m a slacker.”




  “The difference between us,” Von Ragastein pronounced, “is something which is inculcated into the youth of our country and which is not inculcated into yours. In England, with a little money, a little birth, your young men expect to find the world a playground for sport, a garden for loves. The mightiest German noble who ever lived has his work to do. It is work which makes fibre, which gives balance to life.”




  Dominey sighed. His cigar, dearly prized though it had been, was cold between his fingers. In that perfumed darkness, illuminated only by the faint gleam of the shaded lamp behind, his face seemed suddenly white and old. His host leaned towards him and spoke for the first time in the kindlier tones of their youth.




  “You hinted at tragedy, my friend. You are not alone. Tragedy also has entered my life. Perhaps if things had been otherwise, I should have found work in more joyous places, but sorrow came to me, and I am here.”




  A quick flash of sympathy lit up Dominey’s face.




  “We met trouble in a different fashion,” he groaned.
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  Dominey slept till late the following morning, and when he woke at last from a long, dreamless slumber, he was conscious of a curious quietness in the camp. The doctor, who came in to see him, explained it immediately after his morning greeting.




  “His Excellency,” he announced, “has received important despatches from home. He has gone to meet an envoy from Dar-es-Salaam. He will be away for three days. He desired that you would remain his guest until his return.”




  “Very good of him,” Dominey murmured. “Is there any European news?”




  “I do not know,” was the stolid reply. “His Excellency desired me to inform you that if you cared for a short trip along the banks of the river, southward, there are a dozen boys left and some ponies. There are plenty of lion, and rhino may be met with at one or two places which the natives know of.”




  Dominey bathed and dressed, sipped his excellent coffee, and lounged about the place in uncertain mood. He unburdened himself to the doctor as they drank tea together late in the afternoon.




  “I am not in the least keen on hunting,” he confessed, “and I feel like a horrible sponge, but all the same I have a queer sort of feeling that I’d like to see Von Ragastein again. Your silent chief rather fascinates me, Herr Doctor. He is a man. He has something which I have lost.”




  “He is a great man,” the doctor declared enthusiastically. “What he sets his mind to do, he does.”




  “I suppose I might have been like that,” Dominey sighed, “if I had had an incentive. Have you noticed the likeness between us, Herr Doctor?”




  The latter nodded.




  “I noticed it from the first moment of your arrival,” he assented. “You are very much alike yet very different. The resemblance must have been still more remarkable in your youth. Time has dealt with your features according to your deserts.”




  “Well, you needn’t rub it in,” Dominey protested irritably.




  “I am rubbing nothing in,” the doctor replied with unruffled calm. “I speak the truth. If you had been possessed of the same moral stamina as His Excellency, you might have preserved your health and the things that count. You might have been as useful to your country as he is to his.”




  “I suppose I am pretty rocky?”




  “Your constitution has been abused. You still, however, have much vitality. If you cared to exercise self-control for a few months, you would be a different man.—You must excuse. I have work.”




  Dominey spent three restless days. Even the sight of a herd of elephants in the river and that strange, fierce chorus of night sounds, as beasts of prey crept noiselessly around the camp, failed to move him. For the moment his love of sport, his last hold upon the world of real things, seemed dead. What did it matter, the killing of an animal more or less? His mind was fixed uneasily upon the past, searching always for something which he failed to discover. At dawn he watched for that strangely wonderful, transforming birth of the day, and at night he sat outside the banda, waiting till the mountains on the other side of the river had lost shape and faded into the violet darkness. His conversation with Von Ragastein had unsettled him. Without knowing definitely why, he wanted him back again. Memories that had long since ceased to torture were finding their way once more into his brain. On the first day he had striven to rid himself of them in the usual fashion.




  “Doctor, you’ve got some whisky, haven’t you?” he asked.




  The doctor nodded.




  “There is a case somewhere to be found,” he admitted. “His Excellency told me that I was to refuse you nothing, but he advises you to drink only the white wine until his return.”




  “He really left that message?”




  “Precisely as I have delivered it.”




  The desire for whisky passed, came again but was beaten back, returned in the night so that he sat up with the sweat pouring down his face and his tongue parched. He drank lithia water instead. Late in the afternoon of the third day, Von Ragastein rode into the camp. His clothes were torn and drenched with the black mud of the swamps, dust and dirt were thick upon his face. His pony almost collapsed as he swung himself off. Nevertheless, he paused to greet his guest with punctilious courtesy, and there was a gleam of real satisfaction in his eyes as the two men shook hands.




  “I am glad that you are still here,” he said heartily. “Excuse me while I bathe and change. We will dine a little earlier. So far I have not eaten to- day.”




  “A long trek?” Dominey asked curiously.




  “I have trekked far,” was the quiet reply.




  At dinner time, Von Ragastein was once more himself, immaculate in white duck, with clean linen, shaved, and with little left of his fatigue. There was something different in his manner, however, some change which puzzled Dominey. He was at once more attentive to his guest, yet further removed from him in spirit and sympathy. He kept the conversation with curious insistence upon incidents of their school and college days, upon the subject of Dominey’s friends and relations, and the later episodes of his life. Dominey felt himself all the time encouraged to talk about his earlier life, and all the time he was conscious that for some reason or other his host’s closest and most minute attention was being given to his slightest word. Champagne had been served and served freely, and Dominey, up to the very gates of that one secret chamber, talked volubly and without reserve. After the meal was over, their chairs were dragged as before into the open. The silent orderly produced even larger cigars, and Dominey found his glass filled once more with the wonderful brandy. The doctor had left them to visit the native camp nearly a quarter of a mile away, and the orderly was busy inside, clearing the table. Only the black shapes of the servants were dimly visible as they twirled their fans,—and overhead the gleaming stars. They were alone.




  “I’ve been talking an awful lot of rot about myself,” Dominey said. “Tell me a little about your career now and your life in Germany before you came out here?”




  Von Ragastein made no immediate reply, and a curious silence ebbed and flowed between the two men. Every now and then a star shot across the sky. The red rim of the moon rose a little higher from behind the mountains. The bush stillness, always the most mysterious of silences, seemed gradually to become charged with unvoiced passion. Soon the animals began to call around them, creeping nearer and nearer to the fire which burned at the end of the open space.




  “My friend,” Von Ragastein said at last, speaking with the air of a man who has spent much time in deliberation, “you speak to me of Germany, of my homeland. Perhaps you have guessed that it is not duty alone which has brought me here to these wild places. I, too, left behind me a tragedy.”




  Dominey’s quick impulse of sympathy was smothered by the stern, almost harsh repression of the other’s manner. The words seemed to have been torn from his throat. There was no spark of tenderness or regret in his set face.




  “Since the day of my banishment,” he went on, “no word of this matter has passed my lips. To-night it is not weakness which assails me, but a desire to yield to the strange arm of coincidence. You and I, schoolmates and college friends, though sons of a different country, meet here in the wilderness, each with the iron in our souls. I shall tell you the thing which happened to me, and you shall speak to me of your own curse.”




  “I cannot!” Dominey groaned.




  “But you will,” was the stern reply. “Listen.”




  An hour passed, and the voices of the two men had ceased. The howling of the animals had lessened with the paling of the fires, and a slow, melancholy ripple of breeze was passing through the bush and lapping the surface of the river. It was Von Ragastein who broke through what might almost have seemed a trance. He rose to his feet, vanished inside the banda, and reappeared a moment or two later with two tumblers. One he set down in the space provided for it in the arm of his guest’s chair.




  “To-night I break what has become a rule with me,” he announced. “I shall drink a whisky and soda. I shall drink to the new things that may yet come to both of us.”




  “You are giving up your work here?” Dominey asked curiously.




  “I am part of a great machine,” was the somewhat evasive reply. “I have nothing to do but obey.”




  A flicker of passion distorted Dominey’s face, flamed for a moment in his tone.




  “Are you content to live and die like this?” he demanded. “Don’t you want to get back to where a different sort of sun will warm your heart and fill your pulses? This primitive world is in its way colossal, but it isn’t human, it isn’t a life for humans. We want streets, Von Ragastein, you and I. We want the tide of people flowing around us, the roar of wheels and the hum of human voices. Curse these animals! If I live in this country much longer, I shall go on all fours.”




  “You yield too much to environment,” his companion observed. “In the life of the cities you would be a sentimentalist.”




  “No city nor any civilised country will ever claim me again,” Dominey sighed. “I should never have the courage to face what might come.”




  Von Ragastein rose to his feet. The dim outline of his erect form was in a way majestic. He seemed to tower over the man who lounged in the chair before him.




  “Finish your whisky and soda to our next meeting, friend of my school days,” he begged. “To-morrow, before you awake, I shall be gone.”




  “So soon?”




  “By to-morrow night,” Von Ragastein replied, “I must be on the other side of those mountains. This must be our farewell.”




  Dominey was querulous, almost pathetic. He had a sudden hatred of solitude.




  “I must trek westward myself directly,” he protested, “or eastward, or northward—it doesn’t so much matter. Can’t we travel together?”




  Von Ragastein shook his head.




  “I travel officially, and I must travel alone,” he replied. “As for yourself, they will be breaking up here to-morrow, but they will lend you an escort and put you in the direction you wish to take. This, alas, is as much as I can do for you. For us it must be farewell.”




  “Well, I can’t force myself upon you,” Dominey said a little wistfully. “It seems strange, though, to meet right out here, far away even from the by- ways of life, just to shake hands and pass on. I am sick to death of niggers and animals.”




  “It is Fate,” Von Ragastein decided. “Where I go, I must go alone. Farewell, dear friend! We will drink the toast we drank our last night in your rooms at Magdalen. That Sanscrit man translated it for us: ‘May each find what he seeks!’ We must follow our star.”




  Dominey laughed a little bitterly. He pointed to a light glowing fitfully in the bush.




  “My will-o’-the-wisp,” he muttered recklessly, “leading where I shall follow—into the swamps!”




  A few minutes later Dominey threw himself upon his couch, curiously and unaccountably drowsy. Von Ragastein, who had come in to wish him good night, stood looking down at him for several moments with significant intentness. Then, satisfied that his guest really slept, he turned and passed through the hanging curtain of dried grasses into the next banda, where the doctor, still fully dressed, was awaiting him. They spoke together in German and with lowered voices. Von Ragastein had lost something of his imperturbability.




  “Everything progresses according to my orders?” he demanded.




  “Everything, Excellency! The boys are being loaded, and a runner has gone on to Wadihuan for ponies to be prepared.”




  “They know that I wish to start at dawn?”




  “All will be prepared, Excellency.”




  Von Ragastein laid his hand upon the doctor’s shoulder.




  “Come outside, Schmidt,” he said. “I have something to tell you of my plans.”




  The two men seated themselves in the long, wicker chairs, the doctor in an attitude of strict attention. Von Ragastein turned his head and listened. From Dominey’s quarters came the sound of deep and regular breathing.




  “I have formed a great plan, Schmidt,” Von Ragastein proceeded. “You know what news has come to me from Berlin?”




  “Your Excellency has told me a little,” the doctor reminded him.




  “The Day arrives,” Von Ragastein pronounced, his voice shaking with deep emotion. He paused a moment in thought and continued, “the time, even the month, is fixed. I am recalled from here to take the place for which I was destined. You know what that place is? You know why I was sent to an English public school and college?”




  “I can guess.”




  “I am to take up my residence in England. I am to have a special mission. I am to find a place for myself there as an Englishman. The means are left to my ingenuity. Listen, Schmidt. A great idea has come to me.”




  The doctor lit a cigar.




  “I listen, Excellency.”




  Von Ragastein rose to his feet. Not content with the sound of that regular breathing, he made his way to the opening of the banda and gazed in at Dominey’s slumbering form. Then he returned.




  “It is something which you do not wish the Englishman to hear?” the doctor asked.




  “It is.”




  “We speak in German.”




  “Languages,” was the cautious reply, “happen to be that man’s only accomplishment. He can speak German as fluently as you or I. That, however, is of no consequence. He sleeps and he will continue to sleep. I mixed him a sleeping draught with his whisky and soda.”




  “Ah!” the doctor grunted.




  “My principal need in England is an identity,” Von Ragastein pointed out. “I have made up my mind. I shall take this Englishman’s. I shall return to England as Sir Everard Dominey.”




  “So!”




  “There is a remarkable likeness between us, and Dominey has not seen an Englishman who knows him for eight or ten years. Any school or college friends whom I may encounter I shall be able to satisfy. I have stayed at Dominey. I know Dominey’s relatives. To-night he has babbled for hours, telling me many things that it is well for me to know.”




  “What about his near relatives?”




  “He has none nearer than cousins.”




  “No wife?”




  Von Ragastein paused and turned his head. The deep breathing inside the banda had certainly ceased. He rose to his feet and, stealing uneasily to the opening, gazed down upon his guest’s outstretched form. To all appearance, Dominey still slept deeply. After a moment or two’s watch, Von Ragastein returned to his place.




  “Therein lies his tragedy,” he confided, dropping his voice a little lower. “She is insane—insane, it seems, through a shock for which he was responsible. She might have been the only stumbling block, and she is as though she did not exist.”




  “It is a great scheme,” the doctor murmured enthusiastically.




  “It is a wonderful one! That great and unrevealed Power, Schmidt, which watches over our country and which will make her mistress of the world, must have guided this man to us. My position in England will be unique. As Sir Everard Dominey I shall be able to penetrate into the inner circles of Society—perhaps, even, of political life. I shall be able, if necessary, to remain in England even after the storm bursts.”




  “Supposing,” the doctor suggested, “this man Dominey should return to England?”




  Von Ragastein turned his head and looked towards his questioner.




  “He must not,” he pronounced.




  “So!” the doctor murmured.




  Late in the afternoon of the following day, Dominey, with a couple of boys for escort and his rifle slung across his shoulder, rode into the bush along the way he had come. The little fat doctor stood and watched him, waving his hat until he was out of sight. Then he called to the orderly.




  “Heinrich,” he said, “you are sure that the Herr Englishman has the whisky?”




  “The water bottles are filled with nothing else, Herr Doctor,” the man replied.




  “There is no water or soda water in the pack?”




  “Not one drop, Herr Doctor.”




  “How much food?”




  “One day’s rations.”




  “The beef is salt?”




  “It is very salt, Herr Doctor.”




  “And the compass?”




  “It is ten degrees wrong.”




  “The boys have their orders?”




  “They understand perfectly, Herr Doctor. If the Englishman does not drink, they will take him at midnight to where His Excellency will be encamped at the bend of the Blue River.”




  The doctor sighed. He was not at heart an unkindly man.




  “I think,” he murmured, “it will be better for the Englishman that he drinks.”
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  Mr. John Lambert Mangan of Lincoln’s Inn gazed at the card which a junior clerk had just presented in blank astonishment, an astonishment which became speedily blended with dismay.




  “Good God, do you see this, Harrison?” he exclaimed, passing it over to his manager, with whom he had been in consultation. “Dominey—Sir Everard Dominey—back here in England!”




  The head clerk glanced at the narrow piece of pasteboard and sighed.




  “I’m afraid you will find him rather a troublesome client, sir,” he remarked.




  His employer frowned. “Of course I shall,” he answered testily. “There isn’t an extra penny to be had out of the estates—you know that, Harrison. The last two quarters’ allowance which we sent to Africa came out of the timber. Why the mischief didn’t he stay where he was!”




  “What shall I tell the gentleman, sir?” the boy enquired.




  “Oh, show him in!” Mr. Mangan directed ill-temperedly. “I suppose I shall have to see him sooner or later. I’ll finish these affidavits after lunch, Harrison.”




  The solicitor composed his features to welcome a client who, however troublesome his affairs had become, still represented a family who had been valued patrons of the firm for several generations. He was prepared to greet a seedy-looking and degenerate individual, looking older than his years. Instead, he found himself extending his hand to one of the best turned out and handsomest men who had ever crossed the threshold of his not very inviting office. For a moment he stared at his visitor, speechless. Then certain points of familiarity—the well-shaped nose, the rather deep-set grey eyes—presented themselves. This surprise enabled him to infuse a little real heartiness into his welcome.




  “My dear Sir Everard!” he exclaimed. “This is a most unexpected pleasure—most unexpected! Such a pity, too, that we only posted a draft for your allowance a few days ago. Dear me—you’ll forgive my saying so—how well you look!”




  Dominey smiled as he accepted an easy chair.




  “Africa’s a wonderful country, Mangan,” he remarked, with just that faint note of patronage in his tone which took his listener back to the days of his present client’s father.




  “It—pardon my remarking it—has done wonderful things for you, Sir Everard. Let me see, it must be eleven years since we met.”




  Sir Everard tapped the toes of his carefully polished brown shoes with the end of his walking stick.




  “I left London,” he murmured reminiscently, “in April, nineteen hundred and two. Yes, eleven years, Mr. Mangan. It seems queer to find myself in London again, as I dare say you can understand.”




  “Precisely,” the lawyer murmured. “I was just wondering—I think that last remittance we sent to you could be stopped. I have no doubt you will be glad of a little ready money,” he added, with a confident smile.




  “Thanks, I don’t think I need any just at present,” was the amazing answer. “We’ll talk about financial affairs a little later on.”




  Mr. Mangan metaphorically pinched himself. He had known his present client even during his school days, had received a great many visits from him at different times, and could not remember one in which the question of finance had been dismissed in so casual a manner.




  “I trust,” he observed chiefly for the sake of saying something, “that you are thinking of settling down here for a time now?”




  “I have finished with Africa, if that is what you mean,” was the somewhat grave reply. “As to settling down here, well, that depends a little upon what you have to tell me.”




  The lawyer nodded.




  “I think,” he said, “that you may make yourself quite easy as regards the matter of Roger Unthank. Nothing has ever been heard of him since the day you left England.”




  “His—body has not been found?”




  “Nor any trace of it.”




  There was a brief silence. The lawyer looked hard at Dominey, and Dominey searchingly back again at the lawyer.




  “And Lady Dominey?” the former asked at length.




  “Her ladyship’s condition is, I believe, unchanged,” was the somewhat guarded reply.




  “If the circumstances are favourable,” Dominey continued, after another moment’s pause, “I think it very likely that I may decide to settle down at Dominey Hall.”




  The lawyer appeared doubtful.




  “I am afraid,” he said, “you will be very disappointed in the condition of the estate, Sir Everard. As I have repeatedly told you in our correspondence, the rent roll, after deducting your settlement upon Lady Dominey, has at no time reached the interest on the mortgages, and we have had to make up the difference and send you your allowance out of the proceeds of the outlying timber.”




  “That is a pity,” Dominey replied, with a frown. “I ought, perhaps, to have taken you more into my confidence. By the by,” he added, “when—er—about when did you receive my last letter?”




  “Your last letter?” Mr. Mangan repeated. “We have not had the privilege of hearing from you, Sir Everard, for over four years. The only intimation we had that our payments had reached you was the exceedingly prompt debit of the South African bank.”




  “I have certainly been to blame,” this unexpected visitor confessed. “On the other hand, I have been very much absorbed. If you haven’t happened to hear any South African gossip lately, Mangan, I suppose it will be a surprise to you to hear that I have been making a good deal of money.”




  “Making money?” the lawyer gasped. “You making money, Sir Everard?”




  “I thought you’d be surprised,” Dominey observed coolly. “However, that’s neither here nor there. The business object of my visit to you this morning is to ask you to make arrangements as quickly as possible for paying off the mortgages on the Dominey estates.”




  Mr. Mangan was a lawyer of the new-fashioned school,—Harrow and Cambridge, the Bath Club, racquets and fives, rather than gold and lawn tennis. Instead of saying “God bless my soul!” he exclaimed “Great Scott!” dropped a very modern-looking eyeglass from his left eye, and leaned back in his chair with his hands in his pockets.




  “I have had three or four years of good luck,” his client continued. “I have made money in gold mines, in diamond mines and in land. I am afraid that if I had stayed out another year, I should have descended altogether to the commonplace and come back a millionaire.”




  “My heartiest congratulations!” Mr. Mangan found breath to murmur. “You’ll forgive my being so astonished, but you are the first Dominey I ever knew who has ever made a penny of money in any sort of way, and from what I remember of you in England—I’m sure you’ll forgive my being so frank—I should never have expected you to have even attempted such a thing.”




  Dominey smiled good-humouredly.




  “Well,” he said, “if you inquire at the United Bank of Africa, you will find that I have a credit balance there of something over a hundred thousand pounds. Then I have also—well, let us say a trifle more, invested in first-class mines. Do me the favour of lunching with me, Mr. Mangan, and although Africa will never be a favourite topic of conversation with me, I will tell you about some of my speculations.”




  The solicitor groped around for his hat.




  “I will send the boy for a taxi,” he faltered.




  “I have a car outside,” this astonishing client told him. “Before we leave, could you instruct your clerk to have a list of the Dominey mortgages made out, with the terminable dates and redemption values?”




  “I will leave instructions,” Mr. Mangan promised. “I think that the total amount is under eighty thousand pounds.”




  Dominey sauntered through the office, an object of much interest to the little staff of clerks. The lawyer joined him on the pavement in a few minutes.




  “Where shall we lunch?” Dominey asked. “I’m afraid my clubs are a little out of date. I am staying at the Carlton.”




  “The Carlton grill room is quite excellent,” Mr. Mangan suggested.




  “They are keeping me a table until half-past one,” Dominey replied. “We will lunch there, by all means.”




  They drove off together, the returned traveller gazing all the time out of the window into the crowded streets, the lawyer a little thoughtful.




  “While I think of it, Sir Everard,” the latter said, as they drew near their destination. “I should be glad of a short conversation with you before you go down to Dominey.”




  “With regard to anything in particular?”




  “With regard to Lady Dominey,” the lawyer told him a little gravely.




  A shadow rested on his companion’s face.




  “Is her ladyship very much changed?”




  “Physically, she is in excellent health, I believe. Mentally I believe that there is no change. She has unfortunately the same rather violent prejudice which I am afraid influenced your departure from England.”




  “In plain words,” Dominey said bitterly, “she has sworn to take my life if ever I sleep under the same roof.”




  “She will need, I am afraid, to be strictly watched,” the lawyer answered evasively. “Still, I think you ought to be told that time does not seem to have lessened her tragical antipathy.”




  “She regards me still as the murderer of Roger Unthank?” Dominey asked, in a measured tone.




  “I am afraid she does.”




  “And I suppose that every one else has the same idea?”




  “The mystery,” Mr. Mangan admitted, “has never been cleared up. It is well known, you see, that you fought in the park and that you staggered home almost senseless. Roger Unthank has never been seen from that day to this.”




  “If I had killed him,” Dominey pointed out, “why was his body not found?”




  The lawyer shook his head.




  “There are all sorts of theories, of course,” he said, “but for one superstition you may as well be prepared. There is scarcely a man or a woman for miles around Dominey who doesn’t believe that the ghost of Roger Unthank still haunts the Black Wood near where you fought.”




  “Let us be quite clear about this,” Dominey insisted. “If the body should ever be found, am I liable, after all these years, to be indicted for manslaughter?”




  “I think you may make your mind quite at ease,” the lawyer assured him. “In the first place, I don’t think you would ever be indicted.”




  “And in the second?”




  “There isn’t a human being in that part of Norfolk would ever believe that the body of man or beast, left within the shadow of the Black Wood, would ever be seen or heard of again!”




  CHAPTER IV




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  Mr. Mangan, on their way into the grill room, loitered for a few minutes in the small reception room, chatting with some acquaintances, whilst his host, having spoken to the maitre d’hotel and ordered a cocktail from a passing waiter, stood with his hands behind his back, watching the inflow of men and women with all that interest which one might be supposed to feel in one’s fellows after a prolonged absence. He had moved a little to one side to allow a party of young people to make their way through the crowded chamber, when he was conscious of a woman standing alone on the topmost of the three thickly carpeted stairs. Their eyes met, and hers, which had been wandering around the room as though in search of some acquaintance, seemed instantly and fervently held. To the few loungers about the room, ignorant of any special significance in that studied contemplation of the man on the part of the woman, their two personalities presented an agreeable, almost a fascinating study. Dominey was six feet two in height and had to its fullest extent the natural distinction of his class, together with the half military, half athletic bearing which seemed to have been so marvellously restored to him. His complexion was no more than becomingly tanned; his slight moustache, trimmed very close to the upper lip, was of the same ruddy brown shade as his sleekly brushed hair. The woman, who had commenced now to move slowly towards him, save that her cheeks, at that moment, at any rate, were almost unnaturally pale, was of the same colouring. Her red-gold hair gleamed beneath her black hat. She was tall, a Grecian type of figure, large without being coarse, majestic though still young. She carried a little dog under one arm and a plain black silk bag, on which was a coronet in platinum and diamonds, in the other hand. The major- domo who presided over the room, watching her approach, bowed with more than his usual urbanity. Her eyes, however, were still fixed upon the person who had engaged so large a share of her attention. She came towards him, her lips a little parted.




  “Leopold!” she faltered. “The Holy Saints, why did you not let me know!”




  Dominey bowed very slightly. His words seemed to have a cut and dried flavour.




  “I am so sorry,” he replied, “but I fear that you make a mistake. My name is not Leopold.”




  She stood quite still, looking at him with the air of not having heard a word of his polite disclaimer.




  “In London, of all places,” she murmured. “Tell me, what does it mean?”




  “I can only repeat, madam,” he said, “that to my very great regret I have not the honour of your acquaintance.”




  She was puzzled, but absolutely unconvinced.




  “You mean to deny that you are Leopold Von Ragastein?” she asked incredulously. “You do not know me?”




  “Madam,” he answered, “it is not my great pleasure. My name is Dominey—Everard Dominey.”




  She seemed for a moment to be struggling with some embarrassment which approached emotion. Then she laid her fingers upon his sleeve and drew him to a more retired corner of the little apartment.




  “Leopold,” she whispered, “nothing can make it wrong or indiscreet for you to visit me. My address is 17, Belgrave Square. I desire to see you to- night at seven o’clock.”




  “But, my dear lady,” Dominey began—




  Her eyes suddenly glowed with a new light.




  “I will not be trifled with,” she insisted. “If you wish to succeed in whatever scheme you have on hand, you must not make an enemy of me. I shall expect you at seven o’clock.”




  She passed away from him into the restaurant. Mr. Mangan, now freed from his friends, rejoined his host, and the two men took their places at the side table to which they were ushered with many signs of attention.




  “Wasn’t that the Princess Eiderstrom with whom you were talking?” the solicitor asked curiously.




  “A lady addressed me by mistake,” Dominey explained. “She mistook me, curiously enough, for a man who used to be called my double at Oxford. Sigismund Devinter he was then, although I think he came into a title later on.”




  “The Princess is quite a famous personage,” Mr. Mangan remarked, “one of the richest widows in Europe. Her husband was killed in a duel some six or seven years ago.”




  Dominey ordered the luncheon with care, slipping into a word or two of German once to assist the waiter, who spoke English with difficulty. His companion smiled.




  “I see that you have not forgotten your languages out there in the wilds.”




  “I had no chance to,” Dominey answered. “I spent five years on the borders of German East Africa, and I traded with some of the fellows there regularly.”




  “By the by,” Mr. Mangan enquired, “what sort of terms are we on with the Germans out there?”




  “Excellent, I should think,” was the careless reply. “I never had any trouble.”




  “Of course,” the lawyer continued, “this will all be new to you, but during the last few years Englishmen have become divided into two classes—the people who believe that the Germans wish to go to war and crush us, and those who don’t.”




  “Then since my return the number of the ‘don’ts’ has been increased by one.”




  “I am amongst the doubtfuls myself,” Mr. Mangan remarked. “All the same, I can’t quite see what Germany wants with such an immense army, and why she is continually adding to her fleet.”




  Dominey paused for a moment to discuss the matter of a sauce with the head waiter. He returned to the subject a few minutes later on, however.




  “Of course,” he pointed out, “my opinions can only come from a study of the newspapers and from conversations with such Germans as I have met out in Africa, but so far as her army is concerned, I should have said that Russia and France were responsible for that, and the more powerful it is, the less chance of any European conflagration. Russia might at any time come to the conclusion that a war is her only salvation against a revolution, and you know the feeling in France about Alsace-Lorraine as well as I do. The Germans themselves say that there is more interest in military matters and more progress being made in Russia to-day than ever before.”




  “I have no doubt that you are right,” agreed Mr. Mangan. “It is a matter which is being a great deal discussed just now, however. Let us speak of your personal plans. What do you intend to do for the next few weeks, say? Have you been to see any of your relatives yet?”




  “Not one,” Dominey replied. “I am afraid that I am not altogether keen about making advances.”




  Mr. Mangan coughed. “You must remember that during the period of your last residence in London,” he said, “you were in a state of chronic impecuniosity. No doubt that rather affected the attitude of some of those who would otherwise have been more friendly.”




  “I should be perfectly content never to see one of them again,” declared Dominey, with perfect truth.




  “That, of course, is impossible,” the lawyer protested. “You must go and see the Duchess, at any rate. She was always your champion.”




  “The Duchess was always very kind to me,” Dominey admitted doubtfully, “but I am afraid she was rather fed up before I left England.”




  Mr. Mangan smiled. He was enjoying a very excellent lunch, which it seemed hard to believe was ordered by a man just home from the wilds of Africa, and he thoroughly enjoyed talking about duchesses.




  “Her Grace,” he began—




  “Well?”




  The lawyer had paused, with his eyes glued upon the couple at a neighbouring table. He leaned across towards his companion.




  “The Duchess herself, Sir Everard, just behind you, with Lord St. Omar.”




  “This place must certainly be the rendezvous of all the world,” Dominey declared, as he held out his hand to a man who had approached their table. “Seaman, my friend, welcome! Let me introduce you to my friend and legal adviser, Mr. Mangan—Mr. Seaman.”




  Mr. Seaman was a short, fat man, immaculately dressed in most conventional morning attire. He was almost bald, except for a little tuft on either side, and a few long, fair hairs carefully brushed back over a shining scalp. His face was extraordinarily round except towards his chin, where it came to a point; his eyes bright and keen, his mouth the mouth of a professional humourist. He shook hands with the lawyer with an empressement which was scarcely English.




  “Within the space of half an hour,” Dominey continued, “I find a princess who desires to claim my acquaintance; a cousin,” he dropped his voice a little, “who lunches only a few tables away, and the man of whom I have seen the most during the last ten years amidst scenes a little different from these, eh, Seaman?”




  Seaman accepted the chair which the waiter had brought and sat down. The lawyer was immediately interested.




  “Do I understand, then,” he asked, addressing the newcomer, “that you knew Sir Everard in Africa?”




  Seaman beamed. “Knew him?” he repeated, and with the first words of his speech the fact of his foreign nationality was established. “There was no one of whom I knew so much. We did business together—a great deal of business—and when we were not partners, Sir Everard generally got the best of it.”




  Dominey laughed. “Luck generally comes to a man either early or late in life. My luck came late. I think, Seaman, that you must have been my mascot. Nothing went wrong with me during the years that we did business together.”




  Seaman was a little excited. He brushed upright with the palm of his hand one of those little tufts of hair left on the side of his head, and he laid his plump fingers upon the lawyer’s shoulder.




  “Mr. Mangan,” he said, “you listen to me. I sell this man the controlling interests in a mine, shares which I have held for four and a half years and never drew a penny dividend. I sell them to him, I say, at par. Well, I need the money and it seems to me that I had given the shares a fair chance. Within five weeks—five weeks, sir,” he repeated, struggling to attune his voice to his civilised surroundings, “those shares had gone from par to fourteen and a half. To-day they stand at twenty. He gave me five thousand pounds for those shares. To-day he could walk into your stock market and sell them for one hundred thousand. That is the way money is made in Africa, Mr. Mangan, where innocents like me are to be found every day.”




  Dominey poured out a glass of wine and passed it to their visitor.




  “Come,” he said, “we all have our ups and downs. Africa owes you nothing, Seaman.”




  “I have done well in my small way,” Seaman admitted, fingering the stem of his wineglass, “but where I have had to plod, Sir Everard here has stood and commanded fate to pour her treasures into his lap.”




  The lawyer was listening with a curious interest and pleasure to this half bantering conversation. He found an opportunity now to intervene.




  “So you two were really friends in Africa?” he remarked, with a queer and almost inexplicable sense of relief.




  “If Sir Everard permits our association to be so called,” Seaman replied. “We have done business together in the great cities—in Johannesburg and Pretoria, in Kimberley and Cape Town—and we have prospected together in the wild places. We have trekked the veldt and been lost to the world for many months at a time. We have seen the real wonders of Africa together, as well as her tawdry civilisation.”




  “And you, too,” Mr. Mangan asked, “have you retired?”




  Seaman’s smile was almost beatific.




  “The same deal,” he said, “which brought Sir Everard’s fortune to wonderful figures brought me that modest sum which I had sworn to reach before I returned to England. It is true. I have retired from money-making. It is now that I take up again my real life’s work.”




  “If you are going to talk about your hobby,” Dominey observed, “you had better order them to serve your lunch here.”




  “I had finished my lunch before you came in,” his friend replied. “I drink another glass of wine with you, perhaps. Afterwards a liqueur—who can say? In this climate one is favoured, one can drink freely. Sir Everard and I, Mr. Mangan, have been in places where thirst is a thing to be struggled against, where for months a little weak brandy and water was our chief dissipation.”




  “Tell me about this hobby?” the lawyer enquired.




  Dominey intervened promptly. “I protest. If he begins to talk of that, he’ll be here all the afternoon.”




  Seaman held out his hands and rolled his head from side to side.




  “But I am not so unreasonable,” he objected. “Just one word—so? Very well, then,” he proceeded quickly, with the air of one fearing interruption. “This must be clear to you, Mr. Mangan. I am a German by birth, naturalised in England for the sake of my business, loving Germany, grateful to England. One third of my life I have lived in Berlin, one third at Forest Hill here in London, and in the city, one third in Africa. I have watched the growth of commercial rivalries and jealousies between the two nations. There is no need for them. They might lead to worse things. I would brush them all away. My aim is to encourage a league for the promotion of more cordial social and business relations between the people of Great Britain and the people of the German Empire. There! Have I wasted much of your time? Can I not speak of my hobby without a flood of words?”




  “Conciseness itself,” Mangan admitted, “and I compliment you most heartily upon your scheme. If you can get the right people into it, it should prove a most valuable society.”




  “In Germany I have the right people. All Germans who live for their country and feel for their country loathe the thought of war. We want peace, we want friends, and, to speak as man to man,” he concluded, tapping the lawyer upon the coat sleeve, “England is our best customer.”




  “I wish one could believe,” the latter remarked, “that yours was the popular voice in your country.”




  Seaman rose reluctantly to his feet.




  “At half-past two,” he announced, glancing at his watch, “I have an appointment with a woollen manufacturer from Bradford. I hope to get him to join my council.”




  He bowed ceremoniously to the lawyer, nodded to Dominey with the familiarity of an old friend, and made his bustling, good-humoured way out of the room.




  “A sound business man, I should think,” was the former’s comment. “I wish him luck with his League. You yourself, Sir Everard, will need to develop some new interests. Why not politics?”




  “I really expect to find life a little difficult at first,” admitted Dominey, with a shrug of his shoulders. “I have lost many of the tastes of my youth, and I am very much afraid that my friends over here will call me colonial. I can’t fancy myself doing nothing down in Norfolk all the rest of my days. Perhaps I shall go into Parliament.”




  “You must forgive my saying,” his companion declared impulsively, “that I never knew ten years make such a difference in a man in my life.”




  “The colonies,” Dominey pronounced, “are a kill or cure sort of business. You either take your drubbing and come out a stronger man, or you go under. I had the very narrowest escape from going under myself, but I just pulled together in time. To-day I wouldn’t have been without my hard times for anything in the world.”




  “If you will permit me,” Mr. Mangan said, with an inherited pomposity, “on our first meeting under the new conditions, I should like to offer you my hearty congratulations, not only upon what you have accomplished but upon what you have become.”




  “And also, I hope,” Dominey rejoined, smiling a little seriously and with a curious glint in his eyes, “upon what I may yet accomplish.”




  The Duchess and her companion had risen to their feet, and the former, on her way out, recognising her solicitor, paused graciously.




  “How do you do, Mr. Mangan?” she said. “I hope you are looking after those troublesome tenants of mine in Leicestershire?”




  “We shall make our report in due course, Duchess,” Mangan assured her. “Will you permit me,” he added, “to bring back to your memory a relative who has just returned from abroad—Sir Everard Dominey?”




  Dominey had risen to his feet a moment previously and now extended his hand. The Duchess, who was a tall, graceful woman, with masses of fair hair only faintly interspersed with gray, very fine brown eyes, the complexion of a girl, and, to quite her own confession, the manners of a kitchen maid, stared at him for a moment without any response.




  “Sir Everard Dominey?” she repeated. “Everard? Ridiculous!”




  Dominey’s extended hand was at once withdrawn, and the tentative smile faded from his lips. The lawyer plunged into the breach.




  “I can assure your Grace,” he insisted earnestly, “that there is no doubt whatever about Sir Everard’s identity. He only returned from Africa during the last few days.”




  The Duchess’s incredulity remained, wholly good-natured but ministered to by her natural obstinacy.




  “I simply cannot bring myself to believe it,” she declared. “Come, I’ll challenge you. When did we meet last?”




  “At Worcester House,” was the prompt reply. “I came to say good-bye to you.”




  The Duchess was a little staggered. Her eyes softened, a faint smile played at the corners of her lips. She was suddenly a very attractive looking woman.




  “You came to say good-bye,” she repeated, “and?”




  “I am to take that as a challenge?” Dominey asked, standing very upright and looking her in the eyes.




  “As you will.”




  “You were a little kinder to me,” he continued, “than you are to-day. You gave me—this,” he added, drawing a small picture from his pocketbook, “and you permitted—”




  “For heaven’s sake, put that thing away,” she cried, “and don’t say another word! There’s my grown-up nephew, St. Omar, paying his bill almost within earshot. Come and see me at half-past three this afternoon, and don’t be a minute late. And, St. Omar,” she went on, turning to the young man who stood now by her side, “this is a connection of yours—Sir Everard Dominey. He is a terrible person, but do shake hands with him and come along. I am half an hour late for my dressmaker already.”




  Lord St. Omar chuckled vaguely, then shook hands with his new-found relative, nodded affably to the lawyer and followed his aunt out of the room. Mangan’s expression was beatific.




  “Sir Everard,” he exclaimed, “God bless you! If ever a woman got what she deserved! I’ve seen a duchess blush—first time in my life!”
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  Worcester House was one of those semi-palatial residences set down apparently for no reason whatever in the middle of Regent’s Park. It had been acquired by a former duke at the instigation of the Regent, who was his intimate friend, and retained by later generations in mute protest against the disfiguring edifices which had made a millionaire’s highway of Park Lane. Dominey, who was first scrutinised by an individual in buff waistcoat and silk hat at the porter’s lodge, was interviewed by a major-domo in the great stone hall, conducted through an extraordinarily Victorian drawing-room by another myrmidon in a buff waistcoat, and finally ushered into a tiny little boudoir leading out of a larger apartment and terminating in a conservatory filled with sweet-smelling exotics. The Duchess, who was reclining in an easy-chair, held out her hand, which her visitor raised to his lips. She motioned him to a seat by her side and once more scrutinised him with unabashed intentness.




  “There’s something wrong about you, you know,” she declared.




  “That seems very unfortunate,” he rejoined, “when I return to find you wholly unchanged.”




  “Not bad,” she remarked critically. “All the same, I have changed. I am not in the least in love with you any longer.”




  “It was the fear of that change in you,” he sighed, “which kept me for so long in the furthest corners of the world.”




  She looked at him with a severity which was obviously assumed.




  “Look here,” she said, “it is better for us to have a perfectly clear understanding upon one point. I know the exact position of your affairs, and I know, too, that the two hundred a year which your lawyer has been sending out to you came partly out of a few old trees and partly out of his own pocket. How you are going to live over here I cannot imagine, but it isn’t the least use expecting Henry to do a thing for you. The poor man has scarcely enough pocket money to pay his travelling expenses when he goes lecturing.”




  “Lecturing?” Dominey repeated. “What’s happened to poor Henry?”




  “My husband is an exceedingly conscientious man,” was the dignified reply. “He goes from town to town with Lord Roberts and a secretary, lecturing on national defence.”




  “Dear Henry was always a little cranky, wasn’t he?” Dominey observed. “Let me put your mind at rest on that other matter, though, Caroline. I can assure you that I have come back to England not to borrow money but to spend it.”




  His cousin shook her head mournfully. “And a few minutes ago I was nearly observing that you had lost your sense of humour!”




  “I am in earnest,” he persisted. “Africa has turned out to be my Eldorado. Quite unexpectedly, I must admit, I came in for a considerable sum of money towards the end of my stay there. I am paying off the mortgages at Dominey at once, and I want Henry to jot down on paper at once those few amounts he was good enough to lend me in the old days.”




  Caroline, Duchess of Worcester, sat perfectly still for a moment with her mouth open, a condition which was entirely natural but unbecoming.




  “And you mean to tell me that you really are Everard Dominey?” she exclaimed.




  “The weight of evidence is rather that way,” he murmured.




  He moved his chair deliberately a little nearer, took her hand and raised it to his lips. Her face was perilously near to his. She drew a little back—and too abruptly.




  “My dear Everard,” she whispered, “Henry is in the house! Besides—Yes, I suppose you must be Everard. Just now there was something in your eyes exactly like his. But you are so stiff. Have you been drilling out there or anything?”




  He shook his head.




  “One spends half one’s time in the saddle.”




  “And you are really well off?” she asked again wonderingly.




  “If I had stayed there another year,” he replied, “and been able to marry a Dutch Jewess, I should have qualified for Park Lane.”




  She sighed.




  “It’s too wonderful. Henry will love having his money back.”




  “And you?”




  She looked positively distressed.




  “You’ve lost all your manners,” she complained. “You make love like a garden rake. You should have leaned towards me with a quiver in your voice when you said those last two words, and instead of that you look as though you were sitting at attention, with a positive glint of steel in your eyes.”




  “One sees a woman once in a blue moon out there,” he pleaded.




  She shook her head. “You’ve changed. It was a sixth sense with you to make love in exactly the right tone, to say exactly the right thing in the right manner.”




  “I shall pick it up,” he declared hopefully, “with a little assistance.”




  She made a little grimace.




  “You won’t want an old woman like me to assist you, Everard. You’ll have the town at your feet. You’ll be able to frivol with musical comedy, flirt with our married beauties, or—I’m sorry, Everard, I forgot.”




  “You forgot what?” he asked steadfastly.




  “I forgot the tragedy which finally drove you abroad. I forgot your marriage. Is there any change in your wife?”




  “Not much, I am afraid.”




  “And Mr. Mangan—he thinks that you are safe over here?”




  “Perfectly.”




  She looked at him earnestly. Perhaps she had never admitted, even to herself, how fond she had been of this scapegrace cousin.




  “You’ll find that no one will have a word to say against you,” she told him, “now that you are wealthy and regenerate. They’ll forget everything you want them to. When will you come and dine here and meet all your relatives?”




  “Whenever you are kind enough to ask me,” he answered. “I thought of going down to Dominey to-morrow.”




  She looked at him with a new thing in her eyes—something of fear, something, too, of admiration.




  “But—your wife?”




  “She is there, I believe,” he said. “I cannot help it. I have been an exile from my home long enough.”




  “Don’t go,” she begged suddenly. “Why not be brave and have her removed. I know how tender-hearted you are, but you have your future and your career to consider. For her sake, too, you ought not to give her the opportunity—”




  Dominey could never make up his mind whether the interruption which came at that moment was welcome or otherwise. Caroline suddenly broke off in her speech and glanced warningly towards the larger room. A tall, grey-haired man, dressed in old-fashioned clothes and wearing a pince-nez, had lifted the curtains. He addressed the Duchess in a thin, reedy voice.




  “My dear Caroline,” he began,—“ah, you must forgive me. I did not know that you were engaged. We will not stay, but I should like to present to you a young friend of mine who is going to help me at the meeting this evening.”




  “Do bring him in,” his wife replied, her voice once more attuned to its natural drawl. “And I have a surprise for you too, Henry—a very great surprise, I think you will find it!”




  Dominey rose to his feet—a tall, commanding figure—and stood waiting the approach of the newcomer. The Duke advanced, looking at him enquiringly. A young man, very obviously a soldier in mufti, was hovering in the background.




  “I must plead guilty to the surprise,” the Duke confessed courteously. “There is something exceedingly familiar about your face, sir, but I cannot remember having had the privilege of meeting you.”




  “You see,” Caroline observed, “I am not the only one, Everard, who did not accept you upon a glance. This is Everard Dominey, Henry, returned from foreign exile and regenerated in every sense of the word.”




  “How do you do?” Dominey said, holding out his hand. “I seem to be rather a surprise to every one, but I hope you haven’t quite forgotten me.”




  “God bless my soul!” the Duke exclaimed. “You don’t mean to say that you’re really Everard Dominey?”




  “I am he, beyond a doubt,” was the calm assurance.




  “Most amazing!” the Duke declared, as he shook hands. “Most amazing! I never saw such a change in my life. Yes, yes, I see—same complexion, of course—nose and eyes—yes, yes! But you seem taller, and you carry yourself like a soldier. Dear, dear me! Africa has done wonderfully by you. Delighted, my dear Everard! Delighted!”




  “You’ll be more delighted still when you hear the rest of the news,” his wife remarked drily. “In the meantime, do present your friend.”




  “Precisely so,” the Duke acquiesced, turning to the young man in the background. “Most sorry, my dear Captain Bartram. The unexpected return of a connection of my wife must be my apology for this lapse of manners. Let me present you to the Duchess. Captain Bartram is just back from Germany, my dear, and is an enthusiastic supporter of our cause.—Sir Everard Dominey.”




  Caroline shook hands kindly with her husband’s protege, and Dominey exchanged a solemn handshake with him.




  “You, too, are one of those, then, Captain Bartram, who are convinced that Germany has evil designs upon us?” the former said, smiling.




  “I have just returned from Germany after twelve months’ stay there,” the young soldier replied. “I went with an open mind. I have come back convinced that we shall be at war with Germany within a couple of years.”




  The Duke nodded vigorously.




  “Our young friend is right,” he declared. “Three times a week for many months I have been drumming the fact into the handful of wooden-headed Englishmen who have deigned to come to our meetings. I have made myself a nuisance to the House of Lords and the Press. It is a terrible thing to realise how hard it is to make an Englishman reflect, so long as he is making money and having a good time.—You are just back from Africa, Everard?”




  “Within a week, sir.”




  “Did you see anything of the Germans out there? Were you anywhere near their Colony?”




  “I have been in touch with them for some years,” Dominey replied.




  “Most interesting!” his questioner exclaimed. “You may be of service to us, Everard. You may, indeed! Now tell me, isn’t it true that they have secret agents out there, trying to provoke unsettlement and disquiet amongst the Boers? Isn’t it true that they apprehend a war with England before very long and are determined to stir up the Colony against us?”




  “I am very sorry,” Dominey replied, “but I am not a politician in any shape or form. All the Germans whom I have met out there seem a most peaceful race of men, and there doesn’t seem to be the slightest discontent amongst the Boers or any one else.”




  The Duke’s face fell. “This is very surprising.”




  “The only people who seem to have any cause for discontent,” Dominey continued, “are the English settlers. I didn’t commence to do any good myself there till a few years ago, but I have heard some queer stories about the way our own people were treated after the war.”




  “What you say about South Africa, Sir Everard,” the young soldier remarked, “is naturally interesting, but I am bound to say that it is in direct opposition to all I have heard.”




  “And I,” the Duke echoed fervently.




  “I have lived there for the last eleven years,” Dominey continued, “and although I spent the earlier part of that time trekking after big game, lately I am bound to confess that every thought and energy I possess have been centered upon money-making. For that reason, perhaps, my observations may have been at fault. I shall claim the privilege of coming to one of your first meetings, Duke, and of trying to understand this question.”




  His august connection blinked at him a little curiously for a moment behind his glasses.




  “My dear Everard,” he said, “forgive my remarking it, but I find you more changed than I could have believed possible.”




  “Everard is changed in more ways than one,” his wife observed, with faint irony.




  Dominey, who had risen to leave, bent over her hand.




  “What about my dinner party, sir?” she added.




  “As soon as I return from Norfolk,” he replied.




  “Dominey Hall will really find you?” she asked a little curiously.




  “Most certainly!”




  There was again that little flutter of fear in her eyes, followed by a momentary flash of admiration. Dominey shook hands gravely with his host and nodded to Bertram. The servant whom the Duchess had summoned stood holding the curtains on one side.




  “I shall hope to see you again shortly, Duke,” Dominey said, as he completed his leave-taking. “There is a little matter of business to be adjusted between us. You will probably hear from Mr. Mangan in a day or two.”




  The Duke gazed after the retreating figure of this very amazing visitor. When the curtains had fallen he turned to his wife.




  “A little matter of business,” he repeated. “I hope you have explained to Everard, my dear, that although, of course, we are very glad to see him back again, it is absolutely hopeless for him to look to me for any financial assistance at the present moment.”




  Caroline smiled.




  “Everard was alluding to the money he already owes you,” she explained. “He intends to repay it at once. He is also paying off the Dominey mortgages. He has apparently made a fortune in Africa.”




  The Duke collapsed into an easy-chair.




  “Everard pay his debts?” he exclaimed. “Everard Dominey pay off the mortgages?”




  “That is what I understand,” his wife acquiesced.




  The Duke clutched at the last refuge of a weak but obstinate man. His mouth came together like a rat-trap.




  “There’s something wrong about it somewhere,” he declared.
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  Dominey spent a very impatient hour that evening in his sitting-room at the Carlton, waiting for Seaman. It was not until nearly seven that the latter appeared.




  “Are you aware,” Dominey asked him, “that I am expected to call upon the Princess Eiderstrom at seven o’clock?”




  “I have your word for it,” Seaman replied, “but I see no tragedy in the situation. The Princess is a woman of sense and a woman of political insight. While I cannot recommend you to take her entirely into your confidence, I still think that a middle course can be judiciously pursued.”




  “Rubbish!” Dominey exclaimed. “As Leopold Von Ragastein, the Princess has indisputable claims upon me and my liberty, claims which would altogether interfere with the career of Everard Dominey.”




  With methodical neatness, Seaman laid his hat, gloves and walking stick upon the sideboard. He then looked into the connecting bedroom, closed and fastened the door and extended himself in an easy-chair.




  “Sit opposite to me, my friend,” he said. “We will talk together.”




  Dominey obeyed a little sullenly. His companion, however, ignored his demeanour.




  “Now, my friend,” he said, beating upon the palm of one hand with the forefinger of his other, “I am a man of commerce and I do things in a business way. Let us take stock of our position. Three months ago this very week, we met by appointment at a certain hotel in Cape Town.”




  “Only three months,” Dominey muttered.




  “We were unknown to one another,” Seaman continued. “I had only heard of the Baron Von Ragastein as a devoted German citizen and patriot, engaged in an important enterprise in East Africa by special intercession of the Kaiser, on account of a certain unfortunate happening in Hungary.”




  “I killed a man in a duel,” Dominey said slowly, with his eyes fixed upon his companion’s. “It was not an unforgivable act.”




  “There are duels and duels. A fight between two young men, in defence of the honour of or to gain the favour of a young lady in their own station of life, has never been against the conventions of the Court. On the other hand, to become the lover of the wife of one of the greatest nobles in Hungary, and to secure possession by killing the husband in the duel which his honour makes a necessity is looked upon very differently.”




  “I had no wish to kill the Prince,” Dominey protested, “nor was it at my desire that we met at all. The Prince fought like a madman and slipped, after a wild lunge, on to the point of my stationary sword.”




  “Let that pass,” Seaman said. “I am not of your order and I probably do not understand the etiquette of these matters. I simply look upon you as a culprit in the eyes of our master, and I feel that he has a right to demand from you much in the way of personal sacrifice.”




  “Perhaps you will tell me,” Dominey demanded, “what more he would have? I have spent weary years in a godless and fever-ridden country, raising up for our arms a great troop of natives. I have undertaken other political commissions in the Colony which may bear fruit. I am to take up the work for which I was originally intended, for which I was given an English education. I am to repair to England, and, under such identity as I might assume after consultation with you at Cape Town, I am to render myself so far as possible a persona grata in that country. I do not wait for our meeting. I see a great chance and I make use of it. I transform myself into an English country gentleman, and I think you will admit that I have done so with great success.”




  “All that you say is granted,” Seaman agreed. “You met me at Cape Town in your new identity, and you certainly seemed to wear it wonderfully. You have made it uncommonly expensive, but we do not grudge money.”




  “I could not return home to a poverty-stricken domain,” Dominey pointed out. “I should have held no place whatever in English social life, and I should have received no welcome from those with whom I imagine you desire me to stand well.”




  “Again I make no complaints,” Seaman declared. “There is no bottom to our purse, nor any stint. Neither must there be any stint to our loyalty,” he added gravely.




  “In this instance,” Dominey protested, “it is not a matter of loyalty. Everard Dominey cannot throw himself at the feet of the Princess Eiderstrom, well-known to be one of the most passionate women in Europe, whilst her love affair with Leopold Von Ragastein is still remembered. Remember that the question of our identities might crop up any day. We were friends over here in England, at school and at college, and there are many who still remember the likeness between us. Perfectly though I may play my part, here and there there may be doubts. There will be doubts no longer if I am to be dragged at the chariot wheels of the Princess.”




  Seaman was silent for a moment.




  “There is reason in what you say,” he admitted presently. “It is for a few months only. What is your proposition?”




  “That you see the Princess in my place at once,” Dominey suggested eagerly. “Point out to her that for the present, for political reasons, I am and must remain Everard Dominey, to her as to the rest of the world. Let her be content with such measure of friendship and admiration as Sir Everard Dominey might reasonably offer to a beautiful woman whom he met to-day for the first time, and I am entirely and with all my heart at her service. But let her remember that even between us two, in the solitude of her room as in the drawing-room where we might meet, it can be Everard Dominey only until my mission is ended. You think, perhaps, that I lay unnecessary stress upon this. I do not. I know the Princess and I know myself.”




  Seaman glanced at the clock. “At what hour was your appointment?”




  “It was not an appointment, it was a command,” Dominey replied. “I was told to be at Belgrave Square at seven o’clock.”




  “I will have an understanding with the Princess,” promised Seaman, as he took up his hat. “Dine with me downstairs at eight o’clock on my return.”




  Dominey, descending about an hour later, found his friend Seaman already established at a small, far-away table set in one of the recesses of the grill room. He was welcomed with a little wave of the hand, and cocktails were at once ordered.




  “I have done your errand,” Seaman announced. “Since my visit I am bound to admit that I realise a little more fully your anxiety.”




  “You probably had not met the Princess before?”




  “I had not. I must confess that I found her a lady of somewhat overpowering temperament. I fancy, my young friend,” Seaman continued, with a twitch at the corner of his lips, “that somewhere about August next year you will find your hands full.”




  “August next year can take care of itself,” was the cool reply.




  “In the meantime,” Seaman continued, “the Princess understands the situation and is, I think, impressed. She will at any rate do nothing rash. You and she will meet within the course of the next few hours, but on reasonable terms. To proceed! As I drove back here after my interview with the Princess, I decided that it was time you made the acquaintance of the person who is chiefly responsible for your presence here.”




  “Terniloff?”




  “Precisely! You have maintained, my young friend,” Seaman went on after a brief pause, during which one waiter had brought their cocktails and another received their order for dinner, “a very discreet and laudable silence with regard to those further instructions which were promised to you immediately you should arrive in London. Those instructions will never be committed to writing. They are here.”




  Seaman touched his forehead and drained the remaining contents of his glass.




  “My instructions are to trust you absolutely,” Dominey observed, “and, until the greater events stir, to concentrate the greater part of my energies in leading the natural life of the man whose name and place I have taken.”




  “Quite so,” Seaman acquiesced.




  He glanced around the room for a moment or two, as though interested in the people. Satisfied at last that there was no chance of being overheard, he continued:




  “The first idea you have to get out of your head, my dear friend, if it is there, is that you are a spy. You are nothing of the sort. You are not connected with our remarkably perfect system of espionage in the slightest degree. You are a free agent in all that you may choose to say or do. You can believe in Germany or fear her—whichever you like. You can join your cousin’s husband in his crusade for National Service, or you can join me in my efforts to cement the bonds of friendship and affection between the citizens of the two countries. We really do not care in the least. Choose your own part. Give yourself thoroughly into the life of Sir Everard Dominey, Baronet, of Dominey Hall, Norfolk, and pursue exactly the course which you think Sir Everard himself would be likely to take.”




  “This,” Dominey admitted, “is very broad-minded.”




  “It is common sense,” was the prompt reply. “With all your ability, you could not in six months’ time appreciably affect the position either way. Therefore, we choose to have you concentrate the whole of your energies upon one task and one task only. If there is anything of the spy about your mission here, it is not England or the English which are to engage your attention. We require you to concentrate wholly and entirely upon Terniloff.”




  Dominey was startled.




  “Terniloff?” he repeated. “I expected to work with him, but—”




  “Empty your mind of all preconceived ideas,” Seaman enjoined. “What your duties are with regard to Terniloff will grow upon you gradually as the situation develops.”




  “As yet,” Dominey remarked, “I have not even made his acquaintance.”




  “I was on the point of telling you, earlier in our conversation, that I have made an appointment for you to see him at eleven o’clock to-night at the Embassy. You will go to him at that hour. Remember, you know nothing, you are waiting for instructions. Let speech remain with him alone. Be particularly careful not to drop him a hint of your knowledge of what is coming. You will find him absolutely satisfied with the situation, absolutely content. Take care not to disturb him. He is a missioner of peace. So are you.”




  “I begin to understand,” Dominey said thoughtfully.




  “You shall understand everything when the time comes for you to take a hand,” Seaman promised, “and do not in your zeal forget, my friend, that your utility to our great cause will depend largely upon your being able to establish and maintain your position as an English gentleman. So far all has gone well?”




  “Perfectly, so far as I am concerned,” Dominey replied. “You must remember, though, that there is your end to keep up. Berlin will be receiving frantic messages from East Africa as to my disappearance. Not even my immediate associates were in the secret.”




  “That is all understood,” Seaman assured his companion. “A little doctor named Schmidt has spent many marks of the Government money in frantic cables. You must have endeared yourself to him.”




  “He was a very faithful associate.”




  “He has been a very troublesome friend. It seems that the natives got their stories rather mixed up concerning your namesake, who apparently died in the bush, and Schmidt continually emphasised your promise to let him hear from Cape Town. However, all this has been dealt with satisfactorily. The only real dangers are over here, and so far you seem to have encountered the principal ones.”




  “I have at any rate been accepted,” Dominey declared, “by my nearest living relative, and incidentally I have discovered the one far-seeing person in England who knows what is in store for us.”




  Seaman was momentarily anxious.




  “Whom do you mean?”




  “The Duke of Worcester, my cousin’s husband, of whom you were speaking just now.”




  The little man’s face relaxed.




  “He reminds me of the geese who saved the Capitol,” he said, “a brainless man obsessed with one idea. It is queer how often these fanatics discover the truth. That reminds me,” he added, taking a small memorandum book from his waistcoat pocket and glancing it through. “His Grace has a meeting to-night at the Holborn Town Hall. I shall make one of my usual interruptions.”




  “If he has so small a following, why don’t you leave him alone?” Dominey enquired.




  “There are others associated with him,” was the placid reply, “who are not so insignificant. Besides, when I interrupt I advertise my own little hobby.”




  “These—we English are strange people,” Dominey remarked, glancing around the room after a brief but thoughtful pause. “We advertise and boast about our colossal wealth, and yet we are incapable of the slightest self- sacrifice in order to preserve it. One would have imagined that our philosophers, our historians, would warn us in irresistible terms, by unanswerable scientific deduction, of what was coming.”




  “My compliments to your pronouns,” Seaman murmured, with a little bow. “Apropos of what you were saying, you will never make an Englishman—I beg your pardon, one of your countrymen—realise anything unpleasant. He prefers to keep his head comfortably down in the sand. But to leave generalities, when do you think of going to Norfolk?”




  “Within the next few days,” Dominey replied.




  “I shall breathe more freely when you are securely established there,” his companion declared. “Great things wait upon your complete acceptance, in the country as well as in town, as Sir Everard Dominey. You are sure that you perfectly understand your position there as regards your—er—domestic affairs?”




  “I understand all that is necessary,” was the somewhat stiff reply.




  “All that is necessary is not enough,” Seaman rejoined irritably. “I thought that you had wormed the whole story out of that drunken Englishman?”




  “He told me most of it. There were just one or two points which lay beyond the limits where questioning was possible.”




  Seaman frowned angrily.




  “In other words,” he complained, “you remembered that you were a gentleman and not that you were a German.”




  “The Englishman of a certain order,” Dominey pronounced, “even though he be degenerate, has a certain obstinacy, generally connected with one particular thing, which nothing can break. We talked together on that last night until morning; we drank wine and brandy. I tore the story of my own exile from my breast and laid it bare before him. Yet I knew all the time, as I know now, that he kept something back.”




  There was a brief pause. During the last few minutes a certain tension had crept in between the two men. With it, their personal characteristics seemed to have become intensified. Dominey was more than ever the aristocrat; Seaman the plebian schemer, unabashed and desperately in earnest. He leaned presently a little way across the table. His eyes had narrowed but they were as bright as steel. His teeth were more prominent than usual.




  “You should have dragged it from his throat,” he insisted. “It is not your duty to nurse fine personal feelings. Heart and soul you stand pledged to great things. I cannot at this moment give you any idea what you may not mean to us after the trouble has come, if you are able to play your part still in this country as Everard Dominey of Dominey Hall. I know well enough that the sense of personal honour amongst the Prussian aristocracy is the finest in the world, and yet there is not a single man of your order who should not be prepared to lie or cheat for his country’s sake. You must fall into line with your fellows. Once more, it is not only your task with regard to Terniloff which makes your recognition as Everard Dominey so important to us. It is the things which are to come later.—Come, enough of this subject. I know that you understand. We grow too serious. How shall you spend your evening until eleven o’clock? Remember you did not leave England an anchorite, Sir Everard. You must have your amusements. Why not try a music hall?”




  “My mind is too full of other things,” Dominey objected.




  “Then come with me to Holborn,” the little man suggested. “It will amuse you. We will part at the door, and you shall sit at the back of the hall, out of sight. You shall hear the haunting eloquence of your cousin-in-law. You shall hear him trying to warn the men and women of England of the danger awaiting them from the great and rapacious German nation. What do you say?”




  “I will come,” Dominey replied in spiritless fashion. “It will be better than a music hall, at any rate. I am not at all sure, Seaman, that the hardest part of my task over here will not be this necessity for self-imposed amusements.”




  His companion struck the table gently but impatiently with his clenched fist.




  “Man, you are young!” he exclaimed. “You are like the rest of us. You carry your life in your hands. Don’t nourish past griefs. Cast the memory of them away. There’s nothing which narrows a man more than morbidness. You have a past which may sometimes bring the ghosts around you, but remember the sin was not wholly yours, and there is an atonement which in measured fashion you may commence whenever you please. I have said enough about that. Greatness and gaiety go hand in hand. There! You see, I was a philosopher before I became a professor of propaganda. Good! You smile. That is something gained, at any rate. Now we will take a taxicab to Holborn and I will show you something really humorous.”




  At the entrance to the town hall, the two men, at Seaman’s instigation, parted, making their way inside by different doors. Dominey found a retired seat under a balcony, where he was unlikely to be recognised from the platform. Seaman, on the other hand, took up a more prominent position at the end of one of the front rows of benches. The meeting was by no means overcrowded, over- enthusiastic, over-anything. There were rows of empty benches, a good many young couples who seemed to have come in for shelter from the inclement night, a few sturdy, respectable-looking tradesmen who had come because it seemed to be the respectable thing to do, a few genuinely interested, and here and there, although they were decidedly in the minority, a sprinkling of enthusiasts. On the platform was the Duke, with civic dignitaries on either side of him; a distinguished soldier, a Member of Parliament, a half-dozen or so of nondescript residents from the neighbourhood, and Captain Bartram. The meeting was on the point of commencement as Dominey settled down in his corner.




  First of all the Duke rose, and in a few hackneyed but earnest sentences introduced his young friend Captain Bartram. The latter, who sprang at once into the middle of his subject, was nervous and more than a little bitter. He explained that he had resigned his commission and was therefore free to speak his mind. He spoke of enormous military preparations in Germany and a general air of tense expectation. Against whom were these preparations? Without an earthly doubt against Germany’s greatest rival, whose millions of young men, even in this hour of danger, preferred playing or watching football or cricket on Saturday afternoons to realising their duty. The conclusion of an ill- pointed but earnest speech was punctuated by the furtive entrance into the hall of a small boy selling evening newspapers, and there was a temporary diversion from any interest in the proceedings on the part of the younger portion of the audience, whilst they satisfied themselves as to the result of various Cup Ties. The Member of Parliament then descended upon them in a whirlwind of oratory and in his best House of Commons style. He spoke of black clouds and of the cold breeze that went before the coming thunderstorm. He pointed to the collapse of every great nation throughout history who had neglected the arts of self-defence. He appealed to the youth of the nation to prepare themselves to guard their womenkind, their homes, the sacred soil of their country, and at that point was interrupted by a drowsy member of the audience with stentorian lungs, who seemed just at that moment to have waked up.




  “What about the Navy, guv’nor?”




  The orator swept upon the interrupter in his famous platform manner. The Navy, he declared, could be trusted at all times to do its duty, but it could not fight on sea and land. Would the young man who had just interrupted do his, and enroll his name for drill and national service that evening?—and so on. The distinguished soldier, who was suffering from a cold, fired off a few husky sentences only, to the tune of rounds of applause. The proceedings were wound up by the Duke, who was obviously, with the exception of the distinguished soldier, much more in earnest than any of them, and secured upon the whole a respectful attention. He brought in a few historical allusions, pleaded for a greater spirit of earnestness and citizenship amongst the men of the country, appealed even to the women to develop their sense of responsibility, and sat down amidst a little burst of quite enthusiastic applause.—The vote of thanks to the chairman was on the point of being proposed when Mr. Seaman, standing up in his place, appealed to the chairman for permission to say a few words. The Duke, who had had some experience with Mr. Seaman before, looked at him severely, but the smile with which Mr. Seaman looked around upon the audience was so good-natured and attractive, that he had no alternative but to assent. Seaman scrambled up the steps on to the platform, coughed apologetically, bowed to the Duke, and took possession of the meeting. After a word or two of compliment to the chairman, he made his confession. He was a German citizen—he was indeed one of that bloodthirsty race. (Some laughter.) He was also, and it was his excuse for standing there, the founder and secretary of a league, doubtless well known to them, a league for promoting more friendly relations between the business men of Germany and England. Some of the remarks which he had heard that evening had pained him deeply. Business often took him to Germany, and as a German he would be doing less than his duty if he did not stand up there and tell them that the average German loved the Englishman like a brother, that the object of his life was to come into greater kinship with him, that Germany even at that moment, was standing with hand outstretched to her relatives across the North Sea, begging for a deeper sympathy, begging for a larger understanding. (Applause from the audience, murmurs of dissent from the platform.) And as to those military preparations of which they had heard so much (with a severe glance at Captain Bartram), let them glance for one moment at the frontiers of Germany, let them realise that eastwards Germany was being continually pressed by an ancient and historic foe of enormous strength. He would not waste their time telling them of the political difficulties which Germany had had to face during the last generation. He would simply tell them this great truth,—the foe for whom Germany was obliged to make these great military preparations was Russia. If ever they were used it would be against Russia, and at Russia’s instigation.—In his humble way he was striving for the betterment of relations between the dearly beloved country of his birth and the equally beloved country of his adoption. Such meetings as these, instituted, as it seemed to him, for the propagation of unfair and unjustified suspicions, were one of the greatest difficulties in his way. He could not for a moment doubt that these gentlemen upon the platform were patriots. They would prove it more profitably, both to themselves and their country, if they abandoned their present prejudiced and harmful campaign and became patrons of his Society.




  Seaman’s little bow to the chairman was good-humoured, tolerant, a little wistful. The Duke’s few words, prefaced by an indignant protest against the intrusion of a German propagandist into an English patriotic meeting, did nothing to undo the effect produced by this undesired stranger. When the meeting broke up, it was doubtful whether a single adherent had been gained to the cause of National Service. The Duke went home full of wrath, and Seaman chuckled with genuine merriment as he stepped into the taxi which Dominey had secured, at the corner of the street.




  “I promised you entertainment,” he observed. “Confess that I have kept my word.”




  Dominey smiled enigmatically. “You certainly succeeded in making fools of a number of respectable and well-meaning men.”




  “The miracle of it extends further,” Seaman agreed. “To-night, in its small way, is a supreme example of the transcendental follies of democracy. England is being slowly choked and strangled with too much liberty. She is like a child being overfed with jam. Imagine, in our dear country, an Englishman being allowed to mount the platform and spout, undisturbed, English propaganda in deadly opposition to German interests. The so-called liberty of the Englishman is like the cuckoo in his political nest. Countries must be governed. They cannot govern themselves. The time of war will prove all that.”




  “Yet in any great crisis of a nation’s history,” Dominey queried, “surely there is safety in a multitude of counsellors?”




  “There would be always a multitude of counsellors,” Seaman replied, “in Germany as in England. The trouble for this country is that they would be all expressed publicly and in the press, each view would have its adherents, and the Government be split up into factions. In Germany, the real destinies of the country are decided in secret. There are counsellors there, too, earnest and wise counsellors, but no one knows their varying views. All that one learns is the result, spoken through the lips of the Kaiser, spoken once and for all.”




  Dominey was showing signs of a rare interest in his companion’s conversation. His eyes were bright, his usually impassive features seemed to have become more mobile and strained. He laid his hand on Seaman’s arm.




  “Listen,” he said, “we are in London, alone in a taxicab, secure against any possible eavesdropping. You preach the advantage of our Kaiser-led country. Do you really believe that the Kaiser is the man for the task which is coming?”




  Seaman’s narrow eyes glittered. He looked at his companion in satisfaction. His forehead was puckered, his eternal smile gone. He was the man of intellect.




  “So you are waking up from the lethargy of Africa, my friend!” he exclaimed. “You are beginning to think. As you ask me, so shall I answer. The Kaiser is a vain, bombastic dreamer, the greatest egotist who ever lived, with a diseased personality, a ceaseless craving for the limelight. But he has also the genius for government. I mean this: he is a splendid medium for the expression of the brain power of his counsellors. Their words will pass through his personality, and he will believe them his. What is more, they will sound like his. He will see himself the knight in shining armour. All Europe will bow down before this self-imagined Caesar, and no one except we who are behind will realise the ass’s head. There is no one else in this world whom I have ever met so well fitted to lead our great nation on to the destiny she deserves.—And now, my friend, to-morrow, if you like, we will speak of these matters again. To-night, you have other things to think about. You are going into the great places where I never penetrate. You have an hour to change and prepare. At eleven o’clock the Prince Von Terniloff will expect you.”
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  There had been a dinner party and a very small reception afterwards at the great Embassy in Carlton House Terrace. The Ambassador, Prince Terniloff, was bidding farewell to his wife’s cousin, the Princess Eiderstrom, the last of his guests. She drew him on one side for a moment.




  “Your Excellency,” she said, “I have been hoping for a word with you all the evening.”




  “And I with you, dear Stephanie,” he answered. “It is very early. Let us sit down for a moment.”




  He led her towards a settee but she shook her head.




  “You have an appointment at half-past eleven,” she said. “I wish you to keep it.”




  “You know, then?”




  “I lunched to-day at the Carleton grill room. In the reception-room I came face to face with Leopold Von Ragastein.”




  The Ambassador made no remark. It seemed to be his wish to hear first all that his companion had to say. After a moment’s pause she continued:




  “I spoke to him, and he denied himself. To me! I think that those were the most terrible seconds of my life. I have never suffered more. I shall never suffer so much again.”




  “It was most unfortunate,” the Prince murmured sympathetically.




  “This evening,” she went on, “I received a visit from a man whom I took at first to be an insignificant member of the German bourgeoisie. I learnt something of his true position later. He came to me to explain that Leopold was engaged in this country on secret service, that he was passing under the name which he gave me,—Sir Everard Dominey, an English baronet, long lost in Africa. You know of this?”




  “I know that to-night I am receiving a visit from Sir Everard Dominey.”




  “He is to work under your auspices?”




  “By no means,” the Prince rejoined warmly. “I am not favourably inclined towards this network of espionage. The school of diplomacy in which I have been brought up tries to work without such ignoble means.”




  “One realises that,” she said. “Leopold is coming, however, to-night, to pay his respects to you.”




  “He is waiting for me now in my study,” the Ambassador asserted.




  “You will do me the service of conveying to him a message from me,” she continued. “This man Seaman pointed out to me the unwisdom of any association between myself and Leopold, under present conditions. I listened to all that he had to say. I reserved my decision. I have now considered the matter. I will compromise with necessity. I will be content with the acquaintance of Sir Everard Dominey, but that I will have.”




  “For myself,” the Ambassador reflected, “I do not even know what Von Ragastein’s mission over here is, but if in Berlin they decide that, for the more complete preservation of his incognito, association between you and him is undesirable—”




  She laid her fingers upon his arm.




  “Stop!” she ordered. “I am not of Berlin. I am not a German. I am not even an Austrian. I am Hungarian, and though I am willing to study your interests, I am not willing to place them before my own life. I make terms, but I do not surrender. Those terms I will discuss with Leopold. Ah, be kind to me!” she went on, with a sudden change of voice. “Since these few minutes at midday I have lived in a dream. Only one thing can quiet me. I must speak to him. I must decide with him what I will do. You will help?”




  “An acquaintance between you and Sir Everard Dominey,” he admitted, “is certainly a perfectly natural thing.”




  “Look at me,” she begged.




  He turned and looked into her face. Underneath her beautiful eyes were dark lines; there was something pitiful about the curve of her mouth. He remembered that although she had carried herself throughout the evening with all the dignity which was second nature to her, he had overheard more than one sympathetic comment upon her appearance.




  “I can see that you are suffering,” he remarked kindly.




  “My eyes are hot, and inside I am on fire,” she continued. “I must speak to Leopold. Freda has asked me to stay and talk to her for an hour. My car waits. Arrange that he drives me home. Oh! believe me, dear friend, I am a very human woman, and there is nothing in the world to be gained by treating me as though I were of wood or stone. To-night I can see him without observation. If you refuse, I shall take other means. I will make no promises. I will not even promise that I will not call out before him in the streets that he is a liar, that his life is a lie. I will call him Leopold Von Ragastein—”




  “Hush!” he begged her. “Stephanie, you are nervous. I have not yet answered your entreaty.”




  “You consent?”




  “I consent,” he promised. “After our interview, I shall bring the young man to Freda’s room and present him. You will be there. He can offer you his escort.”




  She suddenly stooped and kissed his hand. An immense relief was in her face.




  “Now I will keep you no longer. Freda is waiting for me.”




  The Ambassador strolled thoughtfully away into his own den at the back of the house, where Dominey was waiting for him.




  “I am glad to see you,” the former said, holding out his hand. “For five minutes I desire to talk to your real self. After that, for the rest of your time in England, I will respect your new identity.”




  Dominey bowed in silence. His host pointed to the sideboard.




  “Come,” he continued, “there are cigars and cigarettes at your elbow, whisky and soda on the sideboard. Make yourself at home in that chair there. Africa has really changed you very little. Do you remember our previous meeting, in Saxony?”




  “I remember it perfectly, your Excellency.”




  “His Majesty knew how to keep Court in those days,” the Ambassador went on. “One was tempted to believe oneself at an English country party. However, that much of the past. You know, of course, that I entirely disapprove of your present position here?”




  “I gathered as much, your Excellency.”




  “We will have no reserves with one another,” the Prince declared, lighting a cigar. “I know quite well that you form part of a network of espionage in this country which I consider wholly unnecessary. That is simply a question of method. I have no doubt that you are here with the same object as I am, the object which the Kaiser has declared to me with his own lips is nearest to his heart—to cement the bonds of friendship between Germany and England.”




  “You believe, sir, that that is possible?”




  “I am convinced of it,” was the earnest reply. “I do not know what the exact nature of your work over here is to be, but I am glad to have an opportunity of putting before you my convictions. I believe that in Berlin the character of some of the leading statesmen here has been misunderstood and misrepresented. I find on all sides of me an earnest and sincere desire for peace. I have convinced myself that there is not a single statesman in this country who is desirous of war with Germany.”




  Dominey was listening intently, with the air of one who hears unexpected things.




  “But, your Excellency,” he ventured, “what about the matter from our point of view? There are a great many in our country, whom you and I know of, who look forward to a war with England as inevitable. Germany must become, we all believe, the greatest empire in the world. She must climb there, as one of our friends once said, with her foot upon the neck of the British lion.”




  “You are out of date,” the Ambassador declared earnestly. “I see now why they sent you to me. Those days have passed. There is room in the world for Great Britain and for Germany. The disintegration of Russia in the near future is a certainty. It is eastward that we must look for any great extension of territory.”




  “These things have been decided?”




  “Absolutely! They form the soul of my mission here. My mandate is one of peace, and the more I see of English statesmen and the more I understand the British outlook, the more sanguine I am as to the success of my efforts. This is why all this outside espionage with which Seaman is so largely concerned seems to me at times unwise and unnecessary.”




  “And my own mission?” Dominey enquired.




  “Its nature,” the Prince replied, “is not as yet divulged, but if, as I have been given to understand, it is to become closely connected with my own, then I am very sure you will presently find that its text also is Peace.”




  Dominey rose to his feet, prepared to take his leave.




  “These matters will be solved for us,” he murmured.




  “There is just one word more, on a somewhat more private matter,” Terniloff said in an altered tone. “The Princess Eiderstrom is upstairs.”




  “In this house?”




  “Waiting for a word with you. Our friend Seaman has been with her this evening. I understand that she is content to subscribe to the present situation. She makes one condition, however.”




  “And that?”




  “She insists upon it that I present Sir Everard Dominey.”




  The latter did not attempt to conceal his perturbation.




  “I need scarcely point out to you, sir,” he protested, “that any association between the Princess and myself is likely to largely increase the difficulties of my position here.”




  The Ambassador sighed.




  “I quite appreciate that,” he admitted. “Both Seaman and I have endeavoured to reason with her, but, as you are doubtless aware, the Princess is a woman of very strong will. She is also very powerfully placed here, and it is the urgent desire of the Court at Berlin to placate in every way the Hungarian nobility. You will understand, of course, that I speak from a political point of view only. I cannot ignore the fact of your unfortunate relations with the late Prince, but in considering the present position you will, I am sure, remember the greater interests.”




  His visitor was silent for a moment.




  “You say that the Princess is waiting here?”




  “She is with my wife and asks for your escort home. My wife also looks forward to the pleasure of renewing her acquaintance with you.”




  “I shall accept your Excellency’s guidance in the matter,” Dominey decided.




  The Princess Terniloff was a woman of world culture, an artist, and still an extremely attractive woman. She received the visitor whom her husband brought to her in a very charming little room furnished after the style of the simplest French period, and she did her best to relieve the strain of what she understood must be a somewhat trying moment.




  “We are delighted to welcome you to London, Sir Everard Dominey,” she said, taking his hand, “and I hope that we shall often see you here. I want to present you to my cousin, who is interested in you, I must tell you frankly, because of your likeness to a very dear friend of hers. Stephanie, this is Sir Everard Dominey—the Princess Eiderstrom.”




  Stephanie, who was seated upon the couch from which her cousin had just risen, held out her hand to Dominey, who made her a very low and formal bow. Her gown was of unrelieved black. Wonderful diamonds flashed around her neck, and she wore also a tiara fashioned after the Hungarian style, a little low on her forehead. Her manner and tone still indicated some measure of rebellion against the situation.




  “You have forgiven me for my insistence this morning?” she asked. “It was hard for me to believe that you were not indeed the person for whom I mistook you.”




  “Other people have spoken to me of the likeness,” Dominey replied. “It is a matter of regret to me that I can claim to be no more than a simple Norfolk baronet.”




  “Without any previous experience of European Courts?”




  “Without any at all.”




  “Your German is wonderfully pure for an untravelled man.”




  “Languages were the sole accomplishment I brought away from my misspent school days.”




  “You are not going to bury yourself in Norfolk, Sir Everard?” the Princess Terniloff enquired.




  “Norfolk is very near London these days,” Dominey replied, “and I have experienced more than my share of solitude during the last few years. I hope to spend a portion of my time here.”




  “You must dine with us one night,” the Princess insisted, “and tell us about Africa. My husband would be so interested.”




  “You are very kind.”




  Stephanie rose slowly to her feet, leaned gracefully over and kissed her hostess on both cheeks, and submitted her hand to the Prince, who raised it to his lips. Then she turned to Dominey.




  “Will you be so kind as to see me home?” she asked. “Afterwards, my car can take you on wherever you choose to go.”




  “I shall be very happy,” Dominey assented.




  He, too, made his farewells. A servant in the hall handed him his hat and coat, and he took his place in the car by Stephanie’s side. She touched the electric switch as they glided off. The car was in darkness.




  “I think,” she murmured, “that I could not have borne another moment of this juggling with words. Leopold—we are alone!”




  He caught the flash of her jewels, the soft brilliance of her eyes as she leaned towards him. His voice sounded, even to himself, harsh and strident.




  “You mistake, Princess. My name is not Leopold. I am Everard Dominey.”




  “Oh, I know that you are very obstinate,” she said softly, “very obstinate and very devoted to your marvellous country, but you have a soul, Leopold; you know that there are human duties as great as any your country ever imposed upon you. You know what I look for from you, what I must find from you or go down into hell, ashamed and miserable.”




  He felt his throat suddenly dry.




  “Listen,” he muttered, “until the hour strikes, I must remain to you as to the world, alone or in a crowd—Everard Dominey. There is one way and one way only of carrying through my appointed task.”




  She gave a little hysterical sob.




  “Wait,” she begged. “I will answer you in a moment. Give me your hand.”




  He opened the fingers which he had kept clenched together, and he felt the hot grip of her hand, holding his passionately, drawing it toward her until the fingers of her other hand, too, fell upon it. So she sat for several moments.




  “Leopold,” she continued presently, “I understand. You are afraid that I shall betray our love. You have reason. I am full of impulses and passion, as you know, but I have restraint. What we are to one another when we are alone, no soul in this world need know. I will be careful. I swear it. I will never even look at you as though my heart ached for your notice, when we are in the presence of other people. You shall come and see me as seldom as you wish. I will receive you only as often as you say. But don’t treat me like this. Tell me you have come back. Throw off this hideous mask, if it be only for a moment.”




  He sat quite still, although her hands were tearing at his, her lips and eyes beseeching him.




  “Whatever may come afterwards,” he pronounced inexorably, “until the time arrives I am Everard Dominey. I cannot take advantage of your feelings for Leopold Von Ragastein. He is not here. He is in Africa. Perhaps some day he will come back to you and be all that you wish.”




  She flung his hands away. He felt her eyes burning into his, this time with something more like furious curiosity.




  “Let me look at you,” she cried. “Let me be sure. Is this just some ghastly change, or are you an imposter? My heart is growing chilled. Are you the man I have waited for all these years? Are you the man to whom I have given my lips, for whose sake I offered up my reputation as a sacrifice, the man who slew my husband and left me?”




  “I was exiled,” he reminded her, his own voice shaking with emotion. “You know that. So far as other things are concerned, I am exiled now. I am working out my expiation.”




  She leaned back in her seat with an air of exhaustion. Her eyes closed. Then the car drove in through some iron gates and stopped in front of her door, which was immediately opened. A footman hurried out. She turned to Dominey.




  “You will not enter,” she pleaded, “for a short time?”




  “If you will permit me to pay you a visit, it will give me great pleasure,” he answered formally. “I will call, if I may, on my return from Norfolk.”




  She gave him her hand with a sad smile.




  “Let my people take you wherever you want to go,” she invited, “and remember,” she added, dropping her voice, “I do not admit defeat. This is not the last word between us.”




  She disappeared in some state, escorted through the great front door of one of London’s few palaces by an attractive major-domo and footman in the livery of her House. Dominey drove back to the Carlton, where in the lounge he found the band playing, crowds still sitting around, amongst whom Seaman was conspicuous, in his neat dinner clothes and with his cherubic air of inviting attention from prospective new acquaintances. He greeted Dominey enthusiastically.




  “Come,” he exclaimed, “I am weary of solitude! I have seen scarcely a face that I recognise. My tongue is parched with inaction. I like to talk, and there has been no one to talk to. I might as well have opened up my little house in Forest Hill.”




  “I’ll talk to you if you like,” Dominey promised a little grimly, glancing at the clock and hastily ordering a whisky and soda. “I will begin by telling you this,” he added, lowering his tone. “I have discovered the greatest danger I shall have to face during my enterprise.”




  “What is that?”




  “A woman—the Princess Eiderstrom.”




  Seaman lit one of his inevitable cigars and threw one of his short, fat legs over the other. He gazed for a moment with an air of satisfaction at his small foot, neatly encased in court shoes.




  “You surprise me,” he confessed. “I have considered the matter. I cannot see any great difficulty.”




  “Then you must be closing your eyes to it willfully,” Dominey retorted, “or else you are wholly ignorant of the Princess’s temperament and disposition.”




  “I believe I appreciate both,” Seaman replied, “but I still do not see any peculiar difficulty in the situation. As an English nobleman you have a perfect right to enjoy the friendship of the Princess Eiderstrom.”




  “And I thought you were a man of sentiment!” Dominey scoffed. “I thought you understood a little of human nature. Stephanie Eiderstrom is Hungarian born and bred. Even race has never taught her self-restraint. You don’t seriously suppose that after all these years, after all she has suffered—and she has suffered—she is going to be content with an emasculated form of friendship? I talk to you without reserve, Seaman. She has made it very plain to-night that she is going to be content with nothing of the sort.”




  “What takes place between you in private,” Seaman began—




  “Rubbish!” his companion interrupted. “The Princess is an impulsive, a passionate, a distinctly primitive woman, with a good deal of the wild animal in her still. Plots or political necessities are not likely to count a snap of the fingers with her.”




  “But surely,” Seaman protested, “she must understand that your country has claimed you for a great work?”




  Dominey shook his head.




  “She is not a German,” he pointed out. “On the contrary, like a great many other Hungarians, I think she rather dislikes Germany and Germans. Her only concern is the personal question between us. She considers that every moment of the rest of my life should be devoted to her.”




  “Perhaps it is as well,” Seaman remarked, “that you have arranged to go down to-morrow to Dominey. I will think out a scheme. Something must be done to pacify her.”




  The lights were being put out. The two men rose a little unwillingly. Dominey felt singularly indisposed for sleep, but anxious at the same time to get rid of his companion. They strolled into the darkened hall of the hotel together.




  “I will deal with the matter for you as well as I can,” Seaman promised. “To my mind, your greatest difficulty will be encountered to-morrow. You know what you have to deal with down at Dominey.”




  Dominey’s face was very set and grave.




  “I am prepared,” he said.




  Seaman still hesitated.




  “Do you remember,” he asked, “that when we talked over your plans at Cape Town, you showed me a picture of—of Lady Dominey?”




  “I remember.”




  “May I have one more look at it?”




  Dominey, with fingers that trembled a little, drew from the breast pocket of his coat a leather case, and from that a worn picture. The two men looked at it side by side beneath one of the electric standards which had been left burning. The face was the face of a girl, almost a child, and the great eyes seemed filled with a queer, appealing light. There was something of the same suggestion to be found in the lips, a certain helplessness, an appeal for love and protection to some stronger being.




  Seaman turned away with a little grunt, and commented:




  “Permitting myself to reassume for a moment or two the ordinary sentiments of an ordinary human being, I would sooner have a dozen of your Princesses to deal with than the original of that picture.”
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  “Your ancestral home,” Mr. Mangan observed, as the car turned the first bend in the grass-grown avenue and Dominey Hall came into sight. “Damned fine house, too!”




  His companion made no reply. A storm had come up during the last few minutes, and, as though he felt the cold, he had dragged his hat over his eyes and turned his coat collar up to his ears. The house, with its great double front, was now clearly visible—the time-worn, Elizabethan, red brick outline that faced the park southwards, and the stone-supported, grim and weather-stained back which confronted the marshes and the sea. Mr. Mangan continued to make amiable conversation.




  “We have kept the old place weathertight, somehow or other,” he said, “and I don’t think you’ll miss the timber much. We’ve taken it as far as possible from the outlying woods.”




  “Any from the Black Wood?” Dominey asked, without turning his head.




  “Not a stump,” he replied, “and for a very excellent reason. Not one of the woodmen would ever go near the place.”




  “The superstition remains then?”




  “The villagers are absolutely rabid about it. There are at least a dozen who declare that they have seen the ghost of Roger Unthank, and a score or more who will swear by all that is holy that they have heard his call at night.”




  “Does he still select the park and the terrace outside the house for his midnight perambulations?” Dominey enquired.




  The lawyer hesitated.




  “The idea is, I believe,” he said, “that the ghost makes his way out from the wood and sits on the terrace underneath Lady Dominey’s window. All bunkum, of course, but I can assure you that every servant and caretaker we’ve had there has given notice within a month. That is the sole reason why I haven’t ventured to recommend long ago that you should get rid of Mrs. Unthank.”




  “She is still in attendance upon Lady Dominey, then?”




  “Simply because we couldn’t get any one else to stay there,” the lawyer explained, “and her ladyship positively declines to leave the Hall. Between ourselves, I think it’s time a change was made. We’ll have a chat after dinner, if you’ve no objection.—You see, we’ve left all the trees in the park,” he went on, with an air of satisfaction. “Beautiful place, this, in the springtime. I was down last May for a night, and I never saw such buttercups in my life. The cows here were almost up to their knees in pasture, and the bluebells in the home woods were wonderful. The whole of the little painting colony down at Flankney turned themselves loose upon the place last spring.”




  “Some of the old wall is down, I see,” Dominey remarked with a frown, as he gazed towards the enclosed kitchen garden.




  Mr. Mangan was momentarily surprised.




  “That wall has been down, to my knowledge, for twenty years,” he reminded his companion.




  Dominey nodded. “I had forgotten,” he muttered.




  “We wrote you, by the by,” the lawyer continued, “suggesting the sale of one or two of the pictures, to form a fund for repairs, but thank goodness you didn’t reply! We’ll have some workpeople here as soon as you’ve decided what you’d like done. I’m afraid,” he added, as they turned in through some iron gates and entered the last sweep in front of the house, “you won’t find many familiar faces to welcome you. There’s Loveybond, the gardener, whom you would scarcely remember, and Middleton, the head keeper, who has really been a godsend so far as the game is concerned. No one at all indoors, except—Mrs. Unthank.”




  The car drew up at that moment in front of the great porch. There was nothing in the shape of a reception. They had even to ring the bell before the door was opened by a manservant sent down a few days previously from town. In the background, wearing a brown velveteen coat, with breeches and leggings of corduroy, stood an elderly man with white side whiskers and skin as brown as a piece of parchment, leaning heavily upon a long ash stick. Half a dozen maidservants, new importations, were visible in the background, and a second man was taking possession of the luggage. Mr. Mangan took charge of the proceedings.




  “Middleton,” he said, resting his hand upon the old man’s shoulder, “here’s your master come back again. Sir Everard was very pleased to hear that you were still here; and you, Loveybond.”




  The old man grasped the hand which Dominey stretched out with both of his.




  “I’m right glad you’re back again, Squire,” he said, looking at him with curious intentness, “and yet the words of welcome stick in my throat.”




  “Sorry you feel like that about it, Middleton,” Dominey said pleasantly. “What is the trouble about my coming back?”




  “That’s no trouble, Squire,” the old man replied. “That’s a joy—leastways to us. It’s what it may turn out to be for you which makes one hold back like.”




  Dominey drew himself more than ever erect—a commanding figure in the little group.




  “You will feel better about it when we have had a day or two with the pheasants, Middleton,” he said reassuringly. “You have not changed much, Loveybond,” he added, turning to the man who had fallen a little into the background, very stiff and uncomfortable in his Sunday clothes.




  “I thankee, Squire,” the latter replied a little awkwardly, with a motion of his hand towards his forehead. “I can’t say the same for you, sir. Them furrin parts has filled you out and hardened you. I’ll take the liberty of saying that I should never have recognised you, sir, and that’s sure.”




  “This is Parkins,” Mr. Mangan went on, pushing his way once more into the foreground, “the butler whom I engaged in London. And—”




  There was a queer and instantaneous silence. The little group of maidservants, who had been exchanging whispered confidences as to their new master’s appearance, were suddenly dumb. All eyes were turned in one direction. A woman whose advent had been unperceived, but who had evidently issued from one of the recesses of the hall, stood suddenly before them all. She was as thin as a lath, dressed in severe black, with grey hair brushed back from her head and not even a white collar at her neck. Her face was long and narrow, her features curiously large, her eyes filled with anger. She spoke very slowly, but with some trace in her intonation of a north-country dialect.




  “There’s no place in this house for you, Everard Dominey,” she said, standing in front of him as though to bar his progress. “I wrote last night to stop you, but you’ve shown indecent haste in coming. There’s no place here for a murderer. Get back where you came from, back to your hiding.”




  “My good woman!” Mangan gasped. “This is really too much!”




  “I’ve not come to bandy words with lawyers,” the woman retorted. “I’ve come to speak to him. Can you face me, Everard Dominey, you who murdered my son and made a madwoman of your wife?”




  The lawyer would have answered her, but Dominey waved him aside.




  “Mrs. Unthank,” he said sternly, “return to your duties at once, and understand that this house is mine, to enter or leave when I choose.”




  She was speechless for a moment, amazed at the firmness of his words.




  “The house may be yours, Sir Everard Dominey,” she said threateningly, “but there’s one part of it at least in which you won’t dare to show yourself.”




  “You forget yourself, woman,” he replied coldly. “Be so good as to return to your mistress at once, announce my coming, and say that I wait only for her permission before presenting myself in her apartments.”




  The woman laughed, unpleasantly, horribly. Her eyes were fixed upon Dominey curiously.




  “Those are brave words,” she said. “You’ve come back a harder man. Let me look at you.”




  She moved a foot or two to where the light was better. Very slowly a frown developed upon her forehead. The longer she looked, the less assured she became.




  “There are things in your face I miss,” she muttered.




  Mr. Mangan was glad of an opportunity of asserting himself.




  “The fact is scarcely important, Mrs. Unthank,” he said angrily. “If you will allow me to give you a word of advice, you will treat your master with the respect to which his position here entitles him.”




  Once more the woman blazed up.




  “Respect! What respect have I for the murderer of my son? Respect! Well, if he stays here against my bidding, perhaps her ladyship will show him what respect means.”




  She turned around and disappeared. Every one began bustling about the luggage and talking at once. Mr. Mangan took his patron’s arm and led him across the hall.




  “My dear Sir Everard,” he said anxiously, “I am most distressed that this should have occurred. I thought that the woman would probably be sullen, but I had no idea that she would dare to attempt such an outrageous proceeding.”




  “She is still, I presume, the only companion whom Lady Dominey will tolerate?” Dominey enquired with a sigh.




  “I fear so,” the lawyer admitted. “Nevertheless we must see Doctor Harrison in the morning. It must be understood distinctly that if she is suffered to remain, she adopts an entirely different attitude. I never heard anything so preposterous in all my life. I shall pay her a visit myself after dinner.—You will feel quite at home here in the library, Sir Everard,” Mr. Mangan went on, throwing open the door of a very fine apartment on the seaward side of the house. “Grand view from these windows, especially since we’ve had a few of the trees cut down. I see that Parkins has set out the sherry. Cocktails, I’m afraid, are an institution you will have to inaugurate down here. You’ll be grateful to me when I tell you one thing, Sir Everard. We’ve been hard pressed more than once, but we haven’t sold a single bottle of wine out of the cellars.”




  Dominey accepted the glass of sherry which the lawyer had poured out but made no movement towards drinking it. He seemed during the last few minutes to have been wrapped in a brown study.




  “Mangan,” he asked a little abruptly, “is it the popular belief down here that I killed Roger Unthank?”




  The lawyer set down the decanter and coughed.




  “A plain answer,” Dominey insisted.




  Mr. Mangan adapted himself to the situation. He was beginning to understand his client.




  “I am perfectly certain, Sir Everard,” he confessed, “that there isn’t a soul in these parts who isn’t convinced of it. They believe that there was a fight and that you had the best of it.”




  “Forgive me,” Dominey continued, “if I seem to ask unnecessary questions. Remember that I spent the first portion of my exile in Africa in a very determined effort to blot out the memory of everything that had happened to me earlier in life. So that is the popular belief?”




  “The popular belief seems to match fairly well with the facts,” Mr. Mangan declared, wielding the decanter again in view of his client’s more reasonable manner. “At the time of your unfortunate visit to the Hall Miss Felbrigg was living practically alone at the Vicarage after her uncle’s sudden death there, with Mrs. Unthank as housekeeper. Roger Unthank’s infatuation for her was patent to the whole neighbourhood and a source of great annoyance in Miss Felbrigg. I am convinced that at no time did Lady Dominey give the young man the slightest encouragement.”




  “Has any one ever believed the contrary?” Dominey demanded.




  “Not a soul,” was the emphatic reply. “Nevertheless, when you came down, fell in love with Miss Felbrigg and carried her off, every one felt that there would be trouble.”




  “Roger Unthank was a lunatic,” Dominey pronounced deliberately. “His behaviour from the first was the behaviour of a madman.”




  “The Eugene Aram type of village schoolmaster gradually drifting into positive insanity,” Mangan acquiesced. “So far, every one is agreed. The mystery began when he came back from his holidays and heard the news.”




  “The sequel was perfectly simple,” Dominey observed. “We met at the north end of the Black Wood one evening, and he attacked me like a madman. I suppose I had to some extent the best of it, but when I got back to the Hall my arm was broken, I was covered with blood, and half unconscious. By some cruel stroke of fortune, almost the first person I saw was Lady Dominey. The shock was too much for her—she fainted—and—”




  “And has never been quite herself since,” the lawyer concluded. “Most tragic!”




  “The cruel part of it was,” Dominey went on, standing before the window, his hands clasped behind his back, “that my wife from that moment developed a homicidal mania against me—I, who had fought in the most absolute self- defence. That was what drove me out of the country, Mangan—not the fear of being arrested for having caused the death of Roger Unthank. I’d have stood my trial for that at any moment. It was the other thing that broke me up.”




  “Quite so,” Mangan murmured sympathetically. “As a matter of fact, you were perfectly safe from arrest, as it happened. The body of Roger Unthank has never been found from that day to this.”




  “If it had—”




  “You must have been charged with either murder or manslaughter.”




  Dominey abandoned his post at the window and raised his glass of sherry to his lips. The tragical side of these reminiscences seemed, so far as he was concerned, to have passed.




  “I suppose,” he remarked, “it was the disappearance of the body which has given rise to all this talk as to his spirit still inhabiting the Black Wood.”




  “Without a doubt,” the lawyer acquiesced. “The place had a bad name already, as you know. As it is, I don’t suppose there’s a villager here would cross the park in that direction after dark.”




  Dominey glanced at his watch and led the way from the room.




  “After dinner,” he promised, “I’ll tell you a few West African superstitions which will make our local one seem anemic.”
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  “I certainly offer you my heartiest congratulations upon your cellars, Sir Everard,” his guest said, as he sipped his third glass of port that evening. “This is the finest glass of seventy I’ve drunk for a long time, and this new fellow I’ve sent you down—Parkins—tells me there’s any quantity of it.”




  “It has had a pretty long rest,” Dominey observed.




  “I was looking through the cellar-book before dinner,” the lawyer went on, “and I see that you still have forty-seven and forty-eight, and a small quantity of two older vintages. Something ought to be done about those.”




  “We will try one of them to-morrow night,” Dominey suggested. “We might spend half an hour or so in the cellars, if we have any time to spare.”




  “And another half an hour,” Mr. Mangan said gravely, “I should like to spend in interviewing Mrs. Unthank. Apart from any other question, I do not for one moment believe that she is the proper person to be entrusted with the care of Lady Dominey. I made up my mind to speak to you on this subject, Sir Everard, as soon as we had arrived here.”




  “Mrs. Unthank was old Mr. Felbrigg’s housekeeper and my wife’s nurse when she was a child,” Dominey reminded his companion. “Whatever her faults may be, I believe she is devoted to Lady Dominey.”




  “She may be devoted to your wife,” the lawyer admitted, “but I am convinced that she is your enemy. The situation doesn’t seem to me to be consistent. Mrs. Unthank is firmly convinced that, whether in fair fight or not, you killed her son. Lady Dominey believes that, too, and it was the sight of you after the fight that sent her insane. I cannot but believe that it would be far better for Lady Dominey to have some one with her unconnected with this unfortunate chapter of your past.”




  “We will consult Doctor Harrison to-morrow,” Dominey said. “I am very glad you came down with me, Mangan,” he went on, after a minute’s hesitation. “I find it very difficult to get back into the atmosphere of those days. I even find it hard sometimes,” he added, with a curious little glance across the table, “to believe that I am the same man.”




  “Not so hard as I have done more than once,” Mr. Mangan confessed.




  “Tell me exactly in what respects you consider me changed?” Dominey insisted.




  “You seem to have lost a certain pliability, or perhaps I ought to call it looseness of disposition,” he admitted. “There are many things connected with the past which I find it almost impossible to associate with you. For a trifling instance,” he went on, with a slight smile, inclining his head towards his host’s untasted glass. “You don’t drink port like any Dominey I ever knew.”




  “I’m afraid that I never acquired the taste for port,” Dominey observed.




  The lawyer gazed at him with raised eyebrows.




  “Not acquired the taste for port,” he repeated blankly.




  “I should have said reacquired,” Dominey hastened to explain. “You see, in the bush we drank a simply frightful amount of spirits, and that vitiates the taste for all wine.”




  The lawyer glanced enviously at his host’s fine bronzed complexion and clear eyes.




  “You haven’t the appearance of ever having drunk anything, Sir Everard,” he observed frankly. “One finds it hard to believe the stories that were going about ten or fifteen years ago.”




  “The Dominey constitution, I suppose!”




  The new butler entered the room noiselessly and came to his master’s chair.




  “I have served coffee in the library, sir,” he announced. “Mr. Middleton, the gamekeeper, has just called, and asks if he could have a word with you before he goes to bed to-night, sir. He seems in a very nervous and uneasy state.”




  “He can come to the library at once,” Dominey directed; “that is, if you are ready for your coffee, Mangan.”




  “Indeed I am,” the lawyer assented, rising. “A great treat, that wine. One thing the London restaurants can’t give us. Port should never be drunk away from the place where it was laid down.”




  The two men made their way across the very fine hall, the walls of which had suffered a little through lack of heating, into the library, and seated themselves in easy-chairs before the blazing log fire. Parkins silently served them with coffee and brandy. He had scarcely left the room before there was a timid knock and Middleton made his somewhat hesitating entrance.




  “Come in and close the door,” Dominey directed. “What is it, Middleton? Parkins says you wish to speak to me.”




  The man came hesitatingly forward. He was obviously distressed and uneasy, and found speech difficult. His face glistened with the rain which had found its way, too, in long streaks down his velveteen coat. His white hair was wind-tossed and disarranged.




  “Bad night,” Dominey remarked.




  “It’s to save its being a worse one that I’m here, Squire,” the old man replied hoarsely. “I’ve come to ask you a favour and to beg you to grant it for your own sake. You’ll not sleep in the oak room to-night?”




  “And why not?” Dominey asked.




  “It’s next her ladyship’s.”




  “Well?”




  The old man was obviously perturbed, but his master, as though of a purpose, refused to help him. He glanced at Mangan and mumbled to himself.




  “Say exactly what you wish to, Middleton,” Dominey invited. “Mr. Mangan and his father and grandfather have been solicitors to the estate for a great many years. They know all our family history.”




  “I can’t get rightly into touch with you, Squire, and that’s a fact,” Middleton went on despairingly. “The shape of you seems larger and your voice harder. I don’t seem to be so near to you as I’d wished, to say what’s in my heart.”




  “I have had a rough time Middleton,” Dominey reminded him. “No wonder I have changed! Never mind, speak to me just as man to man.”




  “It was I who first met you, Squire,” the old man went on, “when you tottered home that night across the park, with your arm hanging helplessly by your side, and the blood streaming down your face and clothes, and the red light in your eyes—murderous fire, they called it. I heard her ladyship go into hysterics. I saw her laugh and sob like a maniac, and, God help us! that’s what she’s been ever since.”




  The two men were silent. Middleton had raised his voice, speaking with fierce excitement. It was obvious that he had only paused for breath. He had more to say.




  “I was by your side, Squire,” he went on, “when her ladyship caught up the knife and ran at you, and, as you well know, it was I, seizing her from behind, that saved a double tragedy that night, and it was I who went for the doctor the next morning, when she’d stolen into your room in the night and missed your throat by a bare inch. I heard her call to you, heard her threat. It was a madwoman’s threat, Squire, but her ladyship is a madwoman at this moment, and with a knife in her hand you’ll never be safe in this house.”




  “We must see,” Dominey said quietly, “that she is not allowed to get possession of any weapon.”




  “Aye! Make sure of that,” Middleton scoffed, “with Mother Unthank by her side! Her ladyship’s mad because of the horror of that night, but Mother Unthank is mad with hate, and there isn’t a week passes,” the old man went on, his voice dropping lower and his eyes burning, “that Roger Unthank’s spirit don’t come and howl for your blood beneath their window. If you stay here this night, Squire, come over and sleep in the little room they’ve got ready for you on the other side of the house.”




  Mr. Mangan had lost his smooth, after-dinner appearance. His face was rumpled, and his coffee was growing cold. This was a very different thing from the vague letters and rumours which had reached him from time to time and which he had put out of his mind with all the contempt of the materialist.




  “It is very good of you to warn me, Middleton,” Dominey said, “but I can lock my door, can I not?”




  “Lock the door of the oak room!” was the scornful reply. “And what good would that do? You know well enough that the wall’s double on three sides, and there are more secret entrances than even I know of. The oak room’s not for you this night, Squire. It’s hoping to get you there that’s keeping them quiet.”




  “Tell us what you mean, Middleton,” the lawyer asked, with ill-assumed indifference, “when you spoke of the howling of Roger Unthank’s spirit?”




  The old man turned patiently around.




  “Just that, sir,” he replied. “It’s round the house most weeks. Except for me odd nights, and Mrs. Unthank, there’s been scarcely a servant would sleep in the Hall for years. Some of the maids they do come up from the village, but back they go before nightfall, and until morning there isn’t a living soul would cross the path—no, not for a hundred pounds.”




  “A howl, you call it?” Mr. Mangan observed.




  “That’s mostly like a dog that’s hurt itself,” Middleton explained equably, “like a dog, that is, with a touch of human in its throat, as we’ve all heard in our time, sir. You’ll hear it yourself, sir, maybe to-night or to- morrow night.”




  “You’ve heard it then, Middleton?” his master asked.




  “Why, surely, sir,” the old man replied in surprise. “Most weeks for the last ten years.”




  “Haven’t you ever got up and gone out to see what it was?”




  The old man shook his head.




  “But I knew right well what that was, sir,” he said, “and I’m not one for looking on spirits. Spirits there are that walk this world, as we well know, and the spirit of Roger Unthank walks from between the Black Wood and those windows, come every week of the year. But I’m not for looking at him. There’s evil comes of that. I turn over in my bed, and I stop my ears, but I’ve never yet raised a blind.”




  “Tell me, Middleton,” Dominey asked, “is Lady Dominey terrified at these—er—visitations?”




  “That I can’t rightly say, sir. Her ladyship’s always sweet and gentle, with kind words on her lips for every one, but there’s the terror there in her eyes that was lit that night when you staggered into the hall, Squire, and I’ve never seen it properly quenched yet, so to speak. She carries fear with her, but whether it’s the fear of seeing you again, or the fear of Roger Unthank’s spirit, I could not tell.”




  Dominey seemed suddenly to become possessed of a strange desire to thrust the whole subject away. He dismissed the old man kindly but a little abruptly, accompanying him to the corridor which led to the servants’ quarters and talking all the time about the pheasants. When he returned, he found that his guest had emptied his second glass of brandy and was surreptitiously mopping his forehead.




  “That,” the latter remarked, “is the class of old retainer who lives too long. If I were a Dominey of the Middle Ages, I think a stone around his neck and the deepest well would be the sensible way of dealing with him. He made me feel positively uncomfortable.”




  “I noticed it,” Dominey remarked, with a faint smile. “I’m not going to pretend that it was a pleasant conversation myself.”




  “I’ve heard some ghost stories,” Mangan went on, “but a spook that comes and howls once a week for ten years takes some beating.”




  Dominey poured himself out a glass of brandy with a steady hand.




  “You’ve been neglecting things here, Mangan,” he complained. “You ought to have come down and exorcised that ghost. We shall have those smart maidservants of yours off to-morrow, I suppose, unless you and I can get a little ghost-laying in first.”




  Mr. Mangan began to feel more comfortable. The brandy and the warmth of the burning logs were creeping into his system.




  “By the by, Sir Everard,” he enquired, a little later on, “where are you going to sleep to-night?”




  Dominey stretched himself out composedly.




  “There is obviously only one place for me,” he replied. “I can’t disappoint any one. I shall sleep in the oak room.”
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  For the first few tangled moments of nightmare, slowly developing into a live horror, Dominey fancied himself back in Africa, with the hand of an enemy upon his throat. Then a rush of awakened memories—the silence of the great house, the mysterious rustling of the heavy hangings around the black oak four-poster on which he lay, the faint pricking of something deadly at his throat—these things rolled back the curtain of unreality, brought him acute and painful consciousness of a situation almost appalling. He opened his eyes, and although a brave and callous man he lay still, paralysed with the fear which forbids motion. The dim light of a candle, recently lit, flashed upon the bodkin-like dagger held at his throat. He gazed at the thin line of gleaming steel, fascinated. Already his skin had been broken, a few drops of blood were upon the collar of his pyjamas. The hand which held that deadly, assailing weapon—small, slim, very feminine, curving from somewhere behind the bed curtain—belonged to some unseen person. He tried to shrink farther back upon the pillow. The hand followed him, displaying glimpses now of a soft, white-sleeved arm. He lay quite still, the muscles of his right arm growing tenser as he prepared for a snatch at those cruel fingers. Then a voice came,—a slow, feminine and rather wonderful voice.




  “If you move,” it said, “you will die. Remain quite still.”




  Dominey was fully conscious now, his brain at work, calculating his chances with all the cunning of the trained hunter who seeks to avoid death. Reluctantly he was compelled to realise that no movement of his could be quick enough to prevent the driving of that thin stiletto into his throat, if his hidden assailant should keep her word. So he lay still.




  “Why do you want to kill me?” he asked, a little tensely.




  There was no reply, yet somehow he knew that he was being watched. Ever so slightly those curtains around which the arm had come, were being parted. Through the chink some one was looking at him. The thought came that he might call out for help, and once more his unseen enemy read his thought.




  “You must be very quiet,” the voice said,—that voice which it was difficult for him to believe was not the voice of a child. “If you even speak above a whisper, it will be the end. I wish to look at you.”




  A little wider the crack opened, and then he began to feel hope. The hand which held the stiletto was shaking, he heard something which sounded like quick breathing from behind the curtains—the breathing of a woman astonished or terrified—and then, so suddenly that for several seconds he could not move or take advantage of the circumstance, the hand with its cruel weapon was withdrawn around the curtain and a woman began to laugh, softly at first, and then with a little hysterical sob thrusting its way through that incongruous note of mirth.




  He lay upon the bed as though mesmerised, finding at his first effort that his limbs refused their office, as might the limbs of one lying under the thrall of a nightmare. The laugh died away, there was a sound like a scraping upon the wall, the candle was suddenly blown out. Then his nerve began to return and with it his control over his limbs. He crawled to the side of the bed remote from the curtains, stole to the little table on which he had left his revolver and an electric torch, snatched at them, and, with the former in his right hand, flashed a little orb of light into the shadows of the great apartment. Once more something like terror seized him. The figure which had been standing by the side of his bed had vanished. There was no hiding place in view. Every inch of the room was lit up by the powerful torch he carried, and, save for himself, the room was empty. The first moment of realisation was chill and unnerving. Then the slight smarting of the wound at his throat became convincing proof to him that there was nothing supernatural about this visit. He lit up half-a-dozen of the candles distributed about the place and laid down his torch. He was ashamed to find that his forehead was dripping with perspiration.




  “One of the secret passages, of course,” he muttered to himself, stooping for a moment to examine the locked, folding doors which separated his room from the adjoining one. “Perhaps, when one reflects, I have run unnecessary risks.”




  Dominey was standing at the window, looking out at the tumbled grey waters of the North Sea, when Parkins brought him hot water and tea in the morning. He thrust his feet into slippers and held out his arms for a dressing- gown.




  “Find out where the nearest bathroom is, Parkins,” he ordered, “and prepare it. I have quite forgotten my way about here.”




  “Very good, sir.”




  The man was motionless for a moment, staring at the blood on his master’s pyjamas. Dominey glanced down at it and turned the dressing-gown up to his throat.




  “I had a slight accident this morning,” he remarked carelessly. “Any ghost alarms last light?”




  “None that I heard of, sir,” the man replied. “I am afraid we should have difficulty in keeping the young women from London, if they heard what I heard the night of my arrival.”




  “Very terrible, was it?” Dominey asked with a smile.




  Parkins’ expression remained immovable. There was in his tone, however, a mute protest against his master’s levity.




  “The cries were the most terrible I have ever heard, sir,” he said. “I am not a nervous person, but I found them most disturbing.”




  “Human or animal?”




  “A mixture of both, I should say, sir.”




  “You should camp out for the night on the skirts of an African forest,” Dominey remarked. “There you get a whole orchestra of wild animals, every one of them trying to freeze your blood up.”




  “I was out in South Africa during the Boer War, sir,” Parkins replied, “and I went big game hunting with my master afterwards. I do not think that any animal was ever born in Africa with so terrifying a cry as we heard the night before last.”




  “We must look into the matter,” Dominey muttered.




  “I have already prepared a bath, sir, at the end of the corridor,” the man announced. “If you will allow me, I will show you the way.”




  Dominey, when he descended about an hour later, found his guest awaiting him in the smaller dining-room, which looked out eastwards towards the sea, a lofty apartment with great windows and with an air of faded splendour which came from the ill-cared-for tapestries, hanging in places from the wall. Mr. Mangan had, contrary to his expectations, slept well and was in excellent spirits. The row of silver dishes upon the sideboard inspired him with an added cheerfulness.




  “So there were no ghosts walking last night?” he remarked, as he took his place at the table. “Wonderful thing this absolute quiet is after London. Give you my word, I never heard a sound from the moment my head touched the pillow until I woke a short while ago.”




  Dominey returned from the sideboard, carrying also a well-filled plate.




  “I had a pretty useful night’s rest myself,” he observed.




  Mangan raised his eyeglass and gazed at his host’s throat.




  “Cut yourself?” he queried.




  “Razor slipped,” Dominey told him. “You get out of the use of those things in Africa.”




  “You’ve managed to give yourself a nasty gash,” Mr. Mangan observed curiously.




  “Parkins is going to send up for a new set of safety razors for me,” Dominey announced. “About our plans for the day,—I’ve ordered the car for two-thirty this afternoon, if that suits you. We can look around the place quietly this morning. Mr. Johnson is sleeping over at a farmhouse near here. We shall pick him up en route. And I have told Lees, the bailiff, to come with us too.”




  Mr. Mangan nodded his approval.




  “Upon my word,” he confessed, “it will be a joy to me to go and see some of these fellows without having to put ‘em off about repairs and that sort of thing. Johnson has had the worst of it, poor chap, but there are one or two of them took it into their heads to come up to London and worry me at the office.”




  “I intend that there shall be no more dissatisfaction amongst my tenants.”




  Mr. Mangan set off for another prowl towards the sideboard.




  “Satisfied tenants you never will get in Norfolk,” he declared. “I must admit, though, that some of them have had cause to grumble lately. There’s a fellow round by Wells who farms nearly eight hundred acres—”




  He broke off in his speech. There was a knock at the door, not an ordinary knock at all, but a measured, deliberate tapping, three times repeated.




  “Come in,” Dominey called out.




  Mrs. Unthank entered, severer, more unattractive than ever in the hard morning light. She came to the end of the table, facing the place where Dominey was seated.




  “Good morning, Mrs. Unthank,” he said.




  She ignored the greeting.




  “I am the bearer of a message,” she announced.




  “Pray deliver it,” Dominey replied.




  “Her ladyship would be glad for you to visit her in her apartment at once.”




  Dominey leaned back in his chair. His eyes were fixed upon the face of the woman whose antagonism to himself was so apparent. She stood in the path of a long gleam of morning sunlight. The wrinkles in her face, her hard mouth, her cold, steely eyes were all clearly revealed.




  “I am not at all sure,” he said, with a purpose in the words, “that any further meeting between Lady Dominey and myself is at present desirable.”




  If he had thought to disturb this messenger by his suggestion, he was disappointed.




  “Her ladyship desires me to assure you,” she added, with a note of contempt in her tone, “that you need be under no apprehension.”




  Dominey admitted defeat and poured himself out some more coffee. Neither of the two noticed that his fingers were trembling.




  “Her ladyship is very considerate,” he said. “Kindly say that I shall follow you in a few minutes.”




  Dominey, following within a very few minutes of his summons, was ushered into an apartment large and sombrely elegant, an apartment of faded white and gold walls, of chandeliers glittering with lustres, of Louise Quinze furniture, shabby but priceless. To his surprise, although he scarcely noticed it at the time, Mrs. Unthank promptly disappeared. He was from the first left alone with the woman whom he had come to visit.




  She was sitting up on her couch and watching his approach. A woman? Surely only a child, with pale cheeks, large, anxious eyes, and masses of brown hair brushed back from her forehead. After all, was he indeed a strong man, vowed to great things? There was a queer feeling in his throat, almost a mist before his eyes. She seemed so fragile, so utterly, sweetly pathetic. And all the time there was the strange light, or was it want of light, in those haunting eyes. His speech of greeting was never spoken.




  “So you have come to see me, Everard,” she said, in a broken tone. “You are very brave.”




  He possessed himself of her hand, the hand which a few hours ago had held a dagger to his throat, and kissed the waxenlike fingers. It fell to her side like a lifeless thing. Then she raised it and began rubbing softly at the place where his lips had fallen.




  “I have come to see you at your bidding,” he replied, “and for my pleasure.”




  “Pleasure!” she murmured, with a ghastly little smile. “You have learnt to control your words, Everard. You have slept here and you live. I have broken my word. I wonder why?”




  “Because,” he pleaded, “I have not deserved that you should seek my life.”




  “That sounds strangely,” she reflected. “Doesn’t it say somewhere in the Bible—‘A life for a life’? You killed Roger Unthank.”




  “I have killed other men since in self-defence,” Dominey told her. “Sometimes it comes to a man that he must slay or be slain. It was Roger Unthank—”




  “I shall not talk about him any longer,” she decided quite calmly. “The night before last, his spirit was calling to me below my window. He wants me to go down into Hell and live with him. The very thought is horrible.”




  “Come,” Dominey said, “we shall speak of other things. You must tell me what presents I can buy you. I have come back from Africa rich.”




  “Presents?”




  For a single wonderful moment, hers was the face of a child who had been offered toys. Her smile of anticipation was delightful, her eyes had lost that strange vacancy. Then, before he could say another word, it all came back again.




  “Listen to me,” she said. “This is important. I have sent for you because I do not understand why, quite suddenly last night, after I had made up my mind, I lost the desire to kill you. It is gone now. I am not sure about myself any longer. Draw your chair nearer to mine. Or no, come to my side, here at the other end of the sofa.”




  She moved her skirts to make room for him. When he sat down, he felt a strange trembling through all his limbs.




  “Perhaps,” she went on, “I shall break my oath. Indeed, I have already broken it. Let me look at you, my husband. It is a strange thing to own after all these years—a husband.”




  Dominey felt as though he were breathing an atmosphere of turgid and poisoned sweetness. There was a flavour of unreality about the whole situation,—the room, this child woman, her beauty, her deliberate, halting speech and the strange things she said.




  “You find me changed?” he asked.




  “You are very wonderfully changed. You look stronger, you are perhaps better-looking, yet there is something gone from your face which I thought one never lost.”




  “You,” he said cautiously, “are more beautiful than ever, Rosamund.”




  She laughed a little drearily.




  “Of what use has my beauty been to me, Everard, since you came to my little cottage and loved me and made me love you, and took me away from Dour Roger? Do you remember the school children used to call him Dour Roger?—But that does not matter. Do you know, Everard, that since you left me my feet have not passed outside these gardens?”




  “That can be altered when you wish,” he said quickly. “You can visit where you will. You can have a motor-car, even a house in town. I shall bring some wonderful doctors here, and they will make you quite strong again.”




  Her large eyes were lifted almost piteously to his.




  “But how can I leave here?” she asked plaintively. “Every week, sometimes oftener, he calls to me. If I went away, his spirit would break loose and follow me. I must be here to wave my hand; then he goes away.”




  Dominey was conscious once more of that strange and most unexpected fit of emotion. He was unrecognisable even to himself. Never before in his life had his heart beaten as it was beating now. His eyes, too, were hot. He had travelled around the word in search of new things, only to find them in this strange, faded chamber, side by side with this suffering woman. Nevertheless, he said quietly:




  “We must send you some place where the people are kinder and where life is pleasanter. Perhaps you love music and to see beautiful pictures. I think that we must try and keep you from thinking.”




  She sighed in a perplexed fashion.




  “I wish that I could get it out of my blood that I want to kill you. Then you could take me right away. Other married people have lived together and hated each other. Why shouldn’t we? We may forget even to hate.”




  Dominey staggered to his feet, walked to a window, threw it open and leaned out for a moment. Then he closed it and came back. This new element in the situation had been a shock to him. All the time she was watching him composedly.




  “Well?” she asked, with a strange little smile. “What do you say? Would you like to hold as a wife’s the hand which frightened you so last night?”




  She held it out to him, soft and warm. Her fingers even returned the pressure of his. She looked at him pleasantly, and once more he felt like a man who has wandered into a strange country and has lost his bearings.




  “I want you so much to be happy,” he said hoarsely, “but you are not strong yet, Rosamund. We cannot decide anything in a hurry.”




  “How surprised you are to find that I am willing to be nice to you!” she murmured. “But why not? You cannot know why I have so suddenly changed my mind about you—and I have changed it. I have seen the truth these few minutes. There is a reason, Everard, why I should not kill you.”




  “What is it?” he demanded.




  She shook her head with all the joy of a child who keeps a secret.




  “You are clever,” she said. “I will leave you to find it out. I am excited now, and I want you to go away for a little time. Please send Mrs. Unthank to me.”




  The prospect of release was a strange relief, mingled still more strangely with regret. He lingered over her hand.




  “If you walk in your sleep to-night, then,” he begged, “you will leave your dagger behind?”




  “I have told you,” she answered, as though surprised, “that I have abandoned my intention. I shall not kill you. Even though I may walk in my sleep—and sometimes the nights are so long—it will not be your death I seek.”
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  Dominey left the room like a man in a dream, descended the stairs to his own part of the house, caught up a hat and stick and strode out into the sea mist which was fast enveloping the gardens. There was all the chill of the North Pole in that ice-cold cloud of vapour, but nevertheless his forehead remained hot, his pulses burning. He passed out of the postern gate which led from the walled garden on to a broad marsh, with dikes running here and there, and lapping tongues of sea water creeping in with the tide. He made his way seaward with uncertain steps until he reached a rough and stony road; here he hesitated for a moment, looked about him, and then turned back at right angles. Soon he came to a little village, a village of ancient cottages, with seasoned, red-brick tiles, trim little patches of garden, a church embowered with tall elm trees, a triangular green at the cross-roads. On one side a low, thatched building,—the Dominey Arms; on another, an ancient, square stone house, on which was a brass plate. He went over and read the name, rang the bell, and asked the trim maidservant who answered it, for the doctor. Presently, a man of youthful middle-age presented himself in the surgery and bowed. Dominey was for a moment at a loss.




  “I came to see Doctor Harrison,” he ventured.




  “Doctor Harrison retired from practice some years ago,” was the courteous reply. “I am his nephew. My name is Stillwell.”




  “I understood that Doctor Harrison was still in the neighbourhood,” Dominey said. “My name is Dominey—Sir Everard Dominey.”




  “I guessed as much,” the other replied. “My uncle lives with me here, and to tell you the truth he was hoping that you would come and see him. He retains one patient only,” Doctor Stillwell added, in a graver tone. “You can imagine who that would be.”




  His caller bowed. “Lady Dominey, I presume.”




  The young doctor opened the door and motioned to his guest to precede him.




  “My uncle has his own little apartment on the other side of the house,” he said. “You must let me take you to him.”




  They moved across the pleasant white stone hall into a small apartment with French windows leading out to a flagged terrace and tennis lawn. An elderly man, broad-shouldered, with weather-beaten face, grey hair, and of somewhat serious aspect, looked around from the window before which he was standing examining a case of fishing flies.




  “Uncle, I have brought an old friend in to see you,” his nephew announced.




  The doctor glanced expectantly at Dominey, half moved forward as though to greet him, then checked himself and shook his head doubtfully.




  “You certainly remind me very much of an old friend, sir,” he said, “but I can see now that you are not he. I do not believe that I have ever seen you before in my life.”




  There was a moment’s somewhat tense silence. Then Dominey advanced a little stiffly and held out his hand.




  “Come, Doctor,” he said. “I can scarcely have changed as much as all that. Even these years of strenuous life—”




  “You mean to tell me that I am speaking to Everard Dominey?” the doctor interposed.




  “Without a doubt!”




  The doctor shook hands coolly. His was certainly not the enthusiastic welcome of an old family attendant to the representative of a great family.




  “I should certainly never have recognised you,” he confessed.




  “My presence here is nevertheless indisputable,” Dominey continued. “Still attracted by your old pastime, I see, Doctor?”




  “I have only taken up fly fishing,” the other replied drily, “since I gave up shooting.”




  There was another somewhat awkward pause, which the younger man endeavoured to bridge over.




  “Fishing, shooting, golf,” he said; “I really don’t know what we poor medical practitioners would do in the country without sport.”




  “I shall remind you of that later,” Dominey observed. “I am told that the shooting is one of the only glories that has not passed away from Dominey.”




  “I shall look forward to the reminder,” was the prompt response.




  His uncle, who had been bending once more over the case of flies, turned abruptly around.




  “Arthur,” he said, addressing his nephew, “you had better start on your round. I dare say Sir Everard would like to speak to me privately.”




  “I wish to speak to you certainly,” Dominey admitted, “but only professionally. There is no necessity—”




  “I am late already, if you will excuse me,” Doctor Stillwell interrupted. “I will be getting on. You must excuse my uncle, Sir Everard,” he added in a lower tone, drawing him a little towards the door, “if his manners are a little gruff. He is devoted to Lady Dominey, and I sometimes think that he broods over her case too much.”




  Dominey nodded and turned back into the room to find the doctor, his hands in his old-fashioned breeches pockets, eyeing him steadfastly.




  “I find it very hard to believe,” he said a little curtly, “that you are really Everard Dominey.”




  “I am afraid you will have to accept me as a fact, nevertheless.”




  “Your present appearance,” the old man continued, eyeing him appraisingly, “does not in any way bear out the description I had of you some years ago. I was told that you had become a broken-down drunkard.”




  “The world is full of liars,” Dominey said equably. “You appear to have met with one, at least.”




  “You have not even,” the doctor persisted, “the appearance of a man who has been used to excesses of any sort.”




  “Good old stock, ours,” his visitor observed carelessly. “Plenty of two- bottle men behind my generation.”




  “You have also gained courage since the days when you fled from England. You slept at the Hall last night?”




  “Where else? I also, if you want to know, occupied my own bedchamber—with results,” Dominey added, throwing his head a little back, to display the scar on his throat, “altogether insignificant.”




  “That’s just your luck,” the doctor declared. “You’ve no right to have gone there without seeing me; no right, after all that has passed, to have even approached your wife.”




  “You seem rather a martinet as regards my domestic affairs,” Dominey observed.




  “That’s because I know your history,” was the blunt reply.




  Uninvited Dominey seated himself in an easy-chair.




  “You were never my friend, Doctor,” he said. “Let me suggest that we conduct this conversation on a purely professional basis.”




  “I was never your friend,” came the retort, “because I have known you always as a selfish brute; because you were married to the sweetest woman on God’s earth, gave up none of your bad habits, frightened her into insanity by reeling home with another man’s blood on your hands, and then stayed away for over ten years instead of making an effort to repair the mischief you had done.”




  “This,” observed Dominey, “is history, dished up in a somewhat partial fashion. I repeat my suggestion that we confine our conversation to the professional.”




  “This is my house,” the other rejoined, “and you came to see me. I shall say exactly what I like to you, and if you don’t like it you can get out. If it weren’t for Lady Dominey’s sake, you shouldn’t have passed this threshold.”




  “Then for her sake,” Dominey suggested in a softer tone, “can’t you forget how thoroughly you disapprove of me? I am here now with only one object: I want you to point out to me any way in which we can work together for the improvement of my wife’s health.”




  “There can be no question of a partnership between us.”




  “You refuse to help?”




  “My help isn’t worth a snap of the fingers. I have done all I can for her physically. She is a perfectly sound woman. The rest depends upon you, and you alone, and I am not very hopeful about it.”




  “Upon me?” Dominey repeated, a little taken aback.




  “Fidelity,” the doctor grunted, “is second nature with all good women. Lady Dominey is a good woman, and she is no exception to the rule. Her brain is starved because her heart is aching for love. If she could believe in your repentance and reform, if any atonement for the past were possible and were generously offered, I cannot tell what the result might be. They tell me that you are a rich man now, although heaven knows, when one considers what a lazy, selfish fellow you were, that sounds like a miracle. You could have the great specialists down. They couldn’t help, but it might salve your conscience to pay them a few hundred guineas.”




  “Would you meet them?” Dominey asked anxiously. “Tell me whom to send for?”




  “Pooh! Those days are finished with me,” was the curt reply. “I would meet none of them. I am a doctor no longer. I have become a villager. I go to see Lady Dominey as an old friend.”




  “Give me your advice,” Dominey begged. “Is it of any use sending for specialists?”




  “Just for the present, none at all.”




  “And what about that horrible woman, Mrs. Unthank?”




  “Part of your task, if you are really going to take it up. She stands between your wife and the sun.”




  “Then why have you suffered her to remain there all those years?” Dominey demanded.




  “For one thing, because there has been no one to replace her,” the doctor replied, “and for another, because Lady Dominey, believing that you slew her son, has some fantastic idea of giving her a home and shelter as a kind of expiation.”




  “You think there is no affection between the two?” Dominey asked.




  “Not a scrap,” was the blunt reply, “except that Lady Dominey is of so sweet and gentle a nature—”




  The doctor paused abruptly. His visitor’s fingers had strayed across his throat.




  “That’s a different matter,” the former continued fiercely. “That’s just where the weak spot in her brain remains. If you ask me, I believe it’s pandered to by Mrs. Unthank. Come to think of it,” he went on, “the Domineys were never cowards. If you’ve got your courage back, send Mrs. Unthank away, sleep with your doors wide open. If a single night passes without Lady Dominey coming to your room with a knife in her hand, she will be cured in time of that mania at any rate. Dare you do that?”




  Dominey’s hesitation was palpable,—also his agitation. The doctor grinned contemptuously.




  “Still afraid!” he scoffed.




  “Not in the way you imagine,” his visitor replied. “My wife has already promised to make no further attempt upon my life.”




  “Well, you can cure her if you want to,” the doctor declared, “and if you do, you will have the sweetest companion for life any man could have. But you’ll have to give up the idea of town houses and racing and yachting, and grouse moors in Scotland, and all those sort of things I suppose you’ve been looking forward to. You’ll have for some time, at any rate, to give every moment of your time to your wife.”




  Dominey moved uneasily in his chair.




  “For the next few months,” he said, “that would be impossible.”




  “Impossible!”




  The doctor repeated the word, seemed to roll it round in his mouth with a sort of wondering scorn.




  “I am not quite the idler I used to be,” Dominey explained, frowning. “Nowadays, you cannot make money without assuming responsibilities. I am clearing off the whole of the mortgages upon the Dominey estates within the next few months.”




  “How you spend your time is your affair, not mine,” the doctor muttered. “All I say about the matter is that your wife’s cure, if ever it comes to pass, is in your hands. And now—come over to me here, in the light of this window. I want to look at you.”




  Dominey obeyed with a little shrug of the shoulders. There was no sunshine, but the white north light was in its way searching. It showed the sprinkling of grey in his ruddy-brown hair, the suspicion of it in his closely trimmed moustache, but it could find no weak spot in his steady eyes, in the tan of his hard, manly complexion, or even in the set of his somewhat arrogant lips. The old doctor took up his box of flies again and jerked his head towards the door.




  “You are a miracle,” he said, “and I hate miracles. I’ll come and see Lady Dominey in a day or so.”
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  Dominey spent a curiously placid, and, to those with whom he was brought into contact, an entirely satisfactory afternoon. With Mr. Mangan by his side, murmuring amiable platitudes, and Mr. Johnson, his agent, opposite, revelling in the unusual situation of a satisfied landlord and delighted tenants, he made practically the entire round of the Dominey estates. They reached home late, but Dominey, although he seemed to be living in another world, was not neglectful of the claims of hospitality. Probably for the first time in their lives, Mr. Johnson and Lees, the bailiff, watched the opening of a magnum of champagne. Mr. Johnson cleared his throat as he raised his glass.




  “It isn’t only on my own account, Sir Everard,” he said, “that I drink your hearty good health. I have your tenants too in my mind. They’ve had a rough time, some of them, and they’ve stood it like white men. So here’s from them and me to you, sir, and may we see plenty of you in these parts.”




  Mr. Lees associated himself with these sentiments, and the glasses were speedily emptied and filled again.




  “I suppose you know, Sir Everard,” the agent observed, “that what you’ve promised to do to-day will cost a matter of ten to fifteen thousand pounds.”




  Dominey nodded.




  “Before I go to bed to-night,” he said, “I shall send a cheque for twenty thousand pounds to the estate account at your bank at Wells. The money is there waiting, put aside for just that one purpose and—well, you may just as well have it.”




  Agent and bailiff leaned back in the tonneau of their motor-car, half an hour later, with immense cigars in their mouths and a pleasant, rippling warmth in their veins. They had the sense of having drifted into fairyland. Their philosophy, however, met the situation.




  “It’s a fair miracle,” Mr. Lees declared.




  “A modern romance,” Mr. Johnson, who read novels, murmured. “Hello, here’s a visitor for the Hall,” he added, as a car swept by them.




  “Comfortable-looking gent, too,” Mr. Lees remarked.




  The “comfortable-looking gent” was Otto Seaman, who presented himself at the Hall with a small dressing-bag and a great many apologies.




  “Found myself in Norwich, Sir Everard,” he explained. “I have done business there all my life, and one of my customers needed looking after. I finished early, and when I found that I was only thirty miles off you, I couldn’t resist having a run across. If it is in any way inconvenient to put me up for the night, say so—”




  “My dear fellow!” Dominey interrupted. “There are a score of rooms ready. All that we need is to light a fire, and an old-fashioned bed-warmer will do the rest. You remember Mr. Mangan?”




  The two men shook hands, and Seaman accepted a little refreshment after his drive. He lingered behind for a moment after the dressing bell had rung.




  “What time is that fellow going?” he asked.




  “Nine o’clock to-morrow morning,” Dominey replied.




  “Not a word until then,” Seaman whispered back. “I must not seem to be hanging after you too much—I really did not want to come—but the matter is urgent.”




  “We can send Mangan to bed early,” Dominey suggested.




  “I am the early bird myself,” was the weary reply. “I was up all last night. To-morrow morning will do.”




  Dinner that night was a pleasant and social meal. Mr. Mangan especially was uplifted. Everything to do with the Domineys for the last fifteen years had reeked of poverty. He had really had a hard struggle to make both ends meet. There had been disagreeable interviews with angry tenants, formal interviews with dissatisfied mortgagees, and remarkably little profit at the end of the year to set against these disagreeable episodes. The new situation was almost beatific. The concluding touch, perhaps, was in Parkins’ congratulatory whisper as he set a couple of decanters upon the table.




  “I have found a bin of Cockburn’s fifty-one, sir,” he announced, including the lawyer in his confidential whisper. “I thought you might like to try a couple of bottles, as Mr. Mangan seems rather a connoisseur, sir. The corks appear to be in excellent condition.”




  “After this,” Mr. Mangan sighed, “it will be hard to get back to the austere life of a Pall Mall club!”




  Seaman, very early in the evening, pleaded an extraordinary sleepiness and retired, leaving his host and Mangan alone over the port. Dominey, although an attentive host, seemed a little abstracted. Even Mr. Mangan, who was not an observant man, was conscious that a certain hardness, almost arrogance of speech and manner, seemed temporarily to have left his patron.




  “I can’t tell you, Sir Everard,” he said, as he sipped his first glass of wine, “what a pleasure it is to me to see, as it were, this recrudescence of an old family. If I might be allowed to say so, there’s only one thing necessary to round the whole business off, as it were.”




  “And that?” Dominey asked unthinkingly.




  “The return of Lady Dominey to health. I was one of the few, you may remember, privileged to make her acquaintance at the time of your marriage.”




  “I paid a visit this morning,” Dominey said, “to the doctor who has been in attendance upon her since her marriage. He agrees with me that there is no reason why Lady Dominey should not, in course of time, be restored to perfect health.”




  “I take the liberty of finishing my glass to that hope, Sir Everard,” the lawyer murmured.




  Both glasses were set down empty, only the stem of Dominey’s was snapped in two. Mr. Mangan expressed his polite regrets.




  “This old glass,” he murmured, looking at his own admiringly, “becomes very fragile.”




  Dominey did not answer. His brain had served him a strange trick. In the shadows of the room he had fancied that he could see Stephanie Eiderstrom holding out her arms, calling to him to fulfill the pledges of long ago, and behind her—




  “Have you ever been in love, Mangan?” Dominey asked his companion.




  “I, sir? Well, I’m not sure,” the man of the world replied, a little startled by the abruptness of the question. “It’s an old-fashioned way of looking at things now, isn’t it?”




  Dominey relapsed into thoughtfulness.




  “I suppose so,” he admitted.




  That night a storm rolled up from somewhere across that grey waste of waters, a storm heralded by a wind which came booming over the marshes, shaking the latticed windows of Dominey Place, shrieking and wailing amongst its chimneys and around its many corners. Black clouds leaned over the land, and drenching streams of rain dashed against the loose-framed sashes of the windows. Dominey lit the tall candles in his bedroom, fastened a dressing-gown around him, threw himself into an easy-chair, and, fixing an electric reading lamp by his side, tried to read. Very soon the book slipped from his fingers. He became suddenly tense and watchful. His eyes counted one by one the panels in the wall by the left-hand side of the bed. The familiar click was twice repeated. For a moment a dark space appeared. Then a woman, stooping low, glided into the room. She came slowly towards him, drawn like a moth towards that semicircle of candle. Her hair hung down her back like a girl’s, and the white dressing-gown which floated diaphanously about her was unexpectedly reminiscent of Bond Street.




  “You are not afraid?” she asked anxiously. “See, I have nothing in my hands. I almost think that the desire has gone. You remember the little stiletto I had last night? To-day I threw it into the well. Mrs. Unthank was very angry with me.”




  “I am not afraid,” he assured her, “but—”




  “Ah, but you will not scold me?” she begged. “It is the storm which terrifies me.”




  He drew a low chair for her into the little circle of light and arranged some cushions. As she sank into it, she suddenly looked up at him and smiled, a smile of rare and wonderful beauty. Dominey felt for a moment something like the stab of a knife at his heart.




  “Sit here and rest,” he invited. “There is nothing to fear.”




  “In my heart I know that,” she answered simply. “These storms are part of our lives. They come with birth, and they shake the world when death seizes us. One should not be afraid, but I have been so ill, Everard. Shall I call you Everard still?”




  “Why not?” he asked.




  “Because you are not like Everard to me any more,” she told him, “because something has gone from you, and something has come to you. You are not the same man. What is it? Had you troubles in Africa? Did you learn what life was like out there?”




  He sat looking at her for a moment, leaning back in his chair, which he had pushed a few feet into the shadows. Her hair was glossy and splendid, and against it her skin seemed whiter and more delicate than ever. Her eyes were lustrous but plaintive, and with something of the child’s fear of harm in them. She looked very young and very fragile to have been swayed through the years by an evil passion.




  “I learnt many things there, Rosamund,” he told her quietly. “I learnt a little of the difference between right doing and wrongdoing. I learnt, too, that all the passions of life burn themselves out, save one alone.”




  She twisted the girdle of her dressing-gown in her fingers for a moment. His last speech seemed to have been outside the orbit of her comprehension or interest.




  “You need not be afraid of me any more, Everard,” she said, a little pathetically.




  “I have no fear of you,” he answered.




  “Then why don’t you bring your chair forward and come and sit a little nearer to me?” she asked, raising her eyes. “Do you hear the wind, how it shrieks at us? Oh, I am afraid!”




  He moved forward to her side, and took her hand gently in his. Her fingers responded at once to his pressure. When he spoke, he scarcely recognised his own voice. It seemed to him thick and choked.




  “The wind shall not hurt you, or anything else,” he promised. “I have come back to take care of you.”




  She sighed, smiled like a tired child, and her eyes closed as her head fell farther back amongst the cushions.




  “Stay just like that, please,” she begged. “Something quite new is coming to me. I am resting. It is the sweetest rest I ever felt. Don’t move, Everard. Let my fingers stay in yours—so.”




  The candles burned down in their sockets, the wind rose to greater furies, and died away only as the dawn broke through the storm clouds. A pale light stole into the room. Still the woman slept, and still her fingers seemed to keep their clutch upon his hand. Her breathing was all the time soft and regular. Her silky black eyelashes lay motionless upon her pale cheeks. Her mouth—a very perfectly shaped mouth—rested in quiet lines. Somehow he realised that about this slumber there was a new thing. With hot eyes and aching limbs he sat through the night. Dream after dream rose up and passed away before that little background of tapestried wall. When she opened her eyes and looked at him, the same smile parted her lips as the smile which had come there when she had passed away to sleep.




  “I am so rested,” she murmured. “I feel so well. I have had dreams, beautiful dreams.”




  The fire had burned out, and the room was chilly.




  “You must go back to your own room now,” he said.




  Very slowly her fingers relaxed. She held out her arms.




  “Carry me,” she begged. “I am only half awake. I want to sleep again.”




  He lifted her up. Her fingers closed around his neck, her head fell back with a little sigh of content. He tried the folding doors, and, finding some difficulty in opening them carried her out into the corridor, into her own room, and laid her upon the untouched bed.




  “You are quite comfortable?” he asked.




  “Quite,” she murmured drowsily. “Kiss me, Everard.”




  Her hands drew his face down. His lips rested upon her forehead. Then he drew the bedclothes over her and fled.
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  There was a cloud on Seaman’s good-humoured face as, muffled up in their overcoats, he and his host walked up and down the terrace the next morning, after the departure of Mr. Mangan. He disclosed his mind a little abruptly.




  “In a few minutes,” he said, “I shall come to the great purpose of my visit. I have great and wonderful news for you. But it will keep.”




  “The time for action has arrived?” Dominey asked curiously. “I hope you will remember that as yet I am scarcely established here.”




  “It is with regard to your establishment here,” Seaman explained drily, “that I desire to say a word. We have seen much of one another since we met in Cape Town. The passion and purpose of my life you have been able to judge. Of those interludes which are necessary to a human being, unless his system is to fall to pieces as dry dust, you have also seen something. I trust you will not misunderstand me when I say that apart from the necessities of my work, I am a man of sentiment.”




  “I am prepared to admit it,” Dominey murmured a little idly.




  “You have undertaken a great enterprise. It was, without a doubt, a miraculous piece of fortune which brought the Englishman, Dominey, to your camp just at the moment when you received your orders from headquarters. Your self- conceived plan has met with every encouragement from us. You will be placed in a unique position to achieve your final purpose. Now mark my words and do not misunderstand me. The very keynote of our progress is ruthlessness. To take even a single step forward towards the achievement of that purpose is worth the sacrifice of all the scruples and delicacies conceivable. But when a certain course of action is without profit to our purpose, I see ugliness in it. It distresses me.”




  “What the devil do you mean?” Dominey demanded.




  “I sleep with one ear open,” Seaman replied.




  “Well?”




  “I saw you leave your room early this morning,” Seaman continued, “carrying Lady Dominey in your arms.”




  There were little streaks of pallor underneath the tan in Dominey’s face. His eyes were like glittering metal. It was only when he had breathed once or twice quickly that he could command his voice.




  “What concern is this of yours?” he demanded.




  Seaman gripped his companion’s arm.




  “Look here,” he said, “we are too closely allied for bluff. I am here to help you fill the shoes of another man, so far as regards his estates, his position, and character, which, by the by, you are rehabilitating. I will go further. I will admit that it is not my concern to interfere in any ordinary amour you might undertake, but—I shall tell you this, my friend, to your face—that to deceive a lady of weak intellect, however beautiful, to make use of your position as her supposed husband, is not, save in the vital interests of his country, the action of a Prussian nobleman.”




  Dominey’s passion seemed to have burned itself out without expression. He showed not the slightest resentment at his companion’s words.




  “Have no fear, Seaman,” he enjoined him. “The situation is delicate, but I can deal with it as a man of honour.”




  “You relieve me,” Seaman confessed. “You must admit that the spectacle of last night was calculated to inspire me with uneasiness.”




  “I respect you for your plain words,” Dominey declared. “The fact is, that Lady Dominey was frightened of the storm last night and found her way into my room. You may be sure that I treated her with all the respect and sympathy which our positions demanded.”




  “Lady Dominey,” Seaman remarked meditatively, “seems to be curiously falsifying certain predictions.”




  “In what way?”




  “The common impression in the neighbourhood here is that she is a maniac chiefly upon one subject—her detestation of you. She has been known to take an oath that you should die if you slept in this house again. You naturally, being a brave man, ignored all this, yet in the morning after your first night here there was blood upon your night clothes.”




  Dominey’s eyebrows were slowly raised.




  “You are well served here,” he observed, with involuntary sarcasm.




  “That, for your own sake as well as ours, is necessary,” was the terse reply. “To continue, people of unsound mind are remarkably tenacious of their ideas. There was certainly nothing of the murderess in her demeanour towards you last night. Cannot you see that a too friendly attitude on her part might become fatal to our schemes?”




  “In what way?”




  “If ever your identity is doubted,” Seaman explained, “the probability of which is, I must confess, becoming less every day, the fact that Lady Dominey seems to have so soon forgotten all her enmity towards you would be strong presumptive evidence that you are not the man you claim to be.”




  “Ingenious,” Dominey assented, “and very possible. All this time, however, we speak on what you yourself admit to be a side issue.”




  “You are right,” Seaman confessed. “Very well, then, listen. A great moment has arrived for you, my friend.”




  “Explain if you please.”




  “I shall do so. You have seen proof, during the last few days, that you have an organisation behind you to whom money is dross. It is the same in diplomacy as in war. Germany will pay the price for what she intends to achieve. Ninety thousand pounds was yesterday passed to the credit of your account for the extinction of certain mortgages. In a few months’ or a few years’ time, some distant Dominey will benefit to that extent. We cannot recover the money. It is just an item in our day by day expenses.”




  “It was certainly a magnificent way of establishing me,” Dominey admitted.




  “Magnificent, but safest in the long run,” Seaman declared. “If you had returned a poor man, everybody’s hand would have been against you; suspicions, now absolutely unkindled, might have been formed; and, more important, perhaps, than either, you would not have been able to take your place in Society, which is absolutely necessary for the furtherance of our scheme.”




  “Is it not almost time,” Dominey enquired, “that the way was made a little clearer for me?”




  “That would have been my task this morning,” Seaman replied, “but for the news I bring. In passing, however, let me promise you this. You will never be asked to stoop to the crooked ways of the ordinary spy. We want you for a different purpose.”




  “And the news?”




  “What must be the greatest desire in your heart,” Seaman said solemnly, “is to be granted. The Kaiser has expressed a desire to see you, to give you his instructions in person.”




  Dominey stopped short upon the terrace. He withdrew his arm from his companion’s and stared at him blankly.




  “The Kaiser?” he exclaimed. “You mean that I am to go to Germany?”




  “We shall start at once,” Seaman replied. “Personally, I do not consider the proceeding discreet or necessary. It has been decided upon, however, without consulting me.”




  “I consider it suicidal,” Dominey protested. “What explanation can I possibly make for going to Germany, of all countries in the world, before I have had time to settle down here?”




  “That of itself will not be difficult,” his companion pointed out. “Many of the mines in which a share has been bought in your name are being run with German capital. It is easy to imagine that a crisis has arisen in the management of one of them. We require the votes of our fellow shareholders. You need not trouble your head about that. And think of the wonder of it! If only for a single day your sentence of banishment is lifted. You will breathe the air of the Fatherland once more.”




  “It will be wonderful,” Dominey muttered.




  “It will be for you,” Seaman promised, “a breath of the things that are to come. And now, action. How I love action! That time-table, my friend, and your chauffeur.”




  It was arranged that the two men should leave during the morning for Norwich by motor-car and thence to Harwich. Dominey, having changed into travelling clothes, sent a messenger for Mrs. Unthank, who came to him presently in his study. He held out a chair to her, which she declined, however, to take.




  “Mrs. Unthank,” he said, “I should like to know why you have been content to remain my wife’s attendant for the last ten years?”




  Mrs. Unthank was startled by the suddenness of the attack.




  “Lady Dominey has needed me,” she answered, after a moment’s pause.




  “Do you consider,” he asked, “that you have been the best possible companion for her?”




  “She has never been willing to accept any other,” the woman replied.




  “Are you very devoted to my wife?” he enquired.




  Mrs. Unthank, grim and fierce though she was and appeared to be, was obviously disconcerted by Dominey’s line of questions.




  “If I weren’t,” she demanded, “should I have been here all these years?”




  “I scarcely see,” he continued, “what particular claim my wife has had upon you. I understand, moreover, that you are one of those who firmly believe that I killed your son. Is this attendance upon my wife a Christian act, then—the returning of good for evil?”




  “Exactly what do you want to say to me, Sir Everard?” she asked harshly.




  “I wish to say this,” Dominey replied, “that I am determined to bring about my wife’s restoration to health. For that reason I am going to have specialists down here, and above all things to change for a time her place of residence. My own feeling is that she will stand a much better chance of recovery without your attendance.”




  “You would dare to send me away?” the woman demanded.




  “That is my intention,” Dominey confessed. “I have not spoken to Lady Dominey yet, but I hope that very soon my influence over her will be such that she will be content to obey my wishes. I look upon your future from the financial point of view, as my care. I shall settle upon you the sum of three hundred pounds a year.”




  The woman showed her first sign of weakness. She began to shake. There was a curious look of fear in her eyes.




  “I can’t leave this place, Sir Everard,” she cried. “I must stay here!”




  “Why?” he demanded.




  “Lady Dominey couldn’t do without me,” she answered sullenly.




  “That,” he replied, “is for her to decide. Personally, from enquiries I have made, I believe that you have encouraged in her that ridiculous superstition about the ghost of your son. I also believe that you have kept alive in her that spirit of unreasonable hatred which she has felt towards me.”




  “Unreasonable, you call it?” the woman almost shouted. “You, who came home to her with the blood on your hands of the man whom, if only you had kept away, she might one day have loved? Unreasonable, you call it?”




  “I have finished what I had to say, Mrs. Unthank,” Dominey declared. “I am compelled by important business to leave here for two or three days. On my return I shall embark upon the changes with which I have acquainted you. In the meantime,” he added, watching a curious change in the woman’s expression, “I have written this morning to Doctor Harrison, asking him to come up this afternoon and to keep Lady Dominey under his personal observation until my return.”




  She stood quite still, looking at him. Then she came a little nearer and leaned forward, as though studying his face.




  “Eleven years,” she muttered, “do change many men, but I never knew a man made out of a weakling.”




  “I have nothing more to say to you,” Dominey replied, “except to let you know that I am coming to see my wife in the space of a few minutes.”




  The motor-horn was already sounding below when Dominey was admitted to his wife’s apartment. She was dressed in a loose gown of a warm crimson colour, and she had the air of one awaiting his arrival expectantly. The passion of hatred seemed to have passed from her pale face and from the depths of her strangely soft eyes. She held out her hands towards him. Her brows were a little puckered. The disappointment of a child lurked in her manner.




  “You are going away?” she murmured.




  “In a very few moments,” he told her. “I have been waiting to see you for an hour.”




  She made a grimace.




  “It was Mrs. Unthank. I think that she hid my things on purpose. I was so anxious to see you.”




  “I want to talk to you about Mrs. Unthank,” he said. “Should you be very unhappy if I sent her away and found some one younger and kinder to be your companion?”




  The idea seemed to be outside the bounds of her comprehension.




  “Mrs. Unthank would never go,” she declared. “She stays here to listen to the voice. All night long sometimes she waits and listens, and it doesn’t come. Then she hears it, and she is rested.”




  “And you?” he asked.




  “I am afraid,” she confessed. “But then, you see, I am not very strong.”




  “You are not fond of Mrs. Unthank?” he enquired anxiously.




  “I don’t think so,” she answered, in a perplexed tone. “I think I am very much afraid of her. But it is no use, Everard! She would never go away.”




  “When I return,” Dominey said, “we shall see.”




  She took his arm and linked her hands through it.




  “I am so sorry that you are going,” she murmured. “I hope you will soon come back. Will you come back—my husband?”




  Dominey’s nails cut into the flesh of his clenched hands.




  “I will come back within three days,” he promised.




  “Do you know,” she went on confidentially, “something has come into my mind lately. I spoke about it yesterday, but I did not tell you what it was. You need never be afraid of me any more. I understand.”




  “What do you understand?” he demanded huskily.




  “The knowledge must have come to me,” she went on, dropping her voice a little and whispering almost in his ear, “at the very moment when my dagger rested upon your throat, when I suddenly felt the desire to kill die away. You are very like him sometimes, but you are not Everard. You are not my husband at all. You are another man.”




  Dominey gave a little gasp. They both turned towards the door. Mrs. Unthank was standing there, her gaunt, hard face lit up with a gleam of something which was like triumph, her eyes glittering. Her lips, as though involuntarily, repeated her mistress’ last words.




  “Another man!”
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  There were times during their rapid journey when Seaman, studying his companion, became thoughtful. Dominey seemed, indeed, to have passed beyond the boundaries of any ordinary reserve, to have become like a man immeshed in the toils of a past so absorbing that he moved as though in a dream, speaking only when necessary and comporting himself generally like one to whom all externals have lost significance. As they embarked upon the final stage of their travels, Seaman leaned forward in his seat in the sombrely upholstered, overheated compartment.




  “Your home-coming seems to depress you, Von Ragastein,” he said.




  “It was not my intention,” Dominey replied, “to set foot in Germany again for many years.”




  “The past still bites?”




  “Always.”




  The train sped on through long chains of vineyard-covered hills, out into a stretch of flat country, into forests of pines, in the midst of which were great cleared spaces, where, notwithstanding the closely drawn windows, the resinous odour from the fallen trunks seemed to permeate the compartment. Presently they slackened speed. Seaman glanced at his watch and rose.




  “Prepare yourself, my friend,” he said. “We descend in a few minutes.”




  Dominey glanced out of the window.




  “But where are we?” he enquired.




  “Within five minutes of our destination.”




  “But there is not a house in sight,” Dominey remarked wonderingly.




  “You will be received on board His Majesty’s private train,” Seaman announced. “The Kaiser, with his staff, is making one of his military tours. We are honoured by being permitted to travel back with him as far as the Belgian frontier.”




  They had come to a standstill now. A bearded and uniformed official threw open the door of their compartment, and they stepped on to the narrow wooden platform of a small station which seemed to have been recently built of fresh pine planks. The train, immediately they had alighted, passed on. Their journey was over.




  A brief conversation was carried on between Seaman and the official, during which Dominey took curious note of his surroundings. Around the station, half hidden in some places by the trees and shrubs, was drawn a complete cordon of soldiers, who seemed to have recently disembarked from a military train which stood upon a siding. In the middle of it was a solitary saloon carriage, painted black, with much gold ornamentation, and having emblazoned upon the central panel the royal arms of Germany. Seaman, when he had finished his conversation, took Dominey by the arm and led him across the line towards it. An officer received them at the steps and bowed punctiliously to Dominey, at whom he gazed with much interest.




  “His Majesty will receive you at once,” he announced. “Follow me.”




  They boarded the train and passed along a richly carpeted corridor. Their guide paused and pointed to a small retiring-room, where several men were seated.




  “Herr Seaman will find friends there,” he said. “His Imperial Majesty will receive him for a few minutes later. The Baron Von Ragastein will come this way.”




  Dominey was ushered now into the main saloon. His guide motioned him to remain near the entrance, and, himself advancing a few paces, stood at the salute before a seated figure who was bending over a map, which a stern-faced man in the uniform of a general had unrolled before him. The Kaiser glanced up at the sound of footsteps and whispered something in the general’s ear. The latter clicked his heels together and retired. The Kaiser beckoned Dominey to advance.




  “The Baron Von Ragastein, your Majesty,” the young officer murmured.




  Dominey stood at attention for a moment and bowed a little awkwardly. The Kaiser smiled.




  “It pleases me,” he said, “to see a German officer ill at ease without his uniform. Count, you will leave us. Baron Von Ragastein, be seated.”




  “Sir Everard Dominey, at your service, Majesty,” Dominey replied, as he took the chair to which his august host pointed.




  “Thorough in all things, I see,” the latter observed. “Sit there and be at your ease. Good reports have reached me of your work in Africa.”




  “I did my best to execute your Majesty’s will,” Dominey ventured.




  “You did so well,” the Kaiser pronounced, “that my counsellors were unanimous in advising your withdrawal to what will shortly become the great centre of interest. From the moment of receiving our commands you appear to have displayed initiative. I gather that your personation of this English baronet has been successfully carried through?”




  “Up to the present, your Majesty.”




  “Important though your work in Africa was,” the Kaiser continued, “your present task is a far greater one. I wish to speak to you for these few minutes without reserve. First, though, drink a toast with me.”




  From a mahogany stand at his elbow, the Kaiser drew out a long-necked bottle of Moselle, filled two very beautiful glasses, passed one to his companion and raised the other.




  “To the Fatherland!” he said.




  “To the Fatherland!” Dominey repeated.




  They set down their glasses, empty. The Kaiser threw back the grey military cloak which he was wearing, displaying a long row of medals and decorations. His fingers still toyed with the stem of his wineglass. He seemed for a moment to lose himself in thought. His hard and somewhat cruel mouth was tightly closed; there was a slight frown upon his forehead. He was sitting upright, taking no advantage of the cushioned back of his easy-chair, his eyes a little screwed up, the frown deepening. For quite five minutes there was complete silence. One might have gathered that, turning aside from great matters, he had been devoting himself entirely to the scheme in which Dominey was concerned.




  “Von Ragastein,” he said at last, “I have sent for you to have a few words concerning your habitation in England. I wish you to receive your impressions of your mission from my own lips.”




  “Your Majesty does me great honour,” Dominey murmured.




  “I wish you to consider yourself,” the Kaiser continued, “as entirely removed from the limits, the authority and the duties of my espionage system. From you I look for other things. I desire you to enter into the spirit of your assumed position. As a typical English country gentleman I desire you to study the labour question, the Irish question, the progress of this National Service scheme, and other social movements of which you will receive notice in due time. I desire a list compiled of those writers who, in the Reviews, or by means of fiction, are encouraging the suspicions which I am inclined to fancy England has begun to entertain towards the Fatherland. These things are all on the fringe of your real mission. That, I believe, our admirable friend Seaman has already confided to you. It is to seek the friendship, if possible the intimacy, of Prince Terniloff.”




  The Kaiser paused, and once more his eyes wandered to the landscape which rolled away from the plate-glass windows of the car. They were certainly not the eyes of a dreamer, and yet in those moments they seemed filled with brooding pictures.




  “The Princess has already received me graciously,” Dominey confided.




  “Terniloff is the dove of peace,” the Kaiser pronounced. “He carries the sprig of olive in his mouth. My statesmen and counsellors would have sent to London an ambassador with sterner qualities. I preferred not. Terniloff is the man to gull fools, because he is a fool himself. He is a fit ambassador for a country which has not the wit to arm itself on land as well as by sea, when it sees a nation, mightier, more cultured, more splendidly led than its own, creeping closer every day.”




  “The English appear to put their whole trust in their navy, your Majesty,” Dominey observed tentatively.




  The eyes of his companion flashed. His lips curled contemptuously.




  “Fools!” he exclaimed. “Of what use will their navy be when my sword is once drawn, when I hold the coast towns of Calais and Boulogne, when my cannon command the Straits of Dover! The days of insular nations are passed, passed as surely as the days of England’s arrogant supremacy upon the seas.”




  The Kaiser refilled his glass and Dominey’s.




  “In some months’ time, Von Ragastein,” he continued, “you will understand why you have been enjoined to become the friend and companion of Terniloff. You will understand your mission a little more clearly than you do now. Its exact nature waits upon developments. You can at all times trust Seaman.”




  Dominey bowed and remained silent. His companion continued after another brief spell of silent brooding.




  “Von Ragastein,” he said, “my decree of banishment against you was a just one. The morals of my people are as sacred to me as my oath to win for them a mightier empire. You first of all betrayed the wife of one of the most influential noblemen of a State allied to my own, and then, in the duel that followed, you slew him.”




  “It was an accident, your Majesty,” Dominey pleaded. “I had no intention of even wounding the Prince.”




  The Kaiser frowned. All manner of excuses were loathsome to him.




  “The accident should have happened the other way,” he rejoined sharply. “I should have lost a valuable servant, but it was your life which was forfeit, and not his. Still, they tell me that your work in Africa was well and thoroughly done. I give you this one great chance of rehabilitation. If your work in England commends itself to me, the sentence of exile under which you suffer shall be rescinded.”




  “Your Majesty is too good,” Dominey murmured. “The work, for its own sake, will command my every effort, even without the hope of reward.”




  “That,” the Kaiser said, “is well spoken. It is the spirit, I believe, with which every son of my Empire regards the future. I think that they, too, more especially those who surround my person, have felt something of that divine message which has come to me. For many years I have, for the sake of my people, willed peace. Now that the time draws near when Heaven has shown me another duty, I have no fear but that every loyal German will bow his head before the lightnings which will play around my sword and share with me the iron will to wield it. Your audience is finished, Baron Von Ragastein. You will take your place with the gentlemen of my suite in the retiring-room. We shall proceed within a few minutes and leave you at the Belgian frontier.”




  Dominey rose, bowed stiffly and backed down the carpeted way. The Kaiser was already bending once more over the map. Seaman, who was waiting outside the door of the anteroom, called him in and introduced him to several members of the suite. One, a young man with a fixed monocle, scars upon his face, and a queer, puppet-like carriage, looked at him a little strangely.




  “We met some years ago in Munich, Baron,” he remarked.




  “I acknowledge no former meetings with any one in this country,” Dominey replied stiffly. “I obey the orders of my Imperial master when I wipe from my mind every episode or reminiscence of my former days.”




  The young man’s face cleared, and Seaman, by his side, who had knitted his brows thoughtfully, nodded understandingly.




  “You are certainly a good actor, Baron,” he declared. “Even your German has become a little English. Sit down and join us in a glass of beer. Luncheon will be served to us here in a few minutes. You will not be recalled to the Presence until we set you down.”




  Dominey bowed stiffly and took his place with the others. The train had already started. Dominey gazed thoughtfully out of the window. Seaman, who was waiting about for his audience, patted him on the arm.




  “Dear friend,” he said, “I sympathise with you. You sorrow because your back is now to Berlin. Still, remember this, that the day is not far off when the sentence of exile against you will be annulled. You will have expiated that crime which, believe me, although I do not venture to claim a place amongst them, none of your friends and equals have ever regarded in the same light as His Imperial Majesty.”




  A smiling steward, in black livery with white facings, made his appearance and served them with beer in tall glasses. The senior officer there, who had now seated himself opposite to Dominey, raised his glass and bowed.




  “To the Baron Von Ragastein,” he said, “whose acquaintance I regret not having made before to-day. May we soon welcome him back, a brother in arms, a companion in great deeds! Hoch!”
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  Sir Everard Dominey, Baronet, the latest and most popular recruit to Norfolk sporting society, stood one afternoon, some months after his return from Germany, at the corner of the long wood which stretched from the ridge of hills behind almost to the kitchen gardens of the Hall. At a reasonable distance on his left, four other guns were posted. On one side of him stood Middleton, leaning on his ash stick and listening to the approach of the beaters; on the other, Seaman, curiously out of place in his dark grey suit and bowler hat. The old keeper, whom time seemed to have cured of all his apprehensions, was softly garrulous and very happy.




  “That do seem right to have a Squire Dominey at this corner,” he observed, watching a high cock pheasant come crashing down over their heads. “I mind when the Squire, your father, sir, gave up this corner one day to Lord Wendermere, whom folks called one of the finest pheasant shots in England, and though they streamed over his head like starlings, he’d nowt but a few cripples to show for his morning’s work.”




  “Come out with a bit of a twist from the left, don’t they?” Dominey remarked, repeating his late exploit.




  “They do that, sir,” the old man assented, “and no one but a Dominey seems to have learnt the knack of dealing with them proper. That foreign Prince, so they say, is well on to his birds, but I wouldn’t trust him at this corner.”




  The old man moved off a few paces to some higher ground, to watch the progress of the beaters through the wood. Seaman turned to his companion, and there was a note of genuine admiration in his tone.




  “My friend,” he declared, “You are a miracle. You seem to have developed the Dominey touch even in killing pheasants.”




  “You must remember that I have shot higher ones in Hungary,” was the easy reply.




  “I am not a sportsman,” Seaman admitted. “I do not understand sport. But I do know this: there is an old man who has lived on this land since the day of his birth, who has watched you shoot, reverently, and finds even the way you hold your gun familiar.”




  “That twist of the birds,” Dominey explained, “is simply a local superstition. The wood ends on the slant, and they seem to be flying more to the left than they really are.”




  Seaman gazed steadfastly for a moment along the side of the wood.




  “Her Grace is coming,” he said. “She seems to share the Duke’s dislike of me, and she is too great a lady to conceal her feelings. Just one word before I go. The Princess Eiderstrom arrives this afternoon.”




  Dominey frowned, then, warned by the keeper’s shout, turned around and killed a hare.




  “My friend,” he said, with a certain note of challenge in his tone, “I am not certain that you have told me all that you know concerning the Princess’s visit.”




  Seaman was thoughtful for a brief space of time.




  “You are right,” he admitted, “I have not. It is a fault which I will repair presently.”




  He strolled away to the next stand, where Mr. Mangan was displaying an altogether different standard of proficiency. The Duchess came up to Dominey a few minutes later.




  “I told Henry I shouldn’t stop with him another moment,” she declared. “He has fired off about forty cartridges and wounded one hare.”




  “Henry is not keen,” Dominey remarked, “although I think you are a little hard on him, are you not? I saw him bring down a nice cock just now. So far as regards the birds, it really does not matter. They are all going home.”




  The Duchess was very smartly tailored in clothes of brown leather mixture. She wore thick shoes and gaiters and a small hat. She was looking very well but a little annoyed.




  “I hear,” she said, “that Stephanie is coming to-day.”




  Dominey nodded, and seemed for a moment intent on watching the flight of a pigeon which kept tantalisingly out of range.




  “She is coming down for a few days,” he assented. “I am afraid that she will be bored to death.”




  “Where did you become so friendly with her?” his cousin asked curiously.




  “The first time we ever met,” Dominey replied, “was in the Carlton grill room, a few days after I landed in England. She mistook me for some one else, and we parted with the usual apologies. I met her the same night at Carlton House Terrace—she is related to the Terniloffs—and we came across one another pretty often after that, during the short time I was in town.”




  “Yes,” the Duchess murmured meditatively. “That is another of the little surprises you seem to have all ready dished up for us. How on earth did you become so friendly with the German Ambassador?”




  Dominey smiled tolerantly.




  “Really,” he replied, “there is not anything so very extraordinary about it, is there? Mr. Seaman, my partner in one or two mining enterprises, took me to call upon him. He is very interested in East Africa, politically and as a sportsman. Our conversations seemed to interest him and led to a certain intimacy—of which I may say that I am proud. I have the greatest respect and liking for the Prince.”




  “So have I,” Caroline agreed. “I think he’s charming. Henry declares that he must be either a fool or a knave.”




  “Henry is blinded by prejudice,” Dominey declared a little impatiently. “He cannot imagine a German who feasts with any one else but the devil.”




  “Don’t get annoyed, dear,” she begged, resting her fingers for a moment upon his coat sleeve. “I admire the Prince immensely. He is absolutely the only German I ever met whom one felt instinctively to be a gentleman.—Now what are you smiling at?”




  Dominey turned a perfectly serious face towards her. “Not guilty,” he pleaded.




  “I saw you smile.”




  “It was just a quaint thought. You are rather sweeping, are you not, Caroline?”




  “I’m generally right,” she declared.—“To return to the subject of Stephanie.”




  “Well?”




  “Do you know whom she mistook you for in the Carlton grill room?”




  “Tell me?” he answered evasively.




  “She mistook you for a Baron Leopold Von Ragastein,” Caroline continued drily. “Von Ragastein was her lover in Hungary. He fought a duel with her husband and killed him. The Kaiser was furious and banished him to East Africa.”




  Dominey picked up his shooting-stick and handed his gun to Middleton. The beaters were through the wood.




  “Yes, I remember now,” he said. “She addressed me as Leopold.”




  “I still don’t see why it was necessary to invite her here,” his companion observed a little petulantly. “She may—call you Leopold again!”




  “If she does, I shall be deaf,” Dominey promised. “But seriously, she is a cousin of the Princess Terniloff, and the two women are devoted to one another. The Princess hates shooting parties, so I thought they could entertain one another.”




  “Bosh! Stephanie will monopolise you all the time! That’s what’s she’s coming for.”




  “You are not suggesting that she intends seriously to put me in the place of my double?” Dominey asked, with mock alarm.




  “Oh, I shouldn’t wonder! And she’s an extraordinarily attractive woman. I’m full of complaints, Everard. There’s that other horrible little man, Seaman. You know that the very sight of him makes Henry furious. I am quite sure that he never expected to sit down at the same table with him.”




  “I am really sorry about that,” Dominey assured her, “but you see His Excellency takes a great interest in him on account of this Friendship League, of which Seaman is secretary, and he particularly asked to have him here.”




  “Well, you must admit that the situation is a little awkward for Henry,” she complained. “Next to Lord Roberts, Henry is practically the leader of the National Service movement here; he hates Germany and distrusts every German he ever met, and in a small house party like this we meet the German Ambassador and a man who is working hard to lull to sleep the very sentiments which Henry is endeavouring to arouse.”




  “It sounds very pathetic,” Dominey admitted, with a smile, “but even Henry likes Terniloff, and after all it is stimulating to meet one’s opponents sometimes.”




  “Of course he likes Terniloff,” Caroline assented, “but he hates the things he stands for. However, I’d have forgiven you everything if only Stephanie weren’t coming. That woman is really beginning to irritate me. She always seems to be making mysterious references to some sentimental past in which you both are concerned, and for which there can be no foundation at all except your supposed likeness to her exiled lover. Why, you never met her until that day at the Carlton!”




  “She was a complete stranger to me,” Dominey asserted.




  “Then all I can say is that you have been unusually rapid if you’ve managed to create a past in something under three months!” Caroline pronounced suspiciously. “I call her coming here a most bare-faced proceeding, especially as this is practically a bachelor establishment.”




  They had arrived at the next stand, and conversation was temporarily suspended. A flight of wild duck were put out from a pool in the wood, and for a few minutes every one was busy. Middleton watched his master with unabated approval.




  “You’re most as good as the old Squire with them high duck, Sir Everard,” he said. “That’s true very few can touch ‘em when they’re coming out nigh to the pheasants. They can’t believe in the speed of ‘em.”




  “Do you think Sir Everard shoots as well as he did before he went to Africa?” Caroline asked.




  Middleton touched his hat and turned to Seaman, who was standing in the background.




  “Better, your Grace,” he answered, “as I was saying to this gentleman here, early this morning. He’s cooler like and swings more level. I’d have known his touch on a gun anywhere, though.”




  There was a glint of admiration in Seaman’s eyes. The beaters came through the wood, and the little party of guns gossiped together while the game was collected. Terniloff, his usual pallor chased away by the bracing wind and the pleasure of the sport, was affable and even loquacious. He had great estates of his own in Saxony and was explaining to the Duke his manner of shooting them. Middleton glanced at his horn-rimmed watch.




  “There’s another hour’s good light, sir,” he said. “Would you care about a partridge drive, or should we do through the home copse?”




  “If I might make a suggestion,” Terniloff observed diffidently, “most of the pheasants went into that gloomy-looking wood just across the marshes.”




  There was a moment’s rather curious silence. Dominey had turned and was looking towards the wood in question, as though fascinated by its almost sinister-like blackness and density. Middleton had dropped some game he was carrying and was muttering to himself.




  “We call that the Black Wood,” Dominey said calmly, “and I am rather afraid that the pheasants who find their way there claim sanctuary. What do you think, Middleton?”




  The old man turned his head slowly and looked at his master. Somehow or other, every scrap of colour seemed to have faded out of his bronzed face. His eyes were filled with that vague horror of the supernatural common amongst the peasant folk of various localities. His voice shook. The old fear was back again.




  “You wouldn’t put the beaters in there, Squire?” he faltered; “not that there’s one of them would go.”




  “Have we stumbled up against a local superstition?” the Duke enquired.




  “That’s not altogether local, your Grace,” Middleton replied, “as the Squire himself will tell you. I doubt whether there’s a beater in all Norfolk would go through the Black Wood, if you paid him red gold for it.—Here, you lads.”




  He turned to the beaters, who were standing waiting for instructions a few yards away. There were a dozen of them, stalwart men for the most part, clad in rough smocks and breeches and carrying thick sticks.




  “There’s one of the gentlemen here,” Middleton announced, addressing them, “who wants to know if you’d go through the Black Wood of Dominey for a sovereign apiece?—Watch their faces, your Grace.—Now then, lads?”




  There was no possibility of any mistake. The very suggestion seemed to have taken the healthy sunburn from their cheeks. They fumbled with their sticks uneasily. One of them touched his hat and spoke to Dominey.




  “I’m one as ‘as seen it, sir, as well as heard,” he said. “I’d sooner give up my farm than go nigh the place.”




  Caroline suddenly passed her arm through Dominey’s. There was a note of distress in her tone.




  “Henry, you’re an idiot!” she exclaimed. “It was my fault, Everard. I’m so sorry. Just for one moment I had forgotten. I ought to have stopped Henry at once. The poor man has no memory.”




  Dominey’s arm responded for a moment to the pressure of her fingers. Then he turned to the beaters.




  “Well, no one is going to ask you to go to the Black Wood,” he promised. “Get round to the back of Hunt’s stubbles, and bring them into the roots and then over into the park. We will line the park fence. How is that, Middleton?”




  The keeper touched his hat and stepped briskly off.




  “I’ll just have a walk with them myself, sir,” he said. “Them birds do break at Fuller’s corner. I’ll see if I can flank them. You’ll know where to put the guns, Squire.”




  Dominey nodded. One and all the beaters were walking with most unaccustomed speed towards their destination. Their backs were towards the Black Wood. Terniloff came up to his host.




  “Have I, by chance, been terribly tactless?” he asked.




  Dominey shook his head.




  “You asked a perfectly natural question, Prince,” he replied. “There is no reason why you should not know the truth. Near that wood occurred the tragedy which drove me from England for so many years.”




  “I am deeply grieved,” the Prince began—




  “It is false sentiment to avoid allusions to it,” Dominey interrupted. “I was attacked there one night by a man who had some cause for offence against me. We fought, and I reached home in a somewhat alarming state. My condition terrified my wife so much that she has been an invalid ever since. But here is the point which has given birth to all these superstitions, and which made me for many years a suspected person. The man with whom I fought has never been seen since.”




  Terniloff was at once too fascinated by the story and puzzled by his host’s manner of telling it to maintain his apologetic attitude.




  “Never seen since!” he repeated.




  “My own memory as to the end of our fight is uncertain,” Dominey continued. “My impression is that I left my assailant unconscious upon the ground.”




  “Then it is his ghost, I imagine, who haunts the Black Wood?”




  Dominey shook himself as one who would get rid of an unwholesome thought.




  “The wood itself, Prince,” he explained, as they walked along, “is a noisome place. There are quagmires even in the middle of it, where a man may sink in and be never heard of again. Every sort of vermin abounds there, every unclean insect and bird are to be found in the thickets. I suppose the character of the place has encouraged the local superstition in which every one of those men firmly believes.”




  “They absolutely believe the place to be haunted, then?”




  “The superstition goes further,” Dominey continued. “Our locals say that somewhere in the heart of the wood, where I believe that no human being for many years has dared to penetrate, there is living in the spiritual sense some sort of a demon who comes out only at night and howls underneath my windows.”




  “Has any one ever seen it?”




  “One or two of the villagers; to the best of my belief, no one else,” Dominey replied.




  Terniloff seemed on the point of asking more questions, but the Duke touched him on the arm and drew him to one side, as though to call his attention to the sea fogs which were rolling up from the marshes.




  “Prince,” he whispered, “the details of that story are inextricably mixed up with the insanity of Lady Dominey. I am sure you understand.”




  The Prince, a diplomatist to his fingertips, appeared shocked, although a furtive smile still lingered upon his lips.




  “I regret my faux pas most deeply,” he murmured. “Sir Everard,” he went on, “you promised to tell me of some of your days with a shotgun in South Africa. Isn’t there a bird there which corresponds with your partridges?”




  Dominey smiled.




  “If you can kill the partridges which Middleton is going to send over in the next ten minutes,” he said, “you could shoot anything of the sort that comes along in East Africa, with a catapult. If you will stand just a few paces there to the left, Henry, Terniloff by the gate, Stillwell up by the left-hand corner, Mangan next, Eddy next, and I shall be just beyond towards the oak clump. Will you walk with me, Caroline?”




  His cousin took his arm as they walked off and pressed it.




  “Everard, I congratulate you,” she said. “You have conquered your nerve absolutely. You did a simple and a fine thing to tell the whole story. Why, you were almost matter-of-fact. I could even have imagined you were telling it about some one else.”




  Her host smiled enigmatically.




  “Curious that it should have struck you like that,” he remarked. “Do you know, when I was telling it I had the same feeling.—Do you mind crouching down a little now? I am going to blow the whistle.”
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  Even in the great dining-room of Dominey Hall, the mahogany table which was its great glory was stretched that evening to its extreme capacity. Besides the house party, which included the Right Honourable Gerald Watson, a recently appointed Cabinet Minister, there were several guests from the neighbourhood—the Lord Lieutenant of the County and other notabilities. Caroline, with the Lord Lieutenant on one side of her and Terniloff on the other played the part of hostess adequately but without enthusiasm. Her eyes seldom left for long the other end of the table, where Stephanie, at Dominey’s left hand, with her crown of exquisitely coiffured red-gold hair, her marvellous jewellery, her languorous grace of manner, seemed more like one of the beauties of an ancient Venetian Court than a modern Hungarian Princess gowned in the Rue de la Paix. Conversation remained chiefly local and concerned the day’s sport and kindred topics. It was not until towards the close of the meal that the Duke succeeded in launching his favourite bubble.




  “I trust, Everard,” he said, raising his voice a little as he turned towards his host, “that you make a point of inculcating the principles of National Service into your tenantry here.”




  Dominey’s reply was a little dubious.




  “I am afraid they do not take to the idea very kindly in this part of the world,” he confessed. “Purely agricultural districts are always a little difficult.”




  “It is your duty as a landowner,” the Duke insisted, “to alter their point of view. There is not the slightest doubt,” he added, looking belligerently over the top of his pince nez at Seaman, who was seated at the opposite side of the table, “that before long we shall find ourselves—and in a shocking state of unpreparedness, mind you—at war with Germany.”




  Lady Maddeley, the wife of the Lord Lieutenant, who sat at his side, seemed a little startled. She was probably one of the only people present who was not aware of the Duke’s foible.




  “Do you really think so?” she asked. “The Germans seem such civilised people, so peaceful and domestic in their home life, and that sort of thing.”




  The Duke groaned. He glanced down the table to be sure that Prince Terniloff was out of hearing.




  “My dear Lady Maddeley,” he declared, “Germany is not governed like England. When the war comes, the people will have had nothing to do with it. A great many of them will be just as surprised as you will be, but they will fight all the same.”




  Seaman, who had kept silence during the last few moments with great difficulty, now took up the Duke’s challenge.




  “Permit me to assure you, madam,” he said, bowing across the table, “that the war with Germany of which the Duke is so afraid will never come. I speak with some amount of knowledge because I am a German by birth, although naturalised in this country. I have as many and as dear friends in Berlin as in London, and with the exception of my recent absence in Africa, where I had the pleasure to meet our host, I spent a great part of my time going back and forth between the two capitals. I have also the honour to be the secretary of a society for the promotion of a better understanding between the citizens of Germany and England.”




  “Rubbish!” the Duke exclaimed. “The Germans don’t want a better understanding. They only want to fool us into believing that they do.”




  Seaman looked a little pained. He stuck to his guns, however.




  “His Grace and I,” he observed, “are old opponents on this subject.”




  “We are indeed,” the Duke agreed. “You may be an honest man, Mr. Seaman, but you are a very ignorant one upon this particular topic.”




  “You are probably both right in your way,” Dominey intervened, very much in the manner of a well-bred host making his usual effort to smooth over two widely divergent points of view. “There is no doubt a war party in Germany and a peace party, statesmen who place economic progress first, and others who are tainted with a purely military lust for conquest. In this country it is very hard for us to strike a balance between the two.”




  Seaman beamed his thanks upon his host.




  “I have friends,” he said impressively, “in the very highest circles of Germany, who are continually encouraging my work here, and I have received the benediction of the Kaiser himself upon my efforts to promote a better feeling in this country. And if you will forgive my saying so, Duke, it is such ill- advised and ill-founded statements as you are constantly making about my country which is the only bar to a better understanding between us.”




  “I have my views,” the Duke snapped, “and they have become convictions. I shall continue to express them at all times and with all the eloquence at my command.”




  The Ambassador, to whom portions of this conversation had now become audible, leaned a little forward in his place.




  “Let me speak first as a private individual,” he begged, “and express my well-studied opinion that war between our two countries would be simply race suicide, an indescribable and an abominable crime. Then I will remember what I represent over here, and I will venture to add in my ambassadorial capacity that I come with an absolute and heartfelt mandate of peace. My task over here is to secure and ensure it.”




  Caroline flashed a warning glance at her husband.




  “How nice of you to be so frank, Prince!” she said. “The Duke sometimes forgets, in the pursuit of his hobby, that a private dinner table is not a platform. I insist upon it that we discuss something of more genuine interest.”




  “There isn’t a more vital subject in the world,” the Duke declared, resigning himself, however, to silence.




  “We will speak,” the Ambassador suggested, “of the way in which our host brought down those tall pheasants.”




  “You will tell me, perhaps,” Seaman suggested to the lady to his right, “how you English women have been able to secure for yourselves so much more liberty than our German wives enjoy?”




  “Later on,” Stephanie whispered to her host, with a little tremble in her voice, “I have a surprise for you.”




  After dinner, Dominey’s guests passed naturally enough to the relaxations which each preferred. There were two bridge tables, Terniloff and the Cabinet Minister played billiards, and Seaman, with a touch which amazed every one, drew strange music from the yellow keys of the old-fashioned grand piano in the drawing-room. Stephanie and her host made a slow progress through the hall and picture gallery. For some time their conversation was engaged solely with the objects to which Dominey drew his companion’s attention. When they had passed out of possible hearing, however, of any of the other guests, Stephanie’s fingers tightened upon her companion’s arm.




  “I wish to speak to you alone,” she said, “without the possibility of any one overhearing.”




  Dominey hesitated and looked behind.




  “Your guests are well occupied,” she continued a little impatiently, “and in any case I am one of them. I claim your attention.”




  Dominey threw open the door of the library and turned on a couple of the electric lights. She made her way to the great open fireplace, on which a log was burning, looked down into the shadows of the room and back again at her host’s face.




  “For one moment,” she begged, “turn on all the lights. I wish to be sure that we are alone.”




  Dominey did as he was bidden. The furthermost corners of the room, with its many wings of book-filled shelves, were illuminated. She nodded.




  “Now turn them all out again except this one,” she directed, “and wheel me up an easy-chair. No, I choose this settee. Please seat yourself by my side.”




  “Is this going to be serious?” he asked, with some slight disquietude.




  “Serious but wonderful,” she murmured, lifting her eyes to his. “Will you please listen to me, Leopold?”




  She was half curled up in a corner of the settee, her head resting slightly upon her long fingers, her brown eyes steadily fixed upon her companion. There was an atmosphere about her of serious yet of tender things. Dominey’s face seemed to fall into more rigid lines as he realised the appeal of her eyes.




  “Leopold,” she began, “I left this country a few weeks ago, feeling that you were a brute, determined never to see you again, half inclined to expose you before I went as an impostor and a charlatan. Germany means little to me, and a patriotism which took no account of human obligations left me absolutely unresponsive. I meant to go home and never to return to London. My heart was bruised, and I was very unhappy.”




  She paused, but her companion made no sign. She paused for so long, however, that speech became necessary.




  “You are speaking, Princess,” he said calmly, “to one who is not present. My name is no longer Leopold.”




  She laughed at him with a curious mixture of tenderness and bitterness.




  “My friend,” she continued, “I am terrified to think, besides your name, how much of humanity you have lost in your new identity. To proceed it suited my convenience to remain for a few days in Berlin, and I was therefore compelled to present myself at Potsdam. There I received a great surprise. Wilhelm spoke to me of you, and though, alas! my heart is still bruised, he helped me to understand.”




  “Is this wise?” he asked a little desperately.




  She ignored his words.




  “I was taken back into favour at Court,” she went on. “For that I owe to you my thanks. Wilhelm was much impressed by your recent visit to him, and by the way in which you have established yourself here. He spoke also with warm commendation of your labours in Africa, which he seemed to appreciate all the more as you were sent there an exile. He asked me, Leopold,” she added, dropping her voice a little, “if my feelings towards you remained unchanged.”




  Dominey’s face remained unrelaxed. Persistently he refused the challenge of her eyes.




  “I told him the truth,” she proceeded. “I told him how it all began, and how it must last with me—to the end. We spoke even of the duel. I told him what both your seconds had explained to me,—that turn of the wrist, Conrad’s wild lunge, how he literally threw himself upon the point of your sword. Wilhelm understands and forgives, and he has sent you this letter.”




  She drew a small grey envelope from her pocket. On the seal were the Imperial Hohenzollern arms. She passed it to him.




  “Leopold,” she whispered, “please read that.”




  He shook his head, although he accepted the letter with reluctant fingers.




  “Read the superscription,” she directed.




  He obeyed her. It was addressed in a strange, straggling handwriting to Sir Everard Dominey, Baronet. He broke the seal unwillingly and drew out the letter. It was dated barely a fortnight back. There was neither beginning or ending; just a couple of sentences scrawled across the thick notepaper:




  “It is my will that you offer your hand in marriage to the Princess Stephanie of Eiderstrom. Your union shall be blessed by the Church and approved by my Court.




  

    “WILHELM.”

  




  Dominey sat as a man enthralled with silence. She watched him.




  “Not on your knees yet?” she asked, with faint but somewhat resentful irony. “Can it be, Leopold, that you have lost your love for me? You have changed so much and in so many ways. Has the love gone?”




  Even to himself his voice sounded harsh and unnatural, his words instinct with the graceless cruelty of a clown.




  “This is not practical,” he declared. “Think! I am as I have been addressed here, and as I must remain yet for months to come—Everard Dominey, an Englishman and the owner of this house—the husband of Lady Dominey.”




  “Where is your reputed wife?” Stephanie demanded, frowning.




  “In the nursing home where she has been for the last few months,” he replied. “She has already practically recovered. She cannot remain there much longer.”




  “You must insist upon it that she does.”




  “I ask you to consider the suspicions which would be excited by such a course,” Dominey pleaded earnestly, “and further, can you explain to me in what way I, having already, according to belief of everybody, another wife living, can take advantage of this mandate?”




  She looked at him wonderingly.




  “You make difficulties? You sit there like the cold Englishman whose place you are taking, you whose tears have fallen before now upon my hand, whose lips—”




  “You speak of one who is dead,” Dominey interrupted, “dead until the coming of great events may bring him to life again. Until that time your lover must be dumb.”




  Then her anger blazed out. She spoke incoherently, passionately, dragged his face down to hers and clenched her fist the next moment as though she would have struck it. She broke down with a storm of tears.




  “Not so hard—not so hard, Leopold!” she implored. “Oh! yours is a great task, and you must carry it through to the end, but we have his permission—there can be found a way—we could be married secretly. At least your lips—your arms! My heart is starved, Leopold.”




  He rose to his feet. Her arms were still twined about his neck, her lips hungry for his kisses, her eyes shining up into his.




  “Have pity on me, Stephanie,” he begged. “Until our time has come there is dishonour even in a single kiss. Wait for the day, the day you know of.”




  She unwound her arms and shivered slightly. Her hurt eyes regarded him wonderingly.




  “Leopold,” she faltered, “what has changed you like this? What has dried up all the passion in you? You are a different man. Let me look at you.”




  She caught him by the shoulders, dragged him underneath the electric globe, and stood there gazing into his face. The great log upon the hearth was spluttering and fizzing. Through the closed door came the faint wave of conversation and laughter from outside. Her breathing was uneven, her eyes were seeking to rend the mask from his face.




  “Can you have learnt to care for any one else?” she muttered. “There were no women in Africa. This Rosamund Dominey, your reputed wife—they tell me that she is beautiful, that you have been kindness itself to her, that her health has improved since your coming, that she adores you. You wouldn’t dare—”




  “No,” he interrupted, “I should not dare.”




  “Then what are you looking at?” she demanded. “Tell me that?”




  Her eyes were following the shadowed picture which had passed out of the room. He saw once more the slight, girlish form, the love-seeking light in those pleading dark eyes, the tremulous lips, the whole sweet appeal for safety from a frightened child to him, the strong man. He felt the clinging touch of those soft fingers laid upon his, the sweetness of those marvellously awakened emotions, so cruelly and drearily stifled through a cycle of years. The woman’s passion by his side seemed suddenly tawdry and unreal, the seeking of her lips for his something horrible. His back was towards the door, and it was her cry of angry dismay which first apprised him of a welcome intruder. He swung around to find Seaman standing upon the threshold—Seaman, to him a very angel of deliverance.




  “I am indeed sorry to intrude, Sir Everard,” the newcomer declared, with a shade of genuine concern on his round, good-humoured face. “Something has happened which I thought you ought to know at once. Can you spare me a moment?”




  The Princess swept past them without a word of farewell or a backward glance. She had the carriage and the air of an insulted queen. A shade of deeper trouble came into Seaman’s face as he stepped respectfully to one side.




  “What is it that has happened?” Dominey demanded.




  “Lady Dominey has returned,” was the quiet reply.
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  It seemed to Dominey that he had never seen anything more pathetic than that eager glance, half of hope, half of apprehension, flashed upon him from the strange, tired eyes of the woman who was standing before the log fire in a little recess of the main hall. By her side stood a pleasant, friendly looking person in the uniform of a nurse; a yard or two behind, a maid carrying a jewel case. Rosamund, who had thrown back her veil, had been standing with her foot upon the fender. Her whole expression changed as Dominey came hastily towards her with outstretched hands.




  “My dear child,” he exclaimed, “welcome home!”




  “Welcome?” she repeated, with a glad catch in her throat. “You mean it?”




  With a self-control of which he gave no sign, he touched the lips which were raised so eagerly to his as tenderly and reverently as though this were some strange child committed to his care.




  “Of course I mean it,” he answered heartily. “But what possessed you to come without giving us notice? How was this, nurse?”




  “Her ladyship has had no sleep for two nights,” the latter replied. “She has been so much better that we dreaded the thought of a relapse, so Mrs. Coulson, our matron, thought it best to let her have her own way about coming. Instead of telegraphing to you, unfortunately, we telegraphed to Doctor Harrison, and I believe he is away.”




  “Is it very wrong of me?” Rosamund asked, clinging to Dominey’s arm. “I had a sudden feeling that I must get back here. I wanted to see you again. Every one has been so sweet and kind at Falmouth, especially Nurse Alice here, but they weren’t quite the same thing. You are not angry? These people who are staying here will not mind?”




  “Of course not,” he assured her cheerfully. “They will be your guests. To- morrow you must make friends with them all.”




  “There was a very beautiful woman,” she said timidly, “with red hair, who passed by just now. She looked very angry. That was not because I have come?”




  “Why should it be?” he answered. “You have a right here—a better right than any one.”




  She drew a long sigh of contentment.




  “Oh, but this is wonderful!” she cried. “And you dear,—I shall call you Everard, mayn’t I?—you look just as I hoped you might. Will you take me upstairs, please? Nurse, you can follow us.”




  She leaned heavily on his arm and even loitered on the way, but her steps grew lighter as they approached her own apartment. Finally, as they reached the corridor, she broke away from him and tripped on with the gaiety almost of a child to the door of her room. Then came a little cry of disappointment as she flung open the door. Several maids were there, busy with a refractory fire and removing the covers from the furniture, but the room was half full of smoke and entirely unprepared.




  “Oh, how miserable!” she exclaimed. “Everard, what shall I do?”




  He threw open the door of his own apartment. A bright fire was burning in the grate, the room was warm and comfortable. She threw herself with a little cry of delight into the huge Chesterfield drawn up to the edge of the hearthrug.




  “I can stay here, Everard, can’t I, until you come up to bed?” she pleaded. “And then you can sit and talk to me, and tell me who is here and all about the people. You have no idea how much better I am. All my music has come back to me, and they say that I play bridge ever so well. I shall love to help you entertain.”




  The maid was slowly unfastening her mistress’s boots. Rosamund held up her foot for him to feel.




  “See how cold I am!” she complained. “Please rub it. I am going to have some supper up here with nurse. Will one of you maids please go down and see about it? What a lot of nice new things you have, Everard!” she added, looking around. “And that picture of me from the drawing-room, on the table!” she cried, her eyes suddenly soft with joy. “You dear thing! What made you bring that up?”




  “I wanted to have it here,” he told her.




  “I’m not so nice as that now,” she sighed, a little wistfully.




  “Do not believe it,” he answered. “You have not changed in the least. You will be better-looking still when you have been here for a few months.”




  She looked at him almost shyly—tenderly, yet still with that gleam of aloofness in her eyes.




  “I think,” she murmured, “I shall be just what you want me to be. I think you could make me just what you want. Be very kind to me, please,” she begged, stretching her arms out to him. “I suppose it is because I have been ill so long, but I feel so helpless, and I love your strength and I want you to take care of me. Your own hands are quite cold,” she added anxiously. “You look pale, too. You’re not ill, Everard?”




  “I am very well,” he assured her, struggling to keep his voice steady. “Forgive me now, won’t you, if I hurry away. There are guests here—rather important guests. To-morrow you must come and see them all.”




  “And help you?”




  “And help me.”




  Dominey made his escape and went reeling down the corridor. At the top of the great quadrangular landing he stopped and stood with half-closed eyes for several moments. From downstairs he could hear the sound of pleasantly raised voices, the music of a piano in the distance, the click of billiard balls. He waited until he had regained his self-possession. Then, as he was on the point of descending, he saw Seaman mounting the stairs. At a gesture he waited for him, waited until he came, and, taking him by the arm, led him to a great settee in a dark corner. Seaman had lost his usual blitheness. The good- humoured smile played no longer about his lips.




  “Where is Lady Dominey?” he asked.




  “In my room, waiting until her own is prepared.”




  Seaman’s manner was unusually grave.




  “My friend,” he said, “you know very well that when we walk in the great paths of life I am unscrupulous. In those other hours, alas! I have a weakness,—I love women.”




  “Well?” Dominey muttered.




  “I will admit,” the other continued, “that you are placed in a delicate and trying position. Lady Dominey seems disposed to offer to you the affection which, notwithstanding their troubles together, she doubtless felt for her husband. I risk your anger, my friend, but I warn you to be very careful how you encourage her.”




  A light flashed in Dominey’s eyes. For the moment angry words seemed to tremble upon his lips. Seaman’s manner, however, was very gentle. He courted no offence.




  “If you were to take advantage of your position with—with any other, I would shrug my shoulders and stand on one side, but this mad Englishman’s wife, or rather his widow, has been mentally ill. She is still weak-minded, just as she is tender-hearted. I watched her as she passed through the hall with you just now. She turns to you for love as a flower to the sun after a long spell of cold, wet weather. Von Ragastein, you are a man of honour. You must find means to deal with this situation, however difficult it may become.”




  Dominey had recovered from his first wave of weakness. His companion’s words excited no sentiment of anger. He was conscious even of regarding him with a greater feeling of kindness than ever before.




  “My friend,” he said, “you have shown me that you are conscious of one dilemma in which I find myself placed, and which I confess is exercising me to the utmost. Let me now advise you of another. The Princess Eiderstrom has brought me an autograph letter from the Kaiser, commanding me to marry her.”




  “The situation,” Seaman declared grimly, “but for its serious side, would provide all the elements for a Palais Royal farce. For the present, however, you have duties below. I have said the words which were thumping against the walls of my heart.”




  Their descent was opportune. Some of the local guests were preparing to make their departure, and Dominey was in time to receive their adieux. They all left messages for Lady Dominey, spoke of a speedy visit to her, and expressed themselves as delighted to hear of her return and recovery. As the last car rolled away, Caroline took her host’s arm and led him to a chimney seat by the huge log fire in the inner hall.




  “My dear Everard,” she said, “you really are a very terrible person.”




  “Exactly why?” he demanded.




  “Your devotion to my sex,” she continued, “is flattering but far too catholic. Your return to England appears to have done what we understood to be impossible—restored your wife’s reason. A fiery-headed Hungarian Princess has pursued you down here, and has now gone to her room in a tantrum because you left her side for a few minutes to welcome your wife. And there remains our own sentimental little flirtation, a broken and, alas, a discarded thing! There is no doubt whatever, Everard, that you are a very bad lot.”




  “You are distressing me terribly,” Dominey confessed, “but all the same, after a somewhat agitated evening I must admit that I find it pleasant to talk with some one who is not wielding the lightnings. May I have a whisky and soda?”




  “Bring me one, too, please,” Caroline begged. “I fear that it will seriously impair the note which I had intended to strike in our conversation, but I am thirsty. And a handful of those Turkish cigarettes, too. You can devote yourself to me with a perfectly clear conscience. Your most distinguished guest has found a task after his own heart. He has got Henry in a corner of the billiard-room and is trying to convince him of what I am sure the dear man really believes himself—that Germany’s intentions towards England are of a particularly dove-like nature. Your Right Honourable guest has gone to bed, and Eddy Pelham is playing billiards with Mr. Mangan. Every one is happy. You can devote yourself to soothing my wounded vanity, to say nothing of my broken heart.”




  “Always gibing at me,” Dominey grumbled.




  “Not always,” she answered quietly, raising her eyes for a moment. “There was a time, Everard, before that terrible tragedy—the last time you stayed at Dunratter—when I didn’t gibe.”




  “When, on the contrary, you were sweetness itself,” he reflected.




  She sighed reminiscently.




  “That was a wonderful month,” she murmured. “I think it was then for the first time that I saw traces of something in you which I suppose accounts for your being what you are to-day.”




  “You think that I have changed, then?”




  She looked him in the eyes.




  “I sometimes find it difficult to believe,” she admitted, “that you are the same man.”




  He turned away to reach for his whisky and soda.




  “As a matter of curiosity,” he asked, “why?”




  “To begin with, then,” she commented, “you have become almost a precisian in your speech. You used to be rather slangy at times.”




  “What else?”




  “You used always to clip your final g’s.”




  “Shocking habit,” he murmured. “I cured myself of that by reading aloud in the bush. Go on, please?”




  “You carry yourself so much more stiffly. Sometimes you have the air of being surprised that you are not in uniform.”




  “Trifles, all these things,” he declared. “Now for something serious?”




  “The serious things are pretty good,” she admitted. “You used to drink whiskys and sodas at all hours of the day, and quite as much wine as was good for you at dinner time. Now, although you are a wonderful host, you scarcely take anything yourself.”




  “You should see me at the port,” he told her, “when you ladies are well out of the way! Some more of the good, please?”




  “All your best qualities seem to have come to the surface,” she went on, “and I think that the way you have come back and faced it all is simply wonderful. Tell me, if that man’s body should be discovered after all these years, would you be charged with manslaughter?”




  He shook his head. “I do not think so, Caroline.”




  “Everard.”




  “Well?”




  “Did you kill Roger Unthank?”




  A portion of the burning log fell on to the hearth. Then there was silence. They heard the click of the billiard balls in the adjoining room. Dominey leaned forward and with a pair of small tongs replaced the burning wood upon the fire. Suddenly he felt his hands clasped by his companion’s.




  “Everard dear,” she said, “I am so sorry. You came to me a little tired to-night, didn’t you? I think that you needed sympathy, and here I am asking you once more that horrible question. Forget it, please. Talk to me like your old dear self. Tell me about Rosamund’s return. Is she really recovered, do you think?”




  “I saw her only for a few minutes,” Dominey replied, “but she seemed to me absolutely better. I must say that the weekly reports I have received from the nursing home quite prepared me for a great improvement. She is very frail, and her eyes still have that restless look, but she talks quite coherently.”




  “What about that horrible woman?”




  “I have pensioned Mrs. Unthank. To my surprise I hear that she is still living in the village.”




  “And your ghost?”




  “Not a single howl all the time that Rosamund has been away.”




  “There is one thing more,” Caroline began hesitatingly.




  That one thing lacked forever the clothing of words. There came a curious, almost a dramatic interruption. Through the silence of the hall there pealed the summons of the great bell which hung over the front door. Dominey glanced at the clock in amazement.




  “Midnight!” he exclaimed. “Who on earth can be coming here at this time of night!”




  Instinctively they both rose to their feet. A manservant had turned the great key, drawn the bolts, and opened the door with difficulty. Little flakes of snow and a gust of icy wind swept into the hall, and following them the figure of a man, white from head to foot, his hair tossed with the wind, almost unrecognisable after his struggle.




  “Why, Doctor Harrison!” Dominey cried, taking a quick step forward. “What brings you here at this time of night!”




  The doctor leaned upon his stick for a moment. He was out of breath, and the melting snow was pouring from his clothes on to the oak floor. They relieved him of his coat and dragged him towards the fire.




  “I must apologise for disturbing you at such an hour,” he said, as he took the tumbler which Dominey pressed into his hand. “I have only just received Lady Dominey’s telegram. I had to see you—at once.”
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  The doctor, with his usual bluntness, did not hesitate to make it known that this unusual visit was of a private nature. Caroline promptly withdrew, and the two men were left alone in the great hall. The lights in the billiard- room and drawing-room were extinguished. Every one in the house except a few servants had retired.




  “Sir Everard,” the doctor began, “this return of Lady Dominey’s has taken me altogether by surprise. I had intended to-morrow morning to discuss the situation with you.”




  “I am most anxious to hear your report,” Dominey said.




  “My report is good,” was the confident answer. “Although I would not have allowed her to have left the nursing home so suddenly had I known, there was nothing to keep her there. Lady Dominey, except for one hallucination, is in perfect health, mentally and physically.”




  “And this one hallucination?”




  “That you are not her husband.”




  Dominey was silent for a moment. Then he laughed a little unnaturally.




  “Can a person be perfectly sane,” he asked, “and yet be subject to an hallucination which must make the whole of her surroundings seem unreal?”




  “Lady Dominey is perfectly sane,” the doctor answered bluntly, “and as for that hallucination, it is up to you to dispel it.”




  “Perhaps you can give me some advice?” Dominey suggested.




  “I can, and I am going to be perfectly frank with you,” the doctor replied. “To begin with then, there are certain obvious changes in you which might well minister to Lady Dominey’s hallucination. For instance, you have been in England now some eight months, during which time you have revealed an entirely new personality. You seem to have got rid of every one of your bad habits, you drink moderately, as a gentleman should, you have subdued your violent temper, and you have collected around you, where your personality could be the only inducement, friends of distinction and interest. This is not at all what one expected from the Everard Dominey who scuttled out of England a dozen years ago.”




  “You are excusing my wife,” Dominey remarked.




  “She needs no excuses,” was the brusque reply. “She has been a long- enduring and faithful woman, suffering from a cruel illness, brought on, to take the kindest view if it, through your clumsiness and lack of discretion. Like all good women, forgiveness is second nature to her. It has now become her wish to take her proper place in life.”




  “But if her hallucination continues,” Dominey asked, “if she seriously doubts that I am indeed her husband, how can she do that?”




  “That is the problem you and I have to face,” the doctor said sternly. “The fact that your wife has been willing to return here to you, whilst still subject to that hallucination, is a view of the matter which I can neither discuss nor understand. I am here to-night, though, to lay a charge upon you. You have to remember that your wife needs still one step towards a perfect recovery, and until that step has been surmounted you have a very difficult but imperative task.”




  Dominey set his teeth for a moment. He felt the doctor’s keen grey eyes glowing from under his shaggy eyebrows as he leaned forward, his hands upon his knees.




  “You mean,” Dominey suggested quietly, “that until that hallucination has passed we must remain upon the same terms as we have done since my arrival home.”




  “You’ve got it,” the doctor assented. “It’s a tangled-up position, but we’ve got to deal with it—or rather you have. I can assure you,” he went on, “that all her other delusions have gone. She speaks of the ghost of Roger Unthank, of the cries in the night, of his mysterious death, as parts of a painful past. She is quite conscious of her several attempts upon your life and bitterly regrets them. Now we come to the real danger. She appears to be possessed of a passionate devotion towards you, whilst still believing that you are not her husband.”




  Dominey pushed his chair back from the fire as though he felt the heat. His eyes seemed glued upon the doctor’s.




  “I do not pretend,” the latter continued gravely, “to account for that, but it is my duty to warn you, Sir Everard, that that devotion may lead her to great lengths. Lady Dominey is naturally of an exceedingly affectionate disposition, and this return to a stronger condition of physical health and a fuller share of human feelings has probably reawakened all those tendencies which her growing fondness for you and your position as her reputed husband make perfectly natural. I warn you, Sir Everard, that you may find your position an exceedingly difficult one, but, difficult though it may be, there is a plain duty before you. Keep and encourage your wife’s affection if you can, but let it be a charge upon you that whilst the hallucination remains that affection must never pass certain bounds. Lady Dominey is a good and sweet woman. If she woke up one morning with that hallucination still in her mind, and any sense of guilt on her conscience, all our labours for these last months might well be wasted, and she herself might very possibly end her days in a madhouse.”




  “Doctor,” Dominey said firmly. “I appreciate every word you say. You can rely upon me.”




  The doctor looked at him.




  “I believe I can,” he admitted, with a sigh of relief. “I am glad of it.”




  “There is just one more phase of the position,” Dominey went on, after a pause. “Supposing this hallucination of hers should pass? Supposing she should suddenly become convinced that I am her husband?”




  “In that case,” the doctor replied earnestly, “the position would be exactly reversed, and it would be just as important for you not to check the affection which she might offer to you as it would be in the other case for you not to accept it. The moment she realises, with her present predispositions, that you really are her lawful husband, that moment will be the beginning of a new life for her.”




  Somehow they both seemed to feel that the last words had been spoken. After a brief pause, the doctor helped himself to a farewell drink, filled his pipe and stood up. The car which Dominey had ordered from the garage was already standing at the door. It was curious how both of them seemed disinclined to refer again even indirectly to the subject which they had been discussing.




  “Very good of you to send me back,” the doctor said gruffly. “I started out all right, but it was a drear walk across the marshes.”




  “I am very grateful to you for coming,” Dominey replied, with obvious sincerity. “You will come and have a look at the patient in a day or two?”




  “I’ll stroll across as soon as you’ve got rid of some of this houseful,” the doctor promised. “Good night!”




  The two men parted, and curiously enough Dominey was conscious that with those few awkward words of farewell some part of the incipient antagonism between them had been buried. Left to himself, he wandered for some moments up and down the great, dimly lit hall. A strange restlessness seemed to have fastened itself upon him. He stood for a time by the dying fire, watching the grey ashes, stirred uneasily by the wind which howled down the chimney. Then he strolled to a different part of the hall, and one by one he turned on, by means of the electric switches, the newly installed lights which hung above the sombre oil pictures upon the wall. He looked into the faces of some of these dead Domineys, trying to recall what he had heard of their history, and dwelling longest upon a gallant of the Stuart epoch, whose misdeeds had supplied material for every intimate chronicler of those days. When at last the sight of a sleepy manservant hovering in the background forced his steps upstairs, he still lingered for a few moments in the corridor and turned the handle of his bedroom door with almost reluctant fingers. His heart gave a great jump as he realised that there was some one there. He stood for a moment upon the threshold, then laughed shortly to himself at his foolish imagining. It was his servant who was patiently awaiting his arrival.




  “You can go to bed, Dickens,” he directed. “I shall not want you again to- night. We shoot in the morning.”




  The man silently took his leave, and Dominey commenced his preparations for bed. He was in no humour for sleep, however, and, still attired in his shirt and trousers, he wrapped a dressing-gown around him, drew a reading lamp to his side, and threw himself into an easy-chair, a book in his hand. It was some time before he realised that the volume was upside down, and even when he had righted it, the words he saw had no meaning for him. All the time a queer procession of women’s faces was passing before his eyes—Caroline, with her half-flirtatious, wholly sentimental bon camaraderie; Stephanie, with her voluptuous figure and passion-lit eyes; and then, blotting the others utterly out of his thoughts and memory, Rosamund, with all the sweetness of life shining out of her eager face. He saw her as she had come to him last, with that little unspoken cry upon her tremulous lips, and the haunting appeal in her soft eyes. All other memories faded away. They were as though they had never been. Those dreary years of exile in Africa, the day by day tension of his precarious life, were absolutely forgotten. His heart was calling all the time for an unknown boon. He felt himself immeshed in a world of cobwebs, of weakness more potent than all his boasted strength. Then he suddenly felt that the madness which he had begun to fear had really come. It was the thing for which he longed yet dreaded most—the faint click, the soft withdrawal of the panel, actually pushed back by a pair of white hands. Rosamund herself was there. Her eyes shone at him, mystically, wonderfully. Her lips were parted in a delightful smile, a smile in which there was a spice of girlish mischief. She turned for a moment to close the panel. Then she came towards him with her finger upraised.




  “I cannot sleep,” she said softly. “Do you mind my coming for a few minutes?”




  “Of course not,” he answered. “Come and sit down.”




  She curled up in his easy-chair.




  “Just for a moment,” she murmured contentedly. “Give me your hands, dear. But how cold! You must come nearer to the fire yourself.”




  He sat on the arm of her chair, and she stroked his head with her hands.




  “You were not afraid, then?” she asked, “when you saw me come through the panel?”




  “I should never be afraid of any harm that you might bring me, dear,” he assured her.




  “Because all that foolishness is really gone,” she continued eagerly. “I know that whatever happened to poor Roger, it was not you who killed him. Even if I heard his ghost calling again to-night, I should have no fear. I can’t think why I ever wanted to hurt you, Everard. I am sure that I always loved you.”




  His arm went very softly around her. She responded to his embrace without hesitation. Her cheek rested upon his shoulder, he felt the warmth of her arm through her white, fur-lined dressing-gown.




  “Why do you doubt any longer then,” he asked hoarsely, “that I am your husband?”




  She sighed.




  “Ah, but I know you are not,” she answered. “Is it wrong of me to feel what I do for you, I wonder? You are so like yet so unlike him. He is dead. He died in Africa. Isn’t it strange that I should know it? But I do!”




  “But who am I then?” he whispered.




  She looked at him pitifully.




  “I do not know,” she confessed, “but you are kind to me, and when I feel you are near I am happy. It is because I wanted to see you that I would not stay any longer at the nursing home. That must mean that I am very fond of you.”




  “You are not afraid,” he asked, “to be here alone with me?”




  She put her other arm around his neck and drew his face down.




  “I am not afraid,” she assured him. “I am happy. But, dear, what is the matter? A moment ago you were cold. Now your head is wet, your hands are burning. Are you not happy because I am here?”




  Her lips were seeking his. His own touched them for a moment. Then he kissed her on both cheeks. She made a little grimace.




  “I am afraid,” she said, “that you are not really fond of me.”




  “Can’t you believe,” he asked hoarsely, “that I am really Everard—your husband? Look at me. Can’t you feel that you have loved me before?”




  She shook her head a little sadly.




  “No, you are not Everard,” she sighed; “but,” she added, her eyes lighting up, “you bring me love and happiness and life, and—”




  A few seconds before, Dominey felt from his soul that he would have welcomed an earthquake, a thunderbolt, the crumbling of the floor beneath his feet to have been spared the torture of her sweet importunities. Yet nothing so horrible as this interruption which really came could ever have presented itself before his mind. Half in his arms, with her head thrown back, listening—he, too, horrified, convulsed for a moment even with real physical fear—they heard the silence of the night broken by that one awful cry, the cry of a man’s soul in torment, imprisoned in the jaws of a beast. They listened to it together until its echoes died away. Then what was, perhaps, the most astonishing thing of all, she nodded her head slowly, unperturbed, unterrified.




  “You see,” she said, “I must go back. He will not let me stay here. He must think that you are Everard. It is only I who know that you are not.”




  She slipped from the chair, kissed him, and, walking quite firmly across the floor, touched the spring and passed through the panel. Even then she turned around and waved a little good-bye to him. There was no sign of fear in her face; only a little dumb disappointment. The panel glided to and shut out the vision of her. Dominey held his head like a man who fears madness.
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  Dawn the next morning was heralded by only a thin line of red parting the masses of black-grey snow clouds which still hung low down in the east. The wind had dropped, and there was something ghostly about the still twilight as Dominey issued from the back regions and made his way through the untrodden snow round to the side of the house underneath Rosamund’s window. A little exclamation broke from his lips as he stood there. From the terraced walks, down the steps, and straight across the park to the corner of the Black Wood, were fresh tracks. The cry had been no fantasy. Somebody or something had passed from the Black Wood and back again to this spot in the night.




  Dominey, curiously excited by his discovery, examined the footmarks eagerly, then followed them to the corner of the wood. Here and there they puzzled him. They were neither like human footsteps nor the track of any known animal. At the edge of the wood they seemed to vanish into the heart of a great mass of brambles, from which here and there the snow had been shaken off. There was no sign of any pathway; if ever there had been one, the neglect of years had obliterated it. Bracken, brambles, shrubs and bushes had grown up and degenerated, only to be succeeded by a ranker and more dense form of undergrowth. Many of the trees, although they were still plentiful, had been blown down and left to rot on the ground. The place was silent except for the slow drip of falling snow from the drooping leaves. He took one more cautious step forward and found himself slowly sinking. Black mud was oozing up through the snow where he had set his feet. He was just able to scramble back. Picking his way with great caution, he commenced a leisurely perambulation of the whole of the outside of the wood.




  Heggs, the junior keeper, an hour or so later, went over the gun rack once more, tapped the empty cases, and turned towards Middleton, who was sitting in a chair before the fire, smoking his pipe.




  “I can’t find master’s number two gun, Mr. Middleton,” he announced. “That’s missing.”




  “Look again, lad,” the old keeper directed, removing the pipe from his mouth. “The master was shooting with it yesterday. Look amongst those loose ‘uns at the far end of the rack. It must be somewhere there.”




  “Well, that isn’t,” the young man replied obstinately.




  The door of the room was suddenly opened, and Dominey entered with the missing gun under his arm. Middleton rose to his feet at once and laid down his pipe. Surprise kept him temporarily silent.




  “I want you to come this way with me for a moment,” his master ordered.




  The keeper took up his hat and stick and followed. Dominey led him to where the tracks had halted on the gravel outside Rosamund’s window and pointed across to the Black Wood.




  “What do you make of those?” he enquired.




  Middleton did not hesitate. He shook his head gravely.




  “Was anything heard last night, sir?”




  “There was an infernal yell underneath this window.”




  “That was the spirit of Roger Unthank, for sure,” Middleton pronounced, with a little shudder. “When he do come out of that wood, he do call.”




  “Spirits,” his master pointed out, “do not leave tracks like that behind.”




  Middleton considered the matter.




  “They do say hereabout,” he confided, “that the spirit of Roger Unthank have been taken possession of by some sort of great animal, and that it do come here now and then to be fed.”




  “By whom?” Dominey enquired patiently.




  “Why, by Mrs. Unthank.”




  “Mrs. Unthank has not been in this house for many months. From the day she left until last night, so far as I can gather, nothing has been heard of this ghost, or beast, or whatever it is.”




  “That do seem queer, surely,” Middleton admitted.




  Dominey followed the tracks with his eyes to the wood and back again.




  “Middleton,” he said, “I am learning something about spirits. It seems that they not only make tracks, but they require feeding. Perhaps if that is so they can feel a charge of shot inside them.”




  The old man seemed for a moment to stiffen with slow horror.




  “You wouldn’t shoot at it, Squire?” he gasped.




  “I should have done so this morning if I had had a chance,” Dominey replied. “When the weather is a little drier, I am going to make my way into that wood, Middleton, with a rifle under my arm.”




  “Then as God’s above, you’ll never come out, Squire!” was the solemn reply.




  “We will see,” Dominey muttered. “I have hacked my way through some queer country in Africa.”




  “There’s nowt like this wood in the world, sir,” the old man asserted doggedly. “The bottom’s rotten from end to end and the top’s all poisonous. The birds die there on the trees. It’s chockful of reptiles and unclean things, with green and purple fungi, two feet high, with poison in the very sniff of them. The man who enters that wood goes to his grave.”




  “Nevertheless,” Dominey said firmly, “within a very short time I am going to solve the mystery of this nocturnal visitor.”




  They returned to the house, side by side. Just before they entered, Dominey turned to his companion.




  “Middleton,” he said, “you keep up the good old customs, I suppose, and spend half an hour at the ‘Dominey Arms’ now and then?”




  “Most every night of my life, sir,” the old man replied, “from eight till nine. I’m a man of regular habits, and that do seem right to me that with the work done right and proper a man should have his relaxation.”




  “That is right, John,” Dominey assented. “Next time you are there, don’t forget to mention that I am going to have that wood looked through. I should like it to get about, you understand?”




  “That’ll fair flummox the folk,” was the doubtful reply, “but I’ll let ‘em know, Squire. There’ll be a rare bit of talk, I can promise you that.”




  Dominey handed over his gun, went to his room, bathed and changed, and descended for breakfast. There was a sudden hush as he entered, which he very well understood. Every one began to talk about the prospect of the day’s sport. Dominey helped himself from the sideboard and took his place at the table.




  “I hope,” he said, “that our very latest thing in ghosts did not disturb anybody.”




  “We all seem to have heard the same thing,” the Cabinet Minister observed, with interest,—“a most appalling and unearthly cry. I have lately joined every society connected with spooks and find them a fascinating study.”




  “If you want to investigate,” Dominey observed, as he helped himself to coffee, “you can bring out a revolver and prowl about with me one night. From the time when I was a kid, before I went to Eton, up till when I left here for Africa, we had a series of highly respectable and well-behaved ghosts, who were a credit to the family and of whom we were somewhat proud. This latest spook, however, is something quite outside the pale.”




  “Has he a history?” Mr. Watson asked with interest.




  “I am informed,” Dominey replied, “that he is the spirit of a schoolmaster who once lived here, and for whose departure from the world I am supposed to be responsible. Such a spook is neither a credit nor a comfort to the family.”




  Their host spoke with such an absolute absence of emotion that every one was conscious of a curious reluctance to abandon a subject full of such fascinating possibilities. Terniloff was the only one, however, who made a suggestion.




  “We might have a battue in the wood,” he proposed.




  “I am not sure,” Dominey told them, “that the character of the wood is not more interesting than the ghost who is supposed to dwell in it. You remember how terrified the beaters were yesterday at the bare suggestion of entering it? For generations it has been held unclean. It is certainly most unsafe. I went in over my knees on the outskirts of it this morning. Shall we say half-past ten in the gun room?”




  Seaman followed his host out of the room.




  “My friend,” he said, “you must not allow these local circumstances to occupy too large a share of your thoughts. It is true that these are the days of your relaxation. Still, there is the Princess for you to think of. After all, she has us in her power. The merest whisper in Downing Street, and behold, catastrophe!”




  Dominey took his friend’s arm.




  “Look here, Seaman,” he rejoined, “it’s easy enough to say there is the Princess to be considered, but will you kindly tell me what on earth more I can do to make her see the position? Necessity demands that I should be on the best of terms with Lady Dominey and I should not make myself in any way conspicuous with the Princess.”




  “I am not sure,” Seaman reflected, “that the terms you are on with Lady Dominey matter very much to any one. So far as regards the Princess, she is an impulsive and passionate person, but she is also grande dame and a diplomatist. I see no reason why you should not marry her secretly in London, in the name of Everard Dominey, and have the ceremony repeated under your rightful name later on.”




  They had paused to help themselves to cigarettes, which were displayed with a cabinet of cigars on a round table in the hall. Dominey waited for a moment before he answered.




  “Has the Princess confided to you that that is her wish?” he asked.




  “Something of the sort,” Seaman acknowledged. “She wishes the suggestion, however, to come from you.”




  “And your advice?”




  Seaman blew out a little cloud of cigar smoke.




  “My friend,” he confessed, “I am a little afraid of the Princess. I ask you no questions as to your own feelings with regard to her. I take it for granted that as a man of honour it will be your duty to offer her your hand in marriage, sooner or later. I see no harm in anticipating a few months, if by that means we can pacify her. Terniloff would arrange it at the Embassy. He is devoted to her, and it will strengthen your position with him.”




  Dominey turned away towards the stairs.




  “We will discuss this again before we leave,” he said gloomily.




  Dominey was admitted at once by her maid into his wife’s sitting-room. Rosamund, in a charming morning robe of pale blue lined with grey fur, had just finished breakfast. She held out her hands to him with a delighted little cry of welcome.




  “How nice of you to come, Everard!” she exclaimed. “I was hoping I should see you for a moment before you went off.”




  He raised her fingers to his lips and sat down by her side. She seemed entirely delighted by his presence, and he felt instinctively that she was quite unaffected by the event of the night before.




  “You slept well?” he enquired.




  “Perfectly,” she answered.




  He tackled the subject bravely, as he had made up his mind to on every opportunity.




  “You do not lie awake thinking of our nocturnal visitor, then?”




  “Not for one moment. You see,” she went on conversationally, “if you were really Everard, then I might be frightened, for some day or other I feel that if Everard comes here, the spirit of Roger Unthank will do him some sort of mischief.”




  “Why?” he asked.




  “You don’t know about these things, of course,” she went on, “but Roger Unthank was in love with me, although I had scarcely ever spoken to him, before I married Everard. I think I told you that much yesterday, didn’t I? After I was married, the poor man nearly went out of his mind. He gave up his work and used to haunt the park here. One evening Everard caught him and they fought, and Roger Unthank was never seen again. I think that any one around here would tell you,” she went on, dropping her voice a little, “that Everard killed Roger and threw him into one of those swampy places near the Black Wood, where a body sinks and sinks and nothing is ever seen of it again.”




  “I do not believe he did anything of the sort,” Dominey declared.




  “Oh, I don’t know,” she replied doubtfully. “Everard had a terrible temper, and that night he came home covered with blood, looking—awful! It was the night when I was taken ill.”




  “Well no more tragedies,” he insisted. “I have come up to remind you that we have guests here. When are you coming down to see them?”




  She laughed like a child.




  “You say ‘we’ just as though you were really my husband,” she declared.




  “You must not tell any one else of your fancy,” he warned her.




  She acquiesced at once.




  “Oh, I quite understand,” she assured him. “I shall be very, very careful. And, Everard, you have such clever guests, not at all the sort of people my Everard would have had here, and I have been out of the world for so long, that I am afraid I sha’n’t be able to talk to them. Nurse Alice is tremendously impressed. I am sure I should be terrified to sit at the end of the table, and Caroline will hate not being hostess any longer. Let me come down at tea-time and after dinner, and slip into things gradually. You can easily say that I am still an invalid, though of course I’m not at all.”




  “You shall do exactly as you choose,” he promised, as he took his leave.




  So when the shooting party tramped into the hall that afternoon, a little weary, but flushed with exercise and the pleasure of the day’s sport, they found, seated in a corner of the room, behind the great round table upon which tea was set out, a rather pale but extraordinarily childlike and fascinating woman, with large, sweet eyes which seemed to be begging for their protection and sympathy as she rose hesitatingly to her feet. Dominey was by her side in a moment, and his first few words of introduction brought every one around her. She said very little, but what she said was delightfully natural and gracious.




  “It has been so kind of you,” she said to Caroline, “to help my husband entertain his guests. I am very much better, but I have been ill for so long that I have forgotten a great many things, and I should be a very poor hostess. But I want to make tea for you, please, and I want you all to tell me how many pheasants you have shot.”




  Terniloff seated himself on the settee by her side.




  “I am going to help you in this complicated task,” he declared. “I am sure those sugar tongs are too heavy for you to wield alone.”




  She laughed at him gaily.




  “But I am not really delicate at all,” she assured him. “I have had a very bad illness, but I am quite strong again.”




  “Then I will find some other excuse for sitting here,” he said. “I will tell you all about the high pheasants your husband killed, and about the woodcock he brought down after we had all missed it.”




  “I shall love to hear about that,” she assented. “How much sugar, please, and will you pass those hot muffins to the Princess? And please touch that bell. I shall want more hot water. I expect you are all very thirsty. I am so glad to be here with you.”




  CHAPTER XX




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  Arm in arm, Prince Terniloff and his host climbed the snow-covered slope at the back of a long fir plantation, towards the little beflagged sticks which indicated their stand. There was not a human being in sight, for the rest of the guns had chosen a steeper but somewhat less circuitous route.




  “Von Ragastein,” the Ambassador said, “I am going to give myself the luxury of calling you by your name. You know my one weakness, a weakness which in my younger days very nearly drove me out of diplomacy. I detest espionage in every shape and form even where it is necessary. So far as you are concerned, my young friend,” he went on, “I think your position ridiculous. I have sent a private despatch to Potsdam, in which I have expressed that opinion.”




  “So far,” Dominey remarked, “I have not been overworked.”




  “My dear young friend,” the Prince continued, “you have not been overworked because there has been no legitimate work for you to do. There will be none. There could be no possible advantage accruing from your labours here to compensate for the very bad effect which the discovery of your true name and position would have in the English Cabinet.”




  “I must ask you to remember,” Dominey begged, “that I am here as a blind servant of the Fatherland. I simply obey orders.”




  “I will grant that freely,” the Prince consented. “But to continue. I am now at the end of my first year in this country. I feel able to congratulate myself upon a certain measure of success. From that part of the Cabinet with whom I have had to do, I have received nothing but encouragement in my efforts to promote a better understanding between our two countries.”




  “The sky certainly seems clear enough just now,” agreed Dominey.




  “I have convinced myself,” the Prince said emphatically, “that there is a genuine and solid desire for peace with Germany existing in Downing Street. In every argument I have had, in every concession I have asked for, I have been met with a sincere desire to foster the growing friendship between our countries. I am proud of my work here, Von Ragastein. I believe that I have brought Germany and England nearer together than they have been since the days of the Boer War.”




  “You are sure, sir,” Dominey asked, “that you are not confusing personal popularity with national sentiment?”




  “I am sure of it,” the Ambassador answered gravely. “Such popularity as I may have achieved here has been due to an appreciation of the more healthy state of world politics now existing. It has been my great pleasure to trace the result of my work in a manuscript of memoirs, which some day, when peace is firmly established between our two countries, I shall cause to be published. I have put on record there evidences of the really genuine sentiment in favour of peace which I have found amongst the present Cabinet.”




  “I should esteem it an immense privilege,” Dominey said, “to be given a private reading of these memoirs.”




  “That may be arranged,” was the suave reply. “In the meantime, Von Ragastein, I want you to reconsider your position here.”




  “My position is not voluntary,” Dominey repeated. “I am acting under orders.”




  “Precisely,” the other acquiesced, “but matters have changed very much during the last six months. Even at the risk of offending France, England is showing wonderful pliability with regard to our claims in Morocco. Every prospect of disagreement between our two countries upon any vital matter has now disappeared.”




  “Unless,” Dominey said thoughtfully, “the desire for war should come, not from Downing Street but from Potsdam.”




  “We serve an honourable master,” Terniloff declared sternly, “and he has shown me his mind. His will is for peace, and for the great triumphs to which our country is already entitled by reason of her supremacy in industry, in commerce, in character and in genius. These are the weapons which will make Germany the greatest Power in the world. No empire has ever hewn its way to permanent glory by the sword alone. We have reached our stations, I see. Come to me after this drive is finished, my host. All that I have said so far has been by way of prelude.”




  The weather had turned drier, the snow was crisp, and a little party of women from the Hall reached the guns before the beaters were through the wood. Caroline and Stephanie both took their places by Dominey’s side. The former, however, after a few minutes passed on to Terniloff’s stand. Stephanie and Dominey were alone for the first time since their stormy interview in the library.




  “Has Maurice been talking to you?” she asked a little abruptly.




  “His Excellency and I are, to tell you the truth,” Dominey confessed, “in the midst of a most interesting conversation.”




  “Has he spoken to you about me?”




  “Your name has not yet been mentioned.”




  She made a little grimace. In her wonderful furs and Russian turban hat she made a rather striking picture against the background of snow.




  “An interesting conversation in which my name has not been mentioned!” she repeated satirically.




  “I think you were coming into it before very long,” Dominey assured her. “His Excellency warned me that all he had said so far was merely the prelude to a matter of larger importance.”




  Stephanie smiled.




  “Dear Maurice is so diplomatic,” she murmured. “I am perfectly certain he is going to begin by remonstrating you for your shocking treatment of me.”




  Their conversation was interrupted for a few minutes by the sport. Dominey called the faithful Middleton to his side for a further supply of cartridges. Stephanie bided her time, which came when the beaters at last emerged from the wood.




  “Shocking,” Stephanie repeated reverting to their conversation, “is the mildest word in my vocabulary which I can apply to your treatment of me. Honestly, Leopold, I feel bruised all over inside. My pride is humbled.”




  “It is because you look at the matter only from a feminine point of view,” Dominey persisted.




  “And you,” she answered in a low tone, “once the fondest and the most passionate of lovers, only from a political one. You think a great deal of your country, Leopold. Have I no claims upon you?”




  “Upon Everard Dominey, none,” he insisted. “When the time comes, and Leopold Von Ragastein can claim all that is his right, believe me, you will have no cause to complain of coldness or dilatoriness. He will have only one thought, only one hope—to end the torture of these years of separation as speedily as may be.”




  The strained look passed from her face. Her tone became more natural.




  “But, dear,” she pleaded, “there is no need to wait. Your Sovereign gives you permission. Your political chief will more than endorse it.”




  “I am on the spot,” Dominey replied, “and believe me I know what is safest and best. I cannot live as two men and keep my face steadfast to the world. The Prince, however, has not spoken to me yet. I will hear what he has to say.”




  Stephanie turned a little haughtily away.




  “You are putting me in the position of a supplicant!” she exclaimed. “To- night we must have an understanding.”




  The little party moved on all together to another cover. Rosamund had joined them and hung on to Dominey’s arm with delight. The brisk walk across the park had brought colour to her cheeks. She walked with all the free and vigorous grace of a healthy woman. Dominey found himself watching her, as she deserted him a little later on to stand by Terniloff’s side, with a little thrill of tangled emotions. He felt a touch on his arm. Stephanie, who was passing with another of the guns, paused to whisper in his ear:




  “There might be a greater danger—one that has evaded even your cautious mind—in overplaying your part!”




  Dominey was taken possession of by Caroline on their walk to the next stand. She planted herself on a shooting stick by his side and commenced to take him roundly to task.




  “My dear Everard,” she said, “you are one of the most wonderful examples of the reformed rake I ever met! You have even acquired respectability. For heaven’s sake, don’t disappoint us all!”




  “I seem to be rather good at that,” Dominey observed a little drearily.




  “Well, you are the master of your own actions, are you not?” she asked. “What I want to say in plain words is, don’t go and make a fool of yourself with Stephanie.”




  “I have not the least intention of doing anything of the sort.”




  “Well, she has! Mark my words, Everard, I know that woman. She is clever and brilliant and anything else you like, but for some reason or other she has set her mind upon you. She looks at dear little Rosamund as though she hadn’t a right to exist. Don’t look so sorry for yourself. You must have encouraged her.”




  Dominey was silent. Fortunately, the exigencies of the next few minutes demanded it. His cousin waited patiently until there came a pause in the shooting.




  “Now let me hear what you have to say for yourself, sir? So far as I can see, you’ve been quite sweet to your wife, and she adores you. If you want to have an affair with the Princess, don’t begin it here. You’ll have your wife ill again if you make her jealous.”




  “My dear Caroline, there will be no affair between Stephanie and me. Of that you may rest assured.”




  “You mean to say that this is altogether on her side, then?” Caroline persisted.




  “You exaggerate her demeanour,” he replied, “but even if what you suggest were true—”




  “Oh, I don’t want a lot of protestations!” she interrupted. “I am not saying that you encourage her much, because I don’t believe you do. All I want to point out is that, having really brought your wife back almost to health, you must be extraordinarily and wonderfully careful. If you want to talk nonsense with Stephanie, do it in Belgrave Square.”




  Dominey was watching the gyrations of a falling pheasant. His left hand was stretched out towards the cartridge bag which Caroline was holding. He clasped her fingers for a moment before he helped himself.




  “You are rather a dear,” he said. “I would not do anything to hurt Rosamund for the world.”




  “If you can’t get rid of your old tricks altogether and must flirt,” she remarked, “well, I’m always somewhere about. Rosamund wouldn’t mind me, because there are a few grey hairs in my sandy ones.—And here comes your man across the park—looks as though he had a message for you. So long as nothing has happened to your cook, I feel that I could face ill tidings with composure.”




  Dominey found himself watching with fixed eyes the approach of his rather sad-faced manservant through the snow. Parkins was not dressed for such an enterprise, nor did he seem in any way to relish it. His was the stern march of duty, and, curiously enough, Dominey felt from the moment he caught sight of him that he was in some respects a messenger of Fate. Yet the message which he delivered, when at last he reached his master’s side, was in no way alarming.




  “A person of the name of Miller has arrived here, sir,” he announced, “from Norwich. He is, I understand, a foreigner of some sort, who has recently landed in this country. I found it a little difficult to understand him, but her Highness’s maid conversed with him in German, and I understand that he either is or brings you a message from a certain Doctor Schmidt, with whom you were acquainted in Africa.”




  The warning whistle blew at that moment, and Dominey swung round and stood at attention. His behaviour was perfectly normal. He let a hen pheasant pass over his head, and brought down a cock from very nearly the limit distance. He reloaded before he turned to Parkins.




  “Is this person in a hurry?” he said.




  “By no means, sir,” the man replied. “I told him that you would not be back until three or four o’clock, and he is quite content to wait.”




  Dominey nodded.




  “Look after him yourself then, Parkins,” he directed. “We shall not be shooting late to-day. Very likely I will send Mr. Seaman back to talk to him.”




  The man raised his hat respectfully and turned back towards the house. Caroline was watching her companion curiously.




  “Do you find many of your acquaintances in Africa look you up, Everard?” she asked.




  “Except for Seaman,” Dominey replied, looking through the barrels of his gun, “who really does not count because we crossed together, this is my first visitor from the land of fortune. I expect there will be plenty of them by and by, though. Colonials have a wonderful habit of sticking to one another.”
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  There was nothing in the least alarming about the appearance of Mr. Ludwig Miller. He had been exceedingly well entertained in the butler’s private sitting-room and had the air of having done full justice to the hospitality which had been offered him. He rose to his feet at Dominey’s entrance and stood at attention. But for some slight indications of military training, he would have passed anywhere as a highly respectable retired tradesman.




  “Sir Everard Dominey?” he enquired.




  Dominey nodded assent. “That is my name. Have I seen you before?”




  The man shook his head. “I am a cousin of Doctor Schmidt. I arrived in the Colony from Rhodesia, after your Excellency had left.”




  “And how is the doctor?”




  “My cousin is, as always, busy but in excellent health,” was the reply. “He sends his respectful compliments and his good wishes. Also this letter.”




  With a little flourish the man produced an envelope inscribed:




  To Sir Everard Dominey, Baronet,




  Dominey Hall,




  In the County of Norfolk,




  England.




  Dominey broke the seal just as Seaman entered.




  “A messenger here from Doctor Schmidt, an acquaintance of mine in East Africa,” he announced. “Mr. Seaman came home from South Africa with me,” he explained to his visitor.




  The two men looked steadily into each other’s eyes. Dominey watched them, fascinated. Neither betrayed himself by even the fall of an eyelid. Yet Dominey, his perceptive powers at their very keenest in this moment which instinct told him was one of crisis, felt the unspoken, unbetokened recognition which passed between them. Some commonplace remark was uttered and responded to. Dominey read the few lines which seemed to take him back for a moment to another world:




  “Honoured and Honourable Sir,




  “I send you my heartiest and most respectful greeting. Of the progress of all matters here you will learn from another source.




  “I recommend to your notice and kindness my cousin, the bearer of this letter—Mr. Ludwig Miller. He will lay before you certain circumstances of which it is advisable for you to have knowledge. You may speak freely with him. He is in all respects to be trusted.




  “KARL SCHMIDT.” (Signed)




  “Your cousin is a little mysterious,” Dominey remarked, as he passed the letter to Seaman. “Come, what about these circumstances?”




  Ludwig Miller looked around the little room and then at Seaman. Dominey affected to misunderstand his hesitation.




  “Our friend here knows everything,” he declared. “You can speak to him as to myself.”




  The man began as one who has a story to tell.




  “My errand here is to warn you,” he said, “that the Englishman whom you left for dead at Big Bend, on the banks of the Blue River, has been heard of in another part of Africa.”




  Dominey shook his head incredulously. “I hope you have not come all this way to tell me that! The man was dead.”




  “My cousin himself,” Miller continued, “was hard to convince. The man left his encampment with whisky enough to kill him, thirst enough to drink it all, and no food.”




  “So I found him,” Dominey assented, “deserted by his boys and raving. To silence him forever was a child’s task.”




  “The task, however, was unperformed,” the other persisted. “From three places in the colony he has been heard of, struggling to make his way to the coast.”




  “Does he call himself by his own name?” Dominey asked.




  “He does not,” Miller admitted. “My cousin, however, desired me to point out to you the fact that in any case he would probably be shy of doing so. He is behaving in an absurd manner; he is in a very weakly state; and without a doubt he is to some degree insane. Nevertheless, the fact remains that he is in the Colony, or was three months ago, and that if he succeeds in reaching the coast you may at any time be surprised by a visit from him here. I am sent to warn you in order that you may take whatever steps may be necessary and not be placed at a disadvantage if he should appear.”




  “This is queer news you have brought us, Miller,” Seaman said thoughtfully.




  “It is news which greatly disturbed Doctor Schmidt,” the man replied. “He has had the natives up one after another for cross-examination. Nothing can shake their story.”




  “If we believed it,” Seaman continued, “this other European, if he had business in this direction, might walk in here at any moment.”




  “It was to warn you of that possibility that I am here.”




  “How much do you know personally,” Seaman asked, “of the existent circumstances?”




  The man shook his head vaguely.




  “I know nothing,” he admitted. “I went out to East Africa some years ago, and I have been a trader in Mozambique in a small way. I supplied outfits for officers and hospitals and sportsmen. Now and then I have to return to Europe to buy fresh stock. Doctor Schmidt knew that, and he came to see me just before I sailed. He first thought of writing a very long letter. Afterwards he changed his mind. He wrote only these few lines I brought, but he told me those other things.”




  “You have remembered all that he told you?” Dominey asked.




  “I can think of nothing else,” was the reply, after a moment’s pause. “The whole affair has been a great worry to Doctor Schmidt. There are things connected with it which he has never understood, things connected with it which he has always found mysterious.”




  “Hence your presence here, Johann Wolff?” Seaman asked, in an altered tone.




  The visitor’s expression remained unchanged except for the faint surprise which shone out of his blue eyes.




  “Johann Wolff,” he repeated. “That is not my name. I am Ludwig Miller, and I know nothing of this matter beyond what I have told you. I am just a messenger.”




  “Once in Vienna and twice in Cracow, my friend, we have met,” Seaman reminded him softly but very insistently.




  The other shook his head gently. “A mistake. I have been in Vienna once many years ago, but Cracow never.”




  “You have no idea with whom you are talking?”




  “Herr Seaman was the name, I understood.”




  “It is a very good name,” Seaman scoffed. “Look here and think.”




  He undid his coat and waistcoat and displayed a plain vest of chamois leather. Attached to the left-hand side of it was a bronze decoration, with lettering and a number. Miller stared at it blankly and shook his head.




  “Information Department, Bureau Twelve, password—‘The Day is coming,’” Seaman continued, dropping his voice.




  His listener shook his head and smiled with the puzzled ignorance of a child.




  “The gentleman mistakes me for some one else,” he replied. “I know nothing of these things.”




  Seaman sat and studied this obstinate visitor for several minutes without speaking, his finger tips pressed together, his eyebrows gently contracted. His vis-a-vis endured this scrutiny without flinching, calm, phlegmatic, the very prototype of the bourgeois German of the tradesman class.




  “Do you propose,” Dominey enquired, “to stay in these parts long?”




  “One or two days—a week, perhaps,” was the indifferent answer. “I have a cousin in Norwich who makes toys. I love the English country. I spend my holiday here, perhaps.”




  “Just so,” Seaman muttered grimly. “The English country under a foot of snow! So you have nothing more to say to me, Johann Wolff?”




  “I have executed my mission to his Excellency,” was the apologetic reply. “I am sorry to have caused displeasure to you, Herr Seaman.”




  The latter rose to his feet. Dominey had already turned towards the door.




  “You will spend the night here, of course, Mr. Miller?” he invited. “I dare say Mr. Seaman would like to have another talk with you in the morning.”




  “I shall gladly spend the night here, your Excellency,” was the polite reply. “I do not think that I have anything to say, however, which would interest your friend.”




  “You are making a great mistake, Wolff,” Seaman declared angrily. “I am your superior in the Service, and your attitude towards me is indefensible.”




  “If the gentleman would only believe,” the culprit begged, “that he is mistaking me for some one else!”




  There was trouble in Seaman’s face as the two men made their way to the front of the house and trouble in his tone as he answered his companion’s query.




  “What do you think of that fellow and his visit?”




  “I do not know what to think, but there is a great deal that I know,” Seaman replied gravely. “The man is a spy, a favourite in the Wilhelmstrasse and only made use of on important occasions. His name is Wolff—Johann Wolff.”




  “And this story of his?”




  “You ought to be the best judge of that.”




  “I am,” Dominey assented confidently. “Without the shadow of a doubt I threw the body of the man I killed into the Blue River and watched it sink.”




  “Then the story is a fake,” Seaman decided. “For some reason or other we have come under the suspicion of our own secret service.”




  Seaman, as they emerged into the hall, was summoned imperiously to her side by the Princess Eiderstrom. Dominey disappeared for a moment and returned presently, having discarded some of his soaked shooting garments. He was followed by his valet, bearing a note upon a silver tray.




  “From the person in Mr. Parkins’ room—to Mr. Seaman, sir,” the man announced, in a low tone.




  Dominey took it from the salver with a little nod. Then he turned to where the youngest and most frivolous of his guests were in the act of rising from the tea table.




  “A game of pills, Eddy,” he proposed. “They tell me that pool is one of your greatest accomplishments.”




  “I’m pretty useful,” the young man confessed, with a satisfied chuckle. “Give you a black at snooker, what?”




  Dominey took his arm and led him into the billiard-room.




  “You will give me nothing, young fellow,” he replied. “Set them up, and I will show you how I made a living for two months at Johannesberg!”
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  The evening at Dominey hall was practically a repetition of the previous one, with a different set of guests from the outer world. After dinner, Dominey was absent for a few minutes and returned with Rosamund upon his arm. She received the congratulations of her neighbours charmingly, and a little court soon gathered around her. Doctor Harrison, who had been dining, remained upon the outskirts, listening to her light-hearted and at times almost brilliant chatter with grave and watchful interest. Dominey, satisfied that she was being entertained, obeyed Terniloff’s gestured behest and strolled with him to a distant corner of the hall.




  “Let me now, my dear host,” the Prince began, with some eagerness in his tone, “continue and, I trust, conclude the conversation to which all that I said this morning was merely the prelude.”




  “I am entirely at your service,” murmured his host.




  “I have tried to make you understand that from my own point of view—and I am in a position to know something—the fear of war between this country and our own has passed. England is willing to make all reasonable sacrifices to ensure peace. She wants peace, she intends peace, therefore there will be peace. Therefore, I maintain, my young friend, it is far better for you to disappear at once from this false position.”




  “I am scarcely my own master,” Dominey replied. “You yourself must know that. I am here as a servant under orders.”




  “Join your protests with mine,” the Prince suggested. “I will make a report directly I get back to London. To my mind, the matter is urgent. If anything should lead to the discovery of your false position in this country, the friendship between us which has become a real pleasure to me must seriously undermine my own position.”




  Dominey had risen to his feet and was standing on the hearthrug, in front of a fire of blazing logs. The Ambassador was sitting with crossed legs in a comfortable easy-chair, smoking one of the long, thin cigars which were his particular fancy.




  “Your Excellency,” Dominey said, “there is just one fallacy in all that you have said.”




  “A fallacy?”




  “You have come to the absolute conclusion,” Dominey continued, “that because England wants peace there will be peace. I am of Seaman’s mind. I believe in the ultimate power of the military party of Germany. I believe that in time they will thrust their will upon the Kaiser, if he is not at the present moment secretly in league with them. Therefore, I believe that there will be war.”




  “If I shared that belief with you, my friend,” the Ambassador said quietly, “I should consider my position here one of dishonour. My mandate is for peace, and my charge is from the Kaiser’s lips.”




  Stephanie, with the air of one a little weary of the conversation, broke away from a distant group and came towards them. Her beautiful eyes seemed tired, she moved listlessly, and she even spoke with less than her usual assurance.




  “Am I disturbing a serious conversation?” she asked. “Send me away if I am.”




  “His Excellency and I,” Dominey observed, “have reached a cul-de-sac in our argument,—the blank wall of good-natured but fundamental disagreement.”




  “Then I shall claim you for a while,” Stephanie declared, taking Dominey’s arm. “Lady Dominey has attracted all the men to her circle, and I am lonely.”




  The Prince bowed.




  “I deny the cul-de-sac,” he said, “but I yield our host! I shall seek my opponent at billiards.”




  He turned away and Stephanie sank into his vacant place.




  “So you and my cousin,” she remarked, as she made room for Dominey to sit by her side, “have come to a disagreement.”




  “Not an unfriendly one,” her host assured her.




  “That I am sure of. Maurice seems, indeed, to have taken a wonderful liking to you. I cannot remember that you ever met before, except for that day or two in Saxony?”




  “That is so. The first time I exchanged any intimate conversation with the Prince was in London. I have the utmost respect and regard for him, but I cannot help feeling that the pleasant intimacy to which he has admitted me is to a large extent owing to the desire of our friends in Berlin. So far as I am concerned I have never met any one, of any nation, whose character I admire more.”




  “Maurice lives his life loftily. He is one of the few great aristocrats I have met who carries his nobility of birth into his simplest thought and action. There is just one thing,” she added, “which would break his heart.”




  “And that?”




  “The subject upon which you two disagree—a war between Germany and this country.”




  “The Prince is an idealist,” Dominey said. “Sometimes I wonder why he was sent here, why they did not send some one of a more intriguing character.”




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “You agree with that great Frenchman,” she observed, “that no ambassador can remain a gentleman—politically.”




  “Well, I have never been a diplomat, so I cannot say,” Dominey replied.




  “You have many qualifications, I should think,” she observed cuttingly.




  “Such as?”




  “You are absolutely callous, absolutely without heart or sympathy where your work is concerned.”




  “I do not admit it,” he protested.




  “I go back to London to-morrow,” she continued, “a very miserable and unhappy woman. I take with me the letter which should have brought me happiness. The love for which I have sacrificed my life has failed me. Not even the whip of a royal command, not even all that I have to offer, can give me even five seconds of happiness.”




  “All that I have pleaded for,” Dominey reminded her earnestly, “is delay.”




  “And what delay do you think,” she asked, with a sudden note of passion in her tone, “would the Leopold Von Ragastein of six years ago have pleaded for? Delay! He found words then which would have melted an iceberg. He found words the memory of which comes to me sometimes in the night and which mock me. He had no country then save the paradise where lovers walk, no ruler but a queen, and I was she. And now—”




  Dominey felt a strange pang of distress. She saw the unusual softening in his face, and her eyes lit up.




  “Just for a moment,” she broke off, “you were like Leopold. As a rule, you know, you are not like him. I think that you left him somewhere in Africa and came home in his likeness.”




  “Believe that for a little time,” Dominey begged earnestly.




  “What if it were true?” she asked abruptly. “There are times when I do not recognise you. There are words Leopold used to use which I have never heard from your lips. Is not West Africa the sorcerer’s paradise? Perhaps you are an imposter, and the man I love is there still, in trouble—perhaps ill. You play the part of Everard Dominey like a very king of actors. Perhaps before you came here you played the part of Leopold. You are not my Leopold. Love cannot die as you would have me believe.”




  “Now,” he said coolly, “you are coming round to my way of thinking. I have been assuring you, from the very first moment we met at the Carlton, that I was not your Leopold—that I was Everard Dominey.”




  “I shall put you to the test,” she exclaimed suddenly, rising to her feet. “Your arm, if you please.”




  She led him across the hall to where little groups of people were gossiping, playing bridge, and Seaman, the center of a little group of gullible amateur speculators, was lecturing on mines. They stopped to say a word or two here and there, but Stephanie’s fingers never left her companion’s arm. They passed down a corridor hung with a collection of wonderful sporting prints in which she affected some interest, into a small gallery which led into the ballroom. Here they were alone. She laid her hands upon his shoulders and looked up into his eyes. Her lips drew nearer to his.




  “Kiss me—upon the lips, Leopold,” she ordered.




  “There is no Leopold here,” he replied; “you yourself have said it.”




  She came a little nearer. “Upon the lips,” she whispered.




  He held her, stooped down, and their lips met. Then she stood apart from him. Her eyes were for a moment closed, her hands were extended as though to prevent any chance of his approaching her again.




  “Now I know the truth,” she muttered.




  Dominey found an opportunity to draw Seaman away from his little group of investment-seeking friends.




  “My friend,” he said, “trouble grows.”




  “Anything more from Schmidt’s supposed emissary?” Seaman asked quickly.




  “No. I am going to keep away from him this evening, and I advise you to do the same. The trouble is with the Princess.”




  “With the Princess,” declared Seaman. “I think you have blundered. I quite appreciate your general principles of behaving internally and externally as though you were the person whom you pretend to be. It is the very essence of all successful espionage. But you should know when to make exceptions. I see grave objections myself to your obeying the Kaiser’s behest. On the other hand, I see no objection whatever to your treating the Princess in a more human manner, to your visiting her in London, and giving her more ardent proofs of your continued affection.”




  “If I once begin—”




  “Look here,” Seaman interrupted, “the Princess is a woman of the world. She knows what she is doing, and there is a definite tie between you. I tell you frankly that I could not bear to see you playing the idiot for a moment with Lady Dominey, but with the Princess, scruples don’t enter into the question at all. You should by no means make an enemy of her.”




  “Well, I have done it,” Dominey acknowledged. “She has gone off to bed now, and she is leaving early to-morrow morning. She thinks I have borrowed some West African magic, that I have left her lover’s soul out there and come home in his body.”




  “Well, if she does,” Seaman declared, “you are out of your troubles.”




  “Am I!” Dominey replied gloomily. “First of all, she may do a lot of mischief before she goes. And then, supposing by any thousand to one chance the story of this cousin of Schmidt’s should be true, and she should find Dominey out there, still alive? The Princess is not of German birth, you know. She cares nothing for Germany’s future. As a matter of fact, I think, like a great many Hungarians, she prefers England. They say that an Englishman has as many lives as a cat. Supposing that chap Dominey did come to life again and she brings him home? You say yourself that you do not mean to make much use of me until after the war has started. In the parlance of this country of idioms, that will rather upset the apple cart, will it not?”




  “Has the Princess a suite of rooms here?” Seaman enquired.




  “Over in the west wing. Good idea! You go and see what you can do with her. She will not think of going to bed at this time of night.”




  Seaman nodded.




  “Leave it to me,” he directed. “You go out and play the host.”




  Dominey played the host first and then the husband. Rosamund welcomed him with a little cry of pleasure.




  “I have been enjoying myself so much, Everard!” she exclaimed. “Everybody has been so kind, and Mr. Mangan has taught me a new Patience.”




  “And now, I think,” Doctor Harrison intervened a little gruffly, “it’s time to knock off for the evening.”




  She turned very sweetly to Everard.




  “Will you take me upstairs?” she begged. “I have been hoping so much that you would come before Doctor Harrison sent me off.”




  “I should have been very disappointed if I had been too late,” Dominey assured her. “Now say good night to everybody.”




  “Why, you talk to me as though I were a child,” she laughed. “Well, good- bye, everybody, then. You see, my stern husband is taking me off. When are you coming to see me, Doctor Harrison?”




  “Nothing to see you for,” was the gruff reply. “You are as well as any woman here.”




  “Just a little unsympathetic, isn’t he?” she complained to Dominey. “Please take me through the hall, so that I can say good-bye to every one else. Is the Princess Eiderstrom there?”




  “I am afraid that she has gone to bed,” Dominey answered, as they passed out of the room. “She said something about a headache.”




  “She is very beautiful,” Rosamund said wistfully. “I wish she looked as though she liked me a little more. Is she very fond of you, Everard?”




  “I think that I am rather in her bad books just at present,” Dominey confessed.




  “I wonder! I am very observant, and I have seen her looking at you sometimes—Of course,” Rosamund went on, “as I am not really your wife and you are not really my husband, it is very stupid of me to feel jealous, isn’t it, Everard?”




  “Not a bit,” he answered. “If I am not your husband, I will not be anybody else’s.”




  “I love you to say that,” she admitted, with a little sigh, “but it seems wrong somewhere. Look how cross the Duchess looks! Some one must have played the wrong card.”




  Rosamund’s farewells were not easily made; Terniloff especially seemed reluctant to let her go. She excused herself gracefully, however, promising to sit up a little later the next evening. Dominey led the way upstairs, curiously gratified at her lingering progress. He took her to the door of her room and looked in. The nurse was sitting in an easy-chair, reading, and the maid was sewing in the background.




  “Well, you look very comfortable here,” he declared cheerfully. “Pray do not move, nurse.”




  Rosamund held his hands, as though reluctant to let him go. Then she drew his face down and kissed him.




  “Yes,” she said a little plaintively, “it’s very comfortable.—Everard?”




  “Yes, dear?”




  She drew his head down and whispered in his ear.




  “May I come in and say good night for two minutes?”




  He smiled—a wonderfully kind smile—but shook his head.




  “Not to-night, dear,” he replied. “The Prince loves to sit up late, and I shall be downstairs with him. Besides, that bully of a doctor of yours insists upon ten hours’ sleep.”




  She sighed like a disappointed child.




  “Very well.” She paused for a moment to listen. “Wasn’t that a car?” she asked.




  “Some of our guests going early, I dare say,” he replied, as he turned away.
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  Seaman did not at once start on his mission to the Princess. He made his way instead to the servants’ quarters and knocked at the door of the butler’s sitting-room. There was no reply. He tried the handle in vain. The door was locked. A tall, grave-faced man in sombre black came out from an adjoining apartment.




  “You are looking for the person who arrived this evening from abroad, sir?” he enquired.




  “I am,” Seaman replied. “Has he locked himself in?”




  “He has left the Hall, sir!”




  “Left!” Seaman repeated. “Do you mean gone away for good?”




  “Apparently, sir. I do not understand his language myself, but I believe he considered his reception here, for some reason or other, unfavourable. He took advantage of the car which went down to the station for the evening papers and caught the last train.”




  Seaman was silent for a moment. The news was a shock to him.




  “What is your position here?” he asked his informant.




  “My name is Reynolds, sir,” was the respectful reply. “I am Mr. Pelham’s servant.”




  “Can you tell me why, if this man has left the door here is locked?”




  “Mr. Parkins locked it before he went out, sir. He accompanied—Mr. Miller, I think his name was—to the station.”




  Seaman had the air of a man not wholly satisfied.




  “Is it usual to lock up a sitting-room in this fashion?” he asked.




  “Mr. Parkins always does it, sir. The cabinets of cigars are kept there, also the wine-cellar key and the key of the plate chest. None of the other servants use the room except at Mr. Parkins’ invitation.”




  “I understand,” Seaman said, as he turned away. “Much obliged for your information, Reynolds. I will speak to Mr. Parkins later.”




  “I will let him know that you desire to see him, sir.”




  “Good night, Reynolds!”




  “Good night, sir!”




  Seaman passed back again to the crowded hall and billiard-room, exchanged a few remarks here and there, and made his way up the southern flight of stairs toward the west wing. Stephanie consented without hesitation to receive him. She was seated in front of the fire, reading a novel, in a boudoir opening out of her bedroom.




  “Princess,” Seaman declared, with a low bow, “we are in despair at your desertion.”




  She put down her book.




  “I have been insulted in this house,” she said. “To-morrow I leave it.”




  Seaman shook his head reproachfully.




  “Your Highness,” he continued, “believe me, I do not wish to presume upon my position. I am only a German tradesman, admitted to the circles like these for reasons connected solely with the welfare of my country. Yet I know much, as it happens, of the truth of this matter, the matter which is causing you distress. I beg you to reconsider your decision. Our friend here is, I think, needlessly hard upon himself. So much the greater will be his reward when the end comes. So much the greater will be the rapture with which he will throw himself on his knees before you.”




  “Has he sent you to reason with me?”




  “Not directly. I am to a certain extent, however, his major-domo in this enterprise. I brought him from Africa. I have watched over him from the start. Two brains are better than one. I try to show him where to avoid mistakes, I try to point out the paths of danger and of safety.”




  “I should imagine Sir Everard finds you useful,” she remarked calmly.




  “I hope he does.”




  “It has doubtless occurred to you,” she continued, “that our friend has accommodated himself wonderfully to English life and customs?”




  “You must remember that he was educated here. Nevertheless, his aptitude has been marvellous.”




  “One might almost call it supernatural,” she agreed. “Tell me, Mr. Seaman, you seem to have been completely successful in the installation of our friend here as Sir Everard. What is going to be his real value to you? What work will he do?”




  “We are keeping him for the big things. You have seen our gracious master lately?” he added hesitatingly.




  “I know what is at the back of your mind,” she replied. “Yes! Before the summer is over I am to pack up my trunks and fly. I understand.”




  “It is when that time comes,” Seaman said impressively, “that we expect Sir Everard Dominey, the typical English country gentleman, of whose loyalty there has never been a word of doubt, to be of use to us. Most of our present helpers will be under suspicion. The authorised staff of our secret service can only work underneath. You can see for yourself the advantage we gain in having a confidential correspondent who can day by day reflect the changing psychology of the British mind in all its phases. We have quite enough of the other sort of help arranged for. Plans of ships, aerodromes and harbours, sailings of convoys, calling up of soldiers—all these are the A B C of our secret service profession. We shall never ask our friend here for a single fact, but, from his town house in Berkeley Square, the host of Cabinet Ministers, of soldiers, of the best brains of the country, our fingers will never leave the pulse of Britain’s day by day life.”




  Stephanie threw herself back in her easy-chair and clasped her hands behind her head.




  “These things you are expecting from our present host?”




  “We are, and we expect to get them. I have watched him day by day. My confidence in him has grown.”




  Stephanie was silent. She sat looking into the fire. Seaman, keenly observant as always, realised the change in her, yet found something of mystery in her new detachment of manner.




  “Your Highness,” he urged, “I am not here to speak on behalf of the man who at heart is, I know, your lover. He will plead his own cause when the time comes. But I am here to plead for patience, I am here to implore you to take no rash step, to do nothing which might imperil in any way his position here. I stand outside the gates of the world which your sex can make a paradise. I am no judge of the things that happen there. But in your heart I feel there is bitterness, because the man for whom you care has chosen to place his country first. I implore your patience, Princess. I implore you to believe what I know so well,—that it is the sternest sense of duty only which is the foundation of Leopold Von Ragastein’s obdurate attitude.”




  “What are you afraid that I shall do?” she asked curiously.




  “I am afraid of nothing—directly.”




  “Indirectly, then? Answer me, please.”




  “I am afraid,” he admitted frankly, “that in some corner of the world, if not in this country, you might whisper a word, a scoffing or an angry sentence, which would make people wonder what grudge you had against a simple Norfolk baronet. I would not like that word to be spoken in the presence of any one who knew your history and realised the rather amazing likeness between Sir Everard Dominey and Baron Leopold Von Ragastein.”




  “I see,” Stephanie murmured, a faint smile parting her lips. “Well, Mr. Seaman, I do not think that you need have many fears. What I shall carry away with me in my heart is not for you or any man to know. In a few days I shall leave this country.”




  “You are going back to Berlin—to Hungary?”




  She shook her head, beckoned her maid to open the door, and held out her hand in token of dismissal.




  “I am going to take a sea voyage,” she announced. “I shall go to Africa.”




  The morrow was a day of mild surprises. Eddy Pelham’s empty place was the first to attract notice, towards the end of breakfast time.




  “Where’s the pink and white immaculate?” the Right Honourable gentleman asked. “I miss my morning wonder as to how he tied his tie.”




  “Gone,” Dominey replied, looking round from the sideboard.




  “Gone?” every one repeated.




  “I should think such a thing has never happened to him before,” Dominey observed. “He was wanted in town.”




  “Fancy any one wanting Eddy for any serious purpose!” Caroline murmured.




  “Fancy any one wanting him badly enough to drag him out of bed in the middle of the night with a telephone call and send him up to town by the breakfast train from Norwich!” their host continued. “I thought we had started a new ghost when he came into my room in a purple dressing-gown and broke the news.”




  “Who wanted him?” the Duke enquired. “His tailor?”




  “Business of importance was his pretext,” Dominey replied.




  There was a little ripple of good-humoured laughter.




  “Does Eddy do anything for a living?” Caroline asked, yawning.




  “Mr. Pelham is a director of the Chelsea Motor Works,” Mangan told them. “He received a small legacy last year, and his favourite taxicab man was the first to know about it.”




  “You’re not suggesting,” she exclaimed, “that it is business of that sort which has taken Eddy away!”




  “I should think it most improbable,” Mangan confessed. “As a matter of fact, he asked me the other day if I knew where their premises were.”




  “We shall miss him,” she acknowledged. “It was quite one of the events of the day to see his costume after shooting.”




  “His bridge was reasonably good,” the Duke commented.




  “He shot rather well the last two days,” Mangan remarked.




  “And he had told me confidentially,” Caroline concluded, “that he was going to wear brown to-day. Now I think Eddy would have looked nice in brown.”




  The missing young man’s requiem was finished by the arrival of the local morning papers. A few moments later Dominey rose and left the room. Seaman, who had been unusually silent, followed him.




  “My friend,” he confided, “I do not know whether you have heard, but there was a curious disappearance from the Hall last night.”




  “Whose?” Dominey asked, pausing in the act of selecting a cigarette.




  “Our friend Miller, or Wolff—Doctor Schmidt’s emissary,” Seaman announced, “has disappeared.”




  “Disappeared?” Dominey repeated. “I suppose he is having a prowl round somewhere.”




  “I have left it to you to make more careful enquiries,” Seaman replied. “All I can tell you is that I made up my mind last night to interview him once more and try to fathom his very mysterious behaviour. I found the door of your butler’s sitting-room locked, and a very civil fellow—Mr. Pelham’s valet he turned out to be—told me that he had left in the car which went for the evening papers.”




  “I will go and make some enquiries,” Dominey decided, after a moment’s puzzled consideration.




  “If you please,” Seaman acquiesced. “The affair disconcerts me because I do not understand it. When there is a thing which I do not understand, I am uncomfortable.”




  Dominey vanished into the nether regions, spent half an hour with Rosamund, and saw nothing of his disturbed guest again until they were walking to the first wood. They had a moment together after Dominey had pointed out the stands.




  “Well?” Seaman enquired.




  “Our friend,” Dominey announced, “apparently made up his mind to go quite suddenly. A bed was arranged for him—or rather it is always there—in a small apartment opening out of the butler’s room, on the ground floor. He said nothing about leaving until he saw Parkins preparing to go down to the station with the chauffeur. Then he insisted upon accompanying him, and when he found there was a train to Norwich he simply bade them both good night. He left no message whatever for either you or me.”




  Seaman was thoughtful.




  “There is no doubt,” he said, “that his departure was indicative of a certain distrust in us. He came to find out something, and I suppose he found it out. I envy you your composure, my friend. We live on the brink of a volcano, and you shoot pheasants.”




  “We will try a partridge for a change,” Dominey observed, swinging round as a single Frenchman with a dull whiz crossed the hedge behind them and fell a little distance away, a crumpled heap of feathers. “Neat, I think?” he added, turning to his companion.




  “Marvellous!” Seaman replied, with faint sarcasm. “I envy your nerve.”




  “I cannot take this matter very seriously,” Dominey acknowledged. “The fellow seemed to me quite harmless.”




  “My anxieties have also been aroused in another direction,” Seaman confided.




  “Any other trouble looming?” Dominey asked.




  “You will find yourself minus another guest when you return this afternoon.”




  “The Princess?”




  “The Princess,” Seaman assented. “I did my best with her last night, but I found her in a most peculiar frame of mind. We are to be relieved of any anxiety concerning her for some time, however. She has decided to take a sea voyage.”




  “Where to?”




  “Africa!”




  Dominey paused in the act of inserting a cartridge into his gun. He turned slowly around and looked into his companion’s expressionless face.




  “Why the mischief is she going out there?” he asked.




  “I can no more tell you that,” Seaman replied, “than why Johann Wolff was sent over here to spy upon our perfect work. I am most unhappy, my friend. The things which I understand, however threatening they are, I do not fear. Things which I do not understand oppress me.”




  Dominey laughed quietly.




  “Come,” he said, “there is nothing here which seriously threatens our position. The Princess is angry, but she is not likely to give us away. This man Wolff could make no adverse report about either of us. We are doing our job and doing it well. Let our clear consciences console us.”




  “That is well,” Seaman replied, “but I feel uneasy. I must not stay here longer. Too intimate an association between you and me is unwise.”




  “Well, I think I can be trusted,” Dominey observed, “even if I am to be left alone.”




  “In every respect except as regards the Princess,” Seaman admitted, “your deportment has been most discreet.”




  “Except as regards the Princess,” Dominey repeated irritably. “Really, my friend, I cannot understand your point of view in this matter. You could not expect me to mix up a secret honeymoon with my present commitments!”




  “There might surely have been some middle way?” Seaman persisted. “You show so much tact in other matters.”




  “You do not know the Princess,” Dominey muttered.




  Rosamund joined them for luncheon, bringing news of Stephanie’s sudden departure, with notes and messages for everybody. Caroline made a little grimace at her host.




  “You’re in trouble!” she whispered in his ear. “All the same, I approve. I like Stephanie, but she is an exceedingly dangerous person.”




  “I wonder whether she is,” Dominey mused.




  “I think men have generally found her so,” Caroline replied. “She had one wonderful love affair, which ended, as you know, in her husband being killed in a duel and her lover being banished from the country. Still, she’s not quite the sort of woman to be content with a banished lover. I fancied I noticed distinct signs of her being willing to replace him whilst she has been down here!”




  “I feel as though a blight had settled upon my house party,” Dominey remarked with bland irrelevancy. “First Eddy, then Mr. Ludwig Miller, and now Stephanie.”




  “And who on earth was Mr. Ludwig Miller, after all?” Caroline enquired.




  “He was a fat, flaxen-haired German who brought me messages from old friends in Africa. He had no luggage but a walking stick, and he seems to have upset the male part of my domestics last night by accepting a bed and then disappearing!”




  “With the plate?”




  “Not a thing missing. Parkins spent an agonised half hour, counting everything. Mr. Ludwig appears to be one of those unsolved mysteries which go to make up an imperfect world.”




  “Well, we’ve had a jolly time,” Caroline said reminiscently. “To-morrow Henry and I are off, and I suppose the others. I must say on the whole I am delighted with our visit.”




  “You are very gracious,” Dominey murmured.




  “I came, perhaps, expecting to see a little more of you,” she went on deliberately, “but there is a very great compensation for my disappointment. I think your wife, Everard, is worth taking trouble about. She is perfectly sweet, and her manners are most attractive.”




  “I am very glad you think that,” he said warmly.




  She looked away from him.




  “Everard,” she sighed, “I believe you are in love with your wife.”




  There was a strange, almost a terrible mixture of expressions in his face as he answered,—a certain fear, a certain fondness, a certain almost desperate resignation. Even his voice, as a rule so slow and measured, shook with an emotion which amazed his companion.




  “I believe I am,” he muttered. “I am afraid of my feelings for her. It may bring even another tragedy down upon us.”




  “Don’t talk rubbish!” Caroline exclaimed. “What tragedy could come between you now? You’ve recovered your balance. You are a strong, steadfast person, just fitted to be the protector of anything so sweet and charming as Rosamund. Tragedy, indeed! Why don’t you take her down to the South of France, Everard, and have your honeymoon all over again?”




  “I can’t do that just yet.”




  She studied him curiously. There were times when he seemed wholly incomprehensible to her.




  “Are you still worried about that Unthank affair?” she asked.




  He hesitated for a moment.




  “There is still an aftermath to our troubles,” he told her, “one cloud which leans over us. I shall clear it up in time,—but other things may happen first.”




  “You take yourself very seriously, Everard,” she observed, looking at him with a puzzled expression. “One would think that there was a side of your life, and a very important one, which you kept entirely to yourself. Why do you have that funny little man Seaman always round with you? You’re not being blackmailed or anything, are you?”




  “On the contrary,” he told her, “Seaman was the first founder of my fortunes.”




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “I have made a little money once or twice on the Stock Exchange,” she remarked, “but I didn’t have to carry my broker about in my pocket afterwards.”




  “Seaman is a good-hearted little fellow, and he loves companionship. He will drift away presently, and one won’t see anything of him for ages.”




  “Henry began to wonder,” she concluded drily, “whether you were going to stand for Parliament on the Anglo-German alliance ticket.”




  Dominey laughed as he caught Middleton’s reproachful eye in the doorway of the farmer’s kitchen in which they were hunching. He gave the signal to rise.




  “I have had some thoughts of Parliament,” he admitted, “but—well, Henry need not worry.”
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  The next morning saw the breaking-up of Dominey’s carefully arranged shooting party. The Prince took his host’s arm and led him to one side for a few moments, as the cars were being loaded up. His first few words were of formal thanks. He spoke then more intimately.




  “Von Ragastein,” he said, “I desire to refer back for a moment to our conversation the other day.”




  Dominey shook his head and glanced behind.




  “I know only one name here, Prince.”




  “Dominey, then. I will confess that you play and carry the part through perfectly. I have known English gentlemen all my life, and you have the trick of the thing. But listen. I have already told you of my disapproval of this scheme in which you are the central figure.”




  “It is understood,” Dominey assented.




  “That,” the Prince continued, “is a personal matter. What I am now going to say to you is official. I had despatches from Berlin last night. They concern you.”




  Dominey seemed to stiffen a little.




  “Well?”




  “I am given to understand,” the Ambassador continued, “that you practically exist only in the event of that catastrophe which I, for one, cannot foresee. I am assured that if your expose should take place at any time, your personation will be regarded as a private enterprise, and there is nothing whatever to connect you with any political work.”




  “Up to the present that is absolutely so,” Dominey agreed.




  “I am further advised to look upon you as my unnamed and unsuspected successor here, in the event of war. For that reason I am begged to inaugurate terms of intimacy with you, to treat you with the utmost confidence, and, if the black end should come, to leave in your hands all such unfulfilled work as can be continued in secrecy and silence. I perhaps express myself in a somewhat confused manner.”




  “I understand perfectly,” Dominey replied. “The authorities have changed their first idea as to my presence here. They want to keep every shadow of suspicion away from me, so that in the event of war I shall have an absolutely unique position, an unsuspected yet fervently patriotic German, living hand in glove with the upper classes of English Society. One can well imagine that there would be work for me.”




  “Our understanding is mutual,” Terniloff declared. “What I have to say to you, therefore, is that I hope you will soon follow us to London and give me the opportunity of offering you the constant hospitality of Carlton House Gardens.”




  “You are very kind, Prince,” Dominey said. “My instructions are, as soon as I have consolidated my position here—an event which I fancy I may consider attained—to establish myself in London and to await orders. I trust that amongst other things you will then permit me to examine the memoirs you spoke of the other day.”




  “Naturally, and with the utmost pleasure,” the Ambassador assented. “They are a faithful record of my interviews and negotiations with certain Ministers here, and they reflect a desire and intention for peace which will, I think, amaze you. I venture now upon a somewhat delicate question,” he continued, changing the subject of their conversation abruptly, as they turned back along the terrace. “Lady Dominey will accompany you?”




  “Of that I am not sure,” Dominey replied thoughtfully. “I have noticed, Prince, if I may be allowed to say so, your chivalrous regard for that lady. You will permit me to assure you that in the peculiar position in which I am placed I shall never forget that she is the wife of Everard Dominey.”




  Terniloff shook hands heartily.




  “I wanted to hear that from you,” he admitted. “You I felt instinctively were different, but there are many men of our race who are willing enough to sacrifice a woman without the slightest scruple, either for their passions or their policy. I find Lady Dominey charming.”




  “She will never lack a protector in me,” Dominey declared.




  There were more farewells and, soon after, the little procession of cars drove off. Rosamund herself was on the terrace, bidding all her guests farewell. She clung to Dominey’s arm when at last they turned back into the empty hall.




  “What dear people they were, Everard!” she exclaimed. “I only wish that I had seen more of them. The Duchess was perfectly charming to me, and I never knew any one with such delightful manners as Prince Terniloff. Are you going to miss them very much, dear?”




  “Not a bit,” he answered. “I think I shall take a gun now and stroll down the meadows and across the rough ground. Will you come with me, or will you put on one of your pretty gowns and entertain me downstairs at luncheon? It is a very long time since we had a meal alone together.”




  She shook her head a little sadly.




  “We never have had,” she answered. “You know that, Everard, and alas! I know it. But we are going on pretending, aren’t we?”




  He raised her fingers to his lips and kissed them.




  “You shall pretend all that you like, dear Rosamund,” he promised, “and I will be the shadow of your desires. No! No tears!” he added quickly, as she turned away. “Remember there is nothing but happiness for you now. Whoever I am or am not, that is my one aim in life.”




  She clutched at his hand passionately, and suddenly, as though finding it insufficient, twined her arms around his neck and kissed him.




  “Let me come with you,” she begged. “I can’t bear to let you go. I’ll be very quiet. Will you wait ten minutes for me?”




  “Of course,” he answered.




  He strolled down towards the gun room, stood by the fire for a moment, and then wandered out into the courtyard, where Middleton and a couple of beaters were waiting for him with the dogs. He had scarcely taken a step towards them, however, when he stopped short. To his amazement Seaman was there, standing a little on one side, with his eyes fixed upon the windows of the servants’ quarters.




  “Hullo, my friend!” he exclaimed. “Why, I thought you went by the early train from Thursford Station?”




  “Missed it by two minutes,” Seaman replied with a glance towards the beaters. “I knew all the cars were full for the eleven o’clock, so I thought I’d wait till the afternoon.”




  “And where have you been to for the last few hours, then?”




  Seaman had reached his side now and was out of earshot of the others.




  “Trying to solve the mystery of Johann Wolff’s sudden departure last night. Come and walk down the avenue with me a short way.”




  “A very short distance, then. I am expecting Lady Dominey.”




  They passed through the thin iron gates and paced along one of the back entrances to the Hall.




  “Do not think me indiscreet,” Seaman began. “I returned without the knowledge of any one, and I kept out of the way until they had all gone. It is what I told you before. Things which I do not understand depress me, and behold! I have found proof this morning of a further significance in Wolff’s sudden departure.”




  “Proceed,” Dominey begged.




  “I learned this morning, entirely by accident, that Mr. Pelham’s servant was either mistaken or willfully deceived me. Wolff did not accompany your butler to the station.”




  “And how did you find that out?” Dominey demanded.




  “It is immaterial! What is material is that there is a sort of conspiracy amongst the servants here to conceal the manner of his leaving. Do not interrupt me, I beg! Early this morning there was a fresh fall of snow which has now disappeared. Outside the window of the room which I found locked were the marks of footsteps and the tracks of a small car.”




  “And what do you gather from all this?” Dominey asked.




  “I gather that Wolff must have had friends in the neighbourhood,” Seaman replied, “or else—”




  “Well?”




  “My last supposition sounds absurd,” Seaman confessed, “but the whole matter is so incomprehensible that I was going to say—or else he was forcibly removed.”




  Dominey laughed softly.




  “Wolff would scarcely have been an easy man to abduct, would he,” he remarked, “even if we could hit upon any plausible reason for such a thing! As a matter of fact, Seaman,” he concluded, turning on his heel a little abruptly as he saw Rosamund standing in the avenue, “I cannot bring myself to treat this Johann Wolff business seriously. Granted that the man was a spy, well, let him get on with it. We are doing our job here in the most perfect and praiseworthy fashion. We neither of us have the ghost of a secret to hide from his employers.”




  “In a sense that is true,” Seaman admitted.




  “Well, then, cheer up,” Dominey enjoined. “Take a little walk with us, and we will see whether Parkins cannot find us a bottle of that old Burgundy for lunch. How does that sound?”




  “If you will excuse me from taking the walk,” Seaman begged, “I would like to remain here until your return.”




  “You are more likely to do harm,” Dominey reminded him, “and set the servants talking, if you show too much interest in this man’s disappearance.”




  “I shall be careful,” Seaman promised, “but there are certain things which I cannot help. I work always from instinct, and my instinct is never wrong. I will ask no more questions of your servants, but I know that there is something mysterious about the sudden departure of Johann Wolff.”




  Dominey and Rosamund returned about one o’clock to find a note from Seaman, which the former tore open as his companion stood warming her feet in front of the fire. There were only a few lines:




  “I am following an idea. It takes me to London. Let us meet there within a few days.




  

    “S.”

  




  “Has he really gone?” Rosamund asked.




  “Back to London.”




  She laughed happily. “Then we shall lunch a deux after all! Delightful! I have my wish!”




  There was a sudden glow in Dominey’s face, a glow which was instantly suppressed.




  “Shall I ever have mine?” he asked, with a queer little break in his voice.
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  Terniloff and Dominey, one morning about six months later, lounged underneath a great elm tree at Ranelagh, having iced drinks after a round of golf. Several millions of perspiring Englishmen were at the same moment studying with dazed wonder the headlines in the midday papers.




  “I suppose,” the Ambassador remarked, as he leaned back in his chair with an air of lazy content, “that I am being accused of fiddling while Rome burns.”




  “Every one has certainly not your confidence in the situation,” Dominey rejoined calmly.




  “There is no one else who knows quite so much,” Terniloff reminded him.




  Dominey sipped his drink for a moment or two in silence.




  “Have you the latest news of the Russian mobilisation?” he asked. “They had some startling figures in the city this morning.”




  The Prince waved his hand.




  “My faith is not founded on these extraneous incidents,” he replied. “If Russia mobilises, it is for defence. No nation in the world would dream of attacking Germany, nor has Germany the slightest intention of imperilling her coming supremacy amongst the nations by such crude methods as military enterprise. Servia must be punished, naturally, but to that, in principle, every nation in Europe is agreed. We shall not permit Austria to overstep the mark.”




  “You are at least consistent, Prince,” Dominey remarked.




  Terniloff smiled.




  “That is because I have been taken behind the scenes,” he said. “I have been shown, as is the privilege of ambassadors, the mind of our rulers. You, my friend,” he went on, “spent your youth amongst the military faction. You think that you are the most important people in Germany. Well, you are not. The Kaiser has willed it otherwise. By-the-by, I had yesterday a most extraordinary cable from Stephanie.”




  Dominey ceased swinging his putter carelessly over the head of a daisy and turned his head to listen.




  “Is she on the way home?”




  “She is due in Southampton at any moment now. She wants to know where she can see me immediately upon her arrival, as she has information of the utmost importance to give me.”




  “Did she ever tell you the reason for her journey to Africa?”




  “She was most mysterious about it. If such an idea had had any logical outcome, I should have surmised that she was going there to seek information as to your past.”




  “She gave Seaman the same idea,” Dominey observed. “I scarcely see what she has to gain. In Africa, as a matter of fact,” he went on, “my life would bear the strictest investigation.”




  “The whole affair is singularly foolish,” the Prince declared, “Still, I am not sure that you have been altogether wise. Even accepting your position, I see no reason why you should not have obeyed the Kaiser’s behest. My experience of your Society here is that love affairs between men and women moving in the same circles are not uncommon.”




  “That,” Dominey urged, “is when they are all tarred with the same brush. My behaviour towards Lady Dominey has been culpable enough as it is. To have placed her in the position of a neglected wife would have been indefensible. Further, it might have affected the position which it is in the interests of my work that I should maintain here.”




  “An old subject,” the Ambassador sighed, “best not rediscussed. Behold, our womenkind!”




  Rosamund and the Princess had issued from the house, and the two men hastened to meet them. The latter looked charming, exquisitely gowned, and stately in appearance. By her side Rosamund, dressed with the same success but in younger fashion, seemed almost like a child. They passed into the luncheon room, crowded with many little parties of distinguished and interesting people, brilliant with the red livery of the waiters, the profusion of flowers—all that nameless elegance which had made the place society’s most popular rendezvous. The women, as they settled into their places, asked a question which was on the lips of a great many English people of that day.




  “Is there any news?”




  Terniloff perhaps felt that he was the cynosure of many eager and anxious eyes. He smiled light-heartedly as he answered:




  “None. If there were, I am convinced that it would be good. I have been allowed to play out my titanic struggle against Sir Everard without interruption.”




  “I suppose the next important question to whether it is to be peace or war is, how did you play?” the Princess asked.




  “I surpassed myself,” her husband replied, “but of course no ordinary human golfer is of any account against Dominey. He plays far too well for any self-respecting Ger—”




  The Ambassador broke off and paused while he helped himself to mayonnaise.




  “For any self-respecting German to play against,” he concluded.




  Luncheon was a very pleasant meal, and a good many people noticed the vivacity of the beautiful Lady Dominey whose picture was beginning to appear in the illustrated papers. Afterwards they drank coffee and sipped liqueurs under the great elm tree on the lawn, listening to the music and congratulating themselves upon having made their escape from London. In the ever-shifting panorama of gaily-dressed women and flannel-clad men, the monotony of which was varied here and there by the passing of a diplomatist or a Frenchman, scrupulously attired in morning clothes, were many familiar faces. Caroline and a little group of friends waved to them from the terrace. Eddy Pelham, in immaculate white, and a long tennis coat with dark blue edgings, paused to speak to them on his way to the courts.




  “How is the motor business, Eddy?” Dominey asked, with a twinkle in his eyes.




  “So, so! I’m not quite so keen as I was. To tell you the truth,” the young man confided, glancing around and lowering his voice so that no one should share the momentous information, “I was lucky enough to pick up a small share in Jere Moore’s racing stable at Newmarket, the other day. I fancy I know a little more about gee-gees than I do about the inside of motors, what?”




  “I should think very possibly that you are right,” Dominey assented, as the young man passed on with a farewell salute.




  Terniloff looked after him curiously.




  “It is the type of young man, that,” he declared, “which we cannot understand. What would happen to him, in the event of a war? In the event of his being called upon, say, either to fight or do some work of national importance for his country?”




  “I expect he would do it,” Dominey replied. “He would do it pluckily, whole-heartedly and badly. He is a type of the upper-class young Englishman, over-sanguine and entirely undisciplined. They expect, and their country expects for them that in the case of emergency pluck would take the place of training.”




  The Right Honourable Gerald Watson stood upon the steps talking to the wife of the Italian Ambassador. She left him presently, and he came strolling down the lawn with his hands behind his back and his eyes seeming to see out past the golf links.




  “There goes a man,” Terniloff murmured, “whom lately I have found changed. When I first came here he met me quite openly. I believe, even now, he is sincerely desirous of peace and amicable relations between our two countries, and yet something has fallen between us. I cannot tell what it is. I cannot tell even of what nature it is, but I have an instinct for people’s attitude towards me, and the English are the worst race in the world at hiding their feelings. Has Mr. Watson, I wonder come under the spell of your connection, the Duke of Worcester? He seemed so friendly with both of us down in Norfolk.”




  Their womenkind left them at that moment to talk to some acquaintances seated a short distance way. Mr. Watson, passing within a few yards of them, was brought to a standstill by Dominey’s greeting. They talked for a moment or two upon idle subjects.




  “Your news, I trust, continues favourable?” the Ambassador remarked, observing the etiquette which required him to be the first to leave the realms of ordinary conversation.




  “It is a little negative in quality,” the other answered, after a moment’s hesitation. “I am summoned to Downing Street again at six o’clock.”




  “I have already confided the result of my morning despatches to the Prime Minister,” Terniloff observed.




  “I went through them before I came down here,” was the somewhat doubtful reply.




  “You will have appreciated, I hope, their genuinely pacific tone?” Terniloff asked anxiously.




  His interlocutor bowed and then drew himself up. It was obvious that the strain of the last few days was telling upon him. There were lines about his mouth, and his eyes spoke of sleepless nights.




  “Words are idle things to deal with at a time like this,” he said. “One thing, however, I will venture to say to you, Prince, here and under these circumstances. There will be no war unless it be the will of your country.”




  Terniloff was for a moment unusually pale. It was an episode of unrecorded history. He rose to his feet and raised his hat.




  “There will be no war,” he said solemnly.




  The Cabinet Minister passed on with a lighter step. Dominey, more clearly than ever before, understood the subtle policy which had chosen for his great position a man as chivalrous and faithful and yet as simple-minded as Terniloff. He looked after the retreating figure of the Cabinet Minister with a slight smile at the corner of his lips.




  “In a time like this,” he remarked significantly, “one begins to understand why one of our great writers—was it Bernhardi, I wonder?—has written that no island could ever breed a race of diplomatists.”




  “The seas which engirdle this island,” the Ambassador said thoughtfully, “have brought the English great weal, as they may bring to her much woe. The too-nimble brain of the diplomat has its parallel of insincerity in the people whose interests he seems to guard. I believe in the honesty of the English politicians, I have placed that belief on record in the small volume of memoirs which I shall presently entrust to you. But we talk too seriously for a summer afternoon. Let us illustrate to the world our opinion of the political situation and play another nine holes at golf.”




  Dominey rose willingly to his feet, and the two men strolled away towards the first tee.




  “By the by,” Terniloff asked, “what of our cheerful little friend Seaman? He ought to be busy just now.”




  “Curiously enough, he is returning from Germany to-night,” Dominey announced. “I expect him at Berkeley square. He is coming direct to me.”
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  These were days, to all dwellers in London, of vivid impressions, of poignant memories, reasserting themselves afterwards with a curious sense of unreality, as though belonging to another set of days and another world. Dominey long remembered his dinner that evening in the sombre, handsomely furnished dining-room of his town house in Berkeley Square. Although it lacked the splendid proportions of the banqueting hall at Dominey, it was still a fine apartment, furnished in the Georgian period, with some notable pictures upon the walls, and with a wonderful ceiling and fireplace. Dominey and Rosamund dined alone, and though the table had been reduced to its smallest proportions, the space between them was yet considerable. As soon as Parkins had gravely put the port upon the table, Rosamund rose to her feet and, instead of leaving the room, pointed for the servant to place a chair for her by Dominey’s side.




  “I shall be like your men friends, Everard,” she declared, “when the ladies have left, and draw up to your side. Now what do we do? Tell stories? I promise you that I will be a wonderful listener.”




  “First of all you drink half a glass of this port,” he declared, filling her glass, “then you peel me one of those peaches, and we divide it. After which we listen for a ring at the bell. To-night I expect a visitor.”




  “A visitor?”




  “Not a social one,” he assured her. “A matter of business which I fear will take me from you for the rest of the evening. So let us make the most of the time until he comes.”




  She commenced her task with the peach, talking to him all the time a little gravely, a sweet and picturesque picture of a graceful and very desirable woman, her delicate shape and artistic fragility more than ever accentuated by the sombreness of the background.




  “Do you know, Everard,” she said, “I am so happy in London here with you, and I feel all the time so strong and well. I can read and understand the books which were a maze of print to me before. I can see the things in the pictures, and feel the thrill of the music, which seemed to come to me, somehow, before, all dislocated and discordant. You understand, dear?”




  “Of course,” he answered gravely.




  “I do not wonder,” she went on, “that Doctor Harrison is proud of me for a patient, but there are many times when I feel a dull pain in my heart, because I know that, whatever he or anybody else might say, I am not quite cured.”




  “Rosamund dear,” he protested.




  “Ah, but don’t interrupt,” she insisted, depositing his share of the peach upon his plate. “How can I be cured when all the time there is the problem of you, the problem which I am just as far off solving as ever I was? Often I find myself comparing you with the Everard whom I married.”




  “Do I fail so often to come up to his standard?” he asked.




  “You never fail,” she answered, looking at him with brimming eyes. “Of course, he was very much more affectionate,” she went on, after a moment’s pause. “His kisses were not like yours. And he was far fonder of having me with him. Then, on the other hand, often when I wanted him he was not there, he did wild things, mad things; he seemed to forget me altogether. It was that,” she went on, “that was so terrible. It was that which made me so nervous. I think that I should even have been able to stand those awful moments when he came back to me, covered with blood and reeling, if it had not been that I was already almost a wreck. You know, he killed Roger Unthank that night. That is why he was never able to come back.”




  “Why do you talk of these things to-night, Rosamund,” Dominey begged.




  “I must, dear,” she insisted, laying her fingers upon his hand and looking at him curiously. “I must, even though I see how they distress you. It is wonderful that you should mind so much, Everard, but you do, and I love you for it.”




  “Mind?” he groaned. “Mind!”




  “You are so like him and yet so different,” she went on meditatively. “You drink so little wine, you are always so self-controlled, so serious. You live as though you had a life around you of which others knew nothing. The Everard I remember would never have cared about being a magistrate or going into Parliament. He would have spent his time racing or yachting, hunting or shooting, as the fancy took him. And yet—”




  “And yet what?” Dominey asked, a little hoarsely.




  “I think he loved me better than you,” she said very sadly.




  “Why?” he demanded.




  “I cannot tell you,” she answered, with her eyes upon her plate, “but I think that he did.”




  Dominey walked suddenly to the window and leaned out. There were drops of moisture upon his forehead, he felt the fierce need of air. When he came back she was still sitting there, still looking down.




  “I have spoken to Doctor Harrison about it,” she went on, her voice scarcely audible. “He told me that you probably loved more than you dared to show, because someday the real Everard might come back.”




  “That is quite true,” he reminded her softly. “He may come back at any moment.”




  She gripped his hand, her voice shook with passion. She leaned towards him, her other arm stole around his neck.




  “But I don’t want him to come back!” she cried. “I want you!”




  Dominey sat for a moment motionless, like a figure of stone. Through the wide-flung, blind-shielded windows came the raucous cry of a newsboy, breaking the stillness of the summer evening. And then another and sharper interruption,—the stopping of a taxicab outside, the firm, insistent ringing of the front doorbell. Recollection came to Dominey, and a great strength. The fire which had leaped up within him was thrust back. His response to her wave of passion was infinitely tender.




  “Dear Rosamund,” he said, “that front doorbell summons me to rather an important interview. Will you please trust in me a little while longer? Believe me, I am not in any way cold. I am not indifferent. There is something which you will have to be told,—something with which I never reckoned, something which is beginning to weigh upon me night and day. Trust me, Rosamund, and wait!”




  She sank back into her chair with a piquant and yet pathetic little grimace.




  “You tell me always to wait,” she complained. “I will be patient, but you shall tell me this. You are so kind to me. You make or mar my life. You must care a little? Please?”




  He was standing up now. He kissed her hands fondly. His voice had all the old ring in it.




  “More than for any woman on earth, dear Rosamund!”




  Seaman, in a light grey suit, a panama, and a white beflowered tie, had lost something of the placid urbanity of a few months ago. He was hot and tired with travel. There were new lines in his face and a queer expression of anxiety about his eyes, at the corners of which little wrinkles had begun to appear. He responded to Dominey’s welcome with a fervour which was almost feverish, scrutinised him closely, as though expecting to find some change, and finally sank into an easy-chair with a little gesture of relief. He had been carrying a small, brown despatch case, which he laid on the carpet by his side.




  “You have news?” Dominey asked.




  “Yes,” was the momentous reply, “I have news.”




  Dominey rang the bell. He had already surmised, from the dressing-case and coats in the hall, that his visitor had come direct from the station.




  “What will you have?” he enquired.




  “A bottle of hock with seltzer water, and ice if you have it,” Seaman replied. “Also a plate of cold meat, but it must be served here. And afterwards the biggest cigar you have. I have indeed news, news disturbing, news magnificent, news astounding.”




  Dominey gave some orders to the servant who answered his summons. For a few moments they spoke trivialities of the journey. When everything was served, however, and the door closed, Seaman could wait no longer. His appetite, his thirst, his speech, seemed all stimulated to swift action.




  “We are of the same temperament,” he said. “That I know. We will speak first of what is more than disturbing—a little terrifying. The mystery of Johann Wolff has been solved.”




  “The man who came to us with messages from Schmidt in South Africa?” Dominey asked. “I had almost forgotten about him.”




  “The same. What was at the back of his visit to us that night I cannot even now imagine. Neither is it clear why he held aloof from me, who am his superior in practically the same service. There we are, from the commencement, confronted with a very singular happening, but scarcely so singular as the denouement. Wolff vanished from your house that night into an English fortress.”




  “It seems incredible,” Dominey declared bluntly.




  “It is nevertheless true,” Seaman insisted. “No member of our service is allowed to remain more than one month without communicating his existence and whereabouts to headquarters. No word has been received from Wolff since that night in January. On the other hand, indirect information has reached us that he is in durance over here.”




  “But such a thing is against the law, unheard of,” Dominey protested. “No country can keep the citizen of another country in prison without formulating a definite charge or bringing him up for trial.”




  Seaman smiled grimly.




  “That’s all very well in any ordinary case,” he said. “Wolff has been a marked man for years, though. Wilhelmstrasse would soon make fuss enough, if it were of any use, but it would not be. There are one or two Englishmen in German prisons at the present moment, concerning whose welfare the English Foreign Office has not even thought it worth while to enquire. What troubles me more than the actual fact of Wolff’s disappearance is the mystery of his visit to you and his apprehension practically on the spot.”




  “They must have tracked him down there,” Dominey remarked.




  “Yes, but they couldn’t thrust a pair of tongs into your butler’s sitting- room, extract Johann Wolff, and set him down inside Norwich Castle or whatever prison he may be in,” Seaman objected. “However, the most disquieting feature about Wolff is that it introduces something we don’t understand. For the rest, we have many men as good, and better, and the time for their utility is past. You are our great hope now, Dominey.”




  “It is to be, then?”




  Seaman took a long and ecstatic draught of his hock and seltzer.




  “It is to be,” he declared solemnly. “There was never any doubt about it. If Russia ceases to mobilise to-morrow, if every statesman in Servia crawls to Vienna with a rope around his neck, the result would still be the same. The word has gone out. The whole of Germany is like a vast military camp. It comes exactly twelve months before the final day fixed by our great authorities, but the opportunity is too great, too wonderful for hesitation. By the end of August we shall be in Paris.”




  “You bring news indeed!” Dominey murmured, standing for a moment by the opened window.




  “I have been received with favour in the very loftiest circles,” Seaman continued. “You and I both stand high in the list of those to whom great rewards shall come. His Majesty approves altogether of your reluctance to avail yourself of his permission to wed the Princess Eiderstrom. ‘Von Ragastein has decided well,’ he declared. ‘These are not the days for marriage or giving in marriage. These, the most momentous days the world has ever known, the days when an empire shall spring into being, the mightiest since the Continents fell into shape and the stars looked down upon this present world.’ Those are the words of the All Highest. In his eyes the greatest of all attributes is singleness of purpose. You followed your own purpose, contrary to my advice, contrary to Terniloff’s. You will gain by it.”




  Seaman finished his meal in due course, and the tray was removed. Soon the two men were alone again, Seaman puffing out dense volumes of smoke, gripping his cigar between his teeth, brandishing it sometimes in his hand to give effect to his words. A little of his marvellous caution seemed to have deserted him. For the first time he spoke directly to his companion.




  “Von Ragastein,” he said, “it is a great country, ours. It is a wonderful empire we shall build. To-night I am on fire with the mighty things. I have a list of instructions for you, many details. They can wait. We will talk of our future, our great and glorious destiny as the mightiest nation who has ever earned for herself the right to govern the world. You would think that in Germany there was excitement. There is none. The task of every one is allotted, their work made clear to them. Like a mighty piece of gigantic machinery, we move towards war. Every regiment knows its station, every battery commander knows his positions, every general knows his exact line of attack. Rations, clothing, hospitals, every unit of which you can think, has its movements calculated out for it to the last nicety.”




  “And the final result?” Dominey asked. “Is that also calculated?”




  Seaman, with trembling fingers, unlocked the little despatch box which stood by his side and took from it jealously a sheet of linen-backed parchment.




  “You, my friend,” he said, “are one of the first to gaze upon this. This will show you the dream of our Kaiser. This will show you the framework of the empire that is to be.”




  He laid out a map upon the table. The two men bent over it. It was a map of Europe, in which England, a diminished France, Spain, Portugal and Italy, were painted in dark blue. For the rest, the whole of the space included between two lines, one from Hamburg to Athens, the other from Finland to the Black Sea, was painted a deep scarlet, with here and there portions of it in slightly lighter colouring. Seaman laid his palm upon the map.




  “There lies our future Empire,” he said solemnly and impressively.




  “Explain it to me,” Dominey begged.




  “Broadly speaking, everything between those two lines belongs to the new German Empire. Poland, Courland, Lithuania, and the Ukraine will possess a certain degree of autonomous government, which will practically amount to nothing. Asia is there at our feet. No longer will Great Britain control the supplies of the world. Raw materials of every description will be ours. Leather, tallow, wheat, oil, fats, timber—they are all there for us to draw upon. And for wealth—India and China! What more could you have, my friend?”




  “You take my breath away. But what about Austria?”




  Seaman’s grin was almost sardonic.




  “Austria,” he said, “must already feel her doom creeping upon her. There is no room in middle Europe for two empires, and the House of Hapsburg must fall before the House of Hohenzollern. Austria, body and soul, must become part of the German Empire. Then further down, mark you. Roumania must become a vassal state or be conquered. Bulgaria is already ours. Turkey, with Constantinople, is pledged. Greece will either join us or be wiped out. Servia will be blotted from the map; probably also Montenegro. These countries which are painted in fainter red, like Turkey, Bulgaria and Greece, become vassal states, to be absorbed one by one as opportunity presents itself.”




  Dominey’s finger strayed northward.




  “Belgium,” he observed, “has disappeared.”




  “Belgium we shall occupy and enslave,” Seaman replied. “Our line of advance into France lies that way, and we need her ports to dominate the Thames. Holland and the Scandinavian countries, as you observe are left in the lighter shade of red. If an opportunity occurs, Holland and Denmark may be incited to take the field against us. If they do so, it means absorption. If they remain, as they probably will, scared neutrals, they will none the less be our vassal states when the last gun has been fired.”




  “And Norway and Sweden?”




  Seaman looked down at the map and smiled.




  “Look at them,” he said. “They lie at our mercy. Norway has her western seaboard, and there might always be the question of British aid so far as she is concerned. But Sweden is ours, body and soul. More than any other of these vassal states, it is our master’s plan to bring her into complete subjection. We need her lusty manhood, the finest cannon food in the world, for later wars, if indeed such a thing should be. She has timber and minerals which we also need. But there—it is enough. First of all men in this country, my friend, you Von Ragastein, have gazed upon this picture of the future.”




  “This is marvellously conceived,” Dominey muttered, “but what of Russia with her millions? How is it that we propose, notwithstanding her countless millions of men, to help ourselves to her richest provinces, to drive a way through the heart of her empire?”




  “This,” Seaman replied, “is where genius steps in. Russia has been ripe for a revolution any time for the last fifteen years. We have secret agents now in every city and country place and throughout the army. We shall teach Russia how to make herself a free country.”




  Dominey shivered a little with an almost involuntary repulsion. For the second time that almost satyr-like grin on Seaman’s face revolted him.




  “And what of my own work?”




  Seaman helped himself to a liqueur. He was, as a rule, a moderate man, but this was the third time he had replenished his glass since his hasty meal.




  “My brain is weary, friend,” he admitted, passing his hand over his forehead. “I have a great fatigue. The thoughts jump about. This last week has been one of fierce excitements. Everything, almost your daily life, has been planned. We shall go over it within a day or so. Meanwhile, remember this. It is our great aim to keep England out of the war.”




  “Terniloff is right, then, after all!” Dominey exclaimed.




  Seaman laughed scornfully.




  “If we want England out of the war,” he pointed out, “it is not that we desire her friendship. It is that we may crush her the more easily when Calais, Boulogne and Havre are in our hands. That will be in three months’ time. Then perhaps our attitude towards England may change a little! Now I go.”




  Dominey folded up the map with reluctance. His companion shook his head. It was curious that he, too, for the first time in his life upon the same day, addressed his host differently.




  “Baron Von Ragastein,” he said, “there are six of those maps in existence. That one is for you. Lock it away and guard it as though it were your greatest treasure on earth, but when you are alone, bring it out and study it. It shall be your inspiration, it shall lighten your moments of depression, give you courage when you are in danger; it shall fill your mind with pride and wonder. It is yours.”




  Dominey folded it carefully up, crossed the room, unlocked a little safe and deposited it therein.




  “I shall guard it, according to your behest, as my greatest treasure,” he assured his departing guest, with a fervour which surprised even himself.
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  There was something dramatic, in the most lurid sense of the word, about the brief telephone message which Dominey received, not so many hours later, from Carlton House Terrace. In a few minutes he was moving through the streets, still familiar yet already curiously changed. Men and women were going about their business as usual, but an air of stupefaction was everywhere apparent. Practically every loiterer was studying a newspaper, every chance acquaintance had stopped to confer with his fellows. War, alternately the joke and bogey of the conversationalist, stretched her grey hands over the sunlit city. Even the lightest-hearted felt a thrill of apprehension at the thought of the horrors that were to come. In a day or two all this was to be changed. People went about then counting the Russian millions; the steamroller fetish was to be evolved. The most peaceful stockbroker or shopkeeper, who had never even been to a review in his life, could make calculations of man power with a stump of pencil on the back of an old envelope, which would convince the greatest pessimist that Germany and Austria were outnumbered by at least three to one. But on this particular morning, people were too stunned for calculations. The incredible had happened. The long-discussed war—the nightmare of the nervous, the derision of the optimist—had actually materialised. The happy-go-lucky years of peace and plenty had suddenly come to an end. Black tragedy leaned over the land.




  Dominey, avoiding acquaintances as far as possible, his own mind in a curious turmoil, passed down St. James’s Street and along Pall Mall and presented himself at Carlton House Terrace. Externally, the great white building, with its rows of flower boxes, showed no signs of undue perturbation. Inside, however, the anteroom was crowded with callers, and it was only by the intervention of Terniloff’s private secretary, who was awaiting him, that Dominey was able to reach the inner sanctum where the Ambassador was busy dictating letters. He broke off immediately his visitor was announced and dismissed every one, including his secretaries. Then he locked the door.




  “Von Ragastein,” he groaned, “I am a broken man!”




  Dominey grasped his hand sympathetically. Terniloff seemed to have aged years even in the last few hours.




  “I sent for you,” he continued, “to say farewell, to say farewell and make a confession. You were right, and I was wrong. It would have been better if I had remained and played the country farmer on my estates. I was never shrewd enough to see until now that I have been made the cat’s-paw of the very men whose policy I always condemned.”




  His visitor still remained silent. There was so little that he could say.




  “I have worked for peace,” Terniloff went on, “believing that my country wanted peace. I have worked for peace with honourable men who were just as anxious as I was to secure it. But all the time those for whom I laboured were making faces behind my back. I was nothing more nor less than their tool. I know now that nothing in this world could have hindered what is coming.”




  “Every one will at least realise,” Dominey reminded him, “that you did your best for peace.”




  “That is one reason why I sent for you,” was the agitated reply. “Not long ago I spoke of a little volume, a diary which I have been keeping of my work in this country. I promised to show it to you. You have asked me for it several times lately. I am going to show it to you now. It is written up to yesterday. It will tell you of all my efforts and how they were foiled. It is an absolutely faithful narrative of my work here, and the English response to it.”




  The Prince crossed the room, unlocked one of the smaller safes, which stood against the side of the wall, withdrew a morocco-bound volume the size of a small portfolio, and returned to Dominey.




  “I beg you,” he said earnestly, “to read this with the utmost care and to await my instructions with regard to it. You can judge, no doubt,” he went on a little bitterly, “why I give it into your keeping. Even the Embassy here is not free from our own spies, and the existence of these memoirs is known. The moment I reach Germany, their fate is assured. I am a German and a patriot, although my heart is bitter against those who are bringing this blot upon our country. For that reason, these memoirs must be kept in a safe place until I see a good use for them.”




  “You mean if the governing party in German should change?”




  “Precisely! They would then form at once my justification, and place English diplomacy in such a light before the saner portion of my fellow countrymen that an honourable peace might be rendered possible. Study them carefully, Von Ragastein. Perhaps even your own allegiance to the Party you serve may waver for a moment as you read.”




  “I serve no Party,” Dominey said quietly, “only my Country.”




  Terniloff sighed.




  “Alas! there is no time for us to enter into one of our old arguments on the ethics of government. I must send you away, Von Ragastein. You have a terrible task before you. I am bound to wish you Godspeed. For myself I shall not raise my head again until I have left England.”




  “There is no other commission?” Dominey asked. “No other way in which I can serve you?”




  “None,” Terniloff answered sadly. “I am permitted to suffer no inconveniences. My departure is arranged for as though I were royalty. Yet believe me, my friend, every act of courtesy and generosity which I receive in these moments, bites into my heart. Farewell!”




  Dominey found a taxicab in Pall Mall and drove back to Berkeley Square. He found Rosamund with a little troop of dogs, just entering the gardens, and crossed to her side.




  “Dear,” he asked, taking her arm, “would you mind very much coming down to Norfolk for a few days?”




  “With you?” she asked quickly.




  “Yes! I want to be in retreat for a short time. There are one or two things I must settle before I take up some fresh work.”




  “I should love it,” she declared enthusiastically. “London is getting so hot, and every one is so excited.”




  “I shall order the touring car at three o’clock,” Dominey told her. “We shall get home about nine. Parkins and your maid can go down by train. Does that suit you?”




  “Delightfully!”




  He took her arm and they paced slowly along the hot walk.




  “Rosamund dear,” he said, “the time has come which many people have been dreading. We are at war.”




  “I know,” she murmured.




  “You and I have had quite a happy time together, these last few months,” he went on, “even though there is still that black cloud between us. I have tried to treat you as kindly and tenderly as though I were really your husband and you were indeed my wife.”




  “You’re not going away?” she cried, startled. “I couldn’t bear that! No one could ever be so sweet as you have been to me.”




  “Dear,” he said, “I want you to think—of your husband—of Everard. He was a soldier once for a short time, was he not? What do you think he would have done now that this terrible war has come?”




  “He would have done what you will do,” she answered, with the slightest possible tremor in her tone. “He would have become a soldier again, he would have fought for his country.”




  “And so must I—fight for my country,” he declared. “That is why I must leave you for an hour now while I make some calls. I shall be back to luncheon. Directly afterwards we must start. I have many things to arrange first, though. Life is not going to be very easy for the next few days.”




  She held on to his arm. She seemed curiously reluctant to let him go.




  “Everard,” she said, “when we are at Dominey shall I be able to see Doctor Harrison?”




  “Of course,” he assured her.




  “There is something I want to say to him,” she confided, “something I want to ask you, too. Are you the same person, Everard, when you are in town as when you are in the country?”




  He was a little taken aback at her question—asked, too, with such almost plaintive seriousness. The very aberration it suggested seemed altogether denied by her appearance. She was wearing a dress of black and white muslin, a large black hat, Paris shoes. Her stockings, her gloves, all the trifling details of her toilette, were carefully chosen, and her clothes themselves gracefully and naturally worn. Socially, too, she had been amazingly successful. Only the week before, Caroline had come to him with a little shrug of the shoulders.




  “I have been trying to be kind to Rosamund,” she said, “and finding out instead how unnecessary it is. She is quite the most popular of the younger married women in our set. You don’t deserve such luck, Everard.”




  “You know the proverb about the old roue,” he had replied.




  His mind had wandered for a moment. He realised Rosamund’s question with a little start.




  “The same person, dear?” he repeated. “I think so. Don’t I seem so to you?”




  She shook her head.




  “I am not sure,” she answered, a little mysteriously. “You see, in the country I still remember sometimes that awful night when I so nearly lost my reason. I have never seen you as you looked that night.”




  “You would rather not go back, perhaps?”




  “That is the strange part of it,” she replied. “There is nothing in the world I want so much to do. There’s an empty taxi, dear,” she added, as they reached the gate. “I shall go in and tell Justine about the packing.”
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  Within the course of the next few days, a strange rumour spread through Dominey and the district,—from the farm labourer to the farmer, from the school children to their homes, from the village post-office to the neighbouring hamlets. A gang of woodmen from a neighbouring county, with an engine and all the machinery of their craft, had started to work razing to the ground everything in the shape of tree or shrub at the north end of the Black Wood. The matter of the war was promptly forgotten. Before the second day, every man, woman and child in the place had paid an awed visit to the outskirts of the wood, had listened to the whirr of machinery, had gazed upon the great bridge of planks leading into the wood, had peered, in the hope of some strange discovery into the tents of the men who were camping out. The men themselves were not communicative, and the first time the foreman had been known to open his mouth was when Dominey walked down to discuss progress, on the morning after his arrival.




  “It’s a dirty bit of work, sir,” he confided. “I don’t know as I ever came across a bit of woodland as was so utterly, hopelessly rotten. Why, the wood crumbles when you touch it, and the men have to be within reach of one another the whole of the time, though we’ve a matter of five hundred planks down there.”




  “Come across anything unusual yet?”




  “We ain’t come across anything that isn’t unusual so far, sir. My men are all wearing extra leggings to keep them from being bitten by them adders—as long as my arm, some of ‘em. And there’s fungus there which, when you touch it, sends out a smell enough to make a man faint. We killed a cat the first day, as big and as fierce as a young tigress. It’s a queer job, sir.”




  “How long will it take?”




  “Matter of three weeks, sir, and when we’ve got the timber out you’ll be well advised to burn it. It’s not worth a snap of the fingers.—Begging your pardon, sir,” the man went on, “the old lady in the distance there hangs about the whole of the time. Some of my men are half scared of her.”




  Dominey swung around. On a mound a little distance away in the park, Rachael Unthank was standing. In her rusty black clothes, unrelieved by any trace of colour, her white cheeks and strange eyes, even in the morning light she was a repellent figure. Dominey strolled across to her.




  “You see, Mrs. Unthank,” he began—




  She interrupted him. Her skinny hand was stretched out towards the wood.




  “What are those men doing, Sir Everard Dominey?” she demanded. “What is your will with the wood?”




  “I am carrying out a determination I came to in the winter,” Dominey replied. “Those men are going to cut and hew their way from one end of the Black Wood to the other, until not a tree or a bush remains upright. As they cut, they burn. Afterwards, I shall have it drained. We may live to see a field of corn there, Mrs. Unthank.”




  “You will dare to do this?” she asked hoarsely.




  “Will you dare to tell me why I should not, Mrs. Unthank?”




  She relapsed into silence, and Dominey passed on. But that night, as Rosamund and he were lingering over their dessert, enjoying the strange quiet and the wonderful breeze which crept in at the open window, Parkins announced a visitor.




  “Mrs. Unthank is in the library, sir,” he announced. “She would be glad if you could spare her five minutes.”




  Rosamund shivered slightly, but nodded as Dominey glanced towards her enquiringly.




  “Don’t let me see her, please,” she begged. “You must go, of course.—Everard!”




  “Yes, dear?”




  “I know what you are doing out there, although you have never said a word to me about it,” she continued, with an odd little note of passion in her tone. “Don’t let her persuade you to stop. Let them cut and burn and hew till there isn’t room for a mouse to hide. You promise?”




  “I promise,” he answered.




  Mrs. Unthank was making every effort to keep under control her fierce discomposure. She rose as Dominey entered the room and dropped an old-fashioned curtsey.




  “Well, Mrs. Unthank,” he enquired, “what can I do for you?”




  “It’s about the wood again, sir,” she confessed. “I can’t bear it. All night long I seem to hear those axes, and the calling of the men.”




  “What is your objection, Mrs. Unthank, to the destruction of the Black Wood?” Dominey asked bluntly. “It is nothing more nor less than a noisome pest- hole. Its very presence there, after all that she has suffered, is a menace to Lady Dominey’s nerves. I am determined to sweep it from the face of the earth.”




  The forced respect was already beginning to disappear from her manner.




  “There’s evil will come to you if you do, Sir Everard,” she declared doggedly.




  “Plenty of evil has come to me from that wood as it is,” he reminded her.




  “You mean to disturb the spirit of him whose body you threw there?” she persisted.




  Dominey looked at her calmly. Some sort of evil seemed to have lit in her face. Her lips had shrunk apart, showing her yellow teeth. The fire in her narrowed eyes was the fire of hatred.




  “I am no murderer, Mrs. Unthank,” he said. “Your son stole out from the shadow of that wood, attacked me in a cowardly manner, and we fought. He was mad when he attacked me, he fought like a madman, and, notwithstanding my superior strength, I was glad to get away alive. I never touched his body. It lay where he fell. If he crept into the wood and died there, then his death was not at my door. He sought for my life as I never sought for his.”




  “You’d done him wrong,” the woman muttered.




  “That again is false. His passion for Lady Dominey was uninvited and unreciprocated. Her only feeling concerning him was one of fear; that the whole countryside knows. Your son was a lonely, a morose and an ill-living man, Mrs. Unthank. If either of us had murder in our hearts, it was he, not I. And as for you,” Dominey went on, after a moment’s pause, “I think that you have had your revenge, Mrs. Unthank. It was you who nursed my wife into insanity. It was you who fed her with the horror of your son’s so-called spirit. I think that if I had stayed away another two years, Lady Dominey would have been in a mad-house to-day.”




  “I would to Heaven!” the woman cried, “that you’d rotted to death in Africa!”




  “You carry your evil feelings far, Mrs. Unthank,” he replied. “Take my advice. Give up this foolish idea that the Black Wood is still the home of your son’s spirit. Go and live on your annuity in another part of the country and forget.”




  He moved across the room to throw open a window. Her eyes followed him wonderingly.




  “I have heard a rumour,” she said slowly; “there has been a word spoken here and there about you. I’ve had my doubts sometimes. I have them again every time you speak. Are you really Everard Dominey?”




  He swung around and faced her.




  “Who else?”




  “There’s one,” she went on, “has never believed it, and that’s her ladyship. I’ve heard strange talk from the people who’ve come under your masterful ways. You’re a harder man than the Everard Dominey I remember. What if you should be an impostor?”




  “You have only to prove that, Mrs. Unthank,” Dominey replied, “and a portion, at any rate, of the Black Wood may remain standing. You will find it a little difficult, though.—You must excuse my ringing the bell. I see no object in asking you to remain longer.”




  She rose unwillingly to her feet. Her manner was sullen and unyielding.




  “You are asking for the evil things,” she warned him.




  “Be assured,” Dominey answered, “that if they come I shall know how to deal with them.”




  Dominey found Rosamund and Doctor Harrison, who had walked over from the village, lingering on the terrace. He welcomed the latter warmly.




  “You are a godsend, Doctor,” he declared. “I have been obliged to leave my port untasted for want of a companion. You will excuse us for a moment Rosamund?”




  She nodded pleasantly, and the doctor followed his host into the dining- room and took his seat at the table where the dessert still remained.




  “Old woman threatening mischief?” the latter asked, with a keen glance from under his shaggy grey eyebrows.




  “I think she means it,” Dominey replied, as he filled his guest’s glass. “Personally,” he went on, after a moment’s pause, “the present situation is beginning to confirm an old suspicion of mine. I am a hard and fast materialist, you know, Doctor, in certain matters, and I have not the slightest faith in the vindictive mother, terrified to death lest the razing of a wood of unwholesome character should turn out into the cold world the spirit of her angel son.”




  “What do you believe?” the doctor asked bluntly.




  “I would rather not tell you at the present moment,” Dominey answered. “It would sound too fantastic.”




  “Your note this afternoon spoke of urgency,” the doctor observed.




  “The matter is urgent. I want you to do me a great favour—to remain here all night.”




  “You are expecting something to happen?”




  “I wish, at any rate, to be prepared.”




  “I’ll stay, with pleasure,” the doctor promised. “You can lend me some paraphernalia, I suppose? And give me a shake-down somewhere near Lady Dominey’s. By-the-by,” he began, and hesitated.




  “I have followed your advice, or rather your orders,” Dominey interrupted, a little harshly. “It has not always been easy, especially in London, where Rosamund is away from these associations.—I am hoping great things from what may happen to-night, or very soon.”




  The doctor nodded sympathetically.




  “I shouldn’t wonder if you weren’t on the right track,” he declared.




  Rosamund came in through the window to them and seated herself by Dominey’s side.




  “Why are you two whispering like conspirators?” she demanded.




  “Because we are conspirators,” he replied lightly. “I have persuaded Doctor Harrison to stay the night. He would like a room in our wing. Will you let the maids know, dear?”




  She nodded thoughtfully.




  “Of course! There are several rooms quite ready. Mrs. Midgeley thought that we might be bringing down some guests. I am quite sure that we can make Doctor Harrison comfortable.”




  “No doubt about that, Lady Dominey,” the doctor declared. “Let me be as near to your apartment as possible.”




  There was a shade of anxiety in her face.




  “You think that to-night something will happen?” she asked.




  “To-night, or one night very soon,” Dominey assented. “It is just as well for you to be prepared. You will not be afraid, dear? You will have the doctor on one side of you and me on the other.”




  “I am only afraid of one thing,” she answered a little enigmatically. “I have been so happy lately.”




  Dominey, changed into ordinary morning clothes, with a thick cord tied round his body, a revolver in his pocket, and a loaded stick in his hand, spent the remainder of the night and part of the early morning concealed behind a great clump of rhododendrons, his eyes fixed upon the shadowy stretch of park which lay between the house and the Black Wood. The night was moonless but clear, and when his eyes were once accustomed to the pale but sombre twilight, the whole landscape and the moving objects upon it were dimly visible. The habits of his years of bush life seemed instinctively, in those few hours of waiting, to have reestablished themselves. Every sense was strained and active; every night sound—of which the hooting of some owls, disturbed from their lurking place in the Black Wood, was predominant—heard and accounted for. And then, just as he had glanced at his watch and found that it was close upon two o’clock, came the first real intimation that something was likely to happen. Moving across the park towards him he heard the sound of a faint patter, curious and irregular in rhythm, which came from behind a range of low hillocks. He raised himself on his hands and knees to watch. His eyes were fastened upon a certain spot,—a stretch of the open park between himself and the hillocks. The patter ceased and began again. Into the open there came a dark shape, the irregularity of its movements swiftly explained. It moved at first upon all fours, then on two legs, then on all fours again. It crept nearer and nearer, and Dominey, as he watched, laid aside his stick. It reached the terrace, paused beneath Rosamund’s window, now barely half a dozen yards from where he was crouching. Deliberately he waited, waited for what he knew must soon come. Then the deep silence of the breathless night was broken by that familiar, unearthly scream. Dominey waited till even its echoes had died away. Then he ran a few steps, bent double, and stretched out his hands. Once more, for the last time, that devil’s cry broke the deep stillness of the August morning, throbbing a little as though with a new fear, dying away as though the fingers which crushed it back down the straining throat had indeed crushed with it the last flicker of some unholy life.




  When Doctor Harrison made his hurried appearance, a few moments later, he found Dominey seated upon the terrace, furiously smoking a cigarette. On the ground, a few yards away, lay something black and motionless.




  “What is it?” the doctor gasped.




  For the first time Dominey showed some signs of a lack of self-control. His voice was choked and uneven.




  “Go and look at it, Doctor,” he said. “It’s tied up, hand and foot. You can see where the spirit of Roger Unthank has hidden itself.”




  “Bosh!” the doctor answered, with grim contempt. “It’s Roger Unthank himself. The beast!”




  A little stream of servants came running out. Dominey gave a few orders quickly.




  “Ring up the garage,” he directed, “and I shall want one of the men to go into Norwich to the hospital. Doctor, will you go up and see Lady Dominey?”




  The habits of a lifetime broke down. Parkins, the immaculate, the silent, the perfect automaton, asked an eager question.




  “What is it, sir?”




  There was the sound of a window opening overhead. At that moment Parkins would not have asked in vain for an annuity. Dominey glanced at the little semicircle of servants and raised his voice.




  “It is the end, I trust, of these foolish superstitions about Roger Unthank’s ghost. There lies Roger Unthank, half beast, half man. For some reason or other—some lunatic’s reason, of course—he has chosen to hide himself in the Black Wood all these years. His mother, I presume, has been his accomplice and taken him food. He is still alive but in a disgusting state.”




  There was a little awed murmur. Dominey’s voice had become quite matter of fact.




  “I suppose,” he continued, “his first idea was to revenge himself upon us and this household, by whom he imagined himself badly treated. The man, however, was half a madman when he came to the neighbourhood and has behaved like one ever since.—Johnson,” Dominey continued, singling out a sturdy footman with sound common sense, “get ready to take this creature into Norwich Hospital. Say that if I do not come in during the day, a letter of explanation will follow from me. The rest of you, with the exception of Parkins, please go to bed.”




  With little exclamations of wonder they began to disperse. Then one of them paused and pointed across the park. Moving with incredible swiftness came the gaunt, black figure of Rachael Unthank, swaying sometimes on her feet, yet in their midst before they could realise it. She staggered to the prostrate body and threw herself upon her knees. Her hands rested upon the unseen face, her eyes glared across at Dominey.




  “So you’ve got him at last!” she gasped.




  “Mrs. Unthank,” Dominey said sternly, “you are in time to accompany your son to the hospital at Norwich. The car will be here in two minutes. I have nothing to say to you. Your own conscience should be sufficient punishment for keeping that poor creature alive in such a fashion and ministering during my absence to his accursed desire for vengeance.”




  “He would have died if I hadn’t brought him food,” she muttered. “I have wept all the tears a woman’s broken heart could wring out, beseeching him to come back to me.”




  “Yet,” Dominey insisted, “you shared his foul plot for vengeance against a harmless woman. You let him come and make his ghoulish noises, night by night, under these windows, without a word of remonstrance. You knew very well what their accursed object was—you, with a delicate woman in your charge who trusted you. You are an evil pair, but of the two you are worse than your half-witted son.”




  The woman made no reply. She was still on her knees, bending over the prostrate figure, from whose lips now came a faint moaning. Then the lights of the car flashed out as it left the garage, passed through the iron gates and drew up a few yards away.




  “Help him in,” Dominey ordered. “You can loosen his cords, Johnson, as soon as you have started. He has very little strength. Tell them at the hospital I shall probably be there during the day, or to-morrow.”




  With a little shiver the two men stooped to their task. Their prisoner muttered to himself all the time, but made no resistance. Rachael Unthank, as she stepped in to take her place by his side, turned once more to Dominey. She was a broken woman.




  “You’re rid of us,” she sobbed, “perhaps forever.—You’ve said harsh things of both of us. Roger isn’t always—so bad. Sometimes he’s more gentle than at others. You’d have thought then that he was just a baby, living there for love of the wind and the trees and the birds. If he comes to—”




  Her voice broke. Dominey’s reply was swift and not unkind. He pointed to the window above.




  “If Lady Dominey recovers, you and your son are forgiven. If she never recovers, I wish you both the blackest corner of hell.”




  The car drove off. Doctor Harrison met Dominey on the threshold as he turned towards the house.




  “Her ladyship is unconscious now,” he announced. “Perhaps that is a good sign. I never liked that unnatural calm. She’ll be unconscious, I think, for a great many hours. For God’s sake, come and get a whisky and soda and give me one!”




  The early morning sunshine lay upon the park when the two men at last separated. They stood for a moment looking out. From the Black Wood came the whirr of a saw. The little troop of men had left their tents. The crash of a fallen tree heralded their morning’s work.




  “You are still going on with that?” the doctor asked.




  “To the very last stump of a tree, to the last bush, to the last cluster of weeds,” Dominey replied, with a sudden passion in his tone. “I will have that place razed to the bare level of the earth, and I will have its poisonous swamps sucked dry. I have hated that foul spot,” he went on, “ever since I realised what suffering it meant to her. My reign here may not be long, Doctor—I have my own tragedy to deal with—but those who come after me will never feel the blight of that accursed place.”




  The doctor grunted. His inner thoughts he kept to himself.




  “Maybe you’re right,” he conceded.
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  The heat of a sulphurous afternoon—a curious parallel in its presage of coming storm to the fast-approaching crisis in Dominey’s own affairs—had driven Dominey from his study on to the terrace. In a chair by his side lounged Eddy Pelham, immaculate in a suit of white flannels. It was the fifth day since the mystery of the Black Wood had been solved.




  “Ripping, old chap, of you to have me down here,” the young man remarked amiably, his hand stretching out to a tumbler which stood by his side. “The country, when you can get ice, is a paradise in this weather, especially when London’s so full of ghastly rumours and all that sort of thing. What’s the latest news of her ladyship?”




  “Still unconscious,” Dominey replied. “The doctors, however, seem perfectly satisfied. Everything depends on her waking moments.”




  The young man abandoned the subject with a murmur of hopeful sympathy. His eyes were fixed upon a little cloud of dust in the distance.




  “Expecting visitors to-day?” he asked.




  “Should not be surprised,” was the somewhat laconic answer.




  The young man stood up, yawned and stretched himself.




  “I’ll make myself scarce,” he said. “Jove!” he added approvingly, lingering for a moment. “Jolly well cut, the tunic of your uniform, Dominey! If a country in peril ever decides to waive the matter of my indifferent physique and send me out to the rescue, I shall go to your man.”




  Dominey smiled.




  “Mine is only the local Yeomanry rig-out,” he replied. “They will nab you for the Guards!”




  Dominey stepped back through the open windows into his study as Pelham strolled off. He was seated at his desk, poring over some letters, when a few minutes later Seaman was ushered into the room. For a single moment his muscles tightened, his frame became tense. Then he realised his visitor’s outstretched hands of welcome and he relaxed. Seaman was perspiring, vociferous and excited.




  “At last!” He exclaimed. “Donner und!—My God Dominey, what is this?”




  “Thirteen years ago,” Dominey explained, “I resigned a commission in the Norfolk Yeomanry. That little matter, however, has been adjusted. At a crisis like this—”




  “My friend, you are wonderful!” Seaman interrupted solemnly. “You are a man after my own heart, you are thorough, you leave nothing undone. That is why,” he added, lowering his voice a little, “we are the greatest race in the world. Drink before everything, my friend,” he went on, “drink I must have. What a day! The very clouds that hide the sun are full of sulphurous heat.”




  Dominey rang the bell, ordered hock and seltzer and ice. Seaman drank and threw himself into an easy-chair.




  “There is no fear of your being called out of the country because of that, I hope?” he asked a little anxiously, nodding his head towards his companion’s uniform.




  “Not at present,” Dominey answered. “I am a trifle over age to go with the first batch or two. Where have you been?”




  Seaman hitched his chair a little nearer.




  “In Ireland,” he confided. “Sorry to desert you as I did, but you do not begin to count for us just yet. There was just a faint doubt as to what they were doing to do about internment. That is why I had to get the Irish trip off my mind.”




  “What has been decided?”




  “The Government has the matter under consideration,” Seaman replied, with a chuckle. “I can certainly give myself six months before I need to slip off. Now tell me, why do I find you down here?”




  “After Terniloff left,” Dominey explained, “I felt I wanted to get away. I have been asked to start some recruiting work down here.”




  “Terniloff—left his little volume with you?”




  “Yes!”




  “Where is it?”




  “Safe,” Dominey replied.




  Seaman mopped his forehead.




  “It needs to be,” he muttered. “I have orders to see it destroyed. We can talk of that presently. Sometimes, when I am away from you, I tremble. It may sound foolish, but you have in your possession just the two things—that map and Von Terniloff’s memoirs—which would wreck our propaganda in every country of the world.”




  “Both are safe,” Dominey assured him. “By the by, my friend,” he went on, “do you know that you yourself are forgetting your usual caution?”




  “In what respect?” Seaman demanded quickly.




  “As you stooped to sit down just now, I distinctly saw the shape of your revolver in your hip pocket. You know as well as I do that with your name and the fact that you are only a naturalised Englishman, it is inexcusably foolish to be carrying firearms about just now.”




  Seaman thrust his hand into his pocket and threw the revolver upon the table.




  “You are quite right,” he acknowledged. “Take care of it for me. I took it with me to Ireland, because one never knows what may happen in that amazing country.”




  Dominey swept it carelessly into the drawer of the desk at which he was sitting.




  “Our weapons, from now on,” Seaman continued, “must be the weapons of guile and craft. You and I will have, alas! to see less of one another, Dominey. In many ways it is unfortunate that we have not been able to keep England out of this for a few more months. However, the situation must be dealt with as it exists. So far as you are concerned you have practically secured yourself against suspicion. You will hold a brilliant and isolated place amongst those who are serving the great War Lord. When I do approach you, it will be for sympathy and assistance against the suspicions of those far-seeing Englishmen!”




  Dominey nodded.




  “You will stay the night?” he asked.




  “If I may,” Seaman assented. “It is the last time for many months when it will be wise for us to meet on such intimate terms. Perhaps our dear friend Parkins will take vinous note of the occasion.”




  “In other words,” Dominey said, “you propose that we shall drink the Dominey cabinet hock and the Dominey port to the glory of our country.”




  “To the glory of our country,” Seaman echoed. “So be it, my friend.—Listen.”




  A car had passed along the avenue in front of the house. There was the sound of voices in the hall, a knock at the door, the rustle of a woman’s clothes. Parkins, a little disturbed, announced the arrivals.




  “The Princess of Eiderstrom and—a gentleman. The Princess said that her errand with you was urgent, sir,” he added, turning apologetically towards his master.




  The Princess was already in the room, and following her a short man in a suit of sombre black, wearing a white tie, and carrying a black bowler hat. He blinked across the room through his thick glasses, and Dominey knew that the end had come. The door was closed behind them. The Princess came a little further into the room. Her hand was extended towards Dominey, but not in greeting. Her white finger pointed straight at him. She turned to her companion.




  “Which is that, Doctor Schmidt?” she demanded.




  “The Englishman, by God!” Schmidt answered.




  The silence which reigned for several seconds was intense and profound. The coolest of all four was perhaps Dominey. The Princess was pale with a passion which seemed to sob behind her words.




  “Everard Dominey,” she cried, “what have you done with my lover? What have you done with Leopold Von Ragastein?”




  “He met with the fate,” Dominey replied, “which he had prepared for me. We fought and I conquered.”




  “You killed him?”




  “I killed him,” Dominey echoed. “It was a matter of necessity. His body sleeps on the bed of the Blue River.”




  “And your life here has been a lie!”




  “On the contrary, it has been the truth,” Dominey objected. “I assured you at the Carlton, when you first spoke to me, and I have assured you a dozen times since, that I was Everard Dominey. That is my name. That is who I am.”




  Seaman’s voice seemed to come from a long way off. For the moment the man had neither courage nor initiative. He seemed as though he had received some sort of stroke. His mind was travelling backwards.




  “You came to me at Cape Town,” he muttered; “you had all Von Ragastein’s letters, you knew his history, you had the Imperial mandate.”




  “Von Ragastein and I exchanged the most intimate confidences in his camp,” Dominey said, “as Doctor Schmidt there knows. I told him my history, and he told me his. The letters and papers I took from him.”




  Schmidt had covered his face with his hands for a moment. His shoulders were heaving.




  “My beloved chief!” he sobbed. “My dear devoted master! Killed by that drunken Englishman!”




  “Not so drunk as you fancied him,” Dominey said coolly, “not so far gone in his course of dissipation but that he was able to pull himself up when the great incentive came.”




  The Princess looked from one to the other of the two men. Seaman had still the appearance of a man struggling to extricate himself from some sort of nightmare.




  “My first and only suspicion,” he faltered, “was that night when Wolff disappeared!”




  “Wolff’s coming was rather a tragedy,” Dominey admitted. “Fortunately, I had a secret service man in the house who was able to dispose of him.”




  “It was you who planned his disappearance?” Seaman gasped.




  “Naturally,” Dominey replied. “He knew the truth and was trying all the time to communicate with you.”




  “And the money?” Seaman continued, blinking rapidly. “One hundred thousand pounds, and more?”




  “I understood that was a gift,” Dominey replied. “If the German Secret Service, however, cares to formulate a claim and sue me—”




  The Princess suddenly interrupted. Her eyes seemed on fire.




  “What are you, you two?” she cried, stretching out her hands towards Schmidt and Seaman. “Are you lumps of earth—clods—creatures without courage and intelligence? You can let him stand there—the Englishman who has murdered my lover, who has befooled you? You let him stand there and mock you, and you do and say nothing! Is his life a sacred thing? Has he none of your secrets in his charge?”




  “The great God above us!” Seaman groaned, with a sudden white horror in his face. “He has the Prince’s memoirs! He has the Kaiser’s map!”




  “On the contrary,” Dominey replied, “both are deposited at the Foreign Office. We hope to find them very useful a little later on.”




  Seaman sprang forward like a tiger and went down in a heap as he almost threw himself upon Dominey’s out-flung fist. Schmidt came stealing across the room, and from underneath his cuff something gleamed.




  “You are two to one!” the Princess cried passionately, as both assailants hesitated. “I would to God that I had a weapon, or that I were a man!”




  “My dear Princess,” a good-humoured voice remarked from the window, “four to two the other way, I think, what?”




  Eddy Pelham, his hands in his pockets, but a very alert gleam in his usually vacuous face, stood in the windowed doorway. From behind him, two exceedingly formidable-looking men slipped into the room. There was no fight, not even a struggle. Seaman, who had never recovered from the shock of his surprise, and was now completely unnerved, was handcuffed in a moment, and Schmidt disarmed. The latter was the first to break the curious silence.




  “What have I done?” he demanded. “Why am I treated like this?”




  “Doctor Schmidt?” Eddy asked pleasantly.




  “That is my name, sir,” was the fierce reply. “I have just landed from East Africa. We knew nothing of the war when we started. I came to expose that man. He is an impostor—a murderer! He has killed a German nobleman.”




  “He has committed lese majeste!” Seaman gasped. “He has deceived the Kaiser! He has dared to sit in his presence as the Baron Von Ragastein!”




  The young man in flannels glanced across at Dominey and smiled.




  “I say, you two don’t mean to be funny but you are,” he declared. “First of all, there’s Doctor Schmidt accuses Sir Everard here of being an impostor because he assumed his own name; accuses him of murdering a man who had planned in cold blood—you were in that, by the by, Schmidt—to kill him; and then there’s our friend here, the secretary of the society for propagating better relations between the business men of England and Germany, complaining because Sir Everard carried through in Germany, for England, exactly what he believed the Baron Von Ragastein was carrying out here—for Germany. You’re a curious, thick-headed race, you Germans.”




  “I demand again,” Schmidt shouted, “to know by what right I am treated as a criminal?”




  “Because you are one,” Eddy answered coolly. “You and Von Ragastein together planned the murder of Sir Everard Dominey in East Africa, and I caught you creeping across the floor just now with a knife in your hand. That’ll do for you. Any questions to ask, Seaman?”




  “None,” was the surly reply.




  “You are well-advised,” the young man remarked coolly. “Within the last two days, your house in Forest Hill and your offices in London Wall have been searched.”




  “You have said enough,” Seaman declared. “Fate has gone against me. I thank God that our master has abler servants than I and the strength to crush this island of popinjays and fools!”




  “Popinjays seems severe,” Eddy murmured, in a hard tone. “However, to get on with this little matter,” he added, turning to one of his two subordinates. “You will find a military car outside. Take these men over to the guardroom at the Norwich Barracks. I have arranged for an escort to see them to town. Tell the colonel I’ll be over later in the day.”




  The Princess rose from the chair into which she had subsided a few moments before. Dominey turned towards her.




  “Princess,” he said, “there can be little conversation between us. Yet I shall ask you to remember this. Von Ragastein planned my death in cold blood. I could have slain him as an assassin, without the slightest risk, but I preferred to meet him face to face with the truth upon my lips. It was his life or mine. I fought for my country’s sake, as he did for his.”




  The Princess looked at him with glittering eyes.




  “I shall hate you to the end of my days,” she declared, “because you have killed the thing I love, but although I am a woman, I know justice. You were chivalrous towards me. You treated Leopold perhaps better than he would have treated you. I pray that I shall never see your face again. Be so good as to suffer me to leave this house at once, and unattended.”




  Dominey threw open the windows which led on to the terrace and stood on one side. She passed by without a glance at him and disappeared. Eddy came strolling along the terrace a few moments later.




  “Nice old ducks, those two, dear heart,” he confided. “Seaman has just offered Forsyth, my burly ruffian in the blue serge suit, a hundred pounds to shoot him on the pretence that he was escaping.”




  “And what about Schmidt?”




  “Insisted on his rights as an officer and demanded the front seat and a cigar before the car started! A pretty job, Dominey, and neatly cleaned up.”




  Dominey was watching the dust from the two cars which were disappearing down the avenue.




  “Tell me, Eddy,” he asked, “there’s one thing I have always been curious about. How did you manage to keep that fellow Wolff when there wasn’t a war on, and he wasn’t breaking the law?”




  The young man grinned.




  “We had to stretch a point there, old dear,” he admitted. “Plans of a fortress, eh?”




  “Do you mean to say that he had plans of a fortress upon him?” Dominey asked.




  “Picture post-card of Norwich Castle,” the young man confided, “but keep it dark. Can I have a drink before I get the little car going?”




  The turmoil of the day was over, and Dominey, after one silent but passionate outburst of thankfulness at the passing from his life of this unnatural restraint, found all his thoughts absorbed by the struggle which was being fought out in the bedchamber above. The old doctor came down and joined him at dinner time. He met Dominey’s eager glance with a little nod.




  “She’s doing all right,” he declared.




  “No fever or anything?”




  “Bless you, no! She’s as near as possible in perfect health physically. A different woman from what she was this time last year, I can tell you. When she wakes up, she’ll either be herself again, without a single illusion of any sort, or—”




  The doctor paused, sipped his wine, emptied his glass and set it down approvingly.




  “Or?” Dominey insisted.




  “Or that part of her brain will be more or less permanently affected. However, I am hoping for the best. Thank heavens you’re on the spot!”




  They finished their dinner almost in silence. Afterwards, they smoked for a few minutes upon the terrace. Then they made their way softly upstairs. The doctor parted with Dominey at the door of the latter’s room.




  “I shall remain with her for an hour or so,” he said. “After that I shall leave her entirely to herself. You’ll be here in case there’s a change?”




  “I shall be here,” Dominey promised.




  The minutes passed into hours, uncounted, unnoticed. Dominey sat in his easy-chair, stirred by a tumultuous wave of passionate emotion. The memory of those earlier days of his return came back to him with all their poignant longings. He felt again the same tearing at the heart-strings, the same strange, unnerving tenderness. The great world’s drama, in which he knew that he, too, would surely continue to play his part, seemed like a thing far off, the concern of another race of men. Every fibre of his being seemed attuned to the magic and the music of one wild hope. Yet when there came what he had listened for so long, the hope seemed frozen into fear. He sat a little forward in his easy-chair, his hands gripping its sides, his eyes fixed upon the slowly widening crack in the panel. It was as it had been before. She stooped low, stood up again and came towards him. From behind an unseen hand closed the panel. She came to him with her arms outstretched and all the wonderful things of life and love in her shining eyes. That faint touch of the somnambulist had passed. She came to him as she had never come before. She was a very real and a very live woman.




  “Everard!” she cried.




  He took her into his arms. At their first kiss she thrilled from head to foot. For a moment she laid her head upon his shoulder.




  “Oh, I have been so silly!” she confessed. “There were times when I couldn’t believe that you were my Everard—mine! And now I know.”




  Her lips sought his again, his parched with the desire of years. Along the corridor, the old doctor tiptoed his way to his room, with a pleased smile upon his face.




  THE END
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  The woman leaned across the table towards her companion.




  “My friend,” she said, “when we first met—I am ashamed, considering that I dine alone with you to-night, to reflect how short a time ago—you spoke of your removal here from Paris very much as though it were a veritable exile. I told you then that there might be surprises in store for you. This restaurant, for instance! We both know our Paris, yet do we lack anything here which you find at the Ritz or Giro’s?”




  The young man looked around him appraisingly. The two were dining at one of the newest and most fashionable restaurants in Berlin. The room itself, although a little sombre by reason of its oak panelling, was relieved from absolute gloom by the lightness and elegance of its furniture and appointments, the profusion of flowers, and the soft grey carpet, so thickly piled that every sound was deadened. The delicate strains of music came from an invisible orchestra concealed behind a canopy of palms. The head-waiters had the correct clerical air, half complacent, half dignified. Among the other diners were many beautiful women in marvellous toilettes. A variety of uniforms, worn by the officers at different tables, gave colour and distinction to a tout ensemble with which even Norgate could find no fault.




  “Germany has changed very much since I was here as a boy,” he confessed. “One has heard of the growing wealth of Berlin, but I must say that I scarcely expected—”




  He hesitated. His companion laughed softly at his embarrassment.




  “Do not forget,” she interrupted, “that I am Austrian—Austrian, that is to say, with much English in my blood. What you say about Germans does not greatly concern me.”




  “Of course,” Norgate resumed, as he watched the champagne poured into his glass, “one is too much inclined to form one’s conclusions about a nation from the types one meets travelling, and you know what the Germans have done for Monte Carlo and the Riviera—even, to a lesser extent, for Paris and Rome. Wherever they have been, for the last few years, they seem to have left the trail of the nouveaux riches. It is not only their clothes but their manners and bearing which affront.”




  The woman leaned her head for a moment against the tips of her slim and beautifully cared for fingers. She looked steadfastly across the table at her vis-a-vis.




  “Now that you are here,” she said softly, “you must forget those things. You are a diplomatist, and it is for you, is it not, outwardly, at any rate, to see only the good of the country in which your work lies.”




  Norgate flushed very slightly. His companion’s words had savoured almost of a reproof.




  “You are quite right,” he admitted. “I have been here for a month, though, and you are the first person to whom I have spoken like this. And you yourself,” he pointed out, “encouraged me, did you not, when you insisted upon your Austro-English nationality?”




  “You must not take me too seriously,” she begged, smiling. “I spoke foolishly, perhaps, but only for your good. You see, Mr. Francis Norgate, I am just a little interested in you and your career.”




  “And I, dear Baroness,” he replied, smiling across at her, “am more than a little interested in—you.”




  She unfurled her fan.




  “I believe,” she sighed, “that you are going to flirt with me.”




  “I should enter into an unequal contest,” Norgate asserted. “My methods would seem too clumsy, because I should be too much in earnest.”




  “Whatever the truth may be about your methods,” she declared, “I rather like them, or else I should not be risking my reputation in this still prudish city by dining with you alone and without a chaperon. Tell me a little about yourself. We have met three times, is it not—once at the Embassy, once at the Palace, and once when you paid me that call. How old are you? Tell me about your people in England, and where else you have served besides Paris?”




  “I am thirty years old,” he replied. “I started at Bukarest. From there I went to Rome. Then I was second attache at Paris, and finally, as you see, here.”




  “And your people—they are English, of course?”




  “Naturally,” he answered. “My mother died when I was quite young, and my father when I was at Eton. I have an estate in Hampshire which seems to get on very well without me.”




  “And you really care about your profession? You have the real feeling for diplomacy?”




  “I think there is nothing else like it in the world,” he assured her.




  “You may well say that,” she agreed enthusiastically. “I think you might almost add that there has been no time in the history of Europe so fraught with possibilities, so fascinating to study, as the present.”




  He looked at her keenly. It is the first instinct of a young diplomatist to draw in his horns when a beautiful young woman confesses herself interested in his profession.




  “You, too, think of these things, then?” he remarked.




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “But naturally! What is there to do for a woman but think? We cannot act, or rather, if we do, it is in a very insignificant way. We are lookers-on at most of the things in life worth doing.”




  “I will spare you all the obvious retorts,” he said, “if you will tell me why you are gazing into that mirror so earnestly?”




  “I was thinking,” she confessed, “what a remarkably good-looking couple we were.”




  He followed the direction of her eyes. He himself was of a recognised type. His complexion was fair, his face clean-shaven and strong almost to ruggedness. His mouth was firm, his nose thin and straight, his grey eyes well-set. He was over six feet and rather slim for his height. But if his type, though attractive enough, was in its way ordinary, hers was entirely unusual. She, too, was slim, but so far from being tall, her figure was almost petite. Her dark brown hair was arranged in perfectly plain braids behind and with a slight fringe in front. Her complexion was pale. Her features were almost cameo-like in their delicacy and perfection, but any suggestion of coldness was dissipated at once by the extraordinary expressiveness of her mouth and the softness of her deep blue eyes. Norgate looked from the mirror into her face. There was a little smile upon his lips, but he said nothing.




  “Some day,” she said, “not in the restaurant here but when we are alone and have time, I should so much like to talk with you on really serious matters.”




  “There is one serious matter,” he assured her, “which I should like to discuss with you now or at any time.”




  She made a little grimace at him.




  “Let it be now, then,” she suggested, leaning across the table. “We will leave my sort of serious things for another time. I am quite certain that I know where your sort is going to lead us. You are going to make love to me.”




  “Do you mind?” he asked earnestly.




  She became suddenly grave.




  “Not yet,” she begged. “Let us talk and live nonsense for a few more weeks. You see, I really have not known you very long, have I, and this is a very dangerous city for flirtations. At Court one has to be so careful, and you know I am already considered far too much of a Bohemian here. I was even given to understand, a little time ago, by a very great lady, that my position was quite precarious.”




  “Does that—does anything matter if—”




  “It is not of myself alone that I am thinking. Everything matters to one in your profession,” she reminded him pointedly.




  “I believe,” he exclaimed, “that you think more of my profession than you do of me!”




  “Quite impossible,” she retorted mockingly. “And yet, as I dare say you have already realised, it is not only the things you say to our statesmen here, and the reports you make, which count. It is your daily life among the people of the nation to which you are attached, the friends you make among them, the hospitality you accept and offer, which has all the time its subtle significance. Now I am not sure, even, that I am, a very good companion for you, Mr. Francis Norgate.”




  “You are a very bad one for my peace of mind,” he assured her.




  She shook her head. “You say those things much too glibly,” she declared. “I am afraid that you have served a very long apprenticeship.”




  “If I have,” he replied, leaning a little across the table, “it has been an apprenticeship only, a probationary period during which one struggles towards the real thing.”




  “You think you will know when you have found it?” she murmured.




  He drew a little breath. His voice even trembled as he answered her. “I know now,” he said softly.




  Their heads were almost touching. Suddenly she drew apart. He glanced at her in some surprise, conscious of an extraordinary change in her face, of the half-uttered exclamation strangled upon her lips. He turned his head and followed the direction of her eyes. Three young men in the uniform of officers had entered the room, and stood there as though looking about for a table. Before them the little company of head-waiters had almost prostrated themselves. The manager, summoned in breathless haste, had made a reverential approach.




  “Who are these young men?” Norgate enquired.




  His companion made no reply. Her fine, silky eyebrows were drawn a little closer together. At that moment the tallest of the three newcomers seemed to recognise her. He strode at once towards their table. Norgate, glancing up at his approach, was simply conscious of the coming of a fair young man of ordinary German type, who seemed to be in a remarkably bad temper.




  “So I find you here, Anna!”




  The Baroness rose as though unwillingly to her feet. She dropped the slightest of curtseys and resumed her place.




  “Your visit is a little unexpected, is it not, Karl?” she remarked.




  “Apparently!” the young man answered, with an unpleasant laugh.




  He turned and stared at Norgate, who returned his regard with half-amused, half-impatient indifference. The Baroness leaned forward eagerly.




  “Will you permit me to present Mr. Francis Norgate to you, Karl?”




  Norgate, who had suddenly recognised the newcomer, rose to his feet, bowed and remained standing. The Prince’s only reply to the introduction was a frown.




  “Kindly give me your seat,” he said imperatively. “I will conclude your entertainment of the Baroness.”




  For a moment there was a dead silence. In the background several of the maîtres d’hôtel had gathered obsequiously around. For some reason or other, every one seemed to be looking at Norgate as though he were a criminal.




  “Isn’t your request a little unusual, Prince?” he remarked drily.




  The colour in the young man’s face became almost purple.




  “Did you hear what I said, sir?” he demanded. “Do you know who I am?”




  “Perfectly,” Norgate replied. “A prince who apparently has not learnt how to behave himself in a public place.”




  The young man took a quick step forward. Norgate’s fists were clenched and his eyes glittering. The Baroness stepped between them.




  “Mr. Norgate,” she said, “you will please give me your escort home.”




  The Prince’s companions had seized him, one by either arm. An older man who had been dining in a distant corner of the room, and who wore the uniform of an officer of high rank, suddenly approached. He addressed the Prince, and they all talked together in excited whispers. Norgate with calm fingers arranged the cloak around his companion and placed a hundred mark note upon his plate.




  “I will return for my change another evening,” he said to the dumbfounded waiter. “If you are ready, Baroness.”




  They left the restaurant amid an intense hush. Norgate waited deliberately whilst the door was somewhat unwillingly held open for him by a maître d’hôtel, but outside the Baroness’s automobile was summoned at once. She placed her fingers upon Norgate’s arm, and he felt that she was shivering.




  “Please do not take me home,” she faltered. “I am so sorry—so very sorry.”




  He laughed. “But why?” he protested. “The young fellow behaved like a cub, but no one offered him any provocation. I should think by this time he is probably heartily ashamed of himself. May I come and see you to-morrow?”




  “Telephone me,” she begged, as she gave him her hand through the window. “You don’t quite understand. Please telephone to me.”




  She suddenly clutched his hand with both of hers and then fell back out of sight among the cushions. Norgate remained upon the pavement until the car had disappeared. Then he looked back once more into the restaurant and strolled across the brilliantly-lit street towards the Embassy.
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  Norgate, during his month’s stay in Berlin, had already adopted regular habits. On the following morning he was called at eight o’clock and rode for two hours in the fashionable precincts of the city. The latter portion of the time he spent looking in vain for a familiar figure in a green riding-habit. The Baroness, however, did not appear. At ten o’clock Norgate returned to the Embassy, bathed and breakfasted, and a little after eleven made his way round to the business quarters. One of his fellow-workers there glanced up and nodded at his arrival.




  “Where’s the Chief?” Norgate enquired.




  “Gone down to the Palace,” the other young man, whose name was Ansell, replied; “telephoned for the first thing this morning. Ghastly habit William has of getting up at seven o’clock and suddenly remembering that he wants to talk diplomacy. The Chief will be furious all day now.”




  Norgate lit a cigarette and began to open his letters. Ansell, however, was in a discoursive mood. He swung around from his desk and leaned back in his chair.




  “How can a man,” he demanded, “see a question from the same point of view at seven o’clock in the morning and seven o’clock in the evening? Absolutely impossible, you know. That’s what’s the matter with our versatile friend up yonder. He gets all aroused over some scheme or other which comes to him in the dead of night, hops out of bed before any one civilised is awake, and rings up for ambassadors. Then at night-time he becomes normal again and takes everything back. The consequence is that this place is a regular diplomatic see-saw. Settling down in Berlin pretty well, aren’t you, Norgate?”




  “Very nicely, thanks,” the latter replied.




  “Dining alone with the Baroness von Haase!” his junior continued. “A Court favourite, too! Never been seen alone before except with her young princeling. What honeyed words did you use, Lothario—”




  “Oh, chuck it!” Norgate interrupted. “Tell me about the Baroness von Haase! She is Austrian, isn’t she?”




  Ansell nodded.




  “Related to the Hapsburgs themselves, I believe,” he said. “Very old family, anyhow. They say she came to spend a season here because she was a little too go-ahead for the ladies of Vienna. I must say that I’ve never seen her out without a chaperon before, except with Prince Karl. They say he’d marry her—morganatically, of course—if they’d let him, and if the lady were willing. If you want to know anything more about her, go into Gray’s room.”




  Norgate looked up from his letters.




  “Why Gray’s room? How does she come into his department?”




  Ansell shook his head.




  “No idea. I fancy she is there, though.”




  Norgate left the room a few minutes later, and, strolling across the hall of the Embassy, made his way to an apartment at the back of the house. It was plainly furnished, there were bars across the window, and three immense safes let into the wall. An elderly gentleman, with gold-rimmed spectacles and a very benevolent expression, was busy with several books of reference before him, seated at a desk. He raised his head at Norgate’s entrance.




  “Good morning, Norgate,” he said.




  “Good morning, sir,” Norgate replied.




  “Anything in my way?”




  Norgate shook his head.




  “Chief’s gone to the Palace—no one knows why. I just looked in because I met a woman the other day whom Ansell says you know something about—Baroness von Haase.”




  “Well?”




  “Is there anything to be told about her?” Norgate asked bluntly. “I dined with her last night.”




  “Then I don’t think I would again, if I were you,” the other advised. “There is nothing against her, but she is a great friend of certain members of the Royal Family who are not very well disposed towards us, and she is rather a brainy little person. They use her a good deal, I believe, as a means of confidential communication between here and Vienna. She has been back and forth three or four times lately, without any apparent reason.”




  Norgate stood with his hands in his pockets, frowning slightly.




  “Why, she’s half an Englishwoman,” he remarked.




  “She may be,” Mr. Gray admitted drily. “The other half’s Austrian all right, though. I can’t tell you anything more about her, my dear fellow. All I can say is that she is in my book, and so long as she is there, you know it’s better for you youngsters to keep away. Be off now. I am decoding a dispatch.”




  Norgate retraced his steps to his own room. Ansell glanced up from a mass of passports as he entered.




  “How’s the Secret Service Department this morning?” he enquired.




  “Old Gray seems much as usual,” Norgate grumbled. “One doesn’t get much out of him.”




  “Chief wants you in his room,” Ansell announced. “He’s just come in from the Palace, looking like nothing on earth.”




  “Wants me?” Norgate muttered. “Righto!”




  He went to the looking-glass, straightened his tie, and made his way towards the Ambassador’s private apartments. The latter was alone when he entered, seated before his table. He was leaning back in his chair, however, and apparently deep in thought. He watched Norgate sternly as he crossed the room.




  “Good morning, sir,” the latter said.




  The Ambassador nodded.




  “What have you been up to, Norgate?” he asked abruptly.




  “Nothing at all that I know of, sir,” was the prompt reply.




  “This afternoon,” the Ambassador continued slowly, “I was to have taken you, as you know, to the Palace to be received by the Kaiser. At seven o’clock this morning I had a message. I have just come from the Palace. The Kaiser has given me to understand that your presence in Berlin is unwelcome.”




  “Good God!” Norgate exclaimed.




  “Can you offer me any explanation?”




  For a moment Norgate was speechless. Then he recovered himself. He forgot altogether his habits of restraint. There was an angry note in his tone.




  “It’s that miserable young cub of a Prince Karl!” he exclaimed. “Last night I was dining, sir, with the Baroness von Haase at the Cafe de Berlin.”




  “Alone?”




  “Alone,” Norgate admitted. “It was not for me to invite a chaperon if the lady did not choose to bring one, was it, sir? As we were finishing dinner, the Prince came in. He made a scene at our table and ordered me to leave.”




  “And you?” the Ambassador asked.




  “I simply treated him as I would any other young ass who forgot himself,” Norgate replied indignantly. “I naturally refused to go, and the Baroness left the place with me.”




  “And you did not expect to hear of this again?”




  “I honestly didn’t. I should have thought, for his own sake, that the young man would have kept his mouth shut. He was hopelessly in the wrong, and he behaved like a common young bounder.”




  The Ambassador shook his head slowly.




  “Mr. Norgate,” he said, “I am very sorry for you, but you are under a misapprehension shared by many young men. You believe that there is a universal standard of manners and deportment, and a universal series of customs for all nations. You have our English standard of manners in your mind, manners which range from a ploughboy to a king, and you seem to take it for granted that these are also subscribed to in other countries. In my position I do not wish to say too much, but let me tell you that in Germany they are not. If a prince here chooses to behave like a ploughboy, he is right where the ploughboy would be wrong.”




  There was a moment’s silence. Norgate was looking a little dazed.




  “Then you mean to defend—” he began.




  “Certainly not,” the Ambassador interrupted. “I am not speaking to you as one of ourselves. I am speaking as the representative of England in Berlin. You are supposed to be studying diplomacy. You have been guilty of a colossal blunder. You have shown yourself absolutely ignorant of the ideals and customs of the country in which you are. It is perfectly correct for young Prince Karl to behave, as you put it, like a bounder. The people expect it of him. He conforms entirely to the standard accepted by the military aristocracy of Berlin. It is you who have been in the wrong—diplomatically.”




  “Then you mean, sir,” Norgate protested, “that I should have taken it sitting down?”




  “Most assuredly you should,” the Ambassador replied, “unless you were willing to pay the price. Your only fault—your personal fault, I mean—that I can see is that it was a little indiscreet of you to dine alone with a young woman for whom the Prince is known to have a foolish passion. Diplomatically, however, you have committed every fault possible, I am very sorry, but I think that you had better report in Downing Street as soon as possible. The train leaves, I think, at three o’clock.”




  Norgate for a moment was unable to speak or move. He was struggling with a sort of blind fury.




  “This is the end of me, then,” he muttered at last. “I am to be disgraced because I have come to a city of boors.”




  “You are reprimanded and in a sense, no doubt, punished,” the Ambassador explained calmly, “because you have come to—shall I accept your term?—a city of boors and fail to adapt yourself. The true diplomatist adapts himself wherever he may be. My personal sympathies remain with you. I will do what I can in my report.”




  Norgate had recovered himself.




  “I thank you very much, sir,” he said. “I shall catch the three o’clock train.”




  The Ambassador held out his hand. The interview had finished. He permitted himself to speak differently.




  “I am very sorry indeed, Norgate, that this has happened,” he declared. “We all have our trials to bear in this city, and you have run up against one of them rather before your time. I wish you good luck, whatever may happen.”




  Norgate clasped his Chief’s hand and left the apartment. Then he made his way to his rooms, gave his orders and sent a messenger to secure his seat in the train. Last of all he went to the telephone. He rang up the number which had become already familiar to him, almost with reluctance. He waited for the reply without any pleasurable anticipations. He was filled with a burning sense of resentment, a feeling which extended even to the innocent cause of it. Soon he heard her voice.




  “That is Mr. Norgate, is it not?”




  “Yes,” he replied. “I rang up to wish you good-by.”




  “Good-by! But you are going away, then?”




  “I am sent away—dismissed!”




  He heard her little exclamation of grief. Its complete genuineness broke down a little the wall of his anger.




  “And it is my fault!” she exclaimed. “If only I could do anything! Will you wait—please wait? I will go to the Palace myself.”




  His expostulation was almost a shock to her.




  “Baroness,” he replied, “if I permitted your intervention, I could never hold my head up in Berlin again! In any case, I could not stay here. The first thing I should do would be to quarrel with that insufferable young cad who insulted us last night. I am afraid, at the first opportunity, I should tell—”




  “Hush!” she interrupted. “Oh, please hush! You must not talk like this, even over the telephone. Cannot you understand that you are not in England?”




  “I am beginning to realise,” he answered gruffly, “what it means not to be in a free country. I am leaving by the three o’clock train, Baroness. Farewell!”




  “But you must not go like this,” she pleaded. “Come first and see me.”




  “No! It will only mean more disgrace for you. Besides—in any case, I have decided to go away without seeing you again.”




  Her voice was very soft. He found himself gripping the pages of the telephone book which hung by his side.




  “But is that kind? Have I sinned, Mr. Francis Norgate?”




  “Of course not,” he answered, keeping his tone level, almost indifferent. “I hope that we shall meet again some day, but not in Berlin.”




  There was a moment’s silence. He thought, even, that she had gone away. Then her reply came back.




  “So be it,” she murmured. “Not in Berlin. Au revoir!”




  CHAPTER III




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  Faithful to his insular prejudices, Norgate, on finding that the other seat in his coupe was engaged, started out to find the train attendant with a view to changing his place. His errand, however, was in vain. The train, it seemed, was crowded. He returned to his compartment to find already installed there one of the most complete and absolute types of Germanism he had ever seen. A man in a light grey suit, the waistcoat of which had apparently abandoned its efforts to compass his girth, with a broad, pink, good-humoured face, beardless and bland, flaxen hair streaked here and there with grey, was seated in the vacant place. He had with him a portmanteau covered with a linen case, his boots were a bright shade of yellow, his tie was of white satin with a design of lavender flowers. A pair of black kid gloves lay by his side. He welcomed Norgate with the bland, broad smile of a fellow-passenger whose one desire it is to make a lifelong friend of his temporary companion.




  “We have the compartment to ourselves, is it not so? You are English?”




  Some queer chance founded upon his ill-humour, his disgust of Germany and all things in it, induced Norgate to tell a deliberate falsehood.




  “Sorry,” he replied in English. “I don’t speak German.”




  The man’s satisfaction was complete.




  “But I—I speak the most wonderful English. It pleases me always to speak English. I like to do so. It is practice for me. We will talk English together, you and I. These comic papers, they do not amuse. And books in the train, they make one giddy. What I like best is a companion and a bottle of Rhine wine.”




  “Personally,” Norgate confessed gruffly, “I like to sleep.”




  The other seemed a little taken aback but remained, apparently, full of the conviction that his overtures could be nothing but acceptable.




  “It is well to sleep,” he agreed, “if one has worked hard. Now I myself am a hard worker. My name is Selingman. I manufacture crockery which I sell in England. That is why I speak the English language so wonderful. For the last three nights I have been up reading reports of my English customers, going through their purchases. Now it is finished. I am well posted. I am off to sell crockery in London, in Manchester, in Leeds, in Birmingham. I have what the people want. They will receive me with open arms, some of them even welcome me at their houses. Thus it is that I look forward to my business trip as a holiday.”




  “Very pleasant, I’m sure,” Norgate remarked, curling himself up in his corner. “Personally, I can’t see why we can’t make our own crockery. I get tired of seeing German goods in England.”




  Herr Selingman was apparently a trifle hurt, but his efforts to make himself agreeable were indomitable.




  “If you will,” he said, “I can explain why my crockery sells in England where your own fails. For one thing, then, I am cheaper. There is a system at my works, the like of which is not known in England. From the raw material to the finished article I can produce forty per cent. cheaper than your makers, and, mind you, that is not because I save in wages. It is because of the system in the various departments. I do not like to save in wages,” he went on. “I like to see my people healthy and strong and happy. I like to see them drink beer after work is over, and on feast days and Sundays I like to see them sit in the gardens and listen to the band, and maybe change their beer for a bottle of wine. Industrially, Mr. Englishman, ours is a happy country.”




  “Well, I hope you won’t think I am rude,” Norgate observed, “but from the little I have seen of it I call it a beastly country, and if you don’t mind I am going to sleep.”




  Herr Selingman sat for several moments with his mouth still open. Then he gave a little grunt. There was not the slightest ill-humour in the ejaculation or in his expression. He was simply pained.




  “I am sorry if I have talked too much,” he said. “I forgot that you, perhaps, are tired. You have met with disappointments, maybe. I am sorry. I will read now and not disturb you.”




  For an hour or so Norgate tried in vain to sleep. All this time the man opposite turned the pages of his book with the utmost cautiousness, moved on tiptoe once to reach down more papers, and held out his finger to warn the train attendant who came with some harmless question.




  “The English gentleman,” Norgate heard him whisper, “is tired. Let him sleep.”




  Soon after five o’clock, Norgate gave it up. He rose to his feet, stretched himself, and was welcomed with a pleasant smile from his companion.




  “You have had a refreshing nap,” the latter remarked, “and now, is it not so, you go to take a cup of English tea?”




  “You are quite right,” Norgate admitted. “Better come with me.”




  Herr Selingman smiled a smile of triumph. It was the reward of geniality, this! He was forming a new friendship!




  “I come with great pleasure,” he decided, “only while you drink the tea, I drink the coffee or some beer. I will see. I like best the beer,” he explained, turning sidewise to get out of the door, “but it is not the best for my figure. I have a good conscience and a good digestion, and I eat and drink much. But it is good to be happy.”




  They made their way down to the restaurant car and seated themselves at a table together.




  “You let me do the ordering,” Herr Selingman insisted. “The man here, perhaps, does not speak English. So! You will drink your tea with me, sir. It is a great pleasure to me to entertain an Englishman. I make many friends travelling. I like to make friends. I remember them all, and sometimes we meet again. Kellner, some tea for the gentleman—English tea with what you call bread and butter. So! And for me—” Selingman paused for a moment and drew a deep sigh of resignation—“some coffee.”




  “Very kind of you, I’m sure,” Norgate murmured.




  Herr Selingman beamed.




  “It is a great pleasure,” he said, “but many times I wonder why you Englishmen, so clever, so world-conquering, do not take the trouble to make yourselves with the languages of other nations familiar. It means but a little study. Now you, perhaps, are in business?”




  “Not exactly,” Norgate replied grimly. “To tell you the truth, at the present moment I have no occupation.”




  “No occupation!”




  Herr Selingman paused in the act of conveying a huge portion of rusk to his mouth, and regarded his companion with wonder.




  “So!” he repeated. “No occupation! Well, that is what in Germany we know nothing of. Every one must work, or must take up the army as a permanent profession. You are, perhaps, one of those Englishmen of whom one reads, who give up all their time to sport?”




  Norgate shook his head.




  “As a matter of fact,” he said, “I have worked rather hard during the last five or six years. It is only just recently that I have lost my occupation.”




  Herr Selingman’s curiosity was almost childlike in its transparency, but Norgate found himself unable to gratify it. In any case, after his denial of any knowledge of the German language, he could scarcely lay claim to even the most indirect connection with the diplomatic service.




  “Ah, well,” Herr Selingman declared, “opportunities will come. You have perhaps lost some post. Well, there are others. I should not, I think, be far away from the truth, sir, if I were to surmise that you had held some sort of an official position?”




  “Perhaps,” Norgate assented.




  “That is interesting,” Herr Selingman continued. “Now with the English of commerce I talk often, and I know their views of me and my country. But sometimes I have fancied that among your official classes those who are ever so slightly employed in Government service, there is—I do not love the word, but I must use it—a distrust of Germany and her peace-loving propensities.”




  “I have met many people,” Norgate admitted, “who do not look upon Germany as a lover of peace.”




  “They should come and travel here,” Herr Selingman insisted eagerly. “Look out of the windows. What do you see? Factory chimneys, furnaces everywhere. And further on—what? Well-tilled lands, clean, prosperous villages, a happy, domestic people. I tell you that no man in the world is so fond of his wife and children, his simple life, his simple pleasures, as the German.”




  “Very likely,” Norgate assented, “but if you look out of the windows continually you will also see that every station-master on the line wears a military uniform, that every few miles you see barracks. These simple peasants you speak of carry themselves with a different air from ours. I don’t know much about it, but I should call it the effect of their military training. I know nothing about politics. Very likely yours is a nation of peace-loving men. As a casual observer, I should call you more a nation of soldiers.”




  “But that,” Herr Selingman explained earnestly, “is for defence only.”




  “And your great standing army, your wonderful artillery, your Zeppelins and your navy,” Norgate asked, “are they for defence only?”




  “Absolutely and entirely,” Herr Selingman declared, with a new and ponderous gravity. “There is nothing the most warlike German desires more fervently than to keep the peace. We are strong only because we desire peace, peace under which our commerce may grow, and our wealth increase.”




  “Well, it seems to me, then,” Norgate observed, “that you’ve gone to a great deal of expense and taken a great deal of trouble for nothing. I don’t know much about these things, as I told you before, but there is no nation in the world who wants to attack Germany.”




  Herr Selingman laid his finger upon his nose.




  “That may be,” he said. “Yet there are many who look at us with envious eyes. I am a good German. I know what it is that we want. We want peace, and to gain peace we need strength, and to be strong we arm. That is everything. It will never be Germany who clenches her fist, who draws down the black clouds of war over Europe. It will never be Germany, I tell you. Why, a war would ruin half of us. What of my crockery? I sell it all in England. Believe me, young gentleman, war exists only in the brains of your sensational novelists. It does not come into the world of real purpose.”




  “Well, it’s very interesting to hear you say so,” Norgate admitted. “I wish I could wholly agree with you.”




  Herr Selingman caught him by the sleeve.




  “You are just a little,” he confided, “just a little suspicious, my young friend, you in your little island. Perhaps it is because you live upon an island. You do not expand. You have small thoughts. You are not great like we in Germany, not broad, not deep. But we will talk later of these things. I must tell you about our Kaiser.”




  Norgate opened his lips and closed them again.




  “Presently,” he muttered. “See you later on.”




  He strolled to his coupe, tried in vain to read, walked up and down the length of the train, smoked a cigarette, and returned to his compartment to find Herr Selingman immersed in the study of many documents.




  “Records of my customers and my transactions,” the latter announced blandly. “I have a great fondness for detail. I know everything. I carry with me particulars of everything. That is where we Germans are so thorough. See, I place them now all in my bag.”




  He did so and locked it with great care.




  “We go to dinner, is it not so?” he suggested.




  “I suppose we may as well,” Norgate assented indifferently.




  They found places in the crowded restaurant car. The manufacturer of crockery made a highly satisfactory and important meal. Norgate, on the other hand, ate little. Herr Selingman shook his head.




  “My young English friend,” he declared, “all is not well with you that you turn away from good food. Come. Afterwards, over a cigar, you shall tell me what troubles you have, and I will give you sound advice. I have a very wide knowledge of life. I have a way of seeing the truth, and I like to help people.”




  Norgate shook his head. “I am afraid,” he said, “that my case is hopeless.”




  “Presently we will see,” Herr Selingman continued, rubbing the window with his cuff. “We are arrived, I think, at Lesel. Here will board the train one of my agents. He will travel with us to the next station. It is my way of doing business, this. It is better than alighting and wasting a day in a small town. You will not mind, perhaps,” he added, “if I bring him into the carriage and talk? You do not understand German, so it will not weary you.”




  “Certainly not,” Norgate replied. “I shall probably drop off to sleep.”




  “He will be in the train for less than an hour,” Herr Selingman explained, “but I have many competitors, and I like to talk in private. In here some one might overhear.”




  “How do you know that I am not an English crockery manufacturer?” Norgate remarked.




  Herr Selingman laughed heartily. His stomach shook, and tears rolled down his eyes.




  “That is good!” he exclaimed. “An English crockery manufacturer! No, I do not think so! I cannot see you with your sleeves turned up, walking amongst the kilns. I cannot see you, even, studying the designs for pots and basins.”




  “Well, bring your man in whenever you want to,” Norgate invited, as he turned away. “I can promise, at least, that I shall not understand what you are saying, and that I won’t sneak your designs.”




  There was a queer little smile on Herr Selingman’s broad face. It almost seemed as though he had discovered some hidden though unsuspected meaning in the other’s words.
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  Norgate dozed fitfully as the train sped on through the darkness. He woke once to find Herr Selingman in close confabulation with his agent on the opposite side of the compartment. They had a notebook before them and several papers spread out upon the seat. Norgate, who was really weary, closed his eyes again, and it seemed to him that he dreamed for a few moments. Then suddenly he found himself wide-awake. Although he remained motionless, the words which Selingman had spoken to his companion were throbbing in his ears.




  “I do not doubt your industry, Meyer, but it is your discretion which is sometimes at fault. These plans of the forts of Liege—they might as well be published in a magazine. We had them when they were made. We have received copies of every alteration. We know to a metre how far the guns will carry, how many men are required to man them, what stocks of ammunition are close at hand. Understand, therefore, my friend, that the sight of these carefully traced plans, which you hint to have obtained at the risk of your life, excites me not at all.”




  The other man’s reply was inaudible. In a moment or two Selingman spoke again.




  “The information which I am lacking just at present in your sphere of operations, is civilian in character. Take Ghent, for instance. What I should like here, what our records need at present, is a list of the principal inhabitants with their approximate income, and, summarising it all, the rateable value of the city. With these bases it would be easy to fix a reasonable indemnity.”




  Norgate was wide-awake now. He was curled up on his seat, underneath his rug, and though his eyelids had quivered with a momentary excitement, he was careful to remain as near as possible motionless. Again Selingman’s agent spoke, this time more distinctly.




  “The young man opposite,” he whispered. “He is English, surely?”




  “He is English indeed,” Selingman admitted, “but he speaks no German. That I have ascertained. Give me your best attention, Meyer. Here is again an important commission for you. Within the next few days, hire an automobile and visit the rising country eastwards from Antwerp. At some spot between six and eight miles from the city, on a slight incline and commanding the River Scheldt, we desire to purchase an acre of land for the erection of a factory. You can say that we have purchased the concession for making an American safety razor. The land is wanted, and urgently. See to this yourself and send plans and price to me in London. On my return I shall call and inspect the sites and close the bargain.”




  “And the Antwerp forts?”




  The other pursed his lips.




  “Pooh! Was it not the glorious firm of Krupp who fitted the guns there? Do you think the men who undertook that task were idle? I tell you that our plans of the Antwerp fortifications are more carefully worked out in detail than the plans held by the Belgians themselves. Here is good work for you to do, friend Meyer. That and the particulars from Brussels which you know of, will keep you busy until we meet again.”




  Herr Selingman began to collect his papers, but was suddenly thrown back into his seat by the rocking of the train, which came, a few moments later, to a standstill. The sound of the opening of windows from the other side of the corridor was heard all down the train. Selingman and his companion followed the general example, opening the door of the carriage and the window opposite. A draught blew through the compartment. One of the small folded slips of paper from Selingman’s pocket-book fluttered along the seat. It came within reach of Norgate. Cautiously he stretched out his fingers and gripped it. In a moment it was in his pocket. He sat up in his place. Selingman had turned around.




  “Anything the matter?” Norgate asked sleepily.




  “Not that one can gather,” Selingman replied. “You have slept well. I am glad that our conversation has not disturbed you. This is my agent from Brussels—Mr. Meyer. He sells our crockery in that city—not so much as he should sell, perhaps, but still he does his best.”




  Mr. Meyer was a dark little man who wore gold-rimmed spectacles, neat clothes, and a timid smile. Norgate nodded to him good-humouredly.




  “You should get Herr Selingman to come oftener and help you,” he remarked, yawning. “I can imagine that he would be able to sell anything he tried to.”




  “It is what I often tell him, sir,” Mr. Meyer replied, “but he is too fond of the English trade.”




  “English money is no better than Belgian,” Herr Selingman declared, “but there is more of it. Let us go round to the restaurant car and drink a bottle of wine together while the beds are prepared.”




  “Certainly,” Norgate assented, stretching himself. “By-the-by, you had better look after your papers there, Herr Selingman. Just as I woke up I saw a small slip fluttering along the seat. You made a most infernal draught by opening that door, and I almost fancy it went out of the window.”




  Herr Selingman’s face became suddenly grave. He went through the papers one by one, and finally locked them up in his bag.




  “Nothing missing, I hope?” Norgate asked.




  Herr Selingman’s face was troubled.




  “I am not sure,” he said. “It is my belief that I had with me here a list of my agents in England. I cannot find it. In a sense it is unimportant, yet if a rival firm should obtain possession of it, there might be trouble.”




  Norgate looked out into the night and smiled.




  “Considering that it is blowing half a hurricane and commencing to rain,” he remarked, “the slip of paper which I saw blowing about will be of no use to any one when it is picked up.”




  They called the attendant and ordered him to prepare the sleeping berths. Then they made their way down to the buffet car, and Herr Selingman ordered a bottle of wine.




  “We will drink,” he proposed, “to our three countries. In our way we represent, I think, the industrial forces of the world—Belgium, England, and Germany. We are the three countries who stand for commerce and peace. We will drink prosperity to ourselves and to each other.”




  Norgate threw off, with apparent effort, his sleepiness.




  “What you have said about our three countries is very true,” he remarked. “Perhaps as you, Mr. Meyer, are a Belgian, and you, Mr. Selingman, know Belgium well and have connections with it, you can tell me one thing which has always puzzled me. Why is it that Belgium, which is, as you say, a commercial and peace-loving country, whose neutrality is absolutely guaranteed by three of the greatest Powers in Europe, should find it necessary to have spent such large sums upon fortifications?”




  “In which direction do you mean?” Selingman asked, his eyes narrowing a little as he looked across at Norgate.




  “The forts of Liege and Namur,” Norgate replied, “and Antwerp. I know nothing more about it than I gathered from an article which I read not long ago in a magazine. I had always looked upon Belgium as being outside the pale of possible warfare, yet according to this article it seems to be bristling to the teeth with armaments.”




  Herr Selingman cleared his throat.




  “I will tell you the reason,” he said. “You have come to the right man to know. I am a civilian, but there are few things in connection with my country which I do not understand. Mr. Meyer here, who is a citizen of Brussels, will bear me out. It is the book of a clever, intelligent, but misguided German writer which has been responsible for Belgium’s unrest—Bernhardi’s Germany and the Next War—that and articles of a similar tenor which preceded it.”




  “Never read any of them,” Norgate remarked.




  “It was erroneously supposed,” Selingman continued, “that Bernhardi represented the dominant military opinion of Germany when he wrote that if Germany ever again invaded France, it would be, notwithstanding her guarantees of neutrality, through Belgium. Bernhardi was a clever writer, but he was a soldier, and soldiers do not understand the world policy of a great nation such as Germany. Germany will make no war upon any one, save commercially. She will never again invade France except under the bitterest provocation, and if ever she should be driven to defend herself, it will assuredly not be at the expense of her broken pledges. The forts of Belgium might just as well be converted into apple-orchards. They stand there to-day as the proof of a certain lack of faith in Germany on the part of Belgium, ministered to by that King of the Jingoes, as you would say in English, Bernhardi. How often it is that a nation suffers most from her own patriots!”




  “Herr Selingman has expressed the situation admirably,” Mr. Meyer declared approvingly.




  “Very interesting, I’m sure,” Norgate murmured. “There is one thing about you foreigners,” he added, with an envious sigh. “The way you all speak the languages of other countries is wonderful. Are you a Belgian, Mr. Meyer?”




  “Half Belgian and half French.”




  “But you speak English almost without accent,” Norgate remarked.




  “In commerce,” Herr Selingman insisted, “that is necessary. All my agents speak four languages.”




  “You deserve to capture our trade,” Norgate sighed.




  “To a certain extent, my young friend,” Selingman declared, “we mean to do it. We are doing it. And yet there is enough for us both. There is trade enough for your millions and for mine. So long as Germany and England remain friends, they can divide the commerce of the world between them. It is our greatest happiness, we who have a business relying upon the good-will of the two nations, to think that year by year the clouds of discord are rolling away from between us. Young sir, as a German citizen, I will drink a toast with you, an English one. I drink to everlasting peace between my country and yours!”




  Norgate drained his glass. Selingman threw back his head as he followed suit, and smacked his lips appreciatively.




  “And now,” the former remarked, rising to his feet, “I think I’ll go and turn in. I dare say you two still have some business to talk about, especially if Mr. Meyer is leaving us shortly.”




  Norgate made his way back to his compartment, undressed leisurely and climbed into the upper bunk. For an hour or two he indulged in the fitful slumber usually engendered by night travelling. At the frontier he sat up and answered the stereotyped questions. Herr Selingman, in sky-blue pyjamas, and with face looking more beaming and florid than ever, poked his head cheerfully out of the lower bunk.




  “Awake?” he enquired.




  “Very much so,” Norgate yawned.




  “I have a surprise,” Herr Selingman announced. “Wait.”




  Almost as he spoke, an attendant arrived from the buffet car with some soda-water. Herr Selingman’s head vanished for a moment or two. When he reappeared, he held two glasses in his hand.




  “A whisky soda made in real English fashion,” he proclaimed triumphantly. “A good nightcap, is it not? Now we are off again.”




  Norgate held out his hand for the tumbler.




  “Awfully good of you,” he murmured.




  “I myself,” Selingman continued, seated on the edge of the bunk, with his legs far apart to steady himself, “I myself enjoy a whisky soda. It will be indeed a nightcap, so here goes.”




  He drained his glass and set it down. Norgate followed suit. Selingman’s hand came up for the tumbler and Norgate was conscious of a curious mixture of sensations which he had once experienced before in the dentist’s chair. He could see Selingman distinctly, and he fancied that he was watching him closely, but the rest of the carriage had become chaos. The sound of the locomotive was beating hard upon the drums of his ears. His head fell back.




  It was broad daylight when he awoke. Selingman, fully dressed and looking more beaming than ever, was seated upon a ridiculously inadequate camp-stool upon the floor, smoking a cigarette. Norgate stared at him stupidly.




  “My young friend,” Herr Selingman declared impressively, “if there is one thing in the world I envy you, it is that capacity for sleep. You all have it, you English. Your heads touch the pillow, and off you go. Do you know that the man is waiting for you to take your coffee?”




  Norgate lay quite still for several moments. Beyond a slight headache, he was feeling as usual. He leaned over the side of the bunk.




  “How many whiskies and soda did I have last night?” he asked.




  Herr Selingman smiled.




  “But one only,” he announced. “There was only one to be had. I found a little whisky in my flask. I remembered that I had an English travelling companion, and I sent for some soda-water. You drank yours, and you did sleep. I go now and sit in the corridor while you dress.”




  Norgate swung round in his bunk and slipped to the floor.




  “Jolly good of you,” he muttered sleepily, “but it was very strong whisky.”
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  There was a babel of voices as the long train came to a stand-still in the harbour station at Ostend. Selingman, with characteristic forcefulness, pushed his way down the narrow corridor, driving before him passengers of less weight and pertinacity, until finally he descended on to the platform itself. Norgate, who had followed meekly in his wake, stood listening for a moment to the confused stream of explanations. He understood well enough what had happened, but with Selingman at his elbow he assumed an air of non-comprehension.




  “It is extraordinary!” the latter exclaimed. “Never do I choose this route but I am visited with some mishap. You hear what has happened?”




  “Fellow’s trying to tell me,” Norgate replied, “but his Flemish is worse to understand than German.”




  “The steamer,” Selingman announced, “has met with an accident entering the harbour. There will be a delay of at least six hours—possibly more. It is most annoying. My appointments in London have been fixed for days.”




  “Bad luck!” Norgate murmured.




  “You do not seem much distressed.”




  “Why should I be? I really came this way because I was not sure whether I would not stay here for a few days.”




  “That is all very well for you,” Selingman declared, as they followed their porters into the shed. “For me, I am a man of affairs. It is different. My business goes by clockwork. All is regulated by rule, with precision, with punctuality. Now I shall be many hours behind my schedule. I shall be compelled to alter my appointments—I, who pride myself always upon altering nothing. But behold! One must make the best of things. What a sunshine! What a sea! We shall meet, without a doubt, upon the Plage. I have friends here. I must seek them. Au revoir, my young travelling companion. To the good fortune!”




  They drifted apart, and Norgate, having made arrangements about his luggage, strolled through the town and on to the promenade. It was early for the full season at Ostend, but the sands were already crowded with an immense throng of children and holiday-makers. The hotels were all open, and streams of people were passing back and forth along the front, Norgate, who had no wish to meet acquaintances, passed the first period of his enforced wait a little wearily. He took a taxicab and drove as far as Knocke. Here he strolled across the links and threw himself down finally amongst a little wave of sandy hillocks close to the sea. The silence, and some remains of the sleepiness of the previous night, soon began to have their natural effect. He closed his eyes and began to doze. When he awoke, curiously enough, it was a familiar voice which first fell upon his ears. He turned his head cautiously. Seated not a dozen yards away from him was a tall, thin man with a bag of golf clubs by his side. He was listening with an air of engrossed attention to his companion’s impressive remarks. Norgate, raising himself upon his elbow, no longer had any doubts. The man stretched upon his back on the sand, partly hidden from sight by a little grass-grown undulation, was his late travelling companion.




  “You do well, my dear Marquis, believe me!” the latter exclaimed. “Property in Belgium is valuable to-day. Take my advice. Sell. There are so many places where one may live, where the climate is better for a man of your constitution.”




  “That is all very well,” his companion replied querulously, “but remember that Belgium, after all, is my country. My chateau and estates came to me by inheritance. Notwithstanding the frequent intermarriages of my family with the aristocracy of your country, I am still a Belgian.”




  “Ah! but, my dear friend,” Selingman protested, “you are more than a Belgian, more than a man of local nationality. You are a citizen of the world of intelligence. You are able to see the truth. The days are coming when small states may exist no longer without the all-protecting arm of a more powerful country. I say no more than this. The position of Belgium is artificial. Of her own will, or of necessity, she must soon become merged in the onward flow of mightier nations.”




  “What about Holland, then?”




  “Holland, too,” Selingman continued, “knows the truth. She knows very well that the limit of her days as an independent kingdom is almost reached. The Power which has absorbed the states of Prussia into one mighty empire, pauses only to take breath. There are many signs—”




  “But, my worthy friend,” the other man interrupted irritably, “you must take into consideration the fact that Belgium is in a different position. Our existence as a separate kingdom might certainly be threatened by Germany, but all that has been foreseen. Our neutrality is guaranteed. Your country has pledged its honour to maintain it, side by side with France and England. What have we to fear, then?”




  “You have to fear, Marquis,” Selingman replied ponderously, “the inevitable laws which direct the progress of nations. Treaties solemnly subscribed to in one generation become worthless as time passes and conditions change.”




  “But I do not understand you there!” the other man exclaimed. “What you say sounds to me like a reflection upon the honour of your country. Do you mean to insinuate that she would possibly—that she would ever for a moment contemplate breaking her pledged and sealed word?”




  “My friend,” Selingman pronounced drily, “the path of honour and glory, the onward progress of a mighty, struggling nation, carrying in its hand culture and civilisation, might demand even such a sacrifice. Germany recognises, is profoundly imbued with the splendour of her own ideals, the matchlessness of her own culture. She feels justified in spreading herself out wherever she can find an outlet—at any cost, mind, because the end must be good.”




  There was a moment’s silence. Then the tall man stood upright.




  “If you came out to find me, my friend Selingman, to bring me this warning, I suppose I should consider myself your debtor. As a matter of fact, I do not. You have inspired me with nameless misgivings. Your voice sounds in my ears like the voice of an ugly fate. I am, as you have often reminded me, half German, and I have shown my friendship for Germany many times. Unlike most of the aristocracy of my country, I look more often northwards than towards the south. But I tell you frankly that there are limits to my Germanism. I will play no more golf. I will walk with you to the club-house.”




  “All that I have to say,” Selingman went on, “is not yet said. This opportunity of meeting you is too precious to be wasted. Come. As we walk there are certain questions I wish to put to you.”




  They passed within a few feet of where Norgate was lying. He closed his eyes and held his breath. It was not until their figures were almost specks in the distance that he rose cautiously to his feet. He made his way back to the club-house by another angle, gained his taxicab unobserved, and drove back to Ostend.




  * * * * *




  Towards evening Norgate strolled into one of the cosmopolitan bars at the back of the Casino. The first person he saw as he handed over his hat to a waiter, was Selingman, spread out upon a cushioned seat with a young lady upon either side of him. He at once summoned Norgate to his table.




  “An aperitif,” he insisted. “Come, you must not refuse me. In two hours we start. We tear ourselves away from this wonderful atmosphere. In atmosphere, mademoiselle,” he added, bowing to the right and the left, “all is included.”




  “It is not,” Norgate admitted, “an invitation to be disregarded. On the other hand, I have already an appetite.”




  Selingman thundered out an order.




  “Here,” he remarked, “we dwell for a few brief moments in Bohemia. I do not introduce you. You sit down and join us. You are one of us. That you speak only English counts for nothing. Mademoiselle Alice here is American. Now tell us at once, how have you spent this afternoon? You have bathed, perhaps, or walked upon the sands?”




  Norgate was on the point of speaking of his excursion to Knocke but was conscious of Selingman’s curiously intent gaze. The spirit of duplicity seemed to grow upon him.




  “I walked for a little way,” he said. “Afterwards I lay upon the sands and slept. When I found that the steamer was still further delayed, I had a bath. That was half an hour ago. I asked a man whom I met on the promenade where one might dine in travelling clothes, lightly but well, and he sent me here—the Bar de Londres—and here, for my good fortune, I am.”




  “It is a pity that monsieur does not speak French,” one of Selingman’s companions murmured.




  “But, mademoiselle,” Norgate protested, “I have spoken French all my life. Herr Selingman here has misunderstood me. It is German of which I am ignorant.”




  The young lady, who immediately introduced herself as Mademoiselle Henriette, passed her arm through Selingman’s.




  “We dine here all together, my friend, is it not so?” she begged. “He will not be in the way, and for myself, I am triste. You talk all the time to Mademoiselle l’Americaine, perhaps because she is the friend of some one in whom you are interested. But for me, it is dull. Monsieur l’Anglais shall talk with me, and you may hear all the secrets that Alice has to tell. We,” she murmured, looking up at Norgate, “will speak of other things, is it not so?”




  For a moment Selingman hesitated. Norgate would have moved on with a little farewell nod, but Selingman’s companions were insistent.




  “It shall be a partie carree,” they both declared, almost in unison.




  “You need have no fear,” Mademoiselle Henriette continued. “I will talk all the time to monsieur. He shall tell me his name, and we shall be very great friends. I am not interested in the things of which they talk, those others. You shall tell me of London, monsieur, and how you live there.”




  “Join us, by all means,” Selingman invited.




  “On condition that you dine with me,” Norgate insisted, as he took up the menu.




  “Impossible!” Selingman declared firmly.




  “Oh! it matters nothing,” Mademoiselle Henriette exclaimed, “so long as we dine.”




  “So long,” Mademoiselle Alice intervened, “as we have this brief glimpse of Mr. Selingman, let us make the best of it. We see him only because of a contretemps. I think we must be very nice to him and persuade him to take us to London to-night.”




  Selingman’s shake of the head was final.




  “Dear young ladies,” he said, “it was delightful to find you here. I came upon the chance, I admit, but who in Ostend would not be here between six and eight? We dine, we walk down to the quay, and if you will, you shall wave your hands and wish us bon voyage, but London just now is triste. It is here you may live the life the bon Dieu sends, where the sun shines all the time and the sea laps the sands like a great blue lake, and you, mademoiselle, can wear those wonderful costumes and charm all hearts. There is nothing like that for you in London.”




  They ordered dinner and walked afterwards down to the quay. Mademoiselle Henriette lingered behind with Norgate.




  “Let them go on,” she whispered. “They have much to talk about. It is but a short distance, and your steamer will not start before ten. We can walk slowly and listen to the music. You are not in a hurry, monsieur, to depart? Your stay here is too short already.”




  Norgate’s reply, although gallant enough, was a little vague. He was watching Selingman with his companion. They were talking together with undoubted seriousness.




  “Who is Mr. Selingman?” he enquired. “I know him only as a travelling companion.”




  Mademoiselle Henriette extended her hands. She shrugged her little shoulders and looked with wide-open eyes up into her companion’s grave face.




  “But who, indeed, can answer that question?” she exclaimed. “Twice he has been here for flying visits. Once Alice has been to see him in Berlin. He is, I believe, a very wealthy manufacturer there. He crosses often to England. He has money, and he is always gay.”




  “And Mademoiselle Alice?”




  “Who knows?” was the somewhat pointless reply. “She came from America. She arrived here this season with Monsieur le General.”




  “What General?” Norgate asked. “A Belgian?”




  “But no,” his companion corrected. “All the world knows that Alice is the friend of General le Foys, chief of the staff in Paris. He is a very great soldier. He spends eleven months working and one month here.”




  “And she is also,” Norgate observed meditatively, “the friend of Herr Selingman. Tell me, mademoiselle, what do you suppose those two are talking of now? See how close their heads are together. I don’t think that Herr Selingman is a Don Juan.”




  “They speak, perhaps, of serious matters,” his companion surmised, “but who can tell? Besides, is it for us to waste our few moments wondering? You will come back to Ostend, monsieur?”




  Norgate looked back at the streaming curve of lights flashing across the dark waters.




  “One never knows,” he answered.




  “That is what Monsieur Selingman himself says,” she remarked, with a little sigh. “‘Enjoy your Ostend to-day, my little ones,’ he said, when he first met us this evening. ‘One never knows how long these days will last.’ So, monsieur, we must indeed part here?”




  They had all come to a standstill at the gangway of the steamer. Selingman had apparently finished his conversation with his companion. He hurried Norgate off, and they waved their hands from the deck as a few minutes later the steamer glided away.




  “A most delightful interlude,” Selingman declared. “I have thoroughly enjoyed these few hours. I trust, that every time this steamer meets with a little accident, it will be at this time of the year and when I am on my way to England.”




  “You seem to have friends everywhere,” Norgate observed, as he lit a cigar.




  “Young ladies, yes,” Selingman admitted. “It chanced that they were both well-known to me. But who else?”




  Norgate made no reply. He felt that his companion was watching him.




  “It is something,” he remarked, “to find charming young ladies in a strange place to dine with one.”




  Selingman smiled broadly.




  “If we travelled together often, my young friend,” he said, “you would discover that I have friends everywhere. If I have nothing else to do, I go out and make a friend. Then, when I revisit that place, it loses its coldness. There is some one there to welcome me, some one who is glad to see me again. Look steadily in that direction, a few points to the left of the bows. In two hours’ time you will see the lights of your country. I have friends there, too, who will welcome me. Meantime, I go below to sleep. You have a cabin?”




  Norgate shook his head.




  “I shall doze on deck for a little time,” he said. “It is too wonderful a night to go below.”




  “It is well for me that it is calm,” Selingman acknowledged. “I do not love the sea. Shall we part for a little time? If we meet not at Dover, then in London, my young friend. London is the greatest city in the world, but it is the smallest place in Europe. One cannot move in the places one knows of without meeting one’s friends.”




  “Until we meet in London, then,” Norgate observed, as he settled himself down in his chair.
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  Norgate spent an utterly fruitless morning on the day after his arrival in London. After a lengthy but entirely unsatisfactory visit to the Foreign Office, he presented himself soon after midday at Scotland Yard.




  “I should like,” he announced, “to see the Chief Commissioner of the Police.”




  The official to whom he addressed his enquiry eyed him tolerantly.




  “Have you, by any chance, an appointment?” he asked.




  “None,” Norgate admitted. “I only arrived from the Continent this morning.”




  The policeman shook his head slowly.




  “It is quite impossible, sir,” he said, “to see Sir Philip without an appointment. Your best course would be to write and state your business, and his secretary will then fix a time for you to call.”




  “Very much obliged to you, I’m sure,” Norgate replied. “However, my business is urgent, and if I can’t see Sir Philip Morse, I will see some one else in authority.”




  Norgate was regaled with a copy of The Times and a seat in a barely-furnished waiting-room. In about twenty minutes he was told that a Mr. Tyritt would see him, and was promptly shown into the presence of that gentleman. Mr. Tyritt was a burly and black-bearded person of something more than middle-age. He glanced down at Norgate’s card in a somewhat puzzled manner and motioned him to a seat.




  “What can I do for you, sir?” he enquired. “Sir Philip is very much engaged for the next few days, but perhaps you can tell me your business?”




  “I have just arrived from Berlin,” Norgate explained. “Would you care to possess a complete list of German spies in this country?”




  Mr. Tyritt’s face was not one capable of showing the most profound emotion. Nevertheless, he seemed a little taken aback.




  “A list of German spies?” he repeated. “Dear me, that sounds very interesting!”




  He took up Norgate’s card and glanced at it. The action was, in its way, significant.




  “You probably don’t know who I am,” Norgate continued. “I have been in the Diplomatic Service for eight years. Until a few days ago, I was attached to the Embassy in Berlin.”




  Mr. Tyritt was somewhat impressed by the statement.




  “Have you any objection to telling me how you became possessed of this information?”




  “None whatever,” was the prompt reply. “You shall hear the whole story.”




  Norgate told him, as briefly as possible, of his meeting with Selingman, their conversation, and the subsequent happenings, including the interview which he had overheard on the golf links at Knocke. When he had finished, there was a brief silence.




  “Sounds rather like a page out of a novel, doesn’t it, Mr. Norgate?” the police official remarked at last.




  “It may,” Norgate assented drily. “I can’t help what it sounds like. It happens to be the exact truth.”




  “I do not for a moment doubt it,” the other declared politely. “I believe, indeed, that there are a large number of Germans working in this country who are continually collecting and forwarding to Berlin commercial and political reports. Speaking on behalf of my department, however, Mr. Norgate,” he went on, “this is briefly our position. In the neighbourhood of our naval bases, our dockyards, our military aeroplane sheds, and in other directions which I need not specify, we keep the most scrupulous and exacting watch. We even, as of course you are aware, employ decoy spies ourselves, who work in conjunction with our friends at Whitehall. Our system is a rigorous one and our supervision of it unceasing. But—and this is a big ‘but’, Mr. Norgate—in other directions—so far as regards the country generally, that is to say—we do not take the subject of German spies seriously. I may almost say that we have no anxiety concerning their capacity for mischief.”




  “Those are the views of your department?” Norgate asked.




  “So far as I may be said to represent it, they are,” Mr. Tyritt assented. “I will venture to say that there are many thousands of letters a year which leave this country, addressed to Germany, purporting to contain information of the most important nature, which might just as well be published in the newspapers. We ought to know, because at different times we have opened a good many of them.”




  “Forgive me if I press this point,” Norgate begged. “Do you consider that because a vast amount of useless information is naturally sent, that fact lessens the danger as a whole? If only one letter in a thousand contains vital information, isn’t that sufficient to raise the subject to a more serious level?”




  Mr. Tyritt crossed his legs. His tone still indicated the slight tolerance of the man convinced beforehand of the soundness of his position.




  “For the last twelve years,” he announced,—“ever since I came into office, in fact,—this bogey of German spies has been costing the nation something like fifty thousand a year. It is only lately that we have come to take that broader view of the situation which I am endeavouring to—to—may I say enunciate? Germans over in this country, especially those in comparatively menial positions, such as barbers and waiters, are necessary to us industrially. So long as they earn their living reputably, conform to our laws, and pay our taxes, they are welcome here. We do not wish to unnecessarily disturb them. We wish instead to offer them the full protection of the country in which they have chosen to do productive work.”




  “Very interesting,” Norgate remarked. “I have heard this point of view before. Once I thought it common sense. To-day I think it academic piffle. If we leave the Germans engaged in the inland towns alone for a moment, do you realise, I wonder, that there isn’t any seaport in England that hasn’t its sprinkling of Germans engaged in the occupations of which you speak?”




  “And in a general way,” Mr. Tyritt assented, smiling, “they are perfectly welcome to write home to their friends and relations each week and tell them everything they see happening about them, everything they know about us.”




  Norgate rose reluctantly to his feet.




  “I won’t trouble you any longer,” he decided. “I presume that if I make a few investigations on my own account, and bring you absolute proof that any one of these people whose names are upon my list are in traitorous communication with Germany, you will view the matter differently?”




  “Without a doubt,” Mr. Tyritt promised. “Is that your list? Will you allow me to glance through it?”




  “I brought it here to leave in your hands,” Norgate replied, passing it over. “Your attitude, however, seems to render that course useless.”




  Mr. Tyritt adjusted his eyeglasses and glanced benevolently at the document. A sharp ejaculation broke from his lips. As his eyes wandered downwards, his first expression of incredulity gave way to one of suppressed amusement.




  “Why, Mr. Norgate,” he exclaimed, as he laid it down, “do you mean to seriously accuse these people of being engaged in any sort of league against us?”




  “Most certainly I do,” Norgate insisted.




  “But the thing is ridiculous!” Mr. Tyritt declared. “There are names here of princes, of bankers, of society women, many of them wholly and entirely English, some of them household names. You expect me to believe that these people are all linked together in what amounts to a conspiracy to further the cause of Germany at the expense of the country in which they live, to which they belong?”




  Norgate picked up his hat.




  “I expect you to believe nothing, Mr. Tyritt,” he said drily. “Sorry I troubled you.”




  “Not at all,” Mr. Tyritt protested, the slight irritation passing from his manner. “Such a visit as yours is an agreeable break in my routine work. I feel as though I might be a character in a great modern romance. The names of your amateur criminals are still tingling in my memory.”




  Norgate turned back from the door.




  “Remember them, if you can, Mr. Tyritt,” he advised, “You may have cause to, some day.”
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  Norgate sat, the following afternoon, upon the leather- stuffed fender of a fashionable mixed bridge club in the neighbourhood of Berkeley Square, exchanging greetings with such of the members as were disposed to find time for social amenities. A smartly-dressed woman of dark complexion and slightly foreign appearance, who had just cut out of a rubber, came over and seated herself by his side. She took a cigarette from her case and accepted a match from Norgate.




  “So you are really back again!” she murmured. “It scarcely seems possible.”




  “I am just beginning to realise it myself,” he replied. “You haven’t altered, Bertha.”




  “My dear man,” she protested, “you did not expect me to age in a month, did you? It can scarcely be more than that since you left for Berlin. Are you not back again sooner than you expected?”




  Norgate nodded.




  “Very much sooner,” he admitted. “I came in for some unexpected leave, which I haven’t the slightest intention of spending abroad, so here I am.”




  “Not, apparently, in love with Berlin,” the lady, whose name was Mrs. Paston Benedek, remarked.




  Norgate’s air of complete candour was very well assumed.




  “I shall never be a success as a diplomatist,” he confessed. “When I dislike a place or a person, every one knows it. I hated Berlin. I hate the thought of going back again.”




  The woman by his side smiled enigmatically.




  “Perhaps,” she murmured, “you may get an exchange.”




  “Perhaps,” Norgate assented. “Meanwhile, even a month away from London seems to have brought a fresh set of people here. Who is the tall, thin young man with the sunburnt face? He seems familiar, somehow, but I can’t place him.”




  “He is a sailor,” she told him. “Captain Baring his name is.”




  “Friend of yours?”




  She looked at him sidewise.




  “Why do you ask?”




  “Jealousy,” Norgate sighed, “makes one observant. You were lunching with him in the Carlton Grill. You came in with him to the club this afternoon.”




  “Sherlock Holmes!” she murmured. “There are other men in the club with whom I lunch—even dine.”




  Norgate glanced across the room. Baring was playing bridge at a table close at hand, but his attention seemed to be abstracted. He looked often towards where Mrs. Benedek sat. There was a restlessness about his manner scarcely in keeping with the rest of his appearance.




  “One misses a great deal,” Norgate regretted, “through being only an occasional visitor here.”




  “As, for instance?”




  “The privilege of being one of those fortunate few.”




  She laughed at him. Her eyes were full of challenge. She leaned a little closer and whispered in his ear: “There is still a vacant place.”




  “For to-night or to-morrow?” he asked eagerly.




  “For to-morrow,” she replied. “You may telephone—3702 Mayfair—at ten o’clock.”




  He scribbled down the number. Then he put his pocket-book away with a sigh.




  “I’m afraid you are treating that poor sailor-man badly,” he declared.




  “Sometimes,” she confided, “he bores me. He is so very much in earnest. Tell me about Berlin and your work there?”




  “I didn’t take to Germany,” Norgate confessed, “and Germany didn’t take to me. Between ourselves—I shouldn’t like another soul in the club to know it—I think it is very doubtful if I go back there.”




  “That little contretemps with the Prince,” she murmured under her breath.




  He stiffened at once.




  “But how do you know of it?”




  She bit her lip. For a moment a frown of annoyance clouded her face. She had said more than she intended.




  “I have correspondents in Berlin,” she explained. “They tell me of everything. I have a friend, in fact, who was in the restaurant that night.”




  “What a coincidence!” he exclaimed.




  She nodded and selected a fresh cigarette.




  “Isn’t it! But that table is up. I promised to cut in there. Captain Baring likes me to play at the same table, and he is here for such a short time that one tries to be kind. It is indeed kindness,” she added, taking up her gold purse and belongings, “for he plays so badly.”




  She moved towards the table. It happened to be Baring who cut out, and he and Norgate drifted together. They exchanged a few remarks.




  “I met you at Marseilles once,” Norgate reminded him. “You were with the Mediterranean Squadron, commanding the Leicester, I believe.”




  “Thought I’d seen you somewhere before,” was the prompt acknowledgment. “You’re in the Diplomatic Service, aren’t you?”




  Norgate admitted the fact and suggested a drink. The two men settled down to exchange confidences over a whisky and soda. Baring looked around him with some disapprobation.




  “I can’t really stick this place,” he asserted. “If it weren’t for—for some of the people here, I’d never come inside the doors. It’s a rotten way of spending one’s time. You play, I suppose?”




  “Oh, yes, I play,” Norgate admitted, “but I rather agree with you. How wonderfully well Mrs. Benedek is looking, isn’t she!”




  Baring withdrew his admiring eyes from her vicinity.




  “Prettiest and smartest woman in London,” he declared.




  “By-the-by, is she English?” Norgate asked.




  “A mixture of French, Italian, and German, I believe,” Baring replied. “Her husband is Benedek the painter, you know.”




  “I’ve heard of him,” Norgate assented. “What are you doing now?”




  “I’ve had a job up in town for a week or so, at the Admiralty,” Baring explained. “We are examining the plans of a new—but you wouldn’t be interested in that.”




  “I’m interested in anything naval,” Norgate assured him.




  “In any case, it isn’t my job to talk about it,” Baring continued apologetically. “We’ve just got a lot of fresh regulations out. Any one would think we were going to war to-morrow.”




  “I suppose war isn’t such an impossible event,” Norgate remarked. “They all say that the Germans are dying to have a go at you fellows.”




  Baring grinned.




  “They wouldn’t have a dog’s chance,” he declared. “That’s the only drawback of having so strong a navy. We don’t stand any chance of getting a fight.”




  “You’ll have all you can do to keep up, judging by the way they talk in Germany,” Norgate observed.




  “Are you just home from there?”




  Norgate nodded. “I am at the Embassy in Berlin, or rather I have been,” he replied. “I am just home on six months’ leave.”




  “And that’s your real impression?” Baring enquired eagerly. “You really think that they mean to have a go at us?”




  “I think there’ll be a war soon,” Norgate confessed. “It probably won’t commence at sea, but you’ll have to do your little lot, without a doubt.”




  Baring gazed across the room. There was a hard light in his eyes.




  “Sounds beastly, I suppose,” he muttered, “but I wish to God it would come! A war would give us all a shaking up—put us in our right places. We all seem to go on drifting any way now. The Services are all right when there’s a bit of a scrap going sometimes, but there’s a nasty sort of feeling of dry rot about them, when year after year all your preparations end in the smoke of a sham fight. Now I am on this beastly land job—but there, I mustn’t bother you with my grumblings.”




  “I am interested,” Norgate assured him. “Did you say you were considering something new?”




  Baring nodded.




  “Plans of a new submarine,” he confided. “There’s no harm in telling you as much as that.”




  Mrs. Benedek, who was dummy for the moment, strolled over to them.




  “I am not sure,” she murmured, “whether I like the expression you have brought back from Germany with you, Mr. Norgate.”




  Norgate smiled. “Have I really acquired the correct diplomatic air?” he asked. “I can assure you that it is an accident—or perhaps I am imitative.”




  “You have acquired,” she complained, “an air of unnatural reserve. You seem as though you had found some problem in life so weighty that you could not lose sight of it even for a moment. Ah!”




  The glass-topped door had been flung wide open with an unusual flourish. A barely perceptible start escaped Norgate. It was indeed an unexpected appearance, this! Dressed with a perfect regard to the latest London fashion, with his hair smoothly brushed and a pearl pin in his black satin tie, Herr Selingman stood upon the threshold, beaming upon them.
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  Selingman had the air of a man who returns after a long absence to some familiar spot where he expects to find friends and where his welcome is assured. Mrs. Paston Benedek slipped from her place upon the cushioned fender and held out both her hands.




  “Ah, it is really you!” she exclaimed. “Welcome, dear friend! For days I have wondered what it was in this place which one missed all the time. Now I know.”




  Selingman took the little outstretched hands and raised them to his lips.




  “Dear lady,” he assured her, “you repay me in one moment for all the weariness of my exile.”




  She turned towards her companion.




  “Captain Baring,” she begged, “please ring the bell. Mr. Selingman and I always drink a toast together the moment he first arrives to pay us one of his too rare visits. Thank you! You know Captain Baring, don’t you, Mr. Selingman? This is another friend of mine whom I think that you have not met—Mr. Francis Norgate, Mr. Selingman. Mr. Norgate has just arrived from Berlin, too.”




  For a single moment the newcomer seemed to lose his Cheeryble-like expression. The glance which he flashed upon Norgate contained other elements besides those of polite pleasure. He was himself again, however, almost instantly. He grasped his new acquaintance by the hand.




  “Mr. Norgate and I are already old friends,” he insisted. “We occupied the same coupe coming from Berlin and drank a bottle of wine together in the buffet.”




  Mrs. Benedek threw back her head and laughed, a familiar gesture which her enemies declared was in some way associated with the dazzling whiteness of her teeth.




  “And now,” she exclaimed, “you find that you belong to the same bridge club. What a coincidence!”




  “It is rather surprising, I must admit,” Norgate assented. “Mr. Selingman and I discussed many things last night, but we did not speak of bridge. In fact, from the tone of our conversation, I should have imagined that cards were an amusement which scarcely entered into Mr. Selingman’s scheme of life.”




  “One must have one’s distractions,” Selingman protested. “I confess that auction bridge, as it is played over here, is the one game in the world which attracts me.”




  “But how about the crockery?” Norgate asked. “Doesn’t that come first?”




  “First, beyond a doubt,” Selingman agreed heartily. “Always, though, my plan of campaign is the same. On the day of my arrival here, I take things easily. I spend an hour or so at the office in the morning, and the afternoon I take holiday. After that I settle down for one week’s hard work. London—your great London—takes always first place with me. In the mornings I see my agents and my customers. Perhaps I lunch with one of them. At four o’clock I close my desk, and crockery does not exist for me any longer. I get into a taxi, and I come here. My first game of bridge is a treat to which I look forward eagerly. See, there are three of us and several sitting out. Let us make another table. So!”




  They found a fourth without difficulty and took possession of a table at the far end of the room. Selingman, with a huge cigar in his mouth, played well and had every appearance of thoroughly enjoying the game. Towards the end of their third rubber, Mrs. Benedek, who was dummy, leaned across towards Norgate.




  “After all, perhaps you are better off here,” she murmured in German. “There is nothing like this in Berlin.”




  “One is at least nearer the things one cherishes,” Norgate quoted in the same language.




  Selingman was playing the hand and held between his fingers a card already drawn to play. For a moment, it was suspended in the air. He looked towards Norgate, and there was a new quality in his piercing gaze, an instant return in his expression of the shadow which had swept the broad good-humour from his face on his first appearance. The change came and went like a flash. He finished playing the hand and scored his points before he spoke. Then he turned to Norgate.




  “Your gift of acquiring languages in a short space of time is most extraordinary, my young friend! Since yesterday you have become able to speak German, eh? Prodigious!”




  Norgate smiled without embarrassment. The moment was a critical one, portentous to an extent which no one at that table could possibly have realised.




  “I am afraid,” he confessed, “that when I found that I had a fellow traveller in my coupe I felt most ungracious and unsociable. I was in a thoroughly bad temper and indisposed for conversation. The simplest way to escape from it seemed to be to plead ignorance of any language save my own.”




  Selingman chuckled audibly. The cloud had passed from his face. To all appearance that momentary suspicion had been strangled.




  “So you found me a bore!” he observed. “Then I must admit that your manners were good, for when you found that I spoke English and that you could not escape conversation, you allowed me to talk on about my business, and you showed few signs of weariness. You should be a diplomatist, Mr. Norgate.”




  “Mr. Norgate is, or rather he was,” Mrs. Paston Benedek remarked. “He has just left the Embassy at Berlin.”




  Selingman leaned back in his chair and thrust both hands into his trousers pockets. He indulged in a few German expletives, bombastic and thunderous, which relieved him so much that he was able to conclude his speech in English.




  “I am the densest blockhead in all Europe!” he announced emphatically. “If I had realised your identity, I would willingly have left you alone. No wonder you were feeling indisposed for idle conversation! Mr. Francis Norgate, eh? A little affair at the Cafe de Berlin with a lady and a hot-headed young princeling. Well, well! Young sir, you have become more to me than an ordinary acquaintance. If I had known the cause of your ill-humour, I would certainly have left you alone, but I would have shaken you first by the hand.”




  The fourth at the table, who was an elderly lady of somewhat austere appearance, produced a small black cigar from what seemed to be a harmless-looking reticule which she was carrying, and lit it. Selingman stared at her with his mouth open.




  “Is this a bridge-table or is it not?” she enquired severely. “These little personal reminiscences are very interesting among yourselves, I dare say, but I cut in here with the idea of playing bridge.”




  Selingman was the first to recover his manners, although his eyes seemed still fascinated by the cigar.




  “We owe you apologies, madam,” he acknowledged. “Permit me to cut.”




  The rubber progressed and finished in comparative silence. At its conclusion, Selingman glanced at the clock. It was half-past seven.




  “I am hungry,” he announced.




  Mrs. Benedek laughed at him. “Hungry at half-past seven! Barbarian!”




  “I lunched at half-past twelve,” he protested. “I ate less than usual, too. I did not even leave my office, I was so anxious to finish what was necessary and to find myself here.”




  Mrs. Benedek played with the cards a moment and then rose to her feet with a little grimace.




  “Well, I suppose I shall have to give in,” she sighed. “I am taking it for granted, you see, that you are expecting me to dine with you.”




  “My dear lady,” Selingman declared emphatically, “if you were to break through our time-honoured custom and deny me the joy of your company on my first evening in London, I think that I should send another to look after my business in this country, and retire myself to the seclusion of my little country home near Potsdam. The inducements of managing one’s own affairs in this country, Mr. Norgate,” he added, “are, as you may imagine, manifold and magnetic.”




  “We will not grudge them to you so long as you don’t come too often,” Norgate remarked, as he bade them good night. “The man who monopolised Mrs. Benedek would soon make himself unpopular here.”
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  Norgate had chosen, for many reasons, to return to London as a visitor. His somewhat luxurious rooms in Albemarle Street were still locked up. He had taken a small flat in the Milan Court, solely for the purpose of avoiding immediate association with his friends and relatives. His whole outlook upon life was confused and disturbed. Until he received a definite pronouncement from the head-quarters of officialdom, he felt himself unable to settle down to any of the ordinary functions of life. And behind all this, another and a more powerful sentiment possessed him. He had left Berlin without seeing or hearing anything further from Anna von Haase. No word had come from her, nor any message. And now that it was too late, he began to feel that he had made a mistake. It seemed to him that he had visited upon her, in some indirect way, the misfortune which had befallen him. It was scarcely her fault that she had been the object of attentions which nearly every one agreed were unwelcome, from this young princeling. Norgate told himself, as he changed his clothes that evening, that his behaviour had been the behaviour of a jealous school-boy. Then an inspiration seized him. Half dressed as he was, he sat down at the writing-table and wrote to her. He wrote rapidly, and when he had finished, he sealed and addressed the envelope without glancing once more at its contents. The letter was stamped and posted within a few minutes, but somehow or other it seemed to have made a difference. His depression was no longer so complete. He looked forward to his lonely dinner, at one of the smaller clubs to which he belonged, with less aversion.




  “Do you know where any of my people are. Hardy?” he asked his servant.




  “In Scotland, I believe, sir,” the man replied. “I called round this afternoon, although I was careful not to mention the fact that you were in town. The house is practically in the hands of caretakers.”




  “Try to keep out of the way as much as you can. Hardy,” Norgate enjoined. “For a few days, at any rate, I should like no one to know that I am in town.”




  “Very good, sir,” the man replied. “Might I venture to enquire, sir, if you are likely to be returning to Berlin?”




  “I think it is very doubtful, Hardy,” Norgate observed grimly. “We are more likely to remain here for a time.”




  Hardy brushed his master’s hat for a moment or two in silence.




  “You will pardon my mentioning it, sir,” he said—“I imagine it is of no importance—but one of the German waiters on this floor has been going out of his way to enter into conversation with me this evening. He seemed to know your name and to know that you had just come from Germany. He hinted at some slight trouble there, sir.”




  “The dickens he did!” Norgate exclaimed. “That’s rather quick work, Hardy.”




  “So I thought, sir,” the man continued. “A very inquisitive individual indeed I found him. He wanted to know whether you had had any news yet as to any further appointment. He seemed to know quite well that you had been at the Foreign Office this morning.”




  “What did you tell him?”




  “I told him that I knew nothing, sir. I explained that you had not been back to lunch, and that I had not seen you since the morning. He tried to make an appointment with me to give me some dinner and take me to a music-hall to-night.”




  “What did you say to that?” Norgate enquired.




  “I left the matter open, sir,” the man replied. “I thought I would enquire what your wishes might be? The person evidently desires to gain some information about your movements. I thought that possibly it might be advantageous for me to tell him just what you desired.”




  Norgate lit a cigarette. For the moment he was puzzled. It was true that during their journey he had mentioned to Selingman his intention of taking a flat at the Milan Court, but if this espionage were the direct outcome of that information, it was indeed a wonderful organisation which Selingman controlled.




  “You have acted very discreetly, Hardy,” he said. “I think you had better tell your friend that I am expecting to leave for somewhere at a moment’s notice. For your own information,” he added, “I rather think that I shall stay here. It seems to me quite possible that we may find London, for a few weeks, just as interesting as any city in the world.”




  “I am very glad to hear you say so, sir,” the man murmured. “Shall I fetch your overcoat?”




  The telephone bell suddenly interrupted them. Hardy took up the receiver and listened for a moment.




  “Mr. Hebblethwaite would like to speak to you, sir,” he announced.




  Norgate hurried to the telephone. A cheery voice greeted him.




  “Hullo! That you, Norgate? This is Hebblethwaite. I’m just back from a few days in the country—found your note here. I want to hear all about this little matter at once. When can I see you?”




  “Any time you like,” Norgate replied promptly.




  “Let me see,” the voice continued, “what are you doing to-night?”




  “Nothing!”




  “Come straight round to the House of Commons and dine. Or no—wait a moment—we’ll go somewhere quieter. Say the club in a quarter of an hour—the Reform Club. How will that suit you?”




  “I’ll be there, with pleasure,” Norgate promised.




  “Righto! We’ll hear what you’ve been doing to these peppery Germans. I had a line from Leveson himself this morning. A lady in the case, I hear? Well, well! Never mind explanations now. See you in a few minutes.”




  Norgate laid down the receiver. His manner, as he accepted his well-brushed hat, had lost all its depression. There was no one in the Cabinet with more influence than Hebblethwaite. He would have his chance, at any rate, and his chance at other things.




  “Look here, Hardy,” he ordered, as he drew on his gloves, “spend as much time as you like with that fellow and let me know what sort of questions he asks you. Be careful not to mention the fact that I am dining with Mr. Hebblethwaite. For the rest, fence with him. I am not quite sure what it all means. If by any chance he mentions a man named Selingman, let me know. Good night!”




  “Good night, sir!” the man replied.




  Norgate descended into the Strand and walked briskly towards Pall Mall. The last few minutes seemed to him to be fraught with promise of a new interest in life. Yet it was not of any of these things that he was thinking as he made his way towards his destination. He was occupied most of the time in wondering how long it would be before he could hope to receive a reply from Berlin to his letter.
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  The Right Honourable John Hebblethwaite, M.P., since he had become a Cabinet Minister and had even been mentioned as the possible candidate for supreme office, had lost a great deal of that breezy, almost boisterous effusion of manner which in his younger days had first endeared him to his constituents. He received Norgate, however, with marked and hearty cordiality, and took his arm as he led him to the little table which he had reserved in a corner of the dining-room. The friendship between the entirely self-made politician and Norgate, who was the nephew of a duke, and whose aristocratic connections were multifarious and far-reaching, was in its way a genuine one. There were times when Hebblethwaite had made use of his younger friend to further his own undoubted social ambitions. On the other hand, since he had become a power in politics, he had always been ready to return in kind such offices. The note which he had received from Norgate that day was, however, the first appeal which had ever been made to him.




  “I have been away for a week-end’s golf,” Hebblethwaite explained, as they took their places at the table. “There comes a time when figures pall, and snapping away in debate seems to stick in one’s throat. I telephoned directly I got your note. Fortunately, I wasn’t doing anything this evening. We won’t play about. I know you don’t want to see me to talk about the weather, and I know something’s up, or Leveson wouldn’t have written to me, and you wouldn’t be back from Berlin. Let’s have the whole story with the soup and fish, and we’ll try and hit upon a way to put things right before we reach the liqueurs.”




  “I’ve lots to say to you,” Norgate admitted simply. “I’ll begin with the personal side of it. Here’s just a brief narration of exactly what happened to me in the most fashionable restaurant of Berlin last Thursday night.”




  Norgate told his story. His friend listened with the absorbed attention of a man who possesses complete powers of concentration.




  “Rotten business,” he remarked, when it was finished. “I suppose you’ve told old—I mean you’ve told them the story at the Foreign Office?”




  “Had it all out this morning,” Norgate replied.




  “I know exactly what our friend told you,” Mr. Hebblethwaite continued, with a gleam of humour in his eyes. “He reminded you that the first duty of a diplomat—of a young diplomat especially—is to keep on friendly terms with the governing members of the country to which he is accredited. How’s that, eh?”




  “Pretty nearly word for word,” Norgate admitted. “It’s the sort of platitude I could watch framing in his mind before I was half-way through what I had to say. What they don’t seem to take sufficient account of in that museum of mummied brains and parchment tongues—forgive me, Hebblethwaite, but it isn’t your department—is that the Prince’s behaviour to me is such as no Englishman, subscribing to any code of honour, could possibly tolerate. I will admit, if you like, that the Kaiser’s attitude may render it advisable for me to be transferred from Berlin. I do not admit that I am not at once eligible for a position of similar importance in another capital.”




  “No one would doubt it,” John Hebblethwaite grumbled, “except those particular fools we have to deal with. I suppose they didn’t see it in the same light.”




  “They did not,” Norgate admitted.




  “We’ve a tough proposition to tackle,” Hebblethwaite confessed cheerfully, “but I am with you, Norgate, and to my mind one of the pleasures of being possessed of a certain amount of power is to help one’s friends when you believe in the justice of their cause. If you leave things with me, I’ll tackle them to-morrow morning.”




  “That’s awfully good of you, Hebblethwaite,” Norgate declared gratefully, “and just what I expected. We’ll leave that matter altogether just now, if we may. My own little grievance is there, and I wanted to explain exactly how it came about. Apart from that altogether, there is something far more important which I have to say to you.”




  Hebblethwaite knitted his brows. He was clearly puzzled.




  “Still personal, eh?” he enquired.




  Norgate shook his head.




  “It is something of vastly more importance,” he said, “than any question affecting my welfare. I am almost afraid to begin for fear I shall miss any chance, for fear I may not seem convincing enough.”




  “We’ll have the champagne opened at once, then,” Mr. Hebblethwaite declared. “Perhaps that will loosen your tongue. I can see that this is going to be a busy meal. Charles, if that bottle of Pommery 1904 is iced just to the degree I like it, let it be served, if you please, in the large sized glasses. Now, Norgate.”




  “What I am going to relate to you,” Norgate began, leaning across the table and speaking very earnestly, “is a little incident which happened to me on my way back from Berlin. I had as a fellow passenger a person whom I am convinced is high up in the German Secret Service Intelligence Department.”




  “All that!” Mr. Hebblethwaite murmured. “Go ahead, Norgate. I like the commencement of your story. I almost feel that I am moving through the pages of a diplomatic romance. All that I am praying is that your fellow passenger was a foreign lady—a princess, if possible—with wonderful eyes, fascinating manners, and of a generous disposition.”




  “Then I am afraid you will be disappointed,” Norgate continued drily. “The personage in question was a man whose name was Selingman. He told me that he was a manufacturer of crockery and that he came often to England to see his customers. He called himself a peace-loving German, and he professed the utmost good-will towards our country and our national policy. At the commencement of our conversation, I managed to impress him with the idea that I spoke no German. At one of the stations on the line he was joined by a Belgian, his agent, as he told me, in Brussels for the sale of his crockery. I overheard this agent, whose name was Meyer, recount to his principal his recent operations. He offered him an exact plan of the forts of Liege. I heard him instructed to procure a list of the wealthy inhabitants of Ghent and the rateable value of the city, and I heard him commissioned to purchase land in the neighbourhood of Antwerp for a secret purpose.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite’s eyebrows became slowly upraised. The twinkle in his eyes remained, however.




  “My!” he exclaimed softly. “We’re getting on with the romance all right!”




  “During the momentary absence of this fellow and his agent from the carriage,” Norgate proceeded, “I possessed myself of a slip of paper which had become detached from the packet of documents they had been examining. It consisted of a list of names mostly of people resident in the United Kingdom, purporting to be Selingman’s agents. I venture to believe that this list is a precise record of the principal German spies in this country.”




  “German spies!” Mr. Hebblethwaite murmured. “Whew!”




  He sipped his champagne.




  “That list,” Norgate went on, “is in my pocket. I may add that although I was careful to keep up the fiction of not understanding German, and although I informed Herr Selingman that I had seen the paper in question blow out of the window, he nevertheless gave me that night a drugged whisky and soda, and during the time I slept he must have been through every one of my possessions. I found my few letters and papers turned upside down, and even my pockets had been ransacked.”




  “Where was the paper, then?” Mr. Hebblethwaite enquired.




  “In an inner pocket of my pyjamas,” Norgate explained. “I had them made with a sort of belt inside, at the time I was a king’s messenger.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite played with his tie for a moment and drank a little more champagne.




  “Could I have a look at the list?” he asked, as though with a sudden inspiration.




  Norgate passed it across the table to him. Mr. Hebblethwaite adjusted his pince-nez, gave a little start as he read the first name, leaned back in his chair as he came to another, stared at Norgate about half-way down the list, as though to make sure that he was in earnest, and finally finished it in silence. He folded it up and handed it back.




  “Well, well!” he exclaimed, a little pointlessly. “Now tell me, Norgate, you showed this list down there?”—jerking his head towards the street.




  “I did,” Norgate admitted.




  “And what did they say?”




  “Just what you might expect men whose lives are spent within the four walls of a room in Downing Street to say,” Norgate replied. “You are half inclined to make fun of me yourself, Hebblethwaite, but at any rate I know you have a different outlook from theirs. Old Carew was frantically polite. He even declared the list to be most interesting! He rambled on for about a quarter of an hour on the general subject of the spy mania. German espionage, he told me, was one of the shadowy evils from which England had suffered for generations. So far as regards London and the provincial towns, he went on, whether for good or evil, we have a large German population, and if they choose to make reports to any one in Germany as to events happening here which come under their observation, we cannot stop it, and it would not even be worth while to try. As regards matters of military and naval importance, there was a special branch, he assured me, for looking after these, and it was a branch of the Service which was remarkably well-served and remarkably successful. Having said this, he folded the list up and returned it to me, rang the bell, gave me a frozen hand to shake, a mumbled promise about another appointment as soon as there should be a vacancy, and that was the end of it.”




  “About that other appointment,” Mr. Hebblethwaite began, with some animation—




  “Damn the other appointment!” Norgate interrupted testily. “I didn’t come here to cadge, Hebblethwaite. I am never likely to make use of my friends in that way. I came for a bigger thing. I came to try and make you see a danger, the reality of which I have just begun to appreciate myself for the first time in my life.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite’s manner slowly changed. He pulled down his waistcoat, finished off a glass of wine, and leaned forward.




  “Norgate,” he said, “I am sorry that this is the frame of mind in which you have come to me. I tell you frankly that you couldn’t have appealed to a man in the Cabinet less in sympathy with your fears than I myself.”




  “I am sorry to hear that,” Norgate replied grimly, “but go on.”




  “Before I entered the Cabinet,” Mr. Hebblethwaite continued, “our relations with Foreign Powers were just the myth to me that they are to most people who read the Morning Post one day and the Daily Mail the next. However, I made the best part of half a million in business through knowing the top and the bottom and every corner of my job, and I started in to do the same when I began to have a share in the government of the country. The entente with France is all right in its way, but I came to the conclusion that the greatest and broadest stroke of diplomacy possible to Englishmen to-day was to cultivate more benevolent and more confidential relations with Germany. That same feeling has been spreading through the Cabinet during the last two years. I am ready to take my share of the blame or praise, whichever in the future shall be allotted to the inspirer of that idea. It is our hope that when the present Government goes out of office, one of its chief claims to public approval and to historical praise will be the improvement of our relations with Germany. We certainly do not wish to disturb the growing confidence which exists between the two countries by any maladroit or unnecessary investigations. We believe, in short, that Germany’s attitude towards us is friendly, and we intend to treat her in the same spirit.”




  “Tell me,” Norgate asked, “is that the reason why every scheme for the expansion of the army has been shelved? Is that the reason for all the troubles with the Army Council?”




  “It is,” Hebblethwaite admitted. “I trust you, Norgate, and I look upon you as a friend. I tell you what the whole world of responsible men and women might as well know, but which we naturally don’t care about shouting from the housetops. We have come to the conclusion that there is no possible chance of the peace of Europe being disturbed. We have come to the conclusion that civilisation has reached that pitch when the last resource of arms is absolutely unnecessary. I do not mind telling you that the Balkan crisis presented opportunities to any one of the Powers to plunge into warfare, had they been so disposed. No one bade more boldly for peace then than Germany. No one wants war. Germany has nothing to gain by it, no animosity against France, none towards Russia. Neither of these countries has the slightest intention, now or at any time, of invading Germany. Why should they? The matter of Alsace and Lorraine is finished. If these provinces ever come back to France, it will be by political means and not by any mad-headed attempt to wrest them away.”




  “Incidentally,” Norgate asked, “what about the enormous armaments of Germany? What about her navy? What about the military spirit which practically rules the country?”




  “I have spent three months in Germany during the last year,” Hebblethwaite replied. “It is my firm belief that those armaments and that fleet are necessary to Germany to preserve her place of dignity among the nations. She has Russia on one side and France on the other, allies, watching her all the time, and of late years England has been chipping at her whenever she got a chance, and flirting with France. What can a nation do but make herself strong enough to defend herself against unprovoked attack? Germany, of course, is full of the military spirit, but it is my opinion, Norgate, that it is a great deal fuller of the great commercial spirit. It isn’t war with Germany that we have to fear. It’s the ruin of our commerce by their great assiduity and more up-to-date methods. Now you’ve had a statement of policy from me for which the halfpenny Press would give me a thousand guineas if I’d sign it.”




  “I’ve had it,” Norgate admitted, “and I tell you frankly that I hate it. I am an unfledged young diplomat in disgrace, and I haven’t your experience or your brains, but I have a hateful idea that I can see the truth and you can’t. You’re too big and too broad in this matter, Hebblethwaite. Your head’s lifted too high. You see the horrors and the needlessness, the logical side of war, and you brush the thought away from you.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite sighed.




  “Perhaps so,” he admitted. “One can only act according to one’s convictions. You must remember, though, Norgate, that we don’t carry our pacificism to extremes. Our navy is and always will be an irresistible defence.”




  “Even with hostile naval and aeroplane bases at—say—Calais, Boulogne, Dieppe, Ostend?”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite pushed a box of cigars towards his guest, glanced at the clock, and rose.




  “Young fellow,” he said, “I have engaged a box at the Empire. Let us move on.”




  CHAPTER XI




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  “My position as a Cabinet Minister,” Mr. Hebblethwaite declared, with a sigh, “renders my presence in the Promenade undesirable. If you want to stroll around, Norgate, don’t bother about me.”




  Norgate picked up his hat. “Jolly good show,” he remarked. “I’ll be back before it begins again.”




  He descended to the lower Promenade and sauntered along towards the refreshment bar. Mrs. Paston Benedek, who was seated in the stalls, leaned over and touched his arm.




  “My friend,” she exclaimed, “you are distrait! You walk as though you looked for everything and saw nothing. And behold, you have found me!”




  Norgate shook hands and nodded to Baring, who was her escort.




  “What have you done with our expansive friend?” he asked. “I thought you were dining with him.”




  “I compromised,” she laughed. “You see what it is to be so popular. I should have dined and have come here with Captain Baring—that was our plan for to-night. Captain Baring, however, was generous when he saw my predicament. He suffered me to dine with Mr. Selingman, and he fetched me afterwards. Even then we could not quite get rid of the dear man. He came on here with us, and he is now, I believe, greeting acquaintances everywhere in the Promenade. I am perfectly convinced that I shall have to look the other way when we go out.”




  “I think I’ll see whether I can rescue him,” Norgate remarked. “Good show, isn’t it?” he added, turning to her companion.




  “Capital,” replied Baring, without enthusiasm. “Too many people here, though.”




  Norgate strolled on, and Mrs. Benedek tapped her companion on the knuckles with her fan.




  “How dared you be so rude!” she exclaimed. “You are in a very bad humour this evening. I can see that I shall have to punish you.”




  “That’s all very well,” Baring grumbled, “but it gets more difficult to see you alone every day. This evening was to have been mine. Now this fat German turns up and lays claim to you, and then, about the first moment we’ve had a chance to talk, Norgate comes gassing along. You’re not nearly as nice to me, Bertha, as you used to be.”




  “My dear man,” she protested, “in the first place I deny it. In the second, I ask myself whether you are quite as devoted to me as you were when you first came.”




  “In what way?” he demanded.




  She turned her wonderful eyes upon him.




  “At first when you came,” she declared, “you told me everything. You spoke of your long mornings and afternoons at the Admiralty. You told me of the room in which you worked, the men who worked there with you. You told me of the building of that little model, and how you were all allowed to try your own pet ideas with regard to it. And then, all of a sudden, nothing—not a word about what you have been doing. I am an intelligent woman. I love to have men friends who do things, and if they are really friends of mine, I like to enter into their life, to know of their work, to sympathise, to take an interest in it. It was like that with you at first. Now it has all gone. You have drawn down a curtain. I do not believe that you go to the Admiralty at all. I do not believe that you have any wonderful invention there over which you spend your time.”




  “Bertha, dear,” he remonstrated, “do be reasonable.”




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “But am I not? See how reasonably I have spoken to you. I have told you the exact truth. I have told you why I do not take quite that same pleasure in your company as when you first came.”




  “Do consider,” he begged. “I spoke to you freely at first because we had not reached the stage in the work when secrecy was absolutely necessary. At present we are all upon our honour. From the moment we pass inside that little room, we are, to all effects and purposes, dead men. Nothing that happens there is to be spoken of or hinted at, even to our wives or our dearest friends. It is the etiquette of my profession, Bertha. Be reasonable.”




  “Pooh!” she exclaimed. “Fancy asking a woman to be reasonable! Don’t you realise, you stupid man, that if you were at liberty to tell everybody what it is that you do there, well, then I should have no more interest in it? It is just because you say that you will not and you may not tell, that, womanlike, I am curious.”




  “But whatever good could it be to you to know?” he protested. “I should simply addle your head with a mass of technical detail, not a quarter of which you would be able to understand. Besides, I have told you, Bertha, it is a matter of honour.”




  She looked intently at her programme.




  “There are men,” she murmured, “who love so much that even honour counts for little by the side of—”




  “Of what?” he whispered hoarsely.




  “Of success.”




  For a moment they sat in silence. The place was not particularly hot, yet there were little beads of perspiration upon Baring’s forehead. The fingers which held his programme twitched. He rose suddenly to his feet.




  “May I go out and have a drink?” he asked. “I won’t go if you don’t want to be alone.”




  “My dear friend, I do not mind in the least,” she assured him. “If you find Mr. Norgate, send him here.”




  In one of the smaller refreshment rooms sat Mr. Selingman, a bottle of champagne before him and a wondrously attired lady on either side. The heads of all three were close together. The lady on the left was talking in a low tone but with many gesticulations.




  “Dear friend,” she exclaimed, “for one single moment you must not think that I am ungrateful! But consider. Success costs money always, and I have been successful—you admit that. My rooms are frequented entirely by the class of young men you have wished me to encourage. Pauline and I here, and Rose, whom you have met, seek our friends in no other direction. We are never alone, and, as you very well know, not a day has passed that I have not sent you some little word of gossip or information—the gossip of the navy and the gossip of the army—and there is always some truth underneath what these young men say. It is what you desire, is it not?”




  “Without a doubt,” Selingman assented. “Your work, my dear Helda, has been excellent. I commend you. I think with fervour of the day when first we talked together, and the scheme presented itself to me. Continue to play Aspasia in such a fashion to the young soldiers and sailors of this country, and your villa at Monte Carlo next year is assured.”




  The woman shrugged her shoulders.




  “I will not say that you are not generous,” she declared, “for that would be untrue, but sometimes you forget that these young men have very little money, and the chief profit from their friendship, therefore, must come to us in other ways.”




  “You want a larger allowance?” Selingman asked slowly.




  “Not at present, but I want to warn you that the time may come when I shall need more. A salon in Pimlico, dear friend, is an expensive thing to maintain. These young men tell their friends of our hospitality, the music, our entertainment. We become almost too much the fashion, and it costs money.”




  Selingman held up his champagne glass, gazed at the wine for a moment, and slowly drank it.




  “I am not of those,” he announced, “who expect service for nothing, especially good service such as yours. Watch for the postman, dear lady. Any morning this week there may come for you a pleasant little surprise.”




  She leaned over and patted his arm.




  “You are a prince,” she murmured. “But tell me, who is the grave-looking young man?”




  Selingman glanced up. Norgate, who had been standing at the bar with Baring, was passing a few feet away.




  “The rake’s progress,” the former quoted solemnly.




  Selingman raised his glass.




  “Come and join us,” he invited.




  Norgate shook his head slightly and passed on. Selingman leaned a little forward, watching his departing figure. The buoyant good-nature seemed to have faded out of his face.




  “If you could get that young man to talk, now, Helda,” he muttered, “it would be an achievement.”




  She glanced after him, “To me,” she declared, “he looks one of the difficult sort.”




  “He is an Englishman with a grievance,” Selingman continued. “If the grievance cuts deep enough, he may—But we gossip.”




  “The other was a navy man,” the girl remarked. “His name is Baring.”




  Selingman nodded.




  “You need not bother about him,” he said. “If it is possible for him to be of use, that is arranged for in another quarter. So! Let us finish our wine and separate. That letter shall surely come. Have no fear.”




  Selingman strolled away, a few minutes later. Baring had returned to Mrs. Paston Benedek, and Norgate had resumed his place in the box. Selingman, with a gold-topped cane under his arm, a fresh cigar between his lips, and a broad smile of good-fellowship upon his face, strolled down one of the wings of the Promenade. Suddenly he came to a standstill. In the box opposite to him, Norgate and Hebblethwaite were seated side by side. Selingman regarded them for a moment steadfastly.




  “A friend of Hebblethwaite’s!” he muttered. “Hebblethwaite—the one man whom Berlin doubts!”




  He withdrew a little into the shadows, his eyes fixed upon the box. A little way off, in the stalls, Mrs. Paston Benedek was whispering to Baring. Further back in the Promenade, Helda was entertaining a little party of friends. Selingman’s eyes remained fixed upon Norgate.
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  Mrs. Paston Benedek, on the following afternoon, sat in one corner of the very comfortable lounge set with its back to the light in her charming drawing-room. Norgate sat in the other.




  “I think it is perfectly sweet of you to come,” she declared. “I do not care how many enemies I make—I will certainly dine with you to-night. How I shall manage it I do not yet know. You shall call for me here at eight o’clock—or say a quarter past, then we need not hurry away too early from the club. If Captain Baring is there, perhaps it would be better if you did not speak of our engagement.”




  Norgate sighed.




  “What is the wonderful attraction about Baring?” he asked discontentedly.




  “Really, there isn’t any,” she replied. “I like to be kind, that is all. I do not like to hurt anybody’s feelings, and I know that Captain Baring would like very much to dine with me to-night himself. I was obliged to throw him over last night because of Mr. Selingman’s arrival.”




  “You have not always been so considerate,” he persisted. “Why this especial care for Baring’s feelings?”




  She turned her head a little towards him. She was leaning back in her corner of the lounge, her hands clasped behind her head. There was an elaborate carelessness about her pose which she numbered among her best effects.




  “Perhaps,” she retorted, “I, too, find your sudden attraction for me a little remarkable. On those few occasions when you did honour us at the club before you left for Berlin, you were agreeable enough, but I do not remember that you once asked me to dine with you. There was no Captain Baring then.”




  “The truth is,” Norgate confessed, “since I returned, I have felt rather like hiding myself. I don’t care about going to my own club or visiting my own friends. I came to the St. James’s as a sort of compromise.”




  “You are not very flattering,” she complained.




  “Wouldn’t you rather I were truthful?” asked Norgate. “One’s friends, one’s real friends, are scarcely likely to be found at a mixed bridge club.”




  “After that,” she sighed, “I am going to telephone to Captain Baring. He, at any rate, is in love with me, and I need something to restore my self-respect.”




  “In love with you, perhaps, but are you in love with him?”




  She laughed, softly at first, but with an ever more insistent note of satire underlying her mirth.




  “The woman,” she said, “who expects to get anything out of life worth having, doesn’t fall in love. She may give a good deal, she may seem to give everything, but if she is wise, she keeps her heart.”




  “Poor Baring!”




  “Are you sure,” she asked, fixing her brilliant eyes upon him, “that he needs your sympathy? He is very much in love with me, and there are times when I could almost persuade myself that I am in love with him. At any rate, he attracts me.”




  Norgate was momentarily sententious. “The psychology of love,” he murmured, looking into the fire, “is a queer study.”




  Once more she laughed at him.




  “Before you went to Berlin,” she said, “you used not to talk of the psychology of love. Your methods, so far as I remember them, were a little different. Confess now—you fell in love in Berlin.”




  Norgate stifled a sudden desire to confide in his companion.




  “At my age!” he exclaimed.




  “It is true that it is not a susceptible age,” Mrs. Benedek admitted. “You are in what I call your mid-youth. Mid-youth, as a rule, is an age of cynicism. As you grow older, you will appreciate more the luxury of emotion. But tell me, was it the little Baroness who fascinated you? She is a great beauty, is she not?”




  “I took her out to dinner,” Norgate observed. “Therefore I suppose it was my duty to be in love with her.”




  “Fancy sharing the same sofa,” she laughed, “with a rival of princes! Do you know that the Baroness is a friend of mine? She comes sometimes to London.”




  “I am much more interested in your love affair,” he protested.




  “And I find far more interest in your future,” she insisted. “Let us talk sensibly, like good friends and companions. What are you going to do? They will not treat this affair seriously at the Foreign Office? They cannot think that you were to blame?”




  “In a sense, no,” he replied. “Diplomatically, however, I am, from their point of view, a heinous offender. I rather think I am going to be shelved for six months.”




  “Just what one would expect from this horrible Government!” Mrs. Benedek exclaimed indignantly.




  “What do you know about the Government?” he asked. “Are you taking up politics as well as the study of the higher auction?”




  She sighed, and her eyes were fixed upon him very earnestly, as she declared: “You do not understand me, my friend. You never did. I am not altogether frivolous; I am not altogether an artist. I have my serious moments.”




  “Is this going to be one of them?”




  “Don’t make fun of me, please,” she begged, “You are like so many Englishmen. Directly a woman tries to talk seriously, you will push her back into her place. You like to treat her as something to frivol with and make love to. Is it your amour propre which is wounded, when you feel sometimes forced to admit that she has as clear an insight into the more important things of life as you yourself?”




  “Do you talk like that with Baring?” he asked.




  For several seconds she was silent. Her eyes had contracted a little. She seemed to be seeking for some double meaning in his words.




  “Captain Baring is an intelligent man,” she said, “and he is a man, too, who understands his own particular subject. Of course it is a pleasure to talk to him about it.”




  “I thought navy men, as a rule,” he remarked, “were not communicative.”




  “Do you call it communicative,” she enquired, “to discuss the subject you love best with your greatest friend? But let us not talk any more of Captain Baring. It is in you just now that I am interested, you and your future. You seem to think that your friends at the Foreign Office are not going to find you another position—for some time, at any rate. You are not one of those men who think of nothing but sport and amusing themselves. What are you going to do during the next few months?”




  “At present,” he confessed thoughtfully, “I have only the vaguest ideas. Perhaps you could help me.”




  “Perhaps I could,” she admitted. “We will talk of that another time, if you like.”




  It was obvious that she was speaking under a certain tension. The silence which ensued was significant.




  “Why not now?” he asked.




  “It is too soon,” she answered, “and you would not understand. I might say things to you which would perhaps end our friendship, which would give you a wrong impression. No, let us stay just as we are for a little time.”




  “This is most tantalising,” grumbled Norgate.




  She leaned over and patted his hand.




  “Have patience, my friend,” she whispered. “The great things come to those who wait.”




  An interruption, commonplace enough, yet in its way startling, checked the words which were already upon his lips. The telephone bell from the little instrument on the table within a few feet of them, rang insistently. For a moment Mrs. Benedek herself appeared taken by surprise. Then she raised the receiver to her ear.




  “My friend,” she said to Norgate, “you must excuse me. I told them distinctly to disconnect the instrument so that it rang only in my bedroom. I am disobeyed, but no matter. Who is that?”




  Norgate leaned back in his place. His companion’s little interjection, however, was irresistible. He glanced towards her. There was a slight flush of colour in her cheeks, her head was moving slowly as though keeping pace to the words spoken at the other end. Suddenly she laughed.




  “Do not be so foolish,” she said. “Yes, of course. You keep your share of the bargain and I mine. At eight o’clock, then. I will say no more now, as I am engaged with a visitor. Au revoir!”




  She set down the receiver and turned towards Norgate, who was turning the pages of an illustrated paper. She made a little grimace.




  “Oh, but life is very queer!” she declared. “How I love it! Now I am going to make you look glum, if indeed you do care just that little bit which is all you know of caring. Perhaps you will be a little disappointed. Tell me that you are, or my vanity will be hurt. Listen and prepare. To-night I cannot dine with you.”




  He turned deliberately around. “You are going to throw me over?” he demanded, looking at her steadfastly.




  “To throw you over, dear friend,” she repeated cheerfully. “You would do just the same, if you were in my position.”




  “It is an affair of duty,” he persisted, “or the triumph of a rival?”




  She made a grimace at him. “It is an affair of duty,” she admitted, “but it is certainly with a rival that I must dine.”




  He moved a little nearer to her on the lounge.




  “Tell me on your honour,” he said, “that you are not dining with Baring, and I will forgive!”




  For a moment she seemed as though she were summoning all her courage to tell the lie which he half expected. Instead she changed her mind.




  “Do not be unkind,” she begged. “I am dining with Captain Baring. The poor man is distracted. You know that I cannot bear to hurt people. Be kind this once. You may take my engagement book, you may fill it up as you will, but to-night I must dine with him. Consider, my friend. You may have many months before you in London. Captain Baring finishes his work at the Admiralty to-day, and leaves for Portsmouth to-morrow morning. He may not be in London again for some time. I promised him long ago that I would dine with him to-night on one condition. That condition he is keeping. I cannot break my word.”




  Norgate rose gloomily to his feet.




  “Of course,” he said, “I don’t want to be unreasonable, and any one can see the poor fellow is head over ears in love with you.”




  She took his arm as she led him towards the door.




  “Listen,” she promised, laughing into his face, “when you are as much in love with me as he is, I will put off every other engagement I have in the world, and I will dine with you. You understand? We shall meet later at the club, I hope. Until then, au revoir!”




  Norgate hailed a taxi outside and was driven at once to the nearest telephone call office. There, after some search in the directory, he rang up a number and enquired for Captain Baring. There was a delay of about five minutes. Then Baring spoke from the other end of the telephone.




  “Who is it wants me?” he enquired, rather impatiently.




  “Are you Baring?” Norgate asked, deepening his voice a little.




  “Yes! Who are you?”




  “I am a friend,” Norgate answered slowly.




  “What the devil do you mean by ‘a friend’?” was the irritated reply. “I am engaged here most particularly.”




  “There can be nothing so important,” Norgate declared, “as the warning I am charged to give to you. Remember that it is a friend who speaks. There is a train about five o’clock to Portsmouth. Your work is finished. Take that train and stay away from London.”




  Norgate set down the receiver without listening to the tangle of exclamations from the other end, and walked quickly out of the shop. He re-entered his taxi.




  “The St. James’s Club,” he ordered.




  CHAPTER XIII




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  Norgate found Selingman in the little drawing-room of the club, reclining in an easy-chair, a small cup of black coffee by his side. He appeared to be exceedingly irate at the performance of his partner in a recent rubber, and he seized upon Norgate as a possibly sympathetic confidant.




  “Listen to me for one moment,” he begged, “and tell me whether I have not the right to be aggrieved. I go in on my own hand, no trump. I am a careful declarer. I play here every day when I am in London, and they know me well to be a careful declarer. My partner—I do not know his name; I hope I shall never know his name; I hope I shall never see him again—he takes me out. ‘Into what?’ you ask. Into diamonds! I am regretful, but I recognise, as I believe, a necessity. I ask you, of what do you suppose his hand consists? Down goes my no trump on the table—a good, a very good no trump. He has in his hand the ace, king, queen and five diamonds, the king of clubs guarded, the ace and two little hearts, and he takes me out into diamonds from no trumps with a score at love all. Two pences they had persuaded me to play, too, and it was the rubber game. Afterwards he said to me: ‘You seem annoyed’; and I replied ‘I am annoyed,’ and I am. I come in here to drink coffee and cool myself. Presently I will cut into another rubber, where that young man is not. Perhaps our friend Mrs. Benedek will be here. You and I and Mrs. Benedek, but not, if we can help it, the lady who smokes the small black cigars. She is very amiable, but I cannot attend to the game while she sits there opposite to me. She fascinates me. In Germany sometimes our women smoke cigarettes, but cigars, and in public, never!”




  “We’ll get a rubber presently, I dare say,” Norgate remarked, settling himself in an easy-chair. “How’s business?”




  “Business is very good,” Selingman declared. “It is so good that I must be in London for another week or so before I set off to the provinces. It grows and grows all the time. Soon I must find a manager to take over some of my work here. At my time of life one likes to enjoy. I love to be in London; I do not like these journeys to Newcastle and Liverpool and places a long way off. In London I am happy. You should go into business, young man. It is not well for you to do nothing.”




  “Do you think I should be useful in the crockery trade?” Norgate asked.




  Herr Selingman appeared to take the enquiry quite seriously.




  “Why not?” he demanded. “You are well-educated, you have address, you have intelligence. Mrs. Benedek has spoken very highly of you. But you—oh, no! It would not suit you at all to plunge yourself into commerce, nor would it suit you, I think, to push the affairs of a prosperous German concern. You are very English, Mr. Norgate, is that not so?”




  “Not aggressively,” Norgate replied. “As a matter of fact, I am rather fed up with my own country just now.”




  Mr. Selingman sat quite still in his chair. Some signs of a change which came to him occasionally were visible in his face. He was for that moment no longer the huge, overgrown schoolboy bubbling over with the joy and appetite of life. His face seemed to have resolved itself into sterner lines. It was the face of a thinker.




  “There are other Englishmen besides you,” Selingman said, “who are a little—what you call ‘fed up’ with your country. You have much common sense. You do not believe that yours is the only country in the world. You like sometimes to hear plain speech from one who knows?”




  “Without a doubt,” Norgate assented.




  Mr. Selingman stroked his knee with his fat hand.




  “You in England,” he continued, “you are too prosperous. Very, very slowly the country is drifting into the hands of the people. A country that is governed entirely by the people goes down, down, down. Your classes are losing their hold and their influence. You have gone from Tory to Whig, from Whig to Liberal, from Liberal to Radical, and soon it will be the Socialists who govern. You know what will come then? Colonies! What do your radicals care about colonies? Institutions! What do they care about institutions? All you who have inherited money, they will bleed. You will become worse than a nation of shop-keepers. You will be an illustration to all the world of the dangers of democracy. So! I go on. I tell you why that comes about. You are in the continent of Europe, and you will not do as Europe does. You are a nation outside. You have believed in yourselves and believed in yourselves, till you think that you are infallible. Before long will come the revolution. It will be a worse revolution than the French Revolution.”




  Norgate smiled. “Too much common sense about us, I think, Mr. Selingman, for such happenings,” he declared. “I grant you that the classes are getting the worst of it so far as regards the government of the country, but I can’t quite see the future that you depict.”




  “Good Englishman!” Herr Selingman murmured approvingly. “That is your proper attitude. You do not see because you will not see. I tell you that the best thing in all the world would be a little blood-letting. You do not like your Government. Would it not please you to see them humiliated just a little?”




  “In what way?”




  “Oh! there are ways,” Selingman declared. “A little gentle smack like this,”—his two hands came together with a crash which echoed through the room—“a little smack from Germany would do the business. People would open their eyes and begin to understand. A Radical Government may fill your factories with orders and rob the rich to increase the prosperity of the poor, but it will not keep you a great nation amongst the others.”




  Norgate nodded.




  “You seem to have studied the question pretty closely,” he remarked.




  “I study the subject closely,” Selingman went on, “because my interests are yours. My profits are made in England. I am German born, but I am English, too, in feeling. To me the two nations are one. We are of the same race. That is why I am sorrowful when I see England slipping back. That is why I would like to see her have just a little lesson.”




  Selingman paused. Norgate rose to his feet and stood on the hearthrug, with his elbow upon the mantelpiece.




  “Twice we have come as far as that, Mr. Selingman,” he pointed out. “England requires a little lesson. You have something in your mind behind that, something which you are half inclined to say to me. Isn’t that so? Why not go on?”




  “Because I am not sure of you,” Selingman confessed frankly. “Because you might misunderstand what I say, and we should be friends no longer, and you would say silly things about me and my views. Therefore, I like to keep you for a friend, and I go no further at present. You say that you are a little angry with your country, but you Englishmen are so very prejudiced, so very quick to take offence, so very insular, if I may use the word. I do not know how angry you are with your country. I do not know if your mind is so big and broad that you would be willing to see her suffer a little for her greater good. Ah, but the lady comes at last!”




  Mrs. Benedek was accompanied by a tall, middle-aged man, of fair complexion, whom Selingman greeted with marked respect. She turned to Norgate.




  “Let me present you,” she said, “to Prince Edward of Lenemaur—Mr. Francis Norgate.”




  The two men shook hands.




  “I played golf with you once at Woking,” Norgate reminded his new acquaintance.




  “I not only remember it,” Prince Edward answered, “but I remember the result. You beat me three up, and we were to have had a return, but you had to leave for Paris on the next day.”




  “You will be able to have your return match now,” Mrs. Benedek observed. “Mr. Norgate is going to be in England for some time. Let us play bridge. I have to leave early to-night—I am dining out—and I should like to make a little money.”




  They strolled into the bridge-room. Selingman hung behind with Norgate.




  “Soon,” he suggested, “we must finish our talk, is it not so? Dine with me to-night. Mrs. Benedek has deserted me. We will eat at the Milan Grill. The cooking there is tolerable, and they have some Rhine wine—but you shall taste it.”




  “Thank you,” Norgate assented, “I shall be very pleased.”




  They played three or four rubbers. Then Mrs. Benedek glanced at the clock.




  “I must go,” she announced. “I am dining at eight o’clock.”




  “Stay but for one moment,” Selingman begged. “We will all take a little mixed vermouth together. I shall tell the excellent Horton how to prepare it. Plenty of lemon-peel, and just a dash—but I will not give my secret away.”




  He called the steward and whispered some instructions in his ear. While they were waiting for the result, a man came in with an evening paper in his hand. He looked across the room to a table beyond that at which Norgate and his friends were playing.




  “Heard the news, Monty?” he asked.




  “No! What is it?” was the prompt enquiry.




  “Poor old Baring—”




  The newcomer stopped short. For the first time he noticed Mrs. Benedek. She half rose from her chair, however, and her eyes were fixed upon him.




  “What is it?” she exclaimed. “What has happened?”




  There was a moment’s awkward silence. Mrs. Benedek snatched the paper away from the man’s fingers and read the little paragraph out aloud. For a moment she was deathly white.




  “What is it?” Selingman demanded.




  “Freddy Baring,” she whispered—“Captain Baring—shot himself in his room at the Admiralty this afternoon! Some one telephoned to him. Five minutes later he was found—dead—a bullet wound through his temple!… Give me my chair, please. I think that I am going to faint.”
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  Selingman and Norgate dined together that evening in a corner of a large, popular grill-room near the Strand. They were still suffering from the shock of the recent tragedy. They both rather avoided the topic of Baring’s sudden death. Selingman made but one direct allusion to it.




  “Only yesterday,” he remarked, “I said to little Bertha—I have known her so long that I call her always Bertha—that this bureau work was bad for Baring. When I was over last, a few months ago, he was the picture of health. Yesterday he looked wild and worried. He was at work with others, they say, at the Admiralty upon some new invention. Poor fellow!”




  Norgate, conscious of a curious callousness which even he himself found inexplicable, made some conventional reply only. Selingman began to talk of other matters.




  “Truly,” he observed, “a visit to your country is good for the patriotic German. Behold! here in London, we are welcomed by a German maitre d’hotel; we are waited on by a German waiter; we drink German wine; we eat off what I very well know is German crockery.”




  “And some day, I suppose,” Norgate put in, “we are to be German subjects. Isn’t that so?”




  Selingman’s denial was almost unduly emphatic.




  “Never!” he exclaimed. “There is nothing so foolish as the way many of you English seem to regard us Germans as though we were wild beasts of prey. Now it gives me pleasure to talk with a man like yourself, Mr. Norgate. I like to look a little into the future and speculate as to our two countries. Above all things, this thing I do truly know. The German nation stands for peace. Yet in order that peace shall everywhere prevail, a small war, a humanely-conducted war, may sometime within the future, one must believe, take place. It would last but a short time, but it might lead to great changes. I have sometimes thought, my young friend Norgate, that such a war might be the greatest blessing which England could ever experience.”




  “As a discipline, you mean?” Norgate murmured.




  “As a cleansing tonic,” Selingman declared. “It would sweep out your Radical Government. It would bring the classes back to power. It would kindle in the spirits of your coming generation the spark of that patriotism which is, alas! just now a very feeble flame. What do you think? You agree with me, eh?”




  “It is going a long way,” Norgate said cautiously, “to approve of a form of discipline so stringent.”




  “But not too far—oh, believe me, not too far!” Selingman insisted. “If that war should come, it would come solely with the idea of sweeping away this Government, which is most distasteful to all German politicians. It would come solely with the idea that with a new form of government here, more solid and lasting terms of friendship could be arranged between Germany and England.”




  “A very interesting theory,” Norgate remarked. “Do you believe in it yourself?”




  Selingman paused to give an order to a waiter. His tone suddenly became more serious. He pointed to the menu.




  “They have dared,” he exclaimed, “to bring us Hollandaise sauce with the asparagus! A gastronomic indignity! It is such things as this which would endanger the entente between our countries.”




  “I don’t mind Hollandaise“ Norgate ventured.




  “Then of eating you know very little,” Herr Selingman pronounced. “There is only one sauce to be served with asparagus, and that is finely drawn butter. I have explained to the maitre d’hotel. He must bring us what I desire. Meanwhile, we spoke, I think, of our two countries. You asked me a question. I do indeed believe in the theories which I have been advancing.”




  “But wouldn’t a war smash up your crockery business?” Norgate asked.




  “For six months, yes! And after that six months, fortunes for all of us, trade such as the world has never known, a settled peace, a real union between two great and friendly countries. I wish England well. I love England. I love my holidays over here, my business trips which are holidays in themselves, and for their sake and for my own sake, I say that just a little wrestle, a slap on the cheek from one and a punch on the nose from the other, and we should find ourselves.”




  “War is a very dangerous conflagration,” Norgate remarked. “I cannot think of any experiment more hazardous.”




  “It is no experiment,” Selingman declared. “It is a certainty. All that we do in my country, we do by what we call previously ascertained methods. We test the ground in front of us before we plant our feet upon it. We not only look into the future, but we stretch out our hands. We make the doubtful places sure. Our turn of mind is scientific. Our road-making and our bridge-building, our empire-making and our diplomacy, they are all fashioned in the same manner. If you could trust us, Mr. Norgate, if you could trust yourself to work for the good of both countries, we could make very good and profitable use of you during the next six months. Would you like to hear more?”




  “But I know nothing about crockery!”




  “Would you like to hear more?” Selingman repeated.




  “I think I should.”




  “Very well, then,” Selingman proceeded. “Tomorrow we will talk of it. There are some ways in which you might be very useful, useful at the same time to your country and to ours. Your position might be somewhat peculiar, but that you would be prepared for a short time to tolerate.”




  “Peculiar in what respect?” Norgate asked.




  Selingman held his glass of yellow wine up to the light and criticised it for a moment. He set it down empty.




  “Peculiar,” he explained, “inasmuch as you might seem to be working with Germany, whereas you were really England’s best friend. But let us leave these details until to-morrow. We have talked enough of serious matters. I have a box at the Gaiety, and we must not be late—also a supper party afterwards. This is indeed a country for enjoyment. To-morrow we speak of these things again. You have seen our little German lady at the Gaiety? You have heard her sing and watch her dance? Well, to-night you shall meet her.”




  “Rosa Morgen?” Norgate exclaimed.




  Selingman nodded complacently.




  “She sups with us,” he announced, “she and others. That is why, when they spoke to me of going back for bridge to-night, I pretended that I did not hear. Bridge is very good, but there are other things. To-night I am in a frivolous vein. I have many friends amongst the young ladies of the Gaiety. You shall see how they will welcome me.”




  “You seem to have found your way about over here,” Norgate remarked, as he lit a cigar and waited while his companion paid the bill.




  “I am a citizen of the world,” Selingman admitted. “I enjoy myself as I go, but I have my eyes always fixed upon the future. I make many friends, and I do not lose them. I set my face towards the pleasant places, and I keep it in that direction. It is the cult of some to be miserable; it is mine to be happy. The person who does most good in the world is the person who reflects the greatest amount of happiness. Therefore, I am a philanthropist. You shall learn from me, my young friend, how to banish some of that gloom from your face. You shall learn how to find happiness.”




  They made their way across to the Gaiety, where Selingman was a very conspicuous figure in the largest and most conspicuous box. He watched with complacency the delivery of enormous bouquets to the principal artistes, and received their little bow of thanks with spontaneous and unaffected graciousness. Afterwards he dragged Norgate round to the stage-door, installed him in a taxi, and handed over to his escort two or three of his guests.




  “I entrust you, Mr. Norgate,” he declared, “with our one German export more wonderful, even, than my crockery—Miss Rosa Morgen. Take good care of her and bring her to the Milan. The other young ladies are my honoured guests, but they are also Miss Morgen’s. She will tell you their names. I have others to look after.”




  Norgate’s last glimpse of Selingman was on the pavement outside the theatre, surrounded by a little group of light-hearted girls and a few young men.




  “He is perfectly wonderful, our Mr. Selingman,” Miss Morgen murmured, as they started off. “Tell me how long you have known him, Mr. Norgate?”




  “Four days,” Norgate replied.




  She screamed with laughter.




  “It is so like him,” she declared. “He makes friends everywhere. A day is sufficient. He gives such wonderful parties. I do not know why we all like to come, but we do. I suppose that we all get half-a-dozen invitations to supper most nights, but there is not one of us who does not put off everything to sup with Mr. Selingman. He sits in the middle—oh, you shall watch him to-night!—and what he says I do not know, but we laugh, and then we laugh again, and every one is happy.”




  “I think he is the most irresistible person,” Norgate agreed. “I met him two or three nights ago, coming over from Berlin, and he spoke of nothing but crockery and politics. To-night I dine with him, and I find a different person.”




  “He is a perfect dear,” one of the other girls exclaimed, “but so curiously inquisitive! I have a great friend, a gunner, whom I brought with me to one of his parties, and he is always asking me questions about him and his work. I had to absolutely worry Dick so as to be able to answer all his questions, didn’t I, Rosa?”




  Miss Morgen nodded a little guardedly.




  “I should not call him really inquisitive,” she said. “It is because he likes to seem interested in the subject which interests you.”




  “I am not at all sure whether that is true,” the other young lady objected. “You remember when Ellison Gray was always around with us? Why, I know that Mr. Selingman simply worried Maud’s life out of her to get a little model of his aeroplane from him. There were no end of things he wanted to know about cubic feet and dimensions. He is a dear, all the same.”




  “A perfect dear!” the others echoed.




  They drew up outside the Milan. Rosa Morgen turned to their escort.




  “We will meet you in the hall in five minutes,” she said. “Then we can all go together and find Mr. Selingman.”
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  Selingman’s supper party was in some respects both distinctive and unusual. Norgate, looking around him, thought that he had never in his life been among such a motley assemblage of people. There were eight or nine musical comedy young ladies; a couple of young soldiers, one of whom he knew slightly, who had arrived as escorts to two of the young ladies; Prince Edward of Lenemaur; a youthful peer, who by various misdemeanours had placed himself outside the pale of any save the most Bohemian society, and several other men whose faces were unfamiliar. They occupied a round table just inside the door of the restaurant, and they sat there till long after the lights were lowered. The conversation all the time was of the most general and frivolous description, and Selingman, as the hour grew later, seemed to grow larger and redder and more joyous. The only hint at any serious conversation came from the musical comedy star who sat at Norgate’s left.




  “Do you know our host very well?” she asked Norgate once.




  “I am afraid I can’t say that I know him well at all,” Norgate replied. “I met him in the train coming from Berlin, a few nights ago.”




  “He is the most original person,” she declared. “He entertains whenever he has a chance; he makes new friends every hour; he eats and drinks and seems always to be enjoying himself like an overgrown baby. And yet, all the time there is such a very serious side to him. One feels that he has a purpose in it all.”




  “Perhaps he has,” Norgate ventured.




  “Perhaps he has,” she agreed, lowering her voice a little. “At least, I believe one thing. I believe that he is a good German and yet a great friend of England.”




  “You don’t find the two incompatible, then?”




  “I do not,” the young lady replied firmly. “I do not understand everything, of course, but I am half German and half English, so I can appreciate both sides, and I do believe that Mr. Selingman, if he had not been so immersed in his business, might have been a great politician.”




  The conversation drifted into other channels. Norgate was obliged to give some attention to the more frivolous young lady on his right. The general exodus to the bar smoking-room only took place long after midnight. Every one was speaking of going on to a supper club to dance, and Norgate quietly slipped away. He took a hurried leave of his host.




  “You will excuse me, won’t you?” he begged. “Enjoyed my evening tremendously. I’d like you to come and dine with me one night.”




  “We will meet at the club to-morrow afternoon,” Selingman declared. “But why not come on with us now? You are not weary? They are taking me to a supper club, these young people. I have engaged myself to dance with Miss Morgen—I, who weigh nineteen stone! It will be a thing to see. Come with us.”




  Norgate excused himself and left the place a moment later. It was a fine night, and he walked slowly towards Pall Mall, deep in thought. Outside one of the big clubs on the right-hand side, a man descended from a taxicab just as Norgate was passing. They almost ran into one another.




  “Norgate, you reprobate!”




  “Hebblethwaite!”




  The latter passed his arm through the young man’s and led him towards the club steps.




  “Come in and have a drink,” he invited. “I am just up from the House. I do wish you could get some of your military friends to stop worrying us, Norgate. Two hours to-night have been absolutely wasted because they would talk National Service and heckle us about the territorials.”




  “I’ll have the drink, although heaven knows I don’t need any!” Norgate replied. “As for the rest, I am all on the side of the hecklers. You ought to know that.”




  They drew two easy-chairs together in a corner of the great, deserted smoking-room, and Hebblethwaite ordered the whiskies and sodas.




  “Yes,” he remarked, “I forgot. You are on the other side, aren’t you? I haven’t a word to say against the navy. We spend more money than is necessary upon it, and I stick out for economy whenever I can. But as regards the army, my theory is that it is useless. It’s only a temptation to us to meddle in things that don’t concern us. The navy is sufficient to defend these shores, if any one were foolish enough to wish to attack us. If we need an army at all, we should need one ten times the size, but we don’t. Nature has seen to that. Yet tonight, when I was particularly anxious to get on with some important domestic legislation, we had to sit and listen to hours of prosy military talk, the possibilities of this and that. They don’t realise, these brain-fogged ex-military men, that we are living in days of common sense. Before many years have passed, war will belong to the days of romance.”




  “For a practical politician, Hebblethwaite,” Norgate pronounced, “you have some of the rottenest ideas I ever knew. You know perfectly well that if Germany attacked France, we are almost committed to chip in. We couldn’t sit still, could we, and see Calais and Boulogne, Dieppe and Ostend, fortified against us?”




  “If Germany should attack France!” Hebblethwaite repeated. “If Prussia should send an expeditionary force to Cornwall, or the Siamese should declare themselves on the side of the Ulster men! We must keep in politics to possibilities that are reasonable.”




  “Take another view of the same case, then,” Norgate continued. “Supposing Germany should violate Belgium’s independence?”




  “You silly idiot!” Hebblethwaite exclaimed, as he took a long draught of his whisky and soda, lit a cigar, and leaned back in his chair, “the neutrality of Belgium is guaranteed by a treaty, actually signed by Germany!”




  “Supposing she should break her treaty?” Norgate persisted. “I told you what I heard in the train the other night. It isn’t for nothing that that sort of work is going on.”




  Hebblethwaite shook his head.




  “You are incorrigible, Norgate! Germany is one of the Powers of Europe undoubtedly possessing a high sense of honour and rectitude of conduct. If any nation possesses a national conscience, and an appreciation of national ethics, they do. Germany would be less likely than any nation in the world to break a treaty.”




  “Hebblethwaite,” Norgate declared solemnly, “if you didn’t understand the temperament and character of your constituents better than you do the German temperament and character, you would never have set your foot across the threshold of Westminster. The fact of it is you’re a domestic politician of the very highest order, but as regards foreign affairs and the greater side of international politics, well, all I can say is you’ve as little grasp of them as a local mayor might have.”




  “Look here, young fellow,” Hebblethwaite protested, “do you know that you are talking to a Cabinet Minister?”




  “To a very possible Prime Minister,” Norgate replied, “but I am going to tell you what I think, all the same. I’m fed up with you all. I bring you some certain and sure information, proving conclusively that Germany is maintaining an extraordinary system of espionage over here, and you tell me to mind my own business. I tell you, Hebblethwaite, you and your Party are thundering good legislators, but you’ll ruin the country before you’ve finished. I’ve had enough. It seems to me we thoroughly deserve the shaking up we’re going to get. I am going to turn German spy myself and work for the other side.”




  “You do, if there’s anything in it,” Hebblethwaite retorted, with a grin. “I promise we won’t arrest you. You shall hop around the country at your own sweet will, preach Teutonic doctrines, and pave the way for the coming of the conquerors. You’ll have to keep away from our arsenals and our flying places, because our Service men are so prejudiced. Short of that you can do what you like.”




  Norgate finished his cigar in silence. Then he threw the end into the fireplace, finished his whisky and soda, and rose.




  “Hebblethwaite,” he said, “this is the second time you’ve treated me like this. I shall give you another chance. There’s just one way I may be of use, and I am going to take it on. If I get into trouble about it, it will be your fault, but next time I come and talk with you, you’ll have to listen to me if I shove the words down your throat. Good night!”




  “Good night, Norgate,” Hebblethwaite replied pleasantly. “What you want is a week or two’s change somewhere, to get this anti-Teuton fever out of your veins. I think we’ll send you to Tokyo and let you have a turn with the geishas in the cherry groves.”




  “I wouldn’t go out for your Government, anyway,” Norgate declared. “I’ve given you fair warning. I am going in on the other side. I’m fed up with the England you fellows represent.”




  “Nice breezy sort of chap you are for a pal!” Hebblethwaite grumbled. “Well, get along with you, then. Come and look me up when you’re in a better humour.”




  “I shall probably find you in a worse one,” Norgate retorted. “Good night!”




  * * * * *




  It was one o’clock when Norgate let himself into his rooms. To his surprise, the electric lights were burning in his sitting-room. He entered a little abruptly and stopped short upon the threshold. A slim figure in dark travelling clothes, with veil pushed back, was lying curled up on his sofa. She stirred a little at his coming, opened her eyes, and looked at him.
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  Throughout those weeks and months of tangled, lurid sensations, of amazing happenings which were yet to come, Norgate never once forgot that illuminative rush of fierce yet sweet feelings which suddenly thrilled his pulses. He understood in that moment the intolerable depression of the last few days. He realised the absolute advent of the one experience hitherto missing from his life. The very intensity of his feelings kept him silent, kept him unresponsive to her impetuous but unspoken welcome. Her arms dropped to her side, her lips for a moment quivered. Her voice, notwithstanding her efforts to control it, shook a little. She was no longer the brilliant young Court beauty of Vienna. She was a tired and disappointed girl.




  “You are surprised—I should not have come here! It was such a foolish impulse.”




  She caught up her gloves feverishly, but Norgate’s moment of stupefaction had passed. He clasped her hands.




  “Forgive me,” he begged. “It is really you—Anna!”




  His words were almost incoherent, but his tone was convincing. Her fears passed away.




  “You don’t wonder that I was a little surprised, do you?” he exclaimed. “You were not only the last person whom I was thinking of, but you were certainly the last person whom I expected to see in London or to welcome here.”




  “But why?” she asked. “I told you that I came often to this country.”




  “I remember,” Norgate admitted. “Yet I never ventured to hope—”




  “Of course I should not have come here,” she interrupted. “It was absurd of me, and at such an hour! And yet I am staying only a few hundred yards away. The temptation to-night was irresistible. I felt as one sometimes does in this queer, enormous city—lonely. I telephoned, and your servant, who answered me, said that you were expected back at any moment. Then I came myself.”




  “You cannot imagine that I am not glad to see you,” he said earnestly.




  “I want to believe that you are glad,” she answered. “I have been restless ever since you left. Tell me at once, what did they say to you here?”




  “I am practically shelved,” he told her bitterly. “In twelve months’ time, perhaps, I may be offered something in America or Asia—countries where diplomacy languishes. In a word, your mighty autocrat has spoken the word, and I am sacrificed.”




  She moved towards the window.




  “I am stifled!” she exclaimed. “Open it wide, please.”




  He threw it open. They looked out eastwards. The roar of the night was passing. Here and there were great black spaces. On the Thames a sky-sign or two remained. The blue, opalescent glare from the Gaiety dome still shone. The curving lights which spanned the bridges and fringed the Embankment still glittered. The air, even here, high up as they were on the seventh story of the building, seemed heavy and lifeless.




  “There is a storm coming,” she said. “I have felt it for days.”




  She stood looking out, pale, her large eyes strained as though seeking to read something which eluded her in the clouds or the shadows which hung over the city. She had rather the air of a frightened but eager child. She rested her fingers upon his arm, not exactly affectionately, but as though she felt the need of some protection.




  “Do you know,” she whispered, “the feeling of this storm has been in my heart for days. I am afraid—afraid for all of us!”




  “Afraid of what?” he asked gently.




  “Afraid,” she went on, “because it seems to me that I can hear, at times like this, when one is alone, the sound of what one of your writers called footsteps amongst the hills, footsteps falling upon wool, muffled yet somehow ominous. There is trouble coming. I know it. I am sure of it.”




  “In this country they do not think so,” he reminded her. “Most of our great statesmen of today have come to the conclusion that there will be no more war.”




  “You have no great statesmen,” she answered simply. “You have plenty of men who would make very fine local administrators, but you have no statesmen, or you would have provided for what is coming.”




  There was a curious conviction in her words, a sense of one speaking who has seen the truth.




  “Tell me,” he asked, “is there anything that you know of—”




  “Ah! but that I may not tell you,” she interrupted, turning away from the window. “Of myself just now I say nothing—only of you. I am here for a day or two. It is through me that you have suffered this humiliation. I wanted to know just how far it went. Is there anything I can do?”




  “What could any one do?” he asked. “I am the victim of circumstances.”




  “But for a whole year!” she exclaimed. “You are not like so many young Englishmen. You do not wish to spend your time playing polo and golf, and shooting. You must do something. What are you going to do with that year?”




  He moved across the room and took a cigarette from a box.




  “Give me something to drink, please,” she begged.




  He opened a cupboard in his sideboard and gave her some soda-water. She had still the air of waiting for his reply.




  “What am I going to do?” he repeated. “Well, here I am with an idle twelve months. It makes no difference to anybody what time I get up, what time I go to bed, with whom or how I spend the day. I suppose to some people it would sound like Paradise. To me it is hateful. Shall I be your secretary?”




  “How do you know that I need a secretary?” she asked.




  “How should I?” he replied. “Yet you are not altogether an idler in life, are you?”




  For a moment she did not answer. The silence in the room was almost impressive. He looked at her over the top of the soda-water syphon whose handle he was manipulating.




  “What do you imagine might be my occupation, then?” she asked.




  “I have heard it suggested,” he said slowly, “that you have been a useful intermediary in carrying messages of the utmost importance between the Kaiser and the Emperor of Austria.”




  “Your Intelligence Department is not so bad,” she remarked. “It is true. Why not? At the German Court I count for little, perhaps. In Austria my father was the Emperor’s only personal friend. My mother was scarcely popular there—she was too completely English—but since my father died the Emperor will scarcely let me stay a week away. Yes, your information is perhaps true. I will supplement it, if you like. Since our little affair in the Cafe de Berlin, the Kaiser, who went out of his way to insist upon your removal from Berlin, has notified the Emperor that he would prefer to receive his most private dispatches either through the regular diplomatic channels or by some other messenger.”




  Norgate’s emphatic expletive was only half-stifled as she continued.




  “For myself,” she said with a shrug, “I am not sorry. I found it very interesting, but of late those feelings of which I have told you have taken hold of me. I have felt as though a terrible shadow were brooding over the world.”




  “Let me ask you once more,” he begged. “Why are you in London?”




  “I received a wire from the Emperor,” she explained, “instructing me to return at once to Vienna. If I go there, I know very well that I shall not be allowed to leave the city. I have been trusted implicitly, and they will keep me practically a prisoner. They will think that I may feel a resentment against the Kaiser, and they will be afraid. Therefore, I came here. I have every excuse for coming. It is according to my original plans. You will find that by to-morrow morning I shall have a second message from Vienna. All the same, I am not sure that I shall go.”




  There was a ring at the bell. Norgate started, and Anna looked at the clock.




  “Who is that?” she asked. “Do you see the time?”




  Norgate moved to the door and threw it open. A waiter stood there.




  “What do you want?” demanded Norgate.




  The man pointed to the indicator.




  “The bell rang, sir,” he replied. “Is there anything I can get for you?”




  “I rang no bell,” Norgate asserted. “Your indicator must be out of order.”




  Norgate would have closed the door, but Anna intervened.




  “Tell the waiter I wish to speak to him,” she begged.




  The man advanced at once into the room and glanced interrogatively at Anna. She addressed him suddenly in Austrian, and he replied without hesitation. She nodded. Then she turned to Norgate and laughed softly.




  “You see how perfect the system is,” she said. “I was followed here, passed on to your floor-waiter. You are a spy, are you not?” she added, turning to the man. “But of course you are!”




  “Madame!” the man protested. “I do not understand.”




  “You can go away,” she replied. “You can tell Herr Selingman in your morning’s report that I came to Mr. Norgate’s rooms at an early hour in the morning and spent an hour talking with him. You can go now.”




  The man withdrew without remark. He was a quiet, inoffensive-looking person, with sallow complexion, suave but silent manners. Norgate closed the door behind him.




  “A victim of the system which all Europe knows of except you people,” she remarked lightly. “Well, after this I must be careful. Walk with me to my hotel.”




  “Of course,” he assented.




  They made their way along the silent corridors to the lift, out into the streets, empty of traffic now save for the watering-carts and street scavengers.




  “Will there be trouble for you,” Norgate asked at last, “because of this?”




  “There is more trouble in my own heart,” she told him quietly. “I feel strangely disturbed, uncertain which way to move. Let me take your arm—so. I like to walk like that. Somehow I think, Mr. Francis Norgate, that that little fracas in the Cafe de Berlin is going to make a great difference in both our lives. I know now what I had begun to believe. Like all the trusted agents of sovereigns, I have become an object of suspicion. Well, we shall see. At least I am glad to know that there is some one whom I can trust. Perhaps to-morrow I will tell you all that is in my heart. We might even, if you wished it, if you were willing to face a few risks, we might even work together to hold back the thunder. So! Good night, my friend,” she added, turning suddenly around.




  He held her hand for a moment as they stood together on the pavement outside her hotel. For a single moment he fancied that there was a change in that curious personal aloofness which seemed so distinctive of her. It passed, however, as she turned from him with her usual half-insolent, half gracious little nod.




  “To-morrow,” she directed, “you must ring me up. Let it be at eleven o’clock.”
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  The Ambassador glanced at the clock as he entered his library to greet his early morning visitor. It was barely nine o’clock.




  “Dear friend,” he exclaimed, as he held out his hands, “I am distressed to keep you waiting! Such zeal in our affairs must, however, not remain unnoticed. I will remember it in my reports.”




  Anna smiled as he stooped to kiss her fingers.




  “I had special reasons,” she explained, “for my haste. I was disappointed, indeed, that I could not see you last night.”




  “I was at Windsor,” her host remarked. “Now come, sit there in the easy-chair by the side of my table. My secretaries have not yet arrived. We shall be entirely undisturbed. I have ordered coffee here, of which we will partake together. A compromising meal to share, dear Baroness, but in the library of my own house it may be excused. The Princess sends her love. She will be glad if you will go to her apartments after we have finished our talk.”




  A servant entered with a tray, spread a cloth on a small round table, upon which he set out coffee, with rolls and butter and preserves. For a few moments they talked lightly of the weather, of her crossing, of mutual friends in Berlin and Vienna. Then Anna, as soon as they were alone, leaned a little forward in her chair.




  “You know that I have a sort of mission to you,” she said. “I should not call it that, perhaps, but it comes to very nearly the same thing. The Emperor has charged me to express to you and to Count Lanyoki his most earnest desire that if the things should come which we know of, you both maintain your position here at any cost. The Emperor’s last words to me were: ‘If war is to come, it may be the will of God. We are ready, but there is one country which must be kept from the ranks of our enemies. That country is England. England must be dealt with diplomatically.’ He looks across the continent to you, Prince. This is the friendly message which I have brought from his own lips.”




  The Prince stirred his coffee thoughtfully. He was a man just passing middle-age, with grey hair, thin in places but carefully trimmed, brushed sedulously back from his high forehead. His moustache, too, was grey, and his face was heavily lined, but his eyes, clear and bright, were almost the eyes of a young man.




  “You can reassure the Emperor,” he declared. “As you may imagine, my supply of information here is plentiful. If those things should come that we know of, it is my firm belief that with some reasonable yet nominal considerations, this Government will never lend itself to war.”




  “You really believe that?” she asked earnestly.




  “I do,” her companion assured her. “I try to be fair in my judgments. London is a pleasant city to live in, and English people are agreeable and well-bred, but they are a people absolutely without vital impulses. Patriotism belongs to their poetry books. Indolence has stagnated their blood. They are like a nation under a spell, with their faces turned towards the pleasant and desirable things. Only a few months ago, they even further reduced the size of their ridiculous army and threw cold water upon a scheme for raising untrained help in case of emergency. Even their navy estimates are passed with difficulty. The Government which is conducting the destinies of a people like this, which believes that war belongs to a past age, is never likely to become a menace to us.”




  Anna drew a little sigh and lit the cigarette which the Prince passed her. She threw herself back in her chair with an air of contentment.




  “It is so pleasant once more to be among the big things,” she declared. “In Berlin I think they are not fond of me, and they are so pompous and secretive. Tell me, dear Prince, will you not be kinder to me? Tell me what is really going to happen?”




  He moved his chair a little closer to hers.




  “I see no reason,” he said cautiously, “why you should not be told. Events, then, will probably move in this direction. Provocation will be given by Servia. That is easily arranged. Tension will be caused, Austria will make enormous demands, Russia will remonstrate, and, before any one has time to breathe, the clouds will part to let the lightnings through. If anything, we are over-ready, straining with over-readiness.”




  “And the plan of campaign?”




  “Austria and Italy,” the Prince continued slowly, “will easily keep Russia in check. Germany will seize Belgium and rush through to Paris. She will either impose her terms there or leave a second-class army to conclude the campaign. There will be plenty of time for her then to turn back and fall in with her allies against Russia.”




  “And England?” Anna asked. “Supposing?”




  The Prince tapped the table with his forefinger.




  “Here,” he announced, “we conquer with diplomacy. We have imbued the present Cabinet, even the Minister who is responsible for the army, with the idea that we stand for peace. We shall seem to be the attacked party in this war. We shall say to England—‘Remain neutral. It is not your quarrel, and we will be capable of a great act of self-sacrifice. We will withhold our fleet from bombarding the French towns. England could do no more than deal with our fleet if she were at war. She shall do the same without raising a finger.’ No country could refuse so sane and businesslike an offer, especially a country which will at once count upon its fingers how much it will save by not going to war.”




  “And afterwards?”




  The Prince shrugged his shoulders. “Afterwards is inevitable.”




  “Please go on,” she insisted.




  “We shall occupy the whole of the coast from Antwerp to Havre. The indemnity which France and Russia will pay us will make us the mightiest nation on earth. We shall play with England as a cat with a mouse, and when the time comes…. Well, perhaps that will do,” the Prince concluded, smiling.




  Anna was silent for several moments.




  “I am a woman, you know,” she said simply, “and this sounds, in a way, terrible. Yet for months I have felt it coming.”




  “There is nothing terrible about it,” the Prince replied, “if you keep the great principles of progress always before you. If a million or so of lives are sacrificed, the great Germany of the future, gathering under her wings the peoples of the world, will raise them to a pitch of culture and contentment and happiness which will more than atone for the sacrifices of to-day. It is, after all, the future to which we must look.”




  A telephone bell rang at the Prince’s elbow. He listened for a moment and nodded.




  “An urgent visitor demands a moment of my time,” he said, rising.




  “I have taken already too much,” Anna declared, “but I felt it was time that I heard the truth. They fence with me so in Berlin, and, believe me, Prince Herschfeld, in Vienna the Emperor is almost wholly ignorant of what is planned.”




  The door was opened behind them. The Prince turned around. A young man had ushered in Herr Selingman. For a moment the latter looked steadily at Anna. Then he glanced at the Ambassador as though questioningly.




  “You two must have met,” the Prince murmured.




  “We have met,” Anna declared, smiling, as she made her way towards the door, “but we do not know one another. It is best like that. Herr Selingman and I work in the same army—”




  “But I, madame, am the sergeant,” Selingman interrupted, with a low bow, “whilst you are upon the staff.”




  She laughed as she made her adieux and departed. The door closed heavily behind her. Selingman came a little further into the room.




  “You have read your dispatches this morning, Prince?” he asked.




  “Not yet,” the latter replied. “Is there news, then?”




  Selingman pointed to the closed door. “You have spoken for long with her?”




  “Naturally,” the Prince assented. “She is a confidential friend of the Emperor. She has been entrusted for the last two years with all the private dispatches between Vienna and Berlin.”




  “In your letters you will find news,” Selingman declared. “She is pronounced suspect. She is under my care at this moment. A report was brought to me half an hour ago that she was here. I came on at once myself. I trust that I am in time?”




  The Prince stood quite silent for a moment.




  “Fortunately,” he answered coolly, “I have told her nothing.”
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  As Norgate entered the premises of Selingman, Horsfal and Company a little later on the same morning he looked around him in some surprise. He had expected to find a deserted warehouse—probably only an office. He saw instead all the evidences of a thriving and prosperous business. Drays were coming and going from the busy door. Crates were piled up to the ceiling, clerks with notebooks in their hands passed continually back and forth. A small boy in a crowded office accepted his card and disappeared. In a few minutes he led Norgate into a waiting-room and handed him a paper.




  “Mr. Selingman is engaged with a buyer for a few moments, sir,” he reported. “He will see you presently.”




  Norgate looked through the windows out into the warehouse. There was no doubt whatever that this was a genuine and considerable trading concern. Presently the door of the inner office opened, and he heard Mr. Selingman’s hearty tones.




  “You have done well for yourself and well for your firm, sir,” he was saying. “There is no one in Germany or in the world who can produce crockery at the price we do. They will give you a confirmation of the order in the office. Ah! my young friend,” he went on, turning to Norgate, “you have kept your word, then. You are not a customer, but you may walk in. I shall make no money out of you, but we will talk together.”




  Norgate passed on into a comfortably furnished office, a little redolent of cigar smoke. Selingman bit off the end of a cigar and pushed the box towards his visitor.




  “Try one of these,” he invited. “German made, but Havana tobacco—mild as milk.”




  “Thank you,” Norgate answered. “I don’t smoke cigars in the morning. I’ll have a cigarette, if I may.”




  “As you will. What do you think of us now that you have found your way here?”




  “Your business seems to be genuine enough, at all events,” Norgate observed.




  “Genuine? Of course it is!” Selingman declared emphatically. “Do you think I should be fool enough to be connected with a bogus affair? My father and my grandfather before me were manufacturers of crockery. I can assure you that I am a very energetic and a very successful business man. If I have interests in greater things, those interests have developed naturally, side by side with my commercial success. When I say that I am a German, that to me means more, much more, than if I were to declare myself a native of any other country in the world. Sit opposite to me there. I have a quarter of an hour to spare. I can show you, if you will, over a thousand designs of various articles. I can show you orders—genuine orders, mind—from some of your big wholesale houses, which would astonish you. Or, if you prefer it, we can talk of affairs from another point of view. What do you say?”




  “My interest in your crockery,” Norgate announced, “is non-existent. I have come to hear your offer. I have decided to retire—temporarily, at any rate—from the Diplomatic Service. I understand that I am in disgrace, and I resent it. I resent having had to leave Berlin except at my own choice. I am looking for a job in some other walk of life.”




  Selingman nodded approvingly.




  “Forgive me,” he said, “but it is true, then, that you are in some way dependent upon your profession?”




  “I am not a pauper outside it,” Norgate replied, “but that is not the sole question. I need work, an interest in life, something to think about. I must either find something to do, or I shall go to Abyssinia. I should prefer an occupation here.”




  “I can help you,” Selingman said slowly, “if you are a young man of common sense. I can put you in the way of earning, if you will, a thousand pounds a year and your travelling expenses, without interfering very much with your present mode of life.”




  “Selling crockery?”




  Selingman flicked the ash from the end of his cigar. He shook his head good-naturedly.




  “I am a judge of character, young man,” he declared. “I pride myself upon that accomplishment. I know very well that in you we have one with brains. Nevertheless, I do not believe that you would sell my crockery.”




  “It seems easy enough,” Norgate observed.




  “It may seem easy,” Selingman objected, “but it is not. You have not, I am convinced, the gifts of a salesman. You would not reason and argue with these obstinate British shopkeepers. No! Your value to me would lie in other directions—in your social position, your opportunities of meeting with a class above the commercial one in which I have made my few English friends, and in your own intelligence.”




  “I scarcely see of what value these things would be to a vendor of crockery.”




  “They would be of no value at all,” Selingman admitted. “It is not in the crockery business that I propose to make use of you. I believe that we both know that. We may dismiss it from our minds. It is only fencing with words. I will take you a little further. You have heard, by chance, of the Anglo-German Peace Society?”




  “The name sounds familiar,” Norgate confessed. “I can’t say that I know anything about it.”




  “It was I who inaugurated that body,” Selingman announced. “It is I who direct its interests.”




  “Congratulate you, I’m sure. You must find it uphill work sometimes.”




  “It is uphill work all the time,” the German agreed. “Our great object is, as you can guess from the title, to promote good-feeling between the two countries, to heal up all possible breaches, to soothe and dispel that pitiful jealousy, of which, alas! too much exists. It is not easy, Mr. Norgate. It is not easy, my young friend. I meet with many disappointments. Yet it is a great and worthy undertaking.”




  “It sounds all right,” Norgate observed. “Where do I come in?”




  “I will explain. To carry out the aims of our society, there is much information which we are continually needing. People in Germany are often misled by the Press here. Facts and opinions are presented to them often from an unpalatable point of view. Furthermore, there is a section of the Press which, so far from being on our side, seems deliberately to try to stir up ill-feeling between the two countries. We want to get behind the Press. For that purpose we need to know the truth about many matters; and as the truth is a somewhat rare commodity, we are willing to pay for it. Now we come face to face. It will be your business, if you accept my offer, to collect such facts as may be useful to us.”




  “I see,” Norgate remarked dubiously, “or rather I don’t see at all. Give me an example of the sort of facts you require.”




  Mr. Selingman leaned a little forward in his chair. He was warming to his subject.




  “By all means. There is the Irish question, then.”




  “The Irish question,” Norgate repeated. “But of what interest can that be to you in Germany?”




  “Listen,” Selingman continued. “Just as you in London have great newspapers which seem to devote themselves to stirring up bitter feeling between our two countries, so we, alas! in Germany, have newspapers and journals which seem to devote all their energies to the same object. Now in this Irish question the action of your Government has been very much misrepresented in that section of our Press and much condemned. I should like to get at the truth from an authoritative source. I should like to get it in such a form that I can present it fairly and honestly to the public of Germany.”




  “That sounds reasonable enough,” Norgate admitted. “There are several pamphlets—”




  “I do not want pamphlets,” Selingman interrupted. “I want an actual report from Ulster and Dublin of the state of feeling in the country, and, if possible, interviews with prominent people. For this the society would pay a bonus over and above the travelling expenses and your salary. If you accept my offer, this is probably one of the first tasks I should commit to you.”




  “Give me a few more examples,” Norgate begged.




  “Another subject,” Selingman continued, “upon which there is wide divergence of opinions in Germany, and a great deal of misrepresentation, is the attitude of certain of your Cabinet Ministers towards the French entente: how far they would support it, at what they would stop short.”




  “Isn’t that rather a large order?” Norgate ventured. “I don’t number many Cabinet Ministers among my personal friends.”




  Selingman puffed away at his cigar for a moment. Then he withdrew it from his mouth and expelled large volumes of smoke.




  “You are, I believe, intimately acquainted with Mr. Hebblethwaite?”




  “How the mischief did you know that?” Norgate demanded.




  “Our society,” Selingman announced, smiling ponderously, “has ramifications in every direction. It is our business to know much. We are collectors of information of every sort and nature.”




  “Seems to have been part of your business to follow me about,” observed Norgate.




  “Perhaps so. If we thought it good for us to have you followed about, we certainly should,” Selingman admitted. “You see, in Germany,” he added, leaning back in his chair, “we lay great stress upon detail and intelligence. We get to know things: not the smattering of things, like you over here are too often content with, but to know them thoroughly and understand them. Nothing ever takes us by surprise. We are always forewarned. So far as any one can, we read the future.”




  “You are a very great nation, without a doubt,” Norgate acknowledged, “but my quarter of an hour is coming to an end. Tell me what else you would expect from me if I accepted this post?”




  “For the moment, I can think of nothing,” Selingman replied. “There are many ways in which we might make use of you, but to name them now would be to look a little too far into the future.”




  “By whom should I really be employed?”




  “By the Anglo-German Peace Society,” Selingman answered promptly. “Let me say a word more about that society. I am proud of it. I am one of those prominent business men who are responsible for its initiation. I have given years of time and thought to it. All our efforts are directed towards promoting a better understanding with England, towards teaching the two countries to appreciate one another. But in the background there is always something else. It is useless to deny that the mistrust existing between the two countries has brought them more than once almost to the verge of war. What we want is to be able, at critical times, to throw oil upon the troubled waters, and if the worst should come, if a war really should break out, then we want to be able to act as peacemakers, to heal as soon as possible any little sores that there may be, and to enter afterwards upon a greater friendship with a purified England.”




  “It sounds very interesting,” Norgate confessed. “I had an idea that you were proposing something quite different.”




  “Please explain.”




  “To be perfectly frank with you,” Norgate acknowledged, “I thought you wanted me to do the ordinary spy business—traces of fortresses, and particulars about guns and aeroplanes—”




  “Rubbish, my dear fellow!” Selingman interrupted. “Rubbish! Those things we leave to our military department, and pray that the question of their use may never arise. We are concerned wholly with economic and social questions, and our great aim is not war but peace.”




  “Very well, then,” Norgate decided, “I accept. When shall I start?”




  Selingman laid his hand upon the other’s shoulder as he rose to his feet.




  “Young man,” he said, “you have come to a wise decision. Your salary will commence from the first of this month. Continue to live as usual. Let me have the opportunity of seeing you at the club, and let me know each day where you can be found. I will give you your instructions from day to day. You will be doing a great work, and, mind you, a patriotic work. If ever your conscience should trouble you, remember that. You are working not for Germany but for England.”




  “I will always remember that,” Norgate promised, as he turned away.
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  Norgate found Anna waiting for him in the hall of the smaller hotel, a little further westward, to which she had moved. He looked admiringly at her cool white muslin gown and the perfection of her somewhat airy toilette.




  “You are five minutes late,” she remonstrated.




  “I had to go into the city,” he apologised. “It was rather an important engagement. Soon I must tell you all about it.”




  She looked at him a little curiously.




  “I will be patient,” promised Anna, “and ask no questions.”




  “You are still depressed?”




  “Horribly,” she confessed. “I do not know why, but London is getting on my nerves. It is so hatefully, stubbornly, obstinately imperturbable. I would find another word, but it eludes me. I think you would call it smug. And it is so noisy. Can we not go somewhere for lunch where it is tranquil, where one can rest and get away from this roar?”




  “We could go to Ranelagh, if you liked,” suggested Norgate. “There are some polo matches on this afternoon, but it will be quiet enough for lunch.”




  “I should love it!” she exclaimed. “Let us go quickly.”




  They lunched in a shady corner of the restaurant and sat afterwards under a great oak tree in a retired spot at the further end of the gardens. Anna was still a little thoughtful.




  “Do you know,” she told her companion, “that I have received a hint to present myself in Berlin as soon as possible?”




  “Are you going?” Norgate demanded quickly.




  “I am not sure,” she answered. “I feel that I must, and yet, in a sense, I do not like to go. I have a feeling that they do not mean to let me out of Berlin again. They think that I know too much.”




  “But why should they suddenly lose faith in you?” Norgate asked.




  “Perhaps because the end is so near,” she replied. “They know that I have strong English sympathies. Perhaps they think that they would not bear the strain of the times which are coming.”




  “You are an even greater pessimist than I myself,” Norgate observed. “Do you really believe that the position is so critical?”




  “I know it,” she assured him. “I will not tell you all my reasons. There is no need for me to break a trust without some definite object. It seems to me that if your Secret Service Department were worth anything at all, your country would be in a state almost of panic. What is it they are playing down there? Polo, isn’t it? There are six or eight military teams, crowds of your young officers making holiday. And all the time Krupps are working overtime, working night and day, and surrounded by sentries who shoot at sight any stranger. There are parts of the country, even now, under martial law. The streets and the plains resound to the footsteps of armed hosts.”




  “But there is no excuse for war,” he reminded her.




  “An excuse is very easily found,” she sighed. “German diplomacy is clumsy enough, but I think it can manage that. Do you know that this morning I had a letter from one of the greatest nobles of our own Court at Vienna? He knew that I had intended to take a villa in Normandy for August and September. He has written purposely to warn me not to do so, to warn me not to be away from Austria or Germany after the first of August.”




  “So soon!” he murmured.




  They listened to the band for a moment. In the distance, an unceasing stream of men and women were passing back and forth under the trees and around the polo field.




  “It will come like a thunderbolt,” she said, “and when I think of it, all that is English in me rises up in revolt. In my heart I know so well that it is Germany and Germany alone who will provoke this war. I am terrified for your country. I admit it, you see, frankly. The might of Germany is only half understood here. It is to be a war of conquest, almost of extermination.”




  “That isn’t the view of your friend Selingman,” Norgate reminded her. “He, too, hints at coming trouble, but he speaks of it as just a salutary little lesson.”




  “Selingman, more than any one else in the world, knows differently,” she assured him. “But come, we talk too seriously on such a wonderful afternoon. I have made up my mind on one point, at least. I will stay here for a few days longer. London at this time of the year is wonderful. Besides, I have promised the Princess of Thurm that I will go to Ascot with her. Why should we talk of serious things any longer? Let us have a little rest. Let us promenade there with those other people, and listen to the band, and have some tea afterwards.”




  Norgate rose with alacrity, and they strolled across the lawns and down towards the polo field. Very soon they found themselves meeting friends in every direction. Anna extricated herself from a little group of acquaintances who had suddenly claimed her and came over to Norgate.




  “Prince Herschfeld wants to talk to me for a few minutes,” she whispered. “I think I should like to hear what he has to say. The Princess is there, too, whom I have scarcely seen. Will you come and be presented?”




  “Might I leave you with them for a few minutes?” Norgate suggested. “There is a man here whom I want to talk to. I will come back for you in half an hour.”




  “You must meet the Prince first,” she insisted. “He was interested when he heard who you were.”




  She turned to the little group who were awaiting her return. The Ambassador moved a little forward.




  “Prince,” she said, “may I present to you Mr. Francis Norgate? Mr. Norgate has just come from Berlin.”




  “Not with the kindliest feelings towards us, I am afraid,” remarked the Prince, holding out his hand. “I hope, however, that you will not judge us, as a nation, too severely.”




  “On the contrary, I was quite prepared to like Germany,” Norgate declared. “I was simply the victim of a rather unfortunate happening.”




  “There are many others besides myself who sincerely regret it,” the Prince said courteously. “You are kind enough to leave the Baroness for a little time in our charge. We will take the greatest care of her, and I hope that when you return you will give me the great pleasure of presenting you to the Princess.”




  “You are very kind,” Norgate murmured.




  “We shall meet again, then,” the Prince declared, as he turned away with Anna by his side.




  “In half an hour,” Anna whispered, smiling at him over her shoulder.
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  The Right Honourable John William Hebblethwaite strolled along by the rails of the polo ground, exchanging greetings with friends, feeling very well content with himself and the world generally. A difficult session was drawing towards an end. The problem which had defeated so many governments seemed at last, under his skilful treatment, capable of solution. Furthermore, the session had been one which had added to his reputation both as an orator and a statesman. There had been an astonishingly flattering picture of him in an illustrated paper that week, and he was exceedingly pleased with the effect of the white hat which he was wearing at almost a jaunty angle. He was a great man and he knew it. Nevertheless, he greeted Norgate with ample condescension and engaged him at once in conversation.




  “Delighted to see you in such company, my young friend,” he declared. “I think that half an hour’s conversation with Prince Herschfeld would put some of those fire-eating ideas out of your head. That’s the man whom we have to thank for the everyday improvement of our relations with Germany.”




  “The Prince has the reputation of being a great diplomatist,” Norgate remarked.




  “Added to which,” Hebblethwaite continued, “he came over here charged, as you might say, almost with a special mission. He came over here to make friends with England. He has done it. So long as we have him in London, there will never be any serious fear of misunderstanding between the two countries.”




  “What a howling optimist you are!” Norgate observed.




  “My young friend,” Hebblethwaite protested, “I am nothing of the sort. I am simply a man of much common sense, enjoying, I may add, a few hours’ holiday. By-the-by, Norgate, if one might venture to enquire without indiscretion, who was the remarkably charming foreign lady whom you were escorting?”




  “The Baroness von Haase,” Norgate replied. “She is an Austrian.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite sighed. He rather posed as an admirer of the other sex.




  “You young fellows,” he declared, “who travel about the world, are much to be envied. There is an elegance about the way these foreign women dress, a care for detail in their clothes and jewellery, and a carriage which one seldom finds here.”




  They had reached the far end of the field, having turned their backs, in fact, upon the polo altogether. Norgate suddenly abandoned their conversation.




  “Look here,” he said, in an altered tone, “do you feel inclined to answer a few questions?”




  “For publication?” Hebblethwaite asked drily. “You haven’t turned journalist, by any chance, have you?”




  Norgate shook his head. “Nevertheless,” he admitted, “I have changed my profession. The fact is that I have accepted a stipend of a thousand a year and have become a German spy.”




  “Good luck to you!” exclaimed Hebblethwaite, laughing softly. “Well, fire away, then. You shall pick the brains of a Cabinet Minister at your leisure, so long as you’ll give me a cigarette—and present me, when we have finished, to the Baroness. The country has no secrets from you, Norgate. Where will you begin?”




  “Well, you’ve been warned, any way,” Norgate reminded him, as he offered his cigarette case. “Now tell me. It is part of my job to obtain from you a statement of your opinion as to exactly how far our entente with France is binding upon us.”




  Hebblethwaite cleared his throat.




  “If this is for publication,” he remarked, “could you manage a photograph of myself at the head of the interview, in these clothes and with this hat? I rather fancy myself to-day. A pocket kodak is, of course, part of the equipment of a German spy.”




  “Sorry,” Norgate regretted, “but that’s a bit out of my line. I am the disappointed diplomatist, doing the dirty work among my late friends. What we should like to know from Mr. Hebblethwaite, confidentially narrated to a personal friend, is whether, in the event of a war between Germany and Russia and France, England would feel it her duty to intervene?”




  Hebblethwaite glanced around. The throng of people had cleared off to watch the concluding stages of the match.




  “I have a sovereign on this,” he remarked, glancing at his card.




  “Which have you backed?” Norgate enquired.




  “The Lancers.”




  “Well, it’s any odds on the Hussars, so you’ve lost your money,” Norgate told him.




  Hebblethwaite sighed resignedly. “Well,” he said, “the question you submit is a problem which has presented itself to us once or twice, although I may tell you that there isn’t a soul in the Cabinet except one who believes in the chance of war. We are not a fire-eating lot, you know. We are all for peace, and we believe we are going to have it. However, to answer your questions more closely, our obligations depend entirely upon the provocation giving cause for the war. If France and Russia provoked it in any way, we should remain neutral. If it were a war of sheer aggression from Germany against France, we might to a certain extent intervene. There is not one of us, however, who believes for a single moment that Germany would enter upon such a war.”




  “When you admit that we might to a certain extent intervene,” Norgate said, “exactly how should we do it, I wonder? We are not in a particular state of readiness to declare war upon anybody or anything, are we?” he added, as they turned around and strolled once more towards the polo ground.




  “We have had no money to waste upon senseless armaments,” Mr. Hebblethwaite declared severely, “and if you watch the social measures which we have passed during the last two years, you will see that every penny we could spare has been necessary in order to get them into working order. It is our contention that an army is absolutely unnecessary and would simply have the effect of provoking military reprisals. If we, by any chance in the future, were drawn into war, our navy would be at the service of our allies. What more could any country ask than to have assured for them the absolute control of the sea?”




  “That’s all very well,” Norgate assented. “It might be our fair share on paper, and yet it might not be enough. What about our navy if Antwerp, Ostend, Dunkirk, Calais, Boulogne, and Havre were all German ports, as they certainly would be in an unassisted conflict between the French and the Germans?”




  They were within hearing now of the music of the band. Hebblethwaite quickened his pace a little impatiently.




  “Look here,” he protested, “I came down here for a holiday, I tell you frankly that I believe in the possibility of war just as much as I believe in the possibility of an earthquake. My own personal feeling is that it is just as necessary to make preparations against one as the other. There you are, my German spy, that’s all I have to say to you. Here are your friends. I must pay my respects to the Prince, and I should like to meet your charming companion.”




  Anna detached herself from a little group of men at their approach, and Norgate at once introduced his friend.




  “I have only been able to induce Mr. Hebblethwaite to talk to me for the last ten minutes,” he declared, “by promising to present him to you.”




  “A ceremony which we will take for granted,” she suggested, holding out her fingers. “Each time I have come to London, Mr. Hebblethwaite, I have hoped that I might have this good fortune. You interest us so much on the Continent.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite bowed and looked as though he would have liked the interest to have been a little more personal.




  “You see,” Anna explained, as she stood between the two men, “both Austria and Germany, the two countries where I spend most of my time, are almost military ridden. Our great statesmen, or the men who stand behind them, are all soldiers. You represent something wholly different. Your nation is as great and as prosperous as ours, and yet you are a pacifist, are you not, Mr. Hebblethwaite? You scorn any preparations for war. You do not believe in it. You give back the money that we should spend in military or naval preparations to the people, for their betterment. It is very wonderful.”




  “We act according to our convictions,” Mr. Hebblethwaite pronounced. “It is our earnest hope that we have risen sufficiently in the scale of civilisation to be able to devote our millions to more moral objects than the massing of armaments.”




  “And you have no fears?” she persisted earnestly. “You honestly believe that you are justified in letting the fighting spirit of your people lie dormant?”




  “I honestly believe it, Baroness,” Mr. Hebblethwaite replied. “Life is a battle for all of them, but the fighting which we recognise is the fight for moral and commercial supremacy, the lifting of the people by education and strenuous effort to a higher plane of prosperity.”




  “Of course,” Anna murmured, “what you say sounds frightfully convincing. History only will tell us whether you are in the right.”




  “My thirst,” Mr. Hebblethwaite observed, glancing towards the little tables set out under the trees, “suggests tea and strawberries.”




  “If some one hadn’t offered me tea in a moment or two,” Anna declared, “I should have gone back to the Prince, with whom I must confess I was very bored. Shall we discuss politics or talk nonsense?”




  “Talk nonsense,” Mr. Hebblethwaite decided. “This is my holiday. My brain has stopped working. I can think of nothing beyond tea and strawberries. We will take that table under the elm trees, and you shall tell us all about Vienna.”
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  Norgate, after leaving Anna at her hotel, drove on to the club, where he arrived a few minutes before seven. Selingman was there with Prince Edward, and half a dozen others. Selingman, who happened not to be playing, came over at once and sat by his side on the broad fender.




  “You are late, my young friend,” he remarked.




  “My new career,” Norgate replied, “makes demands upon me. I can no longer spend the whole afternoon playing bridge. I have been attending to business.”




  “It is very good,” Selingman declared amiably. “That is the way I like to hear you talk. To amuse oneself is good, but to work is better still. Have you, by chance, any report to make?”




  “I have had a long conversation with Mr. Hebblethwaite at Ranelagh this afternoon,” Norgate announced.




  There was a sudden change in Selingman’s expression, a glint of eagerness in his eyes.




  “With Hebblethwaite! You have begun well. He is the man above all others of whose views we wish to feel absolutely certain. We know that he is a strong man and a pacifist, but a pacifist to what extent? That is what we wish to be clear about. Now tell me, you spoke to him seriously?”




  “Very seriously, indeed,” Norgate assented. “The subject suggested itself naturally, and I contrived to get him to discuss the possibilities of a European war. I posed rather as a pessimist, but he simply jeered at me. He assured me that an earthquake was more probable. I pressed him on the subject of the entente. He spoke of it as a thing of romance and sentiment, having no place in any possible development of the international situation. I put hypothetical cases of a European war before him, but he only scoffed at me. On one point only was he absolutely and entirely firm—under no circumstances whatever would the present Cabinet declare war upon anybody. If the nation found itself face to face with a crisis, the Government would simply choose the most dignified and advantageous solution which embraced peace. In short, there is one thing which you may count upon as absolutely certain. If England goes to war at any time within the next four years, it will be under some other government.”




  Selingman was vastly interested. He had drawn very close to Norgate, his pudgy hands stretched out upon his knees. He dropped his voice so that it was audible only a few feet away.




  “Let me put an extreme case,” he suggested. “Supposing Russia and Germany were at war, and France, as Russia’s ally, were compelled to mobilise. It would not be a war of Germany’s provocation, but Germany, in self-defence, would be bound to attack France. She might also be compelled by strategic considerations to invade Belgium. What do you think your friend Hebblethwaite would say to that?”




  “I am perfectly convinced,” Norgate replied, “that Hebblethwaite would work for peace at any price. The members of our present Government are pacifists, every one of them, with the possible exception of the Secretary of the Admiralty.”




  “Ah!” Mr. Selingman murmured. “Mr. Spencer Wyatt! He is the gentleman who clamours so hard and fights so well for his navy estimates. Last time, though, not all his eloquence could prevail. They were cut down almost a half, eh?”




  “I believe that was so,” Norgate admitted.




  “Mr. Spencer Wyatt, eh?” Selingman continued, his eyes fixed upon the ceiling. “Well, well, one cannot wonder at his attitude. It is not his role to pose as an economist. He is responsible for the navy. Naturally he wants a big navy. I wonder what his influence in the Cabinet really is.”




  “As to that,” Norgate observed, “I know no more than the man in the street.”




  “Naturally,” Mr. Selingman agreed. “I was thinking to myself.”




  There was a brief silence. Norgate glanced around the room.




  “I don’t see Mrs. Benedek here this afternoon,” he remarked.




  Selingman shook his head solemnly.




  “The inquest on the death of that poor fellow Baring is being held to-day,” he explained. “That is why she is staying away. A sad thing that, Norgate—a very sad happening.”




  “It was indeed.”




  “And mysterious,” Selingman went on. “The man apparently, an hour before, was in high spirits. The special work upon which he was engaged at the Admiralty was almost finished. He had received high praise for his share in it. Every one who had seen him that day spoke of him as in absolutely capital form. Suddenly he whips out a revolver from his desk and shoots himself, and all that any one knows is that he was rung up by some one on the telephone. There’s a puzzle for you, Norgate.”




  Norgate made no reply. He felt Selingman’s eyes upon him.




  “A wonderful plot for the sensational novelist. To the ordinary human being who knew Baring, there remains a substratum almost of uneasiness. Where did that voice come from that spoke along the wires, and what was its message? Baring, by all accounts, had no secrets in his life. What was the message—a warning or a threat?”




  “I did not read the account of the inquest,” Norgate observed. “Wasn’t it possible to trace the person who rang up, through the telephone office?”




  “In an ordinary case, yes,” Selingman agreed. “In this case, no! The person who rang up made use of a call office. But come, it is a gloomy subject, this. I wish I had known that you were likely to see Mr. Hebblethwaite this afternoon. Bear this in mind in case you should come across him again. It would interest me very much to know whether any breach of friendship has taken place at all between him and Mr. Spencer Wyatt. Do you know Spencer Wyatt, by-the-by?”




  “Only slightly,” Norgate replied, “Not well enough to talk to him intimately, as I can do to Hebblethwaite.”




  “Well, remember that last little commission,” Selingman concluded. “Are you staying on or leaving now? If you are going, we will walk together. A little exercise is good for me sometimes. My figure requires it. It is a very short distance, but it is better than nothing at all.”




  “I am quite ready,” Norgate assured him.




  They left the room and descended the stairs together. At the entrance to the building, Selingman paused for a moment. Then he seemed suddenly to remember.




  “It is habit,” he declared. “I stand here for a taxi, but we have agreed to walk, is it not so? Come!”




  Norgate was looking across the street to the other side of the pavement. A man was standing there, engaged in conversation with a plainly-dressed young woman. To Norgate there was something vaguely familiar about the latter, who turned to glance at him as they strolled by on the other side of the road. It was not until they reached the corner of the street, however, that he remembered. She was the young woman at the telephone call office near Westbourne Grove!
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  Mr. Hebblethwaite was undoubtedly annoyed. He found himself regretting more than ever the good nature which had prompted him to give this visitor an audience at a most unusual hour. He had been forced into the uncomfortable position of listening to statements the knowledge of which was a serious embarrassment to him.




  “Whatever made you come to me, Mr. Harrison?” he exclaimed, when at last his caller’s disclosures had been made. “It isn’t my department.”




  “I came to you, sir,” the official replied, “because I have the privilege of knowing you personally, and because I was quite sure that in your hands the matter would be treated wisely.”




  “You are sure of your facts, I suppose?”




  “Absolutely, sir.”




  “I do not know much about navy procedure,” Mr. Hebblethwaite said thoughtfully, “but it scarcely seems to me possible for what you tell me to have been kept secret.”




  “It is not only possible, sir,” the man assured him, “but it has been done before in Lord Charles Beresford’s time. You will find, if you make enquiries, that not only are the Press excluded to-day from the shipbuilding yards in question, but the work-people are living almost in barracks. There are double sentries at every gate, and no one is permitted under any circumstances to pass the outer line of offices.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite sat, for a few moments, deep in thought.




  “Well, Mr. Harrison,” he said at last, “there is no doubt that you have done what you conceived to be your duty, although I must tell you frankly that I wish you had either kept what you know to yourself or taken the information somewhere else. Since you have brought it to me, let me ask you this question. Are you taking any further steps in the matter at all?”




  “Certainly not, sir,” was the quiet reply. “I consider that I have done my duty and finished with it, when I leave this room.”




  “You are content, then,” Mr. Hebblethwaite observed, “to leave this matter entirely in my hands?”




  “Entirely, sir,” the official assented. “I am perfectly content, from this moment, to forget all that I know. Whatever your judgment prompts you to do, will, I feel sure, be satisfactory.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite rose to his feet and held out his hand.




  “Well, Mr. Harrison,” he concluded, “you have performed a disagreeable duty in a tactful manner. Personally, I am not in the least grateful to you, for, as I dare say you know, Mr. Spencer Wyatt is a great friend of mine. As a member of the Government, however, I think I can promise you that your services shall not be forgotten. Good evening!”




  The official departed. Mr. Hebblethwaite thrust his hands into his pockets, glanced at the clock impatiently, and made use of an expression which seldom passed his lips. He was in evening dress, and due to dine with his wife on the other side of the Park. Furthermore, he was very hungry. The whole affair was most annoying. He rang the bell.




  “Ask Mr. Bedells to come here at once,” he told the servant, “and tell your mistress I am exceedingly sorry, but I shall be detained here for some time. She had better go on without me and send the car back. I will come as soon as I can. Explain that it is a matter of official business. When you have seen Mrs. Hebblethwaite, you can bring me a glass of sherry and a biscuit.”




  The man withdrew, and Mr. Hebblethwaite opened a telephone directory. In a few moments Mr. Bedells, who was his private secretary, appeared.




  “Richard,” his chief directed, “ring up Mr. Spencer Wyatt. Tell him that whatever his engagements may be, I wish to see him here for five minutes. If he is out, you must find out where he is. You can begin by ringing up at his house.”




  Bedells devoted himself to the telephone. Mr. Hebblethwaite munched a biscuit and sipped his sherry. Presently the latter laid down the telephone and reported success.




  “Mr. Spencer Wyatt was on his way to a city dinner, sir,” he announced. “They caught him in the hall and he will call here.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite nodded. “See that he is sent up directly he comes.”




  In less than five minutes Mr. Spencer Wyatt was ushered in. He was wearing the uniform of an Admiral of the Fleet—a tall, broad-shouldered man, fair complexioned, and with the bearing of a sailor.




  “Hullo, Hebblethwaite, what’s wrong?” he asked. “Your message just caught me. I am dining with the worshipful tanners—turtle soup and all the rest of it. Don’t let me miss more than I can help.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite walked to the door to be sure that it was closed and came back again.




  “Look here, Wyatt,” he exclaimed, “what the devil have you been up to?”




  Wyatt whistled softly. A light broke across his face.




  “What do you mean?” he demanded.




  “You know perfectly well what I mean,” Hebblethwaite continued. “Five weeks ago we had it all out at a Cabinet meeting. You asked Parliament to lay down six battleships, four cruisers, thirty-five submarines, and twelve torpedo boats. You remember what a devil of a row there was. Eventually we compromised for half the number of battleships, two cruisers, and the full amount of small craft.”




  “Well?”




  “I am given to understand,” Hebblethwaite said slowly, “that you have absolutely disregarded the vote—that the whole number of battleships are practically commenced, and the whole number of cruisers, and rather more than the number of smaller craft.”




  Wyatt threw his cocked hat upon the table.




  “Well, I am up against it a bit sooner than I expected,” he remarked. “Who’s been peaching?”




  “Never mind,” Hebblethwaite replied. “I am not telling you that. You’ve managed the whole thing very cleverly, and you know very well, Wyatt, that I am on your side. I was on your side in pressing the whole of your proposals upon the Cabinet, although honestly I think they were far larger than necessary. However, we took a fair vote, and we compromised. You had no more right to do what you have done—”




  “I admit it, Hebblethwaite,” Wyatt interrupted quickly. “Of course, if this comes out, my resignation’s ready for you, but I tell you frankly, as man to man, I can’t go on with my job, and I won’t, unless I get the ships voted that I need. We are behind our standard now. I spent twenty-four hours making up my mind whether I should resign or take this risk. I came to the conclusion that I should serve my country better by taking the risk. So there you are. What are you going to do about it?”




  “What the mischief can I do about it?” Hebblethwaite demanded irritably. “You are putting me in an impossible position. Let me ask you this, Wyatt. Is there anything at the back of your head that the man in the street doesn’t know about?”




  “Yes!”




  “What is it, then?”




  “I have reasons to believe,” Wyatt announced deliberately, “reasons which are quite sufficient for me, although it was impossible for me to get up in Parliament and state them, that Germany is secretly making preparations for war either before the end of this year or the beginning of next.”




  Hebblethwaite threw himself into an easy-chair.




  “Sit down, Wyatt,” he said. “Your dinner can wait for a few minutes. I have had another man—only a youngster, and he doesn’t know anything—talking to me like that. We are fully acquainted with everything that is going on behind the scenes. All our negotiations with Germany are at this moment upon the most friendly footing. We haven’t a single matter in dispute. Old Busby, as you know, has been over in Berlin himself and has come back a confirmed pacifist. If he had his way, our army would practically cease to exist. He has been on the spot. He ought to know, and the army’s his job.”




  “Busby,” Wyatt declared, “is the silliest old ass who ever escaped petticoats by the mere accident of sex. I tell you he is just the sort of idiot the Germans have been longing to get hold of and twist round their fingers. Before twelve months or two years have passed, you’ll curse the name of that man, when you look at the mess he has made of the army. Peace is all very well—universal peace. The only way we can secure it is by being a good deal stronger than we are at present.”




  “That is your point of view,” Hebblethwaite reminded him. “I tell you frankly that I incline towards Busby’s.”




  “Then you’ll eat your words,” Wyatt asserted, “before many months are out. I, too, have been in Germany lately, although I was careful to go as a tourist, and I have picked up a little information. I tell you it isn’t for nothing that Germany has a complete list of the whole of her rolling stock, the actual numbers in each compartment registered and reserved for the use of certain units of her troops. I tell you that from one end of the country to the other her state of military preparedness is amazing. She has but to press a button, and a million men have their rifles in their hands, their knapsacks on their backs, and each regiment knows exactly at which station and by what train to embark. She is making Zeppelins night and day, training her men till they drop with exhaustion. Krupp’s works are guarded by double lines of sentries. There are secrets there which no one can penetrate. And all the time she is building ships feverishly. Look here—you know my cousin, Lady Emily Fakenham?”




  “Of course!”




  “Only yesterday,” Wyatt continued impressively, “she showed me a letter—I read it, mind—from a cousin of Prince Hohenlowe. She met him at Monte Carlo this year, and they had a sort of flirtation. In the postscript he says: ‘If you take my advice, don’t go to Dinard this August. Don’t be further away from home than you can help at all this summer.’ What do you think that meant?”




  “It sounds queer,” Hebblethwaite admitted.




  “Germany is bound to have a knock at us,” Spencer Wyatt went on. “We’ve talked of it so long that the words pass over our heads, as it were, but she means it. And I tell you another thing. She means to do it while there’s a Radical Government in power here, and before Russia finishes her reorganisation scheme. I am not a soldier, Hebblethwaite, but the fellows we’ve got up at the top—not the soldiers themselves but the chaps like old Busby and Simons—are simply out and out rotters. That’s plain speaking, isn’t it, but you and I are the two men concerned in the government of this country who do talk common sense to one another. We’ve fine soldiers and fine organisers, but they’ve been given the go-by simply because they know their job and would insist upon doing it thoroughly, if at all. Russia will have another four million men ready to be called up by the end of 1915, and not only that, but what is more important, is that she’ll have the arms and the uniforms for them. Germany isn’t going to wait for that. I’ve thought it all out. We are going to get it in the neck before seven or eight months have passed, and if you want to know the truth, Hebblethwaite, that’s why I have taken a risk and ordered these ships. The navy is my care, and it’s my job to see that we keep it up to the proper standard. Whose votes rob me of my extra battleships? Why, just a handful of Labour men and Irishmen and cocoa Liberals, who haven’t an Imperial idea in their brains, who think war belongs to the horrors of the past, and think they’re doing their duty by what they call ‘keeping down expenses.’ Hang it, Hebblethwaite, it’s worse than a man who won’t pay fire insurance for his house in a dangerous neighbourhood, so as to save a bit of money! What I’ve done I stick to. Split on me, if you want to.”




  “I don’t think I shall do that,” Hebblethwaite said, “but honestly, Wyatt, I can’t follow you in your war talk. We got over the Agadir trouble. We’ve got over a much worse one—the Balkan crisis. There isn’t a single contentious question before us just now. The sky is almost clear.”




  “Believe me,” Wyatt insisted earnestly, “that’s just the time to look for the thunderbolt. Can’t you see that when Germany goes to war, it will be a war of conquest, the war which she has planned for all these years? She’ll choose her own time, and she’ll make a casus belli, right enough, when the time comes. Of course, she’d have taken advantage of the position last year, but she simply wasn’t ready. If you ask me, I believe she thinks herself now able to lick the whole of Europe. I am not at all sure, thanks to Busby and our last fifteen years’ military administration, that she wouldn’t have a good chance of doing it. Any way, I am not going to have my fleet cut down.”




  “The country is prosperous,” Hebblethwaite acknowledged. “We can afford the ships.”




  “Then look here, old chap,” Wyatt begged, “I am not pleading for my own sake, but the country’s. Keep your mouth shut. See what the next month or two brings. If there’s trouble—well, I don’t suppose I shall be jumped on then. If there isn’t, and you want a victim, here I am. I disobeyed orders flagrantly. My resignation is in my desk at any moment.”




  Hebblethwaite glanced at the clock.




  “I am very hungry,” he said, “and I have a long way to go for dinner. We’ll let it go at that, Wyatt. I’ll try and keep things quiet for you. If it comes out, well, you know the risk you run.”




  “I know the bigger risk we are all running,” Wyatt declared, as he took a cigarette from an open box on the table by his side and turned towards the door. “I’ll manage the turtle soup now, with luck. You’re a good fellow, Hebblethwaite. I know it goes against the grain with you, but, by Jove, you may be thankful for this some time!”




  The Right Honourable John William Hebblethwaite took the hat from his footman, stepped into his car, and was driven rapidly away. He leaned back among the cushions, more thoughtful than usual. There was a yellow moon in the sky, pale as yet. The streets were a tangled vortex of motorcars and taxies, all filled with men and women in evening dress. It was the height of a wonderful season. Everywhere was dominant the note of prosperity, gaiety, even splendour. The houses in Park Lane, flower-decked, displayed through their wide-flung windows a constant panorama of brilliantly-lit rooms. Every one was entertaining. In the Park on the other side were the usual crowd of earnest, hard-faced men and women, gathered in little groups around the orator of the moment. Hebblethwaite felt a queer premonition that evening. A man of sanguine temperament, thoroughly contented with himself and his position, he seemed almost for the first time in his life, to have doubts, to look into the future, to feel the rumblings of an earthquake, the great dramatic cry of a nation in the throes of suffering. Had they been wise, all these years, to have legislated as though the old dangers by land and sea had passed?—to have striven to make the people fat and prosperous, to have turned a deaf ear to every note of warning? Supposing the other thing were true! Supposing Norgate and Spencer Wyatt had found the truth! What would history have to say then of this Government of which he was so proud? Would it be possible that they had brought the country to a great prosperity by destroying the very bulwarks of its security?




  The car drew up with a jerk, and Hebblethwaite came back to earth. Nevertheless, he promised himself, as he hastened across the pavement, that on the morrow he would pay a long-delayed visit to the War Office.
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  Anna was seated, a few days later, with her dearest friend, the Princess of Thurm, in a corner of the royal enclosure at Ascot. For the first time since their arrival they found themselves alone. From underneath her parasol the Princess looked at her friend curiously.




  “Anna,” she said, “something has happened to you.”




  “Perhaps, but explain yourself,” Anna replied composedly.




  “It is so simple. There you sit in a Doucet gown, perfection as ever, from the aigrette in your hat to those delicately pointed shoes. You have been positively hunted by all the nicest men—once or twice, indeed, I felt myself neglected—and not a smile have I seen upon your lips. You go about, looking just a little beyond everything. What did you see, child, over the tops of the trees in the paddock, when Lord Wilton was trying so hard to entertain you?”




  “An affair of moods, I imagine,” Anna declared. “Somehow I don’t feel quite in the humour for Ascot to-day. To be quite frank,” she went on, turning her head slowly, “I rather wonder that you do, Mildred.”




  The Princess raised her eyebrows.




  “Why not? Everything, so far as I am concerned, is couleur de rose. Madame Blanche declared yesterday that my complexion would last for twenty years. I found a dozen of the most adorable hats in Paris. The artist who designs my frocks was positively inspired the last time I sat to him. I am going to see Maurice in a few weeks, and meanwhile I have several new flirtations which interest me amazingly. As for you, my child, one would imagine that you had lost your taste for all frivolity. You are as cold as granite. Be careful, dear. The men of to-day, in this country, at any rate, are spoilt. Sometimes they are even uncourtier-like enough to accept a woman’s refusal.”




  “Well,” Anna observed, smiling faintly, “even a lifetime at Court has not taught me to dissimulate. I am heavy-hearted, Mildred. You wondered what I was looking at when I gazed over those green trees under which all those happy people were walking. I was looking out across the North Sea. I was looking through Belgium to Paris. I saw a vast curtain roll up, and everything beyond it was a blood-stained panorama.”




  A shade rested for a moment on her companion’s fair face. She shrugged her shoulders.




  “We’ve known for a long time, dear, that it must come.”




  “But all the same, in these last moments it is terrible,” Anna insisted. “Seriously, Mildred, I wonder that I should feel it more than you. You are absolutely English. Your father is English, your mother is English. It is only your husband that is Austrian. You have lived in Austria only for seven years. Has that been sufficient to destroy all your patriotism, all your love for your own country?”




  The Princess made a little grimace.




  “My dear Anna,” she said, “I am not so serious a person as you are. I am profoundly, incomprehensibly selfish. The only human being in the whole world for whom I have had a spark of real affection is Maurice, and I adore him. What he has told me to do, I have done. What makes him happy makes me happy. For his sake, even, I have forgotten and shall always forget that I was born an Englishwoman. Circumstances, too,” she went on thoughtfully, “have made it so easy. England is such a changed country. When I was a child, I could read of the times when our kings really ruled, of our battles for dominion, of our fight for colonies, of our building up a great empire, and I could feel just a little thrill. I can’t now. We have gone ahead of Napoleon. From a nation of shop-keepers we have become a nation of general dealers—a fat, over-confident, bourgeois people. Socialism has its hand upon the throat of the classes. Park Lane, where our aristocracy lived, is filled with the mansions of South African Jews, whom one must meet here or keep out of society altogether. Our country houses have gone the same way. Our Court set is dowdy, dull to a degree, and common in a different fashion. You are right. I have lost my love for England, partly because of my marriage, partly because of those things which have come to England herself.”




  For the first time there was a little flush of colour in Anna’s exquisitely pale cheeks. There was even animation in her tone as she turned towards her friend.




  “Mildred,” she exclaimed, “it is splendid to hear you say what is really in your mind! I am so glad you have spoken to me like this. I feel these things, too. Now I am not nearly so English as you. My mother was English and my father Austrian. Therefore, only half of me should be English. Yet, although I am so much further removed from England than you are, I have suddenly felt a return of all my old affection for her.”




  “You are going to tell me why?” her companion begged.




  “Of course! It is because I believe—it is too ridiculous—but I believe that I am in your position with the circumstances reversed. I am beginning to care in the most foolish way for an unmistakable Englishman.”




  “If we had missed this little chance of conversation,” the Princess declared, “I should have been miserable for the rest of my life! There is the Duke hanging about behind. For heaven’s sake, don’t turn. Thank goodness he has gone away! Now go on, dear. Tell me about him at once. I can’t imagine who it may be. I have watched you with so many men, and I know quite well, so long as that little curl is at the corner of your lips, that they none of them count. Do I know him?”




  “I do not think so,” Anna replied. “He is not a very important person.”




  “It isn’t the man you were dining with in the Cafe de Berlin when Prince Karl came in?”




  “Yes, it is he!”




  The Princess made a little grimace.




  “But how unsuitable, my dear,” she exclaimed, “if you are really in earnest! What is the use of your thinking of an Englishman? He is quite nice, I know. His mother and my mother were friends, and we met once or twice. He was very kind to me in Paris, too. But for a serious affair—”




  “Well, it may not come to that,” Anna interrupted, “but there it is. I suppose that it is partly for his sake that I feel this depression.”




  “I should have thought that he himself would have been a little out of sympathy with his country just now,” the Princess remarked. “They tell me that the Foreign Office ate humble pie with the Kaiser for that affair shockingly. They not only removed him from the Embassy, but they are going to give him nothing in Europe. I heard for a fact that the Kaiser requested that he should not be attached to any Court with which Germany had diplomatic relations.”




  Anna nodded. “I believe that it is true,” she admitted, “but I am not sure that he realises it himself. Even if he does, well, you know the type. He is English to the backbone.”




  “But there are Englishmen,” the Princess insisted earnestly, “who are amenable to common sense. There are Englishmen who are sorrowing over the decline of their own country and who would not be so greatly distressed if she were punished a little.”




  “I am afraid Mr. Norgate is not like that,” Anna observed drily. “However, one cannot be sure. Bother! I thought people were very kind to leave us so long in peace. Dear Prince, how clever of you to find out our retreat!”




  The Ambassador stood bareheaded before them.




  “Dear ladies,” he declared, “you are the lode-stones which would draw one even through these gossamer walls of lace and chiffons, of draperies as light as the sunshine and perfumes as sweet as Heine’s poetry.”




  “Very pretty,” Anna laughed, “but what you really mean is that you were looking for two of your very useful slaves and have found them.”




  The Ambassador glanced around. Their isolation was complete.




  “Ah! well,” he murmured, “it is a wonderful thing to be so charmingly aided towards such a wonderful end.”




  “And to have such complete trust in one’s friends,” Anna remarked, looking him steadfastly in the face.




  The Prince did not flinch. His smile was perfectly courteous and acknowledging.




  “That is my happiness,” he admitted. “I will tell you the reason which directed my footsteps this way,” he added, drawing a small betting book from his pocket. “You must back Prince Charlie for the next race. I will, if you choose, take your commissions. I have a man waiting at the rails.”




  “Twenty pounds for me, please,” the Princess declared. “I have the horse marked on my card, but I had forgotten for the moment.”




  “And the same for me,” Anna begged. “But did you really come only to bring us this valuable tip, Prince?”




  The Ambassador stooped down.




  “There is a dispatch on its way to me,” he said softly, “which I believe concerns you. It might be necessary for you to take a short journey within the next few days.”




  “Not back to Berlin?” Anna exclaimed.




  Their solitude had been invaded by now, and the Princess was talking to two or three men who were grouped about her chair. The Ambassador stooped a little lower.




  “To Rome,” he whispered.
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  Back from the dusty roads, the heat and noise of the long day, Anna was resting on the couch in her sitting-room. A bowl of roses and a note which she had read three or four times stood on a little table by her side. One of the blossoms she had fastened into the bosom of her loose gown. The blinds were drawn, the sounds of the traffic outside were muffled and distant. Her bath had been just the right temperature, her maid’s attention was skilful and delicate as ever. She was conscious of the drowsy sweet perfume of the flowers, the pleasant sense of powdered cleanliness. Everything should have conduced to rest, but she lay there with her eyes wide-open. There was so much to think about, so much that was new finding its way into her stormy young life.




  “Madame!”




  Anna turned her head. Her maid had entered noiselessly from the inner room and was standing by her side.




  “Madame does not sleep? There is a person outside who waits for an interview. I have denied him, as all others. He gave me this.”




  Anna almost snatched the piece of paper from her maid’s fingers. She glanced at the name, and the disappointment which shone in her eyes was very apparent. It was succeeded by an impulse of surprise.




  “You can show him in,” she directed.




  Selingman appeared a few moments later—Selingman, cool, rosy, and confident, on the way to his beloved bridge club. He took the hand which Anna, without moving, held out to him, and raised it gallantly to his lips.




  “I thought it was understood, my crockery friend,” she murmured, “that in London we did not interchange visits.”




  “Most true, gracious lady,” he admitted, “but there are circumstances which can alter the most immovable decisions. At this moment we are confronted with one. I come to discuss with you the young Englishman, Francis Norgate.”




  She turned her head a little. Her eyes were full of enquiry.




  “To discuss him with me?”




  Selingman’s eyes as though by accident fell upon the roses and the note.




  “Ah, well,” she murmured, “go on.”




  “It is wonderful,” Selingman proceeded, “to be able to tell the truth. I speak to you as one comrade to another. This young man was your companion at the Cafe de Berlin. For the indiscretion of behaving like a bull-headed but courageous young Englishman, he is practically dismissed from the Service. He comes back smarting with the injustice of it. Chance brings him in my way. I proceed to do my best to make use of this opportunity.”




  “So like you, dear Herr Selingman!” Anna murmured.




  Selingman beamed.




  “Ever gracious, dear lady. Well, to continue, then. Here I find a young Englishman of exactly the order and position likely to be useful to us. I approach him frankly. He has been humiliated by the country he was willing to serve. I talk to him of that country. ‘You are English, of course,’ I remind him, ‘but what manner of an England is it to-day which claims you?’ It is a very telling argument, this. Upon the classes of this country, democracy has laid a throttling hand. There is a spirit of discontent, they say, among the working-classes, the discontent which breeds socialism. There is a worse spirit of discontent among the upper classes here, and it is the discontent which breeds so-called traitors.”




  “I can imagine all the rest,” Anna interposed coolly. “How far have you succeeded?”




  “The young man,” Selingman told her, “has accepted my proposals. He has drawn three months’ salary in advance. He furnished me yesterday with details of a private conversation with a well-known Cabinet Minister.”




  Anna turned her head. “So soon!” she murmured.




  “So soon,” Selingman repeated. “And now, gracious lady, here comes my visit to you. We have a recruit, invaluable if he is indeed a recruit at heart, dangerous if he has the brains and wit to choose to make himself so. I, on my way through life, judge men and women, and I judge them—well, with few exceptions, unerringly, but at the back of my brain there lingers something of mistrust of this young man. I have seen others in his position accept similar proposals. I have seen the struggles of shame, the doubts, the assertion of some part of a man’s lower nature reconciling him in the end to accepting the pay of a foreign country. I have seen none of these things in this young man—simply a cold and deliberate acceptance of my proposals. He conforms to no type. He sets up before me a problem which I myself have failed wholly to solve. I come to you, dear lady, for your aid.”




  “I am to spy upon the spy,” she remarked.




  “It is an easy task,” Selingman declared. “This young man is your slave. Whatever your daily business may be here, some part of your time, I imagine, will be spent in his company. Let me know what manner of man he is. Is this innate corruptness which brings him so easily to the bait, or is it the stinging smart of injustice from which he may well be suffering? Or, failing these, has he dared to set his wits against mine, to play the double traitor? If even a suspicion of this should come to you, there must be an end of Mr. Francis Norgate.”




  Anna toyed for a moment with the rose at her bosom. Her eyes were looking out of the room. Once again she was conscious of a curious slackening of purpose, a confusion of issues which had once seemed to her so clear.




  “Very well,” she promised. “I will send you a report in the course of a few days.”




  “I should not,” Selingman continued, rising, “venture to trouble you, Baroness, as I know the sphere of your activities is far removed from mine, but chance has put you in the position of being able to ascertain definitely the things which I desire to know. For our common sake you will, I am sure, seek to discover the truth.”




  “So far as I can, certainly,” Anna replied, “but I must admit that I, like you, find Mr. Norgate a little incomprehensible.”




  “There are men,” Selingman declared, “there have been many of the strongest men in history, impenetrable to the world, who have yielded their secrets readily to a woman’s influence. The diplomatists in life who have failed have been those who have underrated the powers possessed by your wonderful sex.”




  “Among whom,” Anna remarked, “no one will ever number Herr Selingman.”




  “Dear Baroness,” Selingman concluded, as the maid whom Anna had summoned stood ready to show him out, “it is because in my life I have been brought into contact with so many charming examples of your power.”




  * * * * *




  Once more silence and solitude. Anna moved restlessly about on her couch. Her eyes were a little hot. That future into which she looked seemed to become more than ever a tangled web. At half-past seven her maid reappeared.




  “Madame will dress for dinner?”




  Anna swung herself to her feet. She glanced at the clock.




  “I suppose so,” she assented.




  “I have three gowns laid out,” the maid continued respectfully. “Madame would look wonderful in the light green.”




  “Anything,” Anna yawned.




  The telephone bell tinkled. Anna took down the receiver herself.




  “Yes?” she asked.




  Her manner suddenly changed. It was a familiar voice speaking. Her maid, who stood in the background, watched and wondered.




  “It is you, Baroness! I rang up to see whether there was any chance of your being able to dine with me? I have just got back to town.”




  “How dared you go away without telling me!” she exclaimed. “And how can I dine with you? Do you not realise that it is Ascot Thursday, and I have had many invitations to dine to-night? I am going to a very big dinner-party at Thurm House.”




  “Bad luck!” Norgate replied disconsolately. “And to-morrow?”




  “I have not finished about to-night yet,” Anna continued. “I suppose you do not, by any chance, want me to dine with you very much?”




  “Of course I do,” was the prompt answer. “You see plenty of the Princess of Thurm and nothing of me, and there is always the chance that you may have to go abroad. I think that it is your duty—”




  “As a matter of duty,” Anna interrupted, “I ought to dine at Thurm House. As a matter of pleasure, I shall dine with you. You will very likely not enjoy yourself. I am going to be very cross indeed. You have neglected me shamefully. It is only these wonderful roses which have saved you.”




  “So long as I am saved,” he murmured, “tell me, please, where you would like to dine?”




  “Any place on earth,” she replied. “You may call for me here at half-past eight. I shall wear a hat and I would like to go somewhere where our people do not go.”




  Anna set down the telephone. The listlessness had gone from her manner. She glanced at the clock and ran lightly into the other room.




  “Put all that splendour away,” she ordered her maid cheerfully. “To-night we shall dazzle no one. Something perfectly quiet and a hat, please. I dine in a restaurant. And ring the bell, Marie, for two aperitifs—not that I need one. I am hungry, Marie. I am looking forward to my dinner already. I think something dead black. I am looking well tonight. I can afford to wear black.”




  Marie beamed.




  “Madame has recovered her spirits,” she remarked demurely.




  Anna was suddenly silent. Her light-heartedness was a revelation. She turned to her maid.




  “Marie,” she directed, “you will telephone to Thurm House. You will ask for Lucille, the Princess’s maid. You will give my love to the Princess. You will say that a sudden headache has prostrated me. It will be enough. You need say no more. To-morrow I lunch with the Princess, and she will understand.”
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  “Confess,” Anna exclaimed, as she leaned back in her chair, “that my idea was excellent! Your little restaurant was in its way perfection, but the heat—does one feel it anywhere, I wonder, as one does in London?”




  “Here, at any rate, we have air,” Norgate remarked appreciatively.




  “We are far removed,” she went on, “from the clamour of diners, that babel of voices, the smell of cooking, the meretricious music. We look over the house-tops. Soon, just behind that tall building there, you will see the yellow moon.”




  They were taking their coffee in Anna’s sitting-room, seated in easy-chairs drawn up to the wide-flung windows. The topmost boughs of some tall elm trees rustled almost in their faces. Away before them spread the phantasmagoria of a wilderness of London roofs, softened and melting into the dim blue obscurity of the falling twilight. Lights were flashing out everywhere, and above them shone the stars. Norgate drew a long breath of content.




  “It is wonderful, this,” he murmured.




  “We are at least alone,” Anna said, “and I can talk to you. I want to talk to you. Should you be very much flattered, I wonder, if I were to say that I have been thinking of little else for the last three or four days than how to approach you, how to say something to you without any fear of being misunderstood, how to convince you of my own sincerity?”




  “If I am not flattered,” he answered, looking at her keenly, “I am at least content. Please go on.”




  “You are one of those, I believe,” she continued earnestly, “who realise that somewhere not far removed from the splendour of these summer days, a storm is gathering. I am one of those who know. England has but a few more weeks of this self-confident, self-esteeming security. Very soon the shock will come. Oh! you sit there, my friend, and you are very monosyllabic, but that is because you do not wholly trust me.”




  He swung suddenly round upon her and there was an unaccustomed fire in his eyes.




  “May it not be for some other reason?” he asked quickly.




  There was a moment’s silence. Her own face seemed paler than ever in the strange half light, but her eyes were wonderful. He told himself with passionate insistence that they were the eyes of a truthful woman.




  “Tell me,” she begged, “what reason?”




  He leaned towards her.




  “It is so hopeless,” he said. “I am just a broken diplomat whose career is ended almost before it is begun, and you—well, you have everything at your feet. It is foolish of me, isn’t it, but I love you.”




  He took her hand, and she did not withdraw it.




  “If it is foolish,” she murmured, “then I am foolish, too. Perhaps you can guess now why I came to London.”




  He drew her into his arms. She made no resistance. Her lips, even, were seeking his. It seemed to him in those breathless moments that a greater thing than even the destiny of nations was born into the world. There was a new vigour in his pulses as she gently pushed him back, a new splendour in life.




  “Dear,” she exclaimed, “of course we are both very foolish, and yet, I do not know. I have been wondering why this has not come to me long ago, and now that it has come I am happy.”




  “You care—you really care?” he insisted passionately.




  “Of course I do,” she told him, quietly enough and yet very convincingly. “If I did not care I should not be here. If I did not care, I should not be going to say the things to you which I am going to say now. Sit back in your chair, please, hold my hand still, smoke if you will, but listen.”




  He obeyed. A deeper seriousness crept into her tone, but her face was still soft and wonderful. The new things were lingering there.




  “I want to tell you first,” she said, “what I think you already know. The moment for which Germany has toiled so long, from which she has never faltered, is very close at hand. With all her marvellous resources and that amazing war equipment of which you in this country know little, she will soon throw down the gage to England. You are an Englishman, Francis. You are not going to forget it, are you?”




  “Forget it?” he repeated.




  “I know,” she continued slowly, “that Selingman has made advances to you. I know that he has a devilish gift for enrolling on his list men of honour and conscience. He has the knack of subtle argument, of twisting facts and preying upon human weaknesses. You have been shockingly treated by your Foreign Office. You yourself are entirely out of sympathy with your Government. You know very well that England, as she is, is a country which has lost her ideals, a country in which many of her sons might indeed, without much reproach, lose their pride, Selingman knows this. He knows how to work upon these facts. He might very easily convince you that the truest service you could render your country was to assist her in passing through a temporary tribulation.”




  He looked at her almost in surprise.




  “You seem to know the man’s methods,” he observed.




  “I do,” she answered, “and I detest them. Now, Francis, please tell me the truth. Is your name, too, upon that long roll of those who are pledged to assist his country?”




  “It is,” he admitted.




  She drew a little away.




  “You admit it? You have already consented?”




  “I have drawn a quarter’s salary,” Norgate confessed. “I have entered Selingman’s corps of the German Secret Service.”




  “You mean that you are a traitor!” she exclaimed.




  “A traitor to the false England of to-day,” Norgate replied, “a friend, I hope, of the real England.”




  She sat quite still for some moments.




  “Somehow or other,” she said, “I scarcely fancied that you would give in so easily.”




  “You seem disappointed,” he remarked, “yet, after all, am I not on your side?”




  “I suppose so,” she answered, without enthusiasm.




  There was another and a more prolonged silence. Norgate rose at last to his feet. He walked restlessly to the end of the room and back again. A dark mass of clouds had rolled up; the air seemed almost sulphurous with the presage of a coming storm. They looked out into the gathering darkness.




  “I don’t understand,” he said. “You are Austrian; that is the same as German. I tell you that I have come over on your side. You seem disappointed.”




  “Perhaps I am,” she admitted, standing up, too, and linking her arm through his. “You see, my mother was English, and they say that I am entirely like her. I was brought up here in the English country. Sometimes my life at Vienna and Berlin seems almost like a dream to me, something unreal, as though I were playing at being some other woman. When I am back here, I feel as though I had come home. Do you know really that nothing would make me happier than to hear or think nothing about duty, to just know that I had come back to England to stay, and that you were English, and that we were going to live just the sort of life I pictured to myself that two people could live so happily over here, without too much ambition, without intrigue, simply and honestly. I am a little weary of cities and courts, Francis. To-night more than ever England seems to appeal to me, to remind me that I am one of her daughters.”




  “Are you trying me, Anna?” he asked hoarsely.




  “Trying you? Of course not!” she answered. “I am speaking to you just simply and naturally, because you are the one person in the world to whom I may speak like that.”




  “Then let’s drop it, both of us!” he exclaimed, holding her arm tightly to his. “Courts and cities can do without you, and Selingman can do without me. We’ll take a cottage somewhere and live through these evil days.”




  She shook her head.




  “You and I are not like that, Francis,” she declared. “When the storm breaks, we mustn’t be found hiding in our holes. You know that quite well. It is for us to decide what part we may play. You have chosen. So, in a measure, have I. Tomorrow I am going on a secret mission to Italy.”




  “Anna!” he cried in dismay.




  “Alas, yes!” she repeated, “We may not even meet again, Francis, till the map of Europe has been rewritten with the blood of many of our friends and millions of our country-people. But I shall think of you, and the kiss you will give me now shall be the last upon my lips.”




  “You can go away?” he demanded. “You can leave me like this?”




  “I must,” she answered simply. “I have work before me. Good-by, Francis! Somehow I knew what was coming. I believe that I am glad, dear, but I must think about it, and so must you.”




  Norgate left the hotel and walked out amid the first mutterings of the storm. He found a taxi and drove to his rooms. For an hour he sat before his window, watching the lightning play, fighting the thoughts which beat upon his brain, fighting all the time a losing battle. At midnight the storm had ceased. He walked back through the rain-streaming streets. The air was filled with sweet and pungent perfumes. The heaviness had passed from the atmosphere. His own heart was lighter; he walked swiftly. Outside her hotel he paused and looked up at the window. There was a light still burning in her room. He even fancied that he could see the outline of her figure leaning back in the easy-chair which he had wheeled up close to the casement. He entered the hotel, stepped into the lift, ascended to her floor, and made his way with tingling pulses and beating heart along the corridor. He knocked softly at her door. There was a little hesitation, then he heard her voice on the other side.




  “Who is that?”




  “It is I—Francis,” he answered softly. “Let me in.”




  There was a little exclamation. She opened the door, holding up her finger.




  “Quietly,” she whispered. “What is it, Francis? Why have you come back? What has happened to you?”




  He drew her into the room. She herself looked weary, and there were lines under her eyes. It seemed, even, as though she might have been weeping. But it was a new Norgate who spoke. His words rang out with a fierce vigour, his eyes seemed on fire.




  “Anna,” he cried, “I can’t fence with you. I can’t lie to you. I can’t deceive you. I’ve tried these things, and I went away choking, I had to come back. You shall know the truth, even though you betray me. I am no man of Selingman’s. I have taken his paltry money—it went last night to a hospital. I am for England—God knows it!—the England of any government, England, however misguided or mistaken. I want to do the work for her that’s easiest and that comes to me. I am on Selingman’s roll. What do you think he’ll get from me? Nothing that isn’t false, no information that won’t mislead him, no facts save those I shall distort until they may seem so near the truth that he will build and count upon them. Every minute of my time will be spent to foil his schemes. They don’t believe me in Whitehall, or Selingman would be at Bow Street to-morrow morning. That’s why I am going my own way. Tell him, if you will. There is only one thing strong enough to bring me here, to risk everything, and that’s my love for you.”




  She was in his arms, sobbing and crying, and yet laughing. She clutched at him, drew down his face and covered his lips with kisses.




  “Oh! I am so thankful,” she cried, “so thankful! Francis, I ached—my heart ached to have you sit there and talk as you did. Now I know that you are the man I thought you were. Francis, we will work together.”




  “You mean it?”




  “I do, England was my mother’s country, England shall be my husband’s country. I will tell you many things that should help. From now my work shall be for you. If they find me out, well, I will pay the price. You shall run your risk, Francis, for your country, and I must take mine; but at least we’ll keep our honour and our conscience and our love. Oh, this is a better parting, dear! This is a better good night!”
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  Mrs. Benedek was the first to notice the transformation which had certainly taken place in Norgate’s appearance. She came and sat by his side upon the cushioned fender.




  “What a metamorphosis!” she exclaimed. “Why, you look as though Providence had been showering countless benefits upon you.”




  There were several people lounging around, and Mrs. Benedek’s remark certainly had point.




  “You look like Monty, when he’s had a winning week,” one of them observed.




  “It is something more than gross lucre,” a young man declared, who had just strolled up. “I believe that it is a good fat appointment. Rome, perhaps, where every one of you fellows wants to get to, nowadays.”




  “Or perhaps,” the Prince intervened, with a little bow, “Mrs. Benedek has promised to dine with you? She is generally responsible for the gloom or happiness of us poor males in this room.”




  Norgate smiled.




  “None of these wonderful things have happened—and yet, something perhaps more wonderful,” he announced. “I am engaged to be married.”




  There was a mingled chorus of exclamations and congratulations. Selingman, who had been standing on the outskirts of the group, drew a little nearer. His face wore a somewhat puzzled expression.




  “And the lady?” he enquired. “May we not know the lady’s name? That is surely important?”




  “It is the Baroness von Haase,” Norgate replied. “You probably know her by name and repute, at least, Mr. Selingman. She is an Austrian, but she is often at Berlin.”




  Selingman stretched out his great hand. For some reason or other, the announcement seemed to have given him real pleasure.




  “Know her? My dear young friend, while I may not claim the privilege of intimate friendship with her, the Baroness is a young lady of the greatest distinction and repute in Berlin. I congratulate you. I congratulate you most heartily. The anger of our young princeling is no longer to be wondered at. I cannot tell you how thoroughly interesting this news is to me.”




  “You are very good indeed, I am sure, all of you,” Norgate declared, answering the general murmur of kindly words. “The Baroness doesn’t play bridge, but I’d like to bring her in one afternoon, if I may.”




  “I have had the honour of meeting the Baroness von Haase several times,” Prince Lenemaur said. “It will give me the utmost pleasure to renew my acquaintance with her. These alliances are most pleasing. Since I have taken up my residence in this country, I regard them with the utmost favour. They do much to cement the good feeling between Germany, Austria, and England, which is so desirable.”




  “English people,” Mrs. Benedek remarked, “will at least have the opportunity of judging Austrian women from the proper standpoint. Anna is one of the most accomplished and beautiful women in either Vienna or Berlin. I hope so much that she will not have forgotten me altogether.”




  They all drifted presently back to the bridge tables. Norgate, however, excused himself. He had some letters to write, he declared, and presently he withdrew to the little drawing-room. In about a quarter of an hour, as he had expected, the door opened, and Selingman entered. He crossed the room at once to where Norgate was writing and laid his hand upon his shoulder.




  “Young man,” he said, “I wish to talk with you. Bring your chair around. Sit there so that the light falls upon your face. So! Now let me see. Where does that door lead to?”




  “Into the secretary’s room, but it is locked,” Norgate told him.




  “So! And the outer one I myself have carefully closed. We talk here, then, in private. This is great news which you have brought this afternoon.”




  “It is naturally of some interest to me,” Norgate assented, “but I scarcely see—”




  “It is of immense interest, also, to me,” Selingman interrupted. “It may be that you do not know this at present. It may be that I anticipate, but if so, no matter. Between you and your fiancee there will naturally be no secrets. You are perhaps already aware that she holds a high position amongst those who are working for the power and development and expansion of our great empire?”




  “I have gathered something of the sort,” Norgate admitted. “I know, of course, that she is a personal favourite of the Emperor’s, and persona grata at the Court of Berlin.”




  “You have no scruple, then, about marrying a woman who belongs to a certain clique, a certain school of diplomacy which you might, from a superficial point of view, consider inimical to your country’s interests?”




  “I have no scruple at all in marrying the Baroness von Haase,” Norgate replied firmly. “As for the rest, you and I have discussed fully the matter of the political relations between our countries. I have shown you practically have I not, what my own views are?”




  “That is true, my young friend,” Selingman confessed. “We have spoken together, man to man, heart to heart. I have tried to show you that even though we should stand with sword outstretched across the seas, yet in the hearts of our people there dwells a real affection, real good-will towards your country. I think that I have convinced you. I have come, indeed, to have a certain amount of confidence in you. That I have already proved. But your news to-day alters much. There are grades of that society which you have joined, rings within rings, as you may well imagine. I see the prospect before me now of making much greater and more valuable use of you. It was your brain, and a certain impatience with the political conduct of your country, which brought you over to our side. Why should not that become an alliance—an absolute alliance? Your interests are drawn into ours. You have now a real and great reason for throwing in your lot with us. Let me look at you. Let me think whether I may not venture upon a great gamble.”




  Norgate did not flinch. He appeared simply a little puzzled. Selingman’s blue, steel-like eyes seemed striving to reach the back of his brain.




  “All the things that we accomplish in my country,” the latter continued, “we do by method and order. We do them scientifically. We reach out into the future. So far as we can, we foresee everything. We leave little to chance. Yet there are times when one cannot deal in certainties. Young man, the news which you have told us this afternoon has brought us to this pitch. I am inclined to gamble—to gamble upon you.”




  “Is there any question of consulting me in this?” Norgate asked coolly.




  Selingman brushed the interruption on one side.




  “I now make clear to you what I mean,” he continued. “You have joined my little army of helpers, those whom I have been able to convince of the justice and reasonableness of Germany’s ultimate aim. Now I want more from you. I want to make of you something different. More than anything in the world, for the furtherance of my schemes here, I need a young Englishman of your position and with your connections, to whom I can give my whole confidence, who will act for me with implicit obedience, without hesitation. Will you accept that post, Francis Norgate?”




  “If you think I am capable of it,” Norgate replied promptly.




  “You are capable of it,” Selingman asserted. “There is only one grim possibility to be risked. Are you entirely trustworthy? Would you flinch at the danger moment? Before this afternoon I hesitated. It is your alliance with the Baroness which gives me that last drop of confidence which was necessary.”




  “I am ready to do your work,” Norgate said. “I can say no more. My own country has no use for me. My own country seems to have no use for any one at all just now who thinks a little beyond the day’s eating and drinking and growing fat.”




  Selingman nodded his head. The note of bitterness in the other’s tone was to his liking.




  “Of rewards, of benefits, I shall not now speak,” he proceeded. “You have something in you of the spirit of men who aim at the greater things. There is, indeed, in your attitude towards life something of the idealism, the ever-stretching heavenward culture of my own people. I recognise that spirit in you, and I will not give a lower tone to our talk this afternoon by speaking of money. Yet what you wish for you may have. When the time comes, what further reward you may desire, whether it be rank or high position, you may have, but for the present let it be sufficient that you are my man.”




  He held out his hand, and all the time his eyes never left Norgate’s. Gone the florid and beaming geniality of the man, his easy good-humour, his air of good-living and rollicking gaiety. There were lines in his forehead. The firm contraction of his lips brought lines even across his plump cheeks. It was the face, this, of a strong man and a thinker. He held Norgate’s fingers, and Norgate never flinched.




  “So!” he said at last, as he turned away. “Now you are indeed in the inner circle, Mr. Francis Norgate. Good! Listen to me, then. We will speak of war, the war that is to come, the war that is closer at hand than even you might imagine.”




  “War with England?” Norgate exclaimed.




  Selingman struck his hands together.




  “No!” he declared. “You may take it as a compliment, if you like—a national compliment. We do not at the present moment desire war with England. Our plan of campaign, for its speedy and successful accomplishment, demands your neutrality. The North Sea must be free to us. Our fleet must be in a position to meet and destroy, as it is well able to do, the Russian and the French fleets. Now you know what has kept Germany from war for so long.”




  “You are ready for it, then?” Norgate remarked.




  “We are over-ready for it,” Selingman continued. “We are spoiling for it. We have piled up enormous stores of ordnance, ammunition, and all the appurtenances of warfare. Our schemes have been cut and dried to the last detail. Yet time after time we have been forced to stay our hand. Need I tell you why? It is because, in all those small diplomatic complications which have arisen and from which war might have followed, England has been involved. We want to choose a time and a cause which will give England every opportunity of standing peacefully on one side. That time is close at hand. From all that I can hear, your country is, at the present moment, in danger of civil war. Your Ministers who are most in favour are Radical pacifists. Your army has never been so small or your shipbuilding programme more curtailed. Besides, there is no warlike spirit in your nation; you sleep peacefully. I think that our time has come. You will not need to strain your ears, my friend. Before many weeks have passed, the tocsin will be sounding. Does that move you? Let me look at you.”




  Norgate’s face showed little emotion. Selingman nodded ponderously.




  “Surely,” Norgate asked, “Germany will wait for some reasonable pretext?”




  “She will find one through Austria,” Selingman replied. “That is simple. Mind, though this may seem to you a war wholly of aggression, and though I do not hesitate to say that we have been prepared for years for a war of aggression, there are other factors which will come to light. Only a few months ago, an entire Russian scheme for the invasion of Germany next spring was discovered by one of our Secret Service agents.”




  Norgate nodded.




  “One question more,” he said. “Supposing Germany takes the plunge, and then England, contrary to anticipation, decides to support France?”




  Selingman’s face darkened. A sudden purposeless anger shook his voice.




  “We choose a time,” he declared, “when England’s hands are tied. She is in no position to go to war with any one. I have many reports reaching me every day. I have come to the firm conclusion that we have reached the hour. England will not fight.”




  “And what will happen to her eventually?” Norgate asked.




  Selingman smiled slowly.




  “When France is crushed,” he explained, “and her northern ports garrisoned by us, England must be taught just a little lesson, the lesson of which you and I have spoken, the lesson which will be for her good. That is what we have planned. That is how things will happen. Hush! There is some one coming. It is finished, this. Come to me to-morrow morning. There is work for you.”
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  Later on that evening, Norgate walked up and down the platform at Charing-Cross with Anna. Her arm rested upon his; her expression was animated and she talked almost eagerly. Norgate carried himself like a man who has found a new thing in life. He was feeling none of the depression of the last few days.




  “Dear,” Anna begged, “you won’t forget, will you, all the time that I am away, that you must never for a single moment relax your caution? Selingman speaks of trust. Well, he gambles, it is true, yet he protects himself whenever he can. You will not move from early morning until you go to bed at night, without being watched. To prove what I say—you see the man who is reading an evening paper under the gas-lamp there? Yes? He is one of Selingman’s men. He is watching us now. More than once he has been at our side. Scraps of conversation, or anything he can gather, will go back to Selingman, and Selingman day by day pieces everything together. Don’t let there be a single thing which he can lay hold of.”




  “I’ll lead him a dance,” Norgate promised, nodding a little grimly. “As for that, Anna dear, you needn’t be afraid. If ever I had any wits, they’ll be awake during the next few weeks.”




  “When I come back from Rome,” Anna went on, “I shall have more to tell you. I believe that I shall be able to tell you even the date of the great happening. I wonder what other commissions he will give you. The one to-night is simple. Be careful, dear. Think—think hard before you make up your mind. Remember that there is some duplicity which might become suddenly obvious. An official statement might upset everything. These English papers are so garrulous. You might find yourself hard-pressed for an explanation.”




  “I’ll be careful, dear,” Norgate assured her, as they stood at last before the door of her compartment. “And of ourselves?”




  She lifted her veil.




  “We have so little time,” she murmured.




  “But have you thought over what I suggested?” he begged.




  She laughed at him softly.




  “It sounds quite attractive,” she whispered. “Shall we talk of it when I come back from Italy? Good-by, dear! Of course, I do not really want to kiss you, but our friend under the gas-lamp is looking—and you know our engagement! It is so satisfactory to dear Mr. Selingman. It is the one genuine thing about us, isn’t it? So good-by!”




  The long train drew out from the platform a few minutes later. Norgate lingered until it was out of sight. Then he took a taxi and drove to the House of Commons. He sent in a card addressed to David Bullen, Esq., and waited for some time. At last a young man came down the corridor towards him.




  “I am Mr. Bullen’s private secretary,” he announced. “Mr. Bullen cannot leave the House for some time. Would you care to go into the Strangers’ Gallery, or will you wait in his room?”




  “I should like to listen to the debate, if it is possible,” Norgate decided.




  A place was found for him with some difficulty. The House was crowded. The debate concerned one of the proposed amendments to the Home Rule Bill, not in itself important, yet interesting to Norgate on account of the bitter feeling which seemed to underlie the speeches of the extreme partisans on either side. The debate led nowhere. There was no division, no master mind intervening, yet it left a certain impression on Norgate’s mind. At a little before ten, the young man who had found him his place touched his shoulder.




  “Mr. Bullen will see you now, sir,” he said.




  Norgate followed his conductor through a maze of passages into a barely-furnished but lofty apartment. The personage whom he had come to see was standing at the further end, talking somewhat heatedly to one or two of his supporters. At Norgate’s entrance, however, he dismissed them and motioned his visitor to a chair. He was a tall, powerful-looking man, with the eyes and forehead of a thinker. There was a certain laconic quality in his speech which belied his nationality.




  “You come to me, I understand, Mr. Norgate,” he began, “on behalf of some friends in America, not directly, but representing a gentleman who in his letter did not disclose himself. It sounds rather complicated, but please talk to me. I am at your service.”




  “I am sorry for the apparent mystery,” Norgate said, as he took the seat to which he was invited. “I will make up for it by being very brief. I have come on behalf of a certain individual—whom we will call, if you please, Mr. X——. Mr. X—— has powerful connections in America, associated chiefly with German-Americans. As you know from your own correspondence with an organisation over there, the situation in Ireland is intensely interesting to them at the present moment.”




  “I have gathered that, sir,” Mr. Bullen confessed. “The help which the Irish and Americans have sent to Dublin has scarcely been of the magnitude which one might have expected, but one is at least assured of their sympathy.”




  “It is partly my mission to assure you of something else,” Norgate declared. “A secret meeting has been held in New York, and a sum of money has been promised, the amount of which would, I think, surprise you. The conditions attached to this gift, however, are peculiar. They are inspired by a profound disbelief in the bona fides of England and the honourableness of her intentions so far as regards the administration of the bill when passed.”




  Mr. Bullen, who at first had seemed a little puzzled, was now deeply interested. He drew his chair nearer to his visitor’s.




  “What grounds have you, or those whom you represent, for saying that?” he demanded.




  “None that I can divulge,” Norgate replied. “Yet they form the motive of the offer which I am about to make to you. I am instructed to say that the sum of a million pounds will be paid into your funds on certain guarantees to be given by you. It is my business here to place these guarantees before you and to report as to your attitude concerning them.”




  “One million pounds!” Mr. Bullen murmured, breathlessly.




  “There are the conditions,” Norgate reminded him.




  “Well?”




  “In the first place,” Norgate continued, “the subscribers to this fund, which is by no means exhausted by the sum I mention, demand that you accept no compromise, that at all costs you insist upon the whole bill, and that if it is attempted at the last moment to deprive the Irish people by trickery of the full extent of their liberty, you do not hesitate to encourage your Nationalist party to fight for their freedom.”




  Mr. Bullen’s lips were a little parted, but his face was immovable.




  “Go on.”




  “In the event of your doing so,” Norgate continued, “more money, and arms themselves if you require them, will be available, but the motto of those who have the cause of Ireland entirely at heart is, ‘No compromise!’ They recognise the fact that you are in a difficult position. They fear that you have allowed yourself to be influenced, to be weakened by pressure so easily brought upon you from high quarters.”




  “I understand,” Mr. Bullen remarked. “Go on.”




  “There is a further condition,” Norgate proceeded, “though that is less important. The position in Europe at the present moment seems to indicate a lasting peace, yet if anything should happen that that peace should be broken, you are asked to pledge your word that none of your Nationalist volunteers should take up arms on behalf of England until that bill has become law and is in operation. Further, if that unlikely event, a war, should take place, that you have the courage to keep your men solid and armed, and that if the Ulster volunteers, unlike your men, decide to fight for England, as they very well might do, that you then proceed to take by force what it is not the intention of England to grant you by any other means.”




  Mr. Bullen leaned back in his chair. He picked up a penholder and played with it for several moments.




  “Young man,” he asked at last, “who is Mr. X——?”




  “That, in the present stage of our negotiations,” Norgate answered coolly, “I am not permitted to tell you.”




  “May I guess as to his nationality?” Mr. Bullen enquired.




  “I cannot prevent your doing that.”




  “The speculation is an interesting one,” Mr. Bullen went on, still fingering the penholder. “Is Mr. X—— a German?”




  Norgate was silent.




  “I cannot answer questions,” he said, “until you have expressed your views.”




  “You can have them, then,” Mr. Bullen declared.




  “You can go back to Mr. X—— and tell him this. Ireland needs help sorely to-day from all her sons, whether at home or in foreign countries. More than anything she needs money. The million pounds of which you speak would be a splendid contribution to what I may term our war chest. But as to my views, here they are. It is my intention, and the intention of my Party, to fight to the last gasp for the literal carrying out of the bill which is to grant us our liberty. We will not have it whittled away or weakened one iota. Our lives, and the lives of greater men, have been spent to win this measure, and now we stand at the gates of success. We should be traitors if we consented to part with a single one of the benefits it brings us. Therefore, you can tell Mr. X—— that should this Government attempt any such trickery as he not unreasonably suspects, then his conditions will be met. My men shall fight, and their cause will be just.”




  “So far,” Norgate admitted, “this is very satisfactory.”




  “To pass on,” Mr. Bullen continued, “let me at once confess that I find something sinister, Mr. Norgate, in this mysterious visit of yours, in the hidden identity of Mr. X——. I suspect some underlying motive which prompts the offering of this million pounds. I may be wrong, but it seems to me that I can see beneath it all the hand of a foreign enemy of England.”




  “Supposing you were right, Mr. Bullen,” Norgate said, “what is England but a foreign enemy of Ireland?”




  A light flashed for a moment in Mr. Bullen’s eyes. His lip curled inwards.




  “Young man,” he demanded, “are you an Englishman?”




  “I am,” Norgate admitted.




  “You speak poorly, then. To proceed to the matter in point, my word is pledged to fight. I will plunge the country I love into civil war to gain her rights, as greater patriots than I have done before. But the thing which I will not do is to be made the cat’s-paw, or to suffer Ireland to be made the cat’s-paw, of Germany. If war should come before the settlement of my business, this is the position I should take. I would cross to Dublin, and I would tell every Nationalist Volunteer to shoulder his rifle and to fight for the British Empire, and I would go on to Belfast—I, David Bullen—to Belfast, where I think that I am the most hated man alive, and I would stand side by side with the leader of those men of Ulster, and I would beg them to fight side by side with my Nationalists. And when the war was over, if my rights were not granted, if Ireland were not set free, then I would bid my men take breathing time and use all their skill, all the experience they had gained, and turn and fight for their own freedom against the men with whom they had struggled in the same ranks. Is that million pounds to be mine, Mr. Norgate?”




  Norgate shook his head.




  “Nor any part of it, sir,” he answered.




  “I presume,” Mr. Bullen remarked, as he rose, “that I shall never have the pleasure of meeting Mr. X——?”




  “I most sincerely hope,” Norgate declared fervently, “that you never will. Good-day, Mr. Bullen!”




  He held out his hand. Mr. Bullen hesitated.




  “Sir,” he said, “I am glad to shake hands with an Irishman. I am willing to shake hands with an honest Englishman. Just where you come in, I don’t know, so good evening. You will find my secretary outside. He will show you how to get away.”




  For a moment Norgate faltered. A hot rejoinder trembled upon his lips. Then he remembered himself and turned on his heel. It was his first lesson in discipline. He left the room without protest.
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  Mr. Hebblethwaite turned into Pall Mall, his hands behind his back, his expression a little less indicative of bland good humour than usual. He had forgotten to light his customary cigarette after the exigencies of a Cabinet Council. He had even forgotten to linger for a few minutes upon the doorstep in case any photographer should be hanging around to take a snapshot of a famous visitor leaving an historic scene, and quite unconsciously he ignored the salutation of several friends. It was only by the merest chance that he happened to glance up at the corner of the street and recognised Norgate across the way. He paused at once and beckoned to him.




  “Well, young fellow,” he exclaimed, as they shook hands, “how’s the German spy business going?”




  “Pretty well, thanks,” Norgate answered coolly. “I am in it twice over now. I’m marrying an Austrian lady shortly, very high up indeed in the Diplomatic Secret Service of her country. Between us you may take it that we could read, if we chose, the secrets of the Cabinet Council from which you have just come.”




  “Any fresh warnings, eh?”




  Norgate turned and walked by his friend’s side.




  “It is no use warning you,” he declared. “You’ve a hide as thick as a rhinoceros. Your complacency is bomb-proof. You won’t believe anything until it’s too late.”




  “Confoundedly disagreeable companion you make, Norgate,” the Cabinet Minister remarked irritably. “You know quite as well as I do that the German scare is all bunkum, and you only hammer it in either to amuse yourself or because you are of a sensational turn of mind. All the same—”




  “All the same, what?” Norgate interrupted.




  Hebblethwaite took his young friend’s arm and led him into his club.




  “We will take an aperitif in the smoking-room,” he said. “After that I will look in my book and see where I am lunching. It is perhaps not the wisest thing for a Cabinet Minister to talk in the street. Since the Suffragette scares, I have quite an eye for a detective, and there has been a fellow within a few yards of your elbow ever since you spoke to me.”




  “That’s all right,” Norgate reassured him. “Let’s see, it’s Tuesday, isn’t it? I call him Boko. He never leaves me. My week-end shadowers are a trifle less assiduous, but Boko is suspicious. He has deucedly long ears, too.”




  “What the devil are you talking about?” Hebblethwaite demanded, as they sat down.




  “The fact of it is,” Norgate explained, “they don’t altogether trust me in my new profession. They give me some important jobs to look after, but they watch me night and day. What they’d do if I turned ‘em up, I can’t imagine. By-the-by, if you do hear of my being found mysteriously shot or poisoned or something of that sort, don’t you take on any theory as to suicide. It will be murder, right enough. However,” he added, raising his glass to his lips and nodding, “they haven’t found me out yet.”




  “I hear,” Hebblethwaite muttered, “that the bookstalls are loaded with this sort of rubbish. You do it very well, though.”




  “Oh! I am the real thing all right,” Norgate declared. “By-the-by, what’s the matter with you?”




  “Nothing,” Hebblethwaite replied. “When you come to think of it, sitting here and feeling the reviving influence of this remarkably well-concocted beverage, I can confidently answer ‘Nothing.’ And yet, a few minutes ago, I must admit that I was conscious of a sensation of gloom. You know, Norgate, you’re not the only idiot in the world who goes about seeing shadows. For the first time in my life I begin to wonder whether we haven’t got a couple of them among us. Of course, I don’t take any notice of Spencer Wyatt. It’s his job. He plays the part of popular hero—National Anthem, God Save the Empire, and all that sort of thing. He must keep in with his admirals and the people, so of course he’s always barking for ships. But White, now. I have always looked upon White as being absolutely the most level-headed, sensible, and peace-adoring Minister this country ever had.”




  “What’s wrong with him?” Norgate asked.




  “I cannot,” Hebblethwaite regretted, “talk confidentially to a German spy.”




  “Getting cautious as the years roll on, aren’t you?” Norgate sighed. “I hoped I was going to get something interesting out of you to cable to Berlin.”




  “You try cabling to Berlin, young fellow,” Hebblethwaite replied grimly, “and I’ll have you up at Bow Street pretty soon! There’s no doubt about it, though, old White has got the shivers for some reason or other. To any sane person things were never calmer and more peaceful than at the present moment, and White isn’t a believer in the German peril, either. He is half inclined to agree with old Busby. He got us out of that Balkan trouble in great style, and all I can say is that if any nation in Europe wanted war then, she could have had it for the asking.”




  “Well, exactly what is the matter with White at the present moment?” Norgate demanded.




  “Got the shakes,” Hebblethwaite confided. “Of course, we don’t employ well-born young Germans who are undergoing a period of rustication, as English spies, but we do get to know a bit what goes on there, and the reports that are coming in are just a little curious. Rolling stock is being called into the termini of all the railways. Staff officers in mufti have been round all the frontiers. There’s an enormous amount of drilling going on, and the ordnance factories are working at full pressure, day and night.”




  “The manoeuvres are due very soon,” Norgate reminded his friend.




  “So I told White,” Hebblethwaite continued, “but manoeuvres, as he remarked, don’t lead to quite so much feverish activity as there is about Germany just now. Personally, I haven’t a single second’s anxiety. I only regret the effect that this sort of feeling has upon the others. Thank heavens we are a Government of sane, peace-believing people!”




  “A Government of fat-headed asses who go about with your ears stuffed full of wool,” Norgate declared, with a sudden bitterness. “What you’ve been telling me is the truth. Germany’s getting ready for war, and you’ll have it in the neck pretty soon.”




  Hebblethwaite set down his empty glass. He had recovered his composure.




  “Well, I am glad I met you, any way, young fellow,” he remarked. “You’re always such an optimist. You cheer one up. Sorry I can’t ask you to lunch,” he went on, consulting his book, “but I find I am motoring down for a round of golf this afternoon.”




  “Yes, you would play golf!” Norgate grunted, as they strolled towards the door. “You’re the modern Nero, playing golf while the earthquake yawns under London.”




  “Play you some day, if you like,” Hebblethwaite suggested, as he called for a taxi. “They took my handicap down two last week at Walton Heath—not before it was time, either. By-the-by, when can I meet the young lady? My people may be out of town next week, but I’ll give you both a lunch or a dinner, if you’ll say the word. Thursday night, eh?”




  “At present,” Norgate replied, “the Baroness is in Italy, arranging for the mobilisation of the Italian armies, but if she’s back for Thursday, we shall be delighted. She’ll be quite interested to meet you. A keen, bright, alert politician of your type will simply fascinate her.”




  “We’ll make it Thursday night, then, at the Carlton,” Hebblethwaite called out from his taxi. “Take care of Boko. So long!”




  At the top of St. James’s Street, Norgate received the bow of a very elegantly-dressed young woman who was accompanied by a well-known soldier. A few steps further on he came face to face with Selingman.




  “A small city, London,” the latter declared. “I am on my way to the Berkeley to lunch. Will you come with me? I am alone to-day, and I hate to eat alone. Miss Morgen has deserted me shamefully.”




  “I met her a moment or two ago,” Norgate remarked. “She was with Colonel Bowden.”




  Selingman nodded. “Rosa has been taking a great interest in flying lately. Colonel Bowden is head of the Flying Section. Well, well, one must expect to be deserted sometimes, we older men.”




  “Especially in so great a cause,” Norgate observed drily.




  Selingman smiled enigmatically.




  “And you, my young friend,” he enquired, “what have you been doing this morning?”




  “I have just left Hebblethwaite,” Norgate answered.




  “There was a Cabinet Council this morning, wasn’t there?”




  Norgate nodded.




  “An unimportant one, I should imagine. Hebblethwaite seemed thoroughly satisfied with himself and with life generally. He has gone down to Walton Heath to play golf.”




  Selingman led the way into the restaurant.




  “Very good exercise for an English Cabinet Minister,” he remarked, “capital for the muscles!”
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  “I had no objection,” Norgate remarked, a few hours later, “to lunching with you at the Berkeley—very good lunch it was, too—but to dine with you in Soho certainly seems to require some explanation. Why do we do it? Is it my punishment for a day’s inactivity, because if so, I beg to protest. I did my best with Hebblethwaite this morning, and it was only because there was nothing for him to tell me that I heard nothing.”




  Selingman spread himself out at the little table and talked in voluble German to the portly head-waiter in greasy clothes. Then he turned to his guest.




  “My young friend,” he enjoined, “you should cultivate a spirit of optimism. I grant you that the place is small and close, that the odour of other people’s dinners is repellent, that this cloth, perhaps, is not so clean as it once was, or the linen so fine as we are accustomed to. But what would you have? All sides of life come into the great scheme. It is here that we shall meet a person whom I need to meet, a person whom I do not choose to have visit me at my home, whom I do not choose to be seen with in any public place of great repute.”




  “I should say we were safe here from knocking against any of our friends!” Norgate observed. “Anyhow, the beer’s all right.”




  They were served with light-coloured beer in tall, chased tumblers. Selingman eyed his with approval.




  “A nation,” he declared, “which brews beer like this, deserves well of the world. You did wisely, Norgate, to become ever so slightly associated with us. Now examine carefully these hors d’oeuvres. I have talked with Karl, the head-waiter. Instead of eighteen pence, we shall pay three shillings each for our dinner. The whole resources of the establishment are at our disposal. Fresh tins of delicatessen, you perceive. Do not be afraid that you will go-away hungry.”




  “I am more afraid,” Norgate grumbled, “that I shall go away sick. However!”




  “You may be interested to hear,” announced Selingman, glancing up, “that our visit is not in vain. You perceive the two men entering? The nearest one is a Bulgarian. He is a creature of mine. The other is brought here by him to meet us. It is good.”




  The newcomers made their way along the room. One, the Bulgarian, was short and dark. He wore a well-brushed blue serge suit with a red tie, and a small bowler hat. He was smoking a long, brown cigarette and he carried a bundle of newspapers. Behind him came a youth with a pale, sensitive face and dark eyes, ill-dressed, with the grip of poverty upon him, from his patched shoes to his frayed collar and well-worn cap. Nevertheless, he carried himself as though indifferent to these things. His companion stopped short as he neared the table at which the two men were sitting, and took off his hat, greeting Selingman with respect.




  “My friend Stralhaus!” Selingman exclaimed. “It goes well, I trust? You are a stranger. Let me introduce to you my secretary, Mr. Francis Norgate.”




  Stralhaus bowed and turned to his young companion.




  “This,” he said, “is the young man with whom you desired to speak. We will sit down if we may. Sigismund, this is the great Herr Selingman, philanthropist and millionaire, with his secretary, Mr. Norgate. We take dinner with him to-night.”




  The youth shook hands without enthusiasm. His manner towards Selingman was cold. At Norgate he glanced once or twice with something approaching curiosity. Stralhaus proceeded to make conversation.




  “Our young friend,” he explained, addressing Norgate, “is an exile in London. He belongs to an unfortunate country. He is a native of Bosnia.”




  The boy’s lip curled.




  “It is possible,” he remarked, “that Mr. Norgate has never even heard of my country. He is very little likely to know its history.”




  “On the contrary,” Norgate replied, “I know it very well. You have had the misfortune, during the last few years, to come under Austrian rule.”




  “Since you put it like that,” the boy declared, “we are friends. I am one of those who cry out to Heaven in horror at the injustice which has been done. We love liberty, we Bosnians. We love our own people and our own institutions, and we hate Austria. May you never know, sir, what it is to be ruled by an alien race!”




  “You have at least the sympathy of many nations who are powerless to interfere,” Selingman said quietly. “I read your pamphlet, Mr. Henriote, with very great interest. Before we leave to-night, I shall make a proposal to you.”




  The boy seemed puzzled for a moment, but Stralhaus intervened with some commonplace remark.




  “After dinner,” he suggested, “we will talk.”




  Certainly during the progress of the meal Henriote said little. He ate, although obviously half famished, with restraint, but although Norgate did his best to engage him in conversation, he seemed taciturn, almost sullen. Towards the end of dinner, when every one was smoking and coffee had been served, Selingman glanced at his watch.




  “Now,” he said, “I will tell you, my young Bosnian patriot, why I sent for you. Would you like to go back to your country, in the first place?”




  “It is impossible!” Henriote declared bitterly, “I am exile. I am forbidden to return under pain of death.”




  Selingman opened his pocket-book, and, searching among his papers, produced a thin blue one which he opened and passed across the table.




  “Read that,” he ordered shortly.




  The young man obeyed. A sudden exclamation broke from his lips. A pink flush, which neither the wine nor the food had produced, burned in his cheeks. He sat hunched up, leaning forward, his eyes devouring the paper. When he had finished, he still gripped it.




  “It is my pardon!” he cried. “I may go back home—back to Bosnia!”




  “It is your free pardon,” Selingman replied, “but it is granted to you upon conditions. Those conditions, I may say, are entirely for your country’s sake and are framed by those who feel exactly as you feel—that Austrian rule for Bosnia is an injustice.”




  “Go on,” the young man muttered. “What am I to do?”




  “You are a member,” Selingman went on, “of the extreme revolutionary party, a party pledged to stop at nothing, to drive your country’s enemies across her borders. Very well, listen to me. The pardon which you have there is granted to you without any promise having been asked for or given in return. It is I alone who dictate terms to you. Your country’s position, her wrongs, and the abuses of the present form of government, can only be brought before the notice of Europe in one way. You are pledged to do that. All that I require of you is that you keep your pledge.”




  The young man half rose to his feet with excitement.




  “Keep it! Who is more anxious to keep it than I? If Europe wants to know how we feel, she shall know! We will proclaim the wrongs of our country so that England and Russia, France and Italy, shall hear and judge for themselves. If you need deeds to rivet the attention of the world upon our sufferings, then there shall be deeds. There shall—”




  He stopped short. A look of despair crossed his face.




  “But we have no money!” he exclaimed. “We patriots are starving. Our lands have been confiscated. We have nothing. I live over here Heaven knows how—I, Sigismund Henriote, have toiled for my living with Polish Jews and the outcasts of Europe.”




  Selingman dived once more into his pocket-book. He passed a packet across the table.




  “Young man,” he said, “that sum has been collected for your funds by the friends of your country abroad. Take it and use it as you think best. All that I ask from you is that what you do, you do quickly. Let me suggest an occasion for you. The Archduke of Austria will be in your capital almost as soon as you can reach home.”




  The boy’s face was transfigured. His great eyes were lit with a wonderful fire. His frame seemed to have filled out. Norgate looked at him in wonderment. He was like a prophet; then suddenly he grew calm. He placed his pardon, to which was attached his passport, and the notes, in his breast-coat pocket. He rose to his feet and took the cap from the floor by his side.




  “There is a train to-night,” he announced. “I wish you farewell, gentlemen. I know nothing of you, sir,” he added, turning to Selingman, “and I ask no questions. I only know that you have pointed towards the light, and for that I thank you. Good night, gentlemen!”




  He left them and walked out of the restaurant like a man in a dream. Selingman helped himself to a liqueur and passed the bottle to Norgate.




  “It is in strange places that one may start sometimes the driving wheels of Fate,” he remarked.
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  Anna almost threw herself from the railway carriage into Norgate’s arms. She kissed him on both cheeks, held him for a moment away from her, then passed her arm affectionately through his.




  “You dear!” she exclaimed. “Oh, how weary I am of it! Nearly a week in the train! And how well you are looking! And I am not going to stay a single second bothering about luggage. Marie, give the porter my dressing-case. Here are the keys. You can see to everything.”




  Norgate, carried almost off his feet by the delight of her welcome, led her away towards a taxicab.




  “I am starving,” she told him. “I would have nothing at Dover except a cup of tea. I knew that you would meet me, and I thought that we would have our first meal in England together. You shall take me somewhere where we can have supper and tell me all the news. I don’t look too hideous, do I, in my travelling clothes?”




  “You look adorable,” he assured her, “and I believe you know it.”




  “I have done my best,” she confessed demurely. “Marie took so much trouble with my hair. We had the most delightful coupe all to ourselves. Fancy, we are back again in London! I have been to Italy, I have spoken to kings and prime ministers, and I am back again with you. And queerly enough, not until to-morrow shall I see the one person who really rules Italy.”




  “Who is that?” he asked.




  “I am not sure that I shall tell you everything,” she decided. “You have not opened your mouth to me yet. I shall wait until supper-time. Have you changed your mind since I went away?”




  “I shall never change it,” he assured her eagerly. “We are in a taxicab and I know it’s most unusual and improper, but—”




  “If you hadn’t kissed me,” she declared a moment later as she leaned forward to look in the glass, “I should not have eaten a mouthful of supper.”




  They drove to the Milan Grill. It was a little early for the theatre people, and they were almost alone in the place. Anna drew a great sigh of content as she settled down in her chair.




  “I think I must have been lonely for a long time,” she whispered, “for it is so delightful to get back and be with you. Tell me what you have been doing?”




  “I have been promoted,” Norgate announced. “My prospective alliance with you has completed Selingman’s confidence in me. I have been entrusted with several commissions.”




  He told her of his adventures. She listened breathlessly to the account of his dinner in Soho.




  “It is queer how all this is working out,” she observed. “I knew before that the trouble was to come through Austria. The Emperor was very anxious indeed that it should not. He wanted to have his country brought reluctantly into the struggle. Even at this moment I believe that if he thought there was the slightest chance of England becoming embroiled, he would travel to Berlin himself to plead with the Kaiser. I really don’t know why, but the one thing in Austria which would be thoroughly unpopular would be a war with England.”




  “Tell me about your mission?” he asked.




  “To a certain point,” she confessed, with a little grimace, “it was unsuccessful. I have brought a reply to the personal letter I took over to the King. I have talked with Guillamo, the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, with whom, of course, everything is supposed to rest. What I have brought with me, however, and what I heard from Guillamo, are nothing but a repetition of the assurances given to our Ambassador. The few private words which I was to get I have failed in obtaining, simply because the one person who could have spoken them is here in London.”




  “Who is that?” he enquired curiously.




  “The Comtesse di Strozzi,” she told him. “It is she who has directed the foreign policy of Italy through Guillamo for the last ten years. He does nothing without her. He is like a lost child, indeed, when she is away. And where do you think she is? Why, here in London. She is staying at the Italian Embassy. Signor Cardina is her cousin. The great ball to-morrow night, of which you have read, is in her honour. You shall be my escort. At one time I knew her quite well.”




  “The Comtesse di Strozzi!” he exclaimed. “Why, she spent the whole of last season in Paris. I saw quite a great deal of her.”




  “How odd!” Anna murmured. “But how delightful! We shall be able to talk to her together, you and I.”




  “It is rather a coincidence,” he admitted “She had a sort of craze to visit some of the places in Paris where it is necessary for a woman to go incognito, and I was always her escort. I heard from her only a few weeks ago, and she told me that she was coming to London.”




  Anna shook her head at him gaily.




  “Well,” she said, “I won’t indulge in any ante-jealousies. I only hope that through her we shall get to know the truth. Are things here still quiet?”




  “Absolutely.”




  “Also in Paris. Francis, I feel so helpless. On my way I thought of staying over, of going to see the Minister of War and placing certain facts before him. And then I realised how little use it would all be. They won’t believe us, Francis. They would simply call us alarmists. They won’t believe that the storm is gathering.”




  “Don’t I know it!” Norgate assented earnestly. “Why, Hebblethwaite here has always been a great friend of mine. I have done all I can to influence him. He simply laughs in my face. To-day, for the first time, he admitted that there was a slight uneasiness at the Cabinet Meeting, and that White had referred to a certain mysterious activity throughout Germany. Nevertheless, he has gone down to Walton Heath to play golf.”




  She made a little grimace.




  “Your great Drake,” she reminded him, “played bowls when the Armada sailed. Your Cabinet Ministers will be playing golf or tennis. Oh, what a careless country you are!—a careless, haphazard, blind, pig-headed nation to watch over the destinies of such an Empire! I’m so tired of politics, dear. I am so tired of all the big things that concern other people. They press upon one. Now it is finished. You and I are alone. You are my lover, aren’t you? Remind me of it. If you will, I will discuss the subject you mentioned the other day. Of course I shall say ‘No!’ I am not nearly ready to be married yet. But I should like to hear your arguments.”




  Their heads grew closer and closer together. They were almost touching when Selingman and Rosa Morgen came in. Selingman paused before their table.




  “Well, well, young people!” he exclaimed. “Forgive me, Baroness, if I am somewhat failing in respect, but the doings of this young man have become some concern of mine.”




  Her greeting was tinged with a certain condescension. She had suddenly stiffened. There was something of the grande dame in the way she held up the tips of her fingers.




  “You do not disapprove, I trust?”




  “Baroness,” Selingman declared earnestly, “it is an alliance for which no words can express my approval. It comes at the one moment. It has riveted to us and our interests one whose services will never be forgotten. May I venture to hope that your journey to Italy has been productive?”




  “Not entirely as we had hoped,” Anna replied, “yet the position there is not unfavourable.”




  Selingman glanced towards the table at which Miss Morgen had already seated herself.




  “I must not neglect my duties,” he remarked, turning away.




  “Especially,” Anna murmured, glancing across the room, “when they might so easily be construed into pleasures.”




  Selingman beamed amiably.




  “The young lady,” he said, “is more than ornamental—she is extremely useful. From the fact that I may not be privileged to present her to you, I must be careful that she cannot consider herself neglected. And so good night, Baroness! Good night, Norgate!”




  He passed on. The Baroness watched him as he took his place opposite his companion.




  “Is it my fancy,” Norgate asked, “or does Selingman not meet entirely with your approval?”




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “It is not that,” she replied. “He is a great man, in his way, the Napoleon of the bourgeoisie, but then he is one of them himself. He collects the whole scheme of information as to the social life and opinions—the domestic particulars, I call them—of your country. Details of your industries are at his finger-tips. He and I do not come into contact. I am the trusted agent of both sovereigns, but it is only in high diplomatic affairs that I ever intervene. Selingman, it is true, may be considered the greatest spy who ever breathed, but a spy he is. If we could only persuade your too amiable officials to believe one-tenth of what we could tell them, I think our friend there would breakfast in an English fortress, if you have such a thing.”




  “We should only place him under police supervision,” declared Norgate, “and let him go. It’s just our way, that’s all.”




  She waved the subject of Selingman on one side, but almost at that moment he stood once more before them. He held an evening paper in his hand.




  “I bring you the news,” he announced. “A terrible tragedy has happened. The Archduke of Austria and his Consort have been assassinated on their tour through Bosnia.”




  For a moment neither Anna nor Norgate moved. Norgate felt a strange sense of sickening excitement. It was as though the curtain had been rung up!




  “Is the assassin’s name there?” he asked.




  “The crime,” Selingman replied, “appears to have been committed by a young Servian student. His name is Sigismund Henriote.”
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  They paused at last, breathless, and walked out of the most wonderful ballroom in London into the gardens, aglow with fairy lanterns whose brilliance was already fading before the rising moon. They found a seat under a tall elm tree, and Anna leaned back. It was a queer mixture of sounds which came to their ears; in the near distance, the music of a wonderful orchestra rising and falling; further away, the roar of the great city still awake and alive outside the boundary of those grey stone walls.




  “Of course,” she murmured, “this is the one thing which completes my subjugation. Fancy an Englishman being able to waltz! Almost in that beautiful room I fancied myself back in Vienna, except that it was more wonderful because it was you.”




  “You are turning my head,” he whispered. “This is like a night out of Paradise. And to think that we are really in the middle of London!”




  “Ah! do not mention London,” she begged, “or else I shall begin to think of Sodom and Gomorrah. After all, why need one live for anything else except the present?”




  “There is the Comtesse,” he reminded her disconsolately.




  She sighed.




  “How horrid of you!”




  “Let us forget her, then,” he begged. “We will go into the marquee there and have supper, and afterwards dance again. We’ll steal to-night out of the calendar. We’ll call it ours and play with it as we please.”




  She shook her head.




  “No,” she decided, “you have reminded me of our duty, and you are quite right. You were brought here to talk to the Comtesse. I do not know why, but she is in a curiously impenetrable frame of mind. I tried hard to get her to talk to me, but it was useless; you must see what you can do. Fortunately, she seems to be absolutely delighted to have met you again. You have a dance with her, have you not?”




  He drew out his programme reluctantly.




  “The next one, too,” he sighed.




  Anna rose quickly to her feet.




  “How absurd of me to forget! Take me inside, please, and go and look for her at once.”




  “It’s all very well,” Norgate grumbled, “but the last time I saw her she was about three deep among the notabilities. I really don’t feel that I ought to jostle dukes and ambassadors to claim a dance.”




  “You must not be so foolish,” Anna insisted. “The Comtesse cares nothing for dukes and ambassadors, but she is most ridiculously fond of good-looking young men. Mind, you will do better with her if you speak entirely outside all of us. She is a very peculiar woman. If one could only read the secrets she has stored up in her brain! Sometimes she is so lavish with them, and at other times, and with other people, it seems as though it would take an earthquake to force a sentence from her lips. There she is, see, in that corner. Never mind the people around her. Go and do your duty.”




  Norgate found it easier than he had expected. She no sooner saw him coming than she rose to her feet and welcomed him. She laid her fingers upon his arm, and they moved away towards the ballroom.




  “I am afraid,” he apologised, “that I am rather an intruder. You all seemed so interested in listening to the Duke.”




  “On the contrary, I welcome you as a deliverer,” she declared. “I have heard those stories so often, and worse than having heard them is the necessity always to smile. The Duke is a dear good person, and he has been exceedingly kind to me during the whole of my stay, but oh, how one sometimes does weary oneself of this London of yours! Yet I love it. Do you know that you were almost the first person I asked for when I arrived here? They told me that you were in Berlin.”




  “I was,” he admitted. “I am in the act of being transferred.”




  “Fortunate person!” she murmured. “You speak the language of all capitals, but I cannot fancy you in Berlin.”




  They had reached the edge of the ballroom. He hesitated.




  “Do you care to dance or shall we go outside and talk?”




  She smiled at him. “Both, may we not? You dear, discreet person, when I think of the strange places where I have danced with you—Perhaps it is better not to remember!”




  They moved away to the music and later on found their way into the garden. The Comtesse was a little thoughtful.




  “You are a great friend of Anna’s, are you not?” she enquired.




  “We are engaged to be married,” he answered simply.




  She made a little grimace.




  “Ah!” she sighed, “you nice men, it comes to you all. You amuse yourselves with us for a time, and then the real feeling comes, and where are we? But it is queer, too,” she went on thoughtfully, “that Anna should marry an Englishman, especially just now.”




  “Why ‘especially just now’?”




  The Comtesse evaded the question.




  “Anna seemed always,” she said, “to prefer the men of her own country. Oh, what music! Shall we have one turn more, Mr. Francis Norgate? It is the waltz they played—but who could expect a man to remember!”




  They plunged again into the crowd of dancers. The Comtesse was breathless yet exhilarated when at last they emerged.




  “But you dance, as ever, wonderfully!” she cried. “You make me think of those days in Paris. You make me even sad.”




  “They remain,” he assured her, “one of the most pleasant memories of my life.”




  She patted his hand affectionately. Then her tone changed.




  “Almost,” she declared, “you have driven all other things out of my mind. What is it that Anna is so anxious to know from me? You are in her confidence, she tells me.”




  “Entirely.”




  “That again is strange,” the Comtesse continued, “when one considers your nationality, yet Anna herself has assured me of it. Do you know that she is a person whom I very much envy? Her life is so full of variety. She is the special protegee of the Emperor. No woman at Vienna is more trusted.”




  “I am not sure,” Norgate observed, “that she was altogether satisfied with the results of her visit to Rome.”




  The Comtesse’s fan fluttered slowly back and forth. She looked for a moment or two idly upon the brilliant scene. The smooth garden paths, the sheltered seats, the lawns themselves, were crowded with little throngs of women in exquisite toilettes, men in uniform and Court dress. There were well-known faces everywhere. It was the crowning triumph of a wonderful London season.




  “Anna’s was a very difficult mission,” the Comtesse pointed out confidentially. “There is really no secret about these matters. The whole world knows of Italy’s position. A few months ago, at the time of what you call the Balkan Crisis, Germany pressed us very hard for a definite assurance of our support, under any conditions, of the Triple Alliance. I remember that Andrea was three hours with the King that day, and our reply was unacceptable in Berlin. It may have helped to keep the peace. One cannot tell. The Kaiser’s present letter is simply a repetition of his feverish attempt to probe our intentions.”




  “But at present,” Norgate ventured, “there is no Balkan Crisis.”




  The Comtesse looked at him lazily out of the corners of her sleepy eyes.




  “Is there not?” she asked simply. “I have been away from Italy for a week or so, and Andrea trusts nothing to letters. Yesterday I had a dispatch begging me to return. I go to-morrow morning. I do not know whether it is because of the pressure of affairs, or because he wearies himself a little without me.”




  “One might easily imagine the latter,” Norgate remarked. “But is it indeed any secret to you that there is a great feeling of uneasiness throughout the Continent, an extraordinary state of animation, a bustle, although a secret bustle, of preparation in Germany?”




  “I have heard rumours of this,” the Comtesse confessed.




  “When one bears these things in mind and looks a little into the future,” Norgate continued, “one might easily believe that the reply to that still unanswered letter of the Kaiser’s might well become historical.”




  “You would like me, would you not,” she asked, “to tell you what that reply will most certainly be?”




  “Very much!”




  “You are an Englishman,” she remarked thoughtfully, “and intriguing with Anna. I fear that I do not understand the position.”




  “Must you understand it?”




  “Perhaps not,” she admitted. “It really matters very little. I will speak to you just in the only way I can speak, as a private individual. I tell you that I do not believe that Andrea will ever, under any circumstances, join in any war against England, nor any war which has for its object the crushing of France. In his mind the Triple Alliance was the most selfish alliance which any country has ever entered into, but so long as the other two Powers understood the situation, it was scarcely Italy’s part to point out the fact that she gained everything by it and risked nothing. Italy has sheltered herself for years under its provisions, but neither at the time of signing it, nor at any other time, has she had the slightest intention of joining in an aggressive war at the request of her allies. You see, her Government felt themselves safe—and I think that that was where Andrea was so clever—in promising to fulfil their obligations in case of an attack by any other Power upon Germany or Austria, because it was perfectly certain to Andrea, and to every person of common sense, that no such aggressive attack would ever be made. You read Austria’s demands from Servia in the paper this morning?”




  “I did,” Norgate admitted. “No one in the world could find them reasonable.”




  “They are not meant to be reasonable,” the Comtesse pointed out. “They are the foundation from which the world quarrel shall spring. Russia must intervene to protect Servia from their hideous injustice. Germany and Austria will throw down the gage. Germany may be right or she may be wrong, but she believes she can count on Great Britain’s neutrality. She needs our help and believes she will get it. That is because German diplomacy always believes that it is going to get what it wants. Now, in a few words, I will tell you what the German Emperor would give me a province to know. I will tell you that no matter what the temptation, what the proffered reward may be, Italy will not join in this war on the side of Germany and Austria.”




  “You are very kind, Comtesse,” Norgate said simply, “and I shall respect your confidence.”




  She rose and laid her fingers upon his arm.




  “To people whom I like,” she declared, “I speak frankly. I give away no secrets. I say what I believe. And now I must leave you for a much subtler person and a much subtler conversation. Prince Herschfeld is waiting to talk to me. Perhaps he, too, would like to know the answer which will go to his master, but how can I tell?”




  The Ambassador had paused before them. The Comtesse rose and accepted his arm.




  “I shall take away with me to-night at least two charming memories,” she assured him, as she gathered up her skirts. “My two dances, Mr. Norgate, have been delightful. Now I am equally sure of entertainment of another sort from Prince Herschfeld.”




  The Prince bowed.




  “Ah! madame,” he sighed, “it is so hard to compete with youth. I fear that the feet of Mr. Norgate will be nimbler than my brain to-night.”




  She nodded sympathetically.




  “You are immersed in affairs, of course,” she murmured. “Au revoir, Mr. Norgate! Give my love to Anna. Some day I hope that I shall welcome you both in Rome.”
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  Norgate pushed his way through a confused medley of crates which had just been unloaded and made his way up the warehouse to Selingman’s office. Selingman was engaged for a few minutes but presently opened the door of his sanctum and called his visitor in.




  “Well, my young friend,” he exclaimed, “you have brought news? Sit down. This is a busy morning. We have had large shipments from Germany. I have appointments with buyers most of the day, yet I can talk to you for a little time. You were at the ball last night?”




  “I was permitted to escort the Baroness von Haase,” Norgate replied.




  Selingman nodded ponderously.




  “I ask you no questions,” he said. “The Baroness works on a higher plane. I know more than you would believe, though. I know why the dear lady went to Rome; I know why she was at the ball. I know in what respect you were probably able to help her. But I ask no questions. We work towards a common end, but we work at opposite ends of the pole. Curiosity alone would be gratified if you were to tell me everything that transpired.”




  “You keep yourself marvellously well-informed as to most things, don’t you, Mr. Selingman?” Norgate remarked.




  “Platitudes, young man, platitudes,” Selingman declared, “words of air. What purpose have they? You know who I am. I hold in my hand a thousand strings. Any one that I pull will bring an answering message to my brain. Come, what is it you wish to say to me?”




  “I am doing my work for you,” Norgate remarked, “and doing it extraordinarily well. I do not object to a certain amount of surveillance, but I am getting fed up with Boko.”




  “Who the hell is Boko?” Selingman demanded.




  “I must apologise,” Norgate replied. “A nickname only. He is a little red-faced man who looks like a children’s toy and changes his clothes about seven times a day. He is with me from the moment I rise to the last thing at night. He is getting on my nerves. I am fast drifting into the frame of mind when one looks under the bed before one can sleep.”




  “Young man,” Selingman said, “a month ago you were a person of no importance. To-day, so far as I am concerned, you are a treasure-casket. You hold secrets. You have a great value to us. Every one in your position is watched; it is part of our system. If the man for whom you have found so picturesque a nickname annoys you, he shall be changed. That is the most I can promise you.”




  “You don’t trust me altogether, then?” Norgate observed coolly.




  Selingman tapped on the table in front of him with his pudgy forefinger.




  “Norgate,” he declared solemnly, “trust is a personal matter. I have no personal feelings. I am a machine. All the work I do is done by machinery, the machinery of thought, the machinery of action. These are the only means by which sentiment can be barred and the curious fluctuations of human temperament guarded against. If you were my son, or if you had dropped straight down from Heaven with a letter of introduction from the proper quarters, you would still be under my surveillance.”




  “That seems to settle the matter,” Norgate confessed, “so I suppose I mustn’t grumble. Yours is rather a bloodless philosophy.”




  “Perhaps,” Selingman assented. “You see me as I sit here, a merchant of crockery, and I am a kind person. If I saw suffering, I should pause to ease it. If a wounded insect lay in my path, I should step out of my way to avoid it. But if my dearest friend, my nearest relation, seemed likely to me to do one fraction of harm to the great cause, I should without one second’s compunction arrange for their removal as inevitably, and with as little hesitation, as I leave this place at one o’clock for my luncheon.”




  Norgate shrugged his shoulders.




  “One apparently runs risks in serving you,” he remarked.




  “What risks?” Selingman asked keenly.




  “The risk of being misunderstood, of making mistakes.”




  “Pooh!” Selingman exclaimed. “I do not like the man who talks of risks. Let us dismiss this conversation. I have work for you.”




  Norgate assumed a more interested attitude.




  “I am ready,” he said. “Go on, please.”




  “A movement is on foot,” Selingman proceeded, “to establish manufactories in this country for the purpose of producing my crockery. A very large company will be formed, a great part of the money towards which is already subscribed. We have examined several sites with a view to building factories, but I have not cared at present to open up direct negotiations. A rumour of our enterprise is about, and the price of the land we require would advance considerably if the prospective purchaser were known. The land is situated, half an acre at Willesden, three-quarters of an acre at Golder’s Hill, and an acre at Highgate. I wish you to see the agents for the sale of these properties. I have ascertained indirectly the price, which you will find against each lot, with the agent’s name,” Selingman continued, passing across a folded slip of foolscap. “You will treat in your own name and pay the deposit yourself. Try and secure all three plots to-day, so that the lawyers can prepare the deeds and my builder can make some preparatory plans there during the week.”




  Norgate accepted the little bundle of papers with some surprise. Enclosed with them was a thick wad of bank-notes.




  “There are two thousand pounds there for your deposits,” Selingman continued. “If you need more, telephone to me, but understand I want to start to work laying the foundations within the next few days.”




  “I’ll do the best I can,” Norgate promised, “but this is rather a change for me, isn’t it? Will Boko come along?”




  Selingman smiled for a moment, but immediately afterwards his face was almost stern.




  “Young man,” he said, “from the moment you pledged your brains to my service, every action of your day has been recorded. From one of my pigeonholes I could draw out a paper and tell you where you lunched yesterday, where you dined the day before, whom you met and with whom you talked, and so it will be until our work is finished.”




  “So long as I know,” Norgate sighed, rising to his feet, “I’ll try to get used to him.”




  Norgate found no particular difficulty in carrying out the commissions entrusted to him. The sale of land is not an everyday affair, and he found the agents exceedingly polite and prompt. The man with whom he arranged the purchase of about three quarters of an acre of building land at Golder’s Green, on the conclusion of the transaction exhibited some little curiosity.




  “Queer thing,” he remarked, “but I sold half an acre, a month or two ago, to a man who came very much as you come to-day. Might have been a foreigner. Said he was going to put up a factory to make boots and shoes. He is not going to start to build until next year, but he wanted a very solid floor to stand heavy machinery. Look here.”




  The agent climbed upon a pile of bricks, and Norgate followed his example. There was a boarded space before them, with scaffolding poles all around, but no other signs of building, and the interior consisted merely of a perfectly smooth concrete floor.




  “That’s the queerest way of setting about building a factory I ever saw,” the man pointed out.




  Norgate, who was not greatly interested, assented. The agent escorted him back to his taxicab.




  “Of course, it’s not my business,” he admitted, “and you needn’t say anything about this to your principals, but I hope they don’t stop with laying down concrete floors. Of course, money for the property is the chief thing we want, but we do want factories and the employment of labour, and the sooner the better. This fellow—Reynolds, he said his name was—pays up for the property all right, has that concrete floor prepared, and clears off.”




  “Raising the money to build, perhaps,” Norgate remarked. “I don’t think there’s any secret about my people’s intentions. They are going to build factories for the manufacture of crockery.”




  The agent brightened up.




  “Well, that’s a new industry, anyway. Crockery, eh?”




  “It’s a big German firm in Cannon Street,” Norgate explained. “They are going to make the stuff here. That ought to be better for our people.”




  The young man nodded.




  “I expect they’re afraid of tariff reform,” he suggested. “Those Germans see a long way ahead sometimes.”




  “I am beginning to believe that they do,” Norgate assented, as he stepped into the taxi.
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  Norgate walked into the club rather late that afternoon. Selingman and Prince Lenemaur were talking together in the little drawing-room. They called him in, and a few minutes later the Prince took his leave.




  “Well, that’s all arranged,” Norgate reported. “I have bought the three sites. There was only one thing the fellow down at Golder’s Hill was anxious about.”




  “And that?”




  “He hoped you weren’t just going to put down a concrete floor and then shut the place up.”




  Mr. Selingman’s amiable imperturbability was for once disturbed.




  “What did the fellow mean?” he enquired.




  “Haven’t an idea,” Norgate replied, “but he made me stand on a pile of bricks and look at a strip of land which some one else had bought upon a hill close by. I suppose they want the factories built as quickly as possible, and work-people around the place.”




  “I shall have two hundred men at work to-morrow morning,” Selingman remarked. “If that agent had not been a very ignorant person, he would have known that a concrete floor is a necessity to any factory where heavy machinery is used.”




  “Is it?” Norgate asked simply.




  “Any other question?” Selingman demanded.




  “None at all.”




  “Then we will go and play bridge.”




  They cut into the same rubber. Selingman, however, was not at first entirely himself. He played his cards in silence, and he once very nearly revoked. Mrs. Benedek took him to task.




  “Dear man,” she said, “we rely upon you so much, and to-day you fail to amuse us. What is there upon your mind? Let us console you, if we can.”




  “Dear lady, it is nothing,” Selingman assured her. “My company is planning big developments in connection with our business. The details afford me much food for thought. My attention, I fear, sometimes wanders. Forgive me, I will make amends. When the day comes that my new factories start work, I will give such a party as was never seen. I will invite you all. We will have a celebration that every one shall talk of. And meanwhile, behold! I will wander no longer. I declare no trumps.”




  Selingman for a time was himself again. When he cut out, however, he fidgeted a little restlessly around the room and watched Norgate share the same fate with an air of relief. He laid his hand upon the latter’s arm.




  “Come into the other room, Norgate,” he invited. “I have something to say to you.”




  Norgate obeyed at once, but the room was already occupied. A little blond lady was entertaining a soldier friend at tea. She withdrew her head from somewhat suspicious proximity to her companion’s at their entrance and greeted Selingman with innocent surprise.




  “How queer that you should come in just then, Mr. Selingman!” she exclaimed. “We were talking about Germany, Captain Fielder and I.”




  Selingman beamed upon them both. He was entirely himself again. He looked as though the one thing in life he had desired was to find Mrs. Barlow and her military companion in possession of the little drawing-room.




  “My country is flattered,” he declared, “especially,” he added, with a twinkle in his eyes, “as the subject seemed to be proving so interesting.”




  She made a little grimace at him.




  “Seriously, Mr. Selingman,” she continued, “Captain Fielder and I have been almost quarrelling. He insists upon it that some day or other Germany means to declare war upon us. I have been trying to point out that before many years have passed England and France will have drifted apart. Germany is the nearest to us of the continental nations, isn’t she, by relationship and race?”




  “Mrs. Barlow,” Selingman pronounced, “yours is the most sensible allusion to international politics which I have heard for many years. You are right. If I may be permitted to say so,” he added, “Captain Fielder is wrong. Germany has no wish to fight with any one. The last country in the world with whom she would care to cross swords is England.”




  “If Germany does not wish for war,” Captain Fielder persisted, “why does she keep such an extraordinary army? Why does she continually add to her navy? Why does she infest our country with spies and keep all her preparations as secret as possible?”




  “Of these things I know little,” Selingman confessed, “I am a manufacturer, and I have few friends among the military party. But this we all believe, and that is that the German army and navy are our insurance against trouble from the east. They are there so that in case of political controversy we shall have strength at our back when we seek to make favourable terms. As to using that strength, God forbid!”




  The little lady threw a triumphant glance across at her companion.




  “There, Captain Fielder,” she declared, “you have heard what a typical, well-informed, cultivated German gentleman has to say. I rely much more upon Mr. Selingman than upon any of the German reviews or official statements of policy.”




  Captain Fielder was bluntly unconvinced.




  “Mr. Selingman, without doubt,” he agreed, “may represent popular and cultivated German opinion. The only thing is whether the policy of the country is dictated by that class. Do you happen to have seen the afternoon papers?”




  “Not yet,” Mr. Selingman admitted. “Is there any news?”




  “There is the full text,” Captain Fielder continued, “of Austria’s demands upon Servia. I may be wrong, but I say confidently that those demands, which are impossible of acceptance, which would reduce Servia, in fact, to the condition of a mere vassal state, are intended to provoke a state of war.”




  Mr. Selingman shook his head.




  “I have seen the proposals,” he remarked. “They were in the second edition of the morning papers. They are onerous, without a doubt, but remember that as you go further east, all diplomacy becomes a matter of barter. They ask for so much first because they are prepared to take a great deal less.”




  “It is my opinion,” Captain Fielder pronounced, “that these demands are couched with the sole idea of inciting Russia’s intervention. There is already a report that Servia has appealed to St. Petersburg. It is quite certain that Russia, as the protector of the Slav nations, can never allow Servia to be humbled to this extent.”




  “Even then,” Mr. Selingman protested good-humouredly, “Austria is not Germany.”




  “There are very few people,” Captain Fielder continued, “who do not realise that Austria is acting exactly as she is bidden by Germany. To-morrow you will find that Russia has intervened. If Vienna disregards her, there will be mobilisation along the frontiers. It is my private and very firm impression that Germany is mobilising to-day, and secretly.”




  Mr. Selingman laughed good-humouredly.




  “Well, well,” he said, “let us hope it is not quite so bad as that.”




  “You are frightening me, Captain Fielder,” Mrs. Barlow declared. “I am going to take you off to play bridge.”




  They left the room. Selingman looked after them a little curiously.




  “Your military friend,” he remarked, “is rather a pessimist.”




  “Well, we haven’t many of them,” Norgate replied. “Nine people out of ten believe that a war is about as likely to come as an earthquake.”




  Selingman glanced towards the closed door.




  “Supposing,” he said, dropping his voice a little, “supposing I were to tell you, young man, that I entirely agreed with your friend? Supposing I were to tell you that, possibly by accident, he has stumbled upon the exact truth? What would you say then?”




  Norgate shrugged his shoulders.




  “Well,” he observed, “we’ve agreed, haven’t we, that a little lesson would be good for England? It might as well come now as at any other time.”




  “It will not come yet,” Mr. Selingman went on, “but I will tell you what is going to happen.”




  His voice had fallen almost to a whisper, his manner had become portentous.




  “Within a week or two,” he said, “Germany and Austria will have declared war upon Russia and Servia and France. Italy will join the allies—that you yourself know. As for England, her time has not come yet. We shall keep her neutral. All the recent information which we have collected makes it clear that she is not in a position to fight, even if she wished to. Nevertheless, to make a certainty of it, we shall offer her great inducements. We shall be ready to deal with her when Calais, Ostend, Boulogne, and Havre are held by our armies. Now listen, do you flinch?”




  The two men were still standing in the middle of the room. Selingman’s brows were lowered, his eyes were keen and hard-set. He had gripped Norgate by the left shoulder and held him with his face to the light.




  “Speak up,” he insisted. “It is now or never, if you mean to go through with this. You’re not funking it, eh?”




  “Not in the least,” Norgate declared.




  For the space of almost thirty seconds Selingman did not remove his gaze. All the time his hand was like a vice upon Norgate’s shoulder.




  “Very well,” he said at last, “you represent rather a gamble on my part, but I am not afraid of the throw. Come back to our bridge now. It was just a moment’s impulse—I saw something in your face. You realise, I suppose—but there, I won’t threaten you. Come back and we’ll drink a mixed vermouth together. The next few days are going to be rather a strain.”
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  Norgate’s expression was almost one of stupefaction. He looked at the slim young man who had entered his sitting-room a little diffidently and for a moment he was speechless.




  “Well, I’m hanged!” he murmured at last. “Hardy, you astonish me!”




  “The clothes are a perfect fit, sir,” the man observed, “and I think that we are exactly the same height.”




  Norgate took a cigarette from an open box, tapped it against the table and lit it. He was fascinated, however, by the appearance of the man who stood respectfully in the background.




  “Talk about clothes making the man!” he exclaimed. “Why, Hardy, do you realise your possibilities? You could go into my club and dine, order jewels from my jeweller. I am not at all sure that you couldn’t take my place at a dinner-party.”




  The man smiled deprecatingly.




  “Not quite that, I am sure, sir. If I may be allowed to say so, though, when you were good enough to give me the blue serge suit a short time ago, and a few of your old straw hats, two or three gentlemen stopped me under the impression that I was you. I should not have mentioned it, sir, but for the present circumstances.”




  “And no wonder!” Norgate declared. “If this weren’t really a serious affair, Hardy, I should be inclined to make a little humorous use of you. That isn’t what I want now, though. Listen. Put on one of my black overcoats and a silk hat, get the man to call you a taxi up to the door, and drive to Smith’s Hotel. You will enquire for the suite of the Baroness von Haase. The Baroness will allow you to remain in her rooms for half an hour. At the end of that time you will return here, change your clothes, and await any further orders.”




  “Very good, sir,” the man replied.




  “Help yourself to cigarettes,” Norgate invited, passing the box across. “Do the thing properly. Sit well back in the taxicab, although I’m hanged if I think that my friend Boko stands an earthly. Plenty of money in your pocket?”




  “Plenty, thank you, sir.”




  The man left the room, and Norgate, after a brief delay, followed his example. A glance up and down the courtyard convinced him that Boko had disappeared. He jumped into a taxi, gave an address in Belgrave Square, and within a quarter of an hour was ushered into the presence of Mr. Spencer Wyatt, who was seated at a writing-table covered with papers.




  “Mr. Norgate, isn’t it?” the latter remarked briskly. “I had Mr. Hebblethwaite’s note, and I am very pleased to give you five minutes. Sit down, won’t you, and fire away.”




  “Did Mr. Hebblethwaite give you any idea as to what I wanted?” Norgate asked.




  “Better read his note,” the other replied, pushing it across the table with a little smile.




  Norgate took it up and read:—




  “My dear Spencer Wyatt,




  “A young friend of mine, Francis Norgate, who has been in the Diplomatic Service for some years and is home just now from Berlin under circumstances which you may remember, has asked me to give him a line of introduction to you which will secure him an interview during to-day. Here is that line. Norgate is a young man for whom I have a great friendship. I consider him possessed of unusual intelligence and many delightful gifts, but, like many others of us, he is a crank. You can listen with interest to anything he may have to say to you, unless he speaks of Germany. That’s his weak point. On any other subject he is as sane as the best of us.




  “Many thanks. Certainly I am coming to the Review. We are all looking forward to it immensely.




  “Ever yours,




  “JOHN W. HEBBLETHWAITE.”




  Norgate set down the letter.




  “There are two points of view, Mr. Spencer Wyatt,” he said, “as to Germany. Mr. Hebblethwaite believes that I am an alarmist. I know that I am not. This isn’t any ordinary visit of mine. I have come to see you on the most urgent matter which any one could possibly conceive. I have come to give you the chance to save our country from the worst disaster that has ever befallen her.”




  Mr. Spencer Wyatt looked at his visitor steadily. His eyebrows had drawn a little closer together. He remained silent, however.




  “I talk about the things I know of,” Norgate continued. “By chance I have been associated during the last few weeks with the head of the German spies who infest this country. I have joined his ranks; I have become a double traitor. I do his work, but every report I hand in is a false one.”




  “Do you realise quite what you are saying, Mr. Norgate?”




  “Realise it?” Norgate repeated. “My God! Do you think I come here to say these things to you for dramatic effect, or from a sense of humour, or as a lunatic? Every word I shall say to you is the truth. At the present moment there isn’t a soul who seriously believes that England is going to be drawn into what the papers describe as a little eastern trouble. I want to tell you that that little eastern trouble has been brought about simply with the idea of provoking a European war. Germany is ready to strike at last, and this is her moment. Not a fortnight ago I sat opposite the boy Henriote in a cafe in Soho. My German friend handed him the money to get back to his country and to buy bombs. It’s all part of the plot. Austria’s insane demands are part of the plot; they are meant to drag Russia in. Russia must protest; she must mobilise. Germany is secretly mobilising at this moment. She will declare war against Russia, strike at France through Belgium. She will appeal to us for our neutrality.”




  “These are wonderful things you are saying, Mr. Norgate!”




  “I am telling you the simple truth,” Norgate went on, “and the history of our country doesn’t hold anything more serious or more wonderful. Shall I come straight to the point? I promised to reach it within five minutes.”




  “Take your own time,” the other replied. “My work is unimportant enough by the side of the things you speak of. You honestly believe that Germany is provoking a war against Russia and France?”




  “I know it,” Norgate went on. “She believes—Germany believes—that Italy will come in. She also believes, from false information that she has gathered in this country, that under no circumstances will England fight. It isn’t about that I came to you. We’ve become a slothful, slack, pleasure-loving people, but I still believe that when the time comes we shall fight. The only thing is that we shall be taken at a big disadvantage. We shall be open to a raid upon our fleet. Do you know that the entire German navy is at Kiel?”




  Mr. Wyatt nodded. “Manoeuvres,” he murmured.




  “Their manoeuvre,” Norgate continued earnestly, “is to strike one great blow at our scattered forces. Mr. Spencer Wyatt, I have come here to warn you. I don’t understand the workings of your department. I don’t know to whom you are responsible for any step you might take. But I have come to warn you that possibly within a few days, probably within a week, certainly within a fortnight, England will be at war.”




  Mr. Wyatt glanced down at Hebblethwaite’s letter.




  “You are rather taking my breath away, Mr. Norgate!”




  “I can’t help it, sir,” Norgate said simply. “I know that what I am telling you must sound like a fairy tale. I beg you to take it from me as the truth.”




  “But,” Mr. Spencer Wyatt remarked, “if you have come into all this information, Mr. Norgate, why didn’t you go to your friend Hebblethwaite? Why haven’t you communicated with the police and given this German spy of yours into charge?”




  “I have been to Hebblethwaite, and I have been to Scotland Yard,” Norgate told him firmly, “and all that I have got for my pains has been a snub. They won’t believe in German spies. Mr. Wyatt, you are a man of a little different temperament and calibre from those others. I tell you that all of them in the Cabinet have their heads thrust deep down into the sand. They won’t listen to me. They wouldn’t believe a word of what I am saying to you, but it’s true.”




  Mr. Spencer Wyatt leaned back in his chair. He had folded his arms. He was looking over the top of his desk across the room. His eyebrows were knitted, his thoughts had wandered away. For several moments there was silence. Then at last he rose to his feet, unlocked the safe which stood by his side, and took out a solid chart dotted in many places with little flags, each one of which bore the name of a ship. He looked at it attentively.




  “That’s the position of every ship we own, at six o’clock this evening,” he pointed out. “It’s true we are scattered. We are purposely scattered because of the Review. On Monday morning I go down to the Admiralty, and I give the word. Every ship you see represented by those little flags, moves in one direction.”




  “In other words,” Norgate remarked, “it is a mobilisation.”




  “Exactly!”




  Norgate leaned forward in his chair.




  “You’re coming to what I want to suggest,” he proceeded. “Listen. You can do it, if you like. Go down to the Admiralty to-night. Give that order. Set the wireless going. Mobilise the fleet to-night.”




  Mr. Wyatt looked steadfastly at his companion. His fingers were restlessly stroking his chin, his eyes seemed to be looking through his visitor.




  “But it would be a week too soon,” he muttered.




  “Risk it,” Norgate begged. “You have always the Review to fall back upon. The mobilisation, to be effective, should be unexpected. Mobilise to-morrow. I am telling you the truth, sir, and you’ll know it before many days are passed. Even if I have got hold of a mare’s nest, you know there’s trouble brewing. England will be in none the worse position to intervene for peace, if her fleet is ready to strike.”




  Mr. Spencer Wyatt rose to his feet. He seemed somehow an altered man.




  “Look here,” he announced gravely, “I am going for the gamble. If I have been misled, there will probably be an end of my career. I tell you frankly, I believe in you. I believe in the truth of the things you talk about. I risked everything, only a few weeks ago, on my belief. I’ll risk my whole career now. Keep your mouth shut; don’t say a word. Until to-morrow you will be the only man in England who knows it. I am going to mobilise the fleet to-night. Shake hands, Mr. Norgate. You’re either the best friend or the worst foe I’ve ever had. My coat and hat,” he ordered the servant who answered his summons. “Tell your mistress, if she enquires, that I have gone down to the Admiralty on special business.”
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  Anna passed her hand through Norgate’s arm and led him forcibly away from the shop window before which they had been standing.




  “My mind is absolutely made up,” she declared firmly. “I adore shopping, I love Bond Street, and I rather like you, but I will have no more trifles, as you call them. If you do not obey, I shall gaze into the next tobacconist’s window we pass, and go in and buy you all sorts of unsmokable and unusable things. And, oh, dear, here is the Count! I feel like a child who has played truant from school. What will he do to me, Francis?”




  “Don’t worry, dear,” Norgate laughed. “We’re coming to the end of this tutelage, you know.”




  Count Lanyoki, who had stopped his motor-car, came across the street towards them. He was, as usual, irreproachably attired. He wore white gaiters, patent shoes, and a grey, tall hat. His black hair, a little thin at the forehead, was brushed smoothly back. His moustache, also black but streaked with grey, was twisted upwards. He had, as always, the air of having just left the hands of his valet.




  “Dear Baroness,” he exclaimed, as he accosted her, “London has been searched for you! At the Embassy my staff are reduced to despair. Telephones, notes, telegrams, and personal calls have been in vain. Since lunch-time yesterday it seemed to us that you must have found some other sphere in which to dwell.”




  “Perhaps I have,” Anna laughed. “I am so sorry to have given you all this trouble, but yesterday—well, let me introduce, if I may, my husband, Mr. Francis Norgate. We were married by special license yesterday afternoon.”




  The Count’s amazement was obvious. Diplomatist though he was, it was several seconds before he could collect himself and rise to the situation. He broke off at last, however, in the midst of a string of interjections and realised his duties.




  “My dear Baroness,” he said, “my dear lady, let me wish you every happiness. And you, sir,” he added, turning to Norgate, “you must have, without a doubt, my most hearty congratulations. There! That is said. And now to more serious matters. Baroness, have you not always considered yourself the ward of the Emperor?”




  She nodded.




  “His Majesty has been very kind to me,” she admitted. “At the same time, I feel that I owe more to myself than I do to him. His first essay at interfering in my affairs was scarcely a happy one, was it?”




  “Perhaps not,” the Count replied. “And yet, think what you have done! You have married an Englishman!”




  “I thought English people were quite popular in Vienna,” Anna reminded him.




  The Count hesitated. “That,” he declared, “is scarcely the question. What troubles me most is that forty-eight hours ago I brought you a dispatch from the Emperor.”




  “You brought,” Anna pointed out, “what really amounted to an order to return at once to Vienna. Well, you see, I have disobeyed it.”




  They were standing at the corner of Clifford Street, and the Count, with a little gesture, led the way into the less crowded thoroughfare.




  “Dear Baroness,” he continued, as they walked slowly along, “I am placed now in a most extraordinary position. The Emperor’s telegram was of serious import. It cannot be that you mean to disobey his summons?”




  “Well, I really couldn’t put off being married, could I,” Anna protested, “especially when my husband had just got the special license. Besides, I do not wish to return to Vienna just now.”




  The Count glanced at Norgate and appeared to deliberate for a moment.




  “The state of affairs in the East,” he said, “is such that it is certainly wiser for every one just now to be within the borders of their own country.”




  “You believe that things are serious?” Anna enquired. “You believe, then, that real trouble is at hand?”




  “I fear so,” the Count acknowledged. “It appears to us that Servia has a secret understanding with Russia, or she would not have ventured upon such an attitude as she is now adopting towards us. If that be so, the possibilities of trouble are immense, almost boundless. That is why, Baroness, the Emperor has sent for you. That is why I think you should not hesitate to at once obey his summons.”




  Anna looked up at her companion, her eyes wide open, a little smile parting her lips.




  “But, Count,” she exclaimed, “you seem to forget! A few days ago, all that you say to me was reasonable enough, but to-day there is a great difference, is there not? I have married an Englishman. Henceforth this is my country.”




  There was a moment’s silence. The Count seemed dumbfounded. He stared at Anna as though unable to grasp the meaning of her words.




  “Forgive me, Baroness!” he begged. “I cannot for the moment realise the significance of this thing. Do you mean me to understand that you consider yourself now an Englishwoman?”




  “I do indeed,” she assented. “There are many ties which still bind me to Austria—ties, Count,” she proceeded, looking him in the face, “of which I shall be mindful. Yet I am not any longer the Baroness von Haase. I am Mrs. Francis Norgate, and I have promised to obey my husband in all manner of ridiculous things. At the same time, may I add something which will, perhaps, help you to accept the position with more philosophy? My husband is a friend of Herr Selingman’s.”




  The Count glanced quickly towards Norgate. There was some relief in his face—a great deal of distrust, however.




  “Baroness,” he said, “my advice to you, for your own good entirely, is, with all respect to your husband, that you shorten your honeymoon and pay your respects to the Emperor. I think that you owe it to him. I think that you owe it to your country.”




  Anna for a moment was grave again.




  “Just at present,” she pronounced, “I realise one debt only, and that is to my husband. I will come to the Embassy to-morrow and discuss these matters with you, Count, but whether my husband accompanies me or not, I have now no secrets from him.”




  “The position, then,” the Count declared, “is intolerable. May I ask whether you altogether realise, Baroness; what this means? The Emperor is your guardian. All your estates are subject to his jurisdiction. It is his command that you return to Vienna.”




  Anna laughed again. She passed her fingers through Norgate’s arm.




  “You see,” she explained, as they stood for a moment at the corner of the street, “I have a new emperor now, and he will not let me go.”




  * * * * *




  Selingman frowned a little as he recognised his visitor. Nevertheless, he rose respectfully to his feet and himself placed a chair by the side of his desk.




  “My dear Count!” he exclaimed. “I am very glad to see you, but this is an unusual visit. I would have met you somewhere, or come to the Embassy. Have we not agreed that it was well for Herr Selingman, the crockery manufacturer—”




  “That is all very well, Selingman,” the Count interrupted, “but this morning I have had a shock. It was necessary for me to talk with you at once. In Bond Street I met the Baroness von Haase. For twenty-four hours London has been ransacked in vain for her. This you may not know, but I will now tell you. She has been our trusted agent, the trusted agent of the Emperor, in many recent instances. She has carried secrets in her brain, messages to different countries. There is little that she does not know. The last twenty-four hours, as I say, I have sought for her. The Emperor requires her presence in Vienna. I meet her in Bond Street this morning and she introduces to me her husband, an English husband, Mr. Francis Norgate!”




  He drew back a little, with outstretched hands. Selingman’s face, however, remained expressionless.




  “Married already!” he commented. “Well, that is rather a surprise.”




  “A surprise? To be frank, it terrifies me!” the Count cried. “Heaven knows what that woman could tell an Englishman, if she chose! And her manner—I did not like it. The only reassuring thing about it was that she told me that her husband was one of your men.”




  “Quite true,” Selingman assented. “He is. It is only recently that he came to us, but I do not mind telling you that during the last few weeks no one has done such good work. He is the very man we needed.”




  “You have trusted him?”




  “I trust or I do not trust,” Selingman replied. “That you know. I have employed this young man in very useful work. I cannot blindfold him. He knows.”




  “Then I fear treachery,” the Count declared.




  “Have you any reason for saying that?” Selingman asked.




  The Count lit a cigarette with trembling fingers.




  “Listen,” he said, “always, my friend, you undervalue a little the English race. You undervalue their intelligence, their patriotism, their poise towards the serious matters of life. I know nothing of Mr. Francis Norgate save what I saw this morning. He is one of that type of Englishmen, clean-bred, well-born, full of reserve, taciturn, yet, I would swear, honourable. I know the type, and I do not believe in such a man being your servant.”




  The shadow of anxiety crossed Selingman’s face.




  “Have you any reason for saying this?” he repeated.




  “No reason save the instinct which is above reason,” the Count replied quickly. “I know that if the Baroness and he put their heads together, we may be under the shadow of catastrophe.”




  Selingman sat with folded arms for several moments.




  “Count,” he said at last, “I appreciate your point of view. You have, I confess, disturbed me. Yet of this young man I have little fear. I did not approach him by any vulgar means. I took, as they say here, the bull by the horns. I appealed to his patriotism.”




  “To what?” the Count demanded incredulously.




  “To his patriotism,” Selingman repeated. “I showed him the decadence of his country, decadence visible through all her institutions, through her political tendencies, through her young men of all classes. I convinced him that what the country needed was a bitter tonic, a kind but chastening hand. I convinced him of this. He believes that he betrays his country for her ultimate good. As I told you before, he has brought me information which is simply invaluable. He has a position and connections which are unique.”




  The Count drew his chair a little nearer.




  “You say that he has done you great service,” he said. “Well, you must admit for yourself that the day is too near now for much more to be expected. Could you not somehow guard against his resolution breaking down at the last moment? Think what it may mean to him—the sound of his national anthem at a critical moment, the clash of arms in the distance, the call of France across the Channel. A week—even half a week’s extra preparation might make much difference.”




  Selingman sat for a short time, deep in thought. Then he drew out a box of pale-looking German cigars and lit one.




  “Count,” he announced solemnly, “I take off my hat to you. Leave the matter in my hands.”
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  Norgate set down the telephone receiver and turned to Anna, who was seated in an easy-chair by his side.




  “Selingman is down-stairs,” he announced. “I rather expected I should see something of him as I didn’t go to the club this afternoon. You won’t mind if he comes up?”




  “The man is a nuisance,” Anna declared, with a little grimace. “I was perfectly happy, Francis, sitting here before the open window and looking out at the lights in that cool, violet gulf of darkness. I believe that in another minute I should have said something to you absolutely ravishing. Then your telephone rings and back one comes to earth again!”




  Norgate smiled as he held her hand in his.




  “We will get rid of him quickly, dearest,” he promised.




  There was a knock at the door, and Selingman entered, his face wreathed in smiles. He was wearing a long dinner coat and a flowing black tie. He held out both his hands.




  “So this is the great news that has kept you away from us!” he exclaimed. “My congratulations, Norgate. You can never say again that the luck has left you. Baroness, may I take advantage of my slight acquaintance to express my sincere wishes for your happiness?”




  They wheeled up a chair for him, and Norgate produced some cigars. The night was close. They were on the seventh story, overlooking the river, and a pleasant breeze stole every now and then into the room.




  “You are well placed here,” Selingman declared. “Myself, I too like to be high up.”




  “These are really just my bachelor rooms,” Norgate explained, “but under the circumstances we thought it wiser to wait before we settled down anywhere. Is there any news to-night?”




  “There is great news,” Selingman announced gravely. “There is news of wonderful import. In a few minutes you will hear the shouting of the boys in the Strand there. You shall hear it first from me. Germany has found herself compelled to declare war against Russia.”




  They were both speechless. Norgate was carried off his feet. The reality of the thing was stupendous.




  “Russia has been mobilising night and day on the frontiers of East Prussia,” Selingman continued. “Germany has chosen to strike the first blow. Now listen, both of you. I am going to speak in these few minutes to Norgate here very serious words. I take it that in the matters which lie between him and me, you, Baroness, are as one with him?”




  “It is so,” Norgate admitted.




  “To be frank, then,” Selingman went on, “you, Norgate, during these momentous days have been the most useful of all my helpers here. The information which I have dispatched to Berlin, emanating from you, has been more than important—it has been vital. It has been so vital that I have a long dispatch to-night, begging me to reaffirm my absolute conviction as to the truth of the information which I have forwarded. Let us, for a moment, recapitulate. You remember your interview with Mr. Hebblethwaite on the subject of war?”




  “Distinctly,” Norgate assented.




  “It was your impression,” Selingman continued, “gathered from that conversation, that under no possible circumstances would Mr. Hebblethwaite himself, or the Cabinet as a whole, go to war with Germany in support of France. Is that correct?”




  “It is correct,” Norgate admitted.




  “Nothing has happened to change your opinion?”




  “Nothing.”




  “To proceed, then,” Selingman went on. “Some little time ago you called upon Mr. Bullen at the House of Commons. You promised a large contribution to the funds of the Irish Party, a sum which is to be paid over on the first of next month, on condition that no compromise in the Home Rule question shall be accepted by him, even in case of war. And further, that if England should find herself in a state of war, no Nationalists should volunteer to fight in her ranks. Is this correct?”




  “Perfectly,” Norgate admitted.




  “The information was of great interest in Berlin,” Selingman pointed out. “It is realised there that it means of necessity a civil war.”




  “Without a doubt.”




  “You believe,” Selingman persisted, “that I did not take an exaggerated or distorted view of the situation, as discussed between you and Mr. Bullen, when I reported that civil war in Ireland was inevitable?”




  “It is inevitable,” Norgate agreed.




  Selingman sat for several moments in portentous silence.




  “We are on the threshold of great events,” he announced. “The Cabinet opinion in Berlin has been swayed by the two factors which we have discussed. It is the wish of Germany, and her policy, to end once and for all the eastern disquiet, to weaken Russia so that she can no longer call herself the champion of the Slav races and uphold their barbarism against our culture. France is to be dealt with only as the ally of Russia. We want little more from her than we have already. But our great desire is that England of necessity and of her own choice, should remain, for the present, neutral. Her time is to come later. Italy, Germany, and Austria can deal with France and Russia to a mathematical certainty. What we desire to avoid are any unforeseen complications. I leave you to-night, and I cable my absolute belief in the statements deduced from your work. You have nothing more to say?”




  “Nothing,” Norgate replied.




  Selingman was apparently relieved. He rose, a little later, to his feet.




  “My young friend,” he concluded, “in the near future great rewards will find their way to this country. There is no one who has deserved more than you. There is no one who will profit more. That reminds me. There was one little question I had to ask. A friend of mine has seen you on your way back and forth to Camberley three or four times lately. You lunched the other day with the colonel of one of your Lancer regiments. How did you spend your time at Camberley?”




  For a moment Norgate made no reply. The moonlight was shining into the room, and Anna had turned out all the lights with the exception of one heavily-shaded lamp. Her eyes were shining as she leaned a little forward in her chair.




  “Boko again, I suppose,” Norgate grunted.




  “Certainly Boko,” Selingman acknowledged.




  “I was in the Yeomanry when I was younger,” Norgate explained slowly. “I had some thought of entering the army before I took up diplomacy. Colonel Chalmers is a friend of mine. I have been down to Camberley to see if I could pick up a little of the new drill.”




  “For what reason?” Selingman demanded.




  “Need I tell you that?” Norgate protested. “Whatever my feeling for England may be at the present moment, however bitterly I may regret the way she has let her opportunities slip, the slovenly political condition of the country, yet I cannot put away from me the fact that I am an Englishman. If trouble should come, even though I may have helped to bring it about, even though I may believe that it is a good thing for the country to have to meet trouble, I should still fight on her side.”




  “But there will be no war,” Selingman reminded him. “You yourself have ascertained that the present Cabinet will decline war at any cost.”




  “The present Government, without a doubt,” Norgate assented. “I am thinking of later on, when your first task is over.”




  Selingman nodded gravely.




  “When that day comes,” he said, as he rose and took up his hat, “it will not be a war. If your people resist, it will be a butchery. Better to find yourself in one of the Baroness’ castles in Austria when that time comes! It is never worth while to draw a sword in a lost cause. I wish you good night, Baroness. I wish you good night, Norgate.”




  He shook hands with them both firmly, but there was still something of reserve in his manner. Norgate rang for his servant to show him out. They took their places once more by the window.




  “War!” Norgate murmured, his eyes fixed upon the distant lights.




  Anna crept a little nearer to him.




  “Francis,” she whispered, “that man has made me a little uneasy. Supposing they should discover that you have deceived them, before they have been obliged to leave the country!”




  “They will be much too busy,” Norgate replied, “to think about me.”




  Anna’s face was still troubled. “I did not like that man’s look,” she persisted, “when he asked you what you were doing at Camberley. Perhaps he still believes that you have told the truth, but he might easily have it in his mind that you knew too many of their secrets to be trusted when the vital moment came.”




  Norgate leaned over and drew her towards him.




  “Selingman has gone,” he murmured. “It is only outside that war is throbbing. Dearest, I think that my vital moments are now!”
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  Mr. Hebblethwaite permitted himself a single moment of abstraction. He sat at the head of the table in his own remarkably well-appointed dining-room. His guests—there were eighteen or twenty of them in all—represented in a single word Success—success social as well as political. His excellently cooked dinner was being served with faultless precision. His epigrams had never been more pungent. The very distinguished peeress who sat upon his right, and whose name was a household word in the enemy’s camp, had listened to him with enchained and sympathetic interest. For a single second he permitted his thoughts to travel back to the humble beginnings of his political career. He had a brief, flashlight recollection of the suburban parlour of his early days, the hard fight at first for a living, then for some small place in local politics, and then, larger and more daring schemes as the boundary of his ambitions became each year a little further extended. Beyond him now was only one more step to be taken. The last goal was well within his reach.




  The woman at his right recommenced their conversation, which had been for a moment interrupted.




  “We were speaking of success,” she said. “Success often comes to one covered by the tentacles and parasites of shame, and yet, even in its grosser forms, it has something splendid about it. But success that carries with it no apparent drawback whatever is, of course, the most amazing thing of all. I was reading that wonderful article of Professor Wilson’s last month. He quotes you very extensively. His analysis of your character was, in its way, interesting. Directly I had read it, however, I felt that it lacked one thing—simplicity. I made up my mind that the next time we talked intimately, I would ask you to what you yourself attributed your success?”




  Hebblethwaite smiled graciously.




  “I will not attempt to answer you in epigrams,” he replied. “I will pay a passing tribute to a wonderful constitution, an invincible sense of humour, which I think help one to keep one’s head up under many trying conditions. But the real and final explanation of my success is that I embraced the popular cause. I came from the people, and when I entered into politics, I told myself and every one else that it was for the people I should work. I have never swerved from that purpose. It is to the people I owe whatever success I am enjoying to-day.”




  The Duchess nodded thoughtfully.




  “Yes,” she admitted, “you are right there. Shall I proceed with my own train of thought quite honestly?”




  “I shall count it a compliment,” he assured her earnestly, “even if your thoughts contain criticisms.”




  “You occupy so great a position in political life to-day,” she continued, “that one is forced to consider you, especially in view of the future, as a politician from every point of view. Now, by your own showing, you have been a specialist. You have taken up the cause of the people against the classes. You have stripped many of us of our possessions—the Duke, you know, hates the sound of your name—and by your legislation you have, without a doubt, improved the welfare of many millions of human beings. But that is not all that a great politician must achieve, is it? There is our Empire across the seas.”




  “Imperialism,” he declared, “has never been in the foreground of my programme, but I call myself an Imperialist. I have done what I could for the colonies. I have even abandoned on their behalf some of my pet principles of absolute freedom in trade.”




  “You certainly have not been prejudiced,” she admitted. “Whether your politics have been those of an Imperialist from the broadest point of view—well, we won’t discuss that question just now. We might, perhaps, differ. But there is just one more point. Zealously and during the whole of your career, you have set your face steadfastly against any increase of our military power. They say that it is chiefly due to you and Mr. Busby that our army to-day is weaker in numbers than it has been for years. You have set your face steadily against all schemes for national service. You have taken up the stand that England can afford to remain neutral, whatever combination of Powers on the Continent may fight. Now tell me, do you see any possibility of failure, from the standpoint of a great politician, in your attitude?”




  “I do not,” he answered. “On the contrary, I am proud of all that I have done in that direction. For the reduction of our armaments I accept the full responsibility. It is true that I have opposed national service. I want to see the people develop commercially. The withdrawing of a million of young men, even for a month every year, from their regular tasks, would not only mean a serious loss to the manufacturing community, but it would be apt to unsettle and unsteady them. Further, it would kindle in this country the one thing I am anxious to avoid—the military spirit. We do not need it, Duchess. We are a peace-loving nation, civilised out of the crude lust for conquest founded upon bloodshed. I do believe that geographically and from every other point of view, England, with her navy, can afford to fold her arms, and if other nations should at any time be foolish enough to imperil their very existence by fighting for conquest or revenge, then we, who are strong enough to remain aloof, can only grow richer and stronger by the disasters which happen to them.”




  There was a momentary silence. The Duchess leaned back in her chair, and Mr. Hebblethwaite, always the courteous host, talked for a while to the woman on his left. The Duchess, however, reopened the subject a few minutes later.




  “I come, you must remember, Mr. Hebblethwaite,” she observed, “from long generations of soldiers, and you, as you have reminded me, from a long race of yeomen and tradespeople. Therefore, without a doubt, our point of view must be different. That, perhaps, is what makes conversation between us so interesting. To me, a conflict in Europe, sooner or later, appears inevitable. With England preserving a haughty and insular neutrality, which, from her present military condition, would be almost compulsory, the struggle would be between Russia, France, Italy, Germany, and Austria. Russia is an unknown force, but in my mind I see Austria and Italy, with perhaps one German army, holding her back for many months, perhaps indefinitely. On the other hand, I see France overrun by the Germans very much as she was in 1870. I adore the French, and I have little sympathy with the Germans, but as a fighting race I very reluctantly feel that I must admit the superiority of the Germans. Very well, then. With Ostend, Calais, Boulogne, and Havre seized by Germany, as they certainly would be, and turned into naval bases, do you still believe that England’s security would be wholly provided for by her fleet?”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite smiled.




  “Duchess,” he said, “sooner or later I felt quite sure that our conversation would draw near to the German bogey. The picture you draw is menacing enough. I look upon its probability as exactly on the same par as the overrunning of Europe by the yellow races.”




  “You believe in the sincerity of Germany?” she asked.




  “I do,” he admitted firmly. “There is a military element in Germany which is to be regretted, but the Germans themselves are a splendid, cultured, and peace-loving people, who are seeking their future not at the point of the sword but in the counting-houses of the world. If I fear the Germans, it is commercially, and from no other point of view.”




  “I wish I could feel your confidence,” the Duchess sighed.




  “I have myself recently returned from Berlin,” Mr. Hebblethwaite continued. “Busby, as you know, has been many times an honoured guest there at their universities and in their great cities. He has had every opportunity of probing the tendencies of the people. His mind is absolutely and finally made up. Not in all history has there ever existed a race freer from the lust of bloodthirsty conquest than the German people of to-day.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite concluded his sentence with some emphasis. He felt that his words were carrying conviction. Some of the conversation at their end of the table had been broken off to listen to his pronouncements. At that moment his butler touched him upon the elbow.




  “Mr. Bedells has just come up from the War Office, sir,” he announced. “He is waiting outside. In the meantime, he desired me to give you this.”




  The butler, who had served an archbishop, and resented often his own presence in the establishment of a Radical Cabinet Minister, presented a small silver salver on which reposed a hastily twisted up piece of paper. Mr. Hebblethwaite, with a little nod, unrolled it and glanced towards the Duchess, who bowed complacently. With the smile still upon his lips, a confident light in his eyes, Mr. Hebblethwaite held out the crumpled piece of paper before him and read the hurriedly scrawled pencil lines:




  “Germany has declared war against Russia and presented an ultimatum to France. I have other messages.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite was a strong man. He was a man of immense self-control. Yet in that moment the arteries of life seemed as though they had ceased to flow. He sat at the head of his table, and his eyes never left those pencilled words. His mind fought with them, discarded them, only to find them still there hammering at his brain, traced in letters of scarlet upon the distant walls. War! The great, unbelievable tragedy, the one thousand-to-one chance in life which he had ever taken! His hand almost fell to his side. There was a queer little silence. No one liked to ask him a question; no one liked to speak. It was the Duchess at last who murmured a few words, when the silence had become intolerable.




  “It is bad news?” she whispered.




  “It is very bad news indeed,” Mr. Hebblethwaite answered, raising his voice a little, so that every one at the table might hear him. “I have just heard from the War Office that Germany has declared war against Russia. You will perhaps, under the circumstances, excuse me.”




  He rose to his feet. There was a queer singing in his ears. The feast seemed to have turned to a sickly debauch. All that pinnacle of success seemed to have fallen away. The faces of his guests, even, as they looked at him, seemed to his conscience to be expressing one thing, and one thing only—that same horrible conviction which was deadening his own senses. He and the others—could it be true?—had they taken up lightly the charge and care of a mighty empire and dared to gamble upon, instead of providing for, its security? He thrust the thought away; and the natural strength of the man began to reassert itself. If they had done ill, they had done it for the people’s sake. The people must rally to them now. He held his head high as he left the room.




  CHAPTER XXXVIII




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  Norgate found himself in an atmosphere of strange excitement during his two hours’ waiting at the House of Commons on the following day. He was ushered at last into Mr. Hebblethwaite’s private room. Hebblethwaite had just come in from the House and was leaning a little back in his chair, in an attitude of repose. He glanced at Norgate with a faint smile.




  “Well, young fellow,” he remarked, “come to do the usual ‘I told you so’ business, I suppose?”




  “Don’t be an ass!” Norgate most irreverently replied. “There are one or two things I must tell you and tell you at once. I may have hinted at them before, but you weren’t taking things seriously then. First of all, is Mr. Bullen in the House?”




  “Of course!”




  “Could you send for him here just for a minute?” Norgate pleaded. “I am sure it would make what I am going to say sound more convincing to you.”




  Hebblethwaite struck a bell by his side and despatched a messenger.




  “How are things going?” Norgate asked.




  “France is mobilising as fast as she can,” Hebblethwaite announced. “We have reports coming in that Germany has been at it for at least a week, secretly. They say that Austrian troops have crossed into Poland. There isn’t anything definite yet, but it’s war, without a doubt, war just as we’d struck the right note for peace. Russia was firm but splendid. Austria was wavering. Just at the critical moment, like a thunderbolt, came Germany’s declaration of war. Here’s Mr. Bullen. Now go ahead, Norgate.”




  Mr. Bullen came into the room, recognised Norgate, and stopped short.




  “So you’re here again, young man, are you?” he exclaimed. “I don’t know why you’ve sent for me, Hebblethwaite, but if you take my advice, you won’t let that young fellow go until you’ve asked him a few questions.”




  “Mr. Norgate is a friend of mine,” Hebblethwaite said. “I think you will find—”




  “Friend or no friend,” the Irishman interrupted, “he is a traitor, and I tell you so to his face.”




  “That is exactly what I wished you to tell Mr. Hebblethwaite,” Norgate remarked, nodding pleasantly. “I just want you to recall the circumstances of my first visit here.”




  “You came and offered me a bribe of a million pounds,” Mr. Bullen declared, “if I would provoke a civil war in Ireland in the event of England getting into trouble. I wasn’t sure whom you were acting for then, but I am jolly certain now. That young fellow is a German spy, Hebblethwaite.”




  “Mr. Hebblethwaite knew that quite well,” admitted Norgate coolly. “I came and told him so several times. I think that he even encouraged me to do my worst.”




  “Look here, Norgate,” Hebblethwaite intervened, “I’m certain you are driving at something serious. Let’s have it.”




  “Quite right, I am,” Norgate assented. “I just wanted to testify to you that Mr. Bullen’s reply to my offer was the patriotic reply of a loyal Irishman. I did offer him that million pounds on behalf of Germany, and he did indignantly refuse it, but the point of the whole thing is—my report to Germany.”




  “And that?” Mr. Hebblethwaite asked eagerly.




  “I reported Mr. Bullen’s acceptance of the sum,” Norgate told them. “I reported that civil war in Ireland was imminent and inevitable and would come only the sooner for any continental trouble in which England might become engaged.”




  Mr. Hebblethwaite’s face cleared.




  “I begin to understand now, Norgate,” he muttered. “Good fellow!”




  Mr. Bullen was summoned in hot haste by one of his supporters and hurried out. Norgate drew his chair a little closer to his friend’s.




  “Look here, Hebblethwaite,” he said, “you wouldn’t listen to me, you know—I don’t blame you—but I knew the truth of what I was saying. I knew what was coming. The only thing I could do to help was to play the double traitor. I did it. My chief, who reported to Berlin that this civil war was inevitable, will get it in the neck, but there’s more to follow. The Baroness von Haase and I were associated in an absolutely confidential mission to ascertain the likely position of Italy in the event of this conflict. I know for a fact that Italy will not come in with her allies.”




  “Do you mean that?” Mr. Hebblethwaite asked eagerly.




  “Absolutely certain,” Norgate assured him.




  Hebblethwaite half rose from his place with excitement.




  “I ought to telephone to the War Office,” he declared. “It will alter the whole mobilisation of the French troops.”




  “France knows,” Norgate told him quietly. “My wife has seen to that. She passed the information on to them just in time to contract the whole line of mobilisation.”




  “You’ve been doing big things, young fellow!” Mr. Hebblethwaite exclaimed excitedly. “Go on. Tell me at once, what was your report to Germany?”




  “I reported that Italy would certainly fulfil the terms of her alliance and fight,” Norgate replied. “Furthermore, I have convinced my chief over here that under no possible circumstances would the present Cabinet sanction any war whatsoever. I have given him plainly to understand that you especially are determined to leave France to her fate if war should come, and to preserve our absolute neutrality at all costs.”




  “Go on,” Hebblethwaite murmured. “Finish it, anyhow.”




  “There is very little more,” Norgate concluded. “I have a list here of properties in the outskirts of London, all bought by Germans, and all having secret preparations for the mounting of big guns. You might just pass that on to the War Office, and they can destroy the places at their leisure. There isn’t anything else, Hebblethwaite. As I told you, I’ve played the double traitor. It was the only way I could help. Now, if I were you, I would arrest the master-spy for whom I have been working. Most of the information he has picked up lately has been pretty bad, and I fancy he’ll get a warm reception if he does get back to Berlin, but if ever there was a foreigner who abused the hospitality of this country, Selingman’s the man.”




  “We’ll see about that presently,” Mr. Hebblethwaite declared, leaning back. “Let me think over what you have told me. It comes to this, Norgate. You’ve practically encouraged Germany to risk affronting us.”




  “I can’t help that,” Norgate admitted. “Germany has gone into this war, firmly believing that Italy will be on her side, and that we shall have our hands occupied in civil war, and in any case that we should remain neutral. I am not asking you questions, Hebblethwaite. I don’t know what the position of the Government will be if Germany attacks France in the ordinary way. But one thing I do believe, and that is that if Germany breaks Belgian neutrality and invades Belgium, there isn’t any English Government which has ever been responsible for the destinies of this country, likely to take it lying down. We are shockingly unprepared, or else, of course, there’d have been no war at all. We shall lose hundreds of thousands of our young men, because they’ll have to fight before they are properly trained, but we must fight or perish. And we shall fight—I am sure of that, Hebblethwaite.”




  “We are all Englishmen,” Hebblethwaite answered simply.




  The door was suddenly opened. Spencer Wyatt pushed his way past a protesting doorkeeper. Hebblethwaite rose to his feet; he seemed to forget Norgate’s presence.




  “You’ve been down to the Admiralty?” he asked quickly. “Do you know?”




  Spencer Wyatt pointed to Norgate. His voice shook with emotion.




  “I know, Hebblethwaite,” he replied, “but there’s something that you don’t know. We were told to mobilise the fleet an hour ago. My God, what chance should we have had! Germany means scrapping, and look where our ships are, or ought to be.”




  “I know it,” Hebblethwaite groaned.




  “Well, they aren’t there!” Spencer Wyatt announced triumphantly. “A week ago that young fellow came to me. He told me what was impending. I half believed it before he began. When he told me his story, I gambled upon it. I mistook the date for the Grand Review. I signed the order for mobilisation at the Admiralty, seven days ago. We are safe, Hebblethwaite! I’ve been getting wireless messages all day yesterday and to-day. We are at Cromarty and Rosyth. Our torpedo squadron is in position, our submarines are off the German coast. It was just the toss of a coin—papers and a country life for me, or our fleet safe and a great start in the war. This is the man who has done it.”




  “It’s the best news I’ve heard this week,” Hebblethwaite declared, with glowing face. “If our fleet is safe, the country is safe for a time. If this thing comes, we’ve a chance. I’ll go through the country. I’ll start the day war’s declared. I’ll talk to the people I’ve slaved for. They shall come to our help. We’ll have the greatest citizen army who ever fought for their native land. I’ve disbelieved in fighting all my life. If we are driven to it, we’ll show the world what peace-loving people can do, if the weapon is forced into their hands. Norgate, the country owes you a great debt. Another time, Wyatt, I’ll tell you more than you know now. What can we do for you, young fellow?”




  Norgate rose to his feet.




  “My work is already chosen, thanks,” he said, as he shook hands. “I have been preparing for some time.”
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  The card-rooms at the St. James’s Club were crowded, but very few people seemed inclined to play. They were standing or sitting about in little groups. A great many of them were gathered around the corner where Selingman was seated. He was looking somewhat graver than usual, but there was still a confident smile upon his lips.




  “My little friend,” he said, patting the hand of the fair lady by his side, “reassure yourself. Your husband and your husband’s friends are quite safe. For England there will come no fighting. Believe me, that is a true word.”




  “But the impossible is happening all the time,” Mrs. Barlow protested. “Who would have believed that without a single word of warning Germany would have declared war against Russia?”




  Mr. Selingman raised his voice a little.




  “Let me make the situation clear,” he begged. “Listen to me, if you will, because I am a patriotic German but also a lover of England, a sojourner here, and one of her greatest friends. Germany has gone to war against Russia. Why? You will say upon a trifling pretext. My answer to you is this. There is between the Teuton and the Slav an enmity more mighty than anything you can conceive of. It has been at the root of all the unrest in the Balkans. Many a time Germany has kept the peace at the imminent loss of her own position and prestige. But one knows now that the struggle must come. The Russians are piling up a great army with only one intention. They mean to wrest from her keeping certain provinces of Austria, to reduce Germany’s one ally to the condition of a vassal state, to establish the Slav people there and throughout the Balkan States, at the expense of the Teuton. Germany must protect her own. It is a struggle, mind you, which concerns them alone. If only there were common sense in the world, every one else would stand by and let Germany and Austria fight with Russia on the one great issue—Slav or Teuton.”




  “But there’s France,” little Mrs. Barlow reminded him. “She can’t keep out of it. She is Russia’s ally.”




  “Alas! my dear madam,” Selingman continued, “you point out the tragedy of the whole situation. If France could see wisdom, if France could see truth, she would fold her arms with you others, keep her country and her youth and her dignity. But I will be reasonable. She is, as you say, bound—bound by her alliance to Russia, and she will fight. Very well! Germany wants no more from France than what she has. Germany will fight a defensive campaign. She will push France back with one hand, in as friendly a manner as is compatible with the ethics of war. On the east she will move swiftly. She will fight Russia, and, believe me, the issue will not be long doubtful. She will conclude an honourable peace with France at the first opportunity.”




  “Then you don’t think we shall be involved at all?” some one else asked.




  “If you are,” Selingman declared, “it will be your own doing, and it will simply be the most criminal act of this generation. Germany has nothing but friendship for England. I ask you, what British interests are threatened by this inevitable clash between the Slav and the Teuton? It is miserable enough for France to be dragged in. It would be lunacy for England. Therefore, though it is true that serious matters are pending, though, alas! I must return at once to see what help I can afford my country, never for a moment believe, any of you, that there exists the slightest chance of war between Germany and England.”




  “Then I don’t see,” Mrs. Barlow sighed, “why we shouldn’t have a rubber of bridge.”




  “Let us,” Selingman assented. “It is a very reasonable suggestion. It will divert our thoughts. Here is the afternoon paper. Let us first see whether there is any further news.”




  It was Mrs. Paston Benedek who opened it. She stared at the first sheet for a moment with eyes which were almost dilated. Then she looked around. Her voice sounded unnatural.




  “Look!” she cried. “Francis Norgate—Mr. Francis Norgate has committed suicide in his rooms!”




  “It is not possible!” Selingman exclaimed.




  They all crowded around the paper. The announcement was contained in a few lines only. Mr. Francis Norgate had been discovered shot through the heart in his sitting-room at the Milan Court, with a revolver by his side. There was a letter addressed to his wife, who had left the day before for Paris. No further particulars could be given of the tragedy. The little group of men and women all looked at one another in a strange, questioning manner. For a moment the war cloud seemed to have passed even from their memories. It was something newer and in a sense more dramatic, this. Norgate—one of themselves! Norgate, who had played bridge with them day after day, had been married only a week or so ago—dead, under the most horrible of all conditions! And Baring, only a few weeks before! There was an uneasiness about which no one could put into words, vague suspicions, strange imaginings.




  “It’s only three weeks,” some one muttered, “since poor Baring shot himself! What the devil does it mean? Norgate—why, the fellow was full of common sense.”




  “He was fearfully cut up,” some one interposed, “about that Berlin affair.”




  “But he was just married,” Mrs. Paston Benedek reminded them, “married to the most charming woman in Europe,—rich, too, and noble. I saw them only two days ago together. They were the picture of happiness. This is too terrible. I am going into the other room to sit down. Please forgive me. Mr. Selingman, will you give me your arm?”




  She passed into the little drawing-room, almost dragging her companion. She closed the door behind them. Her eyes were brilliant. The words came hot and quivering from her lips.




  “Listen!” she ordered. “Tell me the truth. Was this suicide or not?”




  “Why should it not be?” Selingman asked gravely. “Norgate was an Englishman, after all. He must have felt that he had betrayed his country. He has given us, as you know, very valuable information. The thought must have preyed upon his conscience.”




  “Don’t lie to me!” she interrupted. “Tell me the truth now or never come near me again, never ask me another question, don’t be surprised to find the whole circle of your friends here broken up and against you. It’s only the truth I ask for. If a thing is necessary, do I not know that it must be done? But I will hear the truth. There was that about Baring’s death which I never understood; but this—this shall be explained.”




  Selingman stood for a moment or two with folded arms.




  “Dear lady,” he said soothingly, “you are not like the others. You have earned the knowledge of the truth. You shall have it. I did not mistrust Francis Norgate, but I knew very well that when the blow fell, he would waver. These Englishmen are all like that. They can lose patience with their ill-governed country. They can go abroad, write angry letters to The Times, declare that they have shaken the dust of their native land from their feet. But when the pinch comes, they fall back. Norgate has served me well, but he knew too much. He is safer where he is.”




  “He was murdered, then!” she whispered.




  Selingman nodded very slightly.




  “It is seldom,” he declared, “that we go so far. Believe me, it is only because our great Empire is making its move, stretching out for the great world war, that I gave the word. What is one man’s life when millions are soon to perish?”




  She sank down into an easy-chair and covered her face with her hands.




  “I am answered,” she murmured, “only I know now I was not made for these things. I love scheming, but I am a woman.”
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  Mr. Selingman’s influence over his fellows had never been more marked than on that gloomiest of all afternoons. They gathered around him as he sat on the cushioned fender, a cup of tea in one hand and a plateful of buttered toast by his side.




  “To-day,” he proclaimed, “I bring good news. Yesterday, I must admit, things looked black, and the tragedy to poor young Norgate made us all miserable.”




  “I should have said things looked worse,” one of the men declared, throwing down an afternoon paper. “The Cabinet Council is still sitting, and there are all sorts of rumours in the city.”




  “I was told by a man in the War Office,” Mrs. Barlow announced, “that England would stand by her treaty to Belgium, and that Germany has made all her plans to invade France through Belgium.”




  “Rumours, of course, there must be,” Selingman agreed, “but I bring something more than rumour. I received to-day, by special messenger from Berlin, a dispatch of the utmost importance. Germany is determined to show her entire friendliness towards England. She recognises the difficulties of your situation. She is going to make a splendid bid for your neutrality. Much as I would like to, I cannot tell you more. This, however, I know to be the basis of her offer. You in England could help in the fight solely by means of your fleet. It is Germany’s suggestion that, in return for your neutrality, she should withdraw her fleet from action and leave the French northern towns unbombarded. You will then be in a position to fulfil your obligations to France, whatever they may be, without moving a stroke or spending a penny. It is a triumph of diplomacy, that—a veritable triumph.”




  “It does sound all right,” Mrs. Barlow admitted.




  “It has relieved my mind of a mighty burden,” Selingman continued, setting down his empty plate and brushing the crumbs from his waistcoat. “I feel now that we can look on at this world drama with sorrowing eyes, indeed, but free from feelings of hatred and animosity. I have had a trying day. I should like a little bridge. Let us—”




  Selingman did not finish his sentence. The whole room, for a moment, seemed to become a study in still life. A woman who had been crossing the floor stood there as though transfixed. A man who was dealing paused with an outstretched card in his hand. Every eye was turned on the threshold. It was Norgate who stood there, Norgate metamorphosed, in khaki uniform—an amazing spectacle! Mrs. Barlow was the first to break the silence with a piercing shriek. Then the whole room seemed to be in a turmoil. Selingman alone sat quite still. There was a grey shade upon his face, and the veins were standing out at the back of his hands.




  “So sorry to startle you all,” Norgate said apologetically. “Of course, you haven’t seen the afternoon papers. It was my valet who was found dead in my rooms—a most mysterious affair,” he added, his eyes meeting Selingman’s. “The inquest is to be this afternoon.”




  “Your valet!” Selingman muttered.




  “A very useful fellow,” Norgate continued, strolling to the fireplace and standing there, “but with a very bad habit of wearing my clothes when I am away. I was down in Camberley for three days and left him in charge.”




  They showered congratulations upon him, but in the midst of them the strangeness of his appearance provoked their comment.




  “What does it mean?” Mrs. Benedek asked, patting his arm. “Have you turned soldier?”




  “In a sense I have,” Norgate admitted, “but only in the sense that every able-bodied Englishman will have to do, in the course of the next few months. Directly I saw this coming, I arranged for a commission.”




  “But there is to be no war!” Mrs. Barlow exclaimed. “Mr. Selingman has been explaining to us this afternoon what wonderful offers Germany is making, so that we shall be able to remain neutral and yet keep our pledges.”




  “Mr. Selingman,” Norgate said quietly, “is under a delusion. Germany, it is true, has offered us a shameless bribe. I am glad to be able to tell you all that our Ministry, whatever their politics may be, have shown themselves men. An English ultimatum is now on its way to Berlin. War will be declared before midnight.”




  Selingman rose slowly to his feet. His face was black with passion. He pushed a man away who stood between them. He was face to face with Norgate.




  “So you,” he thundered, suddenly reckless of the bystanders, “are a double traitor! You have taken pay from Germany and deceived her! You knew, after all, that your Government would make war when the time came. Is that so?”




  “I was always convinced of it,” Norgate replied calmly. “I also had the honour of deceiving you in the matter of Mr. Bullen. I have been the means, owing to your kind and thoughtful information, of having the fleet mobilised and ready to strike at the present moment, and there are various little pieces of property I know about, Mr. Selingman, around London, where we have taken the liberty of blowing up your foundations. There may be a little disappointment for you, too, in the matter of Italy. The money you were good enough to pay me for my doubtful services, has gone towards the establishment of a Red Cross hospital. As for you, Selingman, I denounce you now as one of those who worked in this country for her ill, one of those pests of the world, working always in the background, dishonourably and selfishly, against the country whose hospitality you have abused. If I have met you on your own ground, well, I am proud of it. You are a German spy, Selingman.”




  Selingman’s hand fumbled in his pocket. Scarcely a soul was surprised when Norgate gripped him by the wrist, and they saw the little shining revolver fall down towards the fender.




  “You shall suffer for these words,” Selingman thundered. “You young fool, you shall bite the dust, you and hundreds of thousands of your cowardly fellows, when the German flag flies from Buckingham Palace.”




  Norgate held up his hand and turned towards the door. Two men in plain clothes entered.




  “That may be a sight,” Norgate said calmly, “which you, at any rate, will not be permitted to see. I have had some trouble in arranging for your arrest, as we are not yet under martial law, but I think you will find your way to the Tower of London before long, and I hope it will be with your back to the light and a dozen rifles pointing to your heart.”




  A third man had come into the room. He tapped Selingman on the shoulder and whispered in his ear.




  “I demand to see your warrant!” the latter exclaimed.




  The officer produced it. Selingman threw it on the floor and spat upon it. He looked around the room, in the further corner of which two men and a woman were standing upon chairs to look over the heads of the little crowd.




  “Take me where you will,” he snarled. “You are a rotten, treacherous, cowardly race, you English, and I hate you all. You can kill me first, if you will, but in two months’ time you shall learn what it is like to wait hand and foot upon your conquerors.”




  He strode out of the room, a guard on either side of him and the door closed. One woman had fainted. Mrs. Paston Benedek was swaying back and forth upon the cushioned fender, sobbing hysterically. Norgate stood by her side.




  “I have forgotten the names,” he announced pointedly, “of many of that fellow’s dupes. I am content to forget them. I am off now,” he went on, his tone becoming a little kinder. “I am telling you the truth. It’s war. You men had better look up any of the forces that suit you and get to work. We shall all be needed. There is work, too, for the women, any quantity of it. My wife will be leaving again for France next week with the first Red Cross Ambulance Corps. I dare say she will be glad to hear from any one who wants to help.”




  “I shall be a nurse,” Mrs. Paston Benedek decided. “I am sick of bridge and amusing myself.”




  “The costume is quite becoming,” Mrs. Barlow murmured, glancing at herself in the looking-glass, “and I adore those poor dear soldiers.”




  “Well, I’ll leave you to it,” Norgate declared. “Good luck to you all!”




  They crowded around him, shaking him by the hand, still besieging him with questions about Selingman. He shook his head good-humouredly and made his way towards the door.




  “There’s nothing more to tell you,” he concluded. “Selingman is just one of the most dangerous spies who has ever worked in this country, but the war itself was inevitable. We’ve known that for years, only we wouldn’t believe it. We’ll all meet again, perhaps, in the work later on.”




  Late that night, Norgate stood hand in hand with Anna at the window of their little sitting-room. Down in the Strand, the newsboys were shouting the ominous words. The whole of London was stunned. The great war had come!




  “It’s wonderful, dear,” Anna whispered, “that we should have had these few days of so great happiness. I feel brave and strong now for our task.”




  Norgate held her closely to him.




  “We’ve been in luck,” he said simply. “We were able to do something pretty soon. I have had the greatest happiness in life a man can have. Now I am going to offer my life to my country and pray that it may be spared for you. But above all, whatever happens,” he added, leaning a little further from the window towards where the curving lights gleamed across the black waters of the Thames, “above all, whatever may happen to us, we are face to face with one splendid thing—a great country to fight for, and a just cause. I saw Hebblethwaite as I came in. He is a changed man. Talks about raising an immense citizen army in six months. Both his boys have taken up commissions. Hebblethwaite himself is going around the country, recruiting. They are his people, after all. He has given them their prosperity at the expense, alas! of our safety. It’s up to them now to prove whether the old spirit is there or not. We shall need two million men. Hebblethwaite believes we shall get them long before the camps are ready to receive them. If we do, it will be his justification.”




  “And if we don’t?” Anna murmured.




  Norgate threw his head a little further back.




  “Most pictures,” he said, “have two sides, but we need only look at one. I am going to believe that we shall get them. I am going to remember the only true thing that fellow Selingman ever said: that our lesson had come before it is too late. I am going to believe that the heart and conscience of the nation is still a live thing. If it is, dear, the end is certain. And I am going to believe that it is!”
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  Nathaniel Edgar Pontifex, first Baron Marsom, chairman of the famous textile business known as Woolito, Limited, stood at the head of a long mahogany table in the magnificent library of his Park Lane mansion and looked swiftly around the room with quick, birdlike glances, as though to assure himself that everything was in order. He had purposely outstripped his guests, who were loitering across the winter garden from the dining room. He wanted just this one minute to himself.




  They were a strange-looking company, these warriors of commerce who were following him, not one of them bearing in gait or features any suggestion of gentle birth. There were big men and small men, some dark-haired and some fair-complexioned, differing in many respects, but every one of them with the hard mouth and keen eyes of the successful man. That they had met with success was a proven thing, for each one was a member of the board of the celebrated Woolito Company. Their cheeks were a trifle flushed with wine. Most of them were smoking large and very wonderful cigars. They trooped rather noisily into the room and, as each arrived, he was shown to his seat by a pale-faced, bespectacled young man in morning clothes, Andrew Crooks, Lord Marsom’s private secretary.




  “You will sit here, Sir Sigismund,” he indicated, singling out one of the group, a small, elderly man with a narrow chin and prominent forehead, “at Lord Marsom’s right. And you, Sir Alfred,” he added, turning to another of the little company, a man of heavier build and coarser appearance, “exactly opposite. There are place cards everywhere, according to his lordship’s directions.”




  They all sank into high-backed, but well-cushioned chairs, still keeping up a running fire of conversation, two or three of them leaning forward to hear the end of a story one of the party had commenced in the winter garden. Lord Marsom paused for a moment before taking his own seat. He was a bulky, dark-complexioned man, with huge shoulders; pale—almost olive—cheeks; black hair in abundance; cruel, curving lips which, hard though they were, still contrived to remain licentious; and deep-set, brilliant eyes. A thousand years ago he might have played well enough the part of a great Asiatic merchant at home in his palace. One almost looked for the turban on his head and the rich magenta robes of the Orient instead of the well-fitting but unbecoming dress coat and oversized, but priceless, pearls…. Then he leaned forward to take his place and another likeness presented itself. The moderation, the gentle dignity of the East had passed away. It was the bird of prey who smiled down the table, his white fingers, with their glossy nails, leisurely tapping its polished surface. Civilisation had marched, after all, with halting footsteps.




  “My friends,” he began in a throaty, but somehow clear voice, “this is an informal gathering in order that we may exchange just a word or two together before the meeting to-morrow week. Some of you, perhaps, have not heard the latest news. The official receiver has accepted our offer for the purchase of the Ossulton Company which went into liquidation last month.”




  There was a low concerted murmur, which seemed to take to itself the sound of a malevolent chuckle. Lord Marsom moistened his lips.




  “The Ossulton Company,” he went on, “was the last of the group who ventured to hold out against us. We have bought them up, as we have bought up all the others. They went into liquidation because their obstinate directors preferred that course to being taken over by our larger interests. Events have proved that they were ill advised.”




  Sir Sigismund Lunt, the small, grey-haired man who sat on the chairman’s right, leaned forward.




  “Have the board of the Ossulton Company given any public explanation to their shareholders as to why they refused our previous offers?” he asked, in a shrill, parrotlike voice.




  “Not yet,” Marsom answered. “When they do, we shall be ready for them. With their passing out of the business, no other licencee of the great Woolito patent remains. In other words, gentlemen, competition is dead. If you will continue to give me your attention for a few minutes, I will place some figures before you which should, I think, help your digestion.”




  They all leaned forward in their places. There were seven of them and the expression upon the face of each one was the same. There was the same rapacious gleam in their eyes, the same satyrlike grin on their lips. They had drifted into their positions through a common passion—the hunger and greed for wealth. They were assisting to-night at a banquet. They were tearing to pieces a carcass.




  * * * * *




  Upstairs Miss Frances Moore, publicity and social secretary to the great Woolito Company, who by virtue of her office had a small but seldom-used room in the mansion of the chairman of the company, dismissed her typist, smoothed her hair before the glass and prepared to receive her unexpected caller. There was a knock at the door and one of the many footmen of the establishment made an announcement.




  “The young gentleman to see you, Miss Moore.”




  The latter looked curiously at her visitor, who was not in the least the type of person she had expected to see. He was a young man of excellent features and presence, slim and gracious, with the lines of humour abundantly displayed at the corners of his eyes and lips. He had the air of one who found life a great joke, which he was not too eagerly disposed to share with others. His hair was of a pleasing shade of dark brown, brushed up a little behind the ears. He was dressed in informal dinner clothes, with small black pearl studs and a black tie. It occurred to Miss Moore at once that he was not of the type of guests who frequented number 31a, Park Lane.




  “Good evening, Miss Moore,” he said, in a pleasant and ingratiating voice, as soon as the door was closed behind the departing servant.




  “You asked to see me?” she enquired a little dubiously. “Surely you are Lord Sandbrook?”




  “Quite true,” he admitted. “That is my name.”




  “You wish to see Lord Marsom, of course,” she continued. “I am very sorry, but he is engaged at a meeting.”




  “I should like to attend the meeting,” the young man confided.




  “I’m afraid that is quite out of the question,” she told him. “Lord Marsom has been giving a dinner to the directors of the company and he is now engaged with them, making plans for the meeting next week.”




  “Miss Moore—”




  She responded to the appeal in his tone.




  “Lord Sandbrook,” she rejoined more amiably.




  “You look good-natured.”




  “My friends,” she said, with a faint emphasis upon the word, “usually find me so.”




  “Well, consider me as a friend,” he begged. “Take me down to the meeting.”




  “And lose my post and a very comfortable salary?”




  He shook his head.




  “You wouldn’t risk anything. You’re too valuable. If you daren’t land me amongst them unannounced, go down and ask Lord Marsom whether he will receive me for a few minutes. Say I should like to meet him in company with the directors.”




  “But why?” she asked curiously.




  “Listen,” he explained. “I have been down in the country for several weeks and, not having a perfect secretary, my letters have got a trifle mixed up. Looking through them this evening, I found one from Lord Marsom begging me to call and see him as soon as possible, either here or in the City. Well, here I am.”




  “But can’t you see,” she pointed out, “that you have chosen a most inconvenient time?”




  “I’m not at all sure about that,” he protested. “I believe Lord Marsom wishes me to become a director of the firm. Well, before I decide, I should like to have a look at the other directors. This would be such a wonderful opportunity. Please do as I ask.”




  She considered the matter. There had been rumours of some trouble in connection with his father’s resignation from the board, but she could not remember that they were of any vital importance. It seemed to her that, considering Lord Marsom’s pressing invitation, he had a certain right to be received if he insisted.




  “The situation is beyond me,” she confessed at last. “I will grant the last part of your request. I will not risk taking you into the meeting, but I will go down and tell Lord Marsom that you have only just received his letter, that you are here now and wish for a few words. If he snaps my head off, it will be your fault!”




  He smiled, and, like a great many other people in the world, she felt the charm of that swift and pleasant lightening of his whole expression.




  “You are a dear!” he exclaimed enthusiastically. “I will wait patiently until you come back….”




  Miss Moore’s mission met with success. In less than ten minutes Lord Sandbrook was solemnly ushered into the presence of the seven men who, with their chief, formed the board of the great Woolito Company. They all turned to look at him as he walked with long, springy footsteps across the palatial apartment. Marsom, puzzled but determined to take no false step, rose to his feet and awaited the coming of his visitor with a hard, stereotyped smile of welcome. The young man, however, vanquished all hostility from the start. He grasped Marsom’s outstretched hand and made a gesture down the table.




  “You I have had the pleasure of meeting before, Lord Marsom,” he said. “Will you present me—en bloc if you will—to the directors of the Woolito Company?”




  Marsom laid one hand upon the young man’s shoulder; with the other he indicated separately each member of the gathering.




  “Sir Sigismund Lunt, Sir Alfred Honeyman, Mr. Archibald Somerville, Mr. Bomford, Mr. Sidney Littleburn, Mr. Thomas Moody and Mr. Mayden-Harte.”




  “Delighted to meet you all, gentlemen,” Sandbrook responded genially. “I flatter myself that I never forget a face, so you are now all known to me. I trust that we may become better acquainted.”




  There was a little murmur of polite acquiescence. This self-assured young man, bringing with him the fascinating suggestion of another atmosphere, very quickly took their fancy.




  “I must apologise for my intrusion, Lord Marsom,” his visitor continued, “but I have been absent from London for some weeks and have only just received your message. I happened to be disengaged so I called round on the chance of finding you at home.”




  “Please sit down,” Lord Marsom invited, pointing to the chair, which Mr. Crooks, the secretary, had just wheeled forward.




  Sandbrook accepted the invitation. Some part of the geniality of his manner, however, seemed to have left him. There was a more serious note in his tone as he turned towards his host.




  “I think I ought to warn you, Lord Marsom,” he said, “that I have come here in a terribly inquisitive frame of mind.”




  Marsom leaned back in his chair. His lips protruded in unpleasant fashion. The light in the hard, dry eyes underneath his clustering brows was almost menacing.




  “Inquisitive!” he repeated. “Just what do you mean by that? Your father must have attended at least fifty directors’ meetings and never asked a single question, so far as I can remember.”




  “My father was what you might call an acquiescent type of man,” Sandbrook agreed cheerfully. “He found pleasant occupation for his spare time with you and more than ample remuneration for it. The trouble was that towards the end his conscience began to trouble him.”




  Conscience! Lord Marsom repeated the word. His tongue seemed to linger over it. Somerville, a large, florid man at the end of the table, laughed softly to himself. Sir Sigismund distinctly chuckled. Sir Alfred Honeyman looked puzzled. A gleam of humour shone behind Mr. Mayden-Harte’s thick spectacles.




  “It was very likely because he had foolish ideas,” the young man continued apologetically, “but my father certainly died a very unhappy man. He was flattered at being invited to join your board, but he joined it without the least inside knowledge of your outlook or the details of the business. It was only within the last year that he realised a certain—may I call it, from his undoubtedly old-fashioned point of view—ruthlessness with which the business of the Woolito Company was being carried on. He resigned at once but he never recovered from the shock.”




  “Do you mean to tell me that your father’s health was seriously affected because he suddenly took a dislike to our way of doing business?” Marsom asked caustically.




  “That is precisely what I am told happened,” was the deprecating reply. “Mind you, I am not associating myself with his point of view, but my father had very old-fashioned ideas. Towards the end Ellerton, our family lawyer, assured me that he was ashamed to walk the streets; he was ashamed to look his friends in the face. Even in the City, you, perhaps, know, Lord Marsom, one hears that Woolito’s methods are not looked upon with great favour.”




  Lord Marsom smiled.




  “The banks approve of us,” he declared. “Your father approved of his dividend cheques.”




  “I’m afraid the poor old gentleman had no idea how the money was being earned.”




  “Rubbish!” Marsom scoffed. “You have a lot to learn yourself, young gentleman, I can see that. The first duty of a firm engaged in a business like ours is to rid itself of competition. We were being undersold by half-a-dozen small concerns who were working on unexpired licences of the Woolito patent which we had acquired. They had to sell quickly or come to grief, so they sold at too small a profit. They were doing nobody any good and they were hurting us.”




  “So you broke them.”




  “Exactly. We broke them to prevent their breaking us.”




  “That sounds reasonable enough. There was a strike at Colwell—”




  “Precisely,” Marsom interrupted. “I daresay you know the truth and if you don’t, you can hear it. We not only engineered it but we financed the strikers. A great many of them are in our employ at the present moment and the mills are ours.”




  “The Croylton mills, which were burnt down?”




  “You are venturing upon dangerous ground,” Marsom murmured, leaning back in his chair. “A great misfortune, the burning of the Croylton mills. Fortunately, we were on the spot to take over their contracts and employ as many of their staff as were worth employing.”




  “Then there came what my father seems to have thought was the greatest tragedy of all,” Sandbrook went on. “A group of mills near Nottingham—what did they call themselves?—found somehow or other that the whole of their yarns were infected and their pits poisoned. They lost several hundred thousand pounds’ worth of goods and most of their trade.”




  “Sheer carelessness on the part of the overseers,” the chairman declared. “We have inspectors watching the process of our manufacture at every stage, and no raw material comes into one of our mills without passing the most rigorous examination. Have I satisfied your curiosity by this time, my young friend?”




  “I’m ashamed to have taken up so much of your time,” Sandbrook apologised genially; “but, after all, I did want to hear you deny that these various disasters which happened to your competitors were in any way abetted by you. My father was led to believe that they were. It was for that reason he resigned his directorship, the directorship that you have been kind enough to suggest that I might take over. He died a very unhappy man, you know, Lord Marsom. He was of far too sensitive a nature for the ups and downs of commercial life.”




  The chairman of Woolito, Limited, leaned even farther back in his seat. He had the air of one endeavouring to assume a purely judicial attitude.




  “Young man,” he said, “your father was elected a director of this board to give us the use of his name, to help us in our publicity campaign and mind his own business. For a time he was a great success and I imagine the cheques he drew were more than an adequate return for his services. Then one day he became afflicted with that disease—what did you call it?—conscience. He visited our offices one morning, when most of the responsible directors were away; he asked certain questions of the managers and obtained possession of certain papers which were outside the sphere of his legitimate activities. Do you understand me?”




  “Perfectly.”




  “As soon as he broached the matter to us,” Marsom continued, “we offered your father perfectly reasonable explanations; but we told him frankly, at the same time, that we should continue to do business in our own way, and that, if he had any qualms about our conduct of it, he had better resign his directorship—which he did. And that’s that. We’ve been glad to see you here to-night, Lord Sandbrook, and we trust that you belong to a more enlightened school than your father.”




  There was a murmur of assent from down the table. They were all very much inclined to like this young man who was looking a little perplexed, but whose expression was still one of urbane good nature.




  “Modern business methods,” Lord Marsom went on, “demand forcible measures. If you attend the meeting next week—”




  “I can’t attend it,” Sandbrook interrupted. “I am not qualified.”




  “What do you mean—you are not qualified?” Marsom asked. “Your father and mother between them held at least eight thousand shares.”




  “Yes, but no one knows yet to whom they belong,” the young man confided. “The estate has not been apportioned and the will was executed so that there need be no forced selling of shares.”




  Lord Marsom nodded.




  “Well, that’s too bad,” he remarked. “Still, I think if we all club together, gentlemen, there might be enough shares found in our reserve box to entitle Lord Sandbrook to a place with us next Wednesday.”




  There was a murmur of assent, but Sandbrook shook his head.




  “I shall get my own shares all right, some day,” he declared. “As for coming to the meeting next week, why, you’ve told me to-night pretty well all I wanted to know. Very good of you to have received me like this, Lord Marsom,” he added, rising to his feet and holding out his hand. “I’ll wish you good night now, if I may, and good night, gentlemen. I shall look forward to meeting you all again and to our future association, if it can be arranged.”




  They were all very cordial, they all considered him a most charming young man.




  “Smart young fellow, that,” Lord Marsom pronounced. “An aristocrat, right enough, but with the making of a first-class business man in him.”




  “Likely to be a very useful member of our board, I should imagine,” Sir Alfred Honeyman acquiesced.
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  Servants were waiting in the hall, the number and livery of whom seemed somehow reminiscent of musical comedy. One, with perfect gravity, handed the departing visitor his overcoat, another his hat, a third his stick and gloves.




  “Taxicab or car, sir?” a superior person in plain evening clothes enquired from the background.




  Sandbrook shook his head.




  “I think I’ll walk, thanks,” he decided.




  The door was closed behind him. He lingered upon the pavement for a few moments, deliberating. Before he had made up his mind upon the vital subject of his destination, the door reopened and Miss Frances Moore came out. She, too, hesitated. He raised his hat and approached her.




  “You appear to be like myself—in a state of indecision,” he remarked. “Can I help you make up your mind?”




  “My dilemma is too simple a one,” she laughed. “I am going home to my rooms and I was wondering whether I ought not to walk a short distance before taking a taxi.”




  “I can help you,” he declared. “A little exercise at this time of the evening is the best thing in the world. You will permit me to accompany you part of the way?”




  “How do you know that I haven’t someone waiting for me?” she asked, as they fell into step.




  “It is a disconcerting suggestion,” he sighed. “At the same time, I don’t believe in it.”




  “Why not?”




  “Because I imagine you to be a young lady of precise habits. You could not have told beforehand at what hour you would be able to leave that mausoleum of luxury, and I’m quite sure that you would never keep anyone waiting.”




  “People have been content to wait for me before now,” she murmured.




  “At the slightest sign of an intervener of whose appearance I approve,” he promised, “I will fade into a taxicab. Before that time comes, however, let me thank you for getting me that interview.”




  “Did you do what you wanted to?” she asked.




  “I saw what manner of men they were,” he replied, “and I confirmed certain impressions I had about them. I wish I needed a publicity secretary, Miss Moore! I should love to offer you the post.”




  “Why?”




  “Because you have created a halo of romance in an impossible place. After reading some of your articles and interviews, I looked upon the directors of Woolito, Limited, as gods upon the earth.”




  “I’m sorry if you’re disappointed. Anyhow, I’m not thinking of making a change. I’m perfectly contented where I am.”




  “I can’t believe it. I have nothing against them personally, but I cannot imagine you as being content to work for such a gang of money-grabbers.”




  “If a business man to-day is not a money-grabber,” she replied, “he’d better get out of business—sit in the back yard and write poetry or something of that sort. The directors of the Woolito Company are very shrewd business men. Everyone says that it is going to be one of the richest companies in the world. There is not a single competitor who will be able to stand up against them.”




  “Yes, I suppose they are shrewd,” he admitted. “It is a kindly adjective to apply to them, though. Tell me again the name of the man on Lord Marsom’s right—the little, wizened-up fellow with grey hair, puckered face and eyes like a cat.”




  “You are not in a flattering mood this evening,” she laughed. “That is Sir Sigismund Lunt, the great engineer. He has just invented the most wonderful textile machine in the world.”




  “Surely I have read about it in the papers somewhere lately,” he reflected.




  “I should think it more than likely,” she observed drily. “A model of the machine itself is on exhibition every day to privileged visitors up at Tottenham, together with the most interesting model of the new factory Woolito’s are building.”




  “I must run up and see it,” Sandbrook decided. “However wonderful I may find it, though, I sha’n’t change my idea about its inventor. A most unpleasant old gentleman: chuckled at my poor old dad’s old-fashioned ideas. Then there was another bilious-looking knight who sat on Lord Marsom’s left—a man with yellow teeth and a cadaverous expression.”




  “That was Sir Alfred Honeyman. He is supposed to be one of the cleverest financiers in the City.”




  “He may be,” Sandbrook agreed, “but someone ought to give him the address of a decent shirt-maker. I could see his undervest every time he leaned forward. Most upsetting for his neighbour at a dinner table, I should think.”




  “Please talk sensibly,” she begged. “What did you want to see them all for this evening, and are you really going to take your father’s place on the board?”




  “Something has been said about it. That’s why I was so keen to see them all together and ask a few questions. My father resigned from the board, you know, just before he died.”




  “I’m afraid he was not exactly what you would call a business man, was he?” she ventured.




  “Finicky,” Sandbrook acknowledged. “Straight-laced, beyond a doubt. I don’t suppose there was ever anything seriously wrong in the matters he took exception to but I felt that I ought to satisfy myself.”




  “If you belong to the same school of thought as your father, you should keep away from the City altogether,” she advised him.




  “I don’t,” he assured her. “All the same, I didn’t want to get mixed up with a pack of brigands.”




  She frowned at him severely. They were passing an electric standard and, glancing towards her, Sandbrook was more than ever aware that she was a very attractive person. She walked, too, with a delightfully easy movement—a free swing from the hips which suggested the gymnasium.




  “Englishmen of your position in life,” she said, “know nothing whatever about business or business methods. It is very wrong of you to criticise.”




  “I am properly snubbed. But tell me—how much do you know of the inner working of Woolito, Limited?”




  “Nothing at all. Don’t you understand, I am publicity secretary? I see that Woolito is talked about in all the newspapers, and where I give advertisements, I expect mention of it in the social gossip and that sort of thing. That’s what I have to look after.”




  “Do you wear any of the stuff yourself?”




  “That has nothing to do with it,” she told him. “We all made fun of artificial silk when it came out, but it’s holding its own, all right. No one believed even then that there could be a substitute for wool, but you see there is.”




  “All the same, I wish you didn’t work for them,” he said doggedly.




  “What difference does it make to you where I work?”




  He hesitated and glanced towards her. For some reason or other, her attitude seemed to him to have become faintly belligerent.




  “Have you any great friends on the board?”




  “None at all. My father knew Lord Marsom when he was in New York.”




  “You are American, then?”




  “How clever of you! Have I lost as much of my accent as all that?”




  “There was something, of course,” he admitted, “but it might have been Canadian. I am glad you’re American. You like people to be plain-spoken, don’t you?”




  “Up to a certain point.”




  He slackened his pace. They were outside his club in Piccadilly.




  “I never saw one of them before,” he confided, leaning towards her, “but every one of those seven men to whom Lord Marsom introduced me to-night is a wrong ‘un. Some day they will be found out. You will have all you can do as publicity secretary to defend them one by one. Woolito may be all right. The men who are making it aren’t up to much. However, as you have pointed out, it doesn’t matter, if the money rolls in. Good-bye; I’m going in here.”




  “You are,” she declared, with an angry little flash in her eyes, “one of the most prejudiced Englishmen I ever knew. You are exactly what I was told. You are all alike.”




  He lingered with his hat in his hand.




  “What night will you dine with me to discover how shockingly you are mistaken?” he invited.




  “I do not dine out,” she replied coldly.




  “It seems to me,” he complained, “that your manner lacks cordiality. You are in a strange country and I am trying to justify our reputation for hospitality.”




  “It is not a strange country. I have been here for four years.”




  “And you have not found out these Woolito people yet?”




  “I have only been with them for two years and there is nothing about them to find out—nothing bad, that is to say. They are shrewd, that’s all. You have to fight the other man in business, or else go under yourself. Americans have always recognised the fact and that’s why they are better business people than you English.”




  “Now I know,” he murmured ruefully.




  “Now you know,” she assented. “Good night.”




  * * * * *




  The old man in the front room of a house on the far outskirts of Finsbury seemed absolutely unconscious that the door had been opened, that anyone else was in the room. He was seated before a complicated piece of wooden machinery, the large wheel of which he worked with his feet, and by his side was a basket filled with wool, one end of which was attached to the wheel. At intervals of a few yards were several exactly similar looms and their respective stools. Two things impressed themselves upon the visitor who had just entered the room. The first was that, for all its seeming complexity, the machine did nothing but wind up the wool, the second that the wool was of brilliant scarlet colour.




  “Good evening,” the caller said.




  “Whoever you are, you must wait,” the man on the stool snapped. “Can’t you see—this is the most critical point of the whole thing? Stand back out of the light and be quiet.”




  The speaker had not once turned his head. He was untidily dressed, without coat or waistcoat, and the whole of the energy of his brain and shrivelled muscles seemed to be devoted to pedalling his machine and keeping the wool upon the huge reel. In course of time, the whole of it was through. The basket was empty. He leaned back in his chair with a sigh of relief and, taking up a hand bell by his side, rang it. The woman who had admitted the caller answered the summons.




  “Take off the reel, James,” the old man directed. “Bring another basketful of yarn.”




  The woman unfastened the reel with practised fingers, took up the basket and departed. She accepted the whole thing as a matter of course. The man turned upon his stool towards the waiting figure.




  “I am very busy,” he said peevishly. “Couldn’t they attend to you in the office?”




  “I only deal with principals,” was the important reply. “They tell me that you are the only one who really understands the great Woolito process. I wanted to see it.”




  The old man appeared pleased.




  “Well, well,” he approved, “that’s right, lad. If you are a buyer, though, you will be disappointed. I can’t supply you. I have orders for ten years ahead.”




  “That’s too bad,” the visitor regretted. “I’ve come quite a long way to have a chat with you.”




  “No good, my friend. No new customers for us. We have two thousand looms running and eighteen thousand men at work. I could send my manager to the telephone there and book orders for twenty years. All my clever lad, too!”




  “I should like to hear about him.”




  “He doesn’t often come to the mills,” the old man explained. “He’s a member of parliament! He goes about here and there—hobnobs with all the great people. Why not? His brain did it.”




  “What’s his name?” the shadowy person in the background asked.




  “That’s a foolish question,” was the irritable response. “Everyone in England knows his name. Everyone knows Leonard Blunt. Did you see those hampers of wool that just went out?”




  “Yes.”




  “Did you notice the colour of it?”




  “I did, indeed. The most brilliant scarlet I ever saw in my life.”




  The old man grinned. His sunken eyes flashed with triumph.




  “That’s my Len,” he declared. “That’s him. I never held with schooling, but it was his chemistry that taught him that. There were other folks that thought they could make wool from imitation yarn—let ‘em try. Grey and greasy when they’ve done with it. Look at ours—scarlet, blue, any colour you like in the world. That’s my Len. That’s why we employ eighteen thousand hands. That’s why the roar of our machinery shakes the countryside day and night. I will tell you something, Mister. I’ll tell you something quaint.”




  “I’m listening.”




  “There was another firm thought it could make artificial wool,” the old man chuckled. “They started like we are now. They went on, and big people they became, and what are they now? I’ll tell you, Mister. I can’t do business with you. You’ve got a decent sort of face, but no new customers for us—not for many a year. But I’ll tell you something. Not far from here there’s an old man sitting in a single room, working an old hand machine, gone crazy because my Len found out the secret and he didn’t; and he works all day and he thinks he is turning out Woolito! He fills his basket with nasty, dirty grey stuff and day by day and week by week it comes out always the same colour and they throw it on the ash heap. What do you think of that, Mister?”




  The old man rocked with laughter so that he nearly fell from his seat. The door was opened and the woman reëntered. She laid another basket of wool, this time a bright green, upon the floor. She fastened the end of it to the reel. The tenant of the room drew a long breath.




  “You’ll excuse me now, sir,” he begged. “I have a hundred looms in this place to look after and the bell’s gone. We’re off.”




  He bent over his task. Again his feet were on the treadles—again his fingers were guiding the wool. The woman led the visitor away.




  “You can’t do any more good,” she said. “That’s him day by day. He thinks he’s working in the greatest factory of the world and you can’t get it out of his head, but he don’t do nobody any harm and he’s got enough to live on, and there you are.”




  The intruder slipped a pound note into her hand and stepped out into the dirty obscure side street. Inside the room which he had left, the old man, his lips parted with eagerness, the lines of his worn flinty face deepened with earnestness, moved his feet upon the treadles and guided the wool with bony, shaking fingers.
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  Andrew Crooks stepped out of Sandbrook’s sporting Rolls- Royce with a sigh of relief. He removed his hat, straightened his hair and paused for a moment to regain his breath. He was a young man of sedate habits and he was not used to being whirled through the North London traffic at anything from thirty to fifty miles an hour.




  “I am very much obliged for the lift, your lordship,” he said. “If you will step this way with me, I will have your ticket stamped.”




  “Very nice of Lord Marsom to send you up with me,” Sandbrook replied, following his guide towards the turnstile. “I only sent round for a ticket to see this marvellous machine. I didn’t expect to be personally conducted. Looks like the entrance to Lords’!”




  They crossed the jealously guarded portals and Sandbrook glanced around him curiously.




  “I apologise to Lords’,” he observed. “Looks more like a filthy dust heap than anything.”




  “That is only temporary,” Andrew Crooks explained. “Over four hundred houses have been demolished to clear this space. It is the site of what may be the largest factory in the world. As you see,” he pointed out, “it contains at the present moment only three insignificant buildings. The one opposite is an old-fashioned house which was left when the rest of the property was razed to the ground and is now occupied by various employees of the firm and a staff of draughtsmen from the architects’. The large shed over there contains what you have come to see—the wonderful model of the factory of which everyone is talking. The third building, with the corrugated iron roof which looks like a hangar and which is guarded by policemen, contains the most marvellous machine in the world…. If your lordship will excuse me now, I must go and look after the two visitors I was to meet here. I see them waiting for me in the corner.”




  Sandbrook glanced across in the direction which his companion had indicated.




  “So those are your distinguished visitors,” he observed quietly.




  “The taller one,” Andrew Crooks confided, “is Van Stretton, the great Dutch scientist. The other is an American—a manufacturer from Philadelphia.”




  “I won’t detain you,” Sandbrook exclaimed, with a sudden change in his manner. “Many thanks, once more, for showing me the way up.”




  He moved back towards the turnstiles in time to welcome Miss Frances Moore, who had just arrived. She was wearing a long coat trimmed with fur and a turban hat. Her cheeks were becomingly flushed after the ride in an open car. She looked up at him in surprise.




  “Now, whatever are you doing up here, Lord Sandbrook?” she asked.




  “My dear Miss Moore,” he replied, “you know my interest in Woolito. I have come to see the marvellous model. Everyone in town is talking about it. I presume you have brought Mr. Chalmers on the same errand?”




  He shook hands with Miss Moore’s companion, the editor of one of the London dailies.




  “Quite right,” the latter assented. “The idea seems to me so ingenious. I have heard of it in building a theatre—never come across any other application of it.”




  “It appeals to me immensely,” Sandbrook confessed. “A man who’s having a house built, for instance. He can have his model made and he and the architect can spend many evenings brooding over it and planning improvements.”




  “Have you seen Sir Sigismund?” Miss Moore intervened.




  “Only once in my life,” Sandbrook replied. “At that directors’ meeting. A weasel-faced little man with shifty eyes and a mean mouth. I’m thankful to say I’ve been spared any further vision of him.”




  “Sir Sigismund Lunt is a remarkably clever man,” the young lady said severely. “He is a brilliant chemist as well as being a famous engineer. Anyone might be proud of his accomplishments. What I wanted to know, though, was whether you had seen him this morning?”




  “Heaven has spared me that affliction,” was the fervent reply. “I am on my way to see the model. May I join up with you?”




  “Mr. Chalmers,” Miss Moore explained, “is very anxious to meet Sir Sigismund first. We shall probably come across you later.”




  “I must find my own way about, then,” Sandbrook regretted, with a nod to Chalmers and a farewell salute, half pleasant, half ironical, to his companion. “If in your capacity as publicity agent, Miss Moore, you desire to interview me afterwards and ascertain my impressions, I shall be at your disposal!”




  The publicity agent shook her head.




  “I cannot believe,” she told him, with a demure smile, “that a single person in the world would be interested in them.”




  * * * * *




  Sir Sigismund Lunt, some quarter of an hour later, leaned back in the easy chair of his improvised office.




  “That’s all for this morning, Harris,” he announced. “Many people in to see our little show yesterday?”




  “A thousand and seventy-one, sir,” his secretary replied. “Also one or two with special passes who were allowed to see the machine.”




  Sir Sigismund smiled approvingly.




  “All advertisement,” he chuckled. “That gentleman who was here with Miss Moore is the editor of the Sun.”




  “Indeed, sir … I saw Lord Sandbrook pass down a short time ago.”




  “Lord Sandbrook!” Sir Sigismund repeated, vastly interested. “What—the young gentleman—the son of the Earl of Sandbrook who was on our board?”




  “Yes, Sir Sigismund. He was captain of Eton and played for The Gentlemen. Lately he’s been travelling a good deal. Very fine big-game shot, sir.”




  “I’m delighted to hear this,” Sir Sigismund declared. “Shows he’s taking an interest in us. We want Lord Sandbrook to take his father’s place, you know, Harris. I shall go down and speak to him. Give me my hat and stick, Harris. I shall certainly go down and speak to his lordship.”




  Sir Sigismund hobbled down to the shed under which the model of the forthcoming factory was daily displayed to visitors. He paused to accept the farewell greetings of Mr. Chalmers, who was just leaving with Frances Moore, and listened to the former’s few words of enthusiastic appreciation. A moment later he came face to face with Sandbrook, who had paused to light a cigarette. For Sir Sigismund, who eschewed the graces and courtesies of life, his greeting was remarkably affable.




  “This is a great pleasure, Lord Sandbrook,” he declared, holding out his hand with its clawlike fingers. “A great compliment, I call it. I am glad to see your interest in us. I trust that it bodes well for the future.”




  “Certainly,” Sandbrook replied, “I think this is the most amazing model I have ever seen in my life.”




  Andrew Crooks, with his two companions, who had just issued from the shed, made modest intervention.




  “Sir Sigismund,” he said, “we were on our way up to your office. May I present two gentlemen who have introductions to us and whom I brought down at Lord Marsom’s suggestion? Mr. Van Stretton of Amsterdam and Mr. Solomon Hertz of Philadelphia.”




  Sir Sigismund displayed a moderate amount of graciousness; he was more interested in his other visitor than in these newcomers.




  “We were on our way up to see you, Sir Sigismund,” Andrew Crooks continued, “to know if you would countersign these two gentlemen’s passes and permit them to see the machine.”




  Sir Sigismund stroked his chin and looked keenly at the two strangers.




  “Interested in the textile business?” he enquired.




  “Why, no, sir,” the American answered. “I am a large manufacturer of chrome-glazed kids in Philadelphia. It is the amazing arrangement of your factory as shown in the model here which has kept me hanging around. We’ve nothing finer than that in the States.”




  “Glad to hear you say so,” Sir Sigismund acknowledged.




  “The idea of the model seems to me to be so original,” Van Stretton observed. “So much more practical than a set of drawings.”




  “You are quite right, sir,” Sir Sigismund approved. “Our architect, by studying it carefully, has already planned several innovations. But,” he went on, turning towards the farther and larger building, “if I were a boastful man, if I were one who loved to dwell upon my own achievements, there,” he cried, his voice squeaky with excitement, his outstretched finger trembling as he pointed towards the shed which they were approaching, “is the triumph of my life! One of the finest achievements, although I dare to say it, of the century. The monster in there took three years to build. It is the most wonderful machine of its sort in the world. It was scarcely worth the trouble of patenting, although it is patented, because no one else could have designed or made it. That machine, gentlemen, stands as the foundation of the fortunes of Woolito, Limited, and though I do not wish to boast—I am not a man of vainglorious turn of mind—I alone designed it. I alone watched it creep into shape. Other men have wives—there is mine.”




  It was one of Sir Sigismund’s moments. One forgot that he had a face like a ferret and that all the meanness of the world lurked in the secret places of his features. His earnestness for the moment triumphed. The light of the prophet radiated from his insignificant countenance.




  “Are we going to be allowed to see this prodigy, Sir Sigismund?” the Dutchman asked eagerly.




  The great little man produced his fountain pen. Andrew Crooks passed him the cards of admission, one by one. He scrawled his name across the back of each.




  “You will come too, Lord Sandbrook?” he almost pleaded.




  “Wouldn’t miss it for anything in the world,” was the cheerful reply.




  They all followed Sir Sigismund up the steps to the shed. The policeman stood on one side at his approach. They heard his orders given in his shrill treble voice to the two brawny commissioners. They followed him into the huge room. The door was closed behind them. They were admitted into the sacred presence….




  From behind a highly polished brass bar the four men, like pigmies, looked upwards to what seemed to be a chaos of furious energy, a gigantic medley of harnessed force, stretching farther away than the dazed and weary eyes could follow. Wheels of every size were flashing and piston rods turning in some vague communion with one another. Even a mechanic might well have been bewildered by the amazing power and intricacies of the whirling mass. The inventor, dwarfed into the similitude of some two-legged insect, walked a little in advance of his companions, and every now and then he squeaked out some word of explanation. Hertz came last, his spectacles removed, the man now intensely alive, his eyes everywhere, his hand continually clutching the brass protecting rail. When they stepped out into the daylight, reeling for a moment upon the steps, dazed by the comparative silence and blinded by a sudden flood of sunshine, Sir Sigismund challenged their laudation with an almost childish smile.




  “I have no breath for speech,” Van Stretton declared. “For the rest of my days machinery is a live and passionate thing.”




  “I don’t know whether I am on my head or my heels,” Sandbrook confessed. “All I could see was what appeared to be a stream of grey rubbish go in one end and beautiful baskets full of coloured wool flow out the other.”




  “I’ve seen some of our power stations,” Solomon Hertz muttered. “I’ve seen electricity made and water transported five hundred miles—I’ve never seen anything like that.”




  Sir Sigismund chuckled and waved them to the gate.




  “You are very fortunate men,” he told them. “There are not fifty others in the world who have seen my baby at play….”




  Outside, Chalmers was talking to the architect, whom he had met in the model shed. Sandbrook, swift to seize his opportunity, drew Miss Frances Moore a little on one side.




  “You would doubtless like to know my impressions of that amazing monster,” he observed.




  She shook her head.




  “No one would be interested in them,” she assured him. “If you were an engineer, it would be different. I cannot think what made Sir Sigismund take you into the Holy of Holies.”




  “I am inclined to wonder,” he complained, “whether you have not too low an idea of my mentality.”




  She laughed softly.




  “On the contrary,” she confided, “I think you are a very intelligent young man. You are so intelligent that there are times when I must confess that I do not quite understand you.”




  “Capital,” he exclaimed. “Look upon me in the light of a conundrum. Devote your time during the next few weeks to solving me. I will be like the illustrated papers—I will offer a prize—”




  “Perhaps,” she reflected, “you would not care much about being solved.”




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  “I have no dark secrets,” he assured her; “if that is what you mean. There is one forming in my brain but I have not the courage to share it with you just yet.”




  She abandoned her attempt at gravity and laughed in his face.




  “You are too ridiculous,” she protested. “I must leave now. Mr. Chalmers is ready. Tell me seriously—if you can be serious for a moment—what did you think of that machine?”




  “I think that it is the missing wonder of the world,” he acknowledged.




  She moved her head towards the disappearing figure of Sir Sigismund.




  “And its inventor?”




  “He must have a gigantic brain,” Sandbrook confessed. “Small men with large heads often have. All the same, I don’t like him any better than I did.”




  “You must admire him,” she persisted.




  “Why should I?” Sandbrook objected. “I don’t think that he has a nice nature. I will lend you a handbook on physiognomy if you will promise me to study his features one by one.”




  “You really are too absurd!” she declared.




  “Let’s talk like human beings,” he proposed suddenly. “You have, I fear, a very low opinion of me, Miss Frances Moore, but I like you. When will you dine with me?”




  “You are certainly very British,” she smiled. “Do you ask every young woman you admire to take a meal at your expense?”




  “It wouldn’t ruin me if I did,” he replied. “There are not many. Where does one reach you on the telephone?”




  “One doesn’t—in business hours,” she answered.




  “In your hours of leisure, then?”




  “You will find me in the telephone book,” she told him. “But listen, Lord Sandbrook. You have a very glib tongue but I really have something against you. I do not think your attitude is entirely friendly towards Woolito.”




  “My dear Miss Moore,” he protested. “I have never seen the stuff.”




  “Frivolous again,” she exclaimed. “You know what I mean. The interests of the Woolito Company are my interests in life. Do you understand that?”




  “Perfectly well,” he answered.




  “An enemy of Woolito, Limited, is my enemy. Is that clear?”




  “Perfectly.”




  “Very well then. I will dine with you one night after next week. You can ring me up. I see that Mr. Chalmers is ready.”




  She left him with a little nod of farewell and Sandbrook, having offered a lift to Andrew Crooks and his friends, which was hastily declined by the former, made his way back to his car.
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  At about ten minutes to six that evening a comfortable private car of the ordinary limousine type was brought to a standstill before a small garage in the neighbourhood of Tottenham. A tall, heavily built man, so closely muffled up that he would have been unrecognisable even to his friends and wearing thick motoring glasses, descended and, after a word or two with the chauffeur, who pointed to a car of somewhat similar appearance which was apparently being prepared for use, entered the place. An employee of the garage, who had been in the act of drawing on a heavy driving coat, came down some steps from the office to meet him.




  “Are you Mr. Bostock?” the visitor enquired.




  “That’s my name, sir,” was the civil reply. “What can I do for you?”




  “Let me be sure that there is no mistake,” the other continued. “You are the Mr. Bostock who takes Sir Sigismund Lunt either to the offices in Basinghall Street or out to Tottenham and fetches him back every day except Sunday?”




  “That’s right, sir,” the man agreed, with a curious lack of enthusiasm. “And not much of a job, I can tell you. If ever there was a gent who knew how to take care of his bobs and half-crowns, it’s that little blighter. Meaning no disrespect, sir,” he added hastily, “if you happen to be a friend.”




  “I am only an acquaintance of Sir Sigismund’s,” the other explained. “The remainder of our business need not take a minute. You are now on the point of starting to pick him up at his temporary office and take him home?”




  “Dead right, sir, and I ain’t looking forward to it. In ten minutes’ time I must be off.”




  “In ten minutes’ time, if you’re a sensible man, you will be seated inside the bar parlour of the ‘Pig and Whistle’ opposite, drinking a hot whisky and with a crisp ten-pound note in your pocket.”




  “What’s the game?” was the suspicious query.




  “There’s no game,” the other declared. “It’s a very simple matter of business. You can earn that ten-pound note in this way. Go to your telephone and ring up Tottenham to say that you’ve had a mishap to your car and that a friend is bringing another one and will be up there for Sir Sigismund at the usual time. That’s all you have to do. I shall take the job on and Sir Sigismund will be delivered at his house just as though you were taking him there yourself.”




  The man shook his head.




  “I don’t care about a deal I don’t understand,” he confided, “and I don’t understand this one.”




  “It is really very simple,” his client assured him. “Sir Sigismund is a difficult man to get hold of and I want a few words with him to-night. The drive home will give me the opportunity I desire.”




  “Bit of highway robbery, eh?”




  “Don’t be a fool. Do I look like a thief? I give you my word of honour that Sir Sigismund shall be delivered at his house only a trifle later than the usual hour and in his usual state of health. All that I want with him is a conversation and a chance to show him something. I’ll buy your job from you for the evening, Bostock, for ten pounds, and I guarantee that no harm shall come to Sir Sigismund and that so far as his personal effects are concerned, he shall not be a penny the poorer.”




  Mr. Bostock glanced across the street to the brightly lit bar parlour of the “Pig and Whistle.” He looked down at the ten-pound note extended temptingly towards him.




  “I can rely on you, sir, that this ain’t going to get me into any trouble?”




  “Absolutely,” was the unfaltering reply.




  “The job is yours and the sixpenny tip that goes along with it.”




  * * * * *




  At a few minutes before half-past six, Harris, Sir Sigismund’s secretary, presented himself in the latter’s improvised office.




  “Your man Bostock has just rung up, Sir Sigismund,” he reported. “Something has happened to his magneto and he can’t get the car to start, but he has sent a friend who is quite reliable.”




  “Why doesn’t the silly ass keep his magneto in order?” Sir Sigismund grunted. “I hate strange cars. He knows that. Let me know when the fellow comes.”




  “He has just driven up, sir.”




  “Had the good sense not to keep me waiting, anyway,” Sir Sigismund grunted. “I’m ready.”




  As usual, Harris helped his employer into his overcoat, gave him his hat and escorted him to the car.




  “You’ve come instead of Bostock, eh?” Sir Sigismund asked.




  The chauffeur touched his hat.




  “That’s right, sir,” he assented. “Got a bit of trouble with his magneto, Tom has. You’ll find this car quite as comfortable.”




  “Hope I shall,” his prospective passenger muttered. “Don’t drive too fast.”




  It was a blustery evening with squalls of rain and extremely dark. They had scarcely turned out of the temporary gates when the car came to a sudden stop by the side of the pavement. Whilst its occupant was struggling with the speaking tube, a vicious outburst of profanity at the tip of his tongue, the door was quickly opened and the man who had made the deal with Bostock, in all his disfiguring motoring impedimenta, entered and took the vacant place by Sir Sigismund’s side. The car started off again immediately.




  “What the devil?” the latter began at the top of his voice.




  A hand was suddenly pressed over his mouth. The stranger leaned forward and, although he spoke without haste or violence, what he had to say was sufficiently alarming.




  “If you take this quietly, my friend,” he said, “it is possible that no particular harm will come to you. If you call out or make a fuss you will get it—just here—in the ribs—see?”




  Sir Sigismund felt something hard pushed into his side and fear kept him silent for several moments. The car swung round to the right, away from London, and its terrified occupant realised now that they were heading back to the open country.




  “What do you want?” he demanded. “Who are you? I am not worth robbing but you can have what I have on me.”




  “We are not robbers,” was the prompt reply. “If you are a sensible man, you will sleep in your bed to-night not one penny the poorer in pocket, so far as we are concerned. There is just one condition, however. You have to keep your mouth closed and do as you’re told.”




  Sir Sigismund saw then that things were indeed serious. There was another man on the box and he realised that the chauffeur too must be concerned in this affair, whatever it might turn out to be.




  “Very well,” he agreed, in a quavering treble voice. “I won’t make any trouble. You see, we passed a policeman just now and I didn’t call out. But tell me what you’re going to do with me.”




  “We are going to put you down in the stalls of a theatre,” his companion confided. “You are going to watch the performance from start to finish, and after that we shall set you down somewhere just outside London, and you can take a taxicab home in peace and comfort. But—if you show any signs of troublesome curiosity or if you open your mouth too wide, I shall pull the trigger of this little affair which is caressing your ribs at the present moment, and we shall leave what remains of you in the ditch.”




  Sir Sigismund was too terrified to speak for several moments. Then he gasped out:




  “What nonsense is this about a theatre? There are no theatres in this part of the world and I never go to them, anyway.”




  “Wait and see,” was the laconic response.




  They passed through a long stretch of semi-rural, semi-suburban country. Sir Sigismund, with the cold hand of fear upon his heart, made no attempt to attract the attention of any of the infrequent passers-by. All the time he felt the pain of that hard object, whatever it was, against his ribs. He remembered the stories he had read and at which he had scoffed of the “bumpings-off” in Chicago, and he felt the perspiration continually breaking out upon his forehead. There came a time when he could keep silent no longer.




  “What harm have I done to anyone?” he pleaded. “You can take my money. I have forty pounds in my pocketbook and my watch is worth almost as much.”




  His neighbour seemed to smile in the semi-darkness, only it was not at all a pleasant gesture.




  “We don’t want your watch, neither do we want your money,” he said. “This is your evening out. You are going to have a little treat. Believe me, if you behave yourself—I am telling you the truth—you can be drinking a hot grog in your house at Hamilton Square within a couple of hours.”




  “You know who I am then?” Sir Sigismund demanded.




  This time his abductor laughed.




  “We don’t put up a show like this for strangers,” he said.




  The hired car, with a great deal of puffing and groaning, began to climb a long and steep hill. They seemed to have compassed a semicircle and were still turning. At last they pulled to the side of the road at the summit of the ascent. They had come to a standstill in front of a single, rather gaunt looking house.




  “This is where we alight, Sir Sigismund,” his companion informed him. “I don’t think there is anyone within hearing, but I shall walk arm-in-arm with you and there will be the same little trouble in store for you if you open your mouth.”




  Sir Sigismund had no idea of opening his mouth. He allowed his companion to assist him up a dozen steps, through a miserable strip of garden, and waited whilst the chauffeur, who had also descended, unlocked a flimsy front door. They mounted a creaking staircase and passed into a room full of gloomy shadows. Sir Sigismund shivered.




  “Aren’t we going to have any lights?” he asked.




  “We are going to do without lights,” his companion told him. “As a matter of fact, they would interfere with the spectacle which I have promised you. Here we are, in front of the window. You and I will sit together upon this sofa.”




  “But what for?” his prisoner demanded piteously.




  “No childish curiosity,” the other admonished him. “There, now we’re comfortable.”




  They sat side by side on a hard couch. The window was bare of curtains and Sir Sigismund realised that the hill they had climbed must have been of considerable height, for below there was nothing to break the view of thousands of twinkling lights stretching to the eastward and westward horizons all the way to the City. He gave a little gasp as he pointed to four great crystal globes enclosing a vast space below.




  “Why, that’s our land—the land for the factory!”




  “Just so,” his companion agreed. “The famous Woolito factory. The pride of the commercial world. The pride, too, of the great Lord Marsom and his henchman, Sir Sigismund Lunt, eh?”




  “Why not?” the latter breathed softly. “Why not, indeed? Those four crystal globes even at the present moment enclose the greatest triumph of commercial and scientific attainment the world has ever known. You can shoot me to pieces,” he went on, with a faint spark of desperate courage, “but that will remain.”




  His guardian took out his watch, struck a match and looked at it.




  “Jove, we’ve run it finer than I thought,” he muttered. “You have barely five minutes to wait, my friend, before the curtain goes up.”




  “What curtain?” Sir Sigismund gasped.




  The other poured some whisky from a flask into a silver cup.




  “Drink this,” he invited. “The room is chilly.”




  Sir Sigismund obeyed. His blood felt suddenly warmer and he felt his courage returning. The window had been thrown open and the rain was beating in.




  “You’d better have a blanket over you,” his gaoler observed, taking one from a bed in the corner of the room.




  Sir Sigismund drew it up to his throat and drank more whisky. The man who had brought him from Tottenham was leaning out of the window, listening intently. Suddenly his lips parted in a grim smile. From somewhere in the distance came a faint regular sound like the ticking of a clock. A single light was travelling through the sky.




  “Jove,” he muttered, “the man’s a wonder!”




  Across that chasm of mysterious space, through the open window to their ears, came a sort of crackling roar, following upon a red, lurid sheet of flame which shot up to the skies from below. There was another and a louder report, which bent the trees in front of them like a hurricane, and which set the very foundations of the house in which they were, to rocking. Now the very skies seemed to flame. The whole countryside was lit up. From where they were, the watchers could see plainly every little field and house for miles, men passing like insects along the streets, motor cars and other vehicles lumbering along the main road. The great open space below was as distinctly visible as though the sun were shining, grotesquely spacious amongst those squares and streets of miniature dwelling houses. Then there came another crackling report, a roar of deeper sound, the rocking of the earth, and sheets of flame once more, streaming up to the skies.




  “The sheds!” Sir Sigismund suddenly shrieked. “My machine! God, where’s the telephone? My machine is there! It has taken me all my life to think out. It took a hundred men three years to build!”




  He felt himself held in a grip of iron or he would have thrown himself from the sofa on to the floor, and from the floor through the window into the space beyond. Movement, however, of any sort was a physical impossibility.




  “Don’t look away, Sir Sigismund,” his guardian ordered. “There it goes—the greatest triumph of modern commercial enterprise. There it goes, the treasured secret, the glorious fruit of a man’s brain. A life’s work flaming out in gasses to the sky. Don’t look away, Sir Sigismund. It is worth watching. It happened before, didn’t it? It happened somewhere down in Nottinghamshire. Not to your machine, but to a very wonderful one, all the same. You may remember. It is not so long ago. You were responsible for what happened there. Don’t forget that.”




  Through the weird lights which flamed into the room his torturer could see his victim’s eyes straining out towards the holocaust. Sir Sigismund’s whole body was throbbing, his breath was coming in choked sobs and groans. His guardian poured more whisky down his throat. For a moment the suffering man found his voice again in one unearthly shriek, then he collapsed upon the sofa.
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  Lord Marsom, seated the next morning in a high-backed chair at the end of the long table in his library, had the air of a man very much in his element. He had a far more suitable apartment close at hand but one of his passions in life was for space. He liked large rooms and spacious surroundings. On his left-hand side Crooks, his private secretary, was taking down at lightning speed the thirtieth letter which had been given him without a pause. On his right Frances Moore was seated with a fat notebook in front of her, studying the many pages of instruction and direction which she had received that morning with regard to the press handling of the strange disaster at Tottenham. Marsom was smoking a long cigar, and an empty half-bottle of Veuve Clicquot, the contents of which had been poured into a silver tankard, stood by his side. One of the three telephone bells tinkled. Andrew Crooks stretched out his arm and answered it.




  “Lord Sandbrook has called, sir,” he announced.




  “Sandbrook! What the hell does he want?”




  Crooks coughed dubiously.




  “I understand that he merely asked if you were at home, milord.”




  “I will see him,” Marsom decided, without further hesitation.




  Crooks gave instructions and rose to his feet. His employer waved him to the door.




  “You can be getting on with what I’ve given you,” he directed. “Come back in half an hour. No, you stay where you are, Miss Moore,” he added, as she also rose. “There are mornings when I don’t want you out of my sight. This is one of them. I have a great many ideas….”




  Sandbrook brought with him a pleasant odour of the fresh air and the perfume of violets, a bunch of which he wore in the buttonhole of his blue serge coat. As usual, he was gracious, cheerful and inscrutable.




  “Felt I must come and offer you a word of sympathy,” he remarked, making himself comfortable in the chair which the butler had wheeled up, refusing the cigars but accepting a cigarette. “Most extraordinary thing, that fire last night. I have been reading about it in the Times.”




  “Lucky for us the factory was not built,” Marsom grunted. “Lunt’s wonderful machine has gone into thin air, though, I’m afraid, and they tell me there isn’t a scrap left of the model.”




  “Any theories as to how the fire started?” Sandbrook enquired.




  “Not the ghost of one.”




  “The police—” Sandbrook began.




  Marsom snapped his fingers contemptuously.




  “That for the police—” he scoffed. “They can’t even make up their minds how the explosions were caused.”




  “The papers talk about bombs dropped from an aeroplane,” Sandbrook ventured.




  “Don’t believe a word of it,” Marsom scowled. “And look here—Miss Moore! Where are you, Miss Moore?”




  “I’m here, Lord Marsom,” Frances said quietly, from a few yards in the background.




  “Show Lord Sandbrook that ridiculous communication. He’s not a director yet, but he soon will be, so we may as well take him into our confidence.”




  Miss Moore handed a card across to the visitor. He adjusted his eyeglass and read the inscription with the utmost seriousness. A single sentence was beautifully printed in old English characters across the glossy surface.




  

    THIS COMES TO YOU WITH SINCERE COMMISERATION


    FROM ONE WHO KNOWS ALL THE FACTS AND WHO VENTURES TO REMIND


    YOU THAT BLUNT’S MACHINE WAS DESTROYED BY FIRE AT CROYLTON


    MILLS IN NOTTINGHAMSHIRE.


  




  “What the mischief does that mean?” Sandbrook enquired.




  Marsom shrugged his shoulders.




  “How can I tell?” he snarled, with a wicked twist of the lips. “How can anyone tell? All that we know is that one of the mills we took over in Nottinghamshire was called the Croylton mill, and that they had a machine there working on somewhat the same lines as Lunt’s. It was a very inferior affair but it made the stuff, somehow or other. As to who sent this card or what the idea is, we cannot any of us imagine.”




  “Shown it to the police?”




  “Not yet,” was the gruff reply. “We don’t want too much fuss in the papers.”




  “So far,” Sandbrook remarked, with a glance towards Miss Moore, “they seem to have been singularly reticent about the affair.”




  “You think so, do you?” Marsom grunted. “Well, that’s a feather in Miss Moore’s cap. She’s our publicity agent and her instructions to the newspapers were to cut it out as far as possible. We don’t want sympathy from our rivals or the public. The loss of one machine can’t do much harm to the firm of Woolito, however valuable it was.”




  There was a quality of very real admiration in Sandbrook’s expression as he looked across at the scowling, contemptuous figure in the high-backed chair.




  “You must allow me to congratulate you upon your attitude, sir,” he said. “If this unfortunate incident, as one might surmise from the card, is really the result of malice on the part of anyone, or any group of people—”




  “Why the hell should it be?” Marsom interrupted fiercely. “We are only an ordinary trading company. We do not wage war against our competitors. We do not cut their throats with prices, either. If anyone can sell cheaper than we do, let them try.”




  “If your fellow directors share your spirit,” Sandbrook remarked, “no business opposition is likely to do you any harm.”




  “I don’t care whether they share it or not,” Marsom continued obstinately. “I could do without the lot of them. Lunt is all smashed to pieces. Got some cock-and-bull story about having been dragged to a deserted house to watch the fire. They’re taking him to a Nursing Home for a month. We don’t do business on hand-to-mouth principles. We are prepared for anything that may turn up. I’ve already signed the contracts with half a dozen engineers for the rebuilding of the machine and we are laying the foundation stone for the larger part of the factory next week. The machine is a loss, of course, but we shall have another one in its place within two months, as near as possible like it. As for the model, that was only a plaything, anyway. Hurry and make up your mind, young man. I’ll make better than a guinea pig of you, if you come on the board at once. You shall work if you have any fancy for it.”




  “I’ll have to wait until the will is proved,” Sandbrook insisted.




  “We’ll fix the shares.”




  “I’d rather come in on my own, thanks.”




  The telephone began to clatter. Crooks made discreet reëntrance and Sandbrook, feeling somehow the recurrence of the whirl of activity which his visit had interrupted, took swift and silent leave. In the hall he was escorted in the best Marsom manner by a small bodyguard towards the door. On the way he paused to admire a landscape of Turner’s. The servants fell back respectfully. He felt a tap on his shoulder. Frances Moore was standing there, a little breathless.




  “Lord Marsom wants to know whether you will dine with him to-night—just his daughter and himself?”




  “Shall you be there?”




  “Of course not.”




  “Sorry,” Sandbrook replied. “Quite impossible. Thank his lordship all the same.”




  She lingered by his side.




  “What did you really think of that extraordinary card he showed you?” she enquired.




  “Some humorist at work, I should imagine.”




  “Perhaps,” she answered doubtfully. “Lord Marsom chooses to believe so.”




  “Put on your hat and come for a spin with me,” he invited. “You look pale.”




  “I am rather worried,” she confided, “but of course, I couldn’t leave the house, even if I wanted to. Come into this small room. There are three other Turners there.”




  She led the way into an annex of the hall.




  “You can see the landscapes another day,” she said. “I wish to speak to you.”




  They stood together in the shadows of the dimly lit recess. Apart from the faint expression of trouble upon her face, there was something in her eyes which puzzled him, something almost of suspicion.




  “Why did you come to enquire for Lord Marsom?” she asked abruptly.




  “It seemed to me a civil thing to do,” he replied. “He was a friend of my father’s.”




  “I should say not. Your father and he had disagreed. You look very like your father. You have that sort of aloof air about you sometimes. I should have thought that you would have shared his prejudices and outlook.”




  “Sorry if I’m dropping below form,” he observed briefly. “After all, you know, my father was very much of the older generation.”




  She reflected for a moment.




  “Well, I don’t suppose it’s up to me to interfere,” she decided at last. “You seem to have the knack, every now and then, of making me suddenly curious.”




  “Change your mind and dine with me to-night,” he invited, “and whatever curiosity you may have I’ll do my best to satisfy.”




  “But you are engaged,” she reminded him.




  “It’s an engagement which I could easily break.”




  “Very well, then, I accept,” she replied promptly. “I don’t go in for that sort of thing as a rule, but if you are really going to become a director of the Woolito Company, it might be just as well for us to be better acquainted.”




  “Do you mind coming to my little house in Hill Street? More intime, you know. I hate too much music and clatter if one wants to talk.”




  “Not before half-past eight, please. What number?”




  “Eighteen, A,” he told her.




  She nodded and drifted away from him—a queer, but most attractive figure she seemed in her over-gorgeous surroundings. Sandbrook followed her slowly, with an occasional glance at the pictures. As he pushed back the curtains, he came face to face with a young woman of a very different type. They stared at each other for a moment in surprise. Then, with a little laugh, she dropped the skirt of her riding habit and held out her hand.




  “You are Lord Sandbrook, aren’t you? I believe we did meet somewhere once upon a time. I am Julia Pontifex.”




  “Of course we have met,” he declared. “My father used to dine here often. I see you have been having some exercise.”




  She nodded.




  “Isn’t it old-fashioned of me to ride so late? I was at that terrible party of the Studleighs last night. Heaven knows what time I got home. You don’t go out much, do you, Lord Sandbrook?”




  “I have only been back in England a short time,” he told her.




  “We were all so sorry about your father,” she continued. “He was a very popular person here.”




  “Bad luck on the old man,” Sandbrook observed. “Just as he had found a new hobby in life too.”




  “Are you going to take his place on the board?”




  “Lord Marsom has been kind enough to speak of it. We have not come to any definite arrangement yet. I must not keep you here, though. I expect you are dying for your bath.”




  “I am dying for a cocktail a great deal more,” she replied. “Come into my sitting-room and I will give you one.”




  He strolled by her side across the very fine hall, which was a feature of the house. She gave an order to one of the men-servants, who hurried swiftly away. Another opened the door of a very charmingly furnished, but homelike, apartment on the sunny side of the house. She threw down the jade-handled crop she had been carrying and her bowler hat and smoothed her hair in front of the glass.




  “Looking rather nice this morning, aren’t you?” he remarked cheerfully, from the hearthrug.




  “How do you know?” she laughed, happily conscious of the truth of his words. “Notwithstanding our little bluff, I don’t think we have ever met before in our lives. I have seen you once or twice playing polo, and years ago at Lords’, but I was only one of thousands.”




  “To show you how wrong you are,” he replied, accepting a cigarette from the box she offered him, “you were pointed out to me once at Ranelagh. You were with Janet Studleigh then—one of the leaders of the Bright Young People, I was told.”




  “You were badly informed,” she declared. “We are all as dull as we can be in London nowadays. The people who ought to be staying at home and amusing us spend their time in Abyssinia.”




  “Wonderful country,” he assured her.




  She indulged in a slight grimace.




  “I find all travelling in foreign countries a bore,” she confided. “I like London, Melton, Argyllshire and Paris. I like to be in touch with my own kind. Foreigners, even civilised foreigners, get on my nerves.”




  “Aren’t you afraid of becoming a trifle insular?” he asked.




  She flashed a sudden glance at him out of her really very beautiful brown eyes.




  “I am afraid of nothing in the world,” she told him, “except of being bored.”




  * * * * *




  It was a pity, Sandbrook thought, that the cocktail was served in a priceless Venetian glass and that the shaker should have the appearance, at any rate, of being fashioned out of solid gold. Otherwise it was excellently made and the dry salted biscuits an agreeable accompaniment.




  “Stay to lunch,” she invited. “Father isn’t going down to the City until afterwards, I know, if that’s any inducement.”




  “I have just seen your father,” he told her. “I couldn’t stay anyhow, thanks. I am lunching at Sunningdale and playing a round of golf. Like you, I have to keep myself fit.”




  “Do you ever ride in town?” she asked.




  “Never. Except for a week or two at hunting now and then, I keep off a horse when I am in England.”




  She refilled his glass.




  “Melton was great fun this year,” she reflected.




  “So I heard. I missed that, of course. I was searching for a lost tribe in Mesopotamia.”




  “That sounds Biblical,” she remarked.




  “Nothing Biblical about those fellows,” he assured her. “They have ugly habits with strangers, as a rule. Anyway, I have to leave them alone now and settle down at home.”




  “You lost your father and your mother whilst you were away this time, didn’t you?” she asked, a little more gently.




  He nodded.




  “My mother had been ill for a very long time,” he said. “My father’s death was a great shock, though.”




  “We are both only children,” she told him, leaning over and lighting a cigarette.




  “How do you know that?” he asked.




  “Debrett. My father rather dislikes me for not having been a boy. I think he’s lucky. I have no head for business and I am far too fond of the unusual. I like, so far as I can, to live my life differently than anybody else.”




  “How do you succeed in doing that?” he asked.




  She smiled. She had a frankness of manner when she looked him in the eyes which he rather liked, although behind it all there lurked a sort of eagerness which puzzled him, a touch perhaps of her mixed origin.




  “I have known you for half an hour,” she said, “but that is scarcely long enough for me to tell you all my secrets. Cultivate me and you will find them out easily. I am voluble—especially when I talk about myself—and I like people who are interested in me.”




  “I shall make you the study of my life,” he promised her. “To show you how quick of understanding I am, I know that you are dying for your bath.”




  “Your first mistake,” she told him. “I am dying for you to stay a little longer.”




  He held out his hand.




  “I will take my leave,” he said, “before I make any more mistakes. As a matter of fact, I shall be late for lunch as it is, and it gets dark so early.”




  She touched the bell.




  “Come and see me again,” she invited. “I am at home, as a rule, from six till eight—except opera nights—and twelve to one. If you take the trouble to let me know when you are coming, I shall be sure to have no one interesting here to distract your attention.”




  “A telephone message?”




  “I have a number of my own,” she confided. “It is not in the book. 37-70 Mayfair. There are just six people who know it. You make the seventh.”




  The door was thrown open, the procession outside was reformed. She indulged in a little grimace as they parted in the hall.




  “Sorry about this sort of thing,” she remarked, with a wave of the hand. “Dad is so Oriental and it pleases him.”




  CHAPTER VI




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  At eight o’clock on the same evening Martin Sandbrook was standing in his library with his back to the fire, smoking a cigarette and reading the evening paper. At half-past eight he had thrown the latter down and was walking restlessly up and down the little apartment. At twenty minutes to nine he was staring savagely at the clock. Thirty seconds later the front doorbell rang. He listened to the voices in the hall and his expression relaxed. From the bottles prepared for that purpose upon a side table he mixed a cunning decoction and poured it upon the ice, which was already in the shaker. He was wielding the latter vigorously when the door opened and his butler announced Miss Moore.




  “What a lovely sound,” she exclaimed. “And don’t I need one!”




  They shook hands with a touch of formality, then he wheeled an easy chair to the fire.




  “I have more congratulations to offer you,” he confided, as he poured out the cocktails.




  “You’ll turn my head,” she murmured.




  “I could never have believed,” he continued emphatically, “that an incident like the destruction of the Lunt machine up at Tottenham, which was certainly a most melodramatic affair, could have taken a back place in the newspapers within twenty-four hours, as it has done.”




  “The advertisement columns supply the explanation,” she pointed out a trifle cynically.




  “Yours is practically a new profession in this country,” he reflected, “but I should say that your vogue would soon spread.”




  She shrugged her shoulders—a slightly weary gesture. Apparently she was, at the moment, disinclined for general conversation. He refilled the glasses and stood on the rug, looking down at her. In her plain evening dress, the severe but beautifully fitting lines of which he was too experienced not to appreciate, her hair rather low at the back and plainly brushed away from her forehead, without a trace of artificial colouring on her lips or cheeks, he felt that, notwithstanding the slight hardness of her mouth and those telltale little lines at the corners of her eyes, she was sufficiently unusual to satisfy a person of even his somewhat exacting taste. What she lacked in the softer graces she seemed to make up for in dependability.




  She raised her eyes suddenly.




  “Aren’t you rather staring at me?” she asked.




  “I’m the rudest person in the world, I know,” he admitted. “I didn’t expect to see you looking so nice.”




  “Am I dressed above my station?” she enquired. “You see, we don’t look at things in quite the same way over in New York as you do here. I suppose a secretary should do her shopping in Oxford Street or in one of the huge stores! On the other hand, I earn a very considerable salary and I have nobody to spend it on except myself.”




  “I’m sorry about that large salary,” he said, “because I suppose I shall have to give you a raise when you come to me.”




  “I shall never come to you,” she assured him.




  “Why not?”




  “Because I can’t see the slightest possibility,” she replied, “of your ever offering me any work as interesting as the work I’m doing.”




  He indulged in a little grimace and at that moment the butler announced dinner. They crossed the hall into the dining room. The rather formidable, long table had been dispensed with, and a small round one was drawn up to the fire, with shaded lights and a great bowl of red roses in the centre, substituted for the more formal decorations. It was attractive enough to justify her exclamation of pleasure.




  “It does look cosy, doesn’t it?” he assented, “On the whole, I think dining at home is good. I don’t know a restaurant in London where the chairs are really comfortable or the music, at some time or another, isn’t too loud. Besides, we can talk seriously here, if we want to.”




  “Have we anything serious to talk about?” she asked, as she helped herself to caviar.




  “That depends on your outlook,” he replied. “I think myself that there is something peculiarly attractive in the first real tête-à-tête between two people, one of whom at least is interested in the other.”




  “Very nicely put,” she murmured.




  “You must remember that I scarcely know a thing about you or your life.”




  “There I have the advantage,” she observed. “Debrett is eloquent about you. There is, fortunately, no volume published that you can buy, in which you can read about my parentage and doings in the world.”




  “Perhaps, on the whole, I am glad,” he confided. “I like to come to my own conclusions in my own time—concerning the things that matter.”




  “If you ever find it worth while.”




  They dined pleasantly and exceedingly well. Frances Moore showed adequate appreciation of her host’s really excellent cook, and she also approved of the old Hock and single glass of champagne she was offered. All the time, however, both were conscious of the fact that there was a certain element of fencing in their conversation. It was a conversation of tongues rather than of hearts, or even of intelligence. Sandbrook was relieved when she acquiesced so easily in his suggestion that they should take their coffee in the other room.




  “This,” he decided, when their chairs were wheeled up to the fire, the table with coffee and liqueurs was between them, and their cigarettes were lit, “is the hour for confidences.”




  “Give me yours, then,” she suggested.




  His smile had almost the guilelessness of a child’s.




  “But I have no secrets,” he assured her blandly. “My life is an open book. The volume you speak of will even tell you where I was educated, what job I had during the War, in what countries I have been travelling—in fact, it brings me almost up-to-date. About you, on the other hand, there is all the time the aura of mystery. Why do you work for that brave old scoundrel—Marsom? Why do you work at all?”




  She reflected for a moment.




  “The Woolito job is the most interesting one I have ever had,” she declared. “I work because my income is too small for me to exist comfortably without working. But frankly—I enjoy it. I enjoy my independence and I enjoy my independent life. There is no mystery about me at all. My father is a government official at Washington, and my mother keeps house for him and entertains his friends. I have a sister who likes that sort of life and she lives with them. So there we are. If your life is really as colourless as you say, you might at least give me your opinion about something that is worrying me.”




  “Of course I will, if you think it worth having. I warn you—I’m a terribly prejudiced person.”




  “About people, perhaps, but not about events, I am sure. I should like your honest opinion about that queer communication which was sent to Lord Marsom after the destruction of the machine.”




  “Well, I should say,” he replied, flicking the ash from his cigarette, “that it came either from a lunatic or a wag letting himself go.”




  “Or someone in deadly earnest.”




  “I wish I could feel more interested in this misfortune which has assailed your firm,” he observed. “I must confess, however, that I can’t. I don’t really care. What I do care about is your position as publicity secretary to a firm which seems to me to be likely to come in for more than a spot of trouble.”




  “You would not suggest,” she protested, “that I should leave the firm because they have met with a quite insignificant reverse?”




  “Yes, I would,” he declared cheerfully. “I’ve had a look at that board and I know what I think of them. They’re wrong ‘uns, Miss Frances. They’ve got the evil eye, and they’ll have it on you, if you don’t mind. I hate the thought of your working for such a lot of bounders. I don’t believe I will ever bring myself to become their associate.”




  She laughed almost naturally.




  “But, my dear Lord Sandbrook,” she exclaimed, “I get a thousand a year salary and allowances, a private office in Basinghall Street and a room in the Park Lane mansion! I have twice been invited to lunch with the family. I am not responsible for the character of my employers. I consider my position a most enviable one.”




  “What’s a thousand a year?” he smiled across at her. “Turn me up in Debrett again and see how many thousand acres I own. I can’t remember. Think—if you became my secretary, all those might be yours some day. I am very susceptible, and I have never seen anyone in my life look so charming as you do to-night.”




  “You’re too flippant,” she complained. “As a rule, I like a certain amount of flippancy—it gives a sauce to conversation—but yours is too obvious and a trifle too personal. You are the only man I have ever met who would dare to say such things to me! Why do you think that I should ever want to marry you?”




  “Because of those acres,” he answered. “Much better than a thousand a year and luncheon once a week off the crumbs from the Marsom table! How did you leave the old boy this evening, by the way? I’ll leave off talking rot and be serious, if you like.”




  “I have never known him more full of life,” she said slowly. “He seems absolutely dynamic. And yet, do you know, I have a queer idea about him? I believe that underneath that overweening pride of his, he has had, ever since he received that strange communication, an uneasy presentiment that someone with brains connected with those Nottinghamshire firms which he has just driven out of business, is working on some scheme of revenge. He doesn’t know what fear is but he is angry because he is up against something which he does not understand.”




  “There’s nothing for him to be afraid of, anyhow,” Sandbrook observed. “You don’t get pushed off in this country for getting the better of your neighbour if you can. You generally get a step up in the peerage. I wish they would give it to old Marsom. A baron’s is the most unsatisfactory title there is. A man takes his own daughter about and every one of the uninitiated thinks he is on the loose. Lord Marsom and Miss Julia Pontifex! Why, I doubt if they’d give him rooms at the Metropole at Brighton!”




  “I’m afraid I don’t understand these English side shows,” she reflected, with a smile.




  “By-the-by, I met Miss Julia Pontifex this morning. She came in from riding just as you left me.”




  “Lucky I had left you!”




  “Why?”




  Frances shrugged her shoulders.




  “Oh, I don’t know. She is a very vivid and fascinating person, but she is a little old-fashioned in some of her ideas. I do not think that women secretaries meet with her entire approval.”




  “You mean that she is a snob?” Sandbrook asked.




  Frances shook her head.




  “I should not call her that. She is too intelligent. She simply does not understand why we exist. I honestly believe that if I met her in the street, she would not recognise me.”




  “That’s quaint,” he observed.




  “She is an interesting study,” Frances went on. “She is so terribly keen and alive to the surroundings and people she affects that outside them the world does not exist. Did you see her picture in last year’s Academy?”




  “I was not in London,” he reminded her.




  “It was by a great artist and it was a marvellous piece of work. I never could have believed that anyone could have thrown on to canvas that intense inner vitality, that almost throbbing sensuousness which she undoubtedly possesses. Yet there they are. Julia Pontifex is a very attractive personality, Lord Sandbrook. I know at least half a dozen men who would marry her, if they could.”




  “I’m not surprised,” he observed. “You used a good word just now. She is vital. You can almost feel the life throbbing in her when she talks to you. She reminds me of one of the great Biblical heroines—almost too colourful for this generation.”




  There was a brief silence. Sandbrook was haunted for a moment by that vision of the slender girl with the proud lips and the mocking eyes, with their partially revealed depths. He tapped another cigarette upon the table and lit it.




  “Miss Frances Moore,” he said, “I am going to talk seriously to you.”




  “This is very sudden,” she complained. “I don’t feel that I have had sufficient preparation.”




  “I am not going to ask you to be my wife, but if I dared offer you a piece of advice, it would be this. Chuck that job. It’s as plain as a pikestaff that someone has got their knife into Woolito, Limited—someone who means business. It’s all very well for us men who are likely to get something out of it to stick to our guns, but you will only get yourself into trouble fighting an unpopular cause all the time.”




  “I shall do my duty,” she declared. “I have been well treated there and if I don’t altogether approve of their methods, I have come across nothing which I think directly dishonourable. Would you mind asking your man to fetch me a taxicab?”




  “Already?” he protested.




  “It’s ten minutes to eleven,” she pointed out. “We loitered over dinner. I ought to be round at Park Lane at eight-thirty to-morrow morning. I have appointments with newspaper men practically the whole of the day.”




  “What a job!” he scoffed. “You promise them so much advertising and they tone down their news for you. You call that an honest woman’s career in life!”




  She laughed gaily.




  “My dear host,” she assured him, “it is most amusing.”




  The servant answered the bell.




  “A taxi and my coat and hat, Groves,” Sandbrook ordered.




  “Unless,” she said, as the door closed, “you are going to that mysterious place which Englishmen call their club, you won’t want your coat and hat.”




  “Mayn’t I see you home?” he begged.




  She shook her head.




  “I live in the most respectable Mews in London,” she confided. “Even to go back in a taxi gives cause for scandal.”




  “But if I don’t get out?”




  “The white of your shirt would be seen glistening. These idiots of taxicab men always stop under a lamp. Do you mind? It is quite a warm evening and I feel like leaning back, pulling my fur up around my neck, having both windows down and resting for a time. I have had rather a rotten day.”




  “Why, of course, I don’t mind,” he replied. “I’ve bored you as it is, I’m afraid.”




  She gave him both her hands with a delightful little gesture.




  “You are the nicest man I’ve met in England,” she said. “You are very nearly the nicest man I have ever met in my life. It is just bad luck that for the moment you present rather a problem to me. Never mind—I like you.”




  “And for all my chaff, and I indulge in it too often,” he rejoined, “I like you. You have read enough of your country’s fiction, I am sure, to know that an English earl is bound to be an ass. Perhaps I am, but I have seen enough to approve of you. I may tell you so again some day.”




  “And this,” she remarked, turning back as he stood upon the doorstep, “is where you intrigue me. I cannot make up my mind whether you are one of the pleasantest idiots in the world or a very clever and determined person, who means having his own way and is getting it.”




  He smiled.




  “Pull both windows down,” he advised, “wrap the fur closely around you, lean back in the corner and smooth the hair off your forehead, think hard and you may solve your own conundrum.”
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  Julia Pontifex was riding a little listlessly down Rotten Row the next morning when she heard the sound of horse’s hoofs behind. She looked up just as Sandbrook cantered to her side and if he had been a vain man he would certainly have been flattered by the sudden animation which lightened her face.




  “Why, Lord Sandbrook!” she exclaimed. “I thought that you never rode in the Park.”




  “I very seldom do,” he acknowledged. “I have to keep something in the stable, though, for my young cousin, when he comes up from Eton. That’s a beautiful animal of yours.”




  She leaned forward and stroked the neck of the thoroughbred mare she was riding.




  “Yes,” she admitted, “she’s a wonderful creature. Father’s Christmas present to me. She has carried me twice a week down at Melton and never made a mistake. Like everything else we possess,” she added, a little bitterly, “she is as near perfection as possible. Are you very rich, Lord Sandbrook?”




  “Well, I’m not poor,” he confessed, after a moment’s hesitation. “You see, my mother had a great deal of money. That’s really what made my father take up some of these City directorships. He hated being the weaker vessel financially.”




  “And yet money is terribly unimportant,” she said.




  “Millionaires are generally the only people who have made that discovery,” he rejoined.




  “Don’t dare to be sarcastic,” she warned him. “I am not in the humour for it this morning. I had to be hostess last night at one of Father’s worst type of dinner parties.”




  “What do you mean by ‘worst type of dinner parties’?”




  “The Woolito directors and—worse still—their wives. All City people, bulging with money, oozing with conceit.”




  “Poor old Lunt was not there, I suppose?”




  She shook her head.




  “They say he won’t be out for months. Of course, he is terribly unscrupulous and very unpopular, but I am not sure that I have not more sympathy for him than for some of the others. Mr. Somerville, for instance. He had to be helped into the room, his gout was so bad, and yet he drank champagne as fast as they could fill his glass! Oh, they’re a horrid crowd.”




  “You have some friends of a different type,” he reminded her.




  She nodded shortly.




  “A few. People of gentler manners and who bring a different atmosphere with them—but they are all terribly obvious. They are either half-commission young men on the Stock Exchange, or in the automobile trade, or wine men. They are charming for a time and then they open out. They want something.”




  “Aren’t you by way of being a little bitter this morning?” he asked.




  “So would you be if you had been hostess at that dinner party last night,” she retorted. “Sir Alfred Honeyman on my left, trying to fashion clumsy compliments. I detest that man. I am sure he is not honest.”




  “I’m getting interested in your dinner party,” he confided. “Who sat on your right?”




  “Lord Hildreth.”




  “The banker?”




  She nodded.




  “That’s why he came, I suppose. They say that he is a man of great social gifts. If so, I must be a girl of immense perspicacity, for I found everything he said tactless and his attitude almost offensive. He seemed to be trying to impress one with the fact that he was only there because Woolito, Limited, was one of his largest accounts and that socially he was entirely out of his element.”




  “Pompous old man, anyway,” Sandbrook observed. “You take these people too seriously, Miss Pontifex. They are not worth it. I am sure you have plenty of other friends who are more amusing.”




  “I call friends people who like you for your own sake,” she said, looking across at him. “I know very few people like that. There is one ingenuous youth who sends me roses every day. I remonstrated with him once because I know that they cost a great deal of money, and he only laughed. ‘The firm pays,’ he assured me, as though it were a joke. They are trying to get an order from Father for three new motor cars! He even hinted at an afternoon at Ranelagh or Hurlingham, if the thing comes off…. One more turn and I must go home. Do you mind if we go up to the top and out by Stanhope Gate? I shall climb another step up the ladder if the right people see us together!”




  “I believe you are making fun of me,” he complained.




  “Impossible,” she replied, a faint note of sarcasm in her tone. “On the contrary, I ask myself why you trouble to be decent to me. You have nothing to gain from the Woolito Company or Father or any of us.”




  “Perhaps I like you,” he suggested.




  “And perhaps you don’t,” she rejoined drily. “I wish you did. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to be liked by you—but somehow I have instincts. Whatever reason you have for taking notice of me, I do not think it is affection.”




  “If you only knew how wrong you are,” he smiled. “To tell you the truth, you possess one of the qualities I like immensely. You are candid. You tell the truth and you tell it as though it were a natural gift. I have not made up my mind yet whether I like your father and my probable future fellow workers or not, but I am sure that I like you.”




  She laughed more naturally and without that tinge of bitterness. The ride had brought colour to her cheeks. She sat her mare gracefully and there was a pleasant curl about her lips and flash in her eyes as she challenged him.




  “Very well, then,” she exclaimed, “come in and have a cocktail with me.”




  “I was hoping that you would ask me,” he told her.




  In the hall they met Marsom just leaving for the City. He stared at them in some surprise but with grim approval.




  “I met Lord Sandbrook riding in the park, Father,” she explained. “He is coming to have a cocktail with me.”




  “Give him some of my old sherry instead,” Marsom suggested. “Beastly things, cocktails. Ruin your taste for wine. You will find that out for yourself, young fellow, before you reach my age.”




  “I haven’t the slightest doubt but that you’re right, sir,” Sandbrook replied. “The trouble of it is that I like cocktails—not so much the taste of them, perhaps, as the misty appearance, the appetising snap.”




  “Never tasted one in my life,” Marsom broke in, with his usual steam-roller disregard for niceties of conversation. “Stay to lunch, young fellow, if you want to. Julia will look after you. Sha’n’t be back myself. I’m going to the City for an hour or two.”




  He passed on without waiting for a reply, dressed for the City in the old fashion, in dark overcoat, a freshly plucked gardenia in his buttonhole, his silk hat already on his head. Julia looked after him and laughed softly.




  “Rather breath-taking, isn’t he?” she remarked, as she led the way into her sitting-room. “Why don’t you stay, Lord Sandbrook, if a luncheon à deux would not bore you? I sha’n’t offer to import a chaperon, although it would be rather intriguing to feel that one needed one!”




  “Don’t forget that I am just home from a savage country,” he reminded her, as he watched his glass being filled. “Some of those Abyssinians have queer habits with their womenkind.”




  “But I’m not one of your womenkind.”




  “You’re one of my race, anyway.”




  “I’m not sure that I am that. I am a Jewess.”




  “Well, you’re an English Jewess—and you certainly know how to shake cocktails. I am only sorry that I cannot stay to lunch. I am having a formal meal with my lawyer. We have to do that sort of thing once a week until my affairs get settled.”




  She was frankly disappointed but she made no protest.




  “Come another time when I am alone,” she invited. “I will show you my zoo. You know that I collect animals, don’t you?”




  “I have read about them in the newspapers and seen pictures of your lemur cubs,” he replied. “Would I do for an exhibit?”




  “Too fierce,” she laughed. “I wouldn’t dare to keep you in a cage.”




  “I could be as mild as a canary, if I had company,” he assured her.




  “Well, that might be arranged, perhaps,” she told him, with a slight pressure of his arm. “You will come, won’t you?”




  “Of course I will,” he promised. “I am not very good at luncheons, though. The afternoons in London are horrible. I generally go down to one of my country golf clubs, if I have nothing better doing, and have a round afterwards. What about getting hold of two others and coming out to dance some night?”




  Julia felt a thrill of pleasure which she took no pains to conceal.




  “I should love it,” she declared enthusiastically. “Must we,” she added, “have those two others?”




  “Well, I think just now we had better,” he decided, “I am in half mourning, you see, and it would not do for me to be seen alone with an attractive young woman like you! Aren’t there any of your father’s friends who have young people in the family?”




  “I suppose there are,” she assented. “I could collect two others, of course.”




  “There was a fellow named Somerville who was very civil to me at the meeting the other day,” Sandbrook meditated. “Has he no family?”




  “He has a son and daughter,” Julia admitted, a little doubtfully. “Maudie and Joe. Maudie is quite nice in her way, but I’m not sure what you would think of Joe.”




  “So long as you don’t like him too much, I don’t mind,” was the light-hearted response. “What about calling for you some time this afternoon and we will go and invite them? It will be too late for me to get down to Sunningdale, anyway, after my old josser has finished with me.”




  “Heavenly!” she exclaimed. “I will be ready any time after four.”




  “You’re sure you are not overfond of this fellow Joe?” Sandbrook asked with mock anxiety.




  “As a matter of fact, I dislike him exceedingly. What about Maudie? She’s rather pretty. Promise you won’t flirt with her.”




  “My affections,” Sandbrook assured her, “are already engaged.”




  “For such a nice speech,” she told him, with a faintly inviting curl of her lips, “you may give me a cousinly embrace and I will let you go.”




  Sandbrook laughed softly as he leaned towards her.




  “I have not a girl cousin in the world,” he said, “so I’ll have to learn what is expected of me.”




  * * * * *




  He left the house and climbed into his car with a faint sting in his blood, a thrill of which he was somehow ashamed because of its element of unnaturalness.




  “What damned hypocrites we all are,” he muttered to himself, as he thrust in his clutch rather more brusquely than usual.
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  Mr. Archibald Somerville, director of the famous firm of Woolito, Limited, and putative millionaire, was lying upon his couch, drawn up to a welcome fire in the large drawing-room of his house in Hyde Park Square. He was suffering from an attack of gout aggravated by his excesses at the recent dinner party given by his chief, Lord Marsom, at his mansion in Park Lane. He was a large, fleshy man, rubicund as a rule, but now flabby and grey after several days of inaction. His bandaged foot was carefully adjusted upon a cushion and his slovenly toilet was in forcible contrast to the expensive nature of his surroundings. The role of semi-invalid had been bad alike for his health and his temper. On a chair by his side was seated the young man from the City who acted as his private secretary, and who had just completed reading aloud to him an article from the Commercial Review.




  “Damn these newspaper fellows,” Mr. Somerville muttered, with a scowl. “They ought to be clapped in prison for an article like that. Read the last paragraph or so again, Ellis.”




  The young man obeyed without comment.




  

    “There is no doubt whatever that the economic laws of to-day have either utterly destroyed or wilfully mutilated the old-time amenities of commerce. Take the case of the man Thorpe whose suicide most of our contemporaries reported last week. Josiah Thorpe, owner of the Hovell Mills near Nottingham, was a man of integrity and very popular in the district. He was an alderman of the city and next on the list for the Mayorality, an honour which would have realised the ambition of his life.


    


    “One disastrous year brought him from prosperity to degradation. Through a speculative and most unfortunate purchase of inferior yarn, the firm found itself confronted with the loss of a whole season’s business. At the same time, their price lists for ordinary trade were categorically attacked by the great Juggernaut firm of Woolito, Limited. The Thorpe concern held up for some time, owing to its old connections, but that one disastrous speculation and the battle of prices brought it down at last; brought it down, too, unhappily, in the very year preceding the one in which Josiah Thorpe should have served as Mayor. The firm went into liquidation, Josiah Thorpe resigned from the Council and committed suicide in November, on the day of the municipal elections. The whole assets of the estate were taken over by Woolito, Limited, a month later. No one can find a word to say against one of the greatest English commercial undertakings of the day, a business which owes a large portion of its initial success to the then manager, Archibald Somerville, J.P. At the same time, this is just a notable instance of the fact that business to-day is a battle fought out without mercy, and with the spoils hung round the neck of the victor.”


  




  With a furious motion of his hand, Archibald Somerville sent the review flying from the young man’s hand. The latter, who was used to such ebullitions, calmly picked it up and prepared to take his leave.




  “Men ought to go to prison for writing such stuff as that,” his employer declared. “Show that article to Miss Moore, Ellis, and see that none of the newspapers connected with that organisation ever get another advertisement from us. Find out who printed the rag. See that they never get any of our work.”




  “Very good, sir,” the young man replied.




  A parlourmaid, with flying cap strings and starched apron, bustled in. She crossed the room almost to her master’s couch before she made her momentous announcement.




  “The Earl of Sandbrook and Miss Pontifex have called, sir.”




  Mr. Somerville rolled over on his side.




  “Who?” he demanded incredulously.




  “The Earl of Sandbrook and Miss Pontifex, sir,” the girl repeated. “What with you being in the drawing-room, sir, I didn’t quite know what to do with them, as the dining-room is being cleaned and the morning-room is all in a litter. Shall I show them in here?”




  “Of course,” was the emphatic response. “Don’t keep them waiting, Agnes. Hurry! Do you hear? Bring chairs. Let Mrs. Somerville know. There must be some tea—”




  “Very good, sir,” the girl replied, hurrying out.




  Sandbrook and Julia Pontifex were duly ushered in, passing the crushed-looking little secretary hastening to make his escape into the hall. There was a subdued excitement about Julia’s manner and appearance which lent an added and softened charm to her undoubted good looks. Her deep brown eyes were almost brilliant and the colour upon her cheeks, faint though it was, was entirely natural.




  “We have come to enquire how you are getting on, Mr. Somerville,” she announced. “Lord Sandbrook was calling and he offered to motor me down. Father said I was to get the very latest news and to tell you that if you are blaming his port, it is because you didn’t drink enough of it.”




  “Very good of you, very good, I’m sure,” Somerville replied, struggling to raise himself into a sitting posture, a gesture of politeness which was frustrated by Sandbrook’s kindly hand upon his shoulder.




  “Don’t distress yourself, please,” the latter begged. “Don’t attempt to move. I hope you will forgive this unceremonious call. I thought you were looking a little seedy the other day at the meeting.”




  “Most extraordinarily kind of you to look in,” Mr. Somerville declared. “I take it as a great compliment. Very pleased to welcome you here. My wife, too, will be charmed. Do sit down, please. Sit down in that easy chair near the fire. And Miss Julia, you tell your father I’ll remember his message next time I get a chance at that ‘70 Cockburn! I don’t need to enquire about your health. Never saw you looking so fit.”




  “I’m very well, thanks,” the girl answered. “How are Maudie and Joe?”




  Their father’s reply lacked enthusiasm.




  “Maud’s as well as any girl can be who keeps such late hours. Joe is giving a bit of trouble, as usual.”




  “Joe’s all right,” Julia declared hastily. “You’re too strict with him, Mr. Somerville.”




  “How is the leg?” Sandbrook intervened. “That’s the important matter.”




  “Better,” the invalid admitted. “I shall be able to get down to the City in about a week now. The doctor talks about sending me away for a change, though, after I’ve had a look round.”




  A young lady, fluffy but rather nice-looking in an undistinguished way, came hurriedly into the room.




  “Sweet of you, my dear Julia,” she exclaimed, embracing her friend.




  Julia drew away after a very perfunctory bout of affection.




  “This is Lord Sandbrook, Maud,” she announced. “Miss Somerville.”




  Maud smiled pleasantly and shook hands.




  “We came to enquire after your father,” he explained. “I was so sorry to hear that he was down with this wretched gout.”




  “It’s better to-day, I think,” the girl said. “Are you a fellow director of the Woolito Company, Lord Sandbrook, like your father?”




  He shook his head.




  “I’m not a director of the company just yet,” he confided. “As a matter of fact, I might have been, but there has been some doubt about the disposition of the family shares. I take a great interest in the Woolito Company, though, just as my father did.”




  “Lord Sandbrook has been to see Dad continually,” Julia broke in, a slight undertone of triumph in her voice. “Perfectly sweet of him, I call it. They ought to make him a director, whether he has any shares or not. I think what keeps him off is my latest idea—that I shall go down either to the works or the City, and establish myself as a typist!”




  “You wouldn’t be any good, dear,” her friend assured her. “You would get Worth to dress you and you would turn the heads of half the staff.”




  Julia glanced at her wrist watch.




  “I’m afraid we mustn’t stay here talking nonsense any longer,” she announced.




  “You must have some tea,” Mr. Somerville begged hospitably, “or what about a whisky and soda, Lord Sandbrook? Pre-war, I can promise you that.”




  “Nothing at all, thanks,” was the firm reply.




  “What are you doing to-morrow night, Maud?” Julia asked. “Lord Sandbrook and I are going to dine and dance at Ciro’s, and as he is in half mourning, we ought not to be alone. We wondered if you and Joe would like to join us.”




  “Why, I should love to,” the girl answered, with obvious surprise. “And—well, I suppose—I don’t quite know about Joe.”




  “Of course Joe can go,” her father intervened emphatically. “If he has any other engagement, he can put it off. I’ll see to that.”




  “About nine o’clock, then,” Julia said. “Good-bye, Mr. Somerville.”




  “Good-day, sir, and take care of the leg,” Sandbrook added.




  “I wish you could have stayed a few minutes and seen Mrs. Somerville,” the invalid regretted. “She’s prinking, I expect, or having her afternoon nap.”




  “We wouldn’t hurry her for the world,” Julia insisted. “Besides, we really must go. It is almost a spring afternoon and Lord Sandbrook drives so marvellously that it is a perfect joy to be in the car….”




  The parlourmaid was summoned and the two visitors took their leave. Maud came back to her father with a thoughtful expression upon her face.




  “Very polite of his lordship,” Mr. Somerville, who was in high good humour, declared. “I much appreciate his call. Most gratifying. You ought to be glad to be going out with them, child. A very pleasant invitation, I call it.”




  “Of course, I’m glad,” Maud agreed. “But—”




  “But what?”




  “I’m a little worried about Joe,” Maud confessed.




  Mr. Somerville turned back on his side.




  “You’ve got your mother’s disposition,” he sniffed.




  CHAPTER IX




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  Mr. Archibald Somerville was to receive yet another caller that afternoon, whose visit was very little less welcome than Sandbrook’s. Mr. Tobett was announced and promptly shown in—a dapper little man, quietly dressed, of slightly legal appearance, but with the air of one who is used to society. He accepted an easy chair and duly commiserated with his host.




  “I hope, Mr. Tobett,” the latter said anxiously, “it is thoroughly understood—I think it has been made clear in the Press—that the outrage which resulted in the destruction of the famous Woolito machine was entirely unjustified.”




  “I have seen nothing to contravene that point of view,” Mr. Tobett acquiesced graciously.




  “One or two of the Sunday papers,” Mr. Somerville went on, “had something to say about the unpopularity of the Woolito Company, owing to their ‘ruthless methods of competition’ and that sort of thing. There’s a concealed attack upon us, too, in the Commercial Review this week. They’re dragging up the matter of the Hovell mills again, just because of the suicide of Josiah Thorpe. The charges are, of course, absurd. Competition is the soul of business. If weaker concerns have pitted their strength against ours, they are foredoomed to failure.”




  “I quite understand that,” Mr. Tobett agreed. “You need have no anxiety on that point. Affairs, I may say, are progressing quite satisfactorily and your name is practically upon the list which the Prime Minister will sign within the next few days. The only matter where a little investigation seemed necessary—it is always necessary, where a hereditary title is granted—is with regard to your family. We understand that Mr. Joseph Somerville is your only son?”




  “That is so.”




  “He was educated where?”




  “At Harrow and Pembroke College, Cambridge. He was only at Cambridge for a short time, as we needed young blood in the works. Ours is a vast industrial undertaking, you know, Mr. Tobett. The amount we pay in taxation makes us feel sometimes proud and sometimes, I must confess, exceedingly unhappy. But there it is. The heads of Somerset House know all about us.”




  “The reputation of your firm is unquestioned, Mr. Somerville,” his visitor murmured. “I have never had the pleasure of meeting your son, I think.”




  “He works very hard,” his father explained.




  “Is he interested in sports at all?”




  “He takes an Englishman’s interest in racing.”




  “Any athletic distinctions at College?”




  “I am afraid not.”




  “Degree?”




  “We fetched him away before he had time to enter for it.”




  “I see,” Mr. Tobett murmured. “Just so.”




  “The amount we spoke of,” Mr. Somerville said cautiously, “was satisfactory, I hope?”




  “Most generous,” his visitor acknowledged. “Of course, you must understand, Mr. Somerville, that my intervention in these matters is unofficial—purely unofficial.”




  “I quite understand that.”




  “And it must never be referred to.”




  “Naturally not. One more word, Mr. Tobett. If it should come to be a question of money, a few thousands would not break me. You understand, I hope?”




  “Perfectly, my dear sir. Perfectly.”




  Mr. Tobett declined refreshments and shortly afterwards took his leave, making his way towards the sacred precincts of Whitehall. Mrs. Somerville arrived in time to join with her husband in a little bout of self-congratulation.




  “The most interesting call, my dear,” the latter announced, raising himself on his couch. “Mr. Tobett, you know—most influential person. Sort of private secretary to someone whom we won’t name, eh?”




  “Is it all right?” the lady asked anxiously.




  “It will be announced next week—‘On account of distinguished services to commerce and generous gifts to charity.’ That sounds all right, eh? But remember—not a word. Not a word, Margaret. It must come as a surprise. We must be completely taken aback. If Bomford got to know about it, he would never be satisfied with the knighthood he’s angling for. It must come upon us as a—well, as a thunderclap. Not a word even to the children.”




  Mrs. Somerville, who was a person of ample dimensions and florid complexion, smiled happily into the fire.




  “Don’t you worry, Archie,” she said. “I can keep my mouth shut as well as most. All the same, I can’t help smiling when I think of the airs that Amy Honeyman puts on every time I see her. It’s her ladyship’s car, and her ladyship’s at home or not at home, every moment of the day. And her husband just a knight! I’d love to be there when she reads it in the paper.”




  “You be sure she does read it in the paper,” Mr. Somerville enjoined, “and not hear it from any gossip that gets about. There’s wheels within wheels in this business—I can tell you that. Have you heard what else has happened this afternoon?”




  “I’ve not heard anything,” the lady confessed. “I was that sleepy after lunch I never woke till half an hour ago.”




  “Young Lord Sandbrook, son of the Earl of Sandbrook, who used to be a director with us—he’s the Earl of Sandbrook himself now—called. Maud and Joe are to go to a dancing party with him and Julia Pontifex to-morrow night.”




  Mrs. Somerville was staggered. She sat forward in her chair, open-mouthed and open-eyed.




  “God bless my soul!” she exclaimed. “But what on earth brought the young man here?”




  “Julia Pontifex, as it happened.”




  “Is it just them four who are going?”




  “So I understand. They’re going to Ciro’s Club to dine and dance.”




  Mrs. Somerville meditated for a moment.




  “Seems to me there must be a catch in it some way. Julia is a proud little minx. She has never taken any notice of Maudie, or helped her to know people, ever since they moved into Park Lane. She seems to have got hold of Lord Sandbrook, all right, but I can’t think what she wanted to risk showing him to Maud for. Maudie would eat her head off for looks.”




  “Well, that’s just how it was,” Mr. Somerville observed. “Perhaps it isn’t etiquette in those circles for two to go out alone, and Julia thought, so long as she had to have someone, it might as well be Maud. Anyway, the party’s fixed up, and after the money I’ve spent on frocks, if Maud doesn’t look all that she ought to—well, that’s up to you, Mrs. S.”




  His better half purred with satisfaction.




  “Wherever she goes, there isn’t going to be anyone that looks smarter or more the real thing than Maudie,” she declared confidently. “I’ve not let that Frenchwoman dress her for nothing. She’s IT with her clothes, Maudie is. If Lord Sandbrook has got half an eye, it won’t dwell on Julia Pontifex all the evening, I can promise you that. The only trouble seems to me to be Joe.”




  Mr. Somerville raised himself a little higher still on his couch. There was distinctly more life in his expression.




  “Trouble with Joe is a thing we need not consider,” he said firmly. “That young man and me are due to have a few words, and they will come this very night. He has responsibilities coming and he’s got to realise them. To-night will be a real chance for him. If he makes friends with Lord Sandbrook and gets pally with a few of that sort, that’s all I ask of him. There’s money for picking up in our business. He won’t have to work as I used to, but he’s got to be a gentleman and act the gentleman, and if he won’t do that—well, look here, Mother, send him to me directly he gets in. Let me get this off my chest. Joe is no fool if he does take a glass or two sometimes.”




  Mrs. Somerville rose.




  “I’ll have a word with him myself, too,” she threatened. “How’s the leg, Archibald?”




  “I’ve not had time to think about it,” he confessed.
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  Julia was ready and waiting when Sandbrook called for her on the following evening. Under the mild but persistent supervision of her highly trained French maid, she had abandoned her usual penchant for colours, and she looked curiously distinctive in her grey dancing frock with a single string of pearls and a wonderful ermine cape, which her maid slipped over her shoulders at the last moment. Her hand crept into her companion’s as she took her place in the limousine.




  “Oh, dear,” she sighed. “I wish we hadn’t asked those others.”




  “It does seem a pity, doesn’t it?” he agreed.




  “Why were you so keen on having them?” she enquired curiously. “Maud is so terribly obvious and Joe can be awful.”




  “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I don’t know how I got the idea but I thought they were your greatest friends.”




  “Well, don’t make that mistake another time,” she begged, “and please remember that so far as I am concerned, at any rate, those silly days of les convenances passed forever, I hope, while you were wasting your time in Abyssinia. I go out with whomever I like, or rather I should do, if there were anyone I did like—and I stay out just as long as I want to.”




  Her voice had dropped away to a whisper and her eyes were full of invitation. Sandbrook did his duty and kissed the lips which were almost upon his cheek.




  “I don’t want those others,” she murmured.




  “Got to make the best of it this time,” he regretted. “We’ll have an evening to ourselves later on….”




  At Ciro’s the others had not arrived. They made their way down to the bar and ordered cocktails, whilst Sandbrook sent for a maître d’hôtel and selected the dinner. Just as he had finished, Maud and her brother arrived, the former in a very chic, but somewhat daring, confection of grass green.




  “I do hope we are not late,” the young lady gushed, as she greeted her host. “They have been busy down in the City to-day, and Joe was so tiresome. You have not met my brother, have you, Lord Sandbrook?”




  The two men shook hands, and Sandbrook realised at once that he was in for a bad evening. Joseph Somerville was certainly not an attractive young man. He possessed heavy, flabby features, watery eyes and a distinct air of dissipation. He was dressed with a good deal of superficial smartness, but everything about him that could be wrong, was wrong. His diamond studs, mercifully set in onyx, were too large and his tie was too small. He was a big fellow, but he seemed, even so early in life, to have developed a slouch.




  “What about a cocktail?” he demanded, almost before he had finished shaking hands.




  “I’ve ordered dry Martinis, unless you prefer something different,” Sandbrook announced. “Shall we sit down again for a few minutes? Dinner won’t be ready for quarter of an hour.”




  “I’m all for that,” Joe declared. “Been in the City all day. Terrible grind it was, too. Charles,” he added, signalling confidentially across to the barman, “send me a double one….”




  It was half an hour before they mounted the stairs to the restaurant. Julia deliberately took her host’s arm and drew him a little behind.




  “I think, perhaps,” she whispered, dropping her voice, “I ought to have warned you about Joe. I don’t know what it is about him, but anything he drinks seems to go to his head so soon.”




  Sandbrook permitted himself an inward chuckle. He had watched the young man consume six cocktails of full strength while he himself had disposed of two lighter ones!




  “Well, we’ll go carefully at dinner,” he promised. “I’m glad you told me. Hope you’ll like the table. I have a weakness for a corner and I don’t care to be too near the music.”




  The table was the best in the room, the dinner perfectly ordered and served. Only the girls looked a little apprehensively at the size of the bottle standing in a special ice pail, which sent Joseph into ecstasies.




  “A jeroboam,” Sandbrook explained. “They had only two in the place. I couldn’t resist ordering it—1911 wine too—but we needn’t drink it all.”




  “Needn’t we?” the young man scoffed. “We’ll see about that.”




  Perhaps the tactics of the party, provided they realised the necessity of keeping the young man in good humour, were scarcely discreet. The two girls sat on either side of their host and laid themselves out to attract and entertain him. Joseph Somerville, next to Julia and on the outside, found himself continually confronted by her shoulder and the little arc of her back. The only person who spoke to him was Sandbrook, and a subject of conversation of mutual interest was hard to arrive at. When the dancing commenced, Julia gave her escort no chance of selection but drew him on to the floor.




  “Does that young man,” he asked, “ever drink too much?”




  “My dear,” Julia replied, “it’s the scandal of the family. He’s terrible. That’s why I was sorry you asked him out to-night.”




  “Well, no one told me.”




  “I ought to have done so,” she confessed. “The only reason I didn’t, so long as we had to have someone, was that I didn’t want to spoil Maudie’s chance of a night out. I thought that with you he would be on his best behaviour.”




  They resumed their seats after the second encore. Maud was looking miserable and the contents of the Jeroboam were greatly diminished.




  “Good wine,” Joseph declared expansively. “Jolly good wine! Good wine never did anyone any harm.”




  “Take it quietly, young fellow,” Sandbrook advised him pleasantly. “That’s got to last us through the evening.”




  “No need for that,” Joe expostulated, his hands in his trousers pockets. “No need at all. They’ve got some more of the same stuff, I expect. Hi, wine man—”




  “This,” Sandbrook interrupted quietly, “is my party.”




  “I can stand a bottle, can’t I?” Joe demanded. “It’s not much of a party, anyway, with Maudie sulking like that and Julia too cock-a-hoop to speak to anyone.”




  Sandbrook rose to his feet. Maud obeyed his gestured invitation tremulously and he led her on to the floor.




  “Oh, Lord Sandbrook,” she apologised, “I’m so sorry. Perhaps I ought not to have brought Joe. He gets like this sometimes when he’s excited. But you see,” she went on, looking up at him piteously, “I don’t often get a chance to go out, and I could not have come without him. Are you very angry?”




  “Not in the least,” he assured her. “Don’t let’s think about it. He will probably be all right presently. How well you dance! Don’t let’s think about anything else but this waltz.”




  Maud was, as a matter of fact, a very good dancer. She had seen some acquaintances who had recognised Sandbrook, she had heard one or two complimentary remarks about her frock, and soon she was very happy indeed. They had finished the encore before Sandbrook remembered the others. When they returned to the table, they found Julia sitting alone, her expressive lips curved in a faint line of contempt.




  “Where’s Joe?” Maud enquired anxiously.




  “How should I know anything about your brother’s movements?” was the cold reply. “I didn’t wish to dance, and after I had refused twice, he growled something and got up and left me.”




  Maud was too ecstatically happy to worry. She looked at the bottle, however, in dismay. It was very nearly empty!




  “Perhaps he didn’t feel well,” she suggested weakly.




  “He certainly didn’t look well or behave as though he were well,” Julia remarked. “I am sorry to say so, Maud, but until he learns self-control, I don’t think you ought to bring him out with you.”




  “Then, what am I to do?” Maud asked bitterly. “There’s no one else to bring me. I must stay at home forever, I suppose. I would sooner do that than go to dinner parties at Hampstead or West Kensington with Father and Mother.”




  “Look here,” Sandbrook intervened, “there’s no need to worry. If your brother doesn’t care for our company, he can look after himself, I’m sure, Miss Somerville. I see a couple of friends over there by themselves, decent fellows, both of them. Shall I ask them if they would like to join up, and then it won’t matter?”




  An ecstatic suggestion! Two young men, one from the Foreign Office, the other a soldier, were introduced and promptly accepted the situation. There was an hour’s dancing and everyone seemed to have forgotten everything about Joseph. Then one of the managers approached Sandbrook respectfully and drew him to one side.




  “I think, if your lordship doesn’t mind,” he begged, “you had better step into the bar. The gentleman who was with you this evening seems to have got into trouble.”




  When Joseph Somerville, later on, endeavoured to reconstruct the events of that evening, he was consistent in at least one thing. He placed the whole trouble upon two perfectly amiable, and apparently harmless, strangers, whom he had found at the bar during a visit which he had intended to be only a flying one. He had perhaps drunk more than was good for him when he had entered, but he could scarcely be called drunk. The two men, who welcomed him as an old friend, and one of whom he was sure was, or had been, an actor, had invited him to a stool by their side and insisted upon standing him a drink. His excellent intention upon entering had been to drink the best part of a bottle of Vichy, dip his head in a basin of water, and do his duty by his sister and his distinguished host. His good resolutions vanished. He drank a double whisky and soda when he ought to have drunk, if anything, a small brandy. The necessity for counter-hospitality involved more refreshment—and more. Then the trouble began. The barman actually had the impertinence to come round to the front and try to induce him to leave! It was scarcely his fault that the fellow was in bed for a fortnight because his head caught the corner of the table in falling. And then the policeman—two policemen. As a sober young man, Joseph was a coward, as he had proved on more than one occasion. Furiously drunk, he was a madman. His new friend by his side laughed mockingly at the sight of the nearest policeman.




  “I bonneted a Bobby last week,” he murmured. “Funny sight. Have a try. Whack his helmet over his head.”




  “You watch me,” Joseph declared vaingloriously.




  Joseph bonneted the policeman, all right. When Sandbrook, in response to the manager’s summons, descended the stairs, he was just in time to see his dinner guest being led off the premises by two stalwart constables towards a very obvious destination. The assistant barman quitted his post and hurried out towards them.




  “Very sorry about your lordship’s friend,” he said uneasily, “but we could none of us do anything with him. Poor Jimmy was most polite, but the young man was raging drunk—raging drunk he was, sir. That was what was the matter with him.”




  “I feel that I am the one to apologise,” Sandbrook confessed. “All the same, he was brought to my party. I never saw him before in my life. Let me know at Hill Street to-morrow morning, please, how the barman is, and if there is anything we can do for him.”




  Sandbrook reascended the stairs and rejoined the party, now a thoroughly cheerful one.




  “I think your brother must have gone home,” he told Maud Somerville. “I can’t see any sign of him. What do you say to going on to the Embassy? They have an extension and I know that Major Sandes wants to make a night of it.”




  “We should love it!” the two girls declared in unison.




  * * * * *




  It was found impossible to keep the evening papers away from Mr. Archibald Somerville after the nurse had dressed his leg for the second time and established him in his study for the rest of the day. Maud herself, however, brought them in and Maud was accompanied—to Somerville’s immense surprise—by Lord Sandbrook.




  “Father,” Maud said simply, “you’ve been asking all the time about last night. You will have to know the truth, so you’d better read about it. Anything the Evening News doesn’t tell you, Lord Sandbrook and I can.”




  “The Evening News,” Mr. Somerville gasped. “Why, what’s in the newspaper?”




  “I’m afraid you had better read the account, sir,” Sandbrook suggested. “Most unfortunate affair altogether.”




  “Damn it all, Maud, I can only read a few lines,” Mr. Somerville exclaimed. “Tell me about it; tell me about it quick!”




  “Lord Sandbrook and I were dancing,” Maud began. “I—I have never enjoyed dancing like it before and I daresay we were some time. We left Julia and Joe at the table. We thought they would dance too. When we got back, Joe had gone and Julia was alone. Julia said that he’d been very disagreeable and he had gone away for a few minutes.”




  “Was he drunk?” Mr. Somerville asked bluntly.




  “He had had too much to drink,” Sandbrook admitted. “It seemed impossible to check him. He finished what amounted to nearly a bottle of champagne whilst we were dancing. The last I saw of him, however, I should not have said that he was drunk.”




  “What happened then?” Mr. Somerville demanded hoarsely.




  “Well, Lord Sandbrook saw some friends sitting alone—two very delightful men,” Maud went on. “They joined up and we spent the rest of the evening together. Lord Sandbrook went down into the bar to look for Joe, but he was not there. We thought he must have gone home and we all went on to the Embassy. Such a good time we had,” the girl added, with a little break in her voice. “Lord Sandbrook’s friends were so nice. They had an extension at the Embassy, and it was three o’clock before we broke up and came home. Lord Sandbrook will tell you the rest.”




  “When I got back to Hill Street,” the latter recounted, “I found an urgent telephone message from Bow Street Police Station, begging me to come there and bail out Mr. Joseph Somerville. I went round at once, but when I arrived there, the sergeant told me that the charge was too serious for any question of bail. He refused to let me see your son and recommended me to come round to the Police Courts this morning. I did so, but I’m afraid I was not able to be of very much service. If you wish to know exactly what happened, the evening paper, which I see you have there, will give you a very fair account.”




  Mr. Somerville hoisted himself up in his chair. A curious change had taken place in his appearance. He was no longer white and drawn. His cheeks were red, his eyes staring.




  “I can’t read,” he declared. “Something’s hammering in my head. Tell me.”




  “You must prepare yourself for something of a shock, sir.”




  “Get on with it,” was the brusque reply.




  “It seems,” Sandbrook continued, “that your son went down into the bar, met some friends, had more drinks and became quarrelsome. The barman tried to evict him. He knocked him down and his head was badly injured against one of the tables. He is now lying in hospital. They then sent for two policemen, one of whom your son assaulted. He is also in hospital, suffering from concussion. After that your son was taken to the Police Station. He was brought before the magistrate at eleven o’clock this morning. I was there with Sir Anthony Jones, the best lawyer I know, but unfortunately the magistrate took a severe view of the situation. He refused to listen to the suggestion of a fine, and your son was sent to prison for thirty days. The magistrate also advised the representatives of the barman and the policeman to appeal in a civil court for damages.”




  “My son,” Mr. Somerville repeated slowly, “was sent to prison for thirty days. How was the charge stated?”




  “Violent and unprovoked assault and drunkenness.”




  There was a silence, only broken by Maud’s barely restrained sobs. The nurse came into the room.




  “I think,” she suggested, “that you had better leave Mr. Somerville now. He is none too well, and if you’ve been telling him the news about Mr. Joseph, I’m afraid he will be upset.”




  Sandbrook, only too willingly, took his leave, escaping with difficulty from Maud’s tearful and clinging hysteria. Mr. Somerville himself, after a brief period of semi-stupor, seemed to completely recover command of himself. He even discussed the tragedy with his wife quite lucidly.




  “This,” he decided, “is the end of Joe—in this country, at any rate. I shall give him a thousand pounds and send him off to Canada, or wherever he wants to go. I don’t say I shall cut him off. I don’t say there won’t be more thousand pounds to follow, but he is no longer an inmate of this household. Not until he is a changed man.”




  They soothed him down and later on he slept. About seven o’clock another visitor was announced.




  “Mr. Tobett to see you, sir,” the nurse told him doubtfully. “If his business is likely to be at all important, I should postpone it for a few days. You’ve had quite as much excitement as is good for you already this afternoon.”




  “You show him in and don’t talk so much,” was the angry rejoinder. “Mr. Tobett is a great friend. I’m ready to see him at any time.”




  Mr. Tobett, when he entered, had somehow the appearance of an undertaker. His face was drawn and sad. He seemed figuratively to be walking on tiptoe. He accepted the chair to which Mr. Somerville pointed.




  “My dear sir,” he began, “this is most unfortunate.”




  “It’s a damn’ bad business,” Mr. Somerville agreed. “It’s knocked me hard. No good brooding about it. I shall pack the young man off to the colonies as soon as he—as soon as it’s all over. I didn’t expect to see you to-day.”




  “I felt it my duty,” Mr. Tobett said, “to ask for an interview with you at once.”




  “Why?” the man on the couch demanded.




  Mr. Tobett cleared his throat.




  “It seemed to me desirable,” he explained, “to let you know the truth without delay. No doubt you have already—er—surmised what the feeling of those—er—responsible for such preferments as we were speaking about must be. Any question of an inherited title, of a baronetcy, for example, under the present circumstances would be quite out of the question. Mr. Joseph is your only son and would be the apparent inheritor of the title. Impossible, my dear sir, as I am sure you must see for yourself.”




  Mr. Somerville had raised himself still farther in his seat until he was almost upright. Once more that unwholesome flush was on his cheeks and the glassy look in his eyes.




  “Do I understand you to say, Tobett,” he demanded, “that I am not to have my baronetcy because of this affair?”




  Mr. Tobett half closed his eyes and shivered.




  “We must not allude to these matters quite so plainly, Mr. Somerville,” he admonished. “Since we are alone, however, I may as well confess that you have divined the truth. It would be perfectly impossible for any Minister of the Crown—whatever the inducement—to recommend to His Majesty for an inherited title a man whose son was in prison. Quite impossible, Mr. Somerville. As regards a knighthood,” he added, turning back on his way to the door, “well—there might still be possibilities, but I should recommend you—as an expert in these matters—to let it slide for a time.”




  “Blast your knighthood!” Mr. Somerville shouted.




  The profanity of his invocation was regrettable, for these were the last words Mr. Somerville was to utter on earth.




  * * * * *




  Lord Marsom returned home from the funeral of his fellow director a few days later, descended from his limousine and passed across the marble hall of his palatial residence. He entered the small study which he sometimes used when alone and took up one of the telephones on his desk.




  “Send Miss Moore here,” he directed.




  Frances made prompt appearance. She gave one look at her employer standing upon the hearthrug, and mixed a drink, which she brought from the sideboard. He swallowed half the contents of the tumbler at a gulp.




  “Are you still in touch with those thick-headed chumps at Scotland Yard?” he demanded.




  “More or less,” she admitted.




  “Order a car and take this over to them,” he enjoined, throwing an envelope upon the table. “It was attached to the handsomest wreath on the coffin. Read it.”




  She drew out a highly glazed, thick card on which was beautifully printed a single sentence.




  

    WITH DEEPEST SYMPATHY AND ALSO WITH REVERENT MEMORIES OF ALDERMAN JOSIAH THORPE, WHO WAS TO HAVE BEEN MAYOR OF NOTTINGHAM.
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  Lord Marsom’s Rolls-Royce car, a few evenings later, crept silently up to the front door of Sandbrook’s house in Hill Street, and Frances Moore, after a trifling delay, was ushered into the library. Sandbrook, who had just returned from a day’s golf at Woking, and was still in his rough tweeds, rose enthusiastically from the depths of his easy chair to greet her.




  “Don’t look so surprised,” she begged, as he wheeled a couch up to the fire for her. “You told me to come in any time I was around between six and seven for a cocktail, and here I am! If I am a nuisance, please send me away. If you can spare half an hour, help me, please, to forget an unpleasant afternoon.”




  Sandbrook rang the bell and gave an order.




  “What can I do further in the way of welcome,” he asked, “beyond giving you my best in cocktails and inviting you to stay to dinner afterwards? Tell me about the disagreeable afternoon.”




  She drew off her gloves and folded them thoughtfully.




  “At Lord Marsom’s insistence,” she confided, “and you don’t know how difficult he is these days, I have been down to Scotland Yard to see the sub-commissioner.”




  “To Scotland Yard! Is there anything fresh, then?”




  “Does there need to be anything fresh?” she demanded. “First of all, there was that extraordinary destruction of the Lunt machine and the model of the factory up in Tottenham. Even now neither the police nor the insurance people have made up their minds exactly what happened but, although we got the Press to make light of it—that has been my affair—it will probably cost the Woolito people, taking into account the insurance, at least a hundred thousand pounds, and they say that Sir Sigismund Lunt is next door to lunacy! And now there is this terrible affair about young Somerville. Not that anyone cares a snap of the fingers about him, but his father’s sudden death is a tragedy.”




  “But why associate the Somerville affair and the destruction of the Lunt machine?” Sandbrook asked curiously. “I cannot see the slightest connection between the two myself.”




  She looked across at him through the firelit gloom of the room with a strange, speculative intensity in her eyes.




  “Both of these disasters,” she confided, “were linked up by those extraordinary cards. Someone even dared to attach one to a wreath and sent it to poor Mr. Somerville’s funeral.”




  He nodded meditatively.




  “I had forgotten about the cards,” he admitted. “Even then, they are not necessarily the work of the same person. Both Lunt and Somerville, according to what one hears, might have made a lot of enemies. What was on poor Somerville’s card?”




  “Something which connected him up with the disastrous closing of one of those Nottinghamshire Mills,” she said, watching him with curious concentration. “The mill was owned by a man named Thorpe, who was to have realised what was apparently his life’s ambition the following month, and was to have been elected Mayor of Nottingham. When the trouble came, he committed suicide. Somerville was to have been made a baronet, but they cancelled the whole thing as soon as it was known that his son was in prison. You must admit that there is something there which seems more than mere coincidence.”




  “I don’t admit it for a single moment,” he declared, tapping a cigarette upon the table. “A disaster happened to the Woolito machine up at Tottenham, and one of the thousands of enemies the Woolito Company must have made sent the firm a little card. They lose another director in poor Somerville, and what more natural than that the same person should do the same thing? Probably, if anything happens to old Marsom in the near future, his relatives will get another one. I cannot see that the sender of the cards is in any way connected up with the tragedy itself. What does Scotland Yard think about it?”




  “Don’t talk to me about Scotland Yard,” she answered irritably. “I suppose they think as you do. A dumber lot of mummies I never came across.”




  “Frankly,” he assured her, “I don’t know how you explained your mission, but I should imagine they must have thought you were—well, a trifle eccentric. Whom did you see there, by-the-by?”




  “One or two underlings,” she confided, “but I had a few words finally with the sub-commissioner. He would not even discuss the Somerville affair as having any possible significance. He admitted that they were still working upon the destruction of the Lunt machine, but they had nothing whatever to report.”




  “That may have been the work of a lunatic,” he suggested.




  “Perhaps. The doctors tell us that there are plenty of apparently sane people going about who are entirely unbalanced.”




  The cocktails were brought in. She sipped hers appreciatively and he followed suit.




  “Not long ago,” he remarked, “I read a wonderful article by a German who had a theory that quite half the world was really unbalanced, and that the perfectly normal person was a rarity and only to be found amongst the genuine primitives.”




  “Theories don’t help us much in life,” she sighed. “Usually they bear so little relation to things that really happen….”




  “Let us talk about something more frivolous,” he begged, as he lit a cigarette for her. “I can’t bear to think that the moment will presently arrive when you will insist upon going and we shall have spent the whole of our time talking over the troubles of Woolito, Limited.”




  “For the moment, I’m obsessed,” she admitted, looking up at him deprecatingly. “I have not a single frivolous instinct in my body. I can’t help it.”




  “Have another cocktail?” he invited.




  “Half a one, please, then I must go. I have to see the chief again before I finish.”




  “How is the old boy?”




  “He’s still very much shaken,” she confided. “It is not the pleasantest thing in the world for a man at the head of a great business like Woolito, Limited, to lose two of his principal directors, one of them permanently.”




  He passed her the replenished glass.




  “Life,” he observed, “is full of inconveniences. I dare say Lord Marsom will get over it.”




  She looked at him severely.




  “I wonder if you are as unsympathetic as you sound.”




  “I’m brimming over with sympathy, but why should I have any for Marsom?” he demanded. “He has had his own way for a long time now, and a pretty ruthless way, too, if people tell the truth. They say that he is one of the richest men in England. What more does he want?”




  “He wants you to be a director of the Woolito Company, for one thing. He consulted me yesterday as to the best way of approaching you, so as to get a definite answer on the spot.”




  “Well, he has chosen the best way, if he has sent you as his ambassadress,” Sandbrook smiled.




  “I don’t believe,” she said deliberately, “that you have the faintest idea of ever taking your father’s place on the board or of doing any work at all, for that matter. You are just marking time until you can find an excuse for getting back to Abyssinia.”




  “Clever girl!”




  She snatched up her gloves and rose to her feet.




  “I’m going,” she announced abruptly.




  “You can’t do that,” he protested. “You haven’t finished your business.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Was not your business here to invite me to take a place upon the Woolito board immediately?”




  “Partly,” she admitted. “You know you don’t mean to accept, so what’s the use of talking about it?”




  “On the contrary, you can go back to his lordship and tell him that his messenger has been successful.”




  Her face suddenly relaxed. Her eyes sought his sternly but wistfully.




  “You’re not in earnest?”




  “But I am,” he told her. “I found a telephone message from my lawyers when I returned this afternoon. My affairs have been settled. I own a very respectable number of Woolito shares and I am at your chief’s disposition.”




  A smile broke from her lips. There was a great relief in her face.




  “You don’t know how I feel about this,” she said softly.




  “But why on earth should you attach so much importance,” he asked, “to my joining the company?”




  She passed her arm through his in friendly fashion.




  “I cannot tell you,” she confessed. “I have been stupid. I’m sorry now. I have had stupid ideas. I hope you won’t find the work too dull,” she went on in a lighter tone.




  “If I do, I shall send for you to help me,” he threatened.




  She made a motion to withdraw her arm. He held it a little tighter, although he made no attempt to draw her nearer to him. His eyes seemed fixed upon a particular space in a distant corner of the room.




  “It is sweet of you to worry about me,” he said, “but you need not. You ought to have realised by now that I am not a serious person. So long as I get my golf, shooting and hunting in the winter, and my tennis and sea in the summer, I am fairly well content at home.”




  “Just why are you going on the board of Woolito?” she asked him bluntly.




  “Partly for the pleasure of acceding to a request of yours,” he replied, “and partly—for a purely personal reason.”




  She recognised the finality in his tone and asked no further question. At a motion from her, he rang the bell and they walked together towards the door.




  “You have not told me anything about the dinner party,” she reminded him.




  “And I never shall. I hope I never think of it again myself. It was a hateful affair. Miss Pontifex, I admit, surprised me. I found her quite charming.”




  “Everyone is interested in her,” Frances remarked, a little wistfully. “She knows all about the new schools of painting, of etching, of architecture, of music. She can pilot an aeroplane as well as she can drive a motor car. She can read French and Spanish as easily as she can read English. A very popular young woman, I can assure you, and she is free to dine with you any night you like.”




  “And you?” he persisted.




  “I have to be entertained by a sub-editor and a paragraphist this week,” she confided.




  “I should be such a rest after these brainy fellows,” he laughed.




  “When I feel that I need that,” she promised, as he handed her into the car, “I will ring you up.”
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  The major-domo of the great house in Park Lane drew Sandbrook to one side for a moment after his myrmidons had taken into their charge the hat, coat and gloves of the arriving guest.




  “His lordship and—Miss Pontifex,” the man confided, after a palpable hesitation, “are in the library. They wish to see you for a moment before the arrival of the other guests.”




  Sandbrook nodded and followed the speaker across the beautiful hall to the carved door of the library. Marsom was standing there upon the hearthrug, in a characteristic attitude, bolt upright except for his crouching shoulders and neck—a huge figure—the precision of whose evening attire seemed somehow curiously at variance with the unsubdued spirit of the man. Julia was standing by his side and Sandbrook almost started at the sight of her. She was dressed in white—a gown of apparently amazing simplicity, a gown which, fashioned by anyone but an artist, would have seemed immodest in its glimmering transparency and clinging outline. He wondered whether it was his fancy that she was a little nervous. Her eyes seemed to have followed him from his entrance. Although she scarcely spoke, she seemed to be asking him innumerable questions.




  “Sandbrook,” Marsom said, in his usual harsh voice, “I wanted a word with you alone before these other people came. You know that this is not a formal dinner party, by-the-by?”




  “I quite understood that,” Sandbrook replied.




  “Two things to say to you,” Marsom went on. “I am damned glad, Sandbrook, to hear the news. I could scarcely believe it when Miss Moore told me. I can’t tell why I wanted you on the board so badly, but I did and you have come. I don’t know what good you will be to us—very little, in one way, I should think. We sha’n’t ask for much work from you, but I wanted you there and I thank you for coming.”




  He held out his hand and Sandbrook was thankful that his own were muscular fingers or they would have been crushed.




  “There’s a piece of news for you too,” his host continued, in a lighter tone. “You know my girl here?”




  Sandbrook smiled.




  “Not as well as I should like to,” he said. “Still, I think I may say that we are acquainted, Miss Julia, mayn’t I?”




  “That proves you aren’t,” her father answered. “She isn’t Miss Julia any longer. She is Lady Julia. Got a step. I only had the news an hour ago. You will see it in the honours’ list to-morrow. Quite a surprise. It doesn’t make the slightest difference to me, and I don’t think Julia cares a lot, but there it is. I am the Earl of Marsom and she is Lady Julia Pontifex. You are the first to know, and you need not think that you are going to drink our healths in cocktails,” he added, with a grin. “That’s one reason why I had you in here. 1822 Amontillado, young fellow.”




  Servants had entered noiselessly and sherry from a wonderful decanter flowed into beautifully cut glasses. Sandbrook made his courteous little speech and raised Julia’s fingers to his lips.




  “I’ll still have to go out of the room after you,” Marsom observed. “Still, that doesn’t matter. Nothing in this world is worth having except for what it represents, and that is why I am glad of my earldom. I shall be proud of it, of course, but I am prouder still of the Woolito Company and the work and accomplishment it stands for. You have drunk our healths, Sandbrook. We will have one to Woolito, then we had better go into the drawing-room and meet these young people.”




  “I suppose this carousal to-night is in honour of the new dignity?” Sandbrook asked.




  “It just doesn’t happen to be, because we didn’t know,” Julia explained. “It’s given for another of Dad’s directors, a Mr. Bomford. He’s becoming fond of them, now there are so few left! Mr. Bomford’s daughter is going to be married in a few days and we are entertaining her and her young man.”




  “Bomford is a shrewd fellow,” Marsom said. “You met him the night you came in here, Sandbrook. He’s not your type, of course. You won’t expect that. It’s almost a family party, as you might say, looking upon Woolito, Limited as being a family gathering ground. There’s Alfred Honeyman and his wife, Mayden-Harte, Mr. Moody, and Sidney Littleburn and his wife. Littleburn is our man of figures. Probably would have been Chancellor of the Exchequer, if sheer cunning would have got him there.”




  “I’m afraid he and I would never be friends,” Sandbrook smiled. “I can’t even add up a column of figures.”




  “H’m,” Marsom grunted. “Well, in that case, I am afraid you won’t find much to talk about with Honeyman.”




  “And what is Mr. Bomford’s special line?” Sandbrook asked.




  “He is our man of commerce,” Marsom said. “He studies the markets in the Far East and deals with our competitors. Shrewd fellow, too. We owe the Gleddowe Mills to him. A magnificent piece of ingenuity that was.”




  “Gleddowe—Gleddowe,” Sandbrook repeated. “The name seems familiar.”




  “You’ve heard of their products, I dare say,” Marsom observed. “They made the nearest thing to Woolito that ever has been made. If we had not chipped in, and Bomford hadn’t been shrewd enough to buy them out, they would have been by far our most dangerous competitors.”




  “It was not commercially that I heard of them,” Sandbrook reflected. “Of course, I know,” he went on. “Young Jack Alleby—Sir Richard Alleby’s son—behaved jolly badly to the girl, when her father lost all his money, and she committed suicide. It broke the old boy up altogether. He went to pieces afterwards himself. Gleddowe—yes, that was the name of the girl.”




  There was a momentary silence. The major-domo, who had entered the room noiselessly, ventured upon a slight smile.




  “The guests are arriving, your lordship,” he announced, “and—” to Julia—“your ladyship.”




  Julia laid her hand almost caressingly upon Sandbrook’s coat sleeve.




  “I hope you don’t mind my feline habits,” she said. “I’m quite sure I’m half a cat and half one of the Southern races, and not at all British. I love feeling things and people that I am fond of. There’s that little jade image, for instance,” she remarked, pointing to it as they passed into the hall. “I can take that up and pass my hands over it a dozen times. I like to hold on to people. I am sometimes sorry I am not an East Ender to go arm-in-arm with my young man everywhere. It seems so silly to march a yard apart from anyone you are with, if it is someone you are really fond of.”




  “I hope that means you are getting fond of me,” he observed.




  He felt her fingers suddenly slip down his sleeve towards his hand and they seemed to him feverishly hot.




  “Perhaps you had better not hope anything of the sort,” she half whispered. “I have, like my father, I think, a little of the tiger in me. I feel I could burn up and destroy anything I am fond of—if ever I got fond enough…. Of course, this is not the proper sort of conversation at all for these few moments! You are going to have a dull dinner party. You are going to meet some stupid people. You are going to be very agreeable, I’m sure, but you are going to be very bored. But be thankful for one thing. I knew what was happening, and I sent word to Dante—Dante superintends the butler and the service—that dinner was to be served just as fast as he could get the people to eat it! No lingering. They must be got rid of.”




  “Well, you are a very considerate hostess, at any rate,” Sandbrook remarked, with a grin. “How do you know I want to be got rid of?”




  “You need not be,” she confided. “The party for you and for me shall end just when you please.”




  Sandbrook, after having devoted himself valiantly for some time to his right-hand neighbour, Lady Honeyman, a plump, fair-haired woman, voluble and easily satisfied with the ordinary formula of conversation, permitted himself to turn with relief to his hostess. He had a curious fancy that in the exquisitely softened light she resembled one of the velvety white orchids with which the table was simply decorated.




  “Well,” she challenged, “what do you think of it, dear stranger?”




  “Impressions?”




  “Precisely. I will admit that you have not had much time to collect any, but I did see you looking around when you unfolded your napkin.”




  “Here is an impression for you, then,” he said. “I was thinking that the only three things which make the difference in dinner parties, the only things which make the atmosphere, are the servants, the table and the lighting.”




  “What about the guests?”




  “Somehow or other, they don’t seem to matter. They all have to talk about the same way. They all have to dress in about the same fashion. They just fall into their places and complete the picture—that’s all. Of course, there are always one or two who stand out. You yourself are unusual. Your father is unusual. None other of us is remarkable in any way. We all conform to the type of our sort, and it is amazing how a common form of conversation and a common habitude of dress bring us close together.”




  “I shouldn’t consider you in the least like Mr. Bomford or Sir Alfred Honeyman or Mr. Mayden-Harte,” she objected.




  “Perhaps not,” he agreed. “And yet we are all four wearing white shirts with three buttons and pearl studs, wing collars and ties of the same fashion. Our coats were cut probably by the same or a similar tailor—and there we are. And as for your womenkind. Well, after all, clothes make some difference but I should think they all patronise the same kind of dressmaker. And as to conversation, I have not heard a word about Woolito. Everyone is talking about two plays in particular, whether we are really going to have an opera season, what Augenier sketches are really like, and a few little trifles of that sort.”




  Mr. Bomford, who was seated on Julia’s other side, leaned forward. He was a stiffly built, florid man with an immensely consequential air. He spoke with great deliberation and he loved the words he spoke so much that he parted with them regretfully.




  “Did I hear you, Lord Sandbrook, mention the word ‘Woolito’?”




  “You did, indeed,” the other assented.




  “It is a source of great pleasure to myself, if you will permit me to say so,” Mr. Bomford continued, “and to my fellow directors, to know, Lord Sandbrook, that you are joining the firm. You may have heard that I am one of the oldest associates.”




  “Lord Sandbrook knows very little about any of you up till now,” Julia observed.




  “He will find us out in time,” Mr. Bomford went on. “The sooner, the better, I trust. You have met my daughter, Lord Sandbrook, in whose honour this party has been given?”




  “I have had that pleasure,” Sandbrook acquiesced.




  “Also my wife, I trust?”




  “I believe so.”




  “We shall be happy, in due course, to welcome you in Pomeroy Square. In the meantime, I trust that you will not consider it a liberty if I send you to-morrow a card to my daughter’s wedding?”




  “I shall receive it with much pleasure,” Sandbrook said. “As to my attendance, I fear I cannot promise. I am not showing up at anything in the nature of a formal function at present.”




  “A marriage ceremony is an affair which stands by itself,” Mr. Bomford pronounced. “Your position as a business associate encourages me to hope that you will see your way to be present. My wife and daughter would be greatly gratified. I myself should be pleased. Let me take this opportunity, Lord Sandbrook, of telling you that if you should desire intimate and comprehensive information as to the workings and the nature of the business with which you have become connected, you can obtain these with the utmost pleasure from me. A few quiet evenings together at Pomeroy Square, or wherever you may prefer, will be quite sufficient. I have lectured in various parts of England upon the commodity we manufacture, and I have all the facts at my fingers’ ends.”




  “You are very kind, Mr. Bomford.”




  Lord Marsom rose suddenly in his place.




  “I beg you to drink the health of Miss Bomford and Mr. Mervyn Nealby,” he proposed, “and to join with me in wishing them happiness.”




  Everyone raised their glasses and everyone was relieved when the young people contented themselves with a bow of thanks. Mr. Bomford showed signs of rising to his feet. Julia pulled him down.




  “Mr. Bomford,” she said, “Father specially stipulated that there should be no speeches of any sort.”




  “Not even a word to return thanks?” Mr. Bomford argued.




  Julia saw a little roll of paper under his plate but she was merciless.




  “Not one single word,” she insisted, “unless you want to annoy Father.”




  To annoy Lord Marsom was the last thing Mr. Bomford wanted to do, so with a stifled groan he resumed his place. Whilst he was surreptitiously returning the manuscript to his pocket, Julia edged a little nearer to her neighbour.




  “Don’t be too terrified,” she whispered. “He’s the worst of the lot, by a long way. The prospective bridegroom is quite a good-looking young man, isn’t he?”




  “The girl is pretty too,” he agreed. “They seem to be amusing themselves all right.”




  “By fits and starts,” Julia pointed out. “Curiously enough, I have been watching them. I think the girl is a trifle hysterical.”




  “You may be right,” Sandbrook acquiesced. “The young man has the air of one committed to a desperate enterprise, and yet every now and then they seem to cheer one another up most successfully. Marriage nowadays seems to have lost either its fear or its charm,” he went on meditatively. “Even the last time I was in London, people used to be a bit self-conscious about it for a day or two beforehand, and if you met them on their honeymoon, you were almost supposed not to notice them. The other day I met a young couple I know quite well, arm-in-arm the day before the ceremony, going to a cinema, and they begged me to come and have lunch with them the day afterwards!”




  “I don’t think there is such a thing as self-consciousness left,” Julia sighed, “except amongst very sensitive people, like myself. If ever I am married, no one will know it.”




  “You mean that the bells won’t ring in Hanover Square?”




  “Nor anywhere else. I should like to be married quite unexpectedly. It is the one American institution I approve of. You can be proposed to at dinner and married before supper. Whether it is marriage or not,” she added coolly, “that’s what will happen to me some day…. I once met your aunt, Lord Sandbrook.”




  “What, Aunt Agatha!” he exclaimed. “She was one of the naughtiest old ladies in London.”




  “I liked her outlook and she was terribly witty,” Julia reflected, with a reminiscent smile. “I remember hearing her say that the only indecent thing about matrimony was its prurient Victorianism.”




  Sandbrook turned back to his right-hand neighbour.




  “Our hostess is shocking me with family anecdotes,” he confided. “I have a very wicked old aunt to whom all the improper things that are said in London are attributed.”




  “Tell me this one,” Lady Honeyman begged.




  “I daren’t,” he acknowledged. “Besides, I don’t really quite understand it. Have you any family, Lady Honeyman?”




  “None whatever, except my husband,” she replied, “and he takes more looking after than any child.”




  “I’m surprised,” Sandbrook said. “He looks so amiable over there.”




  “Oh, he’s amiable enough,” his spouse confessed. “A very earnest man and a very good one. He loves work and little else. Middle-aged business men are all like that nowadays, I suppose. In the lower orders, the men so often take to drink. With us, they seem to take to charitable deeds and work. The woman suffers, anyway.”




  “I thought nowadays woman was completely emancipated,” he plodded on.




  “That depends upon what her looking-glass tells her,” Lady Honeyman sighed. “The only alternative is—I am letting you into secrets, mind, which don’t concern respectable middle-aged women like myself—plenty of money, freedom to go to the south of France and a taste for gigolos.”




  “Most astonishingly modern London seems to have become since I was here last,” he observed.




  “Sir Alfred,” Julia drawled, “your wife is becoming improper. I am going to take her away.”




  Sandbrook breathed a sigh of relief. It was over. He lit a cigarette and moved down the table. A little man with a wisp of a moustache and a thin, wizened face drew up his chair. His voice, when he spoke, was high-pitched, precise but unpleasant.




  “I arrived too late to be introduced,” he said. “My name is Littleburn. I look after the finances of the firm. That side of it won’t trouble you much, I think, Lord Sandbrook.”




  Lord Marsom rose to his feet—ponderous, non-apologetic, almost abrupt.




  “We are ordered into the lounge,” he announced. “It’s an informal evening, though. Anyone who prefers a glass or two more port may stay.”




  There was not a soul there who had the courage to prefer a glass or two more port. There was more than one longing look at the decanter, but they all followed their host.
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  At a retired table in a small restaurant in the purlieus of Soho on the following evening, two young people—Marian Bomford, for whom the dinner party in Park Lane had been given on the previous evening, and George Argels, a strong, healthy-looking young man with frank eyes and pleasant face—sat almost ignoring the two-shilling table d’hôte dinner which, although naturally it could not compare with the Marsom banquet, was really good enough to deserve a better fate. It was not the first meal by many they had shared under similar conditions, but this time there was excitement in the air. Something important to discuss, a rift at last in the clouds which had seemed impenetrable.




  “You see,” Argels finally pointed out, at the conclusion of a long argument, “your father will work himself up into such a state about the whole affair that he will really be relieved when he knows the truth.”




  The girl sighed.




  “Of course, it will work out all right in the end,” she admitted, “but you can’t imagine how embarrassing it is even to pretend to be engaged to some other man. The dinner party last night at Lord Marsom’s was awful. People kept on congratulating us and I didn’t know what to say. Mr. Nealby was all right—I think he must have done a little amateur acting in his day!—but I felt a perfect ninny.”




  “I am sure you came out of it beautifully, dear,” her companion assured her, patting her hand.




  “I felt stupid enough,” she confessed. “I’m sure everyone put me down as being a nice, shy sort of girl! Then, afterwards in the lounge, to make things worse, I heard Mother confiding to Lady Honeyman that she was especially delighted the way things had turned out, because there had been a young man in the background, of whom she had had suspicions, who was not at all desirable. I’m sure she meant you, George.”




  Her companion chuckled.




  “I’m certain she did,” he agreed.




  “It gets more and more embarrassing,” she went on. “These last few evenings they have left us together more than ever. Supposing he tries to play the engaged young man in earnest!”




  “Mervyn is too good a fellow for that,” George Argels declared. “We were at school together, so I know all about him. Of course, I’m not liking it, but I know I can trust you both. And, Marian dear—think of it—it seems to me to be the only way. I get a thousand pounds! Quite enough for the start I want in Canada. Mervyn gets the same, which I should think would just about pay for his holiday in London.”




  For a time they yielded to the mild importunities of their waiter and devoted themselves to the dinner. Marian, however, grew more and more thoughtful.




  “George dear,” she said presently, “what I cannot help asking myself, whenever I think about this extraordinary offer is,—what does the person gain who is giving a couple of thousand pounds away in such a ridiculous manner?”




  “Even Mervyn doesn’t know that,” the young man confessed, “and I’m not going to bother my head about it. I should think it’s someone your father’s run up against somehow or other. He is by way of being a little difficult now and then, isn’t he?”




  “He certainly is,” Marian agreed drily.




  “Here’s Mervyn,” her companion announced, as a tall young man entered the restaurant and glanced around. “Looks rather a toff, doesn’t he, for a place like this?”




  The very well-turned-out young man of the night before waved his hand and approached their table. He greeted them both cheerily and accepted a chair.




  “No, I won’t have anything, thanks,” he replied, in answer to Argels’ invitation. “I just looked in to ask my ‘fiancée’ how she thought we got through last night?”




  Marian laughed a little nervously.




  “I suppose it was all right,” she murmured, without enthusiasm.




  “I thought you went through it splendidly,” the newcomer declared. “I must confess, however, that the nearer we get to business, the less I understand this stunt. All that I can see clearly about it is that a thousand quid is going to do me a bit of good!”




  “And me,” Argels echoed.




  The newcomer rose to his feet and picked up his silk hat from the chair on which he had deposited it. He smiled good-humouredly at the girl.




  “At any rate, Miss Bomford,” he observed, “you will have to confess that I am one of the best-behaved fiancés in the world. What do you say to borrowing the car for our last afternoon to-morrow? George here can drive it out into the country and then I will have a quiet smoke somewhere, while he takes my job over? How does that go?”




  “It sounds all right to me,” Argels declared fervently.




  “It doesn’t sound badly to me,” Marian confessed.




  * * * * *




  Mr. John Henry Bomford of Pomeroy Square, a man of wealth and substance since he had become a director of Woolito, Limited, was a great personage these days. He was also, even when there was nothing particular to talk about, a great talker. The domestic event which had taken him entirely by surprise was fuel for his conceit and adequate material for his tongue. His daughter, the daughter of Mr. John Henry Bomford, was engaged to be married. It appeared that she was marrying, if not into the peerage itself, into the outskirts of it. The story of the first meeting of the young people and their subsequent engagement seemed, somehow or other, to have been entirely due to the benevolent efforts of Mr. Bomford, mildly assisted by the Deity in the background. What a fortunate daughter! What a kindly and at the same time Machiavellian father! His bumptiousness seemed to increase hour by hour, from the evening of Lord Marsom’s dinner party to the date appointed for the solemnization of his daughter’s marriage. In his City club and in the offices of Woolito, Limited, he became such a nuisance that his associates began to avoid him. His discourses were always in the same key.




  “My son-in-law that is to be, you know. Young Nealby, nephew of Sir George Nealby—in America just now, unfortunately. Important diplomatic mission. Fine fellow, young Nealby. You’re coming to the wedding? That’s right. St. James’s, Hamilton Square, mind. Two-thirty at the church and Claridge’s Hotel afterwards. You’ll find everything done all right there. I always promised the girls when they made their choice they should have a proper send-off.”




  “Can’t someone muzzle old Bomford?” they groaned at the club.




  “The old man is getting worse,” they muttered at the offices. “He was wondering yesterday whether we couldn’t close for the day so that everyone could go to his wretched daughter’s wedding.”




  “Anyone would think it was Father who was getting married,” Marian confided to her mother, in a final fit of irritation. “He talks about Mervyn and the church and our trip and the wedding reception and everything as though I were getting married for his special glorification. He has had at least four pairs of trousers sent home, each lighter than the last, before he was satisfied, and now he has decided to change his tie and to wear a white flower, after all.”




  “You must make allowances for your father, my dear,” the poor, shadowy lady who called herself Mrs. Bomford sighed. “He has been like this all his life. People call him bumptious and conceited, and so I suppose he is, but anyhow, he has worked hard. Remember, you were born in a four-roomed cottage, and look where you are now.”




  “Oh, don’t you get like Father,” the girl cried. “To hear him talk, anyone would think that he had invented Mervyn, that he had found him and trained him and educated him purposely to be his son-in-law! The fact that I met Mervyn long before he ever heard his name never seems to have occurred to him.”




  “Well, you’ll be getting away altogether before long,” her mother reminded her, with a wistful sigh.




  “Good job too,” was Marian’s undutiful comment. “I don’t know what we shall do with Father at the church. He won’t be content to stand anywhere but in the front place.




  “My dear,” her mother exclaimed, “he will wear himself out before it’s all over. What do you think he did yesterday? He made me send a card of invitation to Lord Sandbrook, that nice young man we met at the Marsom’s. Why, we scarcely know him!”




  “He’s a friend of Julia Pontifex’s,” the girl remarked absently.




  “Well, I hope he doesn’t come,” her mother sighed. “Your father will be running about, introducing him to everybody all the time, and I know most of the people will be laughing at us.”




  “I don’t care,” the girl replied, with a twinkle in her eyes. “And if I were you, Mother, I shouldn’t worry about the reception.”




  Mr. John Henry Bomford was one of the practical men in the great firm of Woolito, Limited. Just as Sir Sigismund Lunt was, or had been, the engineer, he was the out-and-out man of business. He was a man of altogether different type to his fellow workers, however. He was short, stout and red-cheeked, but he lacked the air of bonhomie which his figure and complexion demanded. He walked with a swagger, he talked with a swagger, he drew every breath of life with a swagger. He was proud of himself—John Henry Bomford. He was proud in a lesser degree of his daughters. He was even proud, inasmuch as she belonged to him and wore his jewellery, of his faded shadow of a wife. He had been a bully from the moment his muscles had hardened, a snob from the day he donned his first black coat and his bank account had commenced to swell. His immediate circle of employees detested him, and the group of mills in Nottinghamshire which he had first broken and then reorganised—reorganised was the word they used—said murderous things about him behind his back. John Henry Bomford had not the slightest regard for any of these things. He had never aimed at or craved popularity from the human point of view. What he wanted was admiration and recognition, for people to turn around in the street and remark that the well-dressed man with the commanding bearing was John Henry Bomford, of Woolito’s—a very important person in the City. With it all he was not actually a fool. He knew very well that this young man whom his daughter had introduced to the household was of a different class to the one from which he had sprung. He pretended not to appreciate the fact, but it made him lenient in his enquiries, credulous as to his would-be son-in-law’s statements regarding his position and prospects in Canada. It was quite sufficient for him that he had a connection as aristocratic in appearance and bearing as the uncle whom he had brought to see them; that during his stay in London he had played golf at Ranelagh; and that he could talk about titled people with the ease of one accustomed to their society. The young man, too, had been surprisingly moderate in his money demands. Nothing at all until after the wedding, he had insisted. No settlements. After the honeymoon, they would have a meeting and Mr. Bomford could see what sum he cared to allow his daughter before her departure for Canada. All very satisfactory! Probably the young man was only too anxious to get such a father-in-law.




  The climax of Mr. Bomford’s rejoicing came perhaps on the day when his prospective son-in-law had called to lunch with him in the City and they had come face to face with Sandbrook who, finding himself in the neighbourhood, had looked in to call on Lord Marsom. The two young men had exchanged the usual greetings.




  “Hello, it’s Nealby, isn’t it?” Sandbrook had said, nodding pleasantly. “What are you doing in these parts?”




  “Come to lunch with my father-in-law that-is-to-be, Mr. Bomford,” was the easy reply.




  “By Jove!” Sandbrook exclaimed. “Of course. I had forgotten for the moment that it was you who are marrying Bomford’s daughter. Congratulations!”




  Sandbrook had passed on with a few more civil words, but the meeting—unimportant though it had seemed—had put the cap on Mr. Bomford’s satisfaction. It gave him even more pleasure than the great dinner party in Park Lane. It was a wonderful affair, this which he had arranged. It was a great triumph for the family. The family was Mr. John Henry Bomford.




  * * * * *




  “Mother,” the prospective bride implored, a few days before the ceremony, “do you think you could stop Father talking about Mervyn’s pal, Lord Sandbrook? I’m sure Mervyn will hate it if he ever gets to know. He told me distinctly that he had only met Lord Sandbrook once or twice.”




  Mrs. Bomford shook her head. There was hopelessness in the gesture.




  “No one who was ever born, my dear,” she confided, “could stop your father from talking about anything he wanted to. Especially, if it was anything which he thought reflected a little glory upon himself. I gave up years ago. You’re lucky to be getting away from it!”




  “I sometimes think,” the girl meditated, “it sounds an inhuman thing to say, but I mean it—that a severe illness would do Father good. He has too much vitality.”
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  Marian looked on her wedding day as a girl should look—better than ever before in her life; although, as one of the bridesmaids, probably with a touch of envy, remarked under her breath, that was not saying much. Mr. Bomford, on the other hand, had been a trouble to everyone all the morning. First, his patent-leather shoes were too tight and drew his feet. Then he crumpled the chosen cravat, in his efforts to tie it. Then, in the heat and excitement, his collar had wilted. However, in due course, with the help of everyone, he was satisfied and strutted downstairs to where his daughter was waiting. She looked up, expecting at least one glance of parental admiration, but failed to obtain it. Mr. Bomford had remembered a mirror in the hall, and his fingers were playing with his tie.




  “All the other carriages have gone, Father,” the bride ventured to remind him.




  He extended his arm.




  “Come with me,” he invited.




  The bells were chiming their loudest as they turned the corner of the square and pulled up between two long rows of sight-seers. Any passer-by who had counted upon getting a glimpse of the bride, however, was disappointed, for Mr. Bomford, leaning forward, had completely monopolised the interior of the carriage.




  “Quite a good many people,” he said complacently, as he alighted. “Now then, my dear, don’t lean too heavily on me. I mustn’t have my coat crushed. This way. We follow the bridesmaids and don’t forget to walk slowly.”




  They passed up the stone steps. Rather to their surprise, the bridesmaids were still in the outside porch. The verger hurried out to meet them with a look of concern upon his face.




  “What’s the matter?” Mr. Bomford demanded abruptly. “Why isn’t everyone in his place? Just because I couldn’t get down here myself, I suppose everything is in confusion.”




  “The trouble is the bridegroom, sir,” the verger confided.




  “What about the bridegroom?”




  “Well, he hasn’t arrived, sir. Neither has the best man.”




  Mr. Bomford was for a moment speechless.




  “Not arrived,” he spluttered. “Disgraceful!”




  There was an uneasy murmur of voices from the back of the church, where Mr. Bomford’s angry outpourings were plainly to be heard.




  “What are we to do?” the bride asked the verger.




  “His car has probably met with some mishap,” the man said soothingly. “If you will turn in a little to the left, there is a sheltered corner. It would be better for you to wait there, out of sight.”




  “Have the guests all arrived?” Mr. Bomford asked.




  “The church is full, sir.”




  “Is Lord Sandbrook here, do you know?”




  “I couldn’t say, sir.”




  “Disgraceful of Mervyn,” Mr. Bomford muttered. “I hate waiting in these tight shoes. I told Emma that if I had to wait about in them, my feet would suffer. I shall be in misery throughout the whole ceremony. Perfectly disgraceful of him! Here’s a car. Is this he?”




  The car, however, only contained more guests, who passed on into the church. The bells paused for a moment or two and then went on. The minutes passed. Finally the clergyman, looking very much upset, came out to consult.




  “Where does the bridegroom live?” he enquired.




  “He has been staying in rooms in Clarges Street, Number Thirteen,” Marian answered.




  “He was to have stayed with his old friend, Lord—” Mr. Bomford began.




  “I should suggest that you send a messenger in a car there at once,” the vicar interrupted kindly. “I am afraid that unless he comes very quickly, it will be too late. Probably, though, Mr. Nealby is already on his way. The traffic in the streets at this hour is terrible.”




  The messenger was sent, but without result. The minutes passed and there were no signs of the arrival of anyone, except one or two belated guests. Mr. Bomford’s vociferations were such that the verger had to take him by the arm and lead him into a retired corner. Marian herself was by far the most composed of the little company. At five minutes to the appointed hour the clergyman reappeared.




  “I’m very sorry,” he announced regretfully, “but it would be too late now to perform the ceremony. It will have to be abandoned for to-day.”




  Presently whispers went around the church and the rumour of something wrong spread. The guests came streaming out. The bride and bridesmaids had already gone. Mr. Bomford, with a face redder than any turkey-cock, and a shower of words falling from his lips which would have rendered him liable to arrest at any moment, was on his way to Claridge’s to countermand the arrangements for the reception. Upon his return to Hyde Park Square, his wife, without any comment, handed him a letter.




  “What’s this? What’s this?” he exclaimed. “Can’t read it—I won’t read anything.”




  “It’s from Marian,” his wife told him.




  “What’s Marian got to write about?” he demanded.




  “Better read it and see.”




  Mr. Bomford tore open the envelope and read.




  

    “MY DEAR FATHER,


    


    I cannot face any of my friends after this horrible morning. I have done what I have been wanting to do for some time. I have run away with George Argels, your chauffeur.


    


    “You will be terribly angry, of course, but you ought not to mind so much. His family is quite as good as ours and he has a little money. Anyhow, I care for him and I know I shall be happy. I’m afraid you will be very angry but there is nothing you can do about it. We are on our way to Canada. Mother will know where to write.


    


    Your affectionate daughter,


    


    MARIAN.”


  




  The letter fluttered from Mr. Bomford’s fingers and he sank into a chair. For the first time in his life words failed him.




  * * * * *




  Frances Moore found Sandbrook that afternoon writing letters in the library of his house in Hill Street. She waited until the door was closed before she spoke.




  “You are not going to the wedding reception?” she asked, looking at his tweed suit.




  “Not I,” he answered. “They sent me an invitation, but I only know young Nealby to nod to, and as for Bomford—well, although he is a fellow director of your beloved Woolito—I must confess that I can’t stand him.”




  “You know what happened?”




  “Not an idea,” he replied. “To judge from your expression, something pretty tragic.”




  “The bridegroom never turned up!”




  “What, never turned up at the church?”




  She nodded.




  “Everyone was there, including the bride. They waited until the last minute, but neither he nor his best man put in an appearance.”




  “Heavens!” Sandbrook exclaimed. “What was the explanation?”




  “There wasn’t any. He left for the Continent by the nine o’clock train without sending even a message.”




  “Had there been a quarrel?”




  “Nothing of the sort.”




  “Young swine!” Sandbrook ejaculated.




  Frances seemed altogether unduly moved. She was standing quite still, she was very pale, and there had been a note almost of pain in the few words she had spoken. Sandbrook, suddenly realising her condition, led her to an easy chair and ensconced her there comfortably.




  “My dear Miss Moore,” he remonstrated, “you mustn’t take other people’s troubles so much to heart! You look quite upset.”




  “I think it’s terrible,” she declared. “First of all, there was the destruction of the Lunt machine, then the Somerville tragedy, and now about the most humiliating and horrible thing that could happen to the most conceited and opinionated man the world ever knew—to say nothing of his poor daughter! I am not sympathising with him particularly, but I think no man ever suffered before as he did. They say that he smashed all the furniture in the room in which he locked himself up, and now that he’s a little quieter, he’s sobbing like a child and swearing that he will never go out again.”




  “He has been rather above himself lately, hasn’t he?” Sandbrook observed.




  “I call it a perfectly dastardly affair,” Frances Moore insisted.




  “I entirely agree with you,” he admitted. “There may be some explanation to come later, though.”




  “I hope to heavens Scotland Yard or somebody will find out who is behind all this devilish business,” she went on furiously. “Think! There was the Tottenham fire, the Somerville tragedy and this. All the time it is the directors of the Woolito Company who suffer.”




  “There doesn’t seem very much connection between the burning of the Tottenham sheds and the failure of young Nealby to turn up at the church to-day,” he ventured to point out.




  “You haven’t heard about the wedding present, I suppose?” she demanded.




  “My dear Miss Frances,” he expostulated, “how should I? I have never been near Bomford’s house and I hadn’t the faintest intention of going to the reception. How should I know anything about the present? I only got the invitation myself at the last moment, so I didn’t think it was necessary to send one.”




  “Well, listen,” she insisted. “Amongst them was a small engraved silver box; inside it the Egyptian finger of fate and a card—just like the others—with something written upon it about an Elizabeth Gleddowes, who had committed suicide.”




  “Elizabeth Gleddowes!” Sandbrook repeated, with a puzzled frown. “Now, who on earth was she? Come in—Come in!” he added impatiently.




  The door was thrown open. Lord Marsom, beautifully dressed in the costume of a wedding guest, made turbulent appearance. He had evidently pushed the butler out of the way and he showed signs of considerable mental disturbance. Sandbrook rose to his feet.




  “Lord Marsom!” he exclaimed.




  “Saw one of my cars outside, so I looked in to see who it was,” Marsom explained. “What’s brought you here, Miss Moore?”




  “Nothing,” she answered composedly. “I simply came in to bring Lord Sandbrook the news of the wedding.”




  Marsom’s face was still like a thundercloud. He made no comment, however.




  “Have you heard the latest?” he demanded.




  “What about?” Sandbrook enquired.




  “The Bomford affair.”




  “Miss Moore has just told me that the bridegroom never turned up,” Sandbrook replied.




  “There’s a worse development than that,” Marsom announced. “Do you know what’s happened to the bride?”




  Sandbrook shook his head.




  “Poor girl,” he murmured. “Very much upset, I expect.”




  “She’s gone off with a chauffeur,” Marsom exploded. “Bolted with him during the afternoon, when everything was in confusion. Left a note saying she had always cared for him more than anyone else, and she couldn’t stand facing her friends after this morning. They say that Bomford has locked himself in his room and is smashing the furniture to pieces!”




  “Sensible girl!” Miss Frances Moore exclaimed, with a distinctly relieved expression.




  “Poor old Bomford,” Sandbrook commiserated.
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  Julia Pontifex had advanced one step farther in the accomplishment of her heart’s desire. She was seated at the most desirable corner table of a famous and dignified restaurant, alone with Sandbrook. Conversation on a somewhat bantering note, perhaps, was still proceeding in pleasant and familiar fashion. A great many other diners in the room had taken note of her presence there and nearly all the women had looked twice at her gown. The famous orchestra was playing very beautiful music, but soon they would be succeeded by the most successful dance band in Europe. If she had failed as yet to break through a certain reserve in her companion which she, a very sensitive person, had always appreciated, she had at least kept him amused, even if she had once or twice shocked him…. A tall and very dignified-looking old gentleman, with the collar of Palmerston and the side whiskers of Pitt, paused for a moment at their table. He bowed very slightly but courteously to Julia before he addressed Sandbrook.




  “My dear Martin,” he said, “I had no idea that this was one of your haunts.”




  Sandbrook had risen promptly to his feet.




  “It isn’t, sir,” he confessed. “I am afraid, as a rule, I prefer something a little more frivolous.”




  “Will you not present me to your companion?”




  Sandbrook hastened to obey.




  “Lady Julia,” he said, “this is my uncle, the Duke of Amersham. Lady Julia Pontifex.”




  The Duke was a little puzzled, for he knew his peerage by heart, but he was too polite to show it.




  “I must apologize for breaking in upon your tête-à-tête,” he said to Julia, “but we so seldom see my nephew. To tell you the truth, I was beginning to wonder whether he was not off again on one of his mad expeditions.”




  “Nothing madder than a fortnight’s salmon fishing in prospect,” Sandbrook declared. “Aunt and all the family well, I hope, sir?”




  The Duke inclined his head.




  “They are down in Warwickshire for a few days,” he confided. “My wife,” he went on, turning to Julia, “is a great gardener. She must see her bulbs the moment they are out of the ground. You must bring Lady Julia down to see them some day, Martin, and we will give you lunch. With the type of car in which my nephew delights, we are scarcely more than two hours away from town.”




  “It would be very pleasant,” Julia murmured gratefully.




  Julia that night, at any rate, did not lack distinction. She was pale because she was anxious, and she had been too clever to try and interfere with a pallor which was by no means unbecoming. Her lips were naturally scarlet. Her dark hair, parted in the middle and allowed to droop at the sides, looked perfectly natural, although it had demanded the attention of the most famous coiffeur in London for over an hour. The Duke was interested.




  “I am developing infirmities,” he observed, “in these, my elderly days. I did not quite catch your second name, Lady Julia.”




  “I am afraid it would be unfamiliar,” she told him. “You see, my father only received his title last week. Before then, he was known as Baron Marsom.”




  If there was any change in the Duke’s expression, it was simply one of faint regret. His smile was as pleasant and courteous as ever, as he took his leave.




  “It was stupid of me not to remember,” he said. “Of course, I remember reading about it, and that Pontifex was your family name. Well, don’t forget that little expedition into Warwickshire, Lady Julia. The Duchess will, I am sure, be delighted to welcome you.”




  He passed down the room with a farewell nod to his nephew.




  “What a delightful old gentleman,” Julia exclaimed.




  “He is one of the old school, all right,” Sandbrook acquiesced.




  Lady Julia watched his disappearing figure as her companion resumed his seat.




  “Is it my fancy,” she asked, “or didn’t I hear that he disapproved of your father taking a place upon the Woolito board?”




  Sandbrook nodded.




  “He has old-fashioned ideas,” he apologised. “He doesn’t think that a nobleman should stoop to making money. Must give him a pretty good shock to stroll round Mayfair nowadays, especially if one took the trouble to tell him who was at the back of some of those small hat shops and dressmakers’, and even coiffeurs’, establishments. Prejudice dies hard with the living, I suppose. The next generation will have got more used to the new order of things.”




  “Does he know that you have become a director of Woolito’s?” Julia asked.




  “If he does, he has not said anything to me about it,” Sandbrook replied, a little evasively.




  “Why have you?” she persisted.




  “Well, why should I not? It is one of the world’s most famous trading concerns, I suppose. It gives one a fair amount of pocket money and the directors—are all very interesting men. There’s one of them seated over there. He has been trying to catch your eye for the last ten minutes. Mr. Sidney Littleburn, I think he is.”




  She glanced across in the direction indicated. Mr. Sidney Littleburn was not a person of distinguished appearance and he seemed a little out of place in his grandiose surroundings. His wife’s toilette, which was assertive, savoured more of Oxford Street than Mayfair. Their table was one of the least desirable in the room. They seemed somewhat neglected in the matter of service. Julia laughed softly.




  “I should think that horrible Somerville affair would have pretty well sickened you of Dad’s chosen business associates,” she remarked. “Confess—you would not care to make a third in that galère, would you?”




  He ignored the obvious significance of the question and exchanged a moderately civil nod with Littleburn, who had just succeeded in catching his eye.




  “I don’t know that I have heard much about Littleburn,” he said thoughtfully. “He is the man, I think, who went down to superintend the finances of some of those Nottinghamshire Mills. Your father told me he was a most astute financier.”




  “He may be,” Julia agreed nonchalantly. “Qualities of that sort do not appeal to me. I would really rather you had nothing whatever to do with business. I like everyone I have any interest in to be as far away from my own life and environment as possible.”




  “Finance makes either giants or pigmies of men,” he propounded. “Now, I must do your father the credit to say that it has made a giant of him. I do not know whether I like or dislike your father, Lady Julia, but I admire him.”




  “Well, that’s something,” she replied. “I wish you admired me.”




  “I could think of a more suitable word,” he remarked, smiling at her in the way she found so tantalising.




  “What would the word be?”




  “Touché,” he admitted. “You are too rapier-like, Lady Julia. I can only say that I admire you too, but in a different fashion.”




  “I wish you admired me in the right way,” she sighed. “I am really not so bad…. Do you know that yesterday was my birthday?”




  “Then I think it was very unkind of you,” he said, “not to have told me.”




  “I will make amends,” she promised. “I will give you a chance to give me a birthday present.”




  “Very much at your disposition,” he murmured.




  “Drive me,” she invited, “a little way down into the country—not to-morrow; I have a whole host of stupid engagements—Thursday. I can sweep the page for Thursday.”




  “There being no directors’ meeting,” he said, smiling, “I am free. At what hour shall I call for you?”




  “At ten o’clock.”




  “And about what hour shall we be likely to return?”




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “Perhaps not at all,” she said. “I would not make any arrangements for returning, if I were you.”




  “I had a dinner party,” he ventured.




  “Cancel it,” she ordered, with a touch of her father’s brusqueness. “You are quoted in all the papers as being a famous explorer. I am going to take you on a voyage of exploration, only, you see, I know what we are going to find. I am going to take you into a new country, where new habits and new customs prevail. You will not be afraid to trust yourself with me?”




  His momentary hesitation was not without its significance. As a matter of fact, he was a little afraid. There were no signs of it, however, in his tone or manner.




  “I will draw,” he promised her, “upon all my reserves of courage.”




  “The loan of you for the day is my birthday present.”




  “A very poor one, I fear,” he laughed. “Wet or fine?”




  “Wet or fine,” she insisted firmly. “If it is fine, you can drive me down in your two-seater, if you like. If it is wet, we will take one of Father’s new atrocities. Armchairs and bijou bars and that sort of thing.”




  “May heaven grant that it be fine!” he prayed fervently.
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  An early spring day came to London and, notwithstanding her unuttered, almost unacknowledged regrets, Julia was whirled away into the country in Sandbrook’s somewhat exposed but exceedingly comfortable two-seater. Following her directions—he was not permitted a map—they drove almost due southwards, far out of the region of soot and smoke, to where the tender green grasses lay like an emerald carpet upon the Downs, and the tang of the sea winds was soft and sweetened by the April sunshine. A turn to the right brought them into the country of fir plantations and woods of waxen-budded beeches, copses flushed with bluebells, primroses starring the sheltered ditches, and the most fragrant violets in the world peeping timidly out of the hawthorn-guarded hedgerows. In the by-way villages, stiff rows of crocuses lent splashes of colour to the cottage gardens, and more ambitious beds of hyacinths adorned the vicarage grounds. Everywhere was the twitter of birds, the rollicking puffs of pollen-carrying wind, from which the sting had departed, blue skies, the slow uplifting of winter’s hand from the yearning land. They both of them decided that England was a very beautiful country.




  “I suppose you know that we are nearing the New Forest?” he ventured.




  “We are almost at our journey’s end,” she assured him lazily.




  He left the wheel to her while he lit a cigarette. There had been very little conversation on the way down. The exigencies of the traffic had kept him silent and later on something in the atmosphere, which he was swift to sense, warned him of his companion’s curiously nervous, almost neurotic, frame of mind. She too, however, seemed to be revelling in the silence. She lay back very close to his side, with the air of one utterly and languorously content. She had withdrawn her gloves and her slender white fingers, entirely ringless, once or twice touched almost caressingly his share of the rug which covered them.




  “This is just such a day as I prayed I might have for my birthday gift,” she murmured once. “Away from London here, it all seems so full of life—birds and flowers and winds and everything. One gets a little crushed in a city.”




  “And yet you blame me for my journeyings,” he reminded her.




  “It isn’t quite the same thing,” she objected. “When you get to the top of this next hill, do you mind stopping for a moment?”




  He obeyed. It was certainly a very beautiful spot in which to linger. The road was almost like an avenue passing through a great forest—a curling ribbon of white, visible here and there for miles in front of them. On either side, free of any hedge or ditch, stretched the gorse-dotted common, the orange buds already showing a dim flush of colour. She showed him a thin strip of the sea plainly visible now below them to the south.




  “What a lovely spot,” he murmured, half to himself.




  She pointed to a cleft in the hills to the right. By leaning slightly forward, he caught a flash of rhododendron bushes and a vision of thatched gables.




  “That,” she told him, “is our destination.”




  “Heavens!” he murmured. “Are we going to pay a call?”




  “Not a very alarming one,” she assured him. “You have driven like a hero for three hours. Doesn’t the idea of an apéritif or luncheon begin to suggest itself?”




  “Now that you mention it,” he admitted, “there is something curiously inviting in the thought. Is that an hotel?”




  “Drive up to it,” she enjoined, “and you will see.”




  He obeyed. Soon they turned off the main road into a narrow lane and arrived in front of some old iron gates. The lodge keeper threw them open with a respectful salute.




  “Not an hotel,” he remarked, a touch of disappointment in his tone. “Are we booked for a visit?”




  “Wait,” she begged him.




  They threaded their way along an avenue of chestnut trees, already faintly pink and white, and bordered by clumps of rhododendrons on either side. In the farther background was a stretch of meadowland, leading to an open common. As they turned the last bend, and the house which they were approaching came into sight, Sandbrook felt himself unable to refrain from a little exclamation of admiration. The house itself was of no particular period, perhaps. It had started Tudor, been cunningly restored, and preserved still its air of antiquity. The grass patches in front were aflower with crocuses. There was a great hyacinth bed in the middle of the final sweep.




  “Whom are we going to visit?” he asked curiously, as he brought the car to a standstill.




  “Does it matter?” she enquired.




  “I was wondering whether those cocktails were likely to materialise,” he confessed greedily.




  “Then you need wonder no longer,” she assured him. “I shall mix them myself.”




  The front door stood open. A grey-haired man-servant bowed his welcome. A younger subordinate hurried to the car and relieved them of their rugs. Julia shook out her skirts and smiled at her companion. For a moment or two she seemed to have lost her assurance. There was something a little diffident, something curiously girlish, about her expression. As she laid her fingers upon his shoulder, her eyes were anxiously fixed upon his.




  “You hate mystery, don’t you?” she said. “There’s no mystery about this little place. It was my father’s birthday present to me. He thought I might like to have a secret pleasure house where I could entertain my real friends in absolute solitude.”




  “A marvellous idea,” he murmured.




  The butler took a step forward and ventured upon a smile.




  “The household wish me to offer their congratulations, your ladyship,” he said.




  “Thank you, Dobson,” she answered. “You got all the instructions from Park Lane, I suppose?”




  “Everything is prepared as your ladyship desired,” the man replied. “Perhaps the gentleman would like to wash before luncheon?”




  “In a moment,” Julia interposed. “First of all, we want a cocktail, Dobson; then I shall show Lord Sandbrook over the cottage myself.”




  The man led the way to a charming room upon the ground floor, a room in which the leaded windowpanes and most of the old panelling still remained. A number of bottles, beautifully shaped glasses and silver shakers were set out in inviting fashion.




  “I suppose I ought to have had a bar here,” Julia remarked, drawing off her gloves and making a selection of the bottles. “Somehow, though, I didn’t fancy it went with the room. That will do, Dobson. Have luncheon at half-past one. I will ring if we want anything.”




  The man, with a quiet bow, departed. For some reason or other, Julia seemed to have become nervous. She mixed cocktails, however, wonderful foaming cocktails, and handed Sandbrook his glass.




  “We must drink to the house,” he proposed.




  “Like the Norwegians,” she added, smiling at him. “To the house and the happiness it may bring.”




  They emptied their two glasses and afterwards Sandbrook was turned loose in a small but perfect masculine suite, with bathroom and shower bath, a complete set of such toilet appurtenances as a man can reasonably borrow, wardrobes filled with tennis and golf clothes and even a dinner suit, shoes and cravats all perfectly new. The sitting-room, with its deep easy chairs, contained a small library of men’s books. Some rare sporting prints hung upon the walls. There were boxes of cigars and cigarettes upon the mantelpiece and a hospitably opened cellarette in one corner. Whilst he was still exploring, he heard Julia’s voice outside.




  “Can I come in?”




  “Of course.”




  She laughed a little self-consciously and he noticed with a start that she had entered through a door which evidently communicated with another suite of apartments. She had changed her leather coat and motoring outfit for a house frock of some softer material, loose fitting, but with a skirt which did nothing to hide that lissome, graceful walk of hers which reminded him always of the crowded bazaars of some far Eastern city.




  “Well,” she asked, “have you looked around? This is my principal bachelor guest room. Is there anything a man might be likely to need which is not here?”




  “Very little, I should think,” he assured her. “You seem to have provided even for the poor man who comes without luggage.”




  “There are so many surprise parties nowadays,” she reminded him apologetically. “You are the first man who has crossed the threshold, so I wanted to know whether anything was forgotten. Come and see my rooms,” she invited. “Luncheon will be ready in ten minutes.”




  He followed her, with a little thrill of surprise, through the communicating door by which she had entered, into a small suite which seemed to him the last word in feminine elegance. The colouring was sea-green and white, the toilet table was green, the walls white. The sitting-room was hung with silk tapestry in the same colour scheme. There was a great divan heaped with cushions pulled up to the opened windows which led on to a small terrace. The bookcases of green and white were filled mostly with modern books, and chiefly French or translations from Russian into French. He picked up a volume of Bunin and glanced at it helplessly. Upon the baby grand piano were some sheets of music, too, on which even the names of the composers were unknown to him.




  “All affectation,” she assured him; “most of my belongings. I am feeling my way. I have not got much beyond Debussy yet. I cannot decide whether I really care for the new era in music or books. Sometimes Debussy’s music sends me nearly crazy. Sometimes these new people seem to hurt, like someone who touches you on the raw.”




  “You play yourself?” he asked.




  She sat down on the low stool and before her fingers had touched a dozen notes, he was conscious of an indefinite sense of excitement. She played—looking at him with the faintest of smiles upon her lips—curious, quivering chords which seemed to suggest new harmonies in colour, new and more vivid sensations. In a moment she was up and by his side.




  “That’s something which was sent me by a new man—a Georgian,” she said. “Come, I must show you my bedroom; then Dobson will expect us to eat lunch. I don’t know what you think of me, perhaps you don’t think anything at all, but I am sure when you see my room you will think I am a poseuse.”




  She laughed as she threw open the door. There was a simple wooden bedstead painted green, two large chairs, a white carpet and a crucifix which might have been by Benvenuto Cellini. She caught his glance directed towards it.




  “You are wondering at me, a Jewess,” she exclaimed. “Don’t. It is just an emblem to me of something—I don’t know what—simplicity, self-discipline, anything you like. I have no religion. But emblems do mean something, and it is beautiful. Sometimes,” she went on, taking his arm and leading him towards the door, “I am reconciled to all that horrible atmosphere of Park Lane and to the day-by-day life there just because of two things. Wealth may be ugly and gross in itself and draw out all that is worst in everybody, but it enables you, if you love such things, to surround yourself with beauty. I sometimes think,” she continued, as they descended the stairs, “that every now and then in his moments of solitude—and my father spends just as much time as ever he can alone—he must have something the same idea, or else he could scarcely have selected all his pictures without making a mistake. Some day you must let me show you the picture gallery, a day when the light is clear, when there is neither fog nor sunshine. They are his own choice, you know, and if there is one thing he is proud of in life it is that Duvaine often comes to him for his opinion, if he suspects a picture, and Father has never been known to make a mistake…. Don’t you love the little dining-room? Gloomy, perhaps, with all this black oak, but it is the original. The panels were all in the Friars’ Chapel—and these chairs too. I wonder what you care to drink for lunch? Men have such different tastes. Father loves this old Berncastler Doctor. I am rather surprised he spared me any. Another cocktail?”




  “Not if I am going to drink that wine,” he replied reverently.




  “Open that casement window a little wider before you sit down,” she begged him. “Don’t you love the perfume of those hyacinths? And there must be some sweet-smelling shrubs just outside there…. What do you think of my birthday present?”




  “I think it is the gift of an emperor to a princess.”




  “Shall I be like the princesses of old, then,” she said, “when they received guests? Shall I offer to share it with you?”




  He took the hand she laid suddenly upon his and raised it to his lips.




  “Alas,” he answered lightly, “to carry on the fable—if I accept what is offered in such fashion, I lose my heart.”




  “And if you refuse,” she reminded him, “unless the Princess has a thoroughly nice disposition, you lose your head also!”




  A silent figure advanced from the background.




  “Your ladyship is served,” Dobson announced.




  * * * * *




  Just as the dusk passed into darkness in the black wood at the back of the house, Sandbrook, who had carried himself gallantly yet discreetly through a difficult day, felt himself suddenly enveloped, caught up and held in the meshes of what Julia herself afterwards sardonically explained as being one of her temperamental fits of madness. She had been walking by his side, her arm through his, walking with all the spring and grace of healthful youth. Suddenly, without any warning, he felt her in his arms. Her hands were linked around his neck, he felt her knees trembling, so that he was forced to hold her up. Her heart beat wildly against his. Her eyes flashed one wonderful challenge into his; then they were suddenly closed. She clung to him as though she were drowning, but her quick hurried breathing had lost itself in sobs. Some of the passionate vitality seemed already to be ebbing away. Her eyes were still closed but her lips sought for his.




  “You must kiss me,” she implored. “You must kiss me or I shall die.”




  He whispered something, he scarcely knew what. He searched the secret part of his brain for words, but after all, he knew that they reeked of compromise. Nevertheless, he kissed her and she responded eagerly, feverishly, like a starved person. She returned his kisses on the lips. She kissed his eyes. She lay quite still for a moment, as though swooning; then he felt the strength coming back to her lithe, slender body. Almost as quickly as the storm had come, it passed. Before he realised it, they were walking again slowly, and after a few yards they were in sight of the tunnel-like end of the tree-hung walk. They passed out into the meadow.




  “Are you angry with me?” she asked gently.




  “Angry!” he repeated. “Julia—”




  “Look, there are stars out already,” she interrupted. “What foolish things these naturalists tell us. They say that only exotic flowers smell at night time. Those violets! You don’t mind if I lean on you a little? My knees are trembling. I suppose I was not meant to be a country girl, yet I know something about wild flowers. You see my little spinney of bluebells on the right? Bluebells are such sensible flowers. You pick them and their perfume has gone as the stem breaks. Violets—you pick them and their perfume is sweeter and sweeter, until they fade and die. Forgive me if I am talking nonsense, Lord Sandbrook—”




  “My dear,” he interrupted, “surely you can drop that absurd name! I’m going to call you Julia and you must call me Martin.”




  She paused for a moment, broke away from him and stood alone—a slim, very elegant figure in the dying light. For a moment, he thought that she was seized by another paroxysm, then he saw that she was laughing, laughing perhaps a little hysterically, and yet with a queer undernote of real humorous enjoyment.




  “My dear,” she said, “come along and tell me whether you would like to have an early dinner here or start now for home. After all, I have something out of the day. I am to call you Martin!”
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  Mr. Sidney Littleburn, whose wistful persistence had won for him the salutation of Sandbrook and his companion at Marridge’s restaurant, was a man of no particular personality. His father had been a City clerk before him and his mother the daughter of a small tradesman. He had a flair for figures, a passionate desire to get on in the world, and a personal love of money which was almost a vice. During the earlier days, after the establishment of Woolito, Limited, he had devoted the whole of his gifts towards the improvement of the finances of the company, and in these efforts he had been remarkably successful. He had won rapid and well-deserved advancement. At the present moment he was the respected tenant of a suite of apartments on the ninth floor of a block of handsome flats in Kensington. He had a plain wife, whom he had married for her moderate dowry, no children, a motor car which he had bought at a great bargain, and the pleasant consciousness that he was not spending half his income. In appearance, he was like thousands of others who pass their days upon the anthill. He was inclined to be short; of pallid complexion; he wore a straggling brown moustache and gold-rimmed spectacles. Away from his work, he had an abstracted air, as though he were perpetually adding up columns of figures. In his private office, when he had changed his coat, when his ledgers were at hand, his bankbook immediately available, the discount rates of the day at his elbow and surrounded by his myrmidons, he presented altogether a different appearance. He was a man who was master of his work and he loved it. In his study, warming his slippered feet at the fire, unfolding his evening paper and sipping a tardy cup of tea, he was a very ordinary individual indeed.




  “A young person to see you, sir,” the maidservant announced, late on the afternoon of a certain fateful day.




  Mr. Littleburn lowered his paper. He was incurious but inclined to be annoyed.




  “What sort of a young person?” he demanded.




  “Respectable enough, sir, to judge by appearances,” the maid replied. “I thought she must have meant the mistress, but she seems quite positive. She said it was Mr. Littleburn she wanted a few words with.”




  “Then she’s going to be disappointed,” was the irritated rejoinder. “There’s no young person who could possibly have anything to say to me. She can go and see Mrs. Littleburn if she wants to.”




  The maid turned towards the door. Upon the threshold, she looked back.




  “Oh, I forgot to say, sir—she mentioned that she came from Nottingham.”




  Mr. Littleburn, who had picked up his paper again, failed this time to lower it. Nevertheless, the column upon which his eyes rested had become slightly indistinct.




  “From Nottingham,” he repeated, a moment later. “Didn’t she give her name?”




  “No, sir.”




  “Perhaps, after all, I had better see what she wants. You can show her in.”




  Mr. Littleburn waited for his visitor without any show of agitation but with some annoyance. “A young person from Nottingham” sounded ominous, but at the worst she could turn out to be no more than a nuisance. He had no idea of the Nemesis in front of him!




  The door reopened presently and Mr. Littleburn found that his visitor had gone one up in the social scale.




  “The young lady, sir,” the maid announced and, stepping backwards, closed the door behind her.




  Mr. Littleburn laid down his newspaper. The graces of life had never come his way, and he made no attempt to rise to his feet. He watched the girl who was crossing the room towards him—a girl of medium height, pretty, dressed in cheap clothes, and with a tendency towards buxomness of figure. She had made indiscreet use of the usual cosmetics and her dress was rather shorter than the fashion of the moment decreed. That she had tried to look her best was, under the circumstances, only natural. Mr. Littleburn removed his reading spectacles.




  “What do you want with me, Charlotte?” he demanded. “You have no right to come here. I have answered all your letters and you know how we stand.”




  “You might invite me to sit down before you begin asking questions,” she complained, in an aggrieved tone.




  “I would rather you didn’t stay,” he told her. “My wife is here and might come in at any moment.”




  “Well, I sha’n’t bite her,” the young woman rejoined, as she coolly flopped into a chair. “It’s quite true you have answered my letters, but not in the way you ought to have done.”




  “I should like to know how I could have answered them differently,” was the frigid reply. “I have sent you at least four ten-pound notes during the last few months, and less than a year ago I paid for your father’s funeral.”




  “You didn’t,” the young woman contradicted. “The firm paid for it.”




  Mr. Littleburn coughed.




  “At my instigation,” he pointed out. “It was the same thing. You wanted a post in London and I told you at once that there was nothing doing.”




  “You didn’t want me up here, I suppose.”




  “It’s not that at all. We are overstaffed at the present moment. Your friends live in Nottingham, and you are much more likely to settle down there than up in London amongst strangers. Have you come for money?”




  “I don’t know,” she answered, looking at him curiously.




  “Because, if you have,” he went on, “let me tell you now—you won’t get any. I might be inclined to pay your fare back again to the country, but only on consideration that you don’t trouble me again.”




  Still her eyes seemed to be searching his face and, if Mr. Littleburn had been a man of greater sensibility, he might have become irritated or disturbed by that calm scrutiny.




  “You were generous enough with Father when he was alive,” she remarked. “He got money from you every week—a nice sum too.”




  “Your father had been my very valued assistant at the mills which I was engaged in winding up,” was the cold reply. “He rendered the firm certain services which I considered it my duty to repay.”




  “You kept on sending him money after he had got the sack,” she reminded him.




  “If I did,” he retorted, “that was my affair. If I chose to be generous to a man who had worked for me, that is no reason why, after his death, I should be expected to transfer my benefactions to his family. If it comes to that, Miss Charlotte, you have had money from me too. Two hundred pounds I spent on furnishing your apartment.”




  “You got what you wanted for it, I suppose,” was the brusque comment. “Now Father’s dead and you’ve come to live in London again, you just want to wipe me out.”




  “Supposing I do,” he answered. “Isn’t that reasonable? You’re capable of looking after yourself. If you really wanted work, I might consider giving you a letter to one of our branches in your district. They might find you a post, but that is the utmost I can do for you, and it would be entirely in their hands whether they found you anything or not.”




  She looked at him with a curious fixedness.




  “You are not a very nice man, are you?” she said unexpectedly.




  Mr. Littleburn was indisposed to waste anything in life—even his emotions—but he was almost inclined to be angry.




  “Did you come up here to tell me that?” he demanded.




  “No,” she replied. “I came up to ask why you should not make me an allowance, like you did Father.”




  “You’re mad!” he scoffed. “I made no regular allowance to your father. I simply let him have some money until we could find another post for him.”




  “Eight pounds a week,” she reminded him calmly. “It came quite regularly, too, through the bank. I know, because I saw the book. What was it for?”




  Mr. Littleburn stretched out his hand and rang the bell. She made no effort to protest.




  “That,” he said, “is my answer to you.”




  She rose to her feet. A vague odour of cheap perfume crept into the atmosphere of the room. She stood like a statue of indifference until the maid appeared.




  “Show the young lady out,” Mr. Littleburn directed.




  She departed without a word of farewell or a backward glance. Mr. Littleburn looked steadily at the closed door for several moments. He was not accustomed to the unusual in life, but it struck him that there had been something peculiar about this interview. The fact that he was altogether devoid of imagination kept fear from haunting his pillow that night.




  Three evenings later, Mr. Sidney Littleburn was seated in very much the same position in his study, his feet stretched out to the fire, reading his evening paper. Once more the maidservant entered.




  “The young person to see you, sir,” she announced. “Same as called the other evening.”




  Mr. Littleburn rustled his paper impatiently.




  “What impertinence,” he exclaimed. “Harriet!”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “I refuse to see her. Put her in the lift and send her away.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  There was a brief interval, but Mr. Littleburn did not resume the study of his newspaper. He found himself vaguely disturbed. Presently the knock at the door was repeated and the maid reappeared.




  “The young woman is very difficult, sir,” she announced. “She says that her business with you will only take two minutes but that it is of vital importance. You will excuse me, sir, but she told me to add that it was more important to you than to her.”




  “Impudence!” Mr. Littleburn exclaimed indignantly. “Very well, then, Harriet, show her in. If I ring twice don’t hesitate—send for a policeman.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  In due course, Charlotte Masters was ushered in. She was dressed in the same fashion as on her former visit—if anything, the odour of her perfume was slightly stronger; otherwise, she was unchanged. She sat down without waiting for an invitation.




  “I thought,” Mr. Littleburn said, “that I had made myself clear as to how we stood on your last visit?”




  “You made it quite clear,” the young woman replied, “what a low hound you were.”




  He turned towards the bell. She stopped him with an imperative gesture.




  “You had better not,” she advised. “I am here to warn you for your own sake—not mine. I’m all right. The people who found me out in Nottingham and brought me up to London are treating me like Christians. What’s going to happen to you I don’t know, but you have got to make up your mind quick.”




  “What on earth are you talking about?” Mr. Littleburn asked, with a queer sensation of discomfort creeping over him.




  “You and my father,” she continued, “faked the books of the Colney mills which your company—Woolito—took over. When you ordered them to be burnt, my Dad was not quite the fool he seemed, and he didn’t burn them. He left them in a parcel under his bed.”




  “I saw the books thrown into the furnace,” Mr. Littleburn called out in a sudden frenzy.




  “You saw some books—not the Colney mills’ books. That was where Dad was clever, for once in his life. Here, you had better read this letter. It was wrapped up in the parcel.”




  She crossed the room and handed him a letter. He withdrew it from the envelope, gazed at it for a moment helplessly, then a sudden gleam of hope lit up his face.




  “This letter is typewritten,” he declared. “Your father couldn’t use a typewriter. He told me so. What is all this? A conspiracy, eh?”




  He held the letter in his hands as though about to tear it through. She only smiled.




  “You silly old josser,” she said. “Knowing you as well as I do, do you think I was going to bring you Dad’s original letter? That’s a copy—an exact copy too—word for word. I typed it myself.”




  He adjusted his spectacles and read it slowly through. One by one the sentences seemed to stand out before his eyes in letters of fire.




  

    DEAR CHARLOTTE,


    


    This is in case anything sudden or unexpected should happen to me before Littleburn settles up the amount he promised.


    


    He came down here to wind up the Colney mills. There’s no doubt about it, the books had been badly kept. Mr. Hammond, he underpaid everybody and he had no head for figures himself. When Mr. Littleburn had finished going through the books he asked me to stay with him one night. He didn’t put it straight at first, in case I was not agreeable, and I must say it was a week before I made up my mind. Then I did what he wanted me to. We were only robbing the company that had ruined us, and I wanted something for you. It was the easiest thing in the world to fake our ledgers so that we seemed to pay out to our creditors a good deal more than we had to, and to receive from debtors a great deal less than we did. Apart from that, we made out entries of returns sold at a very reduced price and, in short, we cleared up about eighteen thousand pounds. All the time Mr. Littleburn was handing me out as much money as I wanted to spend and that was the time I began to drink.


    


    When everything was wound up I wanted my share. First he said the books must be burnt, and as everything was being cleared out from the place to have it got into order for the Woolito staff, that was not difficult. Only it was just then I began not to trust Littleburn. What I thought was—if he would rob his own company just because he loves money, why shouldn’t he rob me? And if the books were gone, who was going to believe my word—if ever the defalcations were found out—that he had any hand in them? So what I did was this. I got an exactly similar lot of books from one of the other branches which were going to be destroyed, and I burnt them. He and I did it together one dark night out in the furnace. They were all grey ashes in two minutes. Directly it was over, he shook me by the hand and took me down to the hotel in Nottingham. I had too much to drink. Perhaps that was my fault but anyhow, I remember what he said and I agreed to stick to it for a time. He said that we might have to return the money which he had got put away, so that it could be transferred into the Woolito account at a moment’s notice if there were any suspicions. In a year’s time, he said, if everything were all right, we would divide up. In the meantime he would send me eight pounds a week. I agreed. It seemed reasonable enough. But the year has gone by and I have seen nothing of my share. If I don’t hear something definite in a fortnight, I am going up to London, but am just leaving this note and the real books here, in case anything should happen to me and he should play the dirty. If he won’t pay up my share when I get there, I shall give him the fright of his life. I shall tell him I have still got the books and that I am going to take them to the accountants.


    


    I don’t suppose you will ever read this note, because I shall get everything settled up, but I am taking the long chance that something might happen to me.


    


    From your


    


    DAD.


  




  When Sidney Littleburn had finished reading, he doubted no longer. He knew that this was his death warrant. His only hope was the girl. The letter fluttered from his fingers. He gripped the sides of his chair. He leaned forward towards her.




  “Charlotte,” he pleaded, “you’ve won. You have got me, all right. You don’t want to ruin me? Where are—the books?”




  There was sympathy in her eyes but doom in her words.




  “They have been sent in to some accountants—to your own accountants,” she told him.




  “What?” Mr. Littleburn shouted.




  “They have gone in to the accountants,” the girl repeated, her voice a little harder, as she thought of her own wrongs. “Eight pounds a week you were paying Father and no telling how long that would have gone on for—and about eighteen thousand you put in your own pocket—and as soon as you think Dad is well out of the way, not a ten-pound note for me! You’re a nice fellow. Anyhow, you’ve got what’s coming to you!”




  Mr. Littleburn tried to speak but something was wrong with his tongue. He tried to rise to his feet but something was wrong with his knees. He looked at this terrible vision of fate, saw her slowly rise and move towards the door. From there she looked back.




  “I’m giving you this chance,” she said, “in case you want to hop it. I should say the police would be round before long.”




  Then there was the sound of the door opening and closing. Miss Charlotte Masters had fulfilled her mission.




  * * * * *




  Mr. Littleburn rang the bell. He was holding on to the sides of his chair when the maid returned, but his voice was fairly steady.




  “Some whisky and soda, Harriet,” he ordered.




  As Mr. Littleburn never drank between meals, the maid received the order with some surprise. She returned with a tray, however, and drew a small table up to the side of his chair. He waited until the girl had left the room, then he poured out half a tumblerful of whisky, added some soda water and had a long drink…. He had never at any time in his life even contemplated the idea of suicide. He had played always for safety, and the one great risk he had ever taken had seemed to pass into grey ashes with the burning of those ledgers. Now they were all around him—the mocking, taunting imps—beckoning him on to destruction! The gods of his life were money, respectability, a solid position. He had no vices to come to his aid, no resources of philanthropy or religion to help him through the hell that was yawning at his feet. He crossed the room, threw open the window and slipped on to the sill.




  If there was a thought in his mind at all, as he passed the chaos of mist and driving sleet, it was a faint impulse of thankfulness that he had chosen the ninth-floor flat for the sake of the view.
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  Lord Marsom presided, a few days later, over a hurricane meeting of the directors of Woolito, Limited. Besides himself, there were present Sir Sigismund Lunt, the ghastly shadow of his former self, John Henry Bomford, who had lost thirty pounds and whose head drooped feebly upon his shoulders, Sir Alfred Honeyman, a tall, elderly man with aquiline nose and high cheekbones, dressed with meticulous care, formal and precise of speech, Mr. Thomas Moody, who had been for years engaged in the laboratories of the firm, Mr. Mayden-Harte, who was general supervisor of the factories, and Sandbrook, who was the sole representative of the outside or guinea-pig element. Lord Marsom waved them to their places and started the business without preliminaries.




  “The minutes of the last meeting will be read when we meet again,” he announced. “We are here to elect two new directors to take the places of Mr. Archibald Somerville and Mr. Sidney Littleburn. I propose George Pullen and Morris Grinen, who will join us next month. Moody, here, will second them. Any dissentients?”




  “One moment, Mr. Chairman,” Sir Alfred Honeyman intervened. “I should like to ask a question. Is there to be no discussion as to the extraordinary series of accidents which have ended in the deaths of two and the serious illness of two more of our fellow directors?”




  “Afterwards,” Marsom snapped. “Elect the two directors first. I propose. Who seconds? Thank you, Mr. Moody. Hands up. Carried unanimously. Take that down,” he directed Miss Frances Moore, who was seated in the background, a short distance away from the table.




  “Where’s Mr. Crooks, our secretary?” someone asked. “Nothing has happened to him, I hope?”




  “Nothing has happened to him, nor is anything likely to,” was the curt rejoinder. “I instructed Miss Moore to be here and take down the minutes this morning because, as you know, she is our publicity secretary, and she’s been in touch with Scotland Yard concerning these unfortunate happenings to members of our board. Ask her anything you want to.”




  “Have Scotland Yard any theory?” Sir Alfred Honeyman enquired.




  “So far,” Miss Frances Moore replied, “they are unable to accept Lord Marsom’s idea that these disasters have been due to a single agency. I saw the sub-commissioner again this morning. He pointed out, for example, that Mr. Littleburn’s suicide was due, not to the intervention of any other person, but to the knowledge that his defalcations were discovered, and that he was on the point of arrest. There was nothing to connect that, for instance, with the burning of the Tottenham sheds and the abduction of Sir Sigismund Lunt. The fact that Mr. Bomford’s prospective son-in-law did not turn up for his daughter’s wedding and that a deplorable scandal thereby ensued they look upon as an entirely outside incident. The doctor’s certificate proved that Mr. Archibald Somerville had been liable to the sort of stroke from which he died for years, and that the incident which brought it on was an entirely natural one. They feel that the only one of the incidents which comes under their direct jurisdiction is the destruction of the sheds at Tottenham, and they have several men at work on that, up to the present without any success.”




  “What do they say about those damned silly cards?” Lord Marsom enquired, producing a glazed piece of pasteboard from his papers. “Came this morning, this one,” he went on, flicking it across the table. “You see what it says: ‘Sidney Littleburn robbed the owner of the Colney mills. Robbers pay!’”




  “The sub-commissioner only smiled when I brought up the matter of the cards,” Miss Moore replied. “I think they have an idea that it is the work of some lunatic connected with the company.”




  There was a grim and ominous silence. Two shining points of light flashed like steel in Lord Marsom’s shifting black eyes. A line of colour stole up to his forehead and he struck the table with his fist, so that the inkpot rattled and the papers rustled.




  “They are a pack of nincompoops at Scotland Yard,” he shouted. “A kindergarten of imbeciles! They block the path of justice, instead of clearing it. Gentlemen, there is a conspiracy against our firm. I don’t wonder at it. Success like ours will always provoke jealousy and enmity; but, my God, if they think they are going to bring Woolito, Limited, to its knees, they’re wrong! It may be my turn at any moment. I’m prepared. My will is made and my executors nominated. Furthermore, my successor is appointed, and there is a long list from which I desire that our future directors are elected. They can’t kill us all off, gentlemen, and I’ll tell you another thing. They’ll never break Woolito, Limited.”




  There was a murmur of applause. Some of the more nervous of the little company seemed to have regained courage.




  “Gentlemen,” Marsom concluded, “you’ll find refreshments in the library. I will join you there in a moment or two. I wish to have a word with our publicity secretary here.”




  They all rose and made towards the door, with the exception of Sir Alfred Honeyman. He lingered at the table, his long fingers caressing the white edge of his waistcoat.




  “This meeting has been broken up rather sooner than I expected,” he said. “I intended to apply, Lord Marsom, for two months’ leave of absence.”




  “What for?”




  “My wife is in poor health and I myself need a holiday.”




  “Rubbish!” was the curt reply. “This is no time to talk of holidays, with orders rolling in and forty thousand workpeople to look after. Send your wife to the South of France, if she needs a change. You stay here and look after your job till we’re running smoothly again.”




  Sir Alfred would have liked to have pleaded his cause, for fear had settled down upon him, and the prospect of a couple of months away from this disastrous epoch was perilously sweet. Lord Marsom’s attitude, however, was as crushing as his words sounded, and his fellow director slipped away.




  “Lot of rats,” the former muttered, as he resumed his seat. “What do you think of this business, Miss Moore?”




  “I’m afraid I can’t help thinking there is something in the attitude which Scotland Yard takes up,” she admitted. “I can’t find the link and I tried as hard as anyone could. Mr. Littleburn, for instance, threw himself out of the window and broke his neck because, if he had lived, he would have been disgraced and sent to prison. No outside person could have been responsible for that.”




  “Who found out the defalcations?” Marsom growled.




  “The daughter of his accomplice, I understand. He was treating her unfairly and she sent the books, which he thought had been destroyed, to the accountants. There isn’t a single unusual circumstance in connection with the affair—except that ridiculous card.”




  “Supposing there is a conspiracy on foot, when do you suppose they will have a go at me?” he demanded gruffly.




  “I should think, if there is a band of humorists at work, they would keep you till the last.”




  “Humorists, you call them! I’ll show them a funnier game than they are playing, if ever I get my hands on them!… What do you think of that fellow Honeyman trying to sneak away under his wife’s skirts?”




  “Not much,” she admitted. “Perhaps he’s fond of his wife, though.”




  “So was I fond of mine, in a way, but I didn’t want her always around. She used to spend most of her time at her villa in Cannes. As for Honeyman’s marital devotion, that’s all my eye. He nearly got into a bad mess down in Nottinghamshire. Sacked the foreman at one of the mills down there, when we were taking over, got him up to the north of England, and played around with his wife afterwards! Even now the old humbug has a mistress in Mayfair and dines with her once a week at a little restaurant that we all know in Soho!”




  Miss Frances Moore rose to her feet.




  “If there is no more business—” she began.




  “Sit down,” her employer interrupted. “I want to ask you a serious question. You see old Lunt and Bomford—broken men both of them. There’s Littleburn and Somerville dead. Four of my directors wiped out in less than as many months. It doesn’t matter what Scotland Yard has to say about it. Could any fool in the world believe that this series of vicious incidents are not linked up somehow or other?”




  Miss Frances Moore was unperturbed.




  “Well, Sub-commissioner Mallinson must be one of the so-called fools,” she said, “for he has decided that there is no connection whatever between these happenings. If you want to know what I think, my opinion is that you have chosen a poor class of man to help you carry on your great business. Your directors have gotten into trouble because they have not known how to support success. When you elect new men on the board, I should try and get hold of some of a different type.”




  Marsom was suddenly conscious of a serious change of outlook, a change in his own psychology, which puzzled him. The fury of a few minutes ago had passed. With her quiet manner and convincing words, this extraordinary young woman had certainly had a soothing effect upon him. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps this idea of his that some enemies were working against his prosperity and the prosperity of the company was madness. Where could the brains have come from to have evolved schemes such as these from which he had suffered? As for the cards, they were scarcely a factor worthy of serious consideration. Any ill wisher with a sardonic sense of humour who read the newspapers might easily be responsible. The whole situation began to group itself in the landscape of his mind from the point of view of this remarkable young woman who was seated by his side, perfectly natural in her manners, well poised and reasonable. He watched her for a few moments quizzically. A new idea had come to him. He was revolving it in his mind. Curious that he had never before realised that she was in her way a very attractive personage. His taste in the sex had mostly run to the easily wooed theatrical type, but he was able also to appreciate the quiet elegance of his present companion’s simple toilette and the restraint of her manner. He found himself studying her with new eyes and was suddenly conscious that he was very tired indeed of the flamboyant wiles of Miss Rosie Melton, his latest fancy. For the moment, at any rate, the reverse type was appealing to him.




  “What are you doing this evening?” Marsom asked. “Will you dine with me—here in this house? I shall be quite alone. My daughter is away, I know.”




  “I’m sorry,” was the quiet but very firm reply. “That would be quite impossible.”




  “Just why?”




  “It would be contrary to my custom and my inclination,” she told him. “If there is no more business to discuss, I should like to leave now, Lord Marsom.”




  “You’ll stay where you are until I’ve finished,” he enjoined furiously. “Customs and inclinations! You talk like a little shopgirl. You know something of life, I suppose, don’t you? You attract me. I don’t know why, but you do. Stay with me to dinner to-night and I’ll give you a pearl necklace worth a thousand pounds. You see, I don’t beat about the bush. You know now. You know what I want. The thousand pounds ought to tell you.”




  The very small lines at the corners of Miss Frances Moore’s eyes suddenly creased and a faint smile parted her lips.




  “If I were the little shopgirl you called me,” she said, “I should pretend to be insulted. As it is, I remain, as you see, quite calm. It’s very nice of you, I’m sure, but all the same, I don’t want a pearl necklace, and I wouldn’t dream of dining alone with you.”




  “Not if I promised—”




  “Whatever you promised, I know what you’d do,” she interrupted. “No, Lord Marsom. I’m beginning to have a certain admiration for you, as a man who knows his own mind and dominates others, but I should have to care a great deal more than that for anyone from whom I accepted a thousand-pound necklace!”




  “Get to hell out of here,” he ordered, the colour mounting in his cheeks once more. “Take your notebook and your smug little face away.”




  “Do you mean that I’m dismissed?” she asked coolly.




  “Yes,” he shouted.




  She made a little calculation.




  “I shall want two hundred and fifty pounds, in lieu of notice,” she warned him.




  “Woolito can’t stand it,” he groaned. “Get on with your job, and get ready, too, to change your mind.”
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  Sir Alfred Honeyman rose sedately from his comfortable easy chair, situated in a corner of the sombre smoking-room of the West End club which had the distinction of counting him amongst its members, and followed the youth who had brought him the message across to the telephone box. Here he closed the door securely, cleared his throat and took up the receiver. A very pleasant, if somewhat affected, feminine voice greeted him.




  “Is that Sir Alfred Honeyman?”




  “Speaking, my dear Molly,” was the dignified reply.




  There was a little fluttering sigh of content.




  “I’m so glad to find you. I wonder whether you are going to be perfectly sweet and do what I ask you?”




  Sir Alfred was not the man to commit himself rashly. There were already several counterfoils in his personal cheque book which needed glossing over.




  “If it’s anything within my power—” he began.




  “Of course it’s within your power. I want you to come and dine with me to-night.”




  “To-night?” he repeated. “To-morrow night is our usual date.”




  “I would so much rather you came to-night,” the voice at the other end of the line pleaded. “I am just lonely. I think that’s what it is. I have been bored all day. If you don’t come, I shall feel like putting on my prettiest frock and going to a dancing club!”




  Sir Alfred reflected for a moment, conscious of a little thrill of anticipatory pleasure. Only a few minutes ago, on his way from the City, it had seemed to him that Friday was a long way off.




  “I shall be delighted to save you from such an indiscretion, my dear child,” he said. “Where do you wish to dine?”




  “What a dear you are! At Costelli’s, please. Shall we say eight o’clock, so that we have a nice long evening?”




  “Eight o’clock will suit me admirably,” Sir Alfred acquiesced.




  Sir Alfred rang off, closed the door of the telephone box and returned to his easy chair. His step was a little more buoyant and he was conscious of vague sensations not altogether seemly in a person of sixty years of age, who was very much married indeed. Life had seemed a very dull place a few minutes ago. The sound of Molly’s voice—a fascinating creature she was—had changed all that. He rang the bell by his side.




  “A glass of dry sherry,” he ordered.




  * * * * *




  The Pomme d’Or is a small restaurant on the outskirts of Soho, kept by an Italian calling himself Luigi Costelli. It is white-fronted, its lunching or dining habitués are concealed from curious eyes by green blinds and, if one took the trouble to glance upwards to the third or fourth story, one might notice that there was again a row of windows with green blinds and a general air of habitation. As a matter of fact, the Pomme d’Or, although it does not advertise the fact, fills the general purposes of an hotel to the initiated. The place is small, the number of waiters few, but the cutlery and linen are of the best and the lighting discreet. The carpet, too, is soft to the feet and the chairs are comfortable. It is not for his compatriots or for the tradespeople of the neighbourhood that Luigi Costelli keeps open his little hôtellerie de luxe. His patrons are mostly English or Americans and their names would make a somewhat surprising list. Sir Alfred Honeyman had heard the place spoken of at a men’s dinner which he had attended for business purposes. He had visited it for the first time with trepidation, but also with a subdued sense of excitement, which had never altogether left him. The place suggested wrong-doing, but suggested it in an insidious and pleasing manner. It was perfectly possible to dine on any night in his present companion’s cosy little dining room, ministered to by her discreet little maid. Like the moth attracted to the candle, however, this seductive restaurant near Soho filled Sir Alfred with a larger and more satisfied sense of adventure.




  From the moment when Molly, looking more attractive than ever, had swept into the little dining-room and come to meet him with outstretched hands, nothing could have seemed more auspicious than the commencement of that black-letter night which was to stand out forever amongst the disastrous memories of Sir Alfred’s ostensibly correct life. The corner table which he specially affected had been carefully prepared for him and his companion. The half bottle of their favourite champagne stood in the ice pail, and a bottle of the particular brand of Chianti which they both fancied stood upon the table. The hors d’oeuvres and caviare had never been better. Molly had never appeared sweeter or more affectionate. Sir Alfred who, as a rule, monopolised the conversation, became almost silent through sheer content, and his companion, who desired very much to discuss immediately certain aspects of her own financial position, in view of a possible débâcle, much appreciated the change.




  The swinging open and closing of the door was not an every-minute occurrence in this somewhat exclusive establishment, and both Sir Alfred Honeyman and the lady whom he was entertaining glanced up simultaneously when it occurred during a pause in their conversation. Sir Alfred saw a rather tall, distinguished-looking stranger—clean-shaven and very well dressed—sauntering towards an unreserved table on the opposite side of the room, accompanied by a powerfully built younger man who had the air of a naval officer in mufti. What Molly saw was apparently something more serious. She dropped her knife and fork and a little cry broke from her lips.




  “What’s the matter, my dear?” her escort asked quickly.




  The words seemed to have died upon her lips. She remained silent. The younger man, who had approached the table, appeared to be both angry and surprised. His eyes were fixed upon Molly.




  “Molly!” he exclaimed. “Is that really you?”




  “Charles!” she cried. “Whatever are you doing here?”




  The man’s face hardened. Sir Alfred, who had not grasped the seriousness of the situation, ventured upon a gesture of politeness.




  “Won’t you introduce me to your friend?” he suggested.




  Molly grasped his arm as though for protection and shrank back in her place.




  “He is not my friend,” she gasped. “It’s my husband!”




  Sir Alfred felt a cold shiver running down his back.




  “You told me that your husband was dead,” he faltered.




  “Dead to me,” she murmured. “What I meant was that we were separated—that he was abroad. Charles, what are you doing back in England?”




  “If you will be so good as to spare me a few minutes of your time,” was the dignified reply, “I will tell you. Afterwards,” the newcomer added, with a sudden turn towards Sir Alfred, “I shall have a certain matter to discuss with you, sir.”




  Sir Alfred looked for his hat.




  “You are a stranger to me,” he declared. “I know nothing about you at all. There is nothing for us to discuss.”




  Molly, however, had already left her place. She was standing, unfortunately for her companion’s plan of escape, in the direct route towards the door, clinging to the newcomer’s arm and endeavouring to pacify him. The latter, however, seemed to be very hard indeed to pacify. Every few minutes he showed signs of wishing to break away and reach Sir Alfred. On each occasion, however, Molly was just able to prevent this. Finally the older man rose from his place, came across the room and joined in the discussion. He was apparently on the side of peace, for at last, without any further glance towards the elderly Lothario, the two men retreated to the door, took down their coats and hats, and left the restaurant. Molly resumed her chair with a sigh of relief.




  “Thank God,” she exclaimed, “he’s gone! Pour me out some wine, please.”




  A waiter appeared from the background. He was not unaccustomed to such scenes and as he was of fragile build and had a great dislike to pugilistic encounters, he had been keeping carefully out of the way. He filled the glasses of Monsieur and of Madame as desired and both drank eagerly. The former felt some sparks of his courage gradually returning.




  “So you are married,” he said gloomily.




  “My dear,” she assured him, clutching at his hand, “I thought that he was gone for good. It was only the other day I heard that someone thought they had seen him. He deserted me most shamefully. I have nothing to reproach myself with. He knows that he has not the slightest right to interfere, whatever I may choose to do.”




  “He seemed upset enough to see you with me,” Sir Alfred observed.




  “I can’t help that,” she replied. “I told him plainly that nothing would induce me to go back to him, and if he made a scene, I would send for the police. He has gone now and he’s not coming back again.”




  “Are you sure of that?” Sir Alfred asked.




  “Certain,” she declared. “Here’s the chicken. Let’s enjoy our dinner and forget all about him.”




  Her companion did his best but without complete success. His spirits rose, however, when, after coffee and an extra brandy, they found no one waiting outside in the street and stepped safely into a taxi. Nevertheless, at the corner of Shepherd’s Market and Hertford Street, his courage again wavered.




  “I think I won’t come in to-night, Molly,” he said. “I have some letters I ought to write and—”




  Her arm was suddenly around his neck and her lips pressed against his. She drew him across the threshold.




  “He won’t come back,” she whispered. “His friend will see to that. Even if he did, I should know how to deal with him.”




  So Alfred Honeyman mounted the stairs which he once thought such an enchanting passage to happiness, stepped through the door which Molly opened and faced Nemesis.




  * * * * *




  Police Constable Choppin stated his case in court on the following morning. Notebook in hand, he took his place on the stand and was duly sworn.




  “If you please, your Worship,” he began, “I was called to Number 17a. Shepherd’s Market at about eleven o’clock last night by a woman, who was leaning out of the window and shrieking. I made my way up to the room and found the prisoner beating up another man. I arrested them both, but thought it best to leave the injured one in the Casualty Ward at St. George’s Hospital. I gave him instructions there that the case would be heard this morning at this Police Court, and that he would be expected to attend for purposes of the prosecution.”




  “Did you take the names and addresses of these two men?” the magistrate asked.




  “I did, sir. The prisoner gave his name and address as Charles Bradman, of Number 7, Hazleton Gardens. Profession, a retired naval petty officer. I have since verified the address, your Worship, and found it to be correct. The other gentleman, refused to give his name or address, but I was able to ascertain that he is Sir Alfred Honeyman, associated with the Woolito business in Basinghall Street in the City and residing at Number 33, Lexham Square.”




  A solicitor rose and addressed the magistrate.




  “Your Worship,” he said, “I am representing the accused. May I be allowed to explain what happened?”




  “Certainly, Mr. Rawlings. You may proceed,” the magistrate assented.




  “My client who, I may remind you, gave his name and address when asked without hesitation, returned home unexpectedly last night and found his wife in the company of another man, a man well known in City circles, married and living with his family. My client appears to have given him a thrashing, during the course of which the woman became alarmed and called for the police. My client submitted to arrest quite quietly and the other party in the struggle was taken to the hospital in an ambulance.”




  “Stop,” the magistrate ordered. “Where is Sir Alfred at the present moment?”




  “He left the hospital within an hour after his injuries had been attended to,” the policeman replied, “and has not been heard of since.”




  “Were his injuries serious?”




  “Not that I could make out, sir. I think he had two black eyes and his cheek was rather badly cut.”




  “I consider that, on the whole, I was merciful,” the prisoner remarked from the dock. “He is an older man than I am or I would have given him a much worse hiding.”




  The magistrate coughed. He was known to be a man of strict domestic morals.




  “I gather, then, that there is no prosecutor here present?” he demanded.




  “No, your Worship.”




  “Case dismissed.”
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  Lord Edward Vannerley dropped his eyeglass and turned towards his companion. The two men—Sandbrook and his cousin—were dining in a secluded corner of Quaglino’s.




  “Martin, my lad,” he said, “do you see a rather queer-looking party of eight on the other side of the room, three tables from the entrance?”




  “Yes, I see them,” Sandbrook assented.




  “There’s a girl there—dark, with glorious eyes and a beautiful mouth. Might be a Jewess, or perhaps an Italian. Anyway, she’s frightfully well turned out.”




  “Yes, I see her.”




  “Know who she is?”




  Sandbrook nodded.




  “I’m surprised that you don’t,” he said. “You go out so much more than I do. That’s Lady Julia Pontifex—Lord Marsom’s daughter.”




  The young man was immensely interested.




  “God bless my soul!” he exclaimed. “I’ve seen old Marsom—huge beast of a man. Fancy his having a daughter like that! She looks like a beautiful wax flower—too delicate to touch.”




  Sandbrook smiled.




  “It’s only when she’s bored that she looks so thoroughly unapproachable,” he said. “As a matter of fact, she is very intelligent and a delightful young woman.”




  “You know her, Martin?”




  “Of course I do. Don’t you remember the governor was a director of Marsom’s great company, Woolito, Limited? Your old man didn’t take kindly to the idea.”




  “A trifle on the stiff side, when it comes to directorships and that sort of thing,” Lord Edward acknowledged gloomily. “He’s got about as much idea of business as I have, and that isn’t saying much. If it weren’t for his prejudices, I should have taken a job of some sort long ago. It’s not much fun being the second son of a Duke with three thousand a year to grub along on.”




  “Your obvious destination,” Sandbrook remarked, signalling to a wine waiter, “is the altar.”




  “I shouldn’t mind,” the other admitted. “Mother has Closters, of course, and I could have the Tower House any day, if I married. I would rather live there than at the Castle. Worst of it is,” he went on, sighing, “the English aristocracy are out of fashion just now. American heiresses all seem to be marrying either cinema stars or Russian princes. A poor lord isn’t in the running at all.”




  “There will be a reaction in our favour presently,” Sandbrook declared hopefully.




  “You don’t need to enter the lists, anyway,” was the envious retort. “You’re rolling in it.”




  “I have enough for my needs,” Sandbrook acknowledged. “I am not extravagant, fortunately.”




  “I wonder,” the young man by his side reflected, “how much Marsom would give his daughter?”




  “A most unsavoury reflection.”




  “I don’t see why. If you marry for money, you at least want to know how much the girl’s got.”




  “Seen the new show at the Shaftesbury?” Sandbrook enquired, with the obvious air of one anxious to change the conversation.




  “Three times,” was the enthusiastic reply. “Ripping, Martin! I thought of looking in to-night. That little girl in the second act who sings the French song….”




  The young man was off on his hobby. Sandbrook listened abstractedly. Once or twice he had caught Julia’s eye and he was quite sure, although her smile was of the faintest, that there was something she was trying to say to him. Presently a maître d’hôtel made his way across the room and, with a discreet bow, handed to Sandbrook a torn fragment of paper twisted up in the form of a note.




  “From Lady Julia Pontifex, your lordship,” he confided, in a half whisper. “I can take the answer if you wish.”




  Sandbrook glanced at the hastily pencilled line:




  “Please come and ask me to dance. I want to speak to you.”




  “Tell her ladyship with great pleasure,” was the brief reply.




  The man bowed and hurried away.




  “So you are pals, are you?” Lord Edward exclaimed. “You might do me a good turn,” he went on eagerly. “Are you going to dance with her? Is that it?”




  Sandbrook nodded.




  “If you don’t mind. There must be heaps of parties here with a left-over girl whom you know. You can find someone, if you want to.”




  “I would rather dance with Lady Julia than anyone in this room,” the young man confided. “If it was not for the little girl at the Shaftesbury—”




  The music had changed its tune and Sandbrook was already crossing the floor.




  * * * * *




  “I didn’t introduce you,” Julia observed. “They are quite nice people—Father’s friends—but I don’t think you would like them, and anyhow, I wanted to get away.”




  “Where have you been?” he asked. “I haven’t seen you anywhere for a fortnight.”




  “So you really noticed?”




  “Yes, I noticed.”




  “Well, I have been playing lady of the manor down at my new domain,” she told him.




  He stiffened slightly. He seemed suddenly to breathe once more the intoxicating atmosphere of the place, with its sensuous air of luxury, its almost Boccaccio-like suggestions of intimacy.




  “A pleasant party?” he asked politely.




  She laughed as she swung a little in his arms. She seemed to have brought with her the faint odour of those spring flowers, the primroses and the more pungent hyacinths. They were probably the products of Bond Street, but it was clever of her to have chosen them.




  “A delightful party,” she assured him. “I fancy that I am going to be very happy down there.”




  Sandbrook looked through the walls of the crowded room. He had quaint principles, but he was only a man like other men and he was remembering.




  “Your father must have very broad ideas, or great confidence in his daughter, to make you a present like that,” he said.




  “A delightful speech.”




  Sandbrook, who was a very careful dancer, narrowly escaped a collision with an enterprising couple.




  “Father is broad-minded enough,” she went on, smiling up at him, “except with regard to his own family. So many men are like that!”




  The music changed, but Julia showed not the slightest inclination to let her partner go. They started again.




  “You seem to have a perfect butler and a complete range of servants down at Weatherlees,” he observed. “The only person I didn’t notice was a chaperon.”




  “I provide her myself.”




  “I didn’t notice one when we were down there.”




  “That was entirely deliberate,” she assured him. “I didn’t mean to have one. I didn’t know whether you were dangerous or not; I rather hoped you were.”




  This tune was a waltz. She lay in his arms a little more closely. The weariness had gone from her face. She seemed serene and happy.




  “And this last house party?” he persisted.




  “Consisted of two,” she confided. “Alice Greatleys whom I think you know, and myself. We took down a stock of books and we didn’t have a single visitor.”




  “Alice Greatleys is a dear,” he remarked, “but isn’t she rather an elderly companion for you?”




  “I don’t find her so,” Julia replied. “She has brains anyway. We read the same books and play the same music…. Father knows I have queer tastes and he told me, when he gave me the house, that he would never ask me who my guests were. If you had stayed down with me that week-end,” she concluded, lowering her voice a little, “he would not have said a word.”




  The music was throbbing in their blood. He leaned towards her.




  “Not even if we had been alone?”




  “Not even if we had been alone,” she answered. “I meant you to stay, when I took you down. Whenever you choose to come again, there will be no chaperon and, unless you wish them, there will be no other guests.”




  The music stopped. Sandbrook, who had thought himself in perfect condition, was a little breathless. Julia was absolutely composed, except for the fires of her deep, slumberous eyes. Suddenly Sandbrook felt a hand upon his shoulder. His young cousin, who had been dancing and had disposed of his partner, was standing there, his expression very clearly indicating what he desired.




  “I say, Martin,” he begged, “won’t you present me to Lady Julia?”




  “By all means,” Sandbrook assented. “Lady Julia, this is my cousin, Lord Edward Vannerley. Lady Julia Pontifex.”




  The young man bowed and fingered his tie nervously.




  “May I have the next dance, Lady Julia?” he asked. “They are starting up almost directly.”




  “I am so sorry,” she answered, “but I have just promised it to Lord Sandbrook.”




  “Greedy fellow,” the young man complained. “The next one, then?”




  “If my party haven’t gone,” she promised. “At present, they are a little restless. I don’t like the way my hostess is fidgeting with her cloak and looking at me.”




  “There’s a show on for ten minutes now, anyway,” Sandbrook reminded them. “We will come and bother you again, Lady Julia.”




  “Please do,” she begged, “but don’t trade my next dance away.”




  The two young men threaded their way through the crowded room.




  “So you are in high favour with the Salome-like beauty,” Edward Vannerley remarked discontentedly. “I can’t see why you don’t stand aside and make room for an impoverished member of the family. You don’t want to marry the girl yourself.”




  Sandbrook smiled slightly. He had the air of one to whom the idea had been presented for the first time.




  “Perhaps I don’t,” he agreed. “On the other hand, there is no reason why I shouldn’t.”




  The young man considered the matter whilst he fitted a cigarette into his long holder.




  “I suppose not,” he assented doubtfully. “At the same time, you fellows that can afford to do it ought to stick to the type.”




  “Ought we?” Sandbrook murmured, allowing himself to be served with some fresh coffee. “I don’t know why. I am rather a stickler for race, and all that sort of thing, but we Christian landholders are not the only aristocracy in the country, you know, Edward. I have not seen so very much of Lady Julia—I should want to see more before I gave a definite opinion—but she does seem to me to have attained a definite standard of Epicureanism in life.”




  “What the mischief does that mean?” his cousin asked bluntly.




  “Briefly, it means appreciation of the best things in art, literature, bearing and manners.”




  “What about morals? I know she doesn’t mix with the real go-hell-for-leather set, but I have heard of her at their parties sometimes.”




  “She is a girl,” Sandbrook pronounced, rising to his feet as the music recommenced, “who would make up her own mind as to what she chose to do in life, and what she chose would probably be right from her own standard.”




  “Well, can I have this dance with her?” Edward begged. “The Donnisthorpe girls are looking at you all the time. You really ought to go and make yourself agreeable there. I have just danced with Mary.”




  “Then you can dance with her again,” was the uncompromising reply. “I’m going to keep my engagement.”




  “Pig!” was his cousin’s smothered expletive.




  “This is really to be the last,” Julia told him, with a sigh, as he approached her table. “May I present you to my hostess—Mrs. Felixstowe, and Captain Felixstowe, her nephew. You know Mrs. Armadale already, I think, and Major Armadale.”




  Sandbrook exchanged greetings.




  “Took a toss at polo last week,” the younger man explained ruefully. “Fortunately you were here, or I am afraid Lady Julia would have had a dull time, so far as dancing is concerned.”




  “Sorry about the toss, but I certainly have the luck,” Sandbrook remarked, as they moved off.




  “Where are you going after this?” Julia asked.




  “Bed,” was the prompt reply. “What sort of a night-hawk do you think I am? Unless, of course—”




  “Unless what?”




  “Well, something more interesting turned up.”




  “There’s an extension night at the Embassy,” she told him. “Couldn’t you get rid of your very ornamental cousin and come there for an hour?”




  “With you?”




  “With me alone. I hate parties. I went to one or two last week and I was never so bored in my life. I knew just which man was going to ask me to dance and exactly when he was going to do it. I knew just what we were going to talk about, and the whole thing was deadly. I have come to the conclusion, Martin, that conversation, to be vital, is only possible between two persons. General conversation is always broken into by the wrong person at the wrong moment and diverted into the wrong channel. I don’t like it, anyway. I like probing the thoughts, trying to creep a little farther into the personality of the companion I am interested in.”




  “Well, we sha’n’t have much chance for that sort of thing at a night club,” he reminded her.




  “Who cares?” she murmured. “I shall be there with you. Absolute silence would be better than the chatter I have had to listen to this evening. What about the Embassy?”




  “Let’s go there, by all means,” he assented. “Where shall I find you?”




  Her eyes flashed their content.




  “You will see us get up,” she said. “Send your car away. We will take mine. And perhaps you had better tell the ornamental cousin we’ll have our dance next time we meet.”
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  The ornamental cousin took the affair badly.




  “I don’t see why you want to choke a fellow off in this way, Martin,” he protested. “You know very well you wouldn’t think of marrying the girl yourself. That sort of marriage isn’t necessary for you. It is for me. Besides, she attracts me. You’re not a woman’s man, you know, old chap, but believe me, that girl has something about her—can’t describe it, but if only she were not the daughter of old Marsom, she might turn the head of anyone in Europe.”




  “I’ll look out for it this evening,” Sandbrook promised him. “I’m not sure that I have not discovered a trace of it myself,” he added, signing the bill.




  “It isn’t as though she went about a great deal,” Lord Edward continued gloomily, as he lit a fresh cigarette and leaned back in his place. “I should say I’d been to pretty well every party in town this last week and she wasn’t at one of them.”




  “You’ll come across her some time,” Sandbrook assured him, rising to his feet. “Stay on here if you like, but I have to go….”




  Julia was already fastening her ermine cape when Sandbrook reached the exit. They passed out together and entered her car, which was drawn up by the kerb. She glanced for a moment into the mirror as they drove off, then extinguished the interior light and took his hand.




  “Be sweet to me, please,” she begged. “I adore even your simulated affection. You have all the reserves I love.”




  “Hope I live up to my reputation,” he laughed, drawing her head down on his shoulder. “As a matter of fact, I don’t go in for this sort of thing at all, you know, and I’m not sure—”




  “My dear,” she interrupted, “why worry your brain as to being sure about anything. I left that off long ago. I do what pleases me. I suppose I ought to be thankful that my tastes are what they are. I do not claim to be in the least different from other girls, but there is this about me—I loathe promiscuous petting. I adore the touch of anyone I am fond of, especially when there is just that delightful instinct of reverence about it—makes one feel somehow a sort of priestess of the affections.”




  “That’s all very well,” he smiled, “but that probably comes from inexperience. I might break down at any moment.”




  “If you break down,” she said dreamily, “it would probably be in just the one way in the world, and it would mean everything. But you won’t, and I adore you as you are.”




  “I don’t mind telling you,” he confided, a few minutes later, as they continued their slow progress, “that I was glad to hear about your house party at Weatherlees. You gave me rather a shock at first.”




  “If I did,” she said, “it was your stupidity, or shall we call it inexperience? To descend to the vernacular, you ought to know really that I am not that sort of girl.”




  “I had that idea,” he admitted frankly, “but you do seem a little reckless sometimes.”




  “I may be—I often am,” she confessed. “Sometimes I have tried to work myself up to standing on the brink of the last ditch. I couldn’t even reach the ditch. You see, I think fineness of taste has so much to do with it. I think I have good taste. Don’t you, Martin?”




  “I’m sure you have,” he told her.




  “Sorbonnier, the great critic, dined with Father one night a few months ago. He examined my books—French and English. He made me talk about the pictures. He took me to galleries. We went to several of the plays. You know that he is really the greatest international critic we have. Before he left, he paid me a great compliment. He told me that he had never met anyone before whose taste was unerring, who was a real undraped hedonist, and he asked me to marry him…. We are in the park now, Martin. Do kiss me, please….”




  He drew away from her a little breathless. She looked into his face and laughed at the things which he was trying to conceal.




  “My dear,” she whispered, “how happy you are making me. Will you tell him to drive to the Embassy now?”




  “I thought we were on the way there,” he answered, rubbing the windowpane.




  “We have been going around the park,” she told him. “It is the first time I have ever given such an order. The chauffeur is probably thinking that I am crazy. Though, why should he? Everyone’s turn for craziness arrives. Now I am going to drink a glass of champagne and waltz with you. Life is very good.”




  * * * * *




  The Embassy was very full but exactly the corner table they desired was there for Julia and her companion. They started dancing almost at once. They were known to most of the crowd there and whispers went freely around. Edward Vannerley, with his little lady from the Shaftesbury, scowled at his cousin from the dancing floor.




  “There’s your cousin again,” Julia pointed out. “I don’t think he likes us very much.”




  “I am the only one who is in his bad books,” Sandbrook replied. “He wanted me to give up my dance with you.”




  She laughed quietly.




  “I knew you would not do that,” she said. “I am just beginning to feel sure enough of you for that. A pleasant youth, I should think. But why so unintelligent?”




  “He’s a very good fellow, really,” Sandbrook declared.




  “Yes, but what’s the good of being a good fellow,” she argued, “if you have no brains? Look at his mouth—his forehead. Charming, aristocratic perhaps, but brainless. I should think that to live with him for a month would drive any woman crazy.”




  “You know the old saying,” Sandbrook reminded her. “The second son of a Duke never has brains. The eldest—possibly. Never the second. It is God’s evil dispensation, perhaps, as the poor fellow generally has to earn his own living. Not that Edward is so badly off.”




  The music changed. Julia listened to the rhythm and disapproved.




  “We will sit down for a few moments,” she insisted. “Our little corner there is almost impregnable. I have a terrible idea that your cousin means to descend upon us and bring that flipperty little creature with the baby eyes. I could not bear it to-night. I can see her trying them on you. Are you susceptible to baby eyes, I wonder?”




  “I don’t think so,” he answered, “but we won’t risk it.”




  They returned to the safety of their retired corner. The music became louder, the room more crowded, the drifting perfumes from the women and flowers more exotic. In the midst of it all they talked seriously. Whatever effect their surroundings had had upon their senses, their brains still seemed dominant.




  “I have spent three quarters of the time since the War,” Sandbrook observed, à propos of a remark of hers, “travelling. The aftermath of the War in England and civilised places was like a bad taste in my mouth. That’s why I am so ignorant. I want to understand a little more. You trusted me alone with you down at Weatherlees. You turned out the light of your car this evening and encouraged me to kiss you. When I was a lad, those things meant one thing, and one thing only, between such as you and me. They meant marriage. Don’t you ever think of marriage? Don’t you ever consider it when you give so many of the things which belong to it?”




  She deliberated for some time. His question seemed so vital. Her reply might mean so much.




  “Not with you,” she answered.




  He fingered the stem of his wineglass for a moment in perplexed silence.




  “That may be a judicial answer,” he decided, “but somehow or other, it does not seem to carry all the way.”




  “It will sound banal if I explain,” she said, “but have it your own way. If I had taken anyone else to Weatherlees, and said to him what I said to you, the question of marriage would have been inevitable. If I had driven anyone else around the park, instead of coming directly here, and turned out the light and asked for caresses, the thoughts of marriage would have been there. If I had advertised myself alone with any other man, as I have done with you to-night, and set a hundred gossiping lips chattering, the thought of marriage would have been present. Because, after all, like most others in the world, I am a self-seeker. But with you it is different. From you I ask frankly for what I want and you give it to me.”




  “You mean, then, as a suitor I should fail?”




  “I have not said so,” she answered. “What I say is that I do not expect marriage from you. I am content to give and ask for no return. On consideration, that should make you very proud.”




  He considered the matter carefully. The floor was emptier now, the music softer and more melodious, the scent of the room more overpowering.




  “Supposing we dance,” he suggested.




  She drew on her gloves, finished her champagne and suffered herself to be led to the floor.




  “I obey,” she murmured, “my lord and master.”




  * * * * *




  They drove home in the grey and somewhat fantastic dawning, with heavy clouds hanging low from the skies. There were black pools of darkness in hidden corners, where the lights had been extinguished, but which the coming day had failed to reach. There was a slanting drizzle of rain, the promise of wind moving away across the open country. Julia lay like a tired child, her arm around his neck; her tumbled gown was like a beautiful shield to her graceful body, doubled up now in an effortless tranquillity. The faintest of smiles played about her lips—an almost virginal note in her repose stirred him to draw her a little more closely into his arms. He had almost to wake her when they drew up in front of her house, before which a seemingly unconscious servant stood waiting upon the pavement.




  “Julia,” he said, “before you go—you must go, you know; the lights are all flaring up in your hall—may I ask you a question?”




  She sat up, clutched her wrap around her, and it seemed to him that she was shivering. There was a flame in her eyes, though, which spoke of other things.




  “Not now, Martin,” she begged. “Some day ask it me, if you will, but not now.”




  She suddenly kissed him—kissed him upon the lips—and a moment later, without waiting for his help, without a farewell word, she was gone, a gleam of white across the pavement, almost invisible under the sheltering umbrella. The car drove off to Hill Street.
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  Ciro’s downstairs bar, which had been the scene of the downfall of Mr. Joe Somerville, was popular at cocktail time, even with many who were not lunching or dining on the premises. It was a favourite haunt of Lord Edward Vannerley’s, and one morning, not long after his dinner with his cousin at Quaglino’s, in a very smart brown suit, beautifully polished tan shoes, a bunch of violets in his buttonhole, and his bowler hat precisely at the angle affected by the bloods of the moment, he was seated upon a stool enjoying, in the leisurely fashion of an epicure, an excellent dry Martini. An acquaintance who had just come in, a man of youthful appearance, fair and with closely clipped moustache, who carried himself like a soldier and might have resembled one, but for his narrow eyes and his hard, unpleasant-looking mouth, touched him on the shoulder.




  “Have a drink with me, Lord Edward,” he invited.




  “My dear fellow, I’m honoured,” was the astonished reply. “To the best of my belief, this is the first time I have ever heard you offer a drink to anyone!”




  There was a faint grin from the barman and the habitués who were lounging round. Mr. Leopold Klein was certainly not noted for his hospitality and was quite used to being chaffed upon the subject.




  “Needless to say, I want something from you,” the latter admitted, “or I should not be so generous. Come and sit down for a minute.”




  The two men took possession of chairs in the background, where their cocktails were presently served. Klein tapped a cigarette upon his case and lit it. Vannerley followed his example.




  “Lord Sandbrook is a cousin of yours, isn’t he?” the former asked.




  “That’s so,” was the cautious reply. “He wouldn’t be the slightest use to you, if that’s what you’re aiming at. He’s rolling in money. Father and mother both died within the last twelve months and the mother left him over a million.”




  “I was not thinking of him from a business point of view exactly,” Klein confided. “There was another matter I had in my mind.”




  “I am afraid,” Vannerley explained, “that he would not be of any use any other way. He is a cut above us fellows, who waste our time knocking about town. Rather on the serious side, although he is very fond of sport and travel. We’re cousins, right enough, but I see scarcely anything of him.”




  “His father was a director of this wonderful Woolito Company?”




  “That’s right,” Lord Edward agreed vaguely. “I have heard him speak of it.”




  “There have been rumours in the City,” the other continued, “although it has not, as yet, been officially announced, that the present Sandbrook is taking his late father’s place on the board.”




  Vannerley nodded in noncommittal fashion. He had not yet made up his mind what his acquaintance was driving at.




  “I was wondering if, by any chance,” the latter suggested, “you had ever heard Lord Sandbrook talk about any of the other directors.”




  “I think I have heard him mention the names of one or two,” the young man admitted. “I’ve not taken any particular notice, though.”




  “There’s a chap named Mayden-Harte.”




  “Could anyone forget a fellow with a name like that?”




  “Rather young for the job and a bachelor,” Klein continued. “I suppose, as he’s a director of the Woolito Company, he must have plenty of money?”




  “I know no more about that than the man in the moon,” Lord Edward confessed. “One would think so. The Woolito Company is supposed to stink of money.”




  Klein scratched his chin:




  “Just so,” he acquiesced. “But you see, it’s like this—the whole world knows that Lord Marsom, the chairman, is a great autocrat. He rules his directors and his whole staff with a rod of iron. Hates gambling too, doesn’t he?”




  “Never heard a thing about him,” Vannerley acknowledged blandly.




  “Well, you can take it from me that he does, then,” Klein went on. “Now, listen, old chap. I want you to help me with a problem I’m up against. You can quite understand, can’t you, that a young single man who had commercial gifts might be a director of the Woolito Company without having an enormous amount of stuff behind him?”




  “Quite so,” Vannerley agreed. “He might have been promoted from the staff.”




  “You can also understand,” Klein proceeded, “that if he did anything Marsom didn’t like, out he would go like a comet.”




  “That’s natural enough.”




  Klein sipped his cocktail in silence.




  “Of course, this fellow Mayden-Harte may have plenty of money of his own,” he admitted.




  “I bet you know a lot more about him than I do,” Vannerley observed.




  There was a crafty gleam in Klein’s eyes.




  “Your cousin might know more than either of us,” he suggested.




  “So that’s what you are driving at, is it?” his companion laughed. “I shouldn’t think it probable, but if he does happen to know anything about the fellow, I can find out for you, if you’re really interested. It just happens that I have a standing invitation to drop in for a cocktail in the evening and, if you like, I’ll stop at Hill Street to-night and see if I can pick up anything.”




  “If you would do that for me, old chap,” was the grateful response, “I would take it very kindly from you.”




  “I can guess why you’re interested, of course,” Vannerley reflected, “but I’m hanged if I can see why a young unmarried fellow, who is a director of Woolito’s, should need to borrow money.”




  Klein slapped him on the back and rose to his feet.




  “Doing anything after dinner to-night?” he enquired.




  “Nothing.”




  “Meet me here at twelve o’clock,” Klein invited. “Bring me any information Lord Sandbrook may have about Mayden-Harte and I will give you a quid pro quo.”




  “It’s a deal,” Vannerley promised.




  * * * * *




  Edward Vannerley whistled softly to himself as the taxicab in which he and Klein were seated pulled up, shortly before one o’clock, in front of one of the most imposing mansions in Belgrave Square.




  “Now,” he murmured, “I begin to understand.”




  “You have heard of the place, then?” Klein enquired, a little uneasily. “I would have sworn that there were not half a dozen people in London, outside the habitués, who knew about it.”




  “It happens that I do,” Vannerley confessed, “but you needn’t worry about that. I heard it in an odd sort of way and I was sworn to secrecy. I have never breathed a word to anyone.”




  They paid off the taxi. In the hall, which was lit in the modern fashion and beautifully decorated, as if for a reception, they were met by an elderly man who appeared to be a sort of major-domo. At a sign from him, a footman hurried forward to take their coats and hats. There were other servants in the hall, apparently doing nothing, but obviously on the watch, and while they loitered about for a minute, a couple of well-known society women and a sporting peer passed them and climbed the stairs.




  “Your friend, Lord Edward Vannerley, will be the guest of the management to-night, Mr. Klein,” the major-domo said obsequiously. “Afterwards, if he cares to join, the fee will be one hundred guineas until the end of the year. You will find a very pleasant party upstairs, Mr. Klein. His Grace has been playing and has just won a banco of seventeen thousand pounds.”




  They made their way up to the first floor. A young man of agreeable appearance, who appeared to be doing nothing in particular, met them on the landing.




  “I must introduce myself,” he said pleasantly, “to such a distinguished visitor as Lord Edward Vannerley. I am Major Markham—Mr. Van Wildte’s private secretary.”




  The two men shook hands. The Major escorted them to the door of what must have been several large rooms made into one. There were two chemin de fer tables, both of which were thronged with players. In the far distance one caught a glimpse of a supper restaurant with small tables, and set gracefully back in a corner of the room was a very attractive-looking bar. Edward Vannerley, who rather flattered himself upon being a man about town, could scarcely conceal his surprise.




  “I hope Mr. Klein will give you a pleasant evening,” Major Markham continued, smiling. “You will find the supper room beyond and they say that our cocktails are nearly the best in London, if you care to visit the bar.”




  “Before you go, Major,” Vannerley begged, “tell me how on earth you manage, in the heart of London, to keep an establishment like this going?”




  The secretary shrugged his shoulders.




  “To tell you the truth,” he confessed, “the place is rather a hobby of Mr. Van Wildte’s. He likes the sporting chance of it. He gets a good deal of publicity as a popular American, who gives wonderful parties and, so far, the police have never been near us. If ever they do pay us a visit, well—then we shall all be in trouble,” he concluded, with a nod of farewell.




  “Let me take this in,” Vannerley meditated, dropping into an easy chair. “I have to pinch myself to realise that I am alive. Why, it’s exactly like the Sporting Club at Monte Carlo, in the height of the season, and a great many of the same faces too!”




  “It’s the biggest thing that’s ever been done in London in the gambling line,” Klein confided. “Naturally, they’re very particular about whom they let in. I had to go round and see the secretary about you. There are no cards of membership or that sort of thing. A stranger simply never gets beyond the hall downstairs. They ask for his card of invitation and treat him like a gate crasher. That’s the only reason I can imagine that the place has not been raided. The police can’t go blundering in everywhere, unless they have a complaint, and the people who come here—even those who lose their money—love the place too well to gossip about it. I suppose some day a wrong ‘un will lose a few thousands and pay a visit to Scotland Yard. Until that happens, I should put the profit down at about fifteen thousand a week.”




  “Is it baccarat or chemie?” Vannerley enquired.




  “Chemie. Baccarat Sunday nights only, and an amateur bank then, when possible. They have professional croupiers for the chemie, of course.”




  “Is the game straight?”




  “Absolutely,” Klein assured his companion. “Straight as a die. They let you know what they are going to do to you before they start. There’s a double cagnotte and small players are not welcome. They like the bank started with twenty pounds at least…. There’s our man—with the Baroness too. Sworn off for a month, he told me, and yet there he sits, the second from the croupier, next to the woman with the flaxen hair parted in the middle.”




  Vannerley looked curiously across the table. Mr. Mayden-Harte, at that moment, had more the appearance of a professional gambler than an earnest man of affairs and director of the great company of Woolito. His long, thin face was wrinkled and anxious. He kept fumbling at his straggling, light moustache and handling the pile of chips in front of him nervously. The lady by his side, with an impatient little gesture, took ten of them away and pushed them out in front of him. This was apparently the largest bet, for the man who was running the bank gave Mayden-Harte the cards. He took one and threw down on the table with an air of triumph a ten, a five and a three. The banker disclosed a ten and a three, and took one card—a six. There was a ripple of excitement around the table. The croupier scraped in the money. Mayden-Harte, with a futile attempt at indifference, watched his little pile swept away.




  “Another two hundred gone,” Klein murmured. “Those are twenty-pound counters. Two hundred pounds she made him put up. The Baroness is a charming lady, but I sometimes wonder whether she is not a very good friend of the management here. What about a drink over at the bar and a chat? You have seen your man and you can judge for yourself the sort of game he plays. It doesn’t take long to get rid of a spot of money that way!”




  They found a comfortable corner some distance from the tables. Both ordered whisky and soda and Vannerley lit a cigar.




  “And they pretend,” the latter remarked, leaning back, “any pal you talk to about playing these games in London—they pretend that they do it for a bit of a spree! I never saw Mayden-Harte before, but he looks to me like a Wall Street bull who has lost his nerve on a falling market!”




  “Without a doubt,” Klein agreed, “there are a good many young fellows—and older ones too, for that matter—who do come here, in the first instance, for what they call a spree. Mayden-Harte is not one of them, though. He has lost too much money, for one thing. Just now, as it happens, he is in a hell of a mess.”




  “What on earth can your interest in him be?” Lord Edward queried, adjusting his eyeglass and looking at the money-lender curiously. “The fellow may be a fool but, as my cousin Martin pointed out to me, he is not likely to risk more than he can afford to lose.”




  Klein’s fingers played with his closely clipped moustache. The situation was not entirely clear to him.




  “You think so?” he observed. “Very well, then, I will lay my cards upon the table. Mayden-Harte owes me eighteen thousand, nine hundred pounds and an acceptance of his for two thousand pounds, due yesterday, which he wanted me to renew. I didn’t feel inclined to, without further security, so I passed it through the bank. It was returned dishonoured this morning.”




  “Stamped by the bank?”




  “Absolutely. If a man doesn’t meet his engagements and I don’t feel inclined to renew, I present the bill, even though I know it can’t be paid. A dishonoured acceptance is one of the easiest things to sue on. I am very much afraid that I am going to make a bad debt with Mr. Mayden-Harte. He owes me not only the amount I have spoken of, but he has backed bills for the Baroness to rather a large amount.”




  “The little flaxen-haired filly?”




  “You keep away from her,” Klein advised. “She’s just as hard about this sort of thing as I am myself, and that’s saying something. It’s business with me and it’s business with her. Now,” he went on, summoning a waiter and ordering two more whiskies and sodas, “I have shown you exactly why I wanted to know how this fellow, Mayden-Harte, stands financially. What about it? Was your cousin able to tell you anything?”




  Vannerley shook his head.




  “I couldn’t get him interested at all,” he said. “The sound of the fellow’s name even seemed to bore him. As to his means, all he could tell me was that it didn’t take money to be a director of Woolito, Limited. The old man loves taking his head men out of the staff or promoting one of the managers. He even wanted to put Martin on, without waiting for him to qualify with shares.”




  “Let’s have it plain,” Klein persisted. “I take it that a fellow director of Woolito is utterly ignorant of Mayden-Harte’s means and believes it possible for him to occupy his present position without any sound financial standing?”




  Lord Edward grabbed the whisky and soda which had just been brought.




  “Always clear-headed, my dear Klein,” he agreed. “The words you have spoken are words of wisdom. You make piles of money out of most of the saps who come your way, but I should be inclined to think—yes, I should be inclined to believe—that so far as Mayden-Harte is concerned, you have got hold of a wrong ‘un.”




  Klein’s face was not an agreeable sight. He had drawn in his lips, his eyes were cold and angry.




  “Then Mr. Mayden-Harte,” he said, “will have to pay for some of the lies he has told me.”
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  On the night following the initiation of Lord Edward Vannerley into the gambling club at Belgrave Square there was a gorgeous but a solemn dinner of three in the Park Lane mansion of Lord Marsom. Mr. Thomas Moody was a man unused to the social amenities of life and he had obeyed the summons of his chief in suffering and with distaste. His seldom-used dress suit was creased and ill fitting. The trousers were too short and the tails too long. No one had ever thought to tell him that woollen socks without garters were not de rigueur for evening wear, nor had there been anyone to point out to him that a black tie and a swallow-tailed coat were not usually associated. Nevertheless, having a clear conscience so far as his host was concerned, he was at least as much at his ease as his fellow guest. Mayden-Harte from the first had dreaded this summons. Once a year the whole Board of Directors had been accustomed to receive a similar one, but under present circumstances there seemed a certain mockery in the invitation, something hard to define, which hung like a cold shadow over the splendours of the table. In the presence of the servants, of whom there were never less than four, conversation jogged along the well-trodden roads—politics, a new chemical discovery which it might be well to look into, the health of a prominent statesman. As soon as the dessert had been placed upon the table, however, Lord Marsom ordered the port to be set in front of him and dismissed his servitors with a wave of the hand. He leaned towards his two guests.




  “Mayden-Harte and Moody,” he said, “I wanted a word with you in a different atmosphere to that of Basinghall Street or the works. That is why I asked you to come here to-night. I do not need to speak of the tragedies which one by one have broken up our confederation. You know what has happened to the other fellows. There are only we three left and Lord Sandbrook, who has joined us too recently to enter into the matter, who are still sound of wind and limb. I ask myself whether there is anything we can do to protect ourselves against the unexpected.”




  Both men listened—Mayden-Harte with rapt and nervous interest, Moody with a curious sort of detached fatalism.




  “It seems that all these other men,” Marsom continued, “had a secret chapter in their lives which was rudely broken into. Are either of you two in the same position? Are either of you two in trouble? Do you need help? Is there anyone working behind the scenes who might bring disaster of any sort into your lives?”




  Moody’s full red lips curled outwards scornfully.




  “Outside the laboratory,” he confided, “I could not be said to have a life at all. For seven years I have not been to a place of entertainment, made a new friend or talked after business hours to anyone, except my landlord and his wife. Anything sinister which I may feel in the present atmosphere is not personal.”




  “And what about you, Mayden-Harte?” Marsom asked.




  The young man was scarcely in a position to reply with such confidence.




  “Well, I don’t know, Lord Marsom,” he answered hesitatingly. “I won’t pretend that I have not altered the standards of my life a little since I came up to town, but I don’t see that there is anything that looks like troubling me particularly. I live a different sort of life than Moody, of course. I go out into the world more and I meet more people.”




  “You are not in any sort of financial trouble?”




  But for the glitter in those strange eyes of his host, Mayden-Harte might have told, if not the truth, some part of it. As it was, he only faltered ever so slightly.




  “Certainly not,” he declared. “I draw between six and seven thousand a year and that is quite enough for my requirements.”




  “Married?”




  “No.”




  “Mistress?”




  “Nothing permanent,” the young man replied, with a slight flush.




  “Understand,” Marsom continued contemptuously, “your private lives do not interest me a snap of the fingers, except for their possible bearing upon this bloody business. Half these troubles come of women. You can keep a harem if you want to, for all I care. What I want to know is this—you are not either of you living under the shadow of any threats of any sort?”




  “So far as I am concerned,” Mayden-Harte said, “I can answer definitely—certainly not.”




  Moody’s face was untroubled, but if anyone could have seen the eyes behind those thick spectacles, they might have detected the spectre of a lurking fear, more speculative than actual.




  “With me,” he said, “there exists nothing but that one vague and rarely realised apprehension known already to you, Lord Marsom. Every time I speak of it, you scoff at it. You are probably right. It is not I even who am threatened.”




  “Still got that bee in your bonnet?” Marsom sneered.




  “What is he talking about?” Mayden-Harte asked.




  “There was a man who died in Nottingham, who knew more about the secrets of our business than was good for one man to know,” Lord Marsom said grimly. “He appears to have an idiot relative alive—a lunatic. I leave nothing to chance. Every year he is visited by a doctor. Every year the report is the same—the man’s reason is hopelessly and entirely gone. What harm can such a person do us?”




  Moody wiped his lips hard with his napkin.




  “No one can do us any harm,” he agreed. “I have no reasonable reply to your question. On those rare occasions when fear comes to me, it is more the fear that I, too, may be losing my senses.”




  Marsom passed the port and helped himself.




  “I am only interested in real dangers,” he said. “A lunatic weaver does not trouble me. One more glass, gentlemen, and I will excuse you. I have to be at the Prime Minister’s at eleven and you, too, probably have your own engagements.”




  * * * * *




  It chanced that that particular evening was one of the more brilliant which the habitués of Number 17a, Belgrave Square ever remembered. From midnight until two o’clock in the morning taxicabs and motor-cars had been setting down distinguished passengers and, according to the strict law of the place, making swift departure to a neighbouring garage. Very-near Royalty had been present, with a brilliant little company, and had departed, highly pleased with some insignificant winnings. Two Indian princes were still playing with inscrutable faces, notwithstanding the fact that they had both lost large sums. The regular clientèle, too, were present in force, a motley crowd of titled paupers and notorious millionaires, bookmakers—the modern type, of course, noticeable only on account of their perfectly tailored clothes and the flawless etceteras of their toilet—stockbrokers and mysterious capitalists. Mayden-Harte was there in his usual place, by the side of the Baroness, a little unnerved by his very sombre dinner party with its menacing suggestions.




  “I really don’t know that I wish to play this evening, Elsa,” he announced. “I have had a very disagreeable evening with my chief. If he had any idea that I went in for this sort of thing,” he added in a whisper, “affairs would go badly with me.”




  She leaned back and laughed at him mockingly.




  “You are stupid,” she exclaimed. “You should be afraid of nothing. You have lost money. What does it matter? You must get it back. The game goes like that, you see—up and down. I, with my small stakes, have found that out. To leave when you have lost—that is folly. Give Monsieur Mayden-Harte two thousand pounds’ worth of chips,” she added, turning to the croupier.




  “Too many,” Mayden-Harte protested. “I don’t wish to gamble. Five hundred pounds will be enough.”




  She laughed. Perhaps the touch of her fingers upon his hand had its effect. At any rate, the croupier was deaf to his objection and two thousand pounds, in hundred-pound, fifty-pound and twenty-pound chips were neatly arranged in front of him. He signed the chit with trembling fingers.




  “Now have courage, my friend,” his companion begged. “Play as though you meant to win—not as though you feared to lose.”




  A valet was passing along, with glasses of champagne. The Baroness leaned back and took one for herself and one for her companion.




  “Now,” she went on, “you must have luck. I bring it to you myself.”




  Mayden-Harte drained the contents of the glass and temporarily forgot his good resolutions. He won several small bancos, ran his own bank three times and drew it in. The Baroness pouted.




  “You should have gone on,” she complained. “To-night the luck is with you. Was I not your partner as usual?”




  “You were not,” he replied, with for him unexpected firmness. “There’s one hundred.”




  The Baroness accepted the chip discontentedly. The game proceeded. The bank passed on until it reached one of the two young Indians who frequented the place—a Rajah of boundless wealth.




  “He always loses,” the Baroness whispered. “He told me he was going to gamble to-night. Wait till you have a chance.”




  The Rajah started with a five-hundred-pound bank. Contrary to expectation, he won, and won again. The critical third time arrived. The people at the other end of the table became unexpectedly cautious. The Rajah’s enquiring glance reached Mayden-Harte.




  “You will go banco,” the Baroness insisted fiercely. “It’s your chance.”




  He hesitated.




  “But it’s two thousand pounds,” he muttered.




  “Banco!” called one of the onlookers.




  Then Mayden-Harte did the rashest thing of his life.




  “Banco table,” he countered.




  The young Indian bowed solemnly, threw two cards to Mayden-Harte and gave himself two. He looked enquiringly across the table. His opponent glanced eagerly at his cards and his heart sank. He had a king and a ten.




  “Card,” he demanded.




  The Rajah gravely disclosed his own two and Mayden-Harte drew a breath of relief. He was, at any rate, no worse off than his opponent, who had a queen and a knave. He picked up the card thrown across to him. Then indeed he felt that Nemesis had arrived. His card was an ace, making his total score one—the lowest possible except baccarat. The Rajah followed suit and a loud murmur went round the table. He had drawn another queen, making his score nothing! Mayden-Harte told himself that it was incredible. It was impossible that he should win two thousand pounds with a one, and all the time he was telling himself so the croupier was gathering in the money and passing it across to him. The little flutter quickly subsided and the game proceeded. The Rajah lit a cigarette and signed an order for more chips. He was to all appearance utterly unmoved by his ill luck. Mayden-Harte, on the contrary, could scarcely sit still. He wiped the perspiration from his forehead and busied himself changing some of his smaller chips for those of larger denomination.




  “And my share?” his companion whispered softly. “I made you do that.”




  “I’ll talk to you presently,” he answered. “I am not feeling very well to-night.”




  She shrugged her shoulders petulantly and turned away to speak to a neighbour. Mayden-Harte pushed the whole of his chips to a chef who was standing by.




  “I will cash in for a time,” he said. “I am playing again later.”




  The man swept the chips into a bowl.




  “Four thousand two hundred pounds,” he announced. “Monsieur will receive the notes at the desk.”




  “Where are you going?” the Baroness demanded, as her companion rose to his feet.




  “I am going to rest for a time,” he said. “I told you I was tired. I had a trying dinner party before I came.”




  He gave her no opportunity for argument but walked away. From that time on, he made a perfect nuisance of himself by asking everyone in the room whether they had seen Klein and besieging the secretary’s office, asking the same question. At a few minutes to two Klein arrived. Mayden-Harte practically tore him away from some acquaintances and steered him into a retired corner.




  “Klein,” he exclaimed. “That acceptance of mine for two thousand pounds?”




  “It was returned to me dishonoured,” Klein confided gravely. “I sent you formal notice this morning.”




  “Never mind about that,” was the eager reply. “I have had a wonderful stroke of luck, and just at a critical time too. You see the dusky prince over there—the Rajah of some place or other—worth millions, they say. He was running a bank and—listen, Klein,” his companion went on, digging his fingers into the other’s coat sleeve, “I had an inspiration! I bancoed him for two thousand pounds and I won with a one to a baccarat! What do you think of that, Klein? I felt cold all over. I had been doing pretty well before but I have never had a coup like that. I want the bill, quickly. I can do the whole two thousand and rotten expenses as well.”




  “Congratulate you, I’m sure,” Klein said, without overmuch enthusiasm. “I’m always glad to hear of anyone winning, but you don’t suppose I carry dishonoured acceptances about with me, do you?”




  Mayden-Harte’s expression was one of pained disappointment.




  “You haven’t got it,” he groaned.




  “Of course not. If I were to carry about with me all the dishonoured bills of exchange I’ve had during the last few months, I should need a wallet.”




  His companion summoned a waiter.




  “Look here,” he proposed, “we’ll have a whisky and soda to celebrate my luck.”




  “With pleasure,” Klein agreed.




  “And now, old chap, do me a great favour,” Mayden-Harte went on. “I can’t exactly explain to you, but there is an urgent and special reason why I want that dishonoured acceptance. The old governor had me to dine to-night in Park Lane and he asked me some very curious questions. I’m not at all sure someone hasn’t been giving him a hint that I’ve been fool enough to do a little gambling lately. I’m going to chuck it after to-night. I can pull myself straight again easily, within a few months, but I don’t want anything on paper going about. You’ve got the keys to your office. Call in there and get it for me. I can cash in here and you can have the notes.”




  Klein shook his head.




  “Can’t be done, my dear fellow,” he regretted. “I don’t mind telling you that I’ve made what turns out to be a damned rotten bargain. I sold the acceptance just as it was for fifteen hundred quid.”




  Mayden-Harte stared at him in terror.




  “Do you mean to say that you parted with my acceptance to someone else? Sold it? You can’t do such a thing!”




  “Indeed I can,” was the emphatic response. “You can do what you like with a dishonoured bill. I’ve ten thousand pounds’ worth of them I’ll sell you for ten thousand shillings, if you like.”




  “Who’s got it? To whom did you sell it?”




  “I’m not bound to tell you that, but I will,” Klein replied. “I sold it to the representative of a small but, if you ask my opinion, scoundrelly firm of solicitors. Alexander and Company is the name, but the only partner in it is a man named Ernest Jacobs.”




  “What the hell did he want with it?”




  “God knows. I think he must be a sort of tout for another firm. Anyway, we were talking about business—”




  “You were talking about my business?” Mayden-Harte interrupted fiercely.




  “Look here, young fellow,” Klein remonstrated, “it’s no use getting angry. Perhaps I was a trifle hasty, but I didn’t think that little fellow from Alexander and Company was in earnest. I’ll help you to get the bill back, if you want it. I expect he’ll be very glad to take his profit.”




  “What’s his address?” Mayden-Harte demanded.




  “I shall have to look it up in the telephone book. He is a member of Ciro’s, where you often go. I saw him there yesterday.”




  Mayden-Harte rose to summon a telephone boy. Before he could do so, Klein also had sprung to his feet and was gripping him by the arm.




  “What the hell is this?” he exclaimed.




  His companion swung round and looked towards the door. A stream of men of ominous appearance directed by a uniformed inspector were taking up positions around the chemie table. Klein made a backward spring. Too late. Both exits behind the bar were already guarded by the police. Several women were screaming. The officials were making violent protests. It was all useless. Nemesis had arrived!




  “By God, we’re raided,” Klein groaned.




  * * * * *




  The fate of Mr. Mayden-Harte was summary and bitter. He had no sooner taken his place at the desk in his director’s room at Basinghall Street on the following morning than his secretary knocked at the door. There was sympathy in her face, for she was herself a somewhat gay young lady.




  “His lordship would like to see you at once in his room, Mr. Mayden-Harte,” she announced.




  He accepted the summons with ill-assumed indifference. His compulsory attendance at Bow Street had resulted in his being two hours late, and he was conscious that he was by no means looking his best. Lord Marsom was writing when he entered the room and did not look up for several moments. When he did, there was a very strange light indeed in those curious eyes of his. He embarked upon no ordinary form of salutation.




  “I understand, Mayden-Harte,” he began, in his harshest and most rasping voice, “that you were arrested last night in one of those damnable, pestiferous places—a private gambling house.”




  “It is quite true, Lord Marsom.”




  “How is it that you’re not in prison?”




  Mayden-Harte’s cheeks flushed.




  “I’m out on bail,” he admitted. “It is not a criminal offence to be discovered in a place like that. Lord Portington was there, the Marquis of Hammersmith, Lady Joan—”




  “I understood you to say last night, when dining at my house, that you were not a gambler,” Lord Marsom interrupted.




  “I am not,” Mayden-Harte declared. “I was there as a looker-on.”




  “I have reason to believe that you’re a liar,” was the brusque comment. “Can you explain this remarkable document?”




  Lord Marsom pushed an oblong strip of blue paper across the table with the end of a pen, as though the touch of it were defiling. For a moment the room went round. Mayden-Harte knew then that he was a broken man. He tried to speak, but found it impossible. His inquisitor was immovable. He sat quite rigid, tapping the bill with the end of the pen.




  “That is an acceptance of mine for two thousand pounds,” Mayden-Harte admitted, in a voice which he himself did not recognise as his own. “I mistook the date and forgot to advise it. I have the money now. I tried to take it up last night. I signed it to oblige a friend.”




  “As I remarked before—you’re a liar,” Marsom repeated scornfully. “The drawer of the bill is a money-lender who seems to do most of his business in a gambling hell. Get your coat and hat, Mr. Mayden-Harte, and be very sure that you are outside this place within five minutes. Any financial settlement necessary will be made from the cashier’s office. To hell with you, Mayden-Harte! I am an angry man, and when I am angry I am dangerous.”




  Lord Marsom had risen to his feet. His lips had slipped sideways and his teeth were flashing. There was an ugly light in his eyes, a stain of colour in his cheeks, veins standing out upon the clenched fist, which smote his beautiful writing table such a blow that papers, inkpots and inkstands all rattled and shook together. Mr. Mayden-Harte had just so much discretion mingled with his folly that he turned and fled.




  * * * * *




  Behind him, Marsom, his face convulsed with fury, his angry fingers trembling with passion, was tearing into small pieces the card which he had found pinned to the reverse side of the bill and on which were six words beautifully engraved:




  

    ANOTHER WOOLITO DIRECTOR LOOKING FOR TROUBLE?
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  Marsom, like most of the cultivated men of his race, was a man of taste. He was dining alone, a few nights later, in Park Lane, but the fact that he had no guest interfered in no manner with the strictly disciplined régime of the service. A small dining table, a bijou counterpart of the one which stood in the middle of the room and which held sixty, had been drawn into the sweeping bay window, from which little flushes of the April twilight were faintly visible. The subdued roar of the world changing from its work-a-day life to play-time was like music in his ears. He loved action. Silence of any sort was unendurable to him. The silence of death was the one terrible apprehension which he refused to face….




  The flowers on his table were crystal white lilies—pink under the shaded lamp. A freshly gathered bunch of his favourite violets, with the evening dew still upon them, rushed up from his private farm in the country, rested on the table by his side. He ate sparely but everything was choicely selected. He had toyed with a little smoked Volga salmon and sipped a glass of vodka. He had drunk a half cup of turtle soup—somewhat too rich for his taste—and he was waiting at the moment for the plainly grilled sole which was to precede his quail. The deeply graven lines, which marked the hardness of his day of battle, had passed from his face. Other men, giants in commerce or literature, might have been pitied that they should have had to spend the last few hours of the day alone, even in a solitude which had in it something of the magnificent. Marsom himself found something strengthening in his detachment. They had fallen back into their places in his scheme of life, those with whom he had dealt through the hours of the day. His hand had been lifted from the controlling lever of the great affairs which he had directed, only at the call of nature herself. It chanced that the evening papers were full of the harsh doings of a self-appointed political dictator who had driven his cabinet council back to the obscurity of their homes, leaving him to reign alone. It was very much what he himself was doing. That day he had launched a great advertising scheme on much sounder lines than would ever have occurred to Sir Alfred Honeyman. He had bought yarn upon seven European and English markets at a lower price than ever before. He had organised a new batch of agents, with some slight aid—he was generous enough to admit—from Sandbrook, whose knowledge of the East and the various necessary languages had been invaluable. He had had hourly telephone reports from every one of his factories and in no single case was there any slackening in the output. All that a board of directors could have done he had done a little better himself. There had been one slight disappointment, perhaps. He brushed that away as he would have pushed down into oblivion the vanishing end of a disturbing dream.




  The lights at the other end of the room had been left unlit and she came to him simply enough, without haste, perhaps even without any consciousness of the effect which her appearance was likely to have. She was wearing one of the plainest black gowns the artist dressmaker had been able to produce, but she had conceded a small black cape which hung over her shoulders, and her fragment of a hat, with its few inches of veil, was another tribute to the usual. The servant from behind Marsom’s place moved uncertainly forward. The butler, who was just arriving with the sole, showed as much surprise as his curiously set features were capable of displaying. Marsom looked with steady eyes at the approaching figure but made no motion to rise. She, on the other hand, appeared utterly unperturbed, as though her coming were the most usual thing in the world.




  “So you came, after all,” he said, a little gruffly. “I have finished the better half of the dinner. You know that I never wait for anyone.”




  “I shall take the fag end of anything you choose to give me,” she said, smiling. “I shall only venture to remind you that if I am late it is because I have been working in your service.”




  He motioned with his head—an imperious gesture—and one of the high-backed Chippendale chairs was placed by his side. Cutlery and glass seemed to appear as though by magic.




  “I have had smoked salmon and turtle soup,” he announced. “I recommend the Volga salmon and a glass of vodka. Sole and quail to come.”




  “I can’t resist the smoked salmon,” she observed. “I happen to know how it comes to you. No vodka, please.”




  “A dry cocktail?” the butler suggested, almost under his breath.




  She had the tact to refuse. She knew how her host, who collected his wines with the same care as his pictures, felt about any sort of mixed apéritif.




  “A glass of sherry, if I may,” she begged. “What a miraculous blending of lights! I think, after all, Fouquois must be an artist.”




  “It was a greater hand than Fouquois’ who painted that line of sky,” Marsom replied, pointing through the window. “Man’s accident that those lights shine out so in between the trees of the Park just before the dusk. You are right, though. It is a study of lighting. Some of the earlier Dutch painters would have made good work of it. Have you changed your mind, Miss Moore?”




  “In all respects except one,” she said calmly.




  “The least important,” he retorted.




  “A man always calls it the least important,” she sighed, “but he is so apt to forget.”




  “I never forget,” Marsom replied. “Likes with me are likes for eternity. Dislike may grow into hatred, but it never retreats. Try some of that Berncastler Doctor. Have some of your gassy stuff later if you like.”




  “You know that I don’t care for champagne,” she told him. “Where is Lady Julia?”




  “She has flown over to Paris with the Brinsteins to see the répétition générale of his new play. Coming back in time for lunch to-morrow, I think. Sort of mad thing young people do nowadays.”




  “I am beginning to have a theory,” she confided, “a very pleasant one it is, too. I believe that wholesale lunacy is coming upon us like a plague—like one of the plagues from the East the hermit apostles used to threaten us with. It would be rather an odd finish up, wouldn’t it, if the whole world went mad?”




  “It won’t,” he assured her. “The brain as yet is an unfinished article. It is when the brain gets too much crammed into it that danger threatens. There are plenty of our greatest men who are a little mad, as it is. They are not great enough to be real lunatics, though. I am not much of a reader myself but this new man down in Odessa, whose stories everyone is reading—you would not call those the production of a sane man, would you?”




  “You work me too hard here,” she sighed. “I have only read one. That was amazing enough but there was balance in it, after all.”




  Regretfully Fouquois drew the curtains. The twilight had passed into dusk.




  “Coffee in my smaller study,” his master ordered. “Serve some Armagnac for me and anything the young lady fancies.”




  Marsom rose to his feet. The lamps at the other end of the room were as yet unlit and for a moment he loomed almost terrible in his unwieldy bulk, his sullen face with its powerful features. His eyes glittered as he stood back to let the girl precede him—his first act of courtesy.




  “So you meant to come all the time,” he said, as he walked by her side across the hall, his hands behind his back.




  “I suppose I did, subconsciously,” she admitted. “But I never do anything upon conditions.”




  “You women are all the same,” he sneered. “You think men only want one thing from you. They treat those sort of affairs better in the East. If you only knew, when it is materialised and the haze of sentimental fancies around it are dissolved, how unimportant that thing is, you would not imagine you carried priceless jewels about with you!”




  She laughed gaily. Some of the savageries of his humour always appealed to her.




  “You really know why I came?” she asked.




  He shrugged his great shoulders.




  “To tell you the truth,” he said, “I have been wondering. Got some reason tucked away in your head, I expect.”




  “I have come,” she announced, “to talk about Woolito.”




  * * * * *




  They sat in two enormous easy chairs, piled with cushions, on opposite sides of the hearthrug. At the right-hand side of each stood a little table. Upon Marsom’s was the latest edition of the evening paper, a small goblet of Armagnac, a box of priceless cigars, a lighter and coffee. Upon hers also was coffee, a box of cigarettes and matches. Frances, even more than her host, seemed to be basking in the relaxation of the hour.




  “What about Woolito?” he asked commandingly.




  She hesitated for a moment, realising that she might find him in a difficult frame of mind.




  “Seventeen and a half to-night, I see,” she observed, lighting her cigarette. “That is a point up.”




  “Pooh!” he exclaimed. “What does the Stock Exchange know of Woolito? The Stock Exchange quotation is not worth looking at. We know—you and I, and those of us who are driving the chariot. Woolito is the greatest commercial enterprise in the world.”




  “Does it never disturb you,” she enquired, “to think that the company has enemies?”




  He snapped his great thumb against his third finger.




  “Not that much,” he answered contemptuously.




  She flicked the ash from her cigarette.




  “I used to feel the same,” she reflected. “Just at present, I’m not so sure. Let me see—there were Lunt, Somerville, Bomford, Littleburn, Honeyman and Mayden-Harte, all victims of ignoble happenings. As Superintendent Mallinson said to me this afternoon at Scotland Yard—‘Too many coincidences.’”




  He showed his teeth at her in almost bulldog fashion.




  “Oh-ho,” he exclaimed. “So Scotland Yard is coming round, is it?”




  “Scotland Yard is beginning to take more interest in the case,” she admitted. “Six catastrophes, one after another, all directed against members of one firm, whose unpopularity,” she added drily, “is almost a byword in the trade, takes some explanation. Let me see, how many are there left?”




  “You know quite well,” he answered brusquely. “There’s Moody, Sandbrook and myself.”




  She nodded.




  “Lord Sandbrook, I should imagine, can look after himself,” she said. “Besides, he has not been associated with the business long enough to have become a part of it. Moody has no personality. He seems only to exist in the abstraction of his work. There remains—you.”




  “What are you getting at?” he demanded.




  “Scotland Yard suggests,” she announced, helping herself to another cigarette, “that you allow them to provide you with a bodyguard.”




  He watched her lazy, shapely fingers groping in the cigarette box. He followed the line of her white arm up to her face. Her expression was unchanged, except that it was slightly more grave. She remained exactly herself—a thoroughly efficient, capable young woman of the world.




  “So Scotland Yard suggests that I have a bodyguard, do they?”




  She nodded.




  “It is not at all an unusual thing in my country,” she said. “When a big deal is being put through between various corporations, which is against the interests of others, the police are on the look-out all the time. I could tell you of a dozen of our prominent men, purely commercial, who are watched day and night when some particular deal is being put through.”




  “Bunkum,” he declared.




  She slipped a little lower into her chair. Her eyes seemed to be seeking for pictures in the cigarette smoke.




  “You are not afraid,” she admitted. “I know that. I am not afraid myself, so far as you are concerned, but there is the Woolito Company.”




  “Yes,” he echoed. “There is the company.”




  “You are responsible for one of the greatest commercial enterprises in the world,” she reminded him. “I do not flatter. I would not dream of attempting to flatter a man of your temperament, but there are certain facts which can never be altered. Woolito, Limited, is heavily capitalised. There are enormous sums sunk in property, in raw materials. Supposing that all these things that have happened are part of a scheme for a great financial drive against the company—not in your lifetime, I don’t mean,” she added, when she saw the black storm gathering in his face, “but after your funeral.”




  “As bad as that, eh?” he laughed harshly. “So far, our friends have stopped just short of murder.”




  “Murder may come any day,” she warned him.




  His eyes twinkled. She frowned.




  “Courage,” she continued, “can carry a man through many dangers, but it can never stop an assassin’s bullet. Look the facts in the face, Lord Marsom, as I have done. What would happen to Woolito, Limited, if you were out of the way, with only Mr. Moody and Lord Sandbrook down at Basinghall Street?”




  He grinned.




  “It would go to everlasting pot,” he admitted.




  “Then, don’t you think you had better abandon your prejudice and let me telephone to Scotland Yard?”




  He shook his head.




  “Don’t get me wrong, young woman,” he said. “Woolito, Limited, means everything in the world to me, but if I am going to be led by the nose I don’t much care what happens to it. It is the ambition of my life. I never meant it to be my mausoleum. I will take care of myself and if they get me—well, then, they can have the Woolito Company as well. It is the end of everything I know or care about. Shall I leave you that pearl necklace in my will?”




  She looked at him with rather sad eyes, in the depths of which, however, was lurking some gleam of humour.




  “You know so much about Woolito and so little about women!” she remarked. “I would sooner give you what you ask for in exchange for your promise to let me send those men down from Scotland Yard, than for a pearl necklace.”




  “So the bargaining is commencing, is it?” he jeered.




  She looked him over reflectively and, if ever Marsom had blushed in his life, he blushed then. She leaned across and rang the bell.




  “I have kept my promise to Superintendent Mallinson,” she said. “I have kept my word with you. Both have been difficult. I shall now take the liberty of giving an order in your house, which I suppose is quite wrong. Send for a taxi, please,” she directed the man who answered the bell.




  Marsom stretched out his hand for the evening paper. He rose grudgingly to his feet as she passed.




  “There’s a caricature of you on the back page of that paper, at the top of our Woolito advertisement,” she pointed out. “I did it myself. I think it’s rather good. You look like a little boy of naturally unpleasant disposition, who is endeavouring to look even worse than he is. You look like that so often. Good night, Lord Marsom.”




  He was obstinately silent, obstinately motionless, screened behind his newspaper. It was not until he heard the taxi come and go that he crushed it into a ball and flung it from him.
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  In the dusk of a particularly gloomy afternoon, about a week after the directors’ meeting, Sandbrook caught up with Mr. Thomas Moody on the pavement of Piccadilly. He offered genial greetings and fell into step.




  “The last of the Mohicans, eh?” he exclaimed pleasantly. “Well, I’m glad to see that you’re keeping fit.”




  Mr. Moody coughed.




  “I don’t quite—” he began, with some hesitation.




  “Well, you’re the last of the old gang of directors who hasn’t met with a spot of trouble, aren’t you?” Sandbrook remarked, with a cheery smile.




  “Well, if it comes to that, I suppose I am,” his companion admitted uneasily. “Most extraordinary ill fortune we have had in that direction.”




  “Doesn’t seem to have affected the commercial prosperity of the firm.”




  Mr. Moody stopped in the middle of the pavement in order to become more impressive.




  “So long as Lord Marsom is alive and well,” he declared, “it seems as though nothing in the world could check us. You know, of course, how he has dealt with the situation?”




  “I should be very interested to hear again from you,” Sandbrook confided. “Naturally, I don’t turn up in Basinghall Street every day.”




  “He has elected a few more directors for formal purposes and then completely ignored them,” Mr. Moody recounted. “He has inaugurated weekly meetings of the heads of the departments, over which he himself presides. He listens to what everyone has to say, comes to lightning-like decisions and he is never wrong. Believe me, Lord Sandbrook, if our chairman, the chairman of Woolito, Limited, were put at the head of the affairs of this country, with unlimited discretion, England would be a first-class Power again in five years. There isn’t anything his brain can’t grasp.”




  Sandbrook glanced curiously at the man by his side. The latter was dressed in poor taste and his clothes were ill fitting. His walk lacked dignity and his general appearance was unimpressive. His dark, straggling beard needed trimming, as did also his greying hair. Even the umbrella which he clutched was badly folded and shabby. He had the air of a seedy professional man who was already on the downward path. He seemed, in this busy and fashionable thoroughfare, a strange companion for a fastidious person like Sandbrook.




  “What are you doing in this part of the world?” the latter asked.




  “I am waiting upon Lord Marsom at his house in Park Lane, by appointment. I happen to have time on my hands, so I am walking part of the way.”




  “You have never paid me a visit,” Sandbrook observed. “We are close to my house now. Will you come in and have a drink and I can send you on to Park Lane in my car?”




  Mr. Moody was obviously surprised at the invitation, but he did not hesitate.




  “I am a very small drinker,” he confessed, “but it will give me great pleasure, especially as we are now associates.”




  * * * * *




  Mr. Thomas Moody was not greatly improved in appearance by the removal of his bowler hat and bulky overcoat. It transpired that his tie had slipped from its position, disclosing a bone collar stud, and that his boots, seen at close quarters, were thick and ungainly. He seemed, however, to appreciate the comfort of an easy chair drawn up to the fire and he sipped his mild whisky and soda with evident relish.




  “I do not, as a rule, take alcohol until I reach home at night,” he explained. “Some of my experiments are very delicate affairs and need a steady hand.”




  “Terribly interesting work—a chemist’s,” Sandbrook remarked.




  Mr. Thomas puffed at the cigarette which he had hesitatingly accepted.




  “Yes,” he admitted, “my work has always been interesting. I started life as a toxicologist, then I gave that up for commercial work…. Yes, it’s interesting, but science, Lord Sandbrook, is a hard taskmaster. It drives you along a narrow passage through life.”




  “Perhaps that is as well, sometimes,” Sandbrook reflected. “Perhaps that is why you are the survivor of seven!”




  “Pardon?” Mr. Moody queried.




  “Don’t you realise that you are in rather a unique position? A few months ago you were one of seven directors of Woolito, Limited. To-day you are the only one remaining who hasn’t passed through some disastrous experience. Two are dead, and the others are in Nursing Homes or taking rest cures!”




  “It is, without a doubt, the truth,” Mr. Moody agreed, his fingers playing with his unkempt beard. “Fate seems to have passed me over.”




  “Perhaps it isn’t altogether Fate, whatever that mysterious agency may be,” Sandbrook meditated. “You see, every one of these men who has come to grief, with the exception of Sir Sigismund Lunt, had a dark corner in his life, a chapter of evil-doing for which he paid. I know that Lord Marsom’s secretary had at one time the idea that there was a conspiracy on foot against the firm. Absurd! Men who are in public positions and who have been indiscreet at various times in their earlier lives are always liable to be found out.”




  “Precisely,” Moody murmured, in a tone which seemed to indicate that his thoughts had wandered far away.




  “You have the distinction of being the one exception,” Sandbrook continued. “Hence you alone have survived. You have given Fate no hold upon you. You have lived a blameless life. Hence you, like Sir Galahad, the knight in shining armour, share the board room of Woolito, Limited, alone with Lord Marsom—unless I happen to pop in. What about another small whisky?”




  If Mr. Moody heard the invitation, he rather impolitely ignored it. He was gazing intently into the fire. Sandbrook, who looked over carelessly enough in his direction, was startled. There was a striking change in the pudgy, intensely commonplace face. Sandbrook’s first idea was that the man was about to have a fit. Then, the convulsion of his features took more familiar shape. Mr. Moody began to laugh. He laughed internally, silently and with a sardonic enjoyment which seemed to transform him from the realms of the ordinary plodder through life to kinship with an altogether different and intellectually superior order of beings. Sandbrook stared at him, speechless. He had, however, prescience enough not to interrupt. He even waited until the spasm was over, until Mr. Moody showed signs of returning to normality before he asked his plain, matter-of-fact question.




  “May I know the joke?” he begged.




  Mr. Moody removed his spectacles and, with a handkerchief which wasn’t much to talk about, carefully wiped them. He then deliberately finished his whisky and soda and rose to his feet. His abnormal outburst had passed. More than ever he appeared to be a very ordinary human being.




  “Lord Sandbrook,” he said, “you are a newcomer to all this Woolito trouble, so I see no objection in confiding to you the cause of my amusement, which may have seemed somewhat ill-timed. I was laughing because I happened to think of Leonard Blunt. You spoke of the peccadilloes in the lives of my various fellow directors as being responsible for their divers misfortunes, and you congratulated me on being the one member of the board who had escaped disaster by reason of my sober and upright living.”




  “That’s right,” Sandbrook agreed, with a sudden rigidity of tone and posture. “Quite right.”




  “The circumstances of my own wrong-doing are so obscure,” Mr. Thomas Moody continued, “and your concern in the matter is so slight, that I feel no hesitation in explaining to you, Lord Sandbrook, the cause of my mirth. There is not a single one of all my fellow directors, who is now suffering or dead, who has committed a crime which would compare in horror and evil with the one of which I am guilty. And no one knows. Probably no one ever will know. That is why I laughed, Lord Sandbrook.”




  “The car is waiting for the gentleman, milord,” Groves announced.




  And the gentleman had slipped away before Sandbrook had recovered his senses sufficiently to frame even a single question.




  * * * * *




  Lord Marsom received his surviving director in the room which he called his sanctum, a luxurious and delightful apartment on the fifth floor of the mansion in Park Lane. It was fitted with extensions of all the telephones and private wires with which the house was equipped, and the large Queen Anne writing table at which Marsom was seated had been a show piece at Christie’s. Mr. Moody, brought up by a footman in the electric lift, was received by his chief graciously enough, but with some evidence of impatience. Marsom was working hard these days.




  “Get at it as quickly as you can,” the latter begged. “Glad to see you, of course, and all that, Moody, but our departments are rather far apart these days. No trouble, I hope?”




  Mr. Moody did not immediately reply. He was looking out through the, as yet, uncurtained window at the glittering expanse of lights stretching to the far horizon.




  “I met Lord Sandbrook on my way here,” he observed, with apparent irrelevance. “He asked me to step in and visit him for a few minutes. We had a drink together.”




  “Sandbrook?” Marsom repeated. “I had no idea you knew the fellow, except in a business way.”




  “I have only met him here,” Moody acknowledged. “He remembered me, though. We met in Piccadilly not far from his house. Apart from the directorate, he seems to be very interested in the personalities of the firm.”




  “In what way?” Marsom asked sharply.




  “He remembered the names of every one of the directors and pretty well what had happened to them. He congratulated me upon being the last survivor.”




  Marsom frowned.




  “I wish to the devil these people would mind their own business,” he muttered.




  “He congratulated me,” Moody went on, still looking out of the window, “upon being the only one of the directors who had led a blameless life.”




  Marsom jeered.




  “And what did you say to that?”




  “I believe that I laughed. I couldn’t help it.”




  “Do you good,” Marsom declared. “I’ve never seen you laugh in my life. You take life too damned seriously. As to the blamelessness of it, there’s nothing troubling you, is there?”




  “Not conscience, if that’s what you mean. No, I have never suffered from conscience. Once, when I was contemplating a certain action, I yielded to expediency. I may have made a mistake there. That’s a different matter. It had nothing to do with conscience.”




  “Did you come here,” Marsom demanded impatiently, “at a critical time in the history of the firm, and when I am doing the work of twelve men, to indulge in these personal ramblings? If so, I will leave you to it. I have plenty of work waiting for me sent up from Basinghall Street.”




  “You must not hurry away,” Moody insisted. “No, don’t hurry, Lord Marsom. I have something to say—something I had to come and tell you. It is,” he confided, joining his hands together and looking for a moment at the bony knuckles, “in the nature of a confession.”




  “Get on with it, then,” Marsom enjoined. “Words were meant to spit out the truth with and not for mumbling.”




  The even course of Mr. Moody’s semi-soliloquy failed to respond to the lash. He continued with the same detached air.




  “Many years ago, there was a very troublesome man occupying a post in our laboratories. A very clever man, perhaps I should say a brilliant one, but to Woolito, Limited, a danger. You remember that time, Lord Marsom? The man’s name was Blunt—Leonard Blunt. Blunt is an English name but I believe that the man was of Belgian descent.”




  “So you are going to drag up your own little peccadillo, are you?” Marsom jeered.




  “It has become necessary,” Moody acknowledged.




  This time his companion forebore to crack his stimulating lash. His eyes were fixed steadily upon his visitor. He had the air of one willing and able to drag the truth from the man’s slowly moving lips before the words were spoken.




  “You and I, in those days,” Moody went on, “had many conversations about Leonard Blunt. We made him various offers—none of which he was willing to accept. We began to have suspicions. In time, we found that there was good ground for them. Then, one day when the time had come for action, you called me to your office. You reminded me of that branch of my profession which I had abandoned when I entered your service. You told me that Leonard Blunt must be removed!”




  “Well, that was simple enough,” Marsom said. “I told you that. I showed you what your duty was and you did it.”




  “Yes,” Moody replied, “I did it. But not quite in the way you thought. I have asked myself ever since why not. I have never been quite sure. It was not conscience that stopped me; it was not ordinary fear; it was not any liking or affection for the man himself. I believe, as a matter of sober fact, it was the fear of retribution. At any rate, even when I was contemplating the best way to accomplish our end, another idea came to me. I decided to avoid the supreme risk. I was younger then and life seemed to be of more importance. There were several experiments I still wished to make, several problems to be solved. Therefore I took a line of my own. All that I had promised you was that Leonard Blunt should be removed. Well, I removed him, but not quite in the way you thought.”




  Marsom’s chair creaked audibly. He had moved a little nearer to the edge of the table.




  “You mean that you did not kill him?”




  “I did not kill him. I decided upon an action which absolved me from criminality. I treated him with a toxin which I was the only man in Europe in those days to understand, which produced softening of the brain and ultimately madness. Leonard Blunt as a lunatic could, I fancied, do us no harm, and there was no scientist in any part of the world—even if he had cut open the man’s brain—who could have sworn to the fact that this disease from which he was suffering could come from outside infection. Very safe, I thought, very humane…. We lunched together every day in the laboratory, Leonard Blunt and I, so it was easily done. You heard of his illness. You were told of his death. The latter, however, was a fiction. He was removed, on the day of his supposed funeral, not to the cemetery but to the lunatic asylum.”




  “Well?”




  An icy monosyllable, yet with a spit of something burning in it, something which Moody apparently failed to recognise.




  “That was many years ago,” Mr. Moody continued, glancing once more thoughtfully at his knuckles. “He had no friends. His father lost his reason, as soon as he was told the truth. The few acquaintances he had believed him to be dead. No one has ever been near him. It was a pauper asylum. Many years ago.”




  “Why are you telling me this?” Marsom demanded.




  “Because it appears,” the other confided, stroking his chin gently, “that the effect of the toxin was not entirely lasting. Some impulse—I cannot explain it—prompted me one day last week to call at that asylum on visiting day and make enquiries concerning Mr. Leonard Blunt. They looked at me in surprise. They told me that during these years I was the first person who had made any enquiry whatever concerning him, and the strange coincidence about it was this—that only the day before he had been discharged as cured!”




  Marsom uttered no exclamation. Perhaps he had realised before what this narrative was leading up to. A little more of his knee was in evidence. He had withdrawn the other one from the open space in the middle of the table.




  “So Leonard Blunt, the man whom you told me was dead, for compassing whose death you were given your directorship, is alive!” he said.




  “It would appear so,” Moody admitted. “I certainly made him mad. I condemned him to what I thought was a lifetime in a pauper asylum, and the young man I met in Piccadilly, young Lord Sandbrook, he congratulated me—congratulated me upon my blameless life, that unlike the other directors I had never committed a single action which was likely to bring retribution upon my head! It seemed to me strange that,—when I was on my way to tell you what had happened! I have a good memory and I looked back and I remembered that day of the final dose. He had slept after lunch and he woke with a start, shrieking and clawing the air. He had one moment of sanity.




  “‘My head is going, Moody,’ he shrieked. ‘There’s something clawing at my brain!’




  “Then all his words faded into gibberish. But I remember his eyes and the froth on his lips, even to this moment. He was quite violent when they took him away. The doctor who certified him—he thought he was a gorilla and he wanted to tear him in pieces. All those years ago. And I watched them bundle him into a sort of prison van, tied hand and foot—A blameless life! That’s what the young lord told me I had lived….”




  The muscles were straining in the sleeves of Lord Marsom’s well-cut clothes. There were points of fire now in the pupils of his eyes. He was halfway out of his chair, leaning across the room. Moody was looking out at those far-flung lights, when suddenly he began to laugh. Perhaps the beginning of his emotion saved his life, for the man who was watching him so steadily felt an element of surprise, almost of stupefaction, paralysing for a moment his limbs, arresting the passion which had flamed up within him…. Mr. Moody continued to laugh. He rocked in his chair and his sides shook. He beat his hands one against the other. Tears welled up in his eyes. It was impossible to divine his sensations while the fit lasted. Whatever it may have been, it was not strong enough, to conceal the paroxysm of fear which suddenly swept over him, as he felt himself torn from his chair, felt the hot breath of a man mad with anger upon his cheeks, felt the scorching bitterness of that storm of words, not one of which took coherent shape. Then, with the grip upon his throat contemptuously slackening, the lash of the abuse abruptly terminated, there was a far-away yet distinctly recognisable sound. Somebody was knocking at the door.
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  Even Groves, most sedate of all butlers, seemed a little breathless as he threw open the door of the library.




  “Miss Frances Moore, your lordship,” he announced. “She assures me that her visit is of such urgent importance that I took the liberty of showing her in.”




  Frances almost pushed her way past him. She had evidently come as no ordinary visitor. Her hastily donned furs barely concealed the fact that she was wearing only her thin working frock underneath. Her hat was arranged without its usual precision, her hands were gloveless. There was an expression on her face which Sandbrook failed to grasp.




  “Can I speak to you for a few minutes, please?” she begged.




  Sandbrook, murmuring reassurances, drew her to a chair and established her comfortably. Then he touched a bell and gave a swift order to Groves.




  “Now, tell me,” he insisted sternly, “who’s been frightening you?”




  “Give me—just a few moments,” she gasped.




  He took note of the indrawn breath, the still quivering eyelids, and he responded immediately to her agitated mood. He moved away to the fire and threw on another log, listening for a moment to the almost noiseless traffic in the street outside, punctuated only by the incessant blare of the motor horns. With the opening of the door, he strolled back again, dismissed Groves at once, shook and poured out the cocktails himself, and even handed her an already lit cigarette.




  “Buck up, little lady,” he enjoined cheerfully. “More bad Woolito business, eh? Never mind, you’re in sanctuary here. What’s wrong?”




  She raised her glass to her lips and drained the contents. Then she set it down deliberately on the small table by her side. She looked up at him. Her eyes, with their veiled but terrified appeal, had never seemed more eloquent, but her mouth was strained and piteous.




  “Mr. Moody, the last of the old Woolito directors, has gone mad!” she gasped. “I was in the room and I saw it.”




  “You saw what?” he cried, in blank bewilderment.




  “I saw Lord Marsom apparently in a furious temper with Mr. Moody,” she moaned, “and Mr. Moody did nothing but laugh.”




  There was a moment’s blank and utter silence. A log fell from the fire, a taxicab honked its way towards Berkeley Square. Metaphorically speaking, Sandbrook shook himself. He, too, had heard Moody laugh that afternoon.




  “There was a quarrel?” he asked.




  “If so, it must have been before I arrived. I was sent for, so I walked right up to Lord Marsom’s private den at the top of the house. Mr. Moody was sitting upright in a high-backed chair, with the most awful look on his face, giggling like a child, and Lord Marsom—oh—”




  “Go on,” he insisted.




  “Lord Marsom was smoking a cigar and standing with his hands in his pockets, looking down at him. He scowled at me when I came in and I was afraid. ‘See what a few plain words have done to Moody,’ he pointed savagely. ‘He’s gone out of his mind. I’m going to telephone for a doctor.’ He pushed past me and I heard him walk down the stairs, though the electric lift was waiting, and there were a couple of telephones in the room. I forced myself to cross the floor—to go over. I tried to speak to Mr. Moody. He only laughed. It was perfectly awful. I nearly had hysterics myself! I opened the window and leaned out for a moment and the rain did me good. Then I don’t know how—I left the room, Mr. Moody shouting after me all the time. I locked the door and came here. Will you go back with me, please?”




  “At once,” he promised. “This moment. Don’t be so terrified,” he added kindly. “Very likely the man is only having some sort of a fit.”




  She shivered from head to foot.




  “I saw his face,” she moaned.




  * * * * *




  There were no signs of commotion about the mansion in Park Lane when Sandbrook and Frances Moore arrived there, a few minutes later. A smiling man-servant relieved the former of his coat and hat, and would have ushered them into the library on the ground floor but for a gesture on Frances’ part.




  “I’m taking Lord Sandbrook upstairs first,” she explained. “We shall see Lord Marsom later.”




  The man opened the door of the lift for them and they ascended to the fifth floor. Frances’ fingers trembled so that she nearly dropped the key, when she drew it from her bag. Sandbrook took it from her, as she indicated the door. There were lights burning softly in the corridor, but no one about.




  “The switch is on your right-hand side,” she whispered. “Turn it on directly or I sha’n’t dare to come in.”




  “I’ll do exactly as you say,” Sandbrook promised her, “and don’t be scared. He was a nasty fellow, Moody, anyway.”




  Whether he was a nasty fellow or not, there were no signs of Mr. Moody, dead or alive, when Sandbrook, having turned on the switch, advanced into the room, followed a short distance behind by Frances. He looked round at the orderly apartment and back at his companion for an explanation. She could only shake her head in bewilderment. She pointed to the chair where Moody had been sitting. Even the cushion upon it was undisturbed. There was, so far as he could see, nothing unusual about the apartment. Sandbrook was genuinely puzzled.




  “You’re sure that this was the room?” he ventured.




  Perhaps this was a little too much for Miss Frances Moore. With the hesitatingly asked question, a larger measure of sanity returned to her. She made a genuine effort and, when she spoke again, both her tone and her manner were more normal.




  “Don’t look at me as though you thought I was crazy,” she begged. “Of course, it is the same room. Strange things have happened here—before I came—and after I left.”




  “For the scene of a violent quarrel,” he observed, “the place bears a peaceful aspect.”




  “You are very gullible,” she snapped. “Come downstairs with me, please. We are going to talk to Lord Marsom.”




  “What do you think has happened?” he asked, as they shot downward in the lift.




  “I think the cleverest man I know on earth and the devil himself in hell have taken this affair into their joint charge,” she replied….




  Marsom, indeed, as he looked up at their entrance, might well have served for a type of the modern Apollyon. A deep flush was upon his cheeks, his underlip protruded, his eyes were like spots of fire under his fierce brows. He seemed to have swollen in size. He had chosen to sit at the head of that long table with a mass of papers in front of him, a shaded light and a row of telephones. He was bulky, terrifying, dominant.




  “Well, my nervous little publicity secretary,” he jeered, “have you come back to have another look at the lunatic?”




  “Look here, sir,” Sandbrook intervened, “wouldn’t it be as well if you treated this matter rather more seriously? We want to know what’s become of Thomas Moody?”




  “His body or his soul?” Marsom demanded.




  “We have more interest in his body at the present moment. Miss Moore declares that she left him raving mad in your upstairs library, that she locked the door and came out to look for help and advice.”




  “Quaint thing that she should have gone to you, Sandbrook.”




  “Not at all,” the latter contradicted. “I have known Miss Frances Moore a very short time, perhaps, but she permits me to call her a friend. I returned with her at once and we found that the locked room had been unlocked, that Mr. Moody had disappeared, and that the room had been restored with suspicious skill to its usual appearance. I think that Miss Moore is entitled to ask for some explanation. I think—by-the-by, that reminds me; I am a magistrate myself—I think that I, too, am entitled to an explanation. Strange things have been happening to your directors. What have you done, Lord Marsom, with Thomas Moody?”




  Lord Marsom’s eyes flashed angrily upon them both.




  “Young man,” he said, “I have had a sort of liking for you, but I am not going to mince words out of politeness. Apart from the fact of your being a director of the firm, what the hell business is it of yours?”




  Sandbrook deliberated for a few seconds and replied with a faintly deprecating smile.




  “I am not at all sure that it is my business, sir. There is Miss Moore, here, though, who is in a great state of distress. Perhaps you would not mind telling her.”




  Marsom looked from one to the other with anger in his eyes and a bitter curl to his lips. When he spoke, however, it was obvious that his fury had burnt itself out. He spoke almost calmly.




  “The last of my directors,” he confided, “is, or probably will be within a week, in a madhouse! I sent him home and telephoned for a doctor to go and see him half an hour ago—Goldbrun, Number 14b., Harley Street, if you want any further information. I don’t. Now, be off, both of you—this minute. I am subject to curious whims, as Miss Moore knows. I have a fancy to be alone.”




  His fingers pressed the bell. His two visitors took their leave.




  * * * * *




  In the bare front room of his small house amongst the back streets of Finsbury, the same old man with straggly grey beard, pale blue eyes half hidden by horn-rimmed spectacles, knotted fingers and narrow shoulders, was bending over his rough wooden loom, working the treadles with his slippered feet, fingering the wool and continuing his eternal but profitless task. There was the basket of drab, grey material on one side of him, skeins of coloured wool on the other. As he worked, he mumbled to himself. The door opened without his noticing it and his wife ushered in a visitor.




  “Samuel, here’s the old gentleman who comes to see you most months. He’s willing to work for a spell, he says.”




  Mr. Thomas Moody shuffled on to the vacant stool, adjusted his spectacles and picked up a skein of wool. The old man scarcely turned his head.




  “I am forgetting your name,” he said severely, “but you should know better than to disturb the head of a great firm when he’s as busy as I am.”




  “I’m sorry,” Moody mumbled. “I’ve met with an old friend lately who was connected with the business, though. Orders still rolling in?”




  “We have orders enough ahead for years to come,” the old man replied, a throb of triumph in his shaky tones. “What we will do now is more than I can tell you, for there’s word of Len coming back and he was always one for the big turn-over. Eighteen thousand hands already, and if Len had his way, we would have twenty-five! It’s no good your offering us your orders, Mister,” he went on, pedaling away without looking up. “We have every scrap of machinery in the place being worked at full pressure, as you can see, and we can’t turn the stuff out fast enough.”




  “You don’t mind my staying and watching the machinery for a minute or two?” Moody demanded. “I am a worker too. Every little helps.”




  “Ay, you’re welcome, Mister,” the old man acquiesced, treadling still more vigorously. “It’s a grand sight, for sure.”




  “I see you have one machine vacant,” the caller remarked, pointing to an old wooden loom which was standing in the same place as on his previous visit.




  “Ay,” the other assented. “Him as was to work it—it’s a long time behind his date, but he’ll be here. Not much good to us these go-ahead days, though. That’s the sort of muck we used to turn out in his days—what’s in the basket by the side.”




  Moody glanced down into a decrepit waste-paper basket full of cheap, grey knitting wool.




  “That’s where my Len beat him,” the old man went on. “My Len, the great chemist, you know. They was all thrusting that colourless muck through the looms, and everything they turned out was drab. What’s the good of going on with that? The others will try their best but their best will be a poor lot. We’ve got the secret and we’ll keep it.”




  “Who did you say was coming to work this machine?” Moody asked hesitatingly, pointing to the ramshackle loom.




  “My Len,” was the stolid reply. “He may be coming any day now.”




  Once more the door was pushed gently open. Very quietly, very unobtrusively, carrying his umbrella in his hand, a middle-aged, bent man, of highly respectable appearance, came towards them. Old Blunt half turned his head.




  “You’re late, Leonard,” was all he said.




  “Am I?” the newcomer observed. “Never mind, it was difficult enough to come, anyway. For many months—sometimes I think it was many years—they kept me in a country hospital. They thought I was ill, but I wasn’t. Then there came a doctor who really knew his job. He tapped me all over and he asked me questions, and he made me sign my name in a book. ‘What do you want to do?’ he asked. ‘I want to get back to work,’ I told him. He went away. Then he came back with others a few days later. I didn’t understand all they said, but they agreed that I was cured. They took me downstairs. Outside there was a beautiful car waiting. Here I am! Where’s the yarn?”




  The tenant of the room, still treadling, pointed to a vacant machine. Mr. Leonard Blunt took off his overcoat, took off his other coat and turned up his sleeves. He seated himself on the three-legged stool and picked up a handful of the grey material.




  “It’s hard stuff to make—Woolito,” he murmured.




  “Ay,” was the scornful answer. “And it ain’t much, when it’s made the way you others have to go about it. Look at my basket, man. Did you ever see stuff like that? Look at the scarlet of it. Look at the blue of the first lot. No wonder you had to knuckle under.”




  Mr. Thomas Moody had risen to his feet—a wild, gaunt figure. He stood staring at the latest comer.




  “Who are you?” he demanded.




  “My name is Leonard Blunt,” the newcomer acknowledged. “I have been away for some time. That’s my Dad, all right, although he seems to have gone queer. I used to know you too,” he went on, staring at Moody. “You were our chemist in the old days.”




  Slowly and painfully Moody staggered a pace forward. The skein of wool slipped from his fingers, a half-strangled cry seemed to come from the back of his throat, as he collapsed onto the floor.
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  Marsom, glancing through his morning papers in his cheerful and sunny breakfast room, gripped the Financial Times in his left hand, his cup of coffee in the right and remained for a brief space of time transfixed. Then he read out to himself the headline which had attracted his notice. It was the most prominent feature of the Stock Exchange news.




  

    “SHARP FALL IN WOOLITOS!


    


    “Woolitos were a curiously weak market during the latter part of the afternoon. They have remained steady for several days round about 18¾ but a burst of selling orders brought the price down at one time to 17¼. They finished at 17½, a fraction above the worst.”


  




  Marsom rang the bell furiously. His secretary, who had been expecting this summons, hastened in.




  “Have you seen this, Crooks?” his employer demanded, tapping the newspaper.




  “Certainly I have, sir,” the young man replied. “It was in the special edition last night. None of the offices in the City will be open just yet, so I took the liberty of ringing up Mr. Rawson at his private house. He tells me that the weakness developed quite unexpectedly and he can only imagine that one or two large estates are being wound up.”




  “Ring him up again,” his chief directed, “and tell him to buy me a thousand at opening price. See that the car is round punctually at nine o’clock.”




  “Very good, your lordship.”




  Marsom continued his study of the morning papers and poured himself out another cup of coffee. The few minutes’ tranquillity, however, which he usually found enjoyable, had been rudely disturbed. In these days of overwhelming success, success which he knew well enough was thoroughly substantial, he very seldom troubled to look at the quotations of his own stock. With the bonuses which would be distributed during the year, the interim and final dividends, it was obvious to everyone behind the scenes that at 18, Woolitos were still undervalued. From what corner of the world, he asked himself, could come this extraordinary burst of selling? However, so much the better for him! A thousand shares would represent a thousand pounds’ profit before the end of the day—enough to buy the necklace for that elusive little jade, if only she would leave off playing the fool and accept it. Nine o’clock, her time was supposed to be in the morning, in case he wanted her before their ways parted. He’d bet she wasn’t there! He rang the third of the row of bells which had been moved over to his table. In less than a minute Miss Frances Moore opened the door and came quietly across the room. She was wearing her hat and gloves and carrying a small despatch case.




  “Just arrived, eh?” he grunted.




  “No, I’m just going out,” she replied coolly. “I’ve been here half an hour. Just finished my correspondence for the morning. I’m going down to the City now, and then on to Tottenham with Mr. Maunsell, the editor of the Illustrated Press. He wants some pictures of the building and a few different views of the new model.”




  “Humph!” he ejaculated. “You’re energetic this morning.”




  “Energy is one of the essential qualities of a publicity secretary,” she rejoined.




  He shook the Financial Times at her.




  “Seen this?” he asked.




  “It’s in all the papers,” she told him. “The Express points out that a very large estate is being liquidated this week.”




  “I am buying enough to give you that pearl necklace as soon as the market opens this morning,” he observed.




  “There are other more deserving objects of charity,” she replied calmly.




  “You’re a little prig!” he scoffed.




  “For a man whose brains I respect as much as I do yours,” she retorted, “you can sometimes be very foolish!”




  Marsom stretched out his hand, took a cigar from the box upon the table, clipped and lit it. It was his one resource when he was in danger of saying something rude.




  “Want a lift down to the City?” he asked. “I’m starting at once.”




  “Thank you, no,” she replied. “I have my own little car here and I shall need it for later on.”




  “Do as you please,” he snapped. “Report before luncheon. I may have some instructions for you. By-the-by, did you see that article in the Looker- on entitled ‘Commercial Coincidences’?”




  “I did,” she admitted.




  “Well, what about it? The editor ought to have known better than to have put it in.”




  “The name of Woolito is not mentioned,” she reminded him.




  “You don’t suppose there is anyone who doesn’t know to whom the article refers.”




  “Perhaps not,” she admitted. “At the same time, you can’t expect to keep all mention of this business out of the papers. Nothing like it has ever happened before to any commercial undertaking—to lose seven of their directors within a year. The article is very sympathetic and treats the affair simply as a series of coincidences.”




  “Well, just warn the editor to go light,” Marsom enjoined, rising to his feet. “There’s another illustrated paper with a caricature of me at the helm of an empty ship. That isn’t the sort of publicity we want, Miss Moore.”




  “Considering everything,” she said deliberately, “you get very little of it. I’ve had proofs of dozens of articles submitted to me that I’ve blue-pencilled.”




  “Stick to the blue pencil,” he growled. “I don’t want any more of that stuff like ‘The Wonder Man of Commerce’—that article in the Eagle last week. It’s the stuff we want talked about, not the man.”




  “Unfortunately,” she concluded, as she took her leave, “it’s a very personal age.”




  Marsom’s daily drive to the City would have been in its concluding stages something of a triumphal progress, but for his fixed habit of leaning back in his car and looking neither to the right nor to the left. His crude and striking personality lent itself equally well to the caricaturist, the photographer and the memory of those to whom he had been pointed out. Lord Marsom, the Merchant Prince! The man who was declared to be making millions faster than any other person in the world of commerce. Lord Marsom, the founder of the great Woolito Company, with twenty-five factories in Great Britain alone and branches all over the world. A nod from the great man might mean nothing, but it was worth having. Few, however, ever succeeded in obtaining even this limited gesture of recognition. In so far as Marsom was a poseur at all, he aimed at being the detached Napoleon of commerce, the man of deeds and not of words…. In the great building over which he reigned, he unbent so far as to exchange good mornings with anyone who caught his attention, but there was never anything of affability in his tone or manner. His eyes swept the glass-enclosed suites of counting-rooms critically each morning but without geniality. Behind, reaching the whole of the way down a side street, were five-storied warehouses into which he seldom penetrated. He made his way to his own suite of apartments in these days as rapidly as possible. He had no fancy for passing along that corridor, where each one of the secretaries outside at her desk was reminiscent of an absent chief. It was perhaps the one touch of sentiment he allowed himself.




  Once in his room, the man’s Herculean labours began. There were his two commercial secretaries on one side, with a précis of the important matters requiring his attention during the day. On the other was a line of ambassadors from the different departments, bringing matters which required a decision from him. It was half-past eleven before he permitted himself to lean back in his chair and escape from the drudgery of detail.




  “Give me Rawson on the telephone,” he directed Crooks.




  “Mr. Rawson has rung up three times already this morning, sir. He is on the ‘phone now.”




  Marsom grunted and took the receiver in his hand.




  “Marsom speaking. What was the meaning of that weakness yesterday afternoon?”




  “God knows!” answered a worried voice. “Have you had this morning’s quotations?”




  “Not yet. More important things to see after. Did you buy my thousand?”




  “I bought them at 16¾.”




  “What?” Marsom roared.




  “16¾. If I’d waited a quarter of an hour, I could have got them at 16¼. At the present moment they’re 15½.”




  Marsom was speechless. It was several moments before he could collect himself.




  “What the hell’s the meaning of it?” he got out at last.




  “I’m off to the House to see if I can hear anything,” was the agitated rejoinder. “I didn’t like to go till I’d spoken to you…. Shall I do anything?”




  “Buy me ten thousand,” Marsom ordered.




  There was a brief period of rest. Then Frances appeared, a little breathless.




  “I’ve left the others up at Tottenham,” she announced. “I thought you’d like me to get the newspaper men round.”




  “Sit down and wait till Rawson rings me up from the House,” Marsom directed. “What do they say about this business?”




  “I’ve scarcely heard a word,” she confided. “Mr. Crooks rang me up at Tottenham and said he thought I’d better come back.”




  Marsom nodded.




  “Good man, Crooks,” he flung across the room. “I’ve just put an order in for ten thousand,” he went on. “I should think that would stop the rubbish. If not, get a representative lot round at once.”




  She nodded.




  “Much better to make it a concerted statement,” she suggested. “There are two or three newspaper men here now. I’m telling them to wait.”




  There was a further rush of business. Pen in hand, Marsom swung back to his desk, signed a dozen cheques and several contracts. By the time he had finished, Rawson was on the ‘phone again.




  “I’m coming straight round, Lord Marsom,” he announced. “I don’t trust the telephone just now.”




  “What’s the market?”




  “Fifteen.”




  Marsom lit a fresh cigar with steady fingers.




  “Go down to the cashier’s department, Crooks,” he directed. “See Mr. Phillips and that man Goldenberg—find out if they’ve heard anything. If they haven’t, send them out. Let them go to the bars or anywhere. I want gossip.”




  “Certainly, sir,” the secretary agreed. “You’ll see Mr. Rawson at once, I suppose?”




  “Right away,” Marsom assented.




  Mr. Rawson, one of the most distinguished figures in the House, a man of presence and dignity, nevertheless, presented a somewhat harassed appearance when, a few minutes later, he was ushered in. His forehead, when he removed his silk hat, was wet with perspiration. He was distinctly out of breath. Marsom pointed to a chair.




  “Sit down and have a rest, man,” he invited. “What’s it all about?”




  “That’s the funny part of it,” the stockbroker observed discreetly, whilst he wiped his forehead. “No one seems to know. We should have thought it came from America, but America won’t be open for several hours yet. However, whatever the reason may be, Lord Marsom, this much is certainly true—there’s a concerted bear attack upon Woolitos by some twenty or thirty houses, all of fairly good repute. No one has divulged the names of their clients. No one has offered any explanation. Each one has orders to sell Woolitos up to a large amount. I heard 14¾ mentioned as I left the House.”




  Marsom smoked thoughtfully for a moment.




  “Looks as though someone were asking for trouble,” he remarked.




  “In the whole course of my thirty-four years’ experience,” the stockbroker continued, “I never remember such an occurrence as this. A bear attack upon what would generally be considered, I think, the strongest share in the industrial market. Why, there were sales of over eight thousand before the price even wobbled.”




  “Amazing,” Marsom muttered.




  There was a brief silence. Mr. Rawson was becoming himself again.




  “One might have thought,” he went on, “that some lunatic had got loose, except for this one very sinister fact—the operations are spread out amongst at least twenty firms. That is my excuse, Lord Marsom, for asking to have a word with you in private.”




  The latter glanced round the room.




  “This young lady,” he explained, “is Miss Frances Moore, my publicity secretary. I wouldn’t have her miss a show like this for anything in the world. Crooks, my personal secretary, you know. You may consider these two, Rawson, as non-existent. Out with anything you have to say.”




  “All I want,” Rawson declared, “is to ask you—as man to man—at a crisis when only truth is of any avail—do you know of the slightest reason why this attack should be made upon your stock?”




  “Not the slightest,” was the calm reply, “unless some company of philanthropists wants to aid me in making a few more millions.”




  “Your affairs just lately,” the stockbroker reminded him gravely, “have encountered the reverse of what you might call philanthropic interest on the part of someone or other.”




  Marsom’s lip curled outwards. It was the first sign of anything approaching emotion which he had shown.




  “You mean the various accidents to my directors?”




  “I do. There certainly appears to have been some malevolent influence at work.”




  “I’m afraid, Rawson, in your spare moments,” Marsom said, “that you’ve been dipping into sensational literature. I have had bad luck with my directors, but when the cause of the misfortunes which have happened to them has been properly investigated, it has turned out—in every case—to be due to some irregularity in their private lives or character. My new board, who will be presented at the next general meeting, will consist of a very different type of person.”




  “There has been no falling off in your sales?” the stockbroker persisted. “There is no new form of competition with which you are threatened?”




  Marsom laughed scornfully.




  “Don’t ask me these silly questions,” he begged. “I’m sending for the newspaper men this afternoon, and I’m having my accountants here at the same time. Come and meet them. Hear the truth from the one type of man who never lies—the chartered accountant, with a row of letters after his name and a baronetcy in the firm. Notwithstanding the loss of Lunt’s machine, we made more money during the last six months than ever before in the history of the business. We shall have to give away a ridiculous autumn bonus to get rid of our surplus profits, and next month we shall declare, as we did last year, an interim dividend of thirty per cent.”




  Mr. Rawson almost collapsed. He motioned to Crooks.




  “The tape,” he begged.




  “His lordship won’t allow it in the room, sir,” the secretary replied. “I’ll give you the latest news in a moment.”




  Crooks hurried out but returned almost immediately. His expression was grave.




  “Woolitos are 13½, sir,” he announced.




  Mr. Rawson was in despair.




  “There could be nothing wrong at your Nottinghamshire factories,” he suggested.




  Marsom smiled.




  “Our private line has been going all the morning,” he confided. “They are working overtime and they have been able to put on several hundred fresh hands yesterday.”




  “I’m beaten,” the stockbroker confessed, rising to his feet.




  Marsom waved him back.




  “Wait a moment,” he directed. “So far as one can regard this position from a common-sense view at all, I imagine that this afternoon’s proceedings will at any rate steady the market. I have never needed to gamble in my own shares, but the people who are responsible for this absurd business must pay for it. Make out purchase orders, Crooks, for fifty thousand Woolitos.”




  Rawson’s eyes flashed.




  “My God, what a battle!” he exclaimed.




  “There’s no battle at all, that I can see,” was the cool reply. “I know my shares are worth buying at twenty. I have all the money I want in the world. I have already all the luxuries an ordinary millionaire permits himself, but what can I do? I can’t let my own shares be kicked about by a gang of lunatics. The men who attack us must pay.”




  “You don’t mind if I spread this out, of course?” the stockbroker observed, as he took the sheet of paper which Crooks handed to him. “No one firm could deal with it.”




  “Just as you please,” Marsom conceded. “All that I care about is that I get the shares.”




  A page-boy opened the door.




  “Woolitos, 13¼,” he announced.




  “Seems as though you’ll get the shares all right,” Mr. Rawson muttered, as he took up his hat.
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  The meeting that afternoon in the magnificent board room of Woolito, Limited, was almost an historical event in the City. Lord Marsom sat at the head of the table, entirely his usual self, inscrutable, unemotional, with the air of one a little bored by the whole proceedings. On his right hand sat two members of the most famous firm of chartered accountants in the City, on his left no ordinary bank manager even of a City branch, but Lord Hildreth, a banker with all the dignity of title and inherited position. Below them were a motley group of journalists, one or two members of the staff and Frances. There were also three accredited members of the Stock Exchange, amongst them Mr. Rawson. A page-boy, detailed for that purpose, put his head in at the door just as the meeting was settling down.




  “Woolitos, 12¾.”




  The proceedings were opened by Lord Marsom tapping the table in front of him with a little ivory hammer. He neither spoke, however, nor rose to his feet. It was Sir Francis Seddons, the accountant, who stood up.




  “Gentlemen,” he said, “this is the most extraordinary meeting which I have ever attended. It is for you others, if you can, to explain the situation as regards the shares of Woolito, Limited. I cannot. My business here is to speak on behalf of my clients and to tell you of their grace and free will what the position is from the point of view of their accountants. Wiping off the losses ensuing from the disastrous fire, I should estimate their profits for this six months at five hundred thousand pounds more than for the corresponding six months last year. Allowing half the amount claimed from the insurance companies for the loss of the Lunt machine and the model of the factory, I should estimate them at a million pounds more. At the end of the six months which are rapidly coming to a close, it is the intention of the company, and it is a course in which they are entirely justified, to offer an interim dividend of thirty per cent. and a bonus of one free share for every ten held. I only wish to add to this the fact that eighty members of my staff are continually employed with the affairs of Woolito, Limited, here, in the provinces and abroad, and there is no single branch of their vast undertaking which is not in a sound and healthy state. I have come here to tell you this, gentlemen, and having told it to you, I can only express my utter amazement at the condition of affairs prevailing on the Stock Exchange.”




  Almost as he resumed his seat, the door opened. The same monotonous voice was heard.




  “Woolitos, 12½.”




  Lord Marsom, without rising from his place, leaned forward.




  “Gentlemen,” he said, “no one can do more than turn his father confessor loose on you. Sir Francis Seddons knows more of the financial affairs of Woolito, Limited, than I do. You have heard what he has said. You can ask me any questions you like.”




  A member of the Press rose to his feet.




  “Lord Marsom,” he asked respectfully, “may I venture to enquire whether you have any idea whatever as to the cause of this onslaught upon the shares of Woolito, Limited?”




  “Not the faintest idea in the world,” was the prompt answer.




  Another pressman rose to his feet, even more hesitatingly.




  “Lord Marsom,” he ventured, “may I ask you this—do you connect in any way this extraordinary attack upon the solvency of your company with the series of disasters which have happened to your directors during the last few months?”




  This time Lord Marsom’s underlip told its story. His voice, however, was just as distinct, if a little more bitter.




  “No one in their senses could do so, sir. There was only one of the troubles which have arisen—the incendiarism at Tottenham—which could possibly be connected. The rest of the affairs were all accounted for by incidents in the lives of the men concerned.”




  Lord Hildreth, in suave and pleasant tones, asked the next, which might have been a very poignant question.




  “May we ask, Lord Marsom, since you are treating us with such complete and praiseworthy candour, what has been your own attitude and course of action with regard to this attack upon your shares?”




  “You may ask and I will reply,” was the grim response. “At breakfast time this morning, I had the first intimation of what was happening. My only impulse was to make my pocket money for the day. I told my broker to buy me a thousand shares at opening price. When I arrived at the office and had dealt with all the affairs connected with my business which needed attention, I turned once more to the Stock Exchange. I heard of the continual fall in the shares and I at once ordered my secretary to telephone to my broker, Mr. Rawson, who is now present, and instruct him to purchase a further ten thousand shares. Later in the morning, Mr. Rawson himself came to see me and, learning that the attack still continued, I decided to begin serious operations. I gave him a buying order for fifty thousand, which order I understand, with the help of his friends, he has already executed.”




  There was a chorus of exclamations, a sort of concerted murmur of agitation, in which nearly everyone at the table joined. The door opened once more.




  “Woolitos, 11¼ to 11½,” came the singsong voice.




  “That price,” Mr. Rawson croaked across the table, “is after the purchase of fifty thousand shares on behalf of my client.”




  There was an amazed silence. The banker cleared his throat.




  “Are there any indications of foreign selling?” he asked.




  “On the contrary,” the stockbroker replied, “the selling comes from a very small compass. I know three or four of the firms concerned, but they are absolutely unapproachable.”




  “Such a situation,” Lord Hildreth declared, leaning back in his chair, “is outside anything I could ever have conceived.”




  “Taking the shares,” Sir Francis Seddons said, “at the day before yesterday’s quotation of only eighteen pounds, at which price they are undervalued, the bears have committed themselves to losses which run into several millions. The situation is outside my comprehension. I have told you the figures, so far as regards my clients. You must form your own conclusions.”




  The pressman who had spoken first rose to his feet.




  “May I ask the chairman of this meeting one more question?” he begged.




  “Get on with it,” Marsom invited.




  “Woolitos are being quoted to-day at eleven and a quarter,” he said. “Your accountants value them at eighteen. Are you proposing to move further in the matter?”




  Lord Marsom was losing something of his equanimity. He scowled down the table.




  “It’s a damned impertinent question,” he said, “but I’ll answer it.” He drew a half-sheet of paper towards him, scribbled a few lines upon it and passed it down to Rawson. “I’m buying another fifty thousand shares at the market,” he declared. “I have been a holder of two million pounds’ worth of stock for many months. To-day I’m more than doubling my holding and glad of the chance.”




  That was the last word spoken at the meeting for, with the hurried departure of Mr. Rawson, the pressmen rushed for the nearest telephones, the bankers returned to reassure their clients, and the two accountants, who were forbidden by the statutes of their partnership to deal upon the Stock Exchange, hastened off to find friends with whom they could make amicable arrangements. Frances and Marsom were left alone in the deserted board room.




  “I’m going round to a few newspapers,” she announced, “and I have several paragraphs already written. Is there any particular line you would wish me to take?”




  He rose heavily and painfully to his feet, like a man who had been suffering from cramp.




  “Come into my room for a moment,” he invited.




  She followed him. He sank into the chair behind his wonderful desk and she saw the lines gather in his face.




  “Lord Marsom,” she said quietly.




  “Well?”




  “Tell me,” she begged, “are you putting up a magnificent bluff? Do you realise that you are risking the whole of a great fortune? Is there something you know of which you have never disclosed?”




  “Before God—no,” he assured her.




  “You seem ill,” she murmured compassionately.




  “I’m not ill,” he answered. “I don’t want to ring. I don’t want anyone to see me like this. Go to that cupboard. Get me a drink.”




  She hastened to obey him. She found whisky and soda, filled a glass and brought it to him. He drank greedily and the effects showed themselves almost at once.




  “Frances Moore,” he confided, “I’m telling you the truth when I tell you that I’m like a man in a dark wood. What I know is what you and the others know. I have backed my faith with more than half of what I possess. The other half will go into the fight before I finish.”




  “You’re a brave man.”




  “Not so brave,” he continued. “Woolito itself is untouchable. I tell you that we’re turning out one million five hundred thousand pounds’ worth a month and a tenth of that is clear profit. You heard my accountants? You saw my bankers? Get pencil and paper for yourself and work out what Woolito shares are worth. There are eleven days yet before settlement. Who do you suppose is going to have the banks on their side when that day comes?”




  “There isn’t any possible catch anywhere?” she persisted feverishly.




  “Not one,” he answered. “The books of the Woolito Company have been kept like the Judgment Books of God.”
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  Sandbrook, tanned with the hot sun and the wind, returned home from a day at Sunningdale to find Frances awaiting his arrival. He welcomed her hospitably.




  “What a delightful surprise!” he exclaimed. “But, my dear Miss Moore,” he added, in a suddenly changed tone, “don’t tell me that you are up against fresh tragedies.”




  For the first time in her life, she was conscious of a certain irritation as he bent over her fingers. His eyes were full of concern and he seemed genuinely shocked at her appearance. Nevertheless, she felt herself resenting acutely his health and vigour, his light-hearted smile and the buoyancy, almost the gaiety, of his movements.




  “Yes,” she admitted quietly. “There are more tragedies. I’m tired.”




  He rang the bell and gave an order.




  “What’s wrong?” he asked, drawing a chair up to hers.




  She felt suddenly helpless. It seemed impossible to explain all that she was suffering.




  “I have been standing on the edge of a battlefield all day,” she said. “I could not help or hinder. I suppose it has got on my nerves.”




  “I’m sorry,” he sympathised. “I wish you’d give up this wretched work. I can’t bear to see you looking as you do.”




  The personal touch in his tone brought her no pleasure. She again felt a perfectly unreasoning resentment of his health and well-being.




  “Why should I give it up?” she asked. “I like it. I am very sorry indeed for Lord Marsom and it gives me all the pleasure in the world to help him. Just to-day has been terrible, but it’s not always like this. So you have been playing golf?”




  He nodded.




  “Two rounds at Sunningdale: perfect day for it too. I wish you had been there. It would have done you a great deal more good than stewing down in the City. What’s gone wrong?”




  “You don’t read the papers, I suppose?” she asked scornfully.




  “Not I,” he answered. “Why should I? Social news doesn’t interest me, politics nowadays are a washout, and there’s no cricket news yet. Is there anything going on I ought to have known about?”




  “You should be interested,” she said. “The whole City of London has been in a ferment. There has been the biggest bear attack ever known upon Woolito shares!”




  “I saw something in last night’s paper about their being a trifle dicky,” he remarked carelessly.




  “The price was over eighteen yesterday morning,” she told him. “They closed to-night at six.”




  “‘Something rotten in the State of Denmark’,” he observed, without any great show of interest. “I’m glad my executors didn’t take them in at the full value. You have not been speculating, I hope?”




  “Don’t be absurd,” she answered. “I’ve only been a spectator. It’s Lord Marsom who has been fighting the Stock Exchange practically all alone. He has spent millions to-day defending his own property—and yours.”




  “The gauntleted hero of finance,” Sandbrook chuckled, with a smile at the corners of his lips.




  A sudden light flashed in her tired eyes.




  “At any rate,” she scoffed, “I should consider his more a man’s work than chasing a ball for four or five hours round the golf links—especially when you are a director of the company yourself.”




  There was a moment’s silence. Perhaps the entrance of Groves at that particular juncture was fortunate. He was carrying the usual tray and Sandbrook joined him at the sideboard. There was the sound of the popping of a cork.




  “I am making you a champagne cocktail,” her host announced. “The only thing when one is really done up. The finest tonic in the world. Steady with the Angostura, Groves, and pass me up the Hennessy Brandy, not the fine. Good. Now a round of orange peel cut thin and a lump more ice.”




  “It all sounds awfully good,” Frances murmured.




  “It’s going to be good,” he assured her. “You will feel a new woman when you’ve had a swallow or two of that. You won’t mind if I have a whisky and soda, will you? I’m thirsty and I’ve not had a drink all day. We had a really desperate four-ball this afternoon and I only had a light lunch first.”




  She raised the glass, which the butler had brought, to her lips and set it down by her side half empty.




  “It’s perfectly delicious,” she told him gratefully. “I feel much better already—and much better tempered. I’m sorry if I was rude, Lord Sandbrook.”




  “You weren’t, in the least,” he assured her. “I suppose to you I must sometimes seem a terrible slacker. You are used to all these men around you doing things all the time.”




  “I never thought of that,” she told him. “I have no right to judge, anyway. I always admire courage, though, and to-day I think Lord Marsom has given a fine show of it. You see,” she went on, “money, after all, is the greatest thing in life with him, and though it may be a poor sort of inspiration, it takes courage to do as he did to-day—practically risk a huge fortune.”




  “Did he stop the trouble, whatever it was?” Sandbrook enquired.




  “For the time being,” she answered. “No one can tell what is going to happen to-morrow. I only know that another day of it will send me crazy.”




  “It’s not your job,” he pronounced a little brusquely. “Chuck it all and go back to America for a time. You can’t do any good at your job while these fellows are fighting a Stock Exchange battle.”




  “Indeed I can,” she answered. “I arranged a meeting to-day with the accountants and Lord Hildreth and the Press. To-morrow there may be all sorts of developments. The reason for the whole thing may come out.”




  “You think there is a reason, then?”




  “You are not a business man,” she said impatiently, “but you are not an idiot. You know quite well that one of the best industrial shares in the world, like Woolito, couldn’t drop from eighteen to six without a reason.”




  “There must be a reason, of course,” he admitted; “but you don’t know it and I don’t know it, so why not stop worrying until to-morrow? To judge by your appearance, you have had quite enough Woolito for the day.”




  She rose to her feet, moved across the room and studied her reflection in a mirror. There were lines under her eyes and a general look of strain about her tired features.




  “I certainly do look a sight,” she confessed. “I didn’t know I was so sympathetic. I sha’n’t inflict myself upon you for a moment longer.”




  She hastened towards the door. He rang the bell, making no effort to detain her. Suddenly she swung round. She waved the servant away.




  “In five minutes will you please let them call me a taxi,” she begged. “Why is Lady Julia flying home from Paris to-night so as to dine with you alone?” she added abruptly.




  Sandbrook felt suddenly like a guilty schoolboy. Frances was certainly very much in earnest.




  “Does that matter?” he asked.




  “It matters very much indeed,” she answered, with a flash in her eyes. “Lady Julia is exactly nineteen years old. She is in this dangerous position. She has picked up all the mannerisms and ideas of the fast smart set with whom she has been passing her time, and I honestly believe that it is only a certain emotional delicacy which has kept her out of trouble. But that is not going on, Lord Sandbrook. She is passionate, she is generous; she is, I believe, very much in love.”




  “With whom?” he demanded.




  “With you.”




  To have attempted argument would have been to have courted failure. Sandbrook leaned against the mantelpiece and he said nothing.




  “The thought of this,” Frances went on, “has been among my troubles the last few days. In these critical hours I have been able to keep it in the background. To-day I looked through the engagement diaries—that’s part of my duty—and I saw your initials—9 o’clock to-night. Suddenly I was afraid.”




  “Why?” he asked.




  “I have seen a brave man attacked all day,” she recounted passionately, “attacked by scores of enemies, trying to drag him to his knees, to take from him the millions which he is supposed to prize more than anything in the world, and then I had a chill feeling, and I knew that there was one thing which he prized even more. His daughter.”




  The end of a log fell spluttering from the fire. Sandbrook made no effort to remove it. He seemed fascinated by the girl’s words.




  “I had a terrible feeling,” she went on, her eyes searching for his. “I asked myself whether any man would be so mean, could stoop so low, having failed in one, at any rate straightforward, assault upon his enemy, as to attack a tottering giant in this base, this unspeakable fashion.”




  Sandbrook had recovered himself to some extent. He picked up the log with a tongs and lit a cigarette.




  “Almost melodramatic, Miss Moore, aren’t you?” he remarked.




  “And impertinent, I suppose you are thinking,” she added.




  “Impertinent by suggestion, at any rate,” he admitted.




  Curiously enough, the severity of his tone brought her reassurance.




  “Perhaps you are right,” she confessed. “I have said more than I have the right to say, only I am beginning to have a most intense sympathy with Lord Marsom. I suppose I am like all women. I loathe to see a strong man on the rack. How the present struggle may end I cannot tell. It is beyond me. But in the background—”




  She hesitated and he came to the rescue.




  “Miracles have torn to pieces men’s finest resolutions,” he interrupted, lifting his head at the sound of footsteps. “Save for a miracle, you have nothing to fear.”




  Groves had quietly opened the door.




  “Your taxi has arrived, miss,” he announced. “If I might make so bold—the fog is thickening and there are very few about.”




  Frances Moore hurried away with a parting wave of the hand. There were no further words between them.
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  For once, on the following morning, there was a unanimous press. Lord Marsom was the consecrated hero of the moment. The certified figures given as to the position of Woolito, Limited, were amazing. The magnificent resistance to an utterly unprincipled attack upon the shares of the company was sung by many a modern Homer. The market opened with a stream of buying orders. Woolito, which had closed at six, went up to thirteen, with scarcely a check. Then, towards midday, there was a pause. The buying orders were exhausted. Very slowly a fresh drop began. At its first signs, Marsom sent for his stockbroker. Rawson was a man of weak temperament and he arrived in an utterly demoralised condition.




  “You know what your commitments are?” he asked his client.




  “Why should I trouble about that?” Marsom grunted. “I want you to finish this business, once and for all. Get some other brokers together—I don’t care how many you employ—and buy me a hundred thousand Woolitos.”




  “Lord Marsom,” the stockbroker remonstrated tearfully, “we’re safe enough. I know that. It’s you I’m thinking of. You’re one of our best and oldest clients. Why not hold off for a time? There’s something wrong somewhere. There are rumours about the Exchange now. I can’t get hold of them. Nothing definite, but I believe this selling is going on. Hold off for a bit. You’re a millionaire, but you’re not the Bank of England.”




  “Buy me a hundred thousand shares,” Marsom ordered savagely. “I’ll pay you cash for them, if you like. Out you go.”




  Rawson went out, dazed.




  “Give me Lord Hildreth on the telephone,” Marsom directed.




  Crooks hurried out. The connection was quickly established.




  “Marsom speaking. Is that Hildreth?”




  “Speaking. Any news?”




  “I want to draw on you for a million pounds.”




  “Good God! What for?”




  “I’m going to buy every Woolito share on the market, if necessary,” was the fierce reply. “You hold two million pounds’ worth and about six hundred thousand pounds’ worth of War Loan, beside a few oddments. Isn’t that right?”




  “Two million pounds’ worth of Woolito,” Hildreth answered, reckoning them at eighteen. “At to-day’s price—less than a million, and they tell me they’re beginning to fall again.”




  “No more hesitation, please,” Marsom said to the greatest banker in London. “Am I to draw a cheque for a million or am I not?”




  There was only a moment’s hesitation.




  “You may draw it!”




  One million pounds sterling. Marsom signed the cheque in his ordinary, neat handwriting.




  “Take this round to Mr. Rawson,” he directed. “Tell him to let me have a full account at Park Lane to-night. I’ve guests to dinner. I’ll look into the figures afterwards. Tell him that I shall probably want to buy another hundred thousand as soon as the market opens to-morrow.”




  Wonderful Crooks! Others had expostulated, others had gasped. Crooks received the cheque as he might have done the signature to an ordinary letter.




  “Very good, sir,” he said, and slipped out of the room.




  * * * * *




  “What’s the matter with those shares of yours?” a famous Duke asked his host that night, as they loitered over their brandy in the library of the Park Lane mansion.




  “Hanged if I know,” was the perfectly candid answer. “I haven’t much time to bother about the Stock Exchange side of my business. Someone’s having a knock at them, I suppose. Did you notice what they closed at?”




  “Five and three-quarters,” His Grace replied. “Would it be a good egg for me to go for a few?”




  Marsom poured out a little more brandy for himself and his guest. His wine butler looked reproachfully at him from the background, but Marsom had always a fancy for handling these cradled and dust-encrusted bottles with the remains of the crown so dimly visible.




  “I wouldn’t like to advise you,” he said. “They’re worth more—a very great deal more—than five and three-quarters—but whether they’ll go lower or not before the turn comes, I can’t say…. Madame Norfinda and her troupe from Covent Garden have just arrived. Perhaps we ought to go upstairs and show ourselves.”




  “You never can get anything out of these City fellows nowadays,” the Duke complained to a friend at luncheon the next day.




  * * * * *




  At twelve o’clock the following morning, Woolitos touched four. Lord Hildreth presented himself at the Woolito offices. Marsom kept him waiting for several minutes and then appeared with half a dozen skeins of wool in his hand. He flung them carelessly on to his desk.




  “Sorry to keep you waiting, Hildreth,” he apologised shortly. “I’ve been in the warehouse for a time. What can I do for you? I thought we’d had a heart-to-heart talk already.”




  “I know,” Hildreth replied. “We, that is, my directors and I, fully appreciate your candour in every way. But listen, Marsom, as man to man now—”




  “Well, out with it,” Marsom snapped. “Let money talk. I’m listening.”




  “You drew a million pounds yesterday,” Hildreth pointed out. “A week ago Woolito shares stood at just under nineteen. To-day they’re four. Now, come on, Marsom; we’re both men of common sense. Notwithstanding all the accountants in the world, all the stockbrokers, all the balance sheets, shares don’t go from nineteen to four in a week without a reason, and it’s absolutely impossible that the man at the back of the business doesn’t know why. Let’s get this straight, my friend. What’s the matter with Woolitos?”




  “You blithering fools!” Marsom shouted, losing his self-control for the first time. “There’s nothing the matter with Woolitos. I’ve proved it in every way I can. Start your bullying the other end. Go to the brokers who are financing this bear attack. Find out who and what they’ve got behind them. They’re the people to tackle—not me.”




  “Since you take it that way, Marsom,” his visitor pronounced coldly, “there is only one thing to be said. You will please consider your account dormant. We shall be glad, of course, to receive credits, but be so good as not to draw upon us.”




  Marsom did not wait to ring a bell. He threw open the door himself.




  “You and your damned bank can go to the infernal regions,” he exclaimed fiercely. “I’ll never enter it again, and see that your people keep away from here.”




  The boy from below put his head in at the other door.




  “Woolitos, 3½,” he droned, and disappeared.




  * * * * *




  Another day. Again every newspaper was filled with the Woolito crisis. Hundreds of strange explanations. Nothing tangible. Woolitos at three-and-three-quarters! Marsom swallowed his coffee and pushed away the rest of his breakfast. He lit a strong cigar and looked down at the pile of newspapers at his feet. It was half-past eight. Soon the battle in the darkness would commence again. A battle in the darkness it surely was, for during those days Marsom had not the glimmering of an idea as to why or by whom he was being attacked. Frances was the first of his visitors. She set down her attaché case and sat on the arm of the empty chair opposite his.




  “Is there anything I can do?” she asked.




  He hated the note of sympathy in her tone and tried to ignore it.




  “What can anyone do in a world of fools?” he snarled “Your work’s all right. You’re fighting all you know. Keep it up. They may crock at any time. I’m not broken yet and Woolito’s all right.”




  “Woolito is all right,” she repeated, picking up her attaché case. “That’s my war cry for the day. I won’t forget.”




  At nine o’clock Crooks appeared, for once in his life with signs of haste.




  “Your lordship,” he begged, “take my advice—don’t go to the City this morning. There’s a crowd round the offices in Basinghall Street ten or a dozen deep. They’re waiting for you. They want to know what’s wrong with Woolito. They’re a rough lot and it isn’t worth while. You’ll tell them you don’t know, and you don’t know, but it won’t be any good. They won’t believe you. Keep out of it for just this morning. There isn’t the slightest difference between your being in Basinghall Street and here.”




  “Never heard you make such a long speech in my life,” Marsom acknowledged, with a grim smile. “I’ll stay here till the market’s open, anyway.”




  He lit a cigar, leaned out of a window to breathe in the sweetness of the May air and sunshine and, with his hands in his pockets, strolled off to the picture galleries. He was no mean judge of a picture, and he derived a pleasure from them for which few people would have given him credit. He wandered about for nearly an hour. When he took leave at last of his favourite Corot and strolled into the great library, he felt a pleasant sense of detachment. For once, he was the man outside his work. He seated himself at the end of that long table and looked at the row of telephone buttons. Crooks came in just as he was pressing one of them. Even his immutable countenance had grown darker.




  “Bad opening, sir,” he announced. “Perfect panic everywhere.”




  “What price?” his employer demanded.




  “Two and three-quarters,” was the hesitating reply.




  Marsom never flinched.




  “What’s my balance at Dunster’s?” he asked, naming a bank where he had a private account.




  “Forty-four thousand pounds.”




  “Make out a cheque to self for forty thousand pounds.”




  It was done swiftly and with precision. Marsom signed it calmly.




  “Dunster’s hold the deeds of this house, I believe?” he enquired.




  “They do, sir.”




  “Very well. Ask to see Mr. Critchley, the manager, on my behalf. Find out from him what overdraft he will allow on the security of the title deeds for thirty days.”




  Crooks shivered slightly. Overdraft was a new word to him.




  “When you’ve done that, go straight down to the City—leave Rawson alone—go to Peabody’s; they’re a respectable firm. Hand them over the forty thousand pounds cash and tell them to buy Woolitos at the market.”




  Crooks took his leave. Then Marsom embarked upon an enterprise which he very seldom attempted. He took down a telephone directory, found a number, rang it up and demanded a word with Mr. Bertheimer. There was a little flutter in the office where his message was received and in a very few minutes the greatest picture expert in the world spoke to his most valued patron.




  “Yes, Lord Marsom. Delighted to hear from you. I hope you have made up your mind about the Correggio.”




  “What I want,” was the terse reply, “is that you get into your car, if you have it there, or a taxicab if you haven’t, and come round to see me in Park Lane within five minutes.”




  “I am already upon my way,” Mr. Bertheimer declared, hanging up the receiver and ringing off.
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  The picture dealer was as good as his word. In less than ten minutes he was shown into the stately library. He smiled as he recognised the preparation which had been made for him. Marsom and he understood each other and on the table, covered with a cloth from Florence, were two exquisitely shaped glasses, a silver-chased ice cooler and a gold-foiled bottle of champagne. A butler, who had appeared almost as though by magic, cut the wires, removed the cork, filled the two glasses and bowed to his master before taking his leave.




  “In perfect condition, milord,” he announced.




  “Don’t sit down,” Marsom begged his visitor. “Drink this first glass with me; then I want to take you for a little promenade.”




  “The first part of your invitation,” Mr. Bertheimer said, “I find most attractive. 1904 Pommery, even if it is ullaged, is a drink for the gods. And this is not ullaged. My compliments to your cellarman. And all the best to you!”




  The two men helped themselves to the thin biscuits upon the table and drank.




  “Come with me into the picture gallery,” Marsom invited afterwards.




  The inspection took three quarters of an hour. Bertheimer loved every picture he had sold. Marsom loved every picture he had bought. They were talking eagerly about the merits of a disputed Turner when they returned to the library.




  “And now,” Bertheimer asked curiously, “tell me why you have sent for me to come and look at your pictures.”




  “I wanted you to see that they were there,” was the terse reply. “Adding them all up, I see that I gave you one million seven hundred thousand pounds for them. What will you lend me on them for thirty days?”




  Bertheimer dropped into a chair.




  “My God!” he exclaimed. “What are you talking about?”




  “Don’t make a fuss. This is a moment of crisis. Take your time. I want all the cash you can spare to-day. The pictures are there. I’ll sign what your lawyer sends me. How much?”




  Bertheimer never hesitated. He held out his hand and grasped Marsom’s.




  “My friend,” he said, “there will be no lawyer. This morning I had occasion to ask for my balance. It is seven hundred and forty thousand pounds. Leave me forty thousand pounds. Give me a pen. By the mercy of Providence, I have my cheque book.”




  For a second there seemed to be a dimness in those brilliant eyes of Marsom’s. He poured out a glass of wine and drank it quickly. In a few minutes he was alone with a cheque for seven hundred thousand pounds clutched in his hand!




  * * * * *




  The next morning before ten o’clock, Marsom, exultant, with the air of a conqueror, a red carnation in his buttonhole and smoking one of his famous cigars, made semi-triumphant progress to the City. The clerks and employees whom he passed in the crowded corridors saluted him with a new and wondering respect. Here was the man who, stripped of all his helpers, had faced the attack of a powerful syndicate upon his interests and defeated it single-handed! Every financial paper bore upon its placards flaming tribute to his victory. Outside in the streets the newsboys were calling:




  

    “SENSATIONAL RECOVERY OF WOOLITOS”


  




  Everywhere smiles and congratulations. Life was worth something to Marsom that morning. He laughed softly at Frances as, in response to his summons, she glided into the room with a basketful of press cuttings and correspondence.




  “Well, young lady,” he greeted her. “Woolito is not dead yet, you see!”




  Her smile was a little forced.




  “Lord Marsom,” she said, “before we go through my correspondence, I wish you would have a word with Mr. Crooks. He has a letter which has just been brought in by special messenger.”




  Marsom nodded assent and Crooks moved gravely to his side.




  “This has just been brought over by hand from Dean and Masters, the solicitors, sir,” he announced. “I opened it, according to your instructions.”




  Marsom took the letter carelessly enough. As he read, his face seemed to become petrified. Expression died away. The finger of a living death might have touched his features.




  

    GENTLEMEN,


    


    We are addressing you on behalf of our client, Mr. Leonard Blunt, who has been absent from business for some years. Mr. Leonard Blunt finds, very much to his surprise, that you have been manufacturing the Woolito goods for a considerable period of time in colours, as well as in the natural material. We desire to point out to you that your action in this respect constitutes an infringement of the patent belonging to our client, particulars of which you will find in Volume Number 7 of Textile Patents, at the Head Office in Cornhill.


    


    Our client instructs us to institute action against you in this matter and places the damages, so far as they can be ascertained, at Five Million Pounds, subject to the examination of your books. We are applying forthwith to the Courts for an Injunction restraining you from manufacturing the goods in question and for permission to examine all books containing records of your sales.


    


    Be so kind as to send us the address of the solicitors who will accept action on your behalf.


    


    Yours faithfully,


    


    DEAN & MASTERS.


  




  The outburst which both Frances and Crooks were expecting never materialised. Marsom read and reread the letter in silence. As she looked at him, Frances was frightened. His eyes were as dark and penetrating as ever, but his complexion was ashen.




  “I always felt that Moody was keeping something back,” he groaned. “Crooks, go round to the Patent Office at once. Miss Moore, tell them to telephone to Sir James Abercrombie—Abercrombie and Watts, Solicitors—tell him to leave whatever he’s doing and be here within a quarter of an hour….”




  But no solicitors in the world could help Lord Marsom this time. The whole thing was hideously clear. Moody had considered a certified lunatic as being equivalent to a dead man. The patent granted was of so abstruse and technical a character that no one was likely ever to dream of its existence. Therefore the Woolito Company had made colours when it chose and, with the coming back to earth of Leonard Blunt, faced ruin.




  * * * * *




  The atmosphere of Number 31a, Park Lane, was perfectly serene that night. No news of the final catastrophe had leaked out, and Woolitos had held their own bravely on the Stock Exchange throughout the day. Lord Marsom had spent the whole of the morning in his warehouses, a part of the afternoon at Tottenham, where the building of the great factory with night and day shifts had become almost an epic for the journalists. He had returned to Park Lane, calling at his gunmaker’s on the way, to find Frances waiting.




  “What do you want?” he asked a little brusquely.




  “I wondered whether there was anything I could do. You are going to fight, I suppose? If one got in a few articles quickly—”




  “I am not going to fight,” he interrupted.




  “That doesn’t sound like you,” she said.




  “When I fight, I win,” he answered. “There is no chance of winning in this case. The patent is good. I don’t know that I blame Moody altogether. Lunacy should have ended everything. Anyway, there it is. Our lawyers have approached Dean and Masters but they had already received definite instructions. Mr. Leonard Blunt demands his pound of flesh. Let him have it. Woolito will pay its creditors. I shall pay mine. But when it is all over, Woolito will belong to Leonard Blunt! We have made nothing but colours for five years. Probably the company will keep you on, Miss Moore. I shall have no further use for you after to-night.”




  “You are very hard,” she complained.




  “You have been very hard with me,” he rejoined. “Never mind, you were quite right. You were like the rats—you scented disaster.”




  “You’re a brute!” she declared angrily.




  “You’re not the first woman who has called me that,” he replied, with an ugly grin. “Run along and play.”




  She picked up her book and despatch case and tucked them under her left arm. Her right hand she held out.




  “Won’t you shake hands?” she invited.




  “Do you want to?”




  “Of course I do. I loved Woolito. I would drown Mr. Leonard Blunt in one of his own dye pits if I could!”




  A transfiguring smile changed his whole expression. He grasped her hand cordially.




  “What are you going to do?” she asked, looking at him fixedly.




  He laughed.




  “Probably pack a bag, turn up my coat collar and catch the Continental Express,” he replied. “Stay and have dinner with me and see me off.”




  “I would,” she assured him, “but I have something even more important to do.”




  * * * * *




  Lord Marsom spent the usual twenty minutes in his private gymnasium, and afterwards bathed and changed for dinner, exactly according to his usual custom. He found the tying of his cravat unsatisfactory and insisted upon his valet changing it. Of the three boutonnières submitted for his approval he chose one of dark violets. A persistent rain of telephone messages he utterly disregarded. Before sitting down to dinner, he sent for his wine butler and ordered for service with his very choice meal a Berncastler Doctor of rare vintage, which had come from a sale at Christie’s and, with his coffee, which was served in the library, one of his few remaining bottles of Napoleon brandy. In his high-backed chair, surrounded by all the amenities of a luxury which he half despised and half worshipped, he entered into a period of deliberation. He filled many sheets of paper with figures as he smoked his Laranaga and slowly sipped his priceless brandy. In the end, the decision was very much what he had always known it must be. His hand stole into the pocket of his loose dinner jacket and drew out the little present he had bought for himself on his way home from the City. He examined, with the appreciation of a man who always aimed at perfection, its faultless mechanism. He slipped in the cartridges and closed the breech. The world always expected something sensational from him. It looked as though it might be going to get it.




  Crooks, who alone was permitted entrance to the room, glided through the shadows of the spring twilight to his side. Marsom looked at him with fixed eyes.




  “I should not have disturbed your lordship lightly,” he apologised, “but someone has called requesting to see you and has presented this card. I had an idea, perhaps, that it might interest you to receive him.”




  Marsom’s glittering eyes were fixed upon the card. For a moment his fingers doubled it up. Then a thought seemed to come to him. He tapped his jacket pocket.




  “Show him in,” he directed. “Have the lights turned on and show him in.”




  He looked once more at the card. There it was, highly glazed and beautifully finished, but utterly blank, bringing with it a sudden wave of sinister memory. This time there was no message.




  * * * * *




  “The Earl of Sandbrook, your lordship.”




  The young man came down the room swiftly and with a somewhat cryptic smile upon his face. He seemed perfectly at his ease as he slipped unbidden into a chair a few paces away from Marsom. He waited until the doors were closed.




  “So now you know, Lord Marsom,” he said.




  “So now I know,” Marsom assented wonderingly. “You have been the devil behind the machine, eh? What the hell harm have I ever done to you?”




  “It is my object,” Sandbrook observed, “to avoid the melodramatic. When I say that you killed my father, I’m launching no fresh accusation. I’m simply stating a fact. You don’t mind if I smoke?”




  Marsom neither moved nor answered. Sandbrook tapped a cigarette upon the table and lit it.




  “My father,” he continued, “was a very sensitive man. In his last hours I discovered how much he had suffered from his association with your business. Those Nottingham mill owners—you set yourselves out to break them.”




  “I had to,” was the calm acknowledgment. “They were in my way. Your father should never have come on to the board. He was the wrong type of man.”




  “Anyway, he was my father, and meant more to me than anyone else on earth,” Sandbrook said. “I made up my mind that you and your fellow conspirators should be made to suffer for what they had done. You were right in some of your wild surmises. Every one of those untoward incidents—the burning of your marvellous machine before the eyes of Sir Sigismund Lunt, the family disaster of Archibald Somerville, the humiliation of Bomford, the discovery of Littleburn’s embezzlements, the scandal of Alfred Honeyman, Mayden-Harte’s secret gambling and Thomas Moody’s fiendish crime—all these were discovered and dealt with by a small firm of private detectives and a retired actor named Churn, who acted as my agent. Your directors, Lord Marsom, have all met with the fate they deserved. Last of all, we come to you. You yourself are not in the happiest of positions.”




  Lord Marsom’s right hand crept into his jacket pocket.




  “Was it you,” he asked, “who helped Leonard Blunt out of the asylum?”




  “That stroke of genius was denied to me,” Sandbrook confessed, “but I had Leonard Blunt at the back of my mind all the time and it was I who discovered him in Finsbury at his father’s house a few days after his release. It was I who beared Woolito stock to the last penny I possessed in the world, even of the fortune left me by my mother. You beat us there, Marsom. We were obliged to come out into the open. To-morrow the truth about the lost patent will be in the papers.”




  “You’re a brave young man to come and tell me all this,” Marsom said, his hand now out of sight in his jacket coat pocket. “Did you think I was the sort of man who could be taunted in such a fashion without retaliation? Why did you do it?”




  Frances, who had entered the room unnoticed, a few moments before, came swiftly up from the shadows into the circle of light. She stood between Marsom, haggard now, dour and threatening, his underlip thrust forward, anger flaming in his eyes, and Sandbrook—stern, fearless and yet with a keen premonition of danger.




  “It was I who made him come,” she said.




  “And what have you to do with it?” Marsom demanded. “Have you been in the plot too?”




  “I have not,” she assured him. “I have been the faithful and exceedingly valuable publicity secretary of Woolito, Limited, and I have been working at my job until an hour ago. I suspected Lord Sandbrook, but I never really believed until to-night, when he confessed…. Would you like to shake hands with me, Lord Marsom? I have been your faithful servant. Your right hand, please.”




  Marsom hesitated for an instant, for he recognised the subtlety of the request. There was an ugly thought in his mind but it faded away. His right hand came out, hot from clutching the butt of his revolver. It was a tense moment with a hundred possibilities. Sandbrook adjusted his seldom-used monocle and took up the bottle of Napoleon brandy.




  “The real stuff,” he murmured reverently. “May I?”




  “Help yourself,” Marsom invited gruffly.




  Sandbrook poured some into the goblet with meticulous care and raised it to his lips.




  “Here’s luck!” He set down the glass. “Marvellous!” he murmured…. “What about wiping out the past now, Marsom, and all that sort of thing?” he suggested. “You Woolito fellows were a ruthless gang and the leaders have only got what was owing to them. What about waving the olive branch? Especially,” he added, as he felt her soft fingers around his neck, “as I am going to marry your daughter.”




  There was a moment’s acute silence. Julia had crept into the room like a shadow but she was there now—luminous-eyed, pleading, her arm around Sandbrook’s neck, her body shielding his, as though she felt some vague apprehension of the tragedy which still threatened. Marsom was speechless.




  “I always knew that mine would be an unusual love affair when it came. I told you that, didn’t I, Dad?” she pleaded.




  “What do you mean—a love affair?” he demanded hoarsely. “He’s been working to ruin me, that fellow! He has ruined me—and you—all of us.”




  Sandbrook shook his head.




  “I can assure you that I have done nothing of the sort, sir,” he said. “The men who have suffered deserved what they got. You tied me up, and with Julia here, I couldn’t go on with it. That’s just what happened. You win.”




  Marsom laughed bitterly.




  “You forget Leonard Blunt. The man’s right. He can smash us. We thought he was in his grave and we’ve been using his damned patent for donkey’s years.”




  “Leonard Blunt,” Sandbrook said impressively, “is—for what he has gone through—one of the mildest men I have ever known. We had to send you that letter. That was the last drop in the bucket. Finished! I’ve done a stroke of business on your account, Lord Marsom, or rather on account of Woolito, Limited—justified my position on the board, after all! I bought Leonard Blunt’s patent and all accumulated claims against Woolito, Limited, for fifty thousand pounds. He’d have come along to-night, but he’s gone down to Bournemouth to look at a small estate he’s in treaty for. Fifty thousand pounds is every penny he needs in this world and all he’ll accept.”




  “And now you will hear what I have been doing for the last hour,” Frances intervened. “To-morrow morning every paper in London, at the instigation of your publicity secretary, instructed by your youngest director, will announce the fact that the sensational fall in Woolitos during the last week has been due to rumours of the existence of another patent for the manufacture of coloured artificial wool. That patent has now been acquired by Woolito, Limited, with all liabilities attached, and the matter is at an end!”




  It seemed afterwards to Marsom that in those few minutes he fought the greatest battle of his life. There was a roar in his ears, the foundations of the Park Lane mansion seemed to rock beneath him. Away they went into the mists—the suave young man with the kindly face, Frances with her sweet eyes and gentle voice, Julia so pleading and human—back they came. Now they were talking to him, now they faded away. Frances had filled his glass with brandy. He was sipping it. Now he was drinking it—the Napoleon brandy of the house. He moved his tongue, over which a few moments before he fancied that he had lost control forever. There was blood in his veins! His brain was acting once more.




  “But this Stock Exchange business—there’s the settlement next Tuesday—”




  “I think I’ve squared that all right,” Sandbrook explained. “Dunster’s Bank and Barclays are doing it between them. The basis is simple enough. My joint account with Blunt’s—it was really all mine—will be set off against yours. That is to say—we pool both profits and losses. We don’t know exactly what you paid, of course, or what the price will be on Tuesday, but in any case, it won’t matter much. The thing must work out about level.”




  Lord Marsom rose to his feet and drew a long breath. There was something magnificent about the man in this moment of his passionate but suppressed victory. It all grouped itself before his eyes. It was so simple. A move here—a move there. He saw it all. It seemed like a smiling landscape before his eyes as he gazed into the promised land.




  “Very well,” he agreed. “The banks can take care of the Stock Exchange transactions. As you say, on the pool basis, everything will level itself up. We will have a new board announced in a week. You will stay on, Sandbrook? I’ll promise you this—you sha’n’t have anything to complain of. We will let the others live. Woolito can afford it.”




  “Capital!” Sandbrook exclaimed. “And Julia, sir?” he added, drawing her towards him.




  “She has had her own way since she was a child,” Marsom said, with an unaccustomed softness in his voice. “I’m glad of it. She has chosen a man, at any rate. Sandbrook—I am glad.”




  The two men shook hands.




  “There’s only one thing,” Marsom concluded, and it seemed to those two that for a few seconds he was curiously changed, this man whom at times all three there had dreaded, hated and admired. “You will have to put up with a stepmother.”




  “Cat!” Julia laughed between her tears. “I hadn’t an idea of it.”




  “Neither had I,” Frances declared breathlessly, as she felt herself taken gently into the arms of the man she worshipped.




  Sandbrook rose to his feet.




  “Congratulations, sir,” he said. “I admired Miss Moore from the first day I entered this house. She has brains—almost brains enough to have found me out. Come along, Julia,” he added, leading her away. “Lucky you and I are dining out!”




  THE END
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  Paul Viotti tapped with the tips of his finger nails the five cards which lay face downwards before him upon the green baize table. His four companions took the hint and prepared to listen. This was no ordinary card room in which the five men had met. It was the Holy of Holies in the most famous gambling club of New York. He would be a brave man who sought entrance there while a séance was being held.




  “To-night,” he said, “we are to speak of serious things. Perhaps I am more careful of my health than you others. Anyway, I know when the going is good. One gang against us was dangerous enough. We had all we could take care of when Tim Rooney brought his boys out. Now there are two. I am for fighting when I think that we’ll win. Now I am sure that we shall lose if we go on, I say let us get away.”




  His four companions listened in absorbed interest. The game was momentarily forgotten. The cards lay untouched, the chips uncounted. Each seemed to have adopted a different attitude. Marcus Constantine—he was known under a different name in Paris and on the French Riviera—a long, graceful-looking youth, pale of complexion, with dark eyes and a curiously sensitive mouth, slouched across the table, his head supported between his hands, his eyes fixed upon his chief as though afraid of missing a single word. Matthew Drane, a good-looking, elaborately dressed man with smoothly brushed brown hair, pink-complexioned, with a humorous mouth and a right hand which was reputed to be the quickest in the world at drawing a lethal weapon from the obscurity of a hidden pocket, listened with equal interest but more geniality. Tom Meredith, his neighbour, the flamboyant beau of the party, a pudgy-faced, narrow-eyed man of early middle age, dressed in imitation Savile Row cut tweeds, a shirt of violent design and a shameless tie, grunted his impartial approval of the scheme, whilst Edward Staines opposite, a tired-looking man who had the appearance of a successful but hard-working lawyer, listened with the slightly cynical air of one predisposed towards pessimism.




  “That’s all very well for you, Paul,” the latter remarked. “You’ve got a country to go to where you can buy a mountain or two and an old castle and live like a lord for a few dollars a year. What the hell are we going to do, fussing about Europe? I’ll admit we’re up against a tough proposition here with this gang of Tim Rooney’s hanging about after our territory, but what about lying low for a few months?”




  “No damn’ good that,” Tom Meredith objected. “While we are lying low, Tim would be organising and we should never get our feet in again. Seems to me we’re about through with this racket. We’ve got to either split up or find some place where the Star Spangled Banner doesn’t flutter. We’ve had the cream. Let’s leave the slops for Tim.”




  Paul Viotti, a swarthy, black-haired Corsican, expensively dressed, clean-shaven and perfumed, shook a fat forefinger at them all, a forefinger upon which flashed a wickedly assertive diamond.




  “I’ve got a hunch for you,” he announced. “There’s only one place for us in the world. Money there for the picking up and a clear field.”




  Marcus Constantine looked swiftly across the table.




  “Where’s that?” he demanded.




  “The South of France,” was the prompt and triumphant reply. “Listen, I got a brother there and I know something. Cannes, Nice, Monte Carlo—why at the baccarat there there’s millions, millions you can handle, mind, in good mille notes, changes hands every night. Suckers there by the thousands and not a nursemaid to look after them. Hauling liquor round here has been a good-enough job while it lasted, but the shooting’s getting a bit too free and easy for me.”




  The long young man, Marcus Constantine, tapped a cigarette upon the table and lit it. There was a gleam of excitement in his eyes.




  “I’ll say that Paul is dead right,” he declared. “As you fellows know, I’m over there every year. I’ve got crowds of friends and I know the runs. Matthew isn’t exactly a stranger there, either.”




  Paul Viotti smiled upon them all beneficently with outstretched hands.




  “You hear Marcus?” he exclaimed. “He knows what he talks about. My brother over there, too. He knows. He’s not in the game, but he knows. What I say is that we wander over there separately, take our time about it, mind; look at Paris and London first. Wait until people have forgotten what they may have heard about us out here. Time enough if we begin in, say, twelve months. My brother, he can get ready what we need. It won’t be much. Just a place where we can meet and no one guesses—like here.




  “There is one thing,” Matthew Drane remarked. “I guess we’ll have to take care of Luke Cheyne. Last we heard of him, he was out that way.”




  There was a moment’s silence. Paul Viotti was stroking his black moustache.




  “A pity about Luke,” he sighed. “He should not have left us. Luke will have to go. Only a few days ago I had a pleasant little chat with Inspector Haygon down at Police Headquarters. I am afraid there is no doubt it was Luke who tipped Conyers off. He didn’t clear out for nothing.”




  “What about the stock?” Edward Staines demanded.




  “Never been so low,” Viotti confided. “And listen, boys, I’ve an offer for the lot. Four hundred and fifty thousand cash. The stuff’s worth more, but it would clean things up nicely.”




  “I’m for making the move,” Tom Meredith declared. “I’d sooner find myself alive at the Ritz Bar this time next month, taking one with Charlie, than feeding the worms up at Woodlawn.”




  “Disgusting fellow,” Marcus Constantine drawled. “I take it we’re all agreed upon the move. We’ve drunk many a highball to our luck in this little room before we’ve gone out into the hard world. We’ll drink one now to ‘La Belle France’!”




  They all crowded around the sideboard and helped themselves, for no waiter ever crossed the threshold of their sanctum whilst their session was in progress. Paul Viotti alone remained at the table. He had made a million dollars by bootlegging, but it was his boast that he had never yet touched a drop of hard liquor in his life.




  “Come along, you boys,” he called out presently. “Let’s start the game. I ante five hundred. Very cheap to see me. Come along, all of you.”




  They took their places. The heavily curtained windows reduced the roar of the avenue beyond the square to something stifled and monotonous, but the rattle of the overhead railway and the sirens from the steamships and ferries on the river came as reminders that they were in the heart of the great city.




  “I guess,” Tom Meredith remarked thoughtfully, “it will seem quiet at first in Monte Carlo.”




  “Maybe we’d soon all be quieter,” Paul Viotti grinned, “if we stayed on here.”


  




  That was the afternoon when it was decided that the most dangerous gang of liquor dealers in the United States should disband and enter upon a fresh sphere of operations in Europe.




  Certainly Roger Sloane’s environment was all right. He was seated in a wisteria-wreathed arbour with his back to the snow-capped Alpes-Maritimes and before him the most enchanting landscape in the world. Little wafts of perfume floated up to him from a grove of orange trees just below, and beyond, the mellowing meadows and flower farms faded downwards to the blue streak of the Mediterranean. The Estérels made a silvery background on his right. The ancient hill town of La Bastide hemmed him in on the nearer left—a village so ancient that it was almost impossible to tell the inhabited dwellings from the crawling masses of grey stone. The sunshine was a live thing that morning, dancing and gleaming through the trees and amongst the flowers which stocked his garden. Without a doubt his environment was beyond reproach, yet before him on the rude Provençal table was a neat pile of manuscript paper clipped into a leather case, it’s pages virgin of even one disfiguring scrawl. For three successive mornings he had lounged in this miniature paradise, had soaked himself in the sunshine, been sung to by countless sweet-throated birds, had feasted his eyes upon this mass of colouring and absorbed the perfume of an everchanging nosegay of delicious scents. Not a line written. And he called himself an author!




  Along the stony footpath which fringed his domain came an unusual sight, a pedestrian tourist. His attire was strange and his gait peculiar. He walked with a loping slouch, a staff in his right hand, and although more than fully grown, he wore what seemed in the distance to be the undress uniform of a Boy Scout. As he drew nearer, he paused in the middle of the path to stare at Sloane—a little rudely, the latter thought. The occupant of the arbour rose to his feet and sauntered to the wall. The newcomer was, at any rate, a curiosity worth looking at. Besides, there was something familiar about his slouch.




  The two men scrutinised one another in perfunctory fashion, perhaps at first a little insolently. Then came almost simultaneous recognition.




  “Holy Jupiter!” the pedestrian exclaimed. “It’s the poet!”




  “Erskine!” the other young man gasped. “Pips Erskine!”




  They babbled a few senseless commonplaces. They had been at a preparatory school and Oxford together, but during the four years since they had slipped into the larger world they had not met.




  “How are things with you, Pips?” Roger Sloane asked.




  “So-so. And you?”




  “I keep free from debts and melancholia. What,” he continued, “for the love of Mike, is the meaning of that musical-comedy costume of yours? Have we gone back to the days of Drury Lane? Are you Dick Whittington searching for the Lord Mayor of these parts? You won’t like him when you find him. He’s a small fruit farmer and seldom sober. He comes of a Corsican family, his name’s Viotti, he hasn’t got a gilliflowers and carnations and even the wild roses, which had taken root in its moss-encrusted interstices. His climb had been long and strenuous. He had always possessed the gift of concentration and his eyes were fixed thirstily upon the villa. His friend struck a gong.




  “Gin and tonic, whisky and Perrier or country wine?” the latter enquired.




  “Gin and tonic,” was the prompt response. “A double, if you don’t mind. I have walked from Nice.”




  Sloane gave the order to the white-coated butler who had hastened out from the house. Then he established his friend in a comfortable wicker chair, pushed the cigarettes across to him and filled his own pipe.




  “So you really are a lord,” he exclaimed, with a touch of the young American’s curiosity toward an inherited title lurking in his tone.




  “I certainly am,” Erskine assured him. “Only a baron, I regret to say. But, after all, I’ve always had a lurking weakness for barons. Ancient history is full of the records of their deeds. Runnymede, for instance—”




  The drinks were brought and served. Sloane gave orders for luncheon.




  “What, then, is your full designation nowadays?” he enquired of his guest.




  “Reginald Phillip Erskine, as before, but I am commonly known now as Lord Erskine. The baronry—”




  “That will do,” Roger Sloane interrupted. “I shall continue to call you Pips.”




  “How flows the inspiration?” Erskine enquired. “Seems to me a pretty tidy spot for ink-slinging.”




  Sloane pointed ruefully to the untouched sheets of manuscript paper. Leisure, environment, opportunity—all favorable. Not a line written.




  “I seem to lack mental energy out here,” he complained, stretching his muscular limbs. “I wake up in the morning brimful of ideas and by the time I settle down I can do nothing but listen to the bees, smell the flowers and warm myself in the sunshine.”




  “The highest forms of literary effort,” Erskine began. “I mean, the best sort of stuff in your line, was never turned out by any one leading a life of contemplation. The very atmosphere here is soporific…. How did your investments withstand this Wall Street débâcle?”




  “Gallantly,” Roger Sloane admitted. “Besides, my uncle’s popped off since our college days and I’ve touched again.”




  “There you are,” Erskine pointed out. “You lack the incentive for mental exertion. The stories may form in your brain, but in this atmosphere they will never materialise…. Just a drain more, thanks.”




  “What do you suggest, then?” Sloane enquired, having ministered for the second time to his friend’s thirst.




  “A breaking away from this life of æsthetic indolence, a life of travel and action,” the visitor urged.




  “You are not suggesting,” Sloane shivered, “that I should come out to Ceylon and watch tea plants growing and hang little cups on rubber trees?”




  “Certainly I am not suggesting anything of the sort,” Erskine assured him. “I doubt whether you have the moral stamina for a life of real hard work and privations.”




  “What about those week-ends at Kandy or Colombo?”




  “You have been fed up with false information,” Erskine declared coldly. “Besides, I myself have finished with Ceylon. In course of time I must settle down in England and look after my property and interests. I was referring to the free life I am leading nowadays, wandering about where I like, sleeping where I like, making friends or not as I please. Join me, Roger. Let us explore this part of the world.”




  “Not if you’re going on wearing those clothes,” Roger insisted.




  “You probably have a car,” his friend observed. “In which case these garments, eminently suitable for pedestrian exercise, will not be necessary. I will humour your whims. I can still assure you, though,” he added, glancing down dispassionately at his stained wide khaki shorts and hairy legs, “that this is the everyday costume of the Singhalese planter.”




  “Very healthy and manly and all that,” Roger admitted doubtfully, “but in these parts—well, you have to wear a tie to get into the Casino.”




  “I am a broad-minded person,” Erskine declared. “I have other costumes for other pursuits. To-day I am mountaineering.”
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  On the way down the winding road after lunch Roger Sloane drove his Packard at almost a walking pace. The flower gatherers were at work and the drowsy air was sweet with a tangle of perfumes. After the second corner the road became little more than a gully with orange trees on either side. Women and girls and a sprinkling of older people were everywhere busy on ladders, over the tops of which they disappeared into a green-and-white obscurity. Petals were falling everywhere like snow. Roger was surprised to find that even his companion, leaning back in the car, was entranced into silence. His lips were parted, his eyes half-closed. He had the air of one travelling in Paradise. Roger contemplated him in benign approval. Notwithstanding his uncouth attire and mundane luncheon conversation, it was obvious that the joint enthusiasms of their Oxford days might easily be reawakened. He found himself speculating as to the thoughts which might be framing themselves in his friend’s brain.




  “Damn’ good smell,” the latter murmured drowsily.




  Roger opened his lips but his sharp word of rebuke was never spoken. He was suddenly conscious of a brisk tap on the top of his skull and a slowly fluttering waterfall of exquisite blossoms upon his cheeks and head and around his feet. He stopped the car and glanced upwards. Lying upon her stomach on the overhanging branch of a veteran orange tree was a wisp of a girl, long-legged, long-armed, with a mass of chestnut brown hair blowing about her shoulders, eyes so light a hazel that they seemed almost yellow as they laughed into his, and a face like the face of an elf born of a fairy grinning down upon him.




  “Mademoiselle!” he protested. “I am blinded.”




  He gained nothing by his expostulation. Seeming literally to be hanging through space, she leaned across and reached a neighbouring bough, plucked another branch laden with blossom and, leaning once more perilously downwards to ensure a correct aim, she dropped a shower of petals upon him so that he was again enveloped. Then she laughed and he fancied that a bird must be singing in the tree.




  “You little devil!” Roger exclaimed. “Wait till I can get at you.”




  He had no idea of any definite purpose. He obeyed apparently some sort of a hunter’s instinct, some subtle response that stirred within him to the challenge of those brown eyes. He jammed the hand brake a little tighter and swung himself out of the car. He had taken one step towards the trunk of the tree—it was probably in his mind to climb or pretend to do so—when one of the most thrilling sounds he had ever heard in his life clamped the soles of his feet to the ground and sent an icy chill, even on that day of hot sunshine, through his veins to the very pulses of his heart. It was the cry of a child in terror—but the soul of the child had found its way to her lips….




  There was a flutter of commotion everywhere. The small crowd of flower gatherers, mostly girls and mostly of the same peasant type, deep-bosomed, black-eyed and bareheaded, came creeping out of unexpected corners. From the higher part of the orchard descended the disturbing object and as soon as Sloane had seen him he scented trouble. Here was a man in a passion, a black-browed, heavily built man, cutting the air with a switch as he moved, an ugly protruding jaw reminiscent somehow of the dragon in a child’s story. Sloane could almost imagine the red fire gleaming from the newcomer’s eyes as he loped along through the daffodil-starred long grass. Then his somewhat indifferent curiosity changed to a more poignant emotion. He felt his pulses quicken and a sense of crisis precipitated itself. The strange child above was swaying on the bough and moaning to herself. He looked up. There were no tears in her eyes, but she went on moaning and her fingers were digging deep into the bark.




  “Do not be afraid, little one,” he called out encouragingly. “He can’t reach you.”




  “There is a ladder,” she sobbed.




  Roger saw that she was right and the object of the child’s dread seemed indeed about to use it. He planted it against the tree but, as he placed his foot upon the first rung, Roger realised what was about to happen. The child above him had crawled in her terror an inch or two farther along the bough and that inch or two was just a trifle too far. The limb of the tree sagged and cracked. She swung for a moment in mid-air, a strange medley of struggling arms and legs, a shape of grace and phantasy. Then the bark fell away, the white wood split. Already in the road beneath her Roger stiffened his back, preparing for the inevitable happening. With the final crashing of the branch, she came warm and fluttering into his arms.




  A moment before the incident had seemed trivial—an ugly interlude in a pleasing but unexciting hillside pastoral. Now, to Roger Sloane, the seconds seemed stabbed with some magic fire. He was caught up in a blaze of incredible and incomprehensible sensation. This half-dressed, probably unwashed brat was clinging to him with all the abandon of her long supple limbs and pulsating body, her strange-coloured eyes aflame, her breath sweet as the flowers themselves falling hot upon his cheeks. She was nearly mad with terror. Her sobs told him that and the frantic rise and fall of her small bosoms…. The man’s voice—he was only a yard or two away now—broke the silence, ugly with curses, terrifying with threats. The girls and women, even the few older men, gave way before him like scared rabbits. He jumped into the road and paused for a moment to recover his breath. A sudden silence seemed to have fallen upon every one, one of those silences which precede a storm. The man eyed Roger evilly. He had dropped his switch and began to swing his fists. There was mischief in his bloodshot eyes, murder in the leer of his grinning mouth. The girl who, in obedience to his gesture, had unwound herself from Roger’s arms, crept towards the car which was standing by the side of the road. Erskine opened the door and pulled her in, but all the time her eyes were fixed in agony upon her protector. A brave old woman, toothless and decrepit, with a shawl around her head, called out from the other side of the ditch.




  “Let him alone, Pierre Viotti. You have drunk too much red wine. The young American has done no harm. That little devil, Jeannine, she pelted him with the orange blossoms. Au temps de ‘la fleur’ ils sont tous en folie!”




  Pierre Viotti took no notice. He went blundering on to his doom. He struck savagely at the usually good-natured, but now stern face of the young man, only to find that he was beating the air. A moment later he was lying in the dust of the road, partial oblivion clouding his murky senses. Roger bent over him for a moment, listened to his stertorous, but regular breathing, then stepped back into the car…. The attitude of the crowd was somewhat uncertain. Some of the young women were dancing for joy. The older people were whispering together. One lad was slouching off towards the village. After all, the man lying in the road was a rentier and their mayor and the man who had struck him was a foreigner. They hung together like leeches, these French village folk.




  “If you take my advice,” Erskine observed, with a glance around, “you will get out of this, Roger. Pity you could not have let the fellow know what you did at Harvard and Oxford in boxing.”




  “No time to tell him anything,” Roger replied, thrusting the gear shift into reverse. “I couldn’t even warn him. He came at me like a mad bull.”




  They backed noiselessly to the corner, swung around and crawled up to the entrance of the pink-and-white villa on the hillside. The girl seemed to have got over her terror and was making queer little noises in her throat. Roger glanced at her questioningly. Suddenly he realised that she was laughing. Her eyes were dancing with happiness, her brown face had puckered up into creases of mirth, her soft, delicately shaped mouth was quivering, no longer with fear. She was clasping and unclasping the long fingers of her scratched but shapely brown hands and swaying from side to side in rhythmical content.




  “What the mischief are you going to do with her?” his friend demanded.




  “Heaven knows,” Roger answered.


  




  Madame Vinay, cuisinière and housekeeper, summoned from the kitchen, was inclined to take a gloomy view of the situation.




  “He is a bad man, Pierre Viotti,” she declared, “but he is the mayor and he owns all the land, the épicerie and the café. He does what he pleases with the girls and all the people about the place. If Monsieur has touched him, he will probably go to prison.”




  “Oh, la, la,” the girl laughed gaily. “Has Monsieur seen Henri our gendarme? He is no bigger than I am. Monsieur Viotti—he is the strongest man in the village and voilà, Monsieur l’a battu.”




  “Where are your father and mother?” Roger asked.




  The girl shook her head. Madame Vinay explained.




  “The child’s father and mother never lived in the village, Monsieur. Her mother taught in the school and her father was a foreman at Molinard’s, the perfume factory in Grasse. They died within a few weeks of one another and her grandmother brought her here. Now the old grandmother is herself dead since last week. What is to become of the child no one knows. The Curé has concerned himself in the matter, but Monsieur le Maire wishes her for his house. Just now there is work for all in the fields, but afterwards—well, Pierre Viotti is the mayor and what can one do?”




  The child calmly stretched out her long arm, helped herself to an apple from a dish on the sideboard and began to eat it. “I will never work for Monsieur Viotti,” she declared firmly. “He is a bad man. All the children in the village are afraid of him and so am I. I will pick the blossom for Monsieur here,” she added, her eyes laughing into Roger’s.




  “The Curé is in the kitchen,” Madame Vinay observed. “He might have advice to give. After what has happened, the child would be better away from the neighbourhood altogether.”




  “By all means let us consult him,” Roger agreed. “Fetch him at once, Madame.”




  Madame Vinay rustled out and the Curé presently made his appearance in her company. He was an elderly man, rotund in shape and with few of the graces of life, but his expression was pleasant and he was at once helpful.




  “Monsieur,” he said earnestly to Roger, “what you have done may indeed turn out to be a fortunate action. We are all bound to respect Monsieur le Maire, who is a hard-working man and has amassed much money. Nevertheless he is not a fitting guardian for the child.”




  “He is a beast!” the latter declared vehemently, her white, beautifully shaped teeth crunching once more into the apple.




  “What I should like to do,” Roger Sloane explained, “is to find the child reputable employment and a safe home until she is old enough to decide for herself what she would like to do. I will be responsible for any money that is necessary and if you will help me in this matter, Monsieur le Curé, I will with pleasure give a donation to your poor.”




  “I wish to remain with Monsieur,” the child begged. “I will work for him. I will be obedient. I will do what I am told.”




  Madame Vinay, who was standing in the background, coughed.




  “In the village,” she said severely, “they say that you obey no one.”




  “In the village,” the child scoffed. “But that is different. Here I will obey you, Madame Vinay. I will obey Monsieur.”




  “What do you think, Monsieur?” Sloane asked.




  The Curé hesitated.




  “Jeannine is a strange child but I believe that she has good qualities,” he pronounced. “They say in the village that she fights all the time.”




  “I only fight if I am touched,” she cried. “I will not be touched by those others. When they leave me alone, I behave.”




  The Curé scratched his chin thoughtfully.




  “If Monsieur would try her for a week,” he suggested.




  The girl sprang suddenly to her feet and danced around the room, her arms waving, her legs moving to some strange measure. They stared at her in astonishment. Madame Vinay sighed and shook her head. The Curé only smiled.




  “They say that her mother once wished to be a danseuse,” he confided. “The child is difficult but I have found her truthful.”




  She came to a sudden pause in front of Sloane, dropped almost on one knee, seized his hand and kissed it. Then she stood up again.




  “I will obey you,” she promised. “I will pick your blossoms faster than any one has picked them before. I will do everything that Madame Vinay tells me.”




  Roger Sloane drew a deep sigh of relief. He found himself wondering why he was so persistently anxious to avoid looking into the depths of those questioning brown eyes with their strange lights.




  “That’s all arranged then,” he said, in a matter-of-fact tone. “You and I can get on our way to Nice, Pips.”


  




  In Nice the two young men spent an evening of masculine, but restrained hilarity. Upon their arrival Roger strolled upon the Promenade des Anglais and watched the sunset while his companion went to his hotel and changed his attire. Afterwards they visited the Casino, drank cocktails and amused themselves playing midget golf. They dined at a famous restaurant, gambled for an hour or two at the Palais de la Mediterranée, supped at Maxim’s and even danced. At three o’clock Roger dropped his friend at his hotel and drove homeward through the velvety darkness. For the last ten kilometres the road wound its way through the flower-growing country and already the carts were crawling along the lanes to pick up their cargoes of blossoms. Once or twice Roger paused by the wayside to listen to the nightingales and to feel the queer fascination of the silence before the morning. The first pencil shaft of light was creeping into the sky when he reached the villa. He drove his car into the garage, locked it up and mounted to his room by the back stairs. He walked with light footsteps and a smile upon his lips. After the meretricious and somewhat futile straining after pleasure of a night spent in crowded rooms, of gambling, noisy music and overheated atmospheres, the coolness and perfume of his own home delighted him. He felt like the boy Marius on his way to his bed in the mountain monastery, with the life of the cities far behind and the purity and sweetness of the country already like a sweet tonic in his blood…. Then, during his last few steps, his fingers outstretched towards the handle of his door, he came to a sudden standstill. There was an old-fashioned Provençal bench outside which looked as though it had been made from a discarded refectory table. Seated upon it, wrapped in an old dressing gown of flaming red, probably a loan from Madame, was Jeannine!




  Her eyes shone up into his, her quivering lips parted expectantly. He was astonished to find how sternly he could speak.




  “What are you doing here?” he demanded.




  “Je ne fais pas de mal,” she faltered, a little frightened at his tone. ”Je vous attendais.”




  “But why?”




  Her lips became almost pathetic.




  “Monsieur Viotti—”




  “What about him?” Roger interrupted, speaking with fierce anxiety but keeping his voice low.




  “He told me that if I served him in the house and he spent the evening out, that I must wait up till he came home. He told me that any one I served would expect that. I was waiting for you.”




  He met her eyes, frankly this time. There was a stern but kindly light in his own and a sense of great relief in has heart. It was not for the child to know that his knees were trembling.




  “Forget everything that such a beast has told you,” he enjoined. “Go to your room at once and stay there.”




  She rose obediently to her feet, but she was shivering as though his words had hurt her. He laid his hands upon her shoulders and kissed her lightly upon either cheek. He could almost feel the warmth of her inviting lips as he passed them by.




  “Now run,” he ordered.




  He entered his room, closed the door and listened to her departing footsteps. As soon as there was silence, he turned the key very softly and threw wide open both his windows. Already the streak of light had grown broader and the moon paler. There was only one nightingale left in the valley, still singing faintly. Here and there, along the lanes, the carts with their swaying lanterns were moving—ghostly, obscure objects. And all the time the perfume of the orange blossoms. He thought of the old woman’s speech—




  “Au temps de ‘la fleur’ ils sont tous en folie!”




  The two friends lunched together a few days later under a striped umbrella upon the terrace of Juan-les-Pins Casino. Already the early heat had drawn the crowds to the sands below. There was a fair sprinkling of bathers, a great many more lying about enjoying a sun bath. The suggestion of a mistral had given a faint tang to the sea breeze. The Estérels had thrown off their silver mantle, their sharp outline was firm and vivid against the crystalline background.




  “What about the little protégée?” Erskine asked.




  “I’ve scarcely seen her during the last few days,” Roger replied. “Madame Vinay’s latest report was that she was restless and didn’t wish to work outdoors. She thought of trying to get a job for her in a flower shop in Nice or Monte Carlo.”




  Erskine watched the serving of a mostelle with an air of reverent admiration.




  “Do you know, Roger,” he confided, “I shouldn’t be surprised if that girl didn’t turn out damn’ good-looking some day.”




  “She’s quite attractive enough now,” Roger said calmly.




  “No, but I mean a real tip-topper,” Erskine persisted. “She’s got something about her, I don’t know what it is, that these Frenchmen describe so well in the memoirs of all their famous courtesans. Write a novel about her, old chap. If you’ve got the right touch, you might achieve immortality.”




  “I’m off work,” was the rather terse reply. “Look here, Pips, I’ve been thinking—one’s got to clear out of here presently. I’ve been here six months on end and that’s pretty well long enough. I’ll make a bargain with you, if you like. I’ll do as you suggested and go back to England with you, look up a few old pals and get some golf while you settle up your affairs and—what is it you have to do?—stick a coronet on your head and strut across the Palace yard and get turned into a bona fide Lord. I’ll see you through this if you’ll come across to the States with me for a month or so and get back here in say, November or December. How does that appeal to you?”




  “It’s a bargain,” Erskine declared emphatically. “Nothing I should like better, old chap. We’ll get back, as you say, about October or November and I’ll have a real season here. I always thought I should like to, if I could get hold of a little of the ready. When do you think you could make a move? The only trouble is, I really ought to get over to London at once, you know. I got off at Marseilles and I was doing a tramp around here to sort of get my bearings, but the lawyers are getting a bit sniffy now. They can’t understand a chap who’s come in for a title and a decent spot of the ready not being anxious to get his hands on it.”




  “I’ll start to-morrow, if you like,” Roger promised.




  “Capital,” Erskine exclaimed. “We’ll make it the day after, if you don’t mind. Or let’s say the first day we can get seats on the Blue Train; or there may be a steamer calling at Monaco.”




  “Agreed.”




  They lunched lazily but with excellent appetites. The food was good, the wine and service perfection. Erskine was thoroughly content. Now and then he looked at his friend curiously.




  “I should think you’re right in what you say, old chap,” he remarked. “Six months might be enough for any one without a move, and you look a trifle fagged. We’ll have some golf up in Scotland, but by Jove, the one thing I’m going to look forward to is our next season out here.”




  They raised their glasses and drank to it. A few thousand miles westward five men, including Paul Viotti, the illustrious brother of the Mayor of La Bastide, were doing very much the same thing.


  




  Down the mountainside, a week later, in snakelike fashion, through the vine-growing country and the stripped flower farms crawled the dilapidated grey motor omnibus which plied between the out-of-the-way hill villages of the Alpes-Maritimes and Nice.




  Jeannine, with Madame Vinay on one side and the Curé opposite, felt herself so well guarded that she indulged in a derisive grimace at Monsieur Viotti, the Mayor, who was leaning against his grey stone wall looking steadily seawards. Madame Vinay reproached her charge severely.




  “Manners such as that are not for the town,” she declared. “In Nice one must forget such peasant ways.”




  Jeannine made no reply. There was something in her eyes, however, and the quiet smile upon her lips which made her guardian just a trifle uncomfortable. More and more every day she was getting to realise that this charge which she had undertaken at Roger’s earnest request was likely to be no sinecure. When they turned the corner, from which was a fine view of the sea below, Jeannine leaned out and her eyes travelled westward. That way his ship had gone—the man whom some day she hoped to make suffer….




  Behind them, and some distance above them now, Monsieur Pierre Viotti was also gazing at the sea, a cunning smile of self-satisfaction upon his lips. Halfway across the Atlantic, bound straight for Cherbourg, came the great three-funnelled steamer bearing his famous brother and his friends. He gloated over the thought of their arrival, made plans, indulged in mischievous fancies. What strange instructions these were which he had received. Never mind, they should all be carried out. In time, perhaps, he might become as rich as Paul….




  That little devil of a Jeannine! So they were going to try and cheat him out of her. Not a chance. What did Monte Carlo matter? He would be there himself in a few weeks. The leer of the village satyr parted his thick red lips.
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  The season to the success of which Roger and Erskine had drunk on the terrace at Juan-les-Pins, the season which Pierre Viotti had awaited so impatiently, had arrived at last, and on a certain evening early in December the round table in the centre of the Sporting Club bar at Monte Carlo was crowded with a gay little company of habitués. There were the Terence Browns—Franco-Americans and globe-trotters known in every resort in Europe, but finding in Monte Carlo, as Terence Brown frequently confided, their spiritual home. There was Lady Julia Harborough, elderly and autocratic, but exceedingly popular and still one of the leaders of the social life. There was Luke Cheyne, an American banker, a very pleasant fellow and also popular, but with the appearance of a man who was suffering from nerves or dyspepsia. He was talking to Prince Savonarilda, a tall, elegant young Sicilian, who was reported to have enormous, but unprofitable estates in Sicily and who made periodic but mysterious visits to New York. Maggie Saunders, the most sought-after young woman in the Principality, was retailing one of her marvellous stories to Lord Bradley, an English newspaper peer, who was clutching six plaques of a hundred thousand francs each which he had just won at trente et quarante. Under cover of the general buzz of conversation, Luke Cheyne was talking very confidentially indeed to Prince Savonarilda.




  “What I’d like to know,” he whispered, “is just this. How do I stand with the boys? You could tell me, Prince. Don’t mind giving me a bit of a scare, if it’s coming to me. I just want to know.”




  Savonarilda tapped a cigarette upon the table and lit it. To all appearance he was sublimely indifferent to the gossip of the little group from whose circle they had slightly withdrawn their chairs. All the time, however, from under his veiled eyelids he was watching—and listening.




  “I think you’re all right, Luke,” he replied. “They didn’t like your quitting, of course. But we’ve quit ourselves now, so you were only anticipating. The game was getting too dangerous and you were never a fighting man, were you?”




  “I never pretended to be,” Luke Cheyne reminded his companion. “That wasn’t my part of the show. Tell me, then—it seems odd to be calling you Prince—you think I’m all right to stick on here? They’re not sore with me?”




  “You’re all right to stick on here till doomsday,” Savonarilda drawled, “even if some of the others are having a look at Europe. That doesn’t mean that they’re here on serious business. You should sleep at night, Luke. No one has anything against you.”




  Luke Cheyne called for another drink. His spirits had risen visibly. He responded with alacrity when Lord Bradley beckoned him to draw his chair a little closer.




  “We’re all wondering,” the latter observed, “how long it would take a disciplined band of criminals, such as you have on the other side, Mr. Cheyne, to break down the police of this country as they seem to have done in the States. Those little pets in the gay uniforms outside, for instance, I wonder how some cold shooting in the streets would strike them.”




  “You may get it,” Cheyne rejoined grimly, “and then you’ll find out. The profession is becoming overcrowded in New York and Chicago and I shouldn’t be a bit surprised to hear any day that a band of American crooks had made this place their headquarters. Did you read about that Englishman who disappeared last week in Marseilles?”




  “Nothing in that,” Terence Brown intervened, breaking off his conversation with Lady Julia. “He was a poor man and he wouldn’t have been worth robbing.”




  “That just shows you don’t read your own newspapers,” Luke Cheyne replied. “In this morning’s Eclaireur they announced that he had been paid over seven hundred thousand francs for a big land deal the day he disappeared and there is not a trace of the money in either of his banks.”




  “Personally,” Lady Julia remarked, “I can’t think why Monte Carlo is such a law-abiding place. With all the money there is about, I shouldn’t be surprised any day to hear of one of you rich people being murdered in his bed.”




  “We don’t carry our wealth about with us,” Bradley pointed out. “You women always have your jewellery in evidence. I would sooner insure a millionaire’s life than that of a woman who wears such diamonds as yours.”




  She made a little grimace.




  “How horrid of you,” she exclaimed. “You’ve probably spoilt my night’s sleep. Anyway, I’m not one of those careless women who leave their things all over the dressing table. I keep—”




  She paused. Terence Brown had struck the table in front of him lightly but firmly so that the glasses jingled. He leaned toward her.




  “Lady Julia,” he begged, “do please forgive a hint from an elderly person of experience. Don’t talk about what you do with your jewellery.”




  “I suppose you are right,” she admitted. “Still, we are all friends here.”




  “That doesn’t amount to much,” Luke Cheyne observed. “It’s generally our friends that rob us.”




  “The point of the matter is this,” Savonarilda explained. “We happen to be all friends at this particular table, but there are others in the room and unless I’m very much mistaken one or two of them, at any rate, are listening to what we are talking about. This is a club in name only, you must remember. Even murderers belong to clubs and all they have to do here is to plank down their hundred francs.”




  “And yet the trouble I had,” Lady Julia sighed, “to get my dear little protégée from Prétat’s a carte. First she was too young, then they objected to her because she has done a stroke or two of work now and then in the Principality and then, at last,—”




  Lady Julia never finished her sentence. There was a little chorus of welcoming exclamations from the table. Every one was waving their hands and calling to a tall, sunburnt young man who had just entered the room.




  “Why, it’s Roger!” Lady Julia exclaimed.




  “Roger Sloane, by all that’s amazing!” Terence Brown called out.




  The young man came up to them, smiling pleasantly. He was overwhelmed with greetings. A valet brought him a chair, another a glass. Lady Julia, who was his aunt, presented her cheeks. Every one else insisted upon being shaken hands with. Maggie Saunders passed her arm through his and clasped it.




  “The only man I ever cared for,” she cried, “and he went away like that—” she snapped her fingers. “Vanished! Over a year ago. Not a line. Not a word. People last season got tired of asking one another—what’s become of Roger?”




  “Quite right,” Terence Brown agreed. “Give an account of yourself, young man.”




  “There have been several most alarming rumours,” Lady Julia sighed.




  “One,”’ Savonarilda observed, “was that you had murdered a peasant near your villa and been obliged to go into hiding.”




  “After having abducted his daughter,” some one else murmured.




  “Your character would have been torn to shreds,” Lady Julia declared, “if I had not been here to protect you. Still—what did happen?”




  Roger drank his wine and smiled upon them. He was looking a trifle older but the slight lines in his face were not unbecoming. He had lost all signs of easy living.




  “I got rather fed up with the life here,” he explained. “One day Erskine, Pips Erskine—some of you know him, I expect; he was at Oxford with me—came along, also at a loose end. We had a night in Nice together and I suddenly felt that this atmosphere was too enervating for me to stick it any longer. Pips and I left for England a few days later by a steamer that was going direct from Monaco to London. We were going to the States after that, but Pips had to go back to Ceylon to settle things up there and I went back with him. He’d been tea planting there, poor devil. Pretty sick he must have been of it. Afterwards we went on to India and wound up in Abyssinia.”




  “Good sport?” Bradley asked.




  “Wonderful, and every sort of it,” Roger replied. “Snipe shooting between Colombo and Kandy, and a couple of tigers and several cheetah up North. In India I had some of the most marvellous duck shooting and three days of driven peacock. Beats all your pheasants. Then I had some good days after tiger at Hyderabad. Abyssinia was difficult and the climate pretty beastly, but I didn’t do so badly there.”




  “Well, it’s good to see you back again, anyway,” Lady Julia declared.




  “Where are you staying?” Terence Brown asked.




  “Pips and I are both staying here for a day or two,” Roger answered. “We picked up the Franconia at Port Said and she brought us to the door. The villa will want restaffing, so I shan’t be able to go there for a few days.”




  “Any work?” Bradley asked. “I could do with a good strong serial for one of my North Country papers.”




  “My stuff wouldn’t suit you,” Roger assured him. “Altogether too high class! Besides, I’m beginning to lose faith in serialisation. Seems to take the gilt off the gingerbread, somehow or other.”




  “You’ll refuse my good money?” Bradley grumbled.




  “I daresay I sha’n’t, after a day or two in the rooms. What’s the news here?”




  “Nothing much, except that we’re all shivering with terror and apprehensions,” Terence Brown confided. “Cheyne here has been warning us that crime has become an overcrowded industry in his country and that they are sending missionaries over here!”




  “That’s a fact, all right,” Cheyne admitted. “The trouble about you folk in this part of the world is that the Press doesn’t help. If you have a good he-murder, you suppress it instead of advertising it.”




  “What about starting a newspaper here, Bradley?” Terence Brown suggested.




  “I should have as much chance of being allowed to do that as of being elected Dictator of this Principality,” Bradley remarked drily.




  “Is that all the news? Is there nothing else fresh to tell me, after all these months?” Roger enquired.




  “A few choice pieces of scandal,” Lady Julia confided. “They must keep though. Christos is here to-night.”




  Every one was rising to their feet. There was a movement towards the door.




  “What’s happening?” Roger demanded.




  “The baccarat has started,” Terence Brown announced, looking back over his shoulder. “Christos is here. Christos, the philanthropist, with a few millions to distribute. Look at us all hurrying off for the crumbs!”




  “All very well to laugh,” Maggie Saunders grumbled, “but they won’t keep a place for a minute.”




  They trooped out. The magic name of Christos seemed to be a call to their blood. Christos was the one great banker at baccarat who had his spells of bad luck. They were all of them thirsting for his money. The home-coming of an old friend whom no one had seen for over a year had already slipped into the background of their thoughts. Gambling was in the atmosphere. It was gambling that counted. Human beings and human emotions shrank back into their proper places. Roger was back again—tant mieux! A pleasant fellow, a distinguished companion, a fine golfer and tennis player, but Christos was seated in the coveted place dominating that long green baize table, and presently the fingers of Christos were going to deal cards which meant—well, thousands, or hundreds of thousands, whichever you would. The money was there.




  Roger, leaning back in his chair, found himself deserted by every one except Cheyne. The latter settled down by his side and they ordered another drink.




  “Playing polo?” Roger asked.




  “I played a few times at Cannes last month,” the other replied. “It didn’t go so well with me as it used to.”




  “You put in a pretty good spell of work in New York, didn’t you, the last three or four years?”




  Luke Cheyne nodded.




  “Great city, great country,” he observed. “But no good for any one with nerves. I’m not the man I was, Sloane, when I used to play outside right against you.”




  Roger yawned. Polo didn’t interest him very much these days.




  “What’s all this talk about some of your bad boys from New York paying us a visit over here?” he asked.




  Cheyne was silent for a moment. Turning to glance at him, Roger was sympathetically disturbed at the change in the man. He could scarcely be over thirty-five, but he had lost his poise, his directness of vision, his complexion. He looked like a man who was feverishly seeking middle age.




  “To tell you the truth, I got a bit mixed up with some bootleggers myself in New York,” he confided. “Nothing serious, of course, but there was big money in it and a certain amount of sport to start with. I soon got cold feet, I don’t mind admitting it, so I cleaned up and came over here. But I get news sometimes from the other side. There are too many of them on the job there. I haven’t heard anything definite, of course,” he went on, “but I sometimes fancy that if they realised the loose money there is floating about here and the careless way people treat it, it wouldn’t be long before we had some kind of visitation.”




  Roger tapped a cigarette upon the table and lit it.




  “The French police wouldn’t stand for that sort of thing,” he observed.




  “Wouldn’t they?” his companion answered drily. “I don’t know what they would do about it, if the right men got over. Then there’s another thing. We’re in the Principality of Monaco here and they’re very jealous of outside help.”




  Roger suddenly abandoned the conversation in which he was not greatly interested.




  “Luke,” he said, “you have been here for some time. Who is that plump little Frenchman with the pink cheeks and smooth face and villainous-looking eyes on the stool at the bar there? He’s done nothing but watch us in the looking glass and if ever I saw a man trying to listen, he’s doing it. I’m certain I’ve seen him somewhere before, but I can’t remember where.”




  Cheyne glanced carelessly at the person whom Roger had pointed out.




  “He’s a Niçois who’s made a lot of money. Gambles a bit sometimes, but I’ve never even heard his name. Aren’t you going to try your luck at baccarat?”




  Roger shook his head. Somehow or other his thoughts had wandered away, back to his villa on the hillside. The sweet half-drugged perfume of orange blossoms was disturbing his senses.




  “I don’t feel the urge yet,” he confessed. “I think I shall watch the people for a time. Don’t let me keep you, though.”




  Cheyne sauntered off but his mind was not immediately set on gambling. He accosted Savonarilda, who was standing in the doorway and drew him a short distance down the passage.




  “Marcus,” he said quietly. “Tell me. Is Viotti here?”




  Savonarilda paused to take out his cigarette case. There was a curious but significant change in his manner.




  “If I were you, Luke,” he advised, “I should not ask any questions. Not any questions at all. I should forget that you know a person of that name. With us, it is different. We meet as a matter of course. Let it remain like that.”




  “Be frank with me, Marcus,” Cheyne begged. “I know Viotti hates any one to quit. I can’t help remembering,” he added, with a shudder, “what happened to the other two who broke away. How do I stand with him and you others? There’s no bad feeling, eh? Viotti must know that I’d as soon put a gun to my forehead as squeal. He must know that.”




  Savonarilda smiled slowly and lazily. They had reached the spot where the passage branched into the Nouvel Hôtel and he swung around again, his hand upon Cheyne’s shoulder.




  “Do not be foolish, my friend Luke Cheyne,” he recommended. “We’re in Monte Carlo, not on Sixth Avenue. Besides, Viotti has no ill feelings against any one. If you come across any of the others except me—you have done so already, I daresay—I should fail to recognise them. Otherwise, we are still all friends. We are taking a vacation. You have nothing to fear. Why, I should not be surprised if Viotti sent and asked you to come and see him. You were always rather a favorite of his.”




  The idea of a visit to Viotti evidently made no appeal to his late colleague.




  “We are better apart,” the latter said doubtfully. “Much better apart. Let me ask you one more question, Marcus. That brother of Viotti’s, who is always hanging about here—little fat man, looks like a peasant out on a fête day—what’s he doing here? Is Viotti using him for a spy?”




  Savonarilda paused at the entrance to the Baccarat Room.




  “You should know better than to ask me a question like that, Luke,” he remonstrated, with a certain amount of smothered irritation. “It is not discreet. It is foolish of you. Come and see if there is room at the baccarat table.”


  




  Roger, after the departure of Luke Cheyne, was kept fully occupied for the next half-hour or so by greeting acquaintances and exchanging reminiscences. At the end of that time, a little bored with it all, he strolled into the gambling rooms, which as usual at that time of night were crowded. The greater part of the people were standing three or four deep around the baccarat table. One heard rumours everywhere of high play. A Frenchman, a noted gambler, was reported to have lost a million. A young English duke had won even a larger sum. Lady Julia beckoned to her nephew from the divan where she was seated alone.




  “I have lost my mille,” she confided, with a tragic gesture. “It was most unfortunate. I followed Luke Cheyne, who had been winning heavily, and directly I put up my money he lost!”




  “A mille,” Roger reminded her, “is not an irrecoverable sum.”




  “It is as much as I permit myself to lose in an evening,” Lady Julia declared. “Everything is so expensive nowadays and the taxation is dreadful. Did I ever tell you about my protégée, Roger?”




  “Not a word,” he replied.




  “When I come to think of it, I haven’t had much chance, have I?” she went on. “Now I shall show her to you. She has only been here once before and she’s rather stupid about it. She prefers to go to bed early. Still, perhaps her profession—Here she comes! What do you think of her?”




  Roger turned around. A girl was crossing the room towards them, accompanied by a voluble Frenchwoman, Madame Dumesnil, his aunt’s dame de compagnie. The latter was gesticulating and talking fast. The girl seemed scarcely to be listening. She was wearing a white dress—the fashion of the moment—designed by the cunning brain which knows how to glorify simplicity. She was without jewellery and her shining light brown hair had obviously never been touched by a coiffeur. Roger, who had known the savour of life during his last twelve months of voluntary exile, who had more than once found himself evenly balanced between life and death, felt in those few seconds such a thrill as he had not experienced since the night in his villa when he had thrown open his windows to the song of that lonely bird and the perfumes of the night. The habitude of crises, however, kept him motionless, notwithstanding his amazement. There was scarcely even gladness in his eyes.




  “Jeannine,” Lady Julia said. “This is my nephew, Roger Sloane. Roger, I thought I wrote to you about my protégée, but if I didn’t, here she is. She’s a dear child but she must not be spoilt.”




  Jeannine lifted her eyes. There was a gleam of subtle reminiscence in them.




  “I do not think,” she said, “that Mr. Sloane will spoil me.”




  “I expect he has forgotten what all you modern young women are like,” Lady Julia observed. “He has been away for a year killing wild animals—I can’t imagine why. It seems to me an incredibly brutal pastime. Madame Dumesnil, you remember my nephew? I am not very pleased with him because he suddenly deserted a charming villa here and went away without a word to any one last season. However, he is a nice lad. Sit down with me, Madame. My nephew will take Mademoiselle Jeannine for a promenade. In a quarter of an hour, Roger, please bring the child back.”
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  The young people moved off together. Of the two, the little flower picker was by far the more composed. Roger scarcely recognised his own voice.




  “I don’t understand this,” he said.




  “If you choose, we will sit down somewhere,” she suggested.




  They found a corner in the inner portion of the bar.




  “I thought you knew everything,” she went on. “Your gouvernante, Madame Vinay—”




  “I only arrived home to-day,” he explained. “I came by steamer from Egypt. Every mail lately has missed me. I was obliged to change my plans more than once.”




  “I see,” she murmured. “Is it possible, perhaps, that you remember a night and the morning that followed when you suddenly tired of life in your villa and the flowers and of trying to write books, and decided to travel away with your strange friend and say good-bye to no one?”




  “I remember,” he admitted.




  “You may also remember that you left me in charge of Madame Vinay and the Curé. Madame Vinay will tell you that she could do nothing with me. I was, in fact, very troublesome. Then Madame had an inspiration. Flowers, it seemed, were the only things I cared for. Very well. She took me to a cousin of hers—a fleuriste in Nice. She found me a post there. I unpacked the boxes of flowers in the morning and I arranged them for the shop window. The people seemed pleased with what I did. We made much business. Then, one day a woman came in who was a famous dressmaker. She asked to see the person who arranged the colouring of the flowers and their grouping—Does this weary you?”




  “Please go on,” he begged.




  “You have shown so little interest,” she continued quietly, “that I thought perhaps—well, n’importe. She gave me a post in her dressmaking establishment in Monte Carlo and Madame and I moved in here. I pleased her. I do not know why, except that I did my best. Lady Julia is one of her valued clients and between them they have been almost too kind to me. My patronne permits me to come to these places with Lady Julia and Madame Dumesnil, to wear her frocks in the evening and I wear them at the establishment in the daytime. I am what is called a mannequin—a living peg upon which beautiful clothes are hung. The only thing is that it does not please me to be out very much in the evening. This is the first time for a long while. I asked to come to-night. I wanted to know whether you were real or only just a dream.”




  “You knew who I was then?”




  “I knew.”




  “And with the rest of your life?”




  “I study. I have learnt this little English I sometimes speak. I have learnt to make fewer mistakes in my own language. There are many things I have tried to teach myself. I have tried to understand the different ways people have of looking at life. For that I have read books and Lady Julia is very good. She talks to me.”




  He was beginning to feel dazed.




  “I see that you are no longer a child,” he ventured.




  “Would that be possible?” she asked gravely. “I was always older than you thought me, but I still have not very much understanding outside my work. There is one thing which has been in my mind every moment since that great pain came in the early morning when I awoke.”




  “Tell me about it, please,” he begged.




  “I mean when you went away without a word. I did not understand. I do not understand. I think that I never shall understand. Why did you do that? Was it to hurt me? Were you afraid of anything?”




  He looked at her long and searchingly. Her eyes met his without tremor or embarrassment. He suddenly realised that there were no words with which he could make her understand.




  “I left because I was afraid,” he told her.




  “Afraid—of me?”




  “Of what might happen between you and me.”




  “But you were my god,” she persisted. “No one had ever been kind to me before. You stood up against the man whom I hated, the devil who was filling my days with black terror, who but for your coming would probably have had his way with me and dragged me down into the mud. You carried me away to safety. You lifted me to heaven and then you snapped your fingers. Why?”




  “I just can’t tell you that, Jeannine,” he answered. “There are some impulses and some thoughts behind them which don’t lend themselves to explanations. But believe one thing, please. I left because you were a child and I was afraid that I might forget.”




  A softer look came into her face, a smile almost of happiness played upon her lips.




  “You liked me?” she asked, with a queer little shyness.




  “I think I might say that I loved you.”




  “And yet you went. Men are not like that—such men as I have read and heard of. You did not mean to hurt me—”




  “I went away for fear of hurting you….”




  Lady Julia, a little annoyed, leaning on the arm of Madame Dumesnil, presented herself.




  “I said quarter of an hour,” she declared. “It is now twenty-five minutes. Jeannine, Madame is waiting to see you home. I am a stern duenna of my charge, Roger,” she went on. “I allow no young man, not even you, to be her escort.”




  “I regret that I have stayed so long,” Jeannine apologised, rising to her feet.




  “What has that young nephew of mine been saying to make you so pale?” Lady Julia asked curiously. “He’s a clumsy fellow. He never learnt the art of talking to women. His father knew all about it—more than any American or Englishman I ever met in my life. Say good night to him, my dear. I have an irritable chauffeur and I’m a little later than my usual time.”




  Roger escorted them to the steps, then very slowly climbed the stairs into the club once more. A man brushed past him, the pink-cheeked, stout little Frenchman with the malicious eyes whom he had seen seated at the bar. Suddenly Roger remembered. A Niçois who had made money! It might seem to be a miracle, but without a doubt this was the rentier whom he had knocked down in the orange grove on the day when Jeannine had fallen into his arms!


  




  Wandering a little restlessly about the fast-emptying Salles de Jeu, Roger came to the conclusion that except in so far as they had provided him with a certain amount of sport and enjoyment, a slice of his life had been sacrificed. He had scuttled away into safety to escape from what he looked upon as a poisonous thought which was urging him on to a poisonous action. He was back again after a period of many adventures to find the fever still in his blood, even though the danger of yielding to it might have lessened. What a development!… In a certain way he found a measure of justification for his own temporary insanity in Jeannine’s present success. That strange unwashed creature of legs and arms, of mocking lips and laughing eyes, a gamine of the flower fields, had something in her which had proved itself. It was no gross impulse which had assailed him. On the contrary, for a young man whose traffic with women had been of the slightest, he had shown a perfect genius of perception. She was off his hands now. She could have no better protectress than his aunt. She was safe, so far as she desired safety. For the rest she must choose her own life…. What a humbug he was, he reflected angrily, when he knew that the one dominant idea in his mind was when he could see her again.




  He threw some plaques upon the roulette table and gathered up his not inconsiderable winnings with indifference. Erskine, who was with a party, tempted him downstairs for half an hour, where he ate sandwiches and danced to the music of an amazing band. When he came back to the gambling rooms they were almost deserted. The bar was empty save for one man—Luke Cheyne—who called to him eagerly.




  “Come here, Sloane, there’s a good fellow,” he begged. “Come and sit with me for a moment. I’ve got the jimjams.”




  “What about?” Roger asked, accepting the invitation. “Been losing?”




  “You bet I haven’t. I’ve half a million of the best in my pocket just cashed in!”




  “Too many highballs?”




  “The first since we parted. I just came in to get one. You’ll join me?”




  “A last one, then,” Roger stipulated. “You’re looking all in, Luke.”




  “It’s just nerves,” the latter replied. “I’ve rather played the fool with the crowd I was mixed up with in New York and I’m not quite sure that I’m exactly in their good books.”




  “I don’t understand,” Roger confessed. “You’re not under any obligation to any one, are you?”




  “Not financially,” was the doubtful reply, “but I gave you a hint before, if you remember, Roger. I was mixed up with rather a roughish crowd in the liquor business there. I came away to get clear of it. They never complained. I’ve never had any message from them, but I’ve always had an idea that they meant getting me.”




  There was a crash of breaking glass close at hand. Cheyne swung around on his stool just as the barman stood up from under the counter.




  “What the hell are you doing there?” the former demanded.




  “I stooped down to pick up the broken glass, sir,” the man replied.




  “How long have you been there?”




  “Scarcely a moment, sir.”




  Cheyne looked at him suspiciously. He was a new employee, a Monegasque who had worked for some time in New York. He had bright, ferretlike eyes and a somewhat furtive manner. He picked up the broken pieces of the tumbler and disappeared.




  “I’ll swear that young fellow was listening,” Cheyne muttered.




  Roger was inclined to be incredulous.




  “You’re all nerves, my friend,” he said. “This crowd you were speaking of in New York—they’ve got nothing definite against you, have they, except that you quit? You didn’t give them away to a competitor or the police?”




  The other laughed scornfully.




  “I didn’t,” he replied, “or I should never have got to Europe alive! It’s not that exactly, but the boss was a curious sort of fellow. He was as clever as hell but he hated any one to quit. He hated the idea that any one alive who had played for safety himself had the power to squeal. This is all rubbish, of course. It only comes into my head at odd times. But to-night, curiously, I was talking—”




  He broke off in his speech. The barman was back, industriously polishing the counter with a serviette. Cheyne scowled at him and dropped from his stool on to the floor.




  “Time we were getting along, I think,” he suggested. “Where are you staying, Roger?”




  “In the Nouvel Hôtel, just along the passage here…. You weren’t going to tell me that you met one of the gang in here, were you?” he added, lowering his tone.




  “Never mind,” Cheyne replied. “There are times when I wonder myself if I don’t talk too much.”




  “I should have thought we were far enough away from New York,” Roger remarked. “Where are the others? Maggie and the Prince and the Terence Browns and Thornton?”




  “They’ve gone up to the Carlton,” Cheyne replied. “With half a million in my pocket, I thought I’d better get back. The streets of Monte Carlo may be safe enough at night, but I should like to see a policeman about now and then.”




  The head barman emerged from his sanctum, lifted the flap of the counter and came over to them. He leaned confidentially over the table at which the two men had seated themselves.




  “You will excuse me, Mr. Cheyne,” he said, “but why don’t you let me get you a draft for the money you have won and lock it up here? You can have it at any time after eleven o’clock to-morrow morning and send it up to the bank. You’ll forgive my mentioning it, but it doesn’t seem a very wise thing to carry five or six hundred thousand francs about with you at this hour of the morning.”




  “What’s got you talking this way, George?” Cheyne demanded.




  The man hesitated.




  “Well, the chief here dropped us a hint to warn our good clients, sir,” he confided. “There hasn’t been any trouble to speak of, over here, but one never knows. Just as well to be on the safe side.”




  “Has there been any trouble anywhere else on the Riviera?” Roger asked curiously.




  The barman hesitated again.




  “Well, I believe there was a little unpleasantness at Cannes one night, sir, and there have certainly been some rough doings at Nice. The police seem to have an idea that some crooks from the other side have found their way over here.”




  “Well, I’m much obliged, I’m sure, George,” Cheyne said. “If I were going out, I would do as you suggest, but I’m not. I’m going straight back to my room in the Paris along the passage.”




  “You will be sleeping with it in your room, sir,” the man reminded him.




  Cheyne smiled.




  “With my servant in the next room and the best Smith and Wesson that was ever made under my own pillow. Don’t you bother, George; I shall be all right. If I’d joined that frisky party and gone up to the Carlton, it would have been a different matter.”




  “You will excuse my mentioning it, sir,” the barman begged, as he took his leave.




  “Sure,” Cheyne agreed, rising to his feet. “Are you coming, Roger?”




  The two men strolled along the passage. The archbishop with the chain around his neck at the farther end bowed his adieux and accepted with becoming gratitude Cheyne’s not inconsiderable tip. They passed through the swing door and turned to the left. Roger paused before the lift and stifled a yawn.




  “Would you like me to come on with you to the end of the long passage?” he asked.




  His companion scoffed.




  “What sort of a pussy do you think I am?” he demanded. “So long as we’re indoors, we’re perfectly safe. Good night, Roger. See you for a cocktail to-morrow morning?”




  “I’m not sure,” was the doubtful reply. “I may go up and have a look at my villa. See you before long, anyway, though.”




  The two men parted. Luke Cheyne went on to the end of the passage, stepped into the waiting lift and made a brief descent. He tipped the boy and glanced towards the empty chair where the fireman generally sat.




  “Where’s Tom to-night?” he asked.




  “Off duty, I expect, sir. It’s past four o’clock and there’s scarcely any one left in the club.”




  Cheyne nodded and walked on. A few yards and he was around the corner. He could see now to the end of the passage and he noticed that the lift was not there in waiting. Somehow or other, the journey down the carpeted way seemed longer than usual to-night. It came to an end, however, in due course. The lift was still absent and Cheyne pushed the bell. Nothing happened. As a rule, one heard almost immediately the banging of the gate upstairs and the rattle of the lift on its way down. This time there was no response. Cheyne glanced at his watch and yawned. Perhaps the boy had gone to sleep. In any case, it was only a couple of flights up the winding stair. He turned to the left and began to climb. He had swung around the first curve and his foot was on the next when suddenly the lights behind him and in front went out and he found himself in complete darkness. Almost simultaneously there was a terrible pain in his left side, a sharp sound no louder than that of a child’s popgun, another spasm of pain. His knees crumpled up beneath him….




  The electrician found him about a quarter of an hour later, lying like a man who had fallen backwards and broken his neck. There were two small holes in his shirtfront exactly over the heart and his pockets were empty.
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  It was Roger Sloane who gave the luncheon party at the Hôtel de Paris on the morning of Luke Cheyne’s funeral. Lord Bradley, however, did most of the talking. The guests consisted of Mr. Terence Brown, a Major Thornton introduced by the former as liaison officer between a certain branch of the Foreign Office and Scotland Yard, who had come down to Marseilles in charge of some Indian princes and was having a few weeks’ holiday in Monte Carlo before returning, Prince Savonarilda, Erskine and Bradley. The latter would have liked to have made a more formal affair of the gathering but was overruled.




  “After all, you know,” Roger pointed out, as he tasted the vodka which was being served with the caviar, “there’s no harm in talking over anything we want to at luncheon. The police here might get raw with us if we held anything in the shape of a meeting.”




  “The lad is right, without a doubt,” Terence Brown observed, making secret signs to the waiter to indicate an unsatisfied appetite for caviar. “The authorities here are touchy. Very touchy sometimes.”




  “That’s all very well,” Lord Bradley commented guardedly, “but we’re the people who keep the place going and we’ve got to have a word or two to say sometimes. For instance,” he went on, “we none of us want to find fault with the laws of the Principality or the policy of the Casino, but we have to look after ourselves. The policy of the Casino dictates that every crime which happens should be covered up, so far as possible, and given as little prominence in the news as may be. The police and the Press are hand in glove with the administration.”




  “That’s all very well, so far as regards suicides,” Terence Brown pointed out; “but when it comes to the case of the murder of a friend like Luke Cheyne, something has got to be done about it. It’s an ugly thought that a man can be murdered and robbed of half a million francs in this very hotel and that the murderer can get away with it. What do you think, Major Thornton? You’re the man who has had experience in such matters.”




  Thornton was lean and grey, slow of speech, with steely blue eyes and a strangely shaped mouth, owing to his long upper lip. His voice was soft and pleasant. He had the air of an absent-minded man—which he certainly was not.




  “Well, there isn’t much to be said just now, is there?” he remarked. “I can tell you this, if it is of any interest. We know for a fact in London, and they know it in Paris too, that a larger number of criminals than usual—mostly internationals—are working along the coast between Biarritz and San Remo. The French police are on to them in Nice and Marseilles. This little spot we’re in at present always seems to me a trifle unguarded. I don’t like their police methods and I tell you so frankly.”




  “Tell us what you find fault with chiefly, Major Thornton?” Terence Brown enquired.




  Thornton sipped his wine and found it of a pleasant flavour.




  “Well, I’ll tell you,” he confided. “The murder, as most of us know, took place on the stairs by the last lift, but the body was discovered by the police, when they arrived, in Mr. Cheyne’s bedroom, with a revolver lying upon the carpet, from which the shots might have been fired but certainly were not! This, I suppose, was done to suggest suicide. It was a clumsy effort and, of course, makes the discovery of the criminal more difficult.”




  “What about the half million francs?” Erskine asked.




  “There wasn’t a mille note left,” Thornton replied. “Although, when enquiries were made, it transpired that Mr. Cheyne had a large balance at the bank here and a larger one still in Paris, not a word of this appeared in the Press.”




  “Going a trifle too far, you know,” Lord Bradley muttered.




  “Furthermore,” Thornton continued, “the lad who was chloroformed whilst asleep in the chair by the side of the lift was summarily dismissed by the hotel authorities for inattention to duties and has disappeared. I make no comment upon that fact, but he has disappeared.”




  “Disgraceful!” Erskine exclaimed.




  Terence Brown leaned across the table. He was a handsome, elderly man who had once been a great beau, American by birth but a thorough cosmopolitan. He was probably amongst the most popular visitors to the Principality.




  “As I daresay you all know,” he said, “I am a great supporter of the administration here. I know intimately most of the officials of the place and I admit frankly that I love Monte Carlo. Ugly things happen here sometimes. Suicides, for example. When they do happen, I am all for the policy of the authorities. I believe in keeping them quiet. I believe in hushing them up. In my experience, the class of person who commits suicide here would be just as likely to do it anywhere else, if he had losses on the Stock Exchange or horse racing.”




  “I’m inclined to agree with you, Terence,” Lord Bradley admitted.




  “It’s a very reasonable point of view, anyhow,” Erskine observed.




  “But,” Terence Brown continued, shaking his forefinger, “when it comes to a murder like this—of a man we all knew, too—it’s a horse of a different colour. I disagree with the official attitude altogether and I don’t mind telling you gentlemen that I have called upon some influential friends of mine this morning and told them so.”




  Prince Savonarilda dropped his eyeglass and abandoned with reluctance his admiring contemplation of a planked loup.




  “The murder of a man like our friend Cheyne in the most important hotel of the place gives one unpleasant thoughts,” he remarked. “If no arrest is made, one cannot but believe that other crimes will follow. We shall have to go about in threes and fours for the sake of safety. They speak of the brigandage and the crimes passionels in the villages and mountains of my own country but indeed I begin to wonder whether there would not be greater safety there.”




  Terence Brown, who had been favoured with a sight of the loup, helped himself plentifully.




  “I am bound to confess,” he said, “that my country stands behind much of this increase in ruthless crime. Bootlegging started it, of course. Here was a law one felt justified in disobeying. And from that one moved onwards. Crime began to appeal to a different sort of mentality. At the present moment, I am perfectly convinced that some of the most dangerous criminals in the world are men of brains and position. Explorers who used to shoot lions, bully and kill natives, and hoist the flag of their country in the far-away places are indulging in very similar instincts nearer home. … Jean,” he added, turning to the sommelier, “another glass of that delicious white wine, please.”




  “I don’t like Mr. Terence Brown’s theory,” Thornton remarked grimly. “The one thing we dread at the Yard is the educated criminal. The Bill Sykes type scarcely exists any more.”




  A messenger boy from the hall approached the table and handed a note and card to Terence Brown. With a glance of apology towards his host he tore open the envelope and read.




  “My dear Sloane,” he said, lowering his voice a little. “This comes in the nature of a coincidence. The note is from my friend Monsieur Pleydou, the commissaire of police here on whom I called this morning. He desires to impart some information at once. May I invite him to join us?”




  “By all means,” Sloane agreed.




  Monsieur Pleydou was ushered in, a grave-looking man with black beard and imperial, dark clothes and a general air of solemnity. He shook hands with Terence Brown, bowed to the others to whom he was introduced and accepted a glass of wine. He took the déjeuner always, he explained, at midday.




  “Gentlemen,” he announced, “I bring you news. The murderer of Luke Cheyne has confessed. The mystery is solved.”




  There was a murmur of interest. Monsieur Pleydou continued.




  “A letter was brought to the Police Station this morning signed by a certain Samuel Crowley, confessing to the crime and giving particulars as to how it was executed. It was apparently partly an act of personal vengeance on the part of this man who had had unfortunate business transactions with Mr. Cheyne in New York and partly an ordinary robbery. Our police at once visited the small ketch upon which Crowley had been living in the harbour and found that he had disappeared. His body was discovered only an hour ago.”




  There were a few moments of curious silence. Somehow or other to one or two of the auditors at any rate the story seemed to lack substance.




  “Did the confession which Mr. Crowley left,” Roger asked, “contain any particulars as to how he committed the crime?”




  “They were scarcely necessary,” the police commissary replied, “but as a matter of general interest he did leave some particulars. He entered the hotel by the front way, muffled up, and walked straight ahead. It was a perfectly simple thing to do as it was past four o’clock in the morning. A great many of the guests are in the habit of coming home at that time from the night clubs and naturally the members of the staff who were about were sleepy. He found the lift boy, for instance, fast asleep, which made his task easier. He chloroformed him, pulled him out of sight and sat just at the bend of the stairs with his hand upon the electric switch waiting for Mr. Cheyne, of whose impending departure from the Club he had been advised by a confederate.”




  “And the money?” Erskine enquired.




  “A certain amount of it—quite enough to confirm Crowley’s story—was found in his cabin. The remainder will doubtless be recovered later. That is an affair between us and the administration. It is a sad story, gentlemen, and the only satisfactory part of it is that it clears up the mystery of Monsieur Cheyne’s death.”




  Every one seemed to feel that there was little else to be said. Monsieur Pleydou accepted coffee, a liqueur and cigar and the conversation drifted away to the always interesting subjects of the unreported suicides and robberies in the Casino. When the luncheon broke up Thornton, who seemed to have taken a fancy to Roger, walked with him and Erskine to the courtyard where the latter’s car was waiting to take them to the tennis courts.




  “You own a villa in the neighbourhood, I understand?” Thornton enquired of his late host. “When are you leaving?”




  “I’m not quite sure,” Roger confided, “that I shall leave at all for the present. Things seem to me as though they might become too interesting down here. I am returning to my villa for luncheon to-morrow, but I am keeping my room here and I shall probably stay on for some time.”




  “I am not sure that you’re wise,” Thornton reflected. “If there is any gang work going on down here, you would probably be a marked man after your luncheon to-day. You’ll be safer at the villa, Mr. Sloane.”




  “That may be so, but I don’t think I shall stay there. Am I allowed to ask you one question?”




  “Just one,” was the rather grudging reply, “and I think I can guess what it will be.”




  Roger clambered up to Erskine’s side in the car and waved the porter away. He leaned towards Thornton.




  “You are not accepting whole-heartedly this solution of Luke Cheyne’s murder?”




  Major Thornton smiled frostily. His voice had sunk almost to a whisper, although they were alone in the courtyard.




  “I am not,” he admitted. “I am wondering whether the police here are trying to be very clever indeed or whether you are up against a gang of criminals with new ideas.”
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  Roger, with Jeannine by his side, stood on the terrace of his villa the next day after luncheon and gazed with a shudder at a flamboyant new château, fortunately half hidden by a turning in the road.




  “Who on earth has built that atrocity, Bardells?” he asked his butler, who was serving the coffee.




  “Monsieur Viotti, who was Mayor of the place last year, sir,” the man replied. “He has come in, people say, for a great deal of money. A wealthy brother in America. At any rate, he has become rich. He has a large apartment in Nice, an hotel on the Corniche between Eze and Mentone; he has left all the farm and flower lands here and visits the place but seldom. His mother and sisters occupy the château.”




  “God help them!” Roger muttered. “You mean, of course, the man I—”




  “Precisely, sir. The man you knocked down the day you brought the young lady up.”




  Roger nodded.




  “I’ve seen him in the Sporting Club,” he said. “He looks just as disagreeable as ever, but opulent. By the by, Bardells, I am going to stay on at the Hôtel de Paris for a few weeks. Wisden has a list of the things I shall require. Tell him not to forget everything necessary for golf and tennis, two bathing suits and both my automatics.”




  “Your automatics, sir?” the man repeated.




  “The habit of living in wild countries, I suppose,” Roger remarked carelessly. “Anyhow, I like to have them. No liqueurs, thanks.”




  “Very good, sir.”




  The man disappeared. Roger led his companion down to the arbour.




  “This is where I was sitting,” he told her, “when Pips Erskine came along and we started off to Nice and—you happened.”




  “Yes, I suppose I happened,” she meditated. “What about Lord Erskine? He is by himself all this time. I think I shall go and talk to him.”




  “You will do nothing of the sort,” he told her. “You will stay and entertain your host.”




  “I failed once before in doing that,” she observed with a strange smile.




  “You have learnt a great deal since then,” he retorted.




  “I think that I have learnt nothing that changes me very much.”




  “Could you climb along the bough of that tree now?”




  “Of course I could,” she assured him, “if I took off my skirt. On the other hand, Madame does not like her skirts taken off. I have to be careful even how I sit down. It is a strange feeling, always wearing clothes that do not belong to you. I am happiest when I get home and put on an old crêpe de Chine frock which I bought with my first month’s salary.”




  “Does any one ever offer to buy you frocks?” he asked, with a sudden twinge of jealousy.




  “Dozens of people. Generally gentlemen who have been in with their wives the afternoon before and make some pretence to come back again. Laurette is the fortunate one, because she sometimes very discreetly goes out to dinner with one of them, then she wears a frock of the establishment and she does not have to return it. Myself,” she sighed, “no one makes me offers now. They have decided that I am a foolish girl.”




  He beamed upon her.




  “You are a very wise one,” he declared. “Shall I give you a frock?”




  She looked at him curiously.




  “Would you like to, Monsieur Roger?”




  “I’d love to! My aunt and I between us, if you like.”




  The smile left her lips.




  “A frock is not necessary for me,” she confided. “I can always wear what I choose and I do not go out in the evenings unless it is for the Maison. We must go and talk to Lord Erskine. He looks very lonely.”




  “Not so lonely as I shall be if you leave me,” he complained.




  “Then you can come too. You observe that I am wearing a white gabardine skirt and your garden seats are not very clean. One has to remember things like that when the skirt belongs to the Maison! I shall make a promenade.”




  “Very well,” he assented sulkily. “Go and find Erskine.”




  She laughed and held out her hand.




  “Come with me,” she begged. “It is a neighbourhood full of dangers, this. Another wild man may appear. Did you know that Monsieur Viotti had reformed? He has approached Madame Vinay. They are great friends and they go to the cinema together. He has demanded my hand in marriage.”




  Roger rose to his feet.




  “Look here, you little devil—” he began.




  “I am not a little devil any longer,” she interrupted him. “I am a grown-up young lady, second mannequin at the great house of Prétat. It is not in the least extraordinary that Monsieur Viotti should ask for my hand in marriage. I am old enough to be at least fiancée.”




  “How the mischief old are you?” he demanded.




  “Ah, no one has ever told me that,” she regretted. “That is what comes of being born a ragamuffin. Only I know that I was old enough to be hurt when you found me….”




  Lady Julia came out of the house in great good humour.




  “I have had a very pleasant sleep,” she announced, “and your excellent Mrs. Bardells has given me a cup of tea which I could drink. We will lunch with you again, Roger. You are quite ready, Jeannine?”




  “Quite, Lady Julia,” the girl answered. “Will you take my arm?”




  “I rather thought,” Roger suggested, “that I might drive home Mademoiselle Jeannine in the Packard and you could take Erskine in the limousine. You can tell him more stories about how you used to flirt with his father.”




  “I shall do nothing of the sort,” Lady Julia replied. “You have seen quite enough of Jeannine for one day. She is a very sweet girl and she pleases me very much, but she must not be spoilt nor must her head be turned.”




  Roger Sloane sighed as he handed Lady Julia into her car.




  “And I once thought that you were my favourite aunt!”




  “So I ought to be. Don’t forget that if you finish your tennis in time, I like to be taken into the Sporting Club bar and given a cocktail at seven o’clock.”




  “We’re not playing this afternoon,” Roger told her, “so I shall be there.”




  “A thousand thanks for the delicious lunch,” Jeannine murmured, leaning forward.




  “And you ate nothing,” he reminded her.




  She waved her hand.




  “I must remain slim enough to wear the frocks of the Maison Prétat!”




  Lady Julia suddenly changed her mind. After all, Erskine was a pleasant youth and there were a few family questions she had forgotten to ask him.




  “A wave of good nature has come over me,” she declared. “You can take Jeannine, but drive carefully and don’t loiter. Send Reggie along at once. It is time I started.”




  Jeannine dismounted demurely.




  “You like to take me?” she asked Roger.




  “I’ll say so,” he answered, as he handed her into the Packard.


  




  Roger seemed smitten with an inexplicable dumbness that afternoon, and Jeannine herself appeared to be curiously content with his silence. They stopped for a few moments in Nice and he bought roses at the shop where Jeannine had served her apprenticeship, and chocolates next door. Then they mounted to the Moyen Corniche and paused once or twice to look down at the marvellous view.




  “You are happy in this new life of yours?” he ventured.




  “It is far more wonderful than anything I could have dared to hope for,” she replied.




  “But you are contented?”




  “Is any one contented with life?” she asked a little restlessly. “It never gives with both hands and it never gives precisely what you want.”




  “What is it you want?”




  She smiled.




  “Your questions,” she complained, “they are like bombshells. A year ago I could have answered you. Now life has become more confused.”




  “I believe,” he said, “that you would have liked me better if—if I had—”




  She broke into her old laugh. Roger felt himself more than ever a bungler.




  “You are a great cavalier,” she mocked him. “Do you mind if I tell you that you make me think sometimes of that strange knight who went about with a lance and a fat steward? They made an opera about him.”




  “A half-baked idiot he was,” Roger declared angrily. “Supposing I drive on and take you across the frontier into Italy.”




  “It would annoy your aunt very much,” she pointed out, “and Prétats would probably issue a procès against me for going away in their precious clothes!”




  “And you,” he persisted. “How should you feel about it?”




  She smiled in puzzling fashion.




  “I’ve left off feeling,” she confided. “Once I felt too much.”




  They passed through La Turbie and swung around to the right. He brought the car to a standstill in front of the café and raised his hat in greeting to two strange-looking people—a man and a woman—who were seated side by side at one of the outdoor tables. The man was toying with a guitar. The woman was seated with her hands in front of her, apparently dreaming. They were both old, they were both dressed in rusty and shabby black.




  “My friends from the Vistaero,” Roger greeted them, throwing up his arms.




  They recognised him with enthusiasm. Madame rose to her feet and attempted a curtsey. Monsieur, with the memory of many a fifty-franc note in his mind, abased himself joyfully before his wealthy young patron.




  “What are you doing so far away from home?” the latter asked them.




  The careless question seemed to produce some embarrassment.




  “In the afternoons and evenings sometimes we visit here,” the woman explained. “Business at the Vistaero is always in the morning. When the sun goes behind the hill, the visitors shiver.”




  “But are there any visitors here?” Roger asked, looking around him in surprise. “And what is all that building at the back?”




  “There are people who call here for tea and an apéritif,” the woman explained. “They have built an hotel there. It is connected with the café.”




  “An hotel up here?” Roger repeated. “What an idea. Jeannine, would you like some tea?”




  “Must it be tea?” she asked. “I should like an orangeade and I should like your strange friends to sing to me—a Neapolitan song if possible.”




  They descended from the car. Roger pushed open the door to summon a waiter. To his surprise, the place was fitted up in the most modern and tasteful fashion. A white-jacketed barman stood on the other side of a polished counter. A man whom Roger recognised with astonishment was seated upon a stool, talking to him. The latter swung around at Roger’s exclamation.




  “Hello, Thornton!”




  “Hello, Sloane! What are you doing up here?”




  “Just what I was going to ask you,” was the smiling reply. “I’m driving a friend back to Monte Carlo and the look of this place rather intrigued me. Can I have two orangeades outside, please,” he went on to the barman.




  “Certainly, sir,” the man replied civilly, but without enthusiasm.




  “Seems very smart here for an out-of-the-way place,” Roger remarked, looking around. “Tremendous lot of men at work, too, round at the back.”




  Thornton nodded carelessly.




  “The hotel’s rather a hobby of a rich Niçois, I’m told. Shouldn’t think it will ever pay. By the by, when could I have a few words with you to-night?”




  “Not at all, unless it’s really urgent. I’m dining with the tennis people at Cannes and I shall stay on until pretty late. What about luncheon to-morrow?”




  Thornton nodded.




  “That’ll do,” he agreed. “Meet you in the hotel bar just before one.”




  “That’s a date.”




  “Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?” Roger asked the barman, as the latter served his order.




  The man, sturdily built, middle-aged and with the curiously inscrutable expression of his class, smiled faintly.




  “Very likely, Mr. Sloane,” he assented. “I know you quite well. I was at the Racquet Club in New York for five, and at the Manhattan Club for ten years. Since then, I’ve been at Le Touquet and the Ritz.”




  “Of course! You’re Sam,” Roger exclaimed. “What on earth are you doing in an out-of-the-way place like this?”




  “I received a good offer,” the man confided. “The place will grow some day, sure. Wonderful air up here.”




  Roger pointed to the two musicians.




  “Serve Monsieur and Madame with what they desire,” he directed. “And, by the by, ask the gentleman inside if he would like a lift down.”




  “The gentleman came in his own car. He pushed it through the gate at the back.”




  “I see,” Roger murmured thoughtfully.




  Wine was brought to the two musicians, toasts were exchanged and a song. In the midst of it a large automobile turned off the main road and came to a standstill in front of the café—a powerful Voisin, but hideously painted in a violent shade of lilac. A fat little man descended from it, a man who wore tight, glossy clothes, over-elaborate linen and a beflowered tie. He wore gloves, he was smoking a cigar and he carried a cane. His thick lips pursed themselves into a whistle as he recognised Jeannine. He took off his hat with a sweeping bow.




  “Bonjour, Mademoiselle Jeannine,” he said.




  “Bonjour, Monsieur Viotti,” she answered coldly.




  The newcomer looked across at Roger and seemed about to attempt some sort of greeting. Roger’s eyes met his, however, stonily. The two musicians made obeisance. The ex-Mayor of La Bastide passed on into the bar.




  “C’est le patron,” the woman musician confided.




  Jeannine set down her glass.




  “Let us go,” she whispered.




  As they dropped down the hill, Roger looked at his companion curiously.




  “You are still afraid of Monsieur Viotti,” he observed.




  “I shall be afraid of him until my dying day,” she confessed.




  He held out his hand and for once she yielded hers quickly, almost impulsively.




  “Promise me,” she begged, “that if ever you have anything to do with him, you will remember that he is bad and you will be careful.”




  He had the intention of answering differently but he was suddenly aware of the almost passionate appeal in her eyes. It was the child again who was afraid.




  “I promise,” he said simply.
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  Roger lunched with Thornton the next day and a very angry man he discovered his host to be.




  “I am strongly inclined,” the latter declared, “to go back to London this afternoon. No sort of vacation here is likely to do me any good.”




  “Just what do you mean?” Roger asked.




  “Mine,” Thornton explained, “is one of those professions that get into your blood. If there are things stirring around you, up goes your nose to the breeze and you smell ‘em out. You can’t help it. We are being made fools of down here, Sloane.”




  “In what way?”




  “Well, that Crowley confession, for one thing. It’s a faked business from beginning to end. The man was a perfectly harmless person who loved his life of adventure. He had kept his log for the last six months and the one place he had never been near was the United States of America. He had heaps of letters in his locker—all from people of a most respectable class in England.”




  “But surely you don’t suspect the Monaco police of forging his confession and planting four hundred thousand francs in his locker just to save their own faces? Isn’t that just a little thick?”




  “I don’t suspect anything of the sort,” Thornton rejoined. “Of course not. What I do complain about is that the Monaco police were only too pleased to get hold of the confession and they didn’t take the trouble to verify it. It suited them to have it accepted as a genuine affair and so they accepted it as such.”




  “What is your idea, then?”




  “I believe that this man, Crowley, poor devil, was murdered by the same people who murdered Luke Cheyne and that the confession was a faked document written by the murderer.”




  “What are you going to do about that?” Roger asked.




  Thornton waited for a few moments while the principal dish of their luncheon was served. The restaurant was crowded, and with the excitement concerning the two murders the chief subject of conversation, the two men who were known to be greatly interested were themselves the subject of many comments. Thornton continued in a slightly more casual tone.




  “I went to see the authorities this morning,” he confided, “and explained my point of view.”




  “Did they tumble to it at all?”




  “They did not. I wasn’t any too popular before but this time they practically turned me out. They don’t want foreigners upsetting their people and they certainly don’t want to foster the idea that there are dangerous criminals at work in the Principality.”




  “That’s the Casino influence!”




  “I told them I should appeal to—well, to a certain person who shall be nameless, and I was met with a shrug of the shoulders, a whiff of cigarette smoke and a polite gesture towards the door.”




  Roger rose to greet a passing acquaintance and the conversation was interrupted for several moments. When he sat down again, he remembered the question he had been intending to ask Thornton.




  “What were you doing up at that strange café yesterday?” he enquired.




  “Nothing of any consequence,” was the brief reply. “I must confess that this affair is bothering me. The supposed suicide’s letter is to be published in the Monegasque and Nice evening papers. The Luke Cheyne murder is considered solved. Meanwhile, the next affair is brewing and we can do nothing to stop it.”




  “Have you any suspicions at all?” Roger asked.




  “No sane ones. If only the Monegasque people would throw overboard this Crowley business, even for a few days, and start the Luke Cheyne official enquiries again from the very beginning, we might have a chance. Now all we know is that there is a dangerous gang at work in whose existence the police profess, at any rate, to absolutely disbelieve. They, on the other hand, can get at us at any time they want, if they think we are dangerous. By the by, has Prince Savonarilda or Terence Brown or any of you got any influence up at the Palace?”




  “None whatever.”




  “There’s nothing to be done then except to deal with these wooden-headed officials,” Thornton remarked, with a touch of irritability.




  “They are not wooden-headed,” Roger protested. “They are playing their own game. It is not ours, but that can’t be helped. They have got out of this Luke Cheyne murder and they want to stay out. Well, I don’t blame them. Catching criminals is not their business. Keeping Monaco free from them is. You don’t happen to have seen Bradley this morning?”




  “Not a sign of him,” Thornton answered. “I was up at the Royalty and he wasn’t there.”




  “He promised to come down to the tennis but he never turned up. I meant to ask him to stay to lunch and hear what you had to say.”




  The page boy from outside approached the table and handed a note to Sloane. On the back of the envelope was printed the name of Bradley’s yacht. Roger tore it open. Its contents were insignificant but somehow or other the substance of it was intriguing.




  

    My dear Sloane,


    


    If this reaches you in time, will you lunch with me? If it does not, will you come as soon as you can afterwards. Bring Erskine along if you care to, and keep your eyes open on the quay.


    


    Sincerely,


    BRADLEY.


  




  “That looks as though something fresh were being started,” Thornton reflected, “In his own handwriting, I see. Not too steady, either. I should say that note was written by a man who was in a funk. I thought Bradley was a man without any nerves.”




  “No millionaire likes even the suggestion of danger,” Roger observed, a little cynically. “It seems to him perfectly reasonable that a man in moderate circumstances should be wiped out. Not a tragedy at all, really. But a millionaire—a man who is able to wield the greatest power in the world—to be launched into eternity by the same bullet that would destroy a mendicant doesn’t seem right somehow. Oh, I quite sympathise with Bradley.”




  “Go along and see what he wants, then, as soon as you can pick up Erskine,” Thornton begged. “I will stay in for a couple of hours. If the man were not an idiot, he would have asked me to come instead of young Erskine.”




  “I’ll risk taking you, if you like,” Roger suggested.




  “No, thanks,” was the terse reply. “I don’t fancy Bradley has much of an opinion of me, anyway, and I won’t run the risk of offending him. All the same, if there’s anything doing that looks like linking up, get back as quick as you can.”


  




  Roger refused to indulge in his favorite penchant for riding in a voiture à cheval, neither did he send for his own car or allow Erskine to do so. He ensconced himself in the corner of a taxicab from which he scanned every corner of the quay as he made his way along it. He noticed no suspicious persons of any sort. The few men who were about appeared to have business and to be attending to it. At the gangway of the White Lady, as Bradley’s yacht was called, were four sailors, one of whom took the cards of the two young men before they were permitted to pass along. Bradley, instead of being seated on deck as usual, was lounging rather disconsolately in the smoking saloon.




  “Glad you’ve come, Sloane, and you Erskine,” he greeted them. “See many loiterers on the quay?”




  “Not a soul,” Roger replied. “The few people who were there seemed to have jobs.”




  Bradley handed across a letter. It was typed on notepaper of good quality and apparently upon an excellent machine.




  

    To the Right Honorable Lord Bradley,


    S.Y. “White Lady.”


    


    Milord,


    


    We can find a use for those six hundred thousand francs you were flashing about in the Sporting Club the other night. You had better make a parcel of them and leave them in mille notes at the Café Regent at Beausoleil this evening, addressed to Monsieur Monet.


    


    Now, read the rest of this communication carefully. If you attempt to communicate with the police, or if you fail to send the notes, or if you endeavour to have the recipient watched, you will be a dead man before midnight. You can take our word for it that these threats can easily be carried out. Adopt your own counsel to others and be a philosopher. Say to yourself that the life of the great Lord Bradley is worth more to the British public than six hundred thousand francs.


  




  “Pretty cool,” Roger remarked, as he passed it back.




  “Almost insolent,” Erskine agreed, “but intensely interesting.”




  “What are you going to do about it?” Roger asked.




  “I’m going to pay,” was the terse reply. “I’ve thought it over carefully and I’ve decided to part with the money.”




  Bradley, for a famous man and a man who had spoken vociferously in the Sporting Club during the last four nights on the subject of crime, appeared somewhat sheepish. Roger’s expression was imperturbable but Erskine was plainly surprised.




  “It’s all very well,” Bradley defended himself irritably, “but after all, what’s the use of running any risks for a sum I could give away for a tip to a maître d’hôtel if I wanted to? If I felt certain that this was a dangerous gang at work, if I felt certain even that they were the same gang that murdered poor Luke Cheyne, it might be worth while risking something for the sake of routing them out.”




  “My belief is that it is the same gang,” Roger declared gravely.




  “How can it be?” Bradley expostulated. “The man who murdered Luke Cheyne was an eccentric fellow named Crowley who has drowned himself in the harbour and left a confession behind him.”




  “Thornton and I have both come to the conclusion,” Roger pronounced, “that the confession was a fake and the suicide a murder, probably by the same gang.”




  “You’re not serious!” Bradley gasped.




  “Come and talk to Thornton and you’ll soon be convinced,” Roger suggested.




  “I can’t leave the damn boat,” was the angry reply. “There’s another note on the table there, typed on the same machine. I am told that any visitor I have will be watched and that I myself am not to leave the boat until I go to the Café Regent at a quarter to seven. I understand that I am to have an unseen escort right to the door of the damn place and back again. In Monaco Harbour, mind you. What do you think of that?”




  Roger was almost inclined to laugh. Bradley, like many other men of real power and genius, was terribly impatient of any form of control. To think of him as prisoner on his own boat for fear of getting a bullet through his lungs was quaint.




  “I can’t telephone,” Bradley went on. “All the company can say is that the line’s been disturbed. The devils have cut it! Here I am a prisoner allowed to leave at a quarter to seven on sufferance and carry my ransom money myself in broad daylight to some disreputable café!”




  “I wonder who told them that you had that exact sum in plaques in your hand the other night,” Erskine meditated. “There were barely half a dozen of us in the room.”




  “That’s what I’ve been asking myself,” Bradley replied. “There’s some one in this gang connected with either the Sporting Club or the Casino. No doubt about that. We could almost have counted the people in the bar. As you say, I don’t believe there were more than half a dozen, and they’ve got the exact amount. Don’t forget, either, that they knew exactly the minute that Luke Cheyne left the Sporting Club that night and that he’d taken his money with him.”




  “Well, what do you want us to do about this?” Roger asked. “Terence Brown, I’m sure, would join in; there’s Savonarilda—a lazy sort of fellow but a deadly shot—and Erskine and myself. We’re ready to take any risk you like. We’ll sit round in the Café Regent till some one claims those notes, if you say so, or we’ll think out something more subtle.”




  “You won’t do a damn thing,” Bradley insisted. “You are to keep right away from the Café Regent at seven o’clock. I shall deliver the notes and then consider the whole affair. Whether I shall send the police up there afterwards or not, I don’t know. Just at present, it doesn’t seem to me to be worth the risk.”




  “Very well,” Roger agreed, “we won’t interfere. I tell you what you might do, though; come in to the Hôtel de Paris bar on your way down afterwards. You may have been able to pick up an idea.”




  “I’ll do that,” Bradley promised. “All the same, I’ll tell you frankly—you needn’t go spreading it about—that I’ve got the wind up. I feel rather inclined to beat it out at midnight. There’s an air about the place this season that I don’t like. If a really ugly crowd got together here, there wouldn’t be anything to stop them. Have a drink, you fellows, before you go.”




  The young men refused and presently took their leave. The taxicab was still waiting on the quay but Roger fancied that the chauffeur looked curiously at him as he took his place inside. They drove off, however, quite uneventfully. The only people in sight were a few newcomers fishing in the harbour waters and one gendarme at the corner, perambulating a brief space of the dock. Yet, Roger had a feeling all the time that they were being watched, the most profound conviction that if there had been a note for the chief of the police in his pocket he would have felt the whistle of a bullet through the window. Something of the sort he confided to his companion. Erskine only laughed at him.




  “Your condition, my dear Roger,” the latter declared, “proves to me that it’s time you started writing again. Your imagination is brimming over. You need the typewriter to take care of some of it. Maybe you think our plump friend there on the sea wall with the carnation in his buttonhole is watching us with murderous intent.”




  “I shouldn’t be in the least surprised,” Roger replied calmly. “If you look at him again, you’ll see who it is. Whatever he’s doing here, I’ll bet it’s no good.”




  Erskine recognised the saunterer with a little gasp.




  “It’s the Mayor of La Bastide!” he exclaimed.




  “It is,” Roger agreed, “and you may take my word for it that the ex-Mayor of La Bastide, whatever he’s up to in life just now, is a very bad man.”
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  Outside the famous establishment of Prétat, on his way up from the quay, Roger saw his aunt’s car waiting. He took leave of Erskine, who was on his way to the tennis courts, entered the establishment, and in response to her gestured invitation slipped into a chair by Lady Julia’s side.




  “Frocks?” he asked.




  “Just the usual mannequin show. I come for half an hour most afternoons. It does me good to watch Jeannine.”




  “That child seems to have fascinated you,” he observed.




  “She is no child. To me she is ageless. As a matter of fact, as far as she can tell, she is eighteen years old.”




  Roger was conscious of a queer, internal disturbance. It seemed incredible to him to reflect that she had actually been on the threshold of womanhood when he had first seen her sprawling in the boughs of an orange tree making fun of him with the true gamine’s love of mockery. It was more bewildering still to recall that same night when he had seen her waiting patiently on the hard seat outside his room.




  “I should have thought she would have been too young for this job, anyway,” he muttered.




  “Jeannine has an abnormal intelligence,” his aunt pronounced. “At the rate she is educating herself and developing her mental outlook, she will be a very clever woman before she is twenty. Can you tell me—you have written some queer short stories and profess to understand something of life—can you tell me how a girl brought up in a hill village amongst peasants, climbing trees to pick blossoms for the scent factories, learnt to be so magnificently devoid of all self-consciousness?”




  Jeannine was passing down the room towards them now, showing off an afternoon gown to some newcomers. There was none of the gesturing or posturing of the ordinary mannequin about her deliberate movements. She looked once or twice, as she passed before them, at the girl on whose account she was wearing the frock; otherwise it was clear that no one else, not even her patroness, existed. Monsieur Prétat, who had paused to pay his respects to Lady Julia, watched his employee for a moment thoughtfully.




  “That girl,” he confided, “is either one of the greatest artists at repression or she is the most perfect mannequin in the world.”




  “She is much too good to remain a mannequin,” Lady Julia declared. “You will lose her some day.”




  Monsieur Prétat frowned.




  “I hope your Ladyship won’t encourage her to do anything foolish,” he said. “I pay her already a high salary but I would pay her more than any other mannequin in the world sooner than lose her.”




  Lady Julia raised her lorgnettes.




  “She’s nothing extraordinary to look at,” she remarked thoughtfully.




  Monsieur Prétat shrugged his shoulders.




  “None of the women who have turned the heads of the world have been very wonderful to look at,” he reminded Lady Julia, as he obeyed the summons of another patron.




  “Prétat knows what he’s talking about,” Roger remarked, rising to his feet.




  “Why are you so restless?” his aunt asked.




  Roger muttered something about an appointment. He knew very well why he was restless. Lady Julia looked at him keenly. Perhaps she too guessed.




  “I will come with you,” she decided. “There is nothing I can afford to buy to-day. The sooner that girl gets a lover or a husband,” she added, “the better.”


  




  Precisely at quarter past seven that evening Bradley descended from a petite voiture and entered the bar of the Hôtel de Paris. He crossed towards the table where Roger, Erskine and Thornton were waiting for him and sat down a little heavily. His manner was disturbed, his cheeks were bereft of colour and he was breathing rather more quickly than is usual in a man of good health. In his eyes, too, there was a look of trouble.




  “Anything gone wrong?” Roger asked quickly.




  The other shook his head.




  “Everything went according to plan,” he announced. “I drove up to the place in a horse carriage, found quite an ordinary café with several decent-looking men of the shopkeeper type sitting about and two or three women. No one at all remarkable. I went to the counter, laid down the packet and covered it with a newspaper exactly as I had been told. Then I ordered a Fine—a very good Fine it was too—paid for it and left the place.”




  “Who served you with your drink?” Thornton asked.




  “He seemed to be quite an ordinary barman, rather above the usual type, if anything—clean white linen coat—spoke English perfectly. I didn’t hurry over my brandy. I was trying to make up my mind about the people. When I left I bade the barman good evening. He replied quite pleasantly and made no reference at all to the parcel I was leaving behind. As I was stepping into my carriage I looked back. The newspaper had gone from the counter and my packet with it!”




  “And you drove straight here?”




  “I drove straight here.”




  Roger called the barman and gave an order. Thornton was tapping a cigarette thoughtfully upon the table.




  “I suppose you have still made up your mind to sacrifice the money and let it go at that?” he asked.




  Bradley frowned.




  “I don’t think I went quite so far as that,” he replied. “I may have hinted as much to Erskine and Sloane here this afternoon, but the point I was definite about was that I didn’t want any outside interference.”




  Thornton was suddenly grave, his tone almost inquisitorial.




  “Lord Bradley,” he said, “you strike me as being an amateur who may be trying to measure his wits against some very experienced professionals. You have had this demand made upon you and you have paid these men the money they insisted upon. I daresay you have been wise, but I want you to tell me this—are you keeping anything back?”




  Bradley made no direct answer. He felt in his hip pocket and produced a well-fitted portemonnaie. From it he drew a mille note and laid it upon the table.




  “Do either of you see anything unusual about that?” he asked.




  Roger took up the note and examined it carefully. He spent some few minutes over his investigation before handing it back.




  “Seems to me all right,” he admitted.




  “What about you, Erskine?”




  The latter also subjected it to a close scrutiny.




  “I should like a thousand of them,” he observed, as he returned it.




  “And you, Thornton?”




  Thornton adjusted some rarely used spectacles and went over the note inch by inch.




  “Seems to me O.K.” he acknowledged finally. “Wait a moment.”




  He opened his own pocketbook, produced a mille note and laid it beside Bradley’s. Presently a little exclamation broke from his lips.




  “The ‘i’ in the last word of the inscription here is dotted,” he pointed out. “It is not dotted on mine. As it is a block letter, one would not expect it.”




  Bradley smiled triumphantly.




  “You would expect that to escape ordinary observation then?”




  “Ordinary observation—yes,” Thornton agreed. “I am not at all sure, however, about the people you’re up against!”




  Bradley glanced around the room for a moment to be sure that there was no one within hearing.




  “Well, anyway, there it is,” he confided. “Morris, my Marconi man, and I have spent the greater part of the day making those dots with some white ink I got and a blunted needle end. I have seen—well, the right person to see—at the Etablissement. None of the croupiers have been told the reason, but every one of the cashiers has his orders that the mille notes handed to croupiers for change to-night and to-morrow night will be placed in a special compartment of their boxes and examined later on.”




  There was an expression on Thornton’s face which it was hard to classify.




  “Of course, if you think it worth while to run a risk like this,” he said a little stiffly, “it is no one else’s business.”




  “It’s not a question of the money,” Bradley pointed out. “How do you suppose I feel about being blackmailed by this company of gangsters or cutthroats or whatever they are? It hurts a man’s vanity. I haven’t gone through life being any one’s mug. You especially ought to be thankful, Thornton. You find the man to-night who tries to cash one of those notes—”




  “And what do you suppose, Lord Bradley, may happen to you,” Thornton interrupted, “if when our friends up at the Café Regent go through that bundle of bills they discover that dotted ‘i’?”




  “They are not likely to,” Bradley scoffed. “I’ve tried it on a dozen people, people of experience too. I tried it on the head cashier of the principal Bank here, and the manager. Neither of them noticed it.”




  “All the same,” Thornton said, and he spoke very earnestly and very deliberately, “it is a calm sea, Lord Bradley, and the papers are prophesying good weather. It was only yesterday you said you were ready to sail at any time. Why not to-night?”




  Bradley’s jaw was suddenly set. He seemed to have assumed the expression with which he was so frequently caricatured.




  “I think,” he confided, “I would rather stay and deal with the men who are trying to rob me of six hundred thousand francs Thornton’s eyes were filled with disapproval as he watched Bradley’s disappearing figure a few minutes later.




  “True to type,” he sighed. “It is not the loss of the money he minds but the blow to his conceit.”




  “I don’t think it’s up to us to grumble,” Roger objected.




  “Why not?”




  “It gives us a chance, doesn’t it?”




  “In a way it does, of course,” Thornton admitted. “But the more I think of it, Sloane, the more I’m becoming convinced that we’re up against something unusually clever.”




  “Open up,” Roger invited. “Why?”




  “That faked confession of Crowley’s, for one thing, and the fact that the gang were perfectly willing to commit a featureless murder in order to give the police something to pat themselves on the back for and at the same time divert suspicion from themselves.”




  “A dirty business that,” Roger acquiesced.




  “Then you must remember this,” Thornton went on; “if Bradley is being watched scientifically—as seems possible from the boldness of their threats—they will know that he was shut up for three or four hours during the day with his Marconi man and they may even have an idea as to what he was doing. They will know, too, that he had an interview with the Casino authorities this morning, or has communicated with them in some way or other.”




  “That seems likely enough.”




  “I should imagine that before they are put into circulation, every one of those notes will be gone over by an expert with a magnifying glass. If so, they can’t fail to find the white dot. And if they find it—well, I think that Lord Bradley would be very much safer on his way to Egypt. He may not realise it, but it was a pretty foolhardy thing to do to take this gang on.”




  “Maybe,” Roger commented. “All the same, it would be a Simple Simon business to sit down and be robbed of a sum like that.”




  “If I had Bradley’s millions, I should have paid the money like a bird. Are you off?”




  “I’m going to change early,” Roger, who had risen to his feet confided. “I played rather strenuous tennis this afternoon and I want something elaborate in the way of a bath.”




  Thornton glanced around. There were only two people in the room and they appeared to be of the most harmless type. The barman was gazing over their heads at the lights of a small steamer on the horizon.




  “I have a fancy that one of us ought to keep an eye on the Salle Privée,” he observed. “If there’s nothing doing there, I may see something of you later.”


  




  After all, it was Roger who had the luck that evening. He was standing a little aimlessly behind the croupier at one of the roulette tables when he saw a young man seated in front of him withdraw a mille note from a little bundle fastened together with an elastic band and pass it up to the croupier.




  “Première douzaine,” he instructed.




  The croupier glanced at the mille note, placed a plaque upon the stake, but instead of passing the note itself into the box handed it with a significant glance to the chef. The young man appeared to take no notice and the game proceeded. The chef, however, had turned his head and raised his finger. One of those silent mysterious figures who wander about the rooms with the clothes and manner of an ambassador came unobtrusively forward. The chef moved his head in the direction of the young man and the newcomer took up his position behind his chair. The game proceeded for several spins without incident of any sort. The representative of the hidden powers of the Casino remained a motionless, unobtrusive figure, his hands behind his back, his eyes benevolently following the play. The young man, who appeared to be in a vein of luck, noticed no one. The time arrived, however, when he leaned back in his place and began to collect his chips. With a careless gesture he swept them into his pocket and rose to his feet.




  “Vous gardez votre place, Monsieur?“ the valet enquired.




  The young man slipped a tip into his hand.




  “Finit pour ce soir.”




  He strolled away, but before he could reach the door the official who had been standing behind him touched his arm apologetically.




  “A little word, Monsieur,” he begged, with a glance at Roger and Thornton, who were lingering in the background.




  “With me?” the young man asked.




  “With you, if you please, Monsieur Froquet.”




  They passed into the corridor together. The young man appeared unperturbed.




  “Well, what is it that you desire?” he enquired.




  “Monsieur Thiers, one of the directors, would like just a word with you, if you would give yourself the trouble to step into his office,” the official explained suavely. “You might perhaps be able to afford us assistance in a certain matter.”




  The young man appeared mystified but made no objection and walked side by side with his companion down the passage. Thornton and Roger followed behind. When they reached the director’s room they were all three ushered in. The young man turned and looked with surprise at his two companions.




  “What is this all about?” he demanded.




  The director rose to his feet and bowed. He had recognised the young man at once.




  “Monsieur Froquet,” he explained. “I will not beat about the bush. There are some mille notes in circulation, the origin of which we desire to trace. I gather from the fact that our inspector has brought you here that one of them has come into your possession.”




  “That is so, Monsieur,” the official affirmed. “The chef told me that it was handed to him by Monsieur Froquet for a stake at the roulette table.”




  He produced a note which the director scrutinised carefully.




  “Tiens!” he exclaimed. “One perceives that the chef had keen eyes. It would be a great assistance to us all,” he added, “if Monsieur Froquet could tell us how he came into possession of this note?”




  “It is not a forgery, I hope?” the young man asked, still without any signs of undue agitation.




  “Certainly not,” the director assured him. “There is a slight peculiarity about it, however, which makes us anxious to discover its source.”




  Monsieur Froquet frowned in perplexed fashion.




  “And this gentleman here, whom I do not know,” he remarked, turning to Thornton. “And Mr. Roger Sloane, with whom I have once or twice exchanged civilities at the gaming table—what have they to do with it?”




  “It happens to be their friend who has brought the matter before the authorities,” the director explained affably. “There is no question of the note not being genuine. It is simply that we beg you to assist us, Monsieur Froquet, by telling us from whom you received it.”




  The young man smiled. He was very pale and thin and his hair shone almost like black varnish. He was dressed with the meticulous care of the young Frenchman of good social position.




  “I find the affair a little quaint,” he remarked. “However, I am pleased to be able to satisfy your curiosity. The note was given me by your barman, Jack, about half an hour ago.”




  The director touched a bell and spoke down the telephone. The young man seemed puzzled.




  “It is not that you doubt my word, I trust?”




  “Not for a moment, Monsieur,” the director assured him. “We are anxious to discover with as little delay as possible, however, how the note came into the possession of our barman.”




  “It would appear to be treating me reasonably if you would tell me what it is all about,” Monsieur Froquet observed irritably. “I answer all your questions and I arrive here at the bureau of Monsieur le Directeur without demur. Has there been a robbery, perhaps?”




  “An explanation is due to you, Monsieur Froquet,” the director acknowledged. “You shall have it in one moment.”




  The door opened. Jack, the barman, still in his white coat, came in. The director leaned across.




  “Monsieur Froquet here,” he said, “borrowed some money from you this evening.”




  “Fifteen mille,” the barman acknowledged.




  “I asked for twenty,” the young man put in, “but fifteen was all Jack had at the moment.”




  The director concentrated upon Jack, the barman.




  “Can you tell us,” he demanded, “from what source you got the fifteen mille which you gave to Monsieur Froquet?”




  The barman was obviously perplexed.




  “I’m afraid not, sir,” he admitted. “Not the particular fifteen mille you speak of. There were two mille Lady Harrison paid me back, directly we opened after dinner, and five mille Major Seddon paid back. The rest was what was left in the box since yesterday.”




  “May I ask a question?” Thornton begged.




  The director signified his assent.




  “The fifteen mille which you advanced to Monsieur Froquet—was any one of those notes in your possession before seven o’clock this evening?”




  “Certainly, sir,” the man replied. “We had an hour or so with no money coming in or going out. It has been rather a quiet day on the whole.”




  There was a brief silence. Thornton scribbled something on a card and passed it to the director, who nodded thoughtfully.




  “I have answered your questions,” Monsieur Froquet said a little curtly, “but I do not see that this matter concerns me in any way. The mille which I passed up to the croupier to change must have come from your bar because, as I say, I arrived with no money and went at once to Jack. The tracing of it is no concern of mine. I can do nothing more for you.”




  “If I may be allowed to say a word,” Roger observed, “I would only like to point out to Monsieur Froquet that the note which he passed up to the croupier and which he assures us that he obtained from Jack, the barman, did not come into circulation until, at the earliest, half-past seven this evening. Jack here seems quite certain that he received no notes from any one after that time and that the notes which he handed to Monsieur Froquet had been in his possession since the afternoon.”




  “That is so without a doubt, sir,” the man asserted positively.




  There was a brief silence. Monsieur Froquet seemed in no way discomposed.




  “The whole affair is very boring,” he declared. “I borrowed fifteen mille from your barman and you find something wrong with one of the notes. I cannot help that. It is not my concern.”




  “You must realise, though, that it is very much our concern,” Monsieur Thiers insisted, “to trace the origin of that note. And from what the barman says, it is impossible that the note you passed up to the chef to change was a note that came from him.”




  “Why impossible?”




  “Because there is a mark upon it—a mark here,” the director pointed out, tapping the back of the note, “a white dot. The notes bearing this mark were not put into circulation until after seven o’clock this evening.”




  “I had the note from the barman,” Monsieur Froquet declared brusquely. “I can say no more. If I could help you, I should be glad. As I cannot—”




  He moved towards the door, but the inspector, who had remained standing in the background, a dark shadowy figure, blocked the way.




  “Monsieur Froquet,” the director said gravely, “you are, of course, well known to us and your reputation and the reputation of your family is above reproach. So far as I am aware, however, you are a newcomer to our Casino this season. Will you be so kind as to tell us where you are staying and your home address?”




  “You can find it in the telephone book or in any directory,” the young man declared angrily. “I am staying with my own people—that is all I need to say.”




  The director bowed.




  “In that case, we will not trouble you further, Monsieur Froquet,” he said. “It is evident that Jack must have been mistaken. We will examine his accounts later.”




  “I am at liberty then, I presume, to depart?” the young man asked, with a contemptuous smile.




  “Most certainly,” his inquisitor assented. “You have been kind enough to answer our questions and we offer you our thanks. The affair is a mystery. It must be investigated. Voilà tout.”




  Monsieur Froquet turned to leave the room and no one seemed to have any intention of detaining him further. The director leaned forward in his place, frowning.




  “You see, gentlemen, how it is,” he pointed out. “What we have is evidence and not evidence. To me it seems a great pity that we ever interfered with the young man. It is all very well for Jack here to say that the notes which he handed to Monsieur Froquet were notes which had been in his till all the afternoon, but who is to believe it? It is not evidence. There is no proof. Money is flowing in and out all the time. It is, in my opinion, a cause for regret that we have interfered in this matter at all.”




  “I am surprised that you should say so,” Roger answered, a little warmly. “If the evidence of your own barman is to be believed—and in my opinion Jack is absolutely honest—Monsieur Froquet is connected with the band of criminals who are going to empty the Principality of visitors and even of residents if they are allowed their way much longer.”




  “There is no evidence,” Monsieur Thiers asserted coldly, “of the existence of any band such as you describe in the Principality.”




  “Two murders within the month—” Roger began.




  “Nothing of the sort, sir,” the director interrupted. “One murder and a simple suicide. And both affairs promptly cleared up in satisfactory fashion by our very efficient police staff.”




  Roger groaned as he turned away.




  “In that matter, sir,” he regretted, “we are not entirely in accord.”




  Later in the evening Roger found Thornton seated in an easy chair in the bar. He threw himself into a vacant place by his side with a little gesture of despair.




  “The Commissaire will do nothing,” he announced. “He considers the evidence altogether insufficient and in any case he would require sworn information from Lord Bradley personally. The young man seems to be quite well known. He is the son of a rich jeweller in Nice but he is in disgrace with his father, owing to his gambling propensities. I wonder where he is now?”




  “I think I can guess,” Thornton replied. “He was talking with that atrocious little bounder from Nice—Viotti, I think you told me his name was—and they went out together along the passage. What’s happened I expect is, he’s gone into the Salle Privée by the private way.”




  “I hope to God they won’t let him leave the place,” Roger exclaimed anxiously. “I’ve squared the telephone man all right. He hasn’t attempted to call any one up. If he once got away and gave the Casino people the slip, though, it might be all up with poor Bradley.”




  “Let’s see if the yacht’s still there,” Thornton suggested.




  They made their way into the roulette room and, drawing the blinds a little on one side, looked out on to the harbour. The White Lady was lying at her accustomed moorings with all her lights ablaze.




  “She’s there, all right,” Roger observed. “I think I shall go down and let Bradley know that his scheme has gone wrong.”




  “We’ll have a word with Monsieur Thiers first,” Thornton proposed.




  They made their way to the director’s room. The latter looked up at their entrance and, although he was as courteous as ever, he showed no signs of pleasure at their reappearance.




  “We’ve been wondering whether, now that you have thought the matter over,” Roger said, “you might not feel disposed to ask the young man to step down to the Police Station. After all, he tried to pass a note which was obtained by blackmail.”




  “I fear that it is too late for that,” Monsieur Thiers regretted. “Monsieur Froquet left the building a short time ago, fetched his own motor car and drove off in the direction of Nice.”




  “But what about your espionage?” Thornton demanded. “Didn’t you have him followed?”




  “Our espionage only exists on the premises,” was the cool reply. “It is not our business to trace the movements of our clients outside. Monsieur Froquet is quite well known and would, I am sure, be available if we needed him at any moment.”




  The two men both stared at Monsieur Thiers, momentarily aghast. Then, without waiting to say good night to him, they made for the door. They uttered no word of reproach but their manner left him with a vague sense of discomfort which he was soon to find justified.




  They were both in good condition and in less than five minutes they were halfway down the steps leading on to the quay. The yacht lay before them brilliantly lit and with the gangway aft strongly guarded. Thornton pointed downwards.




  “Isn’t that just like Bradley?” he groaned. “The one night when he ought to lie close—look at the fool.”




  Roger’s eyes followed his companion’s pointing finger. Bradley, his white shirt almost dazzling in the strong light, had just strolled up the companion way, smoking a cigar and stood now in plain view, leaning over the rail and looking out to sea. He had evidently left the smoking-room door open behind him, letting out a brilliant shaft of illumination. They could even see him tapping the ash from his cigar on the rail.




  “Oh, my God, what fools men are!” Thornton exclaimed angrily. “I’ve had that sort of thing to deal with all my life. They call it courage, I suppose. A night like this! Come on.”




  Before they could move, however, they saw a swiftly played-out drama which they neither of them ever forgot. From somewhere thirty or forty yards away in the blackness of the harbour came a faint spit of flame and what sounded like the sharp crack of a rifle. Bradley’s cigar dropped from his fingers. They saw him clutch at the rail. A moment later he had collapsed. Simultaneously from the spot whence the flame had come, they heard the sound of a powerful motor and saw a dark shape without lights making for the harbour mouth. Upon the yacht itself was pandemonium. The men guarding the gangway rushed down the deck. A procession of stewards streamed out of the top of the companionway. The captain was shouting out orders and the men were busy lowering a launch when the motor boat shot between the green and red lights and turned southwards….




  The chief steward and captain met Roger and Thornton as they hurried on deck. Both were as incoherent as even brave men can be at times.




  “His Lordship, sir,” the captain stammered.




  “He’s been shot!” the steward gasped. “Shot by some one from a motor boat without any lights.”




  “Send for a doctor,” Roger ordered. “Tell them to telephone from the deck. Any doctor—the nearest.”




  “My boy has gone already, sir,” the captain replied. “He climbed on to the Maria alongside to save a few seconds. It won’t be any use, though. You can look if you want to.”




  They pushed their way through the awed little group of men, and Roger, summoning all his fortitude, went down on his knees. A single glance, however, was sufficient. The fatal red spot told its own story. The bullet from the night had found its way to Bradley’s heart.
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  Paul Viotti tapped with his fingers upon the table and the little company of men who were seated around it abandoned their whispered conversation and leaned forward.




  “Pierre arrives,” Viotti announced. “I heard the three honks of his horn as he turned the corner. Soon we shall have news.”




  The room in which they were seated was a room of silence. There was no clanging of bells from an overhead railway, no shriek of sirens from the river, none of that breathless undernote of sound which broods over a great city. Even the mistral, which was blowing outside, was unheard, for there were no windows to catch the flying leaves, or chimneys to imprison and distort the whistle of the mountain wind. Yet the room itself had a queer sort of charm. The walls, left the natural white of rough plaster, were covered with sketches, crudely executed but with the brain of a master behind their bold conception. One, of an old galleon, occupied the whole of the end wall of the room, the sails of flaming red and the sea an indigo blue. A companion picture occupied the opposite wall but this one was broken by an arch enclosing an iron door. Two electric fans were turning noiselessly, rugs were spread upon the floor and luxurious easy-chairs with deep crimson cushions gave the place an air of almost fantastic luxury. Paul Viotti sat at the head of the table with Marcus Constantine on his left. Tom Meredith, Matthew Drane and Edward Staines were all in evidence. It seemed odd that in a country where restrictions were removed and the liquor and wine were of the best there were neither bottles nor decanters to be seen, nor was any one drinking.




  There was a faint sound like a single beat upon a silver gong, a blue light flashed out in the wall opposite the place where Paul Viotti was seated. He pressed something with his foot under the heavy carpet. It was at once extinguished. Marcus Constantine rose to his feet, lounged across the room and withdrew the bolts of the door. A moment afterwards it swung back on its well-oiled hinges and Monsieur Pierre Viotti, ex-Mayor of La Bastide, swaggered in. Greetings were exchanged, the door was once more secured and Pierre Viotti seated himself with the others.




  “The news,” he announced, “is good.”




  His brother rubbed his hands together.




  “It is always encouraging to hear that,” he said, with a slow smile. “We make no mistakes. Our enterprises are all shielded, but one likes to know that miracles have not happened.”




  “These are the days,” Pierre Viotti declared, “of brains and common sense and not of miracles.”




  “Continue then, my worthy brother,” Paul enjoined him.




  “Twenty kilometres from land the speed boat from Monaco Harbour in the blackness of night almost collided with a fishing boat from Nice. It was a triumph of navigation that, for there were no lights. The two men from the motor boat boarded the fishing smack. In ten minutes they were wearing the clothes and boots of the pêcheurs Niçois. The motor boat, less its engines, was scuttled. A loss, but what would you have? The depth charge went off inside and before it had sunk a couple of feet nothing was left but fragments. Our two friends, whom you know of, are by this time in Corsica. The fishing there too is good.”




  “And our young friend, the jeweller’s son?” his brother asked.




  “He is back in Marseilles,” the other announced. “He has a post as gigolo at the Café of the Seven Sisters, but he pines for other work.”




  “He did his job well,” Edward Staines observed. “For a young man of his type he possesses nerve.”




  “What about the notes?” Tom Meredith demanded.




  Matthew Drane drew a handful from his pocket and passed one across the table. Every one examined it. There were no signs of a white dot.




  “The notes have been washed in simple acid,” Paul Viotti confided. “There remains not the slightest trace of the English lord’s folly. To-night they go into the treasury.”




  “Talking of the treasury,” Marcus Constantine drawled, “would this, I wonder, be an appropriate moment—”




  “But when do you ever talk about anything,” Paul Viotti interrupted angrily, “except money? It is always the same, and Matthew is nearly as bad. Money! Bah! Is there nothing else in the world? We speak of that presently. But listen now to what other news there is my brother brings us. Are you sap-headed, you others, or had you forgotten that this is the day our good friend Louis Lavalle of Nice is to find shelter here with his little lady friend? There may be work to do before we can place him in safety. There may be even a little trouble. The division is always a delicate matter. Let us hear what my brother has to say.”




  “It is the best news which I have kept till the last,” Pierre Viotti declared. “Everything has gone like the striking of a clock. Barely an hour ago Louis Lavalle sat in his place like an emperor. Five, ten, fifteen mille—what did it matter? They were all paid. The box must be replenished. Behold Louis on his way to the head cashier. Behold him return and linger to speak for a minute with pretty Marie Louise, the ladies’ vestiaire. Louis Lavalle and Marie Louise are drinking a glass of champagne together at the present moment in Number Fourteen.”




  There was that gleam in Paul Viotti’s eyes from which alone one knew that he was either a very wicked or a very greedy man.




  “How much?” he asked softly.




  “One million, four hundred thousand francs,” the rentier from La Bastide said unctuously. “It is money that, yes? For ten days I have rehearsed that simple walk along the Casino and down the passage. It was an affair of clockwork. There is no one there who could say how or when Louise slipped from behind her counter. There is no one there who can say which way Louis Lavalle turned when he left the Casino. Yet there they sit, drinking champagne at the expense of my hotel, and they are where no one in all Nice will dream of looking for them.”




  Marcus Constantine was playing with his underlip and looking speculatively at Paul Viotti.




  “How much of that one million, four hundred thousand francs, dear Chief,” he asked, “would it seem to you fair that Louis Lavalle, the elderly cashier, should leave behind him?”




  “It seems to me,” Matthew Drane murmured, “that with too large a sum, an elderly man and a young girl might easily get into trouble.”




  Little furrows of mirth broke up the smoothness of Paul Viotti’s face. It would not be too much to say that he grinned.




  “We must take care of Louis Lavalle and his little friend,” he said softly. “A good beginning has been made in that direction.”




  “You mean—”




  “They are in salon Number Fourteen.”




  “And that is the one—?”




  “That is the one.”


  




  “Gentlemen,” Paul Viotti asked, “my friends and companions, we are here together—it is not wise that we meet too often. For Monsieur Lavalle and his pretty vestiaire there is plenty of time. Let us open our hearts to one another. Is there anything to be spoken of?”




  “I should like to ask a question,” Meredith said. “I should like to make it two questions and to address the first to you, Boss. We’ve been picking up the shekels along this coast now for some two months. The treasury pans out well. What about the safety side of it?”




  Paul Viotti sank down a little lower in his chair and his fingers played with his platinum and gold watch chain.




  “Tom, my boy,” he said, “compared to what things would be like, if we broke into similar business on the other side, this is pie. You and I, Tom, started things in Marseilles. We left the place with the best part of a million francs and I think I dare say, Tom, eh, without a stain upon our characters, without a black mark against our names?”




  “Sure,” Meredith agreed. “Only they weren’t our own names.”




  “Or our own personalities,” Viotti pointed out “To-day, for instance, we do not look at all as we looked at Marseilles.”




  “I give you Marseilles,” Tom Meredith conceded graciously. “What about Cannes?”




  Viotti stroked his chin.




  “Cannes was difficult,” he admitted. “We were obliged to use severe measures at our very first enterprise, and I think we were wise to leave by the Train Bleu for London. London meant for us Avignon and a motor ride to Nice! Nice,” Paul Viotti went on, with a little roll of the head. “What a mercy that the whole world does not know of Nice!”




  “When I think of those bars!” Tom Meredith murmured in ecstasy. “The tourists streaming into the casinos, the suckers everywhere!”




  “You didn’t seem to stay there long,” Marcus Constantine reminded him.




  “Nice is an Eldorado at any time of the year,” Paul Viotti explained. “Monte Carlo has only a season. I pass on to Monte Carlo. Well, what have we done at Monte Carlo? I will tell you, my dear friends. We have been clever. We have been damn clever. This is what we do. We get rid of the quitter: not only do we get rid of him, but we choose the moment when he has a full wallet. Good for the treasury, yes. And then,” he went on, striking the table with the palm of his hand, “more cleverness. Every one wants that the police look for the murderer of Luke Cheyne. What do we do? A great triumph. We know of Sam Crowley. We got one of his lads when Tim Rooney ran amuck and dared us on that five hundred cases of Scotch. Crowley meant having us. We killed two birds with one stone. We write a nice little confession for Sam Crowley and we make the Monte Carlo police very happy. We drop Crowley into the harbour. Very good place. Not a nice man, Crowley. Every one very happy…. Still, we look about for money. We find that English lord who talks so much. Oh, it was sad about him! What a foolish man to waste his afternoon with those mille notes.”




  “Hold on a minute,” Staines admonished. “Supposing your brother’s pigeon had fallen down there, we might have found a spot of trouble. The English lord was a fool, all right, and he’s gone the journey fools generally go when they come up against us, but he got past us with the notes.”




  Paul Viotti rolled his head, smiling all the time.




  “My brother, he makes no mistakes,” he said. “He couldn’t pick a squealer. Bad young men he knows many of, gigolos in and out of work at the casinos, bar loungers, young foreigners who have lost their money gambling and stay on. Bad enough for the knife, any of them, but not squealers. No one in this world would have got that young man to say that the notes came from anywhere but the bar, and there’s no one could prove that they didn’t.”




  “That’s fine,” Meredith declared. “You’ve come through all right with your shoes on, Chief. Now there’s the other question that’s been bothering me a bit. Do any of you think that that young American chap down in Monte Carlo—Roger Sloane—is getting wise to us?”




  There was a somewhat impressive silence. Only Pierre Viotti was breathing heavily. There was so much that he wanted to say. Had his time come?




  “Of the young man,” Paul Viotti said deliberately, “I know nothing. I work from behind. Some of you others know the tricks of the swell society here better than I. My brother’s coming along, eh, Pierre? But I work as I did in New York—from behind.”




  Staines tapped with his fingers upon the table.




  “I do not think that there is any immediate danger to be feared from Roger Sloane or from his friend, Lord Erskine. I can tell you this, though; they have the will to interfere, all right, and they have occasionally glimmerings of intelligence. They were on the spot all the time in this Lord Bradley business, and if our man in the motor boat had been a quarter of an hour later, they’d have dragged Bradley away. They are wise to the fact that there’s something going on, all right, but I think I can answer for it that at present they haven’t any idea where to look.”




  “I agree,” Marcus Constantine said meditatively. “At the same time, they must be regarded as a possible danger. They are two young men with nothing to do, neither of them are gamblers, so they have little to occupy their thoughts, and they are afflicted with that youthful Anglo-Saxon impulse to thrust themselves blindly into other people’s business if they think it is being conducted on lines which are contrary to their principles.”




  Paul Viotti moved uneasily in his chair.




  “Hi, hi, hi!” he remonstrated. “Such long words. Such long sentences. I speak English good but I like my talk simple.”




  “Well, I’ll make it simple,” Edward Staines intervened. “Roger Sloane might at any time be a danger to us. He has written several stories of crime and detection and the subject evidently appeals to him. He is a born meddler. He is not worth running any risk about, for the moment, but if we could find him sitting upon his own or any one else’s moneybags, we should do ourselves a doubly good turn if we—er—dealt with him. Furthermore, if he should show any disposition to hang around these premises when there is anything doing, Tom had better see that the ‘Wolves’ get at him.”




  The bell of a little squat telephone, evidently part of a private installation, tinkled musically. Paul Viotti listened at the receiver and spoke a few words in Italian. Then he rose to his feet.




  “My comrades,” he announced, “the affair in Number Fourteen demands our attention. Before we proceed with it, let us come to an understanding. Has any one a suggestion?”




  “It’s the girl that’s the nuisance,” Marcus Constantine observed dubiously. “Men can be made to disappear in a most miraculous fashion, especially defaulting cashiers, but there’s always trouble with the women. You can’t make a bargain with them, for they never keep their word.”




  “Never knew a jane in my life who knew what it was to possess a sense of honour,” Meredith observed.




  “No good jawing about it beforehand,” Staines interposed. “Let’s see how the land lies.”




  “Very well, my friends,” Paul Viotti concluded. “Pierre and I will proceed to business.”
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  Somewhere about the time when the little council of men had decided upon the treatment to be meted out to Roger, should he be found haunting the premises of the Hôtel du Soleil at an unpropitious moment, that young man, in mackintosh and cap, pushed open the door of the bar and entered, a little breathless from his struggle with the wind. His old acquaintance, Sam, leaned over the counter and watched his approach without enthusiasm. The welcoming smile of his class was absent from his lips, his light-coloured eyebrows were contracted in a frown, his manner was furtive, his husky tone charged with warning.




  “I’m telling you, Mr. Sloane,” he said earnestly, “I don’t want to serve you—and that’s straight. I wanted to tell you so when you called in the other day, but I thought that maybe it was an accident and I shouldn’t see you again. You may have popped in by accident this evening, sure. Very well, then, pop off again. The weather isn’t going to be any better and a drink here won’t do you any good.”




  His flabby fingers, upon one of which sparkled what appeared to be a genuine diamond ring, were spread flat upon the mahogany counter. His mouth, twisted a trifle on one side, as though with the earnestness of his speech, disclosed a row of unpleasantly irregular teeth. He was a person of unattractive appearance, yet there was a ring of sincerity about his appeal. Roger, whose recollections of the man were entirely favorable, was considerably impressed. It seemed to him that he could feel the sense of danger stirring around, feel the atmosphere of it in that large, over-decorated, over-furnished barroom with its smell of freshly cut pine wood, its solid leather divans, which looked as though they had never been sat upon, its easy-chairs and stools, which all had the air of having been just removed from the factory. The place, notwithstanding the comparative extravagance of its furnishings, did not seem real or natural…. Roger pointed to the window.




  “Look at that,” he said.




  The weather was certainly excuse enough to drive any one to seek shelter. The trees in a grove of olives on the other side of the road were bent almost double and the air was filled with floating fragments of leaves and small branches. Shrieks and moans seemed to come from the tops of the thickly growing pines, cuffed and tortured by the mistral. The freshly joined window-panes of the bar groaned and creaked and a cloud of dust and refuse from the road swept past the window.




  “What are you doing up here, anyway, on a day like this?” the barman demanded.




  Roger might have replied differently but it was his humour to temporise if possible. There were three remarkably unpleasant looking roadmen in the corner, who had the air of having abandoned their tasks in a hurry and who kept on whispering and casting suspicious glances towards him. There was no one else in the room except his two friends, the elderly Italian musicians.




  “I’m staying at Monte Carlo,” Roger explained. “For two days tennis or golf have been impossible. I wanted exercise, so I walked to La Turbie. I am now on my way back and I want a drink. Give me a whisky and soda and a glass of wine for Monsieur and Madame, and I will start off at once. Monsieur and Madame come here every day, they tell me. You can learn from them that I am a harmless person enough.”




  There came a chorus of words from the old couple, who understood a little English. Roger’s cheeks, under other conditions, might well have grown hot with their eager praise. Monsieur was a great gentleman—the kindest-hearted and most generous of all their patrons. Their torrent of phrases was disjointed but voluble, and all the time Roger knew that there was something behind it and that that something was fear.




  The barman turned unwillingly to the shelf behind and dragged down a bottle of very superior whisky. He poured a liberal portion into a tumbler, opened a bottle of Perrier and pushed both ungraciously across the counter. Then he filled two glasses with red wine and carried them to the old people. Roger laid down the money and strolled across towards them, his tumbler in his hand. The woman was now talking in rapid Italian to the barman, who shook his head sullenly.




  “I ain’t getting you, ma’am,” he assured her. “I speak good Broadway American and no other language. Now then, Mr. Sloane, down with that drink, if you please. We’re not serving any more customers to-day and it’s for your good that you get out of here as quickly as you can.”




  Roger asked the man no questions, which must have seemed strange to him. There was something wrong about the place and in his bones he knew that the sooner he was out of it the better. Nevertheless, with a queer sort of obstinacy, he lingered. He drank half the contents of his tumbler and toyed with the rest. The barman crossed the room, touched one of the three roadmen on the shoulder and whispered in his ear. With a grimace the fellow rose to his feet, turned up his coat collar and slouched towards the door. He opened it and took his leave, buffeting his way up the road. The barman remained whispering for a minute to the other two. The woman, who was seated by Roger’s side, took up her guitar, strummed a few notes of an Italian song, but in the middle improvised several quavering pointed words to the familiar music.




  “Il Signore è in pericolo. Parta subito! Go quickly away from this terrible place!”




  The barman came back with his eyes fixed upon the contents of Roger’s glass. The latter raised it to his lips and set it down empty, turning up his coat collar, lit a cigarette and with a farewell salute to his two old friends, moved away towards the door. He was quivering with the sense of some imminent happening but he tried his best to keep all signs of it from his tone and manner.




  “Well, good night, Sam,” he said. “The next time I come, I hope I shall find you in a more hospitable frame of mind.”




  “Shouldn’t come again, if I was you,” was the gruff reply. “This bar ain’t going to pay and we’re shutting up. There’s no trade here till the summer.”




  Roger stepped out into the storm of wind and swung along downhill with his back to the gale. The road was a corkscrew one and before he reached the first bend he turned around. The bar itself seemed to be a sort of annex to the hotel, although in the larger building the shutters were all tightly drawn and there was no sign of life. At the top of the road, just where it diverged into the main highway, Roger could plainly see the figure of a man waiting—the man, it seemed to him, who had left the bar. He drew into the shadow of a dwarfed, but thickly growing oak tree overhanging the wall, and throwing away his cigarette, waited. Presently he heard a shrill whistle. Almost instantly men streamed out of the bar! One of them started down the road in Roger’s direction, the others climbed the wall into the olive grove and in a moment or two he heard their approaching footsteps crashing through the long grass and thickets. Suddenly the idea of the whole thing flashed upon Roger. They were beaters and he was the quarry and to make things more than ever difficult, at the last moment three other men issued from the bar and, climbing the wall by its side, started off towards the lower stretch of road.




  Flight, precipitate and urgent flight, was Roger’s first impulse. The sinister-looking bar, the strangely sung warning of Madame, the harsh but impressive advice of the man behind the counter—all these found swift prominence in his memory. He stole along in the shadow of the trees until he was at the bend of the road. Then, at the last moment, he formed new plans. The sound of the sticks beating their way through the grove and the memory of many a wild cock pheasant in his younger days inspired him! To continue his way downwards was madness. To deal with the one man at the corner and continue straight ahead gave him only the scantiest of chances, for there were the other three to be dealt with later on. He climbed the wall instead into the grove, cut across its last angle and in the shadow of a somewhat higher hedge turned his back to Monte Carlo and half crept, half ran up towards the main road. To his left he could hear the mumble of voices and the occasional crashing of a stick. Once or twice he caught the flash of an electric torch. He bent as low as he could and stole along at right angles to the advancing line. It was a stiff climb and, although he was in good condition, he felt the tugging of his heartstrings as he reached the top of the field. For a moment he paused here for breath. He was outside the man on the extreme left by now. He crouched more than ever, pushed his way through an irregular, straggling hedge, and after he had gained about twenty paces, looked back once more. The man on the extreme left of the line was well below him now and, as Roger had hoped, he wheeled at the end of the grove and started on his way back towards the byroad. Once he paused and began to poke about in some bushes, and Roger gave a soft whistle of relief as he saw that he was carrying an old-fashioned sporting gun under his right arm. If he had made any attempt at flight, he knew now that he would have run the risk of a pellet in his leg at any moment. Somehow or other, he had no fancy to return to that mysterious bar a wounded man.




  Roger concluded his climb in leisurely fashion and reached the main road soon after the sound of the footsteps crashing downwards had ceased. He paused here for a moment to light a well-earned cigarette. Then came the question—towards Nice or Mentone? To the left or to the right? Which way should he turn? A great deal of adventure might lie to the left. Almost certain safety to be found on the right. Chance helped him to make up his mind. He realised quite suddenly that for his walk he was wearing a pair of very old shooting breeches. He clapped his hand to his pocket. He was right. He had worn them on a mountain expedition, a two day’s tramp, the last time, and there in his hip pocket was a small, but very modern and useful revolver. Roger turned it out and examined it. It was fully loaded and a very adequate weapon. He turned to the left.




  It took him about twenty minutes of uneventful walking to arrive at the spot where the highway branched. The light had faded now and in the semi-darkness he moved a few yards down the road and stood listening. About fifty yards below on the right was the bar and the hotel, but not a single flicker of light could he see from any one of the windows. He still waited and listened intently. He had expected to hear the distant voices or footsteps of his pursuers returning, but he heard nothing. Behind him was a fairly constant progress of motor cars and other vehicles but from the hotel itself or its immediate environments there came no sound at all. The possession of that hard little object which he drew now from his pocket lent him a courage which otherwise he might certainly not have possessed. He moved slowly through the obscurity down the lane. With every step the darkness seemed to become more intense, owing to the sharp slope on his left and the thickly growing pines which threw a shadow over the road. He reached the hotel. To all appearance it was entirely deserted. He passed on to the bar. Every light in it was extinguished. There were no signs of any movement, no sound of voices. He stepped cautiously over a low hedge and made his way around towards the back. Suddenly he stopped short and cowered beneath a mimosa tree. There were footsteps close at hand, the crash of a small gate. Some one flung open a door and a light streamed out into the darkness. He heard a rough, unfamiliar voice ask an eager question which, so far as he could understand it, referred to him.




  “Any luck?”




  “No.”




  “Blast! Half a dozen guns and you never put his light out!”




  “We never saw him,” a surly voice replied.




  There were more oaths, more footsteps, a slamming of doors, the hum of many voices. In face of that frantically expressed wish for his decease, Roger stepped warily back into the road and, after a brief period of hesitation, returned cautiously to where it rejoined the Corniche. Here, in the lights of the motor cars flashing by every few minutes, he felt a sense of security. In the shadow of that hotel all the old presentiment that evil was afoot had seized him. The mistral was dying down. A small clump of cypresses on his right stood stark against the sky. The front of the hotel was lifeless. Was he, Roger asked himself, obeying an instinct of cowardice by resting there, or inspiration? Inspiration without a doubt. Excitement was alive again in his pulses. A slim, dark figure had emerged from the hotel and was coming towards him with incredible swiftness.
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  With every flying footstep the approaching figure gained outline and distinctness. A woman! No, a girl, dressed from head to foot in black. Once she paused to look over her shoulder. Then she came on faster than ever, and from the ease of her movements and the unhampered grace of them, Roger judged that she was scantily dressed.




  When she saw him, she threw up her arms and he thought that she would have screamed.




  “Who are you? You are one of them!” she cried.




  “I certainly am not,” he assured her. “I was wondering what was going on down there.”




  She shivered violently and caught hold of his arm. She threw her head back and looked up at him. She was amazingly attractive in the way of the Niçoise—large soft eyes, full lips and clear complexion.




  “Don’t ask,” she begged. “It is all horrible. Get me to Nice, I implore you. I can leave at nine for Marseilles. Oh, Monsieur, you will be kind.”




  Roger had no idea of being anything else and fate was certainly with him, for at that moment a P.L.M. bus, half full, came lumbering around the corner. He hailed it and half lifted her in. From the doorway he cast one glance behind. The front of the hotel and bar were still black and obscure but on the bushes and stunted trees in the garden behind shafts of moving light were playing. What was going on there, Roger wondered. The girl knew!




  The girl knew—but would she tell? For the first quarter of an hour she was absolutely silent. She clung to her companion almost passionately. The people in the bus, taking them for lovers, looked away with smiles and whispers. Her fingers dug into his arm and her head was never far from his shoulder. By degrees the terror seemed to fade from her luminous eyes. Once she almost smiled at him. As the lights of Nice greeted them, she sat up, her fingers strayed around her hair and she straightened her hat. Then she returned to the shelter of Roger’s arm, leaning back, somewhat to his embarrassment, as though it were her natural place.




  “The good God be thanked for you!” she murmured. “You are strong and you speak French. You are my protector.”




  Roger coughed a little uneasily. So far as her sex was concerned, he had his own plans.




  “Protect you from what?” he demanded. “What was going on in that house?”




  She shuddered, but for the moment made no reply. She drew a little closer to him. He remained firm, however.




  “You must tell me what is going on in there,” he insisted. “Was any one being ill treated? It may be necessary to telephone to the police.”




  She shook her head.




  “Not the police,” she protested emphatically. “It is not a matter for the police.”




  “But I am convinced that the people in that house are a bad lot,” he told her. “I blundered in and they would have shot me if they could. They evidently had some mischief on to-night. Look how terrified you were when I found you.”




  “I was terrified for fear I should not get away,” she said simply. “Now that I have found you, I am happy. We are here amongst the lights.”




  “But what am I to do with you?” Roger asked. “I live at Monte Carlo. To tell you the truth, I still have a feeling that I ought to do something about that hotel.”




  She waved to the conductor and stopped the bus. They were at the commencement of the Promenade des Anglais, opposite a straggling line of restaurants with outside tables upon the terrace. She led the way to one of them, but she would have nothing to do with the al fresco portion. She passed swiftly through to the almost empty interior and chose a secluded corner table.




  “Am I not terrible?” she asked, her arm stealing once more through his and her lips pouting most provocatively an inch or two away. “I am hungry. After all I have been through, I am starving.”




  “Come to think of it, so am I,” Roger assured her, reaching for the menu.




  “And I am thirsty.”




  Here Roger became even more enthusiastic. Afterwards he reflected that it was seldom he had enjoyed a couple of cocktails so thoroughly, nor was his companion far behind him in appreciation. Then they washed and he telephoned for his car. The horrors of little over an hour ago seemed immensely exaggerated.




  “And now,” he insisted, when the sole was served and wine was in their glasses, “your name, please.”




  “Marie Louise. And yours?”




  “Roger. Now tell me, if you please, the story of the hotel.”




  Her pretty face was puckered with perplexity.




  “It is more difficult than I thought,” she confessed.




  “Why?”




  “Because I am not quite sure whether afterwards you will think that I am nice. I am not really honest.”




  “Few people are,” he reassured her.




  “I was with a thief at that hotel,” she confided.




  “I am closely connected with the criminal world myself,” he told her.




  She laughed derisively.




  “Anyhow, you are nice,” she said, and her left hand, unoccupied for the moment, stole into his. “I shall tell you everything because I still need your help. You have not, by any chance, recognised me?”




  “I have been puzzling once or twice,” he admitted.




  “Well, I am a cloakroom attendant at the Casino here. Are you ashamed to be having dinner with me?”




  “Don’t be absurd. Continue, please.”




  “I am so tired of young men. They are so monotonous. They want, want, want one thing. I am for the life regular. I wish for marriage.”




  “Quite right,” Roger approved.




  She was perfectly serious for the first time. She was discussing her own plans of life and to her they were the most important consideration in the world.




  “A husband, a correct ménage, an automobile, a child—perhaps. As for a lover,” she went on, fingering the stem of her wineglass thoughtfully, “that would depend. I think—yes. But he must not interfere with the ménage.”




  “Very prudent,” he murmured.




  She flashed a quick glance at him. Perhaps the shadow of a blush trembled at the corners of her lips and faintly stained her cheeks.




  “Voilà. You understand. A Monsieur, elderly but gentil, a chef—not an ordinary croupier—approached me at the Casino. He wished for marriage, but marriage with a vieux having the salary only of a chef! For me, you understand, incroyable, incroyable! I tell him so. He is almost crazy. He considers how to make money. There is only one way for such a man, of course. He must rob the Casino.”




  Roger gave a little start. She noticed it with surprise.




  “But mon ami,” she argued, “the Casino robs every one. Why should not some one rob the Casino? It is scarcely a crime, that. Only Henri, he alone would not have been clever enough. A short time ago he came to me very excited. He has made friends with some very clever people—du monde serieux—not ordinary thieves. They show him how to do it. I am to help. They have brains. They make it quite easy. The chef, carrying the caisse to the cashier’s office, passes my cloakroom. In a moment it is in a bag. I give a ticket. It is gone. A brief visit to my retiring room. The box goes on its way, but it is empty.”




  “I see,” Roger murmured. “How long before the box is examined?”




  “One hour. It is enough. Henri’s friends—I do not know who they were—rush us away in a car. We reach that hotel. They show us into a sitting room and we are gay with champagne. Then a man comes whom I have never seen before and the arrangements for division begin, I see that things are not going well. There is a violent dispute. More and more I get frightened. I have had enough. I am, as you English say, fed up. Henri does not act like a man. The other bullies him. I see that there will be little left for us, and little is not enough to marry on, with a man like Henri. Eh, bien, I slip away while they quarrel. I meet you. Voilà!”




  “So you’ve thrown your hand in,” Roger remarked. “Perhaps you were wise. But what are you going to do now?”




  That insinuating little hand was creeping into his again. She leaned forward and laughed in his face.




  “What do you advise, Roger?”




  “Never mind what I advise,” he answered severely. “I expect you have made your own plans.”




  “I might like yours better—if you have any,” she whispered.




  “Well, I haven’t,” he assured her. “I might do my duty, of course, and hand you over to the police. How should you like that?”




  She clapped her hands gaily.




  “Oh, la, la! That to me would be equal. I should have my picture in all the papers, I should have a wonderful avocat to defend me, I should be a first offender, scarcely go to prison at all, and when I came out every one would want to marry me. Of course, a crime passionel would make me more famous,” she reflected, “but this would do.”




  “Well, as I am not proposing to hand you over to the police, let me hear your plans for yourself,” Roger invited.




  She indulged in a little grimace.




  “You still come in,” she warned him. “You must lend me the money to hire a car which will take me to Marseilles. There I am safe. I have friends who will take care of me.”




  “I will do that,” he agreed. “But why not the train?”




  “I should have to wait till the morning,” she pointed out. “The night trains are so full and some one would be sure to recognise me. There is one at midnight—”




  “What an idiot I am,” he interrupted. “Of course, you would be recognised at the station. A ridiculous risk. You see that coupé out there?”




  “Is it not lovely?” she sighed. “A Packard, I believe. The car I should love to own.”




  “Well, it’s mine,” he told her, “and if you like, I will send you to Marseilles in it.”




  She clapped her hands.




  “Merveilleuse. But what about you?”




  “I can take a taxi back to Monte Carlo.”




  Roger produced his pocketbook. He would have given her more but she would only take two mille.




  “It is plenty,” she assured him. “My friends have money. They will take care of me…. One more little crème de menthe, please, before I go. A packet of cigarettes, yes?”




  Roger ministered to her wants.




  “And now,” he said, “I am going to ask you something. Tell me about that mysterious hotel.”




  She shook her head.




  “Mon ami,” she regretted, “but what is there to tell? Henri did not confide in me. We were to meet the friend there who had helped him. That is all. We arrived. The place was very empty. A barman fetched a maître d’hôtel and he showed us into a charming sitting room. They brought champagne of the best. I was quite content but Henri was nervous. Then I was sent into the next room and told to wait. Some one came to make plans with Henri. They quarrelled. Oh, how they quarrelled! It seemed to me that the man who had helped him wished to take everything. I was frightened and I stole away. Then I met you. That is the whole story.”




  “The whole of it?”




  “Everything.”




  “It isn’t much,” Roger declared ruefully.




  “It is something to have met you,” she whispered, holding his hand.


  




  Somehow or other it was very nearly eleven o’clock before Roger tucked Marie Louise into his very comfortable coupé and gave the chauffeur his instructions. She suddenly leaned forward, took his face between her hands and kissed him.




  “You wouldn’t like to drive me to Marseilles,” she whispered, her lips very close to his. “Your chauffeur could go to sleep behind!”




  “The best of luck to you,” he wished her. “And don’t get caught.”




  Then Roger looked up and saw a gendarme coming quickly across the road to him, very large and imposing. His heart sank. Poor little Marie Louise!




  “Your car was standing on the wrong side of the road, sir,” the man said severely. “I was obliged to move your chauffeur.”




  Roger wiped the perspiration from his forehead, although it wasn’t really a warm evening.




  “Many thanks, Monsieur,” he answered, as he drew the required ten-franc note from his pocket.


  




  The hum of conversation directly Roger crossed the threshold of the Sporting Club bar on the following night warned him at once that something unusual had happened. His aunt Lady Julia, Erskine, Savonarilda, Thornton, the Terence Browns, Maggie Saunders—in fact, the whole crowd, were seated at the round table. They appeared to regard him as they might have done an absconding criminal who had returned to the fold.




  “Where on earth have you been to, Roger?” his aunt demanded, fixing him steadily through her lorgnettes. “Where were you all day yesterday?”




  He found a chair and lit a cigarette.




  “I was fed up with this weather,” he confided. “Two days indoors are my limit. Yesterday I went for a tramp to La Turbie, then I took a bus into Nice, had dinner there quietly—at the Pergola, if you want to know—came back latish and went straight to bed. This morning I had to be in Cannes for the tennis. Anything fresh?”




  “Do you mean to say that you have not heard?” his aunt exclaimed.




  Thornton’s cold eyes never left Roger’s face. The latter could only guess at the meaning of that steadfast gaze.




  “I have heard nothing,” he replied. “No more tragedies, I hope?”




  “I wouldn’t say that,” Thornton observed, “but our little crowd is out of it this time, for a wonder. A croupier from Nice got away from the Casino yesterday afternoon with one million, four hundred thousand francs!”




  “This sounds interesting,” Roger exclaimed. “Have they caught him?”




  “What happened was this,” Thornton explained, his eyes once more burrowing into his opposite neighbour’s—“it is the oddest thing in the world that you should be the last person to hear about it—”




  “Steady on,” Roger begged. “I read the Eclaireur from beginnng to end this morning and there wasn’t a word about it.”




  “You should know better than to be surprised at that,” Thornton remarked calmly. “It appears that there were two croupiers in the affair, or rather one croupier and a person who ranked as a chef, and a girl—that very good-looking cloakroom attendant. It was a wonderfully arranged scheme, of course, and the chef—who was the older man—and the girl got away with the money. It seems that they left in a motor car, made their way to some unknown rendezvous between Nice and Mentone, where they met some one else connected with the affair who had also come up from Nice, and one gathers that there was a grand dispute about the division of the spoils. The croupier was found this morning dying at the bottom of one of the gorges near Eze. He was just able to babble a few words of explanation before he died.”




  “Any clues as to his murder?” Roger asked swiftly.




  Thornton shook his head.




  “Not yet. There are rumours that another croupier from the Casino was concerned, but he was certainly not with them.”




  “And what about the money?”




  “Well, it seems that the man was terribly incoherent, but in his last few breaths he tried to explain. So far as one can put the story together, it seems that when they realised that the croupier had not got it, they threw him over the precipice and rushed off to find the girl. This is where the humorous side of the story comes in. The girl had become frightened, hearing the quarrel, and had slipped away in the darkness with one million, four hundred thousand francs pinned in her chemise! According to all we can gather, no one has seen or heard of her since!”




  “The girl did what?“ Roger gasped.




  “She escaped from the meeting place—it was a wild sort of night, as you may remember—made her way up on to the road and must have boarded a bus, or some vehicle or other. Anyway, she has disappeared with the whole of the stolen money, and neither she nor the young croupier have been heard of since.”




  Roger knocked the ash from his cigarette into a plate by his side. He thought of his car filled with red roses just back from Marseilles and the two mille in the scented envelope with just a single word of thanks. There was more humour in the story than even Thornton imagined!
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  Lady Julia beckoned imperiously to her nephew to resume his seat. There had been a small luncheon party on the terrace of her Cap Martin villa and Roger was the last remaining guest.




  “I shan’t keep you five minutes,” she promised. “I have a bone to pick with you, young man. What have you been doing to my little protégée?”




  Roger was genuinely surprised.




  “Why, I scarcely ever see her,” he protested. “She works most of the daytime and, as you know yourself, she never goes out in the evening unless you take her around to show off those silly frocks. What’s the matter with her?”




  Lady Julia uttered a sound which could only be described as a snort.




  “She’s worrying about something. She always had a queer abstracted expression but lately it’s worse than ever. She’s in trouble of some sort, I’m sure.”




  “Well, it’s the first I’ve heard about it,” Roger declared. “It’s rather a coincidence that you should speak about her to-day, though. I’m due to meet her in ten minutes and take her for a drive.”




  “If I thought,” Lady Julia said severely, “that you had been playing with that child behind my back, I should have a few words to say to you, young man!”




  Roger and his aunt never failed to indulge in plain speaking, and this time he did not hesitate to follow her lead.




  “Don’t be a fool,” he enjoined. “Have you ever seen or heard of my doing that sort of thing?”




  “That will do,” she stopped him. “I’m quite willing to believe that you know nothing about it, but all the same she has something on her mind. I have no doubt everything is all right, Roger, but remember this. Of course you—like all these other crazy young men—are half in love with her, but if you ever let it go too far—I’m an old woman of the world, you know, but I mean it—I’ll never forgive you.”




  “Tell me what you mean in plain words,” Roger begged.




  “Have you made her your mistress?”




  He laughed bitterly. There was one little chapter of his past life of which his aunt knew nothing.




  “I have not nor am I thinking of doing so,” he assured her. “Since we are on the subject, however, what if I married her?”




  Lady Julia looked at him keenly.




  “Why shouldn’t you?” she demanded. “Men seem to marry anything nowadays. Better Jeannine, even though she is a peasant’s brat, than one of those musical comedy young women whom I can’t bear the sight of. Perhaps the child’s in love with you. That may be what’s the matter with her.”




  “I wish she were!” Roger exclaimed. “She’s the queerest kid I ever knew. If I thought that she really cared—”




  Lady Julia reached for her novel and rang the bell.




  “Well, take her for a drive, anyway,” she enjoined. “Thanks for playing host for me. Dull crowd, I’m afraid, but one has to go through with a duty show now and then. See you at the Club to-night.”


  




  Satan or one of his phantom whelps must have induced Prétat’s artist for the moment to dress Jeannine in that fawn-coloured and deep brown frock which blended so marvellously with her hair and eyes and to have designed for her head the distracting little cap which completed the toilette. At Longchamps, perhaps, at the beginning of the season, or in the Bois de Boulogne on a sunny morning one might have seen the type—not here. No wonder people’s eyes followed her from every direction…. Roger brought the car to a standstill by the side of the curb at the appointed spot. He threw open the door and Jeannine, stepping in, sank down amongst the cushions by his side, a fascinating tout ensemble of silky wool and chiffon, silk stockings, trim patent shoes and Prétat’s own perfume.




  “So at last you really invite me to elope with you,” she exclaimed. “What Paradise shall we seek?”




  “Before you came,” Roger replied, “I was in such a mundane mood that I actually thought of Nice. We might have an early tea there and watch the afternoon dancing at that unfortunate Casino which has just been robbed. In that case, though, you must have a coat.”




  “Indeed I will not,” she objected. “My orders are to wear this costume for the day without a coat. You observe, however, that I have a little cape on my arm. If I am cold coming back, I will sit nearer to you, and I must be home by eight. We have no show this afternoon but at ten o’clock we exhibit evening frocks at the Hôtel de Paris.”




  “What a life of slavery,” he murmured, as they turned upward towards the Corniche.




  “It must seem so in comparison with yours.”




  “You have grown nimbler of tongue lately, little one,” Roger told her.




  “It is not that I have much practice,” she sighed. “Madame Vinay speaks but seldom and then generally to grumble. Your aunt, who is always kind, is too witty for me and she speaks so much in English, which is different. And you—you are always with the grave Monsieur Thornton or the frivolous Lord Erskine or playing your games of golf or tennis.”




  “On the contrary, I am a working man,” Roger assured her. “Only just now—”




  “Oh, la, la,” she interrupted, laughing gaily. “You are a working man—yes. How much since you returned to Monte Carlo?”




  “Not much,” he confessed. “Half a story, one article and two verses.”




  “People are saying,” she went on, throwing her hat on to a vacant seat and leaning forward to look down at the gradually unfolding panorama, “that strange things are happening in Monte Carlo.”




  “They wouldn’t be far out, either,” he observed.




  “They say that strange people are moving about undiscovered. Certainly there have been tragedies. Has it always been like this?”




  “Not quite.”




  “A man murdered in the Sporting Club,” she meditated. “Another in the harbour—or was it a suicide? A great English milord shot upon his yacht. There must be wicked people about, Monsieur Roger.”




  “There certainly are,” he agreed.




  “But amongst them all,” she went on, in a graver tone, “there does not live a man so wicked as one whom you and I both know.”




  “Viotti—the ex-Mayor of La Bastide!” he exclaimed.




  She acquiesced silently. Roger glanced towards her with a smile upon his lips.




  “My dear,” he protested, “Viotti is little better than a peasant. They say that he has come into a great fortune, or has a millionaire brother or something, but what can that do for him? The man is a jest.”




  She did not smile. She was, on the contrary, looking very serious indeed.




  “Monsieur Roger,” she said, “that is a man so wicked that he would be capable of anything and if you think that he has not brains, you are wrong.”




  “What do you know about him?” Roger asked.




  She did not answer for a moment. He repeated the question.




  “I do not wish for trouble,” she said, “and you, Monsieur Roger, you are the kindest person I ever knew, but you have the temper of a Lucifer! I am glad that you have,” she added, a little recklessly, “for the most wonderful memory I ever carry with me is the memory of one moment when there was a flame in your eyes and I was saved.”




  “Oh, that,” Roger scoffed, “that was nothing. I was angry, of course. I hate brutality—but those days have gone.”




  “There is a portion of them which remains,” she said calmly. “We live our lives in different places but the brute still lives in Monsieur Viotti and sometimes the fear remains with me.”




  “He has not dared to molest you?”




  She laid her fingers softly upon her companion’s arm.




  “What he does is within the conventions,” she declared. “There is nothing that any one can do about it. He speaks to and visits Madame Vinay. He has offered her presents. He wishes, he says, to see me with her to make friends, to speak of the past. That is useless. I could have no friendship for Monsieur Viotti.”




  “Presumptuous brute!” Roger muttered.




  “Again I tell you something,” Jeannine went on. “I wish for no friends amongst the young ladies at the magasin, but one there is who is all the time offering me invitations and civilities of every sort. She and the young man she calls her ‘boy’ took me for a motor drive on Sunday. We stayed for an apéritif at that new hotel between us and Eze, near where the croupier was found at the bottom of the gorge. Monsieur Viotti was there at the bar alone. It appeared that he knew my friends and he invited us to luncheon in a salon there. My friends were angry with me that I refused but I went and sat outside and would accept nothing. You would not understand, but I have a great fear of that man, Monsieur Roger, and when you speak of these people who move about underground in Monte Carlo, to whom murder is nothing, then I think of him! I believe that he is one of them.”




  Roger shook his head.




  “Swear, Jeannine,” he begged, “that if he ever addresses or annoys you in any way, you will come to me.”




  “Whom else have I to go to?”




  “Then put him out of your thoughts,” Roger insisted. “The man is nothing but a peasant dressed up like a popinjay. He has not the brains to be anything more vicious than a village bully.”


  




  Nevertheless, Roger looked with more curiosity than ever before at Pierre Viotti, ex-Mayor of La Bastide, when on entering the bar of the afternoon cabaret at the Casino they saw him seated on a high stool, talking earnestly to two young men who, from the extravagance of their costume, their patent shoes and purple socks, were apparently gigolos. Roger and Jeannine sank into easy-chairs which gave them a view of the show. Roger ordered a cocktail for himself, an orange juice for Jeannine and tried to look at Monsieur Viotti with new and more critically apprizing eyes. He was dressed, as he always seemed to be, in a suit which was apparently brand-new and which was cut, as all his clothes were, a little closely to his rotund, but athletic body. His cravat was florid, his shirt and collar were of French design, but passable, his hair was smoothly brushed and the man himself curled and perfumed. His cheeks retained some of the sunburn of the fields. They were pudgy, brick red in hue and his eyes—restless, glittering eyes they were—were nevertheless of good colour and full of fire. He was stout but agile. His chin was a little pointed. There was a roll of fat at the back of his neck which should have been a warning to him, otherwise he seemed like a man of vigour. He talked with many gestures but he appeared to talk with effect. Roger glanced at the two young men who were leaning towards him and it seemed to him that there was an expression in their faces as of men who listened because they had to—men who were compelled to stay just where they were and to answer as they were supposed to answer. Roger admitted the fact with reluctance, but there was no doubt about it that those few minutes’ contemplation of the man considerably changed his ideas. It was absurd to imagine that he should be one of the disorganising forces of the Principality but, on the other hand, there was something about him, beyond the pompous self-sufficiency of the suddenly enriched peasant. With all his newly acquired wealth, he was not letting himself run to seed. He was still living a life of a sort.




  “Shall we dance?” Roger asked Jeannine, as the orchestra started up with a particularly promising tune.




  She glanced at him with an air of surprise. Nevertheless, she rose promptly to her feet. It was just then that Monsieur Viotti, having dismissed his two companions, swung a little farther around on his stool and saw them. He was holding the rail of the bar with one hand and his glass in the other, his dark restless eyes were for an instant set in a swift and vicious stare. More than ever Roger was inclined to lean towards Jeannine’s judgment. There was evil in this man and underneath some, at any rate, of the powers that dominate evil.




  “You dance,” Roger told his partner as they returned to their places, “like a fairy.”




  “And about dancing,” she laughed, “I know just as much as a fairy would, if she were to come to life. Never have I danced in a public place like this before. I could not believe that you were in earnest when you asked me.”




  “But you must have practised somewhere,” he protested.




  “Sometimes in the cutting rooms,” she confided, “the girls hum music and we get up. That is all I know of dancing…. Do not forget, will you, Monsieur Roger, it must be eight o’clock for me or much disgrace. Monsieur is kind but he likes punctuality. My dresses are not yet chosen. Monsieur Prétat has whims. He insists that he must see me five minutes before he makes his selection that he may decide what sort of humour I am in!”




  They danced several more times and later, strolling into the baccarat rooms, watched the gambling. Afterwards they wandered in and out of the shops, loitered on the Promenade des Anglais and finally started homeward.




  As they neared Monte Carlo, Jeannine drew off her gloves. Roger looked at her hands—shapely, slim, a good colour now with well-cared-for nails, but ringless.




  “No ornament yet,” he remarked.




  She shook her head.




  “They make me ‘march’ with the fashion and wear the jewellery that goes with the frocks,” she explained. “I have begged, though, that I do not have to wear a ring and they have let me have my way. I have never worn a ring. I have never had one on my finger.”




  “Why not?” he asked.




  She looked at him and for a single moment Jeannine of the orange tree seemed to be seated by his side instead of Jeannine the mannequin. He felt a little stab.




  “Must one have a reason for everything?” she murmured.




  “I am a man and I like reasons,” Roger told her.




  “I am a girl and it is permitted to me to prefer sentiment!” she retorted.


  




  It was twenty minutes past seven when Roger and Jeannine left the Casino at Nice. The ex-Mayor of La Bastide was still seated at the bar, talking to an increasing crowd of strangely and elaborately attired young men, all with smoothly brushed hair and covetous eyes. His ugly lilac-coloured car, too, was prominent amongst the waiting automobiles, so whether Jeannine was right or wrong in her estimate of the man it could not have been he who was concerned in the strange happenings of that evening in Monte Carlo.




  Roger dropped Jeannine at the futuristic-looking building—long and low, with deep cement front and blue framed windows—which was the scene of her daily labours, after which he mounted the broad steps a few yards away and entered the Sporting Club. He had no idea of playing, but from seven to eight the place was rather a rallying ground and he was hoping to plan some tennis for the next morning. Directly he entered the bar, he realised that something had happened. There was a perfect commotion of voices—every one talking eagerly, a hubbub of exclamations, everybody more or less incoherent. Savonarilda, for once without his customary lazy grin, stretched out his hand and gripped Roger’s as he passed.




  “You have heard?”




  “I’ve heard nothing at all,” Roger replied. “I’ve just got in from Nice. Nothing wrong, I hope?”




  “Erskine, your friend Pips Erskine—shot in the Casino this afternoon!”




  “Pips!” Roger exclaimed. “Pips Erskine! Why, it’s not possible.”




  Savonarilda nodded. Roger had never seen him look so grave.




  “He had one of those accursed letters last night. He showed it to Thornton and myself in here. You were not about or of course you would have seen it too. I didn’t like it, neither did Major Thornton. Erskine, however, persisted in treating it as a joke. You know how obstinate he could be when he was in the humour? Not a penny would he pay! This afternoon in the ‘kitchen’ of the Casino, if you please, he was shot through the shoulder blade and the heart by some one who must have been almost leaning against him.”




  Roger felt suddenly sick. The other tragedies had seemed terrible enough, but Erskine, Pips Erskine, who had only just come into his inheritance, steeped to the finger tips in the enjoyment of life, spending money with both hands, flirting with every woman he came across, almost savagely eager to make up for his years of privation! It was not possible!




  “He is dead?” Roger faltered.




  “He was dead when they picked him up,” was the grave reply. “He must have been dead a few seconds after that unseen finger pulled the trigger of the pistol, or whatever fiendish weapon was used.”




  Roger was feeling a little giddy. He pushed on one side the drink which Savonarilda would have forced upon him. An official of the place hurried up and touched him on the shoulder.




  “Monsieur the Major Thornton,” he announced, “waits for you, sir, at the Casino. He is engaged with the police there.”
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  Roger followed the man along that dreary carpeted way which he was beginning to loathe, mounted in the lift by the side of which Luke Cheyne had been murdered, crossed the lounge of the Hôtel de Paris, left by the swing doors and went up the steps into the Casino. Here his guide led him by a devious way to an underground floor and paused before a door guarded by a gendarme. They were allowed to pass in, however, and found Thornton engaged with one of the Monaco officials, a solemn-visaged doctor and an undertaker. Upon a mattress, raised a little from the floor and covered over with a sheet, was the victim of the tragedy. Thornton disengaged himself from the others and came over at once to Roger. It was obvious that he had received a shock, for his eyes seemed to have receded farther into his head than ever. He was very pale and had lost something of his cold equanimity of manner.




  “Sloane,” he exclaimed, “this is damnable!”




  “I have only just heard about it,” Roger groaned.




  “We have been looking everywhere for you. Where the mischief have you been?”




  “I dined at Cannes last night and came back late,” he explained. “This morning I lunched with my aunt. Afterwards I went over to Nice and I only got back a quarter of an hour ago.”




  “We must have just missed you everywhere. I thought you might have been able to do something with Erskine. I don’t know why, but we all had nerves. They only asked him for a hundred and eighty thousand of his winnings. I wanted him to pay and Prince Savonarilda offered to go halves. I’m afraid that rather set his back up, though.”




  “Where’s the letter?” Roger asked.




  “In my pocket. We can’t do any good here. Come outside somewhere and I’ll show it to you.”




  Roger paused for a moment, looking out of the window with his back to the room, its ghostly occupant and the little group of whispering officials. Outside were the crowds at the Café de Paris. The music was dimly audible, although the windows were closely fastened. There was something pitiless and ghastly about the gay antics of the conductor in his brilliant uniform. Roger turned back into the room and moved reverently towards the improvised bed.




  “Where are you going?” Thornton asked.




  “A morbid idea,” Roger confessed. “I just wanted to have a look at him. Poor old Pips.”




  Thornton gripped the other by the arm.




  “They won’t let you,” he warned him. “I wanted to have a last look myself. I was here when they brought him in.”




  “That’s absurd,” Roger scoffed. “He was a great friend of mine.”




  He moved another step towards the couch. The doctor of the Casino and a functionary with whom he had been talking blocked the way.




  “The murdered man was a friend of mine,” Roger explained, speaking almost under his breath. “I know all his people. I want to have just one look at him.”




  They both shook their heads.




  “It is against the rules,” the doctor regretted. “There will be another opportunity. We are waiting now for the coffin.”




  “What better opportunity could there be?” Roger protested. “Monsieur does not understand, perhaps,” he added, turning to the official. “Lord Erskine was an intimate friend of mine, not an ordinary acquaintance. We were at school and college together. I know some of his people. I shall be compelled to report this terrible circumstance to them. At least, they will wish to know that I paid my last respects—”




  “After the coffin has arrived, if you please,” the functionary pleaded. “You are the only stranger who is permitted inside this room. It is not for the public—even for the friends of the unfortunates who are brought here.”




  “Major Thornton is here,” Roger protested.




  “Major Thornton has special privileges. He has been attached to your Foreign Office and he is a member of your English police,” the functionary reminded him. “We must ask you now, please, to leave.”




  “I think you had better come along,” Thornton advised.




  Roger was a little bewildered but he gave in. A man in livery let them out by a private door. They walked across the Place into the bar of the Hôtel de Paris and found two easy-chairs in a quiet corner. Neither of them thought of ordering drinks.




  “Why the mischief wouldn’t they let me have one last look at poor Pips?” Roger demanded.




  “I can’t tell, Sloane,” Thornton replied. “This place is festering with rules and regulations. One is hemmed in on every side. I suppose that’s why these things occur.”




  “Tell me more about it,” Roger begged. “Did Erskine have a big win?”




  “Yes, he did—a big win for him. He won about two hundred and thirty thousand early yesterday evening. Naturally he had one or two drinks and was chatty about it. It happened to be a very quiet evening over here and most of our lot, as you know, were over at Cannes and there were scarcely a dozen people in the bar when Erskine began to pull out his twenty thousand franc jetons. He went home, as I happen to know, quite early, because I invited him up to the Carlton and he said that he had a head. When he woke up this morning, the letter was with his newspapers and the rest of his correspondence.”




  “Have the police got it?” Roger asked.




  “As a matter of fact, they have not,” Thornton confided, thrusting his hand into his pocket. “Erskine was perfectly certain that some one was trying to get a rise out of him and left the letter with me after we had had a drink together at twelve o’clock this morning. He knew that the study of handwriting was rather in my line and he wanted me to compare it with the handwriting of any of our crowd I knew about. I think he rather suspected you. There it is.”




  The letter was written on the Hôtel de Paris notepaper and the envelope was addressed in plain printed characters.




  

    LORD ERSKINE,


    344 HÔTEL DE PARIS.


  




  The contents were brief and very much to the point.




  

    Dear Lord Erskine,


    


    It seems hard to demand our tax on winnings so insignificant, but the fact of it is that some of your friends whom you amuse every night with your drolleries are getting rather a nuisance to us. We do not like amateur investigators. We may therefore have to remove ourselves to another sphere of activity and we are obliged to clean up pretty closely. Two hundred and thirty thousand francs is not much of a win so we will only ask you for one hundred and eighty thousand.


    


    Get in your car to-morrow afternoon and precisely at five take a drink at the Savoy Hotel, La Turbie. When you leave there, take the short cut to Monte Carlo and slow up a little at the third bend. You will meet some one there who will relieve you of the notes.


    


    Above all, let me beg of you not to repeat the unfortunate and ludicrous mistake of your countryman, Lord Bradley. I can promise you that the notes will be searched with a magnifying glass before they are put into circulation and there will be the equivalent of a gun in your ribs until they are passed O.K.


    


    Do not be late. We are punctual people.


  




  “Try to keep the letter,” Roger enjoined, as he handed it back. “I fancy we may be able to work upon it better than the people out here.”




  “I don’t intend to give it back at all, if I can help it,” Thornton replied. “I don’t see why I should. It was given into my keeping by Erskine himself.”




  The barman paused apologetically before their chairs. They gave him an order. It was past eight o’clock and Roger was due to dine in the hotel with his aunt at nine.




  “Now, for heaven’s sake, tell me about the shooting,” Roger begged his companion. “How was it possible for Erskine to have been shot by an invisible person? I thought the Casino was always so full later in the afternoons.”




  “It’s all very difficult,” Thornton acknowledged gloomily. “Of course, not one of us was anywhere near the place. Who would have thought of Erskine, after having made a big win at the Sporting Club, going into the ‘kitchen’ and playing from five o’clock on an afternoon like this?”




  “I can’t understand it,” Roger admitted. “He always played tennis if he was not at Mont Agel. Don’t you remember how he always used to say—never gamble when the sun shines?”




  “He was told,” Thornton reflected, “to drive in his car slowly down the road from La Turbie at six o’clock this afternoon and to have the hundred and eighty thousand francs with him. We know he didn’t mean to obey, but why should he choose to abandon all his usual practices, visit the Casino and gamble in the ‘kitchen’?”




  “Go on and tell me about the shooting,” Roger begged a little abruptly. “Speculations are interesting but I want to hear the facts. Was there no onlooker at all who saw anything of it?”




  “Erskine apparently,” Thornton explained, “was seated with his back to the wall, in the farthest of the suite of rooms outside the ordinary ‘kitchen,’ but still belonging to it, so far as regards prices and cartes. That particular room is rather cut off from the place and it would appear that no one, except people actually at the table or standing watching, was in a position to see anything. All that one has been able to gather from one of the chefs is that there was a sound like the ‘plop’ of a boy’s toy gun with a cork in the end and Erskine, who was seated next to the croupier, was seen to lean forward. Immediately afterwards he collapsed. The police have not found any one at the table, seated or standing up, who saw or heard anything of a person with a weapon in his hand. The only witness of any consequence at all is the chef, who was close to Erskine, who declares that he felt something that was like a flash of hot air close to his cheek. The rest of the affair was just as wonderful as usual. They tell me that in less than thirty seconds poor Erskine’s place was occupied by some one else, there was no sign of his body and the croupier was spinning the ball!”




  “Was the table full?”




  “There were only three vacant seats.”




  Roger swallowed the cocktail which the barman had just brought.




  “Thornton,” he demanded, “does it seem possible to you that a man seated at a roulette table in full view of a staff of at least six croupiers and chefs, with a dozen people seated at the table, could produce a revolver and shoot another man without being observed?”




  Thornton shook his head.




  “The same thing has been done before and will be again,” he said. “Don’t make the mistake, Sloane, of imagining that a man has to bring out his gun and brandish it before he shoots. I even know one or two of our English gunmen who can shoot through their sleeves or through their trousers with one hand, whilst doing anything you please with the other. Erskine might easily have been shot by a man behind with one hand in his pocket and the other placing a stake.”




  “Do you believe that he was?” Roger asked.




  “I’m hanged if I know,” was the despairing reply.




  No one seemed to have any particular appetite that night at Lady Julia’s dinner party, Erskine was popular with every one and Lady Julia herself was more disturbed than she cared to own. With her distress was mingled an anger which was almost passionate.




  “I don’t care,” she declared, “whether this band of criminals is composed of English or Americans, Italians or Monegasques themselves. I say that it is a disgrace that they should remain undetected. I have written to tell the Prince so to-night. The Chef de la Sûreté of Paris should be invited to send some of his best men down at once. This last murder of poor dear Reggie Erskine was blatant. One might almost think that the whole Principality was in league with these people.”




  “It’s the Principality that’s going to suffer most,” Terence Brown pointed out, “and a few hundred thousand francs mean nothing to them. So far, I haven’t heard of any one leaving, but the place is going to have a most awful slump, if this goes on.”




  “And it deserves it,” Lady Julia exclaimed viciously. “We seem to be without any form of protection here.”




  “The trouble is,” Thornton intervened, “that the authorities here have got so used to covering up any unpleasant little incident that happens—and so clever at it too—that now the incidents have assumed a different aspect, they find themselves stifled before they start. All the precautions they have taken to prevent suicides or these fights that take place in the Casino getting talked about make it terribly difficult for their own police, however intelligent they may be, to deal with these new conditions.”




  “Then the sooner they get outside help, the better,” Lady Julia snapped. “I should get the best men down from Scotland Yard and from Paris. Amour propre be hanged! The criminals are probably English or French, so an English or French detective would be far more likely to get at the truth than this local gendarmerie. There’s no telling which of us will be the next.”




  “For my part,” Maggie Saunders observed, “I don’t think that I shall play at all, or if I do, I shall howl about my losings and keep my winnings to myself.”




  “That is very sensible,” Savonarilda agreed. “It does not make us any the more comfortable to reflect that it has always been people who have talked about their winnings in the Sporting Club here who have met with trouble.”




  There was a change in the music. Every one looked up expectantly.




  “It is the mannequin parade,” Lady Julia announced. “Really, I don’t feel that I have the heart to look at them to-night.”




  Roger was not well placed for seeing the nine young women who were one by one slowly threading their way amongst the tables of the ornate, magnificent room, to the strains of a slow minuet, but he was conscious almost at once of some curious emotional disturbance amongst the guests of the party, a shrinking back in their places of two of the women, an expression of fear in Lady Julia’s face, something approaching horror in the deep lights of Savonarilda’s Sicilian eyes. He swung his chair around to command a view of the room. He remembered what Jeannine had told him and realised the significance of the little shivering wave of unanalysable emotion which seemed somehow to be throbbing in the atmosphere of the room. It was the night for the parade of black evening frocks. One by one the young women glided amongst the tables to the open space where on gala nights there was dancing. They were clad in net, chiffon, georgette, lace—but every gown was fashioned of unadorned and unrelieved black! There was a ghostliness, indefinable and inexplicable, in their silent procession. Jeannine, who came last, though her movements were wonderful as ever, her carriage superb, the little poise of her head in itself a perfect gesture, seemed in her pallor and the strangeness of her expression like one of the wedded virgins of death. An absolute silence fell upon the room, the music and the soft fluttering of the gowns practically the only sounds. Conversation was strangled. Many of the women confessed afterwards that they had felt on the verge of hysterics. For the first time in her life Jeannine, so completely detached and impersonal in the following of her profession, looked away from vacancy as she passed Lady Julia’s table and searched for Roger’s eyes. He was never sure if it was fancy but she seemed to him to be calling for help almost in the same way that she had done once before, in those minutes of supreme terror. He forgot his role as onlooker, he forgot the depression from which he too was suffering, and he smiled understandingly back. He tried to send to her through the overcharged air the message of courage that he felt she needed….




  “Horrible!” Lady Julia suddenly murmured.




  “But don’t forget that it was arranged beforehand,” Mrs. Terence Brown reminded her, from the other end of the table. “I know people who came expressly to-night for this parade of black evening toilettes. A very good idea, I thought it. Of course, no one could have imagined these horrible surrounding circumstances.”




  The sommelier had an inspiration. He darted around with the wine, for which every one was grateful. In a very few minutes the mannequins had reappeared—this time wearing marvellous white evening gowns. The spell was broken. Conversation was resumed. Every one talked eloquently perhaps, but feverishly upon any subject that tumbled into their brains. By universal consent they did their best to set their heels upon that tangle of cruel memories.




  Soon after midnight the first part of the enterprise which Roger had thought out step by step was safely accomplished. He had driven in his coupé on to the Moyen Corniche and when he had arrived at the corner where he had met Marie Louise, the corner where the curving, dangerous track wound its way down to Beausoleil, he turned out all his lights, descended with his engine free, his car controlled by its very excellent brakes, until he had passed the Hotel du Soleil. To all appearances, there was not a single light burning in any part of the place. Roger glided on until he reached the deep obscurity of some overhanging trees just by the first bend—very nearly the spot where once before he had paused and looked up the hill towards danger. Here he left the car, satisfied that it would start again with a touch, pulled out his revolver, examined it carefully and, keeping well on the grassy edge of the ditch, reclimbed the hill. As soon as he reached the bar, he recrossed the road. There was still not a sound to be heard but through the chinks of the closed door he realised that one light had been left on. He tried the handle but found, as he anticipated, that it was locked. The darkness was still intense but away where the moon was soon to rise it seemed to him that there was a coming break in the skies. He crept past the front and around to the side of the house. Kneeling down, he could see that there were lights in several of the windows. One of the rooms indeed must have been fully illuminated. Still, however, there was no sound, nothing but a nerve-paralysing intense silence. He leaned against the wall and tried to think out some definite plan of action. One curious discovery had brought him up here in the middle of the night on this apparently purposeless errand. How was he best to turn it to account?




  The faintest breath of wind stealing round the corner of the building whispered amongst the leaves of the olive trees. Roger knew very well what that meant. In half an hour or even less there would be a rift in that bank of dense clouds and the edge of the moon would be showing. With the light would come danger. Noiselessly he stole back towards the lane. There was a vast shadow as of some shed or building which seemed to him unfamiliar. He crept towards it. Gradually it grew into shape and he realised that it was a saloon-bodied motor car. He moved on a few paces until it grew more distinct. There was no possibility now of mistake.




  It was the great lilac-coloured automobile of Monsieur Pierre Viotti! It was within a dozen yards of the garage but for some reason it had been left outside.




  Roger crept back towards the hotel. Another little puff of breeze came around the corner. This time it brought with it the night perfume of tobacco plant and all the fragrance of the drooping mimosas. Still no sound. There were men inside—he was sure of that. There was life—an ugly, sinister phase of life it might well be—but over it all the pall of a deep brooding silence. Roger felt then that it was inspiration indeed which had brought him but inspiration leavened with folly. To have come alone was his mistake. It was not for nothing that lights were glimmering out of half-a-dozen rooms of a building which in the daytime was reported deserted; not for nothing that Monsieur Viotti’s lilac-coloured car was drawn up there in the obscurity outside the garage. The place, of course, might be just a harbourage of vice; those lights might mean nothing more than the amours of the night or some new fashion of debased orgies. Somehow or other, though, Roger did not think so. It was the silence which impressed him so much. Silence and light so seldom went together.




  In the end he acted without premeditation, without common sense and without reason. He stole down to the door of the bar and hammered on it with the butt of his revolver. When he had finished, the silence appeared to be more intense than ever. All the time, though, it seemed to him that he was subconsciously aware of a world of listeners. Then a door slammed inside. He heard footsteps coming down the stairs, heard them coming along the narrow passage between the bar and the hotel. A second light flashed up inside the room. A man approached the other side of the door which at first he showed no signs of opening.




  “Who’s out there at this time of night making that hell of a noise? What do you want?”




  “A drink,” Roger answered, and he was astonished to realise how steady his voice sounded. “I need a drink. Sorry if you’d gone to bed, but now you’re up, you’d better give me one.”




  The door was jerked open. His friend, the barman, stood there fully dressed but with tousled hair and blinking red eyes. He looked at his visitor in the blankest astonishment.




  “What the hell are you doing round here again?” he demanded.




  “I don’t know what it is,” Roger replied. “Something in the air, I suppose, but directly I get within fifty yards of your bar I’m thirsty.”




  The man held open the door. Roger noticed that his right hand had disappeared so he stole a march on him. He flashed out his own automatic.




  “I’m not here for trouble, Sam,” he said. “I don’t like the way your hand is stealing around to your hip pocket. Up with them! I’d like to have a look at that diamond ring.”




  The man grinned and threw them both up.




  “Come in and have your drink,” he whispered. “If you make a noise, I promise you this—you’ll sleep so hard that you won’t wake in the morning. You shall have your drink, all right. That is to say if no one butts in. If they do, you’re a goner. What you come nosing around for all the time, God Almighty knows, but there’s trouble here for any one that wants it.”




  He crossed the floor towards the bar and pulled down a bottle of brandy. Roger settled himself in a chair within a yard of the door. In the mirror at the back of the counter he could see the barman watching. He brought the brandy and he brought the Perrier. He opened the latter and set it down on the table.




  “Young fellow,” he said, scowling, “you’d better come through with it. What the hell do you want?”




  “I told you before,” Roger replied, “I live on the hillside here and I get restless sometimes. This is a bar, isn’t it?”




  “Yes, it’s a bar, but it’s one o’clock in the morning and we don’t expect to serve customers at that hour.”




  “Sam,” Roger said suddenly, “why don’t you go back to America?”




  Sam started.




  “Why should I?” he demanded. “Living here is pretty good.”




  “The game’s up,” Roger bluffed. “I’ve got the drop on all of you.”




  “You! Why, you haven’t turned stiff, have you?” he asked.




  “Keep your hands in front of you, Sam,” Roger warned him. “I’m not a stiff. There aren’t many to be met with in this part of the world. I want to warn you though—”




  Here they came—flop, flop, flop—shuffle, shuffle, shuffle! They were coming along the passage. They must be now within a few yards of the door. Sam suddenly took his undesired patron by the shoulders.




  “Get out of this,” he ordered. “I tell you, shooting ain’t in my line and there’ll be a hell of a lot of it, if you stay there another minute. Get out of this and stay away.”




  There was something uncommonly sinister in those advancing footsteps, which perhaps helped Roger to make up his mind. Sam’s clutch upon his shoulders too was the clutch of a powerful man. He stepped back on to the road and the door was slammed behind him. The light had not come yet and he had almost to feel his way as he staggered out, but more by good luck than anything else he kept in the middle of the road. He turned and ran, every moment expecting to hear the door behind him opened and to hear the hissing of bullets around him. Nothing happened. He drew nearer and nearer to the bend. Not a sound behind him! Presently the shape of his own car loomed up out of the darkness. He sprang inside, closed the door and switched on his lights. It was at that moment when he touched the contact button and at the same time released the brakes that the shock came. He very nearly let go the wheel which would probably have meant a glimpse into eternity. He recovered, though, as men do in those moments when there is no time for thought and action becomes automatic. He swung into the middle of the road, pushed his gear into third and with the car well under control turned to the figure by his side. A figure of calamity indeed, with torn clothes and blood-stained face.




  “Pips!” Roger gasped. “My God, is it Pips?”




  “Pips it is,” the other faltered, “but I can’t believe that I’m alive!”
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  Jeannine and Roger were seated in the arbour in the southwest corner of his garden, rose-wreathed now with the passing of the wisteria. Thornton, sprawling on a rock at the back of the villa was attempting a sketch.




  “I want to know,” Roger said, in his usual downright fashion, “exactly what is troubling you, Jeannine.”




  She laughed softly.




  “Do I look so miserable?”




  “Not at this moment, but I believe there is something the matter, all the same,” he insisted. “My aunt says it is because you are growing into a woman too quickly. When I think of you a year and a half ago, doing a skirt dance before the Curé in my salon—the skirt, by the by, was almost negligible—helping yourself to apples from my dish, laughing and squealing like a happy little monkey, I ask myself sometimes whether fate has been kind to you. You’ve sobered down too darn quickly. Perhaps there is something at the back of your mind we don’t know about.”




  She laid her fingers upon his arm for a moment.




  “It is just foolishness,” she confessed. “No one should be happier than I, because I have found such wonderful friends. Perhaps I am disturbed sometimes because I feel that they are being too good to me, because I feel that I am not exactly in my right place.”




  “What do you mean—not in your right place?” he asked gruffly.




  “You must know,” she laughed. “Remember what I looked like up in the orange tree. Sometimes I have been able to adapt myself, sometimes I have not thought about it at all, sometimes I have not felt quite comfortable.”




  He leaned a little closer to her.




  “If you aren’t talking like a silly kid!” he exclaimed. “Don’t you realise that you’ve turned the heads of a whole colony of men?”




  “I will not be made fun of,” she pouted. “Now I will tell you something else. This is really why I feel unhappy and disturbed sometimes. There seems to be all the time something going on around us which I cannot understand. It is not only these strange things which have been happening to more important people, but it is I myself who am getting afraid of people, nervous when they talk to me. I feel as though there were something in the atmosphere which means harm. I even fancy that sometimes I—insignificant little Jeannine—am being watched! Not kindly—maliciously.”




  “Has that man Pierre Viotti been worrying you again?” Roger demanded.




  She smiled, but in a forced fashion. At the mention of the man’s name a momentary shiver had escaped her.




  “He does not dare to speak to me, but sometimes he smiles. He sits on a stool in the Sporting Club and I have caught him watching us, even when he seemed not to be looking, and there was always that evil smile. Promise you won’t do anything about it if I tell you, Roger.”




  “Tell me about it, anyway,” he evaded. “If any one has a right to consider himself your guardian, surely I have.”




  “You have the right to consider yourself anything you choose,” she admitted. “I speak, then, of Monsieur Viotti. He has not uttered one word to me, but he still comes to see Madame. I see that great automobile of his outside when I return home and I go away for a walk and wait until it has disappeared. When I come in, Madame looks at me curiously. She is always hinting that I should be more like other girls, that I should go to places where they dance and make acquaintances, that it is time I was fiancée. She talks like that usually after Monsieur Viotti has been there. Of course, they come from the same village—they have the right to be friends—but I believe he gives her money.”




  “I will have a few words with Madame,” Roger said in a low tone.




  Her fingers sought his arm again.




  “Please do not, Monsieur Roger,” she begged. “Can you not see that he has a perfect right to come? Madame and he are old friends. If I am afraid of him, it is my fault. But I am,” she added, with a little burst of passion. “I hate him! When he looks at me I shiver. I know that he is a bad man. I think that I have the gift of knowing, when people come near me, if they are honest or not…. Ciel! What is this that arrives?”




  Jeannine might well ask, for what was arriving was nothing less amazing than the lilac-coloured automobile of Monsieur the ex-Mayor of La Bastide! The ex-Mayor himself and his brother were seated inside. The automobile came to a standstill outside the gate.




  “For the love of Mike, they’re going to call on us!” Roger exclaimed.




  She sprang to her feet.




  “Let me go,” she begged.




  “Not likely,” he answered, catching at her hand. “Here we stay together, here we receive them and here we finish this matter once and for all. We commence with an act of courtesy. We stand up to receive our visitors.”




  The two men advanced in formal fashion. They had rung the bell at the gate and Bardells himself announced them.




  “Monsieur Paul and Monsieur Pierre Viotti.”




  By the side of Monsieur Pierre Viotti, resplendent in purple-coloured serge, with a white and yellow waistcoat, his brother looked almost distinguished. Roger, with an inward grimace, shook hands and presented his ward. Bardells placed chairs. It was Paul Viotti who took charge of the proceedings.




  “Monsieur speaks French, I hope?”




  “Sufficiently,” Roger replied.




  “That makes it easier, then,” Paul Viotti remarked with a smile. “Because although I myself speak good English American, my brother understands nothing but French. It is of his affairs I wish to speak.”




  “I scarcely see,” Roger said, “how his affairs can in any way concern me, but pray proceed.”




  “My brother, as you know, is your neighbour,” Paul Viotti continued, “and a very successful man he has been. I myself have prospered in America and it is my wish to assist my brother in any way he may desire. I learn from him that he wishes for the hand of Mademoiselle Jeannine in marriage—”




  “Then he’d better go and wish for something else,” Roger interrupted bluntly, “for that he never will have.”




  The florid courtesy of the proceedings was somewhat marred. There was a very unpleasant light in Pierre Viotti’s eyes. His brother Paul extended his hands in protest.




  “My dear sir,” he begged. “Why so hasty? We come to make a good offer—a very good offer. We do not demand a dot. On the contrary, on the day of the marriage, my brother and I will settle upon the young lady the sum of one million francs.”




  “One million francs,” the ex-Mayor of La Bastide repeated, patting his waistcoat and looking eagerly towards Jeannine. “It is something that—yes? And the château—that you can have too. My mother and sister can find another home. You can wear beautiful clothes, you can be the belle of the village and all the villages around. It is something—yes?”




  “It is a great deal,” Jeannine acknowledged, smiling, “but will you permit me to say at once that nothing in the world would induce me to marry you, Monsieur Viotti. Not for one million. Not for twenty!”




  There was a moment or two of silence. The ex-Mayor of La Bastide remained with his mouth open and the air of one who has heard an incredible thing. His brother, Paul, who had mixed more with the world, was perhaps less surprised. He turned to Roger.




  “In your ward’s best interests, Monsieur,” he appealed, “can we not beg for your aid? My brother’s position entitles him to consideration and money such as he speaks of is not lightly come by.”




  “Not a chance,” was the curt reply. “As a matter of fact, Mademoiselle Jeannine has already decided to do me the great honour of becoming my wife.”




  All the gloss and bumptiousness and conceit seemed to pass from the unsuccessful suitor. He stood like a man withered in the sunshine. His brother preserved his dignity. He picked up his hat and rose to his feet.




  “Under those circumstances, Monsieur Sloane,” he said, “we offer you our regret that we have troubled you. My brother was, I am sure, unaware of this felicitous happening.”




  “Unaware, and I don’t believe it,” Pierre Viotti declared harshly. “Marriage! Bah! Rich men with villas and relations who are of the nobility do not marry village brats!”




  Roger took a step forward.




  “Monsieur Viotti,” he said to Paul, “I once had to teach your brother a lesson. Please take him away at once before I am tempted to repeat it.”




  He struck the gong which stood upon the table. Bardells came hurrying out.




  “Show these gentlemen to their car,” Roger enjoined.




  The brothers Viotti walked down the gravel path. The ex-Mayor of La Bastide was carrying his bowler hat in one hand and mopping his forehead with a handkerchief with the other.




  “You will do as I ask now, Paul,” he begged. “You see how he treats me—like dirt! And I must have the girl.”




  His brother smiled benevolently.




  “The girl seems to me like many others,” he said, “but, so far as I am concerned, I consent. You shall have your way with her. You shall have your way with him. He has given us trouble enough.”


  




  Jeannine had drawn her chair a little farther back into the seclusion of the arbour. She was sitting very upright, her fingers twisted together, undisguised tears in her eyes.




  “You should not have said that,” she murmured. “It was cruel of you.”




  “Why cruel?”




  “Because you know that it is not possible.”




  “I don’t believe anything of the sort,” he replied. “You know I’m fond of you, Jeannine.”




  She suffered his arm around her waist unresistingly, but the hopelessness of her expression remained unchanged. She took his other hand and caressed it.




  “You have been so good to me, Monsieur Roger,” she said, “and now you feel that you must do this. You think so much of what is right and wrong, and you know what I feel, and you are afraid that I may be unhappy. That is not what I wish in life. That I will not have.”




  She sprang suddenly to her feet. Roger, taken by surprise, was silent. She stood opposite to him, her eyes aflame. She was once more the gamine of the orange tree.




  “You do not love me,” she cried. “What you offer, you offer out of pity. You have not love in your heart—you have kindness. You have not madness in your brain—you have prudence.”




  “Are you gibing at me,” he asked bluntly, “because I didn’t take what you thought was love when you were an unformed brat?”




  “You do not love me now,” she faltered breathlessly.




  He took her into his arms and found a very good way of ending a great deal of foolishness.




  “He’ll make you a good husband, my dear,” Lady Julia declared later on that evening, in the salon of her villa. “His father was a good husband. I wish you could get him out of this place. I don’t like it. The Princess wanted me to go to Biarritz with her this afternoon and but for you two I think I should have gone.”




  “Why don’t you?” Roger asked. “Jeannine and I could get married. I feel I must stick it out.”




  “Nonsense!” his aunt protested. “When Jeannine gets married, she is married from my house. She is my ward—not yours. I am going to stick it out too. But, for heaven’s sake, stop this epidemic of robbing and killing. Why doesn’t your Scotland Yard man do something?”




  “The poor fellow is doing his best,” Roger replied, “but just think how he’s handicapped. He hasn’t any authority. If the Monegasque police had listened to him about the Crowley murder, I believe we should have had the gang cornered by now.”




  “Stay and dine,” Lady Julia invited him. “I don’t suppose there’s much to eat, but Dalmorres is coming. He’ll let you know what he thinks of you all down here.”




  “Thank you—not to-night,” Roger refused firmly. “Jeannine and I stopped and engaged a corner table at the Sporting Club. First time I’ve ever dined alone with her.”




  “Do you mind?” Jeannine asked Lady Julia a little shyly.




  “Heavens, no, my dear! Take care of him, that’s all. By the by, you called to see Reggie, I suppose. How is he?”




  “Better. But they won’t let us see him yet. Until we can ask him a few questions, we’re all at sea about the other night.”




  “I should stay at sea if I were you,” Lady Julia advised. “I’ve sent all my jewels to the bank and I think I shall go to Corsica to-morrow or the next day.”




  “On Dalmorres’ yacht?” Roger enquired with a grin.




  “Scandalmonger!” his aunt exclaimed, shaking her stick at him. “If you can tear yourself away from your dîner à deux by eleven o’clock, I’ll drink your healths up in the bar. The place has become like a news agency. You get the latest information every ten minutes. What’s that, Grover?” Lady Julia went on, turning towards the butler. “Lord Dalmorres? Show him into the library. Give him a double cocktail. Curse you young people—making me late for my dinner!”




  Lady Julia stumped off.
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  Jeannine and Roger mounted from the dining room of the Sporting Club to the bar, arm in arm, and a riot of congratulations followed upon their entrance. Roger, however, after the first few minutes, left his companion with the Terence Browns and Maggie Saunders, and obeyed Thornton’s beckoning signal. The two men seated themselves in a retired corner of the inner bar.




  “Should you think I was a rotter if I chucked my hand in, Sloane?” the latter asked.




  “What’s wrong now?”




  “I can’t make any headway here,” Thornton confessed. “No one wants the truth about anything. All that they want is silence. They will allow nothing to stand in the way of their routine. For instance, the pseudo Lord Erskine is already buried.”




  “Without being identified?”




  “Without being identified. I must say, though, that they have a wonderful system in what I should call a post-mortem identification.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Well, before he was buried, he was weighed, measured, photographed, every item of property in his pockets was tabulated and his clothes carefully preserved. You could find out, for instance, how many teeth he had and the exact position of a small mole on his chest. On the other hand, no description of him is being circulated, no word is being sent to the police at Nice, none of the hotel proprietors in this place or anywhere else are being notified. He is just dropped into the black pool…. It’s a system, all right, Sloane. I see their idea. It helps to keep this the playground of the world, but it doesn’t help the public or us to fight a band of criminals. You see, I can’t do myself justice, I can’t work on sound methods and I think, if you don’t mind, I’d rather slip out.”




  “Promise me one thing,” Roger begged. “Don’t go until Pips Erskine can talk. I have an idea that he knows something. He ought to be able to put us on the right track, anyhow. It may not be more than a few days. Certainly not more than a week.”




  “I’ll wait until then,” Thornton promised. “I warn you, though, that I’m going to take to golf. I came here for a holiday and I’ve been plunged into the most humiliating epoch of ineffective work the mind of man could conceive.”




  “That’s all right,” Roger agreed. “I’d play you myself but I expect I shall be busy for the next few days.”




  “Forgive me for being so late with my congratulations,” Thornton said. “The young lady is charming.”




  “Glad you find her so,” Roger declared enthusiastically. “She seems to have hit it up pretty strong with all the crowd around here. They’d soon spoil her if she’d let them.”




  “Considering what I have heard of her history,” Thornton observed, “she is certainly quite a remarkable personality. Your friend Erskine summed her up, I think, when he said that she had the knack of leaving you at the end of half an hour’s conversation exactly where you were when you began it.”




  “She’s a great kid!” Roger declared happily.




  “By the by,” Thornton enquired after a moment’s pause, “is it true that Lord Dalmorres is here?”




  “Arrived this afternoon,” Roger assented. “Dining alone with my aunt to-night, the old rascal.”




  “If he’s a great friend of yours,” Thornton advised, “I should give him a word of warning. Not that I think he’ll need it.”




  “He’ll hear all about our troubles from Lady Julia. In any case, he’s not the man to take risks. He sleeps on his yacht and goes about generally with a whole retinue. If he got one of those letters, you’d see his smoke on the horizon in a couple of hours.”




  “All the same,” Thornton meditated, “a word of warning wouldn’t come amiss. What are his habits? Does he gamble?”




  “Occasionally,” Roger admitted. “But generally in the afternoon. I did see him win ten million once at baccarat about two o’clock in the morning. He came in after a big dinner party, without a cent in his pocket, and the chef put down a hundred thousand francs for him every time he nodded.”




  “Interesting,” Thornton murmured. “A great ladies’ man too, isn’t he?”




  “Has been,” Roger smiled. “I think he prefers to talk over his past triumphs nowadays. I expect that’s what he’s doing with my aunt this evening, as they haven’t turned up here.”




  “A man whom it would be interesting to meet,” Thornton observed, polishing his monocle with his handkerchief. “I’ve heard a great deal of Lord Dalmorres in my time. He has had a wonderful career.”




  “If he comes in,” Roger promised, “I’ll introduce you.”


  




  The Right Honourable the Earl of Dalmorres was one of the few aristocrats who had also reached the highest honours in the legal world. He had held every office of distinction to which his profession entitled him, he had been famous for years as the most brilliant orator in the House of Lords, he had filled the position of Lord Chancellor with dignity and success, and at sixty-four years of age, on succeeding to a large fortune, he had retired altogether from public life. Lady Julia, with whom he had spent the evening exchanging many sentimental reminiscences, had once been his sweetheart, but at his age and still having the reputation of a ladies’ man to keep up, he naturally lost his heart to Jeannine. He carried her away to teach her roulette, brushing on one side her objections that she was only allowed in on condition that she did not play. A nod from Dalmorres, however, to one of the supervisors was sufficient. Many laws can be strained for an English milord who can afford to play in maximums!




  “Sloane, my young friend,” this distinguished personage suggested, “would it be possible to induce you for ten minutes to wander away and receive the congratulations of your many friends in peace? I cannot command Mademoiselle Jeannine’s attention to the game while you are in the background.”




  “But I do not wish him to go away,” Jeannine pleaded.




  “I have only been engaged to the girl an hour or so,” Roger protested.




  Dalmorres sighed. The situation, however, admitted of no argument. He continued to explain the game and Jeannine, with the usual beginner’s luck, increased with every stake her pile of winnings. Presently, however, an interruption occurred. One of the chasseurs from downstairs approached the table and whispered in Roger’s ear.




  “Monsieur is asked for at the telephone,” he announced.




  Roger, with a word of excuse, made his way downstairs. He took up the receiver.




  “Roger Sloane speaking. Who is it?”




  “The matron of the hospital,” a quiet voice replied. “You have a friend here—Lord Erskine.”




  “Yes,” Roger assented. “I hope that he’s not worse or anything?”




  “On the contrary,” the matron assured him, “the doctor reports that he is a little better. He is still in a very feverish and excited state, though. He cannot sleep and refuses to take a sleeping draught. He has an idea that he must speak with you at once whilst his memory serves him. As I daresay you know, he has been unconscious for several days and only partially conscious until this evening. Would it be possible for you to come over?”




  “Rather,” Sloane assented. “Do you really mean that I shall be allowed to see him?”




  “I am breaking all the rules,” the matron confessed, “but I think that the patient’s condition justifies it. He has promised that if he is allowed to speak to you for five minutes, he will take a draught and endeavour to sleep.”




  “I will be there in half an hour,” Roger promised.




  Lady Julia made a grimace when her nephew explained.




  “Just my luck,” she sighed. “The little cat has stolen my man already and now she will have him for the rest of the evening. Never mind, Roger,” she went on, realising for the first time the anxiety in his face, “of course I will look after Jeannine.”




  “You will think I’m an ass,” he said, “but will you, or Madame Dumesnil, kindly see her inside her door if I am not back by half-past eleven?”




  Lady Julia nodded. She had been seated at the baccarat table but she rose now to her feet.




  “I will go and play roulette with them,” she announced, “and I won’t let Jeannie out of my sight.”




  Roger scarcely recognised his friend, who was sitting up in bed, awaiting his coming. Erskine had lost flesh and there was an uneasy look in his eyes, as though he were haunted by unpleasant thoughts. His expression was transformed, however, when Roger appeared.




  “Good man,” he murmured. “Sit down. Bring the chair up to the bedside.”




  The matron held up her finger.




  “Remember,” she warned them, “in ten minutes I return and in ten minutes Mr. Roger Sloane will have to go.”




  She took her leave with a little nod. Roger did as he had been bidden and brought a chair to the bedside.




  “Jolly glad to see you looking better, Pips, old man,” he said. “Tried to steal a march on those fellows, didn’t you? Listen,” he went on. “Don’t say an unnecessary word. Just tell me what’s vital. You will be strong enough to tell us the whole story in a day or two.”




  Erskine’s fingers played nervously with the bedclothes.




  “I hope so,” he answered. “You know, Roger, I played the fool. I drove up to the mountains just as they told me to, but I took an automatic instead of the money, and I was idiot enough to think that I would bring down the messenger, whoever he was, and after that it would be easy to collar the gang.”




  “Jolly plucky,” Roger murmured. “But why alone, old chap?”




  “Because, of course, they would have been watching and they would have cleared out if I had brought a carload. It seemed to me the only chance was to go alone. I reached the spot and saw some one waiting for me. He was just an ordinary gigolo-looking young fellow, sitting on the wall and smoking a cigarette. He got up as I approached and I stopped the car. Between my knees there was an automatic. I got hold of it with my right hand.




  “‘You have something for me perhaps?’ he enquired.




  “‘Yes, I have,’ I answered. ‘Come here and I will give it to you.’




  “He came slowly around the bonnet of the car and stood with his foot on the running board, not two yards away from me, but just out of reach. He was a horrible-looking fellow, Roger.




  “‘Give me the packet,’ he demanded.




  “I sat looking at him and I knew at once that I should have to think quickly. He was not attempting any form of disguise. There he was, a young fellow whom I should be able to identify at any time later on. He must have known that. So must the people who sent him. I realised like a flash that I was never intended to have the chance. As soon as they had the notes, they were going to make sure of me. I whipped out my automatic.




  “‘Put up your hands,’ I ordered.




  “He put them up all right, but his eyes were horrible.




  “‘So that’s the game,’ he muttered.




  “‘Get into the car by my side,’ I went on.




  “‘What for?’




  “‘You will soon find out,’ I assured him.




  “He stood with his foot still on the step and I saw something that was almost a smile on his vicious-looking face. At the same second I felt a man’s breath hot upon my cheek. I can’t tell you how quickly it all happened, Roger. It was like a flash. I knew I was for it and I had a murderous desire—it was murderous—to kill the man in front of me. And I did it!”




  Roger held his breath. He spoke not a monosyllable. He was listening with agonised interest. Every second he feared to hear the handle of the door turn.




  “You understand,” Erskine faltered, “I realised that I was trapped. I felt the swish of a towel over my mouth from behind, I felt my arm knocked up and I pulled the trigger of my gun all at the same moment. I felt the pain on my arm, I was conscious of the first whiff of chloroform, and it seemed to me that I pulled the trigger at the same time, but as a matter of fact, of course, I must have pulled it a fraction of a second before. The last thing I remember, and for all I knew it was going to be my last conscious thought on earth, was the sight of the man in front of me crumpling up. I killed him, Roger.”




  Roger felt his forehead. The room was well aired but the perspiration was standing out in great beads.




  “I can’t tell you how long it was afterwards,” Erskine went on, in a choked whisper, “that I opened my eyes because of the pain. I was twenty or thirty yards down that gorge where the croupier was found, and a wheel which had been torn off the car was lying on my leg, and all the clothes on my left side were ripped to pieces. Right at the bottom of the gorge—”




  “They found the remnants of your car,” Roger went on, hoping to save his friend speech as much as possible. “It was smashed to pieces, of course, with the wheel missing.”




  Erskine nodded slightly.




  “Considering all things, I think I was clever. I realised vaguely what had happened. The man who had come up behind had left me in the car, pushed it down to the edge and let it go. Before it had gathered much speed, the wheel had caught one of those great boulders, been wrenched off and I must have been pitched out…. Some one might come back, I felt, at any time to be sure that everything was all right. I managed to lift the wheel and let it fall down a little cleft so that it was out of sight. Then somehow or other I pulled myself up. God knows how I did it, for I was in terrible pain. I staggered about for a time. Once I fainted. When I recovered consciousness, it was quite dark. I staggered on and suddenly I came upon your car, drawn up by the edge of the road. I got in. I just remember feeling in my pockets and realising that my money and passport and cards to the Cercle Privé had gone, and a few other trifles. You know the state I was in when you found me!”




  “Anything you could tell me to help identify the man you shot?” Roger asked wistfully.




  “Nasty pale face, small eyes. His foot was on the step and I saw that he was wearing patent shoes and purple socks. I’ll swear he came from Nice. I have seen—the type.”




  The door of the room was softly but firmly opened. The matron glanced at her patient and, turning to Roger, motioned him away.




  “Quite enough for the first time,” she insisted.




  Erskine smiled faintly and glanced at the glass in her hand.




  “I’ll swallow anything you like now, Matron,” he murmured.
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  The complete silence reigning in the fantastic underground apartment which had taken the place of the Manhattan clubroom, during the last sixty seconds, had become impressive. The man who sat at the end of the beautifully polished mahogany table, with its strange inlaid gilt edge, lifted the five cards which lay in front of him and dropped them face downwards, one on the top of the other. The sound of their soft patter was almost a relief. He looked across the table and there was mild reproach in his tone.




  “Our friend Marcus throws bombshells to-night.”




  Prince Savonarilda leaned back from the table, his hands in his trousers pockets. There was a certain amount of defiance in his face and superciliousness in his tone. He was still wearing the carnation which his hostess of the gala dinner had arranged in his buttonhole a few hours ago.




  “You can call them bombshells if you like,” he observed, “but they contain nothing more explosive than sawdust. I simply say that we are becoming less and less cautious with every one of our enterprises. The police system here may be inferior to the police system of New York, but remember—so long as we kept within certain limits—the New York men were ours, body and soul. These fellows aren’t used to our methods and they are bewildered for the moment, but if they once got after us, the Bank of France wouldn’t buy them.”




  “We have added seven millions to the treasury,” Paul Viotti murmured, with an ecstatic gesture of the hands.




  “And there are three undetected murders which are still engaging the attention of the police,” Savonarilda replied. “Who can tell when they may not stumble upon a clue? Supposing that, for instance,” he went on, pointing to a corner of the room, “had been left upon the road and identified as an acquaintance and hanger-on of Pierre Viotti,—how should we have explained it?”




  Savonarilda’s finger had been directed toward a recess in the apartment where, from underneath a sheet, protruded a man’s foot, a foot encased in a purple sock and shod in a patent leather shoe. It was clear enough what lay underneath.




  “Who would have come to us for explanations?” Paul Viotti asked, with a smile. “We know every one of the Beausoleil police as well as the Monegasques. We know which ones operate in this direction, we can tell you even where they are. We have already taken extra precautions to meet this attack of nerves on your part, my young friend. We employ always my brother’s watching squad who call themselves ‘The Wolves.’ We have a motor cyclist on the Nice road, one on the Mentone road, one on the Eze byway and one in the byway which passes our doors. No one could arrive here unexpectedly.”




  Savonarilda let his chair swing back to the table and tapped a cigarette thoughtfully.




  “It is not only an affair of the police,” he pointed out. “There is your compatriot—Roger Sloane. He is too honest to be thoroughly dangerous, but all the same, there is nothing of the fool about Roger. Perhaps you don’t know that he has shown a great deal of curiosity concerning this little domain. He has even crept about amongst the carnations and the rose bushes which grow upon the roof of our enchanted chamber.”




  “And what did he find?” Paul Viotti chuckled. “Just what any one else would find, just what the cleverest detective from Police Headquarters in England, France or New York would find—just nothing at all. My brother and his Italian friend did their work too well for that. Our hiding place is undiscoverable—even by that over-curious young American.”




  Tom Meredith, wearing the linen coat of his assumed profession, removed the cigar from the corner of his mouth and his thumb from the armlet of his waistcoat.




  “There’s some men,” he declared, “who are born into the world with too much curiosity. That young Sloane’s one of ‘em. I tell you, I don’t like the way he’s always nosing round. It ain’t going to be good for his health if he don’t quit it.”




  Pierre Viotti chimed in from the other end of the table.




  “I think that over here you have all grown soft. Perhaps it is our sunshine and easy life. For many hours I have talked with Paul here of the way you dealt with curious people in New York. They did not live long there. Dead men are no longer dangerous.”




  “A bloodthirsty little gentleman for a fruit farmer, your brother,” Edward Staines observed, with a melancholy smile.




  Paul Viotti rubbed his hands softly together. There was a twinkle in his beadlike eyes.




  “I think my brother does not like this Mr. Sloane,” he confided, with a sly wink. “There has been trouble between them that need not concern us.”




  “Sloane,” Marcus Constantine said deliberately, “is a young man whom we have to keep under observation the whole of the time. We are doing so. At present he is more useful to us than dangerous. If ever that pleasant state of things should come to an end, it will be time to deal with him. Not until then, I say. Your brother has done some useful work for us, Paul Viotti, but he is amply repaid by being made a member of our organisation. Private quarrels are not our concern.”




  “Quite right, Marcus, quite right,” Paul Viotti assented soothingly. “The young man is useful to us. He must be watched but left alone. If the time should come when he becomes dangerous, it would be easy, very easy, to get rid of him. But not now. He has too many friends.”




  “And one who is an enemy,” Pierre Viotti declared, with darkening face.




  Savonarilda rose to his feet, crossed the room and lifted the sheet. The body of a young man lay there on a stretcher, ashen-cheeked, with closed eyes—dead. Savonarilda looked down at him curiously, without compassion, without any other sentiment, indeed, except a faint curiosity. Then he replaced the sheet with a careless gesture.




  “That blundering fool of a young English lord knew how to hold his gun straight, at any rate,” he remarked.




  Paul Viotti shrugged his powerful shoulders.




  “I think that he saved us trouble,” he murmured. “The two young men were no good.”




  His brother groaned.




  “I made a mistake,” he admitted. “Dead, though, they will do nobody any harm. They will put people off the scent. The young Englishman, if he lives, will be a hero. It is the younger one,” he went on, “André, in whom I am disappointed. In Marseilles and in the old parts of Nice they call him ‘The Wolf.’ In Marseilles his work was good. Here he bungled and afterwards he was foolish. He should have tied Erskine in the car.”




  “His little expedition into the Casino,” Edward Staines remarked, “was ill advised.”




  “The sort of fellow who got my goat,” Tom Meredith muttered. “I’m glad I’ve seen the last of him. Drank vermouth and cassis and wanted a lump of sugar in it!”




  “Took a big risk too,” Matthew Drane pointed out. “If they had asked to see his card, they’d have known he wasn’t Erskine, and if Erskine had been lying at the bottom of that gorge with a broken neck as he ought to have been, the young man would have found himself in Queer Street.”




  “It would have been even awkward for us,” Edward Staines observed. “He would certainly have squealed.”




  “His removal,” Paul Viotti pronounced, “shows that we are one bang-up organisation.”




  Savonarilda strolled back to his place.




  “I can’t think why you keep a thing like that about,” he protested, pointing backwards to the body of the young man.




  “Neither can I,” Matthew Drane agreed, with a shudder. “Every now and then I catch a glimpse of that foot. Don’t see why we need make the place look like a butcher’s shop.”




  “Everything has to be done according to plan,” Paul Viotti explained coldly. “We never fail; you must admit that. Until we were ready to dispose of it, the body had to be in a safe place. In a quarter of an hour, it will be fetched. In an hour there will be nothing but a few ashes somewhere near the small summerhouse which we call the shrine. There will be another young man less ogling the cocottes and earning their fifty francs with the old ladies at the Nice cabaret shows, but it is doubtful whether any one will even remark upon his absence. If they do, it will be too late. People disappear often from the Riviera when they have spent their money or the right finger beckons. Some are found. Those who disappear under our auspices are never found.”




  Matthew Drane lit a cigar and leaned back in his place.




  “Our young friend, Savonarilda,” he remarked, “has criticised, but he has made no suggestion. I think he has something to say to us. For my part, I think the chief’s right. We have a perfect machine, running smoothly and without a flaw. It may be costing us a good deal, but on the other hand we have no Police Headquarters to take care of. In short, up till now, we have had things pretty well our own way, except that this young fellow Erskine didn’t cough up and we were a trifle too greedy in that Nice business. Tony has something at the back of his mind, I’m sure.”




  Savonarilda discarded his extinct cigarette and lit another.




  “The crown jewels of Monaco,” he reflected, “do not compare, of course, with other collections which Fate has brought upon the market, but there are a few good modern pieces amongst them. They are ours for the picking up.”




  “Such imagination!” Paul Viotti murmured, with flashing eyes. “A very Prince of Adventure!”




  Savonarilda looked at him a little insolently.




  “I wish you would remember sometimes, Viotti,” he said, “that I do not care for my title to be banalized. My ancestors were princes when yours were scraping the soil of Corsica for a few potatoes!”




  There was a curious light in Paul Viotti’s eyes and his lips twitched. He remained, however, silent.




  “A few nights ago,” Savonarilda continued, “I dined at the Palace. The week of our arrival here, after I had paid my formal call, I lunched there. I have a complete plan of the strong room leading out of the Royal Suite where the jewels are kept, and of the two staircases leading away from it.”




  “They have a new American Dunster safe,” Matthew Drane announced. “I heard the Princess say so.”




  “Tom Meredith here,” Savonarilda went on, “can do anything in this world with a Dunster safe, except eat it. He can discover the combination by looking at it and the drawers fly out when he touches them. I kept guard over him at work once in the Seventh National Bank when we needed the money to buy that steamerload of whisky. I have never seen Her Royal Highness’ safe, but I will back the Seventh National Bank safe against anything that ever crossed the Atlantic, and Tom opened that as though the locks were made of butter. Isn’t that so, Tom?”




  “I guess it didn’t worry me any,” was the modest reply.




  Pierre Viotti beamed upon his confederates.




  “The Prince has a great imagination,” he murmured.




  “I have more than that. I have some very useful facts,” Savonarilda observed drily. “I know the number of men on guard, at what hours they are changed and where they are posted. They would be as much use against us as the golliwogs in a toyshop!”




  “And the get-away?” Viotti queried.




  “By sea,” was the prompt reply. “One of your brother’s invaluable contributions, Viotti, was the flying motor boat. If the engines are in good shape and the new sloop is ready for use—”




  “She was put in the water yesterday,” Pierre Viotti announced.




  “Very good,” Savonarilda continued. “She must crawl around here until we are ready for her. It will not be a quick division affair, of course. All the jewels will have to go either to Amsterdam or London, and they will lose a good deal in the cutting. Even after that, I have worked it out that there ought to be twenty millions to divide.”




  “My friends,” Viotti said joyously, “I think that our next adventure is accepted.”




  There was a sound like the tinkling of a musical box. Paul Viotti placed his hand under the table and produced from a ledge a small, quaintly shaped telephone. He listened, spoke down it, and added a word or two which obviously had some code significance. Then he made his way to the north wall, touched the representation of a porthole in the swaying galleon and the door swung open. Three or four men in their road-menders’ garb, who were always to be seen about the outside of the place or working in the garden, entered, carrying a long, lightly built wooden box fashioned like an elongated steamer trunk. They lifted the body into it, replaced the lid and disappeared with scarcely a word. As they ascended the stairs, Viotti held open the door leading up into the bar and listened. The old man and woman were there, singing one of their Neapolitan songs.




  “The requiem of the unknown victim,” Savonarilda sneered.
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  The Monte Carlo world is temperamental but its spirit is resilient. After a fortnight of intermingled cold, rain and mistral, the sun suddenly shone. A flawless blue sky stretched across the heavens, a south wind stole lazily across the devastated flower fields and loitered amongst the gardens. Everybody turned suddenly cheerful. After all, Erskine had not been murdered. He had been the victim of a motor accident and was slowly recovering. The unknown person who had stolen his papers probably deserved his fate. There had been no fresh calamity. The administration breathed a sigh of relief. Something might yet be made of what was left of the season.




  Roger and Jeannine who, it being Sunday, had a day’s holiday, were seated with Thornton under a striped umbrella at one of the tables of the Royalty bar. There was a buzz of pleasant conversation around them, no tragedies to discuss or think about. Terence Brown went by, swinging his cane and whistling a tune from the opera of last night. Maggie Saunders was drinking cocktails with two new admirers. Prince Savonarilda, who hated cocktails and seldom entered any other bar than the Sporting Club, except under compulsion, was drinking Italian vermouth with the great Diva who had sung at the opera the night before. Every one seemed to be very content and happy.




  “I asked you to meet me here,” Thornton, who was the host of the party, said, “because I was not quite sure where you would like to lunch. Mademoiselle Jeannine has, perhaps, some preference?”




  “None at all,” she declared convincingly.




  “Beaulieu?” Roger suggested.




  “But it is Sunday,” Jeannine reminded him. “On Sundays, Beaulieu is terribly crowded.”




  “Would you like,” Thornton asked, “to go to a place which would be terribly empty?”




  “I think that would be marvellous,” Jeannine assented.




  “It is a little matter which concerns Roger and me more,” Thornton said, looking across at his friend, “but before I leave, I should like to pay one more visit to that quaint place, the Hôtel du Soleil. I wonder whether you would care to risk it—go up there and demand lunch? They can’t do more than refuse us, and if they do, it won’t take us more than twenty minutes to get anywhere.”




  “It is certainly an idea,” Roger admitted. “I don’t know what they’ll say to us. Sam, the barman, has practically warned me off the premises! And I’m perfectly certain, at times, at any rate, there are some queer goings-on there. I think perhaps it would be better if we went one day when Jeannine wasn’t with us.”




  “Sunday seemed to me such a good day,” Thornton persisted, “because they must have customers for drinks, at any rate, and next Sunday I sha’n’t be here.”




  “If you wish to go,” Jeannine said, “I do not mind in the least.”




  “I must tell you,” Thornton explained. “Mr. Sloane and I have different ideas about the place. I’ve been there and found it a very ordinary sort of show. He has half an idea, I believe, that it’s a perfect hotbed of crime. I should like to disabuse his mind of that idea, but if either of you have the slightest objection, why, I’ll take you anywhere you like.”




  “I think it is quite reasonable, what Mr. Thornton says,” Jeannine approved. “If you go to-day, and all is as it should be, you will not worry about the place any more. If I go too, there will be one more to watch.”




  “That settles it,” Roger agreed. “We lunch at the Hôtel du Soleil. Do you mind calling back at the Paris for a moment?”




  Thornton smiled.




  “Ridiculous,” he murmured, “but I had the same idea.”




  Roger descended from his room about a quarter of an hour later to find Thornton at the desk. The latter held out a letter which he had just written.


  




  Major Thornton, Mr. Roger Sloane and Mademoiselle Jeannine are lunching at the Hôtel du Soleil just below the Corniche. As they have some suspicions about the place, Mr. Sloane would be obliged if the Direction will communicate with the police and send some gendarmes up to the place if they have not returned by four o’clock.


  




  “I’m going to give this to the concierge,” Thornton explained, “tell him to keep it before him, and if we have not returned by five minutes to four, to open it and act according to its instructions.”




  “It’s a perfectly sound idea,” Roger agreed, “but somehow or other, I think that two of us—I suppose that you went to your room for the same purpose as I did—will be perfectly well able to deal with anything that may happen.”




  “In my profession,” Thornton remarked, as they went out to rejoin Jeannine, “we learn to leave nothing to chance.”


  




  Roger was conscious of a genuine thrill of interest, if not of excitement, when he pushed open the door of the bar of the Hôtel du Soleil. It had changed in no respect since his last visit. Two young men, whose cycles were leaning against the wall outside, were drinking beer at one of the small tables. There was not another soul in the room except Sam, who greeted them a little surlily.




  “It doesn’t seem a bit of good telling you fellows that we’re closed,” he remarked. “I have to serve you if you come in, and then I catch it from the Governor.”




  “Don’t you worry, Sam,” Roger enjoined cheerily. “Now that the bad weather’s gone, you’ll have so many customers you won’t want to close. What about showing us the best you can do in the way of Dry Martinis?”




  The man sighed and began to juggle with the bottles. He might have been just as anxious as he seemed to discourage clients, but he was too great an artist to mix a bad cocktail. They sipped them with genuine approval.




  “What about a little lunch for the three of us in the restaurant?” Thornton suggested.




  The shock did not seem to be so great as they had feared. Sam sighed resignedly and lifted the flap of the counter.




  “There’s two or three staying in the hotel. There might be some sort of a meal. I’ll enquire.”




  He disappeared down the passage. Thornton looked around the place carefully.




  “Seems all right,” he observed.




  “It certainly does,” Roger confessed.




  Jeannine shook her head.




  “It is a bad place,” she declared. “I don’t know why, but it is. I feel it all the time. When we have had lunch, if they give us any, I shall be glad to get away. I do not trust that barman.”




  “Well, he’s rude enough to be honest at any rate,” Thornton remarked.




  Sam returned in a moment or two, followed by a maître d’hôtel. The latter bowed to his prospective clients and displayed none of his companion’s churlishness.




  “Very good luncheon just ready, lady and gentlemen,” he announced. “Trout, caught near here, or an omelette, if you wish. Baby lamb or chicken and fruit.”




  “Ready now?” Thornton asked.




  “Ready this moment.”




  “We’ll come right along.”




  They followed their guide along the passage and into a plainly decorated but sufficiently attractive-looking restaurant. Two men in golfing attire were already lunching, also a man and a woman. They took their places at a corner table.




  “So far,” Thornton declared, as he took up the list and ordered some wine, “I don’t see why you two have the creeps about this place.”




  “It isn’t creeps with me,” Roger protested. “I’ve told you just what actually happened, and we know for a fact, at any rate, that the beginning of that Nice drama took place here.”




  The trout arrived without undue delay and was certainly excellent. The baby lamb which followed was equally good. A sweet omelette which the maître d’hôtel offered personally was excellent. No fault could be found with the wine.




  “Could we take our coffee out in the garden?” Thornton enquired.




  “Wherever Monsieur wishes.”




  They looked about them with curiosity as they passed through the hall. There were several bags of golf clubs there and at least half a dozen fishing rods. They passed out into the garden, brilliant with flowers, and strolled along one of the paths.




  “Tell me now,” Thornton begged, “do you see anything suspicious about the place?”




  “Not a thing,” Roger admitted.




  They explored the garden thoroughly, then they returned to their coffee, and the two men each drank a Fine. Afterwards they strolled around the garage. Through the windows, which were quite unprotected, they could see the lilac-coloured car of Monsieur Pierre Viotti and another slightly smaller Fiat. Jeannine looked at the former with a shiver.




  “That man is here,” she declared.




  They looked simultaneously towards the upper portion of the hotel. There were no particular signs of life about the place, but the shutters of every room were thrown open.




  “Any one staying here?” Thornton asked the waiter, who had just appeared with the bill.




  “Pretty well as many as we can take care of, sir,” the man replied. “We have three golfing gentlemen, a pêcheur and two artists. A fine day like this every one does not come back to lunch. If they wish, we pack it and they take it with them.”




  “A very reasonable arrangement. Is Mr. Viotti here to-day?”




  “Not to-day, sir. His brother from America is over and they make excursions together.”




  “I thought he might be here,” Roger suggested, “because his car is in the garage.”




  “They go for their excursions more often in his brother’s car,” the man explained. “It is a Hispano-Suiza and it travels very fast…. Merci bien, Monsieur.”




  “Stop one moment,” Roger begged. “Seems to me this would be a very nice spot to spend a few days when one wanted to be quiet. Could one look at the rooms?”




  “I will ask Mademoiselle.”




  The waiter disappeared into the hotel and returned, having in charge a florid-looking young woman who had made lavish use of her cosmetics. She welcomed her enquirers cordially.




  “We wondered whether you happened to have a bedroom and sitting room for a few days?” Roger asked.




  The girl was in despair.




  “And only this morning,” she confided, “a gentleman arrived with his servant and took the last rooms we have. Perhaps next week—”




  “We’ll enquire again next week,” Roger promised.




  She expatiated to them on the beauty of the view, the safety of the drains, the mid-week privacy of the place. Sunday was, without a doubt, their busiest day and the week-ends—




  “Well, what would you have?” she demanded, with a gay little laugh. “They tell me that it is the same in England.”




  “The same the world over,” Thornton declared solemnly. “By the by, I am the owner of an English illustrated paper. Can I have the names of your guests and would you like me to publish a photograph?”




  “As to the photograph, with pleasure, if Monsieur has a camera to take it,” the girl replied. “The names of the guests,” she added, “you will find in the visitors’ book.”




  They passed into the little hall which connected the hotel with the restaurant. Mademoiselle produced a handsome calf-bound volume which she spread open in front of Thornton. He scribbled down some names.




  “Absolutely bona fide, all this,” he observed, as they strolled down the path which led to the road. “Two young men from Norwood, with the name of their golf club—Chislehurst, I think it was. A man and his wife from Bordeaux and another man, who dares to proclaim himself a painter, from St. Paul. You must be wrong about this place, Roger. You see for yourself that there are enough guests here to take up every room in the house. I expect they get a loose lot out from Nice now and then, but they can’t very well help that.”




  “You yourself are satisfied, then?” Jeannine demanded.




  “I certainly am,” Thornton replied.




  “And I’m afraid I must admit that I am also,” Roger added reluctantly.




  “And I not,” Jeannine declared. “I do not care that there are good and respectable people here. I do not care that there is no evil to be seen. It is there.”




  “Well, it doesn’t seem to have touched us,” Thornton observed, with one of his quiet smiles.




  Mademoiselle came hurrying out to them as they were stepping into the car.




  “There will be rooms free on Wednesday,” she announced. “Not the corner suite with the bath, but the one next to it—Number Fourteen.”




  “We will telephone up to-morrow morning,” Roger promised. “We have lunched excellently.”




  “Au revoir j’espère, Monsieur,” Mademoiselle fluttered, with a little wave of the hand.




  They glided off down the hill towards Monte Carlo. Thornton leaned forward.




  “Sloane,” he said, “I think after all we shall have to pass that place O.K. There isn’t a thing there to take exception to. If they’d been out to do us any harm—well, first of all they could have poisoned the cocktails, they could have poisoned the food, they could have pretended to show us the rooms and locked us in. In short, we were very much at their mercy. Added to that, I haven’t seen a person who looks anything like a criminal.”




  “The place isn’t in the least like what I expected to find,” Roger confessed.




  “You are both of you—how do you call it in English?—boobies!” Jeannine declared. “If this hotel were being kept by a bad man for bad purposes, would he not provide himself with the means for deceiving people? On Sunday, for instance, as to-day—everything would be in order. In the week days it is different. Passers-by are few. It is easy to close up the rooms.”




  Thornton, an unusual thing for him, was inclined to be a little irritable.




  “Mademoiselle has—what we call in England—a bee in her bonnet. You see the whole place as it stands. There is not the scope there for any deception. There is no room large enough, for instance, to be the meeting place for a gang of criminals. However, what does it matter? I, at any rate, am convinced. So is Sloane.”




  Roger nodded thoughtfully.




  “I think that the proprietor, Monsieur Viotti, is probably in with a roughish lot of people in Nice and they use his hotel during the week for any sort of purpose they like, but I must confess,” he added, as he swung around a bend of the road, “that to-day has altogether shaken my idea that the place might be the permanent headquarters of a gang of criminals. I found nothing sinister about it at all.”




  Jeannine sighed.




  “It is useless,” she declared. “How can I persist? You are clever men with brains and you judge from what you see and with your reasoning powers. I am a foolish girl and I do not care what I see or what I do not see. I am not impressed. I judge only from my feelings.”




  Thornton had recovered his good humour.




  “Mademoiselle’s attitude is not to be ignored,” he said. “I can assure you that inspiration has often succeeded in our profession where brains and perseverance have failed. In this case, though,” he went on, “although I agree that a man who drives about in a car painted that hideous shade of lilac, and who is altogether such an insufferable little bounder as Monsieur Viotti, might be capable of any villainy, I do not fancy that the Hôtel du Soleil shelters more than his peccadilloes.”




  “If the florid young lady is one of them,” Roger remarked, “his tastes are at least not exotic.”




  “Stupid men, both of you,” Jeannine lamented.
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  It happened that Jeannine and Roger were both standing at one of the high windows of the Sporting Club, looking out across the harbour at the commencement of the strange business.




  “Ciel!“ the former exclaimed. “What is it that arrives?”




  Every one was asking the same question. Behind them the croupier had paused in the act of spinning the ball. There was a general chorus of exclamations. People from all parts of the room came hurrying up to the windows. A gun from the Rock, without warning or any apparent cause, had been fired—its echoes were still reverberating amongst the hills.




  “There must be a warship coming in,” some one exclaimed.




  They all looked out seawards but there was no sign of any lights.




  “It can’t be a warship,” some one else pointed out. “There’s not a single harbourage left in the port. There have not been so many yachts in for years. Besides, only the smaller craft would venture in, anyway.”




  The manager of the Sporting Club came hurrying to the window. He looked out with a blank expression upon his face.




  “One could imagine trouble of some sort,” he muttered, “but there is no sign of disturbance.”




  “There might be an outbreak of fire up at the Palace,” Roger suggested. “The wind is blowing the other way and we shouldn’t see any sign of it yet.”




  “The telephones are at work,” the other man announced. “One cannot conceive—”




  He broke off in his speech. A rocket went hissing into the skies from the heights on the other side of the harbour. The manager turned rapidly away.




  “There is some sort of trouble,” he muttered, as he hastened towards the door. “One must make preparations—”




  Play was completely suspended in the room. Every one was struggling to find a place near the windows.




  “It is the revolution at last,” the shock-headed Monegasque shouted from the bar. ”Vive la révolution!”




  The croupiers, who were nearly all Monegasques, were gathered together in a corner of the room, whispering uneasily. For five hundred years the discharge of a single rocket had been a signal of alarm. There was, without a doubt, trouble up at the Palace, but what sort of trouble? They talked and gesticulated wildly. The discontent amongst the people was notorious. That a revolution had been threatened was well known, but that it should have come in this fashion seemed incredible. There were men there, the chef with the grey beard, for instance, who belonged to the secret council of the Monegasques and who would certainly have been called into consultation if the time had really arrived. Everything outside was once more dark and peaceful, except that at intervals a voiture filled with eager sightseers went by at full speed. The lights in the Palace were still in evidence and the streets were free from any sign of commotion.




  “What can it mean?” Jeannine asked, clinging to Roger’s arm.




  “I have not the slightest idea,” Roger confessed frankly. “We shall know directly. Here comes Monsieur Rignaud and he has the air of one with news.”




  Monsieur Rignaud, the controller of the Sporting Club, rushed into the room, his face bathed in perspiration. He mounted a chair and curiosity produced immediate silence.




  “My friends,” he called out, “there is no cause for alarm. What has happened is that there has been a serious robbery at the Palace. The alarm gun was fired and a rocket discharged to call back such of the gendarmerie as were on leave this evening. A robbery of jewels. There is nothing more. All croupiers will at once return to their places.”




  He descended from his chair. The buzz of voices recommenced, but the sense of drama seemed to have passed. A jewel robbery, after all, was an everyday happening. Thornton came up and touched Roger on the shoulder.




  “Can you spare me a minute at once?” he begged.




  Lord Dalmorres, chuckling with pleasure, passed his arm through Jeannine’s and led her to a roulette table. Roger followed Thornton into a retired portion of the corridor.




  “Sloane,” he whispered, looking at him keenly out of his cold grey eyes, “I suppose you, like me, have had ideas about the doings down here which it seemed only ridiculous to put into words?”




  “Sure,” Roger agreed. “I’ll say that I have.”




  “Very well, then,” Thornton continued. “It might be interesting to find out who is in the Club to-night and who are absentees. You take the ‘chemie’ room and I’ll start with the bar and work up from the far end of the trente-et-quarante and roulette until we meet.”




  They came together again in a quarter of an hour. Roger frankly confessed himself disappointed. Three men whom he had always vaguely distrusted—two English bookmakers and a notorious Belgian gambler—were all there in evidence at the tables. Thornton had had very little better luck. Pierre Viotti, with a half bottle of champagne before him, was seated upon a stool at the bar, talking eagerly to a Niçois friend. In his eyes was the usual expression of sly hate as he turned around to find Roger close at hand.




  “Was Prince Savonarilda playing trente-et-quarante, did you notice?” Roger asked.




  Thornton shook his head as he poured some Perrier into his whisky.




  “I didn’t see him anywhere,” he acknowledged. “But look—that’s odd.”




  Roger followed the direction of his companion’s gaze. Savonarilda, looking tired and blasé as usual, was glancing languidly around the room. He nodded to the two men and lounged off down the passage.


  




  “One must not miss any chance,” Roger said cautiously, as they emerged from the last lift some five minutes later and made their way into the lounge of the hotel. “Can you see Savonarilda anywhere here?”




  “Not a sign of him,” Thornton confessed. “What do you want him for?”




  Roger made no reply. He turned around and approached the concierge’s desk.




  “Is Prince Savonarilda in his room, do you know?” he enquired.




  “Just gone up, sir,” the man replied. “He took his key from me not a minute ago.”




  Roger walked towards the lift and rang the bell. Thornton looked at his companion curiously.




  “What’s in your mind about Savonarilda?” he persisted.




  “I haven’t anything in my mind,” Roger confessed. “I am trying to be like Jeannine and act upon inspiration. What is Prince Savonarilda’s number?” he asked the liftman, as they stepped in.




  “One hundred and ninety-seven, sir,” the man replied. “The Prince has just gone up.”




  They mounted to the second floor, walked along the corridor and Roger knocked briskly at the door of Number one hundred and ninety-seven. There was a brief delay, then Savonarilda presented himself.




  “Hello!” he exclaimed, “Anything wrong?”




  “Nothing at all,” Roger assured him. “I tried to stop you downstairs at the lift but I was just too late. Lady Julia wants to know whether you can dine to-morrow night—just a small party? I ought to have asked you before, but I’m afraid it slipped my memory.”




  Savonarilda shook his head.




  “Sorry,” he regretted. “I always like to go to Lady Julia’s parties but I’m afraid to-morrow it can’t be done. I’m dining with some one or other—I forget whom.”




  “Bad luck! Sorry I disturbed you.”




  “Any news about the jewel robbery?”




  “We haven’t heard a thing yet. I expect in half an hour’s time or so the whole story will be out.”




  “Ridiculous fuss about a potty lot of ornaments. There are a dozen women in this hotel whose jewels are worth a great deal more.”




  “Having an early night, aren’t you?” Roger remarked.




  “Got to, sometimes,” was the languid reply. “Goodnight.”




  “Well, I don’t see that we got much out of that,” Thornton remarked, as they rang for the lift.




  Roger smiled cryptically.




  “I’ve developed a fancy for secrecy to-night,” he confided, “because I want to see later on if things shape themselves the same way to you. I’ll say this, though; I think before many days have passed, we’re either going to bring something off or get it in the neck ourselves.”




  “Any facts?” Thornton asked. “Or are you still adopting Mademoiselle Jeannine’s flair for inspiration?”




  Roger grinned.




  “I wouldn’t call it that,” he confessed. “One queer incomprehensible fact and a damned big guess.”


  




  Roger found Jeannine struggling to be polite to her temporary escort, but boring herself very much with roulette. He carried her off at once to dance at the Knickerbocker, regardless of Dalmorres’ protests.




  “You young engaged men are the most selfish devils on the face of the earth,” the latter declared. “You seem to think because you have had the good luck to annex a most attractive young woman that for the future no one else may come near her. I think I will come to this place with you. I can at least pay the bill.”




  “I am in a generous frame of mind and I will bargain with you,” Roger declared. “You can come on in half an hour’s time. Half an hour alone I must have with Jeannine.”




  “One hears sometimes,” Dalmorres sighed, “of the idiocy of lovers, but one scarcely expects to hear this sort of thing from men of comparatively mature years. Do you realise, young man, that you are proposing to spend the rest of your life with Jeannine?”




  “Blessed thought!” Roger exclaimed. “Come on, Dalmorres, we’ll take you along.”




  “I should think so,” was the complacent reply. “My limousine is below. Perhaps you’d rather walk, Roger?”




  “On the contrary, you had better come up in your limousine,” Roger replied. “I’m taking Jeannine in my own little bus. Tell your man the Knickerbocker.”




  “Selfish pig,” Dalmorres muttered, with a gleam in his eye.




  Roger had brought his chauffeur and Jeannine sat very close to him as they took their places.




  “You are such a darling, Roger,” she murmured, when they were halfway to their destination and as soon as she had sufficient breath. “I love the way you—what is your word?—chaff Lord Dalmorres. Do all Englishmen talk to one another like that? Frenchmen would be fighting very soon.”




  “Dalmorres and I understand each other pretty well,” Roger confided. “He’s a gay old spark and he loves to be chaffed about the girls.”




  “He is very attractive,” Jeannine said.




  “More women than you and I could count have found him so,” Roger observed drily. “I rather wish he’d kept away to-night, though.”




  “We will dance most of the time,” Jeannine suggested, “then he will get tired and he will go away.”




  She tripped across the pavement, her eyes dancing with happiness, very dainty and chic in the moonlight.




  “‘Au temps de “la fleur” ils sont tous en folie,’“ she hummed. “To-night I feel like that. It is good to feel like that. I am not afraid any longer. That was silly. Monte Carlo is a good place.”




  Then the swing door was flung open and, with a leer on his face and a drunken lurch to his footsteps, out came Pierre Viotti, ex-Mayor of La Bastide!




  Pierre Viotti was without a doubt drunk, but he was joyously and happily drunk. Never had the world seemed to him a more wonderful or delightful place. In the restaurant he was just leaving he had met with much success. He had stood drinks to all the dancing ladies and most of the men. Supper bills had been surreptitiously slipped into his hand by the maître d’hôtel and promptly discharged. He had danced with the principal chanteuse and when he was sober he was no mean performer. What a life! What a brother he had! What a man he was! His idea—the motor boat. Millions and millions and millions it had brought. All the champagne in the world he could drink. All the girls in the world he could have. But not this one. Well, who cared? To-night it was impossible to hate any one. He pushed aside the protecting hand of the doorkeeper, took off his hat and made a low bow.




  “Bon soir, Mademoiselle Jeannine,” he cried gaily. “It is your Mayor who salutes you.”




  She shrank back but it was more in scorn than from any sort of fear. A village brat, he had called her. Her poise was the poise of a princess.




  “Bon soir, Monsieur le Maire,” she said.




  “Et bon soir, Monsieur,” Pierre Viotti sang out to Roger. “You heard the little tune Mademoiselle was singing as she entered. Ask her the meaning of it and then you will not understand. It is for us French—us of a different race!”




  “Bon soir, Monsieur Viotti,” Roger answered calmly. “If you would be so kind as to stand on one side, it is our wish to enter.”




  Pierre Viotti crushed himself against the wall. The sound of Roger’s voice had deadened a little his alcoholic good humour. There was a cloud upon the horizon, after all. He was no longer supremely happy. He felt something hard in his pocket. If only he dared! A quick business that would make of it and no more of these arguments with Paul.




  “A good place,” he said, pointing backwards to the restaurant. “One amuses oneself there!”




  Roger took Jeannine by the arm and passed on. Pierre Viotti would have followed them, but for the restraining arm of the doorkeeper.




  “Hi!” he called out.




  Roger turned his head. Something of the old malevolence was back in Viotti’s face.




  “Listen,” he shouted. “You like my hotel. You go there sometimes. You come and see me. I show you something no one else in the world knows one little thing about. You come.”




  He turned away and lurched out.




  “Some one seems to have drawn his fangs,” Roger remarked, with a smile, as they settled themselves down at a corner table. “Perhaps we shall get a wedding present from him after all!”




  “A bowl of poison perhaps,” Jeannine replied. “Nothing else.”




  “What did he mean about showing us something no one else in the world knew anything about?” Roger speculated.




  “I was wondering.”




  Then for a brief space of time—one hour or something like it—life became an enchantment. With them was none of the weary-footed dancing of the tired professional or the lazy effort of the dinner guest who is doing his duty. To hold Jeannine in his arms was to Roger the most amazing content, and to lean shyly against him and let her feet fly over the floor to the very seductive music was to Jeannine the last word in happiness. They drank sparingly of the champagne, but they finished the whole of an omelette and ordered another. Dalmorres strolled in long after the time he had appointed and sunk into a chair with a sigh of virtuous resignation.




  “What I have denied myself!” he murmured. “Tell them, young Roger, to give me a whisky and soda and a sandwich. I have been walking in the garden sooner than disturb this idyll.”




  “Liar,” Roger answered, as he called a waiter.




  Dalmorres lit a cigarette.




  “Manners must be the first thing you teach your young man, Mademoiselle Jeannine,” he enjoined. “You, I am sure, will believe me. An hour ago it must have been that I looked in here and saw you two in this corner, looking so happy and so utterly content with each other that I had not the courage to disturb you, and I went back again into the cold night and promenaded—in the rain too—”




  “Oh, la, la!” Jeannine interrupted, with a little peal of laughter. “I will not say that you do not speak the truth, Lord Dalmorres, but the night is warm, the moon is shining, there is no rain and you have your limousine.”




  Dalmorres knocked the ash from his cigarette.




  “It is a fact that I am dreaming,” he acknowledged. “A bad habit of mine. I am too susceptible and I suffer so that it affects my memory. I think that when that whisky and soda has arrived, I shall summon up my courage and invite the blond young lady to dance with me.”




  “She will probably accept with pleasure,” Roger remarked, “as she happens to be the danseuse of the maison. I gather that all the little ladies who are here to-night, though, and the men too, have been having rather a good time. A wealthy Niçois who was being armed out just as we arrived has been standing free drinks to every one in the house.”




  “A short rotund man with a brick-red complexion and black eyes?” Dalmorres enquired curiously.




  Roger nodded. “What do you know about him?”




  “I happen to have been up at a small select night restaurant on the hill, I forget the name, I was one of a party whom Miss Madge Saunders collected to visit some of the deserving institutions of Monte Carlo. Without a doubt, the same individual barged in. He embarked upon the same course of generosity there.”




  Jeannine leaned across.




  “So you have been up the hills with Maggie Saunders to-night, since we left you!”




  “For half an hour, certainly.”




  “And your story that you came down here and feared to disturb us?”




  “Allegorical, my dear young lady,” Dalmorres explained. “I told you just how I should have felt, and what I should have done, if I had come down here and seen you and your young man looking into each other’s eyes as I did when I made my actual appearance. You follow me, I hope? I hate to be misunderstood.”




  Jeannine laughed softly.




  “Oh, I do not misunderstand you, Lord Dalmorres,” she assured him. “I think you are wonderful.”




  “What became of the wealthy Niçois?” Roger enquired.




  Dalmorres appeared to have forgotten. A few minutes later, however, when Jeannine’s attention was engaged by some new arrivals, he leaned forward in his chair.




  “Do you know the fellow, Roger?” he asked.




  Roger nodded.




  “In a way. I had a row with him once.”




  Dalmorres leaned still farther forward. He kept one eye on Jeannine.




  “Look out for that little fat devil,” he half whispered. “Has he got an hotel anywhere?”




  “Between the two Corniches,” Roger answered.




  Dalmorres glanced once more towards Jeannine. She was having to speak in English to one of Prétat’s patrons and the task was obviously absorbing her whole attention.




  “Well, don’t you go to it, that’s all,” Dalmorres advised. “There’s something waiting for you there you wouldn’t like. I couldn’t make out what it was, but as soon as he got a dim idea that I was listening, drunk or not drunk, he shut up. He has an idea that you have been trying to play the amateur detective, that you have gone up there to discover his secrets, as he called them. There was one waiting there he was ready to share with you, he said, with the most malevolent grin I ever saw in my life. Take my tip, Roger; stay away from that hotel.”
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  Dalmorres was perhaps a trifle indiscreet in some of his observations in the Sporting Club a few nights later. Every one was inclined to be nervy and irritated. The robbery of the royal jewels of Monaco had turned out to be a more serious affair than was at first believed. It transpired that the whole of the jewels were gone, not a portion of them; that they were valued at fifty millions and that the police were without a single clue as to the bandits. That they were a desperate gang was obvious from their methods. Two of the guards had been shot and the sentry had been stabbed to death in his own box. It was his death cry which had first given the alarm. Servants had streamed out from every direction. There was nothing but an empty safe to be seen. No motor car had been anywhere near the Palace gates. The only clue to the manner by which the thieves had made their escape was furnished by the captain of the guard, who, by throwing himself down and listening with his ear to the ground, believed that he could hear from somewhere in the black distance the rapid beating of a petrol engine driven at great speed.




  “These fellows, whoever they are,” Dalmorres declared, “have nerve and they have imagination. They work with one another too well to have been brought together haphazard. Neither do I believe that they are French. There’s too much method and thoroughness about them.”




  “Where do you think they come from, then?” Mr. Terence Brown asked.




  Dalmorres chuckled.




  “I’m afraid you’ll have to shoulder the burden, my friend,” he said. “I should put them down for Americans beyond a doubt—Americans probably driven over here by the competition in the bootlegging business. That safe, for example—”




  “What do you know about the safe?”




  “I was up at the Palace to-day,” Dalmorres confided, “and I was invited to have a look at it. I found half a dozen of the French police simply speechless with admiration. I’m perfectly certain that if the man who had done the job had turned up at that moment, they would have saluted!”




  “Police headquarters of New York ought to be able to help them,” some one from the edge of the circle suggested. “They generally know where their great artists are.”




  “The only pleasing aspect of the affair,” Dalmorres remarked, “is that this time they seem to have left the visitors alone and closed in upon home products. It gives me hope that I may, after all, elude their activities.”




  “What they want,” Savonarilda pointed out, “is a man with the actual money. You wander about the place to-night with a handful of those fifty thousand franc jetons and your name will soon be on the list. These fellows don’t give you much grace, either. You’re warned in the morning and bumped off in the evening.”




  “In my own case,” Dalmorres said, “I should certainly prefer a little more time to settle my affairs. I have no doubt that if one approached the secretary of this organisation discreetly and pleasantly, a satisfactory arrangement could be made.”




  “This is the second affair,” Roger Sloane reflected, “where a motor boat has been used for the get-away. Poor Bradley was shot from one to start with. The police drew a cordon around every port from Monaco to Fréjus. Not a sign has ever been seen or a thing heard of the missing boat. Now this one seems to have disappeared in the same way.”




  “Which all goes to prove,” Savonarilda drawled, “that these are local fellows and not Americans at all.”




  “I am inclined to favour the idea of a conjunction,” Dalmorres observed. “The nerve and dash of the professional criminal and the low cunning and local knowledge of some of the indigènes. They may have come even from so far as Marseilles.”




  “They are going to empty this place pretty quickly,” Terence Brown grunted. “The Handleys are all going. I saw old Handley down at the P.L.M. office this morning.”




  “They would,” Dalmorres murmured.




  “They are not the only ones,” Terence Brown went on. “If I were a rich man, I think I should follow suit. The local police may be, and I daresay they are, quite capable of taking care of Monte Carlo on ordinary occasions, but at the height of the season, when several thousand of the richest people in the world are here, as well as the ordinary tourists and residents, it would need a miniature Scotland Yard to deal with what we are going through. Take to-day, for instance. In addition to all the residents and visitors here, there is an American touring ship in, and at least a couple of hundred of the passengers wandering about on land.”




  “American tourists,” Savonarilda remarked, “are not exactly like a flock of sheep waiting to be sheared.”




  “Perhaps not,” Terence Brown agreed, “but just put yourself in their place for a moment. They land here, the drinks are good, the air is full of sunshine in the daytime and music and perfumes by night. They think they are in an earthly Paradise. What thought of evil do you think enters into their minds? None at all. They just become unsuspicious naturally.”




  Dalmorres tapped lightly upon the table.




  “Perhaps,” he suggested, “we talk without sufficient discretion of these subjects. You see who arrives, Roger?”




  Sloane nodded. Bumptious, rotund, carefully dressed in the costume the hour and the place demanded, Pierre Viotti had just swaggered up to the bar. He ordered a bottle of wine, as was his usual custom, and looked around as though seeking for some one to share it. His eyes wandered wistfully past the table where the five men were seated.




  “A type,” Dalmorres murmured. “If I lived here or were staying here for long—especially if I were you, Roger—it would interest me to know more about that man.”




  “You wouldn’t gain much,” Roger scoffed. “He was a peasant farmer until last year and an ignorant brute of the type.”




  “Sometimes,” Dalmorres reflected, “these fellows make up in that very misunderstood quality—cunning—for what they lack in brains. I never saw our friend in my life until last night, but I will answer for it that he is a bad lot. He has what I call the new criminal type of face—complexion rubicund and flawless, plump cheeks, dark shifty eyes, a perpetual grin and that telltale roll of flesh at the back of his neck. That man would be a day-by-day murderer if he could take out an insurance against being found out.”




  Roger laughed.




  “I hate the fellow myself,” he admitted, “but—”




  Roger never finished his sentence. They all leaned forward to watch the unusual spectacle of the august-looking doorkeeper, with the silver chain around his neck, flying past the open doors. In his silk-stockinged legs and patent shoes the sight would have been ridiculous but for the man’s obvious anxiety.




  “Looks like more trouble,” Roger muttered.




  They all rose to their feet and trooped out into the passage. Only the ex-Mayor of La Bastide, who had begun to drink his wine, remained upon his stool. Several of the attendants were gathered around the door of the Directors’ room. In a moment or two Monsieur Thiers hastened out, crossed the corridor and entered the Salle de Jeu. They all crowded around a functionary from below, who appeared a moment later. He spoke a few rapid sentences and made his way towards Sloane.




  “What’s wrong, Henry?” the latter asked.




  “An accident or something serious up at the Royalty bar, Mr. Sloane,” the man answered. “They telephoned here for Doctor Grayson. He and his wife are dining with a party who have just gone into the Rooms. Monsieur Thiers has gone to fetch him.”




  “The Royalty!” Sloane ejaculated. “I didn’t know it was open at this time of night.”




  He swung around and reëntered the bar. Thornton was in the act of rising to his feet. Monsieur Pierre Viotti had settled down to the pleasant task of drinking his bottle of wine alone. He was crouching over the counter with squared shoulders and feet gripping the rungs of his stool, looking very much like a toad.




  “Thornton,” Sloane announced, “there’s trouble up at the Royalty. Do you want to come and see what it is? My car is parked just outside.”




  Thornton groaned.




  “One of my last nights even to be broken into! Of course I’ll come, Sloane. I couldn’t keep away when there’s anything doing, but I was giving a supper party to Miss Saunders and a few of them.”




  “There’s a new form of entertainment in Monte Carlo these nights,” Roger remarked bitterly.




  Dalmorres put his head in at the door.




  “Sloane,” he enquired, “where’s Mademoiselle Jeannine to-night?”




  “Safely out of anything that may have happened, thank God,” was the fervent reply. “She’s dining with my aunt and two other women at the Villa. I’m going for her at half-past eleven.”




  Dalmorres nodded.




  “Going up to the Royalty?” he asked.




  “Thornton and I are off there. Come along too, if you like.”




  “I should like,” Dalmorres consented.




  Arrived at the Royalty, they found a gendarme at the entrance who passed them in at once on a signal from Francis, the proprietor, who had hurried to the doorway. They passed up the garden and into the bar itself, both rooms of which were dimly lit. In one corner, the figure of a man lay stretched upon the floor. The doctor, who had already arrived, was kneeling by his side. Roger and his companions remained just inside the door, which Francis locked.




  “What’s happened?” Sloane asked.




  “Just as we were going to close, Mr. Sloane,” Francis told him, “a gentleman from Nice, Monsieur Viotti, came in with an American gentleman from the boat. They sat down and had drinks.”




  “Were they sober?”




  “Monsieur Viotti was quite sober. The American gentleman seemed fairly so, but after one whisky and soda he went kind of stupid. Monsieur Viotti did his best to stop him from having another. They had an argument and Monsieur Viotti got up and left him. The American was here by himself in that easy-chair over there. I didn’t wish to serve him anything else, so I went up to tell him that it was time we closed the bar. He used the worst language I have ever heard! Said he would stay here as long as he liked and demanded a bottle of whisky. We didn’t want any trouble, so we served him with one whisky and soda. He had a sip and when my back was turned he staggered over to the bar and filled his glass up with neat whisky. I turned around just in time to see him on his way back to his chair. I told him again that we wanted to close, but he only laughed. He began to try and tell me about the speak-easies in New York.”




  “Who else was in the place?” Sloane asked.




  “Not a soul, sir. Alberto left at eight and the last of the waiters went off about half an hour before Monsieur Viotti and the American gentleman arrived. Then Monsieur Viotti left me alone with him and I didn’t know how to get rid of him. At last I said that if he didn’t go, I was very sorry but I must telephone for the police. He took out a great pocketbook and began to brandish it, asked me if I knew who he was, said he was a New York millionaire, and he had come to spend one night in Monte Carlo so as to go to the bank early in the morning. He kept on waving his great pocketbook at me. Said he had eighty thousand dollars in it, and the purser wouldn’t give him the right rate of exchange, so he was going to change the whole of it here. While I was arguing with him and begging him to put his money away, the two lights I had left turned on in the place suddenly went out. I turned quickly around and I saw the shapes of two men who had entered. That was about all I could see of them. I called out but they made no answer. They came very quickly up the room and, before I could imagine what was going to happen, one of them flashed out a gun and held it to my ribs and caught me by the neck with the other hand.




  “‘Come this way,’ he ordered me.”




  “Rather a nasty one for you, Francis!” Sloane remarked. “I imagine you did as you were told.”




  “Well, sir, I didn’t see what else I could do. I went. He pushed me through the door at the back of the bar and turned the key. He must have been here before to have known there was no other way out. I heard the American gentleman shout out—




  “‘Turn on the lights!’




  “Then I heard him shout again:




  “‘Come on, you fellows. I don’t know who you are but have a drink!’




  “After that I never heard a sound. I banged at the door and shouted, and at last I crawled through that small window and dropped into the other room, and there I got to the switches which are behind the hatstand, and turned them on. The American was lying on the floor just where his chair had been, groaning. His pocketbook was lying open by his side, absolutely empty.”




  “And then?” Sloane asked.




  “I telephoned for the doctor and the police. Two gendarmes came. One is outside. The other has gone to fetch the chief.”




  The doctor came across the floor to them. He knew Roger and shook hands.




  “Monte Carlo is getting as famous as Chicago,” he remarked.




  “Is he dead?” Roger asked, pointing up the room.




  The doctor shook his head.




  “No, he is not dead or likely to die, unless he has bad luck. He has been drugged, and with such a powerful drug that its effect must have been almost instantaneous, and it has touched him up around the heart. I have dealt with that, though—I had something with me. I shall have to go back to the surgery—a matter of ten minutes only—and when I come back, the police had better fetch some one from the ship to look after him.”




  “Had he really much money on him, I wonder?” Sloane queried.




  “I know nothing about that,” the doctor replied.




  “Last night, at that little night restaurant on the hill,” Dalmorres intervened, “he was telling every one what he told Francis—that he had eighty thousand dollars which he had brought in to have changed, and was sleeping the night here, so as to get up to the bank early. No one seems to have told him that to-day was a fête day and that the bank would be closed!”




  The doctor took his leave with a hasty word or two of farewell. Sloane asked the proprietor of the bar a further question.




  “Tell me, Francis, if he was not absolutely drunk when he arrived here, should you have said that he had had too much to drink?”




  “Certainly.”




  “Did he seem any worse for the drink he had with Viotti?”




  Francis shook his head.




  “It didn’t seem to make so much difference, sir,” he replied. “I saw to it that it was weak. I’m afraid it was the drink he had when he was in the corner by himself and got up and fetched the bottle of whisky, that did him the mischief, after all that he had had.”




  “No luck,” Roger sighed. “I’m afraid that lets Viotti out.”




  They crossed the room and looked at the man upon the floor. The doctor had propped his head up on a cushion and, although he was a ghastly colour and his breathing was stertorous and irregular, he had by no means the appearance of a man in extremis. The contents of his pockets were still strewn about just as the first gendarme had left them, and rather pathetically a photograph of a woman, in a leather case, was flung scornfully on one side.




  “If I might make a suggestion,” Dalmorres said, “I think it would be well if we left before the commissaire arrives. He will keep us here at least two hours if he finds us upon the premises, and there isn’t a single thing we can tell him.”




  “There’s only one thing to be done,” Roger put in, “I shan’t tell Thornton what it is, because he would only laugh at me. Dalmorres, would you do me a favour?”




  “Anything except go back to the Sporting Club and drink with Monsieur Pierre Viotti!”




  “You don’t need to do that,” Roger assured him. “Get round to Aunt Julia’s in half an hour and take Jeannine home. Take her to the Sporting Club first, if she wants to go, but don’t lose sight of her.”




  “I’ll do that with pleasure,” Dalmorres promised, “but what about you?”




  “I may be back about one o’clock. I won’t tell you where I’m going, but if anything happens, I’ll tell you both when I get back.”




  Thornton lit a cigarette with steady fingers. In the semi-gloom of the place, his long melancholy face seemed for a moment drawn and anxious.




  “I’ll come with you, if you like,” he offered.




  Roger led the way out.




  “No, I’ll go alone,” he said. “If there’s nothing doing, it will be awfully boring. I’ll probably be back at the Sporting Club before it closes.”




  “You won’t find me,” Thornton warned him. “I’m for an early night.”




  Dalmorres laughed as he led his companion away.




  “I’ve been coming to this place for forty years,” he decided, “and if there’s one thing I’ve learned to disbelieve in, it’s these early nights. Let’s go back to the Sporting and see if the little Niçois is still drinking his champagne.”




  “Why on earth should we do that?” Thornton asked, obviously surprised.




  Dalmorres was returning with elaborate courtesy the salutations of two petites dames on their homeward way and he made no reply.
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  Roger brought his car to a standstill at a place on the Corniche where the road widened a little and the wall had been recently rebuilt. He left one front lamp and the rear one burning and, buttoning up his mackintosh, walked briskly downhill until he reached the spot where the road forked. Fortunately for the success of his enterprise, the night had become cloudy and a drizzling rain was falling. In the shadow of the trees he was able to continue his progress without fear of observation until he arrived at the front of the hotel. He glanced at the luminous dial of his watch. It was five minutes to twelve. The hotel itself and the bar were in complete darkness. There was not a sound to be heard, no evidence of life in any direction. He stood still some time, listening to the patter of the rain, then, treading cautiously, he crossed the road. For the first time within his memory, the large gates leading into the courtyard of the garage and fronting the road were open. He moved stealthily on inside the yard. There was no light in the garage, but just outside the closed door was an uncertain phantomlike shape. He stole on another few paces and realised that it was a car. In its shadow he stood quite still for several minutes, every sense on the alert; then he moved cautiously forward until he reached the bonnet. He laid his hand upon the radiator and, though his nerves were well under control, his heart gave a jump and he discovered that it was hot.




  Some one, then, had just preceded him. He tried to make out what he could of the car and came to the conclusion that it was a Fiat, but the darkness was so intense that he could not be sure what colour it was. He stood away from it, thinking rapidly. Some one had arrived here within the last few minutes in a Fiat which did not belong to the place and had left it out in the rain. There was not a single chink of light from the bar or any one of the rooms of the hotel, and the garage was in darkness. Where, then, was the owner of the car?




  A Fiat. A coupé, to judge from what he could feel, its deep luxurious cushions already sopping wet and the rain falling with a faint sizzle upon the radiator. Whatever reckless person had left it there had been in too great a hurry even to pull up the hood. Where was he now? Roger extended his adventure. He left the garage yard and passed through the small gate which led to the walk bordering the side of the hotel. He arrived at the south front and looked eagerly along the line of windows. Not a glimmer, not a sign of life anywhere. On this side, however, with a great stretch of open country falling down to the sea, the darkness seemed less intense. Roger could discern the row of cypresses an inkier black than the darkness itself and he could even distinguish the shapes of the shrubs close at hand. Slowly he retraced his steps, once more entered the garage yard and stole up to the car. Just as it loomed up in front of him, he stopped short. Even as he had groped his way towards it, a sudden fierce line of light appeared through the keyhole, and along the hinges of the doors. Some one was in the garage. Some one who had not been there before, unless they had been content to linger there in the darkness. At any moment the doors might be rolled back and he himself, defenceless, would be bathed in the light. He caught at his shoes and tore them off; then he stole with a long lopping stride towards the gate through which he had entered, crossed the road in half a dozen paces, thanked heaven for his long legs, and stepped over the grey wall. He crouched down behind it. Almost at the same moment, what he had visualised happened. The doors of the garage, beautifully oiled and fitted, rolled noiselessly back, the open space in front was flooded with light. In another second Roger would have seen the face of the man whose footsteps he heard, then an unseen hand from inside the garage turned off the switch. Roger could hear his footsteps now as he approached the other man. The doors rolled to. Both men were apparently there at the front of the car; their smothered voices were clearly audible. Roger felt himself almost sobbing for one single flash of light.




  Hearing was easy enough. Crouched behind the wall he was conscious of the squishing of the cushions soaked with rain, as some one sat down in the driving seat. Then he heard the purring of the engine and the retreating footsteps of the other man, who crossed the yard and apparently entered the hotel by the side door. The car crawled out, the figure at the wheel all the more invisible by reason of the flashing headlights. Roger ducked absolutely out of sight. Then what he had prayed might happen, happened. The car stopped in front of the café entrance. The headlights were extinguished, the bar door was opened from inside, the driver descended, was caught only for one instant in a faint oblong slant of illumination, insufficient to do more than show that he was tall, walked with a stoop and was wearing a heavy coat. Then the door closed, nothing of the light remained but a thin line at the windows. There was darkness again. Roger only smiled. The car was waiting there. Its driver would return, and when he did his back would be to those governing switches.




  The watcher behind the grey stone wall was doomed to no long period of waiting. Within five minutes the door of the bar was suddenly opened. The two men lingered there and for a space of five seconds or so they stood full in the blaze from the lamps over the bar counter. Every nerve of Roger’s body was tense and throbbing from the strain of keeping that cry from his lips. He was stupefied with the amazement of the moment. It was the incredible which confronted him! Even the long elegant fingers which held the briquet to the cigarette were visible. It was Prince Antonio Marcus Constantine Savonarilda, Seigneur of Savonarilda and Count of the Holy Roman Empire, who stepped into the car, and Sam the barman who in muttered words was wishing him Godspeed!


  




  The Trente-et-Quarante and Roulette salons were closed when Roger, after a brief visit to the dressing room, entered the Sporting Club bar. To his surprise, it was still comparatively full. With a start he recognised Savonarilda sitting at a table alone with Terence Brown. Dalmorres, Thornton and Maggie Saunders were seated at the counter. Pierre Viotti had apparently taken his leave. There were a dozen other of his intimates scattered about the place, but no Jeannine. He made his way at once to Dalmorres.




  “My little commission?” he asked.




  “Faithfully and honourably executed,” Dalmorres assured him.




  Roger drew a sigh of relief. He turned to his favourite barman.




  “A double whisky and soda, Henry,” he ordered.




  “Why this burst of anxiety concerning Mademoiselle Jeannine?” Dalmorres asked curiously.




  “I don’t know,” Roger replied. “Such queer things are happening in this place all the time.”




  “Well, there’s one thing very certain,” his friend said, with a regretful sigh. “Concerning Mademoiselle Jeannine, you need have no anxiety. From what particular planet of heaven she fell I do not know, but the Lord has greatly blessed you. She has the deafest of ears to all love-making, forensic or sentimental. I, who have brought tears in my younger days to the eyes of stolid British juries, succeed in evoking nothing but ribald mirth from the lips of that young woman. What are you going to do with that enormous drink, Roger?”




  “Drink it,” Roger assured him and kept his word.




  “You were thirsty?” Dalmorres enquired politely.




  “I was thirsty,” Roger confessed. “I have also been nearly wet through and I have had pretty well the shock of my life.”




  “Perhaps another might go to the spot,” his companion suggested. “I’m taking the smaller edition myself.”




  “Try me,” Roger begged.




  The order was given. Roger leaned sideways confidentially towards him.




  “You took Jeannine absolutely to her home?” he asked.




  “My dear fellow, I did more than that,” Dalmorres assured him. “I waited on the pavement until Madame opened the door, I introduced myself, and I saw the door closed before I took my sorrowing departure. Mademoiselle Jeannine is safe, at any rate.”




  “Any more news about our American friend?”




  “He’s gone back on the ship,” Thornton announced. “It seems it doesn’t sail until the day after to-morrow. The people are making excursions all over the place, so he’ll be able to make up his mind for himself whether he stays and tries to get back his eighty thousand dollars or leaves it to the police. From the last I heard of him, he was going to cable the President of the United States, and several Senators, the American Ambassador in Paris and a few other notabilities.”




  Dalmorres looked up and down the bar.




  “Our little friend who was so expansive last night has left us,” he observed.




  Savonarilda lounged across to them.




  “So for once,” he remarked, “the fair ladies have not dragged you all away to dancing parties.”




  “There was to have been a dance at the Palace,” Terence Brown, who had just joined the little group, reminded them. “The invitations were only countermanded at the last moment. Very wisely too, I think. No one wants to dance around the rooms where those two poor fellows were killed.”




  “Hello, Thornton! What about your early night?” Roger asked.




  “I’m off directly,” Thornton confided. “I should have gone hours ago, but Lord Dalmorres has been telling me stories about the law courts of his younger days, and I fell from grace.”




  “And Major Thornton,” Dalmorres remarked, “has been telling me very interesting things too about the liaison work between the police and the foreign service. Some day you will have to write your reminiscences, Major Thornton.”




  The latter shrugged his angular shoulders.




  “There has been too much of that sort of thing,” he pronounced, with some severity. “Many things have been discussed which never should have been spoken of or written about. I have never talked of my work and I shall certainly never write about it.”




  “A very excellent attitude,” Dalmorres approved. “I have known the sensation of sentencing criminals to the death which they richly deserved, but I should not wish to write about it. I have also known,” he went on, a rare seriousness in his tone, “the experience of sentencing men to death, according to the law, but whom I did not consider morally criminals at all. Some of those cases I do not even care to think about.”




  “Seems to me,” Terence Brown observed, lighting one of his favourite long cigars, “that crime was pretty well dying out in the world until this liquor business came along over in my country. Young fellows went into bootlegging just as their great-grandfathers went into buccaneering—for the sport of the thing—just as in England years ago all the gentry in the southwest corner of the country, when they got tired of fox-hunting and cock-fighting, used to take to smuggling.”




  “What’s ugly to-day is this,” Savonarilda suddenly affirmed, without a trace of his usual flippancy: “people are committing crimes to-day in cold deliberation where, in my country, at any rate, it was always in hot blood. They kill a man—first to get what he’s got and secondly to make themselves perfectly safe. That is the ugly side of it. They do not dare to take a risk. They kill out of policy.”




  Thornton drew Roger a little on one side.




  “I don’t feel up to these abstruse discussions to-night,” he admitted. “I wondered if you wanted to talk to me?”




  Roger that night was a man unlike himself. Any one who was not a close observer would have thought that he was on the road to becoming drunk. His eyes were unnaturally bright, his manner detached, he was holding a half-filled tumbler in his hand, the contents of which he drained at one gulp. He passed the glass to a valet.




  “Thornton,” he confided, “I don’t want to talk to any one to-night. I’m going to have one more drink and then I’m going home to bed.”




  “Did you follow out your crazy fancy?” Thornton asked him, with a shadow of that faintly disagreeable smile at the corner of his lips.




  Roger also smiled, but it was a gesture of a different order. It was the smile of a man who, after stumbling about in a morass, has found solid ground beneath his feet.




  “Don’t think I’m bad-tempered or obstinate, Thornton, or crazy,” he begged. “I’m not one of the three, I can assure you, but to-night I have nothing to say. To-morrow my head will be clear. I will meet you, and there will be things to be said and a plan to work out. I’m just going to let things lie to-night.”




  “Just as you please,” the other replied. “I simply thought if you had discovered anything, you’d like to get it off your chest.”




  “What I have discovered I have not yet digested. To-night I am going to have another drink and go to bed. Savonarilda,” he invited, turning back to the group at the bar, “you have many virtues but one fault—you never drink. Have a last whisky and soda with me?”




  Savonarilda made a wry face.




  “You flatter me with your invitation,” he acknowledged, “but I do not like whisky. I will drink a Fine with you.”




  Roger gave the order. Dalmorres was watching him curiously.




  “I’ve never seen you take three drinks in so short a time, Roger Sloane,” he remarked.




  “And you probably never will again,” Roger assured him. “To-night I guess I’m in what they call an expansive mood. I’d like all you boys to drink with me. I feel as though it were the last night on the steamer after a three months’ cruise.”




  “Heaven save me from such memories,” Dalmorres groaned. “Every one singing national anthems and slopping tears into their tumblers over ‘Should Auld Acquaintance be Forgot.’ What hideous reminiscences you have evoked, Sloane!”




  “I promise I’m not singing any national anthems to-night,” the latter declared. “This is just a drink between myself and Savonarilda and you others chiming in. Savonarilda, I raise my glass,” he added, selecting his tumbler from the counter.




  There was a flash in the Sicilian’s eyes as he followed suit. He had known nothing of the man cowering behind the grey stone wall when the rain was beating down on the mountainside, but he realised intuitively that something had happened, somehow or other this stubborn young American had come a little nearer the light. He felt it in his blood that this drink was a challenge. His eyes flashed as he raised his glass.




  “To your very excellent health, Mr. Roger Sloane,” he murmured.
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  “I do not think that I will marry you, Roger,” Jeannine decided, as she helped herself with lazy fingers from a box of chocolates by her side.




  “That’s tough,” he remarked, without undue disquietude. “And why not, please?”




  “You are not obedient. I demand that you cease these dangerous expeditions up to that terrible place and come to England with Lady Julia and me. You prefer to stay. You prefer the man hunt. Is it not so?”




  Roger did not answer for a moment. They were lounging after luncheon on the famous balcony of his aunt’s villa at Cap Martin, from which a queen had once declared was the most beautiful view in the world. Below them flaming beds of flowers, a pergola of wisteria, a bordering hedge of hydrangeas, merged into the soft and silvery green of the olive trees and the deeper green of the pines. These fell sheer to the sea, and when the south wind fluttered up from the bay, with its incense of sea air, fluttered through the pine trees and shook the petals from the clustering roses, the place came very near being the Paradise that the guidebooks proclaimed it.




  “The thing has come nearly to an end, Jeannine,” he told her quietly. “To-night will probably finish it.”




  “You mean that you have made a discovery?”




  “I have certainly discovered one thing,” he acknowledged, “which has surprised me very much indeed, but it is not everything.”




  “I do not see why you run those risks,” she protested. “You are not a gendarme. It is not for you the protection of the people. Besides, a married man should not run risks. You are fiancé, which is the same as being married. You are making me nervous so that I cannot sleep. Fancy if anything should come to disturb happiness so marvellous as this!”




  He leaned over and kissed the tears from her eyes.




  “You need have no fear, dear Jeannine,” he assured her. “I may seem rash but I am not. Listen, you will hear this and you will forget it.”




  “I promise,” she murmured.




  “The next time I climb the Corniche and arrive at that hotel, it will not be alone. It will be with gendarmes and perhaps with soldiers. There. Now I have told you a secret.”




  “All the same,” she persisted, with a sigh, “I wish there would be no next time.”




  Dalmorres sauntered out through the opened windows, a very elegant figure in white flannels and Panama hat. He sank into a chair by their side.




  “We are to talk before the little one, yes?” he asked.




  “Naturally,” Roger replied.




  “You have seen Major Thornton this morning?”




  “I have been with him for two hours.”




  Dalmorres tapped a cigarette upon the table and lit it. For some reason or other the information did not seem to give him unalloyed pleasure.




  “You persist in your idea?”




  “Absolutely,” Roger declared. “Until last night I had many suspicions which Thornton was perhaps the first to laugh at. To-day I have no suspicions. I deal with facts. Even Thornton is convinced.”




  Dalmorres grunted dubiously. He had all the time the air of keeping something back.




  “After all, this is your show, Roger,” he pointed out. “Why don’t you make the final arrangements yourself? That fellow Thornton is a secretive sort of devil, but I fancy when he does open his mouth he talks to some purpose. Why should he have all the credit of running to earth a famous band of criminals and relieving Monte Carlo of this infernal cloud of depression? Seems to me you have done all the work, and he’s been trying to put you off all the time.”




  “Not quite so bad as that,” Roger protested. “He has made one or two very useful suggestions. Then you must remember that the police are far more likely to work pleasantly with him than with a young fellow like me, who is not in the profession at all and has just blundered into the thing. Thornton’s connection with Scotland Yard entitles him to a certain amount of respect from them. They only know me as one of the crowd here.”




  “There’s something in that, of course,” Dalmorres assented. “Tell me, though, as a matter of curiosity—should you have confidence in Thornton in a crisis? Do you think he would stick it through, if you got into any real trouble?”




  “Sure,” Roger replied. “On the other hand, I reckon we’ve about finished with the risks. It’s the other fellows who’ve got to take them now. The way we have planned it, we are going to be mostly lookers-on in this show.”




  “Glad to hear it,” Dalmorres affirmed doubtfully. “I hope you won’t change your mind. After the way I laid bare my heart to Jeannine, I should have to marry her if you left her a widowette!”




  “It would be something,” Jeannine sighed.




  “You’ve not a hundred to one chance,” Roger declared with unabated cheerfulness. “If you’re interested to know what’s going to happen, I’ll tell you. My beloved aunt has given in this morning, and even Jeannine doesn’t know yet. The idea of a London marriage is off. Jeannine would have no friends there and she would be miserable in a crowd of strangers. Jeannine and I are going to be married very quietly indeed, either at my own little church of La Bastide or here—before Aunt Julia goes to England.”




  Jeannine’s eyes were shining like stars, her lips were parted.




  “Roger!” she gasped.




  “You have to go through with it some time or other, my dear,” he told her. “As for the honeymoon, that belongs to you. We can either stay at my villa or my aunt will lend us this one. The bathing’s pretty good fun. Afterwards we shall have to go over to the States, but that won’t be bad—my people are dead easy.”




  “Roger,” she begged, “do not go to that horrible place to-night. I shall lie awake trembling all the time.”




  He held her hand lightly in his.




  “My dear,” he promised, “for your sake I shall run no risk. You need have no fears. The authorities are taking over the whole business. After all that happened during the last two months, they are simply panic-stricken. When it began, they looked upon us as meddlers. To-day we are little tin gods.”




  “You will not forget,” Jeannine begged wistfully, “that you are my real god.”


  




  For some reason or other, Pierre Viotti was spending a restless day. His lilac-coloured automobile was seen outside the doors of every bar in Monte Carlo between the hours of eleven and one. At two o’clock it stood empty in the small Place of La Turbie and Monsieur Pierre, with his napkin tucked under his chin, sat at table with his brother in a neat but unassuming little café exactly opposite. The conversation to begin with was not of serious moment.




  “The affairs of the heart, my brother,” Paul enquired, as he helped himself liberally to hors d’oeuvres. “They progress, eh?”




  Pierre growled.




  “They will never progress,” he confided, “until—”




  “Until the young man is out of the way, eh?” Paul chuckled. “Well, well, that will be not so long now.”




  Pierre Viotti’s eyes twinkled joyously.




  “It is understood, that, yes?”




  “It is certainly understood. The young man knows too much. What trouble comes to him is of his own seeking.”




  Pierre Viotti spilled a tablespoonful of soup in his excitement.




  “There is a way of disposing of him,” he ventured, with tentative longing, “which would be safe, very safe indeed, Paul.”




  “O-ay, what is that, Pierre?”




  “It is the way the young Niçois whom the English milord shot went, the way the English milord would have gone, if he had not escaped, the way Pietro went the night after he got drunk and began to talk. All tied together, he would go in the chute well like that.”




  Pierre Viotti frowned at his brother reprovingly.




  “Pierre,” he remonstrated, “you shock me. You shock me very much. You should remember that you are working now with great men, real swells; a prince amongst us, men who move in swell society. That is a low idea of yours. We kill, but we kill like gentlemen. After he’s dead, naturally that is the way he will go.”




  “You are sure of that?” Pierre asked wistfully.




  Paul struck the table so that the wine rocked in their glasses.




  “So like a fool you talk,” he exclaimed. “This young man will see the inside of our hiding place, he will know of its secrets. More fatal than anything else, he will see our faces. Is it likely that after that a single one of us would be willing to let him live?”




  Pierre nodded with slow satisfaction.




  “Good words,” he admitted. “Good sense. I shall see him die. That is what I wish. I shall remind him that the little Jeannine will then be mine. Ho, la! I shall skip for joy. One year and a half I shall have lost but she’s all the better for that.”




  Paul Viotti looked curiously at his brother’s rapt and lustful expression.




  “You love women, little Pierre,” he remarked tolerantly.




  “And you not?”




  “They are well in their way,” Paul admitted. “For me, though, one is as good as another. I like them like ripe fruit. You shake the tree and behold—she is in your arms. No trouble. There is a café keeper’s wife here, the daughter of a croupier who lives up here for his health. There are others too. Very good, very willing. It does not disturb me which I take.”




  An entrecôte arrived and Pierre attacked it vigorously with squared elbows.




  “What is it that you like best in life, then, Paul?” he demanded. “When you were younger, there was trouble enough with the girls.”




  “There is too much trouble always about women. I will not have them in any enterprise with which I am concerned. That is why I refused to help you bring away the little Jeannine. She might have been content but she might have given trouble. Women are good but they are not worth trouble.”




  “What is it that seems big to you in life, then?” Pierre persisted.




  Paul Viotti smiled and his face for a moment was transformed.




  “This work,” he confided. “Money and the joy of getting money. Robbing the rich, seeing the bank balance grow. Soon I have enough, Pierre. I shall not go back to New York. There are a few bullets that wait for me there. Somewhere near Milan I shall live. I know where.”




  “Have you much money, Paul?” his brother asked reverently.




  “I have two million dollars, Pierre, perhaps more. You would sell many flowers and cheat your neighbours for many years in La Bastide to save that much.”




  “Two million dollars,” Pierre repeated, moistening his dry lips and looking across the table in awed fashion. “My brother Paul too. It makes one proud.”




  “I might have had more,” Paul went on, “but I am generous. I have spent a fortune upon your hotel, Pierre, and most of it my own. Matthew Drane, he has no money. He must live as though he had or he could bring us no news. Staines, he has little. He too has worked well. One cannot ask him for much. I am generous with them all, Pierre. You see, I do not hoard my money. I love getting it, but I love the power of spending it. The time for me has arrived now. I shall buy a farm, I shall help with the politics of the town. I shall marry and have sons. If one wife does not give me them, I shall find another. One of them may rule Italy. One of them may go to New York and become famous, as I have done.”




  “For me, I too shall marry,” Pierre murmured ecstatically. “It would serve the little baggage right if I just put her in my house. I shall marry her, however. I am a public man and there must be no scandals. I shall buy more land. The hotel shall be made good. There are some things I shall take away. I will have a billiard table in the secret chamber and join it to the house. Oh, it will be easy, all that.”




  “Let us remember,” Paul Viotti said, with a suddenly altered note in his tone, “that this is not the night for dreams. You are sure of the Wolves?”




  “Twelve of them,” Pierre replied. “They are here now. Two of them in this very café. They will be at their stations by eleven.”




  “Remember, also, that nothing is to be done to the young American until I give the word.”




  Pierre sighed.




  “That is more difficult, but I obey.”




  Paul paid the bill and the brothers rose and left the place. They dawdled in the Place for a few minutes, exchanged civilities with the gendarme and lit cigarettes. Afterwards they entered the lilac-coloured automobile. Pierre took the wheel, Paul relapsed into the cushions.




  “To the bank,” the latter directed, “and drive carefully. Remember that this is a great day.”
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  At a few minutes before twelve that night Roger brought his car to a standstill in the little embrasure of the Corniche where he had left it the night before. He was well out of sight, even of the turning which passed the hotel, and of the hotel itself, and he paused for a moment to collect his thoughts and smoke a final cigarette. His part in the scheme which Thornton and he had worked out was from now on an insignificant one. There were probably already two gendarmes stationed immediately below the hotel and two at the first bend past it. He himself was to take his place in the stretch of wood exactly opposite the bar, and two more gendarmes were presently to fall in and guard the spot where the road forked. At a quarter-past twelve three carloads of gendarmes with Thornton were to arrive from Monte Carlo. Half a dozen of the men were to remain in the bar and guard the hotel, the rest were to explore the garage and discover the hiding place from which Savonarilda and Sam had issued. It was all very simple, and with the score of men whom Thornton was bringing and the commissaire himself, it scarcely seemed possible that there would be any serious resistance. Roger gave a sigh of relief as he threw away his cigarette and started forward for his post. Despite his love of adventure, he was glad that this was the last night.




  He followed out the plan precisely, entering the little wood where a portion of the grey stone wall had fallen away, exactly at the junction of the byroad and the Corniche. For about forty yards he made his way carefully ahead, skirting the wall but keeping inside the wood. Exactly opposite the bar door he paused, crouched down until he lay almost flat upon his stomach, and with a sigh of satisfaction blessed the clouds which were rolling down from the mountain, bringing with them almost complete invisibility. From one pocket he drew out and placed in a convenient position by his side a fully charged revolver, from another he produced an electric torch and placed it also within easy reach. Then he settled himself down to wait.




  Opposite to him the bar and the hotel itself appeared to be silent and unlit. That was what he had expected. Such life as might exist within the place lay elsewhere, as he had already discovered. He felt himself pleasantly excited, thrilled even with expectation. It was the dénouement towards which he had worked. In a few hours the whole Principality would be liberated from the shadow which had been hanging over it, and he himself would be free to follow to the end this sweeter and more joyous adventure, the very anticipation of which sang in his blood by day and by night. A romantic fool he was becoming, he told himself with a half-stifled chuckle. On this one night, above all others, he must keep Jeannine out of his thoughts.




  In half an hour’s time, without any sensible lessening of enthusiasm, he realised that he was stiff, that his limbs were cramped, that the chill of the low-hanging mountain mists had penetrated some parts of his clothing. There had been no sign of the approach of any motor car, no lights or vehicle of any sort had climbed the hill from Monte Carlo. He looked at the two corners of the road where the outposts were to have been placed but saw no one. This in a way was understandable, because they would probably keep under cover, as he himself was doing, but the late arrival of the cars perplexed him. He felt all the sick impatience of a crisis deferred. By now he had hoped that the affair might have been almost over. He realised with a sigh that it had not even begun. There could have been no mistake. The cars, with sixteen gendarmes and four soldiers, were to mount the hill together and arrive at the strip of road fronting the hotel at a quarter past twelve. From up above in La Turbie, he heard the chiming of a clock. He listened intently. One o’clock struck. Three quarters of an hour late! Practically the whole of the time it should have taken the expedition to come from Monte Carlo.




  There was still neither movement nor sound from the dark block of buildings opposite. Suddenly he forgot all his sick discomforts. There was a thin chink of light issuing from the door of the bar. He stretched out his hand cautiously and gripped his revolver. If news had arrived by telephone of the departure of the gendarmes from Monte Carlo, this might very well be some one planning to escape. Through a gap where two or three of the topmost stones had been dislodged, he had a perfect view of the place. The light increased in brilliance and he became aware that the door was being slowly opened. It was drawn back at first by an unseen hand, then a figure draped from head to foot in sombre black crept into sight. Finally the door stood wide open, and the old man who played the guitar to his wife’s plaintive Neapolitan songs stepped across the threshold on to the strip of pavement outside, on which the one or two marble-topped tables were placed. He stood there quite motionless, a gaunt, strange figure, leaning forward and peering earnestly into the wood opposite. No word passed from his lips, indeed he seemed to be taking as much pains to keep silent as Roger himself. All the time, though, Roger realised that the man was not only looking straight into the darkness, but he was looking straight at the spot where he himself was crouching.




  From the road above came the sound of an automobile apparently being driven at a great pace along the main road. It was coming from the direction of Nice and had not yet reached the turn downwards. Swiftly, but with absolute silence, the door of the bar swung to and again the place relapsed into darkness. Powerful headlights illuminated the road, the honk of a horn was heard. The car flashed past the turning and swung along the curve to Mentone. The sound of it died away in the distance. Roger, crouching low in his place and almost holding his breath, watched the slow reopening of the door. Once more the musician stood there in evidence, his shambling figure bent forward, his eyes straining through the darkness. Once more he stepped out onto the pavement. Roger, still crouching low and motionless, felt a cold shiver of apprehension. There was fear in the man’s face—more than fear—horror. All the time he was peering forward, he was listening backwards. He had stepped off the pavement now and was at the edge of the road, as far as he could go without passing out of the shelter of the house. Suddenly Roger realised that the man was not only conscious of his presence but, fearing to raise his voice, was making signs to him. He was evidently in a state of mortal terror, also of paralysed indecision. He shook his fist violently in the direction of that gap in the wall behind which Roger was crouching, and with his other hand pointed downwards towards where the paling lights of Monte Carlo fringed the sea. His face was distorted with some sort of emotion. Finally as though he could keep silent no longer, he broke into incoherent speech.




  “Pericolo, Signor! Partite presto! Pericolo!”




  Roger felt his heart sink. A cold wave of fear swept over him. He leaned forward to reply but remained dumb. There was the crash of a revolver behind him and he heard the swish of a bullet not far from his left ear. In front he saw the poor old musician throw up his arms, heard the gurgling in his throat, the half-stifled cry, saw him collapse as though his legs had been turned into pillars of straw. He lay doubled up upon the road, a shapeless heap, invisible save for the faint stream of light which came from the open door. He gave one more groan. Then there was silence. The door behind him was slammed. There was also darkness.




  Too clever for him, Roger realised, with a groan! Curiously enough, this moment of almost certain doom brought with it more a sense of humiliation than absolute fear. He felt a sort of self-disgust to think that he had been fool enough to pit his brains and his scant knowledge of this sort of man hunting against an organised band of gangsters. There were no outposts, there were no gendarmes, there was no Thornton. Somehow or other, they had dealt with these too. They had him, all right. At any moment the spit of a gun might flash out from anywhere in that wall of darkness behind. They knew very well the exact spot in which he was, from the light which had only just disappeared, and he dared make no movement, for that would equally have betrayed his whereabouts. He listened. He listened so intently that he could even hear the murmur of ground insects. Of human beings, however, he could hear nothing at all. Yet they must be near at hand. Gripping his revolver, he rose to his feet. The torch he slipped back into his pocket, for a single flash of it would have been madness. It seemed odd that he should not hear the sound of any movement or footsteps. Whoever had fired that shot must have been in the wood and only a few yards behind him. He dropped into the road and leaned against the wall, his revolver resting almost upon the top of it. Now he fancied that he could hear something! A little to the left there had been the snapping of a twig. Then again there was the sound of a stone being displaced somewhere on the right. His revolver swung down the line but he resisted the temptation to pull the trigger blindly. The idea of flight he discarded as soon as it was conceived. He had no fancy for going out of the world with half a dozen bullets in his back.




  A thin and watery moon was making a brave fight to creep into evidence. Roger leaned forward, trying hard to distinguish one of the slinking forms amongst the shadows. Then indeed he realised that they were too clever for him, for without the slightest warning he was surrounded. He was in the centre of a group of men dressed like Italian road-menders, a stalwart, vicious-looking crowd. Arms were thrown around his neck from before and behind, there was a blow upon his wrist and his revolver clattered into the road. A hoarse and very unpleasant whisper reached his ears.




  “Give him the cloth, quick. There’s a car coming.”




  Whereupon Roger smelt a sickly and familiar smell, struck one blow into the air, gave one gurgle, and collapsed.




  About five oclock that morning Jean Laurent, a vegetable grower in a small way upon the upper slopes of Beausoleil, discovered that he had a most unusual and magnificent crop of artichokes with which he had already, however, supplied the principal hotels of Monte Carlo. He was inspired to take his products into Nice market by the lower road, but he had scarcely travelled a hundred yards from his front gate when the sight of something lying in the road caused him to apply with great delicacy and care the brakes to his old Rénault camion. He brought it to a standstill by the side of what seemed to be in the distance a bundle of something or other wrapped in a black shawl. The something or other, however, turned out to be the body of an elderly woman, whom he at first thought to be dead. Dead or alive, however, he saw the necessity of removing her from the middle of the road, and, lifting her frail body in his stalwart arms, he placed her in the camion. She rewarded him with a groan.




  “Eh, bien!“ he exclaimed, bending over her. “It is not so bad then. Madame feels better?”




  The old woman opened her eyes but she was powerless to speak. Jean Laurent scratched his head. He was a strong man and a willing worker, but he knew nothing about looking after an elderly lady on the point of collapse. He suddenly thought of the flask of red wine, together with his lunch, which occupied the spare seat. He uncorked it, poured a little into a mug and forced some between her teeth. It might have killed but, as a matter of fact, it revived her. She opened her eyes.




  “Jeannine,” was the name she murmured. “Mademoiselle Jeannine.”




  “Is that your daughter or some one?” he asked. “We’ll find her down in Monte Carlo perhaps.”




  The woman had closed her eyes as though the effort had been too much for her. Jean Laurent started up his engine and, with one arm propping up his passenger, he drove skilfully but wheezily down into Monte Carlo. Arrived there he pulled up outside the gendarmerie.




  “This is what has arrived,” he announced. “I have picked up an old lady in the middle of the road. Just about a hundred yards outside my gate she was. What am I to do with her?”




  The sergeant looked at him keenly.




  “Picked her up, eh?”




  “That is what I said. She was lying in the middle of the road.”




  “You’re sure you did not knock her down?”




  Jean was strikingly eloquent for several minutes. The sergeant followed him out into the street. The old lady was beginning to groan again but she was showing more signs of vitality.




  “What is the matter, Madame?” the sergeant asked. “Did this man knock you down?”




  “Nobody knocked me down,” she replied faintly. “I could go no farther and I fell.”




  “Where did you come from?”




  “From the Hôtel du Soleil,” she faltered. “Mademoiselle Jeannine, they have killed him.”




  “Killed who?”




  “My husband.”




  “This,” the sergeant remarked, “appears to be a case. Do you know who she is?”




  “I had no idea,” Jean Laurent answered, “until she mentioned the Hôtel du Soleil. There was an old couple always hanging about the place, the woman singing and the man playing the guitar. I believe this is the woman. Can I leave her here?” he asked. “I have the finest artichokes in the world, but they will be wasted unless I can get them into Nice market by half-past six. My name is Jean Laurent and I live at the Villa Laurent.”




  The sergeant copied down the name.




  “Help me in with her,” he assented, “and you can go.”




  They established her in a small room behind the bureau. The sergeant’s wife made coffee for her and life came flickering back. She made a determined attempt to tell her story.




  “They have killed my husband,” she began. “They shot him while he was trying to warn the young American gentleman to go away.”




  “Who are they?”




  “The Wolves of Monsieur Viotti.”




  The sergeant stretched out his hand for the telephone book. Without a doubt, this was a case for the mental hospital.




  “They mean to kill Mr. Roger Sloane, a rich young American gentleman,” she went on. “They have him up there at the Hôtel du Soleil. I can—I am the only one who can—save him. I want Mademoiselle Jeannine.”




  The sergeant laid down the book and rang up for the commissaire instead. The name of Roger Sloane was very well known and there had been a good deal of talk about the Hôtel du Soleil lately.




  “Madame would do well to rest for a few minutes,” he said, as he replaced the receiver on the hook. “Monsieur le Commissaire is coming, and he will attend to what Madame has to say.”




  Madame dozed peacefully for some twenty minutes, then she drank more coffee, and by the time the commissaire arrived, out of breath and temper, she was almost coherent.




  “What is this I hear?” he demanded. “A woman picked up in the road who says that some one has killed her husband.”




  “They killed my husband before my eyes a few hours ago,” the woman moaned. “But it is of the living I speak now. It is a very kind gentleman, Mr. Roger Sloane—”




  “We know him,” the commissaire replied. “Go on.”




  “He is at the Hôtel du Soleil. They have him a prisoner there. They will kill him. You must send gendarmes at once.”




  “Name of God!” the commissaire exclaimed indignantly, “I’ve already sent gendarmes three times to that hotel. It is some fools’ game they are playing. The place has been searched from floor to ceiling. It is owned and kept by a most respectable man who was mayor of his village. The next person who comes to me with crazy stories of the Hôtel du Soleil will go to prison for it.”




  The woman was stupefied at his outburst. She could do nothing but rock her head and moisten her dry lips.




  “You talk too loudly,” she complained. “My head is going round. If you will not help, I must find Mademoiselle Jeannine. We must get there before they kill him.”




  The sergeant plucked his superior by the sleeve and led him away. They whispered together for several moments. Then the commissaire returned.




  “We can help you to find Mademoiselle Jeannine,” he confided. “She is the fiancée of the Mr. Roger Sloane you spoke of. You had better go to her with your story.”




  “I am the only one who can save him,” the woman moaned, “and I am so far away. Take me please, then, to Mademoiselle Jeannine.”




  They put her into a police automobile and they motored up to Madame Vinay’s. Madame Vinay came downstairs, a little cross at being disturbed so early in the morning, but alive with interest as soon as she saw the police car and the gendarme in uniform.




  “It is for Mademoiselle Jeannine,” the latter announced. “We understand that she lives with you.”




  “Until last night,” Madame Vinay announced. “Last night she moved to the villa of the aunt of the young gentleman she is going to marry—the Lady Julia Harborough at Cap Martin. There is no trouble, I hope?”




  The sergeant merely saluted and they drove off. In twenty minutes they were on the terrace of the villa at Cap Martin and five minutes later Mademoiselle Jeannine appeared fully dressed.




  “Tell me what is the matter, Sergeant,” she implored. “Is it of Mr. Sloane you bring news?”




  “It is this old lady who has brought the news, Mademoiselle,” the man replied. “She was picked up in the road at Beausoleil this morning, trying to reach Monte Carlo and find you. She is telling some queer story of her husband having been murdered up there this morning.”




  “I will tell my story,” the woman interrupted. “Mademoiselle, you came with the young American gentleman to the bar at the Hôtel du Soleil. We sang to you Neapolitan songs and my husband played the guitar.”




  “Of course I remember,” Jeannine assented. “Tell me the news you bring, I beg of you. I am very anxious.”




  “Mademoiselle, they have him, that dear young gentleman, in that evil place! I know nothing else and my head is going around. They have killed my husband who tried to warn him. I left him lying there in the road.”




  “You hear what this woman says?” Jeannine cried, turning to the sergeant. “Mr. Sloane went there last night, I know. He believed that there were some desperate criminals hiding there. We must get together some gendarmes!”




  The sergeant’s attitude was noncommittal.




  “You had better see the commissaire, Mademoiselle,” he suggested. “To tell you the truth, I think that he has had enough of the Hôtel du Soleil. We know the place from cellar to attic and we have never found any one there who had in the least the appearance of a criminal.”




  Jeannine was very pale but she kept her voice steady.




  “I will see your commissaire,” she said. “Wait for one moment first. I must telephone.”




  She made her way into the room behind. Mechanically she asked for the Hôtel de Paris and mechanically she asked for Lord Dalmorres. He answered her sleepily, but when he heard the sob in her voice he was wide awake in a moment and he interrupted without hesitation her stream of incoherent words.




  “I will meet you at the gendarmerie in ten minutes,” he promised.




  At the gendarmerie the commissaire was unexpectedly difficult.




  “It is not a credible story which this poor old lady tells,” he pointed out. “My belief is that she has been knocked down and that her mind is wandering. In any case, what can I do? I have one gendarme at my disposal and my sergeant here, who must remain to look after the office.”




  “Supposing,” Lord Dalmorres asked, “you were convinced that there was a band of desperate criminals whom it was your duty to arrest up at the Hôtel du Soleil, what would you, under those circumstances do?”




  “I should apply for aid to the Gendarmerie at Monaco,” was the prompt reply.




  Dalmorres led the way back to the car. At the gendarmerie in the Principality they had again a difficult task before them. They were received at first with the utmost coldness. Dalmorres swept all that on one side.




  “I beg you to listen to me, Monsieur le Commissaire,” he said. “I am Lord Dalmorres and I am the best known of all the English judges. I have been Lord Chancellor of Great Britain and am even now a member of the Privy Council. I know more about criminals and criminal life than any one in these parts. Treat me, I beg of you, with consideration.”




  The commissaire rose from his seat and placed chairs himself for his visitors.




  “Milord Dalmorres,” he said respectfully, “your name is very well known. My staff and my services are at your disposal. I will only add—if you will permit me—one little word.”




  “By all means go ahead,” Dalmorres assented. “The only thing is, please remember that they may be doing a man to death while we hang about here.”




  There was a twitch of his lips which suggested that the commissaire would have smiled if he had dared. His respect for his visitor, however, kept him grave.




  “Milord Dalmorres,” he said, “this is all I will say. Our Principality has been cursed this season by a series of abominable crimes. I admit that we have been unable to discover their source, but at the same time I complain most bitterly that we have been impeded in our task by the well-meant but blundering efforts of certain amateurs. The young gentleman whose name you have mentioned is one of them. Three times this season on information received from him and other perfectly well-meaning people, the Hôtel du Soleil has been searched from floor to attic. On no occasion has a single suspicious circumstance been reported. The hotel is kept by a respectable Frenchman who has been mayor of his village and who is naturally indignant at our continual visits. What he will say to this last one I cannot imagine, but in the face of your request, Lord Dalmorres, nothing else counts. I will bring six gendarmes with me fully armed, and we will proceed at once, or rather I am afraid it must be in half an hour’s time, to the hotel. I must request, however, that you are also there, because I tell you frankly that the blame for this last raid upon Monsieur Viotti’s premises I shall place entirely upon your shoulders.”




  “I will accept the whole responsibility,” Dalmorres declared. “Please do not let us detain you another minute. All that we want to do is to start.”




  “One moment, please,” Jeannine interposed. “There is something we have forgotten to ask. Had you arranged here or at the other establishment to send gendarmes up to the Hôtel du Soleil last night with Major Thornton, the Englishman?”




  “We certainly had not,” was the curt reply, “and if Major Thornton had applied for such assistance, we should not have dreamed of according it. We have not, if you will permit my saying so, a great opinion of Major Thornton. His position has been misrepresented to us. We have discovered that he has no connection whatever with the English Foreign Office or with Scotland Yard.”




  “God bless my soul!” Dalmorres groaned.




  Jeannine had turned deathly pale. She would have collapsed but her companion placed his arm around her waist.




  “For the love of God, hurry!” she begged.
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  There was certainly nothing sinister or forbidding about the exterior of the Hôtel du Soleil when the three cars full of visitors drew up outside its doors at about half-past eleven that morning. The gendarmes, according to orders given on the way up, posted themselves at different points, with instructions to stop any one leaving the hotel. Lord Dalmorres, with Jeannine and the commissaire, stepped inside the bar, which presented an unusually hospitable appearance. Sam, very spruce in a clean white coat, was busy serving cocktails to two chance callers whose car was outside. One of the two golfers who had been there on the previous Sunday was taking an apéritif in the corner. The fisherman was dividing his attention between a mixed vermouth and the adjusting of a reel. Jeannine went straight to the counter.




  “Have you seen Mr. Sloane yesterday or to-day, Sam?” she asked.




  “Why, no, Miss,” he answered. “Mr. Sloane hasn’t been up here that I know of, since you was with him. We’ve been pretty busy but I should have noticed an old client, I’m sure.”




  “Do you happen to know a Major Thornton?” Jeannine asked.




  The man shook his head.




  “Never heard of the gentleman,” he replied. “Can I fix you a nice Martini, Miss?” he enquired.




  They all three made a pretence of drinking their cocktails. Afterwards they followed the maître d’hôtel, who had appeared with the luncheon menu into the restaurant. The place was half filled and Monsieur Pierre Viotti was walking around amongst his clients. He straightened himself as he recognised his three visitors, and for a single moment he flinched. The gesture, however, was scarcely noticeable. He came forward with a strained but welcoming smile.




  “Mademoiselle Jeannine,” he said, holding out his chubby hand, “a pleasure to see you. Monsieur Bérard, you come far too seldom. A table for three it is that you wish? I will see my maître d’hôtel. He will doubtless arrange something special for you.”




  “One moment, Monsieur Viotti,” the commissaire begged. “Let me first present you to Lord Dalmorres, a very famous Englishman.”




  “Enchanté, Monsieur,” Viotti murmured. “You are very kind that you honour my little hotel.”




  The commissaire groaned but took the plunge. They had drifted into a corner of the restaurant and were some distance from the general company.




  “Monsieur Viotti, we are here at the request of this gentleman, to search your hotel.”




  “To search it! What for?” Monsieur Viotti demanded.




  “Certain criminals,” the commissaire replied, “and a young man in pursuit of them who has disappeared.”




  Monsieur Viotti did not appear to be angry. He was simply hurt. He held out protesting hands.




  “But your gendarmes have been here before,” he complained. “They have turned the place upside down, they have trampled on my beautiful carpets with their muddy feet, and they have left without spending a sou in my bar. These things are distressing, Monsieur le Commissaire.”




  “This, I promise you, shall be the last time,” the latter declared. “Lord Dalmorres’ request could not be refused, and it is an undoubted fact that the young man Roger Sloane has disappeared.”




  Monsieur Viotti smiled wickedly.




  “I do not think that Monsieur Sloane,” he said, “would pay us a visit here for any purpose. Very well, my friend Bérard, go where you will. We speak of luncheon afterwards.”




  “If you will permit it,” was the apologetic reply.




  They commenced a tour of inspection, accompanied by two of the gendarmes. They searched the lounge, the ladies’ salon and they were shown over the kitchens. The flaxen-haired young woman, who seemed to appear from nowhere, showed them over the bedrooms one by one. The latter were well furnished but presented no unusual features, except that Number Fourteen, which seemed to be a suite, had double guards to the windows and was furnished rather more luxuriously than the others. They inspected the garage and all the outbuildings, then, calling in the rest of the gendarmes, they made a circular sweep of the gardens, passing over every yard of the ground. They all met together outside the front of the bar. The gendarmes stood to attention. The commissaire was saddened but triumphant. Dalmorres was frankly puzzled. Jeannine’s white, drawn face alone was expressionless.




  “I am inclined to believe,” Dalmorres announced, “that neither Roger nor Thornton ever meant to come here. They mentioned this place only as a bluff.”




  “I have entered upon this task reluctantly,” Monsieur Bérard said, “but I will do my duty. I will now interrogate the staff.”




  The commissaire, with the assistance of two of his gendarmes, held a little court in the bar. From the chef to the barman the reply was the same. No two people answering to the description of Major Thornton or Roger had been seen near the hotel. Monsieur Bérard brought the proceedings to an end.




  “I have now, Lord Dalmorres,” he pointed out, “as I think you will admit, done everything you asked me to do. Every inch of these premises has been searched, every one of the servants questioned. I have even gone further than I intended. I have enquired amongst the guests. The result is as you see. I venture to say that it is impossible that Major Thornton or Mr. Roger Sloane should have visited this place last night.”




  “I am afraid, my dear,” Dalmorres said, with a sigh, “that Roger has been trying to be a little too clever with us. He didn’t want any interference and he probably put us on a wrong scent. Very likely he has met with all the success he expected somewhere else and we shall hear all about it when we return.”




  The door of the bar was pushed open and the old woman whom they had completely forgotten came shambling in.




  “They have taken Antoine away,” she wailed, “and they will not tell me where. I think I know. Oh, I think I know.”




  The barman came from behind the counter. His face was flushed and he seemed unreasonably perturbed.




  “Outside, if you please, Madame,” he ordered brusquely. “You know what the boss said. You’re not allowed in here any more.”




  “I know,” she moaned. “You need not worry. I shall come no more. Without Antoine to play I shall not sing. Young lady—”




  “Yes,” Jeannine cried.




  The barman was holding the door open.




  “Outside, if you please, Madame,” he repeated, stretching out his hand toward the old woman.




  “Leave her alone,” Jeannine ordered firmly. “What were you going to say, Madame?”




  “Have you found the young gentleman?”




  Jeannine shook her head. Sobs for a moment were stifling her speech. The barman leaned forward and gripped the old woman by the shoulders. Suddenly he received a surprise. Dalmorres took him by the arms and swung him away.




  “We cannot find him anywhere,” Jeannine sobbed.




  It was a terrible sound which escaped the old woman’s lips, but it was in effect a chuckle.




  “You have not known where to look!” she said. “Come with me and I will show you! One cold night Antoine and I—we crept into the automobile of Monsieur le Patron. We slept there and—we saw! Follow me.”
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  Roger’s return to consciousness was bewildering. He found himself lying fully undressed in a pair of strange pyjamas, in a narrow but exceedingly comfortable bunk-like bed, covered with the finest of linen and a silken coverlet. The room was in complete darkness save for a heavily shaded electric lamp burning by his side. He removed the shade and his perplexity increased. The apartment in which he found himself was no larger than a ship’s cabin, and the walls appeared to be of some sort of metal. The furniture was scanty—a wardrobe of gleaming mahogany let into the wall, a large toilet basin with oxidised silver fittings, and a single chair on which were stretched the clothes he had been wearing. The room was entirely windowless, but two electric fans were revolving noiselessly. He felt very sick and he had a bad headache, but both sensations almost disappeared as, with a sudden flood of memory, he remembered the events of the preceding night. He sprang out of bed, bathed his head and his body so far as possible in cold water, and rapidly dressed. The only thing missing from amongst his belongings seemed to be his revolver. He was just completing his toilet when the door of his room opened. He gave a little gasp. Thornton stood there, looking in at him!




  “Say, did they get you too?” Roger exclaimed. “What became of the men you were to bring?”




  Thornton did not reply for a moment. He knocked the ash deliberately off the cigarette he was smoking and leaned against the wall.




  “Where are we, anyway?” Roger went on breathlessly. “What’s their game? What are they going to do with us?”




  Thornton sighed.




  “So far as you’re concerned, Roger Sloane,” he confided, “I am afraid that you are for it.”




  “Do you mean that they’re going to kill me?”




  “I am afraid so. I am, for one, in favour of it.”




  Roger sat quite still for a moment, his eyes fixed upon the other’s face. It was hard to get this new idea into his mind.




  “My God!” he cried at last. “You are one of them!”




  His visitor nodded.




  “It has taken you quite a long time to discover that,” he remarked.




  “That story about the Indian princes and Marseilles—”




  “Punk,” Thornton interrupted. “Good punk, but punk. There was a Major Thornton in Marseilles, but Staines my name is—Edward Staines. I came over from New York with the rest of them, except that I have been in London for a time and picked up a few things. Put on your coat and come along. The chief wants to talk to you.”




  Roger felt his muscles swelling. He crouched forward for the spring. Thornton only laughed. His hand seemed to go almost lazily into his pocket, but the outstretched gun was there before Roger could move.




  “If I have to shoot you,” Thornton confided, “it will only anticipate things by an hour or so. I shall certainly shoot if you move an inch from where you are.”




  Roger fought against his consuming rage. If he could have killed this man first, it seemed to him that he would have been contented to die. Not a chance.




  “What do you want me to do?” he asked.




  “Put on your coat and come with me. You don’t need to feel such an abject fool about this, Sloane. There wasn’t a single one of them there who didn’t accept me just as you did. Our first spot of trouble was Dalmorres. He nearly cornered me the other night, and I knew perfectly well when we parted, and he slipped away into the long writing room, that he was sending home to ask a few questions about me. Our game was pretty well up from then.”




  “But Terence Brown,” Roger said half to himself. “Why, he was more to blame than any one. He said that he had known you in London.”




  “He would,” Thornton replied. “You’ll see him in a minute or two. Come this way.”




  Roger rose to his feet and followed his guide, who was walking sideways and who handled his gun as though he had grown up with it. The door of the room led straight into a much larger apartment, which had very much the appearance of a West End club smoking room, except that the ceiling was very low. It was absolutely windowless and the only ventilation appeared to come from the electric fans. Paul Viotti was seated at the head of a long table with a book bound like a ledger in front of him. By his side, a fresh carnation in his buttonhole and wearing a morning suit of wonderfully cut tweeds, was Terence Brown. Lounging in another chair was Savonarilda. Terence Brown, who was smoking a long cigar, turned his head at Roger’s entrance.




  “My God!” Roger exclaimed. “What have they got you for?”




  Terence Brown smiled, and it didn’t seem necessary for him to do anything else, for it was a smile of a particularly wicked quality. Roger’s hand went up to his head.




  “Where’s Maggie Saunders?” he demanded, with a flickering spasm of humour.




  Paul Viotti smiled.




  “Ah,” he said, “there we draw the line. No ladies, Mr. Sloane. When I started this new form of industry—we were bootleggers pure and simple to begin with—our one immovable decision was—no ladies. I am vain enough to think sometimes that it is through my insistence upon this that we have prospered. We have kept from trouble which others have so easily found. My brother—you remember my brother, Mr. Sloane—he has wept tears, he has pleaded with me, he has appealed to me by all the ties of old affection between us to permit him to bring the little Jeannine into our company. A day or two of seclusion and I have no doubt that she would have been amenable, but I have always refused…. Perhaps our guest would like tea or coffee. They are on the sideboard.”




  Roger helped himself to tea, and if his fingers were trembling it was not with fear.




  “Well, I guess we know pretty well where we are now,” he remarked presently. “What about Sam, the barman?”




  “Sam, and our only recent election, my brother,” Paul Viotti explained, “complete our little company. They are at present engaged, but they may join us later. You know us all now, Mr. Sloane. There are no more surprises for you.”




  Terence Brown grinned.




  “I wouldn’t say that,” he murmured.




  Roger, who had finished two strong cups of tea, was feeling better. He threw himself into an easy-chair.




  “How do you expect to get away with this?” he asked Viotti. “You know as well as possible that there will be a search for me. Dalmorres, amongst others, knew that I was coming up here.”




  Viotti smiled.




  “We have taken many precautions,” he confided. “Your car has been driven into Nice and abandoned there by two men who, in dress and manner, were the exact duplicates of you and Thornton, and who took care to leave those clues the police are so fond of at various questionable haunts in the gay city. Your disappearance will always remain a regrettable mystery, but to Nice will belong the discredit of having swallowed you.”




  “But, first of all,” Roger pointed out, “this place—I take it for granted we are not far from the hotel—will have been subjected to an inch-by-inch search. I have friends in Monte Carlo who will not be satisfied with anything casual.”




  “That inch-by-inch search,” Terence Brown remarked, “has already taken place three times, and let me tell you this, young fellow; the police of Monte Carlo and of Nice are fed up with having to send search parties out on a fool’s errand. Furthermore, I wouldn’t mind betting you a box of cigars that if a dozen of the most famous detectives in the world were to go down on their hands and knees and crawl over this place for a week, they would never discover the secret of this room.”




  “Mr. Terence Brown is quite right in what he says,” Viotti agreed. “He is quite, quite right. We had a room constructed on this principle in New York in the heart of the city. We used it for five years without the slightest trouble.”




  “Well, what are you going to do with me?” Roger asked bluntly.




  Paul Viotti sighed.




  “It is very sad,” he said.




  “Damned hard lines,” Terence Brown echoed.




  “We have spent an hour of this beautiful spring morning,” Paul Viotti continued, “trying to discover some means whereby we could justify ourselves, establish our safety, run no risk in the future—for we are very particular about that—and yet keep you alive. Alas, we failed.”




  “Not a chance,” Terence Brown lamented.




  “You see,” Paul Viotti explained, “we have been forced to deal with you as with a dangerous enemy. American by birth though you may be, you have that stupid bulldog persistence which we generally associate over in New York with the Irish and here with the Britisher. You wouldn’t leave us alone here, and in time who knows what might not happen? We have dealt with so many for lesser reasons. It became obvious that you must be removed.”




  “You mean that you are going to kill me?” Roger demanded.




  “Within ten minutes,” Viotti announced. “You have only been kept alive, in case a way might suggest itself. We are ready to hear anything you have to say. Can you suggest any means by which we can assure the absolute safety of every one of us here—Mr. Terence Brown, Prince Savonarilda, and my brother Pierre particularly—and allow you to live?”




  “Anything going in the shape of cigarettes?” Roger enquired. “This needs consideration.”




  Savonarilda threw over his case which Roger adroitly caught. He helped himself to two cigarettes and lit one of them.




  “If I am on the threshold of eternity,” he said, “as seems remarkably possible, would it make any difference if I asked you a few questions? I should hate to go out with a clouded mind.”




  Viotti looked over at his victim with a benevolent smile. He was dressed with a scrupulous care and his black satin tie was secured with a very beautiful pearl pin. He was in every respect the genial and tolerant master of ceremonies.




  “Ask anything that will make that bleak passage easier,” he invited. “You have,” he added, glancing at his watch, “only seven minutes.”




  “Who killed that fellow in the Casino?”




  Viotti extended his hand towards Thornton.




  “A beautiful gesture,” he murmured. “The young man was so terribly dangerous. Alas, my brother was to blame there. Two of his young Niçois in whom he trusted, failed us. One was not quick enough to deal with Erskine, although he had plenty of warning; the other lost his head, when he had achieved what he thought was success, and struck out on his own. He lived for an hour or two. That is as long as we permit.”




  “And those carefully prepared plans of ours—” Roger began, turning towards Thornton.




  “They were considered in this room,” Thornton expounded, “as soon as they were conceived. After all, Roger Sloane, it’s level odds between the person you call the criminal and the amateur absolutely unconnected with the law, who butts in on his own account. One is the sinner and the other’s the sneak. We’ve played our game out, hand for hand. You lost.”




  “Mr. Roger Sloane has derived some amusement from the enterprise, without a doubt,” Viotti murmured, from the head of the table. “Your time is very close at hand now, my young friend.”




  “For God’s sake, don’t rush things,” Savonarilda interposed gloomily. “This is the part of the business I do not like. I would shoot an informer, and I have done so, as easily as I would step upon a snail, and I would kill a man in a fight when it was his life or mine without turning a hair, but this cold-blooded execution of an enemy does not please me. We are five to one. It is not even a fight.”




  Pierre Viotti, appearing from no one knew where, suddenly struck with his fist upon the table. He was an evil-looking figure, standing in the gloomiest portion of the room, with the electric fan whirling above his head. Roger, looking in his direction, suddenly became aware of the drama by which he was surrounded. It was morning, but there was no morning. The darkness was pierced only by those artificial lights. The west wind might be blowing outside, but all the air which penetrated into the room was from the electric fans.




  “It shall be a fight, if you like,” Pierre Viotti grinned. “Only, as I am a fat elderly man, and he has already struck me upon the jaw, I give myself a gun. He takes his fists and I shoot when I please. Do not forget the time, Paul.”




  “He has four minutes to live,” the latter announced suavely.




  “Well, you can have the honour of killing him, for all I care,” Savonarilda said. “It’s a foul business, anyway. I’d get you out of this if I could, Sloane,” he went on, “but you see for yourself how impossible it is. If I were to meet you in the Sporting Club to-morrow night, if you saw Terence Brown sitting there with his ears open, waiting to know who had won money, what would be your attitude? I know. You would send for the police.”




  “Without a moment’s hesitation,” Roger agreed heartily.




  “Et voilà!“ Savonarilda groaned. “What can be done with a young man so obstinate?”




  “Nothing,” Pierre Viotti mocked. “He might offer us millions for his liberty, he might even pay, but he would take good care to have us sooner or later. He has only three minutes of life—why do we delay? Let me be the first one to shoot. Afterwards, we will send him down the slide. I shall be the first one to push!”




  It seemed to Roger then that the end had surely come. The faces of the men all turned towards him conveyed the same expression. With the exception of Pierre Viotti, there was nothing vindictive about them. They had simply made up their minds that to secure their own safety he must die. He hadn’t even any arguments with which to confront them. The whole thing was so reasonable. What else could they do? He watched Paul Viotti withdraw his revolver and drop in the cartridges without even a flicker of emotion. The thing was inevitable. If he lived they died, and he was in their power.




  “Two minutes, Roger Sloane,” Paul Viotti said, closing the breach of his revolver. “You can sit where you are, if you please, or you can run around the room. Nothing else is possible, I fear.”




  “Look here,” Savonarilda exclaimed, suddenly rising to his feet. “Nothing like this has ever happened before. It is a bloody business. Roger, never mind about the million. Supposing we keep you shut up safely until we have cleaned up and got away; will you hold your tongue for ever?”




  “I will not,” Roger answered firmly. “You’re not like the others, Savonarilda, but I know they mean to kill me. Let them get on with it. Fools deserve to die and I’ve been fool enough, God knows. I’ve even been fool enough to be taken in by a blasted sneak like this.”




  He suddenly reached out with his long arm and struck Thornton with the palm of his hand across the cheek and mouth. He saw the blood come and he felt a swift thrill of pleasure. If these were his last moments on earth, if that was his last physical effort, it had at least brought him something. A bullet from Pierre’s revolver whistled past his head. A second would certainly have followed but for the fact that Paul, his brother, had sprung suddenly to his feet and held his wrist with a grip of iron.




  “Don’t move, any one,” he enjoined. “Listen!”




  There was a sudden tense silence. A curious sound had come to them from outside, the sound of a siren which seemed as though the west wind had been driven down its mouthpiece. It flowed into the room with a strange but penetrating cadence and was followed by a renewal of the silence, deep, intense and fearful. Every one of the five men was gripping his gun. Paul Viotti leaned a little forward.




  “Remember,” he whispered hoarsely, “the switch was on. The first siren would blow, even if Sam himself were to join us. If any one steps upon the third stair and the second siren blows, then there is danger. That is the time when we shall need to look to ourselves.”




  Almost as he finished speaking, the other siren blew—a flute-like, alluring note. Things in the room happened quickly then. First of all, four bullets whistled around the chair which Roger had known enough to vacate at the first sounds of danger, then every light in the room went out and the place was plunged in complete darkness. There was a renewal of the silence, which had about it this time a thrilling and magnetic intensity. Every one of the five men knew, and Roger himself was equally aware, that their revolvers were making a little arc, every one of them centred upon that spot from which the light must flow with the opening of that door.




  A man’s breath fell hot upon Roger’s cheek and he was conscious of a whisper in his ear, a whisper barely audible even to him because of the droning of the electric fan overhead.




  “Crawl away to the left,” Savonarilda enjoined. “They may forget you.”




  Roger obeyed promptly. He crawled on until he reached the wall, then he lay flat upon his stomach and his whole being ached for the butt of a revolver in his hand. There were sounds which seemed as though they came from another world. Then again the silence.




  “Can you hear me, Roger?”




  “Yes.”




  Something hard touched his hand.




  “I am trusting you,” the voice continued, “not to use this against any of the others. That dirty little skunk, Pierre Viotti, is lying for you. If he finds out, there’s your chance.”




  “Great fellow,” Roger whispered. “I won’t draw it on another soul, and not on him, if I can get my hands to his throat.”




  Again the silence. If indeed there were strangers outside, they were taking plenty of time before they made up their minds to attack.




  “A rotten show this, all through,” Savonarilda whispered contemptuously. “I never believed in it. This isn’t New York. I felt that this place was a death trap from the moment they built it.”




  Then nothing. The absence of all sound in the room, except the low humming of the electric fans, became a terrible thing. The other four seemed to have made a little semicircle around the door, ready to shoot any one who entered. Savonarilda and Roger alone were in the background. The silence was broken at last from outside by the sound of more descending footsteps, the footsteps of stoutly shod gendarmes. Roger leaned towards his companion. The hum of the ventilating fan over their heads was still sufficient to drown his faint whisper.




  “What are you going to do?” he asked.




  “I’m not going to shoot any of those poor chaps. We have nothing to gain by it. I shall do the trick on myself, as soon as one is sure that no miracles are to happen. Remember, your gun is for Pierre Viotti only.”




  Still the footsteps descended the stairs. There must have been a small crowd on the other side of the door. Roger leaned across towards his neighbour.




  “I won’t use the gun on any one but Viotti,” he promised. “You don’t mind what else I do?”




  “Not a damn. You’re a brighter lad than I’ve ever thought you, though, if you can find a chance of getting out of here alive.”




  Roger kicked off his shoes and, standing up in his socks, held his breath and listened. All movement outside the door had ceased. The crowd there must have known quite well that to open it was death to the first person who showed himself, and a life in the Principality is worth as much as a life anywhere else. In his stockinged feet, Roger stole on to where he had seen the switch which governed the electric fans. He felt around it carefully, then braced himself for the effort. With a prodigious tug he pulled it down bodily. Then he dropped flat on his back just in time, for a bullet whistled over his head. Paul Viotti’s voice hissed through the darkness.




  “Who the hell is meddling with the switches? Turn on the light, some one.”




  There was no immediate move. Already the fans were slackening in speed and breathing became every second more difficult. Roger, standing upright, was once more feeling his way along the wall to the spot where he had noticed the electric light switch. He found it at last embedded in a little circle of metal, set his teeth, gripped tighter and tighter still and finally made his effort. It broke away in his grasp and he staggered back with bleeding hands into the chaos of darkness. Then Paul Viotti’s voice was heard, raised this time to about ordinary talking pitch.




  “The dynamo is running down,” he gasped. “There’ll be no air here in five minutes. Turn on the light, some one. Damn it, why don’t you turn on the light? We must make sure that we put Sloane out. Staines, you’re on that side, aren’t you? Open the chute.”




  Terence Brown’s quavering voice came from somewhere in the obscurity.




  “The switch has gone. It’s been pulled out. Oh, God, I can’t breathe!”




  The room was suddenly filled with the wailing cries of a man in hysteria.




  “My head—bursts. Let me out! Let us open the door. I have done no wrong. This was all for Paul. Open the door! We shall die—without air—I suffocate!”




  Not a soul wasted his breath in reply. The moments passed, grew into minutes. Then Pierre Viotti’s voice again—fainter this time—full of the malice of a half-mad, dying beast.




  “Where’s Sloane? Where are you, you American dog? I’m going to kill you before the light comes. Paul—Staines—where’s Sloane?”




  The voice was growing nearer and nearer. They could hear him reeling towards them. Savonarilda stretched out his arm and drew Roger back.




  “I’m going to kill Sloane,” Pierre Viotti called out, with a sudden access of strength in his voice. “The light will come directly. I will kill him first. Where are you, Sloane? Over there—eh?”




  It seemed to Roger that the crash of the revolver was almost in his ears. Three times Pierre Viotti fired into the blackness, then he paused to listen. Savonarilda peered forward. He fired one single shot and Pierre Viotti’s cry of agony shivered and tore its way through the room. They heard the flop of his falling body, heard his strangled groans, what sounded to be the muttered words of a prayer and then silence.




  “Sorry if I robbed you, Roger,” Savonarilda whispered. “I am the only man here who can see in the dark.”




  Words framed themselves on Roger’s lips but they failed to materialise. The minutes went on, perhaps hours. No one knew. All that they realised was that the end was coming. Then Paul Viotti made an effort. His voice had become a squeaky falsetto.




  “We got—to make sure—Sloane.”




  Savonarilda’s voice, heard by his comrades for the last time on earth, choked out his magnificent lie.




  “Sloane got his—when the switch—ugh! He is lying—here—corner. I’ll give him two more—make sure.”




  Two more shots from Savonarilda’s revolver, extended towards the ceiling, rang out. Again there was a silence, another strange time-cheating interval, then Paul Viotti’s voice fainter now. The words left his lips with a discordant and ghastly wheeziness.




  “Pull trap door—whoever’s last. The Wolves have the lorry—Pierre’s dead. Better leave him—”




  Footsteps pattered across the carpeted floor, swift and eager footsteps risking their way through the darkness. A moment or two later the sliding back into its place of well-oiled metal, running along a groove. Then again a silence which seemed to have in it now more of actuality. Roger, with his hand upon his chest, leaned his back against the wall and pushed his way along until he reached the door. He hammered against it, then he felt for the catch, drew it and staggered into the crowded passage, at the end of which was light and along which was sweeping life-giving air.




  “Tony,” he cried back to Savonarilda, as he drew in a long breath, “come along. We’re through.”




  In his shirt sleeves, his hair in wild confusion, the blood streaming from his hands, he forced his way through the group of questioning men, he even pushed Dalmorres on one side. At the touch of his shoulder, the commissaire went staggering against the wall. Jeannine for wild seconds was in his arms, and the glory of it sent the blood singing back through his veins. Her arms were around his neck like a vice, her tears hot on his cheeks. Even then, though, he did not forget.




  “Help Prince Savonarilda out,” he cried. “He and I have tricked the whole lot of them. They’re out by a secret way—down at the end of the garden, I should think.”




  Savonarilda came staggering into the light. A gendarme supported him on either side. His face, streaked with blood, was like the face of a corpse. His fingers were making feeble efforts to get at his side pocket.




  “None of that, old chap,” Roger called out hysterically. “Can’t you see? We’re safe. I’m safe and you’re safe.”




  Savonarilda understood and abandoned his efforts. The glimmer of a smile played around the corner of his lips. Then he fainted.


  




  They stumbled into the sunshine and the air and up into the waiting camion, which started away immediately. Terence Brown was half delirious and crying out his roulette stakes. There was blood upon Thornton’s lips and deep black lines under his eyes. Paul Viotti had lost his magnificent colour and his eyes were glazed, but at the first breath of fresh air his vigour seemed to return. He tore off his clothes, drew on the trousers and jersey of an Italian workman, stuck a beret on one side of his head and lit a cigarette. The others weakly tried to follow his example.




  “Be men,” he begged, as he drew a jersey over Terence Brown’s almost limp body. “The next few minutes will mean safety or lilies on your chests. Be men now and you can faint for the rest of your lives. Come on!”




  He flogged them into some show of energy, then he crawled to the back of the vehicle, looked out and even his stout heart sank. Round the last bend they came racing—two cars full of men in uniform. He saw the glitter of the sunshine upon their waiting rifles.




  “How far to Nice?” he asked the chauffeur.




  “Seventeen kilometres,” the man replied. “Bad tyres. No go fast.”




  Once more Paul Viotti glanced behind at the rapidly approaching cars. They were almost within hailing distance now and his last thought was one of self-contempt. Next time, when he started again, he would give more attention to details. The get-away camion, for instance, should possess a concealed seventy-horse-power engine and invulnerable tyres. Well! He scrambled through the front on to the seat by the chauffeur. With steady fingers he lit another cigarette from the stump of the old one and watched the road. They swung around another corner. The shouts of their pursuers were plainly audible now.




  “Lady commit suicide here,” the chauffeur muttered, pointing to the famous drop.




  “No fool, that lady,” Paul Viotti replied. “It’s the place I’ve been looking for.”




  The chauffeur suddenly felt a hand of iron upon the wheel, wrenching it from his grasp. Then it seemed as though a thunderbolt had hit him, for Paul Viotti flung him with scarcely an effort out into the road—to live or to die, as might happen. He swung the car around to face the precipice, put his foot upon the accelerator—




  “We’re for it, boys!” he cried out.




  They fell six hundred feet in such a manner that identification was difficult.


  




  It seemed sometimes to Roger only a day or two instead of a week later that he sat once more upon the terrace of his villa with Jeannine by his side and Erskine, his arm in a sling but otherwise recovered, lounging in a chair a few feet away. The orange blossoms had long since been gathered, but there were pink and white apple and peach blossoms in the orchards below, and a mass of Bougainvillæa mingled with the roses which crawled around the arbour and along the pergola. Down in the valley the bell of the little church was still clanging. Lady Julia hobbled out of the house on Savonarilda’s arm.




  “These French papers are disgraceful,” she declared, throwing one down. “Here is a whole column devoted to the praise of the commissaire of police and the wonderful gendarmerie service which he has organised. They pat themselves on the back all the time that they have broken up the most dangerous gang of criminals who have ever visited the Principality…. Yes, that’s there, all right. You can read it, if you don’t believe me. They even say that it was a gang who had defied all the police of New York for years. The commissaire is to be decorated.”




  “Why not?” Roger demanded lazily. “He played the man at the end, anyhow.”




  “But it was you and Prince Savonarilda who broke up the gang,” Jeannine expostulated.




  Roger grinned. So, in a subtler fashion, did Savonarilda, who was spending his last day in France before returning to Sicily.




  “It’s hard to get these matters straightened out quite clearly sometimes,” Roger observed sententiously.




  Lady Julia settled herself in her chair.




  “There will be changes now,” she sighed, “and I hate changes. Most of all, I shall miss you, Prince. You may be a very bad man now and then, but you are capable of such splendid gestures.”




  The Curé came into sight, trudging up the hill. Bardells appeared, carrying a tray on which was the cocktail shaker, two bottles of champagne and sweet biscuits.




  “His Reverence does not drink cocktails, sir,” he confided to Roger, “and he will require a little refreshment after the ceremony. Luncheon will be ready in a quarter of an hour.”




  THE END
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  Positively every one, with two unimportant exceptions, had called upon us. The Countess had driven over from Sysington Hall, twelve miles away, with two anæmic-looking daughters, who had gushed over our late roses and the cedar trees which shaded the lawn. The Holgates of Holgate Brand and Lady Naselton of Naselton had presented themselves on the same afternoon. Many others had come in their train, for what these very great people did the neighborhood was bound to endorse. There was a little veiled anxiety, a few elaborately careless questions as to the spelling of our name; but when my father had mentioned the second “f,” and made a casual allusion to the Warwickshire Ffolliots—with whom we were not indeed on speaking terms, but who were certainly our cousins—a distinct breath of relief was followed by a gush of mild cordiality. There were wrong Ffolliots and right Ffolliots. We belonged to the latter. No one had made a mistake or compromised themselves in any way by leaving their cards upon a small country vicar and his daughters. And earlier callers went away and spread a favorable report. Those who were hesitating, hesitated no longer. Our little carriage drive, very steep and very hard to turn in, was cut up with the wheels of many chariots. The whole county within a reasonable distance came, with two exceptions. And those two exceptions were Mr. Bruce Deville of Deville Court, on the borders of whose domain our little church and vicarage lay, and the woman who dwelt in the “Yellow House.”




  I asked Lady Naselton about both of them one afternoon. Her ladyship, by the way, had been one of our earliest visitors, and had evinced from the first a strong desire to become my sponsor in Northshire society. She was middle-aged, bright, and modern—a thorough little cosmopolitan, with a marked absence in her deportment and mannerisms of anything bucolic or rural. I enjoyed talking to her, and this was her third visit. We were sitting out upon the lawn, drinking afternoon tea, and making the best of a brilliant October afternoon. A yellow gleam from the front of that oddly-shaped little house, flashing through the dark pine trees, brought it into my mind. It was only from one particular point in our garden that any part of it was visible at all. It chanced that I occupied that particular spot, and during a lull in the conversation it occurred to me to ask a question.




  “By the by,” I remarked, “our nearest neighbors have not yet been to see us?”




  “Your nearest neighbors!” Lady Naselton repeated. “Whom do you mean? There are a heap of us who live close together.”




  “I mean the woman who lives at that little shanty through the plantation,” I answered, inclining my head towards it. “It is a woman who lives there, isn’t it? I fancy that some one told me so, although I have not seen anything of her. Perhaps I was mistaken.”




  Lady Naselton lifted both her hands. There was positive relish in her tone when she spoke. The symptoms were unmistakable. Why do the nicest women enjoy shocking and being shocked?




  I could see that she was experiencing positive pleasure from my question.




  “My dear Miss Ffolliot!” she exclaimed. “My dear girl, don’t you really know anything about her? Hasn’t anybody told you anything?”




  I stifled an imaginary yawn in faint protest against her unbecoming exhilaration. I have not many weaknesses, but I hate scandal and scandal-mongering. All the same I was interested, although I did not care to gratify Lady Naselton by showing it.




  “Remember, that I have only been here a week or two,” I remarked; “certainly not long enough to have mastered the annals of the neighborhood. I have not asked any one before. No one has ever mentioned her name. Is there really anything worth hearing?”




  Lady Naselton looked down and brushed some crumbs from her lap with a delicately gloved hand. She was evidently an epicure in story-telling. She was trying to make it last out as long as possible.




  “Well, my dear girl, I should not like to tell you all that people say,” she began, slowly. “At the same time, as you are a stranger to the neighborhood, and, of course, know nothing about anybody, it is only my duty to put you on your guard. I do not know the particulars myself. I have never inquired. But she is not considered to be at all a proper person. There is something very dubious about her record.”




  “How deliciously vague!” I remarked, with involuntary irony. “Don’t you know anything more definite?”




  “I find no pleasure in inquiring into such matters,” Lady Naselton replied a little stiffly. “The opinion of those who are better able to judge is sufficient for me.”




  “One must inquire, or one cannot, or should not, judge,” I said. “I suppose that there’s something which she does, or does not, do?”




  “It is something connected with her past life, I believe,” Lady Naselton remarked.




  “Her past life? Isn’t it supposed to be rather interesting nowadays to have a past?”




  I began to doubt whether, after all, I was going to be much of a favorite with Lady Naselton. She set her tea cup down, and looked at me with distinct disapproval in her face.




  “Amongst a certain class of people it may be,” she answered, severely; “not”—with emphasis—“in Northshire society; not in any part of it with which I am acquainted, I am glad to say. You must allow me to add, Miss Ffolliot, that I am somewhat surprised to hear you, a clergyman’s daughter, express yourself so.”




  A clergyman’s daughter. I was continually forgetting that. And, after all, it is much more comfortable to keep one’s self in accord with one’s environment. I pulled myself together, and explained with much surprise—




  “I only asked a question, Lady Naselton. I wasn’t expressing my own views. I think that women with a past are very horrid. One is so utterly tired of them in fiction that one does not want to meet them in real life. We won’t talk of this at all. I’m not really interested. Tell me about Mr. Deville instead.”




  Now this was a little unkind of me, for I knew quite well that Lady Naselton was brimming with eagerness to tell me a good deal about this undesirable neighbor of ours. As it happened, however, my question afforded her a fresh opportunity, of which she took advantage.




  “To tell you of one, unfortunately, is to tell you of the other,” she said, significantly.




  I decided to humor her, and raised my eyebrows in the most approved fashion.




  “How shocking!” I exclaimed.




  I was received in favor again. My reception of the innuendo had been all that could be desired.




  “We consider it a most flagrant case,” she continued, leaning over towards me confidentially. “I am thankful to say that of the two Bruce Deville is the least blamed.”




  “Isn’t that generally the case?” I murmured. “It is the woman who has to bear the burden.”




  “And it is generally the woman who deserves it,” Lady Naselton answered, promptly. “It is my experience, at any rate, and I have seen a good deal more of life than you. In the present case there can be no doubt about it. The woman actually followed him down here, and took up her quarters almost at his gates whilst he was away. She was there with scarcely a stick of furniture in the house for nearly a month. When he came back, would you believe it, the house was furnished from top to bottom with things from the Court. The carts were going backwards and forwards for days. She even went up and selected some of the furniture herself. I saw it all going on with my own eyes. Oh! it was the most barefaced thing!”




  “Tell me about Mr. Deville,” I interrupted hastily. “I have not seen him yet. What is he like?”




  “Bruce Deville,” she murmured to herself, thoughtfully. Then she was silent for a moment. Something that was almost like a gleam of sorrow passed across her face. Her whole expression was changed.




  “Bruce Deville is my godson,” she said, slowly. “I suppose that is why I feel his failure the more keenly.”




  “He is a failure, then?” I asked. “Some one was talking about him yesterday, but I only heard fragments here and there. Isn’t he very quixotic, and very poor?”




  “Poor!” She repeated the word with peculiar emphasis. Then she rose from her chair, and walked a step or two towards the low fence which enclosed our lawn.




  “Come here, child.”




  I stood by her side looking across the sunlit stretch of meadows and undulating land. A very pretty landscape it was. The farm houses, with their grey fronts and red-tiled roofs, and snug rickyards close at hand, had a particularly prosperous and picturesque appearance. The land was mostly arable and well-cultivated; field after field of deep golden stubble, and rich, dark soil stretched away to the dim horizon. She held out her hand.




  “You see!” she exclaimed. “Does that look like a poor man’s possessions?”




  I shook my head.




  “Every village there from east to west, every stone and acre belongs to Bruce Deville, and has belonged to the Devilles for centuries. There is no other land owner on that side of the country. He is lord of the Manor of a dozen parishes!”




  I was puzzled.




  “Then why do people call him so miserably poor?” I asked. “They say that the Court is virtually closed, and that he lives the life of a hermit, almost without servants even.”




  “He either is or says he is as poor as Job,” Lady Naselton continued, resuming her seat. “He is a most extraordinary man. He was away from the country altogether for twelve years, wandering about, without any regular scheme of travel, all over the world. People met him or heard of him in all manner of queer and out-of-the-way places. Then he lived in London for a time, and spent a fortune—I don’t know that I ought to say anything about that to you—on Marie Leparte, the singer. One day he came back suddenly to the Court, which had been shut up all this time, and took up his quarters there in a single room with an old servant. He gave out that he was ruined, and that he desired neither to visit nor to be visited. He behaved in such an extraordinary manner to those who did go to see him, that they are not likely to repeat the attempt.”




  “How long has he been living there?” I asked.




  “About four years.”




  “I suppose that you see him sometimes?”




  She shook her head sadly.




  “Very seldom. Not oftener than I can help. He is changed so dreadfully.”




  “Tell me what he is like.”




  “Like! Do you mean personally? He is ugly—hideously ugly—especially now that he takes so little care of himself. He goes about in clothes my coachman would decline to wear, and he slouches. I think a man who slouches is detestable.”




  “So do I,” I assented. “What a very unpleasant neighbor to have!”




  “Oh, that isn’t the worst,” she continued. “He is impossible in every way. He has a brutal temper and a brutal manner. No one could possibly take him for a gentleman. He is cruel and reckless, and he does nothing but loaf. There are things said about him which I should not dare to repeat to you. I feel it deeply; but it is no use disguising the fact. He is an utter and miserable failure.”




  “On the whole,” I remarked, resuming my chair, “it is perhaps well that he has not called. I might not like him.”




  Lady Naselton’s hard little laugh rang out upon the afternoon stillness. The idea seemed to afford her infinite but bitter amusement.




  “Like him, my dear! Why, he would frighten you to death. Fancy any one liking Bruce Deville! Wait until you’ve seen him. He is the most perfect prototype of degeneration in a great family I have ever come in contact with. The worst of it, too, that he was such a charming boy. Why, isn’t that Mr. Ffolliot coming?” she added, in an altogether different tone. “I am so glad that I am going to meet him at last.”




  I looked up and followed her smiling gaze. My father was coming noiselessly across the smooth, green turf towards us. We both of us watched him for a moment, Lady Naselton with a faint look of surprise in her scrutiny. My father was not in the least of the type of the ordinary country clergyman. He was tall and slim, and carried himself with an air of calm distinction. His clean-shaven face was distinctly of the intellectual cast. His hair was only slightly grey, was parted in the middle and vigorously mobile and benevolent. His person in every way was faultless and immaculate, from the tips of his long fingers to the spotless white cravat which alone redeemed the sombreness of his clerical attire. I murmured a few words of introduction, and he bowed over Lady Naselton’s hand with a smile which women generally found entrancing.




  “I am very glad to meet Lady Naselton,” he said, courteously. “My daughter has told me so much of your kindness to her.”




  Lady Naselton made some pleasing and conventional reply. My father turned to me.




  “Have you some tea, Kate?” he asked. “I have been making a long round of calls, and it is a little exhausting.”




  “I have some, but it is not fit to drink,” I answered, striking the gong. “Mary shall make some fresh. It will only take a minute or two.”




  My father acquiesced silently. He was fastidious in small things, and I knew better than to offer him cold tea. He drew up a basket-chair to us and sat down with a little sigh of relief.




  “You have commenced your work here early,” Lady Naselton remarked. “Do you think that you are going to like these parts?”




  “The country is delightful,” my father answered readily. “As to the work—well, I scarcely know. Rural existence is such a change after the nervous life of a great city.”




  “You had a large parish at Belchester, had you not?” Lady Naselton asked.




  “A very large one,” he answered. “I am fond of work. I have always been used to large parishes.”




  And two curates, I reflected silently. Lady Naselton was looking sympathetic.




  “You will find plenty to do here, I believe,” she remarked. “The schools are in a most backward condition. My husband says that unless there is a great change in them very soon we shall be having the School Board.”




  “We must try and prevent that,” my father said, gravely. “Of course I have to remember that I am only curate-in-charge here, but still I shall do what I can. My youngest daughter Alice is a great assistance to me in such matters. By the by, where is Alice?” he added, turning to me.




  “She is in the village somewhere,” I answered. “She will not be home for tea. She has gone to see an old woman—to read to her, I think.”




  My father sighed gently. “Alice is a good girl,” he said.




  I bore the implied reproof complacently. My father sipped his tea for a moment or two, and then asked a question.




  “You were speaking of some one when I crossed the lawn?” he remarked. “Some one not altogether a desirable neighbor I should imagine from Lady Naselton’s tone. Would it be a breach of confidence——”




  “Oh, no,” I interrupted. “Lady Naselton was telling me all about the man that lives at the Court—our neighbor, Mr. Bruce Deville.”




  My father set his cup down abruptly. His long walk had evidently tired him. He was more than ordinarily pale. He moved his basket-chair a few feet further back into the deep, cool shade of the cedar tree. For a second or two his eyes were half closed and his eyelids quivered.




  “Mr. Bruce Deville,” he repeated, softly—“Bruce Deville! It is somewhat an uncommon name.”




  “And somewhat an uncommon man!” Lady Naselton remarked, dryly. “A terrible black sheep he is, Mr. Ffolliot. If you really want to achieve a triumph you should attempt his conversion. You should try and get him to come to church. Fancy Bruce Deville in church! The walls would crack and the windows fall in!”




  “My predecessor was perhaps not on good terms with him,” my father suggested, softly. “I have known so many unfortunate cases in which the squire of the parish and the vicar have not been able to hit it off.”




  Lady Naselton shook her head. She had risen to her feet, and was holding out a delicately gloved hand.




  “No, it is not that,” she said. “No one could hit it off with Bruce Deville. I was fond of him once; but I am afraid that he is a very bad lot. I should advise you to give him as wide a berth as possible. Listen. Was that actually six o’clock? I must go this second. Come over and see me soon, won’t you, Miss Ffolliot, and bring your father? I will send a carriage for you any day you like. It is such an awful pull up to Naselton. Goodbye.”




  She was gone with a good deal of silken rustle, and a faint emission of perfume from her trailing skirt. Notwithstanding his fatigue, my father accompanied her across the lawn, and handed her into her pony carriage. He remained several minutes talking to her earnestly after she had taken her seat and gathered up the reins, and it seemed to me that he had dropped his voice almost to a whisper. Although I was but a few paces off I could hear nothing of what they were saying. When at last the carriage drove off and he came back to me, he was thoughtful, and there was a dark shade upon his face. He sat quite still for several moments without speaking. Then he looked up at me abruptly.




  “If Lady Naselton’s description of our neighbor is at all correct,” he remarked, “he must be a perfect ogre.”




  I nodded.




  “One would imagine so. He is her godson, but she can find nothing but evil to say of him.”




  “Under which circumstances it would be as well for us—for you girls especially—to carefully avoid him,” my father continued, keeping his clear, grey eyes steadily fixed upon my face. “Don’t you agree with me?”




  “Most decidedly I do,” I answered.




  But, curiously enough, notwithstanding his evil reputation—perhaps because of it—I was already beginning to feel a certain amount of unaccountable interest in Mr. Bruce Deville.
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  After tea my father went to his study, for it was late in the week, and he was a most conscientious writer of sermons. I read for an hour, and then, tired alike of my book and my own company, I strolled up and down the drive. This restlessness was one of my greatest troubles. When the fit came I could neither work nor read nor think connectedly. It was a phase of incipient dissatisfaction with life, morbid, but inevitable. At the end of the drive nearest the road, I met Alice, my youngest sister, walking briskly with a book under her arm, and a quiet smile upon her homely face. I watched her coming towards me, and I almost envied her. What a comfort to be blessed with a placid disposition and an optimistic frame of mind!




  “Well, you look as though you had been enjoying yourself,” I remarked, placing myself in her way.




  “So I have—after a fashion,” she answered, good humoredly. “Are you wise to be without a hat, Kate? To look at your airy attire one would imagine that it was summer instead of autumn. Come back into the house with me.”




  I laughed at her in contempt. There was a difference indeed between my muslin gown and the plain black skirt and jacket, powdered with dust, which was Alice’s usual costume.




  “Have you ever known me to catch cold through wearing thin clothes or going without a hat?” I asked. “I am tired of being indoors. There have been people here all the afternoon. I wonder that your conscience allows you to shirk your part of the duty and leave all the tiresome entertaining to be done by me!”




  She looked at me with wide-opened eyes and a concerned face. Alice was always so painfully literal.




  “Why, I thought that you liked it!” she exclaimed. I was in an evil mood, and I determined to shock her. It was never a difficult task.




  “So I do sometimes,” I answered; “but to-day my callers have been all women, winding up with an hour and a half of Lady Naselton. One gets so tired of one’s own sex! Not a single man all the afternoon. Somebody else’s husband to pass the bread and butter would have been a godsend!”




  Alice pursed up her lips, and turned her head away with a look of displeasure.




  “I am surprised to hear you talk like that, Kate,” she said, quietly. “Do you think that it is quite good taste?”




  “Be off, you little goose!” I called after her as she passed on towards the house with quickened step and rigid head. The little sober figure turned the bend and disappeared without looking around. She was the perfect type of a clergyman’s daughter—studiously conventional, unremittingly proper, inevitably a little priggish. She was the right person in the right place. She had the supreme good fortune to be in accord with her environment. As for me, I was a veritable black sheep. I looked after her and sighed.




  I had no desire to go in; on the other hand, there was nothing to stay out for. I hesitated for a moment, and then strolled on to the end of the avenue. A change in the weather seemed imminent. A grey, murky twilight had followed the afternoon of brilliant sunshine, and a low south wind was moaning amongst the Norwegian firs. I leaned over the gate with my face turned towards the great indistinct front of Deville Court. There was nothing to look at. The trees had taken to themselves fantastic shapes, little wreaths of white mist were rising from the hollows of the park. The landscape was grey, colorless, monotonous. My whole life was like that, I thought, with a sudden despondent chill. The lives of most girls must be unless they are domestic. In our little family Alice absorbed the domesticity. There was not one shred of it in my disposition.




  I realized with a start that I was becoming morbid, and turned from the gate towards the house. Suddenly I heard an unexpected sound—the sound of voices close at hand. I stopped short and half turned round. A deep voice rang out upon the still, damp air—




  “Get over, Madam! Get over, Marvel!”




  There was the sound of the cracking of a whip and the soft patter of dogs’ feet as they came along the lane below—a narrow thoroughfare which was bounded on one side by our wall and on the other by the open stretch of park at the head of which stood Deville Court. There must have been quite twenty of them, all of the same breed—beagles—and amongst them two people were walking, a man and a woman. The man was nearest to me, and I could see him more distinctly. He was tall and very broad, with a ragged beard and long hair. He wore no collar, and there was a great rent in his shabby shooting coat. Of his features I could see nothing. He wore knickerbockers, and stockings, and thick shoes. He was by no means an ordinary looking person, but he was certainly not prepossessing. The most favorable thing about him was his carriage, which was upright and easy, but even that was in a measure spoiled by a distinct suggestion of surliness. The woman by his side I could only see very indistinctly. She was slim, and wore some sort of a plain tailor gown, but she did not appear to be young. As they came nearer to me, I slipped from the drive on to the verge of the shrubbery, standing for a moment in the shadow of a tall laurel bush. I was not seen, but I could hear their voices. The woman was speaking.




  “A new vicar, or curate-in-charge, here, isn’t there, Bruce? I fancy I heard that one was expected.”




  A sullen, impatient growl came from her side.




  “Ay, some fellow with a daughter, Morris was telling me. The parson was bound to come, I suppose, but what the mischief does he want with a daughter?”




  A little laugh from the woman—a pleasant, musical laugh.




  “Daughters, I believe—I heard some one say that there were two. What a misogynist you are getting! Why shouldn’t the man have daughters if he likes? I really believe that there are two of them.”




  There was a contemptuous snort, and a moment’s silence. They were exactly opposite to me now, but the hedge and the shadow of the laurels beneath which I was standing completely shielded me from observation. The man’s huge form stood out with almost startling distinctness against the grey sky. He was lashing the thistles by the side of the road with his long whip.




  “Maybe!” he growled. “I’ve seen but one—a pale-faced, black-haired chit.”




  I smothered a laugh. I was the pale-faced, black-haired chit, but it was scarcely a polite way of alluding to me, Mr. Bruce Deville. When they had gone by I leaned over the gate again, and watched them vanish amongst the shadows. The sound of their voices came to me indistinctly; but I could hear the deep bass of the man as he slung some scornful exclamation out upon the moist air. His great figure, looming unnaturally large through the misty twilight, was the last to vanish. It was my first glimpse of Mr. Bruce Deville of Deville Court.




  I turned round with a terrified start. Almost at my side some heavy body had fallen to the ground with a faint groan. A single step, and I was bending over the prostrate form of a man. I caught his hand and gazed into his face with horrified eyes. It was my father. He must have been within a yard of me when he fell.




  His eyes were half closed, and his hands were cold. Gathering up my skirts in my hand, I ran swiftly across the lawn into the house.




  I met Alice in the hall. “Get some brandy!” I cried, breathlessly. “Father is ill—out in the garden! Quick!”




  She brought it in a moment. Together we hurried back to where I had left him. He had not moved. His cheeks were ghastly pale, and his eyes were still closed. I felt his pulse and his heart, and unfastened his collar.




  “There is nothing serious the matter—at least I think not,” I whispered to Alice. “It is only a fainting fit.”




  I rubbed his hands, and we forced some brandy between his lips. Presently he opened his eyes, and raised his head a little, looking half fearfully around.




  “It was her voice,” he whispered, hoarsely. “It came to me through the shadows! Where is she? What have you done with her? There was a rustling of the leaves—and then I heard her speak!”




  “There is no one here but Alice and myself,” I said, bending over him. “You must have been fancying things. Are you better?”




  “Better!” He looked up at both of us, and the light came back into his face.




  “Ah! I see! I must have fainted!” he exclaimed. “I remember the study was close, and I came to get cool. Yet, I thought—I thought——”




  I held out my arm, and he staggered up. He was still white and shaken, but evidently his memory was returning.




  “I remember it was close in the study,” he said—“very close; I was tired too. I must have walked too far. I don’t like it though. I must see a doctor; I must certainly see a doctor!”




  Alice bent over him full of sympathy, and he took her arm. I walked behind him in silence. A curious thought had taken possession of me. I could not get rid of the impression of my father’s first words, and his white, terrified face. Was it indeed a wild fancy of his, or had he really heard this voice which had stirred him so deeply? I tried to laugh at the idea. I could not. His cry was so natural, his terror so apparent! He had heard a voice. He had been stricken with a sudden terror. Whose was the voice—whence his fear of it? I watched him leaning slightly upon Alice’s arm, and walking on slowly in front of me towards the house. Already he was better. His features had reassumed their customary air of delicate and reserved strength. I looked at him with new and curious eyes. For the first time I wondered whether there might be another world, or the ashes of an old one beneath that grey, impenetrable mask.
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  My father’s first sermon was a great success. As usual, it was polished, eloquent, and simple, and withal original. He preached without manuscript, almost without notes, and he took particular pains to keep within the comprehension of his tiny congregation. Lady Naselton, who waited for me in the aisle, whispered her warm approval.




  “Whatever induced your father to come to such an out-of-the-way hole as this?” she exclaimed, as we passed through the porch into the fresh, sunlit air. “Why, he is an orator! He should preach at cathedrals! I never heard any one whose style I like better. But all the same it is a pity to think of such a sermon being preached to such a congregation. Don’t you think so yourself?”




  I agreed with her heartily.




  “I wonder that you girls let him come here and bury himself, with his talents,” she continued.




  “I had not much to do with it,” I reminded her. “You forget that I have lived abroad all my life; I really have only been home for about eight or nine months.”




  “Well, I should have thought that your sister would have been more ambitious for him,” she declared. “However, it’s not my business, of course. Since you are here, I shall insist, positively insist, upon coming every Sunday. My husband says that it is such a drag for the horses. Men have such ridiculous ideas where horses are concerned. I am sure that they take more care of them than they do of their wives. Come and have tea with me to-morrow, will you?”




  “If I can,” I promised. “It all depends upon what Providence has in store for me in the shape of callers.”




  “There is no one left to call,” Lady Naselton declared, with her foot upon the carriage step. “I looked through your card plate the other day whilst I was waiting for you. You will be left in peace for a little while now.”




  “You forget our neighbor,” I answered, laughing. “He has not called yet, and I mean him to.”




  Lady Naselton leaned back amongst the soft cushions of her barouche, and smiled a pitying smile at me.




  “You need not wait for him, at any rate,” she said. “If you do you will suffer for the want of fresh air.”




  The carriage drove off, and I skirted the church yard, and made my way round to the Vicarage gate. Away across the park I could see a huge knickerbockered figure leaning over a gate, with his back to me, smoking a pipe. It was not a graceful attitude, nor was it a particularly reputable way of spending a Sunday morning.




  I was reminded of him again as I walked up the path towards the house. A few yards from our dining room window a dog was lying upon a flower bed edge. As I approached, it limped up, whining, and looked at me with piteous brown eyes. I recognized the breed at once. It was a beagle—one of Mr. Deville’s without a doubt. It lay at my feet with its front paw stretched out, and when I stooped down to pat it, it wagged its tail feebly, but made no effort to rise. Evidently its leg was broken.




  I fetched some lint from the house, and commenced to bind up the limb as carefully as possible. The dog lay quite still, whining and licking my hand every now and then. Just as I was finishing off the bandage I became conscious that some one was approaching the garden—a firm, heavy tread was crossing the lane. In a moment or two a gruff voice sounded almost at my elbow.




  “I beg pardon, but I think one of my dogs is here.”




  The words were civil enough, but the tone was brusque and repellant. I looked round without removing my hands from the lint. Our neighbor’s appearance was certainly not encouraging. His great frame was carelessly clad in a very old shooting suit, which once might have been of good cut and style, but was now only fit for the rag dealer. He wore a grey flannel shirt with a turn-down collar of the same material. His face, whatever its natural expression might have been, was disfigured just then with a dark, almost a ferocious, scowl. His hand was raised, as though unwillingly, to his cap, and a pair of piercing grey eyes were flashing down upon me from beneath his heavily marked eyebrows. He stood frowning down from his great height, a singularly powerful and forbidding object.




  I resumed my task.




  “No doubt it is your dog!” I said, calmly. “But you must wait until I have finished the bandage. You should take better care of your animals! Perhaps you don’t know that its leg is broken.”




  He got down on his knees at once without glancing at me again. He seemed to have forgotten my very existence.




  “Lawless,” he exclaimed, softly—“little lady, little lady, what have you been up to? Oh, you silly little woman!”




  The animal, with the rank ingratitude of its kind, wriggled frantically out of my grasp and fawned about its master in a paroxysm of delight. I was so completely forgotten that I was able to observe him at my ease. His face and voice had changed like magic. Then I saw that his features, though irregular, were powerful and not ill-shaped, and that his ugly flannel shirt was at any rate clean. He continued to ignore my presence, and, taking the dog up into his arms, tenderly examined the fracture.




  “Poor little lady!” he murmured. “Poor little Lawless. One of those damned traps of Harrison’s, I suppose. I shall kill that fellow some day!” he added, savagely, under his breath.




  I rose to my feet and shook out my skirts. There are limits to one’s tolerance.




  “You are perfectly welcome,” I remarked, quietly.




  There was no doubt as to his having forgotten my presence. He looked up with darkened face. Lady Naselton was perfectly right. He was a very ugly man.




  “I beg your pardon,” he said. “I had quite forgotten that you were here. In fact, I thought that you had gone away. Thank you for attending to the dog. That will do very nicely until I get it home,” he added, touching the bandage.




  “Until you get it home!” I repeated. “Thank you! Do you think that you can bandage better than that?”




  I looked down with some scorn at his large, clumsy hands. After all, were they so very clumsy, though? They were large and brown, but they were not without a certain shapeliness. They looked strong, too. He bore the glance with perfect equanimity, and, taking the two ends of the line into his hands, commenced to draw them tighter.




  “Well, you see, I shall set the bone properly when I get back,” he said. “This is fairly done, though, for an amateur. Thank you—and good morning.”




  He was turning brusquely away with the dog under his arm, but I stopped him.




  “Who is Harrison?” I asked, “and why does he set traps?”




  He frowned, evidently annoyed at having to stay and answer questions.




  “Harrison is a small tenant farmer who objects to my crossing his land.”




  “Objects to you crossing his land?” I repeated, vaguely.




  “Yes, yes. I take these dogs after hares, you know—beagling, we call it. Sometimes I am forced to cross his farm if a hare is running, although I never go there for one. He objects, and so he sets traps.”




  “Is he your tenant?” I asked.




  “Yes.”




  “Why don’t you get rid of him, then? I wouldn’t have a man who would set traps on my land.”




  He frowned, and his tone was distinctly impatient. He was evidently weary of the discussion.




  “I cannot. He has a long lease. Good morning.”




  “Good morning, Mr. Deville.”




  He looked over his shoulder.




  “You know my name!”




  “Certainly. Don’t you know mine?”




  “No.”




  “Let me introduce myself, then. I am Miss Ffolliot—the pale-faced chit, you know!” I added, maliciously. “My father is the new vicar.”




  I was standing up before him with my hands clasped behind my back, and almost felt the flash of his dark, fiery eyes as they swept over me. I could not look away from him.




  There was a distinct change in his whole appearance. At last he was looking at me with genuine interest. The lines of his mouth had come together sharply, and his face was as black as thunder.




  “Ffolliot?” he repeated, slowly—“Ffolliot? How do you spell it?”




  “Anyhow, so long as you remember the two F’s!” I answered, suavely. “Generally, double F, O, double L, I, O, T. Rather a pretty name, we think, although I am afraid that you don’t seem to like it. Oh! here’s my father coming. Won’t you stay, and make his acquaintance?”




  My father, returning from the church, with his surplice under his arm, had been attracted by the sight of a strange man talking to me on the lawn, and was coming slowly over towards us. Mr. Deville turned round rather abruptly. The two men met face to face, my father dignified, correct, severe, Bruce Deville untidy, ill-clad, with sullen, darkened face, lit by the fire which flashed from his eyes. Yet there was a certain dignity about his bearing, and he met my father’s eyes resolutely. The onus of speech seemed to rest with him, and he accepted it.




  “I need no introduction to Mr. Ffolliot,” he said, sternly. “I am afraid that I can offer you no welcome to Northshire. This is a surprise.”




  My father looked him up and down with stony severity.




  “So far as I am concerned, sir,” he said, “I desire no welcome from you. Had I known that you were to be amongst my near neighbors, I should not have taken up my abode here for however short a time.”




  “The sentiment,” remarked Mr. Deville, “is altogether mutual. At any rate, we can see as little of each other as possible. I wish you a good morning.”




  He raised his cap presumably to me, although he did not glance in my direction, and went off across the lawn, taking huge strides, and crossing our flower beds with reckless unconcern. My father watched him go with a dark shadow resting upon his face. He laid his fingers upon my arm, and their touch through my thin gown was like the touch of fire. I looked into his still, calm face, and I wondered. It was marvellous that a man should wear such a mask.




  “You have known him?” I murmured. “Where? Who is he?”




  My father drew a long, inward breath through his clenched teeth.




  “That man,” he said, slowly, with his eyes still fixed upon the now distant figure, “was closely, very closely, associated with the most unhappy chapter of my life. It was all over and done with before you were old enough to understand. It is many, many years ago, but I felt in his presence as though it were but yesterday. It is many years ago—but it hurts still—like a knife it hurts.”




  He held his hand pressed convulsively to his side, and stood watching the grey, stalwart figure now almost out of sight. His face was white and strained—some symptoms of yesterday’s faintness seemed to be suggested by those wan cheeks and over bright eyes. Even I, naturally unsympathetic and callous, was moved. I laid my hand upon his shoulders.




  “It is over and finished, you say, this dark chapter,” I whispered, softly. “I would not think of it.”




  He looked at me for a moment in silence. The grey pallor still lingered in his thin, sunken cheeks, and his eyes were like cold fires. It was a face which might well guard its own secrets. I looked into it, and felt a vague sense of trouble stirring within me. Was that chapter of his life turned over and done with forever? Was that secret at which he had hinted, and the knowledge of which lay between these two, wholly of the past, or was it a live thing? I could not tell. My father was fast becoming the enigma of my life.




  “I cannot cease to think about it,” he said, slowly. “I shall never cease to think about it until—until——”




  “Until when?” I whispered.




  “Until the end,” he cried, hoarsely—“until the end, and God grant that it may not be long.”
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  This was a faithful and exact account of my meeting with the first of those two of our neighbors who seemed, according to Lady Naselton’s report, to remain entirely outside the ordinary society of the place. Curiously enough, my meeting with the second one occurred on the very next afternoon.




  We came face to face at a turning in the wood within a few yards of her odd little house, and the surprise of it almost took my breath away. Could this be the woman condemned to isolation by a whole neighborhood—the woman on whose shoulders lay the burden of Bruce Deville’s profligacy? I looked into the clear, dark eyes which met mine without any shadow of embarrassment—returning in some measure the keen interest of my own scrutiny—and the thing seemed impossible.




  She spoke to me graciously, and as though to do so were quite a matter of course. Her voice completed my subjugation. One may so often be deceived by faces, but the voice seems an infallible test.




  “There is going to be a terrible storm,” she said. “Won’t you come in for a few minutes? You will scarcely be able to get home, and these trees are not safe.”




  Even while she was speaking the big rain drops began to fall. I gathered up my skirts, and hurried along by her side.




  “It is very good of you,” I said, breathlessly. “I am dreadfully afraid of a thunderstorm.”




  We crossed the trim little lawn, and in a moment I had passed the portals of the Yellow House. The front door opened into a low, square hall, hung with old-fashioned engravings against a background of dark oak. There were rugs upon the polished floor, and several easy chairs and lounges. By the side of one was a box from Mudie’s, evidently just arrived, and a small wood fire was burning in the open grate. She laid her hand on the back of a low rocking chair.




  “Shall we sit here?” she suggested. “We can keep the door open and watch the storm. Or perhaps you would rather see as little of it as possible?”




  I took the easy chair opposite to her.




  “I don’t mind watching it from inside,” I answered. “I am not really nervous, but those trees look horribly unsafe. One wants to be on the moor to enjoy a thunderstorm.”




  She looked at me with a faint smile, kindly but critically.




  “No, you don’t look particularly nervous,” she said. “I wonder——”




  A crash of thunder drowned the rest of her sentence.




  In the silence which followed I found her studying my features intently. For some reason or other she seemed suddenly to have developed a new and strong interest in me. Her eyes were fastened upon my face. I began to feel almost uncomfortable.




  She suddenly realized it, and broke into a little laugh.




  “Forgive my staring at you so outrageously,” she exclaimed. “You must think me a very rude person. It is odd to meet any one in the woods about here, you know; and I don’t think that I have ever seen you before, have I?”




  I shook my head.




  “Probably not; unless you were at church yesterday,” I said.




  “Then I certainly have not, for I do not attend church,” she answered. “But you don’t live in church, do you?”




  I laughed.




  “Oh, no; but we have only been here a week or so,” I told her. “My name is Kate Ffolliot. I am the daughter of the new vicar, or, rather, curate-in-charge.”




  Once more the hall was filled with white light.




  There was a moment’s breathless silence, and then the thunder came crashing over our heads. When it was over she was leaning forward with her face buried in her hands. She did not look up immediately.




  “The thunder is awful!” I remarked. “I never heard it more directly overhead. I am afraid it is making you uncomfortable, is it not?”




  She did not move her hands or answer me. I rose to my feet, frightened.




  “What is the matter?” I cried. “Are you ill? Shall I call any one?”




  She raised her head and looked at me, motioning me to sit down with a little wave of her hand. Evidently the storm had affected her nerves. Her face was paler than ever save where her clenched fingers seemed to have cut into her cheeks and left red livid marks on either side. Her dark eyes were unnaturally bright and dry. She had lost that dignified serenity of manner which had first impressed me.




  “No; please sit down,” she said, softly. “I am all right—only very foolish. That last crash was too awful. It was silly of me to mind, though. I have seen worse storms. It is a sign of advancing age, I suppose.”




  I laughed. She was still regarding me fixedly.




  “So we are neighbors, Miss Ffolliot?” she remarked.




  “Close ones,” I answered. “There is only a little belt of trees between us.”




  “I might have guessed who you were,” she said. “For the moment, though, it did not occur to me. You are not,” she said, with a faint smile, “at all what one looks for in a country clergyman’s daughter.”




  “I have lived abroad nearly all my life,” I said. “I was at school in Berlin and Heidelberg. My sister has always been my father’s helper. I am afraid that parish work does not appeal to me at all.”




  “I am not surprised at that,” she answered. “One needs a special disposition to interest one’s self in those things, and, without being a physiognomist, I can tell you that you have not got it.”




  “People in the country are so stupid, and they take so much for granted,” I remarked. “If I were a philanthropist, I should certainly choose to work in a city.”




  “You are quite right,” she answered, absently. “Work amongst people who have learned to think a little for themselves is more inspiring.”




  We were silent for a moment or two. She was evidently not interested in the discussion, so I did not attempt to carry it on. I turned a little in my chair to watch the storm outside, conscious all the time that her eyes scarcely left my face.




  “I had grown so used,” she said, presently, “to the rectory being empty, that I had quite forgotten the possibility of its being occupied again. The vicar used to live several miles away. I wonder that Mr. Deville did not know anything about you—that he did not know your name, at any rate.”




  Now I was sorry that she had mentioned Mr. Deville. I was doing my best to forget all that I had heard from Lady Naselton, and to form an independent judgment; but at her words the whole substance of it returned to me with a rush. I leaned back in my chair, and looked at her thoughtfully. She was a woman whose age might be anything between thirty-five and forty. She was plainly dressed, but with a quiet elegance which forbade any idea of a country dressmaker. She was too thin for her figure to be considered in any way good; but she was tall and graceful in all her movements. Her thick, brown hair, touched here and there with grey, was parted in the middle and vigorously brushed away from a low, thoughtful forehead, over which it showed a decided propensity to wave. Her features were good and strongly marked, and her skin was perfect. Her eyes were bright and dark, her mouth piquant and humorous. She had no pretence to beauty, but she was certainly a very attractive and a very well-bred woman. I had never in all my life seen any one who suggested less those things at which Lady Naselton had hinted.




  Perhaps she saw the slight change in my face at Mr. Deville’s name. At any rate, she turned the conversation.




  “Have you been living in the country before you came here, or near a large city?” she asked. “You will find it very quiet here!”




  “We came from Belchester,” I answered. “My father had a church in the suburbs there. It was very horrid; I was not there long, but I hated it. I think the most desolate country region in the world is better than suburbanism.”




  “I don’t think that I agree with you,” she smiled. “In a large community at any rate you are closer to the problems of life. I was at Belchester not long ago, and I found it very interesting.”




  “You were at Belchester!” I repeated in surprise.




  “Yes; I was electioneering. I came to help Mr. Densham.”




  “What! The Socialist!” I cried.




  She nodded, and I could see that the corners of her mouth were twitching with amusement.




  “Yes. I thought that Belchester was rather an enlightened place. We polled over four thousand votes. I think if we had another week or two, and a few less helpers we might have got Mr. Densham in.”




  “A few less helpers!” I repeated, aimlessly.




  “Yes. That is the worst of Labor and Socialist meetings. There is such a terrible craving amongst the working classes to become stump orators. You cannot teach them to hold their tongues. They make silly speeches, and of course the newspapers on the other side report them, and we get the discredit of their opinions. One always suffers most at the hands of one’s friends.”




  I looked at her in silent wonder. I, too, had helped at that election—that is to say, I had driven about in the Countess of Applecorn’s barouche with a great bunch of cornflower in my gown, and talked amiably to a lot of uninteresting people. I had a dim recollection of a one-horse wagonette which we had passed on the way preceded by a brass band and a lot of factory hands, and of Lady Applecorn raising her gold-rimmed eyeglass and saying something about the Socialist candidate.




  “Did you make speeches—and that sort of thing?” I asked, hesitatingly.




  She laughed outright.




  “Of course I did. How else could I have helped? I am afraid that you are beginning to think that I am a very terrible person,” she added, with a decided twinkle in her rich brown eyes.




  “Please don’t say that!” I begged. “Only I have been brought up always with people who shuddered at the very mention of the word both here and abroad, and I daresay that I have a wrong impression about it all. For one thing I thought it was only poor people who were Socialists.”




  For a moment she looked grave.




  “True Socialism is the most fascinating of all doctrines for the rich and the poor, for all thoughtful men and women,” she said, quietly. “It is a religion as well as the very core of politics. But we will not talk about that now. Are you interested in the new books? You might like to see some of these.”




  She pointed at the box. “I get all the new novels, but I read very few of them.”




  I looked them over as she handed the volumes out to me. I had read a good many books in which she was interested. We began to discuss them, casually at first, and then eagerly. An hour or more must have slipped away. At last I looked at the clock and sprang up.




  “You must have some tea,” she said, with her hand on the bell. “Please do not hurry away.”




  I hesitated, but she seemed to take my consent for granted, and I suffered myself to be persuaded.




  “Come and see my den while they bring it.”




  She opened a door on the left hand of the hall, and I passed by her side into a large room of irregular shape, from which French windows led out on to the trim little lawn. The walls were almost lined with books—my father’s library did not hold so many. A writing table drawn up to the window was covered with loose sheets of paper and works of reference turned upon their faces. For the rest the room was a marvel of delicate coloring and refined femininity. There were plenty of cosy chairs, and three-legged tables, with their burden of dainty china, rare statuettes, and many vases of flowers, mostly clustering yellow roses. But what absorbed my attention after my rapid glance around was the fact that Mr. Bruce Deville was sitting in a very comfortable chair near the window, reading one of the loose sheets of paper which he had taken from the desk.




  He rose from his feet at the sound of the opening of the door, but he did not immediately look up. He spoke to her, and I scarcely recognized his voice. His gruffness was gone! It was mellow and good-humored.




  “Marcia! Marcia! Why can’t you leave poor Harris alone?” he said. “You will drive him out of his senses if you sling Greek at him like this. You women are so vindictive!”




  “If you will condescend to turn round,” she answered, smiling, “I shall be glad to know how you got in here, and what are you doing with my manuscript?”




  He looked up, and the sheet fluttered from his fingers. He regarded me with undiluted astonishment. “Well, I came in at the window,” he answered. “I was in a hurry to escape getting wet through. I had no idea that you had a visitor!”




  I glanced towards her. She was in no way discomposed or annoyed.




  “I am not inclined to walk this afternoon,” she said. “Will you come down after dinner, about nine? I want to see you, but not just now.”




  He nodded, and took up his cap. At the window he looked back at me curiously. For a moment he seemed about to speak. He contented himself, however, with a parting bow, to which I responded. Directly he got outside the garden he took his pipe from his pocket and lit it.




  The incident did not seem to have troubled her in any way. She pointed out some of the treasures of her room, elegant little trifles, collected in many countries of the world, but I am afraid I was not very attentive.




  “Is Mr. Deville a relation of yours?” I asked, rather abruptly.




  She had just taken down a little Italian statuette for my inspection, and she replaced it carefully before she answered.




  “No. We are friends. I have known him for a good many years.”




  A tiny Burmese gong rang out from the hall. She came across the room towards me, smiling pleasantly.




  “Shall we go and have some tea? I always want tea so much after a thunderstorm. I will show you some more of my Penates, if you like afterwards.”




  I followed her into the hall, and took my tea from the hands of a prim little maid servant. With the Dresden cup between my fingers a sudden thought flashed into my mind. If only Lady Naselton could see me. Unconsciously my lips parted, and I laughed outright.




  “Do forgive me,” I begged. “Something came into my mind. It was too funny. I could not help laughing.”




  “To be able to laugh at one’s thoughts is a luxury,” she answered. “I know a man who lived through a terrible illness solely because of his sense of humor. There are so many things to laugh at in the world, if only one sees them in the right light. Let me give you some more tea.”




  I set down my cup. “No more, thanks. That has been delicious. I wonder whether I might ask you a question?” I added. “I should like to if I might.”




  “Well, you certainly may,” she answered, good-humoredly.




  “Mr. Deville spoke of your work,” I continued; “and of course I could see you had been writing. Do you write fiction? I think it is so delightful for women to do anything for themselves—any real work, I mean. Do you mind my asking?”




  “I do not write fiction as a rule,” she said, slowly. “I write for the newspapers. I was a correspondent for several years for one of the dailies. I write more now for a purpose. I am one of the ‘abhorred tribe,’ you know—a Socialist, or what people understand as a Socialist. Are you horrified?”




  “Not in the least,” I answered her; “only I should like to know more about it. From what I have heard about Socialism I should never have dreamed of associating it with—well, with Dresden cups and saucers, for instance,” I laughed, motioning to her own.




  Her eyes twinkled. “Poor child,” she said, “you have all the old-fashioned ideas about us and our beliefs, I suppose. I am not sure that, if you were a properly regulated young lady, you would not get up and walk out of the house.”




  A shadow had fallen across the open doorway, and a familiar voice, stern, but tremulous with passion, took up her words.




  “That is precisely what my daughter will do, madam! At once, and without delay! Do you hear, Kate?”




  I rose to my feet dumb with amazement. My father’s tall figure, drawn to its utmost height, stood out with almost startling vividness against the sunlit space beyond. A deep red flush was on his pale cheeks. His eyes seemed on fire with anger. My hostess rose to her feet with dignity.




  “Your daughter is at liberty to remain or go at any time,” she said, coolly. “I presume that I am addressing Mr. Ffolliot?”




  She looked over my shoulder towards my father, and their eyes met. I looked from one to the other, conscious that something was passing outside my knowledge—something between those two. Her eyes had become like dull stones. Her face had grown strangely hard and cold. There was a brief period of intense silence, broken only by a slow, monotonous ticking of the hall clock and the flutter of the birds’ wings from amongst the elm trees outside. A breath of wind brought a shower of rain drops down on to the gravel path. A sparrow flew twittering into the hall and out again. Then it came to an end.




  “Marcia!”




  His single cry rang out like a pistol shot upon the intense silence. He took a quick step across the threshold. She held out both her hands in front of her, and he stopped short.




  “You had better go,” she said. “You had better go quickly.”




  I went out and took my father’s arm. He let me lead him away without a word; but he would have fallen several times if it had not been for my support. When we reached home he turned at once into the library.




  “Go away, Kate,” he said, wearily. “I must be alone. See that I am not disturbed.”




  I hesitated, but he insisted. I shut the door and left him. I, too, wanted to be alone. My brain was in a whirl. What was this past whose ghosts seemed rising up one by one to confront us? First there had been Mr. Deville, and now the woman whom my father had called Marcia. What were they to him? What had he to do with them? Where had their lives touched? I pressed my hot forehead against the window-pane, and looked across at the Yellow House. The sunlight was flashing and glistening upon its damp, rain-soaked front. In the doorway a woman was standing, shading her eyes with her hand, and looking across the park. I followed her gaze, and saw for whom she was waiting. Bruce Deville was walking swiftly towards her. I saw him leap a fence to save a few yards, and he was taking huge and rapid strides. I turned away from my window and hid my face in my hands.
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  Naturally I expected that some time that night my father would have spoken to me concerning the strange meeting at the house of the woman whom he had called Marcia. In a sense I feared what he might have to say. Already I was beginning to reckon those few hours as an epoch in my life. Never had I met any one whom in so short a time had attracted me so much. I found myself thinking of her continually, and the more I thought the more I scoffed at the idea of connecting in any way with her those things at which Lady Naselton had hinted. There seemed something almost grossly incongruous in any such idea. The more I thought of her the more resolute I became in putting all such thoughts behind me. And, apart from my judgment, which was altogether on her side, I was conscious of a vague personal attraction, almost a fascination, which had a wonderful effect on me. The manner of her life, her surroundings, that air of quiet, forcible elegance, which seemed to assert itself alike in her house, her dress, and her conversation, were a revelation to me. She was original too, obviously intellectual, a woman who held her life well within control, and lived it fearlessly and self-reliantly. I had never met any one like it before, and I longed to see more of her. My one fear was lest my father should lay some stern embargo upon my association with her. In that case I had made up my mind not to yield without a struggle. I would be quite sure that it was not a matter of merely prejudice before I consented to give up what promised to be the most delightful friendship I had ever known.




  But, rather to my surprise, and a little to my relief, my father ignored our afternoon’s adventure when I saw him again. He came in to dinner as usual, carefully dressed, and ate and drank with his customary fine care that everything of which he partook should be of the best of its kind. After he had left the table we saw no more of him. He went straight to his study, and I heard the door shut and the key turned—a sign that he was on no account to be disturbed; and though I sat in the drawing room until long after my usual time for retiring, and afterwards remained in my room till the small hours commenced to chime, his door remained locked. Yet in the morning he was down before us. He was standing at the window when I came into the breakfast room, and the clear morning light fell mercilessly on his white face, pallid and lined with the marks of his long vigil. It seemed to me that he greeted us both more quietly than usual.




  During breakfast time I made a few remarks to him, but they passed unnoticed, or elicited only a monosyllabic reply. Alice spoke of the schools, but he seemed scarcely to hear. We all became silent. As we were on the point of rising, the unusual sound of wheels outside attracted our attention. A fly was passing slowly along the road beyond our hedge. I caught a glimpse of a woman’s face inside, and half rose up.




  “She is going away!” I exclaimed.




  My father, too, had half risen. He made a movement as though to hurry from the room, but with an effort he restrained himself. The effect of her appearance upon him was very evident to me. His under lip was twitching, and his long, white fingers were nervously interlaced. Alice, bland and unseeing, glanced carelessly out of the window.




  “It is our mysterious neighbor from the Yellow House,” she remarked. “If a tithe of what people say about her is true we ought to rejoice that she is going away. It is a pity she is not leaving for good.”




  My father opened his lips as though about to speak. He changed his mind, however, and left the room. The burden of her defence remained with me.




  “If I were you I would not take any notice of what people say about her,” I remarked. “In all probability you will only hear a pack of lies. I had tea with her yesterday afternoon, and she seemed to me to be a very well-bred and distinguished woman.”




  Alice looked at me with wide-open eyes, and an expression almost of horror in her face.




  “Do you mean to say that you have been to see her, that you have been inside her house, Kate?” she cried.




  I nodded.




  “I was caught in the rain and she asked me in,” I explained, coolly. “Afterwards I liked her so much that I was glad to stay to tea when she asked me. She is a very charming woman.”




  Alice looked at me blankly.




  “But, Kate, didn’t Lady Naselton tell you about her? Surely you have heard what people say?”




  I shrugged my shoulders slightly.




  “Lady Naselton told me a good many things,” I answered; “but I do not make a point of believing everything disagreeable which I hear about people. Do you think that charitable yourself?”




  My sister’s face hardened. She had all the prejudices of her type, in her case developed before their time. She was the vicar’s daughter, in whose eyes the very breath of scandal was like a devastating wind. Her point of view, and consequently her judgment, seemed to me alike narrow and cruel.




  “You forget your position,” she said, with cold indignation. “There are other reports of that woman besides Lady Naselton’s. Depend upon it there is no smoke without fire. It is most indiscreet of you to have had any communication with her.”




  “That,” I declared, “is a matter of opinion.”




  “I believe that she is not a nice woman,” Alice said, firmly.




  “And I shall believe her to be a very nice one until I know the contrary,” I answered. “I know her and you do not, and I can assure you that she is much more interesting than any of the women who have called upon us round here.”




  Alice was getting angry with me.




  “You prefer an interesting woman to a good one,” she said, warmly.




  “Without going quite so far as that, I certainly think that it is unfortunate that most of the good women whom one meets are so uninteresting,” I answered. “Goodness seems so satisfying—in the case of repletion. I mean—it doesn’t seem to leave room for anything else.”




  Whereupon Alice left me in despair, and I found myself face to face with my father. He looked at me in stern disapproval. There was a distinctly marked frown on his forehead.




  “You are too fond of those flighty sayings, Kate,” he remarked, sternly. “Let me hear less of them.”




  I made no reply. There were times when I was almost afraid of my father, when a suppressed irritation of manner seemed like the thin veneer beneath which a volcano was trembling. To-day the signs were there. I made haste to change the subject.




  “The letters have just come,” I said, holding out a little packet to him. “There is one for you from a place I never heard of—somewhere in South America, I think.”




  He took them from me and glanced at the handwriting of the topmost one. Then for a short space of time I saw another man before me. The calm strength of his refined, thoughtful face was transformed. Like a flash the gleam of a dark passion lit up his brilliant eyes. His lips quivered, his fingers were clenched together. For a moment I thought he would have torn the letter into shreds unopened. With an evident effort, however, he restrained himself, and went out of the room bearing the letter in his hand.




  I heard him walking about in his study all the morning. At luncheon time he had quite recovered his composure, but towards its close he made, for us, a somewhat startling announcement.




  “I am going to London this afternoon,” he said, quietly.




  “To London?” we both echoed.




  “Yes. There is a little business there which requires my personal attention.”




  Under the circumstances Alice was even more surprised than I was.




  “But how about Mr. Hewitt?” she reminded him blandly. “We were to meet him at the schools at five o’clock this afternoon about the new ventilators.”




  “Mr. Hewitt must be put off until my return,” my father answered. “The schools have done without them for ten years so they can go on for another week. Can I trouble you for the Worcestershire sauce, Kate?”




  This was my father’s method of closing the subject. Alice looked at me with perplexed face, but my thoughts were elsewhere. I was wondering whether my father would undertake a commission for me at Debenham and Freebody’s.




  “Shall you be going West?” I asked him.




  He looked up at me and hesitated for a moment.




  “My business is in the city,” he said, coldly. “What do you call West?”




  “Regent Street,” I answered.




  He considered a few moments.




  “I may be near there,” he said. “If so I will try to do what you require. Do not be disappointed if I should happen to forget about it, though. If it is important you had better send direct.”




  “I would rather you called if it wouldn’t be bothering you,” I told him. “There is some money to pay, and it would save my getting postal orders.”




  I left the room to write a note. When I came back my father had gone into his study. I followed him there, and, entering the room without knocking, found him bending over his desk.




  He looked up at me and frowned.




  “What do you want?” he said, sharply.




  I explained, and he took the note from me, listening to the details of my commission, and making a note in his pocket-book.




  “I will see to this for you if I can,” he said. “I will not promise, because I shall have other and more important matters to take up my attention. In the meantime, I should be glad to be left undisturbed for an hour. I have some letters to write.”




  I left him at once, and I heard the key turn in the door after me. At half-past three a fly arrived from the Junction, and he appeared upon the step carrying a small black bag in his hand.




  “I shall be back,” he said, “on Friday. Goodbye, Alice; goodbye, Kate.”




  We kissed him, and he got up in the carriage and drove off. Alice and I remained upon the doorstep looking at one another. We both felt that there was something mysterious about his sudden departure.




  “Have you any idea what it means?” she asked me.




  I shook my head.




  “He has not told me anything,” I said. “Didn’t you say that he used to go to London often when you were at Belchester?”




  Alice looked very grave.




  “Yes,” she said; “and that is one reason why we left the place. The people did not like it. He went away very often; and, indeed, old Colonel Dacre wrote to the Bishop about it.”




  “He was a meddlesome old duffer,” I remarked, leaning against the door-post with my face turned towards the Yellow House.




  “He was rather a busybody,” Alice admitted; “but I am not surprised that he wrote to the Bishop. A good many other people used to complain about it. You were not in Belchester very long, so of course you knew nothing about it.”




  “And do you mean to say that you have no idea at all why he went so often? You don’t know what he did there, or anything, not even where he stayed?”




  “Not the shred of an idea,” Alice declared. “It used to worry me a great deal, and when I came here I hoped it was all over. Now it seems as though it were all beginning again!”




  “I believe,” I said, “that I know what took him up to London to-day.”




  “Really!” Alice cried, eagerly.




  I nodded.




  “It was a letter.”




  “One that he had this morning?”




  “Yes.”




  “How do you know?”




  “Morris gave me the letters through the window,” I answered. “There were only two for father. One was from Mr. Hewitt—that was about the schools you know, and the other was from somewhere in South America. It was that letter which took him to London.”




  She looked at me with knitted brows, and a general expression of perplexity.




  “From South America! I never heard father speak of any one there.”




  “From South America,” I repeated. “It was a large square envelope, and the writing was very fine and delicate.”




  “I wonder,” Alice suggested, thoughtfully, “whether we have any relatives out there of whom we do not know. It may be that. Perhaps they are poor, and—”




  I interrupted her.




  “This letter was not from a poor person,” I declared, confidently. “The notepaper, or rather the envelope, was expensive, and in very good style. I believe there was a crest on the envelope.”




  “Still,” Alice remarked, “we cannot be certain—especially if the letter was from South America—that it was the cause of his going to London.”




  “I think we can,” I answered. “In one corner there were three words, written very small—“London about fifteenth.”




  We exchanged glances.




  “To-day is the fifteenth,” Alice remarked.




  I nodded. It was true. My sister’s eyes were full of trouble.




  “I wonder,” she said, softly, “what will be the end of it all? Sometimes I am almost afraid.”




  And I, who knew more than she did, was also troubled. Already I was growing to fear my father. Always he seemed to move amongst us with an air of stern repression, as though he were indeed playing a part, wearing always a mask, and as though his real life lay somewhere else, somewhere in the past, or—worst still—somewhere in the present, far away from our quiet little village. I thought of all the stories I had read of men who had lived double lives—men with a double personality one side of whose life and actions must necessarily be a wholesale lie. The fear of something of this sort in connection with my father was gradually laying chill hold upon me. He fulfilled his small parish obligations, and carried himself through the little routine of our domestic life with a stern air of thoughtful abstraction, as though he were performing in a mechanical manner duties contemptible, trivial, and uninteresting, for some secret and hidden reason. Was there another life? My own eyes had shown me that there was another man. Twice had I seen this mask raised; first when he had come face to face with Bruce Deville, and again when he had found me talking with our curious neighbor beneath the roof of the Yellow House. Another man had leaped out then. Who was he? What was he? Did he exist solely in the past, or was there a present—worse still, a future—to be developed?




  We were standing side by side at the window. Suddenly there was a diversion. Our gate was flung open. A tall figure came up the drive towards the house. Alice watched it with curiosity.




  “Here is a visitor,” she remarked. “We had better go away.”




  I recognized him, and I remained where I was. After that little scene upon the lawn only last Sunday I certainly had not expected to see Mr. Bruce Deville again within the confines of our little demesne. Yet there he was, walking swiftly up the gravel walk—tall, untidy, and with that habitual contraction of the thick eyebrows which was almost a scowl. I stepped out to meet him, leaving Alice at the window. He regarded us coldly, and raised his cap with the stiffest and most ungracious of salutes.




  “Is Mr. Ffolliot in?” he asked me. “I should like to have a word with him.”




  I ignored his question for a moment.




  “Good morning, Mr. Deville,” I said, quietly.




  His color rose a little. He was not so insensible as he tried to appear, but his bow was flagrantly ironical.




  “Good morning, Miss Ffolliot,” he answered, frigidly. “I should like a word with your father—if I could trouble you so far as to tell him that I am here.”




  “My father will be exceedingly sorry to have missed you,” I answered, smiling upon him; “he is out just now.”




  His frown deepened, and he was obviously annoyed. He made ready to depart.




  “Can you tell me when he will be in?” he asked. “I will call again.”




  “I am afraid that I cannot positively,” I answered. “We expect him home on Friday, but I don’t know at what time.”




  He turned round upon me with a sudden change on his face. His curiously colored eyes seemed to have caught fire.




  “Do you mean that he has gone away?” he asked, brusquely.




  “He has gone to London this afternoon,” I answered. “Can I give him any message from you?”




  He stood quite still, and seemed to be looking me through and through. Then he drew a small time-table from his pocket.




  “Annesly Junction, 3.30; St. Pancras, 7.50,” he muttered to himself. “Thank you; good morning.”




  He turned upon his heel, but I called him back.




  “Mr. Deville.”




  He stopped short and looked round. “I beg your pardon,” he said; “I am in a hurry.”




  “Oh, very well,” I answered. “I should be sorry to detain you. You dropped something when you took out your time-table, and it occurred to me that you might want it again. That is all.”




  He came back with three great strides. A square envelope, to which I was pointing, lay on the ground almost at my feet. As he stooped to pick it up I too glanced at it for the second time. A little exclamation escaped from my lips. He looked at me inquiringly.




  “Is anything the matter?” he asked.




  I shook my head.




  “Good morning Mr. Deville.”




  He hesitated for a moment. He was evidently desirous of knowing why I had uttered that exclamation. I did not choose to satisfy him.




  “I thought you made some remark,” he said. “What was it?”




  “It was nothing,” I told him. “You are in a hurry, I think you said. Don’t let me keep you.”




  He pocketed the envelope and strode away. Alice came out of the low window to me, looking after him with wide-open eyes.




  “What an extraordinary man!” she exclaimed.




  But I did not answer her immediately, I had found something else to think about. There was no possibility of any mistake. The handwriting upon the envelope which Mr. Deville had dropped was the same as that which had summoned my father to London.
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  On the Thursday following my father’s departure for London Lady Naselton sent her carriage for me, and a note marked urgent. It contained only a few lines, evidently written in a hurry.




  

    “Naselton, Thursday.  




    “My Dear Girl,—Put on your calling-frock, and come up to tea at once. The Romneys and a few other people are coming over, and Fred brought a most interesting man down from town this morning. I want you to know him. He is quite delightful to talk to, and is a millionaire! Come and help me entertain him.




    “Yours ever,


    “Amy Naselton.”


  




  I laughed as I went upstairs to change my things. Lady Naselton was famed throughout the county as an inveterate matchmaker. Without a doubt the millionaire who was delightful to talk to was already in her mind as the most suitable match for a poor country clergyman’s daughter who had the misfortune to possess ambitions. I could tell by the fussy manner in which she greeted me that she considered the matter already almost settled. The room was full of people, but my particular victim was sitting alone in a recess. Evidently he had been kept back for my behoof. Lady Naselton, as though suddenly remembering his presence, brought him over and introduced him at once.




  “Mr. Berdenstein,” she said—“Miss Ffolliot. Will you see that Miss Ffolliot has some tea?” she added, smiling upon him blandly. “My servants all seem so stupid to-day.”




  I sat down and looked at him while he attended to my wants. At the first glance I disliked him. He was tall and dark, with sallow face and regular features of somewhat Jewish type. There was too much unction about his manner. He smiled continually, and showed his teeth too often. I found myself wondering whether he had made his million in a shop. I was forced to talk to him, however, and I settled myself down to be bored.




  “You have not been in England long?” I asked.




  “About three days,” he answered.




  His voice was not so bad. I looked at him again. His face was not a pleasant one, and he seemed to be scarcely at his ease, added to which something in his bearing indistinctly suggested a limited acquaintance with drawing rooms such as Lady Naselton’s. Yet it was possible that he was clever. His forehead was well shaped, and his mouth determined.




  “Mr. Fred Naselton was the first man I saw in London,” he went on. “It was a very odd thing to run against him before I was well off the ship.”




  “He was an old friend of yours?” I continued, purely for the sake of keeping up the conversation.




  “Not very. Oh, no! Scarcely friend at all,” he disclaimed. “I did him a turn in Rio last month. Nothing to speak of, but he was grateful.”




  “Where?” I asked, abruptly.




  “Rio,” he repeated. “Rio Janeiro—you know, capital of South America.”




  I turned and faced him suddenly. His eyes had been fixed on my face. He had been watching me furtively. My heart beat suddenly faster. I drew a little breath, I could not trust myself to speak for a moment. After a brief pause he continued—




  “I’ve been out there a good many years. Long enough to get jolly well sick of the place and people and everything connected with it. I’m thankful to say that I’ve finished with it.”




  “You are not going back, then,” I remarked, indifferently.




  “Not I,” he declared. “I only went to make money, and I’ve made it—a good deal. Now I’m going to enjoy it, here, in the old country. Marry and settle down, and all that sort of thing, you know, Miss Ffolliot.”




  His keen, black eyes were fixed upon my face. I felt a slight flush of color in my cheeks. At that moment I hated Lady Naselton. She had been talking to this odious man about me, and he had been quick enough to understand her aright. I should have liked to have got up but for a certain reason. He had come from South America. He had arrived in London about the 15th. So I sat there and suffered.




  “A most praiseworthy ambition,” I remarked, with a sarcasm which I strove vainly to keep to myself. “I am sure I wish you every success.”




  “That is very good of you,” he answered, slowly. “Wishes count for a good deal sometimes. I am very thankful for yours.”




  “Wishes cost little,” I answered, coldly, “and I am afraid that mine are practically valueless. Have you been away from England long?”




  “For many years,” he answered, after a slight hesitation.




  “It seems odd,” I remarked, “that your first visit should be at the house of a comparative stranger. Have you no relations or old friends to welcome you back?”




  A slight and peculiar smile hovered upon his lips.




  “I have some old friends,” he said, quietly; “I do not know whether they will welcome me home again. Soon I shall know. I am not far away from them.”




  “Do they know of your return?” I asked.




  “Some of them. One of them I should say,” he answered. “The one about whom I care does not know.”




  “You are going to surprise him?” I remarked.




  “I am going to surprise her,” he corrected.




  There was a short silence. I had no more doubt in my mind. Chance had brought me face to face with the writer of that letter to my father, the man to find whom he was even now in London. Perhaps they had already met; I stole a glance at him; he was furtively watching me all the while.




  “I have also,” he said, “a sister of whom I am very fond. She lives in Paris. I have written to her to come to me—not here, of course, to London.”




  I turned a little in my chair and faced him.




  “I wonder,” I said, “if amongst those friends of whom you speak there is any one whom I know.”




  His lips parted, and he showed all his glistening white teeth.




  “Somehow,” he said, softly, under his breath, “I thought you knew. Has your father sent you here? Have you any message for me? If so, let me have it, we may be disturbed.”




  I shook my head.




  “My father is in London,” I told him. “He left the morning he had your letter.”




  “When is he coming back?” he asked, eagerly.




  “On Friday, I believe,” I answered. “I am not quite sure. At any rate, he will be here by Sunday.”




  An odd look flashed for a moment across the man’s face. It gave me an uneasy sensation.




  “Have you seen him in London?” I asked, quickly.




  “Certainly not,” he answered; “I have seen no one. I have only been in England for a day or two. I shall look forward,” he added, “to the pleasure of seeing your father on Sunday.”




  “And Mr. Bruce Deville?” I inquired.




  He looked at me suspiciously. He was wondering how much I knew.




  “Mr. Bruce Deville?” he said, slowly. “I have not seen him lately; they tell me he has altered a great deal.”




  “I have only known him a week, and so I cannot tell,” I answered.




  Again he fixed his little dark eyes upon me; he was evidently completely puzzled.




  “You have only known him a week, and yet you know that—that he and I are not strangers?”




  “I learned it by accident,” I answered.




  Obviously he did not believe me; he hesitated for a moment to put his disbelief into words, and in the meantime I made a bold stroke.




  “Have you seen Adelaide Fortress yet?” I asked.




  His face changed. He looked at me half in wonder, half eagerly; his whole expression had softened.




  “Not yet,” he said; “I am waiting to know where she is; I would go to her to-day—if only I dared—if only I dared!”




  His dark eyes were lit with passion; a pale shade seemed to have crept in upon the sallowness of his cheeks.




  “When you talk of her,” he said, speaking rapidly, and with his voice thick with some manner of agitation, “you make me forget everything! You make me forget who you are, who she is, where we are! I remember only that she exists! Oh, my God!”




  I laid my hand upon his coat sleeve.




  “Be careful,” I whispered. “People will notice you; speak lower.”




  His voice sank; it was still, however, hoarse with passion.




  “I shall know soon,” he said, “very soon, whether the years have made her any kinder; whether the dream, the wild dream of my life, is any nearer completion. Oh, you may start!” he added, looking into my white, puzzled face; “you and your father, and Deville, and the whole world may know it. I love her still! I am going to regain her or die! There! You see it is to be no secret war; go and tell your father if you like, tell them all, bid them prepare. If they stand in my way they must suffer. Soon I am going to her. I am going to stand before her and point to my grey hairs, and say, ‘Every one of them is a thought of you; every day of my life has been moulded towards the winning of you.’ And when I tell her that, and point to the past, she will be mine again.”




  “You are very sure of her,” I murmured.




  His face fell.




  “Alas! no,” he cried, “I cannot say that; only it is my hope and my passion which are so strong. They run away with me; I picture it to myself—this blessed thing—and I forget. Listen!” he added, with sudden emphasis, “you must promise me something. I have let my tongue go too fast. I have talked to you as my other self; you must promise me one thing.”




  “What is it?” I asked.




  “You must promise me that you will not speak of my presence here to her. In a day or two—well, we shall see. I shall go to her then; I shall risk everything. But at present, no! She must be ignorant of my return until I myself declare it. You will promise me this?”




  I promised. I scarcely dared do otherwise if I wished to avoid a scene, for already the agitation and occasional excitement of his speech were attracting attention. But, having promised, I asked him a question.




  “Will not Mr. Deville tell her—or my father?”




  “It is just possible that Mr. Deville might,” he said, with the air of one who had well considered the matter. “But I do not think it likely; there are certain reasons which would probably keep him silent.”




  “And my father?” I asked.




  Again there was an odd look in his face. Somehow it filled me with vague alarm; I could not imagine what it meant.




  “I do not think,” he answered, “that your father will tell her; I am nearly sure that he will not. No, I myself shall announce my return. I shall stand face to face with her before she has learned to school her countenance. I shall see in the light or in the darkness how she holds me. It will be a test—a glorious test.”




  Lady Naselton came rustling up to us with beaming face. “My dear girl,” she said, “I am so sorry to disturb you, you both look so interested. Whatever you have found to talk about I can’t imagine. Lady Romney is going; she would so like to know you. Would you mind coming to speak to her?”




  “With pleasure,” I declared, rising at once to my feet; “I must be going too. Good afternoon, Mr. Berdenstein.”




  He held out his hand, but I had no intention of shaking hands with him. I bowed coldly, and turned to follow Lady Naselton.




  “Perhaps it is best,” he murmured, leaning a little forward. “We cannot possibly be friends; no doubt you hate me; we are on opposite sides. Good afternoon, Miss Ffolliot.”




  I followed Lady Naselton, but before we had reached the Romneys I stopped her.




  “Lady Naselton, who is that man?” I asked her. “What do you know of him?”




  “My dear child,” she answered, “from the confidential manner in which you have been talking all this time, I should have imagined that he had told you his history from childhood. Frankly, I don’t know anything about him at all. He was very good to Fred in South America, and he has made a lot of money, that is really all I know. Fred met him in town, and brought him down without notice. I hope,” she added, looking at my pale face, “that he has been behaving himself properly.”




  “I have no fault to find with him,” I answered. “I was curious, that is all.”




  “I am so glad, dear,” she answered, smiling. “For a millionaire you know, I don’t consider him at all unpresentable, do you?”




  I smiled faintly. Poor Lady Naselton!




  “He did not strike me as being remarkably objectionable,” I answered. “He is a little awkward, and very confidential.”




  Lady Naselton piloted me across the room towards the Romneys, with her arm linked in mine.




  “We must make a few allowances, my dear,” she whispered, confidentially. “One cannot have everything nowadays. He is really not so bad, and the money is quite safe. In diamonds, or something, Fred says. It is quite a million.”




  I glanced back to him as I stood talking with the Romneys. He was sitting quietly where I had left him, watching me covertly. His black eyebrows were drawn together, and a certain look of anxiety seemed to have sharpened his sallow features. His eyes fell at once before mine. I felt that I would have given everything I possessed in the world to have known who he was.
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  Friday passed without any sign of my father’s return, and when on Saturday morning we found no letter from him upon the breakfast table, the vague disquiet of the day before assumed a definite shape. We looked into one another’s faces, and we were seriously alarmed.




  “We shall be sure to hear from him in an hour or two,” Alice said, holding her cup to her lips with shaking hands. “He must have missed the post. We shall have a telegram.”




  “I hope so,” I answered, fervently. “Nothing can have happened to him, of course. It is absurd to feel nervous. But it is too bad of him. He ought to have written. However busy he is, he could have found a minute or two.”




  “I will never let him go away again without leaving us an address of some sort,” Alice declared. “No doubt he will telegraph soon. Still, one cannot help feeling uneasy.”




  But no telegram arrived. Luncheon time came and passed without a word. The afternoon dragged on. The last train from London was due at the nearest railway station—three miles away—at six o’clock. At eight o’clock he had not returned. More than an hour ago a fly with luggage from the train had passed our gate and gone on to the Yellow House. Alice was as white as a sheet, and commenced to cry softly to herself.




  “There is a service to-morrow morning, and no one to help,” she moaned. “He must be very ill. What had we better do, Kate?”




  Do! How was I to know? Action of any sort would have been a relief, but it was like groping in the dark. He had left no address to which we could write, and, so far as we knew, he did not belong to any club nor had he any friends in London. There was no means of tracing him, not a clue as to the nature of the business which had called him so suddenly to town. Even granting that he had gone to see Mr. Berdenstein, to meet him on his arrival in London, it was hopeless to try and imagine where he might be prosecuting his search. Mr. Berdenstein had denied that he had met him. Without a doubt he would deny it again if I went to him. As he had told me plainly that we were on opposite sides, to look for help from him was utterly futile. We girls were helpless. Alice, whose instincts were largely conventional, was feeling chiefly the scandal which must accrue when his place in the pulpit to-morrow remained empty and service had to be abandoned. For my part, my anxieties were deeper. Chance had placed in my hands the threads of a mystery whose unravelment was threatened with terrible possibilities. I could not tell what the end of it might be. I scarcely dared to let my mind dwell upon it at all. I concentrated my thoughts upon the present dilemma. The first thing to be done was to find my father. There was only one possible shadow of a clue as to his whereabouts. One man knew the secret of that letter which had called him up to London. To this man I resolved that I would go.




  But as dusk came on, and I was preparing to start for the Court, I saw his tall figure crossing the park towards the Yellow House. I did not hesitate then any more. To see him there would be easier than to confront him alone at the Court. I threw a cloak over my shoulders and went bareheaded down the drive. The thing which I was proposing to myself to do was simple enough in effect, although with my overwrought nerves it presented itself to me at the time as a somewhat formidable undertaking. I was going to confront them together. I was going to pray for their help.




  I walked swiftly across the park and through the plantation to the Yellow House, and after pausing for a moment to regain my breath, I rang the bell. There was no immediate answer, and save that I could see through a chink in the drawn curtains a rose-shaded lamp burning in the drawing room, I should have feared that after all Adelaide Fortress had not returned. But in a few minutes the trim little maid-servant opened the door, letting out a flood of light. She started with surprise to see me standing there, looking no doubt a little ghost-like with my white, anxious face and uncovered head.




  “I want to speak to Mrs. Fortress,” I said. “Is she in?”




  The girl hesitated, but I took her assent for granted, and stepped into the hall. She moved towards the drawing room door. I kept close by her side, and when she opened it I crossed the threshold.




  Bruce Deville was there, sitting in a low chair. To my surprise he was wearing evening dress, and he had a book in his hand, from which he appeared to have been reading aloud. At my entrance he rose to his feet at once with a little exclamation of surprise. Adelaide Fortress, whose back had been turned to the door, turned sharply round. She too rose to her feet. A swift look passed between them, which did not escape me.




  “Miss Ffolliot!” she exclaimed. “Why, is anything the matter?” The little maid had retreated, and closed the door. I advanced a few steps further into the room. Somehow I became dimly conscious that their attitude towards me, or my mission, if they had surmised its purport, was in a certain sense hostile. I looked into the woman’s eyes, and I was perplexed. Something had come between us. Perhaps it was my father’s stern words to her, perhaps it was some shadow from those former days concerning which they certainly had some common knowledge. But from whatever cause it arose there was certainly a change. The frank sympathy which seemed to have sprung up between us on that delightful afternoon was altogether a thing of the past, almost as though it had never been. She faced me coldly, with indrawn lips and unfriendly face. I was confused and perplexed; yet even in that same moment a thought flashed in upon me. She was wearing a mask. For some reason or other she was putting away her friendliness. Surely it was the memory of my father’s words.




  “It was Mr. Deville I wanted to see,” I said. “I saw him cross the park on his way here, so I followed. I am in trouble. I wanted to ask him a question.”




  He stood leaning against the broad mantelpiece, his brows contracted, his face cold and forbidding.




  “I am afraid that I cannot help you, Miss Ffolliot,” he said. “I cannot conceive any way in which I could be of service to you, I am afraid.”




  “You can help me if you will, by answering a single question,” I interrupted. “You dropped a letter from your pocket on Wednesday morning, and I returned it to you. Tell me whose handwriting it was!”




  There was a little crash upon the floor, and the sound of a half-uttered exclamation. Adelaide Fortress had dropped a small china ornament with which she had been playing. She did not even glance towards the pieces at her feet. She was bending slightly towards me, her lips half parted, her cheeks pale. Her appearance fascinated me; I forgot Mr. Deville altogether until the sound of his clear, deep voice broke the silence.




  “I had several letters in my pocket, Miss Ffolliot,” he said, slowly. “I am not sure that I remember which one it was that you were good enough to restore to me. In any case, how are you interested in the writer of any of them? What has it to do with your present trouble—whatever that may be?”




  “I will tell you,” I answered, readily. “On Tuesday morning my father received a letter, and whatever its contents were, they summoned him to London. He was to have returned yesterday. He did not come, and he sent no message. All to-day we have had no word from him. The last train from London to-night is in, and he has not come. We do not know where he is, or what has become of him. There are the services to-morrow, and no one to take them. He must be ill, or in trouble of some sort, or he would have returned, that is certain. It has made us terribly anxious.”




  “I am very sorry to hear this, Miss Ffolliot,” he said. “If I could help you I would be glad, but I am afraid I do not quite see—exactly—”




  I raised my eyes to his and looked him in the face. The words seemed to die away upon his lips. He was not actor enough for his part.




  “I will tell you why I came to you for help, Mr. Deville,” I exclaimed. “The handwriting upon the letter which you dropped was the same handwriting which summoned my father to London.”




  Then, for the first time, some glimmering of the mystery in which these persons and my father were alike concerned dawned upon me. The man and the women looked at one another; Bruce Deville walked over to the window without answering or addressing me. I had, indeed, asked no direct question. Yet they knew what I wanted. It was the whole truth which I desired.




  I stamped my foot upon the floor. Did they know what my sufferings were, those two persons, with their pale, puzzled faces and cold words? I felt myself growing angry.




  “Answer me!” I cried. “Who wrote you that letter?”




  Still neither the man nor the woman spoke. Their silence maddened me. I forgot my promise to the man at Naselton Hall. I forgot everything except my desire to sting them out of that merciless, unsympathetic silence. So I cried out to them—




  “I will tell you who wrote it; it was a man from South America, and his name is Berdenstein. He is at Naselton Hall. I will go to him. Perhaps he will tell me what you will not.”




  The man stepped forward with outstretched hand. His face was dark with passionate anger, almost I thought he would have struck me. But the woman’s was pale as death, and a drop of red blood marked the place where her teeth met her under lip. Then I saw that the man had known, but the woman had not.




  “If you know so much,” he said, brutally, “you had better go to him and discover the rest. You will find him very sympathetic. Without a doubt he will help you!”




  “No! No!”




  The woman’s negative rang out with a sudden sharp and crisp distinctness. She rose and came over to my side. She laid her hands softly upon my shoulders. Her face amazed me, it was so full of sympathy, and yet so sorrowful. She, too, had received a blow.




  “Child,” she said, softly, “you must not be impatient. I believe that your father is well. I believe that somehow or other he will contrive to be here in time to take up his duties to-morrow. We could not tell you—either Mr. Deville or I—where he is, but we know perhaps a little more than you do. He is in London somewhere seeking for that person whom you have just mentioned. He will not find him, but he will not give up searching for him till the last moment. But, child, whatever you do, avoid that man Berdenstein like a pestilence. Your father and he are bitter and terrible enemies. Do not dream of going to him. Do not let your father know that he is near. If fate must have it so, they will meet. But God forbid!—but God forbid!”




  “Who is he, then, this man, this Berdenstein?” I asked her under my breath. Her words had had a powerful effect upon me. She was terribly in earnest. I knew that she was speaking for my good. I trusted her. I could not help it.




  She shook her head. Her eyes were full of horror.




  “It is not for me to tell you, child. It is one of those things which God forbid that you may ever know.”




  Then there was a silence between us. After all this mystery whose shadows seemed to surround me was like a far away thing. My present trouble weighed heaviest upon me. The other was vague, even though it was terrible. My father’s disappearance was a real and terrible calamity staring me in the face. It engrossed all my thoughts. They would tell me nothing, those two. I dared not go to Berdenstein. Already I was afraid of him. I remembered his smile when I spoke of my father, and I shuddered. Supposing they had met. Supposing they had come together face to face in some lonely house. Perhaps his letter had been a decoy. The man’s face, with its cruel mouth and sardonic smile, suddenly loomed large in my memory. I sprang to my feet with a cry of fear. I was terrified with my own thoughts. Bruce Deville came over to me, and I found him studying my face with a new expression, the meaning of which I could not fathom.




  “If you will come to the window, Miss Ffolliot,” he said, “I think you will see something which will relieve some part of your anxiety at any rate.”




  I hastened eagerly to his side. Only a few yards away, walking steadily in the middle of the hard, white road, was a figure in sombre black. His shoulders were bent, and his pale face downcast. His whole appearance was that of a weary and dejected wanderer. These things I realized more completely afterwards; for the present a sense of almost intolerable relief drowned every other motion. It was my father—he had returned.




  I should have rushed out to him, but Bruce Deville laid his hand very softly upon my shoulder. I could not have believed that any touch of his could be so gentle.




  “I wish you would take my advice, Miss Ffolliot,” he said. “Take the path through the plantation home, and don’t let your father see you leaving here. It would be better, would it not, Adelaide?” he added.




  She looked at me.




  “Yes, it would be better,” she said. “Do you mind? You will be at home as soon as he is.”




  I could not but admit that the advice was good, bearing in mind my father’s words when he found me there only a few days before. Yet it galled me that it should have been offered. What was this secret shared between these three of which I was ignorant? I declared to myself that I would know as soon as my father and I were alone together. I would insist upon all these things being made clear to me. I would bear it no longer, I was resolved on that. But in the meantime I was helpless.




  “Very well,” I answered; “perhaps you are right, I will go by the footpath.”




  I left the room abruptly. Mr. Deville opened the front door for me, and hesitated with his cap in his hand. I waved him away.




  “I will go alone,” I said. “It is quite light.”




  “As you will,” he answered, shortly. “Good-night.”




  He turned on his heel and re-entered the room. I crossed the road with soft footsteps. At the opening of the plantation I paused. My father was in the road below walking wearily and leaning upon his stick. At my sudden standstill a twig beneath my feet snapped short. A sudden change seemed to transform his face. He stopped short and turned round with the swift, eager movement of a young man. His hand fumbled for a moment in the pocket of his long clerical coat, and reappeared clutching something which flashed like steel in the dull light. He held it at arm’s length, looking eagerly around, peering forward in my direction, but unable to see me owing to the dark shadows of the trees beneath which I stood. But I on the other hand could see his every movement; in the half-light his figure stood out in such marvellous distinctness against the white road and the low, grey line of sky beyond. I could see him, and I could see what it was he carried in his hand. It was a small, shining revolver.




  He stood quite still like a man expecting a sudden attack. When none came and the stillness remained unbroken, the strained, eager light died slowly out of his face. He appeared rather disappointed than relieved. Reluctantly he turned around, and with the revolver still in his hand but hidden beneath the skirts of his coat, made his way up the white hill towards the Vicarage. He must have walked quickly, for although I hurried, and my way back was the shorter, he was already at our gate when I emerged from the plantation. As he stooped to adjust the fastening I heard him groan, and bending forward I caught a glimpse of his face. I must have cried out, only my lips seemed palsied as though I were but a sleeping figure in some terrible nightmare. His face was like the face of a dead man. He seemed to have aged by at least a dozen years. As he hastened up the little drive, his walk, usually so dignified and elastic, became a shamble. It seemed to me that this was but the wreck of the man who had left us only a few days before.
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  There are days marked in our lives with white stones. We can never forget them. Recollections, a very easy effort of memory, seem to bring back even in some measure the very thrill, the same pulsations and emotions, as were kindled into life by certain never-to-be-forgotten happenings. Time cannot weaken them. Whilst we have life the memory of them is eternal. And there are other days against the memory of which we have dropped a black stone. We shrink from anything which may recall them. No sacrifice would seem too great if only we could set the seal of oblivion upon those few hated hours. We school ourselves to close our eyes, and turn our heads away from anything which might in any manner recall them to us. Yet we are powerless. Ghosts of them steal light-footed, detested and uninvited guests, across our fairest moments; the chill of winter shakes us on the most brilliant of midsummer days; the color steals from our cheeks, and our blood runs to water. We are at the mercy of those touches of icy reminiscence. There is no escape from them. There never will be any escape. The Sunday which followed my father’s visit to London is one of those hideous memories. In the calendar of my life it is marked with the blackest of black stones. I only pray that such another day as that may never find its way into my life.




  The morning passed much as usual. My father had scarcely spoken to us on the previous evening. In reply to our half eager, half frightened questions, he admitted that he had been ill. He would not hear of a doctor. His malady, he told us, was one which he himself perfectly understood. He would be better in a few days. He ate and drank sparingly, and then retired at once to his room. We heard him drag himself wearily up the stairs, and Alice burst into tears, and I myself felt a lump in my throat. Yet what could we do? He would not have us near him. The only invalid’s privilege which he permitted himself was a fire in his bedroom, and this he asked for immediately he entered the house, although the night was close and oppressive, and he had come in with beads of perspiration standing out upon his white forehead.




  In the morning he preached an old sermon, preached it with weary lips and wholly nonchalant manner. His pallid face and lustreless eyes became objects of remark amongst the meagre congregation. I could hear people whispering to one another when the service was over. Lady Naselton spoke to me of it with concern as we passed down the aisle.




  “I am sorry to see your father looking so dreadfully ill dear,” she remarked. “I am particularly sorry to-day. Come outside, and I will tell you why.”




  We passed out together into the sunlit air, fresh and vigorous after the dull vault-like gloom of the little church, with its ivy-hung windows. Lady Naselton held my arm.




  “My dear,” she said, “the Bishop is lunching with us to-day, and staying all night. I have spoken to him about your father. He remembers him quite well, and he is coming to service this evening on purpose to hear him preach.”




  “The Bishop,” I repeated, vaguely. “Do you mean our Bishop? The Bishop of Exchester?”




  “Yea. I am not supposed, of course, to say anything about it, as his visit has nothing whatever to do with diocesan affairs, but I should be disappointed if your father did not make an impression upon him.”




  She looked around to be sure that no one was listening. It was quite a needless precaution.




  “You see, dear, I happen to know that there are two vacant stalls at the cathedral, and the Bishop wants a preacher badly. It is owing to what I have told him about your father that he is coming over to-day. I do hope that he will be at his best this evening.”




  “I am afraid that there is very little chance of it,” I answered, blankly. “He is really very ill. He will not admit it, but you can see for yourself.”




  “He must make an effort,” Lady Naselton said, firmly. “Will you tell him this from me? Say that we shall all be there, and if only he can make a good impression—well, it is the chance of a lifetime. Of course, we shall all be terribly sorry to lose you, but Exchester is not very far off, and we really could not expect to keep a man with your father’s gifts very long. Try and rouse him up, won’t you? Goodbye, dear.”




  She drove off, and I waited at the vestry door for my father. He came out with half-closed eyes, and seemed scarcely to see me. I walked by his side, and repeated what Lady Naselton had told me. Contrary to my expectations, the news was sufficient to rouse him from his apathy.




  “The Bishop here to-night!” he repeated, thoughtfully. “You are quite sure that there is no mistake? It is the Bishop of Exchester?”




  I nodded assent.




  “So Lady Naselton assured me. I have heard her say more than once that they knew him very well indeed. She is most anxious that you should do your very best. It seems that there are two stalls vacant at the cathedral.”




  The light flashed into his eyes for a moment, and then died out.




  “If only it had been a week ago,” he said. “I have other things in my mind now. I am not in the mood to prepare anything worth listening to.”




  “Those other things, father,” I said, softly. “Are we to remain wholly ignorant of them? If there is any trouble to be faced, we are ready to take our share.”




  He shook his head, and a wan smile flickered for a moment upon his pale lips. He looked at me not unkindly.




  “It may come, Kate,” he said, softly. “Till then, be patient and ask no questions.”




  We had reached the house, and I said no more. Directly after luncheon, at which he ate scarcely anything, he went into his study. We hoped, Alice and I, that he had gone to work. But in less than half an hour he came out. I met him in the hall.




  “My hat and stick, Kate,” he said. “I am going for a walk.”




  His manner forbade questions, but as he was leaving the house an impulse came to me.




  “May I come with you, father?” I asked. “I was going for a walk too.”




  He hesitated for a moment, and seemed about to refuse. What made him change his mind I could never tell. But he did change it.




  “Yes, you can come,” he said, shortly. “I am starting now, though. I cannot wait for a moment.”




  “I am quite ready,” I answered, taking my hat and gloves from the stand. So we passed out of the house together.




  At the gate he paused for a moment, and I thought that he was going to take the road which led to the Yellow House and Deville Court. Apparently he changed his mind, however.




  “We will take the footpath to Bromilow Downs,” he said. “I have never been there.”




  We turned our backs upon the more familiar places, and walked slowly along the country which led to the Downs. We neither of us spoke a word for some time. Once or twice I glanced towards him with concern. He was moving with uncertain steps, and every now and then he pressed his hand to his side. Physically, I could see that he was scarcely equal to the exertion of walking. It was mental disquiet which had brought him out. His eyes were dry and bright, and there was a hectic flush upon his cheeks. As we passed from the lane out on to the open Downs, he drew a little breath and removed his hat. The autumn wind swept through his hair, and blew open his coat. He took in a long breath of it. “This is good,” he said, softly. “Let us rest here.”




  We sat upon the trunk of a fallen pine tree on the verge of the common. Far away on the hillside rose the red chimneys of Naselton Hall. I looked at them, and of a sudden the desire to tell my father what I knew of that man’s presence there grew stronger and stronger. After all it was his right to know. It was best to tell him.




  “Father,” I said, “I have something to say to you. It is something which I think you ought to know.”




  He looked away from vacancy into my face. Something in my manner seemed to attract him. He frowned, and answered me sharply.




  “What is it, child? Only mind that it is not a question.”




  “It is not a question.” I said. “It is something that I want to tell you. Perhaps I ought to have told you before. One afternoon last week I was at Lady Naselton’s for tea. I met a man there—half a foreigner he seemed to me. He had lately returned from South America. His name was Berdenstein.”




  He heard me in perfect silence. He did not utter a single exclamation. Only I saw his head sink, and a curious marble rigidity settle down upon his features, chasing away all expression. In the silence which followed before I spoke again I could hear his breathing sharp and low, almost like the panting of an animal in pain.




  “Don’t think that I have been spying on you, father,” I begged. “It all came about so naturally. I gave you your letters the morning that you went away, and I could not help seeing that one of them was from South America. On the envelope was written: ‘In London about the 15th.’ Well, as you left for London at once, I considered that you went to meet that person, whoever it was. Then at Lady Naselton’s this man stared at me so, and he told me that he came from South America. Some instinct seemed to suggest to me that this was the man who had written that letter. I talked to him for awhile, and I was sure of it.”




  Then my father spoke. He was like a man who had received a stroke. His voice seemed to come from a great distance. His eyes were fixed upon that break in the trees on the distant hillside beyond which was Naselton Hall.




  “So near,” he said, softly—“so very near! How did he come here? Was it chance?”




  “He was good to Lady Naselton’s son abroad,” I answered. “He is very rich, they say.”




  “Ay, ay!” My father nodded his head slowly. His manner was becoming more natural. Yet there was a look of deadly earnest in his white, set face. To look at him made me almost shudder. Something in his expression was like a premonition of the tragedy to come.




  “We shall meet soon, then,” he said, thoughtfully. “It may be to-morrow. It may be to-day. Kate, your eyes are younger than mine. Is that a man coming along the road there?—down in the hollow on the other side of the turn. Do you see?”




  I stood up by his side. There was a figure in sight, but as yet a long way off.




  “It is a man,” I said. “He is coming towards us.”




  We stood there side by side for several minutes. My father was leaning upon my shoulder. The clutch of his fingers seemed to burn their way through my dress into my flesh. It was as though they were tipped with fire. He did not move or speak. He kept his eyes steadfastly fixed upon the bend of the road. Suddenly a slight change flashed into his face. He leaned forward; his upper lip quivered; he shaded his eyes with his hand. I followed his rapt gaze, and in the middle of the dusty white road I could see the man now. Well within sight, I watched him draw nearer and nearer. His carriage was buoyant and un-English, and he carried a cane, with which he snapped off the heads of the thistles growing by the hedge-side. He seemed to be whistling softly to himself, showing all the while those rows of white, glistening teeth unpleasantly prominent against the yellowish tinge of his cheeks. From the first I had scarcely doubted that this was the man of whom we had been talking. The coincidence of his coming never even struck me. It seemed at the time to be a perfectly natural thing.




  He came to within a yard or two of us before he appeared to recognize me. Then he took off his hat and made me a sweeping bow. In the middle of it he encountered my father’s steady gaze. His hat slipped from his fingers—he stood like a man turned to stone. His black eyes were full of horror; he looked at my father as a man would look at one risen from the dead. And my father returned his gaze with a faint, curious smile parting his thin lips.




  “Welcome to England once more, Stephen,” my father said, grimly. “You were about to address my daughter. Have you lost your way?”




  The man opened his lips twice before he spoke. I could almost fancy that his teeth were chattering. His voice was very low and husky.




  “I was going to ask the way to Deville Court,” he said. All the time his eyes never left my father’s face. For some reason or other they were full of wonder; my father’s presence seemed to terrify him.




  “The way to Deville Court?” my father repeated. “I am returning in that direction. I will show it to you myself. There are several turns before you get on to the straight road.”




  My father descended the bank into the road. The stranger muttered something inaudible, which my father ignored.




  “We had better start,” he said, calmly. “It is rather a long way.”




  The man whom my father had called Stephen hesitated and drew back.




  “The young lady,” he suggested, faintly—“she will come with us.”




  “The young lady has an engagement in another direction,” he said, with his eyes fixed on me. “I want you, Kate, to call upon Mr. Charlsworth and tell him to be sure to be at church to-night. You can tell him why it is important.”




  There was a ring in my father’s tone, and a light in the glance which he flashed upon me which forbade any idea of remonstrance. Yet at the thought of leaving those two men together a cold chill seemed to pass through all my veins. Something seemed to tell me that this was no ordinary meeting. The man Berdenstein’s look of terror as he had recognized my father was unmistakable. Even now he was afraid to go with him. Yet I was powerless, I dared not disobey. Already the two men were walking side by side. I was left alone, and the farmhouse to which my father had bidden me go lay in altogether a different direction. I stood and watched them pass along the lane together. Then I went on my errand. There was nothing else I could do.


  




  I reached home in about an hour. Alice met me at the door.




  “Has father come in yet?” I asked her, quickly.




  She nodded.




  “About five minutes ago. The walk seemed to have done him good,” she added. “He was quite cheerful, and had a wonderful color. Why, Kate! what have you been doing to yourself? You are as white as a ghost.”




  “He was alone, I suppose?” I asked, ignoring the question.




  “Alone! Of course he was alone. Come in and have some tea at once. You look tired out.”
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  By some means or other the news had spread in the village, and such a congregation as I had never seen filled our little church long before the usual time. In a dark corner I saw, to my surprise, Bruce Deville leaning against a pillar with folded arms, and on my way to my pew I passed Adelaide Fortress seated in a chair in the nave. Neither of these two had I ever seen in church before, and what had brought them there on that particular evening I never clearly understood. It was a little irony of fate—one of those impulses which it is hard to believe are altogether coincidences.




  The Bishop came early, and sat by Lady Naselton’s side, the centre of all eyes. I looked away from him to the chancel. I was strangely nervous. It was still dimly lit, although the bells had ceased to ring. There was only a moment’s pause, however, then the little space was filled with white-robed figures, and my sister’s voluntary, unduly prolonged in this instance, died away in a few soft chords. I drew a long breath of relief. Everything was going as usual. Perhaps, after all this night might be a fateful one to us.




  I watched the Bishop’s face from the first. I saw him glance up as if in surprise at my father’s rich, musical voice, which woke the echoes of the dark little church with the first words of the service. At the singing, which was always wretched, he frowned, and, catching a sideway glance from Lady Naselton, smiled somewhat. Studying him through half-closed eyelids, I decided that country services in the abstract did not attract him, and that he was a little bored.




  It was only when my father stood up in the pulpit and looked around him in that moment or two of hushed suspense which precedes the giving out of the text, that the lines of his face relaxed, and he settled himself down with an air of interest.




  For me it was a terribly anxious moment. I knew my father’s state of health, and I remembered the few weary and pointless words which had gone to make his morning sermon. Contrary to his usual custom, he stood there without any notes of any sort. I scarcely dared to hope that he would be able to do himself justice. Yet the first words of his text had scarcely left his lips when some premonition of what was to come sent a strange thrill through all my nerves. “The wages of sin is death.” No words could give any idea of the marvellous yet altogether effortless solemnity with which these words passed from my father’s lips. Scarcely uttered above a whisper, they yet penetrated to the utmost corners of the little church. Was it really intense earnestness or a wonderful knowledge and appreciation of true dramatic effect which made him close the book with a slow movement of his forefinger, and stand up there amongst the deep shadows as pale as the surplice which hung around his pale form? Yet when he spoke his voice did not tremble or falter. His words, tense with life, all vibrating with hidden fire, penetrated easily to the furthest and darkest corner of the building.




  “The wages of sin—the eternal torment of a conscience never sleeping, never weary!” It was of that he went on to speak. I can scarcely remember so much as a single sentence of that sermon, although its effect upon myself and those who formed the congregation of listeners, is a memory which even now thrills me. From those few opening words, pregnant as they were with dramatic force, and lit with the fire of true eloquence, not for one moment did the attention of the little congregation wander. A leaf could have been heard to drop in the church, the rustle of a pocket handkerchief was a perfectly audible sound. Not even a child looked sideways to watch the dark ivy waving softly against the stained glass windows or wondered at the strange pattern which a ray of dying sunlight had traced upon the bare stone aisles. There was something personal—something like the cry of human sorrow itself in that slow, passionate outpouring. Was it by any chance a confession or an accusation to which we were listening? It was on the universality of sin of which my father spoke with such heart-moving emphasis. Our lives were like cupboards having many chambers, some of which were open indeed to the daylight and the gaze of all men, but there were others jealously closed and locked. We could make their outside beautiful, we could keep the eyes of all men from penetrating beneath that fair exterior. We could lock them with a cunning and secret key, so that no hand save our own could lay bare the grisly spectre that lurked within. Yet our own knowledge, or what we had grown to call conscience, sat in our hearts and mocked us. Sometime the great white light swept into the hidden places, there was a tug at our heartstrings, and behold the seal had fallen away. And in that church, my father added slowly, “he doubted whether any one could say that within him those dark places were not.”




  Suddenly his calm, tense eloquence became touched with passion. His pale face gleamed, and his eyes were lit with an inward fire. Gesture and tone moved to the beat of a deeper and more subtle rhetoric. He was pleading for those whose sin beat about in their bosoms and lay like a dark shadow across all the sweet places of life. Passionate and more passionate he grew. He was pleading—for whom? We listened entranced. His terrible earnestness passed like an electric thrill into the hearts of all of us. Several women were crying softly; men sat there with bowed heads, face to face with ghosts long since buried. Bruce Deville was sitting back in his corner with folded arms and downcast head. Adelaide Fortress was looking steadfastly up towards that pale, inspired figure, with soft, wet eyes. Even the Bishop was deeply moved, and was listening to every word. For my part there was a great lump in my throat. The sense of some terrible reality behind my father’s impassioned words had left me pale and trembling. A subtle sense of excitement stole through the church. When he paused for a moment before his concluding sentence, there was something almost like a murmur amongst the congregation, followed by another period of breathless suspense.




  In the midst of that deep hush a faint sound attracted me. My seat was on a level with the open door, and I glanced out. A man was leaning against the porch—a man in very grievous condition. His clothes were disordered and torn, and there was a great stain on the front of his coat. I alone had gazed away from the preacher in the pulpit towards him, and whilst I looked the sound which had first attracted me was repeated. A low, faint moan, scarcely louder than a whisper, passed between his lips. He stood there supporting himself with his hands against the wall. His lined face was turned towards me, and, with a thrill of horror, I recognized him. I half rose from my seat. The man was either ill or dying. He seemed to be making frantic signs to me. I tried my utmost to signal to Mr. Charlsworth, but, like all the rest, his eyes seemed riveted upon the pulpit. Before I could leave my seat, or attract any one’s attention, he had staggered through the door into the church itself. He stood leaning upon a vacant chair, a wild, disordered object, with blood stains upon his hands and clothes, and his dark eyes red and gleaming fiercely beneath his wind-tossed mass of black hair.




  So fascinated was the congregation that save myself only one or two stray people had noticed him. He stood amongst the shadows, and only I, to whom his profile appeared against the background of the open door, was able to mark the full and terrible disorder of his person. And while I waited, numb with some nameless fear, the preacher’s voice rang once more through the building, and men and women bowed their heads before the sweet, lingering passion of those sad words.




  “The wages of sin is death. For all things may pass away save sin. Sin alone is eternal. Sin alone must stamp itself wherever it touches with an undying and everlasting mark. Retribution is like the tides of the sea, which no man’s hands can stay; and Death rides his barque upon the rolling waves. You and I and every man and woman in this world whom sin has known—alas! that there should be so many—have looked into his marble face, have felt the touch of his pitiless hands, and the cold despair of his unloving embrace. For there is Death spiritual and Death physical, and many of us who bear no traces of our past in the present of to-day, have fought our grim battle with the death—the—death——”




  And then my father’s words died away upon his lips, and the whole congregation knew what had already thrown me into an agony of terror. The man had struggled to the bottom of the aisle, and the sound of his shuffling movements, and the deep groan which accompanied them, had drawn many eyes towards him. His awful plight stood revealed with pitiless distinctness in the open space where he was now standing. The red blood dripped from his clothing upon the bare stone floor, a foam which was like the foam of death frothed at his lips. He stood there, the focus of all horrified eyes, swaying to and fro as though on the eve of collapse, his arms outstretched, and his eyes flashing red fire upon the thin almost spectral-like figure of the preacher now leaning over towards him from the pulpit. The slight color forced into my father’s cheeks by the physical effort of his impassioned oratory died away. To his very lips he was white as the surplice he wore. Yet he did not lose his nerve or falter for a moment. He motioned to Mr. Charlsworth and the other church wardens, and both left their places and hurried down the aisle towards the wild, tragical looking figure. Just as they reached him the cry which his lips had twice declined to utter burst out upon the tense, breathless silence. He made a convulsive movement forward as though to spring like a wild cat upon that calm, dignified figure looking down upon him with unfaltering and unflinching gaze.




  “Judas! you, Judas! Oh! my God!”




  His hands, thrown wildly out, fell to his side. He sank back into the arms of one of those who had hurried from their places at my father’s gesture. A last cry, more awful than anything I have ever heard, woke hideous echoes amongst the wormeaten, black oak beams, and before it had died away, I saw Adelaide Fortress glide like a black wraith from her seat and fall on her knees by the fainting man’s side. My father lifted up his arms, and with a deep, solemn tremor in his tone pronounced the Benediction. Then, with his surplice flying round him, he came swiftly down the aisle between the little crowd of horrified people. They all fell back at his approach. He sank on one knee by the side of the prostrate man and looked steadfastly into his face. The congregation all waited in their places, and Alice, who was only partly aware of what was going on, commenced to play a soft voluntary.




  There was some whispering for a moment or two, then they lifted him up and carried the lifeless body out into the open air.




  My father followed close behind. For a few minutes there was an uneasy silence. People forgot that the Benediction had been pronounced, and were uncertain whether to go or stay. Then some one made a start, and one by one they got up and left the church.




  Lady Naselton paused and sat by my side for a moment. She was trembling all over.




  “Do you know who it was?” she whispered.




  I shook my head.




  “I am not sure. It was a stranger; was it not?”




  She shuddered.




  “It was either a stranger, or my guest, Mr. Berdenstein. I only caught a glimpse of his face for a moment, and I could not be sure. He looked so horrible.”




  She paused, and suddenly discovered that I was half fainting. “Come out into the air,” she whispered. I got up and went out with her just in time.




  They had carried him into a distant corner of the churchyard. My father, when he saw us standing together in a little group, came slowly over as though to check our further advance. His face was haggard and drawn. He seemed to walk with difficulty, and underneath his surplice I could see that one hand was pressed to his side.




  “The man is dead,” he said, quietly. “There must have been an accident or a fight. No one seems to know where he came from.”




  “I wonder,” remarked the Bishop, thoughtfully, “why he should have dragged himself up to the church in such a plight. One of those cottages or the Vicarage would have been nearer.”




  “Perhaps,” my father answered, gravely, “he was struggling for sanctuary.”




  And the Bishop held up his right hand towards the sky with a solemn gesture.




  “God grant that he may have found it,” he prayed.
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  There followed for me after these solemn words of the Bishop a phantasmagoria of human faces, and sky, and tree-tops, and a singing in my ears, now loud, now soft, in which all other sounds and movements seemed blended. I have an indistinct recollection of the walk home, and of finding myself in my own room. Then memory gradually faded away from me. Blank unconsciousness enveloped me like a cloud. The next thing I remember is waking up one morning as though after a terrible dream, a night of nightmares, and finding the room half full of medicine bottles. I looked around me faintly curious, inexpressibly bewildered; I suddenly realized that I had been ill.




  I was not alone. Alice was standing over me, her round, honest little face beaming with pleasure and her underlip quivering.




  “You are better,” she said, softly. “I am so glad.”




  “How long have I been here?” I asked.




  She sat down by my side.




  “A week to-morrow! Just think of it.”




  I closed my eyes. The little scene in the churchyard had suddenly risen up again before my eyes. My head commenced to swim. I asked no more questions.




  The next morning I was stronger. I sat up in bed and looked around. The first thing which I noticed was that the room was full of the most beautiful flowers; I stooped over a vase of roses and smelt them. The air was almost faint with their delicious perfume.




  “Where did they all come from?” I asked Alice.




  She laughed in rather an odd manner.




  “From whom do you suppose?” she asked.




  “How should I know?” I protested, faintly. “I have not an idea.”




  “From the bête noir,” she exclaimed, plucking off one of the yellow blossoms and placing it upon my pillow.




  I still looked blankly at her. She laughed.




  “Can’t you really guess?” she asked.




  I shook my head. I really had no idea.




  “From Mr. Deville. He has called nearly every day to ask after you.”




  It was surprising enough, but I said very little. I suppose I was not considered strong enough then to hear any news of importance; but several days later, when I was sitting up, Alice looked up from the book she was reading aloud to me and told me something which I know she must have had very hard work to have kept to herself for so long.




  “Father is to be made a canon, Kate,” she said, triumphantly. I looked up at her bewildered. I had forgotten all about Lady Naselton’s plans on his behalf. The latter part of this terrible Sunday had haunted me like a nightmare, usurping all my thoughts. There had been little room for other memories.




  “A canon!” I repeated, feebly. “Do you mean it, Alice?”




  She nodded.




  “The Bishop came here from Lady Naselton’s. He said a lot of nice things to father about his sermon on—that Sunday night—you remember.”




  “It was a wonderful sermon,” I whispered.




  “So the Bishop thinks; so every one thinks,” Alice declared, with enthusiasm. “I shall never forget how I felt. And he had no notes, or anything.”




  “It was the most realistic sermon I ever heard,” I said, with a little shudder. “It was like a scene from a play. It was wonderful.”




  Alice looked up at me quickly. Doubtless my voice had betrayed some agitation. She laid her hand upon my arm.




  “Don’t think about it this evening,” she begged. “I quite forgot father especially forbade my speaking of it to you. It must have been terrible for you to have been so near it all. I can’t imagine what I should have done. I could see nothing from the organ screen, you know.”




  I leaned over and looked at her.




  “Alice, I do not want to talk about it, but I want to know how it ended. You must tell me that.”




  She hesitated for a moment.




  “He was quite dead,” she said, slowly. “There was an inquest, and they decided that he must have been attacked somewhere in the wood between the downs and Yellow House. There were all the marks of a struggle within a few hundred yards of the road.”




  “Did they bring in a verdict of murder?” I asked.




  Alice nodded.




  “Yes,” she assented, gravely. “He was murdered. It seems that he was lately come from abroad. He had been staying at Lady Naselton’s, but she knew scarcely anything about him. He was kind to her son abroad. I think they just know his name and that was all. They had no idea where to send to or if he had any near relatives alive. It was all very odd.”




  “Was he robbed?” I asked.




  “No. His watch and money were found in his pocket undisturbed. If anything was taken from it it must have been papers only. The police are trying hard to find a clue, but they say that it is a very difficult case. No one seems to have seen him at all after he left Naselton Hall.”




  I caught at the side of my chair.




  “No one at all?” I asked.




  “Not a soul.”




  I was silent for a moment. The walls of my little chamber had suddenly opened. I saw again from the edge of the moor that lone figure coming down the hillside towards us, I saw that strange light flashing in my father’s face, and I heard the greeting of the two men. A sick dread was in my heart.




  “Was father called as a witness?” I asked.




  “No. Why should he be? The man was a stranger to him. He had never seen him before.”




  I closed my eyes and laid back. Alice bent over me anxiously.




  “I ought not to have talked about this to you,” she said. “Father absolutely forbade me to, but you wanted to know the end so much. Promise not to think of it any more.”




  Promise not to think of it any more? Ah! if only I could have made that promise and kept it. My sister’s protesting words seemed charged with the subtlest and most bitter of all irony. Already some faint premonition of the burden which I was to bear seemed dawning upon me. I remained silent and kept my eyes closed. Alice thought that I was asleep, but I knew that sleep was very far off. The white, distorted face of that dying man was before me. I saw the silent challenge and the silent duel which had passed between those two, the central figures in that marvellous little drama—one, the challenger, ghastly pale even to the tremulous lips, wild and dishevelled, my father looking down upon him with unquailing mien and proud, still face. One moment more of life, a few beats more of the pulses, and that sentence—and that sentence—what would it have grown to? I felt myself shivering as I lay there.




  “Did you say that father was away now?” I asked Alice.




  She nodded.




  “Yes; he is staying with the Bishop for a few days. I should not be surprised if he came home to-day, though. I have written to him by every post to let him know how you are, and he was most anxious to hear directly you were well enough to talk. I have been disobeying him frightfully.”




  Again I closed my eyes and feigned sleep. I had heard what Alice had not, the sound of wheels below. Suddenly she laid down her work and started up. It was my father’s voice bidding the cabman “Good night.”




  “I must go down to him, Kate,” she declared, springing up; “I won’t leave you alone for more than a minute or two.”




  But when the minute or two had elapsed and there was a knock at my door, it was not Alice who had returned. I answered in a low voice, and my father entered.
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  From my low chair I watched my father cross the room. So far as I could see there was no change in him. He came over to my side and took my hand with an air of anxious kindliness. Then he stooped down, and his lips touched my forehead.




  “You are better, Kate?” he inquired, quietly.




  “Quite well,” I answered.




  He looked at me thoughtfully, and asked a few questions about my illness, touched upon his own visit to the Bishop, and the dignity which had been offered to him. Then after a short pause, during which my heart beat fiercely, he came and sat down by my side.




  “Kate! You are strong enough to listen to me while I speak just for a moment or two upon a very painful subject.”




  “Yes,” I whispered. “Go on.”




  “I gather from what Alice tells me that you have already shown a very wise discretion—in a certain matter. You have already alluded to it, it seems, and she has told you all that is known. Something, of course, must have at once occurred to you—I mean the fact that I have not thought it well to disclose the fact that you and I together met that unfortunate man on the common, and that he asked me the way to the Yellow House.”




  “I was bewildered when I found that you had not mentioned it,” I faltered. “I do not understand. Please tell me.”




  He looked steadily into my eyes. There was not the slightest disquietude in his still, stern face. My nervousness did not affect him at all. He seemed to feel no embarrassment.




  “It is a matter,” he said, slowly, “to which I gave a good deal of thought at the time. I came to the conclusion that for my own sake and for the sake of another that the fact of that meeting had better not be known. There are things concerning it which I may not tell you. I cannot offer you as I would like my whole confidence. Only I can say this, my disclosure of the fact of our having met the man could have done not one iota of good. It could not possibly have suggested to any one either a clue as to the nature of the crime or to the criminal himself, and bearing in mind other things of which you are happier to remain ignorant, silence became to me almost a solemn duty. It became at any rate an absolute necessity. For the sake of others as well as for my own sake I held my peace. Association direct or indirect with such a crime would have been harmful alike to me and to the person whom he desired to visit. So I held my peace, and I require of you, Kate, that you take my pledged word as to the necessity for this silence, and that you follow my example. I desire your solemn promise that no word of that meeting shall ever pass your lips.”




  I did not answer. With his eyes fixed upon my face he waited. I laid my hand upon his arm.




  “Father, in the church, did you see his face? Did you hear what he was saying?”




  He did not shrink from me. He looked into my white, eager face without any sign of fear or displeasure.




  “Yes,” he answered, gravely.




  “Was it—was it—you to whom he spoke?” I cried.




  There was a short silence.




  “I cannot answer you that question, Kate,” he said.




  I grasped his hand feverishly. There was a red livid mark afterwards where my nails had dug into his wrist.




  “Father, would you have me go mad?” I moaned. “You know that man. You knew who he was! You knew what he wanted—at the Yellow House.”




  “It is true,” he answered.




  “In the church I could have touched—could have touched him, he was so near to me—there was a terrible light in his face, his eyes were flaming upon you. He was like a man who suddenly understands. He called ‘Judas,’ and he pointed—at you.”




  “He was mad,” my father answered, with a terrible calmness. “Every one could see that he was mad.”




  “Mad!” I caught at the thought. I repeated the word to myself, and forced my recollection backwards with a little shudder to those few horrible moments. After all was there any hope that this might be the interpretation? My father’s voice broke in upon my thoughts.




  “I do not wish to harp upon what must be a terribly painful subject to you, Kate. I only want your promise, you must take my word for everything else.”




  I looked at him long and steadily. If the faces of men are in any way an index to their lives, my father’s should rank high—high indeed. His countenance was absolutely unruffled. There was not a single shadow of fear there, or passion of any sort; only a delicate thoughtfulness tempered with that quiet dignity which seemed almost an inseparable characteristic of his. I took his hands in mine and clasped them fervently.




  “Father,” I cried, “give me your whole confidence. I will promise all that you desire, only let me know everything. I have thought sometimes—terrible thoughts—I cannot help them. They torment me now—they will torment me always. I know so much—tell me a little more. My lips shall be sealed. I mean it! Only——”




  He raised his hand softly, but the words died upon my lips.




  “I have nothing to tell you, child,” he said, quietly. “Put that thought away from you forever. The burden which I bear is upon my own shoulders only. God forbid that even the shadow of it should darken your young life.”




  “I am not afraid of any knowledge,” I cried. “It is ignorance of which I am afraid. I can bear anything except these horrible, nameless fears against which I have no power. Why don’t you trust me? I am old enough. I am wise enough. What you tell me shall be as sacred as God’s word to me.”




  He shook his head without any further response. I choked back the tears from my eyes.




  “There is some mystery, here,” I cried. “We are all enveloped in it. What does it mean? Why did we come here?”




  “We came here by pure accident,” my father answered. “We came here because the curacy was offered to me; and I was glad to take anything which relieved me of my duties at Belchester.”




  “It was fate!—a cruel fate!” I moaned.




  “It was the will of God,” he answered, sternly.




  Then there was a silence between us, unbroken for many minutes. My father waited by my side—waited for my answer. The despair in my heart grew deeper.




  “I cannot live here,” I said, “and remain ignorant.”




  “You must give me your promise, child,” he said. “I have no power to tell you anything. You are young, and for you the terror of this thing will fade away.”




  I answered him then with a sinking heart.




  “I promise,” I said, faintly. “Only—I shall have to go away. I cannot live here. It would drive me mad.”




  His cold lips touched mine as he rose.




  “You must do,” he said, gravely, “what seems best to you. You are old enough to be the moulder of your own life. If you would be happier away, you must go. Only there is this to be remembered—I can understand that this particular place may have become distasteful to you. We are not going to live here any longer. You will find life at Eastminster larger and more absorbing. I shall be able to do more for you than I have ever done before.”




  “It is not that,” I interrupted, wearily. “You know that it is not that. It is between us two.”




  He was silent. A sudden change stole into his face. His lips quivered. An inexpressible sorrow gleamed for a moment in his dark eyes. He bent his head. Was that a tear that fell? I fancied so.




  I took his hand and soothed it.




  “Father, you will tell me, won’t you?” I whispered. “I shall not mind. I will be brave, whatever dreadful things I may have to know. Let me share the burden.”




  For a moment I thought that he was yielding. He covered his face with his hands and remained silent. But when he looked up I saw that the moment of weakness had passed. He rose to his feet.




  “Good night, Kate,” he said, quietly. “Thank you for your promise.”




  My heart sank. I returned his kiss coldly. He left me without another word.




  CHAPTER XII


  MR. BERDENSTEIN’S SISTER




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  Three days after that memorable conversation with my father a fly drove up to the door, and from where I was sitting in our little drawing room I heard a woman’s anxious voice inquiring for Mr. Ffolliot. A moment or two later the maid knocked at my door.




  “There is a young lady here, miss, inquiring for the Vicar. I told her that Mr. Ffolliot would not be in for an hour or two, and she asked if she could speak to any other member of the family.”




  “Do you know what she wants, Mary?” I asked.




  The girl shook her head.




  “No, miss. She would not say what her business was. She just wants to see one of you, she said.”




  “You had better tell her that I am at home, and show her in here if she wishes to see me,” I directed.




  She ushered in a young lady, short, dark, and thin. Her eyes were swollen as though with weeping, and her whole appearance seemed to indicate that she was in trouble. She sank into the chair to which I motioned her, and burst into tears.




  “You must please forgive me,” she exclaimed, in a voice broken with sobs. “I have just come from abroad, and I have had a terrible shock.”




  Some instinct seemed to tell me the truth.




  My heart stood still.




  “Are you any relation of the gentleman who was—who died here last week?” I asked, quickly.




  She nodded.




  “I have just been to the police station,” she said. “It is his watch—the one I gave him—and his pocket book, with a half-written letter to me in it. They have shown me his photograph. It is my brother, Stephen Berdenstein. He was the only relative I had left in the world.”




  I was really shocked, and I looked at her pitifully. “I am so sorry,” I said. “It must be terrible for you.”




  She commenced to sob again, and I feared she would have hysterics. She was evidently very nervous, and very much overwrought. I was never particularly good at administering consolation, and I could think of nothing better to do than to ring the bell and order some tea.




  “He was to have joined me in Paris on Saturday,” she continued after a minute or two. “He did not come and he sent a message. When Monday morning came and there was no letter from him, I felt sure that something had happened. I bought the English papers, and by chance I read about the murder. It seemed absurd to connect it with Stephen, especially as he told me he was going to be in London, but the description was so like him that I could not rest. I telegraphed to his bankers, and they replied that he had gone down into the country, but had left no address. So I crossed at once, and when I found that he had not been heard of at his club in London or anywhere else for more than ten days, I came down here. I went straight to the police station, and—and——”




  She burst into tears again. I came over to her side and tried my best to be sympathetic. I am afraid that it was not a very successful attempt, for my thoughts were wholly engrossed in another direction. However, I murmured a few platitudes, and presently she became more coherent. She even accepted some tea, and bathed her face with some eau de Cologne, which I fetched from my room.




  “Have you any idea,” I asked her presently, “why your brother came to this part of the country at all. He was staying at Lady Naselton’s, was he not? Was she an old friend?”




  She shook her head.




  “I never heard him speak of her in my life. He wrote me of a young Mr. Naselton who had visited him in Rio, but even in his last letter from Southampton he did not say a word about visiting them. He would have come straight to me, he said, but for a little urgent business in London.”




  “And yet he seems to have accepted a casual invitation, and came down here within a day or two of his arrival in England,” I remarked.




  “I cannot understand it!” she exclaimed, passionately. “Stephen and I have not met for many years—he has been living in South America, and I have been in Paris—but he wrote to me constantly, and in every letter he repeated how eagerly he was looking forward to seeing me again. I cannot think that he would have come down here just as an ordinary visit of civility before coming to me, or sending for me to come to him. There must be something behind it—something of which I do not know.”




  “You know, of course, that Naselton Hall is shut up and that the Naseltons have gone to Italy?” I asked her.




  “They told me so at the police station,” she answered. “I have sent Lady Naselton a telegram. It is a long time since I saw Stephen, and one does not tell everything in letters. He may have formed great friendships of which I have never heard.”




  “Or great enmities,” I suggested, softly.




  “Or enmities,” she repeated, thoughtfully. “Yes; he may have made enemies. That is possible. He was passionate, and he was wilful. He was the sort of a man who made enemies.”




  She was quite calm now, and I had a good look at her. She was certainly plain. Her face was sharp and thin, and her eyes were a dull, dark color. She was undersized and ungraceful, in addition to which she was dressed much too richly for traveling, and in questionable taste. So far as I could recollect there was not the slightest resemblance between her and the dead man.




  She surprised me in the middle of my scrutiny, but she did not seem to notice it. She had evidently been thinking something out.




  “You have not lived here very long, Miss Ffolliot?” she asked, “have you?”




  I shook my head.




  “Only a month or so.”




  “I suppose,” she continued, “you know the names of most of the principal families round here. A good many of them would call upon you, no doubt?”




  “I believe I know most of them, by name at any rate,” I told her.




  “Do you know any family of the name of Maltabar?” she asked—“particularly a man called Philip Maltabar?”




  I shook my head at once with a sense of relief which I could not altogether conceal.




  “No, I never heard it in my life,” I answered. “I am quite sure that there is no family of that name of any consequence around here. I must have heard it, and it is too uncommon a one to be overlooked.”




  The brief light died out of her face. She was evidently disappointed.




  “You are quite sure?”




  “Absolutely certain.”




  She sighed.




  “I am sorry,” she said. “Philip Maltabar is the one man I know who hated my brother. There has been a terrible and lifelong enmity between them. It has lasted since they were boys. I believe that it was to avoid him that my brother first went to South America. If there had been a Maltabar living anywhere around here I should have known where to go for vengeance.”




  “Is it well to think of that, and so soon?” I asked, quietly. The girl’s aspect had changed. I looked away from her with a little shudder.




  “What else is there for me to think of?” she demanded. “Supposing it were you, it would be different. You have other relatives. I have none. I am left alone in the world. My brother may have had his faults, but to me he was everything. Can you wonder that I hate the person who has deprived me of him?”




  “You are not sure—it is not certain that there was not an accident—that he did not kill himself,” I suggested.




  She dismissed the idea with scorn.




  “Accident! What accident could there have been? It is not possible. As to taking his own life, it is ridiculous! Why should he? He was too fond of it. Other men might have done that, but Stephen—never! No. He was murdered in that little plantation. I know the exact spot. I have been there. There was a struggle, and some one, better prepared than he, killed him. Perhaps he was followed here from London. It may be so. And yet, what was he doing here at all? That visit to Naselton Hall was not without some special purpose. I am sure of it. It was in connection with that purpose that he met with his death. He must have come to see some one. I want to know who it was. That is what I am going to find out—whom he came to see. You can blame me if you like. It may be unchristian, and you are a parson’s daughter. I do not care. I am going to find out.”




  I was silent. In a measure I was sorry for her, but down in my heart there lurked the seeds of a fear—nameless, but terribly potent—which put me out of all real sympathy with her. I began to wish that she would go away. I had answered her questions, and I had done all—more—than common courtesy demanded. Yet she sat there without any signs of moving.




  “I suppose,” she said at last, finding that I kept silent, “that it would not be of any use waiting to see your father. He has not been here any longer than you have. He would not be any more likely to know anything of the man Maltabar?”




  I shook my head decidedly.




  “He would be far less likely to know of him than I should,” I assured her. “He knows a good deal less of the people around here. His interests are altogether amongst the poorer classes. And he has left my sister and me to receive and pay all the calls. He is not at all fond of society.”




  “Philip Maltabar may be poor—now,” she said musingly. “He was never rich.”




  “If he were poor, he would not be living here,” I said. “The poor of whom I speak are the peasantry. It is not like a town, you know. Any man such as the Mr. Maltabar you speak of would be more than ever a marked figure living out of his class amongst villagers. In any case he would not be the sort of man whom my father would be likely to visit.”




  “I suppose you are right,” she answered, doubtfully. “At any rate—since I am here—there would be no harm in asking your father, would there?”




  “Certainly not,” I answered. “I daresay he will be here in a few moments.”




  Almost as I spoke he passed the window, and I heard his key in the front door. The girl, who had seen his shadow, looked up quickly.




  “Is that he?” she asked.




  I nodded.




  “Yes. You can ask him for yourself now.”




  “I should like to,” she answered. “I am so glad I stayed.”




  Some instinct prompted me to rise and leave the room. I went out and met my father in the hall.




  “Father,” I said, “there is a girl here who says she has identified that man. She is his sister. She is waiting to see you.”




  My father had evidently come in tired out; he leaned against the wall for support. He was out of breath, too, and pale.




  “What does she want with me?” he asked, sharply.




  “She came to ask if we knew of any family of the name of Maltabar. Philip Maltabar, it seems, is the name of a man who has been her brother’s enemy. She thinks that this thing must have been his doing. She cannot think of any one else with whom he has ever been on bad terms. I have told her that there is no one of that name in these parts.”




  He cleared his throat. He was very hoarse and ghastly pale.




  “Quite right, Kate,” he said. “There is no one of that name around here. What more does she want? What does she want of me?”




  “I told her that I knew of no one, but she came to see you in the first place. She does not seem quite satisfied. She wants to ask you herself.”




  He drew back a step.




  “No! no! I cannot see her. I am tired—ill. I have walked too far. Tell her from me that there is no one of that name living in these parts. I am absolutely sure of it. She can take it for granted from me.”




  “Hadn’t you better see her just for one moment, as she has waited for so long?” I said. “She will be better satisfied.”




  He ground his heel down into the floor.




  “No! I will not! I have had too much worry and trouble in connection with this affair already. My nerves are all unstrung. I cannot discuss it again with any one. Please let her understand that from me as kindly as possible, but firmly. I am going to my study. Don’t come to see me again until she has gone.”




  He crossed the hall and entered his own room. I heard the key turn in the lock after him. It was useless to say anything more. I went back to my visitor.




  I entered noiselessly, as I was wearing house shoes, and was surprised to find her with the contents of my card-plate spread out before her. She flushed up to the temples when she saw me standing on the threshold, yet she was not particularly apologetic.




  “I am very rude,” she said, brusquely. “I had no right, of course, to take such a liberty, but I thought—it might be barely possible—that you had forgotten the name, that some one might have called when you were not at home, or that, perhaps, your sister might have met them.”




  “Oh, pray satisfy yourself,” I said, icily. “You are quite welcome to look them through.”




  She put the card-plate down.




  “I have looked at all of them,” she said. “There is no name anything like it there. Is your father coming in?”




  “He is not very well,” I told her, “and is quite tired out. He has walked a long way this afternoon. He wishes you to excuse him, and to say that he is quite sure that there is no one of that name, rich or poor, living anywhere in this neighborhood.”




  She seemed by no means satisfied.




  “But shall I not be able to see him at all, then?” she exclaimed. “I had hoped that as he was the clergyman here, and was one of those who were with my brother when he died, that he would be certain to help me.”




  I shook my head.




  “I am afraid that you will think it very selfish,” I said, “but my father would rather not see you at all. He is in very delicate health, and this affair has already been a terrible shock to him. He does not want to have anything more to do with it directly or indirectly. He wants to forget it if he can. He desires me to offer you his most sincere sympathy. But you must really excuse him.”




  She rose slowly to her feet; her manner was obviously ungracious.




  “Oh, very well!” she said. “Of course if he has made up his mind not to see me, I cannot insist. At the same time, I think it very strange. Good afternoon.”




  I rang the bell, and walked with her to the door.




  “Is there anything else which I can do for you?” I asked.




  “No, thank you. I think I shall telegraph to London for a detective. I shall see what they say at the police station. Good afternoon.”




  She did not offer to shake hands, nor did I. I think of all the women I had ever met, I detested her the most.




  I watched her walk down the drive with short, mincing steps and get into a fly. Then I went to the door of my father’s room and knocked.
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  I knocked at the door twice before there was any answer. Then I heard my father’s voice from the other end of the room.




  “Is that you, Kate?”




  “Yes,” I answered. “Can I come in?”




  The door was not immediately unlocked.




  “Has she gone?” he asked.




  “Yes,” I answered.




  He opened it then, and I was frightened to see how ill he looked. He had evidently been lying down, for the cushions on his sofa were disarranged.




  “She has gone away, then,” he repeated, anxiously.




  I nodded.




  “Yes.”




  “Was she annoyed because I did not see her?”




  “She was disappointed,” I admitted. “She was very ungracious and very disagreeable; a most objectionable person altogether. I don’t know how I managed to be civil with her.”




  “You explained that I was not well—that I was not fit to see any one?”




  “I did my best. She was very unreasonable, and she evidently expected that you would have made an effort to see her. She went away grumbling.”




  He sat down upon the sofa, and I leaned against the table.




  “Has she gone back to London?” he asked.




  “I do not know, I don’t think so. She said something about going back to the police station and wiring to London for a detective.”




  “Ah!”




  He had closed his eyes. I heard him draw in a long, sharp breath.




  “She is a very determined young woman,” I continued. “Perhaps I ought not to say so, but she seemed to feel more angry than broken-hearted. She is vindictive, I am sure. She will do her best to find the man who killed her brother, and if she finds him she will have no mercy.”




  My father rose up and walked to his writing table. His back was turned to me as he commenced to sort out some papers.




  “Perhaps,” he said, “that is natural. It is very hard indeed to remember that vengeance belongs to God, and not to man. It is very hard indeed. Leave me now, Kate, and see that I am not disturbed for an hour.”




  I closed his door softly, and walked out into the garden, across the lawn to the edge. Below me was the little plantation, ill-famed and suddenly notorious as the scene of that terrible tragedy. Every tree seemed clearly defined and beautiful in that soft autumn twilight. I looked at it with a curious sense of shuddering fear. That girl’s face, hungry for vengeance, the code of blood for blood—it was terrible. But the vengeance of God—more awful, if not so swift as hers—on whom was that to fall?




  A heavy step in the road brought me, with a little sense of relief, back to the present. The tall form of Mr. Bruce Deville came in sight. He passed so close to me that I could have touched him.




  “Good night, Mr. Deville,” I said, softly, in his ear.




  He started almost over to the other side of the road. Then he saw me, and lifted his cap.




  “Good God!” he exclaimed. “I beg your pardon, Miss Ffolliot. How you startled me!”




  “I am very sorry,” I said, penitently.




  He looked at me and laughed. “You may be,” he said; “but you don’t look it. I am glad that you are better.”




  “I am quite well, thank you,” I answered. “I am glad to see you, Mr. Deville. I wanted to thank you for those beautiful roses. I could not believe that they came from you.”




  He looked a little embarrassed.




  “They are not worth mentioning,” he muttered. “Besides, it was Adelaide’s idea. She thought that you would like them.”




  I felt a little needlessly disappointed. Doubtless I answered him a little coldly.




  “I must thank Mrs. Fortress for them, then! Very well; I will go down and see her to-morrow.”




  “I don’t think,” he said, with a slight twinkle in his eyes, “that you need go down specially. Mrs. Fortress only answered my question when I asked her if she thought that you would care for them.”




  “Oh, is that all?” I remarked.




  “Entirely,” he answered. “At the same time, if you have any time to spare I daresay Mrs. Fortress would be glad to see you if you went down.”




  “Do you think she would, really?” I asked. “You know the first time I was there, something a little unpleasant happened in connection with my father. I took a great fancy to her, and I would like to go and see her again, but I am not sure whether she wants me. I fancy she was very surprised at my visit the other night.”




  “I am perfectly certain,” he declared, confidently, “that she would be glad to see you any time you chose to go to her. You may take my word for that.”




  “I think I will go to-morrow, then,” I said. “Mrs. Fortress interests me very much. There is no one else round here like her.”




  “You are very friendly with my godmamma, are you not?” he said, with a faint smile at the corners of his lips.




  “Lady Naselton has been very kind to me,” I answered.




  “I am afraid she gives me a dreadful character, doesn’t she?” he asked.




  “If she does you probably deserve it,” I said, severely. “I fancy that I have heard her say that you are exceedingly shiftless and very lazy. You could scarcely deny that, could you?”




  “Well, I don’t know,” he answered. “I have walked twenty or thirty miles to-day. That doesn’t sound particularly lazy, does it?”




  “On sport or business?” I inquired.




  He laughed, and looked down at himself. His clothes were splashed with mud, and a bramble had torn his coat in a fresh place.




  “I maintain that it is immaterial,” he declared. “I’ve been out all day, and I haven’t sat down for more than an hour. Therefore I deny the laziness in toto.”




  “At any rate,” I continued, “there is another charge against you, which you certainly can’t deny.”




  “And that is?”




  “Untidiness! We used to have a woman call upon us at Belchester to buy our old clothes. If ever she comes here I shall certainly send her up to Deville Court.”




  He laughed gruffly.




  “I wish you would; I’d sell her the whole lot. Anything else?”




  “The other things,” I said, “were too bad to repeat. I have only been enumerating your minor faults.”




  He made me an ironical bow.




  “I am exceedingly obliged to my godmother,” he said. “Some day I shall do myself the pleasure of paying her a visit and suggesting that she should mind her own business.”




  “Your business is her business to the extent of her godmotherhood,” I reminded him, suavely.




  “Hang her godmotherhood!” he uttered under his breath. I think it was “hang” he said—I was not sure about the expletive.




  “I shall go away,” I said. “You are getting profane. You are still as rude as when I bound your dog’s leg for you, I see.”




  He was suddenly grave.




  “That seems a long time ago,” he remarked.




  “A week or two only,” I reminded him. “It seems longer, because of all that has happened. That reminds me, Mr. Deville. I wanted to speak to you—about—that Sunday—the murder!”




  He shook his head, and whistled to his dogs.




  “Can’t talk about it,” he declared. “You ought not to want to.”




  “And why not?” I demanded.




  “You are not well enough. I don’t wonder that you’ve been ill. You must have been within a few yards of the fellow all the time. Certainly you must not talk about it. Good evening.”




  “But there is something I want to ask you,” I continued.




  He shook his head. He was already moving away. I called him back.




  “Mr. Deville! One moment, please.”




  He paused and looked over his shoulder.




  “Well!”




  “I want to ask you just one thing about that man.”




  I was talking to empty space. Bruce Deville was already almost out of sight, striding along across the short turf, with his broad back turned to me. Soon he had vanished amongst the shadows. There was nothing for me to do but to return to the house.
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  My father did not appear at breakfast time the next morning, and Alice, who took him up some tea, came down in some concern.




  “Father is not getting up until this afternoon, at any rate,” she announced. “He is very unwell. I wish he would let us send for a doctor. He has looked so dreadfully ill since he came back from London.”




  Under the circumstances I was perhaps less alarmed than I might have otherwise been. It was clear to me that he did not wish to see the girl who had called upon me yesterday. I was strongly inclined to look upon his present indisposition as somewhat exaggerated with a view to escaping a meeting with her. But I was soon to be undeceived. I went up to him after breakfast, and, gaining no answer to my knock at the door, I entered softly. He was lying quite still upon the bed, partially dressed, and at first I thought that he was asleep. I moved to his side on tiptoe, and a sudden shock of fear drove the color from my face, and set my heart beating wildly. His eyes were closed, his cheeks were pale as death. Upon his side, underneath his waistcoat, was a linen bandage, half soaked with blood. Evidently he had fainted in the act of fastening it.




  I got some brandy and forced it between his lips, chafed his hands, and gradually the life seemed to return to him. He opened his eyes and looked at me.




  “Don’t move!” I whispered. “I will see to the bandage.”




  He lay quite still, groaning every now and then until I had finished. Then I drew the counterpane over him and waited for a moment or two. He opened his eyes and looked at me.




  “I am going to send for a doctor,” I whispered, leaning over him.




  He clutched my hand.




  “I forbid it,” he answered, hoarsely. “Do not dare to think of it, Kate! Do you hear?”




  “But this is serious!” I cried. “You will be very ill.”




  “It is only a flesh wound,” he muttered. “I scarcely feel it; only—I drew the bandage too tightly.”




  “How long have you had it?” I asked.




  He looked towards the door; it was closed.




  “Since I was in London. It was a cowardly attack—the night before I returned. I have gone armed ever since. I am safe now—quite safe.”




  I was sorely perplexed. He was watching me with bright, feverish eyes.




  “Promise, Kate, that you will not send for a doctor, unless I give you leave,” he whispered, eagerly. “Your solemn promise, Kate; I must have it.”




  “On condition that you let me see to the bandages for you then,” I answered, reluctantly.




  “Very good! You can. They will want changing to-night. I am going to sleep now.”




  He closed his eyes and turned his face to the wall. I stole softly out of the room and down stairs. The sight of Alice’s calm and placid features as she busied herself about the affairs of the house and the parish was a constant irritation to me. I could not sit down or settle to any work. A fit of nervous restlessness came over me. Outside was a storm of wind and rain but even that I felt at last was better than inaction; so I put on my coat and hat and walked across the soddened turf and down the drive with the fresh, stinging rain in my face. I passed out into the road, and after a moment’s hesitation took the turn towards the Yellow House.




  I do not know what prompted me to go and see Adelaide Fortress. It was a sudden impulse, and I yielded to it promptly. But I had scarcely taken half a dozen steps before I found myself face to face with Bruce Deville. He stopped short, and looked at me with surprise.




  “You are not afraid of rough weather, Miss Ffolliot,” he remarked, raising his cap, with, for him, unusual courtesy.




  “I fear many things worse,” I answered, looking down into the wood. “Are you going to see Mrs. Fortress?”




  “Yes, presently,” he assented. “In the meantime, I was rather thinking—I want a word with your father.”




  “What about?” I asked, abruptly.




  He looked at me intently. There was a new look upon his face which I scarcely understood. Was it pity. It was almost like it. He seemed to be wondering how much I knew—or surmised.




  “It is a matter of some importance,” he said, gravely. “I wish I could tell you. You look sensible, like a girl who might be told.”




  His words did not offend me in the least. On the contrary, I think that I was pleased.




  “Mr. Deville,” I said, firmly, “I agree with you. I am a girl who might be told. I only wish that my father would be open with me. There is some mystery around, some danger. I can see it all in your faces; I can feel it in the air. That man’s death”—I pointed into the wood—“is concerned in it. What does it all mean? I want to know. I want you to tell me.”




  “Tell me who that man was, and who killed him?” I asked, firmly. “I have a right to know. I am determined to know!”




  He was certainly paler underneath the dark tan of his sun and weather-burned cheeks. Yet he answered me steadily enough.




  “Take my advice, Miss Ffolliot, ask no questions about it, have no thought about it. Put it away from you. I speak for your happiness, which, perhaps, I am more interested in than you would believe.”




  Afterwards I wondered at that moment of embarrassment, and the little break in his voice. Just then the excitement of the moment made me almost oblivious of it.




  “You are telling me!” I cried.




  “I am not telling you; I am not telling you because I do not know. For God’s sake ask me no more questions! Come and see Adelaide Fortress. You were going there, were you not?”




  “Yes, I was going there,” I admitted.




  “We will go together,” he said. “She will be glad to see you, I am sure. Mind the mud; it’s horribly slippery.”




  We descended the footpath together. Just as we reached the gates of the Yellow House, I turned to him.




  He sighed.




  “I am not the one to whom you should appeal,” he said. “I have not the right to tell you anything; you may know very soon. In the meantime, will you tell me where your father is?”




  “He is at home,” I answered, “in bed. He is ill. I do not think that he will see you. He is not going to get up to-day.”




  Mr. Deville did not appear in the least disturbed or disappointed. On the contrary, his face cleared, and I think that he was relieved.




  “I am glad to hear it,” he answered.




  “Why?”




  “He is better out of the way just for the present. When does he take up his new appointment?”




  “I am not sure that any definite time has been fixed,” I answered. “In about a month I should think.”




  “I heard about it yesterday,” he remarked. “Your stay here has not been a long one, has it?”




  “Would to God that we had never come at all!” I exclaimed, fervently. “It has been the most miserable time in my life.”




  “I don’t know that I can echo that wish,” he said, with a faint smile. “Yet so far as you are concerned, from your point of view, I suppose your coming here must have seemed very unfortunate. It is a pity.”




  “Mr. Deville,” I said, drawing close to his side, “I am going to ask you a question.”




  He looked down at me shaking his head.




  “I should rather you asked me no question at all,” he answered, promptly. “Can’t we talk of other things?”




  “No, we cannot! Listen!”




  I laid my hand upon his arm, and forced him to turn towards me.




  “You were speaking of going to see my father this afternoon,” I said. “Can I give him any message for you?”




  “Tell him that I am sorry to hear of his illness, but that I am glad that he is taking care of himself,” he answered, looking down at me. “Tell him that the weather is bad, and that he will do well to take care of himself. He is better in his room just at present.”




  We were inside the gates of the Yellow House, and I had not time to ask him the meaning of this unusual solicitude for my father’s health. I was still puzzling over it when we were shown into the drawing room. Then for a moment I forgot it, and everything else altogether. Adelaide Fortress had a visitor sitting opposite to her and talking earnestly.




  The conversation ceased suddenly, and she looked up as we entered. There was no mistaking the long, sallow face and anxious eyes. She looked at me with indifference, but at the sight of my companion she jumped up and a little cry broke from her lips. Her eyes seemed to be devouring him.




  “At last!” she cried. “At last!”




  CHAPTER XV


  THE LIKENESS OF PHILIP MALTABAR




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  We stood looking at them in wonder. Her face had seemed suddenly to light up in some mysterious way, so that for the moment one quite forgot that she was plain at all.




  “It is really you!” she murmured. “How wonderful!” She held out both her hands. Bruce Deville took them a little awkwardly. It was easy to see that her joy at this meeting was not altogether reciprocated. But she seemed utterly unconscious of that. There was quite a becoming pink flush on her sallow cheeks, and her dark eyes were wonderfully soft. Her lips were parted with a smile of welcome, and showed all her teeth—she had gleaming white teeth, beautifully shaped and regular.




  “To think that we should meet again like this,” she continued, parting with his great brown hand with some evident reluctance.




  “We were bound to meet again some day,” he answered, deprecatingly. “After all, there is nothing very extraordinary about it. The world is a small place.”




  “You never kept your promise,” she reminded him, reproachfully. “You never came near our hotel. I waited for you a week.”




  “I could not; I was leaving Baeren that same afternoon.”




  She turned to us at last.




  “This is the most delightful meeting in the world, so far as I am concerned,” she declared, still a little breathlessly. “Mr. Deville once saved my life.”




  He made some sort of a protest, but she took no notice. She was determined to tell her story.




  “I was traveling with a friend through the Italian lakes, and we were out for a drive near Baeren. We were coming down a terrible hill, with a precipice on one side and the sheer mountain on the other. The road was only just wide enough for our carriage, and suddenly a great bird flew out from a hole in the mountain and startled our horses. The driver must have been half asleep, and when they plunged he lost his balance and was thrown off. The horses started galloping down the hill. It was almost like the side of a house, and just in front was a sharp turn, with only a little frail palisading, and the precipice just below. We must have gone straight over. He could not possibly have turned at the pace they were going. If they had the carriage must have swung over. We were clinging to one another, and I am afraid we were dreadful cowards. It was like certain and fearful death, and just then Mr. Deville came round the corner. He seemed to see it all in a moment, and ran to meet us. Oh, it was horrible!” she cried, throwing her hands up with a little shiver. “I shall never forget it until I die. Never!”




  She paused for a moment. Adelaide Fortress and I had been hanging over her every word. There was something very thrilling about the way she told her story. Mr. Deville alone seemed uninterested, and a little impatient. He was turning over the pages of a magazine, with a restless frown upon his strong, dark face.




  “It seemed to me,” she continued, lowering her shaking voice, “that he was down under the horses, being dragged——”




  Bruce Deville closed the magazine he had been reading with a bang. He had evidently been a passive auditor as long as he was able to endure it. “Let me finish,” he said, shortly. “I am blessed with strong arms, and I stopped the horses. It was not a particularly difficult task. The ladies walked back to the hotel, and I went to look for the driver, who had broken his leg.”




  “And I have never seen him since!” she exclaimed, breathlessly.




  “Well, I couldn’t help that,” he continued. “I believe I promised to come to the hotel and call upon you, but when I thought it over it really didn’t seem worth while. I was on my way to Geneva, walking over the hills, and I was rather anxious to get there, and as I found some men to take the carriage and the driver back, I thought I might as well continue my journey. I wanted to get to Geneva for my letters.”




  She laughed quietly. Her eyes continually sought his, soft with admiration and pleasure.




  “You are like all the men of your country, who are brave and noble,” she said. “You will do a great deed, but you do not like to be thanked. Yet we waited there for days, hoping to see you. I have looked for you wherever I have been since then, and to think that now—on this very saddest journey I have ever been forced to take—that I should call here, by accident, and the door should open, and you should walk in. Ah!”




  “It is quite a romance,” Adelaide Fortress remarked, with a faint smile upon her lips. “How grateful you must be that you came to see me this afternoon, Bruce! By the by, do you mind ringing the bell—unless you prefer stewed tea?”




  He got up and rang it with avidity.




  “I am glad you recognize the fact that we have come to tea,” he remarked. “Miss Ffolliot and I met at the gate. You ought to give us something specially good for venturing out on such a day.”




  “I will give you some Buszard’s cake,” she answered, laughing; “some kind friend sent it to me this morning. Only you mustn’t eat it all up; it has to last me for a week.”




  “How is your father, Miss Ffolliot?” the girl asked, turning to me abruptly.




  “I am sorry to say that he is very unwell,” I answered, “and he is obliged to keep to his room. And I am afraid that he will not be able to leave it for several days.”




  She did not appear much concerned. I watched her closely, and with much relief.




  “I am sorry,” she remarked, politely. “However, so far as I am concerned, I suppose after all there would be very little object in my seeing him. I have been to most of the oldest residents round here, and they all seem certain that they have never heard of the name Maltabar.”




  I saw Bruce Deville start, and the hand which held his teacup shook. Adelaide Fortress and he exchanged swift glances. The girl, whose eyes were scarcely off him for a moment, noticed it too, although I doubt if she attached the same significance to it.




  “You do not know—you have not heard recently of any one of that name?” she asked him. “Please tell me! I have a reason for being very much interested.”




  He shook his head.




  “If I have ever heard the name at all it must have been very long ago,” he said; “and certainly not in connection with this part of the world.”




  She sighed.




  “I suppose you do not know who I am, or why I am here,” she said. “My name I told you once, although I daresay you have forgotten it. It is Berdenstein. The man who was found dead, who was killed close to here, was my brother.”




  He murmured a few words of sympathy, but he showed no surprise. I suspected that he had known who she was and of her presence here before.




  “Of course I came here directly I heard of it,” she continued, ignoring us altogether, and talking only to him. “It is a terrible trouble to me, and he was the only relative I had left in the world. You cannot wonder, can you, that I want to find out all about it?”




  “That is a very hard task,” he said. “It is a task best left, I think, in the hands of the proper authorities.”




  “They do not know as much as I know,” she answered. “He had an enemy.”




  “The man Maltabar, of whom you spoke?”




  “Yes. It was for him I inquired at once. Yet I suppose I must conclude that he is not at any rate a resident around here. I thought that he might have changed his name, and I have described him to a great many people. Nobody seems to recognize him.”




  “Don’t you think,” Adelaide Fortress said, quietly, “that you have done all that it is possible for any one to do? The police are doing their utmost to solve the mystery of your brother’s death. If I were you I should leave it to them.”




  She shook her head.




  “I am not satisfied to do nothing,” she said. “You cannot imagine what it feels like to lose some one very dear to you in such a terrible way. I think of it sometimes until I tremble with passion, and I think that if I could meet the man who did it face to face, I would stab him to the heart myself, with my own hands. I am weak, but I feel that I could do it. I cannot go away from here if I would. Something seems to tell me that the key to the whole mystery lies here—just at hand. No, I cannot go away. I must watch and wait. It may come to me at any moment.”




  No one answered her. She was conscious of a certain antagonism to her, betrayed by our lack of response to that little outburst and our averted faces. She looked from one to the other of us, and finally at Bruce Deville.




  “At least, you must think that I am right,” she cried, appealingly. “You are a man, and you would feel like that. I am sure of it. Isn’t it natural that I should want justice? He was all I had in the world.”




  “He is dead,” Bruce Deville said, gently. “Nothing can bring him back to life. Besides——”




  He hesitated. The girl leaned forward, listening intently.




  “Besides what?”




  “Hasn’t it ever occurred to you,” he said, slowly, “that if a man hated your brother so much as to follow him down here and kill him, that so great a hatred must have sprung from some great cause? I know nothing, of course, of your brother’s life, or of the manner of his life. But men do not strike one another without provocation. They do not kill one another without very great provocation.”




  “I see what you mean,” she said, slowly. “You mean that my brother must first have been the sinner.”




  “I am not taking that for granted,” he said, hastily; “only one cannot help thinking sometimes that it might have been so.”




  “He was my brother,” she said, simply. “He was all that I had in the world. My desire for justice may be selfish. Yet I hate the man who killed him, and I want to see him punished. I do not believe that any sin of his could ever have deserved so terrible a retribution.”




  “Perhaps not,” he said; “yet there is so little that you can do. To search for any one by the name of Maltabar around here you have proved a hopeless task; and that is your only clue, is it not?”




  “I am sending,” she said, “for a London detective. I shall remain here until he arrives, at any rate.”




  Again we looked at one another questioningly, and our silence was like a fresh note of antagonism to her avowed purpose. She could not fail to notice it, and she commenced to talk of other things. I believe but for Mr. Deville’s presence she would have got up and left us. Open war with us women could not have troubled her in the least. Already I could tell that she had contracted a dislike to me. But for his sake she was evidently anxious—oppressively anxious—to keep friendly.




  She tried to draw him into more personal conversation with her, and he seemed quite ready to humor her. He changed his seat and sat down by her side. Adelaide Fortress and I talked listlessly of the Bishop’s visit and our intending removal from the neighborhood. We studiously avoided all mention of my last visit to her and its sensational ending. We talked as ordinary acquaintances might have talked, about trifles. Yet we were both of us equally conscious that to a certain extent it was a farce. Presently there was a brief silence. The girl was talking to Mr. Deville, evidently of her brother.




  “He was so fond of collecting old furniture,” she was saying. “So am I. He gave me a little cabinet, the image of this one, only mine was in black oak.”




  She bent over a little piece of furniture by her side, and looked at it with interest.




  “Mine was exactly this shape,” she continued; “only it had a wonderful secret spring. You pressed it just here and the top flew up, and there was space enough for a deed or a photograph.”




  She touched a portion of the woodwork idly as she spoke, and there was a sort of click. Then she sprang to her feet with a little tremulous cry.




  A portion of the back of the cabinet had rolled back at the touch of her fingers. A cabinet photograph was disclosed in the niche. She was bending over it with pale cheeks and bloodless lips.




  “What is it?” I cried, with a sudden pain at my heart. “What have you found there?”




  She turned around and faced Adelaide Fortress. Her eyes were flashing fire.




  “You are all deceiving me,” she cried, passionately. “I was beginning to suspect it. Now I know.”




  “What do you mean?” I cried.




  She pointed to the photograph with trembling fingers.




  “You have all declared that the name of Maltabar is strange to you. It is a lie! That is the likeness of the man I seek. It is the likeness of Philip Maltabar.”
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  The two women were standing face to face. Bruce Deville and I had fallen back. There was a moment or two’s breathless silence. Then Adelaide Fortress, with perfect composure, moved over to the girl’s side, and glanced over her shoulder.




  “That,” she said, quietly, “is the photograph of a man who has been dead twenty years. His name was not Maltabar.”




  “That,” repeated the girl, unshaken, “is the photograph of Philip Maltabar.”




  I stepped forward to look at it, but, as if divining my purpose, Adelaide Fortress touched the spring and the aperture was hidden.




  “That photograph,” she repeated, coldly, “is the likeness of an old and dear friend of mine who is dead. I do not feel called upon to tell you his name. It was not Maltabar.”




  “I do not believe you,” she said, steadily. “I believe that you are all in a conspiracy against me. I am sorry I ever told you my story. I am sorry I ever sat down under your roof. I believe that Philip Maltabar lives and that he is not far away. We shall see!”




  She moved to the door. Mr. Deville stood there ready to open it. She looked up at him—as a woman can look sometimes.




  “You at least are not against me,” she murmured. “Say that you are not! Say that you will be my friend once more!”




  He bent down and said something to her very quietly, which we did not hear, and when she left the room he followed her. We heard the hall door slam. Through the window we could see them walking down the gravel path side by side. She was talking eagerly, flashing quick little glances up at him, and her fingers lay upon his coat sleeve. He was listening gravely with downcast head.




  Adelaide Fortress looked from them to me with a peculiar smile. What she said seemed a little irrelevant.




  “How she will bore him!”




  “Oh! I don’t know,” I answered, with an irritation whose virulence surprised me. “Men like that sort of thing.”




  “Not Mr. Deville,” she said. “He will hate it.”




  I was not sure about it. I watched them disappear. He was stooping down so as to catch every word she said. Obviously he was doing his best to adapt himself and to be properly sympathetic. I was angry with myself and ignorant of the cause of my anger.




  “Never mind about them,” I said, abruptly. “There is something else—more important—Mrs. Fortress.”




  “Yes.”




  “I want to see that photograph—the photograph of the man whom she called Philip Maltabar.”




  She shook her head. Was it my fancy, or was she indeed a shade paler?




  “Don’t ask me that,” she said, slowly. “I would rather not show it to any one.”




  “But I have asked you, and I ask again!” I exclaimed. “There are already too many things around me which I do not understand. I am not a child, and I am weary of all this mystery. I insist upon seeing that photograph.”




  She laid her hands upon my shoulders, and looked up into my face.




  “Child,” she said, slowly, “it were better for you not to see that photograph. Can’t you believe me when I tell you so. It will be better for you and better for all of us. Don’t ask me to show it to you.”




  “I would take you at your word,” I answered, “only I have already some idea. I caught a fugitive glimpse of it just now, before you touched the spring. To know even the worst is better than to be continually dreading it.”




  She crossed the room in silence, and bending over the cabinet touched the spring. The picture smiled out upon me. It was the likeness of a young man—gay, supercilious, debonair—yet I knew it—knew it at once. The forehead and the mouth, even the pose of the head was unchanged. It was my father.




  “He called himself once, then, Philip Maltabar?” I cried, hoarsely.




  She nodded.




  “It was long ago.”




  “It is for him the girl is searching. It is he who was her brother’s enemy; it is——”




  She held my hand and looked around her fearfully.




  “Be careful,” she said, softly. “The girl may have returned. It is not a thing to be even whispered about. Be silent, and keep your own counsel.”




  Then I covered my face with my hands, and my throat was choked with hard, dry sobs. The thing which I had most feared had come to pass. The scene in the church rose up again before my eyes. I saw the fierce gestures of a dying man, the froth on his lips, as he struggled with the words of denunciation, the partial utterance of which had killed him. With a little shiver I recognized how narrow had been my father’s escape. For I could no longer have any real doubts. It was my father who had killed Stephen Berdenstein.
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  In the wood half-way between the Yellow House and home I met Bruce Deville. I should have hurried on, but it was impossible to pass him. He had a way of standing which took up the whole path.




  “Miss Ffolliot,” he said, “may I walk home with you?”




  “It is only a few steps,” I answered. “Please don’t trouble.”




  “It will be a pleasure,” he said, sturdily.




  I looked at him; such a faint, acrimonious smile.




  “Haven’t you been almost polite enough for one day?” I asked.




  He seemed to be genuinely surprised at my ill-humor.




  “You mean, I suppose, because I walked home with that girl,” he answered. “I did so on your account only. I wanted to know what she was going to do.”




  “I did not require any explanation,” I remarked.




  He seemed perplexed. Men are such idiots. In the end he ignored my speech.




  “I wanted to see you,” he began, thoughtfully. “I have been to call at the Vicarage; your sister would not let me see your father.”




  “I am not surprised at that,” I answered; “you do not realize how ill he is.”




  “Have you had a doctor to see him?” he asked.




  “No; he will not let me send for one,” I answered. “Yet I know he is in need of medical advice. It is very hard to know what to do for the best.”




  “If I may advise you,” he said, slowly, “I should strongly recommend your doing exactly as your father wishes. He knows best what is well for him. Only tell him this from me. Tell him that change will be his best medicine. I heard yesterday that the Bishop wished him to go to Eastminster at once. Let him get an invalid carriage and go there to-morrow. It will be better for him and safer.”




  I stopped short, and laid my hand upon his wrist. I tried to make him look at me; but he kept his face turned away.




  “You are not thinking of his health only,” I said; “there is something else. I know a good deal, you need not fear. You can speak openly. It is that girl.”




  He did not deny it. He looked down at me, and his strong, harsh face was softened in a peculiar manner. I knew that he was very sorry for me, and there was a lump in my throat.




  “What is she going to do?” I asked, trembling. “What does she suspect?”




  “Nothing definite,” he answered, quickly. “She is bewildered. She is going to stay here and watch. I am afraid that she will send for a detective. It is not that she has any suspicion as to your father. It is you whom she distrusts—you and Adelaide. She thinks that you are trying to keep your father from her. She thinks that he could tell her—what she wants to know. That is all.”




  “It is quite enough!” I cried, passionately. “If only we could get her to go away. I am afraid of her.”




  We were standing by the gate, I held out my hand to him; he grasped it warmly.




  “Remember my advice to your father,” he said. “I shall do my utmost to prevent the girl from taking any extreme measures. Fortunately she considers herself under some obligation to me.”




  “You saved her life,” I remarked, thoughtfully.




  “Yes, I am sorry for it,” he added, curtly. “Goodbye.”




  He turned away and I hurried into the house. Alice was nowhere about. I went softly into my father’s room. He was dozing, and as I stood over him and saw how pale and thin his face was, my heart grew sick and sorrowful. The tears stood in my eyes. After all, it was a noble face; I longed to have that barrier broken down between us, to hear the truth from his own lips, and declare myself boldly on his side—even if it were the side of the outlaw and the sinner. As I stood there, he opened his eyes. They were dull and glazed.




  “You are ill, father,” I said, softly, “you will get worse if you will not have advice. Let me go and bring the doctor?”




  “You will do no such thing,” he answered, firmly. “I am better—much better.”




  “You do not look it,” I answered, doubtfully.




  “Never mind, I am better, I feel stronger. Where is that girl? Has she gone away?”




  I was glad he asked me the question outright. It was one step forward towards the more complete confidence which I so greatly desired. I shook my head.




  “No, she has not gone away. She seems to have no idea of going. She has found a friend here.”




  “A friend?”




  “Yes; she has met Mr. Deville before. He saved her life in Switzerland.”




  He tossed about for a moment or two with closed eyes and frowning face.




  “You have seen her again, then?” he muttered.




  “Yes; I met her this afternoon.”




  “Where?”




  I hesitated. I had not wished to mention my visit to Adelaide Fortress, at any rate until he was stronger; but he saw my reluctance and forced me to answer him.




  “At the Yellow House,” I said, softly.




  He gave a little gasp. At first I was afraid that he was going to be angry with me. As it chanced, the fact of my disobedience did not seem to occur to him.




  “The Yellow House?” he repeated, quickly. “What was she doing there? What did she want?”




  “I don’t know what excuse she made for calling,” I answered. “She seems to be going round the neighborhood making inquiries for Philip Maltabar. She has quite made up her mind that he is the man who killed her brother. She says——”




  “Yes——”




  “That she is quite sure that he is here—somewhere—in hiding. She is like a ferret, she will not rest until she has found him.”




  He struck the bedclothes vigorously with his white, clenched hand.




  “It is false! She will never find him. Philip Maltabar is dead.”




  “I wish that we could make her believe it,” I answered. “But we cannot. We shall never be able to.”




  “Why not?”




  “Because it is not true. Philip Maltabar is not dead. She knows it.”




  “What do you mean?” he said hoarsely, raising himself from the pillows. “Who says that he is not dead? Who dares to say that Philip Maltabar still lives?”




  “I do!” I answered, firmly. “It is you who have called yourself Philip Maltabar in days that have gone by. It is you for whom she is looking.”




  He did not attempt to deny it. I had spoken decisively, with the air of one who knows. He fell back and half closed his eyes. “Does she suspect it?” he whispered. “Is that why she waited? Is that why she came here?”




  “I do not think so,” I answered. “Yet she certainly does believe that Philip Maltabar is somewhere here in hiding. She suspects me more than any one.”




  “You!—how you?”




  “She has an idea that he is a friend of mine—that I am shielding him and trying to keep you away from her, lest she should learn the truth from you. That is what she thinks at present.”




  “Cannot you persuade her that there is no such person round here as Philip Maltabar?” he murmured. “She can make her own inquiries, she can consult directories, the police, the residents. It ought not to be hard to convince her.”




  “It is impossible,” I answered, shortly.




  “Impossible! Why?”




  “Because she has seen the photograph, in Adelaide Fortress’s cabinet.”




  “What!”




  The exclamation seemed to come from his parched, dry lips like a pistol shot. His burning eyes were fixed upon me incredulously. I repeated my words.




  “She saw his photograph at the Yellow House. It was in the secret aperture of a cabinet. She touched the spring unwittingly, and it flew open.”




  My father turned over and groaned.




  “When Fate works like this, the end is not far off,” he cried, in a broken voice. “God help us!”




  I fell on my knees by the bedside, and took one of his white hands in mine.




  “Father,” I said, “I have asked you many questions which you have not answered. This one you must answer. I will not live here any longer in ignorance of it. I am your daughter, and there are some things which I have a right to know. Tell me why this woman has your likeness?”




  “My likeness!” he said fiercely. “Who dares say that it is my likeness?”




  “It is your likeness, father,” I answered. “I saw it, and there can be no mistake. She has admitted it, but she will tell me nothing.”




  He shook his head.




  “It may happen that you will know some day,” he answered, faintly, “but not from me—never from me.”




  I tightened my clasp upon his hands.




  “Do not say that,” I continued, firmly. “There is something binding you three together, yet keeping you all apart. You and Bruce Deville and Adelaide Fortress. What is it? A secret? Some common knowledge of an unhappy past? I alone am ignorant of it; I cannot bear it any longer. If you do not tell me what it is I must go away. I am not a child—I will know!”




  He lay quite still and looked at me sorrowfully.




  “There is a secret,” he said, slowly, “but it is not mine to tell. Have patience, child, and some day you will understand. Only have patience.”




  “I have been patient long enough,” I answered, bitterly. “I cannot be patient any longer. If I cannot be trusted with this secret now, I shall go away; Alice can take my place here. I have been at home so little, that you will not miss me. I will go back to Dresden. I have made up my mind.”




  He caught hold of my hands and held them with burning fingers.




  “A little while,” he pleaded, looking at me piteously. “Stay with me a little while longer. Very soon you may know, but not yet—not—yet——”




  “Why not?”




  “The secret is not mine alone. It is not for me to tell. Be patient, Kate! For God’s sake, be patient!”




  “I have been patient long enough,” I murmured. “I shall go away. I can do no good here. I am not even trusted.”




  “A little longer,” he pleaded. “Be patient a little longer. It is a terrible burden which has been placed on my shoulders. Help me to bear it. Stay with me.”




  “You have Alice——”




  “Alice is good, but she is not strong. She is no help—and some day I may need help.”




  “I do not wish to leave you,” I cried, with trembling lips. “I do not want to go away. I want to do all I can to help you—yet—imagine yourself in my place! I am groping about in the dark corners, I want the light.”




  He looked up at me with a faint, weary smile.




  “Child,” he said, “you are like your mother was. Won’t you believe that I am helpless? If you really mean that you will leave me if I do not tell you, well, you must go. Even if you go straight to that woman and tell her all that you know—even then my lips are sealed. This secret is not mine to tell. When you do know, it will not be I who shall tell you. All I can say is, go if you must, but for God’s sake stay!”




  His face was ineffably piteous. I looked at his worn, anxious face, and my heart grew soft. A lump rose up in my throat, and my eyes were dim. I stooped down and kissed him.




  “I will stay,” I whispered. “I will not ask you any more questions, and I will not leave whilst you need me—whilst you are ill.”




  His lips touched mine, and a little sob was caught in his throat. I looked into his face through the mist of my blinding tears, and I wondered. The light on his features was almost spiritual.
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  When the thought first came to me I flung it away and trampled it under foot, I could almost have imagined I was going mad. I, jealous! What an ugly word! I jealous of that sallow-faced and black-eyed chit, who followed Bruce Deville about like his shadow, and seemed in a certain way to have laid claim to him as her own especial property. And above all things there was the man. What was Bruce Deville to me? What could he be to me? When the thought first crept into my mind I laughed out aloud; it was a genuine laugh of derision at first, but when I listened to its echoes I was frightened. There was something hard and unnatural about it—something which did not in any way suggest mirth. I turned upon myself with a certain fierceness. I, whose secret standard of manhood had always been so lofty, and to whom polish and culture had always seemed so absolutely essential, to think for a moment of such a man as Bruce Deville. I thrust the idea steadily and scornfully away from me, it was ridiculous—humiliating. And, apart from the absurdity of such thoughts in connection with such a man, the darkness which had fallen like a sudden cloud upon our lives was surely great and engrossing enough to outweigh every other consideration. Only last night I had made that passionate effort to learn the truth from my father and failed. Scarcely an hour ago I had been with him again renewing his bandages and secretly burning the old ones—bearing my part in that little tragedy, in whose shadows I seemed to walk blindfolded.




  It was a dark, windy morning, but I was too restless to stay in the house. I threw a cape over my shoulders and walked down the drive and out into the road, breathing the fresh air with a curious sense of relief. After the close atmosphere of the house it was like a strong, sweet tonic. I clambered up the green bank on the other side of the way and found myself suddenly face to face with Bruce Deville.




  He started when he saw me, and for a moment we looked at one another in silence. I realized then how completely he had changed in my thoughts during the last few days. I no longer noticed the untidiness of his dress, or the superficial roughness of his demeanor. The firm locking of his fingers around mine in the greeting which passed between us was somehow grateful to me. His brown eyes seemed soft and kindly, the harsh, cynical outlines of his features were all relaxed.




  In silence he turned round and walked slowly by my side.




  “Where is your friend this morning?” I asked.




  His face grew moody.




  “She has taken some rooms at Grant’s farm,” he answered. “She has gone over to the station now to get her luggage.”




  My heart sank. It was bad news.




  “She is going to stay here, then?” I asked.




  He nodded gloomily.




  “She says so.”




  “You ought to feel flattered, at any rate,” I remarked, maliciously.




  He flushed an angry glance at me.




  “What nonsense!” he exclaimed. “I beg your pardon, I ought not to have said that. Neither,” he continued, after a moment’s pause, “ought you to have said what you did.”




  I had stopped short at his first exclamation. I hesitated and then walked slowly on again. After all it was my fault.




  “Perhaps I ought not,” I answered. “At the same time I am not at all sure that she might not have given up this quest of hers if only you had not been here.”




  “I don’t agree with you at all,” he answered, firmly. “She would have given it up, I believe, if she had not seen that photograph in Adelaide’s cabinet. It is that which makes her to decide to remain here.”




  “Has she any fresh suspicions?”




  “I don’t think so,” he answered. “She believes that you and Adelaide Fortress are in league together. She believes that you both know where Philip Maltabar is. She also——” he continued, very slowly.




  “Well?” I interrupted.




  “She also seems to have an idea that you are keeping your father away from her so that she may not have an opportunity of asking him about Philip Maltabar. She has written to him, as you know, and the answer came back in a lady’s handwriting. She does not believe that your father had that letter. She believes that you intercepted and answered it.”




  “She is stopping really, then, to see him?” I said.




  “Chiefly, I am afraid.”




  Our eyes met for a moment, but we said nothing. I looked away through the trees to the glimmering front of the Yellow House, and asked him a question softly.




  “She has not any further suspicion, then?”




  “None, I am sure,” he answered, confidently. “It is you whom she believes to be shielding the man. She has a strong idea that he is a friend of yours; strangely enough she seems to have taken a violent dislike to you too. I believe that the very fact of that dislike blinds her a little.”




  “I agree with you as to the dislike. But why strangely?”




  His firm lips parted a little. He looked at me with a smile.




  “You do not appear to me,” he said, slowly, “to be a person to be disliked.”




  I made a mental registration of that remark. It was the nearest approach to a compliment he had ever paid me.




  “I am infinitely obliged,” I said. “At the same time I think I can understand her dislike.”




  “You women are so quick at understanding one another,” he remarked.




  “And men are so slow,” I replied. “Do you know I have an idea that if she were to come here now she would dislike me even more.”




  He looked at me without embarrassment, with a genuine desire for information in his face. He was evidently puzzled.




  “Why?” he asked.




  I laughed outright, and it did me good. He joined in it without the least idea of what I was laughing at.




  “You men are so stupid!” I exclaimed. “You either will not or cannot see things which are as simple as A B C.”




  “I admit it,” he answered, good humoredly. “But must you go in?”




  I nodded. We had made a little circuit, and had reached the road again within a few yards of our gate.




  “Yes, I am going to make something for my father. He is really ill, you know.”




  “Why don’t you let your sister do it?” he said. “She looks a great deal more used to that sort of thing than you do.”




  “Thanks,” I answered. “At the same time you are quite wrong. It is I who am the domestic one of the family.”




  He looked distinctly incredulous.




  “You don’t give one that idea at all,” he said, forcibly.




  “Well, you shall see,” I told him. “Some day we will ask you to luncheon and cook it between us. I know whose productions you will prefer.”




  “So do I,” he answered, fervently.




  “You don’t know my sister,” I remarked.




  “I don’t want to,” he answered, bluntly.




  I raised my eyebrows.




  “You are very rude,” I told him.




  “I beg your pardon. I did not mean to be. As a rule I detest women almost as much as they detest me. I do not think that your sister would interest me.”




  “She does a great deal of good,” I said. “She is managing the whole parish while my father is ill.”




  “I have no doubt she is very useful in her way,” he answered, indifferently.




  “She is much better tempered than I am,” I added.




  “I have no doubt about that,” he answered, with a smile.




  “But I don’t think that she could have bandaged your dog’s leg as well as I did,” I said.




  He looked at me with a sudden new thoughtfulness.




  “That was the first time I spoke to you,” he remarked. “It seems a long time ago.”




  “One measures time by events,” I said.




  “And that,” he replied, quickly, “was a great event. I am not likely to forget it. I shall never forget it.”




  I laughed.




  “Not such a great event after all as the coming of the heroine of your romance,” I said. “How interesting it must have been to meet her again!”




  “Rubbish!” he exclaimed, testily.




  I shrugged my shoulders and turned towards the house.




  “You are very rude,” I declared. “I am going in.”




  He looked into my face and was reassured.




  “I wish from the bottom of my heart that she had never come here,” he groaned. “God knows I would send her away if I had the power.”




  “I only wish that you could,” I answered, sadly. “She is like a bird of ill-omen. She looks at me out of those big black eyes as if she hated me. I believe I am getting to be afraid of her. Do you think that she will really stay here more than a day or two?”




  He nodded his head gloomily.




  “I believe so,” he answered.




  “You see what responsibility the rescuer of young maidens in distress incurs,” I remarked, spitefully.




  “I wish,” he said, looking at me steadily, “that I had let that carriage go to the bottom of the precipice.”




  “They would have been killed!” I cried.




  “Exactly,” he remarked, grimly.




  “You are very wicked to think of such a thing,” I said.




  “I am only living up to my reputation, then,” he answered. “That is what my godmamma told you about me, isn’t it?”




  “I shall not stay with you a moment longer,” I declared, ignoring the latter part of his sentence, and laying my hand upon the gate.




  “Won’t you—shake hands before you go?” he asked.




  I hesitated. His request was gruff and his tone implied rather a command than a favor. But I looked up at him, and I saw that he was in earnest.




  So I held out my hand and we parted friends.
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  A note was brought in to me at luncheon time, addressed in a bold yet delicate feminine hand which was already becoming familiar. It was from Adelaide Fortress, and it consisted of a single line only—




  “Will you come to me this afternoon?—A.F.”




  I went to see her without any hesitation. She was sitting alone in her room, and something in her greeting seemed to denote that she was not altogether at her ease. Yet she was glad to see me.




  “Sit down, child,” she said. “I have been thinking about you all day. I am glad that you came.”




  “Not very cheerful thoughts, then, I am afraid,” I remarked, with a certain half-unconscious sympathy in my tone. For her face was white and drawn, as though she had spent a sleepless night and an anxious morning.




  “Not very,” she admitted. “I have been thinking about you ever since you left me yesterday. I am sorry for you. I am sorry for all of us. It was an evil chance that brought that South American girl here.”




  “Was she born in South America?” I asked, with pointless curiosity.




  “I do not know,” she answered. “I should think so. She told me that she had spent most of her life there. A girl who dresses as she does here, and wears diamonds in the morning, must have come from some outlandish place. Her toilette is not for our benefit, however.”




  I looked up inquiringly. She continued, with a slight frown upon her face—




  “She follows Bruce Deville about everywhere. I never saw anything so atrociously barefaced. If he were her husband she could not claim more from him. They have just gone by together now.”




  “What! this afternoon?” I asked.




  “Not a quarter of an hour ago,” she declared. “She was holding his arm, and looking up at him with her great black eyes every moment. Bah! such a woman gives one a bad taste in one’s mouth.”




  “I wonder that Mr. Deville is not rude to her,” I remarked. “He does not seem to be a man likely to be particularly amiable under the circumstances. I should not think he would be very easily annexed.”




  She smiled faintly.




  “From his general behavior one would not put him down as a willing squire of dames,” she said; “but that girl is like a dog fawning for a bone. She will not let him alone. She waits about for him. She hates to have him out of her sight.”




  “Perhaps—perhaps it is a good thing. It might take her mind off other things,” I suggested, softly.




  “That is what I too am hoping,” she admitted. “That is why I believe Bruce endures her. There is one thing only of which I am afraid.”




  “That is——” I asked.




  “That she may send for a detective on her own account. Anything rather than that! The girl alone I think we might deal with.”




  “Mr. Deville must use all his influence. He must persuade her not to,” I declared.




  She assented.




  “He will try. Yet for all her folly, so far as Bruce is concerned, she is not a perfect idiot. She knows that he is my friend—and yours—and she is desperately jealous. She will suspect his advice. She will not accept his bidding blindly. She is cunning. She will agree with him, and yet she will have her own way.”




  “He must be very firm,” I said. “There must be no detective come here. It would be the last straw. As it is, the anxiety is terrible enough.”




  We were silent, and we exchanged quick and furtive glances. Something in her sad face moved me almost to tears—it was strangely soft, so full of subtle and deep sympathy. Involuntarily I leaned across and held out my hands to her. She caught them in hers with a little passionate gesture. That moment brought us into a new connection. Henceforth we were on a different footing.




  “My child!” she moaned. “My poor child! You have a terrible burden upon your young shoulders.”




  “The burden I could bear,” I answered, “if only I had some knowledge of its meaning. You know, you could tell me if you would.”




  I crossed to her side and fell upon my knees, taking her hand in mine. She looked away into the fire and her face was as white as death.




  “I cannot,” she faltered, with trembling lips. “I cannot! Don’t ask me!”




  “Oh! but I must!” I cried, passionately. “It cannot hurt me so much to know as it does not to know. There is a secret between you and my father. You knew him as Philip Maltabar. Tell me what manner of man he was. Tell me why he has changed his name. Tell me what there was between him and——”




  She had risen to her feet at my first words. She sat down again, now trembling in every limb.




  “I cannot tell you any of these things,” she moaned. “I am sorry I asked you to come. Go away! Please go away!”




  But my mind was made up now, and the sight of her weakness only nerved me on. I stood up before her white and determined—brutally reckless as to her sufferings. I would know now, though I forced the words from between her white lips. She was a strong woman, but she had broken down—she was at my mercy.




  “I will not go away,” I said, doggedly. “You sent for me, and I am here. I will not go away until you have told me everything. I have a right to know, and I will know! You shall tell me!”




  She threw her arms out towards me with a gesture half pathetic, half imploring. But I made no movement—my face was hard, and I had set my teeth together. Her hands fell into her lap. I did not touch them. She looked moodily into the fire. She sat there with fixed eyes, like a woman who sees a little drama in the red coals. My heart beat fast with excitement. I knew that in the war of our wills I had conquered. She was at my mercy. I was going to hear.




  “Child,” she said, slowly, and her voice seemed to belong to another woman, and to come from a great distance, “I will tell you a story. Listen!”




  I leaned over towards her holding my breath. Now at last, then, I was to know. Yet even in those moments of intense excitement the outline of her face, with its curious white torpor, oppressed me. A chill fear crept into my blood.




  She began.




  “There was a girl, well educated, well bred, and clever. She was an orphan, and early in life it became necessary for her to earn her own living. There were several things which she could do a little, but only one well. She could write. So she became a journalist.




  “It was an odd life for her, but for a time she was happy. She herself was possessed of original ideas. She was brought into touch and sympathy with the modern schools of thought and manners. She was admitted into a brilliant little coterie of artists and literary men and women whose views were daringly advanced, and who prided themselves in living up to all they professed. She herself developed opinions. I will not dwell upon them; I will only tell you in what they ended. She set herself against the marriage laws. At first she was very strong and very bitter. The majority of men she hated for their cruelty to her sex. The thought of marriage disgusted her. Any ceremony in connection with it she looked upon as a farce. She had no religion in the ordinary sense of the word. She was brave and daring and confident. This was all before she knew what love was.”




  There was a silence, but I did not move my eyes from her face. Was she waiting for a word of encouragement from me, I wondered? If so, the silence must last forever, for I was tongue-tied. She had created an atmosphere around her, and I could scarcely breathe. Presently she went on.




  “The man came in time, of course. He was young, ardent, an enthusiast, fresh from college, with his feet on the threshold of life and eager for the struggle. He had a little money, and he was hesitating as to a profession. The girl was utterly free—she was her own mistress in every sense of the word. There was no constraint upon her movements, no conventionalities to observe, no one who could exercise over her even the slightest authority. The young man proposed marriage. The girl hesitated for a long while. Old ideas do not easily die, and she saw clearly, although not clearly enough, that if she sacrificed them to these new opinions of hers she must suffer, as the pioneer of all great social changes must always suffer. Imperial dynasties and whole empires have been overthrown in a single day, but generations go to the changing of a single social law. Yet she told herself that if she were false to these tenets, which she had openly embraced and so often avowed, she must lose forever her own self-esteem. The eyes of that little band of fellow-thinkers were upon her. It was a glorious opportunity. It was only for her to lead and many others would follow. She felt herself in a sense the apostle of those new doctrines in whose truth and purity she was a professed believer. That was how it all seemed to her.




  “She told the man what her decision was. To do him justice, he combated her resolve fiercely. They parted, but it was only for a while. In such a struggle victory must rest with the woman. This was no exception to the general rule. The woman triumphed.




  “Their after history is not pleasant telling. The woman and the man were utterly unsuited for each other. The man was an enthusiast, almost a fanatic; the woman was cold, calculating, and matter of fact. The man suddenly determined to enter the Church. The woman was something between a pantheist and an agnostic with a fixed contempt of all creeds. The inevitable came to pass. She followed out the logical sequence of her new principles, and left the man for another.”




  I suppose my face expressed a certain horror. How could I help it? I shrank a little back, and my eyes sought her, doubtfully. She turned upon me with a shade of fierceness on her white face.




  “Oh, you are a swift judge!” she cried. “It is the young always who are cruel! It is the young always who have no mercy!”




  I was shocked at the agony which seemed to have laid hold of her. That slight instinct of repulsion of which she had been so quick to notice the external signs in my face, seemed to have cut her like a knife. I moved swiftly to her side and dropped on my knees by her. I was ashamed of myself.




  “Forgive me!” I pleaded, softly. “I am very ignorant. I believe that the woman did what seemed right to her. I was wrong to judge.”




  She bent her head. I took her fingers softly into mine. “You were that woman,” I whispered.




  She looked at me and half rose from her chair, pushing me away from her.




  “I was that woman,” she moaned. “Your father was the man! You——”




  I cried out, but she would not be interrupted.




  “You,” she added, wildly, “are my child—and his!”
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  I rose to my feet and stood apart from her. For a moment it was like the end of the world—like the end of all sensation. I was trembling in every limb. I believe that I gasped for breath. She sat and looked at me. When I spoke my voice seemed to come from a long distance. I did not recognize it. My sense of my own identity seemed confused.




  “I am the victim, then—the unhappy victim of your miserable theories!” I cried.




  “And you are—oh! my God!—you are the weak spot in a faith of which I was once an ardent disciple,” she said, quietly. “You made all the difference. When you came I knew that I had sinned. All my arguments seemed suddenly weak and impotent when I strove to bring them to bear upon the face of your existence.”




  “You should have married him—at once,” I cried.




  “It was too late,” she answered. “He had separated himself from me forever by entering a profession which I despised. He had entered the Church.”




  A horrible thought flashed into my mind.




  “The other man,” I whispered, with burning cheeks, for she was my mother.




  She pointed out of the window—pointed along that narrow, hateful path which threaded the plantation.




  “He is dead,” she faltered. “He died—there!”




  By this time my sense of horror was almost numbed. I could speak almost calmly. I felt as though I was standing on the world’s edge. Nothing more mattered. The end had come.




  “My father killed him,” I said, almost calmly.




  She looked away from me and fixed her eyes upon a particular spot in the carpet.




  “Ask no questions, child,” she said, sadly. “You know enough now. There were some things which it were wiser for you not to know.”




  “It is true,” I cried, bitterly. “I have learned enough for one afternoon—I have learned enough to make me miserable forever.”




  The woman covered her face with her hands. It were as though a spasm of inward pain had distorted her features. She was suffering terribly. Yet at that time I had no thoughts of any pity. I was merciless.




  “You have learned what has given you pain to hear, and what has given me much pain to confess,” she said, slowly. “Confess,” she repeated, slowly, and with unutterable bitterness. “That is a hateful word. I never foresaw the time when I should have to use it—to my own daughter! When one is young one is proud.”




  “You were short-sighted,” I said, brutally.




  Again she bowed her head and suffered. But what did I care? I was no heroine, and I never laid any claim to gentleness of disposition or great unselfishness. I was simply an ordinary human being, confronted with a great humiliation. My heart was closed to hers. The wrong to myself seemed to loom above everything else. The interruption that was at hand was perhaps merciful. I might have said things which afterwards I should have blushed to have remembered. But at that moment there came a sound of voices in the hall. Bruce Deville was there and Miss Berdenstein.




  We both rose up. Her coming was a surprise to us. She entered by his side in some embarrassment. Mr. Deville proceeded to explain her presence.




  “I met Miss Berdenstein here, and persuaded her to come in with me,” he said, in a brusque, matter of fact tone. “I took the liberty of assuring her that you would be glad to see her.”




  “You did quite right,” Adelaide Fortress said, calmly. “I am very glad to see her.”




  She greeted the girl kindly, but in a subdued manner. As for me, I shook hands with her coldly and under protest. I was very much surprised that she should have come here, even at the instigation of Bruce Deville.




  “I hope we are not too late for tea,” he remarked, glancing around the room.




  Adelaide Fortress rang the bell. I smiled faintly at a certain irony in the thought called up by his question. I had shaken hands with the girl unwillingly. We were to be enemies. I was sure of that, and I preferred open warfare.




  Tea was brought in, and a little general conversation was started, in which I took no part. Presently he came over to my side. The other two were talking, the girl was relating some of her South American experiences to Adelaide Fortress, who was leaning back amongst the shadows.




  “What made you bring her here,” I asked, softly.




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  “Why not? It is better to be on friendly terms with her. We know then what she is going to do.”




  “So you appear to think,” I remarked, with some emphasis. “You seem to be progressing wonderfully. I congratulate you.”




  He laughed in my face.




  “Oh, she is not at all uninteresting,” he declared. “If you had seen as much of her as I have the last few days you would find her enchanting.”




  I looked at her contemplatively. Her little person was almost lost in a huge sealskin coat, and her ungloved hands were blazing with diamonds. As she talked her white teeth (she had beautiful teeth) gleamed, and her black eyes flashed in their sallow setting. She was an odd-looking creature. Every now and then she darted swift, anxious glances towards us, once she paused and made a strenuous effort to overhear what we were saying. She need not have troubled herself. I barely heard what Bruce Deville was saying to me; my answers to him were purely mechanical. I was scarcely conscious whether it was indeed I who was sitting there within a few yards of that pale-faced, composed woman from whose lips only a few minutes ago I had heard that story which seemed to me yet like a dark, shadowy nightmare. The echoes of her passionate words seemed still lingering around the dimly lit room. Once or twice I raised my hand to my temples—my head was reeling. At last I could bear it no longer. The irony of small talk was too bitter. A sense of suffocation came over me. I rose to my feet and made my excuses.




  Scarcely a word passed between the woman whom I had learned to know as Adelaide Fortress and myself. I touched her fingers, and they were as cold as ice. Then, with a single look at her dark eyes, I left the room.




  Bruce Deville followed me out. The girl too had sprung up, and was making her hasty adieux. Before she could leave the room, however, Bruce Deville had reached my side.




  “I am coming home with you, Miss Ffolliot,” he said, in my ear.




  I did not answer him. We were half-way down the path when Miss Berdenstein’s shrill voice reached us.




  “Mr. Deville!”




  He paused. Involuntarily I stopped too.




  “You will take me home, Mr. Deville, won’t you?” she said. “I couldn’t possibly find the way by myself; and, besides, I should be terrified to death. It is so dark. I should not have dreamed of staying so late if I had been alone.”




  He muttered something profane under his breath. I started to walk on.




  “Won’t you be here when I come back,” he inquired, brusquely. “I was only going a few steps with Miss Ffolliot.”




  “I am quite ready to start now,” she answered; “and I have said goodbye to Mrs. Fortress. I really don’t see how I can stay any longer; and I dare not go a step alone. It is almost pitch dark. Shall I walk home with Miss Ffolliot and you first?”




  I was almost out of hearing when she had finished, for at the commencement of her speech I had quickened my pace. When I clambered up the bank to reach the footpath I looked behind. They were walking along the road together—an oddly assorted couple. His shoulders were up—a bad sign—and he was taking long strides, to keep up with which she had almost to run, holding her skirts in both hands, and picking her way through the mud. Behind in the doorway of the Yellow House I saw a woman, pale and motionless, watching me with wistful, sorrowing eyes. But I turned my head and hurried away.
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  I went straight to my father’s room, with only a very confused sense of what I wanted to say to him floating in my mind. But to my amazement, when I had softly opened the door and stood inside the room, he was not upon the bed, or on the couch. The room was empty. I passed through into the drawing room with the same result. Then I retraced my steps down into the hall and saw that his hat was gone from the stand and also his overcoat.




  I called to Alice, and she came out to me from our little drawing room.




  “Where is father?” I cried, breathlessly. “He is not upstairs!”




  She drew me into the room. Her round face was very sober, and her eyes were grave.




  “He left for London a quarter of an hour ago,” she declared, impressively.




  “Left for London!” I repeated, bewildered. “Why, he was scarcely well enough to stand. Did he dress himself?”




  “He was very weak, but he seemed perfectly well able to take care of himself,” she answered. “A telegram came for him about half an hour ago. I took it up to his room, and he opened and read it without remark. He asked where you were, but I could only tell him that you were out. Directly afterwards I heard him getting up, and I went to the door of his room to see if I could help him. He told me that I was to order the dog cart, and that he was going away. I was too surprised to say a word.”




  My first impulse was unmistakable. It was a sense of great relief. Then I began to wonder what this Berdenstein girl would think. Would she connect it with her presence here? Would she think that he had gone away to avoid her? There was that risk, but it was no greater than the risk of her coming here some day and meeting him face to face. On the whole it was good news. It was a respite at any rate.




  In the morning came a letter from him, dated simply London. He had been called away, he said, on some business, the details of which would not interest us, but it was a call which it would not have been his duty to have neglected. Immediately he had concluded it, he went on to say, he proposed to take a short vacation by the sea somewhere. Accordingly he had engaged a locum tenens, who was now on his way down, and he would write us again as soon as he had definitely decided where to go.




  Alice and I laid down the letter with varying thoughts. To her, ignorant of any reasons for conduct which was on the face of it somewhat eccentric, it brought some concern. With me it was different. I was at once relieved and glad. I had arrived at that acutely nervous and overwrought state when even a respite is welcome. The explanations between us were for the present necessarily postponed, and, at any rate, I could meet Olive Berdenstein now without trembling. It was the truth which I had to tell. My father was not here. I did not know where he was. She could come and search for him.




  Yet that was a time of fierce disquiet with me. To settle down to any manner of work seemed impossible. Later in the day I went out into the garden, and the cool touch of the soft, damp wind upon my face tempted me past the line of trees which hemmed in our little demesne out into the muddy road and across to the broad expanse of green common which was really a part of the Deville home park. As I stood there, bareheaded, with the wind blowing through my hair and wrapping my skirts around me, I could see in the distance a man coming on horseback from the Court. I stood still and watched him. There was no mistaking man or horse—Bruce Deville on his great chestnut—though they were half a mile away. Then, as I stood there waiting for him, a sudden darkness came into the faintly sunlit air, a poisoned darkness—the poison of a hideous thought. I turned away and plunged into the plantation on my left, flying along the narrow footpath as though the thought had taken to itself the shape of some loathsome beast and was indeed pursuing me, close on my heels. In less than five minutes I was standing breathless before Adelaide Fortress. She was looking white and ill. When she came into the room she threw across at me a glance which was almost supplicatory. Her firm lips trembled a little. Her eyes were soft and full of invisible tears.




  “Is it bad news?” she faltered. “You have been running. Sit down.”




  I shook my head.




  “No. Another question, that is all. Mr. Deville?”




  She looked puzzled for a moment. Then she drew herself up and stood a little away from me. Her firm, dark eyebrows resolved themselves into a frown. Some subtle instinct, quick to fly backwards and forwards between us two, had helped her towards the meaning of my words.




  “Mr. Bromley Deville, Mr. Deville’s father, was my father’s oldest friend,” she said, slowly. “Bruce and I were children together, and except that I, of course, was five years the elder, we were great friends. Mr. Bromley Deville was my father’s executor, and since his death Bruce has taken his place.”




  A great relief had suddenly eased my heart. I drew a little breath, but she looked as if I had struck her a blow.




  “How is your father?” she asked. “Is there any news?”




  I nodded.




  “He is better; he is gone away.”




  She started.




  “Gone away? Where to?” she added, quickly.




  “To London, and from there he is going to the sea,” I told her. “He does not say where. He is sending a locum tenens. I do not think that he will return here at all. We want him to go straight to Eastminster.”




  She too seemed to share my relief, but my first thoughts were hers too.




  “What will that girl say?”




  “I cannot tell,” I answered; “she may be suspicious. At any rate we have a reprieve.”




  “You have not spoken—to him yet.”




  “No; he had gone when I returned last night. I was glad of it.”




  We stood face to face looking at one another in silence. The faint color was coming and going in her cheeks, and her hands were nervously clasping the back of a chair. Where she stood the few days of wintry sunlight which had found their way into the room were merciless to her. They showed up the little streaks of grey in her hair and the hollows in her cheeks. The lines of acute and bitter heartpain were written into her worn face. My heart grew soft for the first time. She had suffered. Here was a broken life indeed. Her dark, weary eyes were raised eagerly to mine, yet I could not offer her what I knew so well she desired.




  I was forced to speak. Her silence was charged with eloquent questioning.




  “Won’t you—give me a little time to realize what you have told me?” I said, hesitatingly. “I have grown so used to think that Alice’s mother was mine—that she was dead—that I cannot realize this all at once. I don’t want to be cruel, but one has instincts and feelings, and one can’t always control them. I must wait.”




  So I went away, and in the Vicarage lane I met Bruce Deville walking towards me with his horse’s bridle through his arm. He was carrying a fragrant bunch of violets, which he held out a little awkwardly.




  “I don’t know whether you will care for these,” he said; “I don’t know much about flowers myself. The gardener told me they were very fine, so I thought you may as well have them as——”




  “As let them spoil,” I laughed. “Thank you very much, Mr. Deville. They are beautiful.”




  He frowned for a moment, and then, meeting my eye, laughed.




  “I am afraid I am awfully clumsy,” he said, shortly. “Let me tell you the truth. I went all through the houses to see if I could find anything fit to bring you, and I knew you preferred violets.”




  “It was very nice of you,” I said; “but what about Olive Berdenstein? Doesn’t she like violets?”




  He opened his mouth, but I held up my hand and stopped him; he had so much the look of a man who is about to make a momentary lapse into profanity.




  “Don’t say anything rude, please. Where is she this morning?”




  “I don’t know,” he answered, grimly. “Somewhere about, no doubt.”




  “It should be a lesson to you,” I remarked, smiling up at him, “not to go about indulging in romantic adventures. They generally have a tiresome ending, you know. Do you always make such easy conquests, I wonder?”




  He stopped short, and looked at me with darkened face.




  “Is there any necessity,” he asked, “for you to go out of your way to irritate and annoy me?”




  I ignored him for a moment or two.




  “She is very rich,” I remarked. “Have you seen her diamonds?”




  He rested his hand upon his horse and sprang into the saddle. From his great height there he looked down upon me with a dark frown and angry eyes.




  “I will wish you good morning, Miss Ffolliot,” he said. “My company is evidently distasteful to you.”




  I laughed at him, and laid my hand upon his horse’s bridle. “I can assure you that it isn’t,” I declared. “I was very glad to see you indeed. Please get down, you have too much an advantage of me up there.”




  He got down at once, but his face had not altogether cleared.




  “Look here, Miss Ffolliot,” he said, looking at me steadfastly out of his keen, grey eyes, “I do not wish to have you talk to me in that way about that young woman. I do not think it is quite fair. I suppose it is what girls call chaff, but you will kindly remember that I am too stupid, if you like, always to know when you are in earnest and when you are not, so please don’t do it. If I am with Miss Berdenstein at all please remember that it is for your sake. I hate reminding you of it, but you make me.”




  “You are quite right, Mr. Deville,” I said. “Please do not think that I am not grateful. Now let me tell you the news. My father has gone away.”




  “Gone away! Where? For how long?” he said, quickly.




  “He has gone first to London,” I answered; “where he was going to afterwards he did not seem absolutely sure himself. He spoke of going to the sea somewhere for a vacation. We are trying to arrange for him not to come back here at all. I should like him to go straight to Eastminster.”




  “It is a great relief,” he said, promptly; “it was the very best thing he could do. He did not even tell you that he was going then?”




  “I had no idea of it. He went quite suddenly while I was out. We had a letter from him this morning. I wonder—what she will say?”




  “I do not think that she will trouble to go in search of him,” he answered. “I do not think that her suspicions are really aroused in connection with your father. She is an odd, changeable sort of girl. I daresay she will give up this quest before long.”




  “I hope so,” I answered. “It would be a great relief to have her go away.”




  There was a short silence between us. We were standing by the Vicarage gate, and my hand was upon the latch.




  “I wonder,” he said, abruptly, “whether you would not walk a little way with me. It is such a fine day, and you look a little pale.”




  I hesitated.




  “But you are riding,” I said.




  “That is nothing,” he answered, briskly. “Diana follows me like a lamb. We will walk along the avenue. I want you to see the elm trees at the top.”




  We started off at once. There was nothing very remarkable about that walk, and yet I have always thought of it as a very memorable one. It gave a distinct color to certain new ideas of mine concerning my companion. We talked all the time, and that morning confirmed my altering impressions of him. Lady Naselton had spoken of him as rough and uncultured. He was neither. His lonely life and curious brusqueness were really only developed from mannerism into something more marked by a phase of that intellectual tiredness which most men ape but few feel. He had tried life, and it had disappointed him, but there was a good deal more of the cosmopolitan than the “yokel” in him.




  For me it was a delightful time. He talked of many books and countries which had interested me with a perfectly bewildering familiarity. The minutes flew along. I forgot all these troubles which had come so thick upon me as we walked side by side over the soft, spongy turf, sometimes knee deep amongst the bracken, sometimes skirting clumps of faded heather. But our walk was not to terminate altogether without incident. As we turned the corner, and came again within sight of the Vicarage gate, we found ourselves face to face with Olive Berdenstein.




  She stopped short when she saw us, and her face grew dark and angry. She was a strange-looking figure as she stood there in the middle of the lane waiting for us—a little over-dressed for Sunday morning parade in the Park. For a country walk her toilette was only laughable. The white lace of her skirt was soiled, and bedraggled with mud. One of her little French shoes had been cut through with a stone, and when we came in sight she was limping painfully. Her black eyes flashed upon us with a wicked fire. Her lips trembled. The look she darted upon me was full of malice. She was in a furious temper, and she had not the wit to hide it. It was to him she spoke first.




  “You said that you would call for me—that we would walk together this morning,” she said to him in a low, furious tone. “I waited for you one, two hours. Why did you not come?”




  He answered her gruffly.




  “I think that you must be mistaken,” he said. “There was no arrangement. You asked me to call; I said I would if I could. As it happened, I could not; I had something else to do.”




  “Something else! Oh, yes! so I see,” she answered, with a short, hysterical little laugh, and a glance of positive hatred at me. “Something more pleasant! I understand; we shall see. Miss Ffolliot, you are on your way home now, I presume. I will, with your very kind permission, accompany you. I wish to see your father. I will wait in your house until he can see me. If you deny me permission to enter, I will wait for the doctor. He shall tell me whether your father is not strong enough to answer me one single question, and if the doctor, too, be in your plot, and will not answer me reasonably, I will go to a magistrate at once. Oh! it will not be difficult. I will go to a magistrate. You see I am determined. If you would like to finish your amiable conversation, I will walk behind—or in front—whichever you like. Better in front, no doubt. Ha! ha! But I will come; I am determined.”




  She ceased breathless, her eyes on fire, her lips curled in a malicious smile. It was I on whom she had vented her passion. It was I who answered her.




  “You can come with me to the Vicarage if you like,” I said, coldly; “but you will not find my father. He has gone away.”




  “Gone away!” she repeated, incredulously. For a moment she looked black.




  “Gone away! Oh, indeed! That is good; that is very clever! You have arranged that very well. Yesterday he was too ill to see me—to answer one little question. To-day he is well enough to travel—he is gone away. Good! he has gone. I can follow.”




  She pursed up her lips and nodded her head at me vigorously. She was white with rage.




  “You are welcome to do anything which seems reasonable to you,” I answered, with at any rate a show of firmness. “Mr. Deville, I will say good afternoon. It is time I was at home.”




  He kept by my side with the obvious intention of seeing me to the gate; but as we passed the girl she took hold of his arm.




  “No! I say no! You shall not leave me like this! You are treating me shamefully, Mr. Deville. Am I not right? That girl is hiding her father from me. She is helping him away that he may not tell me of the man who killed my brother! You will take my part; you have always said that you were sorry for me. Is every one to be my enemy? You too! It is justice that I want! That is all!”?




  He threw her delicately gloved hand off roughly.




  “What nonsense!” he declared. “I have been sorry for you, I am sorry for you now; but what on earth is the good of persecuting Miss Ffolliot in this manner? Her father has been ill, and of course he has not desired to be bothered by strangers. You say you wanted to ask him a question. Be reasonable; he has answered it by letter. If you saw him, he could only repeat his answer. He has only been here for a few months. I have lived here all my life, and I tell you that there is no one by the name of Maltabar in the county.”




  “There was the photograph in that cabinet,” she persisted—“within a few yards of the spot where he was killed. I know that Philip Maltabar hated him. I know that he would have killed him if he could.”




  “But what has all this to do with Mr. Ffolliot?” he persisted.




  “Well, I begged him to see me,” she urged, doggedly. “He is the clergyman of the parish, and he certainly ought to have seen me if I wished it. I don’t understand why he should not. I want advice; and there are other things I wanted to see him about. I am sure that he was kept away from me.”




  “You are very silly indeed,” Bruce Deville said, emphatically. “Surely his health was more important than the answering a question for you which has already been answered by people in a much better position to know. As to advice, mine has always been at your service. I have been ready to do anything for you in reason.”




  “You have been very good,” she said, with trembling lips, “but——”




  “You must excuse me now,” he interrupted, “I have something to say to Miss Ffolliot.”




  “I am going in,” I answered. “Please do not come any further. Goodbye.”




  I nodded to him, the girl I ignored. If a glance could have killed me, I should have been a dead woman. I left them alone and went on up to the house. Somehow I did not envy her Mr. Deville’s society for the next quarter of an hour.
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  As may easily be imagined I had seen quite enough of Olive Berdenstein for one day at any rate, if not for a long time to come. But to my surprise, on that same afternoon, as I sat in our little drawing room pretending to read a stupid novel, there was a timid ring at the bell, and she was shown into the room. She entered nervously, as though uncertain as to how I should receive her. I daresay she would not have been at all surprised if I had ordered her out again. If I had followed my first impulse I should certainly have done so. Wiser counsels prevailed, however, and although I did not offer her my hand, I suppressed my surprise at her coming, and motioned her to take a seat.




  She was dressed much more quietly than I had yet seen her, in a plain brown dress, beautifully made. The element of incongruity was still there, however, for she wore a large Paris hat, and the little lace scarf at her throat was fastened with a great diamond.




  She sat quite still, and I could see that she was very nervous. She kept her eyes away from my face as much as possible. When she began to talk she did so rapidly, and in a low tone.




  “I suppose you are very surprised to see me, Miss Ffolliot, after this morning,” she commenced, tentatively.




  “Rather,” I answered.




  “I only made up my mind to come an hour ago. It was a sudden impulse. I started at once, or I should have changed my mind. I have come to make you an offer. It will sound very oddly to you, but you must not be angry. You must hear all that I have to say. I have thought it all out; it is very reasonable.”




  “You need not be afraid,” I answered. “I shall certainly not mind listening—so long as you do not talk as you were talking this morning. I am quite willing to forget that if you do not remind me of it.”




  She fixed her black eyes upon me intently.




  “Miss Ffolliot, have you ever loved any one—a man, I mean?”




  I could not help starting, the question was so unexpected. She was watching me very keenly. Perhaps my color was not altogether steady.




  “I don’t think so—not in the way you mean,” I answered.




  “I will make it clear. I do love some one. I did not think that you would, you are too cold, you look too proud. Now I want to tell you. There is some one whom I love desperately—with my whole life. I want to tell you about it. Do you mind?”




  “Certainly not,” I answered, softly. The change in her was wonderful. Her eyes were as soft as velvet; there was a faint flush in her cheeks. But for those prominent teeth and the sharp outlines of her features she was almost beautiful.




  “You remember, I have told you of our accident in Switzerland, and of Mr. Deville, and how gloriously he saved us. Oh, it was wonderful! Even now when I think of it I feel excited.”




  I bowed my head slowly. I began to understand.




  “Well, ever since that moment I have loved him,” she said, simply. “I could not get him out of my mind. Oh! it was magnificent to see him struggling there for our lives with those fierce, strong horses, beating them back, mastering them little by little, and all the time quite cool and silent! But you have heard all about that, you do not want to hear the story again. Since that day I have never been able to think of any other man. I have had many offers, for I am rich, but I only laughed. The idea of marriage when he was in the world seemed wicked to me. It was because of him that I did not go back to South America. It was because he was an Englishman that I kept on coming to England and looking for him in all those places where Englishmen are mostly to be found. I have never missed a season in London since, and yet I do not care for London. It was just because of the chance of finding him there. It is three years ago now, but I have never despaired. I think that I must be something of a fatalist. I have said to myself that in the end we must meet again, and now you see although we have been living in this out-of-the-way spot, the time has come. There is something wonderful about it. Don’t you think so?”




  I bowed my head. The eagerness of her question demanded an affirmative.




  She sighed, softly, with an air of gentle satisfaction.




  “That is what I tell myself,” she continued. “It is wonderful. It must have been fate. I tell myself that, and it seems to me that fate which has brought us together could not now be so cruel as to interfere between us. And I love him, I love him so much!”




  She paused a moment and looked at me almost with pity.




  “You,” she said, thoughtfully—“you will never know the misery of it—or the happiness!”




  I smiled faintly, and without mirth. Poor girl! There was something terribly pathetic in her little confession. From the bottom of my heart I pitied her.




  “And Mr. Deville?” I asked, softly.




  Her face fell a little. The enthusiasm died away. Still she was hopeful.




  “I am not sure,” she said, looking away from me into the fire. “He is kind to me, and I think that he likes me—a little. He does not care for me as I do for him, of course,” she added, sadly. “Why should he? I have done nothing for him, and he has done so much for me. It has been all on one side. I have had no chance yet; but I could help him a little. I am rich, very much richer than any one thinks, and they say that, although he has a great house and lands, that he is very poor, and that he has heavy debts. I could pay them all off,” she declared, with a little note of triumph in her tone. “I have what would come in English money to nearly a million pounds. I should give it all to him, every penny. It would make him happy to pay off all his mortgages and old debts. Don’t you think so?” she asked, anxiously.




  “I daresay it might,” I answered, gravely. “I should think it certainly would.”




  “And I love him so,” she repeated, softly. “It would be such happiness to do this for him. Perhaps he would not love me very much just yet, but when I had him all to myself it would come little by little. I could make it come; a woman can when she has a man all to herself. I am sure of it. I should have no fear at all.”




  Her eyes were very soft now and very bright. One forgot her sharp features and sallow cheeks. Poor girl! Then suddenly she looked away from the fire, and, rising, came over to my side.




  “You are wondering why I have come to you to tell you my secret,” she said. “I will tell you. I am afraid of you. You are so handsome, and I am plain. Oh! yes, I am—I know it. Never mind, I love him. But he does not know that, and he admires you. I see him look at you, and though he is kind to me, he does not look at me like that. And you—you do not care for him. I have watched you, and I am sure of it. You do not want him, do you?”




  “No, I do not want him,” I answered, but without looking at her.




  “I know you don’t. I want to promise you something. I believe that Philip Maltabar is somewhere in this neighborhood, and I believe—no, I am sure—that in some way you are interested in him. Your father knows. That is why you have kept me from him. But never mind, I want to forget all that if you will just help me a little. I shall go away from here, presently. If I should come back again, and I should find Philip Maltabar—well—never mind. I will forgive, and I will forget. God shall judge between those two—I will bury my desire for vengeance. This I swear—if you will help me a little.”




  “But how?” I asked, blandly. “What can I do?”




  “You can help me simply by keeping away from Mr. Deville,” she went on, hastily, a certain bluntness creeping into the manner of her expression as she reached the heart of her subject. “If you are not there, then he will be content with me, I can talk to him. I can make him understand by degrees. There! I suppose you think this is very unwomanly of me. It is unwomanly, it is despicable. I should detest another woman who did it. But I don’t care—I want him so much. I love him better than life,” she cried, with a little burst of passion. “I shall die if he does not care for me—not as I care for him, of course, but just a little—and more afterwards.”




  I leaned over and rested my hand upon hers. I felt a sudden kindness toward her. I don’t know what instinct made me promise—I suppose it was pity. There was something so pathetic in her intense earnestness.




  “Yes, I will do what you wish,” I said, softly; “but——”




  “But what? Are you making conditions?”




  I shook my head.




  “I make no conditions. Only I wanted to say this to you. Do you think it is wise to let yourself care so much for any one who after all may not care for you at all? It is like staking one’s whole happiness upon a chance. It is a terrible risk.”




  She smiled at me faintly, and shook her head.




  “Ah,” she said, “it is so easy to see that you have never loved—that you do not know what love is. When you do you will not talk about letting one’s self care. You might as well talk about letting one’s self die when one is struggling upon a death bed panting and gasping for life. It is the inevitable in love as in death. There is no choice.”




  She rose to her feet.




  “Goodbye,” she said. “I shall not trouble you any more. I am going to forget that such a person as Philip Maltabar ever lived.”




  I walked with her to the door. She looked down the dim road up the park wistfully.




  “Perhaps,” she said, “I may see him this afternoon. Was he coming to see you?”




  “Certainly not. He does not visit here,” I continued.




  “Oh, he comes to see me,” she said, quickly. “Perhaps it is not right—proper you call it—that he should. I do not care. I would like you to come and visit me—but—he might be there,” she added, hesitatingly. “Goodbye.”




  I touched her hand, and she went out with a little flush still lingering in her cheeks. I saw her look wistfully up and down the road, and then she picked up her skirts and took the muddy footpath across the park towards the Court. I turned away and went upstairs to my room.




  Was it pity for her I wonder that brought the tears into my eyes? After all, I was only a woman.
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  I was determined to keep my word with Olive Berdenstein with absolute faithfulness. For nearly a week I stayed in the house except for a short walk in the early morning. Three times Bruce Deville called, and met with the same answer. Often I saw him riding slowly by and scanning the garden and looking up towards the house with an impatient look in his eyes and a dark frown upon his strong face. Once I saw him walking with Olive Berdenstein. She seemed to have caught him up, and found him in no very pleasant temper. His shoulders were high, and he was walking so quickly that she had almost to run to keep up with him. I looked away with a sigh, and yet—what a heartless hypocrite I was. I found myself thinking with a curious satisfaction that his shoulders had been lower and his face very different when I had walked with him.




  After nearly a week of solitude with only Alice’s parish talk and mild speculations as to our future at Eastminster to break the intolerable monotony of it, I could bear it no longer. I put on my hat one wet and windy afternoon and went down to the Yellow House. Adelaide Fortress was alone, writing at her desk, and when I entered we looked at one another for a moment without any greeting. It seemed to me that a few more grey hairs had mingled with the black—a little more wanness had crept into the delicate, intellectual face. But she greeted me cheerfully, without any shadow of reproach in her tone, although I knew that my absence had been a trouble to her.




  “It is good of you to come and see me,” she said. “Have you heard from your father?”




  I nodded assent.




  “We heard on Wednesday. He was leaving London that afternoon for the South Coast. He wrote very cheerfully, and said he felt better already.”




  “I am glad,” she said, softly.




  Then we were silent for a few moments. There was so much that we could both have said.




  “Mr. Deville has been here inquiring for you,” she said. “You have been invisible, he said. Have you been unwell?”




  I shook my head. I wanted much to have told her of Olive Berdenstein’s visit to me, and of my compact with her. For a moment I hesitated. She noticed it, and doubtless drew her own conclusions.




  “There has been nothing particular to keep me in,” I said. “I simply felt that I wished to see no one. Don’t you feel like that sometimes?”




  “Very often,” she assented. “I think the desire for solitude is common to all of us at times.”




  Then we were silent again. I knew quite well what she was waiting for from me, yet I was silent and troubled. Almost I wished that I had not come.




  “You have thought over what I told you when you were here,” she said, softly. “You have thought of it, of course.”




  “Yes,” I answered. “How could I help it—how could I think of anything else?”




  “You have remembered that you are my daughter,” she added, with a little quiver in her tone.




  “Yes.”




  I kept my eyes upon the carpet; she sighed.




  “You are very hard,” she said—“very hard.”




  “I do not think so,” I answered. “I do not wish to be. It is not I who have made myself; I cannot control my instincts. I do not wish to say anything to you unless it comes from my heart.”




  “You are my daughter,” she murmured, softly.




  “It is true,” I answered; “yet consider that I have only known it a few days. Do you think that I can feel—like that—towards you so soon? It is impossible. A few weeks ago we were strangers. I cannot forget that.”




  She winced a little at the word, but I repeated it.




  “It may seem an odd thing to say, but so far at any rate as I was concerned, we were strangers. I do feel—differently towards you now of course. In time the rest will come, no doubt, but I should only be a hypocrite if I pretended more at present, you must see that; and,” I continued, with a shade of bitterness in my tone, “there is the shame. One cannot forget that all at once.”




  She shrank back as though I had struck her a blow across the face. Unwittingly I knew that I had wounded her deeply. But how could I help it?




  “The shame,” she repeated in a low tone—“ay, the shame. That seems an odd word for me to hear. But it is a true one. I must learn to bear it. There is the shame! Oh, God! this is my punishment.”




  “You cannot deny it,” I said. “How could you ever have thought of it in any other way? You deliberately chose to live with my father without marrying him. By your own admission there was not the faintest obstacle to your marriage. You had the satisfaction of living up to your theories, I have to pay the penalty.”




  She bowed her head.




  “It is true,” she said.




  She covered her face with her hands and there was a long silence between us. The clock in the room seemed suddenly to commence a louder ticking; outside, the yellow leaves came fluttering to the ground, and the wet wind went sighing through the tree tops. The rain dashed against the steaming window panes. I looked away from the bowed figure before me out into the desolate road, and found my thoughts suddenly slipping away from me. I wondered where Bruce Deville was, and Olive Berdenstein. Were they together and was she succeeding in her purpose? After all what did it matter to me, a poor, nameless girl, with a shadowed past and a blank future? I sighed, and looked back into the room. The sound of her voice broke the silence, which was becoming unbearable.




  “I do not wish to excuse myself,” she said, softly; “nothing can excuse me. But in those days, when I was young and enthusiastic, it seemed to me that I had but to lead and the world would follow me. I thought that by the time my children were grown up—if I had children—what is called illegitimacy would be no longer a thing to fear. You see I dwelt for a little time in a fool’s elysium. Believe me that I am sharing with you the punishment—nay, mine is the greater half, for I believe that my heart is broken.”




  I was moved to pity then and took her hands. But as yet the veil hung between us.




  “I will believe that,” I said, softly; “I shall try always to remember it. I will not think hardly of you in any way. The rest must come gradually I think—no, I am sure that it will come some day.”




  Her eyes were soft with gratitude. She held out her hands to me, and I gave her mine freely. We spoke no more upon that subject. But perhaps what I went on to say was almost as interesting to her. I had been thinking of it for some time, now it became inevitable.




  “I had a purpose in coming to see you this afternoon,” I said. “I want to talk to you about it. Do you mind?”




  She shook her head. I continued almost immediately.




  “I have come to ask for your advice,” I said. “I want presently, when this trouble has passed over and Olive Berdenstein has gone away, to leave home, to take up some work of my own. In short, I want to be independent, to take my life into my own hands and shape it myself.”




  She looked at me with a certain wistful thoughtfulness.




  “Independent? Yes, you look like that,” she said, softly.




  “In any case I have no taste for a home life,” I continued. “After what has passed I should find it unbearable. I want active work, and plenty of it.”




  “That,” she said, with a sigh, “I can well understand. Yes, I know what you feel.”




  Not altogether, I thought to myself, with a little wan smile. She did not know everything.




  “I should like to get right away from here,” I continued. “I should like to go to London. I don’t know exactly what work I am fitted for; I should find that out in time. I took a good degree at Heidelberg, but I should hate to be a governess. I thought perhaps you might be able to suggest something.”




  A sudden light had flashed into her face in the middle of my little speech. Evidently some thought had occurred to her which she hesitated to confide to me. When I had finished she looked at me half nervously, half doubtfully. She seemed to be on the point of suggesting something, yet she hesitated.




  “If there is anything which has occurred to you,” I begged her, “do not mind letting me hear it, at any rate. I am not afraid to work, and I shall not be very particular as to its exact nature so long as it does not altogether deprive me of my liberty.”




  “I was wondering,” she said, looking at me keenly, and with a faint color in her cheeks—“I was wondering whether you would care to accept a post as my secretary. I am really in urgent want of one,” she added, quickly; “I wrote out an advertisement to send to the Guardian last week.”




  “Your secretary?” I repeated, slowly.




  “Yes; you would have to learn typewriting, and it would be dry work. But, on the other hand, you would have a good deal of time to yourself. You would be to a very large extent your own mistress.”




  I scarcely knew how to answer her, yet on the whole the idea was an attractive one to me. She saw me hesitate, but she saw also that it was by no means in displeasure. Before I could find anything to say she spoke again.




  “At any rate, think of it,” she suggested. “Don’t decide all at once. You would live with me, of course, and I could give you sixty pounds a year. It does not seem much, but you would scarcely get more than that to start with at anything. Listen! Isn’t that Mr. Deville?”




  I sprang up and moved towards the door.




  “I thought you told me that you were not expecting him to-day!” I exclaimed.




  She looked at me in surprise.




  “I was not expecting him—in fact, he told me that he was going to Mellborough. But does it matter? Don’t you want to see him?”




  “No!” I cried, breathlessly; “he is coming across the lawn. I am going out the other way. Goodbye.”




  “Why, what has poor Bruce done to offend you?” she cried, in some concern. “I thought you were getting such friends.”




  “He has not offended me,” I answered, quickly. “Only I don’t want to see him to-day. Goodbye.”




  I ran down the path, leaving her standing at the front door. I just saw the back of Bruce Deville’s Norfolk coat as he entered the house by the French windows, and I hoped that I had escaped him. But before I was half way through the little plantation I heard firm footsteps behind me and then a voice—




  “Good afternoon, Miss Ffolliot!”




  “Good afternoon, Mr. Deville,” I answered, without looking round.




  There was only room for one in the path. He passed me, taking a huge stride through the undergrowth, and turning round blocked the way.




  “What is the matter?” he asked, quietly. “What have I done? Why are you trying to avoid me, like this?”




  “I do not understand you, Mr. Deville,” I answered, untruthfully, and with burning cheeks. “Be so good as to let me pass.”




  “Not till you tell me how I have contrived to offend you,” he answered, bluntly. “I called three times at the Vicarage last week. You would not see me; you were at home. I found that out, but you would not see me. The answer was the same each time, and now this afternoon you have done your best to avoid me. I want to know why.”




  His tone and his attitude were alike uncompromising. I looked round in vain for some means of escape. It was not possible. After all this was no breach of my compact with the girl. I felt simply powerless.




  “You have not offended me—not yet, at any rate,” I said, with emphasis. “If you keep me standing here against my will another minute you most certainly will though. Please let me pass, I am in a hurry to get home.”




  “Very well, then, I will walk with you,” he declared, standing on one side.




  “There is no room,” I remarked.




  “We will see about that,” he answered. He moved from in front of me, and then, leaving me the whole path, came crashing through the underwood and bracken by my side. I walked along swiftly, and he kept pace with me. After all he seemed to have nothing to say. We had almost reached the Rectory gate before he opened his mouth.




  “Then you will not tell me why you have avoided me the last few days, Miss Ffolliot. What have I done to lose your good opinion?”




  There was a curious earnestness in his tone. I felt my cheeks flush. I might perhaps have answered him in a different manner, but suddenly my eyes were riveted on a moving figure coming along the road into which we had stepped. I looked at it steadily. It was Olive Berdenstein, plodding along through the thick mud with careful, mincing footsteps, her long, loose cape and waving hat, easily distinguishable even at that distance. I stepped forward hastily, and before he could stop me, he passed through the gate.




  “Do not wait, please, Mr. Deville,” I said, looking round at him. “There is a friend of yours coming round the lane. Go and meet her, and do not say anything about me.”




  He was very rude and very profane. He made use of an expression in connection with Olive Berdenstein which justified me in hurrying away.




  I turned my back upon him and ran up the drive.




  “Miss Ffolliot,” he cried out, “one moment; I am very sorry. I apologize most abjectly.”




  I turned round and waved my hand. Anything to get rid of him.




  “Very well! Go and meet Miss Berdenstein, please.”




  I am not at all sure that he did not repeat the offence. At any rate, he turned away, and a few moments later, from my bedroom window, I saw him greet her. They turned away together towards the path. I watched them with a little sigh.
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  It seemed to me during the days that followed that I was confronted with a problem of more than ordinary complexity. I at any rate found it so. To live through childhood and girlhood wholly unconscious of the existence of a living mother, and then to find her like this, with such a history, was altogether a bewildering and unrealizable thing. Was I unnatural that I had not fallen into her arms? Ought I to have heard her story with sympathy, or at least, with simulated sympathy? At any rate I had not erred on the side of kindness towards her! I had made her suffer, and suffer very bitterly. Yet was not that inevitable? The seed was of her own sowing, not of mine. I was her unconscious agent. The inevitable requital of offences against the laws of social order had risen up against her in my person. If I had pretended an affection which I certainly had not felt, I must have figured as a hypocrite—and she was not the woman to desire that. I liked her. I had been attracted towards her from the first. Doubtless that attraction, which was in itself intuitive, was due to the promptings of nature. In that case it would develop. It seemed to me that this offer of hers—to go to her with a definite post and definite duties would be the best of all opportunities for such development. I was strongly inclined to accept it. I was both lonely and unhappy. In a certain sense my education and long residence abroad had unfitted me for this sedentary (in a mental sense) and uneventful life. The events of the last few weeks had only increased my restlessness. There was something from which I desired almost frantically to escape, certain thoughts which I must do my utmost to drown. At all costs I desired to leave the place. Its environment had suddenly become stifling to me. The more I considered my mother’s offer the more I felt inclined to accept it.




  And accept it I did. Early one morning I walked down to the Yellow House, and in a very few words engaged myself as Mrs. Fortress’s secretary. We were both of us careful, for opposite reasons, not to discuss the matter in any but a purely businesslike spirit. Yet she could not altogether conceal the satisfaction which my decision certainly gave her.




  “I only hope that you will not find the life too monotonous,” she said. “There is a good deal of hard work to be done, of course, and mine is not altogether interesting labor.”




  “Hard work is just what I want,” I assured her. “It will be strange at first, of course, but I do not mind the monotony of it. I want to escape from my thoughts. I feel as though I had been living through a nightmare here.”




  She looked at me with a soft light in her eyes.




  “Poor child!” she murmured, “poor child!”




  I was afraid that she was going to ask me questions which I could not well have answered, so I rose to my feet and turned away. Yet there was something soothing in her evident sympathy. She walked to the door with me.




  “When shall you be ready to go to London with me?” she asked, upon the threshold.




  “Any time,” I answered, promptly. “There is nothing I desire so much as to leave here.”




  “I will write to have my little place put in order to-day,” she said. “It will be ready for us in a week, I dare say. I think that I too shall be glad to leave here.”




  I walked quietly home through the shadowy plantation and across the little stretch of common. On my way upstairs to my room Mary, our little housemaid, interrupted me.




  “There is a young lady in the drawing room waiting to see you, miss,” she announced; “she came directly after you went.”




  I retraced my steps slowly. Of course I knew who it was. I opened the door, and found her sitting close to the fire.




  She rose at once to her feet, and looked at me a little defiantly. I greeted her as pleasantly as I could, but she was evidently in a bad humor. There was an awkward silence for a moment or two. I waited for her to explain her mission.




  “I saw you with Mr. Deville the other day,” she remarked at last.




  I nodded.




  “It is quite true. I did all that I could to avoid him. That was what I promised, you know.”




  “Is that the first time you have seen him since we made our arrangement?” she asked.




  “The first time,” I answered.




  “You have not been with him this afternoon?” she asked, suspiciously.




  “Certainly not,” I assured her. “I have only been down to see Mrs. Fortress for a few minutes.”




  “He was not there?”




  “No.”




  She sighed and looked away from me into the fire, and when she spoke her voice was thick with rising sobs.




  “He does not care for me. I cannot make him! My money does not seem to make any difference. He is too fierce and independent. I don’t think that I shall ever be able to make him care.”




  I looked steadily down upon the carpet, and set my teeth firmly. It was ridiculous that my heart should be beating so fiercely.




  “I’m sorry for you,” I said, softly.




  She fixed her black eyes upon me.




  “You are sorry for me,” she repeated. “Very good, you do not care for him yourself. But listen! I am afraid, I fear that he cares for you.”




  “You do not know that,” I faltered. “You——”




  “Bah!” she interrupted, scornfully. “I know. But you—there is some one else. That is our secret. Never mind, you do not care for him at any rate. You shall help me then. What do you say?”




  “How can I help you?” I repeated. “Have I not already done all that I can by refusing to see him? What more can I do?”




  “It was all a mistake—a stupid mistake, that idea of mine,” she cried, passionately. “Men are such fools. I ought not to have tried to keep you apart. He has been grim and furious always because he could not see you. I have had to suffer for it. It has been hateful. Oh, if you want to escape the greatest, the most hideous torture in this world,” she cried, passionately, her thin voice quavering with nervous agitation, “pray to God that you may never love a man who cares nothing for you. It is unbearable! It is worse than hell! One is always humiliated, always in the dust.”




  I was very sorry for her, and she could not fail to see it.




  “If you are so sure that he does not care for you—that he is not likely to care for you—would it not be better to go away and try to forget him?” I said. “It can only make you more miserable to stay here, if he is not kind to you.”




  She threw a curious glance at me. It was full of suspicion and full of malice.




  “Oh, yes! of course you would advise me to go away,” she exclaimed, spitefully. “You would give a good deal to be rid of me. I know. I wish——”




  She leaned over a little nearer to me, and drew in her breath with a little hiss. Her eyes were fixed upon my face eagerly.




  “You wish what?” I asked her, calmly.




  “I wish that I understood you; I wish I knew what you were afraid of. What have you to do with Philip Maltabar? If he is not your lover, who is he? If he is not your lover, what of Bruce Deville? Oh! if you have been fooling me!” she muttered, with glistening eyes.




  “You are a little enigmatic,” I said, coldly. “You seem to think that you have a right to know every detail of my private life.”




  “I want to know more, at any rate, than you will tell me,” she answered; “yet there is just this for you to remember. I am one of those whose love is stronger than their hate. For my love’s sake I have forgotten to hate. But it may be that my love is vain. Then I shall put it from me if I can—crush it even though my life dies with it. But I shall not forget to hate. I came here with a purpose. It has grown weak, but it may grow strong again. Do you understand me?”




  “You mean in plain words that if you do not succeed with Mr. Deville, you will recommence your search for the man you call Philip Maltabar.”




  She nodded her head slowly; her keen eyes were seeking to read mine.




  “You will do as you choose, of course,” I answered; “as regards Mr. Deville, I can do no more for you than I have done.”




  She commenced twisting her fingers nervously together, and her eyes never left my face.




  “I think that you could do more than you have done,” she said, meaningly. “You could do more if you would. That is why I am here. I have something to say to you about it.”




  “What is it?” I asked. “Better be plain with me. We have been talking riddles long enough.”




  “Oh, I will be plain enough,” she declared, with a touch of blunt fierceness in her tone. “I believe that he cares for you, I believe that is why he will not think for a moment even of me. When I tell you that you know of course that I hate you.”




  “Oh, yes, I have known that for some time.”




  “I hate you!” she repeated, sullenly. “If you were to die I should be glad. If I had the means and the strength, I believe, I am sure that I would kill you myself.”




  I rose to my feet with a little shudder. She was terribly in earnest.




  “I don’t think, unless you have anything more to say, that it is a particularly pleasant interview for either of us,” I remarked, with my hand upon the bell. But she stopped me.




  “I have something else to propose,” she declared. “You have said that you do not love him. Very well. Perhaps his not seeing you has irritated him and made him impatient. See him. Let him ask you—he will not need much encouragement—and refuse him. Answer him so that he cannot possibly make any mistake. Be rude to him if you can. Perhaps then, if he knows that you are not to be moved, he will come to me. Do you understand?”




  “Oh, yes, I understand,” I said, slowly; “I understand perfectly. There is only one thing you seem to forget. Your idea that Mr. Deville is interested in me is only a surmise. It is more than possible that you are altogether mistaken. He and I are almost strangers. We have not met a dozen times in our lives. He has never shown any inclination to make any sort of proposal to me; I should think it most unlikely that he should ever do so. Supposing that you were right, it would probably be months before he would mention it to me, and I am going away.”




  She smiled at me curiously. How I hated that smile, with its almost feline-like exhibition of glistening white teeth!




  “He will propose to you if you will let him,” she said, confidently. “If you are really ignorant of that fact, and of your conquest, I can assure you of it.”




  Suddenly she broke off and looked intently out of the window. Across the park in the distance a tall, familiar figure was coming rapidly towards us. She turned and faced me.




  “He is coming here now,” she declared. “I am going away. You stay here and see him. Perhaps he will ask you now. Can’t you help him on to it? Remember, the more decidedly you refuse him the safer is Philip Maltabar. Be rude. Laugh at him; tell him he is too rough, too coarse for you. That is what he thinks himself. Hurt his feelings—wound him. It will be the better for you. You are a woman, and you can do it. Listen! Do you want money? I am rich. You shall have—I will give you five—ten thousand pounds if—if—he ever asks me. Ten thousand pounds, and safety for Philip Maltabar. You understand!”




  She glided out of the room with white, passionate face and gleaming eyes. Whither she went I did not know. I stood there waiting for my visitor.
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  She left me alone in the room, and I stood there for a minute or two without moving. I heard his quick step on the gravel path outside and then his summons at the door. Mechanically I rang the bell and directed that he should be shown in to me.




  The door was opened and closed. Then he was ushered in, our little maid servant announcing him with a certain amount of unnecessary emphasis. She withdrew at once, and we were alone together. As he touched my hand I noticed that he was wearing a new suit of riding clothes, which became him very well, and a big bunch of violets in his buttonhole.




  “So I have found you at last, have I?” he said, standing over me as though he feared I might even now try to escape. “Was it by your maid’s mistake that I was allowed to come in this afternoon?”




  “No,” I answered; “I told her only a minute ago to show you in. I wanted to see you.”




  “You are extremely kind,” he remarked, with a note of irony in his tone. “My patience was very nearly exhausted. I was beginning to wonder whether I should ever see you again.”




  “It was becoming just a question whether you would,” I remarked. “We are closing the house up next week, I believe, and removing our ‘Penates’ to Eastminster. Alice is busy packing already, and so ought I to be.”




  “If that is a hint to me,” he remarked, “I decline to take any notice of it. I have something to say to you. I have had to wait long enough for the opportunity.”




  “A little more than a week,” I murmured.




  “Never mind how long,” he declared. “It has seemed like a year. Tell me—are you glad that you are going away?”




  “I am very glad,” I admitted. “I am glad that we are all going away. In any case I should not have stayed. Perhaps you have heard that I am going to London with Mrs. Fortress?”




  Evidently he had not heard. He looked at me in amazement.




  “With Mrs. Fortress?” he repeated. “Did you say you were going with her?”




  “Yes; I am going to be her secretary. I thought that she might have told you.”




  He was looking rather grave; certainly not pleased.




  “I do not see what you want to be any one’s secretary for,” he said, frowning. “You are going to leave here. Eastminster is a very pleasant place.”




  “I am afraid I should find it very dull,” I answered. “I only admire cathedral cities from an external point of view. It would bore me horribly to have to live in one.”




  He stood there looking down at me in absolute silence. I raised my eyes and met his steadfast gaze. I knew then that what this girl had said was true. Then all of a sudden an unaccountable thing happened. The composure on which I prided myself deserted me. My eyes fell. I could not look at him, my cheeks were flushed; my heart commenced to beat fast; I was taken completely at a disadvantage. He seized the opportunity and commenced to speak.




  “Perhaps,” he said, slowly, “you have wondered what has made me so anxious to see you these last few days. I am glad to have an opportunity of telling you. I have been wanting to for some time.”




  I would have given a good deal to have been able to stop him, but I could not. I was powerless. I was as much embarrassed as the veriest schoolgirl. He went on—




  “I want to ask you to be my wife. Miss Ffolliot. As you know,” he added, with a sudden faint flash of humor, “I am not apt with my tongue. I am afraid that I have allowed myself to rust in many ways. But if you will make the best of me you will make me very happy; for I think you know that I love you very much.”




  “No, no,” I cried softly, “you must not say that. I did not wish any one to say that to me. I am not going to marry any one.”




  “Why not?” he asked, calmly.




  “You ought not to ask me,” I answered. “You know my story.”




  He laughed outright in kindly contempt. Then I knew I had made a great mistake. I should have given him some other reason. This one he would laugh to scorn. And because I had given it first he would deem it the chief one in my thoughts. Before I could stop him he had taken one of my hands and was smoothing it in his great brown palm. Somehow I forgot to draw it away.




  “Did you ever seriously imagine that any such circumstance could make one iota of difference to any man who loved you?” he asked, in a mild wonder. “It is preposterous.”




  “It is not preposterous,” I declared. “How can you say so? I am—nobody. I have not even a name.”




  “Will you please not talk nonsense?” he interrupted, firmly. “We both know quite well in our hearts that such a circumstance as you allude to could not make the slightest difference—if you cared for me as I care for you. All I want to know is—do you care—a little? If you will give me—if you can—just a little share of your love, the rest will come. I should not be afraid to wait. I would take my chance. I have cared for you from the moment you first came here.”




  I looked up at him with wet eyes, but with a faint smile.




  “You managed to conceal your sentiments admirably on our first meeting,” I remarked.




  He laughed. He was getting absolutely confident; and all this time I was drifting with a full knowledge of the shipwreck ahead.




  “I was brutal,” he said. “Somehow, do you know, you irritated me that morning? You looked so calm and self-possessed, and your very daintiness made me feel rough and coarse. It was like an awakening for me. Yet I loved you all the time.”




  “I am very sorry,” I said, slowly.




  He flashed a keen glance upon me. His eyes tried to force mine to meet them. I kept them away.




  “You must not be sorry,” he said, impetuously; “you must be glad.”




  But I shook my head.




  “There is nothing to be glad about,” I cried, with a sob in my throat. “I do—I do—not—”




  “Go on!” he pressed, relentlessly. “I do not care for you in that way,” he repeated slowly. “Is that true? An hour ago I should have doubted you. But now—look at me and tell me so.”




  I nerved myself to a desperate effort. I looked up and met his stern, compelling gaze. My cheeks were pale. The words came slowly and with difficulty. But I told my lie well.




  “I do not care for you. I could never think of marrying you.”




  He rose at once. The tears came to my eyes with a rush. He was very pale, and there was a look in his face which hurt me.




  “Thank you,” he said; “you are very explicit, and I have been a clumsy fool. But you might have stopped me before. Goodbye!”




  I looked up, and the words were on my lips to call him back. For the moment I had forgotten Olive Berdenstein and my bargain with her. If he had been looking then it would have been all over. But already his back was vanishing through the door. I moved slowly to the window and watched him walk down the drive with head bent and footsteps less firm than usual. He crossed the road and took the footpath across the park which led up to the Court. In the distance, a weird little figure in her waving cloak gleaming through the faint mist, I could see Olive Berdenstein crossing the common diagonally with the evident intention of intercepting him. I turned away from the window and laughed bitterly.
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  Two very weary days dragged themselves by. We had no news whatever from my father. We did not even know where he was. Alice and I were hard at work packing, and already the house began to look bare and comfortless. All the rooms, except two were dismantled. We began to count the days before we might be able to move into Eastminster. No one came to call upon us. I saw nothing whatever either of Olive Berdenstein or of Bruce Deville.




  But on the afternoon of the third day I saw them both from the window of my room. They came from the plantation leading down to the Yellow House and turned slowly upwards from the Court. The girl was much more fittingly dressed than usual. She was wearing a dark green tailor-made gown, and even from the distance at which I stood I could see that she was walking briskly, and that there was a new vivacity in her manner and carriage. Her usually sallow cheeks were touched with a faint and very becoming tinge of pink. Bruce Deville too was leaning down towards her with a little more than his usual consideration. I watched them from the window, and there was a pain at my heart like the pain of death. Had she won already, I wondered? Was a man so easily to be deceived?




  They had come from the Yellow House; he had been taking her to see Mrs. Fortress. An irresistible desire seized me. I hurried on my jacket and hat and walked down there.




  The little maid-servant admitted me without hesitation. Mrs. Fortress was at home, she told me, and would no doubt see me, although she was very busy. Hearing my voice, she came out into the hall to meet me, and led me into her study.




  “I am hard at work, you see,” she remarked, pointing to a pile of papers littered all over her desk. “When do you think that you will be able to come into residence with me? I have had my little flat put in order, and I want to get there soon.”




  “I can come in about three weeks, I suppose,” I said. “I shall be very glad to. We hope to move to Eastminster on Monday or Tuesday. I want to see my father again and to help them to settle down there. Afterwards I shall be quite free.”




  She nodded, and looked at me keenly for a moment or two.




  “You are looking tired and worried,” she said, sympathetically. “Has anything fresh happened?”




  “Nothing.”




  She waited for a moment, but she did not pursue the subject. Still, I fancied that she was disappointed that I did not offer her my confidence.




  “Mr. Bruce Deville has just been here, and Miss Berdenstein,” she remarked.




  I nodded.




  “I saw them come through the plantation,” I remarked. “I have not seen Miss Berdenstein for several days. Is she quite well?”




  She looked at me, and commenced to sort some papers.




  “Oh, yes, she is well enough. Bruce Deville rather puzzles me. He is in a very odd mood. I have never seen him more attentive to any one than he is to that girl, and yet all the time there was a sort of brutal cynicism about his behavior, and when I asked him to stay and talk to me he would not. I wonder have you——”




  She looked up into my face and stopped short. There was a little pause.




  “Won’t you tell me about it?” she said, wistfully. “Not unless you like, of course.”




  “There is nothing much to tell,” I answered, controlling my voice with a desperate effort. “Mr. Deville asked me something. I was obliged to say no. He is consoling himself admirably.”




  She sighed, and looked at me thoughtfully. That note of bitterness in my tone had betrayed me.




  “I am sorry,” she said. “Bruce Deville is not exactly a woman’s man, and he has many faults, but he is a fine fellow. He is a world too good anyhow to throw himself away upon that miserable chit of a girl.”




  That was exactly my own idea. I did not tell her so, however.




  “She is very rich,” I remarked. “She can free his estates and put him in his right position again.”




  “That is only a trifle,” she declared. “Besides, he is not so poor as some people think. He could live differently now, only he is afraid that he would have to entertain and be entertained. He makes his poverty an excuse for a great many things, but as a matter of fact he is not nearly so embarrassed as people believe. The truth is he detests society.”




  “I do not blame him,” I answered. “Society is detestable.”




  “At any rate, I cannot bring myself to believe that he is thinking seriously about that girl,” she continued, anxiously. “I should hate to think so!”




  “Men are enigmas,” I remarked. “It is precisely the unexpected which one has always to expect from them.”




  “That is what they say about us,” she said.




  I nodded.




  “Don’t you think that most of the things that men say of women are more true about themselves? It seems so to me, at any rate.”




  She rose up suddenly, and came and stood over me. She held out her hands, and I gave her mine. My eyes were dim. It was strange to me to find any one who understood.




  “Would you like to go away with me to-morrow—right away from here?” she asked, softly.




  “Where to?” I asked, with sudden joy.




  “To London. Everything is ready for us there; we only need to send a telegram. I think—perhaps—it would be good for you.”




  “I am sure of it,” I answered, quickly. “I have a sort of fancy that if I stay here I shall go mad. The place is hateful.”




  “Poor child!” she said, soothingly. “You must make up your mind and come.”




  “I would not hesitate,” I answered, “if only I could feel certain that—he would not come back here before Olive Berdenstein leaves.”




  “We can make sure of it,” she said. “Write and tell him that it would not be safe; he ought not to come.”




  Our eyes met, and I felt impelled to ask her a sudden question.




  “Do you believe that he killed her brother?”




  She looked at me with blanched cheeks and glanced half-fearfully around. From where I sat I could see the black bending branches from that little fir plantation where he had been found.




  “What else is there to believe?” she asked. “I heard him myself one awful day—it was long ago, but it seems only like yesterday—I heard him threaten to kill him if ever he found him near again. It was outside the gate there that they met, and then—in the church you remember——”




  I held out my hand and stopped her. The moaning of the wind outside seemed like the last cry of that dying man. It was too horrible.




  “I cannot stay here,” I cried. “I will go with you whenever you are ready.”




  A light flashed across her face. She drew me to her and kissed my forehead.




  “I am sure it would be best,” she said. “I too loathe this place! I shall never live here any more. To-morrow——”




  “To-morrow,” I interrupted, “we will go away.”
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  Despite a certain amount of relief at leaving a neighborhood so full of horrible associations, those first few weeks in London were certainly not halcyon ones. My post was by no means a sinecure. Every morning I had thirty or forty letters to answer, besides which there was an immense amount of copying to be done. The subject matter of all this correspondence was by no means interesting to me, and the work itself, although I forced myself to accomplish it with at any rate apparent cheerfulness was tedious and irksome. Apart from all this, I found it unaccountably hard to concentrate my thoughts upon my secretarial labors. The sight of the closely written pages, given me to copy, continually faded away, and I saw in their stead Warren slopes with the faint outlines of the Court—in the distance Bruce Deville walking side by side with Olive Berdenstein, as I had seen them on the day before I had come away. She had now at any rate what she had so much desired—the man whom she loved with so absorbing a passion—all to herself, free to devote himself to her, if he had indeed the inclination, and with no other companionship at hand to distract his thoughts from her. I found myself wondering more than once whether she would ever succeed in making her bargain with him. The little news which we had was altogether indefinite. Alice did not mention either of them in her scanty letters. She was on the point of moving to Eastminster—in fact, she was already spending most of her time there. From Bruce Deville himself we had heard nothing, although my mother had written to him on the first day of our arrival in London. Once or twice she had remarked upon his silence, and I had listened to her surmises without remark.




  I am afraid that as a secretary I was not a brilliant success in those first few unhappy weeks. But my mother made no complaint. I could see that it made her happy to have me with her. My silence she doubtless attributed to my anxiety concerning my father. I did my best to hide my unhappiness from her.




  News of some sort came from Alice at last. She wrote from Eastminster saying that she had nearly finished the necessary preparations there, and was looking forward to my father’s return. She had heard from him that morning, she said. He was at Ventnor, and much improved in health. She was expecting him home in a week.




  But in the afternoon of that same day a strange thing happened. My mother was compelled to go to the East End of London, and at the last moment insisted upon my going with her. She was on the committee in connection with the proposed erection of some improved dwelling houses somewhere in Whitechapel, and the meeting was to be held in a school room in the Commercial Road. I was looking pale, she said, and the drive there would do me good, so I went with her, lacking energy to refuse, and sat in the carriage whilst she went in to the meeting—a proceeding which I very soon began to regret.




  The surroundings and environment of the place were in every way depressing. The carriage had been drawn up at the corner of two great thoroughfares—avenues through which flows the dark tide of all that is worst and most wretched of London poverty. For a few minutes I watched the people. It was horrible, yet in a sense fascinating. But when the first novelty had worn off the whole thing suddenly sickened me. I removed my eyes from the pavement with a shudder. I would watch the people no longer. Nothing, I told myself, should induce me to look again upon that stream of brutal and unsexed men and women. I kept my eyes steadfastly fixed upon the rug at my feet. And then a strange thing happened to me. Against my will a moment came when I was forced to raise my eyes. A man hurrying past the carriage had half halted upon the pavement only a foot or two away from me. As I looked up our eyes met. He was dressed in a suit of rusty black, and he had a handkerchief tied closely around his neck in lieu of collar. He was wearing a flannel shirt and no tie. His whole appearance, so far as dress was concerned, was miserably in accord with the shabbiness of his surroundings. Yet from underneath his battered hat a pair of piercing eyes met mine, and a delicate mouth quivered for a moment with a curious and familiar emotion. I sprang from my seat and struggled frantically with the fastening of the carriage door. Disguise was all in vain, so far as I was concerned. It was my father who stood there looking at me. I pushed the carriage door open at last and sprang out upon the pavement. I was a minute too late—already he was a vanishing figure. At the corner of a squalid little court he turned round and held out one hand threateningly towards me. I paused involuntarily. The gesture was one which it was hard to disobey. Yet I think that I most surely should have disobeyed it, but for the fact that during my momentary hesitation he had disappeared. I hurried forward a few steps. There was no sign of him anywhere. He had passed down some steps and vanished in a wilderness of small courts; to pursue him was hopeless. Already a little crowd of people were gazing at me boldly and curiously. I turned round and stepped back into the carriage.




  I waited in an agony of impatience until my mother came out. Then I told her with trembling voice what had happened.




  Her face grew paler as she listened, but I could see that she was inclined to doubt my story.




  “It could not have been your father,” she exclaimed, her voice shaking with agitation. “You must have been mistaken.”




  I shook my head sadly. There was no possibility of any mistake so far as I was concerned.




  “It was my father. That girl has broken her word,” I cried bitterly. “She has seen him and—she knows. He is hiding from her!”




  We drove straight to the telegraph office. My mother wrote out a message to Mr. Deville. I, too, sent one to Olive. Then we drove back to our rooms. There was nothing to be done but wait.




  It was six o’clock before the first answer came back. It was from Mr. Bruce Deville. I tore it open and read it.




  “You must be mistaken. Can answer for it she has taken no steps. She is still here. Mr. Ffolliot has not returned. Impossible for them to have met.”




  The pink paper fluttered to the ground at our feet. I tore open the second one; it was from Olive Berdenstein——




  “Do not understand you. I have no intention of breaking our compact.”




  We read them both over again carefully. Then we looked at one another.




  “He must have taken fright needlessly,” I said, in a low tone.




  “You are still certain, then, that it was he?” she asked.




  “Absolutely!” I answered. “If only we could find him! In a week it will be too late.”




  “Too late!” she repeated. “What do you mean?”




  “The ceremony at Eastminster is on Sunday week. He was to have been there at least a week before. I am afraid that he will not go at all now.”




  “We must act at once,” my mother declared, firmly. “I know exactly where you saw him. I will go there at once.”




  “We will go there together,” I cried. “I shall be ready in a minute.”




  She shook her head.




  “I must go alone,” she said, quietly. “You would only be in the way. I know the neighborhood and the people. They will tell me more if I am alone.”




  She was away until midnight. When at last she returned I saw at once by her face that she had been unsuccessful.




  “There is no clue, then?” I asked.




  She shook her head.




  “None.”




  We sat and looked at one another in silence.




  “To-morrow,” she said, “I will try again.”




  But to-morrow came and went, and we were still hopelessly in the dark. On the morning of the third day we were in despair. Then, as we sat over our breakfast, almost in despair, a letter was brought to me. It was from Alice, and enclosed in it was one from my father.




  “You seem,” she wrote, “to have been very anxious about father lately, so I thought you would like to read this letter from him. We are almost straight here now, but it has been very hard work, and I have missed you very much....”




  There was more of the same sort, but I did not stop to read it. I passed it on to my mother, and eagerly read the few lines from my father. His letter was dated three days ago—the very day of my meeting with him in the Commercial Road, and the postmark was Ventnor.




  “My dear child,” he commenced, “I am better and shall return for certain on Monday. The air here is delightful, and I have felt myself growing stronger every day. If you see the Bishop tell him that you have heard from me. My love to Kate, if you are writing. I hope that she will be coming down for next week. There is a good deal for me to say to her.—Your affectionate father, Horace Ffolliot.”




  My mother read both letters, and then looked up at me with a great relief in her face.




  “After all you see you must have been mistaken,” she exclaimed. “There can be no doubt about it.”




  And I said no more, but one thing was as certain as my life itself—the man who had waved me back from following him along the pavements of the Commercial Road was most surely no other man than my father.
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  The days that followed were, in a sense, like the calm before the threatened storm. As the date of my father’s promised return to Eastminster drew near, every day I expected to hear from Alice that he had abandoned his purpose, and that Northshire would see him no more. But no such letter came. On the contrary, when news did come it was news which astonished me.




  “You will be glad to hear,” Alice wrote, “that father came back last night looking better, although rather thin. He did not seem to have understood that you were already with Mrs. Fortress, and I think he was disappointed not to see you. At the same time, considering that you have acted without consulting him in any way, and that there is certainly some room for doubt as to the wisdom of the step you have taken, I think that he takes your absence very well. He wants you to come down in a week for a day or two. No doubt you will be able to manage this. You must stay for a Sunday. Father preached last evening, and there was quite a sensation. Lady Bolton has been so kind. She says that the Bishop is continually congratulating himself upon having found father in the diocese. I have not seen either Mr. Deville or Miss Berdenstein since I left the Vicarage. As you can imagine I have been terribly busy. The house here is simply delightful. The old oak is priceless, and there are such quaint little nooks and corners everywhere. Do come at once. Ever your loving sister, Alice.”




  I passed the letter across to my mother, and when she had finished it she looked with a smile into my still troubled face.




  “That proves finally that you were wrong,” she remarked, quietly. “I suppose you have no more doubts about it?”




  I shook my head. I did not commit myself to speech.




  “I suppose I must have been mistaken,” I said. “It was a wonderful likeness.”




  “He wants to see you,” she continued, looking wistfully across at me. “You know what that means?”




  “Yes,” I answered. “I think I know what that means.”




  “He will try to make you leave me,” she went on. “Perhaps he will be right. At any rate, he will think that he is right. It will be a struggle for you, child. He has a strong will.”




  “I know it,” I answered; “but I have made up my mind. Nothing will induce me to change it—nothing, at any rate, that my father will be able to say. Another month like the last would kill me. Besides, I do not think that I was meant for a clergyman’s daughter—I am too restless. I want a different sort of life. No, you need not fear. I shall come back to you.”




  “If I thought that you would not,” she said, “I should be very unhappy. I have made so many plans for the future—our future.”




  I crossed the room to the side of her chair and threw myself down upon my knees, with my head in her lap. She passed her arms around me, and I had no need to say a single word. She understood.




  I think as I walked down the little main street of Eastminster that sunny morning I knew that the crisis in these strange events was fast drawing near. The calm of the last few days had been too complete. Almost I could have persuaded myself that the events of the last month or two had been a dream. No one could possibly have imagined that the thunderclouds of tragedy were hovering over that old-fashioned, almost cloistral, dwelling house lying in the very shadows of the cathedral. My father was, beyond a doubt, perfectly at his ease, calm and dignified, and wearing his new honors with a wonderful grace and dignity. Alice was perfectly happy in the new atmosphere of a cathedral town. To all appearance they were a model father and daughter, settling down for a very happy and uneventful life. But to me there was something unnatural alike in my father’s apparent freedom from all anxiety and in Alice’s complacent ignorance. I could not breathe freely in the room whilst they talked with interest about their new surroundings and the increased possibilities of their new life. But what troubled me most perhaps was that my father absolutely declined to discuss with me anything connected with the past. On every occasion when I sought to lead up to it he had at once checked me peremptorily. Nor would he suffer me to allude in any way to my new life. Once, when I opened my lips to frame some suggestive sentence, I caught a light in his eyes before which I was dumb. Gradually I began to realize what it meant. By leaving him for my mother, I had virtually declared myself on her side. All that I had been before went for nothing. In his eyes I was no longer his daughter. Whatever fears he had he kept them from me. I should no longer have even those tragic glimpses into his inner life. My anxieties, indeed, were to be lessened as my knowledge was to be less. Yet that was a thought which brought me little consolation. I felt as though I had deserted a brave man.




  I had come for a walk to escape from it, and at the end of the little line of shops issuing from the broad archway of the old-fashioned hotel I came face to face with Bruce Deville. He was carefully, even immaculately, dressed in riding clothes, and he was carrying himself with a new ease and dignity. Directly he saw me he stopped short and held out his hand.




  “What fortune!” he exclaimed, forgetting for the moment, or appearing to forget, to release my hand. “I heard that you were down, and I was going to call. It is much pleasanter to meet you though!”




  I was miserably and unaccountably nervous. Our old relative positions seemed suddenly to have become reversed.




  “We will go back, then,” I said; “it is only a moment’s walk to the close.”




  He laid his hand upon the sleeve of my jacket and checked me.




  “No! it is you whom I wanted to see. I may not be able to talk to you alone at your house, and, besides, your father might not allow me to enter it. Will you come for a short walk with me? There is a way through the fields a little higher up. I have something to say to you.”




  I suffered myself to be easily persuaded. There was something positively masterful about the firm ring of his voice, the strong touch of his fingers, the level, yet anxious glance of his keen, grey eyes. Anyhow I went with him. He appeared to know the way perfectly. Soon we were walking slowly along a country road, and Eastminster lay in the valley behind us.




  “Where is Miss Berdenstein?” I asked him.




  He looked at me with a gleam of something in his eyes which puzzled me. It was half kindly, half humorous. Then in an instant I understood. The girl had told him. Something decided had happened then between them. Perhaps she had told him everything.




  “I believe,” he answered, “that Miss Berdenstein has gone to London. Don’t you feel that you owe me a very humble plea for forgiveness?”




  I looked at him cautiously.




  “Why?”




  His lips relaxed a little. He was half smiling.




  “Did you not make a deliberate plot against me in conjunction with Miss Berdenstein?”




  “I am not sure that I understand you,” I answered. “I certainly did not originate any plot against you.”




  “Nay, but you fell in with it. I know all about it, so you may just as well confess. Miss Berdenstein was to leave off making inconvenient inquiries about Philip Maltabar, and you were to be as rude to me as you could. Wasn’t that something like the arrangement? You see I know all about it. I have had the benefit of a full confession.”




  “If you know,” I remarked, “you do not need to ask me.”




  “That is quite true,” he answered, opening a gate and motioning me to precede him. “But at the same time I thought that it would be rather—well, piquant to hear the details from you.”




  “You are very ungenerous,” I said, coldly.




  “I hope not,” he answered. “Do you know I only discovered this diabolical affair yesterday, and——”




  “Mr. Deville!”




  He turned round and looked at me. I was standing in the middle of the path, and I daresay I looked as angry as I felt.




  “I will tell you the truth,” I said. “Afterwards, if you allude to the matter at all I shall go away at once. The girl has it in her power, as you know, to do us terrible harm. She, of her own accord, offered to forego that power forever—although she is quite ignorant of its extent—if I would not see or talk with you. She was a little fool to make the offer, of course, but I should have been more foolish still if I had not accepted it. She imagined that our relative positions were different. However, that is of no consequence, of course. I made the bargain, and I kept my part of it. I avoided you, and I left the neighborhood. You have reminded me that I am not keeping to the letter of my agreement in being here with you. I should prefer your leaving me, as I can find my way home quite well alone.”




  “It is unnecessary,” he said. “The agreement is off. Miss Berdenstein and I have had an understanding.”




  “You are engaged, then?” I faltered.




  “Well, no,” he said, coolly, “I should perhaps have said a misunderstanding.”




  “Tell me the truth at once,” I demanded.




  “I am most anxious to do so,” he answered. “She was, as you remarked, a little fool. She became sentimental, and I laughed at her. She became worse, and I put her right. That was last night. She was silly enough to get into a passion, and from her incoherencies I gathered the reason why you were so unapproachable those last few days at the Vicarage. That is why I got up at six o’clock this morning and rode into Eastminster.”




  “Have you come here this morning?” I asked.




  “Yes, it’s only thirty miles,” he answered, coolly. “I wanted to see you.”




  I was silent for a few moments. This was news indeed. What might come of it I scarcely dared to think. A whole torrent of surmises came flooding in upon me.




  “Where is she?” I asked.




  “In London, I should think, by this time,” he answered.




  I drew a long breath of relief. To be rid of her for a time would be happiness.




  “I believe,” he continued, “that she intends to return to Paris.”




  After all it was perhaps the best thing that could happen; if she had been in earnest—and I knew that she had been in earnest—she would hate England now. At any rate she would not want to come back again just yet. My face cleared. After all it was good news.




  “She has gone—out of our lives, I hope,” he said, quietly, “and in her hysterics she left one little legacy behind for me—and that is hope. I know that I am not half good enough for you,” he said, with an odd little tremble in his tone, “but you have only seen the worst of me. Do you think that you could care for me a little? Would you try?”




  Then when I should have been strong I was pitiably weak. I struggled for words in despair. He was so calm, so strong, so confident. How was I to stand against him?




  “It is impossible,” I said; “you know who I am. I shall never marry.”




  He laughed at me scornfully.




  “If that is all,” he said, taking my hands suddenly into his, “you shall not leave me until you have promised.”




  “But—I——”




  Then he was very bold, and I should have been very angry, but was not. He looked coolly round, and finding that there was no one in sight, he drew me to him and kissed me. His arms were like steel bars around me, I could not possibly escape. After that there were no words which I could say. I was amazed at myself, but I was very happy. The twilight was falling upon the city when we walked once more through the little streets, and my veil was closely drawn to hide my wet eyes.




  My lover—I dared to call him that at last—was coming home with me, and for a few brief moments my footsteps seemed to be falling upon air.




  I allowed myself the luxury of forgetfulness; the load of anxiety which had seemed crushing had suddenly rolled away. But at the entrance to the close a little dark figure met us face to face, and my blood ran cold in my veins, for she lifted her veil, and my dream of happiness vanished into thin air. Her face was like the face of an evil spirit, yet she would have passed me without a word, but that I held out my hand and stopped her.




  “What are you doing here?” I asked. “What do you want?”




  She smiled at me with the malice of a fiend.




  “It was a little call,” she said, “which I was paying upon your father. He was unfortunately not at home. No matter, I shall call again; I shall call again and again until I see him. I am in no hurry to leave. Eastminster is such an interesting place!”




  Then my heart died away within me, and the light of my sudden happiness grew dim. She looked from one to the other of us, and her eyes were lit with a new fury. Some subtle instinct seemed to guide her to the truth.




  “May I congratulate you both?” she asked, with a sneer in her tone. “A little sudden, isn’t it?”




  We did not answer. I had no words, and Bruce remained grimly and contemptuously silent. She gathered up her skirts, and her eyes flashed an evil light upon us.




  “After all,” she exclaimed, “it is an admirable arrangement! How happy you both look! Don’t let me keep you! I shall call later on this evening.”




  She flitted away like a dark shadow and passed underneath the stone archway out of the close. I covered my face with my hands and moaned. It had come at last, then. All that I had done had been useless. I was face to face with despair.
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  It was at evensong in the great cathedral that she tasted the first fruits of her triumph. During the earlier portion of the service the shadows had half enveloped the huge body of the building, and the white faces of the congregation had been only dimly visible to us from where we sat in one of the high side pews. But when my father ascended the steps into the pulpit, and stood for a minute looking downwards with the light from a little semi-circle of candles thrown upon his pale, delicate face, I caught the sound of a sharp, smothered cry from a seat close to ours. With a little shiver of dread I looked around. She had half risen from her seat, and was leaning over the front of the pew. Her eyes were riveted upon him, and her thin, sallow face was white with sudden excitement. I saw him look up, and their eyes met for one terrible moment. He did not flinch or falter. But for the slightly prolonged resting of his eyes upon her eager, strained face he took no more notice of her than of any other member of the congregation. I alone knew that her challenge had been met and answered, and it was my hard fate to sit there and suffer in silence.




  There was no mark of nervousness or weakness of any sort in the sermon he preached. He seemed to be speaking with a consciousness perhaps that it might be for the last time, and with a deliberate effort that some part of those delicately chosen sentences might leave an everlasting mark behind him. Already his fame as a preacher was spreading, and many of the townspeople were there, attracted by his presence. They listened with a rare and fervid attention. As for me, it seemed that I should never altogether lose the memory of that low, musical voice, never once raised above its ordinary pitch, yet with every word penetrating softly and clearly into the furthermost corner of the great building. There was a certain wistfulness in his manner that night, a gentle, pathetic eloquence which brought glistening tears into the eyes of more than one of the little throng of listeners. For he spoke of death, and of the leaving behind of all earthly things—of death, and of spiritual death—of the ties between man and woman and man and God. It was all so different to what is generally expected from a preacher with the reputation of eloquence, so devoid of the usual arts of oratory, and yet so sweetly human, æsthetically beautiful that when at last, with a few words, in a sense valedictory he left the pulpit, and the low strains of the organ grew louder and louder. I slipped from my seat and groped across the close with my eyes full of blinding tears. I had a passionate conviction that I had misjudged my father. Suddenly he seemed to loom before my eyes in a new light—the light of a martyr. My judgments concerning him seemed harsh and foolish. Who was I to judge such a man as that? He was as far above me as the stars, and I had refused him my sympathy. He had begged for it, and I had refused it! I had left him to carry his burden alone! It seemed to me then that never whilst I lived could I escape from the bitterness of this sudden whirlwind of regret.




  Swiftly though I had walked from the cathedral, he was already in his study when I entered the house. I opened the door timidly. He was sitting in his chair leaning back with half-closed eyes like a man overcome with sudden pain. I fell on my knees by his side and took his fingers in mine.




  “Father!” I cried, “I have done my best to keep her away! I have done all that I could!”




  His hand pressed mine gently. Then there was a loud ringing at the bell. I sprang up white with fear.




  “I will not let her come here!” I cried. “We will say that you are ill! She must go away!”




  He shook his head.




  “It is useless,” he said, quietly; “it must come sooner or later—better now perhaps. Let us wait, I have left word that she is to be shown in here.”




  There was a brief silence. Then we heard steps in the hall, the rustling of a woman’s gown, and the door was opened and closed. She came forward to the edge of the little circle of light thrown around us by my father’s reading lamp. There she stood with a great red spot burning in her cheeks, and a fierce light in her eyes.




  “At last, then, the mystery is solved,” she cried, triumphantly. “I was a fool or I should have guessed it long ago! Have you forgotten me, Philip Maltabar?”




  My father rose to his feet. He was serene, but grave.




  “No, I have not forgotten you, Olive Berdenstein,” he said, slowly. “Yours is not a name to be forgotten by me. Say what you have come to say, please, and go away.”




  She looked at him in surprise, and laughed shortly.




  “Oh, you need not fear,” she answered, “I have not come to stay. I recognized you in the cathedral, and I should have been on my way to the police station by now, but first I promised myself the pleasure of this visit. Your daughter and I are such friends, you know.”




  My father took up some writing paper and dipped his pen in the ink as though about to commence a letter.




  “I think,” he said, “that you had better go now. The police station closes early here, and you will have to hurry as it is—that is, if you wish to get a warrant to-night.”




  She looked at him fixedly. He certainly had no fear. My heart beat fast with the admiration one has always for a brave man. The girl was being cheated of her triumph.




  “You are right,” she said, “I must hurry; I am going to them and I shall say I know now who was my brother’s murderer! It was Philip Maltabar, the man who calls himself Canon Ffolliot. But though he may be a very holy man, I can prove him to be a murderer!”




  “This is rather a hard word,” my father remarked, with a faint smile at the corners of his lips.




  “It is a true one,” she cried, fiercely. “You killed him. You cannot deny it.”




  “I do not deny it,” he answered, quietly. “It is quite true that I killed your brother—or rather that in a struggle between us I struck him a blow from the effects of which he died.”




  For a long time I had felt that it must be so. Yet to hear him confess it so calmly, and without even the most ordinary emotion, was a shock to me.




  “It is the same thing,” she said, scornfully, “you killed him!”




  “In the eyes of the law it is not the same thing,” he answered; “but let that pass. I had warned your brother most solemnly that if he took a certain course I should meet him as man to man, and I should show him no mercy. Yet he persisted in that course. He came to my home! I had warned him not to come. Even then I forbore. His errand was fruitless. He had only become a horror in the eyes of the woman whom he had deceived. She would not see him, she wished never to look upon his face again. He persisted in seeking to force his way into her presence. On that day I met him. I argued and reasoned with him, but in vain. Then the first blow was struck, and only the merest chance intervened, or the situation would have been reversed. Your brother was a coward then, Olive Berdenstein, as he had been all his life. He struck at me treacherously with a knife. Look here!”




  He threw open his waistcoat, and she started back with horror. There was a terrible wound underneath the bandage which he removed.




  “It was a blow for a blow,” he said, gravely. “From my wound I shall in all likelihood die. Your brother’s knife touched my lung, and I am always in danger of internal bleeding. The blow I struck him, I struck with his knife at my heart. That is not murder.”




  “We shall see,” she muttered between her lips.




  “As soon as you will,” he answered. “There is one thing more which you may as well know. My unhappy meeting with your brother on that Sunday afternoon was not our first meeting since his return to England. On the very night of his arrival I met him in London by appointment. I warned him that if he persisted in a certain course I should forget my cloth, and remember only that I was a man and that he was an enemy. He listened in silence, and when I turned to leave he made a cowardly attempt upon my life. He deliberately attempted to murder me. Nothing but an accident saved my life. But I am not telling you these things to gain your pity. Only you have found me out, and you are his sister. It is right that you should know the truth. I have told you the whole story. Will you go now?”




  She looked at him, and for a moment she hesitated. Then her eyes met mine, and her face hardened.




  “Yes, I will go,” she declared. “I do not care whether you have told me the truth or not. I am going to let the world know who Canon Ffolliot is.”




  “You will do as seems best to you,” my father said, quietly.




  He had risen to his feet, and stood with his hand at his side, breathing heavily, in an attitude now familiar to me, although I had never fully understood its cause. His pale lips were twitching with pain, and there were dark rims under his eyes. She looked at him and laughed brutally.




  “Your daughter is an excellent actress,” she said, looking back over her shoulder as she moved towards the door. “I have no doubt but that the art is inherited. We shall see!”




  Obeying my father’s gesture, I rang the bell. We heard the front door open and close after her. Then I threw my arms around his neck in a passionate abandonment of grief.




  “It is all my fault,” I sobbed—“my fault! But for me she would have forgiven.”




  My father smiled a faint, absent smile. He was smoothing my hair gently with one hand and gazing steadfastly into the fire. His face was serene, almost happy. Yet the blow had fallen.
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  I believe that I took off my clothes and made some pretence of going to bed, but in my memory those long hours between the time when I left father in the study and the dawn seems like one interminable nightmare. Yet towards morning I must have slept, for my room was full of sunlight when a soft knocking at the door awakened me. Our trim little housemaid entered with a note; the address was in my father’s handwriting. I sat up in bed and tore open the envelope eagerly. Something seemed to tell me even before I glanced at its contents that the thing I dreaded was coming to pass. This is what I read:




  “Forgive me, child, if I have left you with only a written farewell. The little strength I have left I have need of, and I shrank from seeing you again lest the sorrow of it should sap my purpose; should make me weak when I need to be strong. The girl will tell her story, and at the best my career of usefulness here is over; so I leave Eastminster this morning forever. I have written to Alice and to the Bishop. To him I have sent a brief memoir of my life. I do not think that he will be a stern judge, especially as the culprit stands already with one foot in the grave.




  “And now, child, I have a final confession to make to you. For many years there has been a side to my life of which you and Alice have been ignorant. Even now I am not going to tell you about it. The time is too short for me to enter thoroughly into my motives and into the gradual development of what was at first only a very small thing. But of this I am anxious to assure you, it is not a disgraceful side! It is not anything of which I am ashamed, although there have been potent reasons for keeping all record of it within my own breast. Had I known to what it was destined to grow I should have acted differently from the commencement, but of that it is purposeless now to speak. The little remnant of life which is still mine I have dedicated to it. Even if my career here were not so clearly over, my conscience tells me that I am doing right in abandoning it. It is possible that we may never meet again. Farewell! If what you hinted at last night comes really to pass it is good. Bruce Deville has been no friend of mine, but he is as worthy of you as any man could be. And above all, remember this, my fervent prayer: Forgive me the wrong which I have done you and the trouble which I have brought into your life. Think of me if you can only as your most affectionate father, Horace Ffolliot.”




  When I had finished my father’s letter I dressed in haste. There was no doubt in my mind as to where he had gone. I would follow him at once. I would be by his side wherever he was and in whatever condition when the end came. I rang for a time-table and looked out the morning trains for London. Then Alice knocked at my door and came to me with white, scared face, and an open letter in her hand. She found me all ready to start.




  “Do you understand it? What does it mean, Kate?” she asked, fearfully.




  “I do not know,” I answered. “He has gone to London, and he is not fit to leave his bed. I am going to follow him.”




  “But you do not know whereabouts to look. You will never find him.”




  “I must trust to fate,” I answered, desperately. “Somehow or other I shall find him. Goodbye. I have only a few minutes to catch the train.”




  She came to the door with me.




  “And you?” I asked, upon the step.




  “I shall remain here,” she answered, firmly. “I shall not leave until it is perfectly certain that this is not all some hideous mistake. I can’t realize it, Kate.”




  “Yes,” I cried, lingering impatiently upon the step.




  “Do you think that he is mad?”




  I shook my head. “I am certain that he is not,” I answered. “I will write to you; perhaps to-night. I may have news.”




  I walked across the close, where as yet not a soul was stirring. The ground beneath my feet was hard with a white frost, and the air was keen and bright. The sunlight was flashing upon the cathedral windows, the hoar-covered ivy front of the deanery gleamed like silver, and a little group of tame pigeons lit at my feet and scarcely troubled to get out of the way of my hasty footsteps. A magnificent serenity reigned over the little place. It seemed as though the touch of tragedy could scarcely penetrate here. Yet as I turned into the main street of the still sleeping town my heart gave a great leap and then died away within me. A few yards ahead was the familiar fur-coated little figure, also wending her way towards the station.




  She turned round at the ringing sound of my footsteps, and her lips parted in a dark, malicious smile. She waited for me, and then walked on by my side.




  “He has a two hours’ start,” she said, “so far as you are concerned; that means that you will not find him. But with me it is different. I found out his flight in time to wire to London. At St. Pancras a detective will meet the train. He will be followed wherever he goes, and word will be sent to me. To-night he will be in prison. Canon Ffolliot, you know—your father—in prison! I wonder, will the wedding be postponed? Eh?”




  She peered up into my face. I kept my eyes steadily fixed upon the end of the street where the station was, and ground my teeth together. The only notice I took of her was to increase my pace so that she could scarcely keep up with me. I could hear her breath coming sharply as she half walked, half ran along at my side. Then, at last, as we came in sight of the station, my heart gave a great leap, and a little exclamation of joy broke upon my lips. A man was standing under the portico with his face turned towards us. It was Bruce Deville.




  She too gave vent to a little exclamation which sounded almost like a moan. For the first time I glanced into her face. Her lips were quivering, her dark eyes, suddenly dim, were soft with despair. She caught at my arm and commenced talking rapidly in spasmodic little gasps. Her tone was no longer threatening.




  “There is a chance for you,” she cried. “You can save your father. You could take him away—to Italy, to the south of France. He would recover. You would never have anything to fear from me again. I should be your friend.”




  I shook my head.




  “It is too late,” I said. “You had your chance. I did what you asked.”




  She shrank back as though I had stabbed her.




  “It is not too late,” she said, feverishly. “Make it the test of his love. It will not be forever. I am not strong. I may not live more than a year or two. Let me have him—for that time. It is to save your father. Pray to him. He will consent. He does not dislike me. But, mon Dieu! I will not live without him. Oh, if you knew what it was to love.”




  I shook my head sorrowfully. Was it unnatural that I should pity her, even though she was my father’s persecutor? Before I could speak to her Bruce was by our side. He had come a few steps to meet us. He held my hands tightly.




  “I felt sure that you would be coming by this train,” he said. “I have the tickets.”




  “And you?” I asked.




  “I am coming with you, of course,” he answered, turning round and walking by my side.




  Olive Berdenstein was watching him eagerly. He had not taken the slightest notice of her. A faint flush, which had stolen into her face, faded slowly away. She became deadly white; she moved apart and entered the booking office. As she stood taking her ticket I caught a backward glance from her dark eyes which made me shiver.




  “Why don’t you speak to her?” I whispered.




  “Why should I?” he answered, coolly. “She is doing her utmost to bring ruin upon you. She is our enemy.”




  “Not yours.”




  “If yours, mine,” he declared, smiling down upon me. “Isn’t that so?”




  “Even now she is willing to make terms,” I said, slowly, with my eyes fixed upon the approaching train. “She is willing——”




  “Well!”




  “To spare us, if——”




  “Well!”




  “If you will give me up.”




  He laughed mockingly.




  “I thought that was all over and done with,” he protested. “No one but a couple of girls could have hatched such a plot. I presumed you were not going to make any further suggestions of the sort seriously?”




  I have never been quite sure whether I had intended to or not. At any rate, his words and expression then convinced me of the utter hopelessness of such an attempt. The train drew up, and he placed me in an empty carriage. He spoke to the guard and then followed me in. The door was locked. Olive Berdenstein walked slowly by and looked into our compartment. I believe she had meant to travel to London with us, but if so her design was frustrated. For the present, at any rate, we were safe from her.




  Upon our arrival we took a hansom and drove straight to Victoria Street. My mother was out. We waited impatiently for several hours. She did not return till dusk. Then I told her everything. As she listened to me her face grew white and anxious.




  “You know him better than any one else in the world,” I cried. “You alone can solve the mystery of his second life. In this letter he speaks of it. Whatever it may be, he has gone back to it now. I want to find him. I must find him. Can’t you suggest something that may help me? If you were not in his whole confidence, at least you must have some idea about it.”




  She shook her head sadly and doubtfully.




  “I only knew,” she said, “that there was a second life. I knew that it was there, but I had no knowledge of it. If I could help you I would not hesitate for a single moment.”




  Then, like an inspiration, there flashed into my mind the thought of that man’s face whom I had met in the East End of this great city. They had persuaded me into a sort of half belief that I had been mistaken. They were wrong, and I had been right! I remembered his strange apparel and his stern avoidance of me. I had no more doubts. Somewhere in those regions lay that second life of his. I sprang to my feet.




  “I know where he is,” I cried. “Come!”




  They both followed me from the house, and at my bidding Bruce called for a cab. On the way I told them what had become my conviction. When I had finished my mother looked up thoughtfully.




  “I do not know,” she said. “Of course, it may be no good, but let us try Colville Hall. It is quite close to the place where you say you saw him.”




  “Colville Hall?” I repeated. “What sort of place is that? The name sounds familiar.”




  “You will see for yourself,” she answered. “It is close here. I will tell the man to stop.”




  We were in the thick of the East End, when the cab pulled up in front of a large square building, brilliantly illuminated. Great placards were posted upon the walls, and a constant stream of men and women were passing through the wide open doors. Bruce elbowed a way for us through the crowd, and we found ourselves at last wedged in amongst them, irresistibly carried along into the interior of the great hall. We passed the threshold in a minute or two. Then we paused to take breath. I looked around me with a throb of eager curiosity.




  It was a wonderful sight. The room was packed with a huge audience, mostly of men and boys. Nearly all had pipes in their mouths, and the atmosphere of the place was blue with smoke. On a raised platform at the further end several men were sitting, also smoking, and then, with a sudden, swift shock of surprise, I realized that our search was indeed over. One of them was my father, coarsely and poorly dressed, and holding between his fingers a small briar pipe.




  Notwithstanding the motley assemblage, the silence in the hall was intense. There were very few women there, and they, as well as the men, appeared to be of the lowest order. Their faces were all turned expectantly towards the platform. One or two of them were whispering amongst themselves, but my father’s voice—he had risen to his feet now—sounded clear and distinct above the faint murmuring—we too, held our breath.




  “My friends,” he said quietly, “I am glad to see so many of you here to-night. I have come a long way to have my last talk with you. Partings are always sad things, and I shall feel very strange when I leave this hall to-night, to know that in all human probability I shall never set foot in it again. But our ways are made for us, and all that we can do is to accept them cheerfully. To-night, my friends, it is for us to say farewell.”




  Something of the sort seemed to have been expected, yet there were a good many concerned and startled faces; a little half-protesting, half-kindly murmur of negation.




  “Gar on! You’re not a-going to leave us, gov-nor!”




  My father shook his head, smiling faintly. Notwithstanding his rough attire, the delicacy of his figure and the statuesque beauty of his calm, pale face were distinctly noticeable. With an irresistible effort of memory I seemed to see once more the great cathedral, with its dim, solemn hush, the shadows around the pillars, and the brilliantly lit chancel, a little oasis of light shining through the gloom. The perfume of the flowers, and the soft throbbing music of the great organ seemed to be floating about on the thick, noxious air. Then my father, his hand pressed to his side, and his face soft with a wonderful tenderness, commenced his farewell address to these strange looking people.




  Very soon I had forgotten where I was. My eyes were wet with tears, and my heart was aching with a new pain. The gentle, kindly, eloquence, the wan face, with its irresistible sweet smile, so human, so marvellously sympathetic, was a revelation to me. It was a farewell to a people with whom he must have been brought into vivid and personal communion, a message of farewell, too, to others of them who were not there. It was a sermon—did they think of it as a sermon, I wonder?—to the like of which I had certainly never listened before, which seemed to tell between the lines as though with a definite purpose the story of his own sorrows and his own sins. In that great hall there was no sound, save those slow words vibrating with nervous force, which seemed each one of them to leave him palpably the weaker. Some let their pipes go out, others smoked stolidly on, with their faces steadfastly fixed upon that thin, swaying figure. The secret of his long struggle with them and his tardy victory seemed to become revealed to us in their attitude towards him and their reverent silence. One forgot all about their unwashed faces and miserable attire, the foul tobacco smoke, and the hard, unsexed-looking women who listened with bowed heads as though ashamed to display a very unusual emotion. One remembered only that the place was holy.




  The words of farewell were spoken at last. He did not openly speak of death, yet I doubt whether there was one of them who did not divine it. He stood upon the little platform holding out his hands towards them, and they left their places in orderly fashion, yet jealously eager to be amongst the first to clasp them, and somehow we three felt that it was no place for us, and we made our way out again on to the pavement. My mother and I looked at one another with wet eyes.




  “At last, then,” I murmured, “we know his secret. Would to God that we had known before.”




  “It is wonderful,” my mother answered, “that he has escaped recognition. There has been so much written about this place lately. Only last week I was asked to come here. Every one has been talking about the marvellous influence he has gained over these people.”




  We waited there for him. In little groups the congregation came slowly out and dispersed. The lights in the main body of the building were extinguished. Still he did not come. We were on the point of seeking for a side entrance when a man came hurriedly out of the darkened building and commenced running up the street. Something seemed to tell me the truth.




  “That man has gone for a doctor,” I cried. “See, he has stopped at the house with the red lamp. He is ill! I am going inside.”




  I tried the door. It opened at my touch and we groped our way across the unlit room, bare and desolate enough now with its rows of empty and disarranged chairs, and with little clouds of dense tobacco smoke still hanging about. In a little recess behind the platform we found my father. One man—a cabman he seemed to be—was holding his hand, another was supporting his head. When he saw us he smiled faintly.




  “God is very good,” he murmured. “There was nothing I wished for but to see you once more.”




  I dropped on my knees by his side. There was a mist before my eyes and a great lump in my throat.




  “You are worse,” I cried. “Have they sent for a doctor?”




  “It is the end,” he said, softly. “It will all be over very soon now. I am ready. My work here was commenced. It is not granted to any one to do more than to make commencements. Give—give—ah!”




  The flutter of a gown close at hand disturbed me. I followed my father’s eyes. Olive Berdenstein had glided from a dark corner underneath one of the galleries, and was coming like a wraith towards us. I half rose to my feet in a fit of passionate anger. Bruce, too, had taken a hasty step towards her.




  “Can’t you see you are too late?” he whispered to her hoarsely. “Go away from here. It is no place for you.”




  “Too late,” she murmured, softly, and then the sound of heavy footsteps coming up the hall made us all look round and my heart died away within me. Two men in plain clothes were within a few yards of us; a policeman followed close behind. My father closed his eyes, and from the look of horror in his face I knew how he had dreaded this thing. One of the men advanced to Olive Berdenstein, and touched his hat. I can hear her voice now.




  “I am sorry, Mr. Smith,” she said, “I have made a mistake. This is not the man.”




  There was a dead silence for a minute or two, and then a little murmur of voices which reached me as though from a great distance. I heard the sound of their retreating footsteps. I caught a glimpse of Olive Berdenstein’s tear-stained face as she bent for a moment over my father’s prostrate figure.




  “I forgive,” she whispered. “Farewell.”




  Then she followed them out of the hall, and we none of us saw her any more. But there was a light in my father’s face like the light which is kindled by a great joy. One hand I kept, the other my mother clasped. He looked up at us and smiled.




  “This,” he said, “is happiness.”
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  The young man from the west had arrived in New York only that afternoon, and his cousin, town born and bred, had already embarked upon the task of showing him the great city. They occupied a table in a somewhat insignificant corner of one of New York’s most famous roof-garden restaurants. The place was crowded with diners. There were many notabilities to be pointed out. The town young man was very busy.




  “See that bunch of girls on the right?” he asked. “They are all from the chorus in the new musical comedy—opens to-morrow. They’ve been rehearsing every day for a month. Some show it’s going to be, too. I don’t know whether I’ll be able to get you a seat, but I’ll try. I’ve had mine for a month. The fair girl who is leaning back, laughing, now, is Elsie Havers. She’s the star…. You see the old fellow with the girl, just in a line behind? That’s Dudley Worth, the multi-millionaire, and at the next table there is Mrs. Atkinson—you remember her divorce case?”




  It was all vastly interesting to the young man from the west, and he looked from table to table with ever-increasing interest.




  “Say, it’s fine to be here!” he declared. “We have this sort of thing back home, but we are only twelve stories up and there is nothing to look at. Makes you kind of giddy here to look past the people, down at the city.”




  The New Yorker glanced almost indifferently at the one sight which to a stranger is perhaps the most impressive in the new world. Twenty-five stories below, the cable cars clanging and clashing their way through the narrowed streets seemed like little fire-flies, children’s toys pulled by an invisible string of fire. Further afield, the flare of the city painted the murky sky. The line of the river scintillated with rising and falling stars. The tall buildings stabbed the blackness, fingers of fire. Here, midway to the clouds, was another world, a world of luxury, of brilliant toilettes, of light laughter, the popping of corks, the joy of living, with everywhere the vague perfume and flavour of femininity.




  The young man from the country touched his cousin’s arm suddenly.




  “Tell me,” he enquired, “who is the man at a table by himself? The waiters speak to him as though he were a little god. Is he a millionaire, or a judge, or what?”




  The New Yorker turned his head. For the first time his own face showed some signs of interest. His voice dropped a little. He himself was impressed.




  “You’re in luck, Alfred,” he declared. “That’s the most interesting man in New York—one of the most interesting in the world. That’s Sanford Quest.”




  “Who’s he?”




  “You haven’t heard of Sanford Quest?”




  “Never in my life.”




  The young man whose privilege it was to have been born and lived all his days in New York, drank half a glassful of wine and leaned back in his chair. Words, for a few moments, were an impossibility.




  “Sanford Quest,” he pronounced at last, “is the greatest master in criminology the world has ever known. He is a magician, a scientist, the Pierpont Morgan of his profession.”




  “Say, do you mean that he is a detective?”




  The New Yorker steadied himself with an effort. Such ignorance was hard to realise—harder still to deal with.




  “Yes,” he said simply, “you could call him that—just in the same way you could call Napoleon a soldier or Lincoln a statesman. He is a detective, if you like to call him that, the master detective of the world. He has a great house in one of the backwater squares of New York, for his office. He has wireless telegraphy, private chemists, a little troop of spies, private telegraph and cable, and agents in every city of the world. If he moves against any gang, they break up. No one can really understand him. Sometimes he seems to be on the side of the law, sometimes on the side of the criminal. He takes just what cases he pleases, and a million dollars wouldn’t tempt him to touch one he doesn’t care about. Watch him go out. They say that you can almost tell the lives of the people he passes, from the way they look at him. There isn’t a crook here or in the street who doesn’t know that if Sanford Quest chose, his career would be ended.”




  The country cousin was impressed at last. With staring eyes and opened mouth, he watched the man who had been sitting only a few tables away from them push back the plate on which lay his bill and rise to his feet. One of the chief maîtres d’hôtel handed him his straw hat and cane, two waiters stood behind his chair, the manager hurried forward to see that the way was clear for him. Yet there was nothing about the appearance of the man himself which seemed to suggest his demanding any of these things. He was of little over medium height, broad-shouldered, but with a body somewhat loosely built. He wore quiet grey clothes with a black tie, a pearl pin, and a neat coloured shirt. His complexion was a little pale, his features well-defined, his eyes dark and penetrating but hidden underneath rather bushy eyebrows. His deportment was quite unassuming, and he left the place as though entirely ignorant of the impression he created. The little cluster of chorus girls looked at him almost with awe. Only one of them ventured to laugh into his face as though anxious to attract his notice. Another dropped her veil significantly as he drew near. The millionaire seemed to become a smaller man as he glanced over his shoulder. The lady who had been recently divorced bent over her plate. A group of noisy young fellows talking together about a Stock Exchange deal, suddenly ceased their clamour of voices as he passed. A man sitting alone, with a drawn face, deliberately concealed himself behind a newspaper, and an aldermanic-looking gentleman who was entertaining a fluffy-haired young lady from a well-known typewriting office, looked for a moment like an errant school-boy. Not one of these people did Sanford Quest seem to see. He passed out to the elevator, tipped the man who sycophantly took him the whole of the way down without a stop, walked through the crowded hall of the hotel and entered a closed motor-car without having exchanged greetings with a soul. Yet there was scarcely a person there who could feel absolutely sure that he had not been noticed.


  




  Sanford Quest descended, about ten minutes later, before a large and gloomy-looking house in Georgia Square. The neighbourhood was, in its way, unique. The roar and hubbub of the city broke like a restless sea only a block or so away. On every side, this square of dark, silent houses seemed to be assailed by the clamour of the encroaching city. For some reason or other, however, it remained a little oasis of old-fashioned buildings, residences, most of them, of a generation passed away. Sanford Quest entered the house with a latch-key. He glanced into two of the rooms on the ground-floor, in which telegraph and telephone operators sat at their instruments. Then, by means of a small elevator, he ascended to the top story and, using another key, entered a large apartment wrapped in gloom until, as he crossed the threshold, he touched the switches of the electric lights. One realised then that this was a man of taste. The furniture and appointments of the room were of dark oak. The panelled walls were hung with a few choice engravings. There were books and papers about, a piano in the corner. A door at the further end led into what seemed to be a sleeping-apartment. Quest drew up an easy-chair to the wide-flung window, touching a bell as he crossed the room. In a few moments the door was opened and closed noiselessly. A young woman entered with a little bundle of papers in her hand.




  “Anything for me, Laura?” he asked.




  “I don’t believe you will think so, Mr. Quest,” she answered calmly.




  She drew a small table and a reading lamp to his side and stood quietly waiting. Her eyes followed Quest’s as he glanced through the letters, her expression matched his. She was tall, dark, good-looking in a massive way, with a splendid, almost unfeminine strength in her firm, shapely mouth and brilliant eyes. Her manner was a little brusque but her voice pleasant. She was one of those who had learnt the art of silence.




  The criminologist glanced through the papers quickly and sorted them into two little heaps.




  “Send these,” he directed, “to the police-station. There is nothing in them which calls for outside intervention. They are all matters which had better take their normal course. To the others simply reply that the matter they refer to does not interest me. No further enquiries?”




  “Nothing, Mr. Quest.”




  She left the room almost noiselessly. Quest took down a volume from the swinging book-case by his side, and drew the reading lamp a little closer to his right shoulder. Before he opened the volume, however, he looked for a few moments steadfastly out across the sea of roofs, the network of telephone and telegraph wires, to where the lights of Broadway seemed to eat their way into the sky. Around him, the night life of the great city spread itself out in waves of gilded vice and black and sordid crime. Its many voices fell upon deaf ears. Until long past midnight, he sat engrossed in a scientific volume.




  CHAPTER II


  THE APARTMENT-HOUSE MYSTERY




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  1.




  “This habit of becoming late for breakfast,” Lady Ashleigh remarked, as she set down the coffee-pot, “is growing upon your father.”




  Ella glanced up from a pile of correspondence through which she had been looking a little negligently.




  “When he comes,” she said, “I shall tell him what Clyde says in his new play—that unpunctuality for breakfast and overpunctuality for dinner are two of the signs of advancing age.”




  “I shouldn’t,” her mother advised. “He hates anything that sounds like an epigram, and I noticed that he avoided any allusion to his birthday last month. Any news, dear?”




  “None at all, mother. My correspondence is just the usual sort of rubbish—invitations and gossip. Such a lot of invitations, by-the-bye.”




  “At your age,” Lady Ashleigh declared, “that is the sort of correspondence which you should find interesting.”




  Ella shook her head. She was a very beautiful young woman, but her expression was a little more serious than her twenty-two years warranted.




  “You know I am not like that, mother,” she protested. “I have found one thing in life which interests me more than all this frivolous business of amusing oneself. I shall never be happy—not really happy—until I have settled down to study hard. My music is really the only part of life which absolutely appeals to me.”




  Lady Ashleigh sighed.




  “It seems so unnecessary,” she murmured. “Since Esther was married you are practically an only daughter, you are quite well off, and there are so many young men who want to marry you.”




  Ella laughed gaily.




  “That sort of thing may come later on, mother,” she declared,—“I suppose I am only human like the rest of us—but to me the greatest thing in the whole world just now is music, my music. It is a little wonderful, isn’t it, to have a gift, a real gift, and to know it? Oh, why doesn’t Delarey make up his mind and let father know, as he promised!… Here comes daddy, mum. Bother! He’s going to shoot, and I hoped he’d play golf with me.”




  Lord Ashleigh, who had stepped through some French windows at the farther end of the terrace, paused for a few minutes to look around him. There was certainly some excuse for his momentary absorption. The morning, although it was late September, was perfectly fine and warm. The cattle in the park which surrounded the house were already gathered under the trees. In the far distance, the stubble fields stretched like patches of gold to ridges of pine-topped hills, and beyond to the distant sea. The breakfast table at which his wife and daughter were seated was arranged on the broad grey stone terrace, and, as he slowly approached, it seemed like an oasis of flowers and fruit and silver. A footman stood discreetly in the background. Half a dozen dogs of various breeds came trotting forward to meet him. His wife, still beautiful notwithstanding her forty-five years, had turned her pleasant face towards him, and Ella, whom a great many Society papers had singled out as being one of the most beautiful débutantes of the season, was welcoming him with her usual lazy but wholly good-humoured smile.




  “Daddy, your habits are getting positively disgraceful!” she exclaimed. “Mother and I have nearly finished—and our share of the post-bag is most uninteresting. Please come and sit down, tell us where you are going to shoot, and whether you’ve had any letters this morning?”




  Lord Ashleigh loitered for a moment to raise the covers from the dishes upon a side table. Afterwards he seated himself in the chair which the servant was holding for him.




  “I am going out for an hour or two with Fitzgerald,” he announced. “Partridges are scarcely worth shooting yet but he has arranged a few drives over the hills. As for my being late—well, that has something to do with you, young lady.”




  Ella looked at him with a sudden seriousness in her great eyes.




  “Daddy, you’ve heard something!”




  Lord Ashleigh pulled a bundle of letters from his pocket.




  “I have,” he admitted.




  “Quick!” Ella begged. “Tell us all about it? Don’t sit there, dad, looking so stolid. Can’t you see I am dying to hear? Quick, please!”




  Her father smiled, glanced for a moment at the plate which had been passed to him from the side table, approved of it and stretched out his hand for his cup.




  “I heard this morning,” he said, “from your friend Delarey. He went into the matter very fully. You shall read his letter presently. The sum and substance of it all, however, is that for the first year of your musical training he advises—where do you think?”




  “Dresden,” Lady Ashleigh suggested.




  “Munich? Paris?” Ella put in breathlessly.




  “All wrong,” Lord Ashleigh declared. “New York!”




  There was a momentary silence. Ella’s eyes were sparkling. Her mother’s face had fallen.




  “New York!” Ella murmured. “There is wonderful music there, and Mr. Delarey knows it so well.”




  Lord Ashleigh nodded portentously.




  “I have not finished yet. Mr. Delarey wound up his letter by promising to cable me his final decision in the course of a few days. This cablegram,” he went on, drawing a little slip of blue paper from his pocket, “was brought to me this morning whilst I was shaving. I found it a most inconvenient time, as the lather—”




  “Oh, bother the lather, father!” Ella exclaimed. “Read the cablegram, or let me.”




  Her father smoothed it out before him and read—




  

    

      “To Lord Ashleigh, Hamblin House, Dorset, England.




      “I find a magnificent programme arranged for at Metropolitan Opera House this year. Have taken box for your daughter, engaged the best professor in the world, and secured an apartment at the Leeland, our most select and comfortable residential hotel. Understand your brother is still in South America, returning early spring, but will do our best to make your daughter’s year of study as pleasant as possible. Advise her sail on Saturday by Mauretania.”


    


  




  “On Saturday?” Ella almost screamed.




  “New York!” Lady Ashleigh murmured disconsolately. “How impossible, George!”




  Her husband handed over the letter and cablegram, which Ella at once pounced upon. He then unfolded the local newspaper and proceeded to make an excellent breakfast. When he had quite finished, he lit a cigarette and rose a little abruptly to his feet as a car glided out of the stable yard and slowly approached the front door.




  “I shall now,” he said, “leave you to talk over and discuss this matter for the rest of the day. I believe you said, dear,” he added, turning to his wife, “that we were dining alone to-night?”




  “Quite alone, George,” Lady Ashleigh admitted. “We were to have gone to Annerley Castle, but the Duke is laid up somewhere in Scotland.”




  “I remember,” her husband assented. “Very well, then, at dinner-time to-night you can tell me your decision, or rather we will discuss it together. James,” he added, turning to the footman, “tell Robert I want my sixteen-bore guns put in the car, and tell him to be very careful about the cartridges.”




  He disappeared through the French windows. Lady Ashleigh was studying the letter stretched out before her, her brows a little knitted, her expression distressed. Ella had turned and was looking out westwards across the park, towards the sea. For a moment she dreamed of all the wonderful things that lay on the other side of that silver streak. She saw inside the crowded Opera House. She felt the tense hush, the thrill of excitement. She heard the low sobbing of the violins, she saw the stage-setting, she heard the low notes of music creeping and growing till every pulse in her body thrilled with her one great enthusiasm. When she turned back to the table, her eyes were bright and there was a little flush upon her cheeks.




  “You’re not sorry, mother?” she exclaimed.




  “Not really, dear,” Lady Ashleigh answered resignedly.




  2.




  Lord Ashleigh, who in many respects was a typical Englishman of his class, had a constitutional affection for small ceremonies, an affection nurtured by his position as Chairman of the County Magistrates and President of the local Unionist Association. After dinner that evening, a meal which was served in the smaller library, he cleared his throat and filled his glass with wine. His manner, as he addressed his wife and daughter, was almost official.




  “I am to take it, I believe,” he began, “that you have finally decided, Ella, to embrace our friend Delarey’s suggestion and to leave us on Saturday for New York?”




  “If you please,” Ella murmured, with glowing eyes. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am to you both for letting me go.”




  “It is naturally a wrench to us,” Lord Ashleigh confessed, “especially as circumstances which you already know of prevent either your mother or myself from being with you during the first few months of your stay there. You have very many friends in New York, however, and your mother tells me that there will be no difficulty about your chaperonage at the various social functions to which you will, of course, be bidden.”




  “I think that will be all right, dad,” Ella ventured.




  “You will take your own maid with you, of course,” Lord Ashleigh continued. “Lenora is a good girl and I am sure she will look after you quite well, but I have decided, although it is a somewhat unusual step, to supplement Lenora’s surveillance over your comfort by sending with you, also, as a sort of courier and general attendant—whom do you think? Well, Macdougal.”




  Lady Ashleigh looked across the table with knitted brows.




  “Macdougal, George? Why, however will you spare him?”




  “We can easily,” Lord Ashleigh declared, “find a temporary butler. Macdougal has lived in New York for some years, and you will doubtless find this a great advantage, Ella. I hope that my suggestion pleases you?”




  Ella glanced over her shoulder at the two servants who were standing discreetly in the background. Her eyes rested upon the pale, expressionless face of the man who during the last few years had enjoyed her father’s absolute confidence. Like many others of his class, there seemed to be so little upon which to comment in his appearance, so little room for surmise or analysis in his quiet, negative features, his studiously low voice, his unexceptionable deportment. Yet for a moment a queer sense of apprehension troubled her. Was it true, she wondered, that she did not like the man? She banished the thought almost as soon as it was conceived. The very idea was absurd! His manner towards her had always been perfectly respectful. He seemed equally devoid of sex or character. She withdrew her gaze and turned once more towards her father.




  “Do you think that you can really spare him, daddy,” she asked, “and that it will be necessary?”




  “Not altogether necessary, I dare say,” Lord Ashleigh admitted. “On the other hand, I feel sure that you will find him a comfort, and it would be rather a relief to me to know that there is some one in touch with you all the time in whom I place absolute confidence. I dare say I shall be very glad to see him back again at the end of the year, but that is neither here nor there. Mr. Delarey has sent me the name of some bankers in New York who will honour your cheques for whatever money you may require.”




  “You are spoiling me, daddy,” Ella sighed.




  Lord Ashleigh smiled. His hand had disappeared into the pocket of his dinner-coat.




  “If you think so now,” he remarked, “I do not know what you will say to me presently. What I am doing now, Ella, I am doing with your mother’s sanction, and you must associate her with the gift which I am going to place in your keeping.”




  The hand was slowly withdrawn from his pocket. He laid upon the table a very familiar morocco case, stamped with a coronet. Even before he touched the spring and the top flew open, Ella knew what was coming.




  “Our diamonds!” she exclaimed. “The Ashleigh diamonds!”




  The necklace lay exposed to view, the wonderful stones flashing in the subdued light. Ella gazed at it, speechless.




  “In New York,” Lord Ashleigh continued, “it is the custom to wear jewellery in public more, even, than in this country. The family pearls, which I myself should have thought more suitable, went, as you know, to your elder sister upon her marriage. I am not rich enough to invest large sums of money in the purchase of precious stones, yet, on the other hand, your mother and I feel that if you are to wear jewels at all, we should like you to wear something of historic value, jewels which are associated with the history of your own house. Allow me!”




  He leaned forward. With long, capable fingers he fastened the necklace around his daughter’s neck. It fell upon her bosom, sparkling, a little circular stream of fire against the background of her smooth, white skin. Ella could scarcely speak. Her fingers caressed the jewels.




  “It is our farewell present to you,” Lord Ashleigh declared. “I need not beg you to take care of them. I do not wish to dwell upon their value. Money means, naturally, little to you, and when I tell you that a firm in London offered me sixty thousand pounds for them for an American client, I only mention it so that you may understand that they are likely to be appreciated in the country to which you are going.”




  She clasped his hands.




  “Father,” she cried, “you are too good to me! It is all too wonderful. I shall be afraid to wear them.”




  Lord Ashleigh smiled reassuringly.




  “My dear,” he said, “you will be quite safe. I should advise you to keep them, as a rule, in the strong box which you will doubtless find in the hotel to which you are going. But for all ordinary occasions you need feel, I am convinced, no apprehension. You can understand now, I dare say, another reason why I am sending Macdougal with you as well as Lenora.”




  Ella, impelled by some curious impulse which she could not quite understand, glanced quickly around to where the man-servant was standing. For once she had caught him unawares. For once she saw something besides the perfect automaton. His eyes, instead of being fixed at the back of his master’s chair, were simply riveted upon the stones. His mouth was a little indrawn. To her there was a curious change in his expression. His cheekbones seemed to have become higher. The pupils of his eyes had narrowed. Even while she looked at him, he moistened a little his dry lips with the tip of his tongue. Then, as though conscious of her observation, all these things vanished. He advanced to the table, respectfully refilled his master’s glass from the decanter of port, and retreated again. Ella withdrew her eyes. A queer little feeling of uneasiness disturbed her for the moment. It passed, however, as in glancing away her attention was once more attracted by the sparkle of the jewels upon her bosom. Lord Ashleigh raised his glass.




  “Our love to you, dear,” he said. “Take care of the jewels, but take more care of yourself. Your mother and I will come to New York as soon as we can. In the meantime, don’t forget us amidst the hosts of your new friends and the joy of your new life.”




  She gave them each a hand. She stooped first to one side and then to the other, kissing them both tenderly.




  “I shall never forget!” she exclaimed, her voice breaking a little. “There could never be any one else in the world like you two—and please may I go to the looking-glass?”




  3.




  The streets of New York were covered with a thin, powdery snow as the very luxurious car of Mrs. Delarey drew up outside the front of the Leeland Hotel, a little after midnight. Ella leaned over and kissed her hostess.




  “Thank you, dear, ever so much for your delightful dinner,” she exclaimed, “and for bringing me home. As for the music, well, I can’t talk about it. I am just going upstairs into my room to sit and think.”




  “Don’t sit up too late and spoil your pretty colour, dear,” Mrs. Delarey advised. “Good-bye! Don’t forget I am coming in to lunch with you to-morrow.”




  The car rolled off. Ella, a large umbrella held over her head by the door-keeper, stepped up the little strip of drugget which led into the softly-warmed hall of the Leeland. Behind her came her maid, Lenora, and Macdougal, who had been riding on the box with the chauffeur. He paused for a moment to wipe the snow from his clothes as Ella crossed the hall to the lift. Lenora turned towards him. He whispered something in her ear. For a moment she shook. Then she turned away and followed her mistress upstairs.




  Arrived in her apartment, Ella threw herself with a little sigh of content into a big easy-chair before the fire. Her sitting-room was the last word in comfort and luxury. A great bowl of pink roses, arrived during her absence, stood on the small table by her side. Lenora had just brought her chocolate and was busy making preparations in the bedroom adjoining. Ella gave herself up for a few moments to reverie. The magic of the music was still in her blood. She had made progress. That very afternoon her master, Van Haydn, had spoken to her of her progress—Van Haydn, who had never flattered a pupil in his life. In a few weeks’ time her mother and father were coming out to her. Meanwhile, she had made hosts of pleasant friends. Attentions of all sorts had been showered upon her. She curled herself up in her chair. It was good to be alive!




  A log stirred upon the fire. She leaned forward lazily to replace it and then stopped short. Exactly opposite to her was a door which opened on to a back hall. It was used only by the servants connected with the hotel, and was usually kept locked. Just as she was in the act of leaning forward, Ella became conscious of a curious hallucination. She sat looking at the handle with fascinated eyes. Then she called aloud to Lenora.




  “Lenora, come here at once.”




  The maid hurried in from the next room. Ella pointed to the door.




  “Lenora, look outside. See if any one is on that landing. I fancied that the door opened.”




  The maid shook her head incredulously.




  “I don’t think so, my lady,” she said. “No one but the waiter and the chambermaid who comes in to clean the apartment, ever comes that way.”




  She crossed the room and tried the handle. Then she turned towards her mistress in triumph.




  “It is locked, my lady,” she reported.




  Ella rose to her feet and herself tried the handle. It was as the maid had reported. She, however, was not altogether reassured. She was a young woman whose nerves were in a thoroughly healthy state, and by no means given to imaginative fears. She stood a little away, looking at the handle. It was almost impossible that she could have been mistaken. Her hands clasped for a moment the necklace which hung from her neck. A queer presentiment of evil crept like a grey shadow over her.




  She looked at herself in the glass—the colour had left her cheeks. She tried to laugh at her self.




  “This is absurd!” she exclaimed. “Lenora, go down and ask Macdougal to come up for a minute. I am going to have this thing explained. Hurry, there’s a good girl.”




  “You are sure your ladyship doesn’t mind being left?” the maid asked, a little doubtfully.




  “Of course not!” Ella replied, with a laugh which was not altogether natural. “Hurry along, there’s a good girl. I’ll drink my chocolate while you are gone, and get ready for bed, but I must see Macdougal before I undress.”




  Something of her mistress’s agitation seemed to have become communicated to Lenora. Her voice shook a little as she stepped into the elevator.




  “Where are you off to, young lady?” the boy enquired.




  “I want to go round to our quarters,” Lenora explained. “Her ladyship wants to speak to Mr. Macdougal.”




  “He’s gone out, sure,” the elevator boy remarked. “Shall I wait for you, Miss Lenora?” he asked, as they descended into the hall.




  “Do,” she begged. “I sha’n’t be more than a minute or two.”




  She walked quickly to the back part of the hotel and ascended in another elevator to the wing in which the servants’ quarters were situated. Here she made her way along a corridor until she reached Macdougal’s room. She knocked, and knocked again. There was no answer. She tried the door and found it was locked. Then she returned to the elevator and descended once more to the floor upon which her mistress’s apartments were situated. She opened the door of the suite without knocking and turned at once to the sitting-room.




  “I am sorry, my lady,” she began—




  Then she stopped short. The elevator boy, who had had a little trouble with his starting apparatus and had not as yet descended, heard the scream which broke from her lips, and a fireman in an adjacent corridor came running up almost at the same moment. Lenora was on her knees by her mistress’s side. Ella was still lying in the easy-chair in which she had been seated, but her head was thrown back in an unnatural fashion. There was a red mark just across her throat. The small table by her side had been overturned, and the chocolate was running in a little stream across the floor. The elevator boy was the first to speak.




  “Holy shakes!” he exclaimed. “What’s happened?”




  “Can’t you see?” Lenora shrieked. “She’s fainted! And the diamonds—the diamonds have gone!”




  The fireman was already at the telephone. In less than a minute one of the managers from the office came running in. Lenora was dashing water into Ella’s still, cold face.




  “She’s fainted!” she shrieked. “Fetch a doctor, some one. The diamonds have gone!”




  The young man was already at the telephone. His hand shook as he took up the receiver. He turned to the elevator boy.




  “Run across to number seventy-three—Doctor Morton’s,” he ordered. “Don’t you let any one come in, fireman. Don’t either of you say a word about this. Here, Exchange, urgent call. Give me the police-station—yes, police-station!… Don’t be a fool, girl,” he added under his breath. “You won’t do any good throwing water on her like that. Let her alone for a moment…. Yes! Manager, Leeland Hotel, speaking. A murder and robbery have taken place in this hotel, suite number forty-three. I am there now. Nothing shall be touched. Send round this moment.”




  The young man hung up the receiver. Lenora was filling the room with her shrieks. He took her by the shoulder and pushed her back into a chair.




  “Shut up, you fool!” he exclaimed. “You can’t do any good making a noise like that.”




  “She said she saw the door handle turn,” Lenora sobbed. “I went to fetch Macdougal. He’d gone out. When I came back she was there—like that!”




  “What door handle?” the manager asked.




  Lenora pointed. The young man crossed the room. The lock was still in its place, the door refused to yield. As he turned around the doctor arrived. He hurried at once to Ella’s side.




  “Hands still warm,” he muttered, as he felt them…. “My God! It’s the double knot strangle!”




  He bent over Ella for several moments. Then he rose to his feet. The door from outside had been opened once more. A police inspector, followed by a detective, had entered.




  “This is your affair, gentlemen, not mine,” the doctor said gravely. “The young lady is dead. She has been cruelly strangled within the last five or ten minutes.”




  The Inspector turned around.




  “Lock the outside door,” he ordered his man. “Has any one left the room, Mr. Marsham?”




  “No one,” the manager declared.




  “Who discovered her?”




  “The maid.”




  Lenora rose to her feet. She seemed a little calmer but the healthy colour had all gone from her cheeks and her lips were twitching.




  “Her ladyship had just come in from the Opera,” she said. “She was sitting in her easy-chair. I was in the bedroom. She looked toward the handle of that door. She thought it moved. She called me. I tried it and found it fast locked. She sent for Mr. Macdougal.”




  “Macdougal,” Mr. Marsham explained, “is a confidential servant of Lord Ashleigh’s. He was sent over here with Lady Ella.”




  The Inspector nodded.




  “Go on.”




  “I found Mr. Macdougal’s door locked. He must have gone out. When I came back here, I found this!”




  The Inspector made a careful examination of the room.




  “Tell me,” he enquired, “is this the young lady who owned the wonderful Ashleigh diamonds?”




  “They’ve gone!” Lenora shrieked. “They’ve been stolen! She was wearing them when I left the room!”




  The Inspector turned to the telephone.




  “Mr. Marsham,” he said, “I am afraid this will be a difficult affair. I am going to take the liberty of calling in an expert. Hello. I want Number One, New York City—Mr. Sanford Quest.”




  4.




  There seemed to be nothing at all original in the methods pursued by the great criminologist when confronted with this tableau of death and robbery. His remarks to the Inspector were few and perfunctory. He asked only a few languid questions of Macdougal and Lenora, who were summoned to his presence.




  “You had left the hotel, I understand, at the time when the crime occurred?” he asked the latter.




  Macdougal, grave and respectful, made his answers with difficulty. His voice was choked with emotion.




  “I brought my mistress home from the Opera, sir. I rode on the box with Mrs. Delarey’s chauffeur. After I had seen her safely in the hotel, I went up to my room for two minutes and left the hotel by the back entrance.”




  “Any one see you go?”




  “The door-keeper, sir, and I passed a page upon the stairs.”




  “Wasn’t it rather late for you to go out?”




  “My days are a little dull here, sir,” Macdougal replied, “and my attendance is not required early in the morning. I have made some friends in the city and I usually go out to a restaurant and have some supper.”




  “Quite natural,” Mr. Quest agreed. “That will do, thanks.”




  Macdougal turned towards the door. Lenora was about to follow him but Quest signed to her to remain.




  “I should like to have a little conversation with you about your mistress,” he said to her pleasantly. “If you don’t mind, I will ask you to accompany me in my car. I will send the man back with you.”




  For a moment the girl stood quite still. Her face was already ghastly pale. Her eyes alone seemed to indicate some fresh fear.




  “I will go to my rooms and put on my hat,” she said.




  Quest pointed through the half-open door.




  “That will be your hat and coat upon the bed there, won’t it?” he remarked. “I am sorry to hurry you off but I have another appointment. You will send, of course, for the young lady’s friends,” he added, turning to Mr. Marsham, “and cable her people.”




  “There is nothing more you can do, Mr. Quest?” the hotel manager asked, a little querulously. “This affair must be cleared up for the credit of my hotel.”




  Quest shrugged his shoulders. He glanced through the open door to where Lenora was arranging her coat with trembling fingers.




  “There will be very little difficulty about that,” he said calmly. “If you are quite ready, Miss Lenora. Is that your name?”




  “Lenora is my name, sir,” the girl replied.




  They descended in the elevator together and Quest handed the girl into his car. They drove quickly through the silent streets. The snow had ceased to fall and the stars were shining brightly. Lenora shivered as she leaned back in her corner.




  “You are cold, I am afraid,” Quest remarked. “Never mind, there will be a good fire in my study. I shall only keep you for a few moments. I dare not be away long just now, as I have a very important case on.”




  “There is nothing more that I can tell you,” Lenora ventured, a little fearfully. “Can’t you ask me what you want to, now, as we go along?”




  “We have already arrived,” Quest told her. “Do you mind following me?”




  She crossed the pavement and passed through the front door, which Quest was holding open for her. They stepped into the little elevator, and a moment or two later Lenora was installed in an easy-chair in Quest’s sitting-room, in front of a roaring fire.




  “Lean back and make yourself comfortable,” Quest invited, as he took a chair opposite to her. “I must just look through these papers.”




  The girl did as she was told. She opened her coat. The room was delightfully warm, almost overheated. A sense of rest crept over her. For the first moment since the awful shock, her nerves seemed quieter. Gradually she began to feel almost as though she were passing into sleep. She started up, but sank back again almost immediately. She was conscious that Quest had laid down the letters which he had been pretending to read. His eyes were fixed upon her. There was a queer new look in them, a strange new feeling creeping through her veins. Was she going to sleep?…




  Quest’s voice broke an unnatural silence.




  “You are anxious to telephone some one,” he said.




  “You looked at both of the booths as we came through the hotel. Then you remembered, I think, that he would not be there yet. Telephone now. The telephone is at your right hand. You know the number.”




  She obeyed almost at once. She took the receiver from the instrument by her side.




  “Number 700, New York City.”




  “You will ask,” Quest continued, “whether he is all right, whether the jewels are safe.”




  There was a brief silence, then the girl’s voice.




  “Are you there, James?… Yes, I am Lenora. Are you safe? Have you the jewels?… Where?… You are sure that you are safe…. No, nothing fresh has happened.”




  “You are at the hotel,” Quest said softly. “You are going to him.”




  “I cannot sleep,” she continued. “I am coming to you.”




  She set down the receiver. Quest leaned a little more closely over her.




  “You know where the jewels are hidden,” he said. “Tell me where?”




  Her lips quivered. She made no answer. She turned uneasily in her chair.




  “Tell me the place?” Quest persisted.




  There was still no response from the girl. There were drops of perspiration on her forehead. Quest shrugged his shoulders slightly.




  “Very good,” he concluded. “You need not tell me. Only remember this! At nine o’clock to-morrow morning you will bring those jewels to this apartment…. Rest quietly now. I want you to go to sleep.”




  She obeyed without hesitation. Quest watched, for a moment, her regular breathing. Then he touched a bell by his side. Laura entered almost at once.




  “Open the laboratory,” Quest ordered. “Then come back.”




  Without a word or a glance towards the sleeping figure, she obeyed him. It was a matter of seconds before she returned. Together they lifted and carried the sleeping girl out of the room, across the landing, into a larger apartment, the contents of which were wrapped in gloom and mystery. A single electric light was burning on the top of a square mirror fixed upon an easel. Towards this they carried the girl and laid her in an easy-chair almost opposite to it.




  “The battery is just on the left,” Laura whispered.




  Quest nodded.




  “Give me the band.”




  She turned away for a moment and disappeared in the shadows. When she returned, she carried a curved band of flexible steel. Quest took it from her, attached it by means of a coil of wire to the battery, and with firm, soft fingers slipped it on to Lenora’s forehead. Then he stepped back. A rare emotion quivered in his tone.




  “She’s a subject, Laura—I’m sure of it! Now for our great experiment!”




  They watched Lenora intently. Her face twitched uneasily, but she did not open her eyes and her breathing continued regular. Quest bent over her.




  “Lenora,” he said, slowly and firmly, “your mind is full of one subject. You see your mistress in her chair by the fireside. She is toying with her diamonds. Look again. She lies there dead! Who was it entered the room, Lenora? Look! Look! Gaze into that mirror. What do you see there?”




  The girl’s eyes had opened. They were fixed now upon the mirror—distended, full of unholy things. Quest wiped a drop of perspiration from his forehead.




  “Try harder, Lenora,” he muttered, his own breath labouring. “It is there in your brain! Look!”




  Laura for the first time showed signs of emotion. She pointed towards the mirror. Quest was suddenly silent. He seemed to have turned into a figure of stone. For a single second the smooth surface of the mirror was obscured. A room crept dimly like a picture into being, a fire upon the hearth, a girl leaning back in her chair. A door in the background opened. A man stole out. He crept nearer to the girl—his eyes fixed upon the diamonds, a thin, silken cord twisted round his wrist. Suddenly she saw him—too late! His hand was upon her lips,—his face seemed to start almost from the mirror—then blackness!


  




  Lenora opened her eyes. She was still in the easy-chair before the fire.




  “Mr. Quest!” she faltered.




  He looked up from some letters which he had been studying.




  “I am so sorry,” he said politely. “I really had forgotten that you were here. But you know—that you have been to sleep?”




  She half rose to her feet. She was perplexed, uneasy.




  “Asleep?” she murmured. “Have I? And I dreamed a horrible dream!… Have I been ringing anyone up on the telephone?”




  “Not that I know of,” Quest assured her. “As a matter of fact, I was called downstairs to see one of my men soon after we got here.”




  “Can I go now?” she asked.




  “Certainly,” Quest replied. “To tell you the truth, I find that I shall not need to ask you those questions, after all. A messenger from the police-station has been here. He says they have come to the conclusion that a very well-known gang of New York criminals are in this thing. We know how to track them down all right.”
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    SANFORD QUEST IS CALLED UPON TO CLEAR THE MYSTERY OF THE MURDER OF LORD ASHLEIGH’S DAUGHTER.
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    UNDER THE HYPNOTIC INFLUENCE OF QUEST, LENORA REVEALS THE STRANGE DISAPPEARANCE OF THE JEWELS, AND THE MURDER.


  




  “I may go now, then?” she repeated, with immense relief.




  Quest escorted the girl downstairs, opened the front door, blew his whistle and his car pulled up at the door.




  “Take this young lady,” he ordered, “wherever she wishes. Good night!”




  The girl drove off. Quest watched the car disappear around the corner. Then he turned slowly back and made preparations for his adventure….




  “Number 700, New York,” he muttered, half an hour later, as he left his house. “Beyond Fourteenth Street—a tough neighbourhood.”




  He hesitated for a moment, feeling the articles in his overcoat pocket—a revolver in one, a small piece of hard substance in the other. Then he stepped into his car, which had just returned.




  “Where did you leave the young lady?” he asked the chauffeur.




  “In Broadway, sir. She left me and boarded a cross-town car.”




  Quest nodded approvingly.




  “No finesse,” he sighed.




  5.




  Sanford Quest was naturally a person unaffected by presentiments or nervous fears of any sort, yet, having advanced a couple of yards along the hallway of the house which he had just entered without difficulty, he came to a standstill, oppressed with the sense of impending danger. With his electric torch he carefully surveyed the dilapidated staircase in front of him, the walls from which the paper hung down in depressing-looking strips. The house was, to all appearances, uninhabited. The door had yielded easily to his master-key. Yet this was the house connected with Number 700, New York, the house to which Lenora had come. Furthermore, from the street outside he had seen a light upon the first floor, instantly extinguished as he had climbed the steps.




  “Any one here?” he asked, raising his voice a little.




  There was no direct response, yet from somewhere upstairs he heard the half smothered cry of a woman. He gripped his revolver in his fingers. He was a fatalist, and although for a moment he regretted having come single-handed to such an obvious trap, he prepared for his task. He took a quick step forward. The ground seemed to slip from beneath his feet. He staggered wildly to recover himself, and failed. The floor had given from beneath him. He was falling into blackness….




  The fall itself was scarcely a dozen feet. He picked himself up, his shoulder bruised, his head swimming a little. His electric torch was broken to pieces upon the stone floor. He was simply in a black gulf of darkness. Suddenly a gleam of light shone down. A trap-door above his head was slid a few inches back. The flare of an electric torch shone upon his face, a man’s mocking voice addressed him.




  “Not the great Sanford Quest? This surely cannot be the greatest detective in the world walking so easily into the spider’s web!”




  “Any chance of getting out?” Quest asked laconically.




  “None!” was the bitter reply. “You’ve done enough mischief. You’re there to rot!”




  “Why this animus against me, my friend Macdougal?” Quest demanded. “You and I have never come up against one another before. I didn’t like the life you led in New York ten years ago, or your friends, but you’ve suffered nothing through me.”




  “If I let you go,” once more came the man’s voice, “I know very well in what chair I shall be sitting before a month has passed. I am James Macdougal, Mr. Sanford Quest, and I have got the Ashleigh diamonds, and I have settled an old grudge, if not of my own, of one greater than you. That’s all. A pleasant night to you!”




  The door went down with a bang. Faintly, as though, indeed, the footsteps belonged to some other world, Sanford Quest heard the two leave the house. Then silence.




  “A perfect oubliette,” he remarked to himself, as he held a match over his head a moment or two later, “built for the purpose. It must be the house we failed to find which Bill Taylor used to keep before he was shot. Smooth brick walls, smooth brick floor, only exit twelve feet above one’s head. Human means, apparently, are useless. Science, you have been my mistress all my days. You must save my life now or lose an earnest disciple.”




  He felt in his overcoat pocket and drew out the small, hard pellet. He gripped it in his fingers, stood as nearly as possible underneath the spot from which he had been projected, coolly swung his arm back, and flung the black pebble against the sliding door. The explosion which followed shook the very ground under his feet. The walls cracked about him. Blue fire seemed to be playing around the blackness. He jumped on one side, barely in time to escape a shower of bricks. For minutes afterwards everything around him seemed to rock. He struck another match. The whole of the roof of the place was gone. By building a few bricks together, he was easily able to climb high enough to swing himself on to the fragments of the hallway. Even as he accomplished this, the door was thrown open and a crowd of people rushed in. Sanford Quest emerged, dusty but unhurt, and touched a constable on his arm.




  “Arrest me,” he ordered. “I am Sanford Quest. I must be taken at once to headquarters.”




  “That so, Mr. Quest? Stand on one side, you loafers,” the man ordered, pushing his way out.




  “We’ll have a taxicab,” Quest decided.




  “Is there any one else in the house?” the policeman asked.




  “Not a soul,” Quest answered.




  They found a cab without much difficulty. It was five o’clock when they reached the central police-station. Inspector French happened to be just going off duty. He recognized Quest with a little exclamation.




  “Got your man to bring me here,” Quest explained, “so as to get away from the mob.”




  “Say, you’ve been in trouble!” the Inspector remarked, leading the way into his room.




  “Bit of an explosion, that’s all,” Quest replied. “I shall be all right when you’ve lent me a clothes-brush.”




  “The Ashleigh diamonds, eh?” the Inspector asked eagerly.




  “I shall have them at nine o’clock this morning,” Sanford Quest promised, “and hand you over the murderer somewhere around midnight.”




  The Inspector scratched his chin.




  “From what I can hear about the young lady’s friends,” he said, “it’s the murderer they are most anxious to see nabbed.”




  “They’ll have him,” Quest promised. “Come round about half-past nine and I’ll hand over the diamonds to start with.”




  Quest slept for a couple of hours, had a bath and made a leisurely toilet. At a quarter to nine he sat down to breakfast in his rooms.




  “At nine o’clock,” he told his servant, “a young lady will call. Bring her up.”




  The door was suddenly opened. Lenora walked in. Quest glanced in surprise at the clock.




  “My fault!” he exclaimed. “We are slow. Good morning, Miss Lenora!”




  She came straight to the table. The servant, at a sign from Quest, disappeared. There were black rims around her eyes; she seemed exhausted. She laid a little packet upon the table. Quest opened it coolly. The Ashleigh diamonds flashed up at him. He led Lenora to a chair and rang the bell.




  “Prepare a bedroom upstairs,” he ordered. “Ask Miss Roche to come here. Laura,” he added, as his secretary entered, “will you look after this young lady? She is in a state of nervous exhaustion.”




  The girl nodded. She understood. She led Lenora from the room. Quest resumed his breakfast. A few minutes later, Inspector French was announced. Quest nodded in friendly manner.




  “Some coffee, Inspector?”




  “I’d rather have those diamonds!” the Inspector replied.




  Quest threw them lightly across the table.




  “Catch hold, then.”




  The Inspector whistled.




  “Say, that’s bright work,” he acknowledged. “I believe I could have laid my hands on the man, but it was the jewels that I was afraid of losing.”




  “Just so,” Quest remarked. “And now, French, will you be here, please, at midnight with three men, armed.”




  “Here?” the Inspector repeated.




  Quest nodded.




  “Our friend,” he said, “is going to be mad enough to walk into hell, even, when he finds out what he thinks has happened.”




  “It wasn’t any of Jimmy’s lot?” the Inspector asked.




  Sanford Quest shook his head.




  “French,” he said, “keep mum, but it was the elderly family retainer, Macdougal. I felt restless about him. He has lost the girl—he was married to her, by-the-bye—and the jewels. No fear of his slipping away. I shall have him here at the time I told you.”




  “You’ve a way of your own of doing these things, Mr. Quest,” the Inspector admitted grudgingly.




  “Mostly luck,” Quest replied. “Take a cigar, and so long, Inspector. They want me to talk to Chicago on another little piece of business.”


  




  It was a few minutes before midnight when Quest parted the curtains of a room on the ground floor of his house in Georgia Square, and looked out into the snow-white street. Then he turned around and addressed the figure lying as though asleep upon the sofa by the fire.




  “Lenora,” he said, “I am going out. Stay here, if you please, until I return.”




  He left the room. For a few moments there was a profound silence. Then a white face was pressed against the window. There was a crash of glass. A man, covered with snow, sprang into the apartment. He moved swiftly to the sofa, and something black and ugly swayed in his hand.




  “So you’ve deceived me, have you?” he panted. “Handed over the jewels, chucked me, and given me the double cross! Anything to say?”




  A piece of coal fell on to the grate. Not a sound came from the sofa. Macdougal leaned forward, his white face distorted with passion. The life-preserver bent and quivered behind him, cut the air with a swish and crashed full upon the head.




  The man staggered back. The weapon fell from his fingers. For a moment he was paralysed. There was no blood upon his hand, no cry—silence inhuman, unnatural! He looked again. Then the lights flashed out all around him. There were two detectives in the doorway, their revolvers covering him,—Sanford Quest, with Lenora in the background. In the sudden illumination, Macdougal’s horror turned almost to hysterical rage. He had wasted his fury upon a dummy! It was sawdust, not blood, which littered the couch!




  “Take him, men,” Quest ordered. “Hands up, Macdougal. Your number’s up. Better take it quietly.”




  The handcuffs were upon him before he could move. He was trying to speak, but the words somehow choked in his mouth.




  “You can send a wireless to Lord Ashleigh,” Quest continued, turning to French. “Tell him that the diamonds have been recovered and that his daughter’s murderer is arrested.”




  “What about the young woman?” the Inspector asked.




  Lenora stood in an attitude of despair, her head downcast. She had turned a little away from Macdougal. Her hands were outstretched. It was as though she were expecting the handcuffs.




  “You can let her alone,” Sanford Quest said quietly. “A wife cannot give evidence against her husband, and besides, I need her. She is going to work for me.”




  Macdougal was already at the door, between the two detectives. He swung around. His voice was calm, almost clear—calm with the concentration of hatred.




  “You are a wonderful man, Mr. Sanford Quest,” he said. “Make the most of your triumph. Your time is nearly up.”




  “Keep him for a moment,” Sanford Quest ordered. “You have friends, then, Macdougal, who will avenge you, eh?”




  “I have no friends,” Macdougal replied, “but there is one coming whose wit and cunning, science and skill are all-conquering. He will brush you away, Sanford Quest, like a fly. Wait a few weeks.”




  “You interest me,” Quest murmured. “Tell me some more about this great master?”




  “I shall tell you nothing,” Macdougal replied. “You will hear nothing, you will know nothing. Suddenly you will find yourself opposed. You will struggle—and then the end. It is certain.”




  They led him away. Only Lenora remained, sobbing. Quest went up to her, laid his hand upon her shoulder.




  “You’ve had a rough time, Lenora,” he said, with strange gentleness. “Perhaps the brighter days are coming.”
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    LORD ASHLEIGH ACCUSES LENORA OF BEING IMPLICATED IN THE CRIME, BUT QUEST DECIDES TO THE CONTRARY.
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    IAN MACDOUGAL IS GIVEN A LIFE SENTENCE FOR THE MURDER OF THE DAUGHTER OF LORD ASHLEIGH.
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  1.




  Sanford Quest and Lenora stood side by side upon the steps of the Courthouse, waiting for the automobile which had become momentarily entangled in a string of vehicles. A little crowd of people were elbowing their way out on to the sidewalk. The faces of most of them were still shadowed by the three hours of tense drama from which they had just emerged. Quest, who had lit a cigar, watched them curiously.




  “No need to go into Court,” he remarked. “I could have told you, from the look of these people, that Macdougal had escaped the death sentence. They have paid their money—or rather their time, and they have been cheated of the one supreme thrill.”




  “Imprisonment for life seems terrible enough,” Lenora whispered, shuddering.




  “Can’t see the sense of keeping such a man alive myself,” Quest declared, with purposeful brutality. “It was a cruel murder, fiendishly committed.”




  Lenora shivered. Quest laid his fingers for a moment upon her wrist. His voice, though still firm, became almost kind.




  “Never be afraid, Lenora,” he said, “to admit the truth. Come, we have finished with Macdougal now. Imprisonment for life will keep him from crossing your path again.”




  Lenora sighed. She was almost ashamed of her feeling of immense relief.




  “I am very sorry for him,” she murmured. “I wish there were something one could do.”




  “There is nothing,” Quest replied shortly, “and if there were, you would not be allowed to undertake it. You didn’t happen to notice the way he looked at you once or twice, did you?”




  Once more the terror shone out of Lenora’s eyes.




  “You are right,” she faltered. “I had forgotten.”




  They were on the point of crossing the pavement towards the automobile when Quest felt a touch upon his shoulder. He turned and found Lord Ashleigh standing by his side. Quest glanced towards Lenora.




  “Run and get in the car,” he whispered. “I will be there in a moment.”




  She dropped her veil and hastened across the pavement. The Englishman’s face grew sterner as he watched her.




  “Macdougal’s accomplice,” he muttered. “We used to trust that girl, too.”




  “She had nothing whatever to do with the actual crime, believe me,” Quest assured him. “Besides, you must remember that it was really through her that the man was brought to justice.”




  “I harbour no ill-feelings towards the girl,” Lord Ashleigh replied. “Nevertheless, the sight of her for a moment was disconcerting…. I would not have stopped you just now, Mr. Quest, but my brother is very anxious to renew his acquaintance with you. I think you met years ago.”




  Sanford Quest held out his hand to the man who had been standing a little in the background. Lord Ashleigh turned towards him.




  “This is Mr. Quest, Edgar. You may remember my brother—Professor Ashleigh—as a man of science, Quest? He has just returned from South America.”




  The two shook hands, curiously diverse in type, in expression, in all the appurtenances of manhood. Quest was dark, with no sign of greyness in his closely-trimmed black hair. His face was an epitome of forcefulness, his lips hard, his eyes brilliant. He was dressed with the utmost care. His manner was self-possessed almost to a fault. The Professor, on the other hand, though his shoulders were broad, lost much of his height and presence through a very pronounced stoop. His face was pale, his mouth sensitive, his smile almost womanly in its sweetness. His clothes, and a general air of abstraction, seemed rather to indicate the clerical profession. His forehead, however, disclosed as he lifted his hat, was the forehead of a scholar.




  “I am very proud to make your acquaintance again, Professor,” Quest said. “Glad to know, too, that you hadn’t quite forgotten me.”




  “My dear sir,” the Professor declared, as he released the other’s hand with seeming reluctance, “I have thought about you many times. Your doings have always been of interest to me. Though I have been lost to the world of civilisation for so long, I have correspondents here in New York to keep me in touch with all that is interesting. You have made a great name for yourself, Mr. Quest. You are one of those who have made science your handmaiden in a wonderful profession.”




  “You are very kind, Professor,” Quest observed, flicking the ash from his cigar.




  “Not at all,” the other insisted. “Not at all. I have the greatest admiration for your methods.”




  “I am sorry,” Quest remarked, “that our first meeting here should be under such distressing circumstances.”




  The Professor nodded gravely. He glanced towards his brother, who was talking to an acquaintance a few feet away.




  “It has been a most melancholy occasion,” he admitted, his voice shaking with emotion. “Still, I felt it my duty to support my brother through the trial. Apart from that, you know, Mr. Quest, a scene such as we have just witnessed has a peculiar—I might almost say fascination for me,” the Professor continued, with a little glint in his eyes. “You, as a man of science, can realise, I am sure, that the criminal side of human nature is always of interest to an anthropologist.”




  “That must be so, of course,” Quest agreed, glancing towards the automobile in which Lenora was seated. “If you’ll excuse me, Professor, I think I must be getting along. We shall meet again, I trust.”




  “One moment,” the Professor begged eagerly. “Tell me, Mr. Quest—I want your honest opinion. What do you think of my ape?”




  “Of your what?” Quest enquired dubiously.




  “Of my anthropoid ape which I have just sent to the museum. You know my claim? But perhaps you would prefer to postpone your final decision until after you have examined the skeleton itself.”




  A light broke in upon the criminologist.




  “Of course!” he exclaimed. “For the moment, Professor, I couldn’t follow you. You are talking about the skeleton of the ape which you brought home from South America, and which you have presented to the museum here?”




  “Naturally,” the Professor assented, with mild surprise. “To what else? I am stating my case, Mr. Quest, in the North American Review next month. I may tell you, however, as a fellow scientist, the great and absolute truth. My claim is incontestable. My skeleton will prove to the world, without a doubt, the absolute truth of Darwin’s great theory.”




  “That so?”




  “You must go and see it,” the Professor insisted, keeping by Quest’s side as the latter moved towards the automobile. “You must go and see it, Mr. Quest. It will be on view to the public next week, but in the meantime I will telephone to the curator. You must mention my name. You shall be permitted a special examination.”




  “Very kind of you,” Quest murmured.




  “We shall meet again soon, I hope,” the Professor concluded cordially. “Good morning, Mr. Quest!”




  The two men shook hands, and Quest took his seat by Lenora’s side in the automobile. The Professor rejoined his brother.




  “George,” he exclaimed, as they walked off together, “I am disappointed in Mr. Quest! I am very disappointed indeed. You will not believe what I am going to tell you, but it is the truth. He could not conceal it from me. He takes no interest whatever in my anthropoid ape.”




  “Neither do I,” the other replied grimly.




  The Professor sighed as he hailed a taxicab.




  “You, my dear fellow,” he said gravely, “are naturally not in the frame of mind for the consideration of these great subjects. Besides, you have no scientific tendencies. But in Sanford Quest I am disappointed. I expected his enthusiasm—I may say that I counted upon it.”




  “I don’t think that Quest has much of that quality to spare,” his brother remarked, “for anything outside his own criminal hunting.”




  They entered the taxicab and were driven almost in silence to the Professor’s home—a large, rambling old house, situated in somewhat extensive but ill-kept grounds on the outskirts of New York. The Englishman glanced around him, as they passed up the drive, with an expression of disapproval.




  “A more untidy-looking place than yours, Edgar, I never saw,” he declared. “Your grounds have become a jungle. Don’t you keep any gardeners?”




  The Professor smiled.




  “I keep other things,” he said serenely. “There is something in my garden which would terrify your nice Scotch gardeners into fits, if they found their way here to do a little tidying up. Come into the library and I’ll give you one of my choice cigars. Here’s Craig waiting to let us in. Any news, Craig?”




  The man-servant in plain clothes who admitted them shook his head.




  “Nothing has happened, sir,” he replied. “The telephone is ringing in the study now, though.”




  “I will answer it myself,” the Professor declared, bustling off.




  He hurried across the bare landing and into an apartment which seemed to be half museum, half library. There were skeletons leaning in unexpected corners, strange charts upon the walls, a wilderness of books and pamphlets in all manner of unexpected places, mingled with quaintly-carved curios, gods from West African temples, implements of savage warfare, butterfly nets. It was a room which Lord Ashleigh was never able to enter without a shudder.




  The Professor took up the receiver from the telephone. His “Hello” was mild and enquiring. He had no doubt that the call was from some admiring disciple. The change in his face as he listened, however, was amazing. His lips began to twitch. An expression of horrified dismay overspread his features. His first reply was almost incoherent. He held the receiver away from him and turned towards his brother.




  “George,” he gasped, “the greatest tragedy in the world has happened! My ape is stolen!”




  His brother looked at him blankly.




  “Your ape is stolen?” he repeated.




  “The skeleton of my anthropoid ape,” the Professor continued, his voice growing alike in sadness and firmness. “It is the curator of the museum who is speaking. They have just opened the box. It has lain for two days in an anteroom. It is empty!”




  Lord Ashleigh muttered something a little vague. The theft of a skeleton scarcely appeared to his unscientific mind to be a realisable thing. The Professor turned back to the telephone.




  “Mr. Francis,” he said, “I cannot talk to you. I can say nothing. I shall come to you at once. I am on the point of starting. Your news has overwhelmed me.”




  He laid down the receiver. He looked around him like a man in a nightmare.




  “The taxicab is still waiting, sir,” Craig reminded him.




  “That is most fortunate,” the Professor pronounced. “I remember now that I had no change with which to pay him. I must go back. Look after my brother. And, Craig, telephone at once to Mr. Sanford Quest. Ask him to meet me at the museum in twenty minutes. Tell him that nothing must stand in the way. Do you hear?”




  The man hesitated. There was protest in his face.




  “Mr. Sanford Quest, sir?” he muttered, as he followed his master down the hall.




  “The great criminologist,” the Professor explained eagerly. “Certainly! Why do you hesitate?”




  “I was wondering, sir,” Craig began.




  The Professor waved his servant on one side.




  “Do as you are told,” he ordered. “Do as you are told, Craig. You others—you do not realise. You cannot understand what this means. Tell the taxi man to drive to the museum. I am overcome.”




  The taxicab man drove off, glad enough to have a return fare. In about half-an-hour’s time the Professor strode up the steps of the museum and hurried into the office. There was a little crowd of officials there whom the curator at once dismissed. He rose slowly to his feet. His manner was grave but bewildered.




  “Professor,” he said, “we will waste no time in words. Look here.”




  He threw open the door of an anteroom behind his office. The apartment was unfurnished except for one or two chairs. In the middle of the uncarpeted floor was a long wooden box from which the lid had just been pried.




  “Yesterday, as you know from my note,” the curator proceeded, “I was away. I gave orders that your case should be placed here and I myself should enjoy the distinction of opening it. An hour ago I commenced the task. That is what I found.”




  The Professor gazed blankly at the empty box.




  “Nothing left except the smell,” a voice from the open doorway remarked.




  They glanced around. Quest was standing there, and behind him Lenora. The Professor welcomed them eagerly.




  “This is Mr. Quest, the great criminologist,” he explained to the curator. “Come in, Mr. Quest. Let me introduce you to Mr. Francis, the curator of the museum. Ask him what questions you will. Mr. Quest, you have the opportunity of earning the undying gratitude of a brother scientist. If my skeleton cannot be recovered, the work of years is undone.”




  Quest strolled thoughtfully around the room, glancing out of each of the windows in turn. He kept close to the wall, and when he had finished he drew out a magnifying-glass from his pocket and made a brief examination of the box. Then he asked a few questions of the curator, pointed out one of the windows to Lenora and whispered a few directions to her. She at once produced what seemed to be a foot-rule from the bag which she was carrying, and hurried into the garden.




  “A little invention of my own for measuring foot-prints,” Quest explained. “Not much use here, I am afraid.”




  “What do you think of the affair so far, Mr. Quest?” the Professor asked eagerly.




  The criminologist shook his head.




  “Incomprehensible,” he confessed. “Can you think, by-the-bye, of any other motive for the theft besides scientific jealousy?”




  “There could be no other,” the Professor declared sadly, “and it is, alas! too prevalent. I have had to suffer from it all my life.”




  Quest stood over the box for a moment or two and looked once more out of the window. Presently Lenora returned. She carried in her hand a small object, which she brought silently to Quest. He glanced at it in perplexity. The Professor peered over his shoulder.




  “It is the little finger!” he cried,—“the little finger of my ape!”




  Quest held it away from him critically.




  “From which hand?” he asked.




  “The right hand.”




  Quest examined the fastenings of the window before which he had paused during his previous examination. He turned away with a shrug of the shoulders.




  “See you later, Mr. Ashleigh,” he concluded laconically. “Nothing more to be done at present.”




  The Professor followed him to the door.




  “Mr. Quest,” he said, his voice broken with emotion, “it is the work of my lifetime of which I am being robbed. You will use your best efforts, you will spare no expense? I am rich. Your fee you shall name yourself.”




  “I shall do my best,” Quest promised, “to find the skeleton. Come, Lenora. Good morning, gentlemen!”


  




  With his new assistant, Quest walked slowly from the museum and turned towards his home.




  “Make anything of this, Lenora?” he asked her.




  She smiled.




  “Of course not,” she answered. “It looks as though the skeleton had been taken away through that window.”




  Quest nodded.




  “Marvellous!” he murmured.




  “You are making fun of me,” she protested.




  “Not I! But you see, my young friend, the point is this. Who in their senses would want to steal an anthropoid skeleton except a scientific man, and if a scientific man stole it out of sheer jealousy, why in thunder couldn’t he be content with just mutilating it, which would have destroyed its value just as well—What’s that?”




  He stopped short. A newsboy thrust the paper at them. Quest glanced at the headlines. Lenora clutched at his arm. Together they read in great black type—




  ESCAPE OF CONVICTED PRISONER!


  


  MACDOUGAL, ON HIS WAY TO PRISON,


  GRAPPLES WITH SHERIFF AND JUMPS


  FROM TRAIN! STILL AT LARGE


  THOUGH SEARCHED FOR BY


  POSSE OF POLICE




  2.




  The windows of Mrs. Rheinholdt’s town house were ablaze with light. A crimson drugget stretched down the steps to the curbstone. A long row of automobiles stood waiting. Through the wide-flung doors was visible a pleasant impression of flowers and light and luxury. In the nearer of the two large reception rooms Mrs. Rheinholdt herself, a woman dark, handsome, and in the prime of life, was standing receiving her guests. By her side was her son, whose twenty-first birthday was being celebrated.




  “I wonder whether that professor of yours will come,” she remarked, as the stream of incoming guests slackened for a moment. “I’d love to have him here, if it were only for a moment. Every one’s talking about him and his work in South America.”




  “He hates receptions,” the boy replied, “but he promised he’d come. I never thought, when he used to drill science into us at the lectures, that he was going to be such a tremendous big pot.”




  Mrs. Rheinholdt’s plump fingers toyed for a moment complacently with the diamonds which hung from her neck.




  “You can never tell, in a world like this,” she murmured. “That’s why I make a point of being civil to everybody. Your laundry woman may become a multimillionaire, or your singing master a Caruso, and then, just while their month’s on, every one is crazy to meet them. It’s the Professor’s month just now.”




  “Here he is, mother!” the young man exclaimed suddenly. “Good old boy! I thought he’d keep his word.”




  Mrs. Rheinholdt assumed her most encouraging and condescending smile as she held out both hands to the Professor. He came towards her, stooping a little more than usual. His mouth had drooped a little and there were signs of fatigue in his face. Nevertheless, his answering smile was as delightful as ever.




  “This is perfectly sweet of you, Professor,” Mrs. Rheinholdt declared. “We scarcely ventured to hope that you would break through your rule, but Philip was so looking forward to have you come. You were his favourite master at lectures, you know, and now—well, of course, you have the scientific world at your feet. Later on in the evening, Professor,” she added, watching some very important newcomers, “you will tell me all about your anthropoid ape, won’t you? Philip, look after Mr. Ashleigh. Don’t let him go far away.”




  Mrs. Rheinholdt breathed a sigh of relief as she greeted her new arrivals.




  “Professor Ashleigh, brother of Lord Ashleigh, you know,” she explained. “This is the first house he has been to since his return from South America. You’ve heard all about those wonderful discoveries, of course….”




  The Professor made himself universally agreeable in a mild way, and his presence created even more than the sensation which Mrs. Rheinholdt had hoped for. In her desire to show him ample honour, she seldom left his side.




  “I am going to take you into my husband’s study,” she suggested, later on in the evening. “He has some specimens of beetles—”




  “Beetles,” the Professor declared, with some excitement, “occupied precisely two months of my time while abroad. By all means, Mrs. Rheinholdt!”




  “We shall have to go quite to the back of the house,” she explained, as she led him along the darkened passage.




  The Professor smiled acquiescently. His eyes rested for a moment upon her necklace.




  “You must really permit me, Mrs. Rheinholdt,” he exclaimed, “to admire your wonderful stones! I am a judge of diamonds, and those three or four in the centre are, I should imagine, unique.”




  She held them out to him. The Professor laid the end of the necklace gently in the palm of his hand and examined them through a horn-rimmed eyeglass.




  “They are wonderful,” he murmured,—“wonderful! Why—”




  He turned away a little abruptly. They had reached the back of the house and a door from the outside had just been opened. A man had crossed the threshold with a coat over his arm, and was standing now looking at them.




  “How extraordinary!” the Professor remarked. “Is that you, Craig?”




  For a moment there was no answer. The servant was standing in the gloom of an unlit portion of the passage. His eyes were fixed curiously upon the diamonds which the Professor had just been examining. He seemed paler, even, than usual.




  “Yes, sir!” he replied. “There is a rain storm, so I ventured to bring your mackintosh.”




  “Very thoughtful,” the Professor murmured approvingly. “I have a weakness,” he went on, turning to his hostess, “for always walking home after an evening like this. In the daytime I am content to ride. At night I have the fancy always to walk.”




  “We don’t walk half enough.” Mrs. Rheinholdt sighed, glancing down at her somewhat portly figure. “Dixon,” she added, turning to the footman who had admitted Craig, “take Professor Ashleigh’s servant into the kitchen and see that he has something before he leaves for home. Now, Professor, if you will come this way.”




  They reached a little room in the far corner of the house. Mrs. Rheinholdt apologised as she switched on the electric lights.




  “It is a queer little place to bring you to,” she said, “but my husband used to spend many hours here, and he would never allow anything to be moved. You see, the specimens are in these cases.”




  The Professor nodded. His general attitude towards the forthcoming exhibition was merely one of politeness. As the first case was opened, however, his manner completely changed. Without taking the slightest further notice of his hostess, he adjusted a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles and commenced to mumble eagerly to himself. Mrs. Rheinholdt, who did not understand a word, strolled around the apartment, yawned, and finally interrupted a little stream of eulogies, not a word of which she understood, concerning a green beetle with yellow spots.




  “I am so glad you are interested, Professor,” she said. “If you don’t mind, I will rejoin my guests. You will find a shorter way back if you keep along the passage straight ahead and come through the conservatory.”




  “Certainly! With pleasure!” the Professor agreed, without glancing up.




  His hostess sighed as she turned to leave the room. She left the door ajar. The Professor’s face was almost touching the glass case in which reposed the green beetle with yellow spots.


  




  Mrs. Rheinholdt’s reception, notwithstanding the temporary absence of its presiding spirit, was without doubt an unqualified success. In one of the distant rooms the younger people were dancing. There were bridge tables, all of which were occupied, and for those who preferred the more old-fashioned pastime of conversation amongst luxurious surroundings, there was still ample space and opportunity. Philip Rheinholdt, with a pretty young débutante upon his arm, came out from the dancing room and looked around amongst the little knots of people.




  “I wonder where mother is,” he remarked.




  “Looking after some guests somewhere, for certain,” the girl replied. “Your mother is so wonderful at entertaining, Philip.”




  “It’s the hobby of her life,” he declared. “Never so happy as when she can get hold of somebody every one’s talking about, and show him off. Can’t think what she’s done with herself now, though. She told me—”




  The young man broke off in the middle of his sentence. He, too, like many others in the room, felt a sudden thrill almost of horror at the sound which rang without warning upon their ears—a woman’s cry, a cry of fear and horror, repeated again and again. There was a little rush towards the curtained space which led into the conservatories. Before even, however, the quickest could reach the spot, the curtains were thrown back and Mrs. Rheinholdt, her hands clasping her neck, her splendid composure a thing of the past, a panic-stricken, terrified woman, stumbled into the room. She seemed on the point of collapse. Somehow or other, they got her into an easy-chair.




  “My jewels!” she cried. “My diamonds!”




  “What do you mean, mother?” Philip Rheinholdt asked quickly. “Have you lost them?”




  “Stolen!” Mrs. Rheinholdt shrieked. “Stolen there in the conservatory!”




  They gazed at her open-mouthed, incredulous. Then a still, quiet voice from the outside of the little circle intervened.




  “Instruct your servants, Mr. Rheinholdt, to lock and bar all the doors of the house,” the Professor suggested. “No one must leave it until we have heard your mother’s story.”




  The young man obeyed almost mechanically. There was a general exodus of servants from the room. Some one had brought Mrs. Rheinholdt a glass of champagne. She sipped it and gradually recovered her voice.




  “I had just taken the Professor into the little room my husband used to call the museum,” she explained, her voice still shaking with agitation. “I left him there to examine some specimens of beetles. I thought that I would come back through the conservatory, which is the quickest way. I was about half-way across it when suddenly I heard the switch go behind me and all the electric lights were turned out. I couldn’t imagine what had happened. While I hesitated, I saw—I saw—”




  She broke down again. There was no doubt about the genuineness of her terror. She seemed somehow to have shrunken into the semblance of a smaller woman. The pupils of her eyes were distended, she was white almost to the lips. When she recommenced her story, her voice was fainter.




  “I saw a pair of hands—just hands—no arms—nothing but hands—come out of the darkness! They gripped me by the throat. I suppose it was just for a second. I think—I lost consciousness for a moment, although I was still standing up. The next thing I remember is that I found myself shrieking and running here—and the jewels had gone!”




  “You saw no one?” her son asked incredulously. “You heard nothing?”




  “I heard no footsteps. I saw no one,” Mrs. Rheinholdt repeated.




  The Professor turned away.




  “If you will allow me,” he begged, “I am going to telephone to my friend Mr. Sanford Quest, the criminologist. An affair so unusual as this might attract him. You will excuse me.”




  The Professor hurried from the room. They brought Mrs. Rheinholdt more champagne and she gradually struggled back to something like her normal self. The dancing had stopped. Every one was standing about in little groups, discussing the affair. The men had trooped towards the conservatory, but the Professor met them on the portals.




  

    [image: A man emotes at a Salvation Army meeting.]



    “CONFESS THY SINS, MY GOOD MAN.”


  




  

    [image: A man sits up on a cot in a tent, holding a small black box.]



    THE BLACK BOX IS INTRODUCED INTO THE STORY.


  




  “I suggest,” he said courteously, “that we leave the conservatory exactly as it is until the arrival of Mr. Sanford Quest. It will doubtless aid him in his investigations if nothing is disturbed. All the remaining doors are locked, so that no one can escape if by any chance they should be hiding.”




  They all agreed without dissent, and there was a general movement towards the buffet to pass the time until the coming of Mr. Sanford Quest. The Professor met the great criminologist and his assistant in the hall upon their arrival. He took the former at once by the arm.




  “Mr. Quest,” he began, “in a sense I must apologise for my peremptory message. I am well aware that an ordinary jewel robbery does not interest you, but in this case the circumstances are extraordinary. I ventured, therefore, to summon your aid.”




  Sanford Quest nodded shortly.




  “As a rule,” he said, “I do not care to take up one affair until I have a clean slate. There’s your skeleton still bothering me, Professor. However, where’s the lady who was robbed?”




  “I will take you to her,” the Professor replied. Mrs. Rheinholdt’s story, by frequent repetition, had become a little more coherent, a trifle more circumstantial, the perfection of simplicity and utterly incomprehensible. Quest listened to it without remark and finally made his way to the conservatory. He requested Mrs. Rheinholdt to walk with him through the door by which she had entered, and stop at the precise spot where the assault had been made upon her. There were one or two plants knocked down from the tiers on the right-hand side, and some disturbance in the mould where some large palms were growing. Quest and Lenora together made a close investigation of the spot. Afterwards, Quest walked several times to each of the doors leading into the gardens.




  “There are four entrances altogether,” he remarked, as he lit a cigar and glanced around the place. “Two lead into the gardens—one is locked and the other isn’t—one connects with the back of the house—the one through which you came, Mrs. Rheinholdt, and the other leads into your reception room, into which you passed after the assault. I shall now be glad if you will permit me to examine the gardens outside for a few minutes, alone with my assistant, if you please.”




  For almost a quarter of an hour, Quest and Lenora disappeared. They all looked eagerly at the criminologist on his return, but his face was sphinxlike. He turned to Mrs. Rheinholdt, who with her son, the butler, and the Professor were the only occupants of the conservatory.




  “It seems to me,” he remarked, “that from the back part of the house the quickest way to reach Mayton Avenue would be through this conservatory and out of that door. There is a path leading from just outside straight to a gate in the wall. Does any one that you know of use this means of exit?”




  Mrs. Rheinholdt shook her head.




  “The servants might occasionally,” she remarked doubtfully, “but not on nights when I am receiving.”




  The butler stepped forward. He was looking a little grave.




  “I ought, perhaps, to inform you, madam, and Mr. Quest,” he said, “that I did, only a short time ago, suggest to the Professor’s servant—the man who brought your mackintosh, sir,” he added, turning to the Professor—“that he could, if he chose, make use of this means of leaving the house. Mr. Craig is a personal friend of mine, and a member of a very select little club we have for social purposes.”




  “Did he follow your suggestion?” Sanford Quest asked.




  “Of that I am not aware, sir,” the butler replied. “I left Mr. Craig with some refreshment, expecting that he would remain until my return, but a few minutes later I discovered that he had left. I will enquire in the kitchen if anything is known as to his movements.”




  He hurried off. Quest turned to the Professor.




  “Has he been with you long, this man Craig, Professor?” he asked.




  The Professor’s smile was illuminating, his manner simple but convincing.




  “Craig,” he asserted, “is the best servant, the most honest mortal who ever breathed. He would go any distance out of his way to avoid harming a fly. I cannot even trust him to procure for me the simplest specimens of insect or animal life. Apart from this, he is a man of some property which he has no idea what to do with. He is, I think I may say, too devoted to me to dream of ever leaving my service.”




  “You think it would be out of the question, then,” Quest asked, “to associate him with the crime?”




  The Professor’s confidence was sublime.




  “I could more readily associate you, myself, or young Mr. Rheinholdt here with the affair,” he declared.




  His words carried weight. The little breath of suspicion against the Professor’s servant faded away. In a moment or two the butler returned.




  “It appears, madam,” he announced, “that Mr. Craig left when there was only one person in the kitchen. He said good-night and closed the door behind him. It is impossible to say, therefore, by which exit he left the house, but personally I am convinced that, knowing of the reception here to-night, he would not think of using the conservatory.”




  “Most unlikely, I should say,” the Professor murmured. “Craig is a very shy man. He is at all times at your disposal, Mr. Quest, if you should desire to question him.”




  Quest nodded absently.




  “My assistant and I,” he announced, “would be glad to make a further examination of the conservatory, if you will kindly leave us alone.”




  They obeyed without demur. Quest took a seat and smoked calmly, with his eyes fixed upon the roof. Lenora went back to her examination of the overturned plants, the mould, and the whole ground within the immediate environs of the assault. She abandoned the search at last, however, and came back to Quest’s side. He threw away his cigar and rose.




  “Nothing there?” he asked laconically.




  “Not a thing,” Lenora admitted.




  Quest led the way towards the door.




  “Lenora,” he decided, “we are up against something big. There’s a new hand at work somewhere.”




  “No theories yet, Mr. Quest?” she asked, smiling.




  “Not the ghost of one,” he admitted gloomily.


  




  Along the rain-swept causeway of Mayton Avenue, keeping close to the shelter of the houses, his mackintosh turned up to his ears, his hands buried in his pockets, a man walked swiftly along. At every block he hesitated and looked around him. His manner was cautious, almost furtive. Once the glare of an electric light fell upon his face, a face pallid with fear, almost hopeless with despair. He walked quickly, yet he seemed to have little idea as to his direction. Suddenly he paused. He was passing a great building, brilliantly lit. For a moment he thought that it was some place of entertainment. The thought of entering seemed to occur to him. Then he felt a firm touch upon his arm, a man in uniform spoke to him.




  “Step inside, brother,” he invited earnestly, almost eagerly, notwithstanding his monotonous nasal twang. “Step inside and find peace. Step inside and the Lord will help you. Throw your burden away on the threshold.”




  The man’s first impulse at being addressed had seemed to be one of terror. Then he recognised the uniform and hesitated. The light which streamed out from the building seemed warm and pleasant. The rain was coming down in sheets. They were singing a hymn, unmusical, unaccompanied, yet something in the unison of those human voices, one quality—the quality of earnestness, of faith—seemed to make an irresistible appeal to the terrified wanderer. Slowly he moved towards the steps. The man took him by the arm and led him in. There were the best part of a hundred people taking their places after the singing of the hymn. A girl was standing up before them on a platform. She was commencing to speak but suddenly broke off. She held out her arms towards where the Professor’s confidential servant stood hesitating.




  “Come and tell us your sins,” she called out. “Come and have them forgiven. Come and start a new life in a new world. There is no one here who thinks of the past. Come and seek forgiveness.”




  For a moment this waif from the rain-swamped world hesitated. The light of an infinite desire flashed in his eyes. Then he dropped his head. These things might be for others. For him there was no hope. He shook his head to the girl but sank into the nearest seat and on to his knees.




  “He repents!” the girl called out. “Some day he will come! Brothers and sisters, we will pray for him.”




  The rain dashed against the windows. The only other sound from outside was the clanging of the street cars. The girl’s voice, frenzied, exhorting, almost hysterical, pealed out to the roof. At every pause, the little gathering of men and women groaned in sympathy. The man’s frame was shaken with sobs.
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  Mr. Sanford Quest sat in his favourite easy-chair, his cigar inclined towards the left hand corner of his mouth, his attention riveted upon a small instrument which he was supporting upon his knee. So far as his immobile features were capable of expression, they betrayed now, in the slight parting of his lips and the added brightness of his eyes, symptoms of a lively satisfaction. He glanced across the room to where Lenora was bending over her desk.




  “We’ve done it this time, young woman,” he declared triumphantly. “It’s all O.K., working like a little peach.”




  Lenora rose and came towards him. She glanced at the instrument which Quest was fitting into a small leather case.




  “Is that the pocket wireless?”




  He nodded.




  “I’ve had Morrison out at Harlem all the morning to test it,” he told her. “I’ve sent him at least half-a-dozen messages from this easy-chair, and got the replies. How are you getting on with the code?”




  “Not so badly for a stupid person,” Lenora replied. “I’m not nearly so quick as Laura, of course, but I could make a message out if I took time over it.”




  Laura, who had been busy with some papers at the further end of the room, came over and joined them.




  “Say, it’s a dandy little affair, that, Mr. Quest,” she exclaimed. “I had a try with it, a day or so ago. Jim spoke to me from Fifth Avenue.”




  “We’ve got it tuned to a shade now,” Quest declared. “Equipped with this simple little device, you can speak to me from anywhere up to ten or a dozen miles. What are you working on this morning, Laura?”




  “Same old stunt,” the girl replied. “I have been reading up the records of the savants of New York. From what I can make out about them, it doesn’t seem to me that there’s one amongst the whole bunch likely to have pluck enough to tamper with the Professor’s skeleton.”




  Quest frowned a little gloomily. He rose to his feet and moved restlessly about the room.




  “Say, girls,” he confessed, “this is the first time in my life I have been in a fix like this. Two cases on hand and nothing doing with either of them. Criminologist, indeed! I guess I’d better go over to England and take a job at Scotland Yard. That’s about what I’m fit for. Whose box is this?”




  Quest had paused suddenly in front of an oak sideboard which stood against the wall. Occupying a position upon it of some prominence was a small black box, whose presence there seemed to him unfamiliar. Laura came over to his side and looked at it also in puzzled fashion.




  “Never saw it before in my life,” she answered. “Say, kid, is this yours?” she added, turning to Lenora.




  Lenora shook her head. She, too, examined it a little wonderingly.




  “It wasn’t there a short time ago. I brought a duster and went over the sideboard myself.”




  Quest grunted.




  “H’m! No one else has been in the room, and it hasn’t been empty for more than ten minutes,” he remarked. “Well, let’s see what’s inside, any way.”




  “Just be careful, Mr. Quest,” Laura advised. “I don’t get that box at all.”




  Quest pushed it with his forefinger.




  “No bomb inside, any way,” he remarked. “Here goes!”




  He lifted off the lid. There was nothing in the interior but a sheet of paper folded up. Quest smoothed it out with his hand. They all leaned over and read the following words, written in an obviously disguised hand:




  

    

      “You have embarked on a new study—anthropology. What characteristic strikes you most forcibly in connection with it? Cunning? The necklace might be where the skeleton is. Why not begin at the beginning?”


    


  




  The note was unsigned, but in the spot where a signature might have been there was a rough pen drawing of two hands, with fingers extended, talon fashion, menacingly, as though poised to strike at some unseen enemy. Quest, after their first moment of stupefaction, whistled softly.




  “The hands!” he muttered.




  “What hands?” Lenora asked.




  “The hands that gripped Mrs. Rheinholdt by the throat,” he reminded them. “Don’t you remember? Hands without any arms?”




  There was another brief, almost stupefied silence. Then Laura broke into speech.




  “What I want to know is,” she demanded, “who brought the thing here?”




  “A most daring exploit, any way,” Quest declared. “If we could answer your question, Laura, we could solve the whole riddle. We are up against something, and no mistake.”




  Lenora shivered a little. The mystery of the thing terrified her, the mystery which only stimulated her two companions.




  “The hand which placed that box here,” Quest continued slowly, “is capable of even more wonderful things. We must be cautious. Hello!”




  The door had opened. The Professor stood upon the threshold. He carried his soft felt hat in his hand. He bowed to the two young women courteously.




  “I trust that I have done right in coming up?” he enquired.




  “Quite right, Professor,” Quest assured him. “They know well enough downstairs that I am always at liberty to you. Come in.”




  “I am so anxious to learn,” the Professor continued eagerly, “whether there is any news—of my skeleton.”




  “Not yet, Professor, I am sorry to say,” Quest replied. “Come in and shut the door.”




  The Professor was obviously struggling with his disappointment. He did not, however, at once close the door.




  “There is a young lady here,” he said, “who caught me up upon the landing. She, too, I believe, wishes to see you. My manners suffered, I fear, from my eagerness to hear from your own lips if there was anything fresh. I should have allowed her to precede me.”




  He threw open the door and stood on one side. A young woman came a little hesitatingly into the room. Her hair was plainly brushed back, and she wore the severe dress of the Salvation Army. Nothing, however, could conceal the fact that she was a remarkably sweet and attractive-looking young person.




  “Want to see me, young lady?” Quest asked.




  She held out a book.




  “My name is Miss Quigg,” she said. “I want to ask you for a subscription to our funds.”




  Quest frowned a little.




  “I don’t care about this house-to-house visitation,” he remarked.




  “It is only once a year that we come,” the girl pleaded, “and we only go to people who we know can afford to help us, and who we believe can appreciate our work. You know so much of the darker side of New York, Mr. Quest. Wherever you go you must find signs of our labours. Even if I put on one side, for a moment, the bare religious question, think how much we do for the good and the welfare of the poor people.”




  Quest nodded.




  “That’s all right,” he admitted. “You reach the outcasts all right. There’s many a one you save whom you had better leave to die, but here and there, no doubt, you set one of them on their legs again who’s had bad luck. Very well, Miss Quigg. You shall have a donation. I am busy to-day, but call at the same hour to-morrow and my secretary here shall have a cheque ready for you.”




  The girl smiled her gratitude.




  “You are very kind indeed, Mr. Quest,” she said simply. “I will be here.”




  The Professor laid his hand upon her arm as she passed. He had been watching her with curious intentness.




  “Young lady,” he observed, “you seem very much in earnest about your work.”




  “It is only the people in earnest, sir,” she answered, “who can do any good in the world. My work is worth being in earnest about.”




  “Will you forgive an old man’s question?” the Professor continued. “I am one of the men of the world who are in earnest. My life is dedicated to science. Science is at once my religion and my life. It seems to me that you and I have something in common. You, too, move in the unusual ways. Your life is dedicated to doing good amongst the unworthy of your sex. Whether my brain approves of your efforts or not, you compel my admiration—my most respectful admiration. May I, too, be permitted?”




  He drew out a pocket-book and passed over towards her a little wad of notes. She took them without a moment’s hesitation. Her eyes, as she thanked him, were filled with gratitude.




  “It is so kind of you,” she murmured. “We never have any hesitation in accepting money. May I know your name?”




  “It is not necessary,” the Professor answered. “You can enter me,” he added, as he held open the door for her, “as a friend—or would you prefer a pseudonym?”




  “A pseudonym, if you please,” she begged. “We have so many who send us sums of money as friends. Anything will do.”




  The Professor glanced around the room.




  “What pseudonym shall I adopt?” he ruminated. “Shall I say that an oak sideboard gives you five hundred dollars? Or a Chippendale sofa? Or,” he added, his eyes resting for a moment upon the little box, “a black box?”




  The two girls from the other side of the table started. Even Quest swung suddenly around. The Professor, as though pleased with his fancy, nodded as his fingers played with the lid.




  “Yes, that will do very nicely,” he decided. “Put me down—‘Black Box,’ five hundred dollars.”




  The girl took out her book and began to write. The Professor, with a little farewell bow, crossed the room towards Quest. Lenora moved towards the door.




  “Let me see you out,” she said to the girl pleasantly. “Don’t you find this collecting sometimes very hard work?”




  “Days like to-day,” the girl replied, “atone for everything. When I think of the good that five hundred dollars will do, I feel perfectly happy.”




  Lenora opened the door. Both girls started. Only a few feet away Craig was standing, his head a little thrust forward. For a moment the quiet self-respect of his manner seemed to have deserted him. He seemed at a loss for words.




  “What do you want?” Lenora demanded.




  Craig hesitated. His eyes were fixed upon the Salvation Army girl. The changes in his face were remarkable. She, however, beyond smiling pleasantly at him, gave no sign of any recognition.




  “I was waiting for my master,” Craig explained.




  “Why not downstairs?” Lenora asked suspiciously. “You did not come up with him.”




  “I am driving the Professor in his automobile,” Craig explained. “It occurred to me that if he were going to be long here, I should have time to go and order another tire. It is of no consequence, though. I will go down and wait in the car.”




  Lenora stood at the top of the stairs and watched him disappear. Then she went thoughtfully back to her work. The Professor and Quest were talking at the farther end of the room.




  “I was in hopes, in great hopes,” the Professor admitted, “that you might have heard something. I promised to call at Mrs. Rheinholdt’s this afternoon.”




  Quest shook his head.




  “There is nothing to report at present, Mr. Ashleigh,” he announced.




  “Dear me,” the Professor murmured, “this is very disappointing. Is there no clue, Mr. Quest—no clue at all?”




  “Not the ghost of one,” Quest acknowledged. “I am as far from solving the mystery of the disappearance of your skeleton and Mrs. Rheinholdt’s necklace, as I have ever been.”




  The Professor failed entirely to conceal his disappointment. His tone, in fact, was almost peevish.




  “I should have expected this from the regular officials of the law, Mr. Quest,” he admitted, “but I must say that in your hands I had hoped—but there, there! Excuse me! I am an old man, Mr. Quest. I am getting a little irritable. Disappointments affect me quickly. I must be patient. I will be patient.”




  “There are certain evidences,” Quest remarked, with his eyes upon the black box, “which seem to point to a new arrival in the criminal world of New York. More than that I cannot tell you. I will simply ask you to believe that I am doing my best.”




  “And with that, Mr. Quest, I will be content,” the Professor promised. “I will now pay my promised call upon Mrs. Rheinholdt. I shall convey to her your assurance that everything that is possible is being done. Good morning, young ladies,” he concluded. “Good morning, Mr. Quest.”




  He took a courteous leave of them all and departed. Lenora crossed the room to where Quest was seated at the table.




  “Mr. Quest,” she asked, “do you believe in inspiration?”




  “I attribute a large amount of my success,” Quest replied, “to my profound belief in it.”




  “Then let me tell you,” Lenora continued, “that I have one and a very strong one. Do you know that when I went to the door a few minutes ago, the Professor’s servant, Craig, was there, listening?”




  “Craig?” Quest repeated. “Let me see, that was the man who was at the Rheinholdts’ house the night of the robbery, and who might have left through the conservatory.”




  “He did leave by it,” Lenora declared. “He is in a state of panic at the present moment. What else do you suppose he was out there listening for?”




  “The Professor speaks very highly of him,” Quest reminded her.




  “The Professor is just one of those amiable old idiots, absorbed in his mouldy old work, who would never notice anything,” Lenora persisted. “He is just the man to be completely hoodwinked by a clever servant.”




  “There is some sense in what the kid says,” Laura remarked, strolling up. “The fact remains that Craig was one of the few men who could have got at the necklace that night, and he is also one of the few who knew about the skeleton.”




  Quest sighed as he lit a cigar.




  “It is a miserably obvious solution,” he said. “To tell you the truth, girls, our friend Inspector French has had his men watching Craig ever since the night of the robbery. What’s that? Answer the telephone, Lenora.”




  Lenora obeyed.




  “It’s Inspector French,” she announced. “He wants to speak to you.”




  Quest nodded, and held out his hand for the receiver.




  “Hullo, French,” he exclaimed. “Anything fresh?”




  “Nothing much!” was the answer. “One of my men, though, who has been up Mayton Avenue way, brought in something I found rather interesting this morning. I want you to come round and see it.”




  “Go right ahead and tell me about it,” Quest invited.




  “You know we’ve been shadowing Craig,” the Inspector continued. “Not much luck up till now. Fellow seems never to leave his master’s side. We have had a couple of men up there, though, and one of them brought in a curious-looking object he picked up just outside the back of the Professor’s grounds. It’s an untidy sort of neighbourhood, you know—kind of waste ground they commenced to build over, and then the real estate man who had it in hand, went smash.”




  “What is the thing?” Quest asked.




  “Well, I want to see whether you agree with me,” French went on. “If you can’t come round, I’ll come to you.”




  “No necessity,” Quest replied. “We’ve got over little difficulties of that sort. Laura, just tack on the phototelesme,” he added, holding the receiver away for a moment. “One moment, French. There, that’s right,” he added, as Laura, with deft fingers, arranged what seemed to be a sensitised mirror to the instrument. “Now, French, hold up the article just in front of the receiver.”




  French’s reply was a little brusque.




  “What are you getting at, Quest?” he demanded. “You are not going to pretend that you can see from your room into this, are you?”




  “If you’ll hold the object where I told you,” Quest replied, “I can see it. I promise you that. There, that’s right. Hold it steady. I’ve got the focus of it now. Say, French, where did you say that was found?”




  “Just outside the Professor’s back gates,” French grunted, “but you’re not kidding me—”




  “It’s a finger from the Professor’s skeleton you’ve got there,” Quest interrupted.




  “How the blazes did you guess that?” the Inspector demanded.




  “I’m not kidding,” Quest assured him. “I’ve got a phototelesme at work here. I’ve seen the bone all right. French, this is interesting. I must think it over.”




  Quest hung up the receiver and rang off. Then he turned towards his two assistants.




  “Another finger from the Professor’s skeleton,” he announced, “has been found just outside his grounds. What do you suppose that means?”




  “Craig,” Lenora declared confidently.




  “Craig on your life,” Laura echoed. “Say, Mr. Quest, I’ve got an idea.”




  Quest nodded.




  “Get right ahead with it.”




  “Didn’t the butler at Mrs. Rheinholdt’s say that Craig belonged to a servants’ club up town? I know the place well. Let me go and see if I can’t join and pick up a little information about the man. He must have a night out sometimes. Let’s find out what he does. How’s that?”




  “Capital!” Quest agreed. “Get along, Laura. And you, Lenora,” he added, “put on your hat. We’ll take a ride towards Mayton Avenue.”




  2.




  The exact spot where the bone of the missing skeleton was discovered, was easily located. It was about twenty yards from a gate which led into the back part of the Professor’s grounds. The neighbourhood was dreary in the extreme. There were half-finished houses, little piles of building materials, heaps of stones, a watchman’s shed, and all the dreary paraphernalia of an abandoned building enterprise. Quest wasted very little time before arriving at a decision.




  “The discovery of the bone so near the Professor’s house,” he decided, “cannot be coincidence only. We will waste no time out here, Lenora. We will search the grounds. Come on.”




  They advanced towards the gate but found it locked. The wall was unusually high as though to obscure a view of anything that lay on the other side. Quest noticed with interest that, in places where it had shown signs of crumbling away, it had been repaired. He contemplated the lock thoughtfully and drew a little instrument from his pocket, an instrument which had the appearance of a many-sided key.




  “Looks like storming the fortress, eh?” he remarked. “Here goes, any way.”




  The gate swung open with a single turn of the wrist. Quest glanced for a moment at the lock and replaced the instrument in his pocket.




  “The Professor’s not looking for visitors,” he muttered. “Gee! What a wilderness!”




  It was hard to know which way to turn. Every path was choked with tangled weeds and bushes. Here and there remained one or two wonderful old trees, but the vegetation for the greater part consisted of laurel and other shrubs, which from lack of attention had grown almost into a jungle. They wandered about almost aimlessly for nearly half-an-hour. Then Quest came to a sudden standstill. Lenora gripped his arm. They had both heard the same sound—a queer, crooning little cry, half plaintive, half angry. Quest looked over his right shoulder along a narrow, overgrown path which seemed to end abruptly in an evergreen hedge.




  “What’s that?” he exclaimed.




  Lenora still clung to his arm.




  “I hate this place,” she whispered. “It terrifies me. What are we looking for, Mr. Quest?”




  “Can’t say that I know exactly,” the latter answered, “but I guess we’ll find out where that cry came from. Sounded to me uncommonly like a human effort.”




  They made their way up as far as the hedge, which they skirted for a few yards until they found an opening. Then Quest gave vent to a little exclamation. Immediately in front of them was a small hut, built apparently of sticks and bamboos, with a stronger framework behind. The sloping roof was grass-grown and entwined with rushes. The only apology for a window was a queer little hole set quite close to the roof.




  “The sort of place where the Professor might keep some of his pets,” Quest observed thoughtfully. “We’ll have a look inside, any way.”




  There was a rude-looking door, but Quest, on trying it, found it locked. They walked around the place but found no other opening. All the time from inside they could hear queer, scuffling sounds. Lenora’s cheeks grew paler.




  “Must we stay?” she murmured. “I don’t think I want to see what’s inside. Mr. Quest! Mr. Quest!”




  She clung to his arm. They were opposite the little aperture which served as a window, and at that moment it suddenly framed the face of a creature, human in features, diabolical in expression. Long hair drooped over one cheek, the close-set eyes were filled with fury, the white teeth gleamed menacingly. Quest felt in his pocket for his revolver.




  “Say, that’s some face!” he remarked. “I’d hate to spoil it.”




  Even as he spoke, it disappeared. Quest took out the little gate opening apparatus from his pocket.




  “We’ve got to get inside there, Lenora,” he announced, stepping forward.




  She followed him silently. A few turns of the wrist and the door yielded. Keeping Lenora a little behind him, Quest gazed around eagerly. Exactly in front of him, clad only in a loin cloth, with hunched-up shoulders, a necklace around his neck, with blazing eyes and ugly gleaming teeth, crouched some unrecognisable creature, human yet inhuman, a monkey and yet a man. There were a couple of monkeys swinging by their tails from a bar, and a leopard chained to a staple in the ground, walking round and round in the far corner, snapping and snarling every time he glanced towards the new-comers. The creature in front of him stretched out a hairy hand towards a club, and gripped it. Quest drew a long breath. His eyes were set hard.




  “Drop that club,” he ordered.




  The creature suddenly sprang up. The club was waved around his head.




  “Drop it,” Quest repeated firmly. “You will sit down in your corner. You will take no more notice of us. Do you hear? You will drop the club. You will sit down in your corner. You will sleep.”




  The club slipped from the hairy fingers. The tense frame, which had been already crouched for the spring, was suddenly relaxed. The knees trembled.




  “Back to that corner,” Quest ordered, pointing.




  Slowly and dejectedly, the ape-man crept to where he had been ordered and sat there with dull, non-comprehending stare. It was a new force, this, a note of which he had felt—the superman raising the voice of authority. Quest touched his forehead and found it damp. The strain of those few seconds had been intolerable.




  “I don’t think these other animals will hurt,” he said. “Let’s have a look around the place.”




  The search took only a few moments. The monkeys ran and jumped around them, gibbering as though with pleasure. The leopard watched them always with a snarl and an evil light in his eye. They found nothing unusual until they came to the distant corner, where a huge piano box lay on its side with the opening turned to the wall.




  “This is where the brute sleeps, I suppose,” Quest remarked. “We’ll turn it round, any way.”




  They dragged it a few feet away from the wall, so that the opening faced them. Then Lenora gave a little cry and Quest stood suddenly still.




  “The skeleton!” Lenora shrieked. “It’s the skeleton!”




  Quest stooped down and drew away the matting which concealed some portion of this strange-looking object. It was a skeleton so old that the bones had turned to a dull grey. Yet so far as regards its limbs, it was almost complete. Quest glanced towards the hands.




  “Little fingers both missing,” he muttered. “That’s the skeleton all right, Lenora.”




  “Remember the message!” she exclaimed. “‘Where the skeleton is, the necklace may be also.’”




  Quest nodded shortly.




  “We’ll search.”




  They turned over everything in the place fruitlessly. There was no sign of the necklace. At last they gave it up.




  “You get outside, Lenora,” Quest directed. “I’ll just bring this beast round again and then we’ll tackle the Professor.”




  Lenora stepped back into the fresh air with a little murmur of relief. Quest turned towards the creature which crouched still huddled up in its corner, its eyes half-closed, rolling a little from side to side.




  “Look at me,” he ordered.




  The creature obeyed. Once more its frame seemed to grow more virile and natural.




  “You need sleep no longer,” Quest said. “Wake up and be yourself.”




  The effect of his words was instantaneous. Almost as he spoke, the creature crouched for a spring. There was wild hatred in its close-set eyes, the snarl of something fiend-like in its contorted mouth. Quest slipped quickly through the door.




  “Any one may have that for a pet!” he remarked grimly. “Come, Lenora, there’s a word or two to be said to the Professor. There’s something here will need a little explanation.”




  He lit a cigar as they struggled back along the path. Presently they reached the untidy-looking avenue, and a few minutes later arrived at the house. Quest looked around him in something like bewilderment.




  “Say, fancy keeping a big place like this, all overgrown and like a wilderness!” he exclaimed. “If the Professor can’t afford a few gardeners, why doesn’t he take a comfortable flat down town.”




  “I think it’s a horrible place,” Lenora agreed. “I hope I never come here again.”




  “Pretty well obsessed, these scientific men get,” Quest muttered. “I suppose this is the front door.”




  They passed under the portico and knocked. There was no reply. Quest searched in vain for a bell. They walked round the piazza. There were no signs of any human life. The windows were curtainless and displayed vistas of rooms practically devoid of furniture. They came back to the front door. Quest tried the handle and found it open. They passed into the hall.




  “Hospitable sort of place, any way,” he remarked. “We’ll go in and wait, Lenora.”




  They found their way to the study, which seemed to be the only habitable room. Lenora glanced around at its strange contents with an expression almost of awe.




  “Fancy a man living in a muddle like this!” she exclaimed. “Not a picture, scarcely a carpet, uncomfortable chairs—nothing but bones and skeletons and mummies and dried-up animals. A man with tastes like this, Mr. Quest, must have a very different outlook upon life from ordinary human beings.”




  Quest nodded.




  “He generally has,” he admitted. “Here comes our host, any way.”




  A small motor-car passed the window, driven by Craig. The Professor descended. A moment or two later he entered the room. He gazed from Quest to Lenora at first in blank surprise. Then he held out his hands.




  “You have good news for me, my friends!” he exclaimed. “I am sure of it. How unfortunate that I was not at home to receive you! Tell me—don’t keep me in suspense, if you please—you have discovered my skeleton?”




  “We have found the skeleton,” Quest announced.




  For a single moment the new-comer stood as though turned to stone. There was a silence which was not without its curious dramatic significance. Then a light broke across the Professor’s face. He gave a great gulp of relief.




  “My skeleton!” he murmured. “Mr. Quest, I knew it. You are the greatest man alive. Now tell me quickly—I want to know everything, but this first of all.—Where did you find the skeleton? Who was the thief?”




  “We found the skeleton, Professor,” Quest replied, “within a hundred yards of this house.”




  The Professor’s mouth was wide open. He looked like a bewildered child. It was several seconds before he spoke.




  “Within a hundred yards of this house? Then it wasn’t stolen by one of my rivals?”




  “I should say not,” Quest admitted.




  “Where? Where exactly did you find it?” the other insisted.




  Quest was standing very still, his manner more reserved even than usual, his eyes studying the Professor, weighing every spoken word.




  “I found it in a hut,” he said, “hidden in a piano box. I found there, also, a creature—a human being, I must call him—in a state of captivity.”




  “Hidden in a piano box?” the Professor repeated wonderingly. “Why, you mean in Hartoo’s sleeping box, then?”




  “If Mr. Hartoo is the gentleman who tried to club me, you are right,” Quest admitted. “Mr. Ashleigh, before we go any further I must ask you for an explanation as to the presence of that person in your grounds!”




  The Professor hesitated for a moment. Then he slowly crossed the room, opened the drawer of a small escritoire, and drew out a letter.




  “You have heard of Sir William Raysmore, the President of the Royal Society?” he asked.




  Quest nodded.




  “This letter is from him,” the Professor continued. “You had better read it.”




  The criminologist read it aloud. Lenora looked over his shoulder:—




  

    

      “To Professor Edgar Ashleigh, New York.




      “My dear Professor,




      “Your communication gratifies and amazes me. I can say no more. It fell to your lot to discover the skeleton of the anthropoid, a marvellous thing, in its way, and needing only its corollary to form the greatest discovery since the dark ages. Now you tell me that in the person of Hartoo, the last of the Inyamo Race of South America, you have found that corollary. You have supplied the missing link. You are in a position to give to the world a definite and logical explanation of the evolution of man. Let me give you one word of warning, Professor, before I write you at greater length on this matter. Anthropologists are afflicted more, even, than any other race of scientific men, with jealousy. Guard your secret well, lest the honour of this discovery should be stolen from you.




      “William Raysmore.”


    


  




  

    [image: A man and a woman stand listening to a large radio.]



    QUEST AND LENORA RECEIVE THE MESSAGE FROM LAURA.


  




  

    [image: A man and a woman look at a necklace.]



    QUEST IS SURPRISED AT FINDING THE STOLEN NECKLACE IN THE BLACK BOX.


  




  The Professor nodded deliberately as Quest finished the letter.




  “Now, perhaps, you can understand,” he said, “why it was necessary to keep Hartoo absolutely hidden. In a month’s time my papers will be ready. Then I shall electrify the world. I shall write not a new page but a new volume across the history of science. I shall—”




  The door was suddenly thrown open. Craig sprang in, no longer the self-contained, perfect man-servant, but with the face of some wild creature. His shout was one almost of agony.




  “The hut, Professor! The hut is on fire!” he cried.




  His appearance on the threshold was like a flash. They heard his flying feet down the hall, and without a moment’s hesitation they all followed. The Professor led the way down a narrow and concealed path, but when they reached the little clearing in which the hut was situated, they were unable to approach any nearer. The place was a whirlwind of flame. The smell of kerosene was almost overpowering. The wild yell of the leopard rose above the strange, half-human gibbering of the monkeys and the hoarse, bass calling of another voice, at the sound of which Lenora and even Quest shuddered. Then, as they came, breathless, to a standstill, they saw a strange thing. One side of the hut fell in, and almost immediately the leopard with a mighty spring, leapt from the place and ran howling into the undergrowth. The monkeys followed but they came straight for the Professor, wringing their hands. They fawned at his feet as though trying to show him their scorched bodies. Then for a single moment they saw the form of the ape-man as he struggled to follow the others. His strength failed him, however. He fell backwards into the burning chasm.


  




  The Professor bade them farewell, an hour later, on the steps of the house. He seemed suddenly to have aged.




  “You have done your best, Mr. Quest,” he said, “but Fate has been too strong. Remember this, though. It is quite true that the cunning of Hartoo may have made it possible for him to have stolen the skeleton and to have brought it back to its hiding-place, but it was jealousy—cruel, brutal, foul jealousy which smeared the walls of that hut with kerosene and set a light to it. The work of a lifetime, my dreams of scientific immortality, have vanished in those flames.”




  He turned slowly away from them and re-entered the house. Quest and Lenora made their way down the avenue and entered the automobile which was waiting for them, almost in silence. The latter glanced towards his companion as they drove off.




  “Say, this has been a bit tough for you,” he remarked. “I’ll have to call somewhere and get you a glass of wine.”




  She tried to smile but her strength was almost gone. They drove to a restaurant and sat there for a some little time. Lenora soon recovered her colour. She even had courage to speak of the events of the afternoon when they re-entered the automobile.




  “Mr. Quest,” she murmured, “who do you suppose burned the hut down?”




  “If I don’t say Craig, I suppose you will,” he remarked. “I wonder whether Laura’s had any luck.”




  They were greeted, as they entered Quest’s room, by a familiar little ticking. Quest smiled with pleasure.




  “It’s the pocket wireless,” he declared. “Let me take down the message.”




  He spelt it out to Lenora, who stood by his side:




  

    

      “Have joined Servants’ Club disguised as your butler. Craig frequent visitor here ten years ago, comes now occasionally. Thursday evenings most likely time. Shall wait here on chance of seeing him.”


    


  




  “Good girl, that,” Quest remarked. “She’s a rare sticker, too.”




  He turned away from the instrument and was crossing the room towards his cigar cabinet. Suddenly he stopped. He looked intently towards the sideboard.




  “What is it?” Lenora asked.




  He did not answer. She followed the direction of his gaze. Exactly in the same spot as before reposed another but somewhat larger black box, of the same shape and material as the previous one.




  “Say, who put that there?” he demanded.




  Lenora shook her head.




  “I locked the door when we went out,” she assured him.




  Quest took the box into his hands and removed the lid. It seemed half full of cotton-wool. On the top were a few lines of writing and beneath them the signature of the parted hands. He read the form out slowly:




  

    

      “Drop all investigation. The hands that return these jewels command it.”


    


  




  Quest raised the cotton-wool. Beneath lay Mrs. Rheinholdt’s necklace!




  
CHAPTER V


  AN OLD GRUDGE
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  1.




  Sanford Quest was smoking his after breakfast cigar with a relish somewhat affected by the measure of his perplexities. Early though it was, Lenora was already in her place, bending over her desk, and Laura, who had just arrived, was busy divesting herself of her coat and hat. Quest watched the latter impatiently.




  “Well?” he asked.




  Laura came forward, straightening her hair with her hands.




  “No go,” she answered. “I spent the evening in the club and I talked with two men who knew Craig, but I couldn’t get on to anything. From all I could hear of the man, respectability is his middle name.”




  “That’s the Professor’s own idea,” Quest remarked grimly. “I merely ventured to drop a hint that Craig might not be quite so immaculate as he seemed, and I never saw a man so horrified in my life. He assured me that Craig was seldom out of his sight, that he hadn’t a friend in the world nor a single vicious taste.”




  “We’re fairly up against it, boss,” Laura sighed. “The best thing we can do is to get on to another job. The Rheinholdt woman has got her jewels back, or will have at noon to-day. I bet she won’t worry about the thief. Then the Professor’s mouldy old skeleton was returned to him, even if it was burnt up afterwards. I should take on something fresh.”




  “Can’t be done,” Quest replied shortly. “Look here, girls, your average intellects are often apt to hit upon the truth, when a man who sees too far ahead goes wrong. Rule Craig out. Any other possible person occur to you?—Speak out, Lenora. You’ve something on your mind, I can see.”




  The girl swung around in her chair. There was a vague look of trouble upon her face.




  “I’m afraid you’ll laugh at me,” she began tentatively.




  “Won’t hurt you if I do,” Quest replied.




  “I can’t help thinking of Macdougal,” Lenora continued falteringly. “He has never been recaptured, and I don’t know whether he’s dead or alive. He had a perfect passion for jewels. If he is alive, he would be desperate and would attempt anything.”




  Quest smoked in silence for a moment.




  “I guess the return of the jewels squelches the Macdougal theory,” he remarked. “He wouldn’t be likely to part with the stuff when he’d once got his hands on it. However, I always meant, when we had a moment’s spare time, to look into that fellow’s whereabouts. We’ll take it on straight away. Can’t do any harm.”




  “I know the section boss on the railway at the spot where he disappeared,” Laura announced.




  “Then just take the train down to Mountways—that’s the nearest spot—and get busy with him,” Quest directed. “Try and persuade him to loan us the gang’s hand-car to go down the line. Lenora and I will come on in the automobile.”




  “Take you longer,” Lenora remarked, as she moved off to put on her jacket. “The cars do it in half an hour.”




  “Can’t help that,” Quest replied. “Mrs. Rheinholdt’s coming here to identify her jewels at twelve o’clock, and I can’t run any risk of there being no train back. You’d better be making good with the section boss. Take plenty of bills with you.”




  “Sure! That’s easy enough,” Laura promised him. “I’ll be waiting for you.”




  She hurried off and Quest commenced his own preparations. From his safe he took one of the small black lumps of explosive to which he had once before owed his life, and fitted it carefully in a small case with a coil of wire and an electric lighter. He looked at his revolver and recharged it. Finally he rang the bell for his confidential valet.




  “Ross,” he asked, “who else is here to-day besides you?”




  “No one to-day, sir.”




  “Just as well, perhaps,” Quest observed. “Listen, Ross. I am going out now for an hour or two, but I shall be back at mid-day. Remember that. Mrs. Rheinholdt and Inspector French are to be here at twelve o’clock. If by any chance I should be a few moments late, ask them to wait. And, Ross, a young woman from the Salvation Army will call too. You can give her this cheque.”




  Ross Brown, who was Quest’s secretary-valet and general factotum, accepted the slip of paper and placed it in an envelope.




  “There are no other instructions, sir?” he enquired.




  “None,” Quest replied. “You’ll look out for the wireless, and you had better switch the through cable and telegraph communication on to headquarters. Come along, Lenora.”




  They left the house, entered the waiting automobile, and drove rapidly towards the confines of the city. Quest was unusually thoughtful. Lenora, on the other hand, seemed to have lost a great deal of her usual self composure. She seldom sat still for more than a moment or two together. She was obviously nervous and excited.




  “What’s got hold of you, Lenora?” Quest asked her once. “You seem all fidgets.”




  She glanced at him apologetically.




  “I can’t help it,” she confessed. “If you knew of the many sleepless nights I have had, of how I have racked my brain wondering what could have become of James, you wouldn’t really wonder that I am excited now that there is some chance of really finding out. Often I have been too terrified to sleep.”




  “We very likely shan’t find out a thing,” Quest reminded her. “French and his lot have had a try and come to grief.”




  “Inspector French isn’t like you, Mr. Quest,” Lenora ventured.




  Quest laughed bitterly.




  “Just now, at any rate, we don’t seem to be any great shakes,” he remarked. “However, I’m glad we’re on this job. Much better to find out what has become of the fellow really, if we can.”




  Lenora’s voice suddenly grew steady. She turned round in her place and faced her companion.




  “Mr. Quest,” she said, “I like my work with you. You saved me from despair. Sometimes it seems to me that life now opens out an entirely new vista. Yet since this matter has been mentioned between us, let me tell you one thing. I have known no rest, night or day, since we heard of—of James’s escape. I live in terror. If I have concealed it, it has been at the expense of my nerves and my strength. I think that very soon I could have gone on no longer.”




  Quest’s only reply was a little nod. Yet, notwithstanding his imperturbability of expression, that little nod was wonderfully sympathetic. Lenora leaned back in her place well satisfied. She felt that she was understood.




  By Quest’s directions, the automobile was brought to a stand-still at a point where it skirted the main railway line, and close to the section house which he had appointed for his rendezvous with Laura. She had apparently seen their approach and she came out to meet them at once, accompanied by a short, thick-set man whom she introduced as Mr. Horan.




  “This is Mr. Horan, the section boss,” she explained.




  Mr. Horan shook hands.




  “Say, I’ve heard of you, Mr. Quest,” he announced. “The young lady tells me you are some interested in that prisoner they lost off the cars near here.”




  “That’s so,” Quest admitted. “We’d like to go to the spot if we could.”




  “That’s dead easy,” the boss replied. “I’ll take you along in the hand car. I’ve been expecting you, Mr. Quest, some time ago.”




  “How’s that?” the criminologist asked.




  Mr. Horan expelled a fragment of chewing tobacco and held out his hand for the cigar which Quest was offering.




  “They’ve been going the wrong way to work, these New York police,” he declared. “Just because there was a train on the other track moving slowly, they got it into their heads that Macdougal had boarded it and was back in New York somewhere. That ain’t my theory. If I were looking for James Macdougal, I’d search the hillsides there. I’ll show you what I mean when we get alongside.”




  “You may be right,” Quest admitted. “Anyway, we’ll start on the job.”




  The section boss turned around and whistled. From a little side track two men jumped on to a hand-car, and brought it round to where they were standing. A few yards away, the man who was propelling it—a great red-headed Irishman—suddenly ceased his efforts. Leaning over his pole, he gazed at Quest. A sudden ferocity darkened his coarse face. He gripped his mate by the arm.




  “See that bloke there?” he asked, pointing at Quest.




  “The guy with the linen collar?” the other answered. “I see him.”




  “That’s Quest, the detective,” the Irishman went on hoarsely. “That’s the man who got me five years in the pen, the beast. That’s the man I’ve been looking for. You’re my mate, Jim, eh?”




  “I guess so,” the other grunted. “Are you going to try and do him in?”




  “You wait!”




  “Now, then, you fellows,” Horan shouted. “What are you hanging about there for, Red Gallagher? Bring the carriage up. You fellows can go and have a smoke for an hour. I’m going to take her down the line a bit.”




  The two men obeyed and disappeared in the direction of the section house. Quest looked after them curiously.




  “That’s a big fellow,” he remarked. “What did you call him? Red Gallagher? I seem to have seen him before.”




  “He was the most troublesome fellow on the line once, although he was the biggest worker,” the boss replied. “He got five years in the penitentiary and that seems to have taken the spirit out of him.”




  “I believe I was in the case,” Quest observed carelessly.




  “That so! Now then, young ladies,” Mr. Horan advised, “hold tight, and here goes!”




  They ambled down the line for about half a mile. Then Horan brought them to a standstill.




  “This is the spot,” he declared. “Now, if you want my impressions, you are welcome to them. All the search has been made on the right-hand side here, and in New York. I’ve had my eye on that hill for a long time. My impression is that he hid there.”




  “I’ll take your advice,” Quest decided. “We’ll spread out and take a little exercise in hill climbing.”




  “Good luck to you!” the boss exclaimed. “You’ll excuse my waiting? It ain’t a quarter of a mile back by the road, and I’m going a bit farther on, inspecting.”




  Quest slipped something into his hand and the little party left the track, crossed the road, scrambled down a bank and spread out. In front of them was a slope some hundreds of feet high, closely overgrown with dwarf trees and mountain shrubs. It was waste land, uncultivated and uninhabited. Quest made a careful search of the shrubs and ground close to the spot which Horan had indicated. He pointed out to his two companions the spot where the grass was beaten down, and a few yards farther off where a twig had been broken off from some overhanging trees, as though a man had pushed his way through.




  “This may have been done by the police search,” he remarked, “or it may not. Don’t spread out too far, girls, and go slowly. If we find any trace of James Macdougal on this hill-side, we are going to find it within fifty yards of this spot.”




  They searched carefully and deliberately for more than half an hour. Then Lenora suddenly called out. They looked around to find only her head visible. She scrambled up, muddy and with wet leaves clinging to her skirt.




  “Say, that guy of a section boss told me to look out for caves. I’ve been in one, sure enough! Just saved myself.”




  They hurried to where she was. Quest peered into the declivity down which she had slipped. Suddenly he gave vent to a little exclamation. At the same time Laura called out. An inch or two of tweed was clearly visible through the strewn leaves. Quest, flat on his stomach, crawled a little way down, took out his electric torch from his pocket and brushed the stuff away. Then he clambered to his feet.




  “Our search is over,” he declared gravely, “and your troubles, Lenora. That is Macdougal’s body. He may have slipped in as you did, Laura, or he may have crept there to hide, and starved. Anyhow, it is he.”




  Lenora’s face sank into her hands for a moment. Quest stood on one side while Laura passed her arm around the other girl’s waist. Presently he returned.




  “We can do no more,” he pointed out; “we must send for help to bring the body up.”




  “I shall stay here, please,” Lenora begged. “Don’t think I’m foolish, please. I can’t pretend I am sorry, but I’ll stay till some one comes and takes—it away.”




  “She is quite right,” Laura declared, “and I will stay with her.”




  Quest glanced at his watch.




  “That’s all right,” he declared. “I’ll have to get, but I’ll send some one along. Cheer up, Lenora,” he added kindly. “Look after her, Laura.”




  “You bet!” that young woman declared brusquely.




  Quest hastened along the road to the spot where he had left the car. The chauffeur, who saw him coming, started up and climbed to his seat. Quest took his place.




  “Drive to the office,” he ordered.




  The man slipped in his clutch. They were in the act of gliding off when there was a tremendous report. They stopped short. The man jumped down and looked at the back tire.




  “Blow-out,” he remarked laconically.




  Quest frowned.




  “How long will it take?”




  “Four minutes,” the man replied. “I’ve got another wheel ready. That’s the queerest blow-out I ever saw, though.”




  The two men leaned over the tire. Suddenly Quest’s expression changed. His hand stole into his hip pocket.




  “Tom,” he explained, “that wasn’t a blow-out at all. Look here!”




  He pointed to the small level hole. Almost at once he stood back and the sunshine flashed upon the revolver clutched in his right hand.




  “That was a bullet,” he continued. “Some one fired at that tire. Tom, there’s trouble about.”




  The man looked nervously around.




  “That’s a rifle bullet, sure,” he muttered.




  The car was drawn up by the side of the road, a few yards past the section house. A little way farther up was the tool shed, and beyond, the tower house. There was no one in sight at either of these places. On the other side of the road were clumps of bushes, any one of which would prove sufficient for a man in hiding.




  “Get on the wheel as quick as you can,” Quest directed. “Here, I’ll give you a hand.”




  He stooped down to unfasten the straps which held the spare wheel. It was one of his rare lapses, realised a moment too late. Almost in his ears came the hoarse cry:




  “Hands up, guvnor! Hands up this second or I’ll blow you to hell!”




  Quest glanced over his shoulder and looked into the face of Red Gallagher, raised a little above the level of the road. He had evidently been hiding at the foot of the perpendicular bank which divided the road from the track level. A very ugly little revolver was pointed directly at Quest’s heart.




  “My mate’s got you covered on the other side of the road, too. Hands up, both of you, or we’ll make a quick job of it.”




  Quest shrugged his shoulders, threw his revolver into the road and obeyed. As he did so, the other man stole out from behind a bush and sprang for the chauffeur, who under cover of the car was stealing off. There was a brief struggle, then the dull thud of the railway man’s rifle falling on the former’s head. The chauffeur rolled over and lay in the road.




  “Pitch him off in the bushes,” Red Gallagher ordered. “You don’t want any one who comes by to see. Now lend me a hand with this chap.”




  “What do you propose to do with me?” Quest asked.




  “You’ll know soon enough,” Red Gallagher answered. “A matter of five minutes’ talk, to start with. You see that hand-car house?”




  “Perfectly well,” Quest assented. “My eyesight is quite normal.”




  “Get there, then. I’m a yard behind you and my revolver’s pointing for the middle of your back.”




  Quest looked at it anxiously.




  “You have the air, my red friend,” he remarked, “of being unaccustomed to those delicate weapons. Do keep your fingers off the trigger. I will walk to the hand-car house and talk to you, with pleasure.”




  He sprang lightly down from the road, crossed the few intervening yards and stepped into the hand-car house.




  Gallagher and his mate followed close behind. Quest paused on the threshold.




  “It’s a filthy dirty hole,” he remarked. “Can’t we have our little chat out here? Is it money you want?”




  Gallagher glanced around. Then with an ugly push of the shoulder he sent Quest reeling into the shed. His great form blocked the doorway.




  “No,” he cried fiercely, “it’s not money I want this time. Quest, you brute, you dirty bloodhound! You sent me to the pen for five years—you with your cursed prying into other people’s affairs. Don’t you remember me, eh? Red Gallagher?”




  “Of course I do,” Quest replied coolly. “You garrotted and robbed an old man and had the spree of your life. The old man happened to be a friend of mine, so I took the trouble to see that you paid for it. Well?”




  “Five years of hell, that’s what I had,” the man continued, his eyes flashing, his face twitching with anger. “Well, you’re going to have a little bit more than five years. This shed’s been burnt down twice—sparks from passing engines. It’s going to be burnt down for the third time.”




  “Going to make a bonfire of me, eh?” Quest remarked.




  “You can sneer, my fine friend,” the man growled. “You’ve had a good many comfortable years of wearing fine clothes and smoking twenty-five-cent cigars, swaggering about and hunting poor guys that never did you any harm. This is where we are going to get a bit of our own back. See here! We are locking this door—like that. It’s a lonely bit of the line. The man in the tower never takes his eyes off the signals and there ain’t a soul in sight. Me and my mate are off to the section house. Two minutes will see us there and back. We’re going to bring a can of oil and an armful of waste. Can you tell what for, eh? We’re going to burn the place to a cinder in less than three minutes, and if you’re alive when the walls come down, we’ll try a little rifle practise at you, see?”




  “Sounds remarkably unpleasant,” Quest admitted. “You’d better hurry or the boss will be back.”




  Gallagher finally slammed the door. Quest heard the heavy footsteps of the two men as they turned towards the section house. He drew a little case from his coat pocket.




  “Just as well, perhaps,” he said softly to himself, “that I perfected this instrument. It’s rather close quarters here.”




  He opened what seemed to be a little mahogany box, looked at the ball of black substance inside, closed it up, placed it against the far wall, untwisted the coil, stood back near the door and pressed the button. The result was extraordinary. The whole of the far wall was blown out and for some distance in front the ground was furrowed up by the explosion. Quest replaced the instrument in his pocket, sprang through the opening and ran for the tower house. Behind him, on its way to New York, he could see a freight train coming along. He could hear, too, Red Gallagher’s roar of anger. It was less than fifty yards, yet already, as he reached the shelter of the tower, the thunder of the freight sounded in Quest’s ears. He glanced around. Red Gallagher and his mate were racing almost beside it towards him. He rushed up the narrow stairs into the signal room, tearing open his coat to show his official badge.




  “Stop the freight,” he shouted to the operator. “Quick! I’m Sanford Quest, detective—special powers from the chief commissioner.”




  The man moved to the signal. Another voice thundered in his ears. He turned swiftly around. The Irishman’s red head had appeared at the top of the staircase.




  “Drop that signal and I’ll blow you into bits!” he shouted.




  The operator hesitated, dazed.




  “Walk towards me,” Gallagher shouted. “Look here, you guy, this’ll show you whether I’m in earnest or not!”




  A bullet passed within a few inches of the operator’s head. He came slowly across the room. Below they could hear the roar of the freight.




  “This ain’t your job,” the Irishman continued savagely. “We want the cop, and we’re going to have him.”




  Quest had stolen a yard or two nearer during this brief colloquy. Gallagher’s mate from behind shouted out a warning just a second too late. With a sudden kick, Quest sent the revolver flying across the room, and before the Irishman could recover, he struck him full in the face. Notwithstanding his huge size and strength, Gallagher reeled. The operator, who had just begun to realize what was happening, flung himself bodily against the two thugs. A shot from the tangled mass of struggling limbs whistled past Quest’s head as he sprang to the window which overlooked the track. The freight had already almost passed. Quest steadied himself for a supreme effort, crawled out on to the little steel bridge and poised himself for a moment. The last car was just beneath. The gap between it and the previous one was slipping by. He set his teeth and jumped on to the smooth top. For several seconds he struggled madly to keep his balance. He felt himself slipping every minute down to the ground which was spinning by. Then his right heel caught a bare ledge, scarcely an inch high. It checked his fall. He set his teeth, carefully stretched out his hand and gripped the back of the car. Then his knee touched something—a chain. He caught it with his other hand. He lay there, crouching, gripping wherever he could, his fingernails breaking, an intolerable pain in his knee, death spinning on either side of him….


  




  Back behind the tower, Red Gallagher and his mate bent with horrified faces over the body of the signalman.




  “What the hell did you want to plug him for?” the latter muttered. “He ain’t in the show at all. You’ve done us, Red! He’s cooked!”




  Red Gallagher staggered to his feet. Already the horror of the murderer was in his eyes as he glanced furtively around.
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    QUEST JUMPS FROM THE SIGNAL TOWER ON TO THE FAST MOVING TRAIN.
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    A PAIR OF MYSTERIOUS HANDS PLACE THE BLACK BOX ON QUEST’S TABLE.


  




  “I never meant to drop him,” he muttered. “I got mad at seeing Quest get off. That man’s a devil.”




  “What are we going to do?” the other demanded hoarsely. “It’s a quiet spot this, but there’ll be some one round before long. There goes the damned signals already!” he exclaimed, as the gong sounded in the tower.




  “There’s the auto,” Gallagher shouted. “Come on. Come on, man! I can fix the tire. If we’ve got to swing for this job, we’ll have something of our own back first.”




  They crawled to the side of the road. Gallagher’s rough, hairy fingers were still trembling, but they knew their job. In a few minutes the tire was fixed. Clumsily but successfully, the great Irishman turned the car round away from the city.




  “She’s a hummer,” he muttered. “I’ll make her go when we get the hang of it. Sit tight!”




  They drove clumsily off, gathering speed at every yard. Behind, in the shadow of the tower, the signalman lay dead. Quest, half way to New York, stretched flat on his stomach, was struggling for life with knees and hands and feet.




  2.




  Mrs. Rheinholdt welcomed the Inspector with a beaming smile as he stepped out of his office and approached her automobile.




  “How nice of you to be so punctual, Mr. French,” she exclaimed, making room for him by her side. “Will you tell the man to drive to Mr. Quest’s house in Georgia Square?”




  The Inspector obeyed and took his place in the luxurious limousine.




  “How beautifully punctual we are!” she continued, glancing at the clock. “Inspector, I am so excited at the idea of getting my jewels back. Isn’t Mr. Quest a wonderful man?”




  “He’s a clever chap, all right,” the Inspector admitted. “All the same, I’m rather sorry he wasn’t able to lay his hands on the thief.”




  “That’s your point of view, of course,” Mrs. Rheinholdt remarked. “I can think of nothing but having my diamonds back. I feel I ought to go and thank the Professor for recommending Mr. Quest.”




  The Inspector made no reply. Mrs. Rheinholdt was suddenly aware that she was becoming a little tactless.




  “Of course,” she sighed, “it is disappointing not to be able to lay your hands upon the thief. That is where I suppose you must find the interference of an amateur like Mr. Quest a little troublesome sometimes. He gets back the property, which is what the private individual wants, but he doesn’t secure the thief, which is, of course, the real end of the case from your point of view.”




  “It’s a queer affair about these jewels,” the Inspector remarked. “Quest hasn’t told me the whole story yet. Here we are on the stroke of time!”




  The car drew up outside Quest’s house. The Inspector assisted his companion to alight and rang the bell at the front door. There was a somewhat prolonged pause. He rang again.




  “Never knew this to happen before,” he remarked. “That sort of secretary-valet of Mr. Quest’s—Ross Brown, I think he calls him—is always on the spot.”




  They waited for some time. There was still no answer to their summons. The Inspector placed his ear to the keyhole. There was not a sound to be heard. He drew back, a little puzzled. At that moment his attention was caught by the fluttering of a little piece of white material caught in the door. He pulled it out. It was a fragment of white embroidery, and on it were several small stains. The Inspector looked at them and looked at his fingers. His face grew suddenly grave.




  “Seems to me,” he muttered, “that there’s been some trouble here. I shall have to take a liberty. If you’ll excuse me, Mrs. Rheinholdt, I think it would be better if you waited in the car until I send out for you.”




  “You don’t think the jewels have been stolen again?” she gasped.




  The Inspector made no reply. He had drawn from his pocket a little pass-key and was fitting it into the lock. The door swung open. Once more they were both conscious of that peculiar silence, which seemed to have in it some unnamable quality. He moved to the foot of the stairs and shouted.




  “Hello! Any one there?”




  There was no reply. He opened the doors of the two rooms on the right hand side, where Quest, when he was engaged in any widespread affair, kept a stenographer and a telegraph operator. Both rooms were empty. Then he turned towards Quest’s study on the left hand side. French was a man of iron nerve. He had served his time in the roughest quarters of New York. He had found himself face to face with every sort of crime, yet as he opened that door, he seemed to feel some premonition of what was to come. He stepped across the threshold. No power on earth could have kept back the cry which broke from his lips.




  The curtains of the window which looked out on to the street, were drawn, and the light was none too good. It was sufficient for him, however, to see without difficulty the details of a ghastly tragedy. A few feet away from the door was stretched the body of the secretary-valet. On the other side of the room, lying as though she had slipped from the sofa, her head fallen on one side in hideous fashion, was the body of Miss Quigg, the Salvation Army young woman. French set his teeth and drew back the curtains. In the clearer light, the disorder of the room was fully revealed. There had been a terrible struggle. Between whom? How?




  There was suddenly a piercing shriek. The Inspector turned quickly around. Mrs. Rheinholdt, who had disregarded his advice, was standing on the threshold.




  “Inspector!” she cried. “What has happened? Oh, my God!”




  She covered her face with her hands. French gripped her by the arm. At that moment there was the sound of an automobile stopping outside.




  “Keep quiet for a moment,” the Inspector whispered in her ear. “Pull yourself together, madam. Go to the other end of the room. Don’t look. Stay there for a few moments and then get home as quick as you can.”




  She obeyed him mutely, pressing her hands to her eyes, shivering in every limb. French stood back inside the room. He heard the front door open, he heard Quest’s voice outside.




  “Ross! Where the devil are you, Ross?”




  There was no reply. The door was pushed open. Quest entered, followed by the Professor and Craig. The Inspector stood watching their faces. Quest came to a standstill before he had passed the threshold. He looked upon the floor and he looked across to the sofa. Then he looked at French.




  “My God!” he muttered.




  The Professor pushed past. He, too, looked around the room, and gazed at the two bodies with an expression of blank and absolute terror. Then he fell back into Craig’s arms.




  “The poor girl!” he cried. “Horrible! Horrible! Horrible!”




  Craig led him for a moment to one side. The Professor was overcome and almost hysterical. Quest and French were left face to face.




  “Know anything about this?” Quest asked quickly.




  “Not a thing,” the Inspector replied. “We arrived, Mrs. Rheinholdt and I, at five minutes past twelve. There was no answer to our ring. I used my pass-key and entered. This is what I found.”




  Quest stood over the body of his valet for a moment. The man was obviously dead. The Inspector took his handkerchief and covered up the head. A few feet away was a heavy paper-weight.




  “Killed by a blow from behind,” French remarked grimly, “with that little affair. Look here!”




  They glanced down at the girl. Quest’s eyebrows came together quickly. There were two blue marks upon her throat where a man’s thumbs might have been.




  “The hands again!” he muttered.




  The Inspector nodded.




  “Can you make anything of it?”




  “Not yet,” Quest confessed. “I must think.”




  The Inspector glanced at him curiously.




  “Where on earth have you been to?” he demanded.




  “Been to?” Quest repeated.




  “Look in the mirror!” French suggested.




  Quest glanced at himself. His collar had given way, his tie was torn, a button and some of the cloth had been wrenched from his coat, his trousers were torn, he was covered with dust.




  “I’ll tell you about my trouble a little later on,” he replied. “Say, can’t we keep those girls out?”




  They were too late. Laura and Lenora were already upon the threshold. Quest swung round towards them.




  “Girls,” he said, “there has been some trouble here. Go and wait upstairs, Lenora, or sit in the hall. Laura, you had better telephone to the police station, and for a doctor. That’s right, isn’t it, Inspector?”




  “Yes!” the latter assented thoughtfully.




  Lenora, white to the lips, staggered a few feet back into the hall. Laura set her teeth and lingered.




  “Is that Ross?” she asked.




  “It’s his body,” Quest replied. “He’s been murdered here, he and the Salvation Army girl who was to come this morning for her cheque.”




  Laura turned away, half dazed.




  “I’d have trusted Ross with my life,” Quest continued, “but he must have been alone in the house when the girl came. Do you suppose it was the usual sort of trouble?”




  Inspector French stooped down and picked up the paper-weight. Across it was stamped the name of Sanford Quest.




  “This yours, Quest?”




  “Of course it is,” Quest answered. “Everything in the room is mine.”




  “The girl would fight to defend herself,” the Inspector remarked slowly, “but she could never strike a man such a blow as your valet died from.”




  Once more he stooped and picked up a small clock. It had stopped at eleven-fifteen. He looked at it thoughtfully.




  “Quest,” he said, “I’ll have to ask you a question.”




  “Why not?” Quest replied, looking quickly up.




  “Where were you at eleven-fifteen?”




  “On tower Number 10 of the New York Central, scrapping for my life,” Quest answered grimly. “I’ve reason to remember it.”




  Something in the Inspector’s steady gaze seemed to inspire the criminologist suddenly with a new idea. He came a step forward, a little frown upon his forehead.




  “Say, French,” he exclaimed, “you don’t—you don’t suspect me of this?”




  French was unmoved. He looked Quest in the eyes.




  “I don’t know,” he said.
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  For the moment a new element had been introduced into the horror of the little tableau. All eyes were fixed upon Quest, who had listened to the Inspector’s dubious words with a supercilious smile upon his lips.




  “Perhaps,” he suggested, “you would like to ask me a few questions?”




  “Perhaps I may feel it my duty to do so,” the Inspector replied gravely. “In the first place, then, Mr. Quest, will you kindly explain the condition of your clothes?”




  Quest looked down at himself quickly. More than ever he realised the significance of his dishevelled appearance.




  “I travelled from number ten tower, just outside New York, on top of a freight car,” he said grimly. “It wasn’t a very comfortable ride.”




  “Perhaps you will explain what made you take it, then?” the Inspector continued.




  Quest shrugged his shoulders.




  “Here you are, then,” he replied. “This morning I decided to make an attempt to clear up the mystery of Macdougal’s disappearance. I sent on my secretary, Miss Laura, to make friends with the section boss, and Lenora and I went out by automobile a little later. We instituted a search on a new principle, and before very long we found Macdougal’s body. That’s one up against you, I think, Inspector.”




  “Very likely,” the Inspector observed. “Go on, please.”




  “I left the two young ladies, at Miss Lenora’s wish, to superintend the removal of the body. I myself had an engagement to deliver over her jewels to Mrs. Rheinholdt here at mid-day. I returned to where my automobile was waiting, started for the city and was attacked by two thugs near the section house. I got away from them, ran to the tower house to try and stop the freight, was followed by the thugs, and jumped out on to the last car from the signal arm.”




  There was a dead silence. Quest began quietly to dust his clothes. The Inspector stopped him.




  “Don’t do that,” he said.




  Quest paused in his task and laid down the brush.




  “Any more questions?”




  “Where is your automobile?”




  “No idea,” Quest replied. “I left it in the road. When I jumped from the freight car, I took a taxicab to the Professor’s and called for him, as arranged.”




  “That is perfectly true,” the Professor intervened. “Mr. Quest called for us, as arranged previously, at ten minutes to twelve.”




  The inspector nodded.




  “I shall have to ask you to excuse me for a moment,” he said, “while I ring up Number 10 signal tower. If Mr. Quest’s story receives corroboration, the matter is at an end. Where shall I find a telephone?”




  “In every room in the house,” Quest answered shortly. “There is one outside in the passage.”




  The Inspector left the room almost immediately. The Professor crossed to Quest’s side. A kindly smile parted his lips.




  “My dear Mr. Quest,” he exclaimed, “our friend the Inspector’s head has been turned a little, beyond doubt, by these horrible happenings! Permit me to assure you, for one, that I look upon his insinuations as absurd.”
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    “MR. QUEST, YOUR ALIBI HAS BEEN FOUND WITH A BULLET IN HIS BRAIN. I MUST PUT YOU UNDER ARREST.”


  




  

    [image: Quest and the Inspector look into an empty safe.]



    WHEN QUEST GOES TO THE SAFE TO PRODUCE THE JEWELS, HE FINDS THEM MISSING.


  




  “The man has gone off his head!” Laura declared angrily.




  “It will be all right directly he comes back,” Lenora whispered, laying her hand upon Quest’s arm.




  “If only some one would give me my jewels and let me go!” Mrs. Rheinholdt moaned.




  The door opened and the Inspector reappeared. He was looking graver than ever.




  “Quest,” he announced, “your alibi is useless—in fact a little worse than useless. The operator at Number 10 has been found murdered at the back of his tower!”




  Quest started.




  “I ought not to have left him to those thugs,” he murmured regretfully.




  “There is no automobile of yours in the vicinity,” the Inspector continued, “nor any news of it. I think it will be as well now, Quest, for this matter to take its obvious course. Will you, first of all, hand over her jewels to Mrs. Rheinholdt?”




  Quest drew the keys of the safe from his pocket, crossed the room and swung open the safe door. For a moment afterwards he stood transfixed. His arm, half outstretched, remained motionless. Then he turned slowly around.




  “The jewels have been stolen,” he announced with unnatural calm.




  Mrs. Rheinholdt pushed her way forward, wringing her hands.




  “Stolen again?” she said. “Mr. Quest! Inspector!”




  “They were there,” Quest declared, “when I left the house this morning. It seems probable,” he added, “that the same person who is responsible for this double tragedy has also taken the jewels.”




  The Inspector laid his hand heavily upon Quest’s shoulder.




  “It does seem as though that might be so,” he assented grimly. “You will kindly consider yourself under arrest, Quest. Ladies and gentlemen, will you clear the room now, if you please? The ambulance I telephoned for is outside.”




  The Professor, who had been looking on as though dazed, suddenly intervened.




  “Mr. French,” he said earnestly, “I am convinced that you are making a great mistake. In arresting and taking away Mr. Quest, you are removing from us the one man who is likely to be able to clear up this mystery.”




  The Inspector pushed him gently on one side.




  “You will excuse me, Professor,” he said, “but this is no matter for argument. If Mr. Quest can clear himself, no one will be more glad than I.”




  Quest shrugged his shoulders.




  “The Inspector will have his little joke,” he observed drily. “It’s all right, girls. Keep cool,” he went on, as he saw the tears in Lenora’s eyes. “Come round and see me in the Tombs, one of you.”




  “If I can be of any assistance,” the Professor exclaimed, “I trust that you will not fail to call upon me, Mr. Quest. I repeat, Inspector,” he added, “I am convinced that you are making a very grave mistake. Mrs. Rheinholdt, you must let me take you home.”




  She gave him her arm.




  “My jewels!” she sobbed. “Just as they had been recovered, too!”




  “My dear lady,” the Professor reminded her, with a faint air of reproach in his tone, “I think we must remember that we are in the presence of a graver tragedy than the loss of a few jewels.”…




  The ambulance men came and departed with their grim burden, the room on the ground floor was locked and sealed, and the house was soon empty except for the two girls. Towards three o’clock, Lenora went out and returned with a newspaper. She opened it out upon the table and they both pored over it.—




  

    

      “WELL-KNOWN CRIMINOLOGIST ARRESTED FOR DOUBLE TRAGEDY!




      “Sanford Quest, the famous New York criminologist, was arrested at noon to-day, charged with the murder of his valet, Ross Brown, and Miss Quigg, Salvation Army canvasser. The crime seems to be mixed up in some mysterious fashion with others. John D. Martin, of signal tower Number 10, offered by Quest as an alibi, was found dead behind his tower. Quest claimed that he travelled from the signal tower to New York on a freight train, leaving his automobile behind, but neither machine nor chauffeur have been discovered.




      “Justice Thorpe has refused to consider bail.”


    


  




  “He’s a guy, that Justice Thorpe, and so’s the idiot who wrote this stuff!” Laura exclaimed, thrusting the paper away from her. “I guess the Professor was dead right when he told French he was locking up the one man who could clear up the whole show.”




  Lenora nodded thoughtfully.




  “The Professor spoke up like a man,” she agreed, “but, Laura, I want to ask you something. Did you notice his servant—that man Craig?”




  “Can’t say I did particularly,” Laura admitted.




  “Twice,” Lenora continued, “I thought he was going to faint. I tell you he was scared the whole of the time.”




  “What are you getting at, kid?” Laura demanded.




  “At Craig, if I can,” Lenora replied, moving towards the telephone. “Please give me the phototelesme. I am going to talk to the Professor.”




  Laura adjusted the mirror to the instrument and Lenora rang up. The Professor himself answered the call.




  “Have you seen the three o’clock edition, Professor?” Lenora asked.




  “I never read newspapers, young lady,” the Professor replied.




  “Let me tell you what they say about Mr. Quest!”




  Lenora commenced a rambling account of what she had read in the newspaper. All the time the eyes of the two girls were fixed upon the mirror. They could see the Professor seated in his chair with two huge volumes by his side, a pile of manuscript, and a pen in his hand. They could even catch the look of sympathy on his face as he listened attentively. Suddenly Lenora almost broke off. She gripped Laura by the arm. The door of the study had been opened slowly, and Craig, carrying a bundle, paused for a moment on the threshold. He glanced nervously towards the Professor, who seemed unaware of his entrance. Then he moved stealthily towards the fireplace, stooped down and committed something to the flames. The relief on his face, as he stood up, was obvious.




  “All I can do for Mr. Quest, young lady, I will,” the Professor promised. “If you will forgive my saying so, you are a little over-excited just now. Take my advice and rest for a short time. Call round and see me whenever you wish.”




  He laid the receiver down and the reflection on the mirror faded away. Lenora started up and hastily put on her coat and hat, which were still lying on the chair.




  “I am going right down to the Professor’s,” she announced.




  “What do you think you can do there?” Laura asked.




  “I am going to see if I can find out what that man burnt,” she replied. “I will be back in an hour.”




  Laura walked with her as far as the street car, and very soon afterwards Lenora found herself knocking at the Professor’s front door. Craig admitted her almost at once. For a moment he seemed to shiver as he recognised her. The weakness, however, was only momentary. He showed her into the study with grave deference. The Professor was still immersed in his work. He greeted her kindly, and with a little sigh laid down his pen.




  “Well, young lady,” he said, “have you thought of something I can do?”




  She took no notice of the chair to which he pointed, and rested her hand upon his shoulder.




  “Professor,” she begged, “go and see Mr. Quest! He is in the Tombs prison. It would be the kindest thing any one could possibly do.”




  The Professor glanced regretfully at his manuscript, but he did not hesitate. He rose promptly to his feet.




  “If you think he would appreciate it, I will go at once,” he decided.




  Her face shone with gratitude.




  “That is really very kind of you, Professor,” she declared.




  “I will send for my coat and we will go together, if you like,” he suggested.




  She smiled.




  “I am going the other way, back to Georgia Square,” she explained. “No, please don’t ring. I can find my own way out.”




  She hurried from the room. Outside in the hall she paused, for a moment, listening with beating heart. By the side wall was a hat rack with branching pegs, from which several coats were hanging. She slipped quietly behind their shelter. Presently the Professor came out of the room.




  “My coat, please, Craig,” she heard him say.




  Her heart sank. Craig was coming in her direction. Her discovery seemed certain. Then, as his hand was half stretched out to remove one of the garments, she heard the Professor’s voice.




  “I think that I shall walk, Craig. I have been so much upset to-day that the exercise will do me good. I will have the light coat from my bedroom.”




  For a moment the shock of relief was so great that she almost lost consciousness. A moment or two later she heard the Professor leave the house. Very cautiously she stole out from her hiding place. The hall was empty. She crossed it with noiseless footsteps, slipped into the study and moved stealthily to the fireplace. There was a little heap of ashes in one distinct spot. She gathered them up in her handkerchief and secreted it in her dress. Then she moved hurriedly towards the door and stepped quietly behind the curtain. She stood there listening intently. Craig was doing something in the hall. Even while she was hesitating, the door was opened. He came in and moved towards his master’s table. Through a chink in the curtain she could see that he was stooping down, collecting some letters. She stole out, ran down the hall, opened the front door and hastened down the avenue. Her heart was beating quickly. The front door handle had slipped from her fingers, and it seemed to her that she could hear even now the slam with which it had swung to. At the gates she looked back. There were no signs of life. The house still bore its customary appearance, gloomy and deserted. With a sigh of relief, she hailed a taxicab and sank back into the corner.




  She found Laura waiting for her, and a few minutes afterwards the two girls were examining the ashes with the aid of Quest’s microscope. Among the little pile was one fragment at the sight of which they both exclaimed. It was distinctly a shred of charred muslin embroidery. Lenora pointed towards it triumphantly.




  “Isn’t that evidence?” she demanded. “Let’s ring up Inspector French!”




  Laura shook her head doubtfully.




  “Not so fast,” she advised. “French is a good sort in his way, but he’s prejudiced just now against the boss. I’m not sure that this evidence would go far by itself.”




  “It’s evidence enough for us to go for Craig, though! What we have got to do is to get a confession out of him, somehow!”




  Laura studied her companion, for a moment, curiously.




  “Taking some interest in Mr. Quest, kid, ain’t you?”




  Lenora looked up. Then her head suddenly sank into her hands. She knew quite well that her secret had escaped her. Laura patted her shoulder.




  “That’s all right, child,” she said soothingly. “We’ll see him through this, somehow or other.”




  “You don’t mind?” Lenora faltered, without raising her eyes.




  “Not I,” she replied promptly. “I’m not looking for trouble of that sort.”




  Lenora raised her head. There was an immense relief in her face.




  “I am so glad,” she said. “I was afraid sometimes—living here with him, you know—”




  Laura interrupted her with an easy laugh.




  “You don’t need to worry,” she assured her.




  Lenora rose to her feet. She was quite herself again. There was a new look of determination in her face.




  “Laura,” she exclaimed, “we will save Mr. Quest and we will get hold of Craig! I have a plan. Listen.”




  2.




  Craig’s surprise was real enough as he opened the back door of the Professor’s house on the following morning and found Lenora standing on the threshold.




  “I am very sorry, Miss Lenora,” he apologised. “The front door bell must be out of order. I certainly didn’t hear it ring. Mr. Ashleigh is in his study, if you wish to see him.”




  Lenora smiled pleasantly.




  “To tell you the truth,” she said, “I really do not want to see him,—at least, not just yet. I came to this door because I wanted a little talk with you.”




  Craig’s attitude was perfect. He was mystified, but he remained respectful.




  “Will you come inside?” he invited.




  She shook her head.




  “I am afraid,” she confided, “of what I am going to say being overheard. Come with me down to the garage for a moment.”




  She pointed to the wooden building which stood about fifty yards away from the house. Craig hesitated.




  “If you wish it, miss,” he assented doubtfully. “I will get the keys.”




  He disappeared for a moment and came out again almost immediately afterwards with a bunch of keys in his hand. He seemed a little disturbed.




  “I am doing as you wish, Miss Lenora,” he said, “but there is nobody about here likely to overhear, and I have no secrets from my master.”




  “Perhaps not,” Lenora replied, “but I have. The Professor is a dear,” she added hastily, “but he is too wrapped up in his scientific work to be able to see things like men of ordinary common-sense.”




  “That is quite true,” Craig admitted. “Mr. Ashleigh has only one idea in his life…. This way, then, if you please, miss.”




  He opened the door of the garage, leaving the keys in the lock, and they both passed inside. The place was gloomy and lit only by a single narrow window near the roof. The only vehicle it contained was the Professor’s little car.




  “You can say what you please here without the slightest fear of being overheard, miss,” Craig remarked.




  Lenora nodded, and breathed a prayer to herself. She was nearer the door than Craig by about half-a-dozen paces. Her hand groped in the little bag she was carrying and gripped something hard. She clenched her teeth for a moment. Then the automatic pistol flashed out through the gloom.




  “Craig,” she threatened, “if you move I shall shoot you.”




  It seemed as though the man were a coward. He began to tremble, his lips twitched, his eyes grew larger and rounder.




  “What is it?” he faltered. “What do you want?”




  “Just this,” Lenora said firmly. “I suspect you to be guilty of the crime for which Sanford Quest is in prison. I am going to have you questioned. If you are innocent, you have nothing to fear. If you are guilty, there will be some one here before long who will extract the truth from you.”




  The man’s face was an epitome of terror. Even his knees shook. Lenora felt herself grow calmer with every moment.




  “I am going outside to send a message,” she told him. “I shall return presently.”




  “Don’t go,” he begged suddenly. “Don’t leave me!”




  She turned around.




  “Why not?”




  He drew a step nearer. Once more the few inches of blue steel flashed out between them.




  “None of your games,” she warned him. “I am in earnest, and I am not afraid to shoot.”




  “I won’t come any nearer,” he promised, “but listen! I am innocent—I have done nothing wrong. If you keep me here, you will do more harm than you can dream of.”




  “It is for other people to decide about your innocence,” Lenora said calmly. “I have nothing to do with that. If you are wise, you will stop here quietly.”




  “Have you said anything to Mr. Ashleigh, miss?” the man asked piteously.




  “Not a word.”




  An expression of relief shone for a moment upon his face. Lenora pointed to a stool.




  “Sit down there and wait quietly,” she ordered.




  He obeyed without a word. She left the place, locked the door securely, and made her way round to the other side of the garage—the side hidden from the house. Here, at the far corner, she drew a little pocket wireless from her bag and set it on the window-sill. Very slowly she sent her message,—




  

    

      “I have Craig here in the Professor’s garage, locked up. If our plan has succeeded, come at once. I am waiting here for you.”


    


  




  There was no reply. She sent the message again and again. Suddenly, during a pause, there was a little flash upon the plate. A message was coming to her. She transcribed it with beating heart:




  

    

      “O.K. Coming.”


    


  




  The guard swung open the wicket in front of Quest’s cell.




  “Young woman to see you, Quest,” he announced. “Ten minutes, and no loud talking, please.”




  Quest moved to the bars. It was Laura who stood there. She wasted very little time in preliminaries. Having satisfied herself that the guard was out of hearing, she leaned as close as she could to Quest.




  “Look here,” she said, “Lenora’s crazy with the idea that Craig has done these jobs—Craig, the Professor’s servant, you know. We used the phototelesme yesterday afternoon and saw him burn something in the Professor’s study. Lenora went up straight away and got hold of the ashes.”




  “Smart girl,” Quest murmured, nodding approvingly. “Well?”




  “There are distinct fragments,” Laura continued, “of embroidered stuff such as the Salvation Army girl might have been wearing. We put them on one side, but they aren’t enough evidence. Lenora’s idea is that you should try and get hold of Craig and hypnotise him into a confession.”




  “That’s all right,” Quest replied, “but how am I to get hold of him?”




  Laura glanced once more carelessly around to where the guard stood.




  “Lenora’s gone up to the Professor’s again this afternoon. She is going to try and get hold of Craig and lock him in the garage. If she succeeds, she will send a message by wireless at three o’clock. It is half-past two now.”




  “Well?” Quest exclaimed. “Well?”




  “You can work this guard, if you want to,” Laura went on. “I have seen you tackle much worse cases. He seems dead easy. Then let me in the cell, take my clothes and leave me here. You did it before when you were trying to hunt down those men in Chicago, and not a soul recognised you.”




  Quest followed the scheme in his mind quickly.




  “It is all right,” he decided, “but I am not at all sure that they can really hold me on the evidence they have got. If they can’t, I shall be doing myself more harm than good this way.”




  “It’s no use unless you can get hold of Craig quickly,” Laura said. “He is getting the scares, as it is.”




  “I’ll do it,” Quest decided. “Call the guard, Laura.”




  She obeyed. The man came good-naturedly towards them.




  “Well, young people, not quarrelling, I hope?” he remarked.




  Quest looked at him steadfastly through the bars.




  “I want you to come inside for a moment,” he said.




  “What for?” the man demanded.




  “I want you to come inside for a moment,” Quest repeated softly. “Unlock the door, please, take the key off your bunch and come inside.”




  The man hesitated, but all the time his fingers were fumbling with the keys. Quest’s lips continued to move. The warder opened the door and entered. A few minutes later, Quest passed the key through the window to Laura, who was standing on guard.




  “Come in,” he whispered. “Don’t step over him. He is sitting with his back to the wall, just inside.”




  Laura obeyed, and entered the cell. For a moment they were breathless with alarm. A passing warder looked down their avenue. Eventually, however, he turned in the other direction.




  “Off with your coat and skirt like lightning, Laura,” Quest ordered. “This has got to be done quickly or not at all.”




  Without a word, and with marvellous rapidity, the change was effected. Laura produced from her hand-bag a wig, which she pinned inside her hat and passed over to Quest. Then she flung herself on to the bed and drew the blanket up to her chin.




  “How long will he stay like that?” she whispered, pointing to the warder, who was sitting on the floor with his arms folded and his eyes closed.




  “Half an hour or so,” Quest answered. “Don’t bother about him. I shall drop the key back through the window.”




  A moment or two later, Quest walked deliberately down the corridor of the prison, crossed the pavement and stepped into a taxicab. He reached Georgia Square at five minutes to three. A glance up and down assured him that the house was unwatched. He let himself in with his own key and laughed softly as he caught sight of his reflection in the mirror. The house was strangely quiet and deserted, but he wasted no time in looking around. He ran quickly upstairs, paused in his sitting-room only to take a cigar from the cabinet, passed on to the bedroom, threw Laura’s clothes off, and, after a few moments’ hesitation, selected from the wardrobe a rough tweed suit with a thick lining and lapels. Just as he was tying his tie, the little wireless which he had laid on the table at his side began to record the message. He glanced at the clock. It was exactly three.




  

    

      “I have Craig here in the Professor’s garage, locked up. If our plan has succeeded, come at once. I am waiting here for you.”


    


  




  Quest’s eyes shone for a moment with satisfaction. Then he sent off his answering message, put on a duster and slouch hat, and left the house by the side entrance. In a few moments he was in Broadway, and a quarter of an hour later a taxicab deposited him at the entrance to the Professor’s house. He walked swiftly up the drive and turned towards the garage, hoping every moment to see something of Lenora. The door of the place stood open. He entered and walked around. It was empty. There was no sign of either Craig or Lenora!…


  




  Quest, recovered from his first disappointment, stole carefully out and made a minute examination of the place. Close to the corner from which Lenora had sent her wireless message to him, he stooped and picked up a handkerchief, which from the marking he recognised at once. A few feet away, the gravel was disturbed as though by the trampling of several feet. He set his teeth. For a single moment his own danger was forgotten. A feeling which he utterly failed to recognise robbed him of his indomitable nerve. He realised with vivid but scarcely displeasing potency a weakness in the armour of his complete self-control.




  “I’ve got to find that girl,” he muttered. “Craig can go to hell!”




  He turned away and approached the house. The front door stood open and he made his way at once to the library. The Professor, who was sitting at his desk surrounded by a pile of books and papers, addressed him, as he entered, without looking up.




  “Where on earth have you been, Craig?” he enquired petulantly. “I have rung for you six times. Have I not told you never to leave the place without orders?”




  “It is not Craig,” Quest replied quietly. “It is I, Professor—Sanford Quest.”




  The Professor swung round in his chair and eyed his visitor in blank astonishment.




  “Quest?” he exclaimed. “God bless my soul! Have they let you out already, then?”




  “I came out,” Quest replied grimly. “Sit down and listen to me for a moment, will you?”




  “You came out?” the Professor repeated, looking a little dazed. “You mean that you escaped?”




  Quest nodded.




  “Perhaps I made a mistake,” he admitted, “but here I am. Now listen, Professor. I know this will be painful to you, but give me your best attention for a few minutes. These young women assistants of mine have formed a theory of their own about the murder in my flat and the robbery of the jewels. Hold on to your chair, Professor. They believe that the guilty person was Craig.”




  The Professor’s face was almost pitiful in its blank amazement. His mouth was wide open like a child’s, words seemed absolutely denied to him.




  “That’s their theory,” Quest went on. “They may be right or they may be wrong—Lenora, at any rate, has collected some shreds of evidence. They hatched a scheme between them, clever enough in its way. They locked Craig up in your garage and got me out of the Tombs in Laura’s clothes. I have come straight up to find your garage open and Lenora missing.”




  The Professor rose to his feet, obviously making a tremendous effort to adjust his ideas.




  “Craig locked up in my garage?” he murmured. “Craig guilty of those murders? Why, my dear Mr. Quest, a more harmless, a more inoffensive, peace-loving and devoted servant than John Craig never trod this earth!”




  “Maybe,” Quest replied, “but come out here, Mr. Ashleigh.”




  The Professor followed his companion out to the garage. Quest showed him the open door and the marks of footsteps around where he had picked up the handkerchief.




  “Now,” he said, “what has become of your man Craig, and what has become of my assistant Lenora?”




  “Perhaps we had better search the house,” the Professor suggested. “Craig? My dear Mr. Quest, you little know—”




  “Where is he, then?” Quest interrupted.




  The Professor could do nothing but look around him a little vaguely. Together they went back to the house and searched it without result. Then they returned once more to the garage.




  “I am going back,” Quest announced. “My only chance is the wireless. If Lenora is alive or at liberty, she will communicate with me.”




  “May I come, too?” the Professor asked timidly. “This matter has upset me thoroughly. I cannot stay here without Craig.”




  “Come, by all means,” Quest assented. “I will drive you down in your car, if you like.”




  The Professor hurried away to get his coat and hat, and a few minutes later they started off. In Broadway, they left the car at a garage and made their way up a back street, which enabled them to enter the house at the side entrance. They passed upstairs into the sitting-room. Quest fetched the pocket wireless and laid it down on the table. The Professor examined it with interest.




  “You are marvellous, my friend,” he declared. “With all these resources of science at your command, it seems incredible that you should be in the position you are.”




  Quest nodded coolly.




  “I’ll get out of that all right,” he asserted confidently. “The only trouble is that while I am dodging about like this I cannot devote myself properly to the task of running down this fiend of the Hands. Just one moment, Professor, while I send off a message,” he continued, opening the little instrument. “Where are you, Lenora?” he signalled. “Send me word and I will fetch you. I am in my own house for the present. Let me know that you are safe.”




  The Professor leaned back, smoking one of Quest’s excellent cigars. He was beginning to show signs of the liveliest interest.




  

    [image: A man and woman dress in each other's clothing in a brick room.]



    QUEST AND LAURA CHANGE CLOTHES SO THAT QUEST MAY MAKE HIS ESCAPE.


  




  

    [image: A huge crowd looks on as a man pulls an alarm.]



    ONE OF THE CLUB’S BUTLERS TURNS IN A FIRE ALARM.


  




  “Quest,” he said, “I wish I could induce you to dismiss this extraordinary supposition of yours concerning my servant Craig. The man has been with me for the best part of twenty years. He saved my life in South America; we have travelled in all parts of the world. He has proved himself to be exemplary, a faithful and devoted servant. I thought it absurd, Mr. Quest, when you were suspected of these crimes. I should think it even more ridiculous to associate Craig with them in any way whatever.”




  “Then perhaps you will tell me,” Quest suggested, “where he is now, and why he has gone away? That does not look like complete innocence, does it?”




  The Professor sighed.




  “Appearances are nothing,” he declared. “Craig is a man of highly nervous susceptibilities. The very idea of being suspected of anything so terrible would be enough to drive him almost out of his mind. I am convinced that we shall find him at home presently, with some reasonable explanation of his absence.”




  Quest paced the room for a few moments, moodily.




  There was a certain amount of reason in the Professor’s point of view.




  “Anyway, I cannot stay here much longer, unless I mean to go back to the Tombs,” he declared.




  “Surely,” the Professor suggested, “your innocence will very soon be established?”




  “There is one thing which will happen, without a doubt,” Quest replied. “My auto and the chauffeur will be discovered. I have insisted upon enquiries being sent out throughout the State of Connecticut. They tell me, too, that the police are hard on the scent of Red Gallagher and the other man. Unless they get wind of this and sell me purposely, their arrest will be the end of my troubles. To tell you the truth, Professor,” Quest concluded, “it is not of myself I am thinking at all just now. It is Lenora.”




  The Professor nodded sympathetically.




  “The young lady who shut Craig up in the garage, you mean? A plucky young woman she must be.”




  “She has a great many other good qualities besides courage,” Quest declared. “Women have not counted for much with me, Professor, up till now, any more than they have done, I should think, with you, but I tell you frankly, if any one has hurt a hair of that girl’s head I will have their lives, whatever the penalty may be! It is for her sake—to find her—that I broke out of prison and that I am trying to keep free. The wisest thing to do, from my own point of view, would be to give myself up. I can’t bring myself to do that without knowing what has become of her.”




  The Professor nodded again.




  “A charming and well-bred young woman she seems,” he admitted. “I fear that I should only be a bungler in your profession, Mr. Quest, but if there is anything I can do to help you to discover her whereabouts, you can count upon me. Personally, I am convinced that Craig will return to me with some plausible explanation as to what has happened. In that case he will doubtless bring news of the young lady.”




  Quest, for the third or fourth time, moved cautiously towards the window. His expression suddenly changed. He glanced downwards, frowning slightly. An alert light flashed into his eyes.




  “They’re after me!” he exclaimed. “Sit still, Professor.”




  He darted into his room and reappeared again almost immediately. The Professor gave a gasp of astonishment at his altered appearance. His tweed suit seemed to have been turned inside out. There were no lapels now and it was buttoned up to his neck. He wore a long white apron; a peaked cap and a chin-piece of astonishing naturalness had transformed him into the semblance of a Dutch grocer’s boy.




  “I’m off, Professor,” Quest whispered. “You shall hear from me soon. I have not been here, remember!”




  He ran lightly down the steps and into the kitchen, picked up a basket, filled it haphazard with vegetables and threw a cloth over the top. Then he made his way to the front door, peered out for a moment, swung through it on to the step, and, turning round, commenced to belabour it with his fist. Two plain-clothes men stood at the end of the street. A police automobile drew up outside the gate. Inspector French, attended by a policeman, stepped out. The former looked searchingly at Quest.




  “Well, my boy, what are you doing here?” he asked.




  “I cannot answer get,” Quest replied, in broken English. “Ten minutes already have I wasted. I have knocked at all the doors.”




  French smiled.




  “You can hop it, Dutchie,” he advised. “By-the-bye, when was that order for vegetables given?” he added, frowning for a moment.




  “It is three times a week the same,” Quest explained, whipping the cloth from the basket. “No word has been sent to alter anything.”




  The Inspector pushed him hurriedly in the direction of the street.




  “You run along home,” he said, “and tell your master that he had better leave off delivering goods here for the present.”




  Quest went off, grumbling. He walked with the peculiar waddle affected by young Dutchmen of a certain class, and was soon out of sight round the corner of the street. French opened the door with a masterkey and secured it carefully, leaving one of his men to guard it. He searched the rooms on the ground floor and finally ascended to Quest’s study. The Professor was still enjoying his cigar.




  “Say, where’s Quest?” the Inspector asked promptly.




  “Have you let him out already?” the Professor replied, in a tone of mild surprise. “I thought he was in the Tombs prison.”




  The Inspector pressed on without answering. Every room in the house was ransacked. Presently he came back to the room where the Professor was still sitting. His usually good-humoured face was a little clouded.




  “Professor,” he began—“What’s that, Miles?”




  A plain-clothes man from the street had come hurrying into the room.




  “Say, Mr. French,” he reported, “our fellows have got hold of a newsie down in the street, who was coming along way round the back and saw two men enter this house by the side entrance, half-an-hour ago. One he described exactly as the Professor here. The other, without a doubt, was Quest.”




  French turned swiftly towards the Professor.




  “You hear what this man says?” he exclaimed. “Mr. Ashleigh, you’re fooling me! You entered this house with Sanford Quest. You must tell us where he is hiding.”




  The Professor knocked the ash from his cigar and replaced it in his mouth. His clasped hands rested in front of him. There was a twinkle of something almost like mirth in his eyes as he glanced up at the Inspector.




  “Mr. French,” he said, “Mr. Sanford Quest is my friend. I am here in charge of his house. Believing as I do that his arrest was an egregious blunder, I shall say or do nothing likely to afford you any information.”




  French turned impatiently away. Suddenly a light broke in upon him, he rushed towards the door.




  “That damned Dutchie!” he exclaimed.




  The Professor smiled benignly.




  CHAPTER VII


  THE UNSEEN TERROR
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  1.




  With a little gesture of despair, Quest turned away from the instrument which seemed suddenly to have become so terribly unresponsive, and looked across the vista of square roofs and tangled masses of telephone wires to where the lights of larger New York flared up against the sky. From his attic chamber, the roar of the City a few blocks away was always in his ears. He had forgotten in those hours of frenzied solitude to fear for his own safety. He thought only of Lenora. Under which one of those thousands of roofs was she being concealed? What was the reason for this continued silence? Perhaps they had taken her instrument away—perhaps she was being ill-used. The bare thought opened the door to a thousand grim and torturing surmises. He paced restlessly up and down the room. Inaction had never seemed to him so wearisome. From sheer craving to be doing something, he paused once more before the little instrument.




  “Lenora, where are you?” he signalled. “I have taken a lodging in the Servants’ Club. I am still in hiding, hoping that Craig may come here. I am very anxious about you.”




  Still no reply! Quest drew a chair up to the window and sat there with folded arms looking down into the street. Suddenly he sprang to his feet. The instrument quivered—there was a message at last! He took it down with a little choke of relief.




  “I don’t know where I am. I am terrified. I was outside the garage when I was seized from behind. The Hands held me. I was unconscious until I found myself here. I am now in an attic room with no window except the skylight, which I cannot reach. I can see nothing—hear nothing. No one has hurt me, no one comes near. Food is pushed through a door, which is locked again immediately. The house seems empty, yet I fancy that I am being watched all the time. I am terrified!”




  Quest drew the instrument towards him.




  “I have your message,” he signalled. “Be brave! I am watching for Craig. Through him I shall reach you before long. Send me a message every now and then.”




  Then there was a silence.




  Quest was conscious of an enormous feeling of relief and yet an almost maddening sense of helplessness. She was imprisoned by the Hands. She was in their power, and up till now they had shown themselves ruthless enough. A room with a roof window only! How could she define her whereabouts! His first impulse was to rush madly out into the street and search for her. Then his common sense intervened. His one hope was through Craig. Again he took up his vigil in front of the window. Once more his eyes swept the narrow street with its constant stream of passers-by. Each time a man stopped and entered the building, he leaned a little further forward, and at each disappointment he seemed to realise a little more completely the slenderness of the chance upon which he was staking so much. Then suddenly he found himself gripping the window-sill in a momentary thrill of rare excitement. His vigil was rewarded at last. The man for whom he was waiting was there! Quest watched him cross the street, glance furtively to the right and to the left, then enter the club. He turned back to the little wireless and his fingers worked as though inspired.




  “I am on Craig’s track,” he signalled. “Be brave.”




  He waited for no reply, but opened the door and stealing softly out of the room, leaned over the banisters. His apartment was on the fourth story. The floor below was almost entirely occupied by the kitchen and other offices. The men’s club room was on the second floor. From where he stood he heard the steward of the club greeting Craig. He was a big man with a hearty voice, and the sound of his words reached Quest distinctly.




  “Say, Mr. Craig, you’re an authority on South America, aren’t you? I bought some beans in the market this morning which they told me were grown down there, and my chef don’t seem to know what to make of ’em. I wonder whether you would mind stepping up and giving him your advice?”




  Craig’s much lower voice was inaudible but it was evident that he had consented, for the two men ascended to the third floor together. Quest watched them enter the kitchen. A moment or two later the steward was summoned by a messenger and descended alone. Quest ran quickly down the stairs and planted himself behind the kitchen door. He had hardly taken up his position before the handle was turned. He heard Craig’s last words, spoken as he looked over his shoulder.




  “You want to just soak them for two hours longer than any other beans in the world. That’s all there is about it.”




  Craig appeared and the door swung back behind him. Before he could utter a cry, Quest’s left hand was over his mouth and the cold muzzle of an automatic pistol was pressed to his ribs.




  “Turn round and mount those stairs, Craig,” Quest ordered.




  The man shrunk away, trembling. The pistol pressed a little further into his side.




  “Upstairs,” Quest repeated firmly. “If you utter a cry I shall shoot you.”




  Craig turned slowly round and obeyed. He mounted the stairs with reluctant footsteps, followed by Quest.




  “Through the door to your right,” the latter directed. “That’s right! Now sit down in that chair facing me.”




  Quest closed the door carefully. Craig sat where he had been ordered, his fingers gripping the arms of the chair. In his eyes shone the furtive, terrified light of the trapped criminal.




  Quest looked him over a little scornfully. It was queer that a man with apparently so little nerve should have the art and the daring to plan such exploits.




  “What do you want with me?” Craig asked doggedly.




  “First of all,” Quest replied, “I want to know what you have done with my assistant, the girl whom you carried off from the Professor’s garage.”




  Craig shook his head.




  “I know nothing about her.”




  “She locked you in the garage,” Quest continued, “and sent for me. When I arrived, I found the garage door open, Lenora gone and you a fugitive.”




  Bewilderment struggled for a moment with blank terror in Craig’s expression.




  “How do you know that she locked me in the garage?”




  Quest smiled, stretched out his right arm and his long fingers played softly with the pocket wireless.




  “In just the same way,” he explained, “that I am sending her this message at the present moment—a message which she will receive and understand wherever she is hidden. Would you like to know what I am telling her?”




  The man shivered. His eyes, as though fascinated, watched the little instrument.




  “I am saying this, Craig,” Quest continued. “Craig is here and in my power. He is sitting within a few feet of me and will not leave this room alive until he has told me your whereabouts. Keep up your courage, Lenora. You shall be free in an hour.”




  The trapped man looked away from the instrument into Quest’s face. There was a momentary flicker of something that might have passed for courage in his tone.




  “Mr. Quest,” he said, “you are a wonderful man, but there are limits to your power. You can tear my tongue from my mouth but you cannot force me to speak a word.”




  Quest leaned a little further forward in his chair, his gaze became more concentrated.




  “That is where you are wrong, Craig. That is where you make a mistake. In a very few minutes you will be telling me all the secrets of your heart.”




  Craig shivered, drew back a little in his chair, tried to rise and fell back again helpless.




  “My God!” he cried. “Leave me alone!”




  “When you have told me the truth,” Quest answered, swiftly, “and you will tell me all I want to know in a few moments…. Your eyelids are getting a little heavy, Craig. Don’t resist. Something which is like sleep is coming over you. You see my will has yours by the throat.”




  Craig seemed suddenly to collapse altogether. He fell over on one side. Every atom of colour had faded from his cheeks. Quest leaned over him with a frown. The man was in a stupor without a doubt, but it was a physical state of unconsciousness into which he had subsided. He felt his pulse, unbuttoned his coat, and listened for a moment to the beating of his heart. Then he crossed the room, fetched the pitcher of water and dashed some of its contents in Craig’s face. In a few moments the man opened his eyes and regained consciousness. His appearance, however, was still ghastly.




  “Where am I?” he murmured.




  “You are here in my room, at the Servants’ Club,” Quest replied. “You are just about to tell me where I shall find Lenora.”




  Craig shook his head. A very weak smile of triumph flickered for a moment at the corners of his lips.




  “Your torture chamber trick won’t work on me!” he exclaimed. “You can never—”




  The whole gamut of emotions seemed already to have spent themselves in the man’s face, but at that moment there was a new element, an element of terrified curiosity in the expression of his eyes as he stared towards the door.




  “Is this another trick of yours?” he muttered.




  Quest, too, turned his head and sprang instantly to his feet. From underneath the door came a little puff of smoke. There was a queer sense of heat of which both men were simultaneously conscious. Down in the street arose a chorus of warning shouts, increasing momentarily in volume. Quest threw open the door and closed it again at once.




  “The place is on fire,” he announced briefly. “Pull yourself together, man. We shall have all we can do to get out of this.”




  Craig turned to the door but staggered back almost immediately.




  “The stairs are going!” he shrieked. “It is the kitchen that is on fire. We are cut off! We cannot get down!”




  Quest was on his hands and knees, fumbling under his truckle bed. He pulled out a crude form of fire escape, a rough sort of cradle with a rope attached.




  “Know how to use this?” he asked Craig quickly. “Here, catch hold. Put your arms inside this strap.”




  “You are going to send me down first?” Craig exclaimed incredulously.




  Quest smiled. Then he drew the rope round the table and tied it.




  “You would like to have a chance of cutting the rope, wouldn’t you, when I was half way down?” he asked grimly. “Now then, don’t waste time. Get on to the window-sill. Don’t brake too much. Off you go!”




  Yard by yard, swinging a little in the air, Craig made his descent. When he arrived in the street, there were a hundred willing hands to release him. Quest drew up the rope quickly, warned by a roar of anxious voices. The walls of the room were crumbling. Volumes of smoke were now pouring in underneath the door, and through the yawning fissures of the wall. Little tongues of flame were leaping out dangerously close to the spot where he must pass. He let fall the slack of the rope and leaned from the window to watch it anxiously. Then he commenced to descend, letting himself down hand over hand, always with one eye upon that length of rope that swung below. Suddenly, as he reached the second floor, a little cry from the crowd warned him of what had happened. Tongues of flame curling out from the blazing building, had caught the rope, which was being burned through not a dozen feet away from him. He descended a little further and paused in mid-air.




  A shout from the crowd reached him.




  “The cables! Try the cables!”




  He glanced round. Seven or eight feet away, and almost level with him was a double row of telegraph wires. Almost as he saw them the rope below him burned through and fell to the ground. He swung a little towards the side of the house, pushed himself vigorously away from it with his feet, and at the farthest point of the outward swing, jumped. His hands gripped the telegraph wires safely. Even in that tense moment he heard a little sob of relief from the people below.




  Hand over hand he made his way to the nearest pole and slipped easily to the ground. The crowd immediately surged around him. Some one forced a drink into his hand. A chorus of congratulations fell upon his deafened ears. Then the coming of the fire engines, and the approach of a police automobile diverted the attention of the on-lookers. Quest slipped about amongst them, searching for Craig.




  “Where is the man who came down before me?” he asked a bystander.




  “Talking to the police in the car over yonder,” was the hoarse reply. “Say, Guv’nor, you only just made that!”




  Quest pushed his way through the crowd to where Craig was speaking eagerly to Inspector French. He stopped short and stooped down. He was near enough to hear the former’s words.




  “Mr. French, you saw that man come down the rope and swing on to the cables? That was Quest, Sanford Quest, the man who escaped from the Tombs prison. He can’t have got away yet.”




  Quest drew off his coat, turned it inside out, and replaced it swiftly. He coolly picked up a hat some one had lost in the crowd and pulled it over his eyes. He passed within a few feet of where Craig and the Inspector were talking.




  “He was hiding in the Servants’ Club,” Craig continued, “he had just threatened to shoot me when the fire broke out.”




  “I’ll send the word round,” French declared. “We’ll have him found, right enough.”




  For a single moment Quest hesitated. He had a wild impulse to take Craig by the neck and throw him back into the burning house. Then he heard French shout to his men.




  “Say, boys, Sanford Quest is in the crowd here somewhere. He’s the man who jumped on to the cable lines. A hundred dollars for his arrest!”




  Quest turned reluctantly away. Men were rushing about in all directions looking for him. He forced a passage through the crowd and in the general confusion he passed the little line of police without difficulty. His face darkened as he looked behind at the burning block. A peculiar sense of helplessness oppressed him. His pocket wireless was by now a charred heap of ashes. His one means of communication with Lenora was gone and the only man who knew her whereabouts was safe under the protection of the police.




  2.




  The Professor swung round in his chair and greeted Quest with some surprise but also a little disappointment.




  “No news of Craig?” he asked.




  Quest sank into a chair. He was fresh from the Turkish baths and was enjoying the luxury of clean linen and the flavour of an excellent cigar.




  “I got Craig all right,” he replied. “He came to the Servants’ Club where I was waiting for him. My luck’s out, though. The place was burnt to the ground last night. I saved his life and then the brute gave me away to the police. I had to make my escape as best I could.”




  The Professor tapped the table peevishly.




  “This is insufferable,” he declared. “I have had no shaving water; my coffee was undrinkable; I can find nothing. I have a most important lecture to prepare and I cannot find any of the notes I made upon the subject.”




  Quest stared at the Professor for a moment and then laughed softly.




  “Well,” he remarked, “you are rather an egoist, Professor, aren’t you?”




  “Perhaps I am,” the latter confessed. “Still, you must remember that the scientific world on those few occasions when I do appear in public, expects much of me. My sense of proportion may perhaps be disarranged by this knowledge. All that I can realise at the present moment, is this. You seem to have frightened away the one man in the world who is indispensable to me.”




  Quest smoked in silence for a moment.




  “Any mail for me, Professor?” he asked, abruptly.




  The Professor opened a drawer and handed him a telegram.




  “Only this!”




  Quest opened it and read it through. It was from the Sheriff of a small town in Connecticut:—




  

    

      “The men you enquired for are both here. They have sold an automobile and seem to be spending the proceeds. Shall I arrest?”


    


  




  Quest studied the message for a moment.




  “Say, this is rather interesting, Professor,” he remarked.




  “Really?” the latter replied tartly. “You must forgive me if I cannot follow the complications of your—pardon me for saying Munchausen-like affairs. How does the arrest of these two men help you?”




  “Don’t you see?” Quest explained. “These are the two thugs who set upon me up at the section house. They killed the signalman, who could have been my alibi, and swiped my car, in which, as it cannot be found, French supposes that I returned to New York. With their arrest the case against me collapses. I tell you frankly, Professor,” Quest continued, frowning, “I hate to leave the city without having found that girl; but I am not sure that the quickest way to set things right would not be to go down, arrest these men and bring them back here, clear myself, and then go tooth and nail for Craig.”




  “I agree with you most heartily,” the Professor declared. “I recommend any course which will ensure the return of my man Craig.”




  “I cannot promise you that you will ever have Craig here again,” Quest observed grimly. “I rather fancy Sing-Sing will be his next home.”




  “Don’t be foolish, Mr. Quest,” the Professor advised. “Don’t let me lose confidence in you. Craig would not hurt a fly, and as to abducting your assistant—if my sense of humour were developed upon normal lines—well, I should laugh! What you have really done, you, and that young lady assistant of yours, is to terrify the poor fellow into such a state of nerves that he scarcely knows what he is doing. As a matter of fact, how do you know that that young woman has been abducted at all? Such things are most unlikely, especially in this part of the city.”




  “What reason do you suggest, then, for her disappearance?” Quest enquired.




  “At my age,” the Professor replied, drily, “I naturally know nothing of these things. But she is a young woman of considerable personal attractions—I should think it not unlikely that she is engaged in some amorous adventure.”




  Quest laughed derisively.




  “You do not know Lenora, Mr. Ashleigh,” he remarked. “However, if it interests you, I will tell you why I know she has been abducted. Only a few hours ago, I was talking to her.”




  The Professor turned his head swiftly towards Quest. There was a queer sort of surprise in his face.




  “Talking to her?”




  Quest nodded.




  “Our pocket wireless!” he explained. “Lenora has even described to me the room in which she is hidden.”




  “And the neighbourhood also?” the Professor demanded.




  “Of that she knows nothing,” Quest replied. “She is in a room apparently at the top of a house and the only window is in the roof. She can see nothing, hear nothing. When I get hold of the man who put her there,” Quest continued slowly, “it will be my ambition to supplement personally any punishment the law may be able to inflict.”




  The Professor’s manner had lost all its petulance. He looked at Quest almost with admiration.




  “The idea of yours is wonderful,” he confessed. “I am beginning to believe in your infallibility, Mr. Quest. I am beginning to believe that on this occasion, at any rate, you will triumph over your enemies.”




  Quest rose to his feet.




  “Well,” he said, “if I can keep out of my friend French’s way for a few hours longer, I think I can promise you that I shall be a free man when I return from Bethel. I’m off now, Professor. Wish me good luck!”




  “My friend,” the Professor replied, “I wish you the best of luck, but more than anything else in the world,” he added, a little peevishly, “I hope you may bring me back my servant Craig, and leave us both in peace.”




  Quest stepped off the cars at Bethel a little before noon that morning. The Sheriff met him at the depot and greeted him cordially but with obvious surprise.




  “Say, Mr. Quest,” he exclaimed, as they turned away, “I know these men are wanted on your charge, but I thought—you’ll excuse my saying so—that you were in some trouble yourself.”




  Quest nodded.




  “I’m out of that—came out yesterday.”




  “Very glad to hear it,” the Sheriff assured him heartily. “I never thought that they’d be able to hold you.”




  “They hadn’t a chance,” Quest admitted. “Things turned out a little awkwardly at first, but this affair is going to put me on my feet again. The moment my car is identified and Red Gallagher and his mate arrested, every scrap of evidence against me goes.”




  “Well, here’s the garage and the man who bought the car,” the Sheriff remarked, “and there’s the car itself in the road. It’s for you to say whether it can be identified.”




  Quest drew a sigh of relief.




  “That’s mine, right enough,” he declared. “Now for the men.”




  “Say, I want to tell you something,” the Sheriff began dubiously. “These two are real thugs. They ain’t going to take it lying down.”




  “Where are they?” Quest demanded.




  “In the worst saloon here,” the Sheriff replied. “They’ve been there pretty well all night, drinking, and they’re there again this morning, hard at it. They’ve both got firearms, and though I ain’t exactly a nervous man, Mr. Quest—”




  “You leave it to me,” Quest interrupted. “This is my job and I want to take the men myself.”




  “You’ll never do it,” the Sheriff declared.




  “Look here,” Quest explained, “if I let you and your men go in, there will be a free fight, and as likely as not you will kill one, if not both of the men. I want them alive.”




  “Well, it’s your show,” the Sheriff admitted, stopping before a disreputable-looking building. “This is the saloon. They’ve turned the place upside down since they’ve been here. You can hear the row they’re making now. Free drinks to all the toughs in the town! They’re pouring the stuff down all the time.”




  “Well,” Quest decided, “I’m going in and I’m going in unarmed. You can bring your men in later, if I call for help or if you hear any shooting.”




  “You’re asking for trouble,” the Sheriff warned him.




  “I’ve got to do this my own way,” Quest insisted. “Stand by now.”




  He pushed open the door of the saloon. There were a dozen men drinking around the bar and in the centre of them Red Gallagher and his mate. They seemed to be all shouting together, and the air was thick with tobacco smoke. Quest walked right up to the two men.




  “Gallagher,” he said, “you’re my prisoner. Are you coming quietly?”




  Gallagher’s mate, who was half drunk, swung round and fired a wild shot in Quest’s direction. The result was a general stampede. Red Gallagher alone remained motionless. Grim and dangerously silent, he held a pistol within a few inches of Quest’s forehead.




  “If my number’s up,” he exclaimed ferociously, “it won’t be you who’ll take me.”




  “I think it will,” Quest answered. “Put that gun away.”




  Gallagher hesitated. Quest’s influence over him was indomitable.




  “Put it away,” Quest repeated firmly. “You know you daren’t use it. Your account’s pretty full up, as it is.”




  Gallagher’s hand wavered. From outside came the shouts of the Sheriff and his men, struggling to fight their way in through the little crowd who were rushing for safety. Suddenly Quest backed, jerked the pistol up with his right elbow, and with almost the same movement struck Red Gallagher under the jaw. The man went over with a crash. His mate, who had been staggering about, cursing viciously, fired another wild shot at Quest, who swayed and fell forward.




  “I’ve done him!” the man shouted. “Get up, Red! I’ve done him all right! Finish yer drink. We’ll get out of this!”




  He bent unsteadily over Quest. Suddenly the latter sprang up, seized him by the leg and sent him sprawling. The gun fell from his hand. Quest picked it up and held it firmly out, covering both men. Gallagher was on his knees, groping for his own weapon.




  “Get the handcuffs on them,” Quest directed the Sheriff, who with his men had at last succeeded in forcing his way into the saloon.




  The Sheriff wasted no words till the two thugs, now nerveless and cowed, were handcuffed. Then he turned to Quest. There was a note of genuine admiration in his tone.




  “Mr. Quest,” he declared, “you’ve got the biggest nerve of any man I have ever known.”




  The criminologist smiled.




  “This sort of bully is always a coward when it comes to the pinch,” he remarked.


  




  Crouching in her chair, her pale, terror-stricken face supported between her hands, Lenora, her eyes filled with hopeless misery, gazed at the dumb instrument upon the table. Her last gleam of hope seemed to be passing. Her little friend was silent. Once more her weary fingers spelt out a final, despairing message.




  “What has happened to you? I am waiting to hear all the time. Has Craig told you where I am? I am afraid!”




  There was still no reply. Her head sank a little lower on to her folded arms. Even the luxury of tears seemed denied her. Fear, the fear which dwelt with her day and night, had her in its grip. Suddenly she leaped, screaming, from her place. Splinters of glass fell all around her. Her first wild thought was of release; she gazed upwards at the broken pane. Then very faintly from the street below she heard the shout of a boy’s angry voice.




  “You’ve done it now, Jimmy! You’re a fine pitcher, ain’t you? Lost it, that’s what you’ve gone and done!”




  The thoughts formed themselves mechanically in her mind. Her eyes sought the ball which had come crashing into the room. There was life once more in her pulses. She found a scrap of paper and a pencil in her pocket. With trembling fingers she wrote a few words:




  

    

      “Police head-quarters. I am Sanford Quest’s assistant, abducted and imprisoned here in the room where the ball has fallen. Help! I am going mad!”


    


  




  She twisted the paper, looked around the room vainly for string, and finally tore a thin piece of ribbon from her dress. She tied the message around the ball, set her teeth, and threw it at the empty skylight. The first time she was not successful and the ball came back. The second time it passed through the centre of the opening. She heard it strike the sound portion of the glass outside, heard it rumble down the roof. A few seconds of breathless silence! Her heart almost stopped beating. Had it rested in some ledge, or fallen into the street below? Then she heard the boy’s voice.




  “Gee! Here’s the ball come back again!”




  A new light shone into the room. She seemed to be breathing a different atmosphere—the atmosphere of hope. She listened no longer with horror for a creaking upon the stairs. She walked back and forth until she was exhausted…. Curiously enough, when the end came she was asleep, crouched upon the bed and dreaming wildly. She sprang up to find Inspector French, with a policeman behind him, standing upon the threshold.




  “Inspector!” she cried, rushing towards him. “Mr. French! Oh, thank God!”




  Her feelings carried her away. She threw herself at his feet. She was laughing and crying and talking incoherently, all at the same time. The Inspector assisted her to a chair.




  “Say, what’s all this mean?” he demanded.




  She told him her story, incoherently, in broken phrases. French listened with puzzled frown.




  “Say, what about Quest?” he asked. “He ain’t been here at all, then?”




  She looked at him wonderingly.




  “Of course not! Mr. Quest—”




  She hesitated. The Inspector laid his hand upon her wrist. Then he realised that she was on the point of a nervous breakdown, and in no condition for interrogations.




  “That’ll do,” he said. “I’ll take care of you for a time, young lady, and I’ll ask you a few questions later on. My men are searching the house. You and I will be getting on, if you can tear yourself away.”




  She laughed hysterically and hurried him towards the door. As they passed down the gloomy stairs she clung to his arm. The first breath of air seemed wonderful to her as they passed out into the street. It was freedom!


  




  The plain-clothes man, who was lounging in Quest’s most comfortable easy-chair and smoking one of his best cigars, suddenly laid down his paper. He moved to the window. A large, empty automobile stood in the street outside, from which the occupants had presumably just descended. He hastened towards the door, which was opened, however, before he was half-way across the room. The cigar slipped from his fingers. It was Sanford Quest who stood there, followed by the Sheriff of Bethel, two country policemen, and Red Gallagher and his mate, heavily handcuffed. Quest glanced at the cigar.




  “Say, do you mind picking that up?” he exclaimed. “That carpet cost me money.”




  The plain-clothes man obeyed at once. Then he edged a little towards the telephone. Quest had opened his cigar cabinet.




  “Glad you’ve left me one or two,” he remarked drily.




  “Say, aren’t you wanted down yonder, Mr. Quest?” the man enquired.




  “That’s all right now,” Quest told him. “I’m ringing up Inspector French myself. You’d better stand by the other fellows there and keep your eye on Red Gallagher and his mate.”




  “I guess Mr. Quest is all right,” the Sheriff intervened. “We’re ringing up headquarters ourselves, anyway.”




  The plain-clothes man did as he was told. Quest took up the receiver from his telephone instrument and arranged the phototelesme.




  “Police-station Number One, central,” he said,—“through to Mr. French’s office, if you please. Mr. Quest wants to speak to him. Yes, Sanford Quest. No need to get excited!… All right. I’m through, am I?… Hullo, Inspector?”




  A rare expression of joy suddenly transfigured Quest’s face. He was gazing downward into the little mirror.




  “You’ve found Lenora, then, Inspector?” he exclaimed. “Bully for you!… What do I mean? What I say! You forget that I am a scientific man, French. No end of appliances here you haven’t had time to look at. I can see you sitting there, and Lenora and Laura looking as though you had them on the rack. You can drop that, French. I’ve got Red Gallagher and his mate, got them here with the Sheriff of Bethel. They went off with my auto and sold it. We’ve got that. Also, in less than five minutes my chauffeur will be here. He’s been lying in a farmhouse, unconscious, since that scrap. He can tell you what time he saw me last. Bring the girls along, French—and hurry!”




  Quest hung up the receiver.




  “I’ve given Inspector French something to think about,” he remarked, as he turned away. “Now, Mr. Sheriff, if you can make yourself at home for a quarter of an hour or so, French will be here and take these fellows off your hands. I’ve still a little more telephoning to do.”




  “You go right ahead,” the Sheriff acquiesced.




  Quest rang up the Professor. His response to the call was a little languid, and his reception of the news of Quest’s successful enterprise was almost querulous.




  “My friend,” the Professor said, “your news gratifies me, of course. Your rehabilitation, however, was a matter of certainty. With me life has become a chaos. You can have no idea, with your independent nature, what it means to entirely rely upon the ministrations of one person and to be suddenly deprived of their help.”




  “No news of Craig, then?” Quest demanded.




  “None at all,” was the weary reply. “What about your young lady assistant?”




  “She’ll be here in five minutes,” Quest told him. “You had better come along and hear her story. It ought to interest you.”




  “Dear me!” the Professor exclaimed. “I will certainly come—certainly!”




  Quest set down the receiver and paced the room thoughtfully for a moment or two. Although his own troubles were almost over, the main problem before him was as yet unsolved. The affair with the Gallaghers was, after all, only an off-shoot. It was the mystery of Lenora’s abduction, the mystery of the black box, which still called for the exercise of all his ingenuity.




  Inspector French was as good, even better, than his word. In a surprisingly short time he entered the room, followed by Laura and Lenora. Quest gave them a hand each, but it was into Lenora’s eyes that he looked. Her coming, her few words of greeting, timid though they were, brought him an immense sense of relief.




  “Well, girls,” he said, “both full of adventures, eh? What did they do with you in the Tombs, Laura?”




  “Pshaw! What could they do?” Laura replied. “If they’re guys enough to be tricked by a girl, the best thing they can do is to keep mum about it and let her go. That’s about what they did to me.”




  Inspector French, who was standing a little aloof, regarded Laura with an air of unwilling admiration.




  “That’s some girl, that Miss Laura,” he muttered in an undertone to Quest. “She roasted us nicely.”




  “I mustn’t stop to hear your story, Lenora,” Quest said. “You’re safe—that’s the great thing.”




  “Found her in an empty house,” French reported, “out Gayson Avenue way. Now, Mr. Quest, I don’t want to come the official over you too much, but if you’ll kindly remember that you’re an escaped prisoner—”




  There was a knock at the door. A young man entered in chauffeur’s livery, with his head still bandaged. Quest motioned him to come in.




  “I’ll just repeat my story of that morning, French,” Quest said. “We went out to find Macdougal, and succeeded, as you know. Just as I was starting for home, those two thugs set upon me. They nearly did me up. You know how I made my escape. They went off in my automobile and sold it in Bethel. I arrested them there myself this morning. Here’s the Sheriff, who will bear out what I say, also that they arrived at the place in my automobile.”




  “Sure!” the Sheriff murmured.




  “Further,” Quest continued, “there’s my chauffeur. He knows exactly what time it was when the tire of my car blew out, just as we were starting for New York.”




  “It was eleven-ten, sir,” the chauffeur declared. “Mr. Quest and I both took out our watches to see if we could make New York by mid-day. Then one of those fellows hit me over the head and I’ve been laid up ever since. A man who keeps a store a little way along the road picked me up and looked after me.”




  Inspector French held out his hand.




  “Mr. Quest,” he said, “I reckon we’ll have to withdraw the case against you. No hard feeling, I hope?”




  “None at all,” Quest replied promptly, taking his hand.




  “That’s all right, then,” French declared. “I’ve brought two more men with me. Perhaps, Mr. Sheriff, you wouldn’t mind escorting your prisoners around to headquarters? I’ll be there before long.”




  “And you girls,” Quest insisted, “go right to your room and rest. I’ll come upstairs presently and have a talk. Look after her, Laura,” he added, glancing a little anxiously at Lenora. “She has had about as much as she can bear, I think.”




  The two girls left the room. Quest stood upon the threshold, watching the Sheriff and his prisoners leave the house. The former turned round to wave his adieux to them.




  “There’s an elderly josser out here,” he shouted; “seems to want to come in.”




  Quest leaned forward and saw the Professor.




  “Come right in, Mr. Ashleigh,” he invited.




  The Professor promptly made his appearance. His coat was ill-brushed and in place of a hat he was wearing a tweed cap which had seen better days. His expression was almost pathetic.




  “My dear Quest,” he exclaimed, as he wrung his hand, “my heartiest congratulations! As you know, I always believed in your innocence. I am delighted that it has been proved.”




  “Come in and sit down, Mr. Ashleigh,” Quest invited. “You know the Inspector.”




  The Professor shook hands with French, and then, feeling that his appearance required some explanation, he took off his cap and looked at it ruefully.




  “I am aware,” he said, “that this is not a becoming headgear, but I am lost—absolutely lost without my servant. If you would earn my undying gratitude, Mr. Quest, you would clear up the mystery about Craig and restore him to me.”




  Quest was helping the Inspector to the whisky at the sideboard. He paused to light a cigar before he replied.




  “I very much fear, Professor,” he observed, “that you will never have Craig back again.”




  The Professor sank wearily into an easy-chair.




  “I will take a little whisky and one of your excellent cigars, Quest,” he said. “I must ask you to bear with me if I seem upset. After more than twenty years’ service from one whom I have always treated as a friend, this sudden separation, to a man of my age, is somewhat trying. My small comforts are all interfered with. The business of my every-day life is completely upset. I do not allude, as you perceive, Mr. Quest, to the horrible suspicions you seem to have formed of Craig. My own theory is that you have simply frightened him to death.”




  “All the same,” the Inspector remarked thoughtfully, “some one who is still at large committed those murders and stole those jewels. What is your theory about the jewels, Mr. Quest?”




  “I haven’t had time to frame one yet,” the criminologist replied. “You’ve been keeping me too busy looking after myself. However,” he added, “it’s time something was done.”




  He took a magnifying glass from his pocket and examined very closely the whole of the front of the safe.




  “No sign of finger-prints,” he muttered. “The person who opened it probably wore gloves.”




  He fitted the combination and swung open the door. He stood there, for a moment, speechless. Something in his attitude attracted the Inspector’s attention.




  “What is it, Mr. Quest?” he asked eagerly.




  Quest drew a little breath. Exactly facing him, in the spot where the jewels had been, was a small black box. He brought it to the table and removed the lid. Inside was a sheet of paper, which he quickly unfolded. They all three read the few lines together:—




  

    

      “Pitted against the inherited cunning of the ages, you have no chance. I will take compassion upon you. Look in the right-hand drawer of your desk.”


    


  




  Underneath appeared the signature of the Hands. Quest moved like a dream to his cabinet and pulled open the right-hand drawer. He turned around and faced the other two men. In his hand was Mrs. Rheinholdt’s necklace!
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  Something in the nature of a conference was proceeding in Quest’s study. The Professor was there, seated in the most comfortable easy-chair, smoking without relish one of his host’s best cigars, watching with nervous impatience the closed door. Laura and Lenora were seated at the table, dressed for the street. They had the air of being prepared for some excursion. Quest, realising the Professor’s highly-strung state, had left him alone for a few moments and was studying a map of New York. The latter, however, was too ill at ease to keep silent for long.




  “Our friend French,” he remarked, “gave you no clue, I suppose, as to the direction in which his investigations are leading him?”




  Quest glanced up from the map.




  “None at all. I know, however, that the house in which Lenora here was confined, is being watched closely.”




  The Professor glanced towards the table before which Lenora was seated.




  “It seems strange,” he continued, “that the young lady should have so little to tell us about her incarceration.”




  Lenora shivered for a moment.




  “What could there be to tell,” she asked, “except that it was all horrible, and that I felt things—felt dangers—which I couldn’t describe.”




  The Professor gave vent to an impatient little exclamation.




  “I am not speaking of fancies,” he persisted. “You had food brought to you, for instance. Could you never see the hand which placed it inside your room? Could you hear nothing of the footsteps of the person who brought it? Could you not even surmise whether it was a man or a woman?”




  Lenora answered him with an evident effort. She had barely, as yet, recovered from the shock of those awful hours.




  “The person who brought me the food,” she said, “came at night—never in the daytime. I never heard anything. The most I ever saw was once—I happened to be looking towards the door and I saw a pair of hands—nothing more—setting down a tray. I shrieked and called out. I think that I almost fainted. When I found courage enough to look, there was nothing there but the tray upon the floor.”




  “You never heard, for instance, the rustling of a gown or the sound of a footstep?” the Professor asked. “You could not even say whether your jailer were man or woman?”




  Lenora shook her head.




  “All that I ever heard was the opening of the door. All that I ever saw was that pair of hands. One night I fancied—but that must have been a dream!”




  “You fancied what?” the Professor persisted.




  “That I saw a pair of eyes glaring at me,” Lenora replied, “eyes without any human body. I know that I ran round the room, calling out. When I dared to look again, there was nothing there.”




  The Professor sighed as he turned away.




  “It is evident, I am afraid,” he said, “that Miss Lenora’s evidence will help no one. As an expert in these affairs, Mr. Quest, does it not seem to you that her imprisonment was just a little purposeless? There seems to have been no attempt to harm her in any way whatever, that I can see.”




  “Whoever took the risk of abducting her,” Quest pointed out grimly, “did it for a purpose. That purpose would probably have become developed in course of time. However we look at it, Mr. Ashleigh, there was only one man who must have been anxious to get her out of the way, and that man was Craig.”




  The Professor’s manner betrayed some excitement.




  “Then will you tell me this?” he demanded. “The young lady is confident that she locked Craig up in the coach-house and that the key was on the outside of the door, a fact which would prevent the lock being picked from inside, even if such a thing were possible. The window is small, and up almost in the roof. Will you tell me how Craig escaped from the coach-house in order to carry out this abduction—all within a few minutes, mind, of his having been left there? Will you tell me that, Mr. Sanford Quest?” the Professor concluded, with a note of triumph in his tone.




  “That’s one of the troubles we are up against,” Quest admitted. “We have to remember this, though. The brain that planned the two murders here, that stole and restored Mrs. Rheinholdt’s jewels, that sends us those little billets-doux from time to time, is quite capable of finding a way out of a jerry-built garage.”




  The Professor sniffed. He turned once more to Lenora.




  “Young lady,” he said, “I will ask you this. I do not wish to seem obstinate in my refusal to accept Craig’s guilt as proved, but I would like to put this simple question to you. Did Craig’s demeanour during your conversation seem to you to indicate the master criminal? Did he seem to you to be possessed of supreme courage, of marvellous intelligence?”




  Lenora smiled very faintly.




  “I am afraid,” she replied, “that this time I’ll have to satisfy the Professor. He was white and trembling all the time. I thought him an arrant coward.”




  The Professor smiled beatifically as he glanced around. He had the air of one propounding an unanswerable problem.




  “You hear what Miss Lenora says? I ask you whether a man who even knew the meaning of the word fear could have carried out these ghastly crimes?”




  “I have known cases,” Quest observed, “where the most cold-blooded criminals in the world have been stricken with the most deadly fear when it has come to a question of any personal danger. However,” he added, “here comes our friend French. I have an idea that he has something to tell us.”




  They glanced expectantly towards the door as French entered. The Inspector, who was looking very spruce and well-brushed, wished them a general good-morning. His eyes rested last and longest upon Laura, who seemed, however, unconscious of his presence.




  “Now, then, French,” Quest began, as he returned his greeting, “take a cigar, make yourself comfortable in that chair and let us have your news. As you see, we have obeyed orders. We are all ready to follow you anywhere you say.”




  “It won’t be to the end of the world, anyway,” the Inspector remarked, as he lit his cigar. “I am going to propose a little excursion down Gayson Avenue way.”




  “Back to that house?” Lenora exclaimed, with a grimace.




  The Inspector nodded.




  “We have had those boys at the station,” he went on, “and we have questioned them carefully. It seems that after they had picked up the ball, a man came out of the side entrance of the house, saw them reading Miss Lenora’s message, and shouted after them. The boys had sense enough to scoot. The man ran after them, but had to give it up. Here is their description of him.”




  The Inspector took a piece of paper from his pocket. They all waited breathlessly.




  “Had to drag this out of the boys, bit by bit,” the Inspector proceeded, “but boiled down and put into reasonable language, this is what it comes to. The man was of medium height, rather thin, pale, and dressed in black clothes. He had what they call anxious eyes, and after running a short distance he put his hand to his heart, as though out of breath. One of the boys thought his nose was a little hooked, and they both remarked upon the fact that although he shouted after them, he used no swear words, but simply tried to induce them to stop. This description suggest anything to you, gentlemen?”




  “Craig,” Lenora said firmly.




  “It is a very accurate description of Craig,” Sanford Quest agreed.




  The Professor looked troubled, also a little perplexed. He said nothing, however.




  “Under these circumstances,” the Inspector continued, “I have had the house watched, and I propose that we now search it systematically. It is very possible that something may transpire to help us. Of course, my men went through it roughly when we brought Miss Lenora away, but that wasn’t anything of a search to count, if the place really has become a haunt of criminals.”




  “What about the ownership of the house?” Quest asked, as he took up his hat.




  The Inspector nodded approvingly.




  “I am making a few enquiries in that direction,” he announced. “I expect to have something to report very shortly.”




  The Professor stood drawing on his gloves. The vague look of trouble still lingered in his face.




  “Tell me again,” he begged, “the name of the avenue in which this residence is situated?”




  “Gayson Avenue,” the inspector replied. “It’s a bit out of the way, but it’s not a bad neighbourhood.”




  The Professor repeated the address to himself softly. For a moment he stood quite still. His manner showed signs of growing anxiety. He seemed to be trying to remember something.




  “The name,” he admitted finally, as they moved towards the door, “suggests to me, I must confess—We are going to see the house, Inspector?”




  “We are on our way there now, sir—that is, if the young ladies are willing?” he added, glancing at Laura.




  “We’ve been waiting here with our hats on for the last half-hour,” Laura replied promptly. “You’ve stretched your ten minutes out some, Mr. French.”




  The Inspector manoeuvred to let the others pass on, and descended the stairs by Laura’s side.




  “Couldn’t help it,” he confided, lowering his tone a little. “Had some information come in about that house I couldn’t quite size up. You’re looking well this morning, Miss Laura.”




  “Say, who are you guying!” she replied.




  “I mean it,” the Inspector persisted. “That hat seems to suit you.”




  Laura laughed at the top of her voice.




  “Say, kid,” she exclaimed to Lenora, “the Inspector here’s setting up as a judge of millinery!”




  Lenora turned and looked at them both with an air of blank astonishment. The Inspector was a little embarrassed.




  “No need to give me away like that,” he muttered, as they reached the hall. “Now then, ladies and gentlemen, if you are ready.”




  They took their places in the automobile and drove off. As they neared the vicinity of Gayson Avenue, the Professor began to show signs of renewed uneasiness. When they drew up at last outside the house, he gave a little exclamation. His face was grave, almost haggard.




  “Mr. Quest,” he said, “Inspector French, I deeply regret that I have a statement to make.”




  They both turned quickly towards him. The Inspector smiled in a confidential manner at Laura. It was obvious that he knew what was coming.




  “Some years ago,” the Professor continued, “I bought this house and made a present of it to—”




  “To whom?” Quest asked quickly.




  “To my servant Craig,” the Professor admitted with a groan.




  Lenora gave a little cry. She turned triumphantly towards the Inspector.




  “All recollection as to its locality had escaped me,” the Professor continued sorrowfully. “I remember that it was on the anniversary of his having been with me for some fifteen years that I decided to show him some substantial mark of my appreciation. I knew that he was looking for a domicile for his father and mother, who are since both dead, and I requested a house agent to send me in a list of suitable residences. This, alas! was the one I purchased.”




  Quest glanced around the place.




  “I think,” he said, “that the Professor’s statement now removes any doubt as to Craig’s guilt. You are sure the house has been closely watched, Inspector?”




  “Since I received certain information,” French replied, “I have had half-a-dozen of my best men in the vicinity. I can assure you that no one has entered or left it during the last twenty-four hours.”




  They made their way to the piazza steps and entered by the front door. The house was an ordinary framework one of moderate size, in poor repair, and showing signs of great neglect. The rooms were barely furnished, and their first cursory search revealed no traces of habitation. There was still the broken skylight in the room which Lenora had occupied, and the bed upon which she had slept was still crumpled. French, who had been tapping the walls downstairs, called to them. They trooped down into the hall. The Inspector was standing before what appeared to be an ordinary panel.




  “Look here,” he said, glancing out of the corner of his eye to be sure that Laura was there, “let me show you what I have just discovered.”




  He felt with his thumb for a spring. In a moment or two a portion of the wall, about two feet in extent, slowly revolved, disclosing a small cupboard fitted with a telephone instrument.




  “A telephone,” the Inspector remarked, pointing to it, “in an unoccupied house and a concealed cupboard. What do you think of that?”




  The Professor shook his head.




  “Don’t ask me,” he groaned.




  French took the receiver from its rest and called up the exchange.




  “Inspector French speaking,” he announced. “Kindly tell me what is the number of the telephone from which I am speaking, and who is the subscriber?”




  He listened to the reply and asked another question.




  “Can you tell me when this instrument was last used?… When?… Thank you!”




  The Inspector hung up the receiver.




  “The subscriber’s name,” he told them drily, “is Brown. The number is not entered in the book, by request. The telephone was used an hour ago from a call office, and connection was established. That is to say that some one spoke from this telephone.”




  “Then if your men have maintained their search properly, that some one,” Quest said slowly, “must be in the house at the present moment.”




  “Without a doubt,” the Inspector agreed. “I should like to suggest,” he went on, “that the two young ladies wait for us now in the automobile. If this man turns out as desperate as he has shown himself ingenious, there may be a little trouble.”




  They both protested vigorously. Quest shrugged his shoulders.




  “They must decide for themselves,” he said. “Personally, I like Lenora, who has had less experience of such adventures, to grow accustomed to danger…. With your permission, Inspector, I am going to search the front room on the first floor before we do anything else. I think that if you wait here I may be able to show you something directly.”




  Quest ascended the stairs and entered a wholly unfurnished room on the left-hand side. He looked for a minute contemplatively at a large but rather shallow cupboard, the door of which stood open, and tapped lightly with his forefinger upon the back part of it. Then he withdrew a few feet and, drawing out his revolver, deliberately fired into the floor, a few inches inside. There was a half stifled cry. The false back suddenly swung open and a man rushed out. Quest’s revolver covered him, but there was no necessity for its use. Craig, smothered with dust, his face white as a piece of marble, even his jaw shaking with fear, was wholly unarmed. He seemed, in fact, incapable of any form of resistance. He threw himself upon his knees before Quest.




  “Save me!” he begged. “Help me to get away from this house! You don’t belong to the police. I’ll give you every penny I have in the world to let me go!”




  Quest smiled at him derisively.




  “Get up,” he ordered.




  Very slowly Craig obeyed him. He was a pitiful-looking object, but a single look into Quest’s face showed him the folly of any sort of appeal.




  “Walk out of the room,” Quest ordered, “in front of me—so! Now, then, turn to the right and go down the stairs.”




  They all gave a little cry as they saw him appear, a trembling, pitiful creature, glancing around like a trapped animal. He commenced to descend the stairs, holding tightly to the banisters. Quest remained on the landing above, his revolver in his hand. French waited in the hall below, also armed. Laura gripped Lenora’s arm in excitement.




  “They’ve got him now!” she exclaimed. “Got him, sure!”




  On the fourth or fifth stair, Craig hesitated. He suddenly saw the Professor standing below. He gripped the banisters with one hand. The other he flung out in a threatening gesture.




  “You’ve given me away to these bloodhounds!” he cried,—“you, for whom I have toiled and slaved, whom I have followed all over the world, whom I have served faithfully with the last breath of my body and the last drop of blood in my veins! You have brought them here—tracked me down! You!”




  The Professor shook his head sorrowfully.




  “Craig,” he said, “you have been the best servant man ever had. If you are innocent of these crimes, you can clear yourself. If you are guilty, a dog’s death is none too good for you.”




  Craig seemed to sway for a moment upon his feet. Only Lenora, from the hall, saw that he was fitting his right foot into what seemed to be a leather loop hanging from the banisters. Then a wild shout of surprise broke from the lips of all of them, followed by a moment of stupefied wonder. The whole staircase suddenly began to revolve. Craig, clinging to the banisters, disappeared. In a moment or two there was a fresh click. Another set of stairs, almost identical to the first, had taken their place.




  “The cellar!” Quest shouted, as he rushed down the stairs. “Quick!”




  They wrenched open the wooden door and hurried down the dark steps into the gloomy, unlit cellar. The place was crowded with packing-cases, and two large wine barrels stood in the corner. At the farther end was a door. Quest rushed for it and stood on guard. A moment later, however, he called to Laura and pressed his revolver into her hand.




  “Stand here,” he ordered. “Shoot him if he tries to run out. I’ll search in the packing-cases. He might be dangerous.”




  The Professor, out of breath, was leaning against one of the pillars, his arm passed around it for support. Lenora, with Quest and French, searched hastily amongst the packing-cases. Suddenly there was a loud crack, the sound of falling masonry, followed by a scream from Laura. French, with a roar of anger, rushed towards her. She was lying on her side, already half covered by falling bricks and masonry. He dragged her away, just in time.




  “My God, she’s fainted!” he exclaimed.




  “I haven’t,” Laura faltered, trying to open her eyes, “and I’m not going to, but I think my arm’s broken, and my side hurts.”




  “The fellow’s not down here, anyway,” Quest declared. “Let’s help her upstairs and get her out of this devil’s house.”




  They supported her up the steps and found a chair for her in the hall. She was white almost to the lips, but she struggled bravely to keep consciousness.




  “Don’t you bother about me,” she begged. “Don’t let that blackguard go! You find him. I shall be all right.”




  The Inspector swung open the telephone cupboard and called for an ambulance. Then Quest, who had been examining the staircase, suddenly gave a little exclamation.




  “He’s done us!” he cried. “Look here, French, this is the original staircase. There’s the leather loop. I know it because there was a crack on the fourth stair. When we rushed down the cellar after him, he swung the thing round again and simply walked out of the front door. Damn it, man, it’s open!”




  They hurried outside. French blew his whistle. One of the plain-clothes men came running up from the avenue. He was looking a little sheepish.




  “What’s wrong?” French demanded.




  “He’s gone off,” was the unwilling reply. “I guess that chap’s given us the slip.”




  “Speak up,” French insisted.




  “The only place,” the man went on, “we hadn’t our eyes glued on, was the front door. He must have come out through that. There’s been a motor truck with one or two queer-looking chaps in it, at the corner of the avenue there for the last ten minutes. I’d just made up my mind to stroll round and see what it was up to when Jim, who was on the other side, shouted out. A man jumped up into it and they made off at once.”




  “Could he have come from this house?” French asked sternly.




  “I guess, if he’d come out from the front door, he might just have done it,” the man admitted.




  Quest and the Inspector exchanged glances.




  “He’s done us!” Quest muttered,—“done us like a couple of greenhorns!”




  The Inspector’s rubicund countenance was white with fury. His head kept turning in the direction of Laura, to whom the Professor was busy rendering first aid.




  “If I never take another job on as long as I live,” he declared, “I’ll have that fellow before I’m through!”




  2.




  The Professor roused himself from what had apparently been a very gloomy reverie.




  “Well,” he announced, “I must go home. It has been very kind of you, Mr. Quest, to keep me here for so long.”




  Quest glanced at the clock.




  “Don’t hurry, Mr. Ashleigh,” he said. “We may get some news at any moment. French has a dozen men out on the search and he has promised to ring me up immediately he hears anything.”




  The Professor sighed.




  “A man,” he declared, “who for twenty years can deceive his master as utterly and completely as Craig has done me, who is capable of such diabolical outrages, and who, when capture stares him in the face, is capable of an escape such as he made to-day, is outside the laws of probability. Personally, I do not believe that I shall ever again see the face of my servant, any more than that you, Quest, will entirely solve the mystery of these murders and the theft of the Rheinholdt jewels.”




  Lenora, who, with her hat on, was packing a small bag at the other end of the room, glanced up for a moment.




  

    [image: Three men (one a police officer) look perplexed.]



    QUEST IS MYSTIFIED AT FINDING THE JEWELS IN THE BLACK BOX, WHICH WAS ON THE FLOOR.


  




  

    [image: Several men stand in a boat with their hands up, with guns pointing at them.]



    “SURE AN’ ME NAME’S NOT CRAIG—IT’S MARTY O’TOOLE, SIR.” THEY HAD FOOLED THE CRIMINOLOGIST.


  




  “The man is a demon!” she exclaimed. “He would have sacrificed us all, if he could. When I think of poor Laura lying there in the hospital, crushed almost to death, so that he could save his miserable carcass, and realise that he is free, I feel—”




  She stopped short. Quest looked at her and nodded.




  “Don’t mind hurting our feelings, Lenora,” he said. “French and I are up against it all right. We’re second best, at the present moment—I’ll admit that—but the end hasn’t come yet.”




  “I am sorry,” she murmured. “I was led away for a moment. But, Mr. Quest,” she went on piteously, “can’t we do something? Laura’s so brave. She tried to laugh when I left her, an hour ago, but I could see all the time that she was suffering agony. Fancy a man doing that to a woman! It makes me feel that I can’t rest or sleep. I think that when I have left the hospital I shall just walk up and down the streets and watch and search.”




  Quest shook his head.




  “That sort of thing won’t do any good,” he declared. “It isn’t any use, Lenora, working without a plan. That’s why I’m here now, waiting. I want to formulate a plan first.”




  “Who are we,” the Professor asked drearily, “to make plans against a fiend like that? What can we do against men who have revolving staircases and trolley-loads of river pirates waiting for them? You may be a scientific criminologist, Quest, but that fellow Craig is a scientific criminal, if ever there was one.”




  Quest crossed the room towards his cigar cabinet, and opened it. His little start was apparent to both of them. Lenora laid down the bag which she had just lifted up. The Professor leaned forward in his chair.




  “What is it, Quest?” he demanded.




  Quest stretched out his hand and picked up from the top of the cigars a small black box! He laid it on the table.




  “Unless I am very much mistaken,” he said, “it is another communication from our mysterious friend.”




  “Impossible!” the Professor exclaimed hoarsely.




  “How can he have been here?” Lenora cried.




  Quest removed the lid from the box and drew out a circular card. Around the outside edge was a very clever pen and ink sketch of a lifebuoy, and inside the margin were several sentences of clear handwriting. In the middle was the signature—the clenched hands! Quest read the message aloud—




  

    

      “In the great scheme of things, the Supreme Ruler of the Universe divided an inheritance amongst His children. To one He gave power, to another strength, to another beauty, but to His favourites He gave cunning.”


    


  




  They all looked at one another.




  “What does it mean?” Lenora gasped.




  “A lifebuoy!” the Professor murmured.




  They both stared at Quest, who remained silent, chewing hard at the end of his cigar.




  “Every message,” he said, speaking half to himself, “has had some significance. What does this mean—a lifebuoy?”




  He was silent for a moment. Then he turned suddenly to the Professor.




  “What did you call those men in the motor-truck, Professor—river pirates? And a lifebuoy! Wait.”




  He crossed the room towards his desk and returned with a list in his hand. He ran his finger down it, stopped and glanced at the date.




  “The Durham,” he muttered, “cargo cotton, destination Southampton, sails at high tide on the 16th. Lenora, is that calendar right?”




  “It’s the 16th, Mr. Quest,” she answered.




  Quest crossed the room to the telephone.




  “I want Number One Central, Exchange,” he said. “Thank you! Put me through to Mr. French’s office…. Hullo, French! I’ve got an idea. Can you come round here at once and bring an automobile? I want to get down to the docks—not where the passenger steamers start from—lower down…. Good! We’ll wait.”




  Quest hung up the receiver.




  “See here, Professor,” he continued, “that fellow wouldn’t dare to send this message if he wasn’t pretty sure of getting off. He’s made all his plans beforehand, but it’s my belief we shall just get our hands upon him, after all. Lenora, you’d better get along round to the hospital. You don’t come in this time. It’s bad enough to have Laura laid up—can’t risk you. There’ll be a little trouble, too, before we’re through, I’m afraid.”




  Lenora sighed as she picked up her bag.




  “If it weren’t for Laura,” she said, “you’d find it pretty hard to keep me away. I think that if I could see the handcuffs put on that man, it would be the happiest moment of my life.”




  “We’ll get him all right,” Quest promised. “Remember me to Laura.”




  “And present my compliments, also,” the Professor begged.




  Lenora left them. The Professor, his spirits apparently a little improved by the prospect of action, accepted some whisky and a cigar. Presently they heard the automobile stop outside and French appeared.




  “Anything doing?” he asked.




  Quest showed him the card and the sailing list. The Inspector nodded.




  “Say, that fellow’s some sport!” he remarked admiringly. “You wouldn’t believe it just to look at him. That staircase this afternoon, though, kind of teaches one not to trust to appearances. So you think he’s getting a move on him, Mr. Quest?”




  “I think he had a truck waiting for him at the corner of Gayson Avenue,” Quest replied. “It was the machine my men went after. The men looked like river thugs, although I shouldn’t have thought of it if the Professor hadn’t used the word ‘river pirates.’ It’s quite clear that they took Craig down to the river. There’s only one likely ship sailing to-night and that’s the Durham. It’s my belief Craig’s on her.”




  The Inspector glanced at the clock.




  “Then we’ve got to make tracks,” he declared, “and pretty quick, too. She’ll be starting from somewhere about Number Twenty-eight dock, a long way down. Come along, gentlemen.”




  They hurried out to the automobile and started off for the docks. The latter part of their journey was accomplished under difficulties, for the street was packed with drays and heavy vehicles. They reached dock Number Twenty-eight at last, however, and hurried through the shed on to the wharf. There were no signs of a steamer there.




  “Where’s the Durham?” Quest asked one of the carters, who was just getting his team together.




  The man pointed out to the middle of the river, where a small steamer was lying.




  “There she is,” he replied. “She’ll be off in a few minutes. You’ll hear the sirens directly, when they begin to move down.”




  Quest led the way quickly to the edge of the wharf. There was a small tug there, the crew of which were just making her fast for the night.




  “Fifty dollars if you’ll take us out to the Durham and catch her before she sails,” Quest shouted to the man who seemed to be the captain. “What do you say?”




  The man spat out a plug of tobacco from his mouth.




  “I’d take you to hell for fifty dollars,” he answered tersely. “Step in. We’ll make it, if you look quick.”




  They clambered down the iron ladder and jumped on to the deck of the tug. The captain seized the wheel. The two men who formed the crew took off their coats and waistcoats.




  “Give it her, Jim,” the former ordered. “Now, then, here goes! We’ll just miss the ferry.”




  They swung around and commenced their journey. Quest stood with his watch in his hand. They were getting up the anchor of the Durham, and from higher up the river came the screech of steamers beginning to move on their outward way.




  “We’ll make it all right,” the captain assured them.




  They were within a hundred yards of the Durham when Quest gave a little exclamation. From the other side of the steamer another tug shot away, turning back towards New York. Huddled up in the stern, half concealed in a tarpaulin, was a man in a plain black suit. Quest, with a little shout, recognised the man at the helm from his long brown beard.




  “That’s one of those fellows who was in the truck,” he declared, “and that’s Craig in the stern! We’ve got him this time. Say, Captain, it’s that tug I want. Never mind about the steamer. Catch it and I’ll make it a hundred dollars!”




  The man swung round the wheel, but he glanced at Quest a little doubtfully.




  “Say, what is this show?” he asked.




  Quest opened his coat and displayed his badge. He pointed to the Inspector.




  “Police job. This is Inspector French, I am Sanford Quest.”




  “Good enough,” the man replied. “What’s the bloke wanted for?”




  “Murder,” Quest answered shortly.




  “That so?” the other remarked. “Well, you’ll get him, sure! He’s looking pretty scared, too. You’d better keep your eyes open, though. I don’t know how many men there are on board, but that tug belongs to the toughest crew up the river. Got anything handy in the way of firearms?”




  Quest nodded.




  “You don’t need to worry,” he said. “We’ve automatics here, but as long as we’re heading them this way, they’ll know the game’s up.”




  “We’ve got her!” the captain exclaimed. “There’s the ferry and the first of the steamers coming down in the middle. They’ll have to chuck it.”




  Right ahead of them, blazing with lights, a huge ferry came churning the river up and sending great waves in their direction. On the other side, unnaturally large, loomed up the great bows of an ocean-going steamer. The tug was swung round and they ran up alongside. The man with the beard leaned over.




  “Say, what’s your trouble?” he demanded.




  The Inspector stepped forward.




  “I want that man you’ve got under the tarpaulin,” he announced.




  “Say, you ain’t the river police?”




  “I’m Inspector French from headquarters,” was the curt reply. “The sooner you hand him over, the better for you.”




  “Do you hear that, O’Toole?” the other remarked, swinging round on his heel. “Get up, you blackguard!”




  A man rose from underneath the oilskin. He was wearing Craig’s clothes, but his face was the face of a stranger. As quick as lightning, Quest swung round in his place.




  “He’s fooled us again!” he exclaimed. “Head her round, Captain—back to the Durham!”




  The sailor shook his head.




  “We’ve lost our chance, guvnor,” he pointed out, “Look!”




  Quest set his teeth and gripped the Inspector’s arm. The place where the Durham had been anchored was empty. Already, half a mile down the river, with a trail of light behind and her siren shrieking, the Durham was standing out seawards.
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  “Getting kind of used to these courthouse shows, aren’t you, Lenora?” Quest remarked, as they stepped from the automobile and entered the house in Georgia Square.




  Lenora shrugged her shoulders. She was certainly a very different-looking person from the tired, trembling girl who had heard Macdougal sentenced not many weeks ago.




  “Could anyone feel much sympathy,” she asked, “with those men? Red Gallagher, as they all called him, is more like a great brute animal than a human being. I think that even if they had sentenced him to death I should have felt that it was quite the proper thing to have done.”




  “Too much sentiment about those things,” Quest agreed, clipping the end off a cigar. “Men like that are better off the face of the earth. They did their best to send me there.”




  “Here’s a cablegram for you!” Lenora exclaimed, bringing it over to him. “Mr. Quest, I wonder if it’s from Scotland Yard!”




  Quest tore it open. They read it together, Lenora standing on tiptoe to peer over his shoulder:




  

    

      “Stowaway answering in every respect your description of Craig found on ‘Durham.’ Has been arrested, as desired, and will be taken to Hamblin House for identification by Lord Ashleigh. Reply whether you are coming over, and full details as to charge.”


    


  




  “Good for Scotland Yard!” Quest declared. “So they’ve got him, eh? All the same, that fellow’s as slippery as an eel. Lenora, how should you like a trip across the ocean, eh?”




  “I should love it,” Lenora replied. “Do you mean it really?”




  Quest nodded.




  “The fellow’s fooled me pretty well,” he continued, “but somehow I feel that if I get my hands on him this time, they’ll stay there till he stands where Red Gallagher did to-day. I don’t feel content to let anyone else finish off the job. Got any relatives over there?”




  “I have an aunt in London,” Lenora told him, “the dearest old lady you ever knew. She’d give anything to have me make her a visit.”




  Quest moved across to his desk and took up a sailing list. He studied it for a few moments and turned back to Lenora.




  “Send a cable off at once to Scotland Yard,” he directed. “Say—‘Am sailing on Lusitania to-morrow. Hold prisoner. Charge very serious. Have full warrants.’”




  Lenora wrote down the message and went to the telephone to send it off. As soon as she had finished, Quest took up his hat again.




  “Come on,” he invited. “The machine’s outside. We’ll just go and look in on the Professor and tell him the news. Poor old chap, I’m afraid he’ll never be the same man again.”




  “He must miss Craig terribly,” Lenora observed, as they took their places in the automobile, “and yet, Mr. Quest, it does seem to me a most amazing thing that a man so utterly callous and cruel as Craig must be, should have been a devoted and faithful servant to anyone through all these years.”




  Quest nodded.




  “I am beginning to frame a theory about that. You see, all the time Craig has lived with the Professor, he has been a sort of dabbler with him in his studies. Where the Professor’s gone right into a thing and understood it, Craig, you see, hasn’t managed to get past the first crust. His brain wasn’t educated enough for the subjects into the consideration of which the Professor may have led him. See what I’m driving at?”




  “You mean that he may have been mad?” Lenora suggested.




  “Something of that sort,” Quest assented. “Seems to me the only feasible explanation. The Professor’s a bit of a terror, you know. There are some queer stories about the way he got some of his earlier specimens in South America. Science is his god. What he has gone through in some of those foreign countries, no one knows. Quite enough to unbalance any man of ordinary nerves and temperament.”




  “The Professor himself is remarkably sane,” Lenora observed.




  “Precisely,” Quest agreed, “but then, you see, his brain was big enough, to start with. It could hold all there was for it to hold. It’s like pouring stuff into the wrong receptacle when a man like Craig tries to follow him. However, that’s only a theory. Here we are, and the front door wide open. I wonder how our friend’s feeling to-day.”




  They found the Professor on his hands and knees upon a dusty floor. Carefully arranged before him were the bones of a skeleton, each laid in some appointed place. He had a chart on either side of him, and a third one on an easel. He looked up a little impatiently at the sound of the opening of the door, but when he recognised Quest and his companion the annoyance passed from his face.




  “Are we disturbing you, Mr. Ashleigh?” Quest enquired.




  The Professor rose to his feet and brushed the dust from his knees.




  “I shall be glad of a rest,” he said simply. “You see what I am doing? I am trying to reconstruct from memory—and a little imagination, perhaps—the important part of my missing skeleton. It’s a wonderful problem which those bones might have solved, if I had been able to place them fairly before the scientists of the world. Do you understand much about the human frame, Mr. Quest?”




  Quest shook his head promptly.




  “Still life doesn’t interest me,” he declared. “Bones are bones, after all, you know. I don’t even care who my grandfather was, much less who my grandfather a million times removed might have been. Let’s step into the study for a moment, Professor, if you don’t mind,” he went on. “Lenora here is a little sensitive to smell, and a spray of lavender water on some of your bones wouldn’t do them any harm.”




  The Professor ambled amiably towards the door.




  “I never notice it myself,” he said. “Very likely that is because I see beyond these withered fragments into the prehistoric worlds whence they came. I sit here alone sometimes, and the curtain rolls up, and I find myself back in one of those far corners of South America, or even in a certain spot in East Africa, and I can almost fancy that time rolls back like an unwinding reel and there are no secrets into which I may not look. And then the moment passes and I remember that this dry-as-dust world is shrieking always for proofs—this extraordinary conglomeration of human animals in weird attire, with monstrous tastes and extraordinary habits, who make up what they call the civilized world. Civilized!”




  They reached the study and Quest produced his cigar case.




  “Can’t imagine any world that existed before tobacco,” he remarked cheerfully. “Help yourself, Professor. It does me good to see you human enough to enjoy a cigar!”




  The Professor smiled.




  “I never remember to buy any for myself,” he said, “but one of yours is always a treat. Miss Lenora, I am glad to see, is completely recovered.”




  “I am quite well, thank you, Mr. Ashleigh,” Lenora replied. “I am even forgetting that I ever had nerves. I have been in the courthouse all the morning, and I even looked curiously at your garage as we drove up.”




  “Very good—very good, my dear!” the Professor murmured. “At the courthouse, eh? Were those charming friends of yours from Bethel being tried, Quest?”




  Quest nodded.




  “Red Gallagher and his mate! Yes, they got it in the neck, too.”




  “Personally,” the Professor exclaimed, his eyes sparkling with appreciation of his own wit, “I think that they ought to have got it round the neck! However, let us be thankful that they are disposed of. Their attack upon you, Mr. Quest, introduced rather a curious factor into our troubles. Even now I find it a little difficult to follow the workings of our friend French’s mind. It seems hard to believe that he could really have imagined you guilty.”




  “French is all right,” Quest declared. “He fell into the common error of the detective without imagination.”




  “What about that unhappy man Craig?” the Professor asked gloomily. “Isn’t the Durham almost due now?”




  Quest took out the cablegram from his pocket and passed it over. The Professor’s fingers trembled a little as he read it. He passed it back, however, without immediate comment.




  “You see, they have been cleverer over there than we were,” Quest remarked.




  “Perhaps,” the Professor assented. “They seem, at least, to have arrested the man. Even now I can scarcely believe that it is Craig—my servant Craig—who is lying in an English prison. Do you know that his people have been servants in the Ashleigh family for some hundreds of years?”




  Quest was clearly interested. “Say, I’d like to hear about that!” he exclaimed. “You know, I’m rather great on heredity, Professor. What class did he come from then? Were his people just domestic servants always?”




  The Professor’s face was for a moment troubled. He moved to his desk, rummaged about for a time, and finally produced an ancient volume.




  “This really belongs to my brother, Lord Ashleigh,” he explained. “He brought it over with him to show me some entries concerning which I was interested. It contains a history of the Hamblin estate since the days of Cromwell, and here in the back, you see, is a list of our farmers, bailiffs and domestic servants. There was a Craig who was a tenant of the first Lord Ashleigh and fought with him in the Cromwellian Wars as a trooper and since those days, so far as I can see, there has never been a time when there hasn’t been a Craig in the service of our family. A fine race they seem to have been, until—”




  “Until when?” Quest demanded.




  The look of trouble had once more clouded the Professor’s face. He shrugged his shoulders slightly.




  “Until Craig’s father,” he admitted. “I am afraid I must admit that we come upon a bad piece of family history here. Silas Craig entered the service of my father in 1858, as under game-keeper. Here we come upon the first black mark against the name. He appears to have lived reputably for some years, and then, after a quarrel with a neighbour about some trivial matter, he deliberately murdered him, a crime for which he was tried and executed in 1867. John Craig, his only son, entered our service in 1880, and, when I left England, accompanied me as my valet.”




  There was a moment’s silence. Quest shook his head a little reproachfully.




  “Professor,” he said, “you are a scientific man, you appreciate the significance of heredity, yet during all this time, when you must have seen for yourself the evidence culminating against Craig, you never mentioned this—this—damning piece of evidence.”




  The Professor closed the book with a sigh.




  “I did not mention it, Mr. Quest,” he acknowledged, “because I did not believe in Craig’s guilt and I did not wish to further prejudice you against him. That is the whole and simple truth. Now tell me what you are going to do about his arrest?”




  “Lenora and I are sailing to-morrow,” Quest replied. “We are taking over the necessary warrants and shall bring Craig back here for trial.”




  The Professor smoked thoughtfully for some moments. Then he rose deliberately to his feet. He had come to a decision. He announced it calmly but irrevocably.




  “I shall come with you,” he announced. “I shall be glad of a visit to England, but apart from that I feel it to be my duty. I owe it to Craig to see that he has a fair chance, and I owe it to the law to see that he pays the penalty, if indeed he is guilty of these crimes. Is Miss Laura accompanying you, too?”




  Quest shook his head.




  “From what the surgeons tell us,” he said, “it will be some weeks before she is able to travel. At the same time, I must tell you that I am glad of your decision, Professor.”




  “It is my duty,” the latter declared. “I cannot rest in this state of uncertainty. If Craig is lost to me, the sooner I face the fact the better. At the same time I will be frank with you. Notwithstanding all this accumulated pile of evidence I feel in my heart the urgent necessity of seeing him face to face, of holding him by the shoulders and asking him whether these things are true. We have faced death together, Craig and I. We have done more than that—we have courted it. There is nothing about him I can accept from hearsay. I shall go with you to England, Mr. Quest.”




  2.




  The Professor rose from his seat in some excitement as the carriage passed through the great gates of Hamblin Park. He acknowledged with a smile the respectful curtsey of the woman who held it open.




  “You have now an opportunity, my dear Mr. Quest,” he said, “of appreciating one feature of English life not entirely reproducible in your own wonderful country. I mean the home life and surroundings of our aristocracy. You see these oak trees?” he went on, with a little wave of his hand. “They were planted by my ancestors in the days of Henry the Eighth. I have been a student of tree life in South America and in the dense forests of Central Africa, but for real character, for splendour of growth and hardiness, there is nothing in the world to touch the Ashleigh oaks.”




  “They’re some trees,” the criminologist admitted.




  “You notice, perhaps, the smaller ones, which seem dwarfed. Their tops were cut off by the Lord of Ashleigh on the day that Lady Jane Grey was beheaded. Queen Elizabeth heard of it and threatened to confiscate the estate. Look at the turf, my friend. Ages have gone to the making of that mossy, velvet carpet.”




  “Where’s the house?” Quest enquired.




  “A mile farther on yet. The woods part and make a natural avenue past the bend of the river there,” the Professor pointed out. “Full of trout, that river, Quest. How I used to whip that stream when I was a boy!”




  They swept presently round a bend in the avenue. Before them on the hill-side, surrounded by trees and with a great walled garden behind, was Hamblin House. Quest gave vent to a little exclamation of wonder as he looked at it. The older part and the whole of the west front was Elizabethan, but the Georgian architect entrusted with the task of building a great extension had carried out his work in a manner almost inspired. Lines and curves, sweeping everywhere towards the same constructive purpose, had been harmonised by the hand of time into a most surprising and effectual unity. The criminologist, notwithstanding his unemotional temperament, repeated his exclamation as he resumed his place in the carriage.




  “This is where you’ve got us beaten,” he admitted. “Our country places are like gew-gaw palaces compared to this. Makes me kind of sorry,” he went on regretfully, “that I didn’t bring Lenora along.”




  The Professor shook his head.




  “You were very wise,” he said. “My brother and Lady Ashleigh have recovered from the shock of poor Lena’s death in a marvellous manner, I believe, but the sight of the girl might have brought it back to them. You have left her with friends, I hope, Mr. Quest?”




  

    [image: An aristocratic man dramatically points towards a down-trodden man.]



    LORD ASHLEIGH IDENTIFIES THE CAPTURED MAN AS CRAIG.


  




  

    [image: Several men stand around a pair of men crouched next to two bloodhounds.]



    “CRAIG DISAPPEARED ABOUT HERE, SIR”—SAID THE GAMEKEEPER.


  




  “She has an aunt in Hampstead,” the latter explained. “I should have liked to have seen her safely there myself, but we should have been an hour or two later down here, and I tell you,” he went on, his voice gathering a note almost of ferocity, “I’m wanting to get my hands on that fellow Craig! I wonder where they’re holding him.”




  “At the local police-station, I expect,” the Professor replied. “My brother is a magistrate, of course, and he would see that proper arrangements were made. There he is at the hall door.”




  The carriage drew up before the great front, a moment or two later. Lord Ashleigh came forward with outstretched hands, the genial smile of the welcoming host upon his lips. In his manner, however, there was a distinct note of anxiety.




  “Edgar, my dear fellow,” he exclaimed, “I am delighted! Welcome back to your home! Mr. Quest, I am very happy to see you here. You have heard the news, of course?”




  “We have heard nothing!” the Professor replied.




  “You didn’t go to Scotland Yard?” Lord Ashleigh asked.




  “We haven’t been to London at all,” Quest explained. “We got on the boat train at Plymouth, and your brother managed to induce one of the directors whom he saw on the platform to stop the train for us at Hamblin Road. We only left the boat two hours ago. There’s nothing wrong with Craig, is there?”




  Lord Ashleigh motioned them to follow him.




  “Please come this way,” he invited.




  He led them across the hall—which, dimly-lit and with its stained-glass windows, was almost like the nave of a cathedral,—into the library beyond. He closed the door and turned around.




  “I have bad news for you both,” he announced. “Craig has escaped.”




  Neither the Professor nor Quest betrayed any unusual surprise. So far as the latter was concerned, his first glimpse at Lord Ashleigh’s face had warned him of what was coming.




  “Dear me!” the Professor murmured, sinking into an easy-chair. “This is most unexpected!”




  “We’ll get him again,” Quest declared quickly. “Can you let us have the particulars of his escape, Lord Ashleigh? The sooner we get the hang of things, the better.”




  Their host turned towards the butler, who was arranging a tray upon the sideboard.




  “You must permit me to offer you some refreshments after your journey,” he begged. “Then I will tell you the whole story. I think you will agree, when you hear it, that no particular blame can be said to rest upon any one’s shoulders. It was simply an extraordinary interposition of chance. There is tea, whisky and soda, and wine here, Mr. Quest. Edgar, I know you’ll take some tea.”




  “English tea for me,” the Professor remarked, watching the cream.




  “Whisky and soda here,” Quest decided.




  Lord Ashleigh himself attended to the wants of his guests. Then, at his instigation, they made themselves comfortable in easy-chairs and he commenced his narration.




  “You know, of course,” he began, “that Craig was arrested at Liverpool in consequence of communications from the New York police. I understand that it was with great difficulty he was discovered, and it is quite clear that some one on the ship had been heavily bribed. However, he was arrested, brought to London, and then down here for purposes of identification. I would have gone to London myself, and in fact offered to do so, but on the other hand, as there are many others on the estate to whom he was well-known, I thought that it would be better to have more evidence than mine alone. Accordingly, they left London one afternoon, and I sent a dogcart to the station to meet them. They arrived quite safely and started for here, Craig handcuffed to one of the Scotland Yard men on the back seat, and the other in front with the driver. About half a mile from the south entrance to the park, the road runs across a rather desolate strip of country with a lot of low undergrowth on one side. We have had a little trouble with poachers, as there is a sort of gipsy camp on some common land a short distance away. My head-keeper, to whom the very idea of a poacher is intolerable, was patrolling this ground himself that afternoon, and caught sight of one of these gipsy fellows setting a trap. He chased him, and more, I am sure, to frighten him than anything else, when he saw that the fellow was getting away he fired his gun, just as the dog-cart was passing. The horse shied, the wheel caught a great stone by the side of the road, and all four men were thrown out. The man to whom Craig was handcuffed was stunned, but Craig himself appears to have been unhurt. He jumped up, took the key of the handcuffs from the pocket of the officer, undid them, and slipped off into the undergrowth before either the groom or the other Scotland Yard man had recovered their senses. To cut a long story short, that was last Thursday, and up till now not a single trace of the fellow has been discovered.”




  Quest rose abruptly to his feet.




  “I’d like to take this matter up right on the spot where Craig disappeared,” he suggested. “Couldn’t we do that?”




  “By all means,” Lord Ashleigh agreed, touching a bell. “We have several hours before we change for dinner. I will have a car round and take you to the spot.”




  The Professor acquiesced readily, and very soon they stepped out of the automobile on to the side of a narrow road, looking very much as it had been described. Further on, beyond a stretch of open common, they could see the smoke from the gipsy encampment. On their left-hand side was a stretch of absolutely wild country, bounded in the far distance by the grey stone wall of the park. Lord Ashleigh led the way through the thicket, talking as he went.




  “Craig came along through here,” he explained. “The groom and the Scotland Yard man who had been sitting by his side followed him. They searched for an hour but found no trace of him at all. Then they returned to the house to make a report and get help. I will now show you how Craig first eluded them.”




  He led the way along a tangled path, doubled back, plunged into a little spinney and came suddenly to a small shed.




  “This is an ancient gamekeeper’s shelter,” he explained, “built a long time ago and almost forgotten now. What Craig did, without a doubt, was to hide in this. The Scotland Yard man who took the affair in hand found distinct traces here of recent occupation. That is how he made his first escape.”




  Quest nodded.




  “Sure!” he murmured. “Well now, what about your more extended search?”




  “I was coming to that,” Lord Ashleigh replied. “As Edgar will remember, no doubt, I have always kept a few bloodhounds in my kennels, and as soon as we could get together one or two of the keepers and a few of the local constabulary, we started off again from here. The dogs brought us without a check to this shed, and started off again in this way.”




  They walked another half a mile, across a reedy swamp. Every now and then they had to jump across a small dyke, and once they had to make a detour to avoid an osier bed. They came at last to the river.




  “Now I can show you exactly how that fellow put us off the scent here,” their guide proceeded. “He seems to have picked up something, Edgar, in those South American trips of yours, for a cleverer thing I never saw. You see all these bullrushes everywhere—clouds of them, all along the river?”




  “We call them tules,” Quest muttered. “Well?”




  “When Craig arrived here,” Lord Ashleigh continued, “he must have heard the baying of the dogs in the distance and he knew that the game was up unless he could put them off the scent. He cut a quantity of these bullrushes from a place a little further behind those trees there, stepped boldly into the middle of the water, waded down to that spot where, as you see, the trees hang over, stood stock still and leaned them all around him. It was dusk when the chase reached the river bank, and I have no doubt the bullrushes presented quite a natural appearance. At any rate, although the dogs came without a check to the edge of the river, where he stepped off, they never picked the scent up again either on this side or the other. We tried them for four or five hours before we took them home. The next morning, while the place was being thoroughly searched, we came upon the spot where these bullrushes had been cut down, and we found them caught in the low boughs of a tree, drifting down the river.”




  The Professor’s tone was filled with something almost like admiration.




  “I must confess,” he declared, “I never realised for a single moment that Craig was a person of such gifts. In all the small ways of life, in campaigning, camping out, dealing with natural difficulties incidental to our expeditions, I have found him invariably a person of resource, ready-witted and full of useful suggestions. But that he should be able to apply his gifts with such infinite cunning, to a suddenly conceived career of crime, I must admit amazes me.”




  Quest had lit a fresh cigar and was smoking vigorously.




  “What astonishes me more than anything,” he pronounced, as he stood looking over the desolate expanse of country, “is that when one comes face to face with the fellow he presents all the appearance of a nerveless and broken-down coward. Then all of a sudden there spring up these evidences of the most amazing, the most diabolical resource…. Who’s this, Lord Ashleigh?”




  The latter turned his head. An elderly man in a brown velveteen suit, with gaiters and thick boots, raised his hat respectfully.




  “This is my head-keeper, Middleton,” his master explained. “He was with us on the chase.”




  The Professor shook hands heartily with the newcomer.




  “Not a day older, Middleton!” he exclaimed. “So you are the man who has given us all this trouble, eh? This gentleman and I have come over from New York on purpose to lay hands on Craig.”




  “I am very sorry, sir,” the man replied. “I wouldn’t have fired my gun if I had known what the consequences were going to be, but them poaching devils that come round here rabbiting fairly send me furious and that’s a fact. It ain’t that one grudges them a few rabbits, but my tame pheasants all run out here from the home wood, and I’ve seen feathers at the side of the road there that no fox nor stoat had nothing to do with. All the same, sir, I’m very sorry,” he added, “to have been the cause of any inconvenience.”




  “It is rather worse than inconvenience, Middleton,” the Professor said gravely. “The man who has escaped is one of the worst criminals of these days.”




  “He won’t get far, sir,” the gamekeeper remarked, with a little smile. “It’s a wild bit of country, this, and I admit that men might search it for weeks without finding anything, but those gentlemen from Scotland Yard, sir, if you’ll excuse my making the remark, and hoping that this gentleman,” he added, looking at Quest, “is in no way connected with them—well, they don’t know everything, and that’s a fact.”




  “This gentleman is from the United States,” Lord Ashleigh reminded him, “so your criticism doesn’t affect him. By-the-by, Middleton, I heard this morning that you’d been airing your opinions down in the village. You seem to rather fancy yourself as a thief-catcher.”




  “I wouldn’t go so far as that, my lord,” the man replied respectfully, “but still, I hope I may say that I’ve as much common sense as most people. You see, sir,” he went on, turning to Quest, “the spots where he could emerge from this track of country are pretty well guarded, and he’ll be in a fine mess, when he does put in an appearance, to show himself upon a public road. Yet by this time I should say he must be nigh starved. Sooner or later he’ll have to come out for food. I’ve a little scheme of my own, sir, I don’t mind admitting,” the man concluded, with a twinkle in his keen brown eyes. “I’m not giving it away. If I catch him for you, that’s all that’s wanted, I imagine, and we shan’t be any the nearer to it for letting any one into my little secret.”




  His master smiled.




  “You shall have your rise out of the police, if you can, Middleton,” he observed. “It seems queer, though, to believe that the fellow’s still in hiding round here.”




  As though by common consent, they all stood, for a moment, perfectly still, looking across the stretch of marshland with its boggy places, its scrubby plantations, its clustering masses of tall grasses and bullrushes. The grey twilight had become even more pronounced during the last few minutes. Little wreaths of white mist hung over the damp places. Everywhere was a queer silence. The very air seemed breathless. The Professor shivered and turned away.




  “My nerves,” he declared, “are scarcely what they were. I have listened in a primeval forest, listened for the soft rustling of a snake in the undergrowth, or the distant roar of some beast of prey. I have listened then with curiosity. I have not known fear. It seems to me, somehow, that in this place there is something different afoot. I don’t like it, George—I don’t like it. We will go home, if you please.”




  They made their way, single file, to the road and up to the house. Lord Ashleigh did his best to dispel a queer little sensation of uneasiness which seemed to have arisen in the minds of all of them.




  “Come,” he said, “we must put aside our disappointment for the present, and remember that after all the chances are that Craig will never make his escape alive. Let us forget him for a little while…. Mr. Quest,” he added, a few minutes later, as they reached the hall, “Moreton here will show you to your room and look after you. Please let me know if you will take an aperitif. I can recommend my sherry. We dine at eight o’clock. Edgar, you know your way. The blue room, of course. I am coming up with you myself. Her ladyship back yet, Moreton?”




  “Not yet, my lord.”




  “Lady Ashleigh,” her husband explained, “has gone to the other side of the county to open a bazaar. She is looking forward to the pleasure of welcoming you at dinner-time.”


  




  Dinner, served, out of compliment to their transatlantic visitor, in the great banqueting hall, was to Quest especially a most impressive meal. They sat at a small round table lit by shaded lights, in the centre of an apartment which was large in reality, and which seemed vast by reason of the shadows which hovered around the unlit spaces. From the walls frowned down a long succession of family portraits—Ashleighs in the queer Tudor costume of Henry the Seventh; Ashleighs in chain armour, sword in hand, a charger waiting, regardless of perspective, in the near distance; Ashleighs befrilled and bewigged; Ashleighs in the Court dress of the Georges—judges, sailors, statesmen and soldiers. A collection of armour which would have gladdened the eye of many an antiquarian, was ranged along the black-panelled walls. Everything was in harmony, even the grave precision of the solemn-faced butler and the powdered hair of the two footmen. Quest, perhaps for the first time in his life, felt almost lost, hopelessly out of touch with his surroundings, an alien and a struggling figure. Nevertheless, he entertained the little party with many stories. He struggled all the time against that queer sensation of anachronism which now and then became almost oppressive.




  The Professor’s pleasure at finding himself once more amongst these familiar surroundings was obvious and intense. The conversation between him and his brother never flagged. There were tenants and neighbours to be asked after, matters concerning the estate on which he demanded information. Even the very servants’ names he remembered.




  “It was a queer turn of fate, George,” he declared, as he held out before him a wonderfully chased glass filled with amber wine, “which sent you into the world a few seconds before me and made you Lord of Ashleigh and me a struggling scientific man.”




  “The world has benefited by it,” Lord Ashleigh remarked, with more than fraternal courtesy. “We hear great things of you over here, Edgar. We hear that you have been on the point of proving most unpleasant things with regard to our origin.”




  “Oh! there is no doubt about that,” the Professor observed. “Where we came from and where we are going to are questions which no longer afford room for the slightest doubt to the really scientific mind. What sometimes does elude us is the nature of our tendencies while we are here on earth.”




  “Mine, I fancy, are obvious enough,” Lord Ashleigh interposed.




  “Superficially, I grant it,” his brother acknowledged. “As a matter of scientific fact, I recognize the probability of your actually being a person utterly different from what you appear. Man becomes what he is according to the circumstances by which he is assailed. Now your life here, George, must be a singularly uneventful one.”




  “Not during the last six months,” Lord Ashleigh remarked, with a sigh. “Even these last few days have been exciting enough. I must confess that they have left me with a queer sort of nervousness. I find myself listening intently sometimes,—conscious, as it were, of the influence or presence of some indefinite danger.”




  “Very interesting,” the Professor murmured. “Spiritualism, as an exact science, has always interested me very much.”




  Lady Ashleigh made a little grimace.




  “Don’t encourage George,” she begged. “He is much too superstitious, as it is.”




  There was a brief silence. The port had been placed upon the table and coffee served. The servants, according to the custom of the house, had departed. The great apartment was empty. Even Quest was impressed by some peculiar significance in the long-drawn-out silence. He looked around him uneasily. The frowning regard of that long line of painted warriors seemed somehow to be full of menace. There was something grim, too, in the sight of those empty suits of armour.




  “I may be superstitious,” Lord Ashleigh said, “but there are times, especially just lately, when I seem to find a new and hateful quality in silence. What is it, I wonder? I ask you but I think I know. It is the conviction that there is some alien presence, something disturbing lurking close at hand.”




  He suddenly rose to his feet, pushed his chair back and walked to the window, which opened level with the ground. He threw it up and listened. The others came over and joined him. There was nothing to be heard but the distant hooting of an owl, and farther away the barking of some farmhouse dog. Lord Ashleigh stood there with straining eyes, gazing out across the park.




  “There was something here,” he muttered, “something which has gone. What’s that? Quest, your eyes are younger than mine. Can you see anything underneath that tree?”




  Quest peered out into the grey darkness.




  “I fancied I saw something moving in the shadow of that oak,” he muttered. “Wait.”




  He crossed the terrace, swung down on to the path, across a lawn, over a wire fence and into the park itself. All the time he kept his eyes fixed on a certain spot. When at last he reached the tree, there was nothing there. He looked all around him. He stood and listened for several moments. A more utterly peaceful night it would be hard to imagine. Slowly he made his way back to the house.




  “I imagine we are all a little nervous to-night,” he remarked. “There’s nothing doing out there.”




  They strolled about for an hour or more, looking into different rooms, showing their guest the finest pictures, even taking him down into the wonderful cellars. They parted early, but Quest stood, for a few moments before retiring, gazing about him with an air almost of awe. His great room, as large as an apartment in an Italian palace, was lit by a dozen wax candles in silver candlesticks. His four-poster was supported by pillars of black oak, carved into strange forms, and surmounted by the Ashleigh coronet and coat of arms. He threw his windows open wide and stood for a moment looking out across the park, more clearly visible now by the light of the slowly rising moon. There was scarcely a breeze stirring, scarcely a sound even from the animal world. Nevertheless, Quest, too, as reluctantly he made his preparations for retiring for the night, was conscious of that queer sensation of unimagined and impalpable danger.




  CHAPTER X


  LOST IN LONDON
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  1.




  Quest, notwithstanding the unusual nature of his surroundings, slept that night as only a tired and healthy man can. He was awakened the next morning by the quiet movements of a man-servant who had brought back his clothes carefully brushed and pressed. He sat up in bed and discovered a small china tea equipage by his side.




  “What’s this?” he enquired.




  “Your tea, sir.”




  Quest drank half a cupful without protest.




  “Your bath is ready at any time, sir.”




  “I’m coming right along,” Quest replied, jumping out of bed.




  The man held up a dressing-gown and escorted him to an unexpectedly modern bathroom at the end of the corridor. When Quest returned, his toilet articles were all laid out for him with prim precision; the window was wide open, the blinds drawn, and a soft breeze was stealing through into the room. Below him, the park, looking more beautiful than ever in the morning sunshine, stretched away to a vista of distant meadowlands and cornfields, with here and there a little farm-house and outbuildings, gathered snugly together. The servant, who had heard him leave the bathroom, reappeared.




  “Is there anything further I can do for you, sir?” he enquired.




  “Nothing at all, thanks,” Quest assured him. “What time’s breakfast?”




  “Breakfast is served at nine o’clock, sir. It is now half-past eight.”




  The man withdrew and Quest made a brisk toilet. The nameless fears of the previous night had altogether disappeared. To his saner morning imagination, the atmosphere seemed somehow to have become cleared of that cloud of mysterious depression. He was whistling to himself from sheer light-heartedness as he turned to leave the room. Then the shock came. At the last moment he stretched out his hand to take a handkerchief from his satchel. A sudden exclamation broke from his lips. He stood for a moment as though turned to stone. Before him, on the top of the little pile of white cambric, was a small black box! With a movement of the fingers which was almost mechanical, he removed the lid and drew out the customary little scrap of paper. He smoothed it out before him on the dressing-case and read the message:—




  

    

      “You will fail here as you have failed before. Better go back. There is more danger for you in this country than you dream of.”


    


  




  His teeth came fiercely together and his hands were clenched. His thoughts had gone like a flash to Lenora. Was it possible that harm was intended to her? He put the idea away from him almost as soon as conceived. The thing was unimaginable. Craig was here, must be here, in the close vicinity of the house. He could have had no time to communicate with confederates in London. Lenora, at any rate, was safe. Then he glanced around the room and thought for a moment of his own danger. In the dead of the night, as he had slept, mysterious feet had stolen across his room, mysterious hands had placed those few words of half mocking warning in that simple hiding-place! It would have been just as easy, he reflected with a grim little smile, for those hands to have stretched their death-dealing fingers over the bed where he had lain asleep. He looked once more out over the park. Somehow, its sunny peace seemed to have become disturbed. The strange sense of foreboding which he, in common with the others, had carried about with him last night, had returned.




  The atmosphere of the pleasant breakfast-room to which in due course he descended, was cheerful enough. Lady Ashleigh had already taken her place at the head of the table before a glittering array of silver tea and coffee equipage. The Professor, with a plate in his hand, was making an approving survey of the contents of the dishes ranged upon the sideboard.




  “An English breakfast, my dear Quest,” he remarked, after they had exchanged the usual greetings, “will, I am sure, appeal to you. I am not, I confess, given to the pleasures of the table, but if anything could move me to enthusiasm in dietary matters, the sight of your sideboard, my dear sister-in-law, would do so. I commend the bacon and eggs to you, Quest, or if you prefer sausages, those long, thin ones are home-made and delicious. Does Mrs. Bland still cure our hams, Julia?”




  “Her daughter does,” Lady Ashleigh replied, smiling. “We are almost self-supporting here. All our daily produce, of course, comes from the home farm. Tea or coffee, Mr. Quest?”




  “Coffee, if you please,” Quest decided, returning from his visit to the sideboard. “Is Lord Ashleigh a late riser?”




  “Not by any means,” his wife declared. “He very often gets up and rides in the park before breakfast. I don’t know where he is this morning. He didn’t even come in to see me. I think we must send up.”




  She touched an electric bell under her foot and a moment or two later the butler appeared.




  “Go up and see how long your master will be,” Lady Ashleigh directed.




  “Very good, your ladyship.”




  The man was backing through the doorway in his usual dignified manner when he was suddenly pushed to one side. The valet who had waited upon Quest, and who was Lord Ashleigh’s own servant, rushed into the room. His face was white. He had forgotten all decorum. He almost shouted to Lady Ashleigh.




  “Your ladyship—the master! Something has happened! He won’t move! He—he—”




  They all rose to their feet. Quest groaned to himself. The black box!




  “What do you mean?” Lady Ashleigh faltered. “What do you mean, Williams?”




  The man shook his head. He seemed almost incapable of speech.




  “Something has happened to the master!”




  They all trooped out of the room and up the stairs, the Professor leading the way. They pushed open the door of Lord Ashleigh’s bedchamber. In the far corner of the large room was the four-poster, and underneath the clothes a silent figure. The Professor turned down the sheets. Then he held out his hand. His face, too, was blanched.




  “Julia, don’t come,” he begged.




  “I must know!” she almost shrieked. “I must know!”




  “George is dead,” the Professor said slowly.




  There was a moment’s awful silence, broken by a piercing scream from Lady Ashleigh. She sank down upon the sofa and the Professor leaned over her. Quest turned to the little group of frightened servants who were gathering round the doorway.




  “Telephone for a doctor,” he ordered, “also to the local police-station.”




  

    [image: A footman interrupts in the dining room.]



    “FOR GOD’S SAKE, COME! MY MASTER HAS BEEN STRANGLED TO DEATH.”


  




  

    [image: A roomful of people are overcome with grief while a man gesticulates.]



    “LADY ASHLEIGH, I WILL FIND AND BRING TO JUSTICE, THE CRIMINAL.”


  




  He, too, approached the bed and reverently lifted the covering. Lord Ashleigh was lying there, his body a little doubled up, his arms wide outstretched. On his throat were two black marks.




  “Where is the valet—Williams?” Quest asked, as he turned away.




  The man came forward.




  “Tell us at once what you know?” Quest demanded.




  “I came in, as usual, to call his lordship before I called you,” the man replied. “He did not answer, but I thought, perhaps, that he was sleepy. I filled his bath, which, as you see, opens out of the room, and then came to attend on you. When you went down to breakfast, I returned to his lordship’s room expecting to find him dressed. Instead of that the room was silent, the bath still unused. I spoke to him—there was no answer. Then I lifted the sheet!”




  They had led Lady Ashleigh from the room. The Professor and Quest stood face to face. The former’s expression, however, had lost all his amiable serenity. His face was white and pinched. He looked shrivelled up. It was as though some physical stroke had fallen upon him.




  “Quest! Quest!” he almost sobbed. “My brother!—George, whom I loved like nobody else on earth! Is he really dead?”




  “Absolutely!”




  The Professor gripped the oak pillar of the bedstead. He seemed on the point of collapse.




  “The mark of the Hands is upon his throat,” Quest pointed out.




  “The Hands! Oh, my God!” the Professor groaned.




  “We must not eat or drink or sleep,” Quest declared fiercely, “until we have brought this matter to an end. Craig must be found. This is the supreme horror of all. Pull yourself together, Mr. Ashleigh. We shall need every particle of intelligence we possess. I begin to think that we are fighting against something superhuman.”




  The butler made an apologetic appearance. He spoke in a hushed whisper.




  “You are wanted downstairs, gentlemen. Middleton, the head-keeper, is there.”




  As though inspired with a common idea, both Quest and the Professor hurried out of the room and down the broad stairs. Their inspiration was a true one. The gamekeeper welcomed them with a smile of triumph. By his side, the picture of abject misery, his clothes torn and muddy, was Craig!




  “I’ve managed this little job, sir,” Middleton announced, with a smile of slow triumph.




  “How did you get him?” Quest demanded.




  “Little idea of my own,” the gamekeeper continued. “I guessed pretty well what he’d be up to. He’d tumbled to it that the usual way off the moor was pretty well guarded, and he’d doubled back through the thin line of woods close to the house. I dug one of my poachers’ pits, sir, and covered it over with a lot of loose stuff. That got him all right. When I went to look this morning I saw where he’d fallen through, and there he was, walking round and round at the bottom like a caged animal. Your servants have telephoned for the police, Mr. Ashleigh,” he went on, turning to the Professor, “but I’d like you just to point out to the Scotland Yard gentleman—called us yokels, he did, when he first came down—that we’ve a few ideas of our own down here.”




  Quest suddenly whispered to the Professor. Then he turned to the keeper.




  “Bring him upstairs, Middleton, for a moment,” he directed. “Follow us, please.”




  The Professor gripped Quest’s arm as they ascended the stairs.




  “What is this?” he asked hoarsely. “What is it you wish to do?”




  “It’s just an idea of my own,” Quest replied. “I rather believe in that sort of thing. I want to confront him with the result of his crime.”




  The Professor stopped short. His eyes were half-closed.




  “It is too horrible!” he muttered.




  “Nothing could be too horrible for an inhuman being like this,” Quest answered tersely. “I want to see whether he’ll commit himself.”




  They passed into the bedchamber. Quest signed to the keeper to bring Craig to the side of the four-poster. Then he drew down the sheet.




  “Is that your work?” he asked sternly.




  Craig, up till then, had spoken no word. He had shambled to the bedside, a broken, yet in a sense, a stolid figure. The sight of the dead man, however, seemed to galvanise him into sudden and awful vitality. He threw up his arms. His eyes were horrible as they glared at those small black marks. His lips moved, helplessly at first. Then at last he spoke.




  “Strangled!” he cried. “One more!”




  “That is your work,” the criminologist said firmly.




  Craig collapsed. He would have fallen bodily to the ground if Middleton’s grip had not kept him up. Quest bent over him. It was clear that he had fainted. They led him from the room.




  “We’d better lock him up until the police arrive,” Quest suggested. “I suppose there is a safe place somewhere?”




  The Professor awoke from his stupor.




  “Let me show you,” he begged. “I know the way. We’ve a subterranean hiding-place which no criminal on this earth could escape from.”




  They led him down to the back part of the house, a miserable, dejected procession. Holding candles over their heads, they descended two sets of winding stone steps, passed along a gloomy corridor till they came to a heavy oak door, which Moreton, the butler, who carried the keys, opened with some difficulty. It led into a dry cellar which had the appearance of a prison cell. There was a single bench set against the wall. Quest looked around quickly.




  “This place has been used before now, in the old days, for malefactors,” the Professor remarked. “He’ll be safe there. Craig,” he added, his voice trembling, “Craig—I—I can’t speak to you. How could you!”




  There was no answer. Craig’s face was buried in his hands. They left him there and turned the key.




  2.




  Quest stood, frowning, upon the pavement, gazing at the obviously empty house. He looked once more at the slip of paper which Lenora had given him. There was no possibility of any mistake:—




  

    

      “Mrs. Willet,


      157 Elsmere Road,


      Hampstead.”


    


  




  This was 157 and the house was empty. After a moment’s hesitation he rang the bell at the adjoining door. A woman who had been watching him from the front room, answered the summons at once.




  “Can you tell me,” he enquired, “what has become of the lady who used to live at 157—Mrs. Willet?”




  “She’s moved,” was the uncompromising reply.




  “Do you know where to?” Quest asked eagerly.




  “West Kensington—Number 17 Princes’ Court Road. There was a young lady here yesterday afternoon enquiring for her.”




  Quest raised his hat. It was a relief, at any rate, to have news of Lenora.




  “I am very much obliged to you, madam.”




  “You’re welcome!” was the terse reply.




  Quest gave the new address to the taxi-driver and was scarcely able to restrain his impatience during the long drive. They pulled up at last before a somewhat dingy-looking house. He rang the bell, which was answered by a trim-looking little maid-servant.




  “Is Mrs. Willet in?” he enquired.




  The maid-servant stood on one side to let him pass. Almost at the same moment, the door of the front room opened and a pleasant-looking elderly lady appeared.




  “I am Mrs. Willet,” she announced.




  “I am Mr. Quest,” the criminologist told her quickly. “You may have heard your niece, Lenora, speak of me.”




  “Then perhaps you can tell me what has become of her?” Mrs. Willet observed.




  “Isn’t she here?”




  Mrs. Willet shook her head.




  “I had a telegram from her from New York to say that she was coming, but I’ve seen nothing of her as yet.”




  “You’ve changed your address, you know,” Quest reminded her, after a moment’s reflection.




  “I wrote and told her,” Mrs. Willet began. “After all, though,” she went on thoughtfully, “I am not sure whether she could have had the letter. But if she went up to Hampstead, any one would tell her where I had moved to. There’s no secret about me.”




  “Lenora did go up to 157 Elsmere Road yesterday,” Quest told her. “They gave her your address here, as they have just given it to me.”




  “Then what’s become of the child?” Mrs. Willet demanded.




  Quest, whose brain was working quickly, scribbled upon one of his cards the address of the hotel where he had taken rooms, and passed it over.




  “Why Lenora didn’t come on to you here I can’t imagine,” he said. “However, I’ll go back to the hotel where she was to spend the night after she arrived. She may have gone back there. That’s my address, Mrs. Willet. If you hear anything, I wish you’d let me know. Lenora’s quite a particular friend of mine and I am a little anxious.”




  Mrs. Willet smiled knowingly.




  “I’ll let you know certainly, sir,” she promised, “and glad I shall be to hear of Lenora’s being comfortably settled, after that first unfortunate affair of hers. You’ll excuse me a moment. I’m a little slower in my wits than you. Did you say that Lenora was at Hampstead yesterday afternoon and they told her my address?”




  “That’s so,” Quest admitted.




  The woman’s face grew troubled.




  “I don’t like it,” she said simply.




  “Neither do I,” Quest agreed.




  “London’s no place, nowadays,” Mrs. Willet continued, “for girls as pretty as Lenora to be wandering about in. Such tales as there have been lately in the Sunday papers as makes one’s blood run cold if one can believe them all.”




  “You don’t have any—what we call the White Slave Traffic—over here, do you?” Quest asked quickly.




  “I can’t say that I’ve ever come across any case of it myself, sir,” the old lady replied. “I was housekeeper to the Duke of Merioneth for fifty years, and where we lived we didn’t hear much about London and London ways. You see, I never came to the town house. But since I retired and came up here, and took to reading the Sunday papers, I begin to be thankful that my ways have been country ways all my life.”




  “No need to alarm ourselves, I’m sure,” Quest intervened, making his way towards the door. “Lenora is a particularly capable young lady. I feel sure she’d look after herself. I am going right back to the hotel, Mrs. Willet, and I’ll let you know directly I hear anything.”




  “I shall be very anxious, Mr. Quest,” she reminded him, earnestly, “very anxious indeed. Lenora was my sister’s favourite child, and my sister—”




  Quest had already opened the front door for himself and passed out. He sprang into the taxi which he had kept waiting.




  “Clifford’s Hotel in Payne Street,” he told the man sharply.




  He lit a cigar and smoked furiously all the way, throwing it on to the pavement as he hurried into the quiet private hotel which a fellow-passenger on the steamer had recommended as being suitable for Lenora’s one night alone in town.




  “Can you tell me if Miss Lenora Macdougal is staying here?” he asked at the office.




  The woman shook her head.




  “Miss Macdougal stayed here the night before last,” she said, “and her luggage is waiting for orders. She left here yesterday afternoon to go to her aunt’s, and promised to send for her things later on during the day. There they stand, all ready for her.”




  Quest followed the direction of the woman’s finger. Lenora’s familiar little belongings were there, standing in a corner of the hall.




  “You haven’t heard from her, then, since she went out yesterday afternoon?” he asked, with sinking heart.




  “No, sir!”




  “What time did she go?”




  “Directly after an early lunch. It must have been about two o’clock.”




  Quest hurried away. So after all there was some foundation for this queer sense of depression which had been hovering about him for the last few days!




  “Scotland Yard,” he told the taxi-driver.




  He thrust another cigar between his teeth but forgot to light it. He was amazed at his own sensations, conscious of fears and emotions of which he would never have believed himself capable. He gave in his card, and after a few moments’ delay he was shown into the presence of one of the chiefs of the Detective Department, who greeted him warmly.




  “My name is Hardaway,” the latter announced. “Glad to meet you, Mr. Quest. We’ve heard of you over here. Take a chair.”




  “To tell you the truth,” Quest replied, “my business is a little urgent.”




  “Glad to hear you’ve got that fellow Craig,” Mr. Hardaway continued. “Ridiculous the way he managed to slip through our fingers. I understand you’ve got him all right now, though?”




  “He is safe enough,” Quest declared, “but to tell you the truth, I’m worried about another little affair.”




  “Go on,” the other invited.




  “My assistant, a young lady, Miss Lenora Macdougal, has disappeared! She and I and Professor Ashleigh left the steamer at Plymouth and travelled up in the boat train. It was stopped at Hamblin Road for the Professor and myself, and Miss Macdougal came on to London. She was staying at Clifford’s Hotel in Payne Street for the night, and then going on to an aunt. Well, I’ve found that aunt. She was expecting the girl but the girl never appeared. I have been to the hotel where she spent the night before last, and I find that she left there at two o’clock and left word that she would send for her luggage. She didn’t arrive at her aunt’s, and the luggage is still uncalled for.”




  

    [image: A man lies on the floor, women are fluttering about, and Quest stands looking angry.]



    QUEST FIGHTS HIS WAY TO THE GIRL HE LOVES.


  




  

    [image: A group of men congregate on stone stairs, while a man desperately grasps a secret door in the stone wall.]



    AS THE PROFESSOR EXPLAINED THE CELLAR’S HISTORY TO QUEST, THE STONE CROSS CLOSED ON THE FRIGHTENED SERVANT.


  




  The Inspector was at first only politely interested. It probably occurred to him that young ladies have been known before now to disappear from their guardians for a few hours without serious results.




  “Where did this aunt live?” he enquired.




  “Number 17, Princes’ Court Road, West Kensington,” Quest replied. “She had just moved there from Elsmere Road, Hampstead. I went first to Hampstead. Lenora had been there and learnt her aunt’s correct address in West Kensington. I followed on to West Kensington and found that her aunt was still awaiting her.”




  A new interest seemed suddenly to have crept into Hardaway’s manner.




  “Let me see,” he said, “if she left Clifford’s Hotel about two, she would have been at Hampstead about half-past two. She would waste a few minutes in making enquiries, then she probably left Hampstead for West Kensington, say, at a quarter to three.”




  “Somewhere between those two points,” Quest pointed out, “she has disappeared.”




  “Give me at once a description of the young lady,” Mr. Hardaway demanded.




  Quest drew a photograph from his pocket and passed it silently over. The official glanced at it and down at some papers which lay before him. Then he looked at the clock.




  “Mr. Quest,” he said, “it is just possible that your visit here has been an exceedingly opportune one.”




  He snatched his hat from a rack and took Quest by the arm.




  “Come along with me,” he continued. “We’ll talk as we go.”




  They entered a taxi and drove off westwards.




  “Mr. Quest,” he went on, “for two months we have been on the track of a man and a woman whom we strongly suspect of having decoyed half a dozen perfectly respectable young women, and shipped them out to South America.”




  “The White Slave Traffic!” Quest gasped.




  “Something of the sort,” Hardaway admitted. “Well, we’ve been closing the net around this interesting couple, and last night I had information brought to me upon which we are acting this afternoon. We’ve had them watched and it seems that they were sitting in a tea place about three o’clock yesterday afternoon, when a young woman entered who was obviously a stranger to London. You see, the time fits in exactly, if your assistant decided to stop on her way to Kensington and get some tea. She asked the woman at the desk the best means of getting to West Kensington without taking a taxi-cab. Her description tallies exactly with the photograph you have shown me. The woman whom my men were watching addressed her and offered to show her the way. They left the place together. My men followed them. The house has been watched ever since and we are raiding it this afternoon. You and I will just be in time.”




  “You’ve left her there since yesterday afternoon? You’ve left her there all night?” Quest exclaimed. “My God!”




  Hardaway touched his arm soothingly.




  “Don’t worry, Mr. Quest,” he said. “We don’t want the woman alone; we want the man, too. Now the man was away. He only visits the house occasionally, and I am given to understand that he is a member of several West End clubs. When the two women entered that house yesterday afternoon, there wasn’t a soul in it except servants. The woman telephoned for the man. He never turned up last night nor this morning. He arrived at that house twenty minutes ago.”




  Quest drew a little breath.




  “It gave me a turn,” he admitted. “Say, this is a slow taxi!”




  The Inspector glanced out of the window.




  “If this is the young lady you’re looking for,” he said, “you’ll be in plenty of time, never fear. What I am hoping is that we may be able to catch my fellows before they try to rush the place. You understand, with your experience, Mr. Quest, that there are two things we’ve got to think of. We not only want to put our hand upon the guilty persons, but we want to bring the crime home to them.”




  “I see that,” Quest assented. “How much farther is this place?”




  “We’re there,” Hardaway told him.




  He stopped the cab and they got out. A man who seemed to be strolling aimlessly along, reading a newspaper, suddenly joined them.




  “Well, Dixon?” his chief exclaimed.




  The man glanced around.




  “I’ve got three men round at the back, Mr. Hardaway,” he said. “It’s impossible for any one to leave the place.”




  “Anything fresh to tell me?”




  “There are two men in the place besides the governor—butler and footman, dressed in livery. They sleep out, and only come after lunch.”




  Hardaway paused to consider for a moment.




  “Look here,” Quest suggested, “they know all you, of course, and they’ll never let you in until they’re forced to. I’m a stranger. Let me go. I’ll get in all right.”




  Hardaway peered around the corner of the street.




  “All right,” he assented. “We shall follow you up pretty closely, though.”




  Quest stepped back into the taxi and gave the driver a direction. When he emerged in front of the handsome grey stone house he seemed to have become completely transformed. There was a fatuous smile upon his lips. He crossed the pavement with difficulty, stumbled up the steps, and held on to the knocker with one hand while he consulted a slip of paper. He had scarcely rung the bell before a slightly parted curtain in the front room fell together, and a moment later the door was opened by a man in the livery of a butler, but with the face and physique of a prize-fighter.




  “Lady of the house,” Quest demanded. “Want to see the lady of the house.”




  Almost immediately he was conscious of a woman standing in the hall before him. She was quietly but handsomely dressed; her hair was grey; her smile, although a little peculiar, was benevolent.




  “You had better come in,” she invited. “Please do not stand in the doorway.”




  Quest, however, who heard the footsteps of the others behind him, loitered there for a moment.




  “You’re the lady whose name is on this piece of paper?” he demanded. “This place is all right, eh?”




  “I really do not know what you mean,” the woman replied coldly, “but if you will come inside, I will talk to you in the drawing-room.”




  Quest, as though stumbling against the front-door, had it now wide open, and in a moment the hall seemed full. The woman shrieked. The butler suddenly sprang upon the last man to enter, and sent him spinning down the steps. Almost at that instant there was a scream from upstairs. Quest took a running jump and went up the stairs four at a time. The butler suddenly snatched the revolver from Hardaway’s hand and fired blindly in front of him, missing Quest only by an inch or two.




  “Don’t be a fool, Karl!” the woman called out. “The game’s up. Take it quietly.”




  Once more the shriek rang through the house. Quest rushed to the door of the room from whence it came, tried the handle and found it locked. He ran back a little way and charged it. From inside he could hear a turmoil of voices. White with rage and passion, he pushed and kicked madly. There was the sound of a shot from inside, a bullet came through the door within an inch of his head, then the crash of broken crockery and a man’s groan. With a final effort Quest dashed the door in and staggered into the room. Lenora was standing in the far corner, the front of her dress torn and blood upon her lip. She held a revolver in her hand and was covering a man whose head and hands were bleeding. Around him were the debris of a broken jug.




  “Mr. Quest!” she screamed. “Don’t go near him—I’ve got him covered. I’m all right.”




  Quest drew a long breath. The man who stood glaring at him was well-dressed and still young. He was unarmed, however, and Quest secured him in a moment.




  “The girl’s mad!” he said sullenly. “No one wanted to do her any harm.”




  Hardaway and his men came trooping up the stairs. Quest relinquished his prisoner and went over to Lenora.




  “I’ve been so frightened,” she sobbed. “They got me in here—they told me that this was the street in which my aunt lived—and they wouldn’t let me go. The woman was horrible. And this afternoon this man came. The brute!”




  “He hasn’t hurt you?” Quest demanded fiercely, as he passed his arm around her.




  She shook her head.




  “He would never have done that,” she murmured. “I had my hatpin in my gown and I should have killed myself first.”




  Quest turned to Hardaway.




  “I’ll take the young lady away,” he said. “You know where to find us.”




  Hardaway nodded and Quest supported Lenora down the stairs and into the taxi-cab, which was still waiting. She leaned back and he passed his arm around her.




  “Are you faint?” he asked anxiously, as they drove towards the hotel.




  “A little,” she admitted, “not very. But oh! I am so thankful—so thankful!”




  He leaned a little nearer towards her. She looked at him wonderingly. Suddenly the colour flushed into her cheeks.




  “I couldn’t have done without you, Lenora,” he whispered, as he kissed her.




  Lenora had almost recovered when they reached the hotel. Walking up and down they found the Professor. His face, as he came towards them, was almost pitiful. He scarcely noticed Lenora’s deshabille, which was in a measure concealed by the cloak which Quest had thrown around her.




  “My friend!” he exclaimed—“Mr. Quest! It is the devil incarnate against whom we fight!”




  “What do you mean?” Quest demanded.




  The Professor wrung his hands.




  “I put him in our James the Second prison,” he declared. “Why should I think of the secret passage? No one has used it for a hundred years. He found it, learnt the trick—”




  “You mean,” Quest cried—




  “He has escaped!” the Professor broke in. “Craig has escaped again! They are searching for him high and low, but he has gone!”




  Quest’s arm tightened for a moment in Lenora’s. It was curious how he seemed to have lost at that moment all sense of proportion. Lenora was safe—the relief of that one thought overshadowed everything else in the world.




  “The fellow can’t get far,” he muttered.




  “Who knows?” the Professor replied dolefully. “The passage—I’ll show it you some day and you’ll see how wonderful his escape has been—leads on to the first floor of the house. He must have got into my dressing-room, for his old clothes are there and he went away in a suit of mine. No one has seen him or knows anything about him. All that the local police can find out is that a man answering somewhat his description caught the morning train for Southampton from Hamblin Roads.”




  They had been standing together in a little recess of the hall. Suddenly Lenora, whose face was turned towards the entrance doors, gave a little cry. She took a quick step forward.




  “Laura!” she exclaimed, wonderingly. “Why, it’s Laura!”




  They all turned around. A young woman had just entered the hotel, followed by a porter carrying some luggage. Her arm was in a sling and there was a bandage around her forehead. She walked, too, with the help of a stick. She recognized them at once and waved it gaily.




  “Hullo, you people?” she cried. “Soon run you to earth, eh?”




  They were for a moment dumbfounded; Lenora was the first to find words. “But when did you start, Laura?” she asked. “I thought you were too ill to move for weeks.”




  The girl smiled contemptuously.




  “I left three days after you, on the Kaiser Frederic,” she replied. “There was some trouble at Plymouth, and we came into Southampton early this morning, and here I am. But, before we go any farther, tell me about Craig?”




  “We’ve had him,” Quest confessed, “and lost him again. He escaped last night.”




  “Where from?” Laura asked.




  “Hamblin House.”




  “Is that anywhere near the south coast?” the girl demanded excitedly.




  “It’s not far away,” Quest replied quickly. “Why?”




  “I’ll tell you why,” Laura explained. “I was as sure of it as any one could be. Craig passed me in Southampton Water this morning, being rowed out to a steamer. Not only that but he recognized me. I saw him draw back and hide his face, but somehow I couldn’t believe that it was really he. I was just coming down the gangway and I nearly fell into the sea, I was so surprised.”




  Quest was already turning over the pages of a time-table.




  “What was the steamer?” he demanded.




  “I found out,” Laura told him. “I tell you, I was so sure of it’s being Craig that I made no end of enquiries. It was the Barton, bound for India, with first stop at Port Said.”




  “When does she sail?” Quest asked.




  “To-night—somewhere about seven,” Laura replied.




  Quest glanced at the clock and threw down the time-table. He turned towards the door. They all followed him.




  “I’m for Southampton,” he announced. “I’m going to try to get on board that steamer before she sails. Lenora, you’d better go upstairs and lie down. They’ll give you a room here. Don’t you stir out till I come back. Professor, what about you?”




  “I shall accompany you,” the Professor declared. “The discomforts of travelling without luggage are nothing compared with the importance of discovering this human fiend.”




  “Luggage—pshaw!” Laura exclaimed. “Who cares about that?”




  “And nothing,” Lenora declared firmly, as she caught at Quest’s arm, “would keep me away.”




  “I’ll telephone to Scotland Yard, in case they care to send a man down,” Quest decided. “We must remember, though,” he reminded them, “that it will very likely be a wild-goose chase.”




  “It won’t be the first,” Laura observed grimly, “but Craig’s on board that ship all right.”…




  They caught a train to Southampton, where they were joined by a man from Scotland Yard. The little party drove as quickly as possible to the docks.




  “Where does the Barton start from?” Quest asked the pier-master.




  The man pointed a little way down the harbor.




  “She’s not in dock, sir,” he said. “She’s lying out yonder. You’ll barely catch her, I’m afraid,” he added, glancing at the clock.




  They hurried to the edge of the quay.




  “Look here,” Quest cried, raising his voice, “I’ll give a ten pound note to any one who gets me out to the Barton before she sails.”




  The little party were almost thrown into a tug, and in a few minutes they were skimming across the smooth water. Just as they reached the steamer, however, she began to move.




  “Run up alongside,” Quest ordered.




  “She won’t stop, sir,” the Captain of the tug replied doubtfully. “She is an hour late, as it is.”




  “Do as I tell you,” Quest insisted.




  They raced along by the side of the great steamer. An officer came to the rail and shouted down to them.




  “What do you want?”




  “The Captain,” Quest replied.




  The Captain came down from the bridge, where he had been conferring with the pilot.




  “Keep away from the side there,” he shouted. “Who are you?”




  “We are in search of a desperate criminal whom we believe to be on board your steamer,” Quest explained. “Please take us on board.”




  The Captain shook his head.




  “Are you from Scotland Yard?” he asked. “Have you got your warrant?”




  “We are from America,” Quest answered, “but we’ve got a Scotland Yard man with us, and a warrant, right enough.”




  “Any extradition papers?”




  “No time to get them yet,” Quest replied, “but the man’s wanted for murder.”




  “Are you from the New York police?”




  Quest shook his head.




  “I am a private detective,” he announced. “I am working in conjunction with the New York Police.”




  The Captain shook his head.




  “I am over an hour late,” he said, “and it’s costing me fifty pounds a minute. If I take you on board, you’ll have to come right along with me, unless you find the fellow before we’ve left your tug behind.”




  Quest turned around.




  “Will you risk it?” he asked.




  “Yes!” they all replied.




  “We’re coming, Captain,” Quest decided.




  A rope ladder was let down. The steamer began to slow.




  “Can you girls manage it?” Quest asked doubtfully.




  Laura smiled.




  “I should say so,” she replied. “I can go up that with only one arm. You watch me!”




  They cheered her on board the steamer as she hobbled up. The others followed. The tug, the crew of which had been already well paid, raced along by the side. The Captain spoke once more to the pilot and came down from the bridge.




  “I’m forced to go full speed ahead to cross the bar,” he told Quest. “I’m sorry, but the tide’s just on the turn.”




  They looked at one another a little blankly.




  The Professor, however, beamed upon them all.




  “I have always understood,” he said, “that Port Said is a most interesting place.”
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  Quest leaned a little forward and gazed down the line of steamer chairs. The Professor, in a borrowed overcoat and cap, was reclining at full length, studying a book on seagulls which he had found in the library. Laura and Lenora were both dozing tranquilly. Mr. Harris of Scotland Yard was deep in a volume of detective stories.




  “As a pleasure cruise,” Quest remarked grimly, “this little excursion seems to be a complete success.”




  Laura opened her eyes at once.




  “Trying to get my goat again, eh?” she retorted. “I suppose that’s what you’re after. Going to tell me, I suppose, that it wasn’t Craig I saw board this steamer?”




  “We are all liable to make mistakes,” Quest observed, “and I am inclined to believe that this is one of yours.”




  Laura’s expression was a little dogged.




  “If he’s too clever for you and Mr. Harris,” she said, “I can’t help that. I only know that he came on board. My eyes are the one thing in life I do believe.”




  “If you’ll excuse my saying so, Miss Laura,” Harris ventured, leaning deferentially towards her, “there isn’t a passenger on board this ship, or a servant, or one of the crew, whom we haven’t seen. We’ve been into every stateroom, and we’ve even searched the hold. We’ve been over the ship, backwards and forwards. The Captain’s own steward has been our guide, and we’ve conducted an extra search on our own account. Personally, I must say I have come to the same conclusion as Mr. Quest. At the present moment there is no such person as the man we are looking for, on board this steamer.”




  “Then he either changed on to another one,” Laura declared obstinately, “or else he jumped overboard.”




  Harris, who was a very polite man, gazed thoughtfully seaward. Quest smiled.




  “When Laura’s set on a thing,” he remarked, “she takes a little moving. What do you think about it, Professor?”




  The Professor laid down his book, keeping his finger in the place. He had the air of a man perfectly content with himself and his surroundings.




  “My friend,” he said, “I boarded this steamer with only one thought in my mind—Craig. At the present moment, I feel myself compelled to plead guilty to a complete change of outlook. The horrors of the last few months seem to have passed from my brain like a dream. I lie here, I watch these white-winged birds wheeling around us, I watch the sunshine make jewels of the spray, I breathe this wonderful air, I relax my body to the slow, soothing movements of the boat, and I feel a new life stealing through me. Is Craig really on board? Was it really he whom Miss Laura here saw? At the present moment, I really do not care. I learn from the steward, who arranged my bath this morning, that we are bound for India. I am very glad to hear it. It is some time since I saw Bombay, and the thought of these long days of complete peace fills me with a most indescribable satisfaction.”




  Quest grunted a little as he knocked the ash from his cigar.




  “Not much of the bloodhound about the Professor,” he remarked. “What about you, Lenora?”




  She smiled at him.




  “I agree entirely with the Professor,” she murmured, “except that I am not quite so sure that I appreciate the rhythmical movement of the boat as he seems to. For the rest, I have just that feeling that I would like to go on and on and forget all the horrible things that have happened, to live in a sort of dream, and wake up in a world from which Craig had vanished altogether.”




  “Enervating effect this voyage seems to be having upon you all,” Quest grumbled. “Even Harris there looks far too well contented with life.”




  The detective smiled. He was young and fresh-coloured, with a shrewd but pleasant face. He glanced involuntarily at Laura as he spoke.




  “Well, Mr. Quest,” he said, “I didn’t bring you on the steamer so I don’t feel any responsibility about it, but I must confess that I am enjoying the trip. I haven’t had a holiday this year.”




  Quest struggled to his feet and threw back the rug in his chair.




  “If you all persist in turning this into a pleasure cruise,” he remarked, “I suppose I’ll have to alter my own point of view. Come on, Harris, you and I promised to report to the Captain this morning. I don’t suppose he’ll be any too pleased with us. Let’s get through with it.”




  The two men walked down the deck together. They found the Captain alone in his room, with a chart spread out in front of him and a pair of compasses in his hand. He turned round and greeted them.




  “Well?”




  “No luck, sir,” Quest announced. “Your steward has given us every assistance possible and we have searched the ship thoroughly. Unless he has found a hiding place unknown to your steward, and not apparent to us, the man is not on board.”




  The Captain frowned slightly.




  “You are not suggesting that that is possible, I suppose?”




  Quest did not at once reply. He was thinking of Laura’s obstinacy.




  “Personally,” he admitted, “I should not have believed it possible. The young lady of our party, however, who declares that she saw Craig board the steamer, is quite immovable.”




  The Captain rose to his feet. He was a man of medium height, strongly built, with short brown beard and keen blue eyes.




  “This matter must be cleared up entirely,” he declared brusquely. “If you will excuse me for a moment, I will talk to the young lady myself.”




  He walked firmly down the deck to where the two girls were seated, and paused in front of Laura.




  “So you’re the young lady,” he remarked, touching his cap, “who thinks that I come to sea with criminals stowed away on my ship?”




  “I don’t know what your habits are, Captain,” Laura replied, “but this particular criminal boarded your ship all right in Southampton Harbour.”




  “Anything wrong with your eyesight?” the Captain enquired blandly.




  “No,” Laura assured him. “I saw the man, saw him just as plainly as I see you now.”




  “Do you know,” the Captain persisted, “that Mr. Quest and Mr. Harris have searched every nook and corner of the ship? They have had an absolutely free hand, and my own steward has been their guide. They have seen every man, boy, woman and animal amongst my crew or passengers.”




  “They’ve been fooled somehow,” Laura muttered.




  The Captain frowned. He was on the point of a sharp rejoinder when he met Laura’s eyes. She was smiling very faintly and there was something in her expression which changed his whole point of view.




  “I’ll go and make a few enquiries myself,” he declared. “See you at dinner-time, I hope, young ladies.”




  “If you keep her as steady as this,” Laura promised, “there are hopes.”




  He disappeared along the deck, and presently re-entered his room, where Harris and Quest were waiting for him. He was followed by his steward, an under-sized man with pallid complexion and nervous manner. He closed the door behind him.




  “Brown,” he said, turning to the steward, “I understand you to say that you have taken these gentlemen into every corner of the ship, that you have ransacked every possible hiding-place, that you have given them every possible opportunity of searching for themselves?”




  “That is quite true, sir,” the man acknowledged.




  “You agree with me that it is impossible for any one to remain hidden in this ship?”




  “Absolutely, sir.”




  “You hear, gentlemen?” the Captain continued. “I really can do no more. It is perfectly clear to me that the man you are seeking is not on my ship. Your very charming young lady friend seems to think it impossible that she could have been mistaken, but as a matter of fact she was. If I might take the liberty, Mr. Quest, I would suggest that you ask her, at any rate, to keep her suspicions to herself.”




  “I’ll see she doesn’t talk,” Quest promised. “Very sorry to have given you all this trouble, I’m sure.”




  “It’s no trouble,” the Captain replied, “and apart from the disagreeable nature of your business, I am delighted to have you on board. If you can forget your suspicions about this fellow Craig, I shall do my best to make your trip a pleasant one as far as Port Said, or on to India if you decide to take the trip with me.”




  “Very good of you, Captain, I’m sure,” Quest pronounced. “We shall go on keeping our eyes open, of course, but apart from that we’ll forget the fellow.”




  The Captain nodded.




  “I am coming down to dinner to-night,” he announced, “and shall hope to find you in your places. What the mischief are you hanging about for, Brown?” he asked, turning to the steward, who was standing by with a carpet-sweeper in his hand.




  “Room wants cleaning out badly, sir.”




  The Captain glanced distastefully at the carpet-sweeper.




  “Do it when I am at dinner, then,” he ordered, “and take that damned thing away.”




  The steward obeyed promptly. Quest and Harris followed him down the deck.




  “Queer-looking fellow, that,” the latter remarked. “Doesn’t seem quite at his ease, does he?”




  “Seemed a trifle over-anxious, I thought, when he was showing us round the ship,” Quest agreed.




  “M-m,” Harris murmured softly, “as the gentleman who wrote the volume of detective stories I am reading puts it, we’d better keep our eye on Brown.”…




  The Captain, who was down to dinner unusually early, rose to welcome Quest’s little party and himself arranged the seats.




  “You, Miss Lenora,” he said, “will please sit on my left, and you, Miss Laura, on my right. Mr. Quest, will you sit on the other side of Miss Laura, and Mr. Harris two places down on my left. There is an old lady who expects to be at the table, but the steward tells me she hasn’t been in yet.”




  They settled down into the places arranged for them. Harris was looking a little glum. Lenora and Quest exchanged a meaning glance.




  “I’m not sure that I appreciate this arrangement,” Harris whispered to his neighbour.




  “You may be candid,” Lenora replied, “but you aren’t very polite, are you?”




  Harris almost blushed as he realized his slip.




  “I am sorry,” he said, “but to tell you the truth,” he added, glancing towards Quest, “I fancied that you were feeling about the same.”




  “We women are poor dissemblers,” Lenora murmured. “Do look how angry this old woman seems.”




  An elderly lady, dressed in somewhat oppressive black, with a big cameo brooch at her throat and a black satin bag in her hand, was being shown by the steward to a seat by Quest’s side. She acknowledged the Captain’s greeting acidly.




  “Good evening, Captain,” she said. “I understood from the second steward that the seat on your right hand would be reserved for me. I am Mrs. Foston Rowe.”




  The Captain received the announcement calmly.




  “Very pleased to have you at the table, madam,” he replied. “As to the seating, I leave that entirely to the steward. I never interfere myself.”




  Laura pinched his arm, and Lenora glanced away to hide a smile. Mrs. Foston Rowe studied the menu disapprovingly.




  “Hors d’oeuvres,” she declared, “I never touch. No one knows how long they’ve been opened. Bouillon—I will have some bouillon, steward.”




  “In one moment, madam.”




  The Professor just then came ambling along towards the table.




  “I fear that I am a few moments late,” he remarked, as he took the chair next to Mrs. Foston Rowe. “I offer you my apologies, Captain. I congratulate you upon your library. I have discovered a most interesting book upon the habits of seagulls. It kept me engrossed until the very last moment.”




  “Very disagreeable habits, those I’ve noticed,” Mrs. Foston Rowe sniffed.




  “Madam,” the Professor assured her, “yours is but a superficial view. For myself, I must confess that the days upon which I learn something new in life are days of happiness for me. To-day is an example; I have learnt something new about seagulls, and I am hungry.”




  “Well, you’ll have to stay hungry a long time at this table, then,” Mrs. Foston Rowe snapped. “Seems to me that the service is going to be abominable.”




  The steward, who had just arrived, presented a cup of bouillon to Quest. The others had all been served. Quest stirred it thoughtfully.




  “And as to the custom,” Mrs. Foston Rowe continued, “of serving gentlemen before ladies, it is, I suppose, peculiar to this steamer.”




  Quest hastily laid down his spoon, raised the cup of bouillon and presented it with a little bow to his neighbour.




  “Pray allow me, madam,” he begged. “The steward was to blame.”




  Mrs. Foston Rowe did not hesitate for a moment. She broke up some toast in the bouillon and commenced to sip it.




  “Your politeness will at least teach them a lesson,” she said. “I am used to travel by the P. & O. and from what I have seen of this steamer—”




  The spoon suddenly went clattering from her fingers. She caught at the sides of the table, there was a strange look in her face. With scarcely a murmur she fell back in her seat. Quest leaned hurriedly forward.




  “Captain!” he exclaimed. “Steward! Mrs. Foston Rowe is ill.”




  There was a slight commotion. The Doctor came hurrying up from the other side of the salon. He bent over her and his face grew grave.




  “What is it?” the Captain demanded.




  The Doctor glanced at him meaningly.




  “She had better be carried out,” he whispered.




  It was all done in a moment. There was nothing but Mrs. Foston Rowe’s empty place at the table and the cup of bouillon, to remind them of what had happened.




  “Was it a faint?” Lenora asked.




  “We shall know directly,” the Captain replied. “Better keep our places, I think. Steward, serve the dinner as usual.”




  The man held out his hand to withdraw the cup of bouillon, but Quest drew it towards him.




  “Let it wait for a moment,” he ordered.




  He glanced at the Captain, who nodded back. In a few moments the Doctor reappeared. He leaned down and whispered to the Captain.




  “Dead!”




  The Captain gave no sign.




  “Better call it heart failure,” the Doctor continued. “I’ll let the people know quietly. I don’t in the least understand the symptoms, though.”




  Quest turned around.




  “Doctor,” he said, “I happen to have my chemical chest with me, and some special testing tubes. If you’ll allow me, I’d like to examine this cup of bouillon. You might come round, too, if you will.”




  The Captain nodded.




  “I’d better stay here for a time,” he decided. “I’ll follow you presently.”




  The service of dinner was resumed. Laura, however, sent plate after plate away. The Captain watched her anxiously.




  “I can’t help it,” she explained. “I don’t know whether you’ve had any talk with Mr. Quest, but we’ve been through some queer times lately. I guess this death business is getting on my nerves.”




  The Captain was startled.




  “You don’t for a moment connect Mrs. Foston Rowe’s death with the criminal you are in search of?” he exclaimed.




  Laura sat quite still for a moment.




  “The bouillon was offered first to Mr. Quest,” she murmured.




  The Captain called his steward.




  “Where did you get the bouillon you served—that last cup especially?” he asked.




  “From the pantry just as usual, sir,” the man answered. “It was all served out from the same cauldron.”




  “Any chance of any one getting at it?”




  “Quite impossible, sir!”




  Laura rose to her feet.




  “Sorry,” she apologized, “I can’t eat anything. I’m off on deck.”




  The Captain rose promptly.




  “I’ll escort you, if I may,” he suggested.




  Harris, too, rose from his place, after a final and regretful glance at the menu, and joined the others. The Captain, however, drew Laura’s arm through his as they reached the stairs, and Harris, with a little shrug of the shoulders, made his way to Quest’s stateroom. The Doctor, the Professor, Quest and Lenora were all gathered around two little tubes, which the criminologist was examining with an electric torch.




  “No reaction at all,” the latter muttered. “This isn’t an ordinary poison, any way.”




  The Professor, who had been standing on one side, suddenly gave vent to a soft exclamation.




  “Wait!” he whispered. “Wait! I have an idea.”




  He hurried off to his stateroom. The Doctor was poring over a volume of tabulated poisons. Quest was still watching his tubes. Lenora sat upon the couch. Suddenly the Professor reappeared. He was carrying a small notebook in his hand; his manner betrayed some excitement. He closed the door carefully behind him.




  “I want you all,” he begged, “to listen very carefully to me. You will discover the application of what I am going to read, when I am finished. Now, if you please.”




  They looked at him wonderingly. It was evident that the Professor was very much in earnest. He held the book a little way away from him and read slowly and distinctly.




  “This,” he began, “is the diary of a tour made by Craig and myself in Northern Egypt some fourteen years ago. Here is the first entry of import:—




  

    

      “Monday. Twenty-nine miles south-east of Port Said. We have stayed for two days at a little Mongar village. I have to-day come to the definite conclusion that anthropoid apes were at one time denizens of this country.




      “Tuesday. Both Craig and I have been a little uneasy to-day. These Mongars into whose encampment we have found our way, are one of the strangest and fiercest of the nomad tribes. They are descended, without a doubt, from the ancient Mongolians, who invaded this country some seven hundred years before Christ. They have interbred with the Arabs to some extent, but have preserved in a marvellous way their individuality as a race. They have the narrow eyes and the thick nose base of the pure Oriental; also much of his cunning. One of their special weaknesses seems to be the invention of the most hideous forms of torture, which they apply remorselessly to their enemies.”


    


  




  “Pleasant sort of people,” Quest muttered.




  “We escaped with our lives,” the Professor explained earnestly, “from these people, only on account of an incident which you will find in this next paragraph:—”




  

    

      “Wednesday. This has been a wonderful day for as, chiefly owing to what I must place on record as an act of great bravery by Craig, my servant. Early this morning, a man-eating lion found his way into the encampment. The Mongars behaved like arrant cowards. They fled right and left, leaving the Chief’s little daughter, Feerda, at the brute’s mercy. Craig, who is by no means an adept in the use of firearms, chased the animal as he was making off with the child, and, more by good luck than anything else, managed to wound it mortally. He brought the child back to the encampment just as the Chief and the warriors of the tribe returned from a hunting expedition. Our position here is now absolutely secure. We are treated like gods, and, appreciating my weakness for all matters of science, the Chief has to-day explained to me many of the secret mysteries of the tribe. Amongst other things, he has shown me a wonderful secret poison, known only to this tribe, which they call Veedemzoo. It brings almost instant death, and is exceedingly difficult to trace. The addition of sugar causes a curious condensation and resolves it almost to a white paste. The only antidote is a substance which they use here freely, and which is exactly equivalent to our camphor.”


    


  




  The Professor closed his book. Quest promptly rang the bell.




  “Some sugar,” he ordered, turning to the steward.




  They waited in absolute silence. The suggestion which the Professor’s disclosure had brought to them was stupefying, even Quest’s fingers, as a moment or two later he rubbed two knobs of sugar together so that the particles should fall into the tubes of bouillon, shook. The result was magical. The bouillon turned to a strange shade of grey and began slowly to thicken.




  “It is the Mongar poison!” the Professor cried, with breaking voice.




  They all looked at one another.




  “Craig must be here amongst us,” Quest muttered.




  “And the bouillon,” Lenora cried, clasping Quest’s arm, “the bouillon was meant for you!”…




  There seemed to be, somehow, amongst all of them, a curious indisposition to discuss this matter. Suddenly Lenora, who was sitting on the lounge underneath the porthole, put out her hand and picked up a card which was lying by her side. She glanced at it, at first curiously. Then she shrieked.




  “A message!” she cried. “A message from the Hands! Look!”




  They crowded around her. In that same familiar handwriting was scrawled across the face of the card these few words—




  

    

      “To Sanford Quest.




      “You have escaped this time by a chance of fortune, not because your wits are keen, not because of your own shrewdness; simply because Fate willed it. It will not be for long.”


    


  




  Underneath was the drawing of the clenched hands.




  “There is no longer any doubt,” Lenora said calmly. “Craig is on board. He must have been on deck a few minutes ago. It was his hand which placed this card in the porthole…. Listen! What’s that?”




  There was a scream from the deck. They all recognised Laura’s voice. Harris was out of the stateroom first but they were all on deck within ten seconds. Laura was standing with one hand clasping the rail, her hand fiercely outstretched towards the lower part of the promenade deck. Through the darkness they heard the sound of angry voices.




  “What is it, Laura?” Lenora cried.




  She swung round upon them.




  “Craig!” she cried. “Craig! I saw his face as I sat in my chair there, talking to the Captain. I saw a man’s white face—nothing else. He must have been leaning over the rail. He heard me call out and he disappeared.”




  The Captain came slowly out of the shadows, limping a little and followed by his steward, who was murmuring profuse apologies.




  “Did you find him?” Laura demanded eagerly.




  “I did not,” the Captain replied, a little tersely. “I ran into Brown here and we both had a shake-up.”




  “But he was there—a second ago!” Laura cried out.




  “I beg your pardon, miss,” Brown ventured, “but the deck’s closed at the end, as you can see, with sail-cloth, and I was leaning over the rail myself when you shrieked. There wasn’t any one else near me, and no one can possibly have passed round the deck, as you can see plainly for yourself.”




  Laura stood quite still.




  “What doors are there on the side?” she asked.




  “The doors of my room only,” the Captain replied, a little shortly. “It was Brown you saw, of course. He was standing exactly where you thought you saw Craig.”




  Laura walked to the end of the deck and back.




  “Very well, then,” she said, “you people had better get a strait-waistcoat ready for me. If I didn’t see Craig there, I’m going off my head.”




  Quest had disappeared some seconds ago. He came thoughtfully back, a little later.




  “Captain,” he asked, “what shall you say if I tell you that I have proof that Craig is on board?”




  The Captain glanced at Laura and restrained himself.




  “I should probably say a great many things which I should regret afterwards,” he replied grimly.




  “Sit down and we’ll tell you what has happened in my room,” Quest continued.




  He told the story, calmly and without remark. The Captain held his head.




  “Of course, I’m convinced that I am a sane man,” he said, “but this sounds more like a Munchausen story than anything I’ve ever heard. I suppose you people are all real? You are in earnest about this, aren’t you? It isn’t a gigantic joke?”




  “We are in deadly earnest,” the Professor pronounced gravely.




  “I have been down to the pantry,” Quest went on. “The porthole has been open all day. It was just possible for a man to have reached the cups of bouillon as they were prepared. That isn’t the point, however. Craig is cunning and clever enough for any devilish scheme on earth, and that card proves that he is on board.”




  “The ship shall be searched,” the Captain declared, “once more. We’ll look into every crack and every cupboard.”




  Lenora turned away with a little shiver. It was one of her rare moments of weakness.




  “You won’t find him! You won’t ever find him!” she murmured. “And I am afraid!”




  Lenora grasped the rails of the steamer and glanced downwards at the great barge full of Arab sailors and merchandise. In the near background were the docks of Port Said. It was their first glimpse of Eastern atmosphere and colour.




  “I can’t tell you how happy I am,” she declared to Quest, “to think that this voyage is over. Every night I have gone to bed terrified.”




  He smiled grimly.




  “Things have been quiet enough the last few days,” he said. “There’s Harris on this barge. Look at Laura waving to him!”




  The Scotland Yard man only glanced up at them. He was occupied in leaning over towards Laura, who was on the deck below.




  “If you said the word,” he called out, “I wouldn’t be going back, Miss Laura. I’d stick to the ship fast enough.”




  She laughed at him gaily.




  “Not you! You’re longing for your smoky old London already. You cut it out, my friend. You’re a good sort, and I hope we’ll meet again some day. But—”




  She shook her head at him good-humouredly. He turned away, disappointed, and waved his hand to Lenora and Quest on the upper deck.




  “Coming on shore, any of you?” he enquired.




  “We may when the boat moves up,” Quest replied. “The Professor went off on the first barge. Here he is, coming back.”




  A little boat had shot out from the docks, manned by a couple of Arabs. They could see the Professor seated in the stern. He was poring over a small document which he held in his hand. He waved to them excitedly.




  “He’s got news!” Quest muttered.




  With much shouting the boat was brought to the side of the barge. The Professor was hauled up. He stumbled blindly across towards the gangway and came up the steps with amazing speed. He came straight to Quest and Lenora and gripped the former by the arm.




  “Look!” he cried. “Look!”




  He held out a card. Quest read it aloud:—




  

    

      “There is not one amongst you with the wit of a Mongar child. Good-bye!”




      “The Hands!”


    


  




  “Where did you get it?” Quest demanded.




  “That’s the point—the whole point!” the Professor exclaimed excitedly. “He’s done us! He’s landed! That paper was pushed into my hand by a tall Arab, who mumbled something and hurried off across the docks. On the landing-stage, mind!”




  The Captain came and put his head out of the door.




  “Mr. Quest,” he said, “can you spare me a moment? You can all come, if you like.”




  They moved up towards him. The Captain closed the door of his cabin. He pointed to a carpet-sweeper which lay against the wall.




  “Look at that,” he invited.




  They lifted the top. Inside were several sandwiches and a small can of tea.




  “What on earth is this?” Quest demanded.




  The Captain, without a word, led them into his inner room. A huge lounge stood in one corner. He lifted the valance. Underneath were some crumbs.




  “You see,” he pointed out, “there’s room there for a man to have hidden, especially if he could crawl out on deck at night. I couldn’t make out why the dickens Brown was always sweeping out my room, and I took up this thing a little time ago and looked at it. This is what I found.”




  “Where’s Brown?” Quest asked quickly.




  “I rang down for the chief steward,” the Captain continued, “and ordered Brown to be sent up at once. The chief steward came himself instead. It seems Brown went off without his wages but with a huge parcel of bedding, on the first barge this morning, before any one was about.”




  Quest groaned as he turned away.




  “Captain,” he declared, “I am ashamed. He has been here all the time and we’ve let him slip through our fingers. Girls,” he went on briskly, turning towards Laura, who had just come up, “India’s off. We’ll catch this barge, if there’s time. Our luggage can be put on shore when the boat docks.”




  The Captain walked gloomily with them to the gangway.




  “I shall miss you all,” he told Laura.




  She laughed in his face.




  “If you ask me, I think you’ll be glad to be rid of us.”




  “Not of you, Miss Laura,” he insisted.




  She made a little grimace.




  “You’re as bad as Mr. Harris,” she declared. “We’ll come for another trip with you some day.”




  They left him leaning disconsolately over the rails. The Professor and Quest sat side by side on one of the trunks which was piled up on the barge.




  “Professor,” Quest asked, “how long would it take us to get to this Mongar village you spoke about?”




  “Two or three days, if we can get camels,” the other replied. “I see you agree with me, then, as to Craig’s probable destination?”




  Quest nodded.




  “What sort of fellows are they, any way?” he asked. “Will it be safe for us to push on alone?”




  “With me,” the Professor assured him, “you will be safe anywhere. I speak a little of their language. I have lived with them. They are far more civilized than some of the interior tribes.”




  “We’ll find a comfortable hotel where we can leave the girls—” Quest began.




  “You can cut that out,” Laura interrupted. “I don’t know about the kid here, but if you think I’m going to miss a camel ride across the desert, you’re dead wrong, so that’s all there is to it.”




  Quest glanced towards Lenora. She leaned over and took his arm.




  “I simply couldn’t be left behind,” she pleaded. “I’ve had quite enough of that.”




  “The journey will not be an unpleasant one,” the Professor declared amiably, “and the riding of a camel is an accomplishment easily acquired. So far as I am aware, too, the district which we shall have to traverse is entirely peaceable.”




  They disembarked and were driven to the hotel, still discussing their project. Afterwards they all wandered into the bazaars, along the narrow streets, where dusky children pulled at their clothes and ran by their side, where every now and then a brown-skinned Arab, on a slow-moving camel, made his way through the throngs of veiled Turkish women, Syrians, Arabs, and Egyptians. Laura and Lenora, at any rate, attracted by the curious novelty of the scene, forgot the heat, the street smells, and the filthy clothes of the mendicants and loafers who pressed against them. They bought strange jewellery, shawls, beads and perfumes. The Professor had disappeared for some time but rejoined them later.




  “It is all arranged,” he announced. “I found a dragoman whom I know. We shall have four of the best camels and a small escort ready to start to-morrow morning. Furthermore, I have news. An Englishman whose description precisely tallies with Craig’s, started off, only an hour ago, in the same direction. This time, at any rate, Craig cannot escape us.”




  “He might go on past the Mongar camp,” Quest suggested.




  The Professor shook his head.




  “The Mongar village,” he explained, “is placed practically at a cul-de-sac so far as regards further progress southwards without making a detour. It is flanked by a strip of jungle and desert on either side, in which there are no wells for many miles. We shall find Craig with the Mongars.”




  They made their way back to the hotel, dined in a cool, bare room, and sauntered out again into the streets. The Professor led the way to a little building, outside which a man was volubly inviting all to enter.




  “You shall see one of the sights of Port Said,” he promised. “This is a real Egyptian dancing girl.”




  They took their seats in the front row of a dimly-lit, bare-looking room. The stage was dark and empty. From some unseen place came the monotonous rhythm of a single instrument. They waited for some time in vain. At last one or two lights in front were lit, the music grew more insistent. A girl who seemed to be dressed in little more than a winding veil, glided on to the stage, swaying and moving slowly to the rhythm of the monotonous music. She danced a measure which none of them except the Professor had ever seen before, coming now and then so close that they could almost feel her hot breath, and Lenora felt somehow vaguely disturbed by the glitter of her eyes. An odd perfume was shaken into the air around them from her one flowing garment, through which her limbs continually flashed. Lenora looked away.




  “I don’t like it,” she said to Quest simply.




  Suddenly Laura leaned forward.




  “Look at the Professor,” she whispered.




  They all turned their heads. A queer change seemed to have come into the Professor’s face. His teeth were gleaming between his parted lips, his head was a little thrust forward, his eyes were filled with a strange, hard light. He was a transformed being, unrecognisable, perturbing. Even while they watched, the girl floated close to where he sat and leaned towards him with a queer, mocking smile. His hand suddenly descended upon her foot. She laughed still more. There was a little exclamation from Lenora. The Professor’s whole frame quivered, he snatched the anklet from the girl’s ankle and bent over it. She leaned towards him, a torrent of words streaming from her lips. The Professor answered her in her own language. She listened to him in amazement. The anger passed. She held out both her hands. The Professor still argued. She shook her head. Finally he placed some gold in her palms. She patted him on the cheek, laughed into his eyes, pointed behind and resumed her dancing. The anklet remained in the Professor’s hand.




  “Say, we’ll get out of this,” Quest said. “The girls have had enough.”




  The Professor made no objection. He led the way, holding the anklet all the time close to his eyes, and turning it round. They none of them spoke to him, yet they were all conscious of an immense sense of relief when, after they had passed into the street, he commenced to talk in his natural voice.




  “Congratulate me,” he said. “I have been a collector of Assyrian gold ornaments all my life. This is the one anklet I needed to complete my collection. It has the double mark of the Pharaohs. I recognised it at once. There are a thousand like it, you would think, in the bazaars there. In reality there may be, perhaps, a dozen more in all Egypt which are genuine.”




  They all looked at one another. Their relief had grown too poignant for words.




  “Early start to-morrow,” Quest reminded them.




  “Home and bed for me, this moment,” Laura declared.




  “The camels,” the Professor assented, “will be round at daybreak.”




  Lenora, a few nights later, looked down from the star-strewn sky which seemed suddenly to have dropped so much nearer to them, to the shadows thrown across the desert by the dancing flames of their fire.




  “It is the same world, I suppose,” she murmured.




  “A queer little place out of the same world,” Quest agreed. “Listen to those fellows, how they chatter!”




  The camel drivers and guides were sitting together in a little group, some distance away. They had finished their supper and were chattering together now, swaying back and forth, two of them at least in a state of wild excitement.




  “Whatever can they be talking about?” Laura asked. “They sound as though they were going to fight every second.”




  The Professor smiled.




  “The last one was talking about the beauty of his fat lady friend,” he remarked drily. “Just before, they were discussing whether they would be given any backsheesh in addition to their pay. We are quite off the ordinary routes here, and these fellows aren’t much used to Europeans.”




  Laura rose to her feet.




  “I’m going to get a drink,” she announced.




  The dragoman, who had been hovering around, bowed gravely and pointed towards the waterbottles. Lenora also rose.




  “I’m coming too,” she decided. “It seems a sin to think of going to sleep, though. The whole place is like a great silent sea. I suppose this isn’t a dream, is it, Laura?”




  “There’s no dream about my thirst, any way,” Laura declared.




  She took the horn cup from the dragoman.




  “Have some yourself, if you want to, Hassan,” she invited.




  Hassan bowed gravely, filled a cup and drank it off. He stood for a moment perfectly still, as though something were coming over him which he failed to understand. Then his lips parted, his eyes for a moment seemed to shoot from out of his dusky skin. He threw up his arms and fell over on his side. Laura, who had only sipped her cup, threw it from her. She, too, reeled for a moment. The Professor and Quest came running up, attracted by Lenora’s shriek.




  “They’re poisoned!” she cried.




  “The Veedemzoo!” Quest shouted. “My God! Pull yourself together, Laura. Hold up for a minute.”




  He dashed back to their little encampment and reappeared almost immediately. He threw Laura’s head back and forced some liquid down her throat.




  “It’s camphor,” he cried. “You’ll be all right, Laura. Hold on to yourself.”




  He swung round to where the dragoman was lying, forced his mouth open, but it was too late—the man was dead. He returned to Laura. She stumbled to her feet. She was pale, and drops of perspiration were standing on her forehead. She was able to rise to her feet, however, without assistance.




  “I am all right now,” she declared.




  Quest felt her pulse and her forehead. They moved back to the fire.




  “We are within a dozen miles or so of the Mongar village,” Quest said grimly. “Do you suppose that fellow could have been watching?”




  They all talked together for a time in low voices. The Professor was inclined to scout the theory of Craig having approached them.




  “You must remember,” he pointed out, “that the Mongars hate these fellows. It was part of my arrangement with Hassan that they should leave us when we got in sight of the Mongar Encampment. It may have been meant for Hassan. The Mongars hate the dragomen who bring tourists in this direction at all.”




  They talked a little while longer and finally stole away to their tents to sleep. Outside, the camel drivers talked still, chattering away, walking now and then around Hassan’s body in solemn procession. Finally, one of them who seemed to have taken the lead, broke into an impassioned stream of words. The others listened. When he had finished, there was a low murmur of fierce approval. Silent-footed, as though shod in velvet, they ran to the tethered camels, stacked the provisions once more upon their backs, lashed the guns across their own shoulders. Soon they stole away—a long, ghostly procession—into the night.




  “Those fellows seem to have left off their infernal chattering all of a sudden,” Quest remarked lazily from inside the tent.




  The Professor made no answer. He was asleep.
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  Quest was the first the next morning to open his eyes, to grope his way through the tent opening and stand for a moment alone, watching the alabaster skies. Away eastwards, the faint curve of the blood-red sun seemed to be rising out of the limitless sea of sand. The light around him was pearly, almost opalescent, fading eastwards into pink. The shadows had passed away. Though the sands were still hot beneath his feet, the silent air was deliciously cool. He turned lazily around, meaning to summon the Arab who had volunteered to take Hassan’s place. His arms—he had been in the act of stretching—fell to his sides. He stared incredulously at the spot where the camels had been tethered. There were no camels, no drivers, no Arabs. There was not a soul nor an object in sight except the stark body of Hassan, which they had dragged half out of sight behind a slight knoll. High up in the sky above were two little black specks, wheeling lower and lower. Quest shivered as he suddenly realised that for the first time in his life he was looking upon the winged ghouls of the desert. Lower and lower they came. He turned away with a shiver.




  The Professor was still sleeping when Quest re-entered the tent. He woke him up and beckoned him to come outside.




  “Dear me!” the former exclaimed genially, as he adjusted his glasses, “I am not sure that my toilet—however, the young ladies, I imagine, are not yet astir. You did well to call me, Quest. This is the rose dawn of Egypt. I have watched it from solitudes such as you have never dreamed of. After all, we are here scarcely past the outskirts of civilisation.”




  “You’ll find we are far enough!” Quest remarked grimly. “What do you make of this, Professor?”




  He pointed to the little sandy knoll with its sparse covering of grass, deserted—with scarcely a sign, even, that it had been the resting place of the caravan. The Professor gave vent to a little exclamation.




  “Our guides!” he demanded. “And the camels! What has become of them?”




  “I woke you up to ask you that question?” Quest replied, “but I guess it’s pretty obvious. We might have saved the money we gave for those rifles in Port Said.”




  The Professor hurried off towards the spot where the encampment had been made. Suddenly he stood still and pointed with his finger. In the clearer, almost crystalline light of the coming day, they saw the track of the camels in one long, unbroken line stretching away northwards.




  “No river near, where they could have gone to water the camels, or anything of that sort, I suppose?” Quest asked.




  The Professor smiled.




  “Nothing nearer than a little stream you may have heard of in the days when you studied geography,” he observed derisively,—“the Nile. I never liked the look of those fellows, Quest. They sat and talked and crooned together after Hassan’s death. I felt that they were up to some mischief.”




  He glanced around a little helplessly. Quest took a cigar from his case, and lit it.




  “To think that an old campaigner like I am,” the Professor continued, in a tone of abasement, “should be placed in a position like this! There have been times when for weeks together I have slept literally with my finger upon the trigger of my rifle, when I have laid warning traps in case the natives tried to desert in the night. I have even had our pack ponies hobbled. I have learnt the secret of no end of devices. And here, with a shifty lot of Arabs picked up in the slums of Port Said, and Hassan, the dragoman, dying in that mysterious fashion, I permit myself to lie down and go to sleep! I do not even secure my rifle! Quest, I shall never forgive myself.”




  “No good worrying,” Quest sighed. “The question is how best to get out of the mess. What’s the next move, anyway?”




  The Professor glanced towards the sun and took a small compass from his pocket. He pointed across the desert.




  “That’s exactly our route,” he said, “but I reckon we still must be two days from the Mongars, and how we are going to get there ourselves, much more get the women there, without camels, I don’t know. There are no wells, and I don’t believe those fellows have left us a single tin of water.”




  “Any chance of falling in with a caravan?” Quest enquired.




  “Not one in a hundred,” the Professor replied gloomily. “If we were only this short distance out of Port Said, and on one of the recognised trade routes, we should probably meet half-a-dozen before mid-day. Here we are simply in the wilds. The way we are going leads to nowhere and finishes in an utterly uninhabitable jungle.”




  “Think we’d better turn round and try and bisect one of the trade routes?” Quest suggested.




  The Professor shook his head.




  “We should never know when we’d struck it. There are no milestones or telegraph wires. We shall have to put as brave a face on it as possible, and push on.”




  Laura put her head out of the tent in which the two women had slept.




  “Say, where’s breakfast?” she exclaimed. “I can’t smell the coffee.”




  They turned and approached her silently. The two girls, fully dressed, came out of the tent as they approached.




  “Young ladies,” the Professor announced, “I regret to say that a misfortune has befallen us, a misfortune which we shall be able, without a doubt, to surmount, but which will mean a day of hardship and much inconvenience.”




  “Where are the camels?” Lenora asked breathlessly.




  “Gone!” Quest replied.




  “And the Arabs?”




  “Gone with them—we are left high and dry,” Quest explained. “Those fellows are as superstitious as they can be, and Hassan’s death has given them the scares. They have gone back to Port Said.”




  “And what is worse,” the Professor added, with a groan, “they have taken with them all our stores, our rifles and our water.”




  “How far are we from the Mongar Camp?” Lenora asked.




  “About a day’s tramp,” Quest replied quickly. “We may reach there by nightfall.”




  “Then let’s start walking at once, before it gets any hotter,” Lenora suggested.




  Quest patted her on the back. They made a close search of the tents but found that the Arabs had taken everything in the way of food and drink, except a single half-filled tin of drinking water. They moistened their lips with this carefully, Quest with the camphor in his hand. They found it good, however, though lukewarm. Laura produced a packet of sweet chocolate from her pocket.




  “It’s some breakfast, this,” she remarked, as she handed it round. “Let’s get a move on.”




  “And if I may be permitted to make the suggestion,” the Professor advised, “not too much chocolate. It is sustaining, I know, but this sweetened concoction encourages thirst, and it is thirst which we have most to—from which we may suffer most inconvenience.”




  “One, two, three—march!” Laura sung out. “Come on, everybody.”




  They started bravely enough, but by mid-day their little stock of water was gone, and their feet were sorely blistered. No one complained, however, and the Professor especially did his best to revive their spirits.




  “We have come further than I had dared to hope, in the time,” he announced. “Fortunately, I know the exact direction we must take. Keep up your spirits, young ladies. At any time now we may see signs of our destination.”




  “Makes one sad to think of the drinks we could have had,” Quest muttered. “What’s that?”




  The whole party stopped short. Before them was a distant vision of white houses, of little stunted groves of trees, the masts of ships in the distance.




  “It’s Port Said!” Quest exclaimed. “What the mischief—have we turned round? Say, Professor, has your compass got the jim-jams?”




  “I don’t care where it is,” Lenora faltered, with tears in her eyes. “I thought Port Said was a horrible place, but just now I believe it’s heaven.”




  The Professor turned towards them and shook his head.




  “Can’t you see?” he pointed out. “It’s a mirage—a desert mirage. They are quite common at dusk.”




  Lenora for a moment was hysterical, and even Laura gave a little sob. Quest set his teeth and glanced at the Professor.




  

    [image: The travellers gawk at a scantily veiled woman in a Middle-eastern marketplace.]



    “WHILE WE ARE WAITING, LET’S GO IN AND BE SHOCKED!”


  




  

    [image: The weary travellers in the desert are admonished by a native.]



    “YOU MUST THANK HIM FOR YOUR LIVES—THE MONGARS NEVER TAKE PRISONERS.”


  




  “Always water near where there’s a mirage, isn’t there, Professor?”




  “That’s so,” the Professor agreed. “We are coming to something, all right.”




  They struggled on once more. Night came and brought with it a half soothing, half torturing coolness. That vain straining of the eyes upon the horizon, at any rate, was spared to them. They slept in a fashion, but soon after dawn they were on their feet again. They were silent now, for their tongues were swollen and talk had become painful. Their walk had become a shamble, but there was one expression in their haggard faces common to all of them—the brave, dogged desire to struggle on to the last. Suddenly Quest, who had gone a little out of his way to mount a low ridge of sand-hills, waved his arm furiously. He was holding his field-glasses to his eyes. It was wonderful how that ray of hope transformed them. They hurried to where he was. He passed the glasses to the Professor.




  “A caravan!” he exclaimed. “I can see the camels, and horses!”




  The Professor almost snatched the glasses.




  “It is quite true,” he agreed. “It is a caravan crossing at right angles to our direction. Come! They will see us before long.”




  Lenora began to sob and Laura to laugh. Both were struggling with a tendency towards hysterics. The Professor and Quest marched grimly side by side. With every step they took the caravan became more distinct. Presently three or four horsemen detached themselves from the main body and came galloping towards them. The eyes of the little party glistened as they saw that the foremost had a water-bottle slung around his neck. He came dashing up, waving his arms.




  “You lost, people?” he asked. “Want water?”




  They almost snatched the bottle from him. It was like pouring life into their veins. They all, at the Professor’s instigation, drank sparingly. Quest, with a great sigh of relief, lit a cigar.




  “Some adventure, this!” he declared.




  The Professor, who had been talking to the men in their own language, turned back towards the two girls.




  “It is a caravan,” he explained, “of peaceful merchants on their way to Jaffa. They are halting for us, and we shall be able, without a doubt, to arrange for water and food and a camel or two horses. The man here asks if the ladies will take the horses and ride?”




  They started off gaily to where the caravan had come to a standstill. They had scarcely traversed a hundred yards, however, before the Arab who was leading Lenora’s horse came to a sudden standstill. He pointed with his arm and commenced to talk in an excited fashion to his two companions. From across the desert, facing them, came a little company of horsemen, galloping fast and with the sunlight flashing upon their rifles.




  “The Mongars!” the Arab cried, pointing wildly. “They attack the caravan!”




  The three Arabs talked together for a moment in an excited fashion. Then, without excuse or warning, they swung the two women to the ground, leapt on their horses, and, turning northwards, galloped away. Already the crack of the rifles and little puffs of white smoke showed them where the Mongars, advancing cautiously, were commencing their attack. The Professor looked on anxiously.




  “I am not at all sure,” he said in an undertone to Quest, “about our position with the Mongars. Craig has a peculiar hold upon them, but as a rule they hate white men, and their blood will be up…. See! the fight is all over. Those fellows were no match for the Mongars. Most of them have fled and left the caravan.”




  The fight was indeed over. Four of the Mongars had galloped away in pursuit of the Arabs who had been the temporary escort of Quest and his companions. They passed about a hundred yards away, waving their arms and shouting furiously. One of them even fired a shot, which missed Quest by only a few inches.




  “They say they are coming back,” the Professor muttered. “Who’s this? It’s the Chief and—”




  “Our search is over, at any rate,” Quest interrupted. “It’s Craig!”




  They came galloping up, Craig in white linen clothes and an Arab cloak; the Chief by his side—a fine, upright man with long grey beard; behind, three Mongars, their rifles already to their shoulders. The Chief wheeled up his horse as he came within twenty paces of the little party.




  “White! English!” he shouted. “Why do you seek death here?”




  He waited for no reply but turned to his men. Three of them dashed forward, their rifles, which were fitted with an odd sort of bayonet, drawn back for the plunge. Quest, snatching his field-glasses from his shoulders, swung them by the strap above his head, and brought them down upon the head of his assailant. The man reeled and his rifle fell from his hand. Quest picked it up, and stood on guard. The other two Mongars swung round towards him, raising their rifles to their shoulders. Quest held Lenora to him. It seemed as though their last second had come. Suddenly Craig, who had been a little in the rear, galloped, shouting, into the line of fire.




  “Stop!” he ordered. “Chief, these people are my friends. Chief, the word!”




  The Chief raised his arm promptly. The men lowered their rifles, and Craig galloped back to his host’s side. The Chief listened to him, nodding gravely. Presently he rode up to the little party. He saluted the Professor and talked to him in his own language. The Professor turned to the others.




  “The Chief apologises for not recognising me,” he announced. “It seems that Craig had told him that he had come to the desert for shelter, and he imagined at once, when he gave the order for the attack upon us, that we were his enemies. He says that we are welcome to go with him to his encampment.”




  Quest stood for a moment irresolute.




  “Seems to me we’re in a pretty fix,” he muttered. “We’ve got to owe our lives to that fellow Craig, anyway, and how shall we be able to get him away from them, goodness only knows.”




  “That is for later,” the Professor said gravely. “At present I think we cannot do better than accept the hospitality of the Chief. Even now the Chief is suspicious. I heard him ask Craig why, if these were his friends, he did not greet them.”




  Craig turned slowly towards them. It was a strange meeting. His face was thin and worn, there were hollows in his cheeks, a dull light in his sunken eyes. He had the look of the hunted animal. He spoke to them in a low tone.




  “It is necessary,” he told them, “that you should pretend to be my friends. The Chief has ordered two of his men to dismount. Their ponies are for the young ladies. There will be horses for you amongst the captured ones from the caravan yonder.”




  “So we meet at last, Craig,” the Professor said sternly.




  Craig raised his eyes and dropped them again. He said nothing. He turned instead once more towards Quest.




  “Whatever there may be between us,” he said, “your lives are mine at this moment, if I chose to take them. For the sake of the women, do as I advise. The Chief invites you to his encampment as his guests.”




  They all turned towards the Chief, who remained a little on the outside of the circle. The Professor raised his hat and spoke a few words in his own language, then he turned to the others.




  “I have accepted the invitation of the Chief,” he announced. “We had better start.”


  




  “This may not be Delmonico’s,” Laura remarked, a few hours later, with a little sigh of contentment, “but believe me that goat-stew and sherbet tasted better than any chicken and champagne I ever tasted.”




  “And I don’t quite know what tobacco this is,” Quest added, helping himself to one of a little pile of cigarettes which had been brought in to them, “but it tastes good.”




  They moved to the opening of the tent and sat looking out across the silent desert. Laura took the flap of the canvas in her hand.




  “What do all these marks mean?” she asked.




  “They are cabalistic signs,” the Professor replied, “part of the language of the tribe. They indicate that this is the guest tent, and there are a few little maxims traced upon it, extolling the virtues of hospitality. Out in the desert there we met the Mongars as foes, and we had, I can assure you, a very narrow escape of our lives. Here, under the shelter of their encampment, it is a very different matter. We have eaten their salt.”




  “It’s a strange position,” Quest remarked moodily.




  Lenora leaned forward to where a little group of Mongars were talking together.




  “I wish that beautiful girl would come and let us see her again,” she murmured.




  “She,” the Professor explained, “is the Chief’s daughter, Feerda, whose life Craig saved.”




  “And from the way she looks at him,” Laura observed, “I should say she hadn’t forgotten it, either.”




  The Professor held up a warning finger. The girl herself had glided to their side out of the shadows. She faced the Professor. The rest of the party she seemed to ignore. She spoke very slowly and in halting English.




  “My father wishes to know that you are satisfied?” she said. “You have no further wants?”




  “None,” the Professor assured her. “We are very grateful for this hospitality, Feerda.”




  “Won’t you talk to us for a little time?” Lenora begged, leaning forward.




  The girl made no responsive movement. She seemed, if anything, to shrink a little away. Her head was thrown back, her dark eyes were filled with dislike. She turned suddenly to the Professor and spoke to him in her own language. She pointed to the signs upon the tent, drew her finger along one of the sentences, flashed a fierce glance at them all and disappeared.




  “Seems to me we are not exactly popular with the young lady,” Quest remarked. “What was she saying, Professor?”




  “She suspects us,” the Professor said slowly, “of wishing to bring evil to Craig. She pointed to a sentence upon the tent. Roughly it means ‘Gratitude is the debt of hospitality.’ I am very much afraid that the young lady must have been listening to our conversation a while ago.”




  Lenora shivered.




  “To think of any girl,” she murmured, “caring for a fiend like Craig!”




  Before they knew it she was there again, her eyes on fire, her tone shaking.




  “You call him evil, he who saved your lives, who saved you from the swords of my soldiers!” she cried. “I wish that you had all died before you came here. I hope that you yet may die!”




  She passed away into the night. The Professor looked anxiously after her.




  “It is a humiliating reflection,” he said, “but we are most certainly in Craig’s power. Until we have been able to evolve some scheme for liberating ourselves and taking him with us, if possible, I think that we had better avoid any reference to him as much as possible. That young woman is quite capable of stirring up the whole tribe against us. The whole onus of hospitality would pass if they suspected we meant evil to Craig, and they have an ugly way of dealing with their enemies…. Ah! Listen!”




  The Professor suddenly leaned forward. There was a queer change in his face. From somewhere on the other side of that soft bank of violet darkness came what seemed to be the clear, low cry of some animal.




  “It is the Mongar cry of warning,” he said hoarsely. “Something is going to happen.”




  The whole encampment was suddenly in a state of activity. The Mongars ran hither and thither, getting together their horses. The Chief, with Craig by his side, was standing on the outskirts of the camp. The cry came again, this time much louder and nearer. Soon they caught the muffled trampling of a horse’s hoofs galloping across the soft sands, then the gleam of his white garments as he came suddenly into sight, in the edge of the little circle of light thrown by the fire. They saw him leap from his horse, run to the Chief, bend double in some form of salute, then commence to talk rapidly. The Chief listened with no sign of emotion, but in a moment or two he was giving rapid orders. Camels appeared from some invisible place. Men, already on horseback, were galloping hither and thither, collecting fire-arms and spare ammunition. Pack-horses were being loaded, tents rolled up and every evidence of breaking camp.




  “Seems to me there’s a move on,” Quest muttered, as they rose to their feet. “I wonder if we are in it.”




  A moment or two later Craig approached them. He came with his shoulders stooped and his eyes fixed upon the ground. He scarcely raised them as he spoke.




  “Word has been brought to the Chief,” he announced, “that the Arab who escaped from the caravan has fallen in with an outpost of British soldiers. They have already started in pursuit of us. The Mongars will take refuge in the jungle, where they have prepared hiding-places. We start at once.”




  “What about us?” the Professor enquired.




  “I endeavoured,” Craig continued, “to persuade the Chief to allow you to remain here, when the care of you would devolve upon the English soldiers. He and Feerda, however, have absolutely refused my request. Feerda has overheard some of your conversation, and the Chief believes that you will betray us. You will have to come along, too.”




  “You mean,” Laura exclaimed, “that we’ve got to tramp into what you call the jungle, and hide there because these thieves are being chased?”




  Craig glanced uneasily around.




  “Young lady,” he said, “you will do well to speak little here. They have long ears and quick understandings, these men. You may call them a race of robbers. They only remember that they are the descendants of an Imperial race, and what they take by the right of conquest they believe Allah sends them. You must do the bidding of the Chief.”




  He turned away towards where the Chief and Feerda, already on horseback, were waiting for him. Quest leaned towards the Professor.




  “Why not tackle the Chief yourself?” he suggested. “Here he comes now. Craig may be speaking the truth, but, on the other hand, it’s all to his interests to keep us away from the soldiers.”




  The Professor rose at once to his feet and stepped out to where the Chief was giving orders.




  “Chief,” he said, “my friends desire me to speak with you. We are worn out with our adventures. The young ladies who are with us are unused to and ill-prepared for this hard life. We beg that you will allow us to remain here and await the arrival of the English soldiers.”




  The Chief turned his head. There was little friendliness in his tone.




  “Wise man,” he replied, “I have sent you my bidding by him who is our honoured guest. I tell you frankly that I am not satisfied with the explanations I have received of your presence here.”




  Feerda leaned forward, her beautiful eyes flashing in the dim light.




  “Ah! but I know,” she cried, “they would bring harm to the master. I can read it in their hearts as I have heard it from their own lips.”




  “What my daughter says is truth,” the Chief declared. “Back, wise man, and tell your friends that you ride with us to-night, either as guests or captives. You may take your choice.”




  The Professor returned to where the others were eagerly awaiting him.




  “It is useless,” he announced. “The girl, who is clearly enamoured of Craig, suspects us. So does the Chief. Perhaps, secretly, Craig himself is unwilling to leave us here. The Chief never changes his mind and he has spoken. We go either as his captives or his guests. I have heard it said,” the Professor added grimly, “that the Mongars never keep captives longer than twenty-four hours.”




  They all rose at once to their feet, and a few moments later horses were brought. The little procession was already being formed in line. Craig approached them once more.




  “You will mount now and ride in the middle of our caravan,” he directed. “The Chief does not trust you. If you value your lives, you will do as you are bidden.”




  “I don’t like the idea of the jungle,” Lenora sighed.




  “Gives me the creeps,” Laura admitted, as she climbed upon her horse. “Any wild animals there, Professor?”




  The Professor became more cheerful.




  “The animal life of the region we are about to traverse,” he observed, as they moved off, “is in some respects familiar to me. Twelve years ago I devoted some time to research a little to the westward of our present route. I will, if you choose, as we ride, give you a brief account of some of my discoveries.”




  The two girls exchanged glances. Quest, who had intercepted them, turned his horse and rode in between the Professor and Lenora.




  “Go right ahead, Professor,” he invited. “Fortunately the girls have got saddles like boxes—I think they both mean to go to sleep.”




  “An intelligent listener of either sex,” the Professor said amiably, “will be a stimulus to my memory.”




  2.




  “You can call this fairyland, if you want,” Laura remarked, gazing around her; “I call it a nasty, damp, oozy spot.”




  “It seemed very beautiful when we first came,” Lenora sighed, “but that was after the heat and glare of the desert. There does seem something a little unhealthy about it.”




  “I’m just about fed up with Mongars,” Quest declared.




  “We do nothing but lie about, and they won’t even let us fire a gun off.”




  “Personally,” the Professor confessed, holding up a glass bottle in front of him from which a yellow beetle was making frantic efforts to escape, “I find this little patch of country unusually interesting. The specimen which I have here—I spare you the scientific name for him—belongs to a class of beetle which has for long eluded me.”




  Laura regarded the specimen with disfavour.




  “So far as I am concerned,” she observed, “I shouldn’t have cared if he’d eluded you a little longer. Don’t you dare let him out, Professor.”




  “My dear young lady,” the Professor assured her, “the insect is perfectly secure. Through the cork, as you see, I have bored a couple of holes, hoping to keep him alive until we reach Port Said, when I can prepare him as a specimen.”




  “Port Said!” Lenora murmured. “It sounds like heaven.”




  Quest motioned them to sit a little nearer.




  “Well,” he said, “I fancy we are all feeling about the same except the Professor, and even he wants to get some powder for his beetle. I had a moment’s talk with Craig this morning, and from what he says I fancy they mean to make a move a little further in before long. It’ll be all the more difficult to escape then.”




  “You think we could get away?” Lenora whispered eagerly.




  Quest glanced cautiously around. They were surrounded by thick vegetation, but they were only a very short distance from the camp.




  “Seems to me,” he continued, “we shall have to try it some day or other and I’m all for trying it soon. Even if they caught us, I don’t believe they’d dare to kill us, with the English soldiers so close behind. I am going to get hold of two or three rifles and some ammunition. That’s easy, because they leave them about all the time. And what you girls want to do is to hide some food and get a bottle of water.”




  “What about Craig?” the Professor asked.




  “We are going to take him along,” Quest declared grimly. “He’s had the devil’s own luck so far, but it can’t last forever. I’ll see to that part of the business, if you others get ready and wait for me to give the signal…. What’s that?”




  They all looked around. There had been a little rustling amongst the canopy of bushes. Quest peered through and returned, frowning.




  “Feerda again,” he muttered. “She hangs around all the time, trying to listen to what we are saying. She couldn’t have heard this, though. Now, girls, remember. When the food is about this evening, see how much you can get hold of. I know just where to find the guns and the horses. Let’s separate now. The Professor and I will go on a beetle hunt.”




  They dispersed in various directions. It was not until late in the evening, when the Mongars had withdrawn a little to indulge in their customary orgy of crooning songs, that they were absolutely alone. Quest looked out of the tent in which they had been sitting and came back again.




  “Well?”




  Laura lifted her skirt and showed an unusual projection underneath.




  “Lenora and I have pinned up our petticoats,” she announced. “We’ve got plenty of food and a bottle of water.”




  Quest threw open the white Arab cloak which he had been wearing. He had three rifles strapped around him.




  “The Professor’s got the ammunition,” he said, “and we’ve five horses tethered a hundred paces along the track we came by, just behind the second tree turning to the left. I want you all to go there now at once and take the rifles. There isn’t a soul in the camp and you can carry them wrapped in this cloak. I’ll join you in ten minutes.”




  “What about Craig?” the Professor enquired.




  “I am seeing to him,” Quest replied.




  Lenora hesitated.




  “Isn’t it rather a risk?” she whispered fearfully.




  Quest’s face was suddenly stern.




  “Craig is going back with us,” he said. “I’ll be careful, Lenora. Don’t worry.”




  He strolled out of the tent and came back again.




  “The coast’s clear,” he announced. “Off you go…. One moment,” he added, “there are some papers in this little box of mine which one of you ought to take care of.”




  He bent hastily over the little wallet, which never left him. Suddenly a little exclamation broke from his lips. The Professor peered over his shoulder.




  “What is it?”




  Quest never said a word. From one of the spaces of the wallet he drew out a small black box, removed the lid and held out the card. They read it together:




  

    

      “Fools, all of you! The cunning of the ages defeats your puny efforts at every turn.




      “The Hands!”


    


  




  Even the Professor’s lips blanched a little as he read. Quest, however, seemed suddenly furious. He tore the card and the box to pieces, flung them into a corner of the tent and drew a revolver from his pocket.




  “This time,” he exclaimed, “we are going to make an end of the Hands! Out you go now, girls. You can leave me to finish things up.”




  One by one they stole along the path. Quest came out and watched them disappear. Then he gripped his revolver firmly in his hand and turned towards Craig’s tent. There was something in the breathless stillness of the place, at that moment, which seemed almost a presage of coming disaster. Without knowing exactly why, Quest’s fingers tightened on the butt of his weapon. Then, from the thick growth by the side of the clearing, he saw a dark shape steal out and vanish in the direction of Craig’s tent. He came to a standstill, puzzled. There had been rumours of lions all day, but the Professor had been incredulous. The nature of the country, he thought, scarcely favoured the probability of their presence. Then the still, heavy air was suddenly rent by a wild scream of horror. Across the narrow opening the creature had reappeared, carrying something in its mouth, something which gave vent all the time to the most awful yells. Quest fired his revolver on chance and broke into a run. Already the Mongars, disturbed in their evening amusement, were breaking into the undergrowth in chase. Quest came to a standstill. It was from Craig’s tent that the beast had issued!




  He turned slowly around. If Craig had indeed paid for his crimes by so horrible a death, there was all the more reason why they should make their escape in the general confusion, and make it quickly. He retraced his steps. The sound of shouting voices grew less and less distinct. When he reached the meeting place, he found the Professor standing at the corner with the rest. His face showed signs of the most lively curiosity.




  “From the commotion,” he announced, “I believe that, after all, a lion has visited the camp. The cries which we have heard were distinctly the cries of a native.”




  Quest shook his head.




  “A lion’s been here all right,” he said, “and he has finished our little job for us. That was Craig. I saw him come out of Craig’s tent.”




  The Professor was dubious.




  “My friend,” he said, “you are mistaken. There is nothing more characteristic and distinct than the Mongar cry of fear. They seldom use it except in the face of death. That was the cry of a native Mongar. As for Craig, well, you see that tree that looks like a dwarfed aloe?”




  Quest nodded.




  “What about it?”




  “Craig was lying there ten minutes ago. He sprang up when he heard the yells from the encampment, but I believe he is there now.”




  “Got the horses all right?” Quest enquired.




  “Everything is waiting,” the Professor replied.




  “I’ll have one more try, then,” Quest declared.




  He made his way slowly through the undergrowth to the spot which the Professor had indicated. Close to the trunk of a tree Craig was standing. Feerda was on her knees before him. She was speaking to him in broken English.




  “Dear master, you shall listen to your slave. These people are your enemies. It would be all over in a few minutes. You have but to say the word. My father is eager for it. No one would ever know.”




  Craig patted her head. His tone was filled with the deepest despondency.




  “It is impossible, Feerda,” he said. “You do not understand. I cannot tell you everything. Sometimes I almost think that the best thing I could do would be to return with them to the countries you know nothing of.”




  “That’s what you are going to do, any way,” Quest declared, suddenly making his appearance. “Hands up!”




  He covered Craig with his revolver, but his arm was scarcely extended before Feerda sprang at him like a little wild-cat. He gripped her with his left arm and held her away with difficulty.




  “Craig,” he continued, “you’re coming with us. You know the way to Port Said and we want you—you know why. Untie that sash from your waist. Quickly!”




  Craig obeyed. He had the stupefied air of a man who has lost for the time his volition.




  “Tie it to the tree,” Quest ordered. “Leave room enough.”




  Craig did as he was told. Then he turned and held the loose ends up. Quest lowered his revolver for a moment as he pushed Feerda toward it. Craig, with a wonderful spring, reached his side and kicked the revolver away. Before Quest could even stoop to recover it, he saw the glitter of the other’s knife pressed against his chest.




  “Listen,” Craig declared. “I’ve made up my mind. I won’t go back to America. I’ve had enough of being hunted all over the world. This time I think I’ll rid myself of one of you, at any rate.”




  “Will you?”




  The interruption was so unexpected that Craig lost his nerve. Through an opening in the trees, only a few feet away, Lenora had suddenly appeared. She, too, held a revolver; her hand was as steady as a rock.




  “Drop your knife,” she ordered Craig.




  He obeyed without hesitation.




  “Now tie the sash around the girl.”




  He obeyed mechanically. Feerda, who had been fiercely resisting Quest’s efforts to hold her, yielded without a struggle as soon as Craig touched her. She looked at him, however, with bitter reproach.




  “You would tie me here?” she murmured. “You would leave me?”
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    FEERDA, THE CHIEF’S DAUGHTER, LISTENS ENRAPTURED TO CRAIG’S TALES OF FARAWAY AMERICA.
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    CRAIG FRANTICALLY ASSISTED IN DRAGGING PEOPLE FROM THE BURNING CAR.


  




  “It is Fate,” Craig muttered. “I am worn out with trying to escape, Feerda. They will come soon and release you.”




  She opened her lips to shriek, but Quest, who had made a gag of her linen head-dress, thrust it suddenly into her mouth. He took Craig by the collar and led him to the spot where the others were waiting. They hoisted him on to a horse. Already behind them they could see the flare of the torches from the returning Mongars.




  “You know the way to Port Said,” Quest whispered. “See that you lead us there. There will be trouble, mind, if you don’t.”




  Craig made no reply. He rode off in front of the little troop, covered all the time by Quest’s revolver. Very soon they were out of the jungle and in the open desert. Quest looked behind him uneasily.




  “To judge by the row those fellows are making,” he remarked, “I should think that they’ve found Feerda already.”




  “In that case,” the Professor said gravely, “let me recommend you to push on as fast as possible. We have had one escape from them, but nothing in the world can save us now that you have laid hands upon Feerda. The Chief would never forgive that.”




  “We’ve got a start, any way,” Quest observed, “and these are the five best horses in the camp. Girls, a little faster. We’ve got to trust Craig for the direction but I believe he is right.”




  “So far as my instinct tells me,” the Professor agreed, “I believe that we are heading in precisely the right direction.”




  They galloped steadily on. The moon rose higher and higher until it became almost as light as day. Often the Professor raised himself in his saddle and peered forward.




  “This column of soldiers would march at night,” he remarked. “I am hoping all the time that we may meet them.”




  Quest fell a little behind to his side, although he never left off watching Craig.




  “Look behind you, Professor,” he whispered.




  In the far distance were a number of little black specks, growing every moment larger. Even at that moment they heard the low, long call of the Mongars.




  “They are gaining on us,” Quest muttered.




  The two girls, white though they were, bent over their horses.




  “We’ll stick to it till the last moment,” Quest continued, “then we’ll turn and let them have it.”




  They raced on for another mile or more. A bullet whistled over their heads. Quest tightened his reins.




  “No good,” he sighed. “We’d better stay and fight it out, Professor. Stick close to me, Lenora.”




  They drew up and hastily dismounted. The Mongars closed in around them. A cloud had drifted in front of the moon, and in the darkness it was almost impossible to see their whereabouts. They heard the Chief’s voice.




  “Shoot first that dog of a Craig!”




  There was a shriek. Suddenly Feerda, breaking loose from the others, raced across the little division. She flung herself from her horse.




  “Tell my father that you were not faithless,” she pleaded. “They shall not kill you!”




  She clung to Craig’s neck. The bullets were beginning to whistle around them now. All of a sudden she threw up her arms. Craig, in a fury, turned around and fired into the darkness. Then suddenly, as though on the bidding of some unspoken word, there was a queer silence. Every one was distinctly conscious of an alien sound—the soft thud of many horses’ feet galloping from the right; then a sharp, English voice of command.




  “Hold your fire, men. Close into the left there. Steady!”




  The cloud suddenly rolled away from the moon. A long line of horsemen were immediately visible. The officer in front rode forward.




  “Drop your arms and surrender,” he ordered sternly.




  The Mongars, who were outnumbered by twenty to one, obeyed without hesitation. Their Chief seemed unconscious, even, of what had happened. He was on his knees, bending over the body of Feerda, half supported in Craig’s arms. The officer turned to Quest.




  “Are you the party who left Port Said for the Mongar Camp?” he asked.




  Quest nodded.




  “They took us into the jungle—just escaped. They’d caught us here, though, and I’m afraid we were about finished if you hadn’t come along. We are not English—we’re American.”




  “Same thing,” the officer replied, as he held out his hand. “Stack up their arms, men,” he ordered, turning around. “Tie them in twos. Dennis, take the young ladies back to the commissariat camels.”




  The Professor drew a little sigh.




  “Commissariat!” he murmured. “That sounds most inviting.”
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  Side by side they leaned over the rail of the steamer and gazed shorewards at the slowly unfolding scene before them. For some time they had all preserved an almost ecstatic silence.




  “Oh, but it’s good to see home again!” Laura sighed at last.




  “I’m with you,” Quest agreed emphatically. “It’s the wrong side of the continent, perhaps, but I’m aching to set my foot on American soil again.”




  “This the wrong side of the continent! I should say not!” Laura exclaimed, pointing to where in the distance the buildings of the Exposition gleamed almost snow-white in the dazzling sunshine. “Why, I have never seen anything so beautiful in my life.”




  The Professor intervened amiably. His face, too, shone with pleasure as he gazed landwards.




  “I agree with the young lady,” he declared. “The blood and sinews of life may seem to throb more ponderously in New York, but there is a big life here on this western side, a great, wide-flung, pulsating life. There is room here, room to breathe.”




  “And it is so beautiful,” Lenora murmured.




  Quest glanced a little way along the deck to where a pale-faced man stood leaning upon his folded arms, gazing upon the same scene. There was no smile on Craig’s face, no light of anticipation in his eyes.




  “I guess there’s one of us here,” Quest observed, “who is none too pleased to see America again.”




  Lenora shivered a little. They were all grave.




  “We must, I think, admit,” the Professor said, “that Craig’s deportment during the voyage has been everything that could be desired. He has even voluntarily carried out certain small attentions to my person which I must confess that I had greatly missed.”




  “That’s all right,” Quest agreed. “At the same time I am afraid the moment has come now to remind him that the end is drawing near.”




  Quest moved slowly down the deck towards Craig’s side, and touched him on the arm.




  “Give me your left wrist, Craig,” he said quietly.




  The man slunk away. There was a sudden look of horror in his white face. He started back but Quest was too quick for him. In a moment there was the click of a handcuff, the mate of which was concealed under the criminologist’s cuff.




  “You’d better take things quietly,” the latter advised. “It will only hurt you to struggle. Step this way a little. Put your hand in your pocket, so, and no one will notice.”




  Craig obeyed silently. They stepped along the deck towards the rest of the party. Lenora handed her glasses to Quest.




  “Do look, Mr. Quest,” she begged. “There is Inspector French standing in the front row on the dock, with two enormous bunches of flowers—carnations for me, I expect, and poinsettias for Laura. They’re the larger bunch.”




  Quest took the glasses and nodded.




  “That’s French, right enough,” he assented. “Look at him standing straightening his tie in front of that advertisement mirror! Flowers, too! Say, he’s got his eye on one of you girls. Not you, by any chance, is it, Lenora?”




  Lenora laughed across at Laura, who had turned a little pink.




  “I guess French has got sense enough to know I’m not that sort,” the latter replied. “The double-harness stuff doesn’t appeal to me, and he knows it!”




  Lenora made a little grimace as she turned away.




  “Well,” she said, “it’s brave talk.”




  “Almost,” the Professor pointed out, “Amazonian. Yet in the ancient days even the Amazons were sometimes tamed.”




  “Oh, nonsense!” Laura exclaimed, turning away. “I don’t see why the man wants to make himself look like a walking conservatory, though,” she added under her breath.




  “And I think it’s sweet of him,” Lenora insisted. “If there’s anything I’m longing for, it’s a breath of perfume from those flowers.”




  Slowly the great steamer drifted nearer and nearer to the dock, hats were waved from the little line of spectators, ropes were drawn taut. The Inspector was standing at the bottom of the gangway as they all passed down. He shook hands with every one vigorously. Then he presented Lenora with her carnations and Laura with the poinsettias. Lenora was enthusiastic. Even Laura murmured a few words of thanks.




  “Some flowers, those poinsettias,” the Inspector agreed.




  Quest gripped him by the arm.




  “French,” he said, “I tell you I shall make your hair curl when you hear all that we’ve been through. Do you feel like having me start in right away, on our way to the cars?”




  French withdrew his arm.




  “Nothing doing,” he replied. “I want to talk to Miss Laura. You can stow that criminal stuff. It’ll wait all right. You’ve got the fellow—that’s what matters.”




  Quest exchanged an amused glance with Lenora. The Inspector and Laura fell a little behind. The former took off his hat for a moment and fanned himself.




  “Say, Miss Laura,” he began, “I’m a plain man, and a poor hand at speeches. I’ve been saying a few nice things over to myself on the dock here for the last hour, but everything’s gone right out of my head. Look here, it sums up like this. How do you feel about quitting this bunch right away and coming back to New York with me?”




  “What do I want to go to New York for?” Laura demanded.




  “Oh, come on, Miss Laura, you know what I mean,” French replied. “We’ll slip off and get married here and then take this man Craig to New York. Once get him safely in the Tombs and we’ll go off on a honeymoon anywhere you say.”




  Laura was on the point of laughing at him. Then the unwonted seriousness of his expression appealed suddenly to her sympathy. She patted him kindly on the shoulder.




  “You’re a good sort, Inspector, but you’ve picked the wrong girl. I’ve run along on my own hook ever since I was born, I guess, and I can’t switch my ideas over to this married stuff. You’d better get a move on and get Craig back to New York before he slips us again. I’m going to stay here with the others.”




  The Inspector sighed. His face had grown long, and the buoyancy had passed from his manner.




  “This is some disappointment, believe me, Miss Laura,” he confessed.




  “Cheer up,” she laughed. “You’ll get over it all right.”




  They found the others waiting for them at the end of the great wooden shed. Quest turned to French.




  “Look here, French,” he said, “you know I don’t want to hurry you off, but I don’t know what we’re going to do with this fellow about in San Francisco. We don’t want to lodge two charges, and we should have to put him in jail to-night. Why don’t you take him on right away? There’s a Limited goes by the southern route in an hour’s time.”




  French assented gloomily.




  “That suits me,” he agreed. “You’ll be glad to get rid of the fellow, too,” he added.




  They drove straight to the depot, found two vacant seats in the train, and Quest with a little sigh of relief handed over his charge. Craig, who, though still dumb, had shown signs of intense nervousness since the landing, sank back in his corner seat, covering the upper part of his head with his hands. Suddenly Lenora, who had been chatting with French through the window, happened to glance towards Craig. She gave a little cry and stepped back.




  “Look!” she exclaimed. “The eyes! Those are the eyes that haunted me all through those terrible days!”




  She was suddenly white. Quest passed his arm through hers and glanced through the carriage window. In the shaded light, Craig’s eyes seemed indeed to have suddenly grown in power and intensity. They shone fiercely from underneath the hands which clasped his forehead.




  “Well, that’s the last you’ll see of them,” Quest reminded her soothingly. “Come, you’re not going to break down now, Lenora. We’ve been through it all and there he is, safe and sound in French’s keeping. There is nothing more left in the world to frighten you.”




  Lenora pulled herself together with an effort.




  “It was silly,” she confessed, “yet even now—”




  “Don’t you worry, Miss Lenora,” French cried from out of the window. “You can take my word for it the job’s finished this time. Good-bye, all of you! Good-bye, Miss Laura!”




  Laura waved her hand gaily. They all stood and watched the train depart. Then they turned away from the depot.




  “Now for a little holiday,” Quest declared, passing Lenora’s arm through his. “We’ll just have a look round the city and then get down to San Diego and take a look at the Exposition there. No responsibilities, no one to look after, nothing to do but enjoy ourselves.”




  “Capital!” the Professor agreed, beaming upon them all. “There is a collection of fossilised remains in the museum here, the study of which will afford me the greatest pleasure and interest.”




  The girls laughed heartily.




  “I think you and I,” Quest suggested, turning to them, “will part company with the Professor!”


  




  Quest and Lenora turned away from the window of the hotel, out of which they had been gazing for the last quarter of an hour. Stretched out before them were the lights of the Exposition, a blur of twinkling diamonds against the black garb of night. Beyond, the flashing of a light-house and a faint background of dark sea.




  “It’s too beautiful,” Lenora sighed.




  Quest stood for a moment shaking his head. The Professor with a pile of newspapers stretched out before him, was completely engrossed in their perusal. Laura, who had been sitting in an armchair at the further end of the apartment, was apparently deep in thought. The newspaper which she had been reading had slipped unnoticed from her fingers.




  “Say, you two are no sort of people for a holiday,” Quest declared. “As for you, Laura, I can’t think what’s come over you. You never opened your mouth at dinner-time, and you sit there now looking like nothing on earth.”




  “I am beginning to suspect her,” Lenora chimed in. “Too bad he had to hurry away, dear!”




  Laura’s indignation was not altogether convincing. Quest and Lenora exchanged amused glances. The former picked up the newspaper from the floor and calmly turned out the Professor’s lamp.




  “Look here,” he explained, “this is the first night of our holiday. I’m going to run the party and I’m going to make the rules. No more newspapers to-night or for a fortnight. You understand? No reading, nothing but frivolity. And no love-sickness, Miss Laura.”




  “Love-sickness, indeed!” she repeated scornfully.




  “Having arranged those minor details,” Quest concluded, “on with your hats, everybody. I am going to take you out to a café where they play the best music in the city. We are going to have supper, drink one another’s health, and try and forget the last few months altogether.”




  Lenora clapped her hands and Laura rose at once to her feet. The Professor obediently crossed the room for his hat.




  “I am convinced,” he said, “that our friend Quest’s advice is good. We will at any rate embark upon this particular frivolity which he suggests.”




  2.




  Quest took the dispatch which the hotel clerk handed to him one afternoon a fortnight later, and read it through without change of expression. Lenora, however, who was by his side, knew at once that it contained something startling.




  “What is it?” she asked.




  He passed his arm through hers and led her down the hall to where the Professor and Laura were just waiting for the lift. He beckoned them to follow him to a corner of the lounge.




  “There’s one thing I quite forgot, a fortnight ago,” he said, slowly, “when I suggested that we should none of us look at a newspaper all the time we were in California. Have you kept to our bargain, Professor?”




  “Absolutely!”




  “And you, girls?”




  “I’ve never even seen one,” Lenora declared.




  “Nor I,” Laura echoed.




  “I made a mistake,” Quest confessed. “Something has happened which we ought to have known about. You had better read this message—or, wait, I’ll read it aloud:—




  

    

      “To Sanford Quest, Garfield Hotel, San Diego.




      “Injured in wreck of Limited. Recovered consciousness today. Craig reported burned in wreck but think you had better come on.”




      “French, Samaritan Hospital, Allguez.”


    


  




  “When can we start?” Laura exclaimed excitedly.




  Lenora clutched at Quest’s arm.




  “I knew it,” she declared simply. “I felt perfectly certain, when they left San Francisco, that something would happen. We haven’t seen the end of Craig yet.”




  Quest, who had been studying a time-table, glanced once more at the dispatch.




  “Look here,” he said, “Allguez isn’t so far out of the way if we take the southern route to New York. Let’s get a move on to-night.”




  Laura led the way to the lift. She was in a state of rare discomposure.




  “To think that all the time we’ve been giddying round,” she muttered, “that poor man has been lying in hospital! Makes one feel like a brute.”




  “He’s been unconscious all the time,” Quest reminded her.




  “Might have expected to find us there when he came-to, any way,” Laura insisted.




  Lenora smiled faintly as she caught a glance from Quest.




  “Laura’s got a heart somewhere,” she murmured, “only it takes an awful lot of getting at!”…




  They found French, already convalescent, comfortably installed in the private ward of a small hospital in the picturesque New Mexican town. Laura almost at once established herself by his side.




  “You’re going to lose your job here, nurse,” Quest told her, smiling.




  The nurse glanced at French.




  “The change seems to be doing him good, any way,” she remarked. “I haven’t seen him look so bright yet.”




  “Can you remember anything about the wreck, French?” Quest enquired.




  The Inspector passed his hand wearily over his forehead.




  “It seems more like a dream—or rather a nightmare—than anything,” he admitted. “I was sitting opposite Craig when the crash came. I was unconscious for a time. When I came to, I was simply pinned down by the side of the car. I could see a man working hard to release me, tugging and straining with all his might. Every now and then I got a glimpse of his face. It seemed queer, but I could have sworn it was Craig. Then other people passed by. I heard the shriek of a locomotive. I could see a doctor bending over some bodies. Then it all faded away and came back again. The second time I was nearly free. The man who had been working so hard was just smashing the last bit of timber away, and again I saw his face and that time I was sure that it was Craig. Anyway, he finished the job. I suddenly felt I could move my limbs. The man stood up as though exhausted, looked at me, called to the doctor, and then he seemed to fade away. It might have been because I was unconscious myself, for I don’t remember anything else until I found myself in bed.”




  “It would indeed,” the Professor remarked, “be an interesting circumstance—an interesting psychological circumstance, if I might put it that way—if Craig, the arch-criminal, the man who has seemed to us so utterly devoid of all human feeling, should really have toiled in this manner to set free his captor.”




  “Interesting or not,” Quest observed, “I’d like to know whether it was Craig or not. I understand there were about a dozen unrecognisable bodies found.”




  The nurse, who had left the room for a few minutes, returned with a small package in her hand, which she handed to French. He looked at it in a puzzled manner.




  “What can that be?” he muttered, turning it over. “Addressed to me all right, but there isn’t a soul knows I’m here except you people. Will you open it, Miss Laura?”




  She took it from him and untied the strings. A little breathless cry escaped from her lips as she tore open the paper. A small black box was disclosed. She opened the lid with trembling fingers and drew out a scrap of paper. They all leaned over and read together:—




  

    

      “You have all lost again. Why not give it up? You can never win.




      “The Hands.”


    


  




  Lenora was perhaps the calmest. She simply nodded with the melancholy air of satisfaction of one who finds her preconceived ideas confirmed.




  “I knew it!” she exclaimed softly. “I knew it at the depot. Craig’s time has not come yet. He may be somewhere near us, even now.”




  She glanced uneasily around the ward. Quest, who had been examining the post-mark on the package, threw the papers down.




  “The post-mark’s all blurred out,” he remarked. “There’s no doubt about it, that fellow Craig has the devil’s own luck, but we’ll get him—we’ll get him yet. I’ll just take a stroll up to police head-quarters and make a few inquiries. You might come with me, Lenora, and Laura can get busy with her amateur nursing.”




  “I shall make inquiries,” the Professor announced briskly, “concerning the local museum. There should be interesting relics hereabouts of the prehistoric Indians.”




  3.




  A man sat on the steps of the range cook wagon, crouching as far back as possible to take advantage of its slight shelter from the burning sun. He held before him a newspaper, a certain paragraph of which he was eagerly devouring. In the distance the mail boy was already disappearing in a cloud of dust.




  

    

      “FAMOUS CRIMINOLOGIST IN ALLGUEZ




      “Sanford Quest and his assistants, accompanied by Professor Lord Ashleigh, arrived in Allguez a few days ago to look for John Craig, formerly servant to the scientist. Craig has not been seen since the accident to the Limited, a fortnight ago, and by many is supposed to have perished in the wreck. He was in the charge of Inspector French, and was on his way to New York to stand his trial for homicide. French was taken to the hospital, suffering from concussion of the brain, but is now convalescent.”


    


  




  The man read the paragraph twice. Then he set down the paper and looked steadily across the rolling prairie land. There was a queer, bitter little smile upon his lips.




  “So it begins again!” he muttered.




  There was a cloud of dust in the distance. The man rose to his feet, shaded his eyes with his hand and shambled round to the back of the wagon, where a long table was set out with knives and forks, hunches of bread and tin cups. He walked a little further away to the fire, and slowly stirred a pot of stew. The little party of cowboys came thundering up. There was a chorus of shouts and exclamations, whistlings and good-natured chaff, as they threw themselves from their horses. Long Jim stood slowly cracking his whip and looking down the table.




  “Say, boys, I think he’s fixed things up all right,” he remarked. “Come on with the grub, cookie.”




  Silently the man filled each dish with the stew and laid it in its place. Then he retired to the background and the cowboys commenced their meal. Long Jim winked at the others as he picked up a biscuit.




  “Cookie, you’re no good,” he called out. “The stew’s rotten. Here, take this!”




  He flicked the biscuit, which caught the cook on the side of the head. For a moment the man started. With his hand upon his temple he flashed a look of hatred towards his assailant. Long Jim laughed carelessly.




  “Say, cookie,” the latter went on, “where did you get them eyes? Guess we’ll have to tame you a bit.”




  The meal was soon over, and Jim strolled across to where the others were saddling up. He passed his left arm through the reins of his horse and turned once more to look at Craig.




  “Say, you mind you do better to-night, young fellow. Eh!”




  He stopped short with a cry of pain. The horse had suddenly started, wrenching at the reins. Jim’s arm hung helplessly down from the shoulder.




  “Gee, boys, he’s broken it!” he groaned. “Say, this is hell!”




  He swore in agony. They all crowded around him.




  “What’s wrong, Jim?”




  “It’s broken, sure!”




  “Wrong, you helpless sons of loons!” Jim yelled. “Can’t any of you do something?”




  The cook suddenly pushed his way through the little crowd. He took Jim’s shoulder firmly in one hand and his arm in the other. The cowboy howled with pain.




  “Let go my arm!” he shouted. “Kill him, boys! My God, I’ll make holes in you for this!”




  He snatched at his gun with his other hand and the cowboys scattered a little. The cook stepped back, the gun flashed out, only to be suddenly lowered. Jim looked incredulously towards his left arm, which hung no longer helplessly by his side. He swung it backwards and forwards, and a broad grin slowly lit up his lean, brown face. He thrust the gun in his holster and held out his hand.




  “Cookie, you’re all right!” he exclaimed. “You’ve done the trick this time. Say, you’re a miracle!”




  The cook smiled.




  “Your arm was just out of joint,” he remarked. “It was rather a hard pull but it’s all right now.”




  Jim looked around at the others.




  “And to think that I might have killed him!” he exclaimed. “Cookie, you’re a white boy. You’ll do. We’re going to like you here.”




  Craig watched them ride off. The bitterness had passed from his face. Slowly he began to clean up. Then he crept underneath the wagon and rested….




  

    [image: A man plays the violin at a campsite.]



    CRAIG WINS THE COWPUNCHER’S ADMIRATION BY HIS SKILL AS A VIOLINIST.


  




  

    [image: Three men look at a piece of paper.]



    THE COWBOYS CONSULT A MAP WHILE ARRANGING FOR CRAIG’S ESCAPE.


  




  Evening came and with it a repetition of his labours. When everything was ready to serve, he stepped from behind the wagon and looked across the rolling stretch of open country. There was no one in sight. Softly, almost stealthily, he crept up to the wagon, fetched out from its wooden case a small violin, made his way to the further side of the wagon, sat down with his back to the wheel and began to play. His eyes were closed. Sometimes the movements of his fingers were so slow that the melody seemed to die away. Then unexpectedly he picked it up, carrying the same strain through quick, convulsive passages, lost it again, wandered as though in search of it, extemporising all the time, yet playing always with the air of a man who feels and sees the hidden things. Suddenly the bow rested motionless. A look of fear came into his face. He sprang up. The cowboys were all stealing from the other side of the wagon. They had arrived and dismounted without his hearing them. He sprang to his feet and began to stammer apologies. Long Jim’s hand was laid firmly upon his shoulders.




  “Say, cookie, you don’t need to look so scared. You ain’t done nothing wrong. Me and the boys, we like your music. Sing us another tune on that fiddle!”




  “I haven’t neglected anything,” Craig faltered. “It’s all ready to serve.”




  “The grub can wait,” Jim replied. “Pull the bow, partner, pull the bow.”




  The cook looked at him for a moment incredulously. Then he realised that the cowboy was in earnest. He picked up the bow and commenced to play again. They sat around him, wondering, absolutely absorbed. No one even made a move towards the food. It was Craig who led them there at last himself, still playing. Long Jim threw his arm almost caressingly around his shoulder.




  “Say, Cookie,” he began, “there ain’t never no questions asked concerning the past history of the men who find their way out here, just so long as they don’t play the game yellow. Maybe you’ve fitted up a nice little hell for yourself somewhere, but we ain’t none of us hankering to know the address. You’re white and you’re one of us and any time any guy wants to charge you rent for that little hell where you got the furniture of your conscience stored, why, you just let us settle with him, that’s all. Now, one more tune, Cookie.”




  Craig shook his head. He had turned away to where the kettle was hissing on the range fire.




  “It is time you had your food,” he said.




  Long Jim took up the violin and drew the bow across it. There was a chorus of execrations. Craig snatched it from him. He suddenly turned his back upon them all. He had played before as though to amuse himself. He played now with the complete, almost passionate absorption of the artist. His head was uplifted, his eyes half closed. He was no longer the menial, the fugitive from justice. He was playing himself into another world, playing amidst a silence which, considering his audience, was amazing. They crouched across the table and watched him. Long Jim stood like a figure of stone. The interruption which came was from outside.




  “More of these damned tourists,” Long Jim muttered. “Women, too!”




  Craig had stopped playing. He turned his head slowly. Quest was in the act of dismounting from his horse. By his side was the Professor; just behind, Lenora and Laura. Long Jim greeted them with rough cordiality.




  “Say, what are you folks looking for?” he demanded.




  Quest pointed to Craig.




  “We want that man,” he announced. “This is Inspector French from New York. I am Sanford Quest.”




  There was a tense silence. Craig covered his face with his hands, then suddenly looked up.




  “I won’t come,” he cried fiercely. “You’ve hounded me all round the world. I am innocent. I won’t come.”




  Quest shrugged his shoulders. He took a step forward, but Long Jim, as though by accident, sauntered in the way.




  “Got a warrant?” he asked tersely.




  “We don’t need it,” Quest replied. “He’s our man, right enough.”




  “Right this minute he’s our cook,” drawled Long Jim, “and we ain’t exactly particular about going hungry to please a bunch of strangers. Cut it short, Mister. If you ain’t got a warrant, you ain’t got this man. Maybe we don’t sport finger-bowls and silk socks, but we’re civilised enough not to let no slim dude walk off with one of our boys without proper authority. So you can just meander along back where you come from. Ain’t that right, boys?”




  There was a sullen murmur of assent. Quest turned back and whispered for a moment to the Inspector. Then he turned to Long Jim.




  “All right,” he agreed. “The Inspector here and I will soon see to that. We’ll ride back to the township. With your permission, the ladies and our elderly friend will remain for a rest.”




  “You’re welcome to anything we’ve got except our cook,” Jim replied, turning away….




  Darkness came early and the little company grew closer and closer to the camp fire, where Craig had once more taken up the violin. The Professor had wandered off somewhere into the darkness and the girls were seated a little apart. They had been treated hospitably but coldly.




  “Don’t seem to cotton to us, these boys,” Laura remarked.




  “They don’t like us,” Lenora replied, “because they think we are after Craig. I wonder what Long Jim has been whispering to him, and what that paper is he has been showing Craig. Do you know how far we are from the Mexican border?”




  “Not more than five or six miles, I believe,” Laura replied.




  Lenora rose softly to her feet and strolled to the back of the range wagon. In a few moments she reappeared, carrying a piece of paper in her hand. She stooped down.




  “Craig’s saddling up,” she whispered. “Look what he dropped.”




  She held out the paper, on which was traced a roughly drawn map.




  “That line’s the river that marks the Mexican border,” she explained. “You see where Long Jim’s put the cross? That’s where the bridge is. That other cross is the camp.”




  She pointed away southwards.




  “That’s the line,” she continued. “Laura, where’s the Professor?”




  “I don’t know,” Laura replied. “He rode off some time ago, said he was going to meet Mr. Quest.”




  “If only he were here!” Lenora muttered. “I feel sure Craig means to escape. There he goes.”




  They saw him ride off into the darkness. Lenora ran to where her horse was tethered.




  “I’m going after him,” she announced. “Listen, Laura. If they arrive soon, send them after me. That’s the line, as near as I can tell you,” she added, pointing.




  “Wait; I’m coming too!” Laura exclaimed.




  Lenora shook her head.




  “You must stay here and tell them about it,” she insisted. “I shall be all right.”




  She galloped off while Laura was still undecided. Almost at that moment she heard from behind the welcome sound of horses’ feet in the opposite direction and Quest alone galloped up. Laura laid her hand upon his rein.




  “Where are the others?” she asked.




  “French and two deputies from the township are about a mile behind,” Quest replied. “They’ve had trouble with their horses.”




  “Don’t get off,” Laura continued quickly. “Craig has escaped, riding towards the Mexican frontier. Lenora is following him. He’s gone in that direction,” she added, pointing. “When you come to the river you’ll have to hunt for the bridge.”




  Quest frowned as he gathered up his reins.




  “I was afraid they’d try something of the sort,” he muttered. “Tell the others where I’ve gone, Laura.”




  He galloped off into the darkness. Behind, there were some growls from the little group of cowboys, none of whom, however, attempted to interfere with him. Long Jim stood up and gazed sullenly southwards.




  “Cookie’ll make the bridge all right,” he remarked. “If the girl catches him, she can’t do anything. And that last guy’ll never make it. Whoop! Here come the rest of them.”




  The Inspector, with two deputies, rode suddenly into the camp. The Inspector paused to speak to Laura. Long Jim’s eyes sparkled as he saw them approach.




  “It’s old Harris and fat Andy,” he whispered. “We’ll have some fun with them.”




  The older of the two deputies approached them frowning.




  “Been at your games again, Long Jim?” he began. “I hear you declined to hand over a criminal who’s been sheltering on your ranch? You’ll get into trouble before you’ve finished.”




  “Got the warrant?” Jim asked.




  The deputy produced it. Long Jim looked at it curiously and handed it back.




  “Guess the only other thing you want, then, is the man.”




  “Better produce him quickly,” the deputy advised.




  Jim turned away.




  “Can’t do it. He’s beat it.”




  “You mean that you’ve let him go?”




  “Let him go?” Jim repeated. “I ain’t got no right to keep him. He took the job on at a moment’s notice and he left at a moment’s notice. There’s some of your party after him, all right.”




  The deputies whispered to one another. The elder of the two turned around.




  “Look here,” he said to the cowboys, glancing around for Long Jim, who had disappeared, “we’ve had about enough of your goings-on. I reckon we’ll take one of you back and see what seven days’ bread and water will do towards civilising you.”




  There was a little mutter. The deputies stood side by side. With an almost simultaneous movement they had drawn their guns.




  “Where’s Long Jim?” the older one asked.




  There was a sudden whirring about their heads. A lariat, thrown with unerring accuracy, had gathered them both in its coil. With a jerk they were drawn close together, their hands pinned to their side. Two cowboys quickly disarmed them. Long Jim came sauntering round from the other side of the range wagon, tightening the rope as he walked.




  “Say, you’ve got a hell of a nerve, butting into a peaceable camp like this. We ain’t broke no laws. So you’re a’going to civilise us, eh? Well, Mister Harris, we can play that civilising game, too. Hey boys, all together, tie ’em up against that wagon.”




  A dozen willing hands secured them. The two men spluttered wildly, half in anger, half in fear of their tormentors, but in a few seconds they were secured firmly against the canvas-topped wagon.




  “Now sit easy, gentlemen, sit easy. Nothing’s going to hurt you.” Long Jim shoved fresh cartridges into his forty-five. “That is, unless you’re unlucky. Line up there, boys, one at a time now. Bud, you and Tim and Dough-head give them guys a singe, their hair’s getting too long. The rest of you boys just content yourselves doing a fancy decoration on the canvas all around ’em. I’ll deevote my entire attenshun to trimming them lugshuriant whiskers, Mister Harris is a-sporting. All ready now,—one, two, three, let ’em whistle!”




  The two deputies gave a simultaneous yell as several bullets sung by their ears.




  “Whoa, old horses,” drawled Long Jim. “Flies bothering you some, eh? Sit easy, sit easy. Too dangerous hopping around that way. You might stick yourselves right in the way of one of them spitballs. Some nerve tonic this! A.X.X. Ranch brand, ready to serve at all hours, cheap at half the price. Ah ha, pretty near shaved your upper lip that time, didn’t I, Mister Harris. My hand’s a bit unsteady, what with all the excitement hereabouts. Say, put a stem on that chrysanthemum you’re doing, Cotton-top.”




  The two men, racked with fury and terror, ridiculous in their trussed-up state, motionless and strained, crouched in terror while the bullets passed all around them. Inspector French tapped Long Jim on the shoulder.




  “Look here,” he remonstrated, “you’re looking for trouble. You can’t treat the representatives of the law like this.”




  Long Jim turned slowly around. His politeness was ominous.




  “Say, you got me scared,” he replied. “Am I going to be hung?”




  “The law must be respected,” French said firmly. “Untie those men.”




  Long Jim scratched his head for a moment.




  “Say, Mr. Inspector,” he remarked, “you’re a fine man in your way but you weigh too much—that’s what’s the matter with you. Boys,” he added, turning around, “what’s the best exercise for reducing flesh?”




  “Dancing,” they shouted.




  Long Jim grinned. He fell a little back. Suddenly he lowered his gun and shot into the ground, barely an inch from French’s feet. The Inspector leaped into the air.




  “Once more, boys,” the cowboy went on. “Keep it up, Inspector. Jump a little higher next time. You barely cleared that one.”




  The bullets buried themselves in the dust around the Inspector’s feet. Fuming with anger, French found himself continually forced to jump. The two deputies, forgotten for the moment, watched with something that was almost like a grin upon their faces. Laura, protesting loudly, was obliged more than once to look away to hide a smile. Jim at last slipped his gun into his holster.




  “No more ammunition to waste, boys,” he declared. “Untie the guys with the warrant and bring out the bottle of rye. Say,” he went on, addressing the deputies as they struggled to their feet, “and you, Mr. New-Yorker, is it to be friends and a drink, or do you want a quarrel?”




  The deputies were very thirsty. The perspiration was streaming down French’s forehead. They all looked at one another. Laura whispered in French’s ear and he nodded.




  “We’ll call it a drink,” he decided.


  




  The hunted man turned around with a little gasp. Before him was the rude mountain bridge, and on the other side—freedom. Scarcely a dozen lengths away was Lenora, and close behind her came Quest. He slackened speed as he walked his horse cautiously on to the planked bridge. Suddenly he gave a little cry. The frail structure, unexpectedly insecure, seemed to sway beneath his weight. Lenora, who had been riding fast, was unable to stop herself. She came on to the bridge at a half canter. Craig, who had reached the other side in safety, threw up his hands.




  “Look out!” he cried. “My God!”




  The bridge suddenly collapsed as though it had been made of paper. Lenora, grasping her horse, was thrown into the stream. Quest, galloping up, was only able to check himself just in time. He flung himself from his horse, and plunged into the stream. It was several moments before he was able to reach Lenora. From the opposite bank Craig watched them, glancing once or twice at the bridge. One of the wooden pillars had been sawn completely through.




  “Are you hurt, dear?” Quest gasped, as he drew Lenora to the bank.




  She shook her head.




  “Just my side. Did Craig get away?”




  Quest looked gloomily across the stream.




  “Craig’s in Mexico, right enough,” he answered savagely, “but I am beginning to feel that I could fetch him back out of hell!”
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  TONGUES OF FLAME
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  From the shadows of the trees on the further side of the river, Craig with strained eyes watched Quest’s struggle. He saw him reach Lenora, watched him struggle to the bank with her, waited until he had lifted her on to his horse. Then he turned slowly around and faced the one country in the world where freedom was still possible for him. He looked into a wall of darkness, penetrated only at one spot by a little blaze of light. Slowly, with his arm through the bridle of his horse, he limped towards it. As he drew nearer and discovered its source, he hesitated. The light came through the uncurtained windows of a saloon, three long, yellow shafts illuminating the stunted shrubs and sandy places. Craig kept in the shadow between them and drew a little nearer. From inside he could hear the thumping of a worn piano, the twanging of a guitar, the rattle of glasses, the uproarious shouting of men, the shrill laughter of women. The tired man and the lame horse stole reluctantly a little nearer. Craig listened once more wearily. It was home he longed for so much—and rest. The very thought of the place sickened him. Even when he reached the door, he hesitated and instead of entering stood back amongst the shadows. If only he could find any other sort of shelter!




  Inside, the scene was ordinary enough. There was a long bar, against which were lounging half-a-dozen typical Mexican cowpunchers. There was a small space cleared for dancing, at the further end of which two performers were making weird but vehement music. Three girls were dancing with cowboys, not ungracefully considering the state of the floor and the frequent discords in the music. One of them—the prettiest—stopped abruptly and pushed her partner away from her.




  “You have drunk too much, José!” she exclaimed. “You cannot dance. You tread on my feet and you lean against me. I do not like it. I will dance with you another night when you are sober. Go away, please.”




  Her cavalier swayed for a moment on his feet. Then he looked down upon her with an evil glitter in his eyes. He was tall and thin, with a black moustache and yellow, unpleasant-looking teeth.




  “So you will not dance any longer with José?” he muttered. “Very well, you shall drink with him, then. We will sit together at one of those little tables. Listen, you shall drink wine.”




  “I do not want to drink wine with you. All that I wish is to be left alone,” the girl insisted curtly. “Go and play cards, if you want to. There is Pietro over there, and Diego. Perhaps you may win some money. They say that drunkards have all the luck.”




  José leered at her.




  “Presently I will play cards,” he said. “Presently I will win all their money and I will buy jewelry for you, Marta—stones that look like diamonds and will sparkle in your neck and in your hair.”




  She turned disdainfully away.




  “I do not want your jewelry, José,” she declared.




  He caught her suddenly by the wrist.




  “Perhaps this is what you want,” he cried, as he stooped down to kiss her.




  She swung her right hand round and struck him on the face. He staggered back for a moment. There was a red flush which showed through the tan of his cheek. Then he drew a little nearer to her, and before she could escape he had passed his long arm around her body. He drew her to the chair placed by the side of the wall. His left hand played with the knife at his belt.




  “Marta, little sweetheart,” he said mockingly, “you must pay for that blow. Don’t be afraid,” he went on, as he drew the knife across his leather breeches. “A little scratch across your cheek, so! It is but the brand of your master, a love-token from José. Steady, now, little Maverick!”




  The girl struggled violently, but José was strong, such brawls were common, and those of the company who noticed at all, merely laughed at the girl’s futile struggles. José’s arm was already raised with the knife in his hand, when a sudden blow brought a yell of pain to his lips. The knife fell clattering to the floor. He sprang up, his eyes red with fury. A man had entered the door from behind and was standing within a few feet of him, a man with long, pale face, dark eyes, travel-stained, and with the air of a fugitive. A flood of incoherent abuse streamed from José’s lips. He stooped for the knife. Marta threw herself upon him. The two cowboys who had been dancing suddenly intervened. The girls screamed.




  “It was José’s fault!” Marta cried. “José was mad. He would have killed me!”




  Craig faced them all with sudden courage.




  “As I came in,” he explained, “that man had his knife raised to stab the girl. You don’t allow that sort of thing, do you, here?”




  The two cowboys linked their arms through José’s and led him off towards the door.




  “The stranger’s right, José,” one of them insisted. “You can’t carve a girl up in company.”




  The girl clutched at Craig’s arm.




  “Sit down here, please,” she begged. “Wait.”




  She disappeared for a moment and came back with a glass full of wine, which she set down on the table.




  “Drink this,” she invited. “And thank you for saving me.”




  Craig emptied the glass eagerly. He was beginning to be more than a little conscious of his fatigue.




  “I just happened to be the first to see him,” he said. “They aren’t quite wild enough to allow that here, are they?”




  “Quien sabe? The girls do not like me! The men do not care,” she declared. “José took me by surprise, though, or I would have killed him. But who are you, and where did you come from?”




  “I have just crossed the border,” he replied.




  She nodded understandingly.




  “Were they after you?”




  “Yes! with a warrant for my arrest!”




  She patted his hand.




  “You are safe now,” she whispered. “We care that much for a United States warrant,” and she snapped her slim fingers. “You shall stay with us for a time. We will take care of you.”




  He sighed wearily.




  “If I do,” he said, “there will be trouble. Wherever I go there is trouble. I have been round the world looking for peace. I shall never find it in this world.”




  Her eyes filled with tears. There was something hopelessly pathetic in his appearance.




  “You shall find it here,” she promised.


  




  Back in the camp, a spirit of deviltry had entered once more into Long Jim and his mates. A tactless remark on the part of one of the deputies had set alight once more the smouldering fire of resentment which the cowboys had all the time felt against them. At a word from Long Jim they were taken by surprise and again tied to the wagon.




  “These guys ain’t got a sufficiency yet, boys. Limber up them guns again. Same order as before. Put a few more petals on them flowers, and I’ll trim their eyelashes for them.”




  The deputies spluttered with rage and fear. Shots rained about them and the canvas of the wagon was riddled. French began to get restless.




  “Look here,” he said to Laura, “I can’t stand this any longer. It don’t seem right to have two officers of the law treated like that, any way. I guess I’ll have to butt in again.”




  “Don’t,” Laura advised bluntly. “You’ll get yours if you do.”




  A yell from one of the deputies clinched the matter. French drew his revolver and advanced into the centre of the little group.




  “Say, you fellows,” he exclaimed, “you’ve got to stop this! Those men came here on a legitimate errand and it’s your duty to respect them.”




  Long Jim strolled up to the Inspector.




  “Maybe you’re right, Mr. French,” he remarked, “but—”




  With a swoop of his long arm he snatched French’s gun away, examined it for a moment, looked at French and shook his head.




  “You’re too fat, Inspector,” he declared sorrowfully, “still too fat. That’s what’s the matter with you. Another ten minutes’ exercise will do you all the good in the world.”




  A bullet struck the dust a few inches from French’s feet. Furious with rage, he found himself once more forced to resort to undignified antics. This time, however, Laura intervened. She walked straight up into the little circle and stood close to French’s side, regardless of the levelled guns.




  “Look here, Long Jim, or whatever your name is,” she protested, “you just call your crowd off and stop this. Undo those two deputies. A joke’s a joke, but this has gone far enough. If you don’t untie them, I will. Take your choice and get a move on.”




  Long Jim scratched his chin for a moment.




  “Waal,” he said, “I guess that what the lady says goes. We ain’t often favoured with ladies’ society, boys, and I guess when we are we’d better do as we are told. Turn ’em loose, boys.”




  They abandoned the sport a little reluctantly. Suddenly they all paused to listen. The sound of a horse’s slow footfall was heard close at hand. Presently Quest appeared out of the shadows, carrying Lenora in his arms. Laura rushed forward.




  “Lenora!” she cried. “Is she hurt?”




  Quest laid her tenderly upon the ground.




  “We had a spill at the bridge,” he explained quickly. “I don’t know whether Craig loosened the supports. He got over all right, but it went down under Lenora, who was following, and I had to get her out of the river. Where’s the Professor?”




  The Professor came ambling down from the tent where he had been lying. He stooped at once over Lenora’s still unconscious form.




  “Dear me!” he exclaimed. “Dear me! Come, come!”




  He passed his hand over her side and made a brief examination.




  “Four ribs broken,” he pronounced. “It will be a week, at any rate, before we are able to move her. Nothing more serious, so far as I can see, Mr. Quest, but she’ll need rest and all the comfort we can give her.”




  “Say, that’s too bad!” Long Jim declared. “If you’ve got to stay around for a time, though, you can have the tents. We boys can double up anywhere, or bunk on the ground. That’s right, ain’t it?” he added, turning around to the cowboys.




  There was a little grunt of acquiescence. They carried Lenora to the largest of the tents and made her as comfortable as possible. She opened her eyes on the way.




  “I am so sorry,” she faltered. “It’s just my side. It—hurts. How did I get out of the stream?”




  “I fished you out,” Quest whispered. “Don’t talk now. We are going to make you comfortable.”




  She pressed his hand and closed her eyes again. The Professor returned.




  “We’ll make the young lady comfortable all right,” he assured them cheerfully, “but there’s one thing you can make up your minds to. We are here for a week at the least.”




  They all looked at one another. The Inspector was the only one who preserved an air of cheerfulness, and he was glancing towards Laura.




  “Guess we’ll have to make the best of it,” he murmured.
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  The girl drew a low stool over to Craig’s side. He was sitting in a rough chair tilted back against the adobe wall of the saloon.




  “As tired as ever?” she asked, laying her hand upon his for a moment.




  He turned his head and looked at her.




  “Always tired,” he answered listlessly.




  She made a little grimace.




  “But you are so strange,” she protested. “Over the hills there are the steam cars. They would take you to some of our beautiful cities where all is light and gaiety. You are safe here, whatever your troubles may have been. You say that you have money, and if you are lonely,” she added, dropping her voice, “you need not go alone.”




  

    [image: A woman implores another woman who is on a horse.]



    LENORA KNOWS THAT QUEST IS IN DANGER AND GOES TO FIND HIM.


  




  

    [image: A woman talks with a man in a saloon.]



    MARTA TRIES TO MAKE FRIENDS WITH CRAIG.


  




  He patted her hand affectionately but there was something a little forced about the action.




  “Child,” he said, “it is so hard to make you understand. I might lose myself for a few minutes, it is true, over yonder. Perhaps, even,” he added, “you might help me to forget. And then there would be the awakening. That is always the same. Sometimes at night I sleep, and when I sleep I rest, and when my eyes are opened in the morning the weight comes back and sits upon my heart, and the strength seems to pass from my limbs and the will from my brain.”




  Her eyes were soft and her voice shook a little as she leaned towards him. Something in his helplessness had kindled the protective spirit in her.




  “Has life been so terrible for you?” she whispered. “Have you left behind—but no! you never could have been really wicked. You are not very old, are you? Why do you not stand up and be a man? If you have done wrong, then very likely people have done wrong things to you. Why should you brood over these memories? Why—… What are you looking at? Who are these people?”




  The Professor, with Quest and Long Jim, suddenly appeared round the corner of the building. They walked towards Craig. He shrank back in his place.




  “If these are your enemies,” the girl cried fiercely, “remember that they cannot touch you here. I’ll have the boys out in a minute, if they dare to try it.”




  Craig struggled to his feet. He made no answer. His eyes were fixed upon the Professor’s. The girl passed her arm through his and dragged him into the saloon. They passed José in the doorway. He scoffed at them.




  “Say, the boss will fire you, Marta, if you waste all your time with that Yankee,” he muttered.




  Marta drew the red rose from the bosom of her dress and placed it in Craig’s buttonhole. Then she led him without a word to a seat.




  “If these men try any tricks in here,” she said, “there’ll be trouble.”




  Almost at that moment they all three entered. Long Jim nodded to Craig in friendly fashion.




  “It’s all right, cookie,” he told them. “Don’t you look so scared. This is just a bit of parley-vous business, that’s all.”




  The Professor held out a piece of paper. He handed it over to Craig.




  “Craig,” he announced, “this is a dispatch which I found in Allguez with my letters. It is addressed to you, but under the circumstances you will scarcely wonder that I opened it. You had better read it.”




  Craig accepted the cable-form and read it through slowly to himself:—




  

    

      “To John Craig, c/o Professor Lord Ashleigh, Yonkers, New York:




      “Your sister died to-day. Her daughter Mary sails on Tuesday to join you in New York. Please meet her.




      “Compton, Solicitor, London.”


    


  




  Craig sat for a moment as though stunned. The girl leaned over towards him.




  “Are they trying to take you on a warrant?” she whispered. “Remember you don’t need to go unless you want to.”




  Craig shook his head.




  “This is something quite different,” he explained. “Leave me for a moment, Marta. I must talk to these people.”




  She slipped regretfully away from his side and out into the darkness. He sat with his eyes fixed upon the cablegram. Then he turned towards Quest.




  “Fate seems to be too strong for me,” he admitted. “Leave me alone and I promise you that I’ll go at once to New York, settle Mary’s future, and then make a full disclosure.”




  Jim touched him on the shoulder.




  “Remember,” he told him, “you ain’t no call to leave here unless you want to. Those deputies don’t go this side of the border. You’re safe as long as you like to stay.”




  Craig nodded gratefully.




  “All the same,” he said, “I fear that I must go.”




  The Professor coughed.




  “I am sure, Craig,” he declared, “that you have decided wisely.”




  Craig looked gloomily away.




  “There is nothing else for me to do,” he said. “The child must be met and looked after. Besides, I am sick of it all. You may as well know the truth.”




  “Why not now?” Quest suggested softly.




  “In New York,” Craig replied, “and not before.”




  Quest and the Professor exchanged meaning glances.




  “Very well,” the former decided, turning away, “in a week from to-day, Craig, I shall expect you to report at the Professor’s house.”




  They left the room together. Long Jim lingered by Craig’s side.




  “Those guys have been scaring you some, I guess,” he remarked. “Forget ’em, cookie. They can’t touch you here. Of course, if you go to New York it’s your own show.”




  “I know that,” Craig replied gloomily.




  One of the girls passed her arm through Long Jim’s.




  “Just one dance,” she whispered.




  He hesitated, looking out of the window. Then he shrugged his shoulders.




  “I’m tired of those guys,” he remarked to Craig with a grin. “Guess I’ll stay here for a bit.”




  Craig was left alone for a few minutes. Suddenly Marta glided in and sat by his side. Her eyes were flashing with anger.




  “You know what they said, those two, as they passed out?” she whispered hoarsely. “I heard them. They are going to board the eight-thirty train to-morrow morning. The dark man turned and said to the other—‘If he is not on that, we’ll wait till we find him. Once we get him in New York, he’s our man.’”




  A little exclamation of anger broke from Craig’s lips. The girl caught at his arm.




  “Don’t go,” she begged. “Don’t go. There are plenty of places near here where you can hide, where we could go together and live quite simply. I’d work for you. Take me away from this, somewhere over the hills. Don’t go to New York. They are cruel, those men. They are hunting you—I can see it in their faces.”




  Craig shook his head sadly.




  “Little girl,” he said, “I should like to go with you along that valley and over the hills and forget that I had ever lived in any other world. But I can’t do it. There’s a child there now, on the ocean, nearer to New York every day, my sister’s own child and no one to meet her. And—there are the other things. I have sinned and I must pay…. My God!”




  The room suddenly rang with Marta’s shriek. Through the open window by which they were sitting, an arm wrapped in a serape had suddenly hovered over them. Craig, in starting back, had just escaped the downward blow of the knife, which had buried itself in Marta’s arm. She fell back, screaming.




  “It’s José!” she cried. “The brute! The beast!”




  Craig swung to his feet, furious. Long Jim, cursing fiercely, drew his gun. At that moment the door of the saloon was thrown open. José came reeling in, his serape over his shoulder, a drunken grin on his face. He staggered towards them.




  “José, you beast!” the girl called out, and fell back, fainting.




  There was the sound of a revolver shot and José reeled backwards and fell with a cry across the sanded floor. Jim thrust his smoking gun into his belt and caught Craig by the arm.




  “Say, we’d better get out of this, cookie!” he muttered.




  They were hustled out. Apparently José was unpopular, for every one seemed only anxious to have them clear away.




  “I’ll get you into the camp quietly,” Long Jim muttered. “You’ll be safer there for the night. Then you can make that eighty-thirty in the morning.”


  




  Lenora, with her bed dragged to the opening of the tent, eagerly greeted the little party on their return. Quest at once came and sat by her side.




  “Where’s Laura,” he asked, “and the Inspector?”




  She smiled and pointed to the rising ground behind them. In the faint moonlight two forms were just visible.




  “The Inspector isn’t taking ‘no’ for an answer,” Lenora remarked cheerfully, “and honestly, if you ask me, I believe that Laura is weakening a little. She pretended she didn’t want to go out for a walk, and mumbled something about leaving me, but she soon changed her mind when the Inspector pressed her. They have been up there for an hour or more.”




  Quest smiled.




  “French has got it bad,” he declared, “almost as badly as I have, Lenora.”




  She laughed at him. Her face was a little drawn with pain but her eyes were very soft.




  “I wonder if you have it very badly,” she murmured.




  He held her hand for a moment.




  “I think you know,” he said.




  As they talked they heard the coyotes barking in the distance. Presently Laura and the Inspector returned.




  “Nice sort of nurse I am,” the former grumbled. “It’s all the fault of this man. He would keep me out there talking rubbish.”




  “We were watching you, dear,” Lenora said quietly. “Somehow it didn’t seem to us that you were particularly anxious to get away.”




  The Inspector chuckled.




  “That’s one for Miss Laura,” he declared, with an air of satisfaction. “Little bit hard on me generally.”




  “Oh! I’m all right if I’m left alone,” Laura retorted, bustling around. “Come along, you folks, if we are going to have any supper to-night.”




  They sat round the opening before Lenora’s tent till the moon was high in the heavens. Quest, who had been on the outside of the circle for some little time, suddenly rose to his feet and crossed over to the cook wagon. Long Jim, who was sitting on the steps, glanced up a little surlily.




  “Who’s inside there?” Quest asked.




  Long Jim removed his pipe from his teeth.




  “That don’t sound none too civil a question for a guest,” he remarked, “but if you want to know, our new Chinese cookie is there.”




  Quest nodded.




  “Sorry if I seemed abrupt,” he apologised. “You’ve been very good to us and I’m sure we are uncommonly obliged to you, Jim. The only reason I asked the question was that I saw a face in the door there and it gave me a start. For a moment I thought it was Craig back again.”




  “He’s gone to New York, or going to-morrow morning,” Jim replied. “I don’t think he’s so powerful fond of your company that he’d come round here looking for it.”




  Quest strolled off again and glanced at his watch as he rejoined the little group.




  “Well,” he said, “I think we’ll turn in. Seven o’clock to-morrow morning, Inspector. Jim’s sending one of the boys with us and we shall catch the Eastern Limited at the junction.”




  The Inspector yawned.




  “This open-air life makes me sleepy,” he confessed.




  “To bed, all of us,” Quest concluded, turning away.
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  Quest awoke the next morning, stretched out his hand and glanced at the watch by the side of his bed. It was barely six o’clock. He turned over and dozed again, looked again at half-past six, and finally, at a few minutes to seven, rose and made a hasty toilet. Then, in the act of placing his watch in his waistcoat pocket, he gave a sudden start. By its side, half covered by the handkerchief which he had thrown upon the little table, stood a small black box! For a moment he was motionless. Then he stretched out his hand, removed the lid and drew out the usual neatly folded piece of paper:—




  

    

      “Even time fights you. It loses that you may lose.




      “The Hands.”


    


  




  Quest for a moment was puzzled. Then he hurried into the next tent, where the Professor was sleeping peacefully.




  “Say, Professor, what’s the time by your watch?” Quest asked, shaking him gently.




  The Professor sat up and drew his chronometer from under his pillow.




  “Seven o’clock,” he replied, “five minutes past, maybe.”




  Quest nodded.




  “That seems all right,” he declared. “I’ll explain later, Professor.”




  He hurried out into French’s tent and found the Inspector just drawing on his shoes.




  “French, what’s the time?” he demanded.




  “Three minutes past seven, or thereabouts,” French replied, yawning. “I’m coming right along. We’ve lots of time. Three-quarters of an hour ought to do it, the boys say.”




  Quest held out a strip of paper.




  “This gave me a turn,” he said quietly. “I found it in a black box by the side of my bed.”




  French gazed at it in a puzzled manner. They walked outside to the camp, where the cowboys were finishing their breakfast.




  “Say, boss,” one of them called out, “you’re not making that eight-thirty train to New York?”




  “Why not?” Quest asked quickly. “It’s only three quarters of an hour’s ride, is it?”




  “Maybe not,” the other replied, “but as it’s eight now, your chances ain’t looking lively. Kind of overslept, haven’t you?”




  Both men glanced once more at their watches. Then Quest thrust his back with a little oath.




  “Our watches have been set back!” he exclaimed. “The Hands again!”




  For a moment they looked at one another, dumbfounded. Then Quest moved towards the corral.




  “Say, is there any quicker way to the depot?” he enquired of the cowboys.




  They heard his question indifferently.




  “Fifty dollars,” Quest continued, “to any one who can take me by a quicker route.”




  One of them rose slowly to his feet.




  “Waal,” he observed, “fifty dollars would come in kind of handy. Yes, I reckon I can cut off a mile or two for you.”




  “Fifty dollars for you, then,” Quest replied, as they hurried towards the horses, “and an extra ten if we make the train.”




  They galloped off into the distance. The cowboys finished their breakfast and went off to their work. Laura stole out from her tent and started off in rather a shame-faced manner for a ride. Presently Lenora opened her eyes. She, too, stretched out her hand for her watch. Suddenly she sat up in bed with a little exclamation. On the table by her side was a small black box. She took off the lid with trembling fingers, drew out a scrap of paper and read:—




  

    

      “Fools! Tongues of flame will cross Quest’s path. He will never reach the depot alive.”


    


  




  Lenora glanced at Laura’s empty bed. Then she staggered to the opening of the tent.




  “Laura!” she cried.




  There was no one there. The cowboys had all gone to their work, Laura had passed out of sight across the ridge in the distance. Lenora staggered to the cook wagon, where the Chinese cook was sitting cleaning plates.




  “Listen!” she cried. “They are in danger, the three men who have gone off to the depot! If you’ll ride after them, I will give you a hundred dollars. Give them this,” she added, holding out the scrap of paper.




  The Chinaman shook his head. He glanced at the slip of paper indifferently and went on with his work.




  “No can ride, missee,” he said.




  Lenora looked around helplessly. The camp was empty. She staggered across towards her own horse.




  “Come and help me,” she ordered.




  The Chinaman came unwillingly. They found her saddle but he only gazed at it in a stolid sort of fashion.




  “No can fix,” he said. “Missee no can ride. Better go back bed.”




  Lenora pushed him on one side. With a great effort she managed to reach her place in the saddle. Then she turned and, with her face to the depot, galloped away. The pain was excruciating. She could only keep herself in the saddle with an effort. Yet all the time that one sentence was ringing in her mind—“Tongues of flame!” She kept looking around anxiously. Suddenly the road dropped from a little decline. She was conscious of a wave of heat. In the distance she could see the smoke rolling across the open. She touched her horse with the quirt. The spot which she must pass to keep on the track to the depot was scarcely a hundred yards ahead, but already the fire seemed to be running like quicksilver across the ground licking up the dry greasewood with indeed a flaming tongue. She glanced once behind, warned by the heat. The fire was closing in upon her. A puff of smoke suddenly enveloped her. She coughed. Her head began to swim and a fit of giddiness assailed her. She rocked in her saddle and the pony came to a sudden standstill, faced by the mass of rolling smoke and flame.




  “Sanford!” Lenora cried. “Save me!”




  The pony reared. She slipped from the saddle and fell across the track.
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  There was a peculiar, almost a foreboding silence about the camp that morning when Laura returned from her early ride. The only living person to be seen was the Chinaman, sitting on a stool in front of the wagon, with a dish of potatoes between his knees.




  “Say, where’s every one?” Laura sung out, after she had looked into Lenora’s tent and found it empty.




  The Chinaman continued to peel potatoes. He took no notice of the question. Laura touched her horse with the whip and cantered over to his side. At the last moment the animal swerved a little. The Chinaman, trying to draw back hastily, let the bowl slip between his knees. He gazed at the broken pieces of the dish in dismay.




  “Never mind your silly potatoes!” Laura exclaimed. “Tell me where every one’s gone to, can’t you?”




  The Chinaman looked up at her malevolently. He rose and made a stealthy movement forward. Laura backed her horse. The purpose which had gleamed for a moment in the man’s narrowed eyes seemed to fade away.




  “All gone,” he announced. “Cowboy gone workee. Missee gone hurry up find Mr. Quest.”




  Laura hesitated, puzzled. Just then the Professor came cantering in with a bundle of grass in his hand. He glanced down at the Chinaman.




  “Good morning, Miss Laura!” he said. “You don’t seem to be getting on with our friend here,” he added in an undertone. “If you would permit me to offer you just a word of advice, it really doesn’t pay to annoy these Chinese too much. They never forget. I didn’t like the way that fellow was looking at you. I was watching him all the way from the rise there.”




  “Pshaw!” she answered. “Who cares what a Chink thinks! The fellow’s an idiot. I’m worried, Professor. Lenora’s gone out after Mr. Quest and the Inspector. She wasn’t fit to ride a horse. I can’t make out why she’s attempted it.”




  The Professor unslung some field-glasses from his shoulder and gazed steadily southward.




  “It is just possible,” he said softly, “that she may have received a warning of that.”




  He pointed with his forefinger, and Laura peered forward. Something which seemed to be just a faint cloud hung over the horizon. The Professor handed her his glasses.




  “Why, it’s a fire!” she cried.




  The Professor nodded.




  “Just a prairie fire,” he replied,—“very dangerous, though, these dry seasons. The flames move so quickly that if you happen to be in a certain position you might easily get cut off.”




  Laura turned her horse round.




  “Come on, Professor!” she exclaimed. “That’s what it is. Lenora’s gone to try and warn the others.”




  “She is a very brave young lady,” the Professor declared, as he touched his pony with the spurs. “All the same, Miss Laura, you take my advice and leave that Chinaman alone.”




  They rode to the very edge of the tract of country which was temporarily enveloped with smoke and flame. Here they pulled in their horses, and the Professor looked thoughtfully through his field-glasses.




  “The road straight on is the ordinary way to the depot,” he said, “but, as you can see, at the bend there it is becoming almost impassable. The thing is, what did Lenora do? When she got as far as this, she must have seen that further progress was dangerous.”




  Laura gave a little cry and pointed with her riding-whip. About twenty yards further on, by the side of the road, was a small white object. She cantered on, swung herself from her horse and picked it up.




  “Lenora’s handkerchief!” she cried.




  The Professor waved his arm westward.




  “Here come Quest and the Inspector. They are making a circuit to avoid the fire. The cowboy with them must have shown them the way. We’d better hurry up and find out if they’ve seen anything of Miss Lenora.”




  They galloped across the rough country towards the little party, who were now clearly in sight.




  “Lenora isn’t with them,” Laura declared anxiously, “and look—what’s that?”




  From the centre of one of the burning patches they saw a riderless horse gallop out, stop for a moment with his head almost between its fore-legs, shake himself furiously, and gallop blindly on again.




  “It’s Lenora’s horse!” Laura cried. “She must have been thrown. Come!”




  Laura would have turned her horse, but the Professor checked her.




  “Let us wait for Quest,” he advised. “They are close here.”




  The cowboy, riding a little behind the two others, had unlimbered his lariat, and, while they watched, swung it over his head and secured the runaway. Quest galloped up to where Laura and the Professor were waving frantically.




  “Say, that’s some fire!” Quest exclaimed. “Did you people come out to see it?”




  “No, we came to find Lenora!” Laura answered breathlessly. “That’s her horse. She started to meet you. She must be somewhere—”




  “Lenora?” Quest interrupted fiercely. “What do you mean?”




  “When I got back to the camp,” Laura continued rapidly, “there wasn’t a soul there except the Chinaman. He told me that Lenora had ridden off a few minutes before to find you. We came to look for her. We found her handkerchief on the road there, and that’s her horse.”




  Quest did not wait for another word. He jumped a rough bush of scrub on the right-hand side, galloped over the ground, which was already hot with the coming fire, and followed along down the road by which Lenora had passed. When he came to the first bend, he could hear the roar of flames in the trees. A volume of smoke almost blinded him; his horse became wholly unmanageable. He slipped from the saddle and ran on, staggering from right to left like a drunken man. About forty yards along the road, Lenora was lying in the dust. A volume of smoke rushed over her. The tree under which she had collapsed was already afire. A twig fell from it as Quest staggered up, and her skirt began to smoulder. He tore off his coat, wrapped it around her, beat out the fire which was already blazing at her feet, and snatched her into his arms. She opened her eyes for a moment.




  “Where are we?” she whispered. “The fire!”




  “That’s all right,” Quest shouted. “We’ll be out of it in a moment. Hold tight to my neck.”




  He braced himself for a supreme effort and ran along the pathway. His feet were blistered with the heat; there was a great burn on one of his arms. At last, however, he passed out of the danger zone and staggered up to where the Professor, the Inspector and Laura were waiting.




  “Say, that was a close shave,” he faltered, as he laid Lenora upon the ground. “Another five minutes—well, we won’t talk about it. Let’s lift her on to your horse, Laura, and get back to the camp.”




  2.




  The Professor laid down his book and gazed with an amiable smile towards Quest and Lenora.




  “I fear,” he remarked dolefully, “that my little treatise on the fauna of the Northern Orinoco scarcely appeals to you, Mr. Quest.”




  Quest, whose arm was in a sling but who was otherwise none the worse for his recent adventure, pointed out of the tent.




  “Don’t you believe it, Professor,” he begged. “I’ve been listening to every word. But say, Lenora, just look at Laura and French!”




  They all three peered anxiously out of the opening of the tent. Laura and the Inspector were very slowly approaching the cook wagon. Laura was carrying a large bunch of wild flowers, one of which she was in the act of fastening in French’s buttonhole.




  “That fellow French has got grit,” Quest declared. “He sticks to it all the time. He’ll win out with Laura in the end, you mark my words.”




  “I hope he will,” Lenora said. “She’s a dear girl, although she has got an idea into her head that she hates men and love-making. I think the Inspector’s just the man for her.”




  The two had paused outside the cook wagon. Laura held out the flowers to the Chinaman.




  “Can’t you find me a bowl for these?” she asked.




  He looked slowly up at her.




  “No bowlee for flowers,” he answered. “All want for eatee.”




  Laura leaned over and shook him by the shoulder.




  “Well, I’ll eatee off the ground,” she said. “Give me a bowl, you slant-eyed old idiot.”




  “Why don’t you obey the lady?” French intervened.




  Very slowly the Chinaman rose to his feet, disappeared inside the cook wagon and reappeared with a basin, which he handed to Laura. She thanked him carelessly, and they passed on. From where they stood, both Quest and Lenora saw the look which for a moment flashed from the Chinaman’s eyes. Lenora shivered.




  “I’ll be glad when we get away from here,” she declared, clinging to Quest’s arm. “That Chinaman hates Laura like poison, and I’m afraid of him.”




  Quest nodded.




  “She does seem to have put his back up,” he agreed. “As to going on, I think we might just as well move tomorrow. My arm’s all right.”




  “And I’m quite well,” Lenora asserted eagerly.




  “We’ve wired for them to meet Craig,” Quest said. “I only hope they don’t let him slip through their fingers. I haven’t much faith in his promise to turn up at the Professor’s. Let’s see what Laura and French have to say.”




  “Can’t see any sense in staying on here any longer,” was French’s immediate decision, “so long as you two invalids feel that you can stand the journey. Besides, we’re using up these fellows’ hospitality.”




  “We’ll get everything in order to-night,” Laura decided, “and start first thing to-morrow.”




  They busied themselves for the next hour or two in making preparations. After their evening meal, the two men walked with Lenora and Laura to their tent.




  “I think you girls had better go to bed,” Quest suggested. “Try and get a long night’s sleep.”




  “That’s all very well,” French remarked, “but it’s only eight o’clock. What about a stroll, Miss Laura, just up to the ridge?”




  Laura hesitated for a moment and glanced towards Lenora.




  “Please go,” the latter begged. “I really don’t feel like going to sleep just yet.”




  “I’ll look after Lenora,” Quest promised. “You have your walk. There’s the Professor sitting outside his tent. Wouldn’t you like to take him with you?”




  Laura glanced indignantly at him as they strolled out, and Lenora laughed softly.




  “How dared you suggest such a thing!” she murmured to Quest. “Do look at them. The Inspector wants her to take his watch, and she can’t quite make up her mind about it. Why, Laura’s getting positively frivolous.”




  “Guess we’d better not watch them any longer,” Quest decided. “What about a game of bezique?”




  “I should love it!” Lenora assented. “You’ll find the cards in that satchel.”




  They sat and played for half an hour by the light of a lantern. Suddenly Quest paused in the act of dealing and glanced over his shoulder.




  “What the mischief was that?” he muttered.




  “Sounded as though the tent flapped,” Lenora replied.




  Quest rose, and with the lantern in his hand walked to the other side of the tent. The flap was open, but there was no sign of any one in sight. He looked around and came back.




  “Queer thing!” he exclaimed. “It sounded just as though some one had pulled the flap of the tent back. The flap’s open, but there isn’t a soul in sight.”




  “I expect it was fancy,” Lenora remarked. “Still, there isn’t a breath of wind, is there?”




  Quest returned to his place, and they recommenced the game. Just at that moment the entrance to the tent was lifted and Laura ran in. She plumped down upon her bed with her hands on either side of her.




  “If that man—” she began.




  Suddenly she sprang up with a little cry which turned almost into a scream. From a look of humorous indignation, her face suddenly assumed an expression of absolute terror. She shrank away.




  “There’s something soft in the bed!” she shrieked. “I felt it with my hand!”




  They all looked towards the cot. Quest held up the lantern. They distinctly saw a movement under the bedclothes. The Inspector, stooping down, suddenly entered the tent.




  “Say, what’s wrong here?” he demanded.




  “There’s something in Laura’s bed,” Quest muttered. “Here, give me the camp-stool.”




  He stole towards the bed, gripping the camp-stool firmly with his right hand, and slowly turning down the bedclothes with the feet of the chair. Suddenly there was a piercing scream. A huge snake, coiled and quivering for the spring, lifted its head. Even Quest seemed for the moment nerveless. Then from the doorway came the sharp report of a revolver, and the snake fell, a limp, inert thing. They all looked at the Professor as though fascinated. He came a step farther into the tent, the revolver still smoking in his hand. Standing over the snake, he deliberately fired again and again into the body.




  “I think,” he remarked, in his usual calm tones, “that we may consider the creature now beyond any power of doing harm. You will be interested to hear,” he continued, bending over the remains of the creature, “that this is an exceedingly rare species, a sort of second cousin to the rattlesnake found only in this part of the world and fatally poisonous.”




  “But how could it have got there?” Lenora faltered.




  The Professor shook his head gravely.




  “I am afraid,” he said, “that there can be no doubt about that. I saw the Chinaman whom Laura is so fond of sneaking away from this tent a few minutes ago, and I suspected some devilry. That is why I went and fetched my revolver.”




  There was a roar of anger from French. He snatched the weapon from the Professor’s hand.




  “I’ll kill that yellow dog!” he shouted. “Where is he?”




  He dashed across the open space towards the camp wagon. His teeth were set, and there was murder in his blazing eyes.




  “Where’s that Chinaman?” he yelled at the top of his voice.




  The cowboys struggled to their feet. The Chinaman, who was sitting inside the cook wagon, poring over a book by the light of a lantern, recognised the note of fury in French’s tone and raised his head, startled. A paroxysm of fear seized him. The very moment that French threw open the door of the wagon, he kicked the lantern across the floor and plunged at the canvas sides of the vehicle, slipping underneath until he reached the ground. French, left in darkness, groped around for a moment and then emerged. The cowboys had gathered together outside.




  “Say, Mr. Inspector French,” one of them demanded, “what’s wrong with John Chinaman? You folks seem to have a sort of grudge against our cooks. What’s the Oriental been doing, eh?”




  “Tried to commit a filthy murder,” French shouted. “Brought a snake and put it into the bed of one of the young women.”




  They hesitated no longer.




  “Come on, boys,” one of them cried. “We’ll have to see this matter through.”




  They found the spot where the Chinaman had escaped from the wagon, but even at that moment they heard the sound of a horse’s hoofs and saw a flying figure in the distance.




  “Said he couldn’t ride!” French shouted. “Told the young lady so when she wanted him to go and warn us of the fire. Look at him now!”




  “Come on, all of you,” one of the cowboys yelled, as they rushed for the horse. “Bring your lariats. We’ll have him, sure.”




  French, with his start, was the first to reach a horse. The cowboys galloped off through the shadows. Dimly visible, they now and then caught a glimpse of their quarry; sometimes he faded out of sight altogether.




  “We’ll have him through that patch of brush,” Long Jim shouted. “He won’t dare to ride the pace there.”




  They saw him for a moment bending low over his horse, but they did not see him slip easily from its back, roll over into the brushwood, and lie there concealed. They heard the thunder of hoofs ahead, and they galloped by. When they were out of sight, the Chinaman stole away into the darkness. Nearly an hour later, the little party caught up with the riderless horse. The language of the cowboys was picturesque.




  “Spread out, boys. We’ll round him up going back, if we can,” Long Jim directed. “If he was spilled off, we’ll get him, sure. But if the dirty coyote has tricked us and slipped off into the brush, it’s good night. We’ll never find him.”




  French’s hand tightened upon his revolver, and his eyes pierced the darkness to right and to left as he rode slowly back.




  “There’ll be no trial if I can get the drop on him,” he muttered.




  Away in the distance, John Chinaman was reaching Allguez, and the little party of cowboys rode into the camp without having seen a sign of him. French was narrating his failure to the three others, when Quest in silence handed him a cablegram, a messenger had just brought.




  

    

      To Inspector French, Allguez, N.M.




      Very sorry. Craig gave us slip after leaving depot. Niece disappeared from address given. No clues at present. When are you returning?


    


  




  French swore softly for a moment. Then he dropped into a chair, exhausted.




  “This,” he declared, “is our unlucky evening.”




  3.




  The woman who had just laid the cloth for a homely evening meal, smiled across at the girl who stood at the window.




  “It’s all ready now directly your uncle comes home,” she announced. “Say, you never seem to tire of looking out of that window.”




  The girl turned around with a smile. She was very young and dressed in deep mourning.




  “I’ve never seen anything like it before, Mrs. Malony,” she said. “It was quite quiet where we lived in London, and here, with the street cars and the elevated railways and the clanging of bells, there never seems to be a moment’s peace.”




  Mrs. Malony came to the girl’s side.




  “Your poor uncle looks as though a little peace would do him good,” she remarked.




  The girl sighed.




  “If only I could do something for him!” she murmured.




  “He’s in some kind of trouble, I think,” Mrs. Malony observed. “He is not what you might call a communicative person, but it’s easy to see that he is far from being happy in himself. You’ll ring when you’re ready, Miss Mary?”




  The door was suddenly opened, and Craig entered. He was very pale and a little out of breath. Before he closed the door, he listened for a moment.




  “Just as we were speaking about you, Mr. Craig,” the landlady continued. “I was saying to the young lady that there was only one thing I could wish for you both, and that was that you weren’t quite so worried like.”




  Craig seemed scarcely to hear her.




  “Look across the road,” he begged. “Tell me if there is a man in a blue serge suit and a bowler hat, smoking a cigar, looking across here.”




  Mrs. Malony and the girl both obeyed. The girl was the first to speak.




  “Yes!” she announced. “He is looking straight at these windows.”




  Craig groaned and sank down upon a chair.




  “Leave us, if you please, Mrs. Malony,” he ordered. “I’ll ring when I’m ready.”




  Mrs. Malony hesitated with the door-knob in her hand.




  “I’m not wishing to say anything that might sound offensive,” she observed slowly, “but if it’s a case of trouble of any sort with the police, Mr. Craig—”




  “That will do,” Craig interrupted. “It isn’t anything of the sort you think. You are not likely to suffer by having me here, Mrs. Malony, or by looking after my niece when I have gone.”




  The landlady left the room silently. The girl came over to her uncle and threw her arm around his neck.




  “Please don’t talk about going away, uncle,” she pleaded. “I have been so happy since I have been with you.”




  He patted her head, felt in his pocket, and drew out a little paper bag, from which he shook a bunch of violets. The girl pinned them to her frock with a little cry of pleasure.




  “How kind you are to me!” she exclaimed. “You think of everything!”




  He sighed.




  “If I had had you for a little longer, Mary,” he said, “perhaps I should have been a better man. Go to the window, please, and tell me if that man is still there.”




  She crossed the room with light footsteps. Presently she returned.




  “He is just crossing the street,” she announced. “I think that he seems to be coming here.”




  Craig took the girl for a minute into his arms.




  “Good-bye, dear,” he said. “I want you to take this paper and keep it carefully. You will be cared for always, but I must go.”




  “But where must you go?” she asked bewildered.




  “I have an appointment at Professor Ashleigh’s,” he told her. “I cannot tell you anything more than that. Good-bye!”




  He kissed her for a moment passionately. Then suddenly he tore himself away. She heard him run lightly down the stairs. Some instinct led her to the back window. She saw him emerge from the house and pass down the yard. Then she went to the front. The man in the blue serge suit was talking to the landlady below. She sank into a chair, puzzled and unhappy. Then she heard heavy footsteps. The door was opened. The man in the blue serge suit entered, followed by the protesting landlady.




  “There’s no sense in coming here to worry the young lady,” Mrs. Malony declared irritably. “As for Mr. Craig, I told you that he’d gone out.”




  “Gone out, eh?” the man repeated, speaking in a thick, disagreeable tone. “Why, I watched him in here not ten minutes ago. Now then, young lady, guess you’d better cough up the truth. Where’s this precious uncle of yours?”




  “My uncle has gone out,” the girl replied, drawing herself up. “He left five minutes ago.”




  “Sneaked out by the back way, maybe,” the man sneered.




  “If there was any fear of your stopping to speak to him, I should think he would,” the girl retorted boldly. “My uncle is rather particular about his acquaintances.”




  The man laughed.




  “What’s that in your hand?” he demanded.




  “Something my uncle gave me before he went out,” the girl replied. “I haven’t looked at it yet myself.”




  “Give it here,” he ordered.




  She spread it out upon the table.




  “You may look at it if you choose,” she agreed. “My uncle did not tell me not to show it to any one.”




  They read it together. The few lines seemed to be written with great care. They took, indeed, the form of a legal document, to which was affixed the seal of a notary and the name of a witness.—




  

    

      I, John Craig, being about to receive the just punishment for all my sins, hereby bequeath to my niece, Mary Carlton, all monies and property belonging to me, a list of which she will find at this address. I make one condition only of my bequest and I beg my niece to fervently respect it. It is that she never of her own consent or knowledge speak to any one of the name of Ashleigh, or associate with any of that name.




      John Craig.


    


  




  The man folded up the paper.




  “I’ll take care of this,” he said. “It’s yours, right enough. We’ll just need to borrow it for a time. Go and get your hat and coat on, miss.”




  “I shall not,” the girl objected. “My uncle told me, if anything happened to him, that I was to remain here.”




  “And remain here she shall, so long as she likes,” Mrs. Malony insisted. “I’ve given my promise, too, to look after her, and Mr. Craig knows that I am an honest woman.”




  “You may be that,” the man replied, “but it’s just as well for you both to understand this. I’m from the police, and what I say goes. No harm will come to the girl, Mrs. Malony, and she shall come back here, but for the present she is going to accompany me to headquarters. If you make any trouble, I only have to blow my whistle and I can fill your house with policemen.”




  “I’ll go,” the girl whispered.




  In silence she put on her hat and coat, in silence she drove with him to the police-station, where she was shown at once into an inspector’s office. The man who had brought her whispered for a moment or two with his chief and handed him the paper. Inspector French read it and whistled softly. He took up the telephone by his side.




  “Say, you’ve something of a find here,” he remarked to the plain-clothes man. “Put me through to Mr. Quest, please,” he added, speaking into the receiver.




  The two men whispered together. The girl stole from her place and turned over rapidly the pages of a directory which was on the round table before her. She found the “A’s” quickly. Her eye fell upon the name of Ashleigh. She repeated the address to herself and glanced around. The two men were still whispering. For the moment she was forgotten. She stole on tiptoe across the room, ran down the stone steps, and hastened into the street.




  4.




  The Professor, who was comfortably seated in Quest’s favourite easy-chair, glanced at his watch and shook his head.




  “I am afraid, my friend,” he said, “that Craig’s nerve has failed him. A voluntary surrender was perhaps too much to hope for.”




  Quest smoked for a moment in silence.




  “Can’t understand those fellows letting him give them the slip,” he muttered. “He ought to have been under close surveillance from the moment he set foot in New York. What’s that?” he added, turning to the door.




  His servant entered, bearing a note.




  “This was left a few minutes ago, sir,” he announced, “by a messenger boy. There was no answer required.”




  The man retired and Quest unfolded the sheet of paper. His expression suddenly changed.




  “Listen!” he exclaimed.




  

    

      To Sanford Quest.




      Gather your people in Professor Ashleigh’s library at ten o’clock to-night. I will be there and tell you my whole story.




      John Craig.


    


  




  The Professor sat for a moment speechless.




  “Then he meant it, after all!” he exclaimed at last.




  “Seems like it,” Quest admitted. “I’ll just telephone to French.”




  The Professor rose to his feet, knocked the ash from his cigar, struggled into his coat, and took up his hat. Then he waited until Quest had completed his conversation. The latter’s face had grown grave and puzzled. It was obvious that he was receiving information of some importance. He put down the instrument at last with a curt word of farewell.




  “Let me send a couple of men up with you, Professor,” he begged. “You don’t want to run any risk of having Craig there before we arrive.”




  The Professor smiled.




  “My friend,” he said, “it is seldom in my life that I have had to have recourse to physical violence, but I flatter myself that there is no man who would do me any harm. We will meet, then, at my house. You will bring the young ladies?”




  “Sure!” Quest replied. “I am just sending word up to them now.”




  The Professor moved towards the door.




  “If only this may prove to be the end!” he sighed.


  




  Quest spent the next hour or so in restless deliberations. There were still many things which puzzled him. At about a quarter past nine Lenora and Laura arrived, dressed for their expedition. Quest threw open the window and looked out across the city. A yellowish haze which, accompanied by a sulphurous heat, had been brooding over the city all day long, had suddenly increased in density. The air was stifling.




  “I’m afraid we are in for a bad thunderstorm, girls,” Quest remarked.




  Laura laughed.




  “Who cares? The automobile’s there, Mr. Quest.”




  “Let’s go, then,” he replied.




  They descended into the street and drove to the Professor’s house in silence. Even Laura was feeling the strain of these last hours of anxiety. On the way they picked up French and a plain-clothes man, and the whole party arrived at their destination just as the storm broke. The Professor met them in the hall. He, too, seemed to have lost to some extent his customary equanimity.




  “Come this way, my friends,” he invited. “If Craig keeps his word, he will be here now within a few minutes. This way.”




  They followed him into the library. Chairs were arranged around the table in the middle of the room, and they all sat down. The Professor took out his watch. It was five minutes to ten.




  “In a few minutes,” he continued solemnly, “this weight is to be lifted from the minds of all of us. I have come to the conclusion that on this occasion Craig will keep his word. I am not sure, mind, but I believe that he is in the house at this present moment. I have heard movements in the room which belonged to him. I have not interfered. I have been content to wait.”




  “At least he has not tried to escape,” Quest remarked. “French here brought news of him. He has been living with his niece very quietly, but without any particular attempt at concealment or any signs of wishing to leave the city.”




  “I had that girl brought to my office,” French remarked, “barely an hour ago, but she slipped away while we were talking. Say, what’s that?”




  They all rose quickly to their feet. In a momentary lull of the storm, they could hear distinctly a girl’s shrill call from outside, followed by the clamour of angry voices.




  “I bet that’s the girl,” French exclaimed. “She’s been looking up the Professor’s address in a directory.”




  They all hurried out into the hall. The plain-clothes man whom they had left on guard was standing there with his hand upon Craig’s collar. The girl, sobbing bitterly, was clinging to his arm. Craig was making desperate efforts to escape. Directly he saw the little party issue from the library, however, the strength seemed to pass from his limbs. He remained in the clutches of his captor, limp and helpless.




  “I caught the girl trying to make her way into the house,” the latter explained. “She called out, and this man came running down-stairs, right into my arms.”




  “It is quite all right,” the Professor said, in a dignified tone. “You may release them both. Craig was on his way to keep an appointment here at ten o’clock. Quest, will you and the Inspector bring him in? Let us resume our places at the table.”




  The little procession made its way down the hall. The girl was still clinging to her uncle.




  “What are they going to do to you, these people?” she sobbed. “They shan’t hurt you! They shan’t!”




  Lenora passed her arm around the girl.




  “Of course not, dear,” she said soothingly. “Your uncle has come of his own free will to answer a few questions, only I think it would be better if you would let me—”




  Lenora never finished her sentence. They had reached the entrance now to the library. The Professor was standing in the doorway with extended hand, motioning them to take their places at the table. Then, with no form of warning, the room seemed suddenly filled with a blaze of blue light. It came at first in a thin flash from the window to the table, became immediately multiplied a thousand times, and played round the table in sparks which suddenly expanded to sheets of leaping, curling flame. The roar of thunder shook the very foundations of the house—and then silence. For several seconds not one of them seemed to have the power of speech. An amazing thing had happened. The oak table in the middle of the room was a charred fragment, the chairs were every one blackened remnants.




  “A thunderbolt!” French gasped at last.




  Quest was the first to cross the room. From the table to the outside window was one charred, black line which had burnt its way through the carpet. He threw open the window. The wire whose course he had followed ended there with a little lump of queer substance. He broke it off from the end of the wire, which was absolutely brittle, and brought it into the room.




  “What is it?” Lenora faltered.




  “What have you got there?” French echoed.




  Quest examined the strange-looking lump of metal steadily. The most curious thing about it seemed to be that it was absolutely sound and showed no signs of damage. He turned to the Professor.




  “I think you are the only one who will be able to appreciate this, Professor,” he remarked. “Look! It is a fragment of opotan—a distinct and wonderful specimen of opotan.”




  Every one looked puzzled.




  “But what,” Lenora enquired, “is opotan?”




  “It is a new metal,” Quest explained gravely, “towards which scientists have been directing a great deal of attention lately. It has the power of collecting all the electricity from the air around us. There are a dozen people, at the present moment, conducting experiments with it for the purpose of cheapening electric lights. If we had been in the room ten seconds sooner—”




  He paused significantly. Then he swung round on his heel. Craig, a now pitiful object, his hands nervously twitching, his face ghastly, was cowering in the background.




  “Your last little effort, Craig?” he demanded sternly.




  Craig made no reply. The Professor, who had disappeared for a moment, came back to them.




  “There is a smaller room across the hall,” he said, “which will do for our purpose.”




  Craig suddenly turned and faced them.




  “I have changed my mind,” he said. “I have nothing to tell you. Do what you will with me. Take me to the Tombs, deal with me any way you choose, but I have nothing to say.”




  French smiled a little grimly.




  “We may make you change your mind when we get you there,” he remarked.




  “No one will ever make me change my mind,” the man replied. “This is my last word.”




  Quest pointed a threatening finger at him.




  “Your last voluntary word, perhaps,” he said, “but science is still your master, Craig. Science has brought many criminals to their doom. It shall take its turn with you. Bring him along, French, to my study. There is a way of dealing with him.”


  




  Quest felt his forehead and found it damp. There were dark rims under his eyes. Before him was Craig, with a little band around his forehead and the mirror where they could all see it. The Professor stood a little in the background. Laura and French were side by side, gazing with distended eyes at the blank mirror, and Lenora was doing her best to soothe the terrified niece. Twice Quest’s teeth came together and once he almost reeled.




  “It’s the fight of his life,” he muttered at last, “but I’ve got him.”




  Almost as he spoke, they could see Craig’s resistance begin to weaken. The tenseness of his form relaxed; Quest’s will was triumphing. Slowly in the mirror they saw a little picture creeping from outline into definite form, a picture of the Professor’s library. Craig himself was there with mortar and trowel, and a black box in his hand.




  “It’s coming!” Lenora moaned.




  Quest stood perfectly tense. The picture suddenly flashed into brilliant clearness. They saw Craig’s features with almost lifelike detail. From the corner of that room where the Professor was standing, came a smothered groan. It was a terrifying, a paralysing moment. Even the silence seemed charged with awful things. Then suddenly, without any warning, the picture faded completely away. A cry which was almost a howl of anger broke from Quest’s lips. Craig had fallen sideways from his chair. There was an ominous change in his face. Something seemed to have passed from the atmosphere of the room, some tense and nameless quality. Quest moved forward and laid his hand on Craig’s heart. The girl was on her knees, crying.




  “Take her away,” Quest whispered to Lenora.




  “What about him?” French demanded, as Lenora led the girl from the room.




  “He fought too hard,” Quest said gravely. “He is dead. Professor,—”




  They all looked around. The spot where he had been standing was empty. The Professor had gone.
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  The first shock was over. Craig’s body had been removed, and the girls had taken Mary, half stunned with grief, to their room. French and Quest were left alone.




  “This is some disappointment,” the former remarked gloomily.




  “It is a disappointment,” Quest said slowly, “which may clear the way to bigger things.”




  “What’s in your mind now?” French enquired.




  Quest shook his head.




  “A turmoil. First of all, where is the Professor?”




  “Must have scooted right away home,” French suggested. “He was looking pretty sick all the time. Guess it must have been a powerful shock for him, and he isn’t so young as he used to be.”




  “Give me that paper of Craig’s again,” Quest asked, stretching out his hand.




  The Inspector produced the document from his inner pocket, and Quest, stretching it out upon his knee, read it word for word.




  “Never to communicate or to have anything to do with any one of the name of Ashleigh, eh?” he remarked, as he handed it back again. “Rather a queer provision, that, French.”




  “I’ve been thinking that myself,” the Inspector admitted. “Seems to be rather reversing the positions, doesn’t it?”




  Quest glanced at the clock.




  “Well,” he said, “if you’re ready, Inspector, we’ll be getting along.”




  “Where to?” French demanded.




  Quest looked for a moment surprised. Just then Lenora entered the room.




  “Are you going out?” she asked Quest.




  He nodded.




  “The Inspector and I are going to have a look for that black box,” he told her.




  “Won’t you want me?”




  He shook his head.




  “I think you girls have had as much as is good for you of this sort of business,” he declared grimly.




  “But it’s all over now,” Lenora protested.




  Quest buttoned up his coat and motioned to French to follow him.




  “I’m not so sure,” he said. “I’ll ’phone if we want you, Lenora. We shall be at the Professor’s.”




  The two men drove to the outskirts of the city almost in silence, while several of the officers followed in another taxi. The Professor’s house seemed more than ever deserted as they drew up at the front door. They entered without ringing and crossed the hall towards the library. On the threshold Quest paused and held up his finger.




  “Some one is in there,” he whispered, stepping quickly forward. “Come!”




  He threw open the door. The room was empty, yet both Quest and French were conscious of a curious conviction that it had been occupied within the last few seconds. French even shook out the curtains and swung open the doors of a bureau. There was no sign of anybody, however, nor any evidence as to how they could have left the room.




  “Queer, but it seemed to me I heard some one,” French muttered.




  “I was sure of it,” Quest replied, shaking the curtains at the back of the door.




  They stood still for a moment and listened. The silence in the empty house was almost unnatural. Quest turned away with a shrug of the shoulders.




  “At any rate,” he said, “Craig’s dying thoughts must have been truthful. Come.”




  He led the way to the fireplace, went down on his knees and passed his hands over the bricks. The third one he touched, shook. He tapped it—without a doubt it was hollow. With his penknife he loosened the mortar a little and drew it out easily. The back was open. Inside was the black box.




  “Craig’s secret at last!” French muttered hoarsely. “Bring it to the light, quick!”




  They were unemotional men but the moment was supreme. The key to the mystery of these tragical weeks was there in their hands! Their eyes almost devoured those few hastily scrawled words buried with so much care:




  

    

      See page 62, January number, American Medical Journal 1905.


    


  




  They looked at one another. They repeated vaguely this most commonplace of messages. As the final result of their strenuous enterprise, these cryptic words seemed pitifully inadequate. Quest’s face darkened. He crumpled the paper in his fingers.




  “There must be some meaning in this,” he muttered. “It can’t be altogether a fool’s game we’re on. Wait.”




  He moved towards a table which usually stood against the wall, but which had obviously been dragged out recently into the middle of the room. It was covered with bound volumes. Quest glanced at one and exclaimed softly.




  “American Medical Journal, 1905! French, there’s something in this message, after all.”




  He turned over the pages rapidly. Then he came to a stop. Page 60 was there; page 62 had been neatly removed with a pair of scissors.




  “The Professor!” he cried. “The Professor’s been at work here!”




  The two men stood looking at one another across the table. Strange thoughts were framing themselves in the brains of both of them. Then there came a startling and in its way a dramatic interlude. Through the empty house came the ringing of the electric bell from the front door, shrill and insistent. Without a moment’s hesitation, Quest hurried out, and French followed him. On the door-step was another surprise. Lenora and Laura were there, the former carrying a small, black-bound volume.




  “Don’t be cross,” she begged quickly. “We just had to come. Look! We picked this up underneath the chair where Craig was sitting. It must have slipped from his pocket. You see what is written on it? DIARY OF JOHN CRAIG.”




  Quest took it in his hand.




  “This ought to be interesting,” he remarked. “Come along in.”




  They passed into the library. French lingered behind for a moment and caught up with them just as they were opening the book underneath the electric lamp.




  “See what I’ve found!” he exclaimed. “It was just by the side of the wall there. Where’s that journal?”




  He spread out the piece of paper—it fitted exactly into the empty space. They all read together:




  

    

      “Professor Ashleigh, after being bitten by the anthropoid, rapidly developed hydrophobia of a serious nature. After treatment with a new serum the patient was relieved of the hydrophobic symptoms, but to my horror this mild-mannered, humane man seems possessed at times of all the characteristics of the brutal anthropoid—cunning, thievery, brutality. I do not know what may come of this. I hesitate to put even these words on to paper. I am doubtful as to what course, in the interests of humanity, I ought to take.




      (Signed) “James Merrill, M.D.




      “Editor’s Note. Just as we go to press, a cable announces the terrible death of Doctor Merrill, the writer of the above notes. He was attacked by wild animals while alone in a South American jungle, and torn to pieces.”


    


  




  There was a queer little silence among the company. No one seemed inclined for speech. They looked at one another in dumb, wondering horror. Then Quest drew a penknife from his pocket and with a turn of his wrist forced the lock of the diary. They all watched him with fascinated eyes. It was something to escape from their thoughts. They leaned over as he spread the book out before him. Those first two sentences were almost in the light of a dedication:




  

    

      “For ten years I have protected my master, Professor Edgar Ashleigh, at the cost of my peace of mind, my happiness, my reputation. This book, even though it be too late to help me, shall clear my reputation.”


    


  




  Quest closed the volume.




  “French,” he decided, “we must find the Professor. Will you have your men search the house and grounds immediately?”




  The Inspector left the room like a dazed man. They could hear him giving orders outside.




  “The next page,” Lenora begged. “Just one page more!”




  Quest hesitated for a moment. Then he turned it over. All three read again:




  

    

      “Ten years of horror, struggling all the while to keep him from that other self, that thing of bestiality, to keep his horrible secret from the world, to cover up his crimes, even though their shadow should rest upon me. Now Sanford Quest has come. Will this mean discovery?”


    


  




  “Another page,” Lenora faltered.




  “No more,” Quest said. “Don’t you see where it is leading us? We have the truth here. Wait!”




  He strode hastily to the door. French and one of the plain-clothes men were descending the stairs.




  “Well?” Quest asked breathlessly.




  “The Professor is not in the house,” French reported. “We are going to search the grounds.”




  Quest returned to the library. Lenora clung to his arm. The diary lay still upon the table.




  Quest opened the volume slowly. Again they all read together:




  

    

      “The evil nature is growing stronger every day. He is developing a sort of ferocious cunning to help him in his crimes. He wanders about in the dark, wearing a black velvet suit with holes for his eyes, and leaving only his hands exposed. I have watched him come into a half-darkened room and one can see nothing but the hands and the eyes; sometimes if he closes his eyes, only the hands.”


    


  




  “Mrs. Rheinholdt!” Quest muttered. “Wait. I know where that suit is.”




  He hastened to a cupboard at the farther end of the room, snatched some garments from it and vanished into the hall.




  “One moment, girls,” he said. “I see now how he did it. Wait. I’ll show you.”




  They stood quite still, a little terrified. In a moment or two the door reopened. A finger turned out all the electric lights but one. Then there was nothing to be seen but a pair of white hands, which seemed to come floating towards them through the darkness—a pair of white hands and a pair of gleaming eyes. Lenora screamed wildly. Even Laura was unnerved.




  “Stop that!” she cried out. “Who are you, anyway?”




  The lights were suddenly turned on. Quest threw off his disguise.




  “There you are,” he exclaimed triumphantly. “Ingenious, but one ought to have seen through it long ago. The stroke of genius about it was that as soon as he had used a dodge once or twice and set you thinking about it, he dropped it.”




  The door was suddenly opened and French entered.




  “Beaten!” he exclaimed tersely.




  “You haven’t found him?” Quest asked.




  French shook his head.




  “We’ve searched every room, every cupboard, every scrap of the cellar in the house,” he announced. “We’ve been into every corner of the grounds, searched all the place inside and out. There’s no sign of the Professor.”




  Quest pocketed the diary.




  “You’re perfectly certain that he is not in this house or anywhere upon the premises?”




  “Certain sure!” French replied.




  Quest shrugged his shoulders.




  “Well, we’d better get back,” he said. “You come, too, French. We’ll sit down and figure out some scheme for finding him.”




  They made their way to the front door and crowded into the autos. The two men left with marked reluctance. The two girls had but one idea in their heads—to get away, and get away quickly.




  “Do start, please,” Lenora begged. “There’s just one thing in life I want, and that is to be in my own room, to feel myself away from his world of horrible, unnatural mysteries.”




  “The kid has the right idea,” Laura agreed. “I’ve had enough myself.”




  They were on the point of starting, the chauffeur with his hand upon the starting handle, French with the steering wheel of the police car already in his hand. And then the little party seemed suddenly turned to stone. For a few breathless seconds not one of them moved. Out into the clammy night air came the echoes of a hideous, inhuman, blood-curdling scream. Quest was the first to recover himself. He leaped from his seat and rushed back across the empty hall into the study, followed a little way behind by French and the others. An unsuspected panel door which led into the garden, stood slightly ajar. The Professor, with his hand on the back of a chair, was staring at the fireplace, shaking as though with some horrible ague, his face distorted, his body curiously hunched-up. He seemed suddenly to have dropped his humanity, to have fallen back into the world of some strange creatures. He heard their footsteps, but he did not turn his head. His hands were stretched out in front of him as though to keep away from his sight some hateful object.




  “Stop him!” he cried. “Take him away! It’s Craig—his spirit! He came to me in the garage, he followed me through the grounds, he mocked at me when I hid in the tree. He’s there now, kneeling before the fireplace. Why can’t I kill him! He is coming! Stop him, some one!”




  No one spoke or moved; no one, indeed, had the power. Then at last Quest found words.




  “There is no one in the room, Professor,” he said, “except us.”




  The sound of a human voice seemed to produce a strange effect. The Professor straightened himself, shook his head, his hands dropped to his side. He turned around and faced them. He was ghastly pale, but his smile was once more the smile of the amiable naturalist.




  “My friends,” he said, “forgive me. I am very old, and the events of these last few hours have unnerved me. Forgive me.”




  He groped for a moment and sank into a chair. Quest fetched a decanter and a glass from the sideboard, poured out some wine and held it to his lips. The Professor drank it eagerly.




  “My dear friend,” he exclaimed, “you have saved me! I have something to tell you, something I must tell you at once, but not here. I loathe this place. Let me come with you to your rooms.”




  “As you please,” Quest answered calmly.




  The Professor rose hastily to his feet. As he turned around, he saw French concealing something in his hands. He shivered.




  “I don’t need those!” he cried. “What are they? Handcuffs? Ah, no! I am only too anxious to tell you all that I know. Take care of me, Mr. Quest. Take me with you.”




  He gripped Quest’s arm. In silence they passed from the room, in silence they took their places once more in the automobiles, in silence they drove without a pause to Quest’s rooms. The Professor seemed to breathe more freely as they left the neighbourhood of his house behind. He walked up the stairs to Quest’s library almost blithely. If he was aware of it, he took no notice of French and the two plain-clothes men behind. As he stepped into the room, he drew a long sigh of relief. He made his way at once to his favourite easy-chair, threw off his overcoat and leaned back.




  “Quest,” he pronounced, “you are the best friend I have in my life! It is you who have rid me of my great burden. Tell me—help me a little with my story—have you read that page from the Medical Journal which Craig has kept locked up all these years?”




  “We have all read it,” Quest replied.




  “It was forged,” the Professor declared firmly, “forged by Craig. All the years since, he has blackmailed me. I have been his servant and his tool. I have been afraid to speak. At last I am free of him. Thank God!”




  “Craig, after all,” French muttered.




  The Professor sat with a faint, wistful smile upon the corners of his lips, looking around at all of them. His face had become like the face of a child, eager for sympathy and kindness.




  “You will trust me, I know,” he continued. “You will believe me. All my life I have laboured for science. I have never been selfish. I have laid up no store of gold or treasure. Knowledge has been my mistress, knowledge has been my heaven. If I had been a wise man, I would have ridden myself of this hideous burden, but I was foolish and afraid. I wanted to pursue my studies, I wanted to be left in peace, so I let that fiend prey upon my fears. But now—now I feel that the burden has rolled away. I shall tell you my story, and afterwards I will do great things yet, great things for science, great things for the world.”




  They listened to him, spellbound. Only Lenora stood a little apart with a faint frown upon her forehead. She touched Quest on the shoulder.




  “Mr. Quest,” she murmured, “he is lying!”




  Quest turned his head. His lips scarcely moved.




  “What do you mean?” he whispered.




  “He is lying!” Lenora insisted. “I tell you there’s another creature there, something we don’t understand. Let me bring the Electro-thought transference apparatus; let us read his mind. If I am wrong, I will go down on my knees and beg for forgiveness.”




  Quest nodded. Lenora hastened to the further end of the room, snatched the cloth from the instrument and wheeled down the little mirror with its coils and levers. The Professor watched her. Slowly his face changed. The benevolence faded away, his teeth for a moment showed in something which was almost a snarl.




  “You believe me?” he cried, turning to Quest. “You are not going to try that horrible thing on me—Professor Lord Ashleigh? I am all broken up. I am not fit for it. Look at my hands, how they shake.”




  “Professor,” Quest said sternly, “we are surrounded by the shadow of some terrible deeds for which as yet there is no explanation. I do not say that we mistrust you, but I ask you to submit to this test.”




  “I refuse!” the Professor replied harshly.




  “And I insist,” Quest muttered.




  The Professor drew a little breath. He sat back in his chair. His face became still, his lips were drawn closely together. Lenora wheeled up the machine and with deft fingers adjusted the fittings on one side. Quest himself connected it up on the other. The Professor sat there like a figure of stone. The silence in the room was so intense that the ticking of the small clock upon the mantelpiece was clearly audible. The silent battle of wills seemed like a live and visible struggle. The very atmosphere seemed charged with the thrill and wonder of it. Never before had Quest met with resistance so complete and immovable. For the first time the thought of failure oppressed him. Even that slight slackening of his rigid concentration brought relief to the Professor. Without any knowledge as to the source of their conviction, the two girls who watched felt that the Professor was becoming dominant. And then there came a sudden queer change. The intangible triumph of the Professor’s stony poise seemed to fade away. His eyes had sought the corner of the room, his lips quivered. The horror was there again, the horror they had seen before. He crouched a little back. His hands were uplifted as though to keep off some evil thing.




  “Craig!” Lenora whispered. “He thinks he sees Craig again!”




  Quest held up his hand. He realised that this was his moment. He leaned a little farther forward. Sternly he concentrated the whole of his will power upon his task. Almost at once there was a change. The Professor fell back in the chair. The tense self-control had passed from his features, his lips twitched. Simultaneously, the mirror for a moment was clouded,—then slowly a picture upon it gathered outline and substance. There was a jungle, strange, tall trees, and brushwood so thick that it reached to the waists of the two men who were slowly making their way through it. One was the Professor, clearly recognisable under his white sun helmet; the other a stranger to all of them. Suddenly they stopped. The latter had crept a yard or so ahead, his gun raised to his shoulder, his eyes fixed upon some possible object of pursuit. There was a sudden change in the Professor. They saw him seize his gun by the barrel and whirl it above his head. He seemed suddenly to lose his whole identity. He crouched on his haunches, almost like an animal, and sprang at the other’s throat. They could almost hear the snarl from his lips as the two men went down together into the undergrowth. The picture faded away.




  “Dr. Merrill!” Lenora faltered. “Then it was not wild beasts which killed him.”




  Almost immediately figures again appeared in the mirror. This time they saw the Professor in bed in a tent, Craig sitting by him, a violin in his hand. A native servant entered with food, which he placed by the bedside with a low obeisance. Slowly the Professor raised himself in bed. His face was distorted, his mouth curved into strange lines. With a sudden spring he seized the native servant by the throat and bore him back upon the floor. Craig passed his arm through his master’s and, exerting all his strength, dragged him away. They saw the man run terrified from the room, they saw Craig soothe the Professor and finally get him back to bed. Then he seized the violin and bent a little forward, playing softly. Slowly the Professor relapsed into what seemed to be a sleep. The scene faded away, to be replaced almost immediately by another. There was a small passage which seemed to lead from the back entrance of a house; the Professor with a black mantle, Craig following him, pleading, expostulating. They saw the conservatory for a minute, and then blackness. The Professor was leaning against a marble basin. There was nothing to be seen of him but his eyes and hands. They saw him listen, for a moment or two in cold, unresponsive silence, then stretch out his hand and push Craig away. The picture glowed and faded and glowed again. Then they saw through the gloom the figure of a woman approach, a diamond necklace around her neck. They saw the hands steal out and encircle her throat—and then more darkness, silence, obscurity. The mirror was empty once more.




  “Mrs. Rheinholdt’s jewels!” Lenora cried. “What next? Oh! my God, what next?”




  Their eyes ached with the strain but there was not one of them who could even glance away from the mirror. It was Quest’s study which slowly appeared then. The Salvation Army girl was there, talking to the Professor. They saw him leave her, they saw him look back from the door, a strange, evil glance. Then the secretary entered and spoke to her. Once more the door opened. The hands were there, stretching and reaching, a paper-weight gripped in the right-hand fingers. They saw it raised above the secretary’s head, they saw the other hand take the girl by the throat and push her towards the table. A wild scream broke from Lenora’s lips. Quest wavered for a moment. The picture faded out.




  “Oh, stop it!” Lenora begged. “Haven’t we seen enough? We know the truth now. Stop!”




  The criminologist made no reply. His eyes were still fixed upon the Professor, who showed some signs of returning consciousness. He was gripping at his collar. He seemed to have difficulty with his breathing. Quest suddenly braced himself. He pushed Lenora back.




  “One more,” he muttered. “There’s something growing in his mind. I can feel it. Wait!”




  Again they all turned towards the mirror. They saw the hallway of Ashleigh House, the pictures upon the walls, they could almost feel the quiet silence of night. They saw the Professor come stealing down the stairs. He was wearing the black velvet suit with the cowl in his hand. They watched him pause before a certain door, draw on the cowl and disappear. Through the opening they could see Lord Ashleigh asleep in bed, the moonlight streaming through the open window across the counterpane. They saw the Professor turn with a strange, horrible look in his face and close the door. Lenora burst into sobs.




  “No more!” she begged. “No more, please!”




  Suddenly, without any warning, Laura also began to sob hysterically. French mopped his forehead with his handkerchief. His face was unrecognisable. He had lost all his healthy colour, and his lips were twitching. Quest himself was as pale as death, and there were black rims under his eyes.




  “We’ve had enough,” he admitted, swaying a little on his feet. “Undo the other band, if you can, Lenora.”




  He leaned forward and released their victim. The whole atmosphere of the place seemed immediately to change. Lenora drew a long, convulsive breath and sank into a chair. The Professor sat up, and gazed at them all with the air of a man who had just awakened from a dream. His features relapsed, his mouth once more resolved itself into pleasant and natural lines. He smiled at them cordially.




  “Have I, by any chance, slept?” he asked. “Or—”




  He never finished his sentence. His eyes fell upon the mirror, the metal band lying by his side. He read the truth in the faces still turned towards him. He rose to his feet. There was another and equally sudden change in his demeanour and tone. He carried himself with the calm dignity of the scientist.




  “The end of our struggle, I presume?” he said to Quest, pointing to the metal band. “You will at least admit that I have shown you fine sport?”




  No one answered him. Even Quest had barely yet recovered himself. The Professor shrugged his shoulders.




  “I recognise, of course,” he said gravely, “that this is the end. A person in extremis has privileges. Will you allow me to write just a matter of twenty lines at your desk?”




  Silently Quest assented. The Professor seated himself in the swing chair, drew a sheet of paper towards him, dipped the pen in the ink and began to write. Then he turned round and reached for his own small black bag which lay upon the table. Quest caught him by the wrist.




  “What do you want out of that, Professor?” he enquired.




  “Merely my own pen and ink,” the Professor expostulated. “If there is anything I detest in the world, it is violet ink. And your pen, too, is execrable. As these are to be the last words I shall leave to a sorrowing world, I should like to write them in my own fashion. Open the bag for yourself, if you will. You can pass me the things out.”




  Quest opened the bag, took out a pen and a small glass bottle of ink. He handed them to the Professor, who started once more to write. Quest watched him for a moment and then turned away to French. The Professor looked over his shoulder and suddenly bared his wrist. Lenora seized her employer by the arm.




  “Look!” she cried. “What is he going to do?”




  Quest swung round, but he was too late. The Professor had dug the pen into his arm. He sat in his chair and laughed as they all hurried towards him. Then suddenly he sprang to his feet. Again the change came into his face which they had seen in the mirror. French dashed forward towards him. The Professor snarled, seemed about to spring, then suddenly once more stretched out his hands to show that he was helpless and handed to Quest the paper upon which he had been writing.




  “You have nothing to fear from me,” he exclaimed. “Here is my last message to you, Sanford Quest. Read it—read it aloud. Always remember that this was not your triumph but mine.”




  Quest held up the paper. They all read. The Professor’s letters were carefully formed, his handwriting perfectly legible.




  

    

      “You have been a clever opponent, Sanford Quest, but even now you are to be cheated. The wisdom of the ages outreaches yours, outreaches it and triumphs.”


    


  




  Quest looked up quickly.




  “What the devil does he mean?” he muttered.




  The Professor’s arms shot suddenly above his head. Again that strange, animal look convulsed his features. He burst into a loud, unnatural laugh.




  “Mean, you fool?” he cried, holding out his wrist, which was slowly turning black. “Poisoned! That is what it means!”




  They all stared at him. Quest seized the ink bottle, revealed the false top and laid it down again with a little exclamation. Then, before they could realize it, the end came. The Professor lay, a crumpled-up heap, upon the floor. The last change of all had taken place in his face. His arms were outstretched, his face deathly white, his lips faintly curved in the half amiable, half supercilious smile of the savant who sees beyond. Quest stooped over him.




  “He is dead,” he declared.


  




  Quest swung round in his chair as French entered the room, and held out his left hand.




  “Glad to see you, French. Help yourself to a cigar.”




  “I don’t know as I want to smoke this morning just at present, thank you,” French replied.




  Quest laid down his pen and looked up. French was fidgeting about with his hat in his hand. He was dressed more carefully than usual, but he was obviously ill at ease.




  “Nothing wrong, eh?”




  “No, there’s nothing wrong,” French admitted. “I just looked in—”




  Quest waited for a moment. Then he crossed his legs and assumed a patient attitude.




  “What the dickens did you look in for?” he asked.




  “The fact of it is,” French explained, “I should like a few words with Miss Laura.”




  Quest laughed shortly.




  “Why on earth couldn’t you say so?” he observed. “Never knew you bashful before, Inspector. She’s up in the laboratory. I’ll ring for some one to show you the way.”




  Quest touched the bell and his new secretary entered almost at once.




  “Take Inspector French up into the laboratory,” Quest directed. “See you later, French.”




  “Yes—perhaps—I hope so,” the Inspector replied nervously.




  Quest watched him disappear, with a puzzled smile.




  Then he sat down at his desk, drew a sheet of paper towards him and began to write:




  

    

      “My dear Inspector,




      “I am taking this opportunity of letting you know that out of deference to the wishes of the woman I hope soon to marry, I am abandoning the hazardous and nerve-racking profession of criminology for a safer and happier career. You will have, therefore, to find help elsewhere in the future.




      “With best wishes,




      “Yours,




      “Sanford Quest.”


    


  




  He left the sheet of paper upon the desk and, ringing the bell, sent for Lenora. She appeared in a few moments and came over to his side.




  “What is it, Mr. Quest?” she asked.




  He gave her the letter without remark. She read it through and, turning slowly around, looked at him expectantly.




  “How’s that seem to you?” he asked, reaching out his hand for a cigar.




  “Very sensible indeed,” she replied.




  “It’s no sort of life, this, for a married man,” Quest declared. “You agree with me there, don’t you, Lenora?”




  “Yes!” she admitted, a little faintly.




  Quest lit his cigar deliberately. Then he enclosed the letter in an envelope and addressed it to Inspector French.




  “You’d better deliver this to the Inspector,” he said, “in case he doesn’t call round here on his way out.”




  He handed her the note. For a moment she looked at him, then she turned quickly away.




  “He shall have it at once,” she said in a low tone.




  Quest watched her cross the room. She opened the door and passed out without a backward glance. Then he shrugged his shoulders, hesitated for a moment, and followed her. He heard the door of her apartment on the next floor close, however, and made his way to the laboratory. He entered the room softly and paused upon the threshold. His presence was altogether unobserved by the two people who were standing at the other end of the apartment.




  “I say, Miss Laura,” the Inspector was saying, “this has got to come sometime or other. Why don’t you make up your mind to it? I’m no great hand at love-making, but I’m the right sort of man for you and I think you know it.”




  “This,” Quest murmured to himself, “is where Laura boxes the Inspector’s ears!”




  Nothing of the sort happened, however. There was a queer, a mystifying change in Laura’s expression. She was looking down at the floor. Suddenly her face was hidden in her hands. The Inspector threw his arms around her.




  “That’s all the answer I want,” he declared.




  Quest stole softly away. As he regained the door of his study, Lenora, dressed for the street, hurried out. She tried to pass him but he laid his hand upon her shoulder.




  “I was just going round to Mr. French’s office,” she explained.




  “That’s all right,” Quest replied. “The Inspector’s here. You can leave the note upon the table. Hi, Parkins,” he called out to his secretary in the next room, “get my hat and coat. Come back a moment, Lenora.”




  She turned into the room a little unwillingly and leaned against the table. Quest stood by her side.




  “Lenora,” he said quietly, “that was kind of a brutal note I told you to give to French, but I thought you’d understand.”




  She raised her eyes suddenly to his.




  “Understand what?” she whispered.




  The secretary entered the room, helped Quest on with his coat and handed him his hat.




  “If you are quite ready, Lenora.”




  “Ready?” she exclaimed. “Where are we going?”




  Quest sighed.




  “Fancy having to explain all these things!” he said, taking her arm. “I just want you to understand, Lenora, that I’ve waited—quite long enough. Parkins,” he added, turning to his secretary, “if any one calls, just say that my wife and I will be back early in the afternoon. And you’d better step upstairs to the laboratory and give my compliments to Inspector French, and say that I hope he and Miss Laura will join us at Delmonico’s for luncheon at one o’clock.”




  “Very good, sir,” the man replied.




  Lenora’s face was suddenly transformed. She passed her arm through Quest’s. He stooped and kissed her as he led her towards the door.




  “You understand now, don’t you?” he whispered, smiling down at her.




  “I think so,” she admitted, with a little sigh of content.




  THE DEVIL'S PAW
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  The two men, sole occupants of the somewhat shabby cottage parlour, lingered over their port, not so much with the air of wine lovers, but rather as human beings and intimates, perfectly content with their surroundings and company. Outside, the wind was howling over the marshes, and occasional bursts of rain came streaming against the window panes. Inside at any rate was comfort, triumphing over varying conditions. The cloth upon the plain deal table was of fine linen, the decanter and glasses were beautifully cut; there were walnuts and, in a far Corner, cigars of a well-known brand and cigarettes from a famous tobacconist. Beyond that little oasis, however, were all the evidences of a hired abode. A hole in the closely drawn curtains was fastened together by a safety pin. The horsehair easy-chairs bore disfiguring antimacassars, the photographs which adorned the walls were grotesque but typical of village ideals, the carpet was threadbare, the closed door secured by a latch instead of the usual knob. One side of the room was littered with golf clubs, a huge game bag and several boxes of cartridges. Two shotguns lay upon the remains of a sofa. It scarcely needed the costume of Miles Furley, the host, to demonstrate the fact that this was the temporary abode of a visitor to the Blakeney marshes in search of sport.




  Furley, broad-shouldered, florid, with tanned skin and grizzled hair, was still wearing the high sea boots and jersey of the duck shooter. His companion, on the other hand, a tall, slim man, with high forehead, clear eyes, stubborn jaw, and straight yet sensitive mouth, wore the ordinary dinner clothes of civilisation. The contrast between the two men might indeed have afforded some ground for speculation as to the nature of their intimacy. Furley, a son of the people, had the air of cultivating, even clinging to a certain plebeian strain, never so apparent as when he spoke, or in his gestures. He was a Member of Parliament for a Labour constituency, a shrewd and valuable exponent of the gospel of the working man. What he lacked in the higher qualities of oratory he made up in sturdy common sense. The will-o’-the-wisp Socialism of the moment, with its many attendant “isms” and theories, received scant favour at his hands. He represented the solid element in British Labour politics, and it was well known that he had refused a seat in the Cabinet in order to preserve an absolute independence. He had a remarkable gift of taciturnity, which in a man of his class made for strength, and it was concerning him that the Prime Minister had made his famous epigram, that Furley was the Labour man whom he feared the most and dreaded the least.




  Julian Orden, with an exterior more promising in many respects than that of his friend, could boast of no similar distinctions. He was the youngest son of a particularly fatuous peer resident in the neighbourhood, had started life as a barrister, in which profession he had attained a moderate success, had enjoyed a brief but not inglorious spell of soldiering, from which he had retired slightly lamed for life, and had filled up the intervening period in the harmless occupation of censoring. His friendship with Furley appeared on the surface too singular to be anything else but accidental. Probably no one save the two men themselves understood it, and they both possessed the gift of silence.




  “What’s all this peace talk mean?” Julian Orden asked, fingering the stem of his wineglass.




  “Who knows?” Furley grunted. “The newspapers must have their daily sensation.”




  “I have a theory that it is being engineered.”




  “Bolo business, eh?”




  Julian Orden moved in his place a little uneasily. His long, nervous fingers played with the stick which stood always by the side of his chair.




  “You don’t believe in it, do you?” he asked quietly.




  Furley looked straight ahead of him. His eyes seemed caught by the glitter of the lamplight upon the cut-glass decanter.




  “You know my opinion of war, Julian,” he said. “It’s a filthy, intolerable heritage from generations of autocratic government. No democracy ever wanted war. Every democracy needs and desires peace.”




  “One moment,” Julian interrupted. “You must remember that a democracy seldom possesses the imperialistic spirit, and a great empire can scarcely survive without it.”




  “Arrant nonsense!” was the vigorous reply. “A great empire, from hemisphere to hemisphere, can be kept together a good deal better by democratic control. Force is always the arriere pensee of the individual and the autocrat.”




  “These are generalities,” Julian declared. “I want to know your opinion about a peace at the present moment.”




  “Not having any, thanks. You’re a dilettante journalist by your own confession, Julian, and I am not going to be drawn.”




  “There is something in it, then?”




  “Maybe,” was the careless admission. “You’re a visitor worth having, Julian. ‘70 port and homegrown walnuts! A nice little addition to my simple fare! Must you go back to-morrow?”




  Julian nodded.




  “We’ve another batch of visitors coming,—Stenson amongst them, by the bye.”




  Furley nodded. His eyes narrowed, and little lines appeared at their corners.




  “I can’t imagine,” he confessed. “What brings Stenson down to Maltenby. I should have thought that your governor and he could scarcely spend ten minutes together without quarrelling!”




  “They never do spend ten minutes together alone,” Julian replied drily. “I see to that. Then my mother, you know, has the knack of getting interesting people together. The Bishop is coming, amongst others. And, Furley, I wanted to ask you—do you know anything of a young woman—she is half Russian, I believe—who calls herself Miss Catherine Abbeway?”




  “Yes, I know her,” was the brief rejoinder.




  “She lived in Russia for some years, it seems,” Julian continued. “Her mother was Russian—a great writer on social subjects.”




  Furley nodded.




  “Miss Abbeway is rather that way herself,” he remarked. “I’ve heard her lecture in the East End. She has got hold of the woman’s side of the Labour question as well as any one I ever came across.”




  “She is a most remarkably attractive young person,” Julian declared pensively.




  “Yes, she’s good-looking. A countess in her own right, they tell me, but she keeps her title secret for fear of losing influence with the working classes. She did a lot of good down Poplar way. Shouldn’t have thought she’d have been your sort, Julian.”




  “Why?”




  “Too serious.”




  Julian smiled—rather a peculiar, introspective smile.




  “I, too, can, be serious sometimes,” he said.




  His friend thrust his hands into his trousers pocket and, leaning back in his chair, looked steadfastly at his guest.




  “I believe you can, Julian,” he admitted. “Sometimes I am not quite sure that I understand you. That’s the worst of a man with the gift for silence.”




  “You’re not a great talker yourself,” the younger man reminded his host.




  “When you get me going on my own subject,” Furley remarked, “I find it hard to stop, and you are a wonderful listener. Have you got any views of your own? I never hear them.”




  Julian drew the box of cigarettes towards him.




  “Oh, yes, I’ve views of my own,” he confessed. “Some day, perhaps, you shall know what they are.”




  “A man of mystery!” his friend jeered good-naturedly.




  Julian lit his cigarette and watched the smoke curl upward.




  “Let’s talk about the duck,” he suggested.




  The two men sat in silence for some minutes. Outside, the storm seemed to have increased in violence. Furley rose, threw a log on to the fire and resumed his place.




  “Geese flew high,” he remarked.




  “Too high for me,” Julian confessed.




  “You got one more than I did.”




  “Sheer luck. The outside bird dipped down to me.”




  Furley filled his guest’s glass and then his own.




  “What on earth have you kept your shooting kit on for?” the latter asked, with lazy curiosity.




  Furley glanced down at his incongruous attire and seemed for a moment ill at ease.




  “I’ve got to go out presently,” he announced.




  Julian raised his eyebrows.




  “Got to go out?” he repeated. “On a night like this? Why, my dear fellow—”




  He paused abruptly. He was a man of quick perceptions, and he realised his host’s embarrassment. Nevertheless, there was an awkward pause in the conversation. Furley rose to his feet and frowned. He fetched a jar of tobacco from a shelf and filled his pouch deliberately:




  “Sorry to seem mysterious, old chap,” he said. “I’ve just a bit of a job to do. It doesn’t amount to anything, but—well, it’s the sort of affair we don’t talk about much.”




  “Well, you’re welcome to all the amusement you’ll get out of it, a night like this.”




  Furley laid down his pipe, ready-filled, and drank off his port.




  “There isn’t much amusement left in the world, is there, just now?” he remarked gravely.




  “Very little indeed. It’s three years since I handled a shotgun before to-night.”




  “You’ve really chucked the censoring?”




  “Last week. I’ve had a solid year at it.”




  “Fed up?”




  “Not exactly that. My own work accumulated so.”




  “Briefs coming along, eh?”




  “I’m a sort of hack journalist as well, as you reminded me just now,” Julian explained a little evasively.




  “I wonder you stuck at the censoring so long. Isn’t it terribly tedious?”




  “Sometimes. Now and then we come across interesting things, though. For instance, I discovered a most original cipher the other day.”




  “Did it lead to anything?” Furley asked curiously.




  “Not at present. I discovered it, studying a telegram from Norway. It was addressed to a perfectly respectable firm of English timber merchants who have an office in the city. This was the original: `Fir planks too narrow by half.’ Sounds harmless enough, doesn’t it?”




  “Absolutely. What’s the hidden meaning?”




  “There I am still at a loss,” Julian confessed, “but treated with the cipher it comes out as `Thirty-eight steeple on barn.’”




  Furley stared for a moment, then he lit his pipe.




  “Well, of the two,” he declared, “I should prefer the first rendering for intelligibility.”




  “So would most people,” Julian assented, smiling, “yet I am sure there is something in it—some meaning, of course, that needs a context to grasp it.”




  “Have you interviewed the firm of timber merchants?”




  “Not personally. That doesn’t come into my department. The name of the man who manages the London office, though, is Fenn—Nicholas Fenn.”




  Furley withdrew the pipe from his mouth. His eyebrows had come together in a slight frown.




  “Nicholas Fenn, the Labour M.P.?”




  “That’s the fellow. You know him, of course?”




  “Yes, I know him,” Furley replied thoughtfully. “He is secretary of the Timber Trades Union and got in for one of the divisions of Hull last year.”




  “I understand that there is nothing whatever against him personally,” Julian continued, “although as a politician he is of course beneath contempt. He started life as a village schoolmaster and has worked his way up most creditably. He professed to understand the cable as it appeared in its original form. All the same, it’s very odd that, treated by a cipher which I got on the track of a few days previously, this same message should work out as I told you.”




  “Of course,” Furley observed, “ciphers can lead you—”




  He stopped short. Julian, who had been leaning over towards the cigarette bog, glanced around at his friend. There was a frown on Furley’s forehead. He withdrew his pipe from between his teeth.




  “What did you say you made of it?” he demanded.




  “`Thirty-eight steeple on barn.’”




  “Thirty-eight! That’s queer!”




  “Why is it queer?”




  There was a moment’s silence. Furley glanced at the little clock upon the mantelpiece. It was five and twenty minutes past nine.




  “I don’t know whether you have ever heard, Julian,” he said, “that our enemies on the other side of the North Sea are supposed to have divided the whole of the eastern coast of Great Britain into small, rectangular districts, each about a couple of miles square. One of our secret service chaps got hold of a map some time ago.”




  “No, I never heard this,” Julian acknowledged. “Well?”




  “It’s only a coincidence, of course,” Furley went on, “but number thirty-eight happens to be the two-mile block of seacoast of which this cottage is just about the centre. It stretches to Cley on one side and Salthouse on the other, and inland as far as Dutchman’s Common. I am not suggesting that there is any real connection between your cable and this fact, but that you should mention it at this particular moment—well, as I said, it’s a coincidence.”




  “Why?”




  Furley had risen to his feet. He threw open the door and listened for a moment in the passage. When he came back he was carrying some oilskins.




  “Julian,” he said, “I know you area bit of a cynic about espionage and that sort of thing. Of course, there has been a terrible lot of exaggeration, and heaps of fellows go gassing about secret service jobs, all the way up the coast from here to Scotland, who haven’t the least idea what the thing means. But there is a little bit of it done, and in my humble way they find me an occasional job or two down here. I won’t say that anything ever comes of our efforts—we’re rather like the special constables of the secret service—but just occasionally we come across something suspicious.”




  “So that’s why you’re going out again to-night, is it?”




  Furley nodded.




  “This is my last night. I am off up to town on Monday and sha’n’t be able to get down again this season.”




  “Had any adventures?”




  “Not the ghost of one. I don’t mind admitting that I’ve had a good many wettings and a few scares on that stretch of marshland, but I’ve never seen or heard anything yet to send in a report about. It just happens, though, that to-night there’s a special vigilance whip out.”




  “What does that mean?” Julian enquired curiously.




  “Something supposed to be up,” was the dubious reply. “We’ve a very imaginative chief, I might tell you.”




  “But what sort of thing could happen?” Julian persisted. “What are you out to prevent, anyway?”




  Furley relit his pipe, thrust a flask into his pocket, and picked up a thick stick from a corner of the room.




  “Can’t tell,” he replied laconically. “There’s an idea, of course, that communications are carried on with the enemy from somewhere down this coast. Sorry to leave you, old fellow,” he added. “Don’t sit up. I never fasten the door here. Remember to look after your fire upstairs, and the whisky is on the sideboard here.”




  “I shall be all right, thanks,” Julian assured his host. “No use my offering to come with you, I suppose?”




  “Not allowed,” was the brief response.




  “Thank heavens!” Julian exclaimed piously, as a storm of rain blew in through the half-open door. “Good night and good luck, old chap!”




  Furley’s reply was drowned in the roar of wind. Julian secured the door, underneath which a little stream of rain was creeping in. Then he returned to the sitting room, threw a log upon the fire, and drew one of the ancient easy-chairs close up to the blaze.
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  Julian, notwithstanding his deliberate intention of abandoning himself to an hour’s complete repose, became, after the first few minutes of solitude, conscious of a peculiar and increasing sense of restlessness. With the help of a rubber-shod stick which leaned against his chair, he rose presently to his feet and moved about the room, revealing a lameness which had the appearance of permanency. In the small, white-ceilinged apartment his height became more than ever noticeable, also the squareness of his shoulders and the lean vigour of his frame. He handled his gun for a moment and laid it down; glanced at the card stuck in the cheap looking glass, which announced that David Grice let lodgings and conducted shooting parties; turned with a shiver from the contemplation of two atrocious oleographs, a church calendar pinned upon the wall, and a battered map of the neighbourhood, back to the table at which he had been seated. He selected a cigarette and lit it. Presently he began to talk to himself, a habit which had grown upon him during the latter years of a life whose secret had entailed a certain amount of solitude.




  “Perhaps,” he murmured, “I am psychic. Nevertheless, I am convinced that something is happening, something not far away.”




  He stood for a while, listening intently, the cigarette burning away between his fingers. Then, stooping a little, he passed out into the narrow passage and opened the door into the kitchen behind, from which the woman who came to minister to their wants had some time ago departed. Everything was in order here and spotlessly neat. He climbed the narrow staircase, looked in at Furley’s room and his own, and at the third apartment, in which had been rigged up a temporary bath. The result was unilluminating. He turned and descended the stairs.




  “Either,” he went on, with a very slight frown, “I am not psychic, or whatever may be happening is happening out of doors.”




  He raised the latch of the door, under which a little pool of water was now standing, and leaned out. There seemed to be a curious cessation of immediate sounds. From somewhere straight ahead of him, on the other side of that black velvet curtain of darkness, came the dull booming of the wind, tearing across the face of the marshes; and beyond it, beating time in a rhythmical sullen roar, the rise and fall of the sea upon the shingle. But near at hand, for some reason, there was almost silence. The rain had ceased, the gale for a moment had spent itself. The strong, salty moisture was doubly refreshing after the closeness of the small, lamplit room. Julian lingered there for several moments.




  “Nothing like fresh air,” he muttered, “for driving away fancies.”




  Then he suddenly stiffened. He leaned forward into the dark, listening. This time there was no mistake. A cry, faint and pitiful though it was, reached his ears distinctly.




  “Julian! Julian!”




  “Coming, old chap,” he shouted. “Wait until I get a torch.”




  He stepped quickly back into the sitting room, drew an electric torch from the drawer of the homely little chiffonier and, regardless of regulations, stepped once more out into the darkness, now pierced for him by that single brilliant ray. The door opened on to a country road filled with gleaming puddles. On the other side of the way was a strip of grass, sloping downwards; then a broad dyke, across which hung the remains of a footbridge. The voice came from the water, fainter now but still eager. Julian hurried forward, fell on his knees by the side of the dyke and, passing his hands under his friend’s shoulders, dragged him out of the black, sluggish water.




  “My God!” he exclaimed. “What happened, Miles? Did you slip?”




  “The bridge gave way when I was half across,” was the muttered response. “I think my leg’s broken. I fell in and couldn’t get clear—just managed to raise my head out of the water and cling to the rail.”




  “Hold tight,” Julian enjoined. “I’m going to drag you across the road. It’s the best I can do.”




  They reached the threshold of the sitting room.




  “Sorry, old chap,” faltered Furley—and fainted.




  He came to himself in front of the sitting-room fire, to find his lips wet with brandy and his rescuer leaning over him. His first action was to feel his leg.




  “That’s all right,” Julian assured him. “It isn’t broken. I’ve been over it carefully. If you’re quite comfortable, I’ll step down to the village and fetch the medico. It isn’t a mile away.”




  “Don’t bother about the doctor for a moment,” Furley begged. “Listen to me. Take your torch—go out and examine that bridge. Come back and tell me what’s wrong with it.”




  “What the dickens does that matter?” Julian objected. “It’s the doctor we want. The dyke’s flooded, and I expect the supports gave way.”




  “Do as I ask,” Furley insisted. “I have a reason.”




  Julian rose to his feet, walked cautiously to the edge of the dyke, turned on his light, and looked downwards. One part of the bridge remained; the other was caught in the weeds, a few yards down, and the single plank which formed its foundation was sawn through, clean and straight. He gazed at it for a moment in astonishment. Then he turned back towards the cottage, to receive another shock. About forty yards up the lane, drawn in close to a straggling hedge, was a small motor-car, revealed to him by a careless swing of his torch. He turned sharply towards it, keeping his torch as much concealed as possible. It was empty—a small coupe of pearl-grey—a powerful two-seater, with deep, cushioned seats and luxuriously fitted body. He flashed his torch on to the maker’s name and returned thoughtfully to his friend.




  “Miles,” he confessed, as he entered the sitting room, “there are some things I will never make fun of again. Have you a personal enemy here?”




  “Not one,” replied Furley. “The soldiers, who are all decent fellows, the old farmer at the back, and your father and mother are the only people with whom I have the slightest acquaintance in these parts.”




  “The bridge has been deliberately sawn through,” Julian announced gravely.




  Furley nodded. He seemed prepared for the news.




  “There is something doing in this section, then,” he muttered. “Julian, will you take my job on?”




  “Like a bird,” was the prompt response. “Tell me exactly what to do?”




  Furley sat up, still nursing his leg.




  “Put on your sea boots, and your oilskins over your clothes,” he directed. “You will want your own stick, so take that revolver and an electric torch. You can’t get across the remains of the bridge, but about fifty yards down to the left, as you leave the door, the water’s only about a foot deep. Walk through it, scramble up the other side, and come back again along the edge of the dyke until you come to the place where one lands from the broken bridge. Is that clear?”




  “Entirely.”




  “After that, you go perfectly straight along a sort of cart track until you come to a gate. When you have passed through it, you must climb a bank on your lefthand side and walk along the top. It’s a beastly path, and there are dykes on either side of you.”




  “Pooh!” Julian exclaimed. “You forget that I am a native of this part of the world.”




  “You come to a sort of stile at the end of about three hundred yards,” Furley continued. “You get over that, and the bank breaks up into two. You keep to the left, and it leads you right down into the marsh. Turn seaward. It will be a nasty scramble, but there will only be about fifty yards of it. Then you get to a bit of rough ground—a bank of grass-grown sand. Below that there is the shingle and the sea. That is where you take up your post.”




  “Can I use my torch,” Julian enquired, “and what am I to look out for?”




  “Heaven knows,” replied Furley, “except that there’s a general suggestion of communications between some person on land and some person approaching from the sea. I don’t mind confessing that I’ve done this job, on and off, whenever I’ve been down here, for a couple of years, and I’ve never seen or heard a suspicious thing yet. We are never told a word in our instructions, either, or given any advice. However, what I should do would be to lie flat down on the top of that bank and listen. If you hear anything peculiar, then you must use your discretion about the torch. It’s a nasty job to make over to a pal, Julian, but I know you’re keen on anything that looks like an adventure.”




  “All over it,” was the ready reply. “What about leaving you alone, though, Miles?”




  “You put the whisky and soda where I can get at it,” Furley directed, “and I shall be all right. I’m feeling stronger every moment. I expect your sea boots are in the scullery. And hurry up, there’s a good fellow. We’re twenty minutes behind time, as it is.”




  Julian started on his adventure without any particular enthusiasm. He found the crossing, returned along the side of the bank, trudged along the cart track until he arrived at the gate, and climbed up on the dyke without misadventure. From here he made his way more cautiously, using his stick with his right hand, his torch, with his thumb upon the knob, in his left. The lull in the storm seemed to be at an end. Black, low-hanging clouds were closing in upon him. Away to the right, where the line of marshes was unbroken, the boom of the wind grew louder. A gust very nearly blew him down the bank. He was compelled to shelter for a moment on its lee side, whilst a scud of snow and sleet passed like an icy whirlwind. The roar of the sea was full in his ears now, and though he must still have been fully two hundred yards away from it, little ghostly specks of white spray were dashed, every now and then, into his face. From here he made his way with great care, almost crawling, until he came to the stile. In the marshes he was twice in salt water over his knees, but he scrambled out until he reached the grass-grown sand bank which Furley had indicated. Obeying orders, he lay down and listened intently for any fainter sounds mingled with the tumult of nature. After a few minutes, it was astonishing how his eyes found themselves able to penetrate the darkness which at first had seemed like a black wall. Some distance to the right he could make out the outline of a deserted barn, once used as a coast-guard station and now only a depository for the storing of life belts. In front of him he could trace the bank of shingle and the line of the sea, and presently the outline of some dark object, lying just out of reach of the breaking waves, attracted his attention. He watched it steadily. For some time it was as motionless as the log he presumed it to be. Then, without any warning, it hunched itself up and drew a little farther back. There was no longer any doubt. It was a human being, lying on its stomach with its head turned to the sea.




  Julian, who had entered upon his adventure with the supercilious incredulity of a staunch unbeliever invited to a spiritualist’s seance, was conscious for a moment of an absolutely new sensation. A person of acute psychological instincts, he found himself analysing that sensation almost as soon as it was conceived.




  “There is no doubt,” he confessed under his breath, “that I am afraid!”




  His heart was beating with unaccustomed vigour; he was conscious of an acute tingling in all his senses. Then, still lying on his stomach, almost holding his breath, he saw the thin line of light from an electric torch steal out along the surface of the sea, obviously from the hand of his fellow watcher. Almost at that same moment the undefined agitation which had assailed him passed. He set his teeth and watched that line of light. It moved slowly sideways along the surface of the sea, as though searching for something. Julian drew himself cautiously, inch by inch, to the extremity of the sand hummock. His brain was working with a new clearness. An inspiration flashed in upon him during those few seconds. He knew the geography of the place well,—the corner of the barn, the steeple beyond, and the watcher lying in a direct line. His cipher was explained!




  Perfectly cool now, Julian thought with some regret of the revolver which he had scorned to bring. He occupied himself, during these seconds of watching, by considering with care what his next action was to be. If he even set his foot upon the shingle, the watcher below would take alarm, and if he once ran away, pursuit was hopeless. The figure, so far as he could distinguish it, was more like that of a boy than a man. Julian began to calculate coolly the chances of an immediate intervention. Then things happened, and for a moment he held his breath.




  The line of light had shot out once more, and this time it seemed to reveal something, something which rose out of the water and which looked like nothing so much as a long strip of zinc piping. The watcher at the edge of the sea threw down his torch and gripped the end of it, and Julian, carried away with excitement, yielded to an instant and overpowering temptation. He flashed on his own torch and watched while the eager figure seemed by some means to unscrew the top of the coil and drew from it a dark, rolled-up packet. Even at that supreme moment, the slim figure upon the beach seemed to become conscious of the illumination of which he was the centre. He swung round,—and that was just as far as Julian Orden got in his adventure. After a lapse of time, during which he seemed to live in a whirl of blackness, where a thousand men were beating at a thousand anvils, filling the world with sparks, with the sound of every one of their blows reverberating in his ears, he opened his eyes to find himself lying on his back, with one leg in a pool of salt water, which was being dashed industriously into his face by an unseen hand. By his side he was conscious of the presence of a thick-set man in a fisherman’s costume of brown oilskins and a southwester pulled down as though to hide his features, obviously the man who had dealt him the blow. Then he heard a very soft, quiet voice behind him.




  “He will do now. Come.”




  The man by his side grunted.




  “I am going to make sure of him,” he said thickly. Again he heard that clear voice from behind, this time a little raised. The words failed to reach his brain, but the tone was one of cold and angry dissent, followed by an imperative order. Then once more his senses seemed to be leaving him. He passed into the world which seemed to consist only of himself and a youth in fisherman’s oilskins, who was sometimes Furley, sometimes his own sister, sometimes the figure of a person who for the last twenty-four hours had been continually in his thoughts, who seemed at one moment to be sympathising with him and at another to be playing upon his face with a garden hose. Then it all faded away, and a sort of numbness crept over him. He made a desperate struggle for consciousness. There was something cold resting against his cheek. His fingers stole towards it. It was the flask, drawn from his own pocket and placed there by some unseen hand, the top already unscrewed, and the reviving odour stealing into his nostrils. He guided it to his lips with trembling fingers. A pleasant sense of warmth crept over him. His head fell back.




  When he opened his eyes again, he first turned around for the tea by his bedside, then stared in front of him, wondering if these things which he saw were indeed displayed through an upraised blind. There was the marsh—a picture of still life—winding belts of sea creeping, serpent-like, away from him towards the land, with broad pools, in whose bosom, here and there, were flashes of a feeble sunlight. There were the clumps of wild lavender he had so often admired, the patches of deep meadow green, and, beating the air with their wings as they passed, came a flight of duck over his head. Very stiff and dazed, he staggered to his feet. There was the village to his right, red-tiled, familiar; the snug farmhouses, with their brown fields and belts of trees; the curve of the white road.




  And then, with a single flash of memory, it all came back to him. He felt the top of his head, still sore; looked down at the stretch of shingle, empty now of any reminiscences; and finally, leaning heavily on his stick, he plodded back to the cottage, noticing, as he drew near, the absence of the motor-car from its place of shelter. Miles Furley was seated in his armchair, with a cup of tea in his hand and Mrs. West fussing over him, as Julian raised the latch and dragged himself into the sitting room. They both turned around at his entrance. Furley dropped his teaspoon and Mrs. West raised her hands above her head and shrieked. Julian sank into the nearest chair.




  “Melodrama has come to me at last,” he murmured. “Give me some tea—a whole teapotful, Mrs. West—and get a hot bath ready.”




  He waited until their temporary housekeeper had bustled out of the room. Then he concluded his sentence.




  “I have been sandbagged,” he announced impressively, and proceeded to relate the night’s adventure to his host.




  “This,” declared Julian, about a couple of hours later, as he helped himself for the second time to bacon and eggs, “is a wonderful tribute to the soundness of our constitutions. Miles, it is evident that you and I have led righteous lives.”




  “Being sandbagged seems to have given you an appetite,” Furley observed.




  “And a game leg seems to have done the same for you,” Julian rejoined. “Did the doctor ask you how you did it?”




  Furley nodded.




  “I just said that I slipped on the marshes. One doesn’t talk of such little adventures as you and I experienced last night.”




  “By the bye, what does one do about them?” Julian enquired. “I feel a little dazed about it all, even now living in an unreal atmosphere and that sort of thing, you know. It seems to me that we ought to have out the bloodhounds and search for an engaging youth and a particularly disagreeable bully of a man, both dressed in brown oilskins and—”




  “Oh, chuck it!” Furley intervened. “The intelligence department in charge of this bit of coast doesn’t do things like that. What you want to remember, Julian, is to keep your mouth shut. I shall have a chap over to see me this afternoon, and I shall make a report to him.”




  “All the same,” persisted Julian, “we—or rather I—was without a doubt a witness to an act of treason. By some subtle means connected with what seemed to be a piece of gas pipe, I have seen communication with the enemy established.”




  “You don’t know that it was the enemy at all,” Furley grunted.




  “For us others,” Julian replied, “there exists the post office, the telegraph office and the telephone. I decline to believe that any reasonable person would put out upon the sea in weather like last night’s for the sake of delivering a letter to any harmless inhabitant of these regions. I will have my sensation, you see, Furley. I have suffered—thank heavens mine is a thick skull!—and I will not be cheated of my compensations.”




  “Well, keep your mouth shut, there’s a good fellow, until after I have made my report to the Intelligence Officer,” Furley begged. “He’ll be here about four. You don’t mind being about?”




  “Not in the least,” Julian promised. “So long as I am home for dinner, my people will be satisfied.”




  “I don’t know how you’ll amuse yourself this morning,” Furley observed, “and I’m afraid I sha’n’t be able to get out for the flighting this evening.”




  “Don’t worry about me,” Julian begged. “Remember that I am practically at home. It’s only three miles to the Hall from here so you mustn’t look upon me as an ordinary guest. I am going for a tramp in a few minutes.”




  “Lucky chap!” Furley declared enviously. “Sunshine like this makes one feel as though one were on the Riviera instead of in Norfolk. Shall you visit the scene of your adventure?”




  “I may,” Julian answered thoughtfully. “The instinct of the sleuthhound is beginning to stir in me. There is no telling how far it may lead.”




  Julian started on his tramp about half an hour later. He paused first at a bend in the road, about fifty yards down, and stepped up close to the hedge.




  “The instinct of the sleuthhound,” he said to himself, “is all very well, but why on earth haven’t I told Furley about the car?”




  He paused to consider the matter, conscious only of the fact that each time he had opened his lips to mention it, he had felt a marked but purposeless disinclination to do so. He consoled himself now with the reflection that the information would be more or less valueless until the afternoon, and he forthwith proceeded upon the investigation which he had planned out.




  The road was still muddy, and the track of the tyres, which were of somewhat peculiar pattern, clearly visible. He followed it along the road for a matter of a mile and a half. Then he came to a standstill before a plain oak gate and was conscious of a distinct shock. On the top bar of the gate was painted in white letters.




  MALTENBY HALL


  TRADESMEN'S ENTRANCE




  and it needed only the most cursory examination to establish the fact that the car whose track he had been following had turned in here. He held up his hand and stopped a luggage trolley which had just turned the bend in the avenue. The man pulled up and touched his hat.




  “Where are you off to, Fellowes?” Julian enquired.




  “I am going to Holt station, sir,” the man replied, “after some luggage.”




  “Are there any guests at the Hall who motored here, do you know?” Julian asked.




  “Only the young lady, sir,” the man replied, “Miss Abbeway. She came in a little coupe Panhard.”




  Julian frowned thoughtfully.




  “Has she been out in it this morning?” he asked.




  The man shook his head.




  “She broke down in it yesterday afternoon, sir,” he answered, “about halfway up to the Hall here.”




  “Broke down?” Julian repeated. “Anything serious? Couldn’t you put it right for her?”




  “She wouldn’t let me touch it, sir,” the man explained. “She said she had two cracked sparking plugs, and she wanted to replace them herself. She has had some lessons, and I think she wanted a bit of practice.”




  “I see. Then the car is in the avenue now?”




  “About half a mile up, on the left-hand side, sir, just by the big elm. Miss Abbeway said she was coming down this afternoon to put new plugs in.”




  “Then it’s been there all the time since yesterday afternoon?” Julian persisted.




  “The young lady wished it left there, sir. I could have put a couple of plugs in, in five minutes, and brought her up to the house, but she wouldn’t hear of it.”




  “I see, Fellowes.”




  “Any luck with the geese last night, sir?” the man asked. “I heard there was a pack of them on Stiffkey Marshes.”




  “I got one. They came badly for us,” Julian replied.




  He made his way up the avenue. At exactly the spot indicated by the chauffeur a little coupe car was standing, drawn on to the turf. He glanced at the name of the maker and looked once more at the tracks upon the drive. Finally, he decided that his investigations were leading him in a most undesirable direction.




  He turned back, walked across the marshes, where he found nothing to disturb him, and lunched with Furley, whose leg was now so much better that he was able to put it to the ground.




  “What about this visitor of yours?” Julian asked, as they sat smoking afterwards. “I must be back at the Hall in time to dine to-night, you know. My people made rather a point of it.”




  Furley nodded.




  “You’ll be all right,” he replied. “As a matter of fact, he isn’t coming.”




  “Not coming?” Julian repeated. “Jove, I should have thought you’d have had intelligence officers by the dozen down here!”




  “For some reason or other,” Furley confided, “the affair has been handed over to the military authorities. I have had a man down to see me this morning, and he has taken full particulars. I don’t know that they’ll even worry you at all—until later on, at any rate.”




  “Jove, that seems queer!”




  “Last night’s happening was queer, for that matter,” Furley continued. “Their only chance, I suppose, of getting to the bottom of it is to lie doggo as far as possible. It isn’t like a police affair, you see. They don’t want witnesses and a court of justice. One man’s word and a rifle barrel does the trick.”




  Julian sighed.




  “I suppose,” he observed, “that if I do my duty as a loyal subject, I shall drop the curtain on last night. Seems a pity to have had an adventure like that and not be able to open one’s mouth about it.”




  Furley grunted.




  “You don’t want to join the noble army of gas bags,” he said. “Much better make up your mind that it was a dream.”




  “There are times,” Julian confided, “when I am not quite sure that it wasn’t.”
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  Julian entered the drawing-room at Maltenby Hall a few minutes before dinner time that evening. His mother, who was alone and, for a wonder, resting, held out her hand for him to kiss and welcomed him with a charming smile. Notwithstanding her grey hair, she was still a remarkably young-looking woman, with a great reputation as a hostess.




  “My dear Julian,” she exclaimed, “you look like a ghost! Don’t tell me that you had to sit up all night to shoot those wretched duck?”




  Julian drew a chair to his mother’s side and seated himself with a little air of relief.




  “Never have I been more conscious of the inroads of age,” he confided. “I can remember when, ten or fifteen years ago, I used to steal out of the house in the darkness and bicycle down to the marsh with a twenty-bore gun, on the chance of an odd shot.”




  “And I suppose,” his mother went on, “after spending half the night wading about in the salt water, you spent the other half talking to that terrible Mr. Furley.”




  “Quite right. We got cold and wet through in the evening; we sat up talking till the small hours; we got cold and wet again this morning—and here I am.”




  “A converted sportsman,” his mother observed. “I wish you could convert your friend, Mr. Furley. There’s a perfectly terrible article of his in the National this month. I can’t understand a word of it, but it reads like sheer anarchy.”




  “So long as the world exists,” Julian remarked, “there must be Socialists, and Furley is at least honest.”




  “My dear Julian,” his mother protested, “how can a Socialist be honest! Their attitude with regard to the war, too, is simply disgraceful. I am sure that in any other country that man Fenn, for instance, would be shot.”




  “What about your house party?” Julian enquired, with bland irrelevance.




  “All arrived. I suppose they’ll be down directly. Mr. Hannaway Wells is here.”




  “Good old Wells!” Julian murmured. “How does he look since he became a Cabinet Minister?”




  “Portentous,” Lady Maltenby replied; with a smile. “He doesn’t look as though he would ever unbend. Then the Shervintons are here, and the Princess Torski—your friend Miss Abbeway’s aunt.”




  “The Princess Torski?” Julian repeated. “Who on earth is she?”




  “She was English,” his mother explained, “a cousin of the Abbeways. She married in Russia and is on her way now to France to meet her husband, who is in command of a Russian battalion there. She seems quite a pleasant person, but not in the least like her niece.”




  “Miss Abbeway is still here, of course?”




  “Naturally. I asked her for a week, and I think she means to stay. We talked for an hour after tea this afternoon, and I found her most interesting. She has been living in England for years, it seems, down in Chelsea, studying sculpture.”




  “She is a remarkably clever young woman,” Julian said thoughtfully, “but a little incomprehensible. If the Princess Torski is her aunt, who were her parents?”




  “Her father,” the Countess replied, “was Colonel Richard Abbeway, who seems to have been military attache at St. Petersburg, years ago. He married a sister of the Princess Torski’s husband, and from her this young woman inherited a title which she won’t use and a large fortune. Colonel Abbeway was killed accidentally in the Russo-Japanese War, and her mother died a few years ago.”




  “No German blood, or anything of that sort, then?”




  “My dear boy, what an idea!” his mother exclaimed reprovingly. “On the contrary, the Torskis are one of the most aristocratic families in Russia, and you know what the Abbeways are. The girl is excellently bred, and I think her charming in every way. Whatever made you suggest that she might have German blood in her?”




  “No idea! Anyhow, I am glad she hasn’t. Who else?”




  “The Bishop,” his mother continued, “looking very tired, poor dear! Doctor George Lennard, from Oxford, two young soldiers from Norwich, whom Charlie asked us to be civil to—and the great man himself.”




  “Tell me about the great man? I don’t think I’ve seen him to speak to since he became Prime Minister.”




  “He declares that this is his first holiday this year. He is looking rather tired, but he has had an hour’s shooting since he arrived, and seemed to enjoy it. Here’s your father.”




  The Earl of Maltenby, who entered a moment later, was depressingly typical. He was as tall as his youngest son, with whom he shook hands absently and whom he resembled in no other way. He had the conventionally aristocratic features, thin lips and steely blue eyes. He was apparently a little annoyed.




  “Anything wrong, dear?” Lady Maltenby asked.




  Her husband took up his position on the hearthrug.




  “I am annoyed with Stenson,” he declared.




  The Countess shook her head.




  “It’s too bad of you, Henry,” she expostulated. “You’ve been trying to talk politics with him. You know that the poor man was only longing for forty-eight hours during which he could forget that he was Prime Minister of England.”




  “Precisely, my dear,” Lord Maltenby agreed. “I can assure you that I have not transgressed in any way. A remark escaped me referring to the impossibility of providing beaters, nowadays, and to the fact that out of my seven keepers, five are fighting. I consider Mr. Stenson’s comment was most improper, coming from one to whom the destinies of this country are confided.”




  “What did he say?” the Countess asked meekly.




  “Something about wondering whether any man would be allowed to have seven keepers after the war,” her husband replied, with an angry light in his eyes. “If a man like Stenson is going to encourage these socialistic ideas. I beg your pardon—the Bishop, my dear.”




  The remaining guests drifted in within the next few moments,—the Bishop, Julian’s godfather, a curious blend of the fashionable and the devout, the anchorite and the man of the people; Lord and Lady Shervinton, elderly connections of the nondescript variety; Mr. Hannaway Wells, reserved yet, urbane, a wonderful type of the supreme success of mediocrity; a couple of young soldiers, light-hearted and out for a good time, of whom Julian took charge; an Oxford don, who had once been Lord Maltenby’s tutor; and last of all the homely, very pleasant-looking, middle-aged lady, Princess Torski, followed by her niece. There were a few introductions still to be effected.




  Whilst Lady Maltenby was engaged in this task, which she performed at all times with the unfailing tact of a great hostess, Julian broke off in his conversation with the two soldiers and looked steadfastly across the room at Catherine Abbeway, as though anxious to revise or complete his earlier impressions of her. She was of medium height, not unreasonably slim, with a deliberate but noticeably graceful carriage. Her complexion was inclined to be pale. She had large, soft brown eyes, and hair of an unusual shade of chestnut brown, arranged with remarkably effective simplicity. She wore a long string of green beads around her neck, a black tulle gown without any relief of colour, but a little daring in its cut. Her voice and laugh, as she stood talking to the Bishop, were delightful, and neither her gestures nor her accent betrayed the slightest trace of foreign blood. She was, without a doubt, extraordinarily attractive, gracious almost to freedom in her manner, and yet with that peculiar quality of aloofness only recognisable in the elect,—a very appreciable charm. Julian found his undoubted admiration only increased by his closer scrutiny. Nevertheless, as he watched her, there was a slightly puzzled frown upon his forehead, a sense of something like bewilderment mingled with those other feelings. His mother, who had turned to speak to the object of his attentions, beckoned him, and he crossed the room at once to their side.




  “Julian is going to take you in to dinner, Miss Abbeway,” the Countess announced, “and I hope you will be kind to him, for he’s been out all night and a good part of the morning, too, shooting ducks and talking nonsense with a terrible Socialist.”




  Lady Maltenby passed on. Julian, leaning on his stick, looked down with a new interest into the face which had seldom been out of his thoughts since their first meeting, a few weeks ago.




  “Tell me, Mr. Orden,” she asked, “which did you find the more exhausting—tramping the marshes for sport, or discussing sociology with your friend?”




  “As a matter of fact,” he replied, “we didn’t tramp the marshes. We stood still and got uncommonly wet. And I shot a goose, which made me very happy.”




  “Then it must have been the conversation,” she declared. “Is your friend a prophet or only one of the multitude?”




  “A prophet, most decidedly. He is a Mr. Miles Furley, of whom you must have heard.”




  She started a little.




  “Miles Furley!” she repeated. “I had no idea that he lived in this part of the world.”




  “He has a small country house somewhere in Norfolk,” Julian told her, “and he takes a cottage down here at odd times for the wild-fowl shooting.”




  “Will you take me to see him to-morrow?” she asked.




  “With pleasure, so long as you promise not to talk socialism with him.”




  “I will promise that readily, out of consideration to my escort. I wonder how it is,” she went on, looking up at him a little thoughtfully, “that you dislike serious subjects so much.”




  “A frivolous turn of mind, I suppose,” he replied. “I certainly prefer to talk art with you.”




  “But nowadays,” she protested, “it is altogether the fashion down at Chelsea to discard art and talk politics.”




  “It’s a fashion I shouldn’t follow,” he advised. “I should stick to art, if I were you.”




  “Well, that depends upon how you define politics, of course. I don’t mean Party politics. I mean the science of living, as a whole, not as a unit.”




  The Princess ambled up to them.




  “I don’t know what your political views are, Mr. Orden,” she said, “but you must look out for shocks if you discuss social questions with my niece. In the old days they would never have allowed her to live in Russia. Even now, I consider some of her doctrines the most pernicious I ever heard.”




  “Isn’t that terrible from an affectionate aunt!”




  Catherine laughed, as the Princess passed on. “Tell me some more about your adventures last night?”




  She looked up into his face, and Julian was suddenly conscious from whence had come that faint sense of mysterious trouble which had been with him during the last few minutes. The slight quiver of her lips brought it all back to him. Her mouth, beyond a doubt, with its half tender, half mocking curve, was the mouth which he had seen in that tangled dream of his, when he had lain fighting for consciousness upon the marshes.
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  Julian, absorbed for the first few minutes of dinner by the crystallisation of this new idea which had now taken a definite place in his brain, found his conversational powers somewhat at a discount. Catherine very soon, however, asserted her claim upon his attention.




  “Please do your duty and tell me about things,” she begged. “Remember that I am Cinderella from Bohemia, and I scarcely know a soul here.”




  “Well, there aren’t many to find out about, are there?” he replied. “Of course you know Stenson?”




  “I have been gazing at him with dilated eyes,” she confided. “Is that not the proper thing to do? He seems to me very ordinary and very hungry.”




  “Well, then, there is the Bishop.”




  “I knew him at once from his photographs. He must spend the whole of the time when he isn’t in church visiting the photographer. However, I like him. He is talking to my aunt quite amiably. Nothing does aunt so much good as to sit next a bishop.”




  “The Shervintons you know all about, don’t you?” he went on. “The soldiers are just young men from the Norwich barracks, Doctor Lennard was my father’s tutor at Oxford, and Mr. Hannaway Wells is our latest Cabinet Minister.”




  “He still has the novice’s smirk,” she remarked. “A moment ago I heard him tell his neighbour that he preferred not to discuss the war. He probably thinks that there is a spy under the table.”




  “Well, there we are—such as we are,” Julian concluded. “There is no one left except me.”




  “Then tell me all about yourself,” she suggested. “Really, when I come to think of it, considering the length of our conversations, you have been remarkably reticent. You are the youngest of the family, are you not? How many brothers are there?”




  “There were four,” he told her. “Henry was killed at Ypres last year. Guy is out there still. Richard is a Brigadier.”




  “And you?”




  “I am a barrister by profession, but I went out with the first Inns of Court lot for a little amateur soldiering and lost part of my foot at Mons. Since then I have been indulging in the unremunerative and highly monotonous occupation of censoring.”




  “Monotonous indeed, I should imagine,” she agreed. “You spend your time reading other people’s letters, do you not, just to be sure that there are no communications from the enemy?”




  “Precisely,” he assented. “We discover ciphers and all sorts of things.”




  “What brainy people you must be!”




  “We are, most of us.”




  “Do you do anything else?”




  “Well, I’ve given up censoring for the present,” he confided. “I am going back to my profession.”




  “As a barrister?”




  “Just so. I might add that I do a little hack journalism.”




  “How modest!” she murmured. “I suppose you write the leading articles for the Times!”




  “For a very young lady,” Julian observed impressively, “you have marvellous insight. How did you guess my secret?”




  “I am better at guessing secrets than you are,” she retorted a little insolently.




  He was silent for some moments. The faint curve of her lips had again given him almost a shock.




  “Have you a brother?” he asked abruptly.




  “No. Why?”




  “Because I met some one quite lately—within the last few hours, as a matter of fact—with a mouth exactly like yours.”




  “But what a horrible thing!” she exclaimed, drawing out a little mirror from the bag by her side and gazing into it. “How unpleasant to have any one else going about with a mouth exactly like one’s own! No, I never had a brother, Mr. Orden, or a sister, and, as you may have heard, I am an enfant mechante. I live in London, I model very well, and I talk very bad sociology. As I think I told you, I know your anarchist friend, Miles Furley.”




  “I shouldn’t call Furley an anarchist,” protested Julian.




  “Well, he is a Socialist. I admit that we are rather lax in our definitions. You see, there is just one subject, of late years, which has brought together the Socialists and the Labour men, the Syndicalists and the Communists, the Nationalists and the Internationalists. All those who work for freedom are learning breadth. If they ever find a leader, I think that this dear, smug country of yours may have to face the greatest surprise of its existence.”




  Julian looked at her curiously.




  “You have ideas, Miss Abbeway.”




  “So unusual in a woman!” she mocked. “Do you notice how every one is trying to avoid the subject of the war? I give them another half-course, don’t you? I am sure they cannot keep it up.”




  “They won’t go the distance,” Julian whispered. “Listen.”




  “The question to be considered,” Lord Shervinton pronounced, “is not so much when the war will be over as what there is to stop it? That is a point which I think we can discuss without inviting official indiscretions.”




  “If other means fail,” declared the Bishop, “Christianity will stop it. The conscience of the world is already being stirred.”




  “Our enemies,” the Earl pronounced confidently from his place at the head of the table, “are already a broken race. They are on the point of exhaustion. Austria is, if possible, in a worse plight. That is what will end the war—the exhaustion of our opponents.”




  “The deciding factor,” Mr. Hannaway Wells put in, with a very non-committal air, “will probably be America. She will bring her full strength into the struggle just at the crucial moment. She will probably do what we farther north have as yet failed to do: she will pierce the line and place the German armies in Flanders in peril.”




  The Cabinet Minister’s views were popular. There was a little murmur of approval, something which sounded almost like a purr of content. It was just one more expression of that strangely discreditable yet almost universal failing,—the over-reliance upon others. The quiet remark of the man who suddenly saw fit to join in the discussion struck a chilling and a disturbing note.




  “There is one thing which could end the war at any moment,” Mr. Stenson said, leaning a little forward, “and that is the will of the people.”




  There was perplexity as well as discomfiture in the minds of his hearers.




  “The people?” Lord Shervinton repeated. “But surely the people speak through the mouths of their rulers?”




  “They have been content to, up to the present,” the Prime Minister agreed, “but Europe may still see strange and dramatic events before many years are out.”




  “Do go on, please,” the Countess begged.




  Mr. Stenson shook his head.




  “Even as a private individual I have said more than I intended,” he replied. “I have only one thing to say about the war in public, and that is that we are winning, that we must win, that our national existence depends upon winning, and that we shall go on until we do win. The obstacles between us and victory, which may remain in our minds, are not to be spoken of.”




  There was a brief and somewhat uncomfortable pause. It was understood that the subject was to be abandoned. Julian addressed a question to the Bishop across the table. Lord Maltenby consulted Doctor Lennard as to the date of the first Punic War. Mr. Stenson admired the flowers. Catherine, who had been sitting with her eyes riveted upon the Prime Minister, turned to her neighbour.




  “Tell me about your amateur journalism, Mr. Orden?” she begged. “I have an idea that it ought to be interesting.”




  “Deadly dull, I can assure you.”




  “You write about politics? Or perhaps you are an art critic? I ought to be on my best behaviour, in case.”




  “I know little about art,” he assured her. “My chief interest in life—outside my profession, of course—lies in sociology.”




  His little confession had been impulsive. She raised her eyebrows.




  “You are in earnest, I believe!” she exclaimed. “Have I really found an Englishman who is in earnest?”




  “I plead guilty. It is incorrect philosophy but a distinct stimulus to life.”




  “What a pity,” she sighed, “that you are so handicapped by birth! Sociology cannot mean anything very serious for you. Your perspective is naturally distorted.”




  “What about yourself?” he asked pertinently.




  “The vanity of us women!” she murmured. “I have grown to look upon myself as being an exception. I forget that there might be others. You might even be one of our prophets—a Paul Fiske in disguise.”




  His eyes narrowed a little as he looked at her closely. From across the table, the Bishop broke off an interesting discussion on the subject of his addresses to the working classes, and the Earl set down his wineglass with an impatient gesture.




  “Does no one really know,” Mr. Stenson asked, “who Paul Fiske is?”




  “No one, sir,” Mr. Hannaway Wells replied. “I thought it wise, a short time ago, to set on foot the most searching enquiries, but they were absolutely fruitless.”




  The Bishop coughed.




  “I must plead guilty,” he confessed, “to having visited the offices of The Monthly Review with the same object. I left a note for him there, in charge of the editor, inviting him to a conference at my house. I received no reply. His anonymity seems to be impregnable.”




  “Whoever he may be,” the Earl declared, “he ought to be muzzled. He is a traitor to his country.”




  “I cannot agree with you, Lord Maltenby,” the Bishop said firmly. “The very danger of the man’s doctrines lies in their clarity of thought, their extraordinary proximity to the fundamental truths of life.”




  “The man is, at any rate,” Doctor Lennard interposed, “the most brilliant anonymous writer since the days of Swift and the letters of Junius.”




  Mr. Stenson for a moment hesitated. He seemed uncertain whether or no to join in the conversation. Finally, impulse swayed him.




  “Let us all be thankful,” he said, “that Paul Fiske is content with the written word. If the democracy of England found themselves to-day with such a leader, it is he who would be ruling the country, and not I.”




  “The man is a pacifist!” the Earl protested.




  “So we all are,” the Bishop declared warmly. “We are all pacifists in the sense that we are lovers of peace. There is not one of us who does not deplore the horrors of to-day. There is not one of us who is not passionately seeking for the master mind which can lead us out of it.”




  “There is only one way out,” the Earl insisted, “and that is to beat the enemy.”




  “It is the only obvious way,” Julian intervened, joining in the conversation for the first time, “but meanwhile, with every tick of the clock a fellow creature dies.”




  “It is a question,” Mr. Hannaway Wells reflected, “whether the present generation is not inclined to be mawkish with regard to human life. History has shown us the marvellous benefits which have accrued to the greatest nations through the lessening of population by means of warfare.”




  “History has also shown us,” Doctor Lennard observed, “that the last resource of force is force. No brain has ever yet devised a logical scheme for international arbitration.”




  “Human nature, I am afraid, has changed extraordinarily little since the days of the Philistines,” the Bishop confessed.




  Julian turned to his companion.




  “Well, they’ve all settled it amongst themselves, haven’t they?” he murmured. “Here you may sit and listen to what may be called the modern voice.”




  “Yet there is one thing wanting,” she whispered. “What do you suppose, if he were here at this moment, Paul Fiske would say? Do you think that he would be content to listen to these brazen voices and accept their verdict?”




  “Without irreverence,” Julian answered, “or comparison, would Jesus Christ?”




  “With the same proviso,” she retorted, “I might reply that Jesus Christ, from all we know of him, might reign wonderfully in the Kingdom of Heaven, but he certainly wouldn’t be able to keep together a Cabinet in Downing Street! Still, I am beginning to believe in your sincerity. Do you think that Paul Fiske is sincere?”




  “I believe,” Julian replied, “that he sees the truth and struggles to express it.”




  The women were leaving the table. She leaned towards him.




  “Please do not be long,” she whispered. “You must admit that I have been an admirable dinner companion. I have talked to you all the time on your own subject. You must come and talk to me presently about art.”




  Julian, with his hand on the back of his chair, watched the women pass out of the soft halo of the electric lights into the gloomier shadows of the high, vaulted room, Catherine a little slimmer than most of the others, and with a strange grace of slow movement which must have come to her from some Russian ancestor. Her last words lingered in his mind. He was to talk to her about art! A fleeting vision of the youth in the yellow oilskins mocked him. He remembered his morning’s tramp and the broken-down motor-car under the trees. The significance of these things was beginning to take shape in his mind. He resumed his seat, a little dazed.
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  Maltenby was one of those old-fashioned houses where the port is served as a lay sacrament and the call of the drawing-room is responded to tardily. After the departure of the women, Doctor Lennard drew his chair up to Julian’s.




  “An interesting face, your dinner companion’s,” he remarked. “They tell me that she is a very brilliant young lady.”




  “She certainly has gifts,” acknowledged Julian.




  “I watched her whilst she was talking to you,” the Oxford don continued. “She is one of those rare young women whose undoubted beauty is put into the background by their general attractiveness. Lady Maltenby was telling me fragments of her history. It appears that she is thinking of giving up her artistic career for some sort of sociological work.”




  “It is curious,” Julian reflected, “how the cause of the people has always appealed to gifted Russians. England, for instance, produces no real democrats of genius. Russia seems to claim a monopoly of them.”




  “There is nothing so stimulating as a sense of injustice for bringing the best out of a man or woman,” Doctor Lennard pointed out. “Russia, of course, for many years has been shamefully misgoverned.”




  The conversation, owing to the intervention of other of the guests, became general and platitudinal. Soon after, Mr. Stenson rose and excused himself. His secretary; who had been at the telephone, desired a short conference. There was a brief silence after his departure.




  “Stenson,” the Oxonian observed, “is beginning to show signs of strain.”




  “Why not?” Lord Shervinton pointed out. “He came into office full of the most wonderful enthusiasm. His speeches rang through the world like a clarion note. He converted waverers. He lit fires which still burn. But he is a man of movement. This present stagnation is terribly irksome to him. I heard him speak last week, and I was disappointed. He seems to have lost his inspiration. What he needs is a stimulus of some sort, even of disaster.”




  “I wonder,” the Bishop reflected, “if he is really afraid of the people?”




  “I consider his remark concerning them most ill-advised,” Lord Maltenby declared pompously.




  “I know the people,” the Bishop continued, “and I love them. I think, too, that they trust me. Yet I am not sure that I cannot see a glimmering of what is at the back of Stenson’s mind. There are a good many millions in the country who honestly believe that war is primarily an affair of the politicians; who believe, too, that victory means a great deal more to what they term `the upper classes’ than it does to them. Yet, in every sense of the word, they are bearing an equal portion of the fight, because, when it comes down to human life, the life of the farm labourer’s son is of the same intrinsic value as the life of the peer’s.”




  Lord Maltenby moved a little in his chair. There was a slight frown upon his aristocratic forehead. He disagreed entirely with the speaker, with whom he feared, however, to cross swords. Mr. Hannaway Wells, who had been waiting for his opportunity, took charge of the conversation. He spoke in a reserved manner, his fingers playing with the stem of his wineglass.




  “I must confess,” he said, “that I feel the deepest interest in what the Bishop has just said. I could not talk to you about the military situation, even if I knew more than you do, which is not the case, but I think it is clear that we have reached something like a temporary impasse. There certainly seems to be no cause for alarm upon any front, yet, not only in London, but in Paris and even Rome, there is a curious uneasiness afoot, for which no one can, account which no one can bring home to any definite cause. In the same connection, we have confidential information that a new spirit of hopefulness is abroad in Germany. It has been reported to us that sober, clear-thinking men—and there are a few of them, even in Germany—have predicted peace before a month is out.”




  “The assumption is,” Doctor Lennard interpolated, “that Germany has something up her sleeve.”




  “That is not only the assumption,” the Cabinet Minister replied, “but it is also, I believe, the truth.”




  “One could apprehend and fear a great possible danger,” Lord Shervinton observed, “if the Labour Party in Germany were as strong as ours, or if our own Labour, Party were entirely united. The present conditions, however, seem to me to give no cause for alarm.”




  “That is where I think you are wrong,” Hannaway Wells declared. “If the Labour Party in Germany were as strong as ours, they would be strong enough to overthrow the Hohenzollern clique, to stamp out the militarism against which we are at war, to lay the foundations of a great German republic with whom we could make the sort of peace for which every Englishman hopes. The danger, the real danger which we have to face, would lie in an amalgamation of the Labour Party, the Socialists and the Syndicalists in this country, and in their insisting upon treating with the weak Labour Party in Germany.”




  “I agree with the Bishop,” Julian pronounced. “The unclassified democracy of our country may believe itself hardly treated, but individually it is intensely patriotic. I do not believe that its leaders would force the hand of the country towards peace, unless they received full assurance that their confreres in Germany were able to assume a dominant place in the government of that country—a place at least equal to the influence of the democracy here.”




  Doctor Lennard glanced at the speaker a little curiously. He had known Julian since he was a boy but had never regarded him as anything but a dilettante.




  “You may not know it,” he said, “but you are practically expounding the views of that extraordinary writer of whom we were speaking—Paul Fiske.”




  “I have been told,” the Bishop remarked, cracking a walnut, “that Paul Fiske is the pseudonym of a Cabinet Minister.”




  “And I,” Hannaway Wells retorted, “have been informed most credibly that he is a Church of England clergyman.”




  “The last rumour I heard,” Lord Shervinton put in, “was that he is a grocer in a small way of business at Wigan.”




  “Dear me!” Doctor Lennard remarked. “The gossips have covered enough ground! A man at a Bohemian club of which I am a member—the Savage Club, in fact—assured me that he was an opium drugged journalist, kept alive by the charity of a few friends; a human wreck, who was once the editor of an important London paper.”




  “You have some slight connection with journalism, have you not, Julian?” the Earl asked his son condescendingly. “Have you heard no reports?”




  “Many,” Julian replied, “but none which I have been disposed to credit. I should imagine, myself, that Paul Fiske is a man who believes, having created a public, that his written words find an added value from the fact that he obviously desires neither reward nor recognition; just in the same way as the really earnest democrats of twenty years ago scoffed at the idea of a seat in Parliament, or of breaking bread in any way with the enemy.”




  “It was a fine spirit, that,” the Bishop declared. “I am not sure that we are not all of us a little over-inclined towards compromises. The sapping away of conscience is so easy.”




  The dining-room door was thrown open, and the butler announced a visitor.




  “Colonel Henderson, your lordship.”




  They all turned around in their places. The colonel, a fine, military-looking figure of a man, shook hands with Lord Maltenby.




  “My most profound apologies, sir,” he said, as he accepted a chair. “The Countess was kind enough to say that if I were not able to get away in time for dinner, I might come up afterwards.”




  “You are sure that you have dined?”




  “I had something at Mess, thank you.”




  “A glass of port, then?”




  The Colonel helped himself from the decanter which was passed towards him and exchanged greetings with several of the guests to whom his host introduced him.




  “No raids or invasions, I hope, Colonel?” the latter asked.




  “Nothing quite so serious as that, I am glad to say. We have had a little excitement of another sort, though. One of my men caught a spy this morning.”




  Every one was interested. Even after three years of war, there was still something fascinating about the word.




  “Dear me!” Lord Maltenby exclaimed. “I should scarcely have considered our out-of-the-way part of the world sufficiently important to attract attentions of that sort.”




  “It was a matter of communication,” the Colonel confided. “There was an enemy submarine off here last night, and we have reason to believe that a message was landed. We caught one fellow just at dawn.”




  “What did you do with him?” the Bishop asked.




  “We shot him an hour ago,” was the cool reply.




  “Are there any others at large?” Julian enquired, leaning forward.




  “One other,” the Colonel acknowledged, sipping his wine appreciatively. “My military police here, however, are very intelligent, and I should think it very doubtful whether he can escape.”




  “Was the man who was shot a foreigner?” the Earl asked. “I trust that he was not one of my tenants?”




  “He was a stranger,” was the prompt assurance.




  “And his companion?” Julian ventured.




  “His companion is believed to have been quite a youth. There is a suggestion that he escaped in a motor-car, but he is probably hiding in the neighbourhood.”




  Lord Maltenby frowned. There seemed to him something incongruous in the fact that a deed of this sort should have been committed in his domain without his knowledge. He rose to his feet.




  “The Countess is probably relying upon some of us for bridge,” he said. “I hope, Colonel, that you will take a hand.”




  The men rose and filed slowly out of the room. The Colonel, however, detained his host, and Julian also lingered.




  “I hope, Lord Maltenby,” the former said, “that you will excuse my men, but they tell me that they find it necessary to search your garage for a car which has been seen in the neighbourhood.”




  “Search my garage?” Lord Maltenby repeated, frowning.




  “There is no doubt,” the Colonel explained, “that a car was made use of last night by the man who is still at large, and it is very possible that it was stolen. You will understand, I am sure, that any enquiries which my men may feel it their duty to make are actuated entirely by military necessity.”




  “Quite so,” the Earl acceded, still a little puzzled. “You will find my head chauffeur a most responsible man. He will, I am sure, give them every possible information. So far as I am aware, however, there is no strange car in the garage. Do you know of any, Julian?”




  “Only Miss Abbeway’s,” his son replied. “Her little Panhard was out in the avenue all night, waiting for her to put some plugs in. Every one else seems to have come by train.”




  The Colonel raised his eyebrows very slightly and moved slowly towards the door.




  “The matter is in the hands of my police,” he said, “but if you could excuse me for half a moment, Lord Maltenby, I should like to speak to your head chauffeur.”




  “By all means,” the Earl replied. “I will take you round to the garage myself.”
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  Julian entered the drawing-room hurriedly a few minutes later. He glanced around quickly, conscious of a distinct feeling of disappointment. His mother, who was arranging a bridge table, called him over to her side.




  “You have the air, my dear boy, of missing some one,” she remarked with a smile.




  “I want particularly to speak to Miss Abbeway,” he confided.




  Lady Maltenby smiled tolerantly.




  “After nearly two hours of conversation at dinner! Well, I won’t keep you in suspense. She wanted a quiet place to write some letters, so I sent her into the boudoir.”




  Julian hastened off, with a word of thanks. The boudoir was a small room opening from the suite which had been given to the Princess and her niece a quaint, almost circular apartment, hung with faded blue Chinese silk and furnished with fragments of the Louis Seize period,—a rosewood cabinet, in particular, which had come from Versailles, and which was always associated in Julian’s mind with the faint fragrance of two Sevres jars of dried rose leaves. The door opened almost noiselessly.




  Catherine, who was seated before a small, ebony writing table, turned her head at his entrance.




  “You?” she exclaimed.




  Julian listened for a moment and then closed the door. She sat watching him, with the pen still in her fingers.




  “Miss Abbeway,” he said, “have you heard any news this evening?”




  The pen with which she had been tapping the table was suddenly motionless. She turned a little farther around.




  “News?” she repeated. “No! Is there any?”




  “A man was caught upon the marshes this morning and shot an hour ago. They say that he was a spy.”




  She sat as though turned to stone.




  “Well?”




  “The military police are still hunting for his companion. They are now searching the garage here to see if they can find a small, grey, coupe car.”




  This time she remained speechless, but all those ill-defined fears which had gathered in his heart seemed suddenly to come to a head. Her appearance had changed curiously during the last hour. There was a hunted, almost a desperate gleam in her eyes, a drawn look about her mouth as she sat looking at him.




  “How do you know this?” she asked.




  “The Colonel of the regiment stationed here has just arrived. He is down in the garage now with my father.”




  “Shot!” she murmured. “Most Dieu!”




  “I want to help you,” he continued.




  Her eyes questioned him almost fiercely.




  “You are sure?”




  “I am sure.”




  “You know what it means?”




  “I do.”




  “How did you guess the truth?”




  “I remembered your mouth,” he told her. “I saw your car last night, and I traced it up the avenue this morning.”




  “A mouth isn’t much to go by,” she observed, with a very wan smile.




  “It happens to be your mouth,” he replied.




  She rose to her feet and stood for a moment as though listening. Then she thrust her hand down into the bosom of her gown and produced a small roll of paper wrapped in a sheet of oilskin. He took it from her at once and slipped it into the breast pocket of his coat.




  “You understand what you are doing?” she persisted.




  “Perfectly;” he replied.




  She crossed the room towards the hearthrug and stood there for a moment, leaning against the mantelpiece.




  “Is there anything else I can do?” he asked.




  She turned around. There was a wonderful change in her face.




  “No one saw me,” she said. “I do not think that there is any one but you who could positively identify the car. Neither my aunt nor the maid who is with us has any idea that I left my room last night.”




  “Your clothes?”




  “Absolutely destroyed,” she assured him with a smile. “Some day I hope I’ll find courage to ask you whether you thought them becoming.”




  “Some day,” he retorted, a little grimly, “I am going to have a very serious talk with you, Miss Abbeway.”




  “Shall you be very stern?”




  He made no response to her lighter mood. The appeal in her eyes left him colder than ever.




  “I wish to save your life,” he declared, “and I mean to do it. At the same time, I cannot forget your crime or my complicity in it.”




  “If you feel like that, then,” she said a little defiantly, “tell the truth. I knew the risk I was running. I am not afraid, even now. You can give me back those papers, if you like. I can assure you that the person on whom they are found will undoubtedly be shot.”




  “Then I shall certainly retain possession of them,” he decided.




  “You are very chivalrous, sir,” she ventured, smiling.




  “I happen to be only selfish,” Julian replied. “I even despise myself for what I am doing. I am turning traitor myself, simply because I could not bear the thought of what might happen to you if you were discovered.”




  “You like me, then, a little, Mr. Orden?” she asked.




  “Twenty-four hours ago,” he sighed, “I had hoped to answer that question before it was asked.”




  “This is very tantalising,” she murmured. “You are going to save my life, then, and afterwards treat me as though I were a leper?”




  “I shall hope,” he said, “that you may have explanations—that I may find—”




  She held out her hand and stopped him. Once more, for a moment, her eyes were distended, her form was tense. She was listening intently.




  “There is some one coming,” she whispered—“two or three men, I think. What fools we have been! We ought to have decided—about the car.”




  Her teeth came together for a moment. It was her supreme effort at self-control. Then she laughed almost naturally, lit a cigarette, and seated herself upon the arm of an easy-chair.




  “You are interfering shockingly with my correspondence,” she declared, “and I am sure that they want you for bridge. Here comes Lord Maltenby to tell you so,” she added, glancing towards the door.




  Lord Maltenby was very pompous, very stiff, and yet apologetic. He considered the whole affair in which he had become involved ridiculous.




  “Miss Abbeway,” he said, “I beg to present to you Colonel Henderson. An unfortunate occurrence took place here last night, which it has become the duty of—er—Colonel Henderson to clear up. He wishes to ask you a question concerning—er—a motor-car.”




  Colonel Henderson frowned. He stepped a little forward with the air of wishing to exclude the Earl from further speech.




  “May I ask, Miss Abbeway,” he began, “whether the small coupe car, standing about a hundred yards down the back avenue, is yours?”




  “It is,” she assented, with a little sigh. “It won’t go.”




  “It won’t go?” the Colonel repeated.




  “I thought you might know something about cars,” she explained. “They tell me that two of the sparking plugs are cracked. I am thinking of replacing them tomorrow morning, if I can get Mr. Orden to help me.”




  “How long has the car been there in its present condition, then?” the Colonel enquired.




  “Since about five o’clock yesterday afternoon,” she replied.




  “You don’t think it possible that it could have been out on the road anywhere last night, then?”




  “Out on the road!” she laughed. “Why, I couldn’t get it up to the garage! You go and look at it, Colonel, if you understand cars. Fellowes, the chauffeur here, had a look at the plugs when I brought it in, and you’ll find that they haven’t been touched.”




  “I trust,” the Earl intervened, “that my chauffeur offered to do what was necessary?”




  “Certainly he did, Lord Maltenby,” she assured him. “I am trying hard to be my own mechanic, though, and I have set my mind on changing those plugs myself to-morrow morning.”




  “You are your own chauffeur, then, Miss Abbeway?” her inquisitor asked.




  “Absolutely.”




  “You can change a wheel, perhaps?”




  “Theoretically I can, but as a matter of fact I have never had to do it.’”




  “Your tyres,” Colonel Henderson continued, “are of somewhat unusual pattern.”




  “They are Russian,” she told him. “I bought them for that reason. As a matter of fact, they are very good tyres.”




  “Miss Abbeway,” the Colonel said, “I don’t know whether you are aware that my police are in search of a spy who is reported to have escaped from the marshes last night in a small motor-car which was left at a certain spot in the Salthouse road. I do not believe that there are two tyres such as yours in Norfolk. How do you account for their imprint being clearly visible along the road to a certain spot near Salthouse? My police have taken tracings of them this morning.”




  Catherine remained perfectly speechless. A slow smile of triumph dawned upon her accuser’s lips. Lord Maltenby’s eyebrows were upraised as though in horror.




  “Perhaps,” Julian interposed, “I can explain the tyre marks upon the road. Miss Abbeway drove me down to Furley’s cottage, where I spent the night, late in the afternoon. The marks were still there when I returned this morning, because I noticed them.”




  “The same marks?” the Colonel asked, frowning.




  “Without a doubt the same marks,” Julian replied. “In one place, where we skidded a little, I recognized them.”




  Colonel Henderson smiled a little more naturally.




  “I begin to have hopes,” he acknowledged frankly, “that I have been drawn into another mare’s nest. Nevertheless, I am bound to ask you this question, Miss Abbeway. Did you leave your room at all during last night?”




  “Not unless I walked in my sleep,” she answered, “but you had better make enquiries of my aunt, and Parkins, our maid. They sleep one on either side of me.”




  “You would not object,” the Colonel continued, more cheerfully still, “if my people thought well to have your things searched?”




  “Not in the least,” Catherine replied coolly, “only if you unpack my trunks, I beg that you will allow my maid to fold and unfold my clothes.”




  “I do not think,” Colonel Henderson said to Lord Maltenby, “that I have any more questions to ask Miss Abbeway at present.”




  “In which case we will return to the drawing-room,” the Earl suggested a little stiffly. “Miss Abbeway, you will, I trust, accept my apologies for our intrusion upon you. I regret that any guest of mine should have been subjected to a suspicion so outrageous.”




  Catherine laughed softly.




  “Not outrageous really, dear Lord Maltenby,” she said. “I do not quite know of what I have been suspected, but I am sure Colonel Henderson would not have asked me these questions if it had not been his duty.”




  “If you had not been a guest in this house, Miss Abbeway,” the Colonel assured her, with some dignity, “I should have had you arrested first and questioned afterwards.”




  “You come of a race of men, Colonel Henderson, who win wars,” she declared graciously. “You know your own mind.”




  “You will be joining us presently, I hope?” Lord Maltenby enquired from the door.




  “In a very few minutes,” she promised.




  The door closed behind them. Catherine waited for a moment, then she sank a little hysterically into a chair.




  “I cannot avoid a touch of melodrama, you see,” she confessed. “It goes with my character and nationality. But seriously, now that that is over, I do not consider myself in the slightest danger. The poor fellow who was shot this morning belongs to a different order of people. He has been a spy over here since the beginning of the war.”




  “And what are you?” he asked bluntly.




  She laughed up in his face.




  “A quite attractive young woman,” she declared,—“at least I feel sure you will think so when you know me better.”
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  It was about half-past ten on the following morning when Julian, obeying a stentorian invitation to enter, walked into Miles Furley’s sitting room. Furley was stretched upon the couch, smoking a pipe and reading the paper.




  “Good man!” was his hearty greeting. “I hoped you’d look me up this morning.”




  Julian dragged up the other dilapidated-looking easy-chair to the log fire and commenced to fill his pipe from the open jar.




  “How’s the leg?” he enquired.




  “Pretty nearly all right again,” Furley answered cheerfully. “Seems to me I was frightened before I was hurt. What about your head?”




  “No inconvenience at all,” Julian declared, stretching himself out. “I suppose I must have a pretty tough skull.”




  “Any news?”




  “News enough, of a sort, if you haven’t heard it. They caught the man who sandbagged me, and who I presume sawed your plank through, and shot him last night.”




  “The devil they did!” Furley exclaimed, taking his pipe from his mouth. “Shot him? Who the mischief was he, then?”




  “It appears,” Julian replied, “that he was a German hairdresser, who escaped from an internment camp two years ago and has been at large ever since, keeping in touch, somehow or other, with his friends on the other side. He must have known the game was up as soon as he was caught. He didn’t even attempt any defence.”




  “Shot, eh?” Furley repeated, relighting his pipe. “Serves him damned well right!”




  “You think so, do you?” Julian remarked pensively.




  “Who wouldn’t? I hate espionage. So does every Englishman. That’s why we are such duffers at the game, I suppose.”




  Julian watched his friend with a slight frown.




  “How in thunder did you get mixed up with this affair, Furley?” he asked quietly.




  Furley’s bewilderment was too natural to be assumed. He removed his pipe from his teeth and stared at his friend.




  “What the devil are you driving at, Julian?” he demanded. “I can assure you that I went out, the night before last, simply to make one of the rounds which falls to my lot when I am in this part of the world and nominated for duty. There are eleven of us between here and Sheringham, special constables of a humble branch of the secret service, if you like to put it so. We are a well-known institution amongst the initiated. I’ve plodded these marshes sometimes from midnight till daybreak, and although one’s always hearing rumours, until last night I have never seen or heard of a single unusual incident.”




  “You had no idea, then,” Julian persisted, “what it was that you were on the look-out for the night before last? You had no idea, say, from any source whatever, that there was going to be an attempt on the part of the enemy to communicate with friends on this side?”




  “Good God, no! Even to have known it would have been treason.”




  “You admit that?”




  Furley drew himself stiffly up in his chair. His mass of brown hair seemed more unkempt than usual, his hard face sterner than ever by reason of its disfiguring frown.




  “What the hell do you mean, Julian?”




  “I mean,” Julian replied, “that I have reason to suspect you, Furley, of holding or attempting to hold secret communication with an enemy country.”




  The pipestem which he was holding snapped in Furley’s fingers. His eyes were filled with fury.




  “Damn you, Julian!” he exclaimed. “If I could stand on two legs, I’d break your head. How dare you come here and talk such rubbish.”




  “Isn’t there some truth in what I have just said?” Julian asked sternly.




  “Not a word.”




  Julian was silent for a moment. Furley was sitting upright upon the sofa, his keen eyes aglint with anger.




  “I am waiting for an explanation, Julian,” he announced.




  “You shall have it,” was the prompt reply. “The companion of the man who was shot, for whom the police are searching at this moment, is a guest in my father’s house. I have had to go to the extent of lying to save her from detection.”




  “Her?” Furley gasped.




  “Yes! The youth in fisherman’s oilskins, into whose hands that message passed last night, is Miss Catherine Abbeway. The young lady has referred me to you for some explanation as to its being in her possession.”




  Furley remained absolutely speechless for several moments. His first expression was one of dazed bewilderment. Then the light broke in upon him. He began to understand. When he spoke, all the vigour had left his tone.




  “You’ll have to let me think about this for a moment, Julian,” he said.




  “Take your own time. I only want an explanation.”




  Furley recovered himself slowly. He stretched out his hand towards the pipe rack, filled another pipe and lit it. Then he began.




  “Julian,” he said, “every word that I have spoken to you about the night before last is the truth. There is a further confession, however, which under the circumstances I have to make. I belong to a body of men who are in touch with a similar association in Germany, but I have no share in any of the practical doings—the machinery, I might call it—of our organisation. I have known that communications have passed back and forth, but I imagined that this was done through neutral countries. I went out the night before last as an ordinary British citizen, to do my duty. I had not the faintest idea that there was to be any attempt to land a communication here, referring to the matters in which I am interested. I should imagine that the proof, of my words lies in the fact that efforts were made to prevent my reaching my beat, and that you, my substitute, whom I deliberately sent to take my place, were attacked.”




  “I accept your word so far,” Julian said. “Please go on.”




  “I am an Englishman and a patriot,” Furley continued, “just as much as you are, although you are a son of the Earl of Maltenby, and you fought in the war. You must listen to me without prejudice. There are thoughtful men in England, patriots to the backbone, trying to grope their way to the truth about this bloody sacrifice. There are thoughtful men in Germany on the same tack. If, for the betterment of the world, we should seek to come into touch with one another, I do not consider that treason, or communicating with an enemy country in the ordinary sense of the word.”




  “I see,” Julian muttered. “What you are prepared to plead guilty to is holding communication with members of the Labour and Socialist Party in Germany.”




  “I plead guilty to nothing,” Furley answered, with a touch of his old fierceness. “Don’t talk like your father and his class, Julian. Get away from it. Be yourself. Your Ministers can’t end the war. Your Government can’t. They opened their mouth too wide at first. They made too many commitments. Ask Stenson. He’ll tell you that I’m speaking the truth. So it goes on, and day by day it costs the world a few hundred or a few thousand human lives, and God knows how much of man’s labour and brains, annihilated, wasted, blown into the air! Somehow or other the war has got to stop, Julian. If the politicians won’t do it, the people must.”




  “The people,” Julian repeated a little sadly. “Rienzi once trusted in the people.”




  “There’s a difference,” Furley protested. “Today the people are all right, but the Rienzi isn’t here—My God!”




  He broke off suddenly, pursuing another train of thought. He leaned forward.




  “Look here,” he said, “we’ll talk about the fate of that communication later. What about Miss Abbeway?”




  “Miss Abbeway,” Julian told him, “was in imminent danger last night of arrest as a spy. Against my principles and all my convictions, I have done my best to protect her against the consequences of her ridiculous and inexcusable conduct. I don’t know anything about your association, Furley, but I consider you a lot of rotters to allow a girl to take on a job like this.”




  Furley’s eyes flashed in sympathy.




  “It was a cowardly action, Julian,” he agreed. “I’m hot with shame when I think of it. But don’t, for heaven’s sake, think I had anything to do with the affair! We have a secret service branch which arranges for those things. It’s that skunk Fenn who’s responsible. Damn him!”




  “Nicholas Fenn, the pacifist!” Julian exclaimed. “So you take vermin like that into your councils!”




  “You can’t call him too hard a name for me at this moment,” Furley muttered.




  “Nicholas Fenn,” Julian repeated, with a new light in his eyes. “Why, the cable I censored was to him! So he’s the arch traitor!”




  “Nicholas Fenn is in it;” Furley admitted, “although I deny that there’s any treason whatever in the affair.”




  “Don’t talk nonsense!” Julian replied. “What about your German hairdresser who was shot this morning?”




  “It was a mistake to make use of him,” Furley confessed. “Fenn has deceived us all as to the method of our communications. But listen, Julian. You’ll be able to get Miss Abbeway out of this?”




  “If I don’t,” Julian replied, “I shall be in it myself, for I’ve lied myself black in the face already.”




  “You’re a man, for all the starch in you, Julian,” Furley declared. “If anything were to happen to that girl, I’d wring Fenn’s neck.”




  “I think she’s safe for the present,” Julian pronounced. “You see, she isn’t in possession of the incriminating document. I took it from her when she was in danger of arrest.”




  “What are you going to do with it?”




  “You can’t have much doubt about that,” was the composed reply. “I shall go to town to-morrow and hand it over to the proper authorities.”




  Julian rose to his feet as he spoke. Furley looked at him helplessly.




  “How in heaven’s name, man,” he groaned, “shall I be able to make you see the truth!”




  A touch of the winter sunlight was upon Julian’s face which, curiously enough, at that moment resembled his father’s in its cold, patrician lines. The mention of Nicholas Fenn’s name seemed to have transformed him.




  “If I were you, Furley,” he advised, “for the sake of our friendship, I wouldn’t try. There is no consideration in the world which would alter my intentions.”




  There was the sound of the lifting of the outer latch, a knock at the door. The incoming visitors stood upon no ceremony. Mr. Stenson and Catherine showed themselves upon the threshold.




  Mr. Stenson waved aside all ceremony and at once checked Furley’s attempt to rise to his feet.




  “Pray don’t get up, Furley,” he begged, shaking hands with him. “I hope you’ll forgive such an informal visit. I met Miss Abbeway on my way down to the sea, and when she told me that she was coming to call on you, I asked leave to accompany her.”




  “You’re very welcome, sir,” was the cordial response. “It’s an honour which I scarcely expected.”




  Julian found chairs for every one, and Mr. Stenson, recognising intuitively a certain state of tension, continued his good-humoured remarks.




  “Miss Abbeway and I,” he said, “have been having a most interesting conversation, or rather argument. I find that she is entirely of your way of thinking, Furley. You both belong to the order of what I call puffball politicians.”




  Catherine laughed heartily at the simile.




  “Mr. Stenson is a glaring example,” she pointed out, “of those who do not know their own friends. Mr. Furley and I both believe that some time or other our views will appeal to the whole of the intellectual and unselfish world.”




  “It’s a terrible job to get people to think,” Furley observed. “They are nearly always busy doing something else.”




  “And these aristocrats!” Catherine continued, smiling at Julian. “You spoil them so in England, you know. Eton and Oxford are simply terrible in their narrowing effect upon your young men. It’s like putting your raw material into a sausage machine.”




  “Miss Abbeway is very severe this morning,” Stenson declared, with unabated good humour. “She has been attacking my policy and my principles during the whole of our walk. Bad luck about your accident, Furley. I suppose we should have met whilst I am down here, if you hadn’t developed too adventurous a spirit.”




  Furley glanced at Julian and smiled.




  “I am not so sure about that, sir,” he said. “Your host doesn’t approve of me very much.”




  “Do political prejudices exist so far from their home?” Mr. Stenson asked.




  “I am afraid my father is rather old-fashioned,” Julian confessed.




  “You are all old-fashioned—and stiff with prejudice,” Furley declared. “Even Orden,” he went on, turning to Catherine, “only tolerates me because we ate dinners off the same board when we were both making up our minds to be Lord High Chancellor.”




  “Our friend Furley,” Julian confided, as he leaned across the table and took a cigarette, “has no tact and many prejudices. He does write such rubbish about the aristocracy. I remember an article of his not very long ago, entitled `Out with our Peers!’ It’s all very well for a younger son like me to take it lying down, but you could scarcely expect my father to approve. Besides, I believe the fellow’s a renegade. I have an idea that he was born in the narrower circles himself.”




  “That’s where you’re wrong, then,” Furley grunted with satisfaction. “My father was a boot manufacturer in a country village of Leicestershire. I went in for the Bar because he left me pots of money, most of which, by the bye, I seem to have dissipated.”




  “Chiefly in Utopian schemes for the betterment of his betters,” Julian observed drily.




  “I certainly had an idea,” Furley confessed, “of an asylum for incapable younger sons.”




  “I call a truce,” Julian proposed. “It isn’t polite to spar before Miss Abbeway.”




  “To me,” Mr. Stenson declared, “this is a veritable temple of peace. I arrived here literally on all fours. Miss Abbeway has proved to me quite conclusively that as a democratic leader I have missed my vocation.”




  She looked at him reproachfully. Nevertheless, his words seemed to have brought back to her mind the thrill of their brief but stimulating conversation. A flash of genuine earnestness transformed her face, just as a gleam of wintry sunshine, which had found its way in through the open window, seemed to discover threads of gold in her tightly braided and luxuriant brown hair. Her eyes filled with an almost inspired light:




  “Mr. Stenson is scarcely fair to me,” she complained. “I did not presume to criticise his statesmanship, only there are some things here which seem pitiful. England should be the ideal democracy of the world. Your laws admit of it, your Government admits of it. Neither birth nor money are indispensable to success. The way is open for the working man to pass even to the Cabinet. And you are nothing of the sort. The cause of the people is not in any country so shamefully and badly represented. You have a bourgeoisie which maintains itself in almost feudal luxury by means of the labour which it employs, and that labour is content to squeak and open its mouth for worms, when it should have the finest fruits of the world. And all this is for want of leadership. Up you come you David Sands, you Phineas Crosses, you Nicholas Fenns, you Thomas Evanses. You each think that you represent Labour, but you don’t. You represent trade—the workers at one trade. How they laugh at you, the men who like to keep the government of this country in their own possession! They stretch down a hand to the one who has climbed the highest, they pull him up into the Government, and after that Labour is well quit of him. He has found his place with the gods. Perhaps they will make him a `Sir’ and his wife a `Lady,’ but for him it is all over with the Cause. And so another ten years is wasted, while another man grows up to take his place.”




  “She’s right enough,” Furley confessed gloomily. “There is something about the atmosphere of the inner life of politics which has proved fatal to every Labour man who has ever climbed. Paul Fiske wrote the same thing only a few weeks ago. He thought that it was the social atmosphere which we still preserve around our politics. We no sooner catch a clever man, born of the people, than we dress him up like a mummy and put him down at dinner parties and garden parties, to do things he’s not accustomed to, and expect him to hold his own amongst people who are not his people. There is something poisonous about it.”




  “Aren’t you all rather assuming,” Stenson suggested drily, “that the Labour Party is the only party in politics worth considering?”




  “If they knew their own strength,” Catherine declared, “they would be the predominant party. Should you like to go to the polls to-day and fight for your seats against them?”




  “Heaven forbid!” Mr. Stenson exclaimed. “But then we’ve made up our mind to one thing—no general election during the war. Afterwards, I shouldn’t be at all surprised if Unionists and Liberals and even Radicals didn’t amalgamate and make one party.”




  “To fight Labour,” Furley said grimly.




  “To keep England great,” Mr. Stenson replied. “You must remember that so far as any scheme or program which the Labour Party has yet disclosed, in this country or any other, they are preeminently selfish. England has mighty interests across the seas. A parish-council form of government would very soon bring disaster.”




  Julian glanced at the clock and rose to his feet.




  “I don’t want to hurry any one,” he said, “but my father is rather a martinet about luncheon.”




  They all rose. Mr. Stenson turned to Julian.




  “Will you go on with Miss Abbeway?” he begged. “I will catch up with you on the marshes. I want to have just a word with Furley.”




  Julian and his companion crossed the country road and passed through the gate opposite on to the rude track which led down almost to the sea.




  “You are very interested in English labour questions, Miss Abbeway,” he remarked, “considering that you are only half an Englishwoman.”




  “It isn’t only the English labouring classes in whom I am interested,” she replied impatiently. “It is the cause of the people throughout the whole of the world which in my small way I preach.”




  “Your own country,” he continued, a little diffidently, “is scarcely a good advertisement for the cause of social reform.”




  Her tone trembled with indignation as she answered him.




  “My own country,” she said, “has suffered for so many centuries from such terrible oppression that the reaction was bound, in its first stages, to produce nothing but chaos. Automatically, all that seems to you unreasonable, wicked even, in a way, horrible—will in the course of time disappear. Russia will find herself. In twenty years’ time her democracy will have solved the great problem, and Russia be the foremost republic of the world.”




  “Meanwhile,” he remarked, “she is letting us down pretty badly.”




  “But you are selfish, you English!” she exclaimed. “You see one of the greatest nations in the world going through its hour of agony, and you think nothing but how you yourselves will be affected! Every thinking person in Russia regrets that this thing should have come to pass at such a time. Yet it is best for you English to look the truth in the face. It wasn’t the Russian people who were pledged to you, with whom you were bound in alliance. It was that accursed trick all European politicians have of making secret treaties and secret understandings, building up buffer States, trying to whittle away a piece of the map for yourselves, trying all the time to be dishonest under the shadow of what is called diplomacy. That is what brought the war about. It was never the will of the people. It was the Hohenzollerns and the Romanoffs, the firebrands of the French Cabinet, and your own clumsy, thick-headed efforts to get the best of everybody and yet keep your Nonconformist conscience. The people did not make this war, but it is the people who are going to end it.”




  They walked in silence for some minutes, he apparently pondering over her last words, she with the cloud passing from her face as, with her head a little thrown back and her eyes half-closed, she sniffed the strong, salty air with an almost voluptuous expression of content. She was perfectly dressed for the country, from her square-toed shoes, which still seemed to maintain some distinction of shape, the perfectly tailored coat and skirt, to the smart little felt hat with its single quill. She walked with the free grace of an athlete, unembarrassed with the difficulties of the way or the gusts which swept across the marshy places, yet not even the strengthening breeze, which as they reached the sea line became almost a gale, seemed to have power to bring even the faintest flush of colour to her cheeks. They reached the long headland and stood looking out at the sea before she spoke again.




  “You were very kind to me last night, Mr. Orden,” she said, a little abruptly.




  “I paid a debt,” he reminded her.




  “I suppose there is something in that,” she admitted. “I really believe that that exceedingly unpleasant person with whom I was brought into temporary association would have killed you if I had allowed it.”




  “I am inclined to agree with you,” he assented. “I saw him very hazily, but a more criminal type of countenance I never beheld.”




  “So that we are quits,” she ventured.




  “With a little debt on my side still to be paid.”




  “Well, there is no telling what demands I may make upon our acquaintance.”




  “Acquaintance?” he protested.




  “Would you like to call it friendship?”




  “A very short time ago;” he said deliberately, “even friendship would not have satisfied me.”




  “And now?”




  “I dislike mysteries.”




  “Poor me!” she sighed. “However, you can rid yourself of the shadow of one as soon as you like after luncheon. It would be quite safe now, I think, for me to take back that packet.”




  “Yes,” he assented slowly, “I suppose that it would.”




  She looked up into his face. Something that she saw there brought her own delicate eyebrows together in a slight frown.




  “You will give it me after lunch?” she proposed.




  “I think not,” was the quiet reply.




  “You were only entrusted with it for a time,” she reminded him, with ominous calm. “It belongs to me.”




  “A document received in this surreptitious fashion,” he pronounced, “is presumably a treasonable document. I have no intention of returning it to you.”




  She walked by his side for a few moments in silence. Glancing down into her face, Julian was almost startled. There were none of the ordinary signs of anger there, but an intense white passion, the control of which was obviously costing her a prodigious effort. She touched his fingers with her ungloved hand as she stepped over a stile, and he found them icy cold. All the joy of that unexpectedly sunny morning seemed to have passed.




  “I am sorry, Miss Abbeway,” he said almost humbly, “that you take my decision so hardly. I ask you to remember that I am just an ordinary, typical Englishman, and that I have already lied for your sake. Will you put yourself in my place?”




  They had climbed the little ridge of grass-grown sand and stood looking out seaward. Suddenly all the anger seemed to pass from her face. She lifted her head, her soft brown eyes flashed into his, the little curl of her lips seemed to transform her whole expression. She was no longer the gravely minded prophetess of a great cause, the scheming woman, furious at the prospect of failure. She was suddenly wholly feminine, seductive, a coquette.




  “If you were just an ordinary, stupid, stolid Englishman,” she whispered, “why did you risk your honour and your safety for my sake? Will you tell me that, dear man of steel?”




  Julian leaned even closer over her. She was smiling now frankly into his face, refusing the warning of his burning eyes. Then suddenly, silently, he held her to him and kissed her, unresisting, upon the lips. She made no protest. He even fancied afterwards, when he tried to rebuild in his mind that queer, passionate interlude, that her lips had returned what his had given. It was he who released her—not she who struggled. Yet he understood. He knew that this was a tragedy.




  Stenson’s voice reached them from the other side of the ridge.




  “Come and show me the way across this wretched bit of marsh, Orden. I don’t like these deceptive green grasses.”




  “`Pitfalls for the Politician’ or `Look before you leap’.” Julian muttered aimlessly. “Quite right to avoid that spot, sir. Just follow where I am pointing.”




  Stenson made his laborious way to their side.




  “This may be a short cut back to the Hall,” he exclaimed, “but except for the view of the sea and this gorgeous air, I think I should have preferred the main road! Help me up, Orden. Isn’t it somewhere near here that that little affair, happened the other night?”




  “This very spot,” Julian assented. “Miss Abbeway and I were just speaking of it.”




  They both glanced towards her. She was standing with her back to them, looking out seawards. She did not move even at the mention of her name.




  “A dreary spot at night, I dare say,” the Prime Minister remarked, without overmuch interest. “How do we get home from here, Orden? I haven’t forgotten your warning about luncheon, and this air is giving me a most lively appetite.”




  “Straight along the top of this ridge for about three quarters of a mile, sir, to the entrance of the harbour there.”




  “And then?”




  “I have a petrol launch,” Julian explained, “and I shall land you practically in the dining room in another ten minutes.”




  “Let us proceed,” Mr. Stenson suggested briskly. “What a queer fellow Miles Furley is! Quite a friend of yours, isn’t he, Miss Abbeway?”




  “I have seen a good deal of him lately,” she answered, walking on and making room for Stenson to fall into step by her side, but still keeping her face a little averted. “A man of many but confused ideas; a man, I should think, who stands an evil chance of muddling his career away.”




  “We offered him a post in the Government,” Stenson ruminated.




  “He had just sense enough to refuse that, I suppose,” she observed, moving slowly to the right and thereby preventing Julian from taking a place by her side. “Yet,” she went on, “I find in him the fault of so many Englishmen, the fault that prevents their becoming great statesmen, great soldiers, or even,” she added coolly, “successful lovers.”




  “And what is that?” Julian demanded.




  She remained silent. It was as though she had heard nothing. She caught Mr. Stenson’s arm and pointed to a huge white seagull, drifting down the wind above their heads.




  “To think,” she said, “with that model, we intellectuals have waited nearly two thousand years for the aeroplane!”
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  According to plans made earlier in the day, a small shooting party left the Hall immediately after luncheon and did not return until late in the afternoon. Julian, therefore, saw nothing more of Catherine until she came into the drawing-room, a few minutes before the announcement of dinner, wearing a wonderful toilette of pale blue silk, with magnificent pearls around her neck and threaded in her Russian headdress. As is the way with all women of genius, Catherine’s complete change of toilette indicated a parallel change in her demeanour. Her interesting but somewhat subdued manner of the previous evening seemed to have vanished. At the dinner table she dominated the conversation. She displayed an intimate acquaintance with every capital of Europe and with countless personages of importance. She exchanged personal reminiscences with Lord Shervinton, who had once been attached to the Embassy at Rome, and with Mr. Hannaway Wells, who had been first secretary at Vienna. She spoke amusingly of Munich, at which place, it appeared, she had first studied art, but dilated, with all the artist’s fervour, on her travellings in Spain, on the soft yet wonderfully vivid colouring of the southern cities. She seemed to have escaped altogether from the gravity of which she had displayed traces on the previous evening. She was no longer the serious young woman with a purpose. From the chrysalis she had changed into the butterfly, the brilliant and cosmopolitan young queen of fashion, ruling easily, not with the arrogance of rank, but with the actual gifts of charm and wit. Julian himself derived little benefit from being her neighbour, for the conversation that evening, from first to last, was general. Even after she had left the room, the atmosphere which she had created seemed to linger behind her.




  “I have never rightly understood Miss Abbeway,” the Bishop declared. “She is a most extraordinarily brilliant young woman.”




  Lord Shervinton assented.




  “To-night you have Catherine Abbeway,” he expounded, “as she might have been but for these queer, alternating crazes of hers—art and socialism. Her brain was developed a little too early, and she was unfortunately, almost in her girlhood, thrown in with a little clique of brilliant young Russians who attained a great influence over her. Most of them are in Siberia or have disappeared by now. One Anna Katinski—was brought back from Tobolsk like a royal princess on the first day of the revolution.”




  “It is strange,” the Earl pronounced didactically, “that a young lady of Miss Abbeway’s birth and gifts should espouse the cause of this Labour rabble, a party already cursed with too many leaders.”




  “A woman, when she takes up a cause,” Mr. Hannaway Wells observed, “always seeks either for the picturesque or for something which appeals to the emotions. So long as she doesn’t mix with them, the cause of the people has a great deal to recommend it. One can use beautiful phrases, can idealise with a certain amount of logic, and can actually achieve things.”




  Julian shrugged his shoulders.




  “I think we are all a little blind,” he remarked, “to the danger in which we stand through the great prosperity of Labour to-day.”




  The Bishop leaned across the table.




  “You have been reading Fiske this week.”




  “Did I quote?” Julian asked carelessly. “I have a wretched memory. I should never dare to become a politician. I should always be passing off other people’s phrases as my own.”




  “Fiske is quite right in his main contention,” Mr. Stenson interposed. “The war is rapidly creating a new class of bourgeoisie. The very differences in the earning of skilled labourers will bring trouble before long—the miner with his fifty or sixty shillings, and the munition worker with his seven or eight pounds—men drawn from the same class.”




  “England,” declared the Earl, indulging in his favourite speech, “was never so contented as when wages were at their lowest.”




  “Those days will never come again,” Mr. Hannaway Wells foretold grimly. “The working man has tasted blood. He has begun to understand his power. Our Ministers have been asleep for a generation. The first of these modern trades unions should have been treated like a secret society in Italy. Look at them now, and what they represent! Fancy what it will mean when they have all learnt to combine!—when Labour produces real leaders!”




  “Can any one explain the German democracy?” Lord Shervinton enquired.




  “The ubiquitous Fiske was trying to last week in one of the Reviews,” Mr. Stenson replied. “His argument was that Germany alone, of all the nations in the world, possessed an extra quality or an extra sense—I forget which he called it—the sense of discipline. It’s born in their blood. Generations of military service are responsible for it. Discipline and combination—that might be their motto. Individual thought has been drilled into grooves, just as all individual effort is specialised. The Germans obey because it is their nature to obey. The only question is whether they will stand this, the roughest test they have ever had—whether they’ll see the thing through.”




  “Personally, I think they will,” Hannaway Wells pronounced, “but if I should be wrong—if they shouldn’t—the French Revolution would be a picnic compared with the German one. It takes a great deal to drive a national idea out of the German mind, but if ever they should understand precisely and exactly how they have been duped for the glorification of their masters—well, I should pity the junkers.”




  “Do your essays in journalism,” the Bishop asked politely, “ever lead you to touch upon Labour subjects, Julian?”




  “Once or twice, in a very mild way,” was the somewhat diffident reply.




  “I had an interesting talk with Furley this morning,” the Prime Minister observed. “He tells me that they are thinking of making an appeal to this man Paul Fiske to declare himself. They want a leader—they want one very badly—and thank heavens they don’t know where to look for him!”




  “But surely,” Julian protested, “they don’t expect necessarily to find a leader of men in an anonymous contributor to the Reviews? Fiske, when they have found him, may be a septuagenarian, or a man of academic turn of mind, who never leaves his study. ‘Paul Fiske’ may even be the pseudonym of a woman.”




  The Earl rose from his place.




  “This afternoon,” he announced, “I read the latest article of this Paul Fiske. In my opinion he is an exceedingly mischievous person, without the slightest comprehension of the forces which really count in government.”




  The Bishop’s eyes twinkled as he left the room with his hand on his godson’s arm.




  “It would be interesting,” he whispered, “to hear this man Fiske’s opinion of your father’s last speech in the House of Lords upon land interests!”




  It was not until the close of a particularly unsatisfactory evening of uninspiring bridge that Julian saw anything more of Catherine. She came in from the picture gallery, breathless, followed by four or five of the young soldiers, to whom she had been showing the steps of a new dance, and, turning to Julian with an impulsiveness which surprised him, laid her fingers imperatively upon his arm.




  “Take me somewhere, please, where we can sit down and talk,” she begged, “and give me something to drink.”




  He led the way into the billiard room and rang the bell.




  “You have been overtiring yourself,” he said, looking down at her curiously.




  “Have I?” she answered. “I don’t think so. I used to dance all through the night in Paris and Rome, a few years ago. These young men are so clumsy, though—and I think that I am nervous.”




  She lay back in her chair and half closed her eyes. A servant brought in the Evian water for which she had asked and a whisky and soda for Julian. She drank thirstily and seemed in a few moments to have overcome her fatigue. She turned to her companion with an air of determination.




  “I must speak to you about that packet, Mr. Orden,” she insisted.




  “Again?”




  “I cannot help it. You forget that with me it is a matter of life or death. You must realise that you were only entrusted with it. You are a man of honour. Give it to me.”




  “I cannot.”




  “What are you thinking of doing with it, then?”




  “I shall take it to London with me to-morrow,” he replied, “and hand it over to a friend of mine at the Foreign Office.”




  “Would nothing that I could do or say,” she asked passionately, “influence your decision?”




  “Everything that you do or say interests and affects me,” he answered simply, “but so far as regards this matter, my duty is clear. You have nothing to fear from my account of how it came into my possession. It would be impossible for me to denounce you for what I fear you are. On the other hand, I cannot allow you the fruits of your enterprise.”




  “You consider me, I suppose,” she observed after a moment’s pause, “an enemy spy?”




  “You have proved it,” he reminded her.




  “Of Overman—my confederate,” she admitted, “that was true. Of me it is not. I am an honest intermediary between the honest people of Germany and England.”




  “There can be no communication between the two countries during wartime, except through official channels,” he declared.




  Her eyes flashed. She seemed in the throes of one of those little bursts of tempestuous passion which sometimes assailed her.




  “You talk—well, as you might be supposed to talk!” she exclaimed, breaking off with an effort. “What have official channels done to end this war? I am not here to help either side. I represent simply humanity. If you destroy or hand over to the Government that packet, you will do your country an evil turn.”




  He shook his head.




  “I am relieved to hear all that you say,” he told her, “and I am heartily glad to think that you do not look upon yourself as Overman’s associate. On the other hand, you must know that any movement towards peace, except through the authorised channels, is treason to the country.”




  “If only you were not the Honourable Julian Orden, the son of an English peer!” she groaned. “If only you had not been to Eton and to Oxford! If only you were a man, a man of the people, who could understand!”




  “Neither my birth nor my education,” he assured her, “have affected my present outlook upon life.”




  “Pooh!” she scoffed. “You talk like a stiffened sheet of foolscap! I am to leave here to-morrow, then, without my packet?”




  “You must certainly leave—when you do leave—without that,” he assented. “There is one thing, however, which I very sincerely hope that you will leave behind you.”




  “And that?”




  “Your forgiveness.”




  “My forgiveness for what?” she asked, after a moment’s pause.




  “For my rashness this morning.”




  Her eyes grew a little larger.




  “Because you kissed me?” she observed, without flinching. “I have nothing to forgive. In fact,” she went on, “I think that I should have had more to forgive if you had not.”




  He was puzzled and yet encouraged. She was always bewildering him by her sudden changes from the woman of sober thoughtfulness to the woman of feeling, the woman eager to give, eager to receive. At that moment it seemed as though her sex possessed her to the exclusion of everything outside. Her eyes were soft and filled with the desire of love, her lips sweet and tremulous. She had suddenly created a new atmosphere around her, an atmosphere of bewildering and passionate femininity.




  “Wont you tell me, please, what you mean?” he begged.




  “Isn’t it clear?” she answered, very softly but with a suspicion of scorn in her low tones. “You kissed me because I deliberately invited it. I know that quite well. My anger—and I have been angry about it—is with myself.”




  He was a little taken aback. Her perfect naturalness was disarming, a little confusing.




  “You certainly did seem provocative,” he confessed, “but I ought to have remembered.”




  “You are very stupid,” she sighed. “I deliberately invited your embrace. Your withholding it would simply have added to my humiliation. I am furious with myself, simply because, although I have lived a great part of my life with men, on equal terms with them, working with them, playing with them, seeing more of them at all times than of my own sex, such a thing has never happened to me before.”




  “I felt that,” he said simply.




  For a moment her face shone. There was a look of gratitude in her eyes. Her impulsive grasp of his hand left his fingers tingling.




  “I am glad that you understood,” she murmured. “Perhaps that will help me just a little. For the rest, if you wish to be very kind, you will forget.”




  “If I cannot do that,” he promised, “I will at least turn the key upon my memories.”




  “Do more than that,” she begged. “Throw the key into the sea, or whatever oblivion you choose to conjure up. Moments such as those have no place in my life. There is one purpose there more intense than anything else, that very purpose which by some grim irony of fate it seems to be within your power to destroy.”




  He remained silent. Ordinary expressions of regret seemed too inadequate. Besides, the charm of the moment was passing. The other side of her was reasserting itself.




  “I suppose,” she went on, a little drearily, “that even if I told you upon my honour, of my certain knowledge, that the due delivery of that packet might save the lives of thousands of your countrymen, might save hearts from breaking, homes from becoming destitute—even if I told you all this, would it help me in my prayer?”




  “Nothing could help you,” he assured her, “but your whole confidence, and even then I fear that the result would be the same.”




  “Oh, but you are very hard!” she murmured. “My confidence belongs to others. It is not mine alone to give you.”




  “You see,” he explained, “I know beforehand that you are speaking the truth as you see it. I know beforehand that any scheme in which you are engaged is for the benefit of our fellow creatures and not for their harm. But alas! you make yourself the judge of these things, and there are times when individual effort is the most dangerous thing in life.”




  “If you were any one else!” she sighed.




  “Why be prejudiced about me?” he protested. “Believe me, I am not a frivolous person. I, too, think of life and its problems. You yourself are an aristocrat. Why should not I as well as you have sympathy and feeling for those who suffer?”




  “I am a Russian,” she reminded him, “and in Russia it is different. Besides, I am no longer an aristocrat. I am a citizeness of the world. I have eschewed everything in life except one thing, and for that I have worked with all my heart and strength. As for you, what have you done? What is your record?”




  “Insignificant, I fear,” he admitted. “You see, a very promising start at the Bar was somewhat interfered with by my brief period of soldiering.”




  “At the present moment you have no definite career,” she declared. “You have even been wasting your time censoring.”




  “I am returning now to my profession.”




  “Your profession!” she scoffed. “That means you will spend your time wrangling with a number of other bewigged and narrow-minded people about uninteresting legal technicalities which lead nowhere and which no one cares about.”




  “There is my journalism.”




  “You have damned it with your own phrase ‘hack journalism’!”




  “I may enter Parliament.”




  “Yes, to preserve your rights,” she retorted.




  “I am afraid,” he sighed, “that you haven’t a very high opinion of me.”




  “It is within your power to make me look upon you as the bravest, the kindest, the most farseeing of men,” she declared.




  He shook his head.




  “I decline to think that you would think any the better of me for committing a dishonourable action for your sake.”




  “Try me,” she begged, her hand resting once more upon his. “If you want my kind feelings, my everlasting gratitude, they are yours. Give me that packet.”




  “That is impossible,” he declared uncompromisingly. “If you wish to alter my attitude with regard to it, you must tell me exactly from whom it comes, what it contains, and to whom it goes.”




  “You ask more than is possible.. You make me almost sorry—”




  “Sorry for what?”




  “Sorry that I saved your life,” she said boldly. “Why should I not be? There are many who will suffer, many who will lose their lives because of your obstinacy.”




  “If you believe that, confide in me.”




  She shook her head sadly.




  “If only you were different!”




  “I am a human being,” he protested. “I have sympathies and heart. I would give my life willingly to save any carnage.”




  “I could never make you understand,” she murmured hopelessly. “I shall not try. I dare not risk failure. Is this room hot, or is it my fancy? Could we have a window open?”




  “By all means.”




  He crossed the room and lifted the blind from before one of the high windows which opened seawards. In the panel of the wall, between the window to which he addressed himself and the next one, was a tall, gilt mirror, relic of the days, some hundreds of years ago, when the apartment had been used as a drawing-room. Julian, by the merest accident, for the pleasure of a stolen glance at Catherine, happened to look in it as he leaned over towards the window fastening. For a single moment he stood rigid. Catherine had risen to her feet and, without the slightest evidence of any fatigue, was leaning, tense and alert, over the tray on which his untouched whisky and soda was placed. Her hand was outstretched. He saw a little stream of white powder fall into the tumbler. An intense and sickening feeling of disappointment almost brought a groan to his lips. He conquered himself with an effort, however, opened the window a few inches, and returned to his place. Catherine was lying back, her eyes half-closed, her arms hanging listlessly on either side of her chair.




  “Is that better?” he enquired.




  “Very much,” she assured him. “Still, I think that if you do not mind, I will go to bed. I am troubled with a very rare attack of nerves. Drink your whisky and soda, and then will you take me into the drawing-room?”




  He played with his tumbler thoughtfully. His first impulse was to drop it. Intervention, however, was at hand. The door opened, and the Princess entered with Lord Shervinton.




  “At last!” the former exclaimed. “I have been looking for you everywhere, child. I am sure that you are quite tired out, and I insist upon your going to bed.”




  “Finish your whisky and soda,” Catherine begged Julian, “and I will lean on your arm as far as the staircase.”




  Fate stretched out her right hand to help him. The Princess took possession of her niece.




  “I shall look after you myself,” she insisted. “Mr. Orden is wanted to play billiards. Lord Shervinton is anxious for a game.”




  “I shall be delighted,” Julian answered promptly.




  He moved to the door and held it open. Catherine gave him her fingers and a little half-doubtful smile.




  “If only you were not so cruelly obstinate!” she sighed.




  He found no words with which to answer her. The shock of his discovery was still upon him.




  “You’ll give me thirty in a hundred, Julian,” Lord Shervinton called out cheerfully. “And shut that door as soon as you can, there’s a good fellow. There’s a most confounded draught.”
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  It was at some nameless hour in the early morning when Julian’s vigil came to an end, when the handle of his door was slowly turned, and the door itself pushed open and closed again. Julian, lying stretched upon his bed, only half prepared for the night, with a dressing gown wrapped around him, continued to breathe heavily, his eyes half-closed, listening intently to the fluttering of light garments, the soft, almost noiseless footfall of light feet. He heard her shake out his dinner coat, try the pockets, heard the stealthy opening and closing of the drawers in his wardrobe. Presently the footsteps drew near to his bed. For a moment he was obliged to set his teeth. A little waft of peculiar, unanalysable perfume, half-fascinating, half-repellent, came to him with a sense of disturbing familiarity. She paused by his bedside. He felt her hand steal under the pillow, which his head scarcely touched; search the pockets of his dressing gown, search even the bed. He listened to her soft breathing. The consciousness of her close and intimate presence affected him in an inexplicable manner. Presently, to his intense relief, she glided away from his immediate neighbourhood, and the moment for which he had waited came. He heard her retreating footsteps pass through the communicating door into his little sitting room, where he had purposely left a light burning. He slipped softly from the bed and followed her. She was bending over an open desk as he crossed the threshold. He closed the door and stood with his back to it.




  “Much warmer,” he said, “only, you see, it isn’t there.”




  She started violently at the sound of his voice, but she did not immediately turn around. When she did so, her demeanour was almost a shock to him. There was no sign of nervousness or apology in her manner. Her eyes flashed at him angrily. She wore a loose red wrap trimmed with white fur, a dishabille unusually and provokingly attractive.




  “So you were shamming sleep!” she exclaimed indignantly.




  “Entirely,” he admitted.




  Neither spoke for a moment. Her eyes fell upon a tumbler of whisky and soda, which stood on a round table drawn up by the side of his easy-chair.




  “I have not come to bed thirsty,” he assured her. “I had another one downstairs—to which I helped myself. This one I brought up to try if I could remember sufficient of my chemistry to determine its contents. I have been able to decide, to my great relief, that your intention was probably to content yourself with plunging me into only temporary slumber.”




  “I wanted you out of the way whilst I searched your rooms,” she told him coolly. “If you were not such an obstinate, pig-headed, unkind, prejudiced person, it would not have been necessary.”




  “Dear me!” he murmured. “Am I all that? Won’t you sit down?”




  For a moment she looked as though she were about to strike him with the electric torch which she was carrying. With a great effort of self-control, however, she changed her mind and threw herself into his easy-chair with a little gesture of recklessness. Julian seated himself opposite to her. Although she kept her face as far as possible averted, he realised more than ever in those few moments that she was really an extraordinarily beautiful person. Her very attitude was full of an angry grace. The quivering of her lips was the only sign of weakness. Her eyes were filled with cold resentment.




  “Well,” she said, “I am your prisoner. I listen.”




  “You are after that packet, I suppose?”




  “What sagacity!” she scoffed. “I trusted you with it, and you behaved like a brute. You kept it. It has nothing to do with you. You have no right to it.”




  “Let us understand one another, once and for all,” he suggested. “I will not even discuss the question of rightful or wrongful possession. I have the packet, and I am going to keep it. You cannot cajole it out of me, you cannot steal it from me. To-morrow I shall take it to London and deliver it to my friend at the Foreign Office. Nothing could induce me to change my mind.”




  She seemed suddenly to be caught up in the vortex of a new emotion. All the bitterness passed from her expression. She fell on her knees by his side, sought his hands, and lifted her face, full of passionate entreaty, to his. Her eyes were dimmed with tears, her voice piteous.




  “Do not be so cruel, so hard,” she begged. “I swear before Heaven that there is no treason in those papers, that they are the one necessary link in a great, humanitarian scheme. Be generous, Mr. Orden. Julian! Give it back to me. It is mine. I swear—”




  His hands gripped her shoulders. She was conscious that he was looking past her, and that there was horror in his eyes. The words died away on her lips. She, too, turned her head. The door of the sitting room had been opened from outside. Lord Maltenby was standing there in his dressing gown, his hand stretched out behind him as though to keep some one from following him.




  “Julian,” he demanded sternly, “what is the meaning of this?”




  For a moment Julian was speechless, bereft of words, or sense of movement. Catherine still knelt there, trembling. Then Lord Maltenby was pushed unceremoniously to one side. It was the Princess who entered.




  “Catherine!” she screamed. “Catherine!”




  The girl rose slowly to her feet. The Princess was leaning on the back of a chair, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief and sobbing hysterically. Lord Shervinton’s voice was heard outside.




  “What the devil is all this commotion?” he demanded.




  He, too, crossed the threshold and remained transfixed. The Earl closed the door firmly and stood with his back against it.




  “Come,” he said, “we will have no more spectators to this disgraceful scene. Julian, kindly remember you are not in your bachelor apartments. You are in the house over which your mother presides. Have you any reason to offer, or excuse to urge, why I should not ask this young woman to leave at daybreak?”




  “I have no excuse, sir,” Julian answered, “I certainly have a reason.”




  “Name it?”




  “Because you would be putting an affront upon the lady who has promised to become my wife. I am quite aware that her presence in my sitting room is unusual, but under the circumstances I do not feel called upon to offer a general explanation. I shall say nothing beyond the fact that a single censorious remark will be considered by me as an insult to my affianced wife.”




  The Princess abandoned her chorus of mournful sounds and dried her eyes. Lord Waltenby was speechless.




  “But why all this mystery?” the Princess asked pitifully. “It is a great event, this. Why did you not tell me, Catherine, when you came to my room?”




  “There has been some little misunderstanding,” Julian explained. “It is now removed. It brought us,” he added, “very near tragedy. After what I have told you, I beg whatever may seem unusual to you in this visit with which Catherine has honoured me will be forgotten.”




  Lord Maltenby drew a little breath of relief. Fortunately, he missed that slight note of theatricality in Julian’s demeanour which might have left the situation still dubious.




  “Very well, then, Julian,” he decided, “there is nothing more to be said upon the matter. Miss Abbeway, you will allow me to escort you to your room. Such further explanations as you may choose to offer us can be very well left now until the morning.”




  “You will find that the whole blame for this unconventional happening devolves upon me,” Julian declared.




  “It was entirely my fault,” Catherine murmured repentantly. “I am so sorry to have given any one cause for distress. I do not know, even now—”




  She turned towards Julian. He leaned forward and raised her fingers to his lips.




  “Catherine,” he said, “every one is a little overwrought. Our misunderstanding is finished. Princess, I shall try to win your forgiveness to-morrow.”




  The Princess smiled faintly.




  “Catherine is so unusual,” she complained.




  Julian held open the door, and they all filed away down the corridor, from which Lord Shervinton had long since beat a hurried retreat. He stood there until they reached the bend. Catherine, who was leaning on his father’s arm, turned around. She waved her hand a little irresolutely. She was too far off for him to catch her expression, but there was something pathetic in her slow, listless walk, from which all the eager grace of a few hours ago seemed to have departed.




  It was not until they were nearing London, on the following afternoon, that Catherine awoke from a lethargy during which she had spent the greater portion of the journey. From her place in the corner seat of the compartment in which they had been undisturbed since leaving Wells, she studied her companion through half-closed eyes. Julian was reading an article in one of the Reviews and remained entirely unconscious of her scrutiny. His forehead was puckered, his mouth a little contemptuous. It was obvious that he did not wholly approve of what he was reading.




  Catherine, during those few hours of solitude, was conscious of a subtle, slowly growing change in her mental attitude towards her companion. Until the advent of those dramatic hours at Maltenby, she had regarded him as a pleasant, even a charming acquaintance, but as belonging to a type with which she was entirely and fundamentally out of sympathy. The cold chivalry of his behaviour on the preceding night and the result of her own reflections as she sat there studying him made her inclined to doubt the complete accuracy of her first judgment. She found something unexpectedly intellectual and forceful in his present concentration,—in the high, pale forehead, the deep-set but alert eyes. His long, loose frame was yet far from ungainly; his grey tweed suit and well-worn brown shoes the careless attire of a man who has no need to rely on his tailor for distinction. His hands, too, were strong and capable. She found herself suddenly wishing that the man himself were different, that he belonged to some other and more congenial type.




  Julian, in course of time, laid down the Review which he had been studying and looked out of the window.




  “We shall be in London in three quarters of an hour,” he announced politely.




  She sat up and yawned, produced her vanity case, peered into the mirror, and used her powder puff with the somewhat piquant assurance of the foreigner. Then she closed her dressing case with a snap, pulled down her veil, and looked across at him.




  “And how,” she asked demurely, “does my fiancée propose to entertain me this evening?”




  He raised his eyebrows.




  “With the exception of one half-hour,” he replied unexpectedly, “I am wholly at your service.”




  “I am exacting,” she declared. “I demand that half-hour also.”




  “I am afraid that I could not allow anything to interfere with one brief call which I must pay.”




  “In Downing Street?”




  “Precisely!”




  “You go to visit your friend at the Foreign Office?”




  “Immediately I have called at my rooms.”




  She looked away from him out of the window. Beneath her veil her eyes were a little misty. She saw nothing of the trimly partitioned fields, the rolling pastoral country. Before her vision tragedies seemed to pass,—the blood-stained paraphernalia of the battlefield, the empty, stricken homes, the sobbing women in black, striving to comfort their children whilst their own hearts were breaking. When she turned away from the window, her face was hardened. Once more she found herself almost hating the man who was her companion. Whatever might come afterwards, at that moment she had the sensations of a murderess.




  “You may know when you sleep to-night,” she exclaimed, “that you will be the blood-guiltiest man in the world!”




  “I would not dispute the title,” he observed politely, “with your friend the Hohenzollern.”




  “He is not my friend,” she retorted, her tone vibrating with passion. “I am a traitress in your eyes because I have received a communication from Germany. From whom does it come, do you think? From the Court? From the Chancellor or one of his myrmidons? Fool! It comes from those who hate the whole military party. It comes from the Germany whose people have been befooled and strangled throughout the war. It comes from the people whom your politicians have sought to reach and failed.”




  “The suggestion is interesting,” he remarked coldly, “but improbable.”




  “Do you know,” she said, leaning a little forward and looking at him fixedly, “if I were really your fiancee—worse! if I were really your wife—I think that before long I should be a murderess!”




  “Do you dislike me as much as all that?”




  “I hate you! I think you are the most pigheaded, obstinate, self-satisfied, ignorant creature who ever ruined a great cause.”




  He accepted the lash of her words without any sign of offence,—seemed, indeed, inclined to treat them reflectively.




  “Come,” he protested, “you have wasted a lot of breath in abusing me. Why not justify it? Tell me the story of yourself and those who are associated with you in this secret correspondence with Germany? If you are working for a good end, let me know of it. You blame me for judging you, for maintaining a certain definite poise. You are not reasonable, you know.”




  “I blame you for being what you are,” she answered breathlessly. “If you were a person who understood, who felt the great stir of humanity outside your own little circle, who could look across your seas and realise that nationality is accidental and that the brotherhood of man throughout the world is the only real fact worthy of consideration—ah! if you could realise these things, I could talk, I could explain.”




  “You judge me in somewhat arbitrary fashion.”




  “I judge you from your life, your prejudices, even the views which you have expressed.”




  “There are some of us,” he reminded her, “to whom reticence is a national gift. I like what you said just now. Why should you take it for granted that I am a narrow squireen? Why shouldn’t you believe that I, too, may feel the horror of these days?”




  “You feel it personally but not impersonally,” she cried. “You feel it intellectually but not with your heart. You cannot see that a kindred soul lives in the Russian peasant and the German labourer, the British toiler and the French artificer. They are all pouring out their blood for the sake of their dream, a politician’s dream. Freedom isn’t won by wars. It must be won, if ever, by moral sacrifice and not with blood.”




  “Then explain to me,” he begged, “exactly what you are doing? What your reason is for being in communication with the German Government? Remember that the dispatch I intercepted came from no private person in Germany. It came from those in authority.”




  “That again is not true,” she replied. “I would ask for permission to explain all these things to you, if it were not so hopeless.”




  “The case of your friends will probably be more hopeless still,” he reminded her, “after to-night.”




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “We shall see,” she said solemnly. “The Russian revolution surprised no one. Perhaps an English revolution would shake even your self-confidence.”




  He made no reply. Her blood tingled, and she could have struck him for the faint smile, almost of amusement, which for a moment parted his lips. He was already on his feet, collecting their belongings.




  “Can you help me,” he asked, “with reference to the explanations which it will be necessary to make to your aunt and to my own people? We left this morning, if you remember, in order that you might visit the Russian Embassy and announce our betrothal. You are, I believe, under an engagement to return and stay with my mother.”




  “I cannot think about those things to-day,” she replied. “You may take it that I am tired and that you had business. You know my address. May I be favoured with yours?”




  He handed her a card and scribbled a telephone number upon it. They were in the station now, and their baggage in the hands of separate porters. She walked slowly down the platform by his side.




  “Will you allow me to say,” he ventured, “how sorry I am—for all this?”




  The slight uncertainty of his speech pleased her. She looked up at him with infinite regret. As they neared the barrier, she held out her hand.




  “I, too, am more sorry than I can tell you;” she said a little tremulously. “Whatever may come, that is how I feel myself. I am sorry.”




  They separated almost upon the words. Catherine was accosted by a man at whom Julian glanced for a moment in surprise, a man whose dress and bearing, confident though it was, clearly indicated some other status in life. He glanced at Julian with displeasure, a displeasure which seemed to have something of jealousy in its composition. Then he grasped Catherine warmly by the hand.




  “Welcome back to London, Miss Abbeway! Your news?”




  Her reply was inaudible. Julian quickened his pace and passed out of the station ahead of them.
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  The Bishop and the Prime Minister met, one afternoon a few days later, at the corner of Horse Guards Avenue. The latter was looking brown and well, distinctly the better for his brief holiday. The Bishop, on the contrary, was pale and appeared harassed. They shook hands and exchanged for a moment the usual inanities.




  “Tell me, Mr. Stenson,” the Bishop asked earnestly, “what is the meaning of all this Press talk, about peace next month? I have heard a hint that it was inspired.”




  “You are wrong,” was the firm reply. “I have sent my private secretary around to a few of the newspapers this morning. It just happens to be the sensation, of the moment, and it’s fed all the time from the other side.”




  “There is nothing in it, then, really?”




  “Nothing whatever. Believe me, Bishop—and there is no one feeling the strain more than I am—the time has not yet come for peace.”




  “You politicians!” the Bishop sighed. “Do you sometimes forget, I wonder, that even the pawns you move are human?”




  “I can honestly say that I, at any rate, have never forgotten it,” Mr. Stenson answered gravely. “There isn’t a man in my Government who has a single personal feeling in favour of, or a single benefit to gain, by the continuance of this ghastly war. On the other hand, there is scarcely one who does not realise that the end is not yet. We have pledged our word, the word of the English nation, to a peace based only upon certain contingencies. Those contingencies the enemy is not at present prepared to accept. There is no immediate reason why he should.”




  “But are you sure of that?” the Bishop ventured doubtfully. “When you speak of Germany, you speak of William of Hohenzollern and his clan. Is that Germany? Is theirs the voice of the people?”




  “I would be happy to believe that it was not,” Mr. Stenson replied, “but if that is the case, let them give us a sign of it.”




  “That sign,” declared the Bishop, with a gleam of hopefulness in his tone, “may come, and before long.”




  The two men were on the point of parting. Mr. Stenson turned and walked a yard or two with his companion.




  “By the bye, Bishop,” he enquired, “have you heard any rumours concerning the sudden disappearance of our young friend Julian Orden?”




  The Bishop for a moment was silent. A passer-by glanced at the two men sympathetically. Of the two, he thought, it was the man in spiritual charge of a suffering people who showed more sign of the strain.




  “I have heard rumours,” the Bishop acknowledged. “Tell me what you know?”




  “Singularly little,” Mr. Stenson replied. “He left Maltenby with Miss Abbeway the day after their engagement, and, according to the stories which I have heard, arranged to dine with her that night. She came to call for him and found that he had disappeared. According to his servant, he simply walked out in morning clothes, soon after six o’clock, without leaving any message, and never returned. On the top of that, though, there followed, as I expect you have heard, some very insistent police enquiries as to Orden’s doings on the night he spent with his friend Miles Furley. There is no doubt that a German submarine was close to Blakeney harbour that night and that a communication of some sort was landed.”




  “It seems absurd to connect Julian with any idea of treasonable communication with Germany,” the Bishop said slowly. “A more typical young Englishman of his class I never met.”




  “Up to a certain point I agree with you,” Mr. Stenson confessed, “but there are some further rumours to which I cannot allude, concerning Julian. Orden, which are, to say the least of it, surprising.”




  The two men came to a standstill once more.




  Stenson laid his hand upon his companion’s shoulder. “Come,” he went on, “I know what is the matter with you, my friend. Your heart is too big. The cry of the widow and the children lingers too long in your ears. Remember some of your earlier sermons at the beginning of the war. Remember how wonderfully you spoke one morning at St. Paul’s upon the spirituality to be developed by suffering, by sacrifice. `The hand which chastises also purifies.’ Wasn’t that what you said? You probably didn’t know that I was one of your listeners, even—I myself, in those days, scarcely looked upon the war as I do now. I remember crawling in at the side door of the Cathedral and sitting unrecognised on a hard chair. It was a great congregation, and I was far away in the background, but I heard. I remember the rustle, too, the little moaning, indrawn breath of emotion when the people rose to their feet. Take heart, Bishop. I will remind you once more of your own words `These are the days of purification.’”




  The two men separated. The Bishop walked thoughtfully towards the Strand, his hands clasped behind his back, the echo of those quoted words of his still in his ear. As he came to the busy crossing, he raised his head and looked around him.




  “Perhaps,” he murmured, “my eyes have been closed. Perhaps there are things to be seen.”




  He called a taxicab and, giving the man some muttered directions, was driven slowly down the Strand, looking eagerly first on one side of the way and then on the other. It was approaching the luncheon hour and the streets were thronged. Here seemed to be the meeting place of the Colonial troops,—long, sinewy men, many of them, with bronzed faces and awkward gait. They elbowed their way along, side by side with the queerest collection of people in the world. They stopped and talked in little knots, they entered and left the public houses, stood about outside the restaurants. Here and there they walked arm in arm with women. Taxicabs were turning in at the Savoy, taxicabs and private cars. Young ladies of the stage, sometimes alone, very often escorted, were everywhere in evidence. The life of London was flowing on in very much the same channels. There were few, if any signs of that thing for which he sought. The taxicab turned westwards, crossed Piccadilly Circus and proceeded along Piccadilly, its solitary occupant still gazing into the faces of the people with that same consuming interest. It was all the same over again—the smiling throngs entering and leaving the restaurants, the smug promenaders, the stream of gaily dressed women and girls. Bond Street was even more crowded with shoppers and loiterers. The shop windows were as full as ever, the toilettes of the women as wonderful. Mankind, though khaki-clad, was plentiful. The narrow thoroughfare was so crowded that his taxicab went only at a snail’s crawl, and occasionally he heard scraps of conversation. Two pretty girls were talking to two young men in uniform.




  “What a rag last night! I didn’t get home till three!”




  “Dick never got home at all. Still missing!”




  “Evie and I are worn out with shopping. Everything’s twice as expensive, but one simply can’t do without.”




  “I shouldn’t do without anything, these days. One never knows how long it may last.”




  The taxicab moved on, and the Bishop’s eyes for a moment were half-closed. The voices followed him, however. Two women, leading curled and pampered toy dogs, were talking at the corner of the street.




  “Sugar, my dear?” one was saying. “Why, I laid in nearly a hundredweight, and I can always get what I want now. The shopkeepers know that they have to have your custom after the war. It’s only the people who can’t afford to buy much at a time who are really inconvenienced.”




  “Of course, it’s awfully sad about the war, and all that, but one has to think of oneself. Harry told me last night that after paying all the income tax he couldn’t get out of, and excess profits; he is still—”




  The voices dropped to a whisper. The Bishop thrust his head out of the window.




  “Drive me to Tothill Street, Westminster,” he directed. “As quickly as possible, please.”




  The man turned up a side street and drove off. Still the Bishop watched, only by now the hopefulness had gone from his face. He had sought for something of which there had been no sign.




  He dismissed his taxicab in front of a large and newly finished block of buildings in the vicinity of Westminster. A lift man conducted him to the seventh floor, and a commissionaire ushered him into an already crowded waiting room. A youth, however, who had noticed the Bishop’s entrance, took him in charge, and, conducting him through two other crowded rooms, knocked reverently at the door of an apartment at the far end of the suite. The door was opened, after a brief delay, by a young man of unpleasant appearance, who gazed suspiciously at the distinguished visitor through heavy spectacles.




  “The Bishop wishes to see Mr. Fenn,” his guide announced.




  “Show him in at once,” a voice from the middle of the room directed. “You can go and have your lunch, Johnson.”




  The Bishop found himself alone with the man whom he had come to visit,—a moderately tall, thin figure, badly-dressed, with a drooping moustache, bright eyes and good forehead, but peevish expression. He stood up while he shook hands with the Bishop and motioned him to a chair.




  “First time you’ve honoured us, Bishop,” he remarked, with the air of one straining after an equality which he was far from feeling.




  “I felt an unconquerable impulse to talk with you,” the Bishop admitted. “Tell me your news?”




  “Everything progresses,” Nicholas Fenn declared confidently. “The last eleven days have seen a social movement in this country, conducted with absolute secrecy, equivalent in its portentous issues to the greatest revolution of modern times. For the first time in history, Bishop, the united voice of the people has a chance of making itself heard.”




  “Mr. Fenn,” the Bishop said, “you have accomplished a wonderful work. Now comes the moment when we must pause and think. We must be absolutely and entirely certain that the first time that voice is heard it is heard in a righteous cause.”




  “Is there a more righteous cause in the world than the cause of peace?” Fenn asked sharply.




  “Not if that peace be just and reasonable,” the Bishop replied, “not if that peace can bring to an end this horrible and bloody struggle.”




  “We shall see to that,” Fenn declared, with a self-satisfied air.




  “You have by now, I suppose, the terms proposed by your—your kindred body in Germany?”




  Nicholas Fenn stroked his moustache. There was a frown upon his forehead.




  “I expect to have them at any moment,” he said, “but to tell you the truth, at the present moment they are not available.”




  “But I thought—”




  “Just so,” the other interrupted. “The document, however, was not where we expected to find it.”




  “Surely that is a very serious complication?”




  “It will mean a certain delay if we don’t succeed in getting hold of it,” Fenn admitted. “We intend to be firm about the matter, though.”




  The Bishop’s expression was troubled.




  “Julian Orden,” he said, “is my godson.”




  “Necessity knows neither friendship nor relationship,” Fenn pronounced didactically. “Better ask no questions, sir. These details do not concern you.”




  “They concern my conscience,” was the grave reply. “Ours is an earnest spiritual effort for peace, a taking away from the hands of the politicians of a great human question which they have proved themselves unable to handle. We should look, therefore, with peculiar care to the means we adopt.”




  Nicholas Fenn nodded. He lit a very pungent cigarette from a paper packet by his side.




  “You and I, Bishop,” he said, “are pacifists in the broadest meaning of the word, but that does not mean that we may not sometimes have to use force to attain our object. We have a department which alone is concerned with the dealing of such matters. It is that department which has undertaken the forwarding and receipt of all communications between ourselves and our friends across the North Sea. Its operations are entirely secret, even from the rest of the Council. It will deal with Julian Orden. It is best for you not to interfere, or even to have cognisance of what is going on.”




  “I cannot agree,” the Bishop protested. “An act of unchristian violence would be a flaw in the whole superstructure which we are trying to build up.”




  “Let us discuss some other subject,” Fenn proposed.




  “Pardon me,” was the firm reply. “I have come here to discuss this one.”




  Nicholas Fenn looked down at the table. His expression was not altogether pleasant.




  “Your position with us, sir,” he said, “although much appreciated, does not warrant your interference in executive details.”




  “Nevertheless,” the Bishop insisted, “you must please treat me reasonably in this matter, Mr. Fenn. Remember I am not altogether extinct as a force amongst your followers. I have three mass meetings to address this week, and there is the sermon next Sunday at Westminster Abbey, at which it has been agreed that I shall strike the first note of warning. I am a helper, I believe, worth considering, and there is no man amongst you who risks what I risk.”




  “Exactly what are you asking from me?” Fenn demanded, after a moment’s deliberation.




  “I wish to know the whereabouts and condition of Julian Orden.”




  “The matter is one which is being dealt with by our secret service department,” Fenn replied, “but I see no reason why I should not give you all reasonable information. The young man in question asked for trouble, and to a certain extent he has found it.”




  “I understand,” the Bishop reminded his companion, “that he has very nearly, if not altogether, compromised himself in his efforts to shield Miss Abbeway.”




  “That may be so,” Fenn admitted, “but it doesn’t alter the fact that he refuses to return to her the packet which she entrusted to his care.”




  “And he is still obdurate?”




  “Up to now, absolutely so. Perhaps,” Fenn added, with a slightly malicious smile, “you would like to try what you can do with him yourself?”




  The Bishop hesitated.




  “Julian Orden,” he said, “is a young man of peculiarly stubborn type, but if I thought that my exhortations would be of any benefit, I would not shrink from trying them, whatever it might cost me.”




  “Better have a try, then,” Fenn suggested. “If we do not succeed within the next twenty-four hours, I shall give you an order to see him. I don’t mind confessing,” he went on confidentially, “that the need for the production of that document is urgent, apart from the risk we run of having our plans forestalled if it should fall into the hands of the Government.”




  “I presume that Miss Abbeway has already done her best?”




  “She has worn herself out with persuasions.”




  “Has he himself been told the truth?”




  Fenn shook his head.




  “From your own knowledge of the young man, do you think that it would be of any use? Even Miss Abbeway is forced to admit that any one less likely to sympathise with our aims it would be impossible to find. At the same time, if we do arrange an interview for you, use any arguments you can think of. To tell you the truth, our whole calculations have been upset by not discovering the packet upon his person. He was on his way to Downing Street when our agents intervened, and we never doubted that he would have it with him. When will it be convenient for you to pay your visit?”




  “At any time you send for me,” the Bishop replied. “Meanwhile, Mr. Fenn, before I leave I want to remind you once more of the original purpose of my call upon you.”




  Fenn frowned a little peevishly as he rose to usher his visitor out.




  “Miss Abbeway has already extorted a foolish promise from us,” he said. “The young man’s safety for the present is not in question.”




  The Bishop, more from custom than from any appetite, walked across the Park to the Athenaeum. Mr. Hannaway Wells accosted him in the hall.




  “This is a world of rumours,” he remarked with a smile. “I have just heard that Julian Orden, of all men in the world, has been shot as a German spy.”




  The Bishop smiled with dignity.




  “You may take it from me,” he said gravely, “that the rumour is untrue.”
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  Nicholas Fenn, although civilisation had laid a heavy hand upon him during the last few years, was certainly not a man whose outward appearance denoted any advance in either culture or taste. His morning clothes, although he had recently abandoned the habit of dealing at a ready-made emporium, were neither well chosen nor well worn. His evening attire was, if possible, worse. He met Catherine that evening in the lobby of what he believed to be a fashionable grillroom, in a swallow-tailed coat, a badly fitting shirt with a single stud-hole, a black tie, a collar which encircled his neck like a clerical band, and ordinary walking boots. She repressed a little shiver as she shook hands and tried to remember that this was not only the man whom several millions of toilers had chosen to be their representative, but also the duly appointed secretary of the most momentous assemblage of human beings in the world’s history.




  “I hope I am not late,” she said. “I really do not care much about dining out, these days, but your message was so insistent.”




  “One must have relaxation,” he declared. “The weight of affairs all day long is a terrible strain. Shall we go in?”




  They entered the room and stood looking aimlessly about them, Fenn having, naturally enough, failed to realise the necessity of securing a table. A maitre d’hotel, however, recognised Catherine and hastened to their rescue. She conversed with the man for a few minutes in French, while her companion listened admiringly, and finally, at his solicitation, herself ordered the dinner.




  “The news, please, Mr. Fenn?” she asked, as soon as the man had withdrawn.




  “News?” he repeated. “Oh, let’s leave it alone for a time! One gets sick of shop.”




  She raised her eyebrows a little discouragingly. She was dressed with extraordinary simplicity, but the difference in caste between the two supplied a problem for many curious observers.




  “Why should we talk of trifles,” she demanded, “when we both have such a great interest in the most wonderful subject in the world?”




  “What is the most wonderful subject in the world?” he asked impressively.




  “Our cause, of course,” she answered firmly, “the cause of all the peoples—Peace.”




  “One labours the whole day long for that,” he grumbled. “When the hour for rest comes, surely one may drop it for a time?”




  “Do you feel like that?” she remarked indifferently. “For myself, during these days I have but one thought. There is nothing else in my life. And you, with all those thousands and millions of your fellow creatures toiling, watching and waiting for a sign from you—oh, I can’t imagine how your thoughts can ever wander from them for a moment, how you can ever remember that self even exists! I should like to be trusted, Mr. Fenn, as you are trusted.”




  “My work,” he said complacently, “has, I hope, justified that trust.”




  “Naturally,” she assented, “and yet the greatest part of it is to come. Tell me about Mr. Orden?”




  “There is no change in the fellow’s attitude. I don’t imagine there will be until the last moment. He is just a pig-headed, insufferably conceited Englishman, full of class prejudices to his finger tips.”




  “He is nevertheless a man,” she said thoughtfully. “I heard only yesterday that he earned considerable distinction even in his brief soldiering.”




  “No doubt,” Fenn remarked, without enthusiasm, “he has the bravery of an animal. By the bye, the Bishop dropped in to see me this morning.”




  “Really?” she asked. “What did he want?”




  “Just a personal call,” was the elaborately careless reply. “He likes to look in for a chat, now and then. He spoke about Orden, too. I persuaded him that if we don’t succeed within the next twenty four hours, it will be his duty to see what he can do.”




  “Oh, but that was too bad!” she declared. “You know how he feels his position, poor man. He will simply loathe having to tell Julian—Mr. Orden, I mean that he is connected with—”




  “Well, with what, Miss Abbeway?”




  “With anything in the nature of a conspiracy. Of course, Mr. Orden wouldn’t understand. How could he? I think it was cruel to bring the Bishop into the matter at all.”




  “Nothing,” Fenn pronounced, “is cruel that helps the cause. What will you drink, Miss Abbeway? You’ll have some champagne, won’t you?”




  “What a horrible idea!” she exclaimed, smiling at him nevertheless. “Fancy a great Labour leader suggesting such a thing! No, I’ll have some light French wine, thank you.”




  Fenn passed the order on to the waiter, a little crestfallen.




  “I don’t often drink anything myself,” he said, “but this seemed to me to be something of an occasion.”




  “You have some news, then?”




  “Not at all. I meant dining with you.”




  She raised her eyebrows.




  “Oh, that?” she murmured. “That is simply a matter of routine. I thought you had some news, or some work.”




  “Isn’t it possible, Miss Abbeway,” he pleaded, “that we might have some interests outside our work?”




  “I shouldn’t think so,” she answered, with an insolence which was above his head.




  “There is no reason why we shouldn’t have,” he persisted.




  “You must tell me your tastes,” she suggested. “Are you fond of grand opera, for instance? I adore it. ‘Parsifal’—‘The Ring’?”




  “I don’t know much about music,” he admitted. “My sister, who used to live with me, plays the piano.”




  “We’ll drop music, then,” she said hastily. “Books? But I remember you once told me that you had never read anything except detective novels, and that you didn’t care for poetry. Sports? I adore tennis and I am rather good at golf.”




  “I have never wasted a single moment of my life in games,” he declared proudly.




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “Well, you see, that leaves us rather a long way apart, outside our work, doesn’t it?”




  “Even if I were prepared to admit that, which I am not,” he replied, “our work itself is surely enough to make up for all other things.”




  “You are quite right,” she confessed. “There is nothing else worth thinking about, worth talking about. Tell me—you had an inner Council this afternoon—is anything decided yet about the leadership?”




  He sighed a little.




  “If ever there was a great cause in the world,” he said, “which stands some chance of missing complete success through senseless and low-minded jealousy, it is ours.”




  “Mr. Fenn!” she exclaimed.




  “I mean it,” he assured her. “As you know, a chairman must be elected this week, and that chairman, of course, will hold more power in his hand than any emperor of the past or any sovereign of the present. That leader is going to stop the war. He is going to bring peace to the world. It is a mighty post, Miss Abbeway.”




  “It is indeed,” she agreed.




  “Yet would you believe,” he went on, leaning across the table and neglecting for a moment his dinner, “would you believe, Miss Abbeway, that out of the twenty representatives chosen from the Trades Unions governing the principal industries of Great Britain, there is not a single one who does not consider himself eligible for the post.”




  Catherine found herself suddenly laughing, while Fenn looked at her in astonishment.




  “I cannot help it,” she apologised. “Please forgive me. Do not think that I am irreverent. It is not that at all. But for a moment the absurdity of the thing overcame me. I have met some of them, you know—Mr. Cross of Northumberland, Mr. Evans of South Wales—”




  “Evans is one of the worst,” Fenn interrupted, with some excitement. “There’s a man who has only worn a collar for the last few years of his life, who evaded the board-school because he was a pitman’s lad, who doesn’t even know the names of the countries of Europe, but who still believes that he is a possible candidate. And Cross, too! Well, he washes when he comes to London, but he sleeps in his clothes and they look like it.”




  “He is very eloquent,” Catherine observed.




  “Eloquent!” Fenn exclaimed scornfully. “He may be, but who can understand him? He speaks in broad Northumbrian. What is needed in the leader whom they are to elect this week, Miss Abbeway, is a man of some culture and some appearance. Remember that to him is to be confided the greatest task ever given to man. A certain amount of personality he must have—personality and dignity, I should say, to uphold the position.”




  “There is Mr. Miles Furley,” she said thoughtfully. “He is an educated man, is he not?”




  “For that very reason unsuitable,” Fenn explained eagerly. “He represents no great body of toilers. He is, in reality, only an honorary member of the Council, like yourself and the Bishop, there on account of his outside services.”




  “I remember, only a few nights ago,” she reflected, “I was staying at a country house—Lord Maltenby’s, by the bye—Mr. Orden’s father. The Prime Minister was there and another Cabinet Minister. They spoke of the Labour Party and its leaderless state. They had no idea, of course, of the great Council which was already secretly formed, but they were unanimous about the necessity for a strong leader. Two people made the same remark, almost with apprehension: `If ever Paul Fiske should materialise, the problem would be solved!’”




  Fenn assented without enthusiasm.




  “After all, though,” he reminded her, “a clever writer does not always make a great speaker, nor has he always that personality and distinction which is required in this case. He would come amongst us a stranger, too—a stranger personally, that is to say.”




  “Not in the broadest sense of the word,” Catherine objected. “Paul Fiske is more than an ordinary literary man. His heart is in tune with what he writes. Those are not merely eloquent words which he offers. There is a note of something above and beyond just phrase-making—a note of sympathetic understanding which amounts to genius.”




  Her companion stroked his moustache for a moment.




  “Fiske goes right to the spot,” he admitted, “but the question of the leadership, so far as he is concerned, doesn’t come into the sphere of practical politics. It has been suggested, Miss Abbeway, by one or two of the more influential delegates, suggested, too, by a vast number of letters and telegrams which have poured in upon us during the last few days, that I should be elected to this vacant post.”




  “You?” she exclaimed, a little blankly.




  “Can you think of a more suitable person?” he asked, with a faint note of truculence in his tone. “You have seen us all together. I don’t wish to flatter myself, but as regards education, service to the cause, familiarity with public speaking and the number of those I represent—”




  “Yes, yes! I see,” she interrupted. “Taking the twenty Labour representatives only, Mr. Fenn, I can see nothing against your selection, but I fancied, somehow, that some one outside—the Bishop, for instance—”




  “Absolutely out of the question,” Fenn declared. “The people would lose faith in the whole thing in a minute. The person who throws down the gage to the Prime Minister must have the direct mandate of the people.”




  They finished dinner presently. Fenn looked with admiration at the gold, coroneted case from which Catherine helped herself to one of her tiny cigarettes. He himself lit an American cigarette.




  “I had meant, Miss Abbeway,” he confided, leaning towards her, “to suggest a theatre to you to-night—in fact, I looked at some dress circle seats at the Gaiety with a view to purchasing. Another matter has cropped up, however. There is a little business for us to do.”




  “Business?” Catherine repeated.




  He produced a folded paper from his pocket and passed it across the table. Catherine read it with a slight frown.




  “An order entitling the bearer to search Julian Orden’s apartments!” she exclaimed. “We don’t want to search them, do we? Besides, what authority have we?”




  “The best,” he answered, tapping with his discoloured forefinger the signature at the foot of the strip of paper.




  She examined it with a doubtful frown.




  “But how did this come into your possession?” she asked.




  He smiled at her in superior fashion.




  “By asking for it,” he replied bluntly. “And between you and me, Miss Abbeway, there isn’t much we might ask for that they’d care to refuse us just now.”




  “But the police have already searched Mr. Orden’s rooms,” she reminded him.




  “The police have been known to overlook things. Of course, what I am hoping is that amongst Mr. Orden’s papers there may be some indication as to where he has deposited our property.”




  “But this has nothing to do with me,” she protested. “I do not like to be concerned in such affairs.”




  “But I particularly wish you to accompany me,” he urged. “You are the only one who has seen the packet. It would be better, therefore, if we conducted the search in company.”




  Catherine made a little grimace, but she objected no further. She objected very strongly, however, when Fenn tried to take her arm on leaving the place, and she withdrew into her own corner of the taxi immediately they had taken their seats.




  “You must forgive my prejudices, Mr. Fenn,” she said—“my foreign bringing up, perhaps—but I hate being touched.”




  “Oh, come!” he remonstrated. “No need to be so stand-offish.”




  He tried to hold her hand, an attempt which she skilfully frustrated.




  “Really,” she insisted earnestly, “this sort of thing does not amuse me. I avoid it even amongst my own friends.”




  “Am I not a friend?” he demanded.




  “So far as regards our work, you certainly are,” she admitted. “Outside it, I do not think that we could ever have much to say to one another.”




  “Why not?” he objected, a little sharply. “We’re as close together in our work and aims as any two people could be. Perhaps,” he went on, after a moment’s hesitation and a careful glance around, “I ought to take you into my confidence as regards my personal position.”




  “I am not inviting anything of the sort,” she observed, with faint but wasted sarcasm.




  “You know me, of course,” he went on, “only as the late manager of a firm of timber merchants and the present elected representative of the allied Timber and Shipbuilding Trades Unions. What you do not know”—a queer note of triumph stealing into his tone “is that I am a wealthy man.”




  She raised her eyebrows.




  “I imagined,” she remarked, “that all Labour leaders were like the Apostles—took no thought for such things.”




  “One must always keep one’s eye on the main chance; Miss Abbeway,” he protested, “or how would things be when one came to think of marriage, for instance?”




  “Where did your money come from?” she asked bluntly.




  Her question was framed simply to direct him from a repulsive subject. His embarrassment, however, afforded her food for future thought.




  “I have saved money all my life,” he confided eagerly. “An uncle left me a little. Lately I have speculated—successfully. I don’t want to dwell on this. I only wanted you to understand that if I chose I could cut a very different figure—that my wife wouldn’t have to live in a suburb.”




  “I really do not see,” was the cold response, “how this concerns me in the least.”




  “You, call yourself a Socialist, don’t you, Miss Abbeway?” he demanded. “You’re not allowing the fact that you’re an aristocrat and that I am a self-made man to weigh with you?”




  “The accident of birth counts for nothing,” she replied, “you must know that those are my principles—but it sometimes happens that birth and environment give one tastes which it is impossible to ignore. Please do not let us pursue this conversation any further, Mr. Fenn. We have had a very pleasant dinner, for which I thank you—and here we are at Mr. Orden’s flat.”




  Her companion handed her out a little sulkily, and they ascended in the lift to the fifth floor. The door was opened to them by Julian’s servant. He recognised Catherine and greeted her respectfully. Fenn produced his authority, which the man accepted without comment.




  “No news of your master yet?” Catherine asked him.




  “None at all, madam,” was the somewhat depressed admission. “I am afraid that something must have happened to him. He was not the kind of gentleman to go away like this and leave no word behind him.”




  “Still,” she advised cheerfully, “I shouldn’t despair. More wonderful things have happened than that your master should return home to-morrow or the next day with a perfectly simple explanation of his absence.”




  “I should be very glad to see him, madam,” the man replied, as he backed towards the door. “If I can be of any assistance, perhaps you will ring.”




  The valet departed, closing the door behind him. Catherine looked around the room into which they had been ushered, with a little frown. It was essentially a man’s sitting room, but it was well and tastefully furnished, and she was astonished at the immense number of books, pamphlets and Reviews which crowded the walls and every available space. The Derby desk still stood open, there was a typewriter on a special stand, and a pile of manuscript paper.




  “What on earth,” she murmured, “could Mr. Orden have wanted with a typewriter! I thought journalism was generally done in the offices of a newspaper—the sort of journalism that he used to undertake.”




  “Nice little crib, isn’t it?” Fenn remarked, glancing around. “Cosy little place, I call it.”




  Something in the man’s expression as he advanced towards her brought all the iciness back to her tone and manner.




  “It is a pleasant apartment,” she said, “but I am not at all sure that I like being here, and I certainly dislike our errand. It does not seem credible that, if the police have already searched, we should find the packet here.”




  “The police don’t know what to look for,” he reminded her. “We do.”




  There was apparently very little delicacy about Mr. Fenn. He drew a chair to the desk and began to look through a pile of papers, making running comments as he did so.




  “Hm! Our friend seems to have been quite a collector of old books. I expect second-hand booksellers found him rather a mark. Some fellow here thanking him for a loan. And here’s a tailor’s bill. By Jove, Miss Abbeway, just listen to this! `One dress suit-fourteen guineas!’ That’s the way these fellows who don’t know any better chuck their money about,” he added, swinging around in his chair towards her. “The clothes I have on cost me exactly four pounds fifteen cash, and I guarantee his were no better.”




  Catherine frowned impatiently.




  “We did not come here, did we, Mr. Fenn, to discuss Mr. Orden’s tailor’s bill? I can see no object at all in going through his correspondence in this way. What you have to search for is a packet wrapped up in thin yellow oilskin, with `Number 17’ on the outside in black ink.”




  “Oh, he might have slipped it in anywhere,” Fenn pointed out. “Besides, there’s always a chance that one of his letters may give us a clue as to where he has hidden the document. Come and sit down by the side of me, won’t you, Miss Abbeway? Do!”




  “I would rather stand, thank you,” she replied. “You seem to find your present occupation to your taste. I should loathe it!”




  “Never think of my own feelings,” Fenn said briskly, “when there’s a job to be done. I wish you’d be a bit more friendly, though, Miss Abbeway. Let me pull that chair up by the side of mine. I like to have you near. You know, I’ve been a bachelor for a good many years,” he went on impressively, “but a little homey place like this always makes me think of things. I’ve nothing against marriage if only a man can be lucky enough to get the right sort of girl, and although advanced thinkers like you and me and some of the others are looking at things differently, nowadays, I wouldn’t mind much which way it was,” he confided, dropping his voice a little and laying his hand upon her arm, “if you could make up your mind—”




  She snatched her arm away, and this time even he could not mistake the anger which blazed in her eyes.




  “Mr. Fenn,” she exclaimed, “why is it so difficult to make you understand? I detest such liberties as you are permitting yourself. And for the rest, my affections are already engaged.”




  “Sounds a bit old-fashioned, that,” he remarked, scowling a little. “Of course, I don’t expect—”




  “Never mind what you expect,” she interrupted, “Please go on with this search, if you are going to make one at all. The vulgarity of the whole thing annoys me, and I do not for a moment suppose that the packet is here.”




  “It wasn’t on Orden,” he reminded her sullenly.




  “Then he must have sent it somewhere for safe keeping,” she replied. “I had already given him cause to do so.”




  “If he has, then amongst his correspondence there may be some indication as to where he sent it,” Fenn pointed out, with unabated ill-temper. “If you don’t like the job, and you won’t be friendly, you’d better take the easy-chair and wait till I’m through.”




  She sat down, watching him with angry eyes, uncomfortable, unhappy, humiliated. She seemed to have dropped in a few hours from the realms of rarefied and splendid thought to a world of petty deeds. Not one of her companion’s actions was lost upon her. She watched him study with ill-concealed reverence a ducal invitation, saw him read through without hesitation a letter which she felt sure was from Julian’s mother. And then:




  The change in the man was so startling, his muttered exclamation—so natural that its profanity never even grated. His eyes seemed to be starting out of his head, his lips were drawn back from his teeth. Blank, unutterable surprise held him, dumb and spellbound, as he stared at a half-sheet of type written notepaper. She herself, amazed at his transformed appearance, found words for the moment impossible. Then a queer change came into his expression. His eyebrows drew closer together, his lips turned malevolently. He pushed the paper underneath a pile of others and turned his head towards her. Their eyes met. There was something like fear in his.




  “What is it that you have found?” she cried breathlessly.




  “Nothing,” he answered, “nothing of any importance.”




  She rose slowly to her feet and came towards him.




  “I am your partner in this hateful enterprise,” she reminded him. “Show me that paper which you have just concealed.”




  He laid his hand on the lid of the desk, but she caught it and held it open.




  “I insist upon seeing it,” she said firmly.




  He turned and faced her. There was a most unpleasant light in his eyes.




  “And I say that you shall not,” he declared.




  There was a brief, intense silence. Each seemed to be measuring the other’s strength. Of the two, Catherine was the more composed. Fenn’s face was still white and strained. His lips were twitching, his manner nervous and jerky. He made a desperate effort to reestablish ordinary relations.




  “Look here, Miss Abbeway,” he said, “we don’t need to quarrel about this. That paper I came across has a special interest for me personally. I want to think about it before I say anything to a soul in the world.”




  “You can consult with me,” she persisted. “Our aims are the same. We are here for the same purpose.”




  “Not altogether,” he objected. “I brought you here as my assistant.”




  “Did you?”




  “Well, have the truth, then!” he exclaimed. “I brought you here to be alone with you, because I hoped that I might find you a little kinder.”




  “I am afraid you have been disappointed, haven’t you?” she asked sweetly.




  “I have,” he answered, with unpleasant meaning in his tone, “but we are not out of here yet.”




  “You cannot frighten me,” she assured him. “Of course, you are a man—of a sort—and I am a woman, but I do not fancy that you would find, if it came to force, that you would have much of an advantage. However, we are wandering from the point. I claim an equal right with you to see anything which you may discover in Mr. Orden’s papers. I might, indeed, if I chose, claim a prior right.”




  “Indeed?” he answered, with an ugly scowl on his face. “Mr. Julian Orden is by way of being a particular friend, eh?”




  “As a matter of fact,” Catherine told him, “we are engaged to be married. It isn’t a serious engagement. It was entered into by him in a most chivalrous manner, to save me from the consequences of a very clumsy attempt on my part to get back that packet. But there it is. Every one down at his home believes at the present moment that we are engaged and that I have come up to London to see our Ambassador.”




  “If you are engaged,” Fenn sneered, “why hasn’t he told you more of his secrets?”




  “Secrets!” she repeated, a little scornfully. “I shouldn’t think he has any. I should imagine his daily life could be investigated without the least fear.”




  “You’d imagine wrong, then.”




  “But how interesting! You excite my curiosity. And must you continue to hold my wrist?”




  “Let me pull down the top of this desk, then.”




  “No!”




  “Why not?”




  “I intend to examine those papers.”




  With a quick movement he gained a momentary advantage and shut the desk down. The key, however, disturbed by the jerk, fell on to the carpet, and Catherine possessed herself of it. She sprang lightly back from him and pressed the bell.




  “D——n you, what are you going to do now?” he demanded.




  “You will see,” she replied. “Don’t come any nearer, or you may find that I can be unpleasant.”




  He shrugged his shoulders and waited. She turned towards the servant who presently appeared.




  “Robert,” she said, “will you telephone for me?”




  “Certainly, madam,” the man answered.




  “Telephone to 1884 Westminster. Say that you are speaking for Miss Abbeway, and ask Mr. Furley, Mr. Cross, or whoever is there, to come at once to this address.”




  “Look here, there’s no sense in that,” Fenn interrupted.




  “Will you do as I ask, please, Robert?” she persisted.




  The man bowed and left the room. Fenn strode sulkily back to the desk.




  “Very well, then,” he conceded, “I give in. Give me the key, and I’ll show you the letter.”




  “You intend to keep your word?”




  “I do,” he assured her.




  She held out the key. He took it, opened the desk, searched amongst the little pile of papers, drew out the half-sheet of notepaper, and handed it to her.




  “There you are,” he said, “although if you are really engaged to marry Mr. Julian Orden,” he added, with disagreeable emphasis, “I am surprised that he should have kept such a secret from you.”




  She ignored him and started to read the letter, glancing first at the address at the top. It was from the British Review, and was dated a few days back:




  

    My dear Orden,




    I think it best to let you know, in case you haven’t seen it yourself, that there is a reward of 100 pounds offered by some busybody for the name of the author of the `Paul Fiske’ articles. Your anonymity has been splendidly preserved up till now, but I feel compelled to warn you that a disclosure is imminent. Take my advice and accept it with a good grace. You have established yourself so irrevocably now that the value of your work will not be lessened by the discovery of the fact that you yourself do not belong to the class of whom you have written so brilliantly.




    I hope to see you in a few days.




    Sincerely,




    M. HALKIN.


  




  Even after she had concluded the letter, she still stared at it. She read again the one conclusive sentence—“Your anonymity has been splendidly preserved up till now.” Then she suddenly broke into a laugh which was almost hysterical.




  “So this is his hack journalism!” she exclaimed. “Julian Orden—Paul Fiske!”




  “I don’t wonder you’re surprised,” Fenn observed. “Fourteen guineas for a dress suit, and he thinks he understands the working man!”




  She turned her head slowly and looked at him. There was a strange, repressed fire in her eyes. “You are a very foolish person,” she said. “Your parents, I suppose, were small shopkeepers, or something of the sort, and you were brought up at a board-school and Julian Orden at Eton and Oxford, and yet he understands, and you do not. You see, heart counts, and sympathy, and the flair for understanding. I doubt whether these things are really found where you come from.”




  He caught up his hat. His face was very white. His tone shook with anger.




  “This is our own fault,” he exclaimed angrily, “for having ever permitted an aristocrat to hold any place in our counsels! Before we move a step further, we’ll purge them of such helpers as you and such false friends as Julian Orden.”




  “You very foolish person,” she repeated. “Stop, though. Why all this mystery? Why did you try to keep that letter from me?”




  “I conceived it to be for the benefit of our cause,” he said didactically, “that the anonymity—of `Paul Fiske’ should be preserved.”




  “Rubbish!” she scoffed. “You were afraid of him. Why, what fools we are! We will tell him the whole truth. We will tell him of our great scheme. We will tell him what we have been working for, these many months. The Bishop shall tell him, and you and I, and Miles Furley, and Cross. He shall hear all about it. He is with us! He must be with us! You shall put him on the Council. Why, there is your great difficulty solved,” she went on, in growing excitement. “There is not a working man in the country who would not rally under `Paul Fiske’s’ banner. There you have your leader. It is he who shall deliver your ultimatum.”




  “I’m damned if it is!” Fenn declared, suddenly throwing his hat down and coming towards her furiously. “I’m—”




  The door opened. Robert stood there.




  “The message, madam,” he began—and then stopped short. She crossed the room towards him.




  “Robert,” she said, “I think I have found the way to bring your master back to you. Will you take me downstairs, please, and fetch me a taxi?”




  “Certainly, madam!”




  She looked back from the threshold.




  “I shall telephone to Westminster in a few minutes, Mr. Fenn,” she said. “I hope I shall be in time to stop the others from coming. Perhaps you had better wait here, in case they have already started.”




  He made no reply. To Catherine the world had become so wonderful that his existence scarcely counted.
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  Catherine, notwithstanding her own excitement, found genuine pleasure in the bewildered enthusiasm with which the Bishop received her astounding news. She found him alone in the great, gloomy house which he usually inhabited when in London, at work in a dreary library to which she was admitted after a few minutes’ delay. Naturally, he received her tidings at first almost with incredulity. A heartfelt joy, however, followed upon conviction.




  “I always liked Julian,” he declared. “I always believed that he had capacity. Dear me, though,” he went on, with a whimsical little smile, “what a blow for the Earl!”




  Catherine laughed.




  “Do you remember the evening we all talked about the Labour question? Time seems to have moved so rapidly lately, but it was scarcely a week ago.”




  “I remember,” the Bishop acknowledged. “And, my dear young lady,” he went on warmly, “now indeed I feel that I can offer you congratulations which come from my heart.”




  She turned a little away.




  “Don’t,” she begged. “You would have known very soon, in any case—my engagement to Julian Orden was only a pretence.”




  “A pretence?”




  “I was desperate,” she explained. “I felt I must have that packet back at any price. I went to his rooms to try and steal it. Well, I was found there. He invented our engagement to help me out.”




  “But you went off to London together, the neat day?” the Bishop reminded her.




  “It was all part of the game,” she sighed. “What a fool he must have thought me! However, I am glad. I am riotously, madly glad. I am glad for the cause, I am glad for all our sakes. We have a great recruit, Bishop, the greatest we could have. And think! When he knows the truth, there will be no more trouble. He will hand us over the packet. We shall know just where we stand. We shall know at once whether we dare to strike the great blow.”




  “I was down at Westminster this afternoon,” the Bishop told her. “The whole mechanism of the Council of Labour seems to be complete. Twenty men control industrial England. They have absolute power. They are waiting only for the missing word. And fancy,” he went on, “to-morrow I was to have visited Julian. I was to have used my persuasions.”




  “But we must go to-night!” Catherine exclaimed. “There is no reason why we should waste a single second.”




  “I shall be only too pleased,” he assented gladly. “Where is, he?”




  Catherine’s face fell.




  “I haven’t the least idea,” she confessed. “Don’t you know?”




  The Bishop shook his head.




  “They were going to send some one with me tomorrow,” he replied, “but in any case Fenn knows. We can get at him.”




  She made a little wry face.




  “I do not like Mr. Fenn,” she said slowly. “I have disagreed with him. But that does not matter. Perhaps we had better go to the Council rooms. We shall find some of them there, and probably Fenn. I have a taxi waiting.”




  They drove presently to Westminster. The ground floor of the great building, which was wholly occupied now by the offices of the different Labour men, was mostly in darkness, but on the top floor was a big room used as a club and restaurant, and also for informal meetings. Six or seven of the twenty-three were there, but not Fenn. Cross, a great brawny Northumbrian, was playing a game of chess with Furley. Others were writing letters. They all turned around at Catherine’s entrance. She held out her hands to them.




  “Great news, my friends!” she exclaimed. “Light up the committee room. I want to talk to you.”




  Those who were entitled to followed her into the room across the passage. One or two secretaries and a visitor remained outside. Six of them seated themselves at the long table—Phineas Cross, the Northumbrian pitman, Miles Furley, David Sands, representative of a million Yorkshire mill-hands, Thomas Evans, the South Wales miner.




  “We got a message from you, Miss Abbeway, a little time ago,” Furley remarked. “It was countermanded, though, just as we were ready to start.”




  “Yes!” she assented. “I am sorry. I telephoned from Julian Orden’s rooms. It was there we made the great discovery. Listen, all of you! I have discovered the identity of Paul Fiske.”




  There was a little clamour of voices. The interest was indescribable. Paul Fiske was their cult, their master, their undeniable prophet. It was he who had set down in letters of fire the truths which had been struggling for imperfect expression in these men’s minds. It was Paul Fiske who had fired them with enthusiasm for the cause which at first had been very much like a matter of bread and cheese to them. It was Paul Fiske who had formed their minds, who had put the great arguments into their brains, who had armed them from head to foot with potent reasonings. Four very ordinary men, of varying types, sincere men, all of plebeian extraction, all with their faults, yet all united in one purpose, were animated by that same fire of excitement. They hung over the table towards her. She might have been the croupier and they the gamblers who had thrown upon the table their last stake.




  “In Julian Orden’s rooms,” she said, “I found a letter from the editor of the British Review, warning him that his anonymity could not be preserved much longer—that before many weeks had passed the world would know that he was Paul Fiske. Here is the letter.”




  She passed it around. They studied it, one by one. They were all a little stunned.




  “Julian!” Furley exclaimed, in blank amazement. “Why, he’s been pulling my leg for more than a year!”




  “The son of an Earl!” Cross gasped.




  “Never mind about that. He is a democrat and honest to the backbone,” Catherine declared. “The Bishop will tell you so. He has known him all his life. Think! Julian Orden has no purpose to serve, no selfish interest to further. He has nothing to gain, everything to lose. If he were not sincere, if those words of his, which we all remember, did not come from his heart, where could be the excuse, the reason, for what he stands for? Think what it means to us!”




  “He is the man, isn’t he,” Sands asked mysteriously, “whom they are looking after down yonder?”




  “I don’t know where ‘down yonder’ is,” Catherine replied, “but you have him in your power somewhere. He left his rooms last Thursday at about a quarter past six, to take that packet to the Foreign Office, or to make arrangements for its being received there. He never reached the Foreign Office. He hasn’t been heard of since. Some of you know where he is. The Bishop and I want to go and find him at once.”




  “Fenn and Bright know,” Cross declared. “It’s Bright’s job.”




  “Why is Bright in it?” Catherine asked impatiently.




  Cross frowned and puckered up his lips, an odd trick of his when he was displeased.




  “Bright represents the workers in chemical factories,” he explained. “They say that there isn’t a poison in liquid, solid or gas form, that he doesn’t know all about. Chap who gives me kind of shivers whenever he comes near. He and Fenn run the secret service branch of the Council.”




  “If he knows where Mr. Orden is, couldn’t we send for him at once?” Catherine suggested.




  “I’ll go,” Furley volunteered.




  He was back in a few minutes.




  “Fenn and Bright are both out,” he announced, “and their rooms locked up. I rang up Fenn’s house, but he hasn’t been back.”




  Catherine stamped her foot. She was on fire with impatience.




  “Doesn’t it seem too bad!” she exclaimed. “If we could only get hold of Julian Orden to-night, if the Bishop and I could talk to him for five minutes, we could have this message for which we have been waiting so long.”




  The door was suddenly opened. Fenn entered and received a little chorus of welcome. He was wearing a rough black overcoat over his evening clothes, and a black bowler hat. He advanced to the table with a little familiar swagger.




  “Mr. Fenn,” the Bishop said, “we have been awaiting your arrival anxiously. Tell us, please, where we can find Mr. Julian Orden.”




  Fenn gave vent to a half-choked, ironical laugh.




  “If you’d asked me an hour ago,” he said, “I should have told you to try Iris Villa, Acacia Road, Hampstead. I have just come from there.”




  “You saw him?” the Bishop enquired.




  “That’s just what I did not,” Fenn replied.




  “Why not?” Catherine demanded.




  “Because he wasn’t there hasn’t been since three o’clock this afternoon.”




  “You’ve moved him?” Furley asked eagerly.




  “He’s moved himself,” was the grim reply. “He’s escaped.”




  During the brief, spellbound silence which followed his announcement, Fenn advanced slowly into the room. It chanced that during their informal discussion, the chair at the head of the table had been left unoccupied. The newcomer hesitated for a single second, then removed his hat, laid it on the floor by his side, and sank into the vacant seat. He glanced somewhat defiantly towards Catherine. He seemed to know quite well from whence the challenge of his words would come.




  “You tell us,” Catherine said, mastering her emotion with an effort, “that Julian Orden, whom we now know to be `Paul Fiske’, has escaped. Just what do you mean?”




  “I can scarcely reduce my statement to plainer words,” Fenn replied, “but I will try. The danger in which we stood through the miscarriage of that packet was appreciated by every one of the Council. Discretionary powers were handed to the small secret service branch which is controlled by Bright and myself. Orden was prevented from reaching the Foreign Office and was rendered for a time incapable. The consideration of our further action with regard to him was to depend upon his attitude. Owing, no doubt, to some slight error in Bright’s treatment. Orden has escaped from the place of safety in which he had been placed. He is now at large, and his story, together with the packet, will probably be in the hands of the Foreign Office some time to-night.”




  “Giving them,” Cross remarked grimly, “the chance to get in the first blow—warrants for high treason, eh, against the twenty-three of us?”




  “I don’t fear that,” Fenn asserted, “not if we behave like sensible men. My proposal is that we anticipate, that one of us sees the Prime Minister to-morrow morning and lays the whole position before him.”




  “Without the terms,” Furley observed.




  “I know exactly what they will be,” Fenn pointed out. “The trouble, of course, is that the missing packet contains the signature of the three guarantors. The packet, no doubt, will be in the hands of the Foreign Office by to-morrow. The Prime Minister can verify our statements. We present our ultimatum a little sooner than we intended, but we get our blow in first and we are ready.”




  The Bishop leaned forward in his place.




  “Forgive me if I intervene for one moment,” he begged. “You say that Julian Orden has escaped. Are we to understand that he is absolutely at liberty and in a normal state of health?”




  Fenn hesitated for a single second.




  “I have no reason to believe the contrary,” he said.




  “Still, it is possible,” the Bishop persisted, “that Julian Orden may not be in a position to forward that document to the Foreign Office for the present? If that is so, I am inclined to think that the Prime Minister would consider your visit a bluff. Certainly, you would have no argument weighty enough to induce him to propose the armistice. No man could act upon your word alone. He would want to see these wonderful proposals in writing, even if he were convinced of the justice of your arguments.”




  There was a little murmur of approval. Fenn leaned forward.




  “You drive me to a further disclosure,” he declared, after a moment’s hesitation, “one, perhaps, which I ought already to have made. I have arranged for a duplicate of that packet to be prepared and forwarded. I set this matter on foot the moment we heard from Miss Abbeway here of her mishap. The duplicate may reach us at any moment.”




  “Then I propose,” the Bishop said, “that we postpone our decision until those papers be received. Remember that up to the present moment the Council have not pledged themselves to take action until they have perused that document.”




  “And supposing,” Fenn objected, “that to-morrow morning at eight o’clock, twenty-three of us are marched off to the Tower! Our whole cause may be paralysed, all that we have worked for all these months will be in vain, and this accursed and bloody war may be dragged on until our politicians see fit to make a peace of words.”




  “I know Mr. Stenson well,” the Bishop declared, “and I am perfectly convinced that he is too sane-minded a man to dream of taking such a step as you suggest. He, at any rate, if others in his Cabinet are not so prescient, knows what Labour means.”




  “I agree with the Bishop, for many reasons,” Furley pronounced.




  “And I,” Cross echoed.




  The sense of the meeting was obvious. Fenn’s unpleasant looking teeth flashed for a moment, and his mouth came together with a little snap.




  “This is entirely an informal gathering,” he said. “I shall summon the Council to come together tomorrow at midday.”




  “I think that we may sleep in our beds to-night without fear of molestation,” the Bishop remarked, “although if it had been the wish of the meeting, I would have broached the matter to Mr. Stenson.”




  “You are an honorary member of the Council,” Fenn declared rudely. “We don’t wish interference. This is a national and international Labour movement.”




  “I am a member of the Labour Party of Christ,” the Bishop said quietly.




  “And an honoured member of this Executive Council,” Cross intervened. “You’re a bit too glib with your tongue to-night, Fenn.”




  “I think of those whom I represent,” was the curt reply. “They are toilers, and they want the toilers to show their power. They don’t want help from the Church. I’ll go even so far,” he added, “as to say that they don’t want help from literature. It’s their own job. They’ve begun it, and they want to finish it.”




  “To-morrow’s meeting,” Furley observed, “will show how far you are right in your views. I consider my position, and the Bishop’s, as members of the Labour Party, on a par with your own. I will go further and say that the very soul of our Council is embodied in the teachings and the writings of Paul Fiske, or, as we now know him to be, Julian Orden.”




  Fenn rose to his feet. He was trembling with passion.




  “This informal meeting is adjourned,” he announced harshly.




  Cross himself did not move.




  “Adjourned or not it may be, Mr. Fenn,” he said, “but it’s no place of yours to speak for it. You’ve thrust yourself into that chair, but that don’t make you chairman, now or at any other time.”




  Fenn choked down the words which had seemed to tremble on his lips. His enemies he knew, but there were others here who might yet be neutral.




  “If I have assumed more than I should have done, I am sorry,” he said. “I brought you news which I was in a hurry to deliver. The rest followed.”




  The little company rose to their feet and moved towards the door, exchanging whispered comments concerning the news which Catherine had brought. She herself crossed the room and confronted Fenn.




  “There is still something to be said about that news,” she declared.




  Fenn’s attempt at complete candour was only partially convincing.




  “There is not the slightest reason,” he declared, “why anything concerning Julian Orden should be concealed from any member of the Council who desires information. If you will follow me into my private room, Miss Abbeway, and you, Furley, I shall be glad to tell you our exact position. And if the Bishop will accompany you,” he added, turning to the latter, “I shall be honoured.”




  Furley made no reply, but, whispering something in Catherine’s ear, took up his hat and left the room. The other two, however, took Fenn at his word, followed him into his room, accepted the chairs which he placed for them, and waited while he spoke through a telephone to the private exchange situated in the building.




  “They tell me,” he announced, as he laid down the instrument, “that Bright has this moment returned and is now on his way upstairs.”




  Catherine shivered.




  “Is Mr. Bright that awful-looking person who came to the last Council meeting?”




  “He is probably the person you mean,” Fenn assented. “He takes very little interest in our executive work, but he is one of the most brilliant scientists of this or any other generation. The Government has already given him three laboratories for his experiments, and nearly every gas that is being used at the Front has been prepared according to his formula.”




  “A master of horrors,” the Bishop murmured.




  “He looks it,” Catherine whispered under her breath.




  There was a knock at the door, a moment or two later, and Bright entered. He was a little over medium height, with long and lanky figure, a pronounced stoop, and black, curly hair of coarse quality. His head, which was thrust a little forward, perhaps owing to his short-sightedness, was long, his forehead narrow, his complexion a sort of olive-green. He wore huge, disfiguring spectacles, and he had the protuberant lips of a negro. He greeted Catherine and the Bishop absently and seemed to have a grievance against Fenn.




  “What is it you want, Nicholas?” he asked impatiently. “I have some experiments going on in the country and can only spare a minute.”




  “The Council has rescinded its instructions with regard to Julian Orden,” Fenn announced, “and is anxious to have him brought before them at once. As you know, we are for the moment powerless in the matter. Will you please explain to Miss Abbeway and the Bishop here just what has been done?”




  “It seems a waste of time,” Bright replied ill-naturedly, “but here is the story. Julian Orden left his rooms at a quarter to six on Thursday evening. He walked down to St. James’s Street and turned into the Park. Just as he passed the side door of Marlborough House he was attacked by a sudden faintness.”




  “For which, I suppose,” the Bishop interrupted, “you were responsible.”




  “I or my deputy,” Bright replied. “It doesn’t matter which. He was fortunate enough to be able to hail a passing taxicab and was driven to my house in Hampstead. He has spent the intervening period, until three o’clock this afternoon, in a small laboratory attached to the premises.”




  “A compulsory stay, I presume?” the Bishop ventured.




  “A compulsory stay, arranged for under instructions from the Council,” Bright assented, in his hard, rasping voice. “He has been most of the time under the influence of some new form of anaesthetic gas with which I have been experimenting. To-night, however, I must have made a mistake in my calculations. Instead of remaining in a state of coma until midnight, he recovered during my absence and appears to have walked out of the place.”




  “You have no idea where he is at the present moment, then?” Catherine asked.




  “Not the slightest,” Bright assured her. “I only know that he left the place without hat, gloves, or walking stick. Otherwise, he was fully dressed, and no doubt had plenty of money in his pocket.”




  “Is he likely to have any return of the indisposition from which, owing to your efforts, he has been suffering?” the Bishop enquired.




  “I should say not,” was the curt answer. “He may find his memory somewhat affected temporarily. He ought to be able to find his way home, though. If not, I suppose you’ll hear of him through the police courts or a hospital. Nothing that we have done,” he added, after a moment’s pause, “is likely to affect his health permanently in the slightest degree.”




  “You now know all that there is to be known, Miss Abbeway,” Fenn said. “I agree with you that it is highly desirable that Mr. Orden should be found at once, and if you can suggest any way in which I might be of assistance in discovering his present whereabouts, I shall be only too glad to help. For instance, would you like me to telephone to his rooms?”




  Catherine rose to her feet.




  “Thank you, Mr. Fenn,” she said, “I don’t think that we will trouble you. Mr. Furley is making enquiries both at Mr. Orden’s rooms and at his clubs.”




  “You are perfectly satisfied, so far as I am concerned, I trust?” he persisted, as he opened the door for them.




  “Perfectly satisfied,” Catherine replied, looking him in the face, “that you have told us as much as you choose to for the present.”




  Fenn closed the door behind Catherine and the Bishop and turned back into the room. Bright laughed at him unpleasantly.




  “Love affair not going so strong, eh?”




  Fenn threw himself into his chair, took a cigarette from a paper packet, and lit it.




  “Blast Julian Orden!” he muttered.




  “No objection,” his friend yawned. “What’s wrong now?”




  “Haven’t you heard the news? It seems he’s the fellow who has been writing those articles on Socialism and Labour, signing them `Paul Fiske.’ Idealistic rubbish, but of course the Bishop and his lot are raving about him.”




  “I’ve read some of his stuff,” Bright admitted, himself lighting a cigarette; “good in its way, but old-fashioned. I’m out for something a little more than that.”




  “Stick to the point,” Fenn enjoined morosely. “Now they’ve found out who Julian Orden is, they want him produced. They want to elect him on the Council, make him chairman over all our heads, let him reap the reward of the scheme which our brains have conceived.”




  “They want him, eh? That’s awkward.”




  “Awkward for us,” Fenn muttered.




  “They’d better have him, I suppose,” Bright said, with slow and evil emphasis. “Yes, they’d better have him. We’ll take off our hats, and assure him that it was a mistake.”




  “Too late. I’ve told Miss Abbeway and the Bishop that he is at large. You backed me up.”




  Bright thrust his long, unpleasant, knobby fingers into his pocket, and produced a crumpled cigarette, which he lit from the end of his companion’s.




  “Well,” he demanded, “what do you want?”




  “I have come to the conclusion,” Fenn decided, “that it is not in the interests of our cause that Orden should become associated with it in any way.”




  “We’ve a good deal of power,” Bright ruminated, “but it seems to me you’re inclined to stretch it. I gather that the others want him delivered up. We can’t act against them.”




  “Not if they know,” Fenn answered significantly.




  Bright came over to the mantelpiece, leaned his elbow upon it, and hung his extraordinarily unattractive face down towards his companion’s.




  “Nicholas,” he said, “I don’t blame you for fencing, but I like plain words. You’ve done well out of this new Party. I haven’t. You’ve no hobby except saving your money. I have. My last two experiments, notwithstanding the Government allowance, have left me drained. I need money as you others need bread. I can live without food or drink, but I can’t be without the means to keep my laboratories going. Do you understand me?”




  “I do,” Fenn assented, taking up his hat. “Come, I’ll drive towards Bermondsey with you. We’ll talk on the way.”
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  Julian raised himself slightly from his recumbent position at the sound of the opening of the door. He watched Fenn with dull, incurious eyes as the latter crossed the uncarpeted floor of the bare wooden shed, threw off his overcoat, and advanced towards the side of the couch.




  “Sit up a little,” the newcomer directed.




  Julian shook his head.




  “No strength,” he muttered. “If I had, I should wring your damned neck!”




  Fenn looked down at him for a moment in silence.




  “You take this thing very hardly, Mr. Orden,” he said. “I think that you had better give up this obstinacy. Your friends are getting anxious about you. For many reasons it would be better for you to reappear.”




  “There will be a little anxiety on the part of your friends about you,” Julian retorted grimly, “if ever I do get out of this accursed place.”




  “You bear malice, I fear, Mr. Orden.”




  Julian made no reply. His eyes were fixed upon the door. He turned away with a shudder. Bright had entered. In his hand he was carrying two gas masks. He came over to the side of the couch, and, looking down at Julian, lifted his hand, and felt his pulse. Then, with an abrupt movement, he handed one of the masks to Fenn.




  “Look out for yourself,” he advised. “I am going to give him an antidote.”




  Bright stepped back and adjusted his own gas mask, while Fenn followed suit. Then the former drew from his pocket what seemed to be a small tube with perforated holes at the top. He leaned over Julian and pressed it. A little cloud of faint mist rushed through the holes; a queer, aromatic perfume, growing stronger every moment, seemed to creep into the farthest corners of the room. In less than ten seconds Julian opened his eyes. In half a minute he was sitting up. His eyes were bright once more, there was colour in his cheeks. Bright spoke to him warningly.




  “Mr. Orden,” he enjoined, “sit where you are. Remember I have the other tube in my left hand.”




  “You infernal scoundrel!” Julian exclaimed.




  “Mr. Bright,” Fenn asserted, “is nothing of the sort. Neither am I. We are both honest men faced with a colossal situation. There is nothing personal in our treatment of you. We have no enmity towards you. You are simply a person who has committed a theft.”




  “What puzzles me,” Julian muttered, “is what you expect I am going to do about you, if ever I do escape from your clutches.”




  “If you do escape,” Fenn said quietly, “you will view the matter differently. You will find, as a matter of fact, that you are powerless to do anything. You will find a new law and a new order prevailing.”




  “German law!” Julian sneered.




  “You misjudge us,” Fenn continued. “Both Bright and I are patriotic Englishmen. We are engaged at the present moment in a desperate effort to save our country. You are the man who stands in the way.”




  “I never thought,” said Julian, “that I should smile in this place, but you are beginning to amuse me. Why not be more explicit? Why not prove what you say? I might become amenable. I suppose your way of saving the country is to hand it over to the Germans, eh?”




  “Our way of saving the country,” Fenn declared, “is to establish peace.”




  Julian laughed scornfully.




  “I know a little about you, Mr. Fenn,” he said. “I know the sort of peace you would establish, the sort of peace any man would propose who conducts a secret correspondence with Germany.”




  Fenn, who had lifted his mask for a moment, slowly rearranged it.




  “Mr. Orden,” he said, “we are not going to waste words upon you. You are hopelessly and intolerably prejudiced. Will you tell us where you have concealed the packet you intercepted?”




  “Aren’t you almost tired of asking me that question? I’m tired of hearing it,” Julian replied. “I will not.”




  “Will you let me try to prove to you,” Fenn begged, “that by the retention of that packet you are doing your country an evil service?”




  “If you talked till doomsday,” Julian assured him, “I should not believe a word you said.”




  “In that case,” Fenn began slowly, with an evil glitter in his eyes!!!!!




  “Well, for heaven’s sake finish the thing this time!” Julian interrupted. “I’m sick of playing the laboratory rabbit for you. If you are out for murder, finish the job and have done with it.”




  Bright was playing with another tube which he had withdrawn from his pocket.




  “It is my duty to warn you, Mr. Orden,” he said, “that the contents of this little tube of gas, which will reach you with a touch of my fingers, may possibly be fatal and will certainly incapacitate you for life.”




  “Why warn me?” Julian scoffed. “You know very well that I haven’t the strength of a cat, or I should wring your neck.”




  “We feel ourselves,” Bright continued unctuously, “justified in using this tube, because its first results will be to throw you into a delirium, in the course of which we trust that you will divulge the hiding place of the stolen packet. We use this means in the interests of the country, and such risk as there may be lies on your own head.”




  “You’re a canting hypocrite!” Julian declared. “Try your delirium. That packet happens to be in the one place where neither you nor one of your tribe could get at it.”




  “It is a serious moment, this, Mr. Orden,” Fenn reminded him. “You are in the prime of life, and there is a scandal connected with your present position which your permanent disappearance would certainly not dissipate. Remember—”




  He stopped short. A whistle in the corner of the room was blowing. Bright moved towards it, but at that moment there was the sound of flying footsteps on the wooden stairs outside, and the door was flung open. Catherine, breathless with haste, paused for a moment on the threshold, then came forward with a little cry.




  “Julian!” she exclaimed.




  He gazed at her, speechless, but with a sudden light in his eyes. She came across the room and dropped on her knees by his couch. The two men fell back. Fenn slipped back between her and the door. They both removed their masks, but they held them ready.




  “Oh, how dared they!” she went on. “The beasts! Tell me, are you ill?”




  “Weak as a kitten,” he faltered. “They’ve poisoned me with their beastly gases.”




  Catherine rose to her feet. She faced the two men, her eyes flashing with anger.




  “The Council will require an explanation of this, Mr. Fenn!” she declared passionately. “Barely an hour ago you told us that Mr. Orden had escaped from Hampstead.”




  “Julian Orden,” Fenn replied, “has been handed over to our secret service by the unanimous vote of the Council. We have absolute liberty to deal with him as we think fit.”




  “Have you liberty to tell lies as to his whereabouts?” Catherine demanded. “You deliberately told the Council he had escaped, yet, entirely owing to Mr. Furley, I find you down here at Bermondsey with him. What were you going to do with him when I came in?”




  “Persuade him to restore the packet, if we could,” Fenn answered sullenly.




  “Rubbish!” Catherine retorted. “You know very well that he is our friend. You have only to tell him the truth, and your task with him is at an end.”




  “Steady!” Julian muttered. “Don’t imagine that I have any sympathy with your little nest of conspirators.”




  “That is only because you do not understand,” Catherine assured him. “Listen, and you shall hear the whole truth. I will tell you what is inside that packet and whose signatures you will find there.”




  Julian gripped her wrist suddenly. His eyes were filled with a new fear. He was watching the two men, who were whispering together.




  “Catherine,” he exclaimed warningly, “look out! These men mean mischief. That devil Bright invents a new poisonous gas every day. Look at Fenn buckling on his mask. Quick! Get out if you can!”




  Catherine’s hand touched her bosom. Bright sprang towards her, but he was too late. She raised a little gold whistle to her lips, and its pealing summons rang through the room. Fenn dropped his mask and glanced towards Bright. His face was livid.




  “Who’s outside?” he demanded.




  “The Bishop and Mr. Furley. Great though my confidence is in you both, I scarcely ventured to come here alone.”




  The approaching footsteps were plainly audible. Fenn shrugged his shoulders with a desperate attempt at carelessness.




  “I don’t know what is in your mind, Miss Abbeway,” he said. “You can scarcely believe that you, at any rate, were in danger at our hands.”




  “I would not trust you a yard,” she replied fiercely. “In any case, it is better that the others should come. Mr. Orden might not believe me. He will at least believe the Bishop.”




  “Believe whom?” Julian demanded.




  The door was opened. The Bishop and Miles Furley came hastily in. Catherine stepped forward to meet them.




  “I was obliged to whistle,” she explained, a little hysterically. “I do not trust either of these men. That fiend Bright has a poisonous gas with him in a pocket cylinder. I am convinced that they meant to murder Julian.”




  The two newcomers turned towards the couch and exchanged amazed greetings with Julian. Fenn threw his mask on to the table with an uneasy laugh.




  “Miss Abbeway,” he protested, “is inclined to be melodramatic. The gas which Bright has in that cylinder is simply one which would produce a little temporary unconsciousness. We might have used it—we may still use it—but if you others are able to persuade Mr. Orden to restore the packet, our task with him is at an end. We are not his gaolers—or perhaps he would say his torturers—for pleasure. The Council has ordered that we should extort from him the papers you know of and has given us carte blanche as to the means. If you others can persuade him to restore them peaceably, why, do it. We are prepared to wait.”




  Julian was still staring from one to the other of his visitors. His expression of blank astonishment had scarcely decreased.




  “Bishop,” he said at last, “unless you want to see me go insane before your eyes, please explain. It can’t be possible that you have anything in common with this nest of conspirators.”




  The Bishop smiled a little wanly. He laid his hand upon his godson’s shoulder.




  “Believe me, I have been no party to your incarceration, Julian,”, he declared, “but if you will listen to me, I will tell you why I think it would be better for you to restore that packet to Miss Abbeway:”




  “Tell that blackguard to give me another sniff of his restorative gas,” Julian begged. “These shocks are almost too much for me.”




  The Bishop turned interrogatively towards Bright, who once more leaned over Julian with the tube in his hand. Again the little mist, the pungent odour. Julian rose to his feet and sat down again.




  “I am listening,” he said.




  “First of all,” began the Bishop earnestly, as he seated himself at the end of the couch on which Julian had been lying, “let me try to remove some of your misconceptions. Miss Abbeway is in no sense of the word a German spy. She and I, Mr. Furley here, Mr. Fenn and Mr. Bright, all belong to an organisation leagued together for one purpose—we are determined to end the war.”




  “Pacifists!” Julian muttered.




  “An idle word,” the Bishop protested, “because at heart we are all pacifists. There is not one of us who would wilfully choose war instead of peace. The only question is the price we are prepared to pay.”




  “Why not leave that to the Government?”




  “The Government,” the Bishop replied, “are the agents of the people. The people in this case wish to deal direct.”




  “Again why?” Julian demanded.




  “Because the Government is composed wholly of politicians, politicians who, in far too many speeches, have pledged themselves to too many definite things. Still, the Government will have its chance.”




  “Explain to me,” Julian asked, “why, if you are a patriotic society, you are in secret and illegal communication with Germany?”




  “The Germany with whom we are in communication,” the Bishop assured his questioner, “is the Germany who thinks as we do.”




  “Then you are on a wild-goose chase,” Julian declared, “because the Germans who think as you do are in a hopeless minority.”




  The Bishop’s forefinger was thrust out.




  “I have you, Julian,” he said. “That very belief which you have just expressed is our justification, because it is the common belief throughout the country. I can prove to you that you are mistaken—can prove it, with the help of that very packet which is responsible for your incarceration here.”




  “Explain,” Julian begged.




  “That packet,” the Bishop declared, “contains the peace terms formulated by the Socialist and Labour parties of Germany.”




  “Worth precisely the paper it is written on?” Julian scoffed.




  “And ratified,” the Bishop continued emphatically, “by the three great men of Germany, whose signatures are attached to that document—the Kaiser, the Chancellor and Hindenburg.”




  Julian was electrified.




  “Do you seriously mean,” he asked, “that those signatures are attached to proposals of peace formulated by the Socialist and Labour parties of Germany?”




  “I do indeed,” was the confident reply. “If the terms are not what we have been led to expect, or if the signatures are not there, the whole affair is at an end.”




  “You are telling me wonderful things, sir,” Julian confessed, after a brief pause.




  “I am telling what you will discover yourself to be the truth,” the Bishop insisted. “And, Julian, I am appealing to you not only for the return of that packet, but for your sympathy, your help, your partisanship. You can guess now what has happened. Your anonymity has come to an end. The newly formed Council of Labour, to which we all belong, is eager and anxious to welcome you.”




  “Has any one given me away?” Julian asked.




  Catherine shook her head.




  “The truth was discovered this evening, when your rooms were searched,” she explained.




  “What is the constitution of this Council of Labour?” Julian enquired, a little dazed by this revelation.




  “It is the very body of men which you yourself foreshadowed,” the Bishop replied eagerly. “Twenty of the members are elected by the Trades Unions and represent the great industries of the Empire; and there are three outsiders—Miss Abbeway, Miles Furley and myself. If you, Julian, had not been so successful in concealing your identity, you would have been the first man to whom the Council would have turned for help. Now that the truth is known, your duty is clear. The glory of ending this war will belong to the people, and it is partly owing to you that the people have grown to realise their strength.”




  “My own position at the present moment,” Julian began, a little grimly!!!!!




  “You have no one to blame for that but yourself,” Catherine interrupted. “If we had known who you were, do you suppose that we should have allowed these men to deal with you in such a manner? Do you suppose that I should not have told you the truth about that packet? However, that is over. You know the truth now. We five are all members of the Council who are sitting practically night and day, waiting—you know what for. Do not keep us in suspense any longer than you can help. Tell us where to find this letter?”




  Julian passed his hand over his forehead a little wearily.




  “I am confused,” he admitted. “I must think. After all, you are engaged in a conspiracy. Stenson’s Cabinet may not be the strongest on earth, or the most capable, but Stenson himself has carried the burden of this war bravely.”




  “If the terms offered,” the Bishop pointed out, “are anything like what we expect, they are better than any which the politicians could ever have mooted, even after years more of bloodshed. It is my opinion that Stenson will welcome them, and that the country, generally speaking, will be entirely in favour of their acceptance.”




  “Supposing,” Julian asked, “that you think them reasonable, that you make your demand to the Prime Minister, and he refuses. What then?”




  “That,” Fenn intervened, with the officious air of one who has been left out of the conversation far too long, “is where we come in. At our word, every coal pit in England would cease work, every furnace fire would go out, every factory would stand empty. The trains would remain on their sidings, or wherever they might chance to be when the edict was pronounced. The same with the ‘buses and cabs, the same with the Underground. Not a ship would leave any port in the United Kingdom, not a ship would be docked. Forty-eight hours of this would do more harm than a year’s civil war. Forty-eight hours must procure from the Prime Minister absolute submission to our demands. Ours is the greatest power the world has ever evolved. We shall use it for the greatest cause the world has ever known—the cause of peace.”




  “This, in a way, was inevitable,” Julian observed. “You remember the conversation, Bishop,” he added, “down at Maltenby?”




  “Very well indeed,” the latter acquiesced.




  “The country went into slavery,” Julian pronounced, “in August, 1915. That slavery may or may not be good for them. To be frank, I think it depends entirely upon the constitution of your Council. It is so much to the good, Bishop, that you are there.”




  “Our Council, such as it is,” Fenn remarked acidly, “consists of men elected to their position by the votes of a good many millions of their fellow toilers.”




  “The people may have chosen wisely,” was the grave reply, “or they may have made mistakes. Such things have been known. By the bye, I suppose that my durance is at an end?”




  “It is at an end, whichever way you decide,” Catherine declared. “Now that you know everything, though, you will not hesitate to give up the packet?”




  “You shall have it,” he agreed. “I will give it back into your hands.”




  “The sooner the better!” Fenn exclaimed eagerly. “And, Mr. Orden, one word.”




  Julian was standing amongst them now, very drawn and pale in the dim halo of light thrown down from the hanging lamp. His answering monosyllable was cold and restrained.




  “Well?”




  “I trust you will understand,” Fenn continued, “that Bright and I were simply carrying out orders. To us you were an enemy. You had betrayed the trust of one of our members. The prompt delivery of that packet meant the salvation of thousands of lives. It meant a cessation of this ghastly world tragedy. We were harsh, perhaps, but we acted according to orders.”




  Julian glanced at the hand which Fenn had half extended but made no movement to take it. He leaned a little upon the Bishop’s arm.




  “Help me out of this place, sir, will you?” he begged. “As for Fenn and that other brute, what I have to say about them will keep.”
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  It was a little more than half an hour later when Julian ascended the steps of his club in Pall Mall and asked the hall porter for letters. Except that he was a little paler than usual and was leaning more heavily upon his stick, there was nothing about his appearance to denote several days of intense strain. There was a shade of curiosity, mingled with surprise, in the commissionaire’s respectful greeting.




  “There have been a good many enquiries for you the last few days, sir,” he observed.




  “I dare say,” Julian replied. “I was obliged to go out of town unexpectedly.”




  He ran through the little pile of letters and selected a bulky envelope addressed to himself in his own handwriting. With this he returned to the taxicab in which the Bishop and Catherine were seated. They gazed with fascinated eyes at the packet which he was carrying and which he at once displayed.




  “You see,” he remarked, as he leaned back, “there is nothing so impenetrable in the world as a club of good standing. It beats combination safes hollow. It would have taken all Scotland Yard to have dragged this letter from the rack.”




  “That is really—it?” Catherine demanded breathlessly.




  “It is the packet,” he assured her, “which you handed to me for safe keeping at Maltenby.”




  They drove almost in silence to the Bishop’s house, where it had been arranged that Julian should spend the night. The Bishop left the two together before the fire in his library, while he personally superintended the arrangement of a guest room. Catherine came over and knelt by the side of Julian’s chair.




  “Shall I beg forgiveness for the past,” she whispered, “or may I not talk of the future, the glorious future?”




  “Is it to be glorious?” he asked a little doubtfully.




  “It can be made so,” she answered with fervour, “by you more than by anybody else living. I defy you—you, Paul Fiske—to impugn our scheme, our aims, the goal towards which we strive. All that we needed was a leader who could lift us up above the localness, the narrow visions of these men. They are in deadly earnest, but they can’t see far enough, and each sees along his own groove. It is true that at the end the same sun shines, but no assembly of people can move together along a dozen different ways and keep the same goal in view.”




  He touched the packet.




  “We do not yet know the written word here,” he reminded her.




  “I do,” she insisted. “My heart tells me. Besides, I have had many hints. There are people in London whose position forces them to remain silent, who understand and know.”




  “Foreigners?” Julian asked suspiciously.




  “Neutrals, of course, but neutrals of discretion are very useful people. The military party in Germany is making a brave show still, but it is beaten, notwithstanding its victories. The people are gathering together in their millions. Their voice is already being heard. Here we have the proof of it.”




  “But even if these proposed terms are as favourable as you say,” Julian objected, “how can you force them upon the English Cabinet? There is America-France. Yours is purely a home demand. A government has other things to think of and consider.”




  “France is war-weary to the bone,” she declared. “France will follow England, especially when she knows the contents of that packet. As for America, she came into this after the great sacrifices had been made. She demands nothing more than is to be yielded up. It is not for the sake of visionary ideas, not for diplomatic precedence that the humanitarians of the world are going to hesitate about ending this brutal slaughter.”




  He studied her curiously. In the firelight her face seemed to him almost strangely beautiful. She was uplifted by the fervour of her thoughts. The depth in her soft brown eyes was immeasurable; the quiver of her lips, so soft and yet so spiritual, was almost inspiring. Her hand was resting upon his shoulder. She seemed to dwell upon his expression, to listen eagerly for his words. Yet he realised that in all this there was no personal note. She was the disciple of a holy cause, aflame with purpose.




  “It will mean a revolution,” he said thoughtfully.




  “A revolution was established two years ago,” she pointed out, “and the people have held their power ever since. I will tell you what I believe to-day,” she went on passionately. “I believe that the very class who was standing the firmest, whose fingers grasp most tightly the sword of warfare, will be most grateful to the people who will wrest the initiative from them and show them the way to an honourable, inevitable peace.”




  “When do you propose to break those seals?” he enquired.




  “To-morrow evening,” she replied. “There will be a full meeting of the Council. The terms will be read. Then you shall decide.”




  “What am I to decide?”




  “Whether you will accept the post of spokesman—whether you will be the ambassador who shall approach the Government.”




  “But they may not elect me,” he objected.




  “They will,” she replied confidently. “It was you who showed them their power. It is you whose inspiration has carried them along: It is you who shall be their representative. Don’t you realise,” she went on, “that it is the very association of such men as yourself and Miles Furley and the Bishop with this movement which will endow it with reality in the eyes of the bourgeoisie of the country and Parliament?”




  Their host returned, followed by his butler carrying a tray with refreshments, and the burden of serious things fell away from them. It was only after Catherine had departed, and the two men lingered for a moment near the fire before retiring, that either of them reverted to the great subject which dominated their thoughts.




  “You understand, Julian,” the Bishop said, with a shade of anxiety in his tone, “that I am in the same position as yourself so far as regards the proposals which may lie within that envelope? I have joined this movement—or conspiracy, as I suppose it would be called—on the one condition that the terms pronounced there are such as a Christian and a law-loving country, whose children have already made great sacrifices in the cause of freedom, may honourably accept. If they are otherwise, all the weight and influence I may have with the people go into the other scale. I take it that it is so with you?”




  “Entirely,” Julian acquiesced. “To be frank with you,” he added, “my doubts are not so much concerning the terms of peace themselves as the power of the German democracy to enforce them.”




  “We have relied a good deal,” the Bishop admitted, “upon reports from neutrals.”




  Julian smiled a little grimly.




  “We have wasted a good many epithets criticising German diplomacy,” he observed, “but she seems to know how to hold most of the neutrals in the hollow of her hand. You know what that Frenchman said? ‘Scratch a neutral and you find a German propaganda agent!’”




  The Bishop led the way upstairs. Outside the door of Julian’s room, he laid his hand affectionately upon the young man’s shoulder.




  “My godson,” he said, “as yet we have scarcely spoken of this great surprise which you have given us—of Paul Fiske. All that I shall say now is this. I am very proud to know that he is my guest to-night. I am very happy to think that from tomorrow we shall be fellow workers.”




  Catherine, while she waited for her tea in the Carlton lounge on the following afternoon, gazed through the drooping palms which sheltered the somewhat secluded table at which she was seated upon a very brilliant scene. It was just five o’clock, and a packed crowd of fashionable Londoners was listening to the strains of a popular band, or as much of it as could be heard above the din of conversation.




  “This is all rather amazing, is it not?” she remarked to her companion.




  The latter, an attache at a neutral Embassy, dropped his eyeglass and polished it with a silk handkerchief, in the corner of which was embroidered a somewhat conspicuous coronet.




  “It makes an interesting study,” he declared. “Berlin now is madly gay, Paris decorous and sober. It remains with London to be normal,—London because its hide is the thickest, its sensibility the least acute, its selfishness the most profound.”




  Catherine reflected for a moment.




  “I think,” she said, “that a philosophical history of the war will some day, for those who come after us, be extraordinarily interesting. I mean the study of the national temperaments as they were before, as they are now during the war, and as they will be afterwards. There is one thing which will always be noted, and that is the intense dislike which you, perhaps I, certainly the majority of neutrals, feel towards England.”




  “It is true,” the young man assented solemnly. “One finds it everywhere.”




  “Before the war,” Catherine went on, “it was Germany who was hated everywhere. She pushed her way into the best places at hotels, watering places—Monte Carlo, for instance and the famous spas. Today, all that accumulated dislike seems to be turned upon England. I am not myself a great admirer of this country, and yet I ask myself why?”




  “England is smug,” the young man pronounced; “She is callous; she is, without meaning to be, hypocritical. She works herself into a terrible state of indignation about the misdeeds of her neighbours, and she does not realise her own faults. The Germans are overbearing, but one realises that and expects it. Englishmen are irritating. It is certainly true that amongst us remaining neutrals,” he added, dropping his voice a little and looking around to be sure of their isolation, “the sympathy remains with the Central Powers.”




  “I have some dear friends in this country, too,” Catherine sighed.




  “Naturally—amongst those of your own order. But then there is very little difference between the aristocracies of every race in the world. It is the bourgeoisie which tells, which sets its stamp upon a nation’s character.”




  Their tea had arrived, and for a few moments the conversation travelled in lighter channels. The young man, who was a person of some consequence in his own country, spoke easily of the theatres, of mutual friends, of some sport in which he had been engaged. Catherine relapsed into the role which had been her first in life,—the young woman of fashion. As such they attracted no attention save a few admiring glances on the part of passers-by towards Catherine. As the people around them thinned out a little, their conversation became more intimate.




  “I shall always feel,” the young man said thoughtfully, “that in these days I have lived very near great things. I have seen and realised what the historians will relate at second-hand. The greatest events move like straws in the wind. A month ago, it seemed as though the Central Powers would lose the war.”




  “I suppose,” she observed, “it depends very much upon what you mean by winning it? The terms of peace are scarcely the terms of victory, are they?”




  “The terms of peace,” he repeated thoughtfully.




  “We happen to know what they are, do we not?” she continued, speaking almost under her breath, “the basic terms, at any rate.”




  “You mean,” he said slowly, “the terms put forward by the Socialist Party of Germany to ensure the granting of an armistice?”




  “And acceded to,” she reminded him, “by the Kaiser and the two greatest German statesmen.”




  He toyed with his teacup, drew a gold cigarette case from his pocket, selected a cigarette, and lit it.




  “You would try to make me believe,” he remarked, smiling at his companion, “that to-day you are not in your most intelligent mood.”




  “Explain, if you please,” she begged earnestly.




  He smoked stolidly for several moments.




  “I imagine,” he said, “that you preserve with me something of that very skilfully assumed ignorance which is the true mask of the diplomatist. But is it worth while, I wonder?”




  She caught at her breath.




  “You are too clever,” she murmured, looking at him covertly.




  “You have seen,” he continued, “how Germany, who needs peace sorely, has striven to use the most despised power in her country for her own advantage—I mean the Socialist Party. From being treated with scorn and ignominy, they were suddenly, at the time of the proposed Stockholm Conference, judged worthy of notice from the All Highest himself. He suddenly saw how wonderful a use might be made of them. It was a very clever trap which was baited, and it was not owing to any foresight or any cleverness on the part of this country that the Allies did not walk straight into it. I say again,” he went on, “that it was a mere fluke which prevented the Allies from being represented at that Conference and the driving in of the thin end of the wedge.”




  “You are quite right,” Catherine agreed.




  “German diplomacy,” he proceeded, “may sometimes be obtuse, but it is at least persistent. Their next move will certainly rank in history as the most astute, the most cunning of any put forward since the war commenced. Of course,” the young man went on, fitting his cigarette into a long, amber holder, “we who are not Germans can only guess, but even the guessing is fascinating.”




  “Go on, please, dear Baron,” she begged. “It is when you talk like this and show me your mind that I seem to be listening to a second Bismarck.”




  “You flatter me, Countess,” the young man said, “but indeed these events are interesting. Trace their course for yourself after the failure of Stockholm. The Kaiser has established certain relations with the Socialist Party. Once more he turns towards them. He affects a war weariness he does not feel. He puts it into their heads that they shall approach without molestation certain men in England who have a great Labour following. The plot is started. You know quite well how it has progressed.”




  “Naturally,” Catherine assented, “but after all, tell me, where does the wonderful diplomacy come in? The terms of peace are not the terms of a conqueror. Germany is to engage herself to give up what she has sworn to hold, even to pay indemnities, to restore all conquered countries, and to retire her armies behind the Rhine.”




  The young man looked at his companion steadfastly for several seconds.




  “In the idiom of this country, Countess,” he said, “I raise my hat to you. You preserve your mask of ignorance to the end. So much so, indeed, that I find myself asking do you really believe that Germany intends to do this?”




  “But you forget,” she reminded him. “I was one of those present at the discussion of the preliminaries. The confirmation of the agreed terms, with the signatures, has arrived, and is to be placed before the Labour Council at six o’clock this evening.”




  The young man for a moment seemed puzzled. Then he glanced at a little gold watch upon his wrist, knocked the cigarette from its holder and carefully replaced the latter in its case.




  “That is very interesting, Countess,” he said. “For the moment I had forgotten your official position amongst the English Socialists.”




  She leaned forward and touched his coat sleeve.




  “You had forgotten nothing,” she declared eagerly. “There is something in your mind of which you have not spoken.”




  “No,” he replied, “I have spoken a great deal of my mind—too much, perhaps, considering that we are seated in this very fashionable lounge, with many people around us. We must talk of these serious matters on another occasion, Countess. I shall pay my respects to your aunt, if I may, within the next few days.”




  “Why do you fence with me?” she persisted, drawing on her gloves. “You and I both know, so far as regards those peace terms, that—”




  “If we both know,” he interrupted, “let us keep each our own knowledge. Words are sometimes very, dangerous, and great events are looming. So, Countess! You have perhaps a car, or may I have the pleasure of escorting you to your destination?”




  “I am going to Westminster,” she told him, rising to her feet.




  “In that case,” he observed, as they made their way down the room, “perhaps I had better not offer my escort, although I should very much like to be there in person. You are amongst those to-day who will make history.”




  “Come and see me soon,” she begged, dropping her voice a little, “and I will confide in you as much as I dare.”




  “It is tempting,” he admitted, “I should like to know what passes at that meeting.”




  “You can, if you will, dine with us to-morrow night,” she invited, “at half-past eight. My aunt will be delighted to see you. I forget whether we have people coming or not, but you will be very welcome.”




  The young man bowed low as he handed his charge into a taxicab.




  “Dear Countess,” he murmured, “I shall be charmed.”
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  For a gathering of men upon whose decision hung such momentous issues, the Council which met that evening at Westminster seemed alike unambitious in tone and uninspired in appearance. Some short time was spent in one of the anterooms, where Julian was introduced to many of the delegates. The disclosure of his identity, although it aroused immense interest, was scarcely an unmixed joy to the majority of them. Those who were in earnest—and they mostly were in grim and deadly earnest—had hoped to find him a man nearer their own class. Fenn and Bright had their own reasons for standing apart, and the extreme pacifists took note of the fact that he had been a soldier. His coming, however, was an event the importance of which nobody attempted to conceal.




  The Bishop was voted into the chair when the little company trooped into the apartment which had been set aside for their more important meetings. His election had been proposed by Miles Furley, and as it was announced that under no circumstances would he become a candidate for the permanent leadership of the party, was agreed to without comment. A few notes for his guidance had been jotted down earlier in the day. The great subject of discussion was, of course, the recently received communication from an affiliated body of their friends in Germany, copies of which had been distributed amongst the members.




  “I am asked to explain,” the Bishop announced, in opening the proceedings, “that this document which we all recognise as being of surpassing importance, has been copied by Mr. Fenn, himself, and that since, copies have been distributed amongst the members, the front door of the building has been closed and the telephones placed under surveillance. It is not, of course, possible that any of you could be mistrusted, but it is of the highest importance that neither the Press, the Government, nor the people should have any indication of what is transpiring, until the delegate whom you choose takes the initial step. It is proposed that until after his interview with the Prime Minister, no delegate shall leave the place. The question now arises, what of the terms themselves? I will ask each one of you to state his views, commencing with Miss Abbeway.”




  Every one of the twenty-three—or twenty-four now, including Julian—had a few words to say, and the tenor of their remarks was identical. For a basis of peace terms, the proposals were entirely reasonable, nor did they appear in any case to be capable of misconstruction. They were laid down in eight clauses.




  1. The complete evacuation of Northern France and Belgium, with full compensation for all damage done.




  2. Alsace and Lorraine to determine their position by vote of the entire population.




  3. Servia and Roumania to be reestablished as independent kingdoms, with such rectifications and modifications of frontier as a joint committee should decide upon.




  4. The German colonies to be restored.




  5. The conquered parts of Mesopotamia to remain under the protection of the British Government.




  6. Poland to be declared an independent kingdom.




  7. Trieste and certain portions of the Adriatic seaboard to be ceded to Italy.




  8. A world committee to be at once elected for the purpose of working out a scheme of international disarmament.




  “We must remember,” Miles Furley pointed out, “that the present Government is practically pledged not to enter into peace negotiations with a Hohenzollern.”




  “That, I contend,” the Bishop observed, “is a declaration which should never have been made. Whatever may be our own feelings with regard to the government of Germany, the Kaiser has held the nation together and is at the present moment its responsible head. If he has had the good sense to yield to the demands of his people, as is proved by this document, then it is very certain that the declaration must be forgotten. I have reason to believe, however, that even if the negotiations have been commenced in the name of the Kaiser, an immediate change is likely to take place in the constitution of Germany.”




  “Germany’s new form of government, I understand,” Fenn intervened, “will be modelled upon our own, which, after the abolition of the House of Lords, and the abnegation of the King’s prerogative, will be as near the ideal democracy as is possible. That change will be in itself our most potent guarantee against all future wars. No democracy ever encouraged bloodshed. It is, to my mind, a clearly proved fact that all wars are the result of court intrigue. There will be no more of that. The passing of monarchical rule in Germany will mean the doom of all autocracies.”




  There was a little sympathetic murmur. Julian, to whom Catherine had been whispering, next asked a question.




  “I suppose,” he said, “that no doubt can be cast upon the authenticity of the three signatures attached to this document?”




  “That’s been in my own mind, Mr. Fiske—leastwise, Mr. Orden,” Phineas Cross, the Northumbrian, remarked, from the other side of the table. “They’re up to any mortal dodge, these Germans. Are we to accept it as beyond all doubt that this document is entirely genuine?”




  “How can we do otherwise?” Fenn demanded. “Freistner, who is responsible for it, has been in unofficial correspondence with us since the commencement of the war. We know his handwriting, we know his character, we’ve had a hundred different occasions to test his earnestness and trustworthiness. This document is in his own writing and accompanied by remarks and references to previous correspondence which render its authenticity indisputable.”




  “Granted that the proposals themselves are genuine, there still remain the three signatures,” Julian observed.




  “Why should we doubt them?” Fenn protested. “Freistner guarantees them, and Freistner is our friend, the friend and champion of Labour throughout the world. To attempt to deceive us would be to cover himself with eternal obloquy.”




  “Yet these terms,” Julian pointed out, “differ fundamentally from anything which Germany has yet allowed to be made public.”




  “There are two factors here which may be considered,” Miles Furley intervened. “The first is that the economic condition of Germany is far worse than she has allowed us to know. The second, which is even more interesting to us, is the rapid growth in influence, power, and numbers of the Socialist and Labour Party in that country.”




  “Of both these factors,” the Bishop reminded them, “we have had very frequent hints from our friends, the neutrals. Let me tell you all what I think. I think that those terms are as much as we have the right to expect, even if our armies had reached the Rhine. It is possible that we might obtain some slight modifications, if we continued the war, but would those modifications be worth the loss of a few more hundred thousands of human lives, of a few more months of this hideous, pagan slaughter and defilement of God’s beautiful world?”




  There was a murmur of approval. A lank, rawboned Yorkshireman—David Sands—a Wesleyan enthusiast, a local preacher, leaned across the table, his voice shaking with earnestness:




  “It’s true!” he exclaimed. “It’s the word of God! It’s for us to stop the war. If we stop it to-night instead of to-morrow, a thousand lives may be saved, human lives, lives of our fellow creatures. Our fellow labourers in Germany have given us the chance. Don’t let us delay five minutes. Let the one of us you may select see the Prime Minister to-night and deliver the people’s message.”




  “There’s no cause for delay that I can see,” Cross approved.




  “There is none,” Fenn assented heartily. “I propose that we proceed to the election of our representative; that, having elected him, we send him to the Prime Minister with our message, and that we remain here in the building until we have his report.”




  “You are unanimously resolved, then,” the Bishop asked, “to take this last step?”




  There was a little chorus of assent. Fenn leaned forward in his place.




  “Everything is ready,” he announced. “Our machinery is perfect. Our agents in every city await the mandate.”




  “But do you imagine that those last means will be necessary?” the Bishop enquired anxiously.




  “Most surely I do,” Fenn replied. “Remember that if the people make peace for the country, it is the people who will expect to govern the country. It will be a notice to the politicians to quit. They know that. It is my belief that they, will resist, tooth and nail.”




  Bright glanced at his watch.




  “The Prime Minister,” he announced, “will be at Downing Street until nine o’clock. It is now seven o’clock. I propose that we proceed without any further delay to the election of our representative.”




  “The voting cards,” Fenn pointed out, “are before each person. Every one has two votes, which must be for two different representatives. The cards should then be folded, and I propose that the Bishop, who is not a candidate, collect them. As I read the unwritten rules of this Congress, every one here is eligible except the Bishop, Miss Abbeway, Mr. Orden and Mr. Furley.”




  There was a little murmur. Phineas Cross leaned forward in his place.




  “Here, what’s that?” he exclaimed. “The Bishop, and Miss Abbeway, we all know, are outside the running. Mr. Furley, too, represents the educated Socialists, and though he is with us in this, he is not really Labour. But Mr. Orden—Paul Fiske, eh? That’s a different matter, isn’t it?”




  “Mr. Orden,” Fenn pronounced slowly, “is a literary man. He is a sympathiser with our cause, but he is not of it.”




  “If any man has read the message which Paul Fiske has written with a pen of gold for us,” Phineas Cross declared, “and can still say that he is not one of us, why, he must be beside himself. I say that Mr. Orden is the brains and the soul of our movement. He brought life and encouragement into the north of England with the first article he ever wrote. Since then there has not been a man whom the Labour Party that I know anything of has looked up to and worshipped as they have done him.”




  “It’s true,” David Sands broke in, “every word of it. There’s no one has written for Labour like him. If he isn’t Labour, then we none of us are. I don’t care whether he is the son of an earl, or a plasterer’s apprentice, as I was. He’s the right stuff, he has the gift of putting the words together, and his heart’s where it should be.”




  “There is no one,” Penn said; his voice trembling a little, “who has a greater admiration for Paul Fiske’s writings than I have, but I still contend that he is not Labour.”




  “Sit down, lad,” Cross enjoined. “We’ll have a vote on that. I’m for saying that Mr. Julian Orden here, who has written them articles under the name of `Paul Fiske’, is a full member of our Council and eligible to act as our messenger to the Prime Minister. I ask the Bishop to put it to the meeting.”




  Eighteen were unanimous in agreeing with the motion. Fenn sat down, speechless. His cheeks were pallid. His hands, which rested upon the table, were twitching. He seemed like a man lost in thought and only remembered to fill up his card when the Bishop asked him for it. There was a brief silence whilst the latter, assisted by Cross and Sands, counted the votes. Then the Bishop rose to his feet.




  “Mr. Julian Orden,” he announced, “better known to you all under the name of `Paul Fiske’, has been chosen by a large majority as your representative to take the people’s message to the Prime Minister.”




  “I protest!” Fenn exclaimed passionately. “This is Mr. Orden’s first visit amongst us. He is a stranger. I repeat that he is not one of us. Where is his power? He has none. Can he do what any one of us can—stop the pulse of the nation? Can he still its furnace fires? Can he empty the shipyards and factories, hold the trains upon their lines, bring the miners up from under the earth? Can he—”




  “He can do all these things,” Phineas Cross interrupted, “because he speaks for us, our duly elected representative. Sit thee down, Fenn. If you wanted the job, well, you haven’t got it, and that’s all there is about it, and though you’re as glib with your tongue as any here, and though you’ve as many at your back, perchance, as I have, I tell you I’d never have voted for you if there hadn’t been another man here. So put that in your pipe and smoke it, lad.”




  “All further discussion,” the Bishop ruled, “is out of order. Julian Orden, do you accept this mission?”




  Julian rose to his feet. He leaned heavily upon his stick. His expression was strangely disturbed.




  “Bishop,” he said, “and you, my friends, this has all come very suddenly. I do not agree with Mr. Fenn. I consider that I am one with you. I think that for the last ten years I have seen the place which Labour should hold in the political conduct of the world. I have seen the danger of letting the voice of the people remain unheard too long. Russia to-day is a practical and terrible example of that danger. England is, in her way, a free country, and our Government a good one, but in the world’s history there arrive sometimes crises with which no stereotyped form of government can cope, when the one thing that is desired is the plain, honest mandate of those who count for most in the world, those who, in their simplicity and in their absence from all political ties and precedents and liaisons, see the truth. That is why I have appealed with my pen to Labour, to end this war. That is why I shall go willingly as your representative to the Prime Minister to-night.”




  The Bishop held out his hand. There was a little reverent hush, for his words were in the nature of a benediction.




  “And may God be with you, our messenger,” he said solemnly.
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  Julian, duly embarked upon his mission, was kept waiting an unexpectedly short time in the large but gloomy apartment into which Mr. Stenson’s butler had somewhat doubtfully ushered him. The Prime Minister entered with an air of slight hurry. He was also somewhat surprised.




  “My dear Orden,” he exclaimed, holding out his hand, “what can I do for you?”




  “A great deal,” Julian replied gravely. “First of all, though, I have an explanation to make.”




  “I am afraid,” Mr. Stenson regretted, “that I am too much engaged this evening to enter into any personal matters. I am expecting a messenger here on very important official business.”




  “I am that messenger,” Julian announced.




  Mr. Stenson started. His visitor’s tone was serious and convincing.




  “I fear that we are at loggerheads. It is an envoy from the Labour Party whom I am expecting.”




  “I am that envoy.”




  “You?” Mr. Stenson exclaimed, in blank bewilderment.




  “I ought to explain a little further, perhaps. I have been writing on Labour questions for some time under the pseudonym of `Paul Fiske’.”




  “Paul Fiske?” Mr. Stenson gasped. “You—Paul Fiske?”




  Julian nodded assent.




  “You are amazed, of course,” he proceeded, “but it is nevertheless the truth. The fact has just come to light, and I have been invited to join this new emergency Council, composed of one or two Socialists and writers, amongst them a very distinguished prelate; Labour Members of Parliament, and representatives of the various Trades Unions, a body of men which you doubtless know all about. I attended a meeting at Westminster an hour ago, and I was entrusted with this commission to you.”




  Mr. Stenson sat down suddenly.




  “God bless my soul!” he exclaimed. “You—Julian Orden!”




  There was a moment’s silence. Mr. Stenson, however, was a man of immense recuperative powers. He assimilated the new situation without further protest.




  “You have given me the surprise of my life, Orden,” he confessed. “That, however, is a personal matter. Hannaway Wells is in the study. You have no objection, I suppose, to his being present?”




  “None whatever.”




  Mr. Stenson rang the bell, and in a few minutes they were joined by his colleague. The former wasted no time in explanations.




  “You will doubtless be as astonished as I was, Wells,” he said, “to learn that our friend Julian Orden comes here as the representative of the new Labour Council. His qualifications, amongst others, are that under the pseudonym of `Paul Fiske’ he is the writer of those wonderful articles which have been the beacon light and the inspiration of the Labour Party for the last year.”




  Mr. Hannaway Wells prided himself upon never being surprised. This time the only way he could preserve his reputation was by holding his tongue.




  “We are now prepared to hear your mission,” Mr. Stenson continued, turning to his visitor.




  “I imagine,” Julian began, “that you know something about this new Labour Council?”




  “What little we do know,” Mr. Stenson answered, “we have learnt with great difficulty through our secret service. I gather that a small league of men has been formed within a mile of the Houses of Parliament, who, whatever their motives may be, have been guilty of treasonable and traitorous communication with the enemy.”




  “Strictly speaking, you are, without doubt, perfectly right,” Julian acknowledged.




  Mr. Stenson switched on an electric light.




  “Sit down, Orden,” he invited. “There is no need for us to stand glaring at one another. There is enough of real importance in the nature of our interview without making melodrama of it.”




  The Prime Minister threw himself into an easy chair. Julian, with a little sigh of relief, selected a high-backed oak chair and rested his foot upon a hassock. Hannaway Wells remained standing upon the hearthrug.




  “Straight into the heart of it, please, Orden,” Mr. Stenson begged. “Let us know how far this accursed conspiracy has gone.”




  “It has gone to very great lengths,” Julian declared. “Certain members of this newly-formed Council of Labour have been in communication for some months with the Socialist Party in Germany. From these latter they have received a definite and authentic proposal of peace, countersigned by the three most important men in Germany. That proposal of peace I am here to lay before you, with the request that you act upon it without delay.”




  Julian produced his roll of papers. The two men remained motionless. The great issue had been reached with almost paralysing rapidity.




  “My advice,” Mr. Hannaway Wells said bluntly, “is that you, sir,”—turning to his Chief—“refuse to discuss or consider these proposals, or to examine that document. I submit that you are the head of His Majesty’s Government, and any communication emanating from a foreign country should be addressed to you. If you ever consider this matter and discuss it with Mr. Orden here, you associate yourself with a traitorous breach of the law.”




  Mr. Stenson made no immediate reply. He looked towards Julian, as though to hear what he had to say.




  “Mr. Hannaway Wells’s advice is, without doubt, technically correct,” Julian admitted, “but the whole subject is too great, and the issues involved too awful for etiquette or even propriety to count. It is for you, sir, to decide what is best for the country. You commit yourself to nothing by reading the proposals, and I suggest that you do so.”




  “We will read them,” Mr. Stenson decided.




  Julian passed over the papers. The two men crossed the room and leaned over the Prime Minister’s writing table. Mr. Stenson drew down the electric light, and they remained there in close confabulation for about a quarter of an hour. Julian sat with his back turned towards them and his ears closed. In this atmosphere of government, his own position seemed to him weird and fantastic. A sense of unreality cumbered his thoughts. Even this brief pause in the actual negotiations filled him with doubts. He could scarcely believe that it was he who was to dictate terms to the man who was responsible for the government of the country; that it was he who was to force a decision pregnant with far-reaching consequences to the entire world. The figures of Fenn and Bright loomed up ominously before him, however hard he tried to push them into the background. Was it the mandate of such men as these that he was carrying?




  Presently the two Ministers returned to their places. Julian had heard their voices for the last few minutes without being able to distinguish a word of their actual conversation.




  “We have considered the document you have brought, Orden,” the Prime Minister said, “and we frankly admit that we find its contents surprising. The terms of peace suggested form a perfectly possible basis for negotiations. At the same time, you are probably aware that it has not been in the mind of His Majesty’s Ministers to discuss terms of peace at all with the present administration of Germany.”




  “These terms,” Julian reminded him, “are dictated, not by the Kaiser and his advisers, but by the Socialist and Labour Party.”




  “It is strange,” Mr. Stenson pointed out, “that we have heard so little of that Party. It is even astonishing that we should find them in a position to be able to dictate terms of peace to the Hohenzollerns.”




  “You do not dispute the authenticity of the document?” Julian asked.




  “I will not go so far as that,” Mr. Stenson replied cautiously. “Our secret service informed us some time ago that Freistner, the head of the German Socialists, was in communication with certain people in this country. I have no doubt whatever that these are the proposals of the authorised Socialist Party of Germany. What I do not understand is how they have suddenly acquired the strength to induce proposals of peace such as these.”




  “It has been suggested,” Julian said, “that even the Hohenzollerns, even the military clique of Germany, see before them now the impossibility of reaping the rewards of their successful campaigns. Peace is becoming a necessity to them. They would prefer, therefore, to seem to yield to the demands of their own Socialists rather than to foreign pressure.”




  “That may be so,” Mr. Stenson admitted. “Let us proceed. The first part of your duty, Orden, is finished. What else have you to say?”




  “I am instructed,” Julian announced, “to appeal to you to sue at once, through the Spanish Ambassador, for an armistice while these terms are considered and arrangements made for discussing them.”




  “And if I refuse?”




  “I will not evade even that question. Of the twenty-three members of the new Council of Labour, twenty represent the Trades Unions of the great industries of the kingdom. Those twenty will unanimously proclaim a general strike, if you should refuse the proposed armistice.”




  “In other words,” Mr. Stenson observed drily, “they will scuttle the ship themselves. Do you approve of these tactics?”




  “I decline to answer that question,” Julian said, “but I would point out to you that when you acknowledged yourself defeated by the miners of South Wales, you pointed the way to some such crisis as this.”




  “That may be true,” Mr. Stenson acknowledged. “I have only at this moment, however, to deal with the present condition of affairs. Do you seriously believe that, if I make the only answer which at present seems to me possible, the Council of Labour, as they call themselves, will adopt the measures they threaten?”




  “I believe that they will,” Julian declared gravely. “I believe that the country looks upon any continuation of this war as a continuation of unnecessary and ghastly slaughter. To appreciably change the military situation would mean the sacrifice of millions more lives, would mean the continuation of the war for another two years. I believe that the people of Germany who count are of the same opinion. I believe that the inevitable change of government in Germany will show us a nation freed from this hideous lust for conquest, a nation with whom, when she is purged of the poison of these last years, we can exist fraternally and with mutual benefit.”




  “You are a very sanguine man, Mr. Orden,” Hannaway Wells remarked.




  “I have never found,” Julian replied, “that the pessimist walks with his head turned towards the truth.”




  “How long have I,” the Prime Minister asked, after a brief pause, “for my reply?”




  “Twenty-four hours,” Julian told him, “during which time it is hoped that you will communicate with our Allies and pave the way for a further understanding. The Council of Labour asks you for no pledge as to their safety. We know quite well that all of us are, legally speaking, guilty of treason. On the other hand, a single step towards the curtailment of our liberties will mean the paralysis of every industry in the United Kingdom.”




  “I realise the position perfectly,” Mr. Stenson observed drily. “I do not exactly know what to say to you personally, Orden,” he added. “Perhaps it is as well for us that the Council should have chosen an ambassador with whom discussion, at any rate, is possible. Nevertheless, I feel bound to remind you that you have taken upon your shoulders, considering your birth and education, one of the most perilous loads which any man could carry.”




  “I have weighed the consequences,” Julian replied, with a sudden and curious sadness in his tone. “I know how the name of `pacifist’ stinks in the nostrils. I know how far we are committed as a nation to a peace won by force of arms. I know how our British blood boils at the thought of leaving a foreign country with as many military advantages as Germany has acquired. But I feel, too, that there is the other side. I have brought you evidence that it is not the German nation against whom we fight, man against man, human being against human being. It is my belief that autocracy and the dynasty of the Hohenzollerns will crumble into ruin as a result of today’s negotiations, just as surely as though we sacrificed God knows how many more lives to achieve a greater measure of military triumph.”




  The Prime Minister rang the bell.




  “You are an honest man, Julian Orden,” he said, “and a decent emissary. You will reply that we take the twenty-four hours for reflection. That means that we shall meet at nine o’clock to-morrow evening.”




  He held out his hand in farewell, an action which somehow sent Julian away a happier man.
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  Julian, on, the morning following his visit to the Prime Minister, was afflicted with a curious and persistent unrest. He travelled down to the Temple land found Miles Furley in a room hung with tobacco smoke and redolent of a late night.




  “Miles,” Julian declared, as the two men shook hands, “I can’t rest.”




  “I am in the same fix,” Furley admitted. “I sat here till four o’clock. Phineas Cross came around, and half-a-dozen of the others. I felt I must talk to them, I must keep on hammering it out. We’re right, Julian. We must be right!”




  “It’s a ghastly responsibility. I wonder what history will have to say.”




  “That’s the worst of it,” Furley groaned. “They’ll have a bird’s-eye view of the whole affair, those people who write our requiem or our eulogy. You noticed the Press this morning? They’re all hinting at some great move in the West. It’s about in the clubs. Why, I even heard last night that we were in Ostend. It’s all a rig, of course. Stenson wants to gain time.”




  “Who opened these negotiations with Freistner?” Julian asked.




  “Fenn. He met him at the Geneva Conference, the year before the war. I met him, too, but I didn’t see so much of him. He’s a fine fellow, Julian—as unlike the typical German as any man you ever met.”




  “He’s honest, I suppose?”




  “As the day itself,” was the confident reply. “He has been in prison twice, you know, for plain speaking. He is the one man in Germany who has fought the war, tooth and nail, from the start.”




  Julian caught his friend by the shoulder.




  “Miles,” he said,—“straight from the bottom of your heart, mind—you do believe we are justified?”




  “I have never doubted it.”




  “You know that we have practically created a revolution—that we have established a dictatorship? Stenson must obey or face anarchy.”




  “It is the voice of the people,” Furley declared. “I am convinced that we are justified. I am convinced of the inutility of the prolongation of this war.”




  Julian drew a little sigh of relief.




  “Don’t think I am weakening,” he said. “Remember, I am new to this thing in practice, even though I may be responsible for some of the theory.”




  “It is the people who are the soundest directors of a nation’s policy,” Furley pronounced. “High politics becomes too much like a game of chess, hedged all around with etiquette and precedent. It’s human life we want to save, Julian. People don’t stop to realise the horrible tragedy of even one man’s death—one man with his little circle of relatives and friends. In the game of war one forgets. Human beings—men from the toiler’s bench, the carpenter’s bench, from behind the counter, from the land, from the mine—don khaki, become soldiers, and there seems something different about them. So many human lives gone every day; just soldiers, just the toll we have to pay for a slight advance or a costly retreat. And, my God, every one of them, underneath their khaki, is a human being! The politicians don’t grasp it, Julian. That’s our justification. The day that armistice is signed, several hundred lives at least—perhaps, thousands—will be saved; for several hundred women the sun will continue to shine. Parents, sweethearts, children—all of them—think what they will be spared!”




  “I am a man again,” Julian declared. “Come along round to Westminster. There are many things I want to ask about the Executive.”




  They drove round to the great building which had been taken over by the different members of the Labour Council. The representative of each Trades Union had his own office, staff of clerks and private telephone. Fenn, who greeted the two men with a rather excessive cordiality, constituted himself their cicerone. He took them from room to room and waited while Julian exchanged remarks with some of the delegates whom he had not met personally.




  “Every one of our members,” Fenn pointed out, “is in direct communication with the local secretary of each town in which his industry is represented. You see these?”




  He paused and laid his hand on a little heap of telegraph forms, on which one word was typed.




  “These,” he continued, “are all ready to be dispatched the second that we hear from Mr. Stenson that is to say if we should hear unfavourably. They are divided into batches, and each batch will be sent from a different post-office, so that there shall be no delay. We calculate that in seven hours, at the most, the industrial pulse of the country will have ceased to beat.”




  “How long has your organisation taken to build up?” Julian enquired.




  “Exactly three months,” David Sands observed, turning around in his swing chair from the desk at which he had been writing. “The scheme was started a few days after your article in the British Review. We took your motto as our text `Coordination and cooperation.’”




  They found their way into the clubroom, and at luncheon, later on, Julian strove to improve his acquaintance with the men who were seated around him. Some of them were Members of Parliament with well-known names, others were intensely local, but all seemed earnest and clear-sighted. Phineas Cross commenced to talk about war generally. He had just returned from a visit with other Labour Members to the front, although it is doubtful whether the result had been exactly in accordance with the intentions of the powers who had invited him.




  “I’ll tell you something about war,” he said, “which contradicts most every other experience. There’s scarcely a great subject in the world which you don’t have to take as a whole, and from the biggest point of view, to appreciate it thoroughly. It’s exactly different with war. If you want to understand more than the platitudes, you want to just take in one section of the fighting. Say there are fifty Englishmen, decent fellows, been dragged from their posts as commercial travellers or small tradesmen or labourers or what-not, and they get mixed up with a similar number of Germans. Those Germans ain’t the fiends we read about. They’re not bubbling over with militarism. They don’t want to lord it over all the world. They’ve exactly the same tastes, the same outlook upon life as the fifty Englishmen whom an iron hand has been forcing to do their best to kill. Those English chaps didn’t want to kill anybody, any more than the Germans did. They had to do it, too, simply because it was part of the game. There was a handful of German prisoners I saw, talking with their guard and exchanging smokes. One was a barber in a country town. The man who had him in tow was an English barber. Bless you, they were talking like one o’clock! That German barber didn’t want anything in life except plenty to eat and drink, to be a good husband and good father, and to save enough money to buy a little house of his own. The Englishman was just the same. He’d as soon have had that German for a pal for a day’s fishing or a walk in the country, as any one else. They’d neither of them got anything against the other. Where the hell is this spirit of hatred? You go down the line, mile after mile, and most little groups of men facing one another are just the same. Here and there, there’s some bitter feeling, through some fighting that’s seemed unfair, but that’s nothing. The fact remains that those millions of men don’t hate one another, that they’ve got nothing to hate one another about, and they’re being driven to slaughter one another like savage beasts. For what? Mr. Stenson might supply an answer. Your great editors might. Your great Generals could be glib about it. They could spout volumes of words, but there’s no substance about them. I say that in this generation there’s no call for fighting, and there didn’t ought to be any.”




  “You are not only right, but you are splendidly right, Mr. Cross,” Julian declared. “It’s human talk, that.”




  “It’s just a plain man’s words and thoughts,” was the simple reply.




  “And yet,” Fenn complained, in his thin voice, “if I talk like that, they call me a pacifist, a lot of rowdies get up and sing `Rule Britannia’, and try to chivy me out of the hall where I’m speaking.”




  “You see, there’s a difference, lad,” Cross pointed out, setting down the tankard of beer from which he had been drinking. “You talk sometimes that white-livered stuff about not hitting a man back if he wants to hit you, and you drag in your conscience, and prate about all men being brothers, and that sort of twaddle. A full-blooded Englishman don’t like it, because we are all of us out to protect what we’ve got, any way and anyhow. But that doesn’t alter the fact that there’s something wrong in the world when we’re driven to do this protecting business wholesale and being forced into murdering on a scale which only devils could have thought out and imagined. It’s the men at the top that are responsible for this war, and when people come to reckon up, they’ll say that there was blame up at the top in the Government of every Power that’s fighting, but there was a damned sight more blame amongst the Germans than any of the others, and that’s why many a hundred thousand of our young men who’ve loathed the war and felt about it as I do have gone and done their bit and kept their mouths shut.”




  “You cannot deny,” Fenn argued, “that war is contrary to Christianity.”




  “I dunno, lad,” Cross replied, winking across the table at Julian. “Seems to me there was a powerful lot of fighting in the Old Testament, and the Lord was generally on one side or the other. But you and I ain’t going to bicker, Mr. Fenn. The first decision this Council came to, when it embraced more than a dozen of us of very opposite ways of thinking, was to keep our mouths shut about our own ideas and stick to business. So give me a fill of baccy from your pipe, and we’ll have a cup of coffee together.”




  Julian’s pouch was first upon the table, and the Northumbrian filled his pipe in leisurely fashion.




  “Good stuff, sir,” he declared approvingly, as he passed it back. “After dinner I am mostly a man of peace—even when Fenn comes yapping around,” he added, looking after the disappearing figure of the secretary. “But I make no secret of this. I tumbled to it from the first that this was a great proposition, this amalgamation of Labour. It makes a power of us, even though it may, as you, Mr. Orden, said in one of your articles, bring us to the gates of revolution. But it was all I could do to bring myself to sit down at the same table with Penn and his friend Bright. You see,” he explained, “there may be times when you are forced into doing a thing that fundamentally you disapprove of and you know is wrong. I disapprove of this war, and I know it’s wrong—it’s a foul mess that we’ve been got into by those who should have known better—but I ain’t like Fenn about it. We’re in it, and we’ve got to get out of it, not like cowards but like Englishmen, and if fighting had been the only way through, then I should have been for fighting to the last gasp. Fortunately, we’ve got into touch with the sensible folk on the other side. If we hadn’t—well, I’ll say no more but that I’ve got two boys fighting and one buried at Ypres, and I’ve another, though he’s over young, doing his drill.”




  “Mr. Cross,” Julian said, “you’ve done me more good than any one I’ve talked to since the war began.”




  “That’s right, lad,” Cross replied. “You get straight words from one; and not only that, you get the words of another million behind me, who feel as I do. But,” he added, glancing across the room and lowering his voice, “keep your eye on that artful devil, Fenn. He doesn’t bear you any particular good will.”




  “He wasn’t exactly a hospitable gaoler,” Julian reminiscently observed.




  “I’m not speaking of that only,” Cross went on. “There wasn’t one of us who didn’t vote for squeezing that document out of you one way or the other, and if it had been necessary to screw your neck off for it, I don’t know as one of us would have hesitated, for you were standing between us and the big thing. But he and that little skunk Bright ain’t to be trusted, in my mind, and it seems to me they’ve got a down on you. Fenn counted on being heart of this Council, for one thing, and there’s a matter of a young woman, eh, for another?”




  “A young woman?” Julian repeated.




  Cross nodded.




  “The Russian young person—Miss Abbeway, she calls herself. Fenn’s been her lap-dog round here—takes her out to dine and that. It’s just a word of warning, that’s all. You’re new amongst us, Mr. Orden, and you might think us all honest men. Well, we ain’t; that’s all there is to it.”




  Julian recovered from a momentary fit of astonishment.




  “I am much obliged to you for your candour, Mr. Cross,” he said.




  “And never you mind about the ‘Mr.’, sir,” the Northumbrian begged.




  “Nor you about the `sir’,” Julian retorted, with a smile.




  “Middle stump,” Cross acknowledged. “And since we are on the subject, my new friend, let me tell you this. To feel perfectly happy about this Council, there’s just three as I should like to see out of it—Fenn, Bright—and the young lady.”




  “Why the young lady?” Julian asked quickly.




  “You might as well ask me, `Why Fenn and Bright?’” the other replied. “I shouldn’t make no answer. We’re superstitious, you know, we north country folk, and we are all for instincts. All I can say to you is that there isn’t one of those three I’d trust around the corner.”




  “Miss Abbeway is surely above suspicion?” Julian protested. “She has given up a great position and devoted the greater part of her fortune towards the causes which you and I and all of us are working for.”




  “There’d be plenty of work for her in Russia just now,” Cross observed.




  “No person of noble birth,” Julian reminded him, “has the slightest chance of working effectively in Russia to-day. Besides, Miss Abbeway is half English. Failing Russia, she would naturally select this as the country in which she could do most good.”




  Some retort seemed to fade away upon the other’s lips. His shaggy eyebrows were drawn a little closer together as he glanced towards the door. Julian followed the direction of his gaze. Catherine had entered and was looking around as though in search of some one.




  Catherine was more heavily veiled than usual. Her dress and hat were of sombre black, and her manner nervous and disturbed. She came slowly to-wards their end of the table, although she was obviously in search of some one else.




  “Do you happen to know where Mr. Fenn is?” she enquired.




  Julian raised his eyebrows.




  “Fenn was here a few minutes ago,” he replied, “but he left us abruptly. I fancy that he rather disapproved of our conversation.”




  “He has gone to his room perhaps,” she said. “I will go upstairs.”




  She turned away. Julian, however, followed her to the door.




  “Shall I see you again before you leave?” he asked.




  “Of course—if you wish to.”




  There was a moment’s perceptible pause.




  “Won’t you come upstairs with me to Mr. Fenn’s room?” she continued.




  “Not if your business is in any way private.”




  She began to ascend the stairs.




  “It isn’t private,” she said, “but I particularly want Mr. Fenn to tell me something, and as you know, he is peculiar. Perhaps, if you don’t mind, it would be better if you waited for me downstairs.”




  Julian’s response was a little vague. She left him, however, without appearing to notice his reluctance and knocked at the door of Fenn’s room. She found him seated behind a desk, dictating some letters to a stenographer, whom he waved away at her entrance.




  “Delighted to see you, Miss Abbeway,” he declared impressively, “delighted! Come and sit down, please, and talk to me. We have had a tremendous morning. Even though the machine is all ready to start, it needs a watchful hand all the time.”




  She sank into the chair from which he had swept a pile of papers and raised her veil.




  “Mr. Fenn,” she confessed. “I came to you because I have been very worried.”




  He withdrew a little into himself. His eyes narrowed. His manner became more cautious.




  “Worried?” he repeated. “Well?”




  “I want to ask you this: have you heard anything from Freistner during the last day or two?”




  Fenn’s face was immovable. He still showed no signs of discomposure—his voice only was not altogether natural.




  “Last day or two?” he repeated reflectively. “No, I can’t say that I have, Miss Abbeway. I needn’t remind you that we don’t risk communications except when they are necessary.”




  “Will you try and get into touch with him at once?” she begged.




  “Why?” Fenn asked, glancing at her searchingly.




  “One of our Russian writers,” she said, “once wrote that there are a thousand eddies in the winds of chance. One of those has blown my way to-day—or rather yesterday. Freistner is above all suspicion, is he not?”




  “Far above,” was the confident reply. “I am not the only one who knows him. Ask the others.”




  “Do you think it possible that he himself can have been deceived?” she persisted.




  “In what manner?”




  “In his own strength—the strength of his own Party,” she proceeded eagerly. “Do you think it possible that the Imperialists have pretended to recognise in him a far greater factor in the situation than he really is? Have pretended to acquiesce in these terms of peace with the intention of repudiating them when we have once gone too far?”




  Fenn seemed for a moment to have shrunk in his chair. His eyes had fallen before her passionate gaze. The penholder which he was grasping snapped in his fingers. Nevertheless, his voice still performed its office.




  “My dear Miss Abbeway,” he protested, “who or what has been putting these ideas into your head?”




  “A veritable chance,” she replied, “brought me yesterday afternoon into contact with a man—a neutral—who is supposed to be very intimately acquainted with what goes on in Germany.”




  “What did he tell you?” Fenn demanded feverishly.




  “He told me nothing,” she admitted. “I have no more to go on than an uplifted eyebrow. All the same, I came away feeling uneasy. I have felt wretched ever since. I am wretched now. I beg you to get at once into touch with Freistner. You can do that now without any risk. Simply ask him for a confirmation of the existing situation.”




  “That is quite easy,” Fenn promised. “I will do it without delay. But in the meantime,” he added, moistening his dry lips, “can’t you possibly get to know what this man—this neutral—is driving at?”




  “I fear not,” she replied, “but I shall try. I have invited him to dine to-night.”




  “If you discover anything, when shall you let us know?”




  “Immediately,” she promised. “I shall telephone for Mr. Orden.”




  For a moment he lost control of himself.




  “Why Mr. Orden?” he demanded passionately. “He is the youngest member of the Council. He knows nothing of our negotiations with Freistner. Surely I am the person with whom you should communicate?”




  “It will be very late to-night,” she reminded him, “and Mr. Orden is my personal friend—outside the Council.”




  “And am I not?” he asked fiercely. “I want to be. I have tried to be.”




  She appeared to find his agitation disconcerting, and she withdrew a little from the yellow-stained fingers which had crept out towards hers.




  “We are all friends,” she said evasively. “Perhaps—if there is anything important, then—I will come, or send for you.”




  He rose to his feet, less, it seemed, as an act of courtesy in view of her departure, than with the intention of some further movement. He suddenly reseated himself, however, his fingers grasped at the air, he became ghastly pale.




  “Are you ill, Mr. Fenn?” she exclaimed.




  He poured himself out a glass of water with trembling fingers and drank it unsteadily.




  “Nerves, I suppose,” he said. “I’ve had to carry the whole burden of these negotiations upon my shoulders, with very little help from any one, with none of the sympathy that counts.”




  A momentary impulse of kindness did battle with her invincible dislike of the man.




  “You must remember,” she urged, “that yours is a glorious work; that our thoughts and gratitude are with you.”




  “But are they?” he demanded, with another little burst of passion. “Gratitude, indeed! If the Council feel that, why was I not selected to approach the Prime Minister instead of Julian Orden? Sympathy! If you, the one person from whom I desire it, have any to offer, why can you not be kinder? Why can you not respond, ever so little, to what I feel for you?”




  She hesitated for a moment, seeking for the words which would hurt him least. Tactless as ever, he misunderstood her.




  “I may have had one small check in my career,” he continued eagerly, “but the game is not finished. Believe me, I have still great cards up my sleeve. I know that you have been used to wealth and luxury. Miss Abbeway,” he went on, his voice dropping to a hoarse whisper, “I was not boasting the other night. I have saved money, I have speculated fortunately—I—”




  The look in her eyes stifled his eloquence. He broke off in his speech—became dumb and voiceless.




  “Mr. Fenn,” she said, “once and for all this sort of conversation is distasteful to me. A great deal of what you say I do not understand. What I do understand, I dislike.”




  She left him, with an inscrutable look. He made no effort to open the door for her. He simply stood listening to her departing footsteps, listened to the shrill summons of the lift-bell, listened to the lift itself go clanging downwards. Then he resumed his seat at his desk. With his hands clasped nervously together, an ink smear upon his cheek, his mouth slightly open, disclosing his irregular and discoloured teeth, he was not by any means a pleasant looking object.




  He blew down a tube by his side and gave a muttered order. In a few minutes Bright presented himself.




  “I am busy,” the latter observed curtly, as he closed the door behind him.




  “You’ve got to be busier in a few minutes,” was the harsh reply. “There’s a screw loose somewhere.”




  Bright stood motionless.




  “Any one been disagreeable?” he asked, after a moment’s pause.




  “Get down to your office at once,” Fenn directed briefly. “Have Miss Abbeway followed. I want reports of her movements every hour. I shall be here all night.”




  Bright grinned unpleasantly.




  “Another Samson, eh?”




  “Go to Hell, and do as you’re told!” was the fierce reply. “Put your best men on the job. I must know, for all our sakes, the name of the neutral whom Miss Abbeway sees to-night and with whom she is exchanging confidences.”




  Bright left the room with a shrug of the shoulders. Nicholas Fenn turned up the electric light, pulled out a bank book from the drawer of his desk, and, throwing it on to the fire, watched it until it was consumed.
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  The Baron Hellman, comfortably seated at the brilliantly decorated round dining table, between Catherine, on one side, and a lady to whom he had not been introduced, contemplated the menu through his immovable eyeglass with satisfaction, unfolded his napkin, and continued the conversation with his hostess, a few places away, which the announcement of dinner had interrupted.




  “You are quite right, Princess,” he admitted.




  “The position of neutrals, especially in the diplomatic world, becomes, in the case of a war like this, most difficult and sometimes embarrassing. To preserve a correct attitude is often a severe strain upon one’s self-restraint.”




  The Princess nodded sympathetically.




  “A very charming young man, the Baron,” she confided to the General who had taken her in to dinner. “I knew his father and his uncle quite well, in those happy days before the war, when one used to move from country to country.”




  “Diplomatic type of features,” the General remarked, who hated all foreigners. “It’s rather bad luck on them,” he went on, with bland insularity, “that the men of the European neutrals—Dutch, Danish, Norwegians or Swedes—all resemble Germans so much more than Englishmen.”




  The Baron turned towards Catherine and ventured upon a whispered compliment. She was wearing a wonderful pre-war dress of black velvet, close-fitting yet nowhere cramping her naturally delightful figure. A rope of pearls hung from her neck—her only ornament.




  “It is permitted, Countess, to express one’s appreciation of your toilette?” he ventured.




  “In England it is not usual,” she reminded him, with a smile, “but as you are such an old friend of the family, we will call it permissible. It is, as a matter of fact, the last gown I had from Paris. Nowadays, one thinks of other things.”




  “You are one of the few women,” he observed, “who mix in the great affairs and yet remain intensely feminine.”




  “Just now,” she sighed, “the great affairs do not please me.”




  “Yet they are interesting,” he replied. “The atmosphere at the present moment is electric, charged with all manner of strange possibilities. But we talk too seriously. Will you not let me know the names of some of your guests? With General Crossley I am already acquainted.”




  “They really don’t count for very much,” she said, a little carelessly. “This is entirely aunt’s Friday night gathering, and they are all her friends. That is Lady Maltenby opposite you, and her husband on the other side of my aunt.”




  “Maltenby,” he repeated. “Ah, yes! There is one son a Brigadier, is there not? And another one sees sometimes about town—a Mr. Julian Orden.”




  “He is the youngest son.”




  “Am I exceeding the privileges of friendship, Countess,” the Baron continued, “if I enquire whether there was not a rumour of an engagement between yourself and Mr. Orden, a few days ago?”




  “It is in the air,” she admitted, “but at present nothing is settled. Mr. Orden has peculiar habits. He disappeared from Society altogether, a few days ago, and has only just returned.”




  “A censor, was he not?”




  “Something of the sort,” Catherine assented. “He went out to France, though, and did extremely well. He lost his foot there.”




  “I have noticed that he uses a stick,” the Baron remarked. “I always find him a young man of pleasant and distinguished appearance.”




  “Well,” Catherine continued, “that is Mr. Braithwaiter the playwright, a little to the left—the man, with the smooth grey hair and eyeglass. Mrs. Hamilton Beardsmore you know, of course; her husband is commanding his regiment in Egypt.”




  “The lady on my left?”




  “Lady Grayson. She comes up from the country once a month to buy food. You needn’t mind her. She is stone deaf and prefers dining to talking.”




  “I am relieved,” the Baron confessed, with a little sigh. “I addressed her as we sat down, and she made no reply. I began to wonder if I had offended.”




  “The man next me,” she went on, “is Mr. Millson Gray. He is an American millionaire, over here to study our Y.M.C.A. methods. He can talk of nothing else in the world but Y.M.C.A. huts and American investments, and he is very hungry.”




  “The conditions,” the Baron observed, “seem favourable for a tete-a-tete.”




  Catherine smiled up into his imperturbable face. The wine had brought a faint colour to her cheeks, and the young man sighed regretfully at the idea of her prospective engagement. He had always been one of Catherine’s most pronounced admirers.




  “But what are we to talk about?” she asked. “On the really interesting subjects your lips are always closed. You are a marvel of discretion, you know, Baron—even to me.”




  “That is perhaps because you hide your real personality under so many aliases.”




  “I must think that over,” she murmured.




  “You,” he continued, “are an aristocrat of the aristocrats. I can quite conceive that you found your position in Russia incompatible with modern ideas. The Russian aristocracy, if you will forgive my saying so, is in for a bad time which it has done its best to thoroughly deserve. But in England your position is scarcely so comprehensible. Here you come to a sanely governed country, which is, to all effects and purposes, a country governed by the people for the people. Yet here, within two years, you have made yourself one of the champions of democracy. Why? The people are not ill-treated. On the contrary, I should call them pampered.”




  “You do not understand,” she explained earnestly. “In Russia it was the aristocracy who oppressed the people, shamefully and malevolently. In England it is the bourgeoisie who rule the country and stand in the light of Labour. It is the middleman, the profiteer, the new capitalist here who has become an ugly and a dominant power. Labour has the means by which to assert itself and to claim its rights, but has never possessed the leaders or the training. That has been the subject of my lectures over here from the beginning. I want to teach the people how to crush the middleman. I want to show them how to discover and to utilise their strength.”




  “Is not that a little dangerous?” he enquired. “You might easily produce a state of chaos.”




  “For a time, perhaps,” she admitted, “but never for long. You see, the British have one transcendental quality; they possess common sense. They are not idealists like the Russians. The men with whom I mix neither walk with their heads turned to the clouds nor do they grope about amongst the mud. They just look straight ahead of them, and they ask for what they see in the path.”




  “I see,” he murmured. “And now, having reached just this stage in our conversation, let me ask you this. You read the newspapers?”




  “Diligently,” she assured him.




  “Are you aware of a very curious note of unrest during the last few days—hints at a crisis in the war which nothing in the military situation seems to justify—vague but rather gloomy suggestions of an early peace?”




  “Every one is talking about it,” she agreed. “I think that you and I have some idea as to what it means.”




  “Have we?” he asked quietly.




  “And somehow,” she went on, dropping her voice a little, “I believe that your knowledge goes farther than mine.”




  He gave no sign, made no answer. Some question from across the table, with reference to the action of one of his country’s Ministers, was referred to him. He replied to it and drifted quite naturally into a general conversation. Without any evident effort, he seemed to desire to bring his tete-a-tete with Catherine to a close. She showed no sign of disappointment; indeed she fell into his humour and made vigorous efforts to attack the subject of Y.M.C.A. huts with her neighbour on the right. The rest of the meal passed in this manner, and it was not until they met, an hour later, in the Princess’ famous reception room, that they exchanged more than a casual word. The Princess liked to entertain her guests in a fashion of her own. The long apartment, with its many recesses and deep windows, an apartment which took up the whole of one side of the large house, had all the dignity and even splendour of a drawing-room, and yet, with its little palm court, its cosy divans, its bridge tables and roulette board, encouraged an air of freedom which made it eminently habitable.




  “I wonder, Baron,” she asked, “what time you are leaving, and whether I could rely upon your escort to the Lawsons’ dance? Don’t hesitate to say if you have an engagement, as it only means my telephoning to some friends.”




  “I am entirely at your service, Countess,” he answered promptly. “As a matter of fact, I have already promised to appear there myself for an hour.”




  “You would like to play bridge now, perhaps?” she asked.




  “The Princess was kind enough to invite me,” he replied, “but I ventured to excuse myself. I saw that the numbers were even without me, and I hoped for a little more conversation with you.”




  They seated themselves in an exceedingly comfortable corner. A footman brought them coffee, and a butler offered strange liqueurs. Catherine leaned back with a little sigh of relief.




  “Every one calls this room of my aunt’s the hotel lounge,” she remarked. “Personally, I love it.”




  “To me, also, it is the ideal apartment,” he confessed. “Here we are alone, and I may ask you a question which was on my lips when we had tea together at the Carlton, and which, but for our environment, I should certainly have asked you at dinner time.”




  “You may ask me anything,” she assured him, with a little smile. “I am feeling happy and loquacious. Don’t tempt me to talk, or I shall give away all my life’s secrets.”




  “I will only ask you for one just now,” he promised. “Is it true that you have to-day had some disagreement with—shall I say a small congress of men who have their meetings down at Westminster, and with whom you have been in close touch for some time?”




  Her start was unmistakable.




  “How on earth do you know anything about that?”




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  “These are the days,” he said, “when, if one is to succeed in my profession, one must know everything.”




  She did not speak for a moment. His question had been rather a shock to her. In a moment or two, however, she found herself wondering how to use it for her own advantage.




  “It is true,” she admitted.




  He looked intently at the point of his patent shoe.




  “Is this not a case, Countess,” he ventured, “in which you and I might perhaps come a little closer together?”




  “If you have anything to suggest, I am ready to listen,” she said.




  “I wonder,” he went on, “if I am right in some of my ideas? I shall test them. You have taken up your abode in England. That was natural, for domestic reasons. You have shown a great interest in a certain section of the British public. It is my theory that your interest in England is for that section only; that as a country, you are no more an admirer of her characteristics than I am.”




  “You are perfectly right,” she answered coolly.




  “Your interest,” he proceeded, “is in the men and women toilers of the world, the people who carry on their shoulders the whole burden of life, and whose position you are continually desiring to ameliorate. I take it that your sympathy is international?”




  “It is,” she assented




  “People of this order in—say—Germany, excite your sympathy in the same degree?”




  “Absolutely!”




  “Therefore,” he propounded, “you are working for the betterment of the least considered class, whether it be German, Austrian, British, or French?”




  “That also is true,” she agreed.




  “I pursue my theory, then. The issue of this war leaves you indifferent, so long as the people come to their own?”




  “My work for the last few weeks amongst those men of whom you have been speaking,” she pointed out, “should prove that.”




  “We are through the wood and in the open, then,” he declared, with a little sigh of relief. “Now I am prepared to trade secrets with you. I am not a friend of this country. Neither my Chief nor my Government have the slightest desire to see England win the war.”




  “That I knew,” she acknowledged.




  “Now I ask you for information,” he continued. “Tell me this? Your pseudo-friends have presented the supposed German terms of peace to Mr. Stenson. What was the result?”




  “He is taking twenty-four hours to consider them.”




  “And what will happen if he refuses?” the Baron asked, leaning a little towards her. “Will they use their mighty weapon? Will they really go the whole way, or will they compromise?”




  “They will not compromise,” she assured him. “The telegrams to the secretaries of the various Trades Unions are already written out. They will be despatched five minutes after Mr. Stenson’s refusal to sue for an armistice has been announced.”




  “You know that?” he persisted.




  “I know it beyond any shadow of doubt.”




  He nodded slowly.




  “Your information,” he admitted, “is valuable to me. Well though I am served, I cannot penetrate into the inner circles of the Council itself. Your news is good.”




  “And now,” she said, “I expect the most amazing revelations from you.”




  “You shall have them, with pleasure,” he replied. “Freistner has been in a German fortress for some weeks and may be shot at any moment. The supposed strength of the Socialist Party in Germany is an utter sham. The signatures attached to the document which was handed to your Council some days ago will be repudiated. The whole scheme of coming into touch with your Labour classes has been fostered and developed by the German War Cabinet. England will be placed in the most humiliating and ridiculous position. It will mean the end of the war.”




  “And Germany?” she gasped.




  “Germany,” the Baron pronounced calmly, “will have taken the first great step up the ladder in her climb towards the dominance of the world.”
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  There were one or two amongst those present in the Council room at Westminster that evening, who noted and never forgot a certain indefinable dignity which seemed to come to Stenson’s aid and enabled him to face what must have been an unwelcome and anxious ordeal without discomposure or disquiet. He entered the room accompanied by Julian and Phineas Cross, and he had very much the air of a man who has come to pay a business visit, concerning the final issue of which there could be no possible doubt. He shook hands with the Bishop gravely but courteously, nodded to the others with whom he was acquainted, asked the names of the few strangers present, and made a careful mental note of what industries and districts they represented. He then accepted a chair by the side of the Bishop, who immediately opened the proceedings.




  “My friends,” the latter began, “as I sent word to you a little time ago, Mr. Stenson has preferred to bring you his answer himself. Our ambassador—Mr. Julian Orden—waited upon him at Downing Street at the hour arranged upon, and, in accordance with his wish to meet you all, Mr. Stenson is paying us this visit.”




  The Bishop hesitated, and the Prime Minister promptly drew his chair a little farther into the circle.




  “Gentlemen,” he said, “the issue which you have raised is so tremendous, and its results may well be so catastrophic, that I thought it my duty to beg Mr. Orden to arrange for me to come and speak to you all, to explain to you face to face why, on behalf of His Majesty’s Government, I cannot do your bidding.”




  “You don’t want peace, then?” one of the delegates from the other side of the table asked bluntly.




  “We do not,” was the quiet reply. “We are not ready for it.”




  “The country is,” Fenn declared firmly. “We are.”




  “So your ambassador has told me,” was the calm reply. “In point of numbers you may be said, perhaps, to represent the nation. In point of intellect, of knowledge—of inner knowledge, mind—I claim that I represent it. I tell you that a peace now, even on the terms which your Socialist allies in Germany have suggested, would be for us a peace of dishonour.”




  “Will you tell us why?” the Bishop begged.




  “Because it is not the peace we promised our dead or our living heroes,” Mr. Stenson said slowly. “We set out to fight for democracy—your cause. That fight would be a failure if we allowed the proudest, the most autocratic, the most conscienceless despot who ever sat upon a throne to remain in his place.”




  “But that is just what we shall not do,” Fenn interrupted. “Freistner has assured us of that. The peace is not the Kaiser’s peace. It is the peace of the Socialist Party in Germany, and the day the terms are proclaimed, democracy there will score its first triumph.”




  “I find neither in the European Press nor in the reports of our secret service agents the slightest warrant for any such supposition,” Mr. Stenson pronounced with emphasis.




  “You have read Freistner’s letter?” Fenn asked.




  “Every word of it,” the Prime Minister replied. “I believe that Freistner is an honest man, as honest as any of you, but I think that he is mistaken. I do not believe that the German people are with him. I am content to believe that those signatures are genuine. I will even believe that Germany would welcome those terms of peace, although she would never allow them to proceed from her own Cabinet. But I do not believe that the clash and turmoil which would follow their publication would lead to the overthrow of the German dynasty. You give me no proof of it, gentlemen. You have none yourselves. And therefore I say that you propose to work in the dark, and it seems to me that your work may lead to an evil end. I want you to listen to me for one moment,” he went on, his face lighting up with a flash of terrible earnestness. “I am not going to cast about in my mind for flowery phrases or epigrams. We are plain men here together, with our country’s fate in the balance. For God’s sake, realise your responsibilities. I want peace. I ache for it. But there will be no peace for Europe while Germany remains an undefeated autocracy. We’ve promised our dead and our living to oust that corrupt monster from his throne. We’ve promised it to France our glorious Allies. We’ve shaken hands about it with America, whose ships are already crowding the seas, and whose young manhood has taken the oath which ours has taken. This isn’t the time for peace. I am not speaking in the dark when I tell you that we have a great movement pending in the West which may completely alter the whole military situation. Give us a chance. If you carry out your threat, you plunge this country into revolution, you dishonour us in the face of our Allies; you will go through the rest of your lives, every one of you, with a guilt upon your souls, a stain upon your consciences, which nothing will ever obliterate. You see, I have kept my word—I haven’t said much. I cannot ask for the armistice you suggest. If you take this step you threaten—I do not deny its significance you will probably stop the war. One of you will come in and take my place. There will be turmoil, confusion, very likely bloodshed. I know what the issue will be, and yet I know my duty. There is not one member of my Cabinet who is not with me. We refuse your appeal.”




  Every one at the table seemed to be talking at the same time to every one else. Then Cross’s voice rose above the others. He rose to his feet to ensure attention.




  “Bishop,” he said, “there is one point in what Mr. Stenson has been saying which I think we might and ought to consider a little more fully, and that is, what guarantees have we that Freistner really has the people at the back of him, that he’ll be able to cleanse that rat pit at Berlin of the Hohenzollern and his clan of junkers—the most accursed type of politician who ever breathed? We ought to be very sure about this. Fenn’s our man. What about it, Fenn?”




  “Freistner’s letters for weeks,” Fenn answered, “have spoken of the wonderful wave of socialistic feeling throughout the country. He is an honest man, and he does not exaggerate. He assures us that half the nation is pledged.”




  “One man,” David Sands remarked thoughtfully. “If, there is a weak point about this business, which I am not prepared wholly to admit, it is that the entire job on that side seems to be run by one man. There’s a score of us. I should like to hear of more on the other side.”




  “It is strange,” Mr. Stenson pointed out, “that so little news of this gain of strength on the part of the Socialists has been allowed to escape from Germany. However rigid their censorship, copies of German newspapers reach us every day from neutral countries. I cannot believe that Socialism has made the advance Freistner claims for it, and I agree with our friends, Mr. Cross and Mr. Sands here, that you ought to be very sure that Freistner is not deceived before you take this extreme measure.”




  “We are content to trust to our brothers in Germany,” Fenn declared.




  “I am not convinced that we should be wise to do so,” Julian intervened. “I am in favour of our taking a few more days to consider this matter.”




  “And I am against any delay,” Fenn objected hotly. “I am for immediate action.”




  “Let me explain where I think we have been a little hasty,” Julian continued earnestly. “I gather that the whole correspondence between this body and the Socialist Party in Germany has been carried on by Mr. Fenn and Freistner. There are other well-known Socialists in Germany, but from not one of these have we received any direct communication. Furthermore—and I say this without wishing to impugn in any way the care with which I am sure our secretary has transcribed these letters—at a time like this I am forced to remember that I have seen nothing but copies.”




  Fenn was on his feet in a moment, white with passion.




  “Do you mean to insinuate that I have altered or forged the letters?” he shouted.




  “I have made no insinuations,” Julian replied. “At the same time, before we proceed to extremities, I propose that we spend half an hour studying the originals.”




  “That’s common sense,” Cross declared. “There’s no one can object to that. I’m none so much in favour of these typewritten slips myself.”




  Fenn turned to whisper to Bright. Mr. Stenson rose to his feet. The glare of the unshaded lamp fell upon his strained face. He seemed to have grown older and thinner since his entrance into the room.




  “I can neither better nor weaken my cause by remaining,” he said. “Only let this be my parting word to you. Upon my soul as an Englishman, I believe that if you send out those telegrams to-night, if you use your hideous and deadly weapon against me and the Government, I believe that you will be guilty of this country’s ruin, as you certainly will of her dishonour. You have the example of Russia before you. And I will tell you this, too, which take into your hearts. There isn’t one of those men who are marching, perhaps to-night, perhaps tomorrow, to a possible death, who would thank you for trying, to save their lives or bodies at the expense of England’s honour. Those about to die would be your sternest critics. I can say no more.”




  Julian walked with the Premier towards the door.




  “Mr. Stenson,” he declared, “you have said just what could be said from your point of view, and God knows, even now, who is in the right! You are looking at the future with a very full knowledge of many things of which we are all ignorant. You have, quite naturally, too, the politician’s hatred of the methods these people propose. I myself am inclined to think that they are a little hasty.”




  “Orden,” Mr. Stenson replied sternly, “I did not come to you to-night as a politician. I have spoken as a man and an Englishman, as I speak to you now. For the love of your country and her honour, use your influence with these people. Stop those telegrams. Work for delay at any cost. There’s something inexplicable, sinister, about the whole business. Freistner may be an honest man, but I’ll swear that he hasn’t the influence or the position that these people have been led to believe. And as for Nicholas Fenn—”




  The Prime Minister paused. Julian waited anxiously.




  “It is my belief,” the former concluded deliberately, “that thirty seconds in the courtyard of the Tower, with his back to the light, would about meet his case.”




  They parted at the door, and Julian returned to his seat, uneasy and perplexed. Around the Council table voices were raised in anger. Fenn, who was sitting moodily with folded arms, his chair drawn a little back from the table, scowled at him as he took his place. Furley, who had been whispering to the Bishop, turned towards Julian.




  “It seems,” he announced, “that the originals of most of Freistner’s communications have been destroyed.”




  “And why not?” Fenn demanded passionately. “Why should I keep letters which would lay a rope around my neck any day they were found? You all know as well as I do that we’ve been expecting the police to raid the place ever since we took it.”




  “I am a late comer,” Julian observed, “but surely some of you others have seen the original communications?”




  Thomas Evans spoke up from the other end of the table,—a small, sturdily built man, a great power in South Wales.




  “To be frank,” he said, “I don’t like these insinuations. Fenn’s been our secretary from the first. He opened the negotiations, and he’s carried them through. We either trust him, or we don’t. I trust him.”




  “And I’m not saying you’re not right, lad.” Cross declared. “I’m for being cautious, but it’s more with the idea that our German friends themselves may be a little too sanguine.”




  “I will pledge my word,” Fenn pronounced fiercely, “to the truth of all the facts I have laid before you. Whatever my work may have been, to-day it is completed. I have brought you a people’s peace from Germany. This very Council was formed for the purpose of imposing that peace upon the Government. Are you going to back out now, because a dilettante writer, an aristocrat who never did a stroke of work in his life, casts sneering doubts upon my honesty? I’ve done the work you gave me to do. It’s up to you to finish it, I represent a million working men. So does David Sands there, Evans and Cross, and you others. What does Orden represent? Nobody and nothing! Miles Furley? A little band of Socialists who live in their gardens and keep bees! My lord Bishop? Just his congregation from week to week! Yet it’s these outsiders who’ve come in and disturbed us. I’ve had enough of it and them. We’ve wasted the night, but I propose that the telegrams go out at eight o’clock tomorrow morning. Hands up for it!”




  It was a counter-attack which swept everything before it. Every hand in the room except the Bishop’s, Furley’s, Cross’s and Julian’s was raised. Fenn led the way towards the door.




  “We’ve our work to do, chaps,” he said. “We’ll leave the others to talk till daylight, if they want to.”
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  Julian and Furley left the place together. They looked for the Bishop but found that he had slipped away.




  “To Downing Street, I believe,” Furley remarked. “He has some vague idea of suggesting a compromise.”




  “Compromise!” Julian repeated a little drearily. “How can there be any such thing! There might be delay. I think we ought to have given Stenson a week—time to communicate with America and send a mission to France.”




  “We are like all theorists,” Furley declared moodily, stopping to relight his pipe. “We create and destroy on palter with amazing facility. When it comes to practice, we are funks.”




  “Are you funking this?” Julian asked bluntly.




  “How can any one help it? Theoretically we are right—I am sure of it. If we leave it to the politicians, this war will go dragging on for God knows how long. It’s the people who are paying. It’s the people who ought to make the peace. The only thing that bothers me is whether we are doing it the right way. Is Freistner honest? Could he be self-deceived? Is there any chance that he could be playing into the hands of the Pan-Germans?”




  “Fenn is the man who has had most to do with him,” Julian remarked. “I wouldn’t trust Fenn a yard, but I believe in Freistner.”




  “So do I,” Furley assented, “but is Fenn’s report of his promises and the strength of his followers entirely honest?”




  “That’s the part of the whole thing I don’t like,” Julian acknowledged. “Fenn’s practically the corner stone of this affair. It was he who met Freistner in Amsterdam and started these negotiations, and I’m damned if I like Fenn, or trust him. Did you see the way he looked at Stenson out of the corners of his eyes, like a little ferret? Stenson was at his best, too. I never admired the man more.”




  “He certainly kept his head,” Furley agreed. “His few straight words were to the point, too.”




  “It wasn’t the occasion for eloquence,” Julian declared. “That’ll come next week. I suppose he’ll try and break the Trades Unions. What a chance for an Edmund Burke! It’s all right, I suppose, but I wonder why I’m feeling so damned miserable.”




  “The fact is,” Furley confided, “you and I and the Bishop and Miss Abbeway are all to a certain extent out of place on that Council. We ought to have contented ourselves with having supplied the ideas. When it comes to the practical side, our other instincts revolt. After all, if we believed that by continuing the war we could beat Germany from a military point of view, I suppose we should forget a lot of this admirable reasoning of ours and let it go on.”




  “It doesn’t seem a fair bargain, though,” Julian sighed. “It’s the lives of our men to-day for the freedom of their descendants, if that isn’t frittered away by another race of politicians. It isn’t good enough, Miles.”




  “Then let’s be thankful it’s going to stop,” Furley declared. “We’ve pinned our colours to the mast, Julian. I don’t like Fenn any more than you do, nor do I trust him, but I can’t see, in this instance, that he has anything to gain by not running straight. Besides, he can’t have faked the terms, and that’s the only document that counts. And so good night and to bed,” he added, pausing at the street corner, where they parted.




  There was something curiously different about the demeanour of Julian’s trusted servant, as he took his master’s coat and hat. Even Julian, engrossed as he was in the happenings of the evening, could scarcely fail to notice it.




  “You seem out of sorts to-night, Robert!” he remarked.




  The latter, whose manners were usually suave and excellent, answered almost harshly.




  “I have enough to make me so, sir—more than enough. I wish to give a week’s notice.”




  “Been drinking, Robert?” his master enquired.




  The man smiled mirthlessly.




  “I am quite sober, sir,” he answered, “but I should be glad to go at once. It would be better for both of us.”




  “What have you against me?” Julian asked, puzzled.




  “The lives of my two boys,” was the fierce reply. “Fred’s gone now—died in hospital last night. It was you who talked them into soldiering.”




  Julian’s manner changed at once, and his tone became kinder.




  “You are very foolish to blame anybody, Robert. Your sons did their duty. If they hadn’t joined up when they did, they would have had to join as conscripts later on.”




  “Their duty!” Robert repeated, with smothered scorn. “Their duty to a squirming nest of cowardly politicians—begging your pardon, sir. Why, the whole Government isn’t worth the blood of one of them!”




  “I am sorry about Fred,” Julian said sympathetically. “All the same, Robert, you must try and pull yourself together.”




  The man groaned.




  “Pull myself together!” he said angrily. “Mr. Orden, sir, I’m trying to keep respectful, but it’s a hard thing. I’ve been reading the evening papers. There’s an article, signed `Paul Fiske’, in the Pall Mall. They tell me that you’re Paul Fiske. You’re for peace, it seems—for peace with the German Emperor and his bloody crew.”




  “I am in favour of peace on certain terms, at the earliest possible moment,” Julian admitted.




  “That’s where you’ve sold us, then—sold us all!” Robert declared fiercely. “My boys died believing they were fighting for men who would keep their word. The war was to go on till victory was won.. They died happily, believing that those who had spoken for England would keep their word. You’re very soft-hearted in that article, sir, about the living. Did you think, when you sat down to write it, about the dead?—about that wilderness of white crosses out in France? You’re proposing in cold blood to let those devils stay on their own dunghill.”




  “It is a very large question, Robert,” Julian reminded him. “The war is fast reaching a period of mutual exhaustion.”




  The man threw all restraint to the winds.




  “Claptrap!” was his angry reply. “You wealthy people want your fleshpots again. We’ve a few more million men, haven’t we? America has a few more millions?”




  “Your own loss, Robert, has made you—and quite naturally, too—very bitter,” his master said gently. “You must let those who have thought this matter out come to a decision upon it. Beyond a certain point, the manhood of the world must be conserved.”




  “That sounds just like fine talk to me, sir, and no more; the sort of stuff that’s printed in articles and that no one takes much stock of. Words were plain enough when we started out to fight this war. We were going to crush the German military spirit and not leave off fighting until we’d done it. There was nothing said then about conserving millions of men. It was to be fought out to the end, whatever it cost.”




  “And you were once a pacifist!”




  “Pacifist!” the man repeated passionately. “Every human being with common sense was a pacifist when the war started.”




  “But the war was forced upon us,” Julian reminded him. “You can’t deny that.”




  “No one wishes to, sir. It was forced upon us all right, but who made it necessary? Why, our rotten government for the last twenty years! Our politicians, Mr. Julian, that are prating now of peace before their job’s done! Do you think that if we’d paid our insurance like men and been prepared, this war would ever have come? Not it! We asked for trouble, and we got it in the neck. If we make peace now, we’ll be a German colony in twenty years, thanks to Mr. Stenson and you and the rest of them. A man can be a pacifist all right until his head has been punched. Afterwards, there’s another name for him. Is there anything more I can get you to-night before I leave, sir?”




  “Nothing, thanks. I’m sorry about Fred.”




  Julian, conscious of an intense weariness, undressed and went to bed very soon after the man’s departure. He was already in his first doze when he awoke suddenly with a start. He sat up and listened. The sound which had disturbed him was repeated,—a quiet but insistent ringing of the front-door bell. He glanced at his watch. It was barely midnight, but unusually late for a visitor. Once more the bell rang, and this time he remembered that Robert slept out, and that he was alone in the flat. He thrust his feet into slippers, wrapped his dressing gown around him, and made his way to the front door.




  Julian’s only idea had been that this might be some messenger from the Council. To his amazement he found himself confronted by Catherine.




  “Close the door,” she begged. “Come into your sitting room.”




  She pushed past him and he obeyed, still dumb with surprise and the shock of his sudden awakening. Catherine herself seemed unaware of his unusual costume, reckless of the hour and the strangeness of her visit. She wore a long chinchilla coat, covering her from head to foot, and a mantilla veil about her head, which partially obscured her features. As soon as she raised it, he knew that great things had happened. Her cheeks were the colour of ivory, and her eyes unnaturally distended. Her tone was steady but full of repressed passion.




  “Julian,” she cried, “we have been deceived—tricked! I have come to you for help. Are the telegrams sent out yet?”




  “They go at eight o’clock in the morning,” he replied.




  “Thank God we are in time to stop them!”




  Julian looked at her for a moment, utterly incredulous.




  “Stop them?” he repeated. “But how can we? Stenson has declared war.”




  “Thank heaven for that!” she exclaimed, her voice trembling. “Julian, the whole thing is an accursed plot. The German Socialists have never increased their strength except in their own imaginations. They are absolutely powerless. This is the most cunning scheme of the whole war. Freistner has simply been the tool of the militarists. They encouraged him to put forward these proposals and to communicate with Nicholas Fenn. When the armistice has been declared and negotiations begun, the three signatures will be repudiated. The peace they mean to impose is one of their own dictation, and in the meantime we shall have created a cataclysm here. The war will never start again. All the Allies will be at a discord.”




  “How have you found this out?” Julian gasped.




  “From one of Germany’s chief friends in England. He is high up in the diplomatic service of—of a neutral country, but he has been working for Germany ever since the commencement of the war. He has been helping in this. He has seen me often with Nicholas Fenn, and he believes that I am behind the scenes, too. He believes that I know the truth, and that I am working for Germany. He is absolutely to be relied upon. Every word that I am telling you is the truth.”




  “What about Fenn?” Julian demanded breathlessly.




  “Nicholas Fenn has had a hundred thousand pounds of German money within the last few months,” she replied. “He is one of the foulest traitors who ever breathed. Freistner’s first few letters were genuine enough, but for the last six weeks he has been imprisoned in a German fortress—and Fenn knows it.”




  “Have you any proof of all this?” Julian asked. “Remember we have the Council to face, and they are all girt for battle.”




  “Yes, I have proof,” she answered, “indirect but damning enough. This man has sometimes forwarded and collected for me letters from connections of mine in Germany. He handed me one to-night from a distant cousin. You know him by name General Geroldberg. The first two pages are personal. Read what he says towards the end,” she added, passing it on to Julian.




  Julian turned up the lamp and read the few lines to which she pointed:




  By the bye, dear cousin, if you should receive a shock within the next few days by hearing that our three great men have agreed to an absurd peace, do not worry. Their signatures have been obtained for some document which we do not regard seriously, and it is their intention to repudiate them as soon as a certain much-looked for event takes place. When the peace comes, believe me, it will be a glorious one for us. What we have won by the sword we shall hold, and what has been wrested from us by cunning and treachery, we shall regain.




  “That man,” Catherine declared, “is one of the Kaiser’s intimates. He is one of the twelve iron men of Germany. Now I will tell you the name of the man with whom I, have spent the evening. It is Baron Hellman. Believe me, he knows, and he has told me the truth. He has had this letter by him for a fortnight, as he told me frankly that he thought it too compromising to hand over. To-night he changed his mind.”




  Julian stood speechless for a moment, his fists clenched, his eyes ablaze.




  Catherine threw herself into his easy-chair and loosened her coat.




  “Oh, I am tired!” she moaned. “Give me some water, please, or some wine.”




  He found some hock in the sideboard, and after she had drunk it they sat for some few minutes in agitated silence. The street sounds outside had died away. Julian’s was the topmost flat in the block, and their isolation was complete. He suddenly realised the position.




  “Perhaps,” he suggested, with an almost ludicrous return to the commonplace, “the first thing to be done is for me to dress.”




  She looked at him as though she had noticed his dishabille for the first time. For a moment their feet seemed to be on the earth again.




  “I suppose I seem to you crazy to come to you at such an hour,” she said. “One doesn’t think of those things, somehow.”




  “You are quite right,” he agreed. “They are unimportant.”




  Then suddenly the sense of the silence, of their solitude, of their strange, uncertain relations to one another, swept in upon them both. For a moment the sense of the great burden she was carrying fell from Catherine’s shoulders. She was back in a simpler world. Julian was no longer a leader of the people, the brilliant sociologist, the apostle of her creed. He was the man who during the last few weeks had monopolised her thoughts to an amazing extent, the man for whose aid and protection she had hastened, the man to whom she was perfectly content to entrust the setting right of this ghastly blunder. Watching him, she suddenly felt that she was tired of it all, that she would like to creep away from the storm and rest somewhere. The quiet and his presence seemed to soothe her. Her tense expression relaxed, her eyes became softer. She smiled at him gratefully.




  “Oh, I cannot tell you,” she exclaimed, “how glad I am to be with you just now! Everything in the outside world seems so terrible. Do you mind—it is so silly, but after all a woman cannot be as strong as a man, can she?—would you mind very much just holding my hand for a moment and staying here quite quietly. I have had a horrible evening, and when I came in, my head felt as though it would burst. You do not mind?”




  Julian smiled as he leaned towards her. A kind of resentment of which he had been conscious, even though in some measure ashamed of it, resentment at her unswerving loyalty to the task she had set herself, melted away. He suddenly knew why he had kissed her, on that sunny morning on the marshes, an ecstatic and incomprehensible moment which had seemed sometimes, during these days of excitement, as though it had belonged to another life and another world. He took both her hands in his, and, stooping down, kissed her on the lips.




  “Dear Catherine,” he said, “I am so glad that you came to me. I think that during these last few days we have forgotten to be human, and it might help us—for after all, you know, we are engaged!”




  “But that,” she whispered, “was only for my sake.”




  “At first, perhaps,” he admitted, “but now for mine.”




  Her little sigh of content, as she stole nearer to him, was purely feminine. The moments ticked on in restful and wonderful silence. Then, unwillingly, she drew away from his protecting arm.




  “My dear,” she said, “you look so nice as you are, and it is such happiness to be here, but there is a great task before us.”




  “You are right,” he declared, straightening himself. “Wait for a few minutes, dear. We shall find them all at Westminster—the place will be open all night. Close your eyes and rest while I am away.”




  “I am rested,” she answered softly, “but do not be long. The car is outside, and on the way I have more to tell you about Nicholas Fenn.”
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  If the closely drawn blinds of the many windows of Westminster Buildings could have been raised that night and early morning, the place would have seemed a very hive of industry. Twenty men were hard at work in twenty different rooms. Some went about their labours doubtfully, some almost timorously, some with jubilation, one or two with real regret. Under their fingers grew the more amplified mandates which, following upon the bombshell of the already prepared telegrams, were within a few hours to paralyse industrial England, to keep her ships idle in the docks, her trains motionless upon the rails, her mines silent, her forges cold, her great factories empty. Even the least imaginative felt the thrill, the awe of the thing he was doing. On paper, in the brain, it seemed so wonderful, so logical, so certain of the desired result. And now there were other thoughts forcing their way to the front. How would their names live in history? How would Englishmen throughout the world regard this deed? Was it really the truth they were following, or some false and ruinous shadow? These were fugitive doubts, perhaps, but to more than one of those midnight toilers they presented themselves in the guise of a chill and drear presentiment.




  They all heard a motor-car stop outside. No one, however, thought it worth while to discontinue his labours for long enough to look out and see who this nocturnal visitor might be. In a very short time, however, these labours were disturbed. From room to room, Julian, with Catherine and the Bishop, for whom they had called on the way, passed with a brief message. No one made any difficulty about coming to the Council room. The first protest was made when they paid the visit which they had purposely left until last. Nicholas Fenn had apparently finished or discontinued his efforts. He was seated in front of his desk, his chin almost resting upon his folded arms, and a cigarette between his lips. Bright was lounging in an easy-chair within a few feet of him. Their heads were close together; their conversation, whatever the subject of it may have been, was conducted in whispers. Apparently they had not heard Julian’s knock, for they started apart, when the door was opened, like conspirators. There was something half-fearful, half-malicious in Fenn’s face, as he stared at them.




  “What are you doing here?” he demanded. “What’s wrong?”




  Julian closed the door.




  “A great deal,” he replied curtly. “We have been around to every one of the delegates and asked them to assemble in the Council room. Will you and Bright come at once?”




  Fenn looked from one to the other of his visitors and remained silent for a few seconds.




  “Climbing down, eh?” he asked viciously.




  “We have some information to communicate,” Julian announced.




  Fenn moved abruptly away, out of the shadow of the electric lamp which hung over his desk. His voice was anxious, unnatural.




  “We can’t consider any more information,” he said harshly. “Our decisions have been taken. Nothing can affect them. That’s the worst of having you outsiders on the board. I was certain you wouldn’t face it when the time came.”




  “As you yourself,” Julian remarked, “are somewhat concerned in this matter, I think it would be well if you came with the others.”




  “I am not going to stir from this room,” Fenn declared doggedly. “I have my own work to do. And as to my being concerned with what you have to say, I’ll thank you to mind your own business and leave mine alone.”




  “Mr. Fenn,” the Bishop interposed, “I beg to offer you my advice that you join us at once in the Council room.”




  Julian and Catherine had already left the room. Fenn leaned forward, and there was an altered note in his tone.




  “What’s it mean, Bishop?” he asked hoarsely. “Are they ratting, those two?”




  “What we have come here to say,” the Bishop rejoined, “must be said to every one.”




  He turned away. Fenn and Bright exchanged quick glances.




  “What do you make of it?” asked Fenn.




  “They’ve changed their minds,” Bright muttered, “that’s all. They’re theorists. Damn all theorists! They just blow bubbles to destroy them. As for the girl, she’s been at parties all the evening, as we know.”




  “You’re right,” Fenn acknowledged. “I was a fool. Come on.”




  Many of the delegates had the air of being glad to escape for a few minutes from their tasks. One or two of them entered the room, carrying a cup of coffee or cocoa. Most of them were smoking. Fenn and Bright made their appearance last of all. The latter made a feeble attempt at a good-humoured remark.




  “Is this a pause for refreshments?” he asked. “If so, I’m on.”




  Julian, who had been waiting near the door, locked it. Fenn started.




  “What the devil’s that for?” he demanded.




  “Just a precaution. We don’t want to be interrupted.”




  Julian moved towards a little vacant space at the end of the table and stood there, his hands upon the back of a chair. The Bishop remained by his side, his eyes downcast as though in prayer. Catherine had accepted the seat pushed forward by Cross. The atmosphere of the room, which at first had been only expectant, became tense.




  “My friends,” Julian began, “a few hours ago you came to a momentous decision. You are all at work, prepared to carry that decision into effect. I have come to see you because I am very much afraid that we have been the victims of false statements, the victims of a disgraceful plot.”




  “Rubbish!” Fenn scoffed. “You’re ratting, that’s what you are.”




  “You’d better thank Providence,” Julian replied sternly, “that there is time for you to rat, too—that is, if you have any care for your country. Now, Mr. Fenn, I am going to ask you a question. You led us to believe, this evening, that, although all letters had been destroyed, you were in constant communication with Freistner. When did you hear from him last—personally, I mean?”




  “Last week,” Fenn answered boldly, “and the week before that.”




  “And you have destroyed those letters?”




  “Of course I have! Why should I keep stuff about that would hang me?”




  “You cannot produce, then, any communication from Freistner, except the proposals of peace, written within the last—say—month?”




  “What the mischief are you getting at?” Fenn demanded hotly. “And what right have you to stand there and cross-question me?”




  “The right of being prepared to call you to your face a liar,” Julian said gravely. “We have very certain information that Freistner is now imprisoned in a German fortress and will be shot before the week is out.”




  There was a little murmur of consternation, even of disbelief. Fenn himself was speechless. Julian went on eagerly.




  “My friends,” he said, “on paper, on the facts submitted to us, we took the right decision, but we ought to have remembered this. Germany’s word, Germany’s signature, Germany’s honour, are not worth a rap when opposed to German interests. Germany, notwithstanding all her successes, is thirsting for peace. This armistice would be her salvation. She set herself out to get it—not honestly, as we have been led to believe, but by means of a devilish plot. She professed to be overawed by the peace desires of the Reichstag. The Pan-Germans professed a desire to give in to the Socialists. All lies! They encouraged Freistner to continue his negotiations here with Fenn. Freistner was honest enough. I am not so sure about Fenn.”




  Fenn sprang to his feet, a blasphemous exclamation broke from his lips. Julian faced him, unmoved. The atmosphere of the room was now electric.




  “I am going to finish what I have to say,” he went on. “I know that every one will wish me to. We are all here to look for the truth and nothing else, and, thanks to Miss Abbeway, we have stumbled upon it. These peace proposals, which look so well on paper, are a decoy. They were made to be broken. Those signatures are affixed to be repudiated. I say that Freistner has been a prisoner for weeks, and I deny that Fenn has received a single communication from him during that time. Fenn asserts that he has, but has destroyed them. I repeat that he is a liar.”




  “That’s plain speaking,” Cross declared. “Now, then, Fenn, lad, what have you to say about it?”




  Fenn leaned forward, his face distorted with something which might have been anger, but which seemed more closely to resemble fear.




  “This is just part of the ratting!” he exclaimed. “I never keep a communication from Freistner. I have told you so before. The preliminary letters I had you all saw, and we deliberated upon them together. Since then, all that I have had have been friendly messages, which I have destroyed.”




  There was a little uncertain murmur. Julian proceeded.




  “You see,” he said, “Mr. Fenn is not able to clear himself from my first accusation. Now let us hear what he will do with this one. Mr. Fenn started life, I believe, as a schoolmaster at a parish school, a very laudable and excellent occupation. He subsequently became manager to a firm of timber merchants in the city and commenced to interest himself in Labour movements. He rose by industry and merit to his present position—a very excellent career, but not, I should think, a remunerative one. Shall we put his present salary down at ten pounds a week?”




  “What the devil concern is this of yours?” the goaded man shouted.




  “Of mine and all of us,” Julian retorted, “for I come now to a certain question. Will you disclose your bank book?”




  Fenn reeled for a moment in his seat. He affected not to have heard the question.




  “My what?” he stammered.




  “Your bank book,” Julian repeated calmly. “As you only received your last instalment from Germany this week, you probably have not yet had time to purchase stocks and shares or property wherever your inclination leads you. I imagine, therefore, that there would be a balance there of something like thirty thousand pounds, the last payment made to you by a German agent now in London.”




  Fenn sprang to his feet. He had all the appearance of a man about to make a vigorous and exhaustive defence. And then suddenly he swayed, his face became horrible to look upon, his lips were twisted.




  “Brandy!” he cried. “Some one give me brandy! I am ill!”




  He collapsed in a heap. They carried him on to a seat set against the wall, and Catherine bent over him. He lay there, moaning. They loosened his collar and poured restoratives between his teeth. For a time he was silent. Then the moaning began again. Julian returned to the table.




  “Believe me,” he said earnestly, “this is as much a tragedy to me as to any one present. I believe that every one of you here except—” he glanced towards the sofa—“except those whom we will not name have gone into this matter honestly, as I did. We’ve got to chuck it. Tear up your telegrams. Let me go to see Stenson this minute. I see the truth about this thing now as I never saw it before. There is no peace for us with Germany until she is on her knees, until we have taken away all her power to do further mischief. When that time comes let us be generous. Let us remember that her working men are of the same flesh and blood as ours and need to live as you need to live. Let us see that they are left the means to live. Mercy to all of them—mercy, and all the possibilities of a free and generous life. But to Hell with every one of those who are responsible for the poison which has crept throughout all ranks in Germany, which, starting from the Kaiser and his friends, has corrupted first the proud aristocracy, then the industrious, hard-working and worthy middle classes, and has even permeated to some extent the ranks of the people themselves, destined by their infamous ruler to carry on their shoulders the burden of an unnatural, ungodly, and unholy ambition. There is much that I ought to say, but I fancy that I have said enough. Germany must be broken, and you can do it. Let the memory of those undispatched telegrams help you. Spend your time amongst the men you represent. Make them see the truth. Make them understand that every burden they lift, every time they wield the pickaxe, every blow they strike in their daily work, helps. I was going to speak about what we owe to the dead. I won’t. We must beat Germany to her knees. We can and we will. Then will come the time for generosity.”




  Phineas Cross struck the table with the flat of his hand.




  “Boys,” he said, “I feel the sweat in every pore of my body. We’ve nigh done a horrible thing. We are with you, Mr. Orden. But about that little skunk there? How did you find him out?”




  “Through Miss Abbeway,” Julian answered. “You have her to thank. I can assure you that every charge I have made can be substantiated.”




  There was a little murmur of confidence. Everyone seemed to find speech difficult.




  “One word more,” Julian went on. “Don’t disband this Council. Keep it together, just as it is. Keep this building. Keep our association and sanctify it to one purpose—victory.”




  A loud clamour of applause answered him. Once more Cross glanced towards the prostrate form upon the sofa.




  “Let no one interfere,” Julian enjoined. “There is an Act which will deal with him. He will be removed from this place presently, and he will not be heard of again for a little time. We don’t want a soul to know how nearly we were duped. It rests with every one of you to destroy all the traces of what might have happened. You can do this if you will. To-morrow call a meeting of the Council. Appoint a permanent chairman, a new secretary, draw out a syllabus of action for promoting increased production, for stimulating throughout every industry a passionate desire for victory. If speaking, writing, or help of mine in any way is wanted, it is yours. I will willingly be a disciple of the cause. But this morning let me be your ambassador. Let me go to the Premier with a message from you. Let me tell him what you have resolved.”




  “Hands up all in favour!” Cross exclaimed.




  Every hand was raised. Bright came back from the couch, blinking underneath his heavy spectacles but meekly acquiescent.




  “Let us remember this hour,” the Bishop begged, “as something solemn in our lives. The Council of Labour shall justify itself, shall voice the will or the people, fighting for victory.”




  “For the Peace which comes through Victory!” Julian echoed.
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  The Bishop and Catherine, a few weeks later, walked side by side up the murky length of St. Pancras platform. The train which they had come to meet was a quarter of an hour late, and they had fallen into a sort of reminiscent conversation which was not without interest to both of them.




  “I left Mr. Stenson only an hour ago,” the Bishop observed. “He could talk about nothing but Julian Orden and his wonderful speeches. They say that at Sheffield and Newcastle the enthusiasm was tremendous, and at three shipbuilding yards on the Clyde the actual work done for the week after his visit was nearly as much again. He seems to have that extraordinary gift of talking straight to the hearts of the men. He makes them feel.”




  “Mr. Stenson wrote me about it,” Catherine told her companion, with a little smile. “He said that no dignity that could be thought of or invented would be an adequate offering to Julian for his services to the country. For the first time since the war, Labour seems wholly and entirely, passionately almost, in earnest. Every one of those delegates went back full of enthusiasm, and with every one of them, Julian, before he has finished, is going to make a little tour in his own district.”




  “And after to-morrow,” the Bishop remarked with a smile, “I suppose he will not be alone.”




  She pressed his arm.




  “It is very wonderful to think about,” she said quietly. “I am going to try and be Julian’s secretary—whilst we are away, at any rate.”




  “It isn’t often,” the Bishop reflected, “that I have the chance of a few minutes’ quiet conversation, on the day before her wedding, with the woman whom I am going to marry to the man I think most of on earth.”




  “Give me some good advice,” she begged.




  The Bishop shook his head.




  “You don’t need it,” he said. “A wife who loves her husband needs very few words of admonition. There are marriages so often in which one can see the rocks ahead that one opens one’s prayer-book, even, with a little tremor of fear. But with you and Julian it is different.”




  “There is nothing that a woman can do for the man whom she loves,” she declared softly, “which I shall not try to do for Julian.”




  They paced up and down for a few moments in silence. The Bishop’s step was almost buoyant. He seemed to have lost all that weary load of anxiety which had weighed him down during the last few months. Catherine, too, in her becoming grey furs, her face flushed with excitement, had the air of one who has thrown all anxiety to the winds.




  “Julian’s gift of speech must have surprised even himself,” the Bishop remarked. “Of course, we always knew that ‘Paul Fiske’, when he was found, must be a brilliant person, but I don’t think that even Julian himself had any suspicion of his oratorical powers.”




  “I don’t think he had,” she agreed. “In his first letter he told me that it was just like sitting down at his desk to write, except that all the dull material impedimenta of paper and ink and walls seemed rolled away, and the men to whom he wished his words to travel were there waiting. Of course, he is wonderful, but Phineas Cross, David Sands and some of the others have shown a positive genius for organisation. That Council of Socialism, Trades Unionism, and Labour generally, which was formed to bring us premature peace, seems for the first time to have brought all Labour into one party, Labour in its very broadest sense, I mean.”




  “The truth of the matter is,” the Bishop pronounced, “that the people have accepted the dictum that whatever form of republicanism is aimed at, there must be government. A body of men who realise that, however advanced their ideas, can do but little harm. I am perfectly certain—Stenson admits it himself—that before very long we shall have a Labour Ministry. Who cares? It will probably be a good ministry—good for the country and good for the world. There has been too much juggling in international politics. This war is going to end that, once and for ever. By the bye,” he went on, in an altered tone, “there is one question which I have always had in my mind to ask you. If I do so now, will you please understand that if you think it best you need not answer me?”




  “Certainly,” Catherine replied.




  “From what source did you get your information which saved us all?”




  “It came to me from a man who is dead,” was the quiet answer.




  The Bishop looked steadily ahead at the row of signal lights.




  “There was a young foreigner, some weeks ago,” he said “a Baron Hellman—quite a distinguished person, I believe—who was discovered shot in his rooms.”




  She acquiesced silently.




  “If you were to go to the Home Office and were able to persuade them to treat you candidly, I think that you could discover some wonderful things,” she confided. “I wish I could believe that the Baron was the only one who has been living in this country, unsuspected, and occupying a prominent position, who was really in the pay of Germany.”




  “It was a very subtle conspiracy,” the Bishop remarked thoughtfully, “subtle because, in a sense, it appeared so genuine. It appealed to the very best instincts of thinking men.”




  “Good has come out of it, at any rate,” she reminded him. “Westminster Buildings is now the centre of patriotic England. Labour was to have brought the war to an end—for Germany. It is Labour which is going to win the victory—for England.”




  The train rolled into the station and rapidly disgorged its crowd of passengers, amongst whom Julian was one of the first to alight. Catherine found herself trembling. The shy words of welcome which had formed themselves in her mind died away on her lips as their glances met. She lifted her face to his.




  “Julian,” she murmured, “I am so proud—so happy.”




  The Bishop left them as they stepped into their cab.




  “I am going to a mission room in the neighbourhood,” he explained. “We have war talks every week. I try to tell them how things are going on, and we have a short service. But before I go, Mr. Stenson has sent you a little message, Julian. If you go to your club later on to-night, you will see it in the telegrams, or you will find it in your newspapers in the morning. There has been wonderful fighting in Flanders to-day. The German line has been broken at half a dozen points. We have taken nearly twenty thousand prisoners, and Zeebrugge is threatened. Farther south, the Americans have made their start and have won a complete victory over the Crown Prince’s picked troops.”




  The two men wrung hands.




  “This,” Julian declared, “is the only way to Peace.”
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  The boy sat up and rubbed his eyes. He was stiff, footsore, and a little chilly. There was no man-servant arranging his bath and clothes, no pleasant smell of coffee—none of the small luxuries to which he was accustomed. On the contrary, he had slept all night upon a bed of bracken, with no other covering than the stiff pine needles from the tall black trees, whose rustling music had lulled him to sleep.




  He sat up, and remembered suddenly where he was and how he had come there. He yawned, and was on the point of struggling to his feet when he became aware of certain changed conditions in his surroundings. Some instinct, of simple curiosity perhaps, but of far-reaching effect, led him to crawl back into his hiding-place and watch.




  Last night, after many hours of painful walking, two things alone had impressed themselves upon his consciousness: the dark illimitable forest and the double line of rails, which with the absolute straightness of exact science had stretched behind and in front till the tree-tops in the far distance seemed to touch, and the rails themselves to vanish into the black heart of the close-growing pines. For miles he had limped along the painfully rough track without seeing the slightest sign of any break in the woods, or any human being. At last the desire for sleep had overtaken him. He was a hardy young Englishman, and a night out of doors in the middle of June under these odorous pines presented itself merely as a not disagreeable adventure. Five minutes after the idea had occurred to him he was asleep.




  And now in the gray morning he looked out upon a different scene. Scarcely a dozen yards from him stood a single travelling-coach of dark green, drawn by a heavy engine. At intervals of scarcely twenty paces up and down the line, as far as he could see, soldiers were stationed like sentries. They were looking sharply about in all directions, and he could even hear the footsteps of others crashing through the wood. From the train three or four men in long cloaks had already descended. They were standing in the track talking together.




  The young man behind the bracken felt himself in somewhat of a dilemma. There was a delightful smell of fresh coffee from the waiting coach, and there seemed to be not the slightest reason why he should not emerge from his hiding-place and claim the hospitality of these people. He was a quite harmless person, with proper credentials, and an adequate explanation of his presence there. On the other hand, the spirit of adventure natural to his years strongly prompted him to remain where he was and watch. He felt certain that something was going to happen. Besides, those soldiers had exactly the air of looking for somebody to shoot!




  Whilst he was hesitating, something did happen. There was a shrill whistle, a puff of white smoke in the distance, and another train approached from the opposite direction.




  It drew up within a few feet of the one which was already waiting. Almost immediately half a dozen men, who were already standing upon the platform of the car, descended. One of these approached rapidly, and saluted the central figure of those who had been talking together in the track. After a few moments' conversation these two, followed by one other man only who was carrying a writing portfolio, ascended the platform of the train which had arrived first and disappeared inside.




  The young man who was watching these proceedings yawned.




  "No duel, then!" he muttered to himself. "I've half a mind to go out." Then he caught sight of a particularly fierce-looking soldier with his finger already upon the trigger of his gun, and he decided to remain where he was.




  In about half an hour the two men reappeared on the platform of the car. Simultaneously the window of the carriage in which they had been sitting was opened, and the third man was visible, standing before a small table and arranging some papers. Suddenly he was called from outside. He thrust his hat upon the papers, and hastened to obey the summons.




  A little gust of breeze from the opening and closing of the door detached one of the sheets of paper from the restraining weight of the hat. It fluttered out of the window and lay for a moment upon the side of the track. No one noticed it, and in a second or two it fluttered underneath the clump of bracken behind which the young Englishman was hiding. He thrust out his hand and calmly secured it.




  In less than five minutes the place was deserted. Amidst many hasty farewells, wholly unintelligible to the watcher, the two groups of men separated and climbed into their respective trains. As soon as every one was out of sight the Englishman rose with a little grunt of satisfaction and stretched himself.




  He glanced first at the sheet of paper, and finding it written in German thrust it into his pocket. Then he commenced an anxious search for smoking materials, and eventually produced a pipe, a crumpled packet of tobacco, and two matches.




  "Thank Heaven!" he exclaimed, lighting up. "And now for a tramp."




  He plodded steadily along the track for an hour or more. All the time he was in the heart of the forest. Pheasants and rabbits and squirrels continually crossed in front of him. Once a train passed, and an excited guard shouted threats and warnings, to which he replied in fluent but ineffective English.




  "Johnnies seem to think I'm trespassing!" he remarked to himself in an aggrieved tone. "I can't help being on their beastly line!"




  Tall, smooth-faced, and fair, he walked with the long step and lightsome grace of the athletic young Englishman of his day. He was well dressed in tweed clothes, cut by a good tailor, a little creased by his night out of doors, but otherwise immaculate. He hummed a popular air to himself, and held his head high. If only he were not so hungry.




  Then he came to a station. It was little more than a few rows of planks, with a chalet at one end—but a very welcome sight confronted him. A little pile of luggage, with his initials, G. P., was on the end of the platform nearest to him.




  "That conductor was a sensible chap," he exclaimed. "Glad I tipped him. Hullo!"




  The station-master, in uniform, came hurrying out. The young Englishman took off his hat, and produced a phrase book from his pocket. He ignored the stream of words which the station-master, with many gesticulations, was already pouring out.




  "My luggage," he said firmly, laying one hand upon the pile, and waving the phrase book.




  The station-master acquiesced heartily. He waxed eloquent again, but the Englishman was busy with the phrase book.




  "Hungry! Hotel?" he attempted.




  The station-master pointed to where the smoke was curling upwards from a score or so of houses about half a mile distant. The Englishman was getting pleased with himself. Outside was a weird-looking carriage, and on the box seat, fast asleep, was a very fat man in a shiny hat, ornamented by a bunch of feathers. He pointed to the luggage, then to the cab, and finally to the village.




  "Luggage, hotel, carriage!" he suggested.




  The station-master beamed all over. With a shout, which must have reached the village, he awakened the sleeping man. In less than five minutes the Englishman and his luggage were stored away in the carriage. His ticket had been examined by the station-master, and smilingly accepted. There were more bows and salutes, and the carriage drove off. Mr. Guy Poynton leaned back amongst the mouldy leather upholstery, and smiled complacently.




  "Easiest thing in the world to get on in a foreign country with a phrase book and your wits," he remarked to himself. "Jove, I am hungry!"




  He drove into a village of half a dozen houses or so, which reminded him of the pictured abodes of Noah and his brethren. An astonished innkeeper, whose morning attire apparently consisted of trousers, shirt, and spectacles, ushered him into a bare room with a trestle table. Guy produced his phrase book.




  "Hungry!" he said vociferously. "Want to eat! Coffee!"




  The man appeared to understand, but in case there should have been any mistake Guy followed him into the kitchen. The driver, who had lost no time, was already there, with a long glass of beer before him. Guy produced a mark, laid it on the table, touched himself, the innkeeper, and the driver, and pointed to the beer. The innkeeper understood, and the beer was good.




  The driver, who had been of course ludicrously over-paid, settled down in his corner, and announced his intention of seeing through to the end this most extraordinary and Heaven-directed occurrence. The innkeeper and his wife busied themselves with the breakfast, and Guy made remarks every now and then from his phrase book, which were usually incomprehensible, except when they concerned a further supply of beer. With a brave acceptance of the courtesies of the country he had accepted a cigar from the driver, and was already contemplating the awful moment when he would have to light it. Just then an interruption came.




  It was something very official, but whether military or of the police Guy could not tell. It strode into the room with clanking of spurs, and the driver and innkeeper alike stood up in respect. It saluted Guy. Guy took off his hat. Then there came words, but Guy was busy with his phrase book.




  "I cannot a word of German speak!" he announced at last.




  A deadlock ensued. The innkeeper and the driver rushed into the breach. Conversation became furious. Guy took advantage of the moment to slip the cigar into his pocket, and to light a cigarette. Finally, the officer swung himself round, and departed abruptly.




  "Dolmetscher," the driver announced to him triumphantly.




  "Dolmetscher," the innkeeper repeated.




  Guy turned it up in his phrase book, and found that it meant interpreter. He devoted himself then to stimulating the preparations for breakfast.




  The meal was ready at last. There were eggs and ham and veal, dark-colored bread, and coffee, sufficient for about a dozen people. The driver constituted himself host, and Guy, with a shout of laughter, sat down where he was, and ate. In the midst of the meal the officer reappeared, ushering in a small wizened-faced individual of unmistakably English appearance. Guy turned round in his chair, and the newcomer touched his forelock.




  "Hullo!" Guy exclaimed. "You're English!"




  "Yes, sir!" the man answered. "Came over to train polo ponies for the Prince of Haepsburg. Not in any trouble, I hope, sir?"




  "Not I," Guy answered cheerily. "Don't mind my going on with my breakfast, do you? What's it all about? Who's the gentleman with the fireman's helmet on, and what's he worrying about?"




  "He is an officer of the police, sir, on special service," the man answered. "You have been reported for trespassing on the State railway this morning."




  "Trespassing be blowed!" Guy answered. "I've got my ticket for the frontier. We were blocked by signal about half a dozen miles off this place, and I got down to stretch my legs. I understood them to say that we could not go on for half an hour or so. They never tried to stop my getting down, and then off they went without any warning, and left me there."




  "I will translate to the officer, sir," the man said.




  "Right!" Guy declared. "Go ahead."




  There was a brisk colloquy between the two. Then the little man began again.




  "He says that your train passed here at midnight, and that you did not arrive until past six."




  "Quite right!" Guy admitted. "I went to sleep. I didn't know how far it was to the station, and I was dead tired."




  "The officer wishes to know whether many trains passed you in the night?"




  "Can't say," Guy answered. "I sleep very soundly, and I never opened my eyes after the first few minutes."




  "The officer wishes to know whether you saw anything unusual upon the line?" the little man asked.




  "Nothing at all," Guy answered coolly. "Bit inquisitive, isn't he?"




  The little man came closer to the table.




  "He wishes to see your passport, sir," he announced.




  Guy handed it to him, also a letter of credit and several other documents.




  "He wants to know why you were going to the frontier, sir!"




  "Sort of fancy to say that I'd been in Russia, that's all!" Guy answered. "You tell him I'm a perfectly harmless individual. Never been abroad before."




  The officer listened, and took notes in his pocketbook of the passport and letter of credit. Then he departed with a formal salute, and they heard his horse's hoofs ring upon the road outside as he galloped away. The little man came close up to the table.




  "You'll excuse me, sir," he said, "but you seem to have upset the officials very much by being upon the line last night. There have been some rumors going about—but perhaps you're best not to know that. May I give you a word of advice, sir?"




  "Let me give you one," Guy declared. "Try this beer!"




  "I thank you, sir," the man answered. "I will do so with pleasure. But if you are really an ordinary tourist, sir,—as I have no doubt you are,—let this man drive you to Streuen, and take the train for the Austrian frontier. You may save yourself a good deal of unpleasantness."




  "I'll do it!" Guy declared. "Vienna was the next place I was going to, anyhow. You tell the fellow where to take me, will you?"




  The man spoke rapidly to the driver.




  "I think that you will be followed, sir," he added, turning to Guy, "but very likely they won't interfere with you. The railway last night for twenty miles back was held up for State purposes. We none of us know why, and it doesn't do to be too curious over here, but they have an idea that you are either a journalist or a spy."




  "Civis Britannicus sum!" the boy answered, with a laugh.




  "It doesn't quite mean what it used to, sir," the man answered quietly.
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  Exactly a week later, at five minutes after midnight, Guy Poynton, in evening dress, entered the Café Montmartre, in Paris. He made his way through the heterogeneous little crowd of men and women who were drinking at the bar, past the scarlet-coated orchestra, into the inner room, where the tables were laid for supper. Monsieur Albert, satisfied with the appearance of his new client, led him at once to a small table, submitted the wine card, and summoned a waiter. With some difficulty, as his French was very little better than his German, he ordered supper, and then lighting a cigarette, leaned back against the wall and looked around to see if he could discover any English or Americans.




  The room was only moderately full, for the hour was a little early for this quarter of Paris. Nevertheless, he was quick to appreciate a certain spirit of Bohemianism which pleased him. Every one talked to his neighbor. An American from the further end of the room raised his glass and drank his health. A pretty fair-haired girl leaned over from her table and smiled at him.




  "Monsieur like talk with me, eh?"




  "English?" he asked.




  "No. De Wien!"




  He shook his head smilingly.




  "We shouldn't get on," he declared. "Can't speak the language."




  She raised her eyebrows with a protesting gesture, but he looked away and opened an illustrated paper by his side. He turned over the pages idly enough at first, but suddenly paused. He whistled softly to himself and stared at the two photographs which filled the sheet.




  "By Jove!" he said softly to himself.




  There was the rustling of skirts close to his table. An unmistakably English voice addressed him.




  "Is it anything very interesting? Do show me!"




  He looked up. Mademoiselle Flossie, pleased with his appearance, had paused on her way down the room.




  "Come and sit down, and I'll show it you!" he said, rising. "You're English, aren't you?"




  Mademoiselle Flossie waved a temporary adieu to her friends and accepted the invitation. He poured her out a glass of wine.




  "Stay and have supper with me," he begged. "I must be off soon, but I'm tired of being alone. This is my last night, thank goodness."




  "All right!" she answered gayly. "I must go back to my friends directly afterwards."




  "Order what you like," he begged. "I can't make these chaps understand me."




  She laughed, and called the waiter.




  "And now show me what you were looking at in that paper," she insisted.




  He pointed to the two photographs.




  "I saw those two together only a week ago," he said. "Want to hear about it?"




  She looked startled for a moment, and a little incredulous.




  "Yes, go on!" she said.




  He told her the story. She listened with an interest which surprised him. Once or twice when he looked up he fancied that the lady from Vienna was also doing her best to listen. When he had finished their supper had arrived.




  "I think," she said, as she helped herself to hors d'œuvre, "that you were very fortunate to get away."




  He laughed carelessly.




  "The joke of it is," he said, "I've been followed all the way here. One fellow, who pretended he got in at Strasburg, was trying to talk to me all the time, but I saw him sneak in at Vienna, and I wasn't having any. I say, do you come here every evening?"




  "Very often," she answered. "I dance at the Comique, and then we generally go to Maxim's to supper, and up here afterwards. I'll introduce you to my friends afterwards, if you like, and we'll all sit together. If you're very good I'll dance to you!"




  "Delighted," he answered, "if they speak English. I'm sick of trying to make people understand my rotten French."




  She nodded.




  "They speak English all right. I wish that horrid Viennese girl wouldn't try to listen to every word we say."




  He smiled.




  "She wanted me to sit at her table," he remarked.




  Mademoiselle Flossie looked at him warningly, and dropped her voice.




  "Better be careful!" she whispered. "They say she's a spy!"




  "On my track very likely," he declared with a grin.




  She threw herself back in her seat and laughed.




  "Conceited! Why should any one want to be on your track? Come and see me dance at the Comique to-morrow night."




  "Can't," he declared. "My sister's coming over from England."




  "Stupid!"




  "Oh, I'll come one night," he declared. "Order some coffee, won't you—and what liqueurs?"




  "I'll go and fetch my friends," she declared, rising. "We'll all have coffee together."




  "Who are they?" he asked.




  She pointed to a little group down the room—two men and a woman. The men were French, one middle-aged and one young, dark, immaculate, and with the slightly bored air affected by young Frenchmen of fashion; the woman was strikingly handsome and magnificently dressed. They were quite the most distinguished-looking people in the room.




  "If you think they'll come," he remarked doubtfully. "Aren't we rather comfortable as we are?"




  She made her way between the tables.




  "Oh, they'll come," she declared. "They're pals!"




  She floated down the room with a cigarette in her mouth, very graceful in her airy muslin skirts and large hat. Guy followed her admiringly with his eyes. The Viennese lady suddenly tore off a corner of her menu and scribbled something quickly. She passed it over to Guy.




  "Read!" she said imperatively.




  He nodded, and opened it.




  "Prenez garde!" he said slowly. Then he looked at her and shook his head. She was making signs to him to destroy her message, and he at once did so.




  "Don't understand!" he said. "Sorry!"




  Mademoiselle Flossie was laughing and talking with her friends. Presently they rose, and came across the room with her. Guy stood up and bowed. The introductions were informal, but he felt his insular prejudices a little shattered by the delightful ease with which these two Frenchmen accepted the situation. Their breeding was as obvious as their bonhomie. The table was speedily rearranged to find places for them all.




  "Your friends will take coffee with me, Mademoiselle," Guy said. "Do be hostess, please. My attempts at French will only amuse everybody."




  The elder of the two Frenchmen, whom the waiter addressed as Monsieur le Baron, and every one else as Louis, held up his hand.




  "With pleasure!" he declared, "later on. Just now it is too early. We will celebrate l'entente cordiale. Garçon, a magnum of Pommery, un neu frappé! I know you will forgive the liberty," he said, smiling at Guy. "This bottle is vowed. Flossie has smiled for the first time for three evenings."




  She threw a paper fan at him, and sat down again by Guy.




  "Do tell him the story you told me," she whispered in his ear. "Louis, listen!"




  Guy retold his story. Monsieur le Baron listened intently. So did the lady who had accompanied him. Guy felt that he told it very well, but for the second time he omitted all mention of that missing sheet of paper which had come into his possession. Monsieur le Baron was obviously much interested.




  "You are quite sure—of the two men?" he asked quietly.




  "Quite!" Guy answered confidently. "One was——"




  Madame—Flossie's friend—dropped a wineglass. Monsieur le Baron raised his hand.




  "No names," he said. "It is better not. We understand. A most interesting adventure, Monsieur Poynton, and—to your health!"




  The wine was good, and the fun of the place itself went almost to the head. Always there were newcomers who passed down the room amidst a chorus of greetings, always the gayest of music. Then amidst cheers Flossie and another friend whom she called from a distant table danced a cake-walk—danced very gracefully, and with a marvellous display of rainbow skirts. She came back breathless, and threw herself down by Guy's side.




  "Give me some more wine!" she panted. "How close the place is!"




  The younger Frenchman, who had scarcely spoken, leaned over.




  "An idea!" he exclaimed. "My automobile is outside. I will drive you all round the city. Monsieur Poynton shall see Paris undressed. Afterwards we will go to Louis' rooms and make his man cook us a déjeuner Anglais."




  Flossie stood up and laughed.




  "Who'll lend me a coat?" she cried. "I've nothing but a lace mantle."




  "Plenty of Frenchmen in the car," the young Frenchman cried. "Are we all agreed? Good! Garçon, l'addition!"




  "And mine," Guy ordered.




  The women departed for their wraps. Guy and the two Frenchmen filled their pockets with cigarettes. When the bills came Guy found that his own was a trifle, and Monsieur Louis waved aside all protest.




  "We are hosts to-night, my young friend," he declared with charming insistence. "Another time you shall have your turn. You must come round to the club to-morrow, and we will arrange for some sport. Allons!"




  They crowded out together amidst a chorus of farewells. Guy took Flossie's arm going down the stairs.




  "I say, I'm awfully obliged to you for introducing me to your friends," he declared. "I'm having a ripping time!"




  She laughed.




  "Oh, they're all right," she declared. "Mind my skirts!"




  "I say, what does 'prenez garde' mean?" he asked.




  "'Take care.' Why?"




  He laughed again.




  "Nothing!"
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  "Mademoiselle," the young man said, with an air of somewhat weary politeness, "I regret to say that there is nothing more to be done!"




  He was grieved and polite because Mademoiselle was beautiful and in trouble. For the rest he was a little tired of her. Brothers of twenty-one, who have never been in Paris before, and cannot speak the language, must occasionally get lost, and the British Embassy is not exactly a transported Scotland Yard.




  "Then," she declared, with a vigorous little stamp of her shapely foot, "I don't see what we keep an Ambassador here for at all—or any of you. It is scandalous!"




  The Hon. Nigel Fergusson dropped his eyeglass and surveyed the young lady attentively.




  "My dear Miss Poynton," he said, "I will not presume to argue with you. We are here, I suppose, for some purpose or other. Whether we fulfil it or not may well be a matter of opinion. But that purpose is certainly not to look after any young idiot—you must excuse my speaking plainly—who runs amuck in this most fascinating city. In your case the Chief has gone out of his way to help you. He has interviewed the chief of police himself, brought his influence to bear in various quarters, and I can tell you conscientiously that everything which possibly can be done is being done at the present moment. If you wish for my advice it is this: Send for some friend to keep you company here, and try to be patient. You are in all probability making yourself needlessly miserable."




  She looked at him a little reproachfully. He noticed, however, with secret joy that she was drawing on her gloves.




  "Patient! He was to meet me here ten days ago. He arrived at the hotel. His clothes are all there, and his bill unpaid. He went out the night of his arrival, and has never returned. Patient! Well, I am much obliged to you, Mr. Fergusson. I have no doubt that you have done all that your duty required. Good afternoon!"




  "Good afternoon, Miss Poynton, and don't be too despondent. Remember that the French police are the cleverest in the world, and they are working for you."




  She looked up at him scornfully.




  "Police, indeed!" she answered. "Do you know that all they have done so far is to keep sending for me to go and look at dead bodies down at the Morgue? I think that I shall send over for an English detective."




  "You might do worse," he answered; "but in any case, Miss Poynton, I do hope that you will send over for some friend or relation to keep you company. Paris is scarcely a fit place for you to be alone and in trouble."




  "Thank you," she said. "I will remember what you have said."




  The young man watched her depart with a curious mixture of relief and regret.




  "The young fool's been the usual round, I suppose, and he's either too much ashamed of himself or too besotted to turn up. I wish she wasn't quite so devilish good-looking," he remarked to himself. "If she goes about alone she'll get badly scared before she's finished."




  Phyllis Poynton drove straight back to her hotel and went to her room. A sympathetic chambermaid followed her in.




  "Mademoiselle has news yet of her brother?" she inquired.




  Mademoiselle shook her head. Indeed her face was sufficient answer.




  "None at all, Marie."




  The chambermaid closed the door.




  "It would help Mademoiselle, perhaps, if she knew where the young gentleman spent the evening before he disappeared?" she inquired mysteriously.




  "Of course! That is just what I want to find out."




  Marie smiled.




  "There is a young man here in the barber's shop, Mademoiselle," she announced. "He remembers Monsieur Poynton quite well. He went in there to be shaved, and he asked some questions. I think if Mademoiselle were to see him!"




  The girl jumped up at once.




  "Do you know his name?" she asked.




  "Monsieur Alphonse, they call him. He is on duty now."




  Phyllis Poynton descended at once to the ground floor of the hotel, and pushed open the glass door which led into the coiffeur's shop. Monsieur Alphonse was waiting upon a customer, and she was given a chair. In a few minutes he descended the spiral iron staircase and desired to know Mademoiselle's pleasure.




  "You speak English?" she asked.




  "But certainly, Mademoiselle."




  She gave a little sigh of relief.




  "I wonder," she said, "if you remember waiting upon my brother last Thursday week. He was tall and fair, and something like me. He had just arrived in Paris."




  Monsieur Alphonse smiled. He rarely forgot a face, and the young Englishman's tip had been munificent.




  "Perfectly, Mademoiselle," he answered. "They sent for me because Monsieur spoke no French."




  "My chambermaid, Marie, told me that you might perhaps know how he proposed to spend the evening," she continued. "He was quite a stranger in Paris, and he may have asked for some information."




  Monsieur Alphonse smiled, and extended his hands.




  "It is quite true," he answered. "He asked me where to go, and I say to the Folies Bergères. Then he said he had heard a good deal of the supper cafés, and he asked me which was the most amusing. I tell him the Café Montmartre. He wrote it down."




  "Do you think that he meant to go there?" she asked.




  "But certainly. He promised to come and tell me the next day how he amused himself."




  "The Café Montmartre. Where is it?" she asked.




  "In the Place de Montmartre. But Mademoiselle pardons—she will understand that it is a place for men."




  "Are women not admitted?" she asked.




  Alphonse smiled.




  "But—yes. Only Mademoiselle understands that if a lady should go there she would need to be very well escorted."




  She rose and slipped a coin into his hand.




  "I am very much obliged to you," she said. "By the bye, have any other people made inquiries of you concerning my brother?"




  "No one at all, Mademoiselle!" the man answered.




  She almost slammed the door behind when she went out.




  "And they say that the French police are the cleverest in the world," she exclaimed indignantly.




  Monsieur Alphonse watched her through the glass pane.




  "Ciel! But she is pretty!" he murmured to himself.


  




  She turned into the writing-room, and taking off her gloves she wrote a letter. Her pretty fingers were innocent of rings, and her handwriting was a little shaky. Nevertheless, it is certain that not a man passed through the room who did not find an excuse to steal a second glance at her. This is what she wrote:—




  

    "My dear Andrew,—I am in great distress here, and very unhappy. I should have written to you before, but I know that you have your own trouble to bear just now, and I hated to bother you. I arrived here punctually on the date arranged upon between Guy and myself, and found that he had arrived the night before, and had engaged a room for me. He was out when I came. I changed my clothes and sat down to wait for him. He did not return. I made inquiries and found that he had left the hotel at eight o'clock the previous evening. To cut the matter short, ten days have now elapsed and he has not yet returned.




    "I have been to the Embassy, to the police, and to the Morgue. Nowhere have I found the slightest trace of him. No one seems to take the least interest in his disappearance. The police shrug their shoulders, and look at me as though I ought to understand—he will return very shortly they are quite sure. At the Embassy they have begun to look upon me as a nuisance. The Morgue—Heaven send that I may one day forget the horror of my hasty visits there. I have come to the conclusion, Andrew, that I must search for him myself. How, I do not know; where, I do not know. But I shall not leave Paris until I have found him.




    "Andrew, what I want is a friend here. A few months ago I should not have hesitated a moment to ask you to come to me. To-day that is impossible. Your presence here would only be an embarrassment to both of us. Do you know of any one who would come? I have not a single relative whom I can ask to help me. Would you advise me to write to Scotland Yard for a detective, or go to one of these agencies? If not, can you think of any one who would come here and help me, either for your sake as your friend, or, better still, a detective who can speak French and whom one can trust? All our lives Guy and I have congratulated ourselves that we have no relation nearer than India. I am finding out the other side of it now.




    "I know that you will do what you can for me, Andrew. Write to me by return.




    "Yours in great trouble and distress,




    "Phyllis Poynton."


  




  She sealed and addressed her letter, and saw it despatched. Afterwards she crossed the courtyard to the restaurant, and did her best to eat some dinner. When she had finished it was only half-past eight. She rang for the lift and ascended to the fourth floor. On her way down the corridor a sudden thought struck her. She took a key from her pocket and entered the room which her brother had occupied.




  His things were still lying about in some disorder, and neither of his trunks was locked. She went down on her knees and calmly proceeded to go through his belongings. It was rather a forlorn hope, but it seemed to her just possible that there might be in some of his pockets a letter which would throw light upon his disappearance. She found nothing of the sort, however. There were picture postcards, a few photographs, and a good many restaurant bills, but they were all from places in Germany and Austria. At the bottom of the second trunk, however, she found something which he had evidently considered it worth while to preserve carefully. It was a thick sheet of official-looking paper, bearing at the top an embossed crown, and covered with German writing. It was numbered at the top "seventeen," and it was evidently an odd sheet of some document. She folded it carefully up, and took it back with her to her own room. Then, with the help of a German dictionary, she commenced to study it. At the end of an hour she had made out a rough translation, which she read carefully through. When she had finished she was thoroughly perplexed. She had an uncomfortable sense of having come into touch with something wholly unexpected and mysterious.




  "What am I to do?" she said to herself softly.




  "What can it mean? Where on earth can Guy—have found this?"




  There was no one to answer her, no one to advise. An overwhelming sense of her own loneliness brought the tears into her eyes. She sat for some time with her face buried in her hands. Then she rose up, calmly destroyed her translation with minute care, and locked away the mysterious sheet at the bottom of her dressing-bag. The more she thought of it the less, after all, she felt inclined to connect it with his disappearance.
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  Monsieur Albert looked over her shoulder for the man who must surely be in attendance—but he looked in vain.




  "Mademoiselle wishes a table—for herself alone!" he repeated doubtfully.




  "If you please," she answered.




  It was obvious that Mademoiselle was of the class which does not frequent night cafés alone, but after all that was scarcely Monsieur Albert's concern. She came perhaps from that strange land of the free, whose daughters had long ago kicked over the barriers of sex with the same abandon that Mademoiselle Flossie would display the soles of her feet a few hours later in their national dance. If she had chanced to raise her veil no earthly persuasions on her part would have secured for her the freedom of that little room, for Monsieur Albert's appreciation of likeness was equal to his memory for faces. But it was not until she was comfortably ensconced at a corner table, from which she had a good view of the room, that she did so, and Monsieur Albert realized with a philosophic shrug of the shoulders the error he had committed.




  Phyllis looked about her with some curiosity. It was too early for the habitués of the place, and most of the tables were empty. The scarlet-coated band were smoking cigarettes, and had not yet produced their instruments. The conductor curled his black moustache and stared hard at the beautiful young English lady, without, however, being able to attract a single glance in return. One or two men also tried to convey to her by smiles and glances the fact that her solitude need continue no longer than she chose. The unattached ladies put their heads together and discussed her with little peals of laughter. To all of these things she remained indifferent. She ordered a supper which she ate mechanically, and wine which she scarcely drank. All the while she was considering. Now that she was here what could she do? Of whom was she to make inquiries? She scanned the faces of the newcomers with a certain grave curiosity which puzzled them. She neither invited nor repelled notice. She remained entirely at her ease.




  Monsieur Albert, during one of his peregrinations round the room, passed close to her table. She stopped him.




  "I trust that Mademoiselle is well served!" he remarked with a little bow.




  "Excellently, I thank you," she answered.




  He would have passed on, but she detained him.




  "You have very many visitors here," she remarked. "Is it the same always?"




  He smiled.




  "To-night," he declared, "it is nothing. There are many who come here every evening. They amuse themselves here."




  "You have a good many strangers also?" she asked.




  "But certainly," he declared. "All the time!"




  "I have a brother," she said, "who was here eleven nights ago—let me see—that would be last Tuesday week. He is tall and fair, about twenty-one, and they say like me. I wonder if you remember him."




  Monsieur Albert shook his head slowly.




  "That is strange," he declared, "for as a rule I forget no one. Last Tuesday week I remember perfectly well. It was a quiet evening. La Scala was here—but of the rest no one. If Mademoiselle's brother was here it is most strange."




  Her lip quivered for a moment. She was disappointed.




  "I am so sorry," she said. "I hoped that you might have been able to help me. He left the Grand Hotel on that night with the intention of coming here—and he never returned. I have been very much worried ever since."




  She was no great judge of character, but Monsieur Albert's sympathy did not impress her with its sincerity.




  "If Mademoiselle desires," he said, "I will make inquiries amongst the waiters. I very much fear, however, that she will obtain no news here."




  He departed, and Phyllis watched him talking to some of the waiters and the leader of the orchestra.




  Presently he returned.




  "I am very sorry," he announced, "but the brother of Mademoiselle could not have come here. I have inquired of the garçons, and of Monsieur Jules there, who forgets no one. They answer all the same."




  "Thank you very much," she answered. "It must have been somewhere else!"




  She was unreasonably disappointed. It had been a very slender chance, but at least it was something tangible. She had scarcely expected to have it snapped so soon and so thoroughly. She dropped her veil to hide the tears which she felt were not far from her eyes, and summoned the waiter for her bill. There seemed to be no object in staying longer. Suddenly the unexpected happened.




  A hand, flashing with jewels, was rested for a moment upon her table. When it was withdrawn a scrap of paper remained there.




  Phyllis looked up in amazement. The girl to whom the hand had belonged was sitting at the next table, but her head was turned away, and she seemed to be only concerned in watching the door. She drew the scrap of paper towards her and cautiously opened it. This is what she read, written in English, but with a foreign turn to most of the letters:—




  

    "Monsieur Albert lied. Your brother was here. Wait till I speak to you."


  




  Instinctively she crumpled up this strange little note in her hand. She struggled hard to maintain her composure. She had at once the idea that every one in the place was looking at her. Monsieur Albert, indeed, on his way down the room wondered what had driven the hopeless expression from her face.




  The waiter brought her bill. She paid it and tipped him with prodigality which for a woman was almost reckless. Then she ordered coffee, and after a second's hesitation cigarettes. Why not? Nearly all the women were smoking, and she desired to pass for the moment as one of them. For the first time she ventured to gaze at her neighbor.




  It was the young lady from Vienna. She was dressed in a wonderful demi-toilette of white lace, and she wore a large picture hat adjusted at exactly the right angle for her profile. From her throat and bosom there flashed the sparkle of many gems—the finger which held her cigarette was ablaze with diamonds. She leaned back in her seat smoking lazily, and she met Phyllis's furtive gaze with almost insolent coldness. But a moment later, when Monsieur Albert's back was turned, she leaned forward and addressed her rapidly.




  "A man will come here," she said, "who could tell you, if he was willing, all that you seek to know. He will come to-night—he comes all the nights. You will see I hold my handkerchief so in my right hand. When he comes I shall drop it—so!"




  The girl's swift speech, her half-fearful glances towards the door, puzzled Phyllis.




  "Can you not come nearer to me and talk?" she asked.




  "No! You must not speak to me again. You must not let any one, especially the man himself, know what I have told you. No more now. Watch for the handkerchief!"




  "But what shall I say to him?"




  The girl took no notice of her. She was looking in the opposite direction. She seemed to have edged away as far as possible from her. Phyllis drew a long breath.




  She felt her heart beating with excitement. The place suddenly seemed to her like part of a nightmare.




  And then all was clear again. Fortune was on her side. The secret of Guy's disappearance was in this room, and a few careless words from the girl at the next table had told her more than an entire police system had been able to discover. But why the mystery? What was she to say to the man when he came? The girl from Vienna was talking to some friends and toying carelessly with a little morsel of lace which she had drawn from her bosom. Phyllis watched it with the eyes of a cat. Every now and then she watched also the door.




  The place was much fuller now. Mademoiselle Flossie had arrived with a small company of friends from Maxim's. The music was playing all the time. The popping of corks was almost incessant, the volume of sound had swelled. The laughter and greeting of friends betrayed more abandon than earlier in the evening. Old acquaintances had been renewed, and new ones made. Mademoiselle from Vienna was surrounded by a little circle of admirers. Still she held in her right hand a crumpled up little ball of lace.




  Men passing down the room tried to attract the attention of the beautiful young English demoiselle who looked out upon the little scene so indifferently as regarded individuals, and yet with such eager interest as a whole. No one was bold enough, however, to make a second effort. Necessity at times gives birth to a swift capacity. Fresh from her simple country life, Phyllis found herself still able with effortless serenity to confound the most hardened boulevarders who paused to ogle her. Her eyes and lips expressed with ease the most convincing and absolute indifference to their approaches. A man may sometimes brave anger; he rarely has courage to combat indifference. So Phyllis held her own and waited.




  And at last the handkerchief fell. Phyllis felt her own heart almost stop beating, as she gazed down the room. A man of medium height, dark, distinguished, was slowly approaching her, exchanging greetings on every side. His languid eyes fell upon Phyllis. Those who had watched her previously saw then a change. The cold indifference had vanished from her face. She leaned forward as though anxious to attract his attention. She succeeded easily enough.




  He was almost opposite her table, and her half smile seemed to leave him but little choice. He touched the back of the chair which fronted hers, and took off his hat.




  "Mademoiselle permits?" he asked softly.




  "But certainly," she answered. "It is you for whom I have been waiting!"




  "Mademoiselle flatters me!" he murmured, more than a little astonished.




  "Not in the least," she answered. "I have been waiting to ask you what has become of my brother—Guy Poynton!"




  He drew out the chair and seated himself. His eyes never left her face.




  "Mademoiselle," he murmured, "this is most extraordinary!"




  She noticed then that his hands were trembling.
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  "I am asking a great deal of you, George! I know it. But you see how helpless I am—and read the letter—read it for yourself."




  He passed Phyllis's letter across the small round dining-table. His guest took it and read it carefully through.




  "How old is the young lady?" he asked.




  "Twenty-three!"




  "And the boy?"




  "Twenty-one."




  "Orphans, I think you said?"




  "Orphans and relationless."




  "Well off?"




  "Moderately."




  Duncombe leaned back in his chair and sipped his port thoughtfully.




  "It is an extraordinary situation!" he remarked.




  "Extraordinary indeed," his friend assented. "But so far as I am concerned you can see how I am fixed. I am older than either of them, but I have always been their nearest neighbor and their most intimate friend. If ever they have needed advice they have come to me for it. If ever I have needed a day's shooting for myself or a friend I have gone to them. This Continental tour of theirs we discussed and planned out, months beforehand. If my misfortune had not come on just when it did I should have gone with them, and even up to the last we hoped that I might be able to go to Paris with Phyllis."




  Duncombe nodded.




  "Tell me about the boy," he said.




  His host shrugged his shoulders.




  "You know what they're like at that age," he remarked. "He was at Harrow, but he shied at college, and there was no one to insist upon his going. The pair of them had only a firm of lawyers for guardians. He's just a good-looking, clean-minded, high-spirited young fellow, full of beans, and needing the bit every now and then. But, of course, he's no different from the run of young fellows of his age, and if an adventure came his way I suppose he'd see it through."




  "And the girl?"




  Andrew Pelham rose from his seat.




  "I will show you her photograph," he said.




  He passed into an inner room divided from the dining-room by curtains. In a moment or two he reappeared.




  "Here it is!" he said, and laid a picture upon the table.




  Now Duncombe was a young man who prided himself a little on being unimpressionable. He took up the picture with a certain tolerant interest and examined it, at first without any special feeling. Yet in a moment or two he felt himself grateful for those great disfiguring glasses from behind which his host was temporarily, at least, blind to all that passed. A curious disturbance seemed to have passed into his blood. He felt his eyes brighten, and his breath come a little quicker, as he unconsciously created in his imagination the living presentment of the girl whose picture he was still holding. Tall she was, and slim, with a soft, white throat, and long, graceful neck; eyes rather darker than her complexion warranted, a little narrow, but bright as stars—a mouth with the divine lines of humor and understanding. It was only a picture, but a realization of the living image seemed to be creeping in upon him. He made the excuse of seeking a better light, and moved across to a distant lamp. He bent over the picture, but it was not the picture which he saw. He saw the girl herself, and even with the half-formed thought he saw her expression change. He saw her eyes lit with sorrow and appeal—he saw her arms outstretched towards him—he seemed even to hear her soft cry. He knew then what his answer would be to his friend's prayer. He thought no more of the excuses which he had been building in his mind; of all the practical suggestions which he had been prepared to make. Common-sense died away within him. The matter-of-fact man of thirty was ready to tread in the footsteps of this great predecessor, and play the modern knight-errant with the whole-heartedness of Don Quixote himself. He fancied himself by her side, and his heart leaped with joy of it. He thought no more of abandoned cricket matches and neglected house parties. A finger of fire had been laid upon his somewhat torpid flesh and blood.




  "Well?" Andrew asked.




  Duncombe returned to the table, and laid the picture down with a reluctance which he could scarcely conceal.




  "Very nice photograph," he remarked. "Taken locally?"




  "I took it myself," Andrew answered. "I used to be rather great at that sort of thing before—before my eyes went dicky."




  Duncombe resumed his seat. He helped himself to another glass of wine.




  "I presume," he said, "from the fact that you call yourself their nearest friend, that the young lady is not engaged?"




  "No," Andrew answered slowly. "She is not engaged."




  Something a little different in his voice caught his friend's attention. Duncombe eyed him keenly. He was conscious of a sense of apprehension. He leaned over the table.




  "Do you mean, Andrew——?" he asked hoarsely. "Do you mean——?"




  "Yes, I mean that," his friend answered quietly. "Nice sort of old fool, am I not? I'm twelve years older than she is, I'm only moderately well off and less than moderately good-looking. But after all I'm only human, and I've seen her grow up from a fresh, charming child into one of God's wonderful women. Even a gardener, you know, George, loves the roses he has planted and watched over. I've taught her a little and helped her a little, and I've watched her cross the borderland."




  "Does she know?"




  Andrew shook his head doubtfully.




  "I think," he said, "that she was beginning to guess. Three months ago I should have spoken—but my trouble came. I didn't mean to tell you this, but perhaps it is as well that you should know. You can understand now what I am suffering. To think of her there alone almost maddens me."




  Duncombe rose suddenly from his seat.




  "Come out into the garden, Andrew," he said. "I feel stifled here."




  His host rose and took Duncombe's arm. They passed out through the French window on to the gravel path which circled the cedar-shaded lawn. A shower had fallen barely an hour since, and the air was full of fresh delicate fragrance. Birds were singing in the dripping trees, blackbirds were busy in the grass. The perfume from the wet lilac shrubs was a very dream of sweetness. Andrew pointed across a park which sloped down to the garden boundary.




  "Up there, amongst the elm trees, George," he said, "can you see a gleam of white? That is the Hall, just to the left of the rookery."




  Duncombe nodded.




  "Yes," he said, "I can see it."




  "Guy and she walked down so often after dinner," he said quietly. "I have stood here and watched them. Sometimes she came alone. What a long time ago that seems!"




  Duncombe's grip upon his arm tightened.




  "Andrew," he said, "I can't go!"




  There was a short silence. Andrew stood quite still. All around them was the soft weeping of dripping shrubs. An odorous whiff from the walled rose-garden floated down the air.




  "I'm sorry, George! It's a lot to ask you, I know."




  "It isn't that!"




  Andrew turned his head toward his friend. The tone puzzled him.




  "I don't understand."




  "No wonder, old fellow! I don't understand myself."




  There was another short silence. Andrew stood with his almost sightless eyes turned upon his friend, and Duncombe was looking up through the elm trees to the Hall. He was trying to fancy her as she must have appeared to this man who dwelt alone, walking down the meadow in the evening.




  "No," he repeated softly, "I don't understand myself. You've known me for a long time, Andrew. You wouldn't write me down as altogether a sentimental ass, would you?"




  "I should not, George. I should never even use the word 'sentimental' in connection with you."




  Duncombe turned and faced him squarely. He laid his hands upon his friend's shoulders.




  "Old man," he said, "here's the truth. So far as a man can be said to have lost his heart without rhyme or reason, I've lost mine to the girl of that picture."




  Andrew drew a quick breath.




  "Rubbish, George!" he exclaimed. "Why, you never saw her. You don't know her!"




  "It is quite true," Duncombe answered. "And yet—I have seen her picture."




  His friend laughed queerly.




  "You, George Duncombe, in love with a picture. Stony-hearted George, we used to call you. I can't believe it! I can't take you seriously. It's all rot, you know, isn't it! It must be rot!"




  "It sounds like it," Duncombe answered quietly. "Put it this way, if you like. I have seen a picture of the woman whom, if ever I meet, I most surely shall love. What there is that speaks to me from that picture I do not know. You say that only love can beget love. Then there is that in the picture which points beyond. You see, I have talked like this in an attempt to be honest. You have told me that you care for her. Therefore I have told you these strange things. Now do you wish me to go to Paris, for if you say yes I shall surely go!"




  Again Andrew laughed, and this time his mirth sounded more natural.




  "Let me see," he said. "We drank Pontet Canet for dinner. You refused liqueurs, but I think you drank two glasses of port. George, what has come over you? What has stirred your slow-moving blood to fancies like these? Bah! We are playing with one another. Listen! For the sake of our friendship, George, I beg you to grant me this great favor. Go to Paris to-morrow and help Phyllis!"




  "You mean it?"




  "God knows I do. If ever I took you seriously, George—if ever I feared to lose the woman I love—well, I should be a coward for my own sake to rob her of help when she needs it so greatly. Be her friend, George, and mine. For the rest the fates must provide!"




  "The fates!" Duncombe answered. "Ay, it seems to me that they have been busy about my head to-night. It is settled, then. I will go!"
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  At precisely half-past nine on the following evening Duncombe alighted from his petite voiture in the courtyard of the Grand Hotel, and making his way into the office engaged a room. And then he asked the question which a hundred times on the way over he had imagined himself asking. A man to whom nervousness in any shape was almost unknown, he found himself only able to control his voice and manner with the greatest difficulty. In a few moments he might see her.




  "You have a young English lady—Miss Poynton—staying here, I believe," he said. "Can you tell me if she is in now?"




  The clerk looked at him with sudden interest.




  "Miss Poynton is staying here, sir," he said. "I do not believe that she is in just now. Will you wait one moment?"




  He disappeared rapidly, and was absent for several minutes. When he returned he came out into the reception hall.




  "The manager would be much obliged if you would step into his office for a moment, sir," he said confidentially. "Will you come this way?"




  Duncombe followed him into a small room behind the counter. A gray-haired man rose from his desk and saluted him courteously.




  "Sir George Duncombe, I believe," he said. "Will you kindly take a seat?"




  Duncombe did as he was asked. All the time he felt that the manager was scrutinizing him curiously.




  "Your clerk," he said, "told me that you wished to speak to me."




  "Exactly!" the manager answered. "You inquired when you came in for Miss Poynton. May I ask—are you a friend of hers?"




  "I am here on behalf of her friends," Duncombe answered. "I have letters to her."




  The manager bowed gravely.




  "I trust," he said, "that you will soon have an opportunity to deliver them. We are not, of course, responsible in any way for the conduct or doings of our clients here, but I am bound to say that both the young people of the name you mention have been the cause of much anxiety to us."




  "What do you mean?" Duncombe asked quickly.




  "Mr. Guy Poynton," the manager continued, "arrived here about three weeks ago, and took a room for himself and one for his sister, who was to arrive on the following day. He went out that same evening, and has never since returned. Of that fact you are no doubt aware."




  Duncombe nodded impatiently.




  "Yes!" he said. "That is why I am here."




  "His sister arrived on the following day, and was naturally very distressed. We did all that we could for her. We put her in the way of communicating with the police and the Embassy here, and we gave her every assistance that was possible. Four nights ago Mademoiselle went out late. Since then we have seen nothing of her. Mademoiselle also has disappeared."




  Duncombe sprang to his feet. He was suddenly pale.




  "Good God!" he exclaimed. "Four nights ago! She went out alone, you say?"




  "How else? She had no friends here. Once or twice at my suggestion she had taken one of our guides with her, but she discontinued this as she fancied that it made her conspicuous. She was all the time going round to places making inquiries about her brother."




  Duncombe felt himself suddenly precipitated into a new world—a nightmare of horrors. He was no stranger in the city, and grim possibilities unfolded themselves before his eyes. Four nights ago!




  "You have sent—to the police?"




  "Naturally. But in Paris—Monsieur must excuse me if I speak plainly—a disappearance of this sort is never regarded seriously by them. You know the life here without doubt, Monsieur! Your accent proves that you are well acquainted with the city. No doubt their conclusions are based upon direct observation, and in most cases are correct—but it is very certain that Monsieur the Superintendent regards such disappearances as these as due to one cause only."




  Duncombe frowned, and something flashed in his eyes which made the manager very glad that he had not put forward this suggestion on his own account.




  "With regard to the boy," he said, "this might be likely enough. But with regard to the young lady it is of course wildly preposterous. I will go to the police myself," he added, rising.




  "One moment, Sir George," the manager continued. "The disappearance of the young lady was a source of much trouble to me, and I made all possible inquiries within the hotel. I found that on the day of her disappearance Mademoiselle had been told by one of the attendants in the barber's shop, who had waited upon her brother on the night of his arrival, that he—Monsieur Guy—had asked for the name of some cafés for supper, and that he had recommended Café Montmartre. Mademoiselle appears to have decided to go there herself to make inquiries. We have no doubt that when she left the hotel on the night of her disappearance it was to there that she went."




  "You have told the police this?"




  "Yes, I have told them," the manager answered dryly. "Here is their latest report, if you care to see it."




  Duncombe took the little slip of paper and read it hastily.




  

    "Disappearance of Mademoiselle Poynton, from England.—We regret to state no trace has been discovered of the missing young lady.




    "(Signed) Jules Legarde, Superintendent."


  




  "That was only issued a few hours ago," the manager said.




  "And I thought," Duncombe said bitterly, "that the French police were the best in the world!"




  The manager said nothing. Duncombe rose from his chair.




  "I shall go myself to the Café Montmartre," he said. The manager bowed.




  "I shall be glad," he said, "to divest myself of any further responsibility in this matter. It has been a source of much anxiety to the directors as well as myself."




  Duncombe walked out of the room, and putting on his coat again called for a petite voiture. He gave the man the address in the Rue St. Honoré and was driven to a block of flats there over some shops.




  "Is Monsieur Spencer in?" he asked the concierge. He was directed to the first floor. An English man-servant admitted him, and a few moments later he was shaking hands with a man who was seated before a table covered with loose sheets of paper.




  "Duncombe, by all that's wonderful!" he exclaimed, holding out his hand. "Why, I thought that you had shaken the dust of the city from your feet forever, and turned country squire. Sit down! What will you have?"




  "First of all, am I disturbing you?"




  Spencer shook his head.




  "I've no Press work to-night," he answered. "I've a clear hour to give you at any rate. When did you come?"




  "Two-twenty from Charing Cross," Duncombe answered. "I can't tell you how thankful I am to find you in, Spencer. I'm over on a very serious matter, and I want your advice."




  Spencer touched the bell. Cigars and cigarettes, whisky and soda, appeared as though by magic.




  "Now help yourself and go ahead, old chap," his host declared. "I'm a good listener."




  He proved himself so, sitting with half-closed eyes and an air of close attention until he had heard the whole story. He did not once interrupt, but when Duncombe had finished he asked a question.




  "What did you say was the name of this café where the boy had disappeared?"




  "Café Montmartre."




  Spencer sat up in his chair. His expression had changed.




  "The devil!" he murmured softly.




  "You know the place?"




  "Very well. It has an extraordinary reputation. I am sorry to say it, Duncombe, but it is a very bad place for your friend to have disappeared from."




  "Why?"




  "In the first place it is the resort of a good many of the most dangerous people in Europe—people who play the game through to the end. It is a perfect hot-bed of political intrigue, and it is under police protection."




  "Police protection! A place like that!" Duncombe exclaimed.




  "Not as you and I understand it, perhaps," Spencer explained. "There is no Scotland Yard extending a protecting arm over the place, and that sort of thing. But the place is haunted by spies, and there are intrigues carried on there in which the secret service police often take a hand. In return it is generally very hard to get to the bottom of any disappearance or even robbery there through the usual channels. To the casual visitor, and of course it attracts thousands from its reputation, it presents no more dangers perhaps than the ordinary night café of its sort. But I could think of a dozen men in Paris to-day, who, if they entered it, I honestly believe would never be seen again."




  Spencer was exaggerating, Duncombe murmured to himself. He was a newspaper correspondent, and he saw these things with the halo of melodrama around them. And yet—four nights ago. His face was white and haggard.




  "The boy," he said, "could have been no more than an ordinary visitor. He had no great sum of money with him, he had no secrets, he did not even speak the language. Surely he would have been too small fry for the intriguers of such a place!"




  "One would think so," Spencer answered musingly. "You are sure that he was only what you say?"




  "He was barely twenty-one," Duncombe answered, "and he had never been out of England before."




  "What about the girl?"




  "She is two years older. It was her first visit to Paris." Spencer nodded.




  "The disappearance of the boy is of course the riddle," he remarked. "If you solve that you arrive also at his sister's whereabouts. Upon my word, it is a poser. If it had been the boy alone—well, one could understand. The most beautiful ladies in Paris are at the Montmartre. No one is admitted who is not what they consider—chic! The great dancers and actresses are given handsome presents to show themselves there. On a representative evening it is probably the most brilliant little roomful in Europe. The boy of course might have lost his head easily enough, and then been ashamed to face his sister. But when you tell me of her disappearance, too, you confound me utterly. Is she good-looking?"




  "Very!"




  "She would go there, of course, asking for her brother," Spencer continued thoughtfully. "An utterly absurd thing to do, but no doubt she did, and—look here, Duncombe, I tell you what I'll do. I have my own two news-grabbers at hand, and nothing particular for them to do this evening. I'll send them up to the Café Montmartre."




  "It's awfully good of you, Spencer. I was going myself," Duncombe said, a little doubtfully.




  "You idiot!" his friend said cheerfully, yet with a certain emphasis. "English from your hair to your boots, you'd go in there and attempt to pump people who have been playing the game all their lives, and who would give you exactly what information suited their books. They'd know what you were there for, the moment you opened your mouth. Honestly, what manner of good do you think that you could do? You'd learn what they chose to tell you. If there's really anything serious behind all this, do you suppose it would be the truth?"




  "You're quite right, I suppose," Duncombe admitted, "but it seems beastly to be doing nothing."




  "Better be doing nothing than doing harm!" Spencer declared. "Look round the other cafés and the boulevards. And come here at eleven to-morrow morning. We'll breakfast together at Paillard's."
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  Spencer wrote out his luncheon with the extreme care of the man to whom eating has passed to its proper place amongst the arts, and left to Duncombe the momentous question of red wine or white. Finally, he leaned back in his chair, and looked thoughtfully across at his companion.




  "Sir George," he said, "you have placed me in a very painful position."




  Duncombe glanced up from his hors d'œuvre.




  "What do you mean?"




  "I will explain," Spencer continued. "You came to me last night with a story in which I hope that I showed a reasonable amount of interest, but in which, as a matter of fact, I was not interested at all. Girls and boys who come to Paris for the first time in their lives unattended, and find their way to the Café Montmartre, and such places, generally end up in the same place. It would have sounded brutal if I had added to your distress last night by talking like this, so I determined to put you in the way of finding out for yourself. I sent two of my most successful news-scouts to that place last night, and I had not the slightest doubt as to the nature of the information which they would bring back. It turns out that I was mistaken."




  "What did they discover?" Duncombe asked eagerly.




  "Nothing!"




  Duncombe's face fell, but he looked a little puzzled.




  "Nothing? I don't understand. They must have heard that they had been there anyhow."




  "They discovered nothing. You do not understand the significance of this. I do! It means that I was mistaken for one thing. Their disappearance has more in it than the usual significance. Evil may have come to them, but not the ordinary sort of evil. Listen! You say that the police have disappointed you in having discovered nothing. That is no longer extraordinary to me. The police, or those who stand behind them, are interested in this case, and in the withholding of information concerning it."




  "You are talking riddles to me, Spencer," Duncombe declared. "Do you mean that the police in Paris may become the hired tools of malefactors?"




  "Not altogether that," Spencer said, waving aside a dish presented before him by the head waiter himself with a gesture of approval. "Not necessarily malefactors. But there are other powers to be taken into consideration, and most unaccountably your two friends are in deeper water than your story led me to expect. Now, not another question, please, until you have tried that sauce. Absolute silence, if you please, for at least three or four minutes."




  Duncombe obeyed with an ill grace. He had little curiosity as to its flavor, and a very small appetite at all with the conversation in its present position. He waited for the stipulated time, however, and then leaned once more across the table.




  "Spencer!"




  "First I must have your judgment upon the sauce. Did you find enough mussels?"




  "Damn the sauce!" Duncombe answered. "Forgive me, Spencer, but this affair is, after all, a serious one to me. You say that your two scouts, as you call them, discovered nothing. Well, they had only one evening at it. Will they try again in other directions? Can I engage them to work for me? Money is absolutely no object."




  Spencer shook his head.




  "Duncombe," he said, "you're going to think me a poor sort of friend, but the truth is best. You must not count upon me any more. I cannot lift even my little finger to help you. I can only give you advice if you want it."




  "And that?"




  "Go back to England to-morrow. Chuck it altogether. You are up against too big a combination. You can do no one any good. You are a great deal more likely to come to harm yourself."




  Duncombe was quite quiet for several moments. When he spoke again his manner had a new stiffness.




  "You have surprised me a good deal, I must confess, Spencer. We will abandon the subject."




  Spencer shrugged his shoulders.




  "I know how you're feeling, old chap," he said. "I can't help it. You understand my position here. I write a daily letter for the best paying and most generous newspaper in the world, and it is absolutely necessary that I keep hand in glove with the people in high places here. My position absolutely demands it, and my duty to my chief necessitates my putting all personal feeling on one side in a case like this when a conflict arises."




  "But where," Duncombe asked, "does the conflict arise?"




  "Here!" Spencer answered. "I received a note this morning from a great personage in this country to whom I am under more obligation than any other breathing man, requesting me to refrain from making any further inquiries or assisting any one else to make them in this matter. I can assure you that I was thunderstruck, but the note is in my pocket at the present moment."




  "Does it mention them by name?"




  "The exact words are," Spencer answered, "'respecting the reported disappearance of the young Englishman, Mr. Guy Poynton, and his sister.' This will just show you how much you have to hope for from the police, for the person whose signature is at the foot of that note could command the implicit obedience of the whole system."




  Duncombe's cheeks were a little flushed. He was British to the backbone, and his obstinacy was being stirred.




  "The more reason," he said quietly, "so far as I can see, that I should continue my independent efforts with such help as I can secure. This girl and boy are fellow country-people, and I haven't any intention of leaving them in the clutches of any brutal gang of Frenchmen into whose hands they may have got. I shall go on doing what I can, Spencer."




  The journalist shrugged his shoulders.




  "I can't help sympathizing with you, Duncombe," he said, "but keep reasonable. You know your Paris well enough to understand that you haven't a thousand to one chance. Besides, Frenchmen are not brutal. If the boy got into a scrape, it was probably his own fault."




  "And the girl? What of her? Am I to leave her to the tender mercies of whatever particular crew of blackguards may have got her into their power?"




  "You are needlessly melodramatic," Spencer answered. "I will admit, of course, that her position may be an unfortunate one, but the personage whom I have the honor to call my friend does not often protect blackguards. Be reasonable, Duncombe! These young people are not relatives of yours, are they?"




  "No!"




  "Nor very old friends? The young lady, for instance?"




  Duncombe looked up, and his face was set in grim and dogged lines. He felt like a man who was nailing his colors to the mast.




  "The young lady," he said, "is, I pray Heaven, my future wife!"




  Spencer was honestly amazed, and a little shocked.




  "Forgive me, Duncombe," he said. "I had no idea—though perhaps I ought to have guessed."




  They went on with their luncheon in silence for some time, except for a few general remarks. But after the coffee had been brought and the cigarettes were alight, Spencer leaned once more across the table.




  "Tell me, Duncombe, what you mean to do."




  "I shall go to the Café Montmartre myself to-night. At such a place there must be hangers-on and parasites who see something of the game. I shall try to come into touch with them. I am rich enough to outbid the others who exact their silence."




  "You must be rich enough to buy their lives then," Spencer answered gravely, "for if you do succeed in tempting any one to betray the inner happenings of that place on which the seal of silence has been put, you will hear of them in the Morgue before a fortnight has passed."




  "They must take their risk," Duncombe said coldly. "I am going to stuff my pockets with money to-night, and I shall bid high. I shall leave word at the hotel where I am going. If anything happens to me there—well, I don't think the Café Montmartre will flourish afterwards."




  "Duncombe," his friend said gravely, "nothing will happen to you at the Café Montmartre. Nothing ever does happen to any one there. You remember poor De Laurson?"




  "Quite well. He was stabbed by a girl in the Rue Pigalle."




  "He was stabbed in the Café Montmartre, but his body was found in the Rue Pigalle. Then there was the Vicomte de Sauvinac."




  "He was found dead in his study—poisoned."




  "He was found there—yes, but the poison was given to him in the Café Montmartre, and it was there that he died. I am behind the scenes in some of these matters, but I know enough to hold my tongue, or my London letter wouldn't be worth a pound a week. I am giving myself away to you now, Duncombe. I am risking a position which it has taken me twenty years to secure. I've got to tell you these things, and you must do as I tell you. Go back to London!"




  Duncombe laughed as he rose to his feet.




  "Not though the Vicomte's fate is to be mine to-night," he answered. "The worse hell this place is the worse the crew it must shelter. I should never hold my head up again if I sneaked off home and left the girl in their hands. I don't see how you can even suggest it."




  "Only because you can't do the least good," Spencer answered. "And besides, don't run away with a false impression. The place is dangerous only for certain people. The authorities don't protect murderers or thieves except under special circumstances. The Vicomte's murderer and De Laurson's were brought to justice. Only they keep the name of the place out of it always. Tourists in shoals visit it, and visit safely every evening. They pay fancy prices for what they have, but I think they get their money's worth. But for certain classes of people it is the decoy house of Europe. Foreign spies have babbled away their secrets there, and the greatest criminals of the world have whispered away their lives to some fair daughter of Judas at those tables. I, who am behind the scenes, tell you these things, Duncombe."




  Duncombe smiled.




  "To-morrow," he said, "you may add another victim to your chamber of horrors!"
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  The amber wine fell in a little wavering stream from his upraised glass on to the table-cloth below. He leaned back in his chair and gazed at his three guests with a fatuous smile. The girl in blue, with the dazzlingly fair hair and wonderful complexion, steadied his hand and exchanged a meaning look with the man who sat opposite. Surely the poor fool was ready for the plucking? But Madame, who sat beside her, frowned upon them both. She had seen things which had puzzled her. She signed to them to wait.




  She leaned over and flashed her great black eyes upon him.




  "Monsieur enjoys himself like this every night in Paris?"




  A soft, a very seductive, voice. The woman who envied her success compared it to the purring of a cat. Men as a rule found no fault with it, especially those who heard it for the first time.




  Duncombe set down his glass, now almost empty. He looked from the stain on the table-cloth into the eyes of Madame, and again she thought them very unlike the eyes of a drunken man.




  "Why not? It's the one city in the world to enjoy one's self in. Half-past four, and here we are as jolly as anything. Chucked out of everywhere in London at half-past twelve. 'Time, gentlemen, please!' And out go the lights. Jove, I wonder what they'd think of this at the Continental! Let's—let's have another bottle."




  The fair-haired girl—Flossie to her friends, Mademoiselle Mermillon until you had been introduced—whispered in his ear. He shook his head vaguely. She had her arm round his neck. He removed it gently.




  "We'll have another here first anyhow," he declared. "Hi, Garçon! Ring the bell, there's a good chap, Monsieur—dash it, I've forgotten your name. No, don't move. I'll do it myself."




  He rose and staggered towards the door.




  "The bell isn't that way, Monsieur," Madame exclaimed. "It is to the right. Louis, quick!"




  Monsieur Louis sprang to his feet. There was a queer grating little sound, followed by a sharp click. Duncombe had swung round and faced them. He had turned the key in the door, and was calmly pocketing it. The hand which held that small shining revolver was certainly not the hand of a drunken man.




  They all three looked at him in wonder—Madame, Monsieur Louis, and Mademoiselle Flossie. The dark eyebrows of Madame almost met, and her eyes were full of the promise of evil things. Monsieur Louis, cowering back from that steadily pointed revolver, was white with the inherited cowardice of the degenerate. Flossie, who had drunk more wine than any of them, was trying to look as though it were a joke. Duncombe, with his disordered evening clothes, his stained shirt-front and errant tie, was master of the situation. He came and stood a few feet away from them. His blundering French accent and slow choice of words had departed. He spoke to them without hesitation, and his French was almost as good as their own.




  "I want you to keep your places," he said, "and listen to me for a few minutes. I can assure you I am neither mad nor drunk. I have a few questions to ask you, and if your answers are satisfactory you may yet find my acquaintance as profitable as though I had been the pigeon I seemed. Keep your seat, Monsieur le Baron!"




  Monsieur Louis, who had half risen, sat down again hastily. They all watched him from their places around the table. It was Madame whom he addressed more directly—Madame with the jet black hair and golden earrings, the pale cheeks and scarlet lips.




  "I invited you into a private room here," he said, "because what I have said to you three is between ourselves alone. You came, I presume, because it promised to be profitable. All that I want from you is information. And for that I am willing to pay."




  Monsieur Louis interposed. He stroked his little black moustache with a much beringed hand. With the other he gesticulated.




  "Monsieur talks reasonably," he declared, "but why all this mystery? Why this feigned drunkenness? Why the show of arms? If we can help Monsieur—it is an affair of pleasure, and if he chooses to make a present to these ladies in return—why, no doubt they will be charmed. Me, I presume, he has no intention to insult. Permit me, Monsieur."




  He drew a card from a small gold case, and presented it to Duncombe, who accepted it with a little bow.




  "If I can aid you in any way," Monsieur Louis continued, "I am entirely at your service, but I require first of all that in addressing us you recognize my position as a French nobleman, who amuses himself in this place as you, Monsieur, also do, and also that you unlock that door."




  Duncombe smiled quietly.




  "Monsieur le Baron," he said, "I think that we are very well as we are—secure from interruption. I have sent others here on this same mission, and they did not succeed. Both of these ladies, I believe, have been approached for the information I desire, and they have thought well to withhold it. I have set my heart upon success this time, and I wish to secure at least the opportunity of being heard."




  Monsieur Louis shrugged his shoulders.




  "There are secrets," he murmured; "affairs of honor——"




  Duncombe interrupted him.




  "Monsieur Louis," he said, "I am not so young as I look, and I have lived in Paris. I know that this café, for all its outward smartness, bears perhaps the worst reputation in Europe. I have heard of you three many times—the 'Trinity from Hell,' they call you sometimes, I think. You see I know where I am and the risk I run. Even this little room has its secrets—a murder or two, I believe, and other things—secrets which I don't suppose there is gold enough in France to buy. Well, I don't want to buy them. You can go your way so far as I am concerned. There is only one thing I want to know from you, and for that I offer you—the ladies, of course, I mean—five thousand francs each."




  "Five thousand francs!" Madame murmured.




  Mademoiselle Flossie said nothing, but her eyes shone.




  "The question, Monsieur?"




  "What has become of Mademoiselle Phyllis Poynton, the young English lady?"




  The eyes of Madame seemed to narrow for a moment. Monsieur Louis lit a cigarette with fingers which shook a little, and the fair face of Mademoiselle Flossie was suddenly white. Then they all three looked at one another.




  "Do you know whom Monsieur may mean?"




  "Not I!"




  "An English girl! There are none come here."




  "Mademoiselle Poynton! It is a name unheard of."




  The young Englishman smiled upon them grimly.




  "Madame," he said, "you have in your satchel—don't move, if you please—a roll of French notes—indeed you must not move—very cleverly abstracted from my pocket by my charming young companion, Mademoiselle Flossie here. Now I have at least half a dozen friends in the café below whom I could summon here by touching that bell, and the identification of those notes would be a perfectly simple matter. Shall I do it? Or will you earn another roll by giving me the information I seek?"




  Madame leaned forward and whispered in the man's ear. Monsieur Louis nodded.




  "Tell him," Mademoiselle Flossie murmured tremulously. "Monsieur will not break faith with us. He will not let it be known from whence he gained the knowledge."




  "Agreed!" the young Englishman declared. "Go on."




  Madame held up her hand.




  "I," she said, "will tell Monsieur what we know."




  She rose to her feet and leaned over the table. The blue-black sequins on her dress glittered and shone in the dull light. Her figure was superb, her neck and bosom a flawless white. The Englishman, however, was unmoved. His keen gray eyes were fixed upon her, but the revolver remained in his right hand. From downstairs they could hear the music of violins, the rattle of glasses, the hum of voices and laughter. Madame frowned slightly as she marked the young Englishman's alertness. She was used to victims, and his imperturbability annoyed her.




  "I trust," she said, "that you will remember, Monsieur, that I am breaking a pledged word. If Monsieur the Director here knew that I was telling you of Mademoiselle Poynton there would be much trouble for all of us."




  Duncombe nodded.




  "Go on," he said.




  "Mademoiselle came here first about a month or perhaps six weeks ago," she said. "From that time on she was a regular visitor. She came alone. She spoke to no one. She was always a mystery. She was very handsomely dressed—for an English girl, quite chic! She spent money, and Monsieur Albert the director kept always a table for her. As time went on we began to feel the mystery. We asked ourselves for what purpose does she come here? For what, indeed!




  "One night Monsieur Albert, who was always besieged with questions about her, took too much wine. I have seen that happen with him but once—since that time never. He told us about Mademoiselle. She made some inquiries about her brother, and Monsieur Albert was able to tell her his whereabouts. After that he scarcely expected to see her again, but the next night she was here also.




  "Then Monsieur Albert learned more. Mademoiselle was in a small way an artist, and she had conceived the idea of painting a picture of the café—an early morning picture of effects, Monsieur understands. There was to be the morning sunlight streaming across the supper-tables, the faces of all of us aged and haggard. Monsieur Louis here, without doubt, a very child of the devil! Oh, a very moral picture, Monsieur. It was to convert us all. Monsieur Albert declared that he would arrange to have it here on exhibition, and we should all mend our ways. Monsieur knew perhaps that the young lady was an artist?"




  The question was flashed suddenly upon him as though the intention was to take him by surprise. Duncombe, however, remained unmoved.




  "I am here, Madame, to ask, not to answer, questions," he said. "Will you kindly proceed? I am greatly interested."




  Madame put her hand to her throat for a moment as though to loosen her necklace. She had not the appearance of being greatly in love with her questioner.




  "There came a night," she continued, "when Mademoiselle broke through her rule. A man came in and sat at her table. His name was the Vicomte D'Aubarde, and he was known to most of us, though to the young lady he appeared to be a stranger. They talked earnestly for an hour or more. When she left—he accompanied her!"




  The Englishman had grown paler. Madame saw it and smiled. Her lover perhaps! It was good to make him suffer.




  "Flossie here," she continued, "was outside, and saw them depart. They drove off together in the Vicomte's coupé. They were apparently on the best of terms. Since then we have not seen her again—nor the Vicomte. Monsieur knows now as much as we know."




  "And how long ago is that?" Duncombe asked quietly.




  "A week to-night," Madame replied.




  Duncombe laid down a roll of notes upon the table.




  "I wish," he said, "to prove to you that I am in earnest. I am therefore going to pay you the amount I promised, although I am perfectly well aware that the story of Madame is—false!"




  "Monsieur!"




  "As I remarked," he repeated, "false. Now listen to me. I want to tempt one of you, I don't care which, to break through this thieves' compact of yours. I have paid a thousand francs for lies—I will pay ten thousand francs for truth! Ten thousand francs for the present whereabouts of Mademoiselle Phyllis Poynton!"




  Mademoiselle Flossie looked up at him quickly. Then she glanced furtively at Madame, and the flash of Madame's eyes was like lightning upon blue steel. Duncombe moved towards the door.




  "I will pay the bill downstairs," he said. "Good night! Think over what I have said. Ten thousand francs!"




  Monsieur Louis stood up and bowed stiffly. Mademoiselle Flossie ventured to throw him a kiss. Madame smiled inscrutably.




  The door closed. They heard him go downstairs. Madame picked up his card and read aloud.




  Sir George Duncombe,


  Risley Hall,


  Norfolk.


  


  Grand Hotel, Paris.





  "If one could only," Madame murmured, "tell him the truth, collect the money—and——"




  "And," Flossie murmured, half fearfully.




  Monsieur le Baron smiled!
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  Mademoiselle Mermillon was not warmly welcomed at the Grand Hotel. The porter believed that Sir George Duncombe was out. He would inquire, if Mademoiselle would wait, but he did not usher her into the drawing-room, as would have been his duty in an ordinary case, or even ask her to take a seat.




  Mademoiselle Mermillon was of the order of young person who resents, but this afternoon she was far too nervous. During the porter's temporary absence she started at every footstep, and scrutinized anxiously every passer-by. Often she looked behind her through the glass doors into the street. When at last he reappeared alone her disappointment was obvious.




  "Sir George Duncombe is out, Mademoiselle," he announced. "Will you be pleased to leave a message, or your name?"




  "You do not know how long he will be?" she inquired.




  "Sir George left no word," the man answered. "He has been out since before déjeuner."




  Mademoiselle decided to leave a note. The porter supplied her with notepaper and envelopes. She sat down at a small round table, and once more glanced furtively around. Convinced that she was not being watched, she hastily wrote a few lines, sealed and addressed the envelope, and handed it to the porter.




  "You will give this to Sir George immediately he returns," she begged. "It is important."




  "Monsieur shall have it without doubt, Mademoiselle," the man answered.




  She pulled down her veil and left the place hurriedly. When she reached the boulevard she slackened her pace, and drew a little breath of relief.




  "Ten thousand francs!" she murmured to herself. "If I took that with me they would receive me at home. I might start all over again. It is worth a little risk. Heavens, how nervous I am!"




  She entered a café and drank à petit verre. As she set her glass down a man looked at her over the top of his newspaper. She tried to smile, but her heart was beating, and she was sick with fear.




  "What a fool I am!" she muttered. "It is a stranger, too. If he were one of Gustav's lot I should know him."




  She returned his smile, and he came and sat down beside her. They had another liqueur. Later they left the place together.


  




  Duncombe returned to his hotel tired out after a disappointing day spent in making fruitless inquiries in various parts of Paris. He had learnt nothing. He seemed as far off the truth as ever. He opened the note which the porter handed him listlessly enough. Afterwards, however, it was different. This is what he read:—




  

    "I can tell you about the young English lady if you will promise upon your honor that you will not betray me. I dare not come here again. I dare not even speak to you while the others are about. Go to the Café Sylvain to-night and order dinner in a private room. I will come at half-past seven.—Flossie."


  




  Duncombe drew a little sigh of relief. At last then he was to know something. He was very English, a bad amateur detective, and very weary of his task. Nothing but his intense interest in the girl herself—an interest which seemed to have upset the whole tenor of his life—would have kept him here plodding so relentlessly away at a task which seemed daily to present more difficulties and complications. Yet so absorbed had he become that the ordinary duties and pleasures which made up the routine of his life scarcely ever entered into his mind. There had been men coming down to shoot, whom in an ordinary way he would not have dreamed of putting off—a cricket match which had been postponed until his return, and which he had completely forgotten. Paris had nothing in the shape of amusement to offer him in place of these things, yet in his own mind these things were as if they had not been. Every interest and energy of his life was concentrated upon the one simple object of his search.




  He gave the man half a crown, and walked to the lift whistling. The porter shook his head, and Duncombe receded considerably in his estimation, notwithstanding the tip. He considered Mademoiselle Flossie a little obvious for a gentleman of Duncombe's class. Duncombe treated himself to a cocktail and a cigarette as he changed his clothes. It was positively the first gleam of hope he had had. And then suddenly he remembered Spencer's warning, and he became grave.




  He was at the Café Sylvain early. He ordered dinner, gave elaborate instructions about a young lady when she arrived, and with a glass of absinthe and another cigarette sat down to wait. At a quarter to eight he began to get restless. He summoned the waiter again, and gave a more detailed description of Mademoiselle Flossie. The waiter was regretful but positive. No young lady of any description had arrived expecting to meet a gentleman in a private room. Duncombe tried him with her name. But yes, Mademoiselle Mermillon was exceedingly well known there! He would give orders that she should be shown up immediately she arrived. It would be soon, without doubt.




  At a quarter-past eight Duncombe dined alone, too disappointed to resent the waiter's sympathetic attitude. At nine o'clock he returned to the hotel on the chance that a message might have been sent there. He read the English newspapers, and wrote letters until midnight. Then he ordered a carriage and drove to the Café Montmartre.




  He mounted the stairs and passed through the little bar which led into the supper-room. Monsieur Albert came forward with a low bow.




  "You can find me a table, I suppose?" Duncombe remarked, looking round. "Where shall I sit?"




  Monsieur Albert shook his head slowly. His hands were outstretched, his manner sad, but resigned.




  "I am very sorry, Monsieur, but to-night every place is taken. I have had to turn others away already," he declared. "A thousand regrets."




  Duncombe looked at him astonished. The place was more than half empty.




  "Surely you can find me a small table somewhere," he said. "I was here last evening, you know. If it is because I am alone I will order supper for two and a magnum of wine."




  Monsieur Albert was immovable. He remembered Duncombe well, and he was proud of his patronage, but to-night it was impossible to offer him a table. Duncombe began to be annoyed.




  "Very well," he said, "I will stay in the bar. You can't turn me out of there, can you?"




  Monsieur Albert was evasive. He desired Monsieur Duncombe to be amused, and the people who remained in the bar—well, it was not possible to get rid of them, but they were not fitting company for him.




  "There is the Café Mazarin," he added confidentially, "a few steps only from here—a most amusing place. The most wonderful ladies there, too, very chic, and crowded every night! Monsieur should really try it. The commissionaire would direct him—a few yards only."




  "Much obliged to you," Duncombe answered, turning on his heel. "I may look in there presently."




  He seated himself at a small round table and ordered a drink. The people here were of a slightly different class from those who had the entrée to the supper-room and were mostly crowded round the bar itself. At a small desk within a few feet of him a middle-aged woman with a cold, hard face sat with a book of account before her and a pile of bills. There was something almost Sphynx-like about her appearance. She never spoke. Her expression never changed. Once their eyes met. She looked at him steadfastly, but said nothing. The girl behind the bar also took note of him. She was very tall and slim, absolutely colorless, and with coils of fair hair drawn tightly back from her forehead. She was never without a cigarette, lighting a fresh one always from its predecessor, talking all the while unceasingly, but without the slightest change of expression. Once she waved the men and girls who stood talking to her on one side, and Duncombe fancied that it was because she desired a better view of him.




  Suddenly he was startled by a voice close at hand. He looked up. The woman at the desk was speaking to him.




  "Monsieur would be well advised," she said, "if he departed."




  Duncombe looked at her in amazement. She was writing rapidly in her book, and her eyes were fixed upon her work. If he had not actually heard her, it would have been hard to believe that she had spoken.




  "But why, Madame?" he asked. "Why should I go? I am in no one's way. I can pay for what I have."




  She dipped her pen in the ink.




  "I know nothing of Monsieur or his business," she said, still without even glancing towards him, "but I know that Monsieur Albert does not wish him to remain."




  "The devil take Monsieur Albert!" Duncombe answered angrily. "I am waiting to speak to some one who comes here regularly, and I shall stay until she comes."




  The woman wrote steadily for a moment. Then she blotted the page on which she had been writing, and raising her head, looked at him.




  "It is no affair of mine," she said, "but Monsieur Albert has sent for the police. They may say that you have had too much wine, or that you owe money. In either case you will be removed. The police will not listen to you. Monsieur Albert has special discretion. It is no affair of mine," she repeated, "but if I were Monsieur I would go."




  Duncombe rose slowly to his feet, and summoning a waiter paid his bill. The man produced a second one, dated a few days back, for a large amount.




  "What is the meaning of this?" he asked. "I do not owe you anything."




  "Monsieur was here with a party last Thursday night," he said glibly. "He promised to pay the next time. I will call the manager."




  Duncombe tore the bill in half and turned away. He bowed to the lady at the desk.




  "I see that you were right," he said. "I will leave."




  "Monsieur is wise," she answered without looking up.




  He left the café without speaking to any one further. When he reached the pavement he slipped a five-franc piece into the hand of the tall commissionaire.




  "You know most of the young ladies who come here, I suppose?" he asked.




  "But certainly!" the man answered with a smile, "Monsieur desires?"




  "I want the address of a young lady named Mermillon—Flossie, I think they call her," Duncombe said.




  "Thirty-one, Rue Pigalle," the man answered promptly. "But she should be here within an hour. She never misses."




  Duncombe thanked him, and hailed a carriage.




  "Shall I give Mademoiselle any message?" the man asked confidentially.




  "I am going to call for her," Duncombe answered. "If I do not find her I will return."




  To drive to the Rue Pigalle was an affair of five minutes only. Duncombe climbed a couple of flights of narrow stairs, pushed open a swing gate, and found himself in front of an office, in which an elderly woman sat reading.




  "Can you tell me where to find Mademoiselle Mermillon?" Duncombe asked.




  "Next floor; first door on the left," the woman answered. "Mademoiselle is not often in at this hour, though."




  Duncombe thanked her, and climbed another flight of stairs. He had to strike a match to look for a bell or knocker, and then found neither. He knocked on the door with his knuckles. There was no reply. He was on the point of departure, when he noticed that the door was ajar. After a moment's hesitation he pushed it open.




  He found himself in a narrow passage, with dresses and other articles of apparel hanging from a row of pegs on the wall. The place was in complete darkness. He struck another match. At the end of the passage was an inner door, also ajar. He rapped upon it, and finally pushed it open. Just then his match went out!
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  Duncombe had the nerves and temperament of the young Englishman of his class, whose life is mostly spent out of doors, and who has been an athlete all his days. But nevertheless at that moment he was afraid. Something in the stillness of the room oppressed him. He could see nothing, hear nothing except the clock ticking upon the mantlepiece. And yet he was afraid.




  He fumbled desperately in his pocket for his matchbox. When he had found it he discovered that it was empty. With a sense of positive relief he backed out of the room and hastily descended the stairs. The old lady was still in her sitting-room reading the paper. She set it down at his entrance, and looked at him over the top of her spectacles.




  "Pardon, Madame," he said, removing his hat, "I find the rooms of Mademoiselle are open, but all is in darkness. I cannot make any one hear."




  Madame took up her paper.




  "Then Mademoiselle is probably out," she declared. "It is generally so at this hour. Monsieur can leave his name."




  "But the doors are all open!" Duncombe said.




  "I go presently and close them," Madame answered. "The careless hussy!"




  Duncombe produced a small piece of gold. Madame laid down the paper at once. She looked at it as though ready to snatch it from his hand.




  "Madame would oblige me very much if she would ascend with me at once," Duncombe said. "I should like to make quite sure whether the young lady is there or not."




  Madame was on her feet with remarkable celerity. She accepted the coin and carefully placed it in a purse drawn from somewhere amongst the folds of her voluminous skirts.




  "We shall need a candle," Duncombe reminded her.




  She lit a lamp, talking all the while.




  "Monsieur is very generous," she declared. "Mademoiselle Flossie is a charming young lady. No wonder she has many friends. There was one," she continued, "who came here with her this afternoon—but he left almost at once," she added hastily, aware of her indiscretion. "Ah, these stairs! They grow steeper for one so corpulent. At last!"




  She pushed open the door and went sideways down the narrow passage. Directly they had entered it they had a view of the room beyond. Madame cried out, and Duncombe felt all his vague fears spring into a terrified apprehension of actual evil.




  The curtain before the window had been hastily drawn, but the lamp which the portress carried was sufficient feebly to illuminate the room. The table-cloth and a broken vase lay upon the floor. A few feet off was an overturned chair. Upon the canopied bed lay a prostrate figure, the head thrown back at an unnatural angle, the eyes open but glazed. Duncombe dared do no more than cast one single horrified glance at it. Madame set down the lamp upon the table, and made the room hideous with shrieks.




  "Good God!" she cried. "It is the little one who is dead!"




  Duncombe himself fetched in the gendarmes, and waited whilst they took voluminous notes of the occurrence. The murder seemed to them and to Madame to be one of a very common class. The assassin had left no clue whatever behind him. The poor girl's rings had been torn from her fingers, her little stock of jewellery ransacked, her purse was empty, everything of value had been taken. There was not a shred of evidence against any one. Madame, who had seen the man upon the stairs, could only say that he was short, and wore a black felt hat. The officer who took down what they had to say shrugged his shoulders as he replaced the book in his pocket. The affair would pass most certainly, he feared, into the long list of undiscoverable crimes.




  Duncombe left his name and address, and enough money for the funeral. Then he returned to his hotel. This was the end, then, of the clue from which he had hoped so much. Spencer's warning as to what would surely happen to those whom he might succeed in bribing came back into his mind with sickening insistence. In a measure he was responsible for the girl's death. After all, what chance had he? He was fighting against powers which, moving always in the darkness, seemed able with the most ridiculous ease to frustrate his every move. He re-entered the hotel in a state of complete nervous depression. For the first time he had forebodings on his own account. What had happened to Mademoiselle Flossie might happen so easily to himself.




  A man rose quickly from the lounge in the hotel as he entered. Duncombe greeted him with a little expression of wonder.




  "Spencer!" he exclaimed. "Were you waiting to see me?"




  The journalist nodded. He was not in evening dress, and he too had the appearance of a man who has received something of a shock.




  "Yes. The café is closed, I suppose. Let us go down into the smoke-room. I want to talk to you."




  Duncombe led the way. They found two easy-chairs, and despatched a waiter for whiskies and soda. Then Spencer turned to his friend.




  "Have you met," he asked, "with any success?"




  "None!" Duncombe answered gloomily.




  "I have something to tell you," Spencer continued. "No, it is not good news," he added hastily. "It is more a personal matter. It is of something which has happened to myself."




  Duncombe sighed.




  "Go on!" he said.




  "For twenty-two and a half years," Spencer said, "I have lived in Paris as the correspondent to various English journals. I have made many friends, and it has been considered amongst all my fellow journalists that I had the ear of more influential people in politics and society here than any other writer. To-day I have resigned my position!"




  Duncombe managed to summon up enough interest to be surprised.




  "I had no idea," he said, "that you were contemplating anything of the sort."




  "I was not!" Spencer answered grimly. "I am as much surprised myself as all my friends will be."




  Duncombe was puzzled.




  "I am afraid I don't quite understand," he said. "You can't mean that your people——"




  "No! My people have nothing to do with it," Spencer answered. "I have had the sack, but not from them. It is Paris which will have no more of me. I live here, of course, on my faculties for obtaining information, and my entrée into political and social life. To-day the Minister of Police has declined to receive me, or at any future time—my cards of entry into the chamber and half a dozen places have been revoked, my name has been expunged from the visiting list of the President, and practically of every other person of importance. All that I may see of Paris now is from the outside. And there is no appeal!"




  "But what is the reason of it, Spencer? What have you done? How have you offended all these people?"




  Spencer hesitated.




  "I don't want you to blame yourself in any way, Duncombe," he said. "You could not possibly have guessed the sort of thing you were up against. But the fact remains that my offence is in having sent my friends to the Café Montmartre on your account, and in being suspected of rendering you further assistance in your search for those two marvellous young English people!"




  "You are not joking by any chance, are you?" Duncombe asked gravely.




  "The matter," Spencer replied, "does not appear to me to lend itself to anything of the sort."




  Duncombe buried his head in his hands for several moments.




  "Great Heavens!" he murmured. "Let me think! I can't tell you how sorry I am, old chap. Can't the thing be explained? As a matter of fact, you were discretion itself."




  "I don't want it explained," Spencer said, "even if it would do any good—which it wouldn't! I should have retired in any case in less than a year, and, as it is, I believe my successor is on his way over already. Now would you like to know why I have come here at this hour of the night to tell you this?"




  Duncombe nodded.




  "Go on!" he said. "Afterwards I've something to tell you."




  "I've come," Spencer said, "because I'm free now, if you like, to help you. I was interested in your story before. I am ten times more interested in it now. If you still want me I'll do what I can for you."




  "Want you! Spencer, do you mean it?" Duncombe exclaimed. "Want you! Why, there's no one I'd rather interest in the affair than you."




  "Well, I can promise you my interest is pretty well excited already," Spencer answered. "I'm with you right along. Now tell me where you've been this evening, and what's happened."




  Duncombe recounted the evening's events. His new ally listened and afterwards smoked for a moment or two in silence.




  "It is simply wonderful," he declared. "The whole secret-service system of Paris is working to cover up the traces of this boy and girl. Their spies, of course, are everywhere, and their organization perfect. The first one of their creatures who tries to break away is Mademoiselle Flossie. The poor little fool lived for only a few hours afterwards. Your bribe was high, but she ought to have known better."




  "You mean——"




  "Why, of course! The theft of her poor little jewels was only a blind. It was to deceive the public, for, as a matter of fact, her murderer would have been perfectly safe if he had strolled into the nearest police station and made his report. She was killed because she was going to give you certain information."




  Duncombe shuddered.




  "Great Heaven!" he exclaimed. "Tell me, Spencer, who or what can be at the back of all this? Guy Poynton was simply a healthy-minded, not over-intelligent, young Saxon, unambitious, and passionately fond of his home and his country life. He had no friends over here, no interests, no ties of any sort. He was abroad for the first time of his life. He regarded foreign countries and people simply with the tolerant curiosity of the untravelled Britisher. He appears in Paris for one night and disappears, and forthwith all the genius of French espionage seems to have combined to cover up his traces. It is the same with his sister, only as she came afterwards it was evidently on his account that she also is drawn into the mystery. What can be the meaning of it, Spencer?"




  "My young friend," Spencer said, "I will be frank with you. I have not the least idea! I only know that somehow or other you're up against a big thing. In a week—perhaps a day—I may know more. Meanwhile I want you to go on your way precisely as though you and I had not discussed this matter."




  "We may not work together then?" Duncombe asked.




  "Certainly not! You are a marked man everywhere. Every door is closed to you. I shall nominally stick to my post. You must be content to be the actual looker-on, though you had better not abandon your inquiries altogether. I will put you up at the Cercle Anglais. It will serve to pass the time, and you may gain information at the most unlikely places. And now good-bye."




  The liftman thrust a pencilled note into Duncombe's hand as he ascended to his room.




  "From I do not know whom, Monsieur," he announced. "It was left here by some one! Whom I cannot say."




  Duncombe opened it in his dressing-room. There was only one sentence:—




  

    "Monsieur would be well advised to leave Paris to-night."
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  "In the most unlikely places!" Duncombe murmured to himself as he bowed to the Frenchman, whose name his friend had mentioned. "I am very glad to meet you again, Monsieur le Baron!" he said, aloud.




  They were in the covered garden at the Ritz. Duncombe had accepted the pressing invitation of an old college friend, whom he had met on the boulevards to drop in and be introduced to his wife. And the third at the tea-table was Monsieur Louis, known in society apparently as Monsieur le Baron de Seurs.




  Lady Hadley, his friend's wife, smiled languidly upon them both. She was a frail pink and white little woman, with the reputation of a beauty to sustain, wherein lay her life's work.




  "You two know one another, of course!" she remarked. "Paris is no larger than London, after all."




  "Sir George and I have met once at least," the Baron said, smiling. "I am glad that he does me the honor of remembering the occasion."




  Duncombe felt himself no match for his companion with the foils. He let the conversation drift, and waited for his opportunity. Presently some more guests arrived, and Duncombe drew his host on one side.




  "Hadley," he said, "how long have you known the Baron?"




  "Met him at Dorset House about two years ago, I think," Hadley answered. "He was doing a round of country-houses. I'm not sure that he didn't stay at Sandringham. One of the real old French families, you know, De Seurs."




  Duncombe nodded. There did not seem to be much that he could say. He mingled with the other guests, and observed his social duties. But he watched the Baron, and he took care that they left together.




  "Are you going my way, Baron?" he asked, as they stepped into the Place Vendôme.




  "I was going to the Cercle Anglais," the Baron answered. "Do you belong?"




  "I am up for a month's membership, but I am not elected yet," Duncombe answered.




  "Then you shall come in as my guest," the Baron declared.




  "You are exceedingly kind," Duncombe answered. "I wonder whether I might presume still further upon your good nature and ask you a question."




  "The asking," the Baron murmured, "involves nothing."




  "You bear, I am told, an honored name, and you are well received in society. Why do you associate with murderers and thieves in that hell of a café where I saw you first?"




  The Baron smiled.




  "My friend," he said, "I seek always the life amusing, and I find it there."




  "I was robbed before your eyes, Baron."




  The Frenchman sighed.




  "I am so sorry," he said, "that I did not see it. That indeed would have been amusing."




  "You know that the young lady who sat with us is dead?"




  "A most bizarre happening," the Baron assented with a little sigh. "I cannot imagine how it occurred. The newspaper reports are not convincing. One would like to reconstruct the story. Poor little Flossie! She was most amusing, but just a little, a very little, too fond of flourishing her jewellery. One will miss her, though."




  "Referring for one moment to our meeting at the café. You told me a story there—you and your friend Madame—of a young English lady—which the facts seem scarcely to sustain."




  The Baron sighed.




  "My friend," he said, "we did the best we could at a moment's notice. I rather fancied the story myself. As to facts—what have they to do with it? You demanded a story, and you got it. I rather flattered myself that under the circumstances it was not bad."




  "You admit now, then, that it was not the truth!"




  "The truth! My dear Sir George! Supposing that the whereabouts of your charming young friend had been known to me, do you suppose that I should have permitted myself to be bullied into disclosing it? Forgive me if I speak plainly, but if you really wished for information which you supposed that I had, your method of seeking it put you at once out of court. A French gentleman does not permit himself to be bullied."




  Duncombe was silent for several moments. There were many things which he could have said, but where was the use?




  "As a French gentleman, then," he said at last, "will you permit me to make a personal appeal to you? Miss Phyllis Poynton is a young lady in whom I am deeply interested. She was last seen at the Café Montmartre, from which place she disappeared. I am an Englishman of your own station. Tell me where I can find her, or what has become of her."




  "My dear Sir George," the Baron said, "you might have saved yourself a great deal of trouble if you had spoken like this to me at the first. Frankly, then, I have not the least idea. Young English ladies come and go every evening at the Café Montmartre, and such places. One remembers only those who happen to have amused one, and not always those. Forgive me if I speak plainly. A young lady who had visited the Café Montmartre alone—well, you might look for her anywhere, but most assuredly in that case if your anxiety was to induce her to return to her friends, you would be a little too late. Ah! We have arrived. Now, my friend, I must make you free of the place."




  Duncombe was fuming with anger, but he had discretion enough to remain silent.




  "Do you play Bridge?" the Baron asked, as they entered the card-room.




  "Occasionally," Duncombe assented.




  "I will go and see if I can find any men," the Baron remarked. "I will leave my young friend De Bergillac to entertain you. The Vicomte de Bergillac—Sir George Duncombe."




  Duncombe shook hands with a pale, weary-looking youth, whose whole appearance was distinguished by marked symptoms of lassitude and ill-health. They sat in easy-chairs almost opposite to one another, and Duncombe found the other's scrutiny almost embarrassing.




  "You speak French, perhaps—yes?" the young man asked at length.




  "Yes! I speak French," Duncombe admitted.




  "Then listen to me," the Vicomte said slowly. "I speak as one man of honor to another. Do not play cards in this club!"




  "Not play cards? Why not?" Duncombe asked, amazed.




  "You can take my advice or leave it," the Vicomte answered calmly. "I have no explanation to offer you. If you chose to repeat my remark you would place me in an exceedingly awkward position. You see, I rely upon you as a man of honor."




  "I am only too much obliged to you for the hint," Duncombe declared. "But this club—the Cercle Anglais——"




  "The club is all right," the Vicomte admitted calmly. "Unfortunately there is no place in Paris which would be entirely safe for you. You have the misfortune, you see, to be in opposition to some of my friends, who have really unlimited opportunities for making things disagreeable for you. Now I am beginning to talk, and it is very foolish of me. Why don't you leave Paris, Sir George?"




  "Why should I?" Duncombe asked, a little sharply. "I break no laws here, I wrong no one. I am here on my own business, and I only ask to be let alone."




  The Vicomte regarded him as one might look at a spoilt child whom it was yet advisable to humor.




  "Ah," he said, "they will not let you alone. You are so obstinate, like all your country-people, or you would recognize it without my risking so much by speaking. You will have to leave Paris, and very soon. It is so easily to be managed. A dispute at cards here—you would certainly be in the wrong, and an ugly scandal if you were not away in twenty-four hours. It is one method of a thousand."




  "You know so much," Duncombe said. "I have no doubt that you know the one thing which I would give years of my life to be satisfied about."




  The boy's dark eyes were fixed steadily upon his.




  "Sir George," he said, "there is nothing which I can possibly say to you. My warning has been exceeding foolish, but after all if I can persuade you to leave Paris I shall have done no great harm. As for the cards—well, I must plead guilty to weakness there. I have not the slightest objection to taking the life of a man who is making a nuisance of himself, but his honor I think one should not tamper with. May I offer you a cigarette? Well, Louis, what luck?"




  The Baron had strolled back into the room, and was sitting on the arm of a chair.




  "It will be all right directly," the Baron answered. "We have three, and old D'Arcon has telephoned that he will be here in five minutes."




  Duncombe rose to his feet.




  "It was really very careless of me," he said, "but I completely forgot that I had an engagement at the hotel at six o'clock. I am afraid that I shall not be able to stop."




  The Baron glanced quickly at his young friend. There was nothing whatever to be learnt, though, from his pale, boyish face. His own countenance had darkened for the moment, but he recovered his composure immediately.




  "As you will," he answered carelessly. "Perhaps you can drop in later. Come and dine, will you, at half-past eight?"




  "I am much obliged to you, Baron," Duncombe said, "but I cannot accept your invitation. I am a lover of plain speaking, so I will not plead a previous engagement. But the one thing I want from you, the thing which I have almost a right to demand, you will not give. I do not feel, therefore, that any more than ordinary intercourse is possible between us."




  The Baron bowed gravely.




  "My dear Sir George," he said, "I am answered. I wish I could drive out of your mind that extraordinary hallucination relative to my supposed knowledge of your young English friend. It is impossible! Very good! I shall look forward to a time, Sir George, when we may meet on a better footing."




  Duncombe left the hotel with the recollection of that curiously ironic smile fresh in his mind.
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  For three days Duncombe saw nothing of Spencer. Three long days devoid of incident, hopelessly dull, aimless, and uninteresting. On the fourth the only change in the situation was scarcely a reassuring one. He became aware that he was being watched.




  There was no particular secrecy about it. Even in the hotel itself some one was always on his heels. The absence of any attempt at concealment convinced him that it was the authorized police who had thus suddenly showed their interest in him. The suspicion was soon to be confirmed. The manager called him on the fourth morning into his private office.




  "Monsieur will pardon me, I trust," he said, "if I take the liberty of asking him a question."




  "Certainly!" Duncombe answered. "Go ahead!"




  "Monsieur is aware that he has been placed under the surveillance of the police?"




  "The fact," Duncombe said, "has been borne in upon me during the last few hours. What of it?"




  The manager coughed.




  "This is a cosmopolitan hotel, Sir George," he said, "and we make no pretence at ultra-exclusiveness, but we do not care to see the police on the premises."




  "Neither do I," Duncombe answered. "Can you suggest how we may get rid of them?"




  "Monsieur does not quite understand," the manager said smoothly. "Clearly he has done something to bring him under the suspicion of the law. Under these circumstances it would be more agreeable to the management of the hotel if Monsieur would depart."




  Duncombe did not wish to depart. The hotel at which Phyllis Poynton's trunks were still awaiting her return was the hotel at which he wished to stay.




  "Look here, Monsieur Huber," he said. "I give you my word of honor that I have broken no law, nor engaged in any criminal action whatever since I came to Paris. This game of having me watched is simply a piece of bluff. I have done nothing except make inquiries in different quarters respecting those two young English people who are still missing. In doing this I seem to have run up against what is nothing more nor less than a disgraceful conspiracy. Every hand is against me. Instead of helping me to discover them, the police seem only anxious to cover up the tracks of those young people."




  The manager looked down at his desk.




  "We hotel-keepers," he said, "are very much in the hands of the police. We cannot judge between them and the people whom they treat as suspected persons. I know very well, Sir George, that you are a person of respectability and character, but if the police choose to think otherwise I must adapt my views to theirs. I am sorry, but we must really ask you to leave."




  Sir George turned on his heel.




  "Very good!" he said. "I will go and take rooms elsewhere."




  He left the hotel, and walked towards the Ritz. At the corner of the Place Vendôme an automobile was pulled up with a jerk within a few feet of him. A tired-looking boy leaned over wearily towards him from the front seat.




  "Sir George," he said, "can you give me five minutes?"




  "With pleasure!" he answered. "I was going into the Ritz. Come and have something."




  "To Maxim's, if you don't mind," the Vicomte said. "It will take us only a moment."




  Sir George stepped in. The Vicomte, in whose fingers the wheel seemed scarcely to rest, so light and apparently careless was his touch, touched a lever by his side, released the clutch, and swung the great car round the corner at a speed which made Duncombe grasp the sides. At a pace which seemed to him most ridiculous, they dashed into the Rue de Rivoli, and with another sharp turn pulled up before Maxim's. The Vicomte rose with a yawn as though he had just awoke from a refreshing dream. His servant slipped off his fur coat, and he descended to the pavement faultlessly dressed and quite unruffled. The commissionaire preceded them, hat in hand, to the door. A couple of waiters ushered them to the table which the Vicomte intimated by a gesture.




  "I myself," he remarked, drawing off his gloves, "take nothing but absinthe. What may I have the pleasure of ordering for you?"




  Duncombe ordered a whisky and soda.




  "I think," he said, "there is one thing which I ought to tell you at once. I am being shadowed by the police. The man who has just arrived, and who seems a little breathless, is, I believe, the person whose duty it is to dog my footsteps in the daytime."




  "What a pity!" the Vicomte murmured. "I would at least have taken you a mile or so round the boulevards if I had known. But wait! You are sure—that it is the police by whom you are being watched?"




  "Quite," Duncombe answered. "The manager of the hotel has spoken to me about it. He has asked me, in fact, to leave."




  "To leave the hotel?"




  "Yes! I was on my way to the Ritz to secure rooms when I met you."




  The Vicomte sipped his absinthe gravely.




  "I should not take those rooms," he said. "You will in all probability not occupy them."




  "Why not?"




  "It has been decided," the Vicomte said, "that you are to be driven out of Paris. In the end you will have to go. I think if I were you I would not wait. The train de luxe to Calais is more comfortable than a wet bench in the Morgue or a French prison."




  "Who has decided this?" Duncombe asked. "What Emperor has signed the decree of my banishment?"




  "There have been worse served Emperors," the Vicomte remarked, "than the, shall we say person, who bids you go!"




  "What is my offence?" Duncombe asked.




  "I know nothing," the Vicomte answered slowly, pouring himself out some absinthe.




  "Who are my judges, then? What secret authorities have I incensed? I am an honest man, engaged in an honest mission. Why should I not be allowed to execute it?"




  The Vicomte half closed his eyes. Duncombe was a little angry. The Vicomte regarded him with reproachful wonder.




  "You ask me so many questions," he murmured, "and I tell you that I know nothing. I have asked you to come here with me because I had just this to say. I can answer no questions, offer no explanations. I have no particular liking for you, but I am afflicted with a cursedly sensitive disposition, and—there are things which I find it hard to watch with equanimity. There is a train for England at nine o'clock this evening, Sir George. Take it!"




  Duncombe rose from his seat.




  "I am very much obliged to you," he said. "I believe that you are giving me what you believe to be good advice. Whether I can follow it or not is a different matter."




  The Vicomte sighed.




  "You Englishmen," he said, "are so obstinate. It is the anxiety concerning your friends, I suppose, which keeps you here?"




  "Yes!"




  The Vicomte hesitated. He looked up and down the room, and especially at the man whom Duncombe had pointed out to him. He had edged nearer and nearer till he was almost within earshot. The Vicomte's voice, always low, became a whisper.




  "I can tell you this much, at any rate," he said. "Whatever their present condition may be, it is more likely to be improved than made worse by your departure. You are a well-meaning person, Monsieur, but you do nobody any good here, and you risk—more than I dare tell you."




  The Vicomte turned away to greet a little party of friends who had just entered. Duncombe strolled back to the hotel, and found Spencer walking restlessly up and down the hall waiting for him.




  "At last!" he exclaimed, with a sigh of relief. "Come up into my room, Spencer. We can talk there."




  He rang for the lift, and as they ascended he watched the other anxiously. Spencer was looking pale and disturbed. His eyes showed signs of sleeplessness, and he had not the air of a man who has good news to impart. As soon as they were inside the room he locked the door.




  "Duncombe," he said, "there is a train which leaves Paris for London at four o'clock. You must catch it—if you are allowed to. Don't look like that, man. I tell you you've got to do it. If you are in Paris to-night you will be in prison."




  "For what offence?" Duncombe asked.




  "For the murder of Mademoiselle Flossie. They are training the witnesses now. The whole thing is as easy as A B C. They can prove you so guilty that not even your best friend would doubt it. Pack your clothes, man, or ring for the valet."




  Duncombe hesitated, but he, too, was pale.




  "Are you serious, Spencer?" he asked.




  "I am so serious," Spencer answered, "that unless you obey me I will not move another finger in this matter. You lose nothing by going. All that a human being can do I will do! But you lose your life, or, at any rate, your liberty if you stay."




  Duncombe bowed his head to fate.




  "Very well!" he said. "I will go!"
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  "You have heard now," Duncombe said, finally, "the whole history of my wanderings. I feel like a man who has been beating the air, who has been at war with unseen and irresistible forces. I never seemed to have a chance. In plain words, I have failed utterly!"




  The two men were sitting in a room impossible of classification. It might have been a study, smoking-room, or gun-room. The walls were adorned with stags' heads and various trophies of the chase. There were guns and rifles in plenty in a rack by the chimney-piece, a row of bookcases along the north wall, golf clubs, cricket bats, and foils everywhere. A pile of logs ready for burning stood in the open grate, and magnificent rugs were spread about the floor. Nowhere was there the slightest trace of a woman's presence, for Duncombe had no sisters, and his was entirely a bachelor household.




  Duncombe himself and Andrew Pelham were seated in great easy-chairs in front of the open window. It was his first fine evening at home, and he was drinking in great draughts of the fresh pure air, fragrant with the perfume of roses and huge clusters of wallflowers. Paris had seemed to him like a great oven. All the time he had been half stifled, and yet he knew very well that at a word from Spencer he would have returned there at an hour's notice. He knew, too, that the home which he had loved all his days could never be quite the same place to him again.




  Andrew roused himself from rather a prolonged silence.




  "You were a brick to go, George," he said. "It is more than any one else in the world would have done for me."




  Duncombe laughed a little uneasily. He knocked the ashes from his pipe and refilled it slowly.




  "Andrew," he said, "I don't want to seem a fraud. I dare say that I might have gone for you alone—but I didn't."




  His friend smiled faintly.




  "Ah!" he remarked. "I had forgotten your little infatuation. It hasn't worn off yet, then?"




  "No, nor any signs of it," Duncombe answered bluntly. "It's an odd position for a matter-of-fact person like myself, isn't it? I tell you, Andrew, I've really tried to care for some of the girls about here. The place wants a mistress, and I'm the tenth baronet in the direct line. One's got to think about these things, you know. I've tried hard, and I've never even come near it."




  "It will wear off," Andrew said. "It is a very charming little fancy, a most delightful bit of sentiment, George, but with nothing behind it it can't last."




  "Perhaps not," Duncombe answered quietly. "All that I know is that it has shown no signs of wearing off up to now. It was in Paris exactly as it is here. And I know very well that if I thought it would do her the least bit of good I would start back to Paris or to the end of the world to-night."




  "I must readjust my views of you, George," his friend said with mild satire. "I always looked upon you as fair game for the Norfolk dowagers with their broods of daughters, but I never contemplated your fixing your affections upon a little piece of paste-board."




  "Rot! It is the girl herself," Duncombe declared.




  "But you have never seen her."




  Duncombe shrugged his shoulders. He said nothing. What was the use? Never seen her! Had she not found her way into every beautiful place his life had knowledge of?




  "If you had," Andrew murmured—"ah, well, the picture is like her. I remember when she was a child. She was always fascinating, always delightful to watch."




  Duncombe looked out upon the gardens which he loved, and sighed.




  "If only Spencer would send for me to go back to Paris," he said with a sigh.




  Andrew turned his head.




  "You can imagine now," he said, "what I have been suffering. The desire for action sometimes is almost maddening. I think that the man who sits and waits has the hardest task."




  They were silent for some time, smoking steadily. Then Duncombe reverted once more to his wanderings.




  "You remember the story they told me at the Café, Andrew," he said. "It was a lie, of course, but was Miss Poynton anything of an artist?"




  "To the best of my belief," Andrew answered, "she has never touched a brush or a pencil since she left school."




  Duncombe looked out into the gathering twilight.




  "It is a devil's riddle, this!" he said slowly. "Why did she go to that place at all?"




  "God only knows!" Andrew murmured.




  Duncombe's teeth were hard set. A paper-knife, which he had caught up from the table, snapped in his fingers. There was something in his throat which nearly choked him.




  "Phyllis Poynton," Andrew continued, "was as sweet and pure a woman as ever breathed. She must have loathed that place. She could only have gone there to seek for her brother, or——"




  "Or for whom?"




  "For those who knew where he was."




  Duncombe turned his head.




  "Andrew!"




  "Yes, old chap!"




  "Let me look at her photograph again."




  Andrew drew it from his pocket and passed it over. Duncombe studied it for several moments under the lamplight.




  "You are right, Andrew," he said slowly. "For her the other things would not be possible. I wonder——"




  His fingers clung to the photograph. He looked across at his friend. There was a slight flush in his face. He spoke nervously.




  "Andrew," he said, "I'm afraid it sounds a bit brutal, but—this photograph is no use to you just now, is it, until your eyes get better. Will you lend it me?"




  "I couldn't," Andrew answered quietly. "I can't see it now of course, but I like to feel it in my pocket, and it will be the first thing I shall look at when the doctor lets me take off these beastly glasses—if ever he does. Until then—well, I like to feel I've got it. That's all!"




  They both smoked furiously for several moments without looking at one another. Duncombe spoke first.




  "Andrew!"




  "Well?"




  "If she comes back—shall you ever ask her to marry you?"




  "I don't know, George. I'm poor, and I'm twelve years older than she is. I don't know."




  There was another silence. Then the conversation drifted back once more to the one subject which was monopolizing the thought of both of them.




  "I tell you what seems to me to be the most extraordinary part of the whole business," Duncombe said. "First the brother disappears. Then without a word to any one the sister also rushes off to Paris, and vanishes from the face of the earth after a series of extraordinary proceedings. One supposes naturally that if they have come to harm anywhere—if there has been a crime—there must have been a motive. What is it? You say that their banking account has been undisturbed?"




  "It was last week. I should hear if any cheques were presented."




  "And the boy's letter of credit even has never been drawn upon!"




  "No! Not since he left Vienna."




  "Then the motive cannot be robbery. Thank Heaven," Duncombe added, with a little shudder, "that it was the boy who went first."




  "Don't!"




  A great winged insect came buzzing into the room. Duncombe struck viciously at it with the palm of his hand.




  "Lord!" he muttered, "what a fool I am! I've never been away from home before, Andrew, without longing to get back, and here I am, just back from Paris in August, from turning night into day, from living just the sort of life I hate, and I'd give anything to be going back there to-morrow. I'm a haunted man, Andrew. I got up last night simply because I couldn't sleep, and walked down as far as the paddock. I seemed to see her face in all the shadowy corners, to see her moving towards me from amongst the trees. And I'm not an imaginative person, Andrew, and I've got no nerves. Look!"




  He held out his hand, strong and firm and brown. It was as steady as a rock.




  "I can't sleep," he continued, "I can't rest. Is there witchcraft in this thing, Andrew?"




  Andrew Pelham laughed shortly. It was a laugh which had no kinship to mirth.




  "And I," he said, "have seen her grow up. We were boy and girl together. I stole apples for her. I have watched her grow from girlhood into womanhood. I have known flesh and blood, and you a cardboard image. I too am a strong man, and I am helpless. I lie awake at night and I think. It is as though the red flames of hell were curling up around me. George, if she has come to any evil, whether I am blind or whether I can see, I'll grope my way from country to country till my hand is upon the throat of the beast who has harmed her."




  The man's voice shook with passion. Duncombe was awed into silence. He had known Andrew Pelham always as a good-natured, good-hearted giant, beloved of children and animals, deeply religious, a man whose temper, if he possessed such a thing, was always strictly under control. Such an outburst as this was a revelation. Duncombe understood then how slight a thing his own suffering was.




  "You shall not go alone, Andrew," he said softly. "But for the present we must wait. If any one can help us, Spencer will."




  A servant came in with the whisky and glasses, and silently arranged them upon the table. Duncombe rose and attended to his duties as host.




  "Can I get you anything further, sir?" the man asked.




  "Nothing, thanks," Duncombe answered. "Tell the servants to go to bed. We will lock up. Say when, Andrew!"




  Andrew took his glass mechanically. Out in the lane the silence of the summer night was suddenly broken by the regular tread of horses' feet and the rumbling of vehicles. Duncombe Hall was built like many of the old-fashioned houses in the country, with its back to the road, and the window at which they were sitting looked out upon it. Duncombe leaned forward in his chair.




  "Visitors by the last train going up to Runton Place," he remarked. "Runton has quite a large party for the first. Hullo! They're stopping. I'd better go out."




  He rose from his chair. The omnibus had stopped in the lane, and they could hear the voices of the occupants clearly through the soft darkness. Some one was apparently getting out, and stumbled. A girl's soft laugh rang out distinctly above the man's exclamation. Duncombe was already stepping over the window-sill when he felt a clutch like iron upon his shoulder. He looked round in amazement. Andrew's face was transformed. He was struggling for words.




  "Her voice!" he exclaimed hoarsely. "Am I dreaming, George? It was her voice!"
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  The door of the omnibus was opened as Duncombe stepped over the low wall into the road. A tall man in a long light Inverness descended.




  "Hullo, Duncombe!" he exclaimed, holding out his hand; "I was coming in to see you for a moment."




  "Good man!" Duncombe answered. "Bring your friends, won't you?"




  He held open the gate hospitably, but Lord Runton shook his head.




  "I only wanted a word with you," he said. "We're all starving, and if you don't mind we'll get on as quickly as we can. About to-morrow. You shoot with us, of course?"




  "Delighted!" Duncombe answered.




  "Cresswell met me at the station," Lord Runton continued. "I'd drawn out a plan for the shoot, but it seems that Cresswell—old fool—hasn't got his harvest in from the two fields by Ketton's Gorse. What I wanted to ask you was if we might take your turnips up from Mile's bottom to the north end of the gorse. We can make our circuit then without a break."




  "My dear fellow!" Duncombe protested, "was it worth while asking me such a thing? Of course you can."




  "That's settled, then," Lord Runton declared, turning back towards the omnibus. "Let me introduce you to my friends," he added, resting his hand upon the other's shoulder, "and then we'll be off."




  Duncombe, in whose ears his friend's cry was still ringing, pressed eagerly forward.




  "This is my neighbor, Sir George Duncombe," Lord Runton said, looking into the carriage, "who will shoot with us to-morrow. Miss Fielding and Mr. Fielding, Lady Angrave and the Baron Von Rothe."




  Lady Angrave held out her hand.




  "Sir George and I are almost old friends," she said, with a somewhat languid smile. "We were both at Castle Holkham last autumn."




  Duncombe murmured something conventional as he bowed over her fingers. His whole attention was riveted upon the tall, pale girl in the further corner of the omnibus. Her acknowledgment of his introduction had been of the slightest, and her features were obscured by a white veil. She looked away from him at once and continued a whispered conversation with the white-haired gentleman at her side. Duncombe could think of no excuse for addressing her.




  "I shall have the pleasure of meeting you all again to-morrow," he said, closing the door after Lord Runton. "I won't keep you now. I know what the journey is down from town. Good night, Runton!"




  "Good night, George. Ten o'clock sharp!"




  The carriage rolled off, and Duncombe returned to his own domain. Andrew was waiting for him impatiently by the gate.




  "Well!" he exclaimed eagerly, "you have seen her. Well?"




  The man was trembling with excitement. There were drops of perspiration upon his forehead. His voice sounded unnatural.




  "I saw a young lady in the carriage," Duncombe answered, "or rather I did not see her, for she wore a veil, and she scarcely looked at me. But she was introduced to me as Miss Fielding, and her father was with her."




  "Fielding! Fielding!" Andrew repeated. "Never mind that. What was she like! What colored hair had she?"




  "I told you that she kept her veil down," Duncombe repeated. "Her hair was a sort of deep, red-brown—what I could see of it. But, seriously, Andrew, what is the use of discussing her? One might as soon expect one of my housemaids to change into Phyllis Poynton, as to discover her with a brand-new father, a brand-new name, and a guest at Runton Place."




  Andrew was silent for a moment. He touched his spectacles with a weary gesture, and covered his eyes with his hand.




  "Yes," he said, "I suppose you are right. I suppose I am a fool. But—the voice!"




  "The laughter of women," said Duncombe, "is music all the world over. One cannot differ very much from the other."




  "You are quite wrong, George," Andrew said. "The voices of women vary like the thumb-marks of criminals. There are no two attuned exactly alike. It is the receptive organs that are at fault. We, who have lost one sense, find the others a little keener. The laughter of that girl—George, will you keep me a few days longer? Somehow I cannot bring myself to leave until I have heard her voice once more."




  Duncombe laughed heartily.




  "My dear fellow," he said, "I shall bless your uncommonly sensitive ears if they keep you here with me even for an extra few days. You shall have your opportunity, too. I always dine at Runton Place after our first shoot, and I know Runton quite well enough to take you. You shall sit at the same table. Hullo, what's this light wobbling up the drive?"




  He strolled a yard or so away, and returned.




  "A bicycle," he remarked. "One of the grooms has been down to the village. I shall have to speak to Burdett in the morning. I will not have these fellows coming home at all sorts of times in the morning. Come along in, Andrew. Just a drain, eh? And a cigarette—and then to bed. Runton's keen on his bag, and they say that German, Von Rothe, is a fine shot. Can't let them have it all their own way."




  "No fear of that," Andrew answered, stepping through the window. "I'll have the cigarette, please, but I don't care about any more whisky. The 'Field' mentioned your name only a few weeks ago as one of the finest shots at rising birds in the country, so I don't think you need fear the German."




  "I ought to hold my own with the partridges," Duncombe admitted, helping himself from the siphon, "but come in, come in!"




  A servant entered with a telegram upon a silver salver.




  "A boy has just brought this from Runton, sir," he said.




  Duncombe tore it open. He was expecting a message from his gun-maker, and he opened it without any particular interest, but as he read, his whole manner changed. He held the sheet in front of him long enough to have read it a dozen times. He could not restrain the slight start—a half exclamation. Then his teeth came together. He remembered the servant and looked up.




  "There will be no answer to-night, Murray," he said. "Give the boy a shilling and some supper. If he goes home by the Runton gates, tell him to be sure and close them, because of the deer."




  "Very good, sir!"




  The man departed. Duncombe laid the telegram upon the table. He felt that Andrew was waiting impatiently for him to speak.




  "Well?"




  "The telegram is from Spencer," Duncombe said.




  "From Paris?"




  "Yes."




  "He has discovered something?"




  "On the contrary," Duncombe answered, "he is asking me for information, and very curious information, too."




  "What does he want to know?"




  "The telegram," Duncombe said slowly, "is in French. He asks me to wire him at once the names of all the guests at Runton Place."




  Andrew struck the table a mighty blow with his clenched fist.




  "I knew it!" he cried. "It was her laugh, her voice. Phyllis Poynton is there!"




  Duncombe looked at his friend incredulously.




  "My dear Andrew," he said, "be reasonable. The young lady and her father in that omnibus were introduced to me by Runton himself as Mr. and Miss Fielding. They are going to his house as his guests. Naturally, therefore, he knows all about them. Miss Poynton, as you have told me more than once, is an orphan."




  "Common-sense won't even admit it as a matter of argument," Andrew said. "I know that quite well. But how do you account for Spencer's telegram?"




  "Remember that he is a newspaper correspondent," Duncombe said. "He has many interests and many friends with whom he is constantly exchanging information. It is a coincidence, I admit. But the wildest flight of imagination could not make any more of it."




  "You must be right," Andrew said quietly. "It all sounds, and is, so convincing. But I wish that I had not heard that laugh!"
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  Duncombe leaned his gun up against a gate. A few yards away his host was talking to the servants who had brought down luncheon. The rest of the party were only just in sight a field or two off.




  "Have a glass of sherry before lunch, George?" his host asked, strolling towards him.




  "Nothing to drink, thanks! I'd like a cigarette, if you have one."




  Lord Runton produced his case, and a servant brought them matches. They both leaned over the gate, and watched the scattered little party slowly coming towards them.




  "Who is your friend Fielding?" Duncombe asked, a little bluntly.




  "Fellow from New York," Lord Runton answered. "He's been very decent to my brother out there, and Archibald wrote and asked me to do all we could for them. The girl is very handsome. You'll see her at dinner to-night."




  "Here for long?"




  "No, unfortunately," Lord Runton answered. "I had very hard work to get them to come at all. Cicely has written them three or four times, I think, but they've always had engagements. They're only staying till Monday, I think. Very quiet, inoffensive sort of chap, Fielding, but the girl's a ripper! Hullo! Here they are. I'll introduce you."




  A groom had thrown open the gate of the field across which they were looking, and Lady Runton from the box seat of a small mail phaeton waved her whip. She drove straight across the furrows towards them a little recklessly, the groom running behind. By her side was a girl with coils of deep brown hair, and a thick black veil worn after the fashion of the travelling American.




  "Just in time, aren't we?" Lady Runton remarked, as she brought the horses to a standstill. "Help me down, Jack, and look after Miss Fielding, Sir George. By the bye, have you two met yet?"




  Duncombe bowed—he was bareheaded—and held out his hands.




  "I saw Miss Fielding for a moment last night," he said, "or rather I didn't see her. We were introduced, however. What do you think of our maligned English weather, Miss Fielding?" he asked.




  She raised her veil and looked at him deliberately. He had been prepared for this meeting, and yet it was with difficulty that he refrained from a start. The likeness of the photograph (it was even at that moment in his pocket) was wonderful. She looked a little older, perhaps. There were shadows in her face of which there were no traces in the picture. And yet the likeness was wonderful.




  "To-day at least is charming," she said. "But then I am quite used to your climate, you know. I have lived in Europe almost as much as in America."




  She certainly had no trace of any accent. She spoke a little more slowly, perhaps, than most young Englishwomen, but there was nothing whatever in her words or in her pronunciation of them to suggest a transatlantic origin. She stood by his side looking about her with an air of interest, and Duncombe began to wonder whether after all she was not more beautiful than the photograph which he had treasured so jealously. He became conscious of a desire to keep her by his side.




  "Is your father shooting, Miss Fielding?"




  She laughed softly.




  "You don't know my father, Sir George," she answered. "He hates exercise, detests being out of doors, and his idea of Paradise when he is away from business is to be in a large hotel where every one speaks English, where there are tapes and special editions and an American bar."




  Duncombe laughed.




  "Then I am afraid Mr. Fielding will find it rather hard to amuse himself down here."




  "Well, he's discovered the telephone," she said. "He's spending the morning ringing up people all over the country. He was talking to his bankers when we came out. Oh, here come the rest of them. How tired they look, poor things—especially the Baron! Nature never meant him to tramp over ploughed fields, I am sure. Baron, I was just saying how warm you look."




  The Baron took off his cap, gave up his gun to a keeper, and turned a glowing face towards them.




  "My dear young lady," he declared, "I am warm. I admit it, but it is good for me. Very good indeed. I tried to make your father walk with us. He will be sure to suffer some day if he takes no exercise."




  "Oh, father's never ill," the girl answered. "But then he eats nothing, Sir George, I hope you're going to devote yourself to me at luncheon. I'm terribly hungry."




  "So we all are," Lady Runton declared. "Come along, every one."




  Luncheon was served in a large open barn, pleasantly fragrant of dried hay, and with a delightful view of the sea far away in the distance. Miss Fielding chattered to every one, was amusing and amused. The Baron gave her as much of his attention as he was ever disposed to bestow upon any one at meal-times, and Duncombe almost forgot that he had breakfasted at eight o'clock.




  "Charming young person, that!" said Lady Runton's neighbor to her. "One of our future Duchesses, I suppose?"




  Lady Runton smiled.




  "Lots of money, Teddy," she answered. "What a pity you haven't a title!"




  The young man—he was in the Foreign Office—sighed, and shook his head.




  "Such things are not for me," he declared sententiously. "My affections are engaged."




  "That isn't the least reason why you shouldn't marry money," her ladyship declared, lighting a cigarette. "Go and talk to her!"




  "Can't spoil sport!" he answered, shaking his head. "By Jove! Duncombe is making the running, though, isn't he?"




  Her ladyship raised her glasses. Duncombe and Miss Fielding had strolled outside the barn. He was showing her his house—a very picturesque old place it looked, down in the valley.




  "It's nothing but a farmhouse, of course," he said. "No pretensions to architecture or anything of that sort, of course, but it's rather a comfortable old place."




  "I think it is perfectly charming," the girl said. "Do you live there all alone? You have sisters perhaps?"




  He shook his head.




  "No such luck!" he answered. "Mine is entirely a bachelor establishment. A great part of the time I am alone. Just now I have a pal staying with me—awfully decent chap, from Devonshire."




  She was certainly silent for a moment. He fancied too that there was a change in her face.




  "From Devonshire!" she repeated, with a carelessness which, if it was not natural, was exceedingly well assumed. "I believe I knew some people once who came from there. What is your friend's name, Sir George?"




  He turned slowly towards her.




  "Andrew Pelham!" he said quietly. "He comes from a place called Raynesworth."




  "He is staying here now—with you?"




  "Yes," he answered gravely.




  It was not his fancy this time. Of that he felt sure. Her face for the moment had been the color of chalk—a little exclamation had been strangled upon her lips. She shot a quick glance at him. He met it steadily.




  "You know the name?" he asked.




  She shook her head.




  "The name—yes," she answered, "but not the person. A very old friend of mine was called Andrew Pelham, but he was an American, and he has never been in England. It startled me, though, to hear the exact name from you."




  She was herself again. Her explanation was carelessly given. It sounded even convincing, but Duncombe himself was not convinced. He knew that she wanted him to be. He felt her eyes seeking his, studying his face. Perhaps she was only anxious that he should not misunderstand.




  "George, are you ready?" his host called out. "We're going to take Smith's pastures."




  "Quite!" Duncombe answered. "Until this evening, Miss Fielding."




  "You are dining at Runton Place?" she asked quietly.




  "Yes," he answered. "Will you tell me all about your Andrew Pelham?"




  She raised her eyes to his and smiled.




  "Do you think that you would be interested?" she asked.




  "You know that I should," he answered quietly.




  For a time he shot badly. Then he felt that his host's eye was upon him, and pulled himself together. But he was never at his best. He felt that the whole world of his sensations had been suddenly disturbed. It was impossible that there could be any connection between this girl and the photograph which had first fired him with the impulse to undertake that most extraordinary and quixotic mission. Yet the fact remained that the girl herself had had very much the same effect upon him as his first sight of the photograph. It was a coincidence, of course. Miss Fielding was charming. There was no reason why he should not indulge to the full his admiration of her. She had affected him in a most curious manner. Another man would have declared himself in love with her. It was not possible that she could be any one but Miss Fielding. That start which he had fancied that he had noticed, the sudden aging of her face, the look almost of fear! Absurd! He was losing his nerves. It was not possible, he told himself steadfastly. And yet——




  Some of the women were following them in a leisurely sort of way behind. Miss Fielding was there, walking a little apart. She carried her hat in her hand. The wind, which was blowing the skirts of her white cloth dress about her, was making havoc in her glorious hair. She walked with her head thrown back, with all the effortless grace of youth—a light heart, an easy conscience. He deliberately left his place and walked back to meet her. She waved her hand gayly. There was color in her cheeks now, and her eyes laughed into his. The shadows were gone. He felt that this was madness, and yet he said what he had come back to say.




  "I thought that you might be interested to know, Miss Fielding, that you will meet the gentleman—with the same name as your friend—this evening. Lord Runton has been good enough to ask him to come up and dine."




  She nodded gayly.




  "What a crowd of sentimental memories his coming will evoke!" she declared. "Be nice to me, won't you, and help me dispel them?"




  "Perhaps," he said, smiling with a great relief; "I might prefer to try to construct a few on my own account."




  "Go and do your duty," she commanded, laughing.




  Duncombe hastened to his place. His eyes were bright. He felt that he was walking upon air.




  "What a double distilled ass I nearly made of myself!" he muttered.
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  She came into the room a little late, and her entrance created almost a sensation. Duncombe only knew that she wore a black gown and looked divine. Lady Runton murmured "Paquin" with a sigh and frown.




  "These girls might at least leave us black," she murmured to her neighbor. "What pearls!"




  Duncombe stepped forward to meet her. He could not keep the admiration from his eyes. Her shoulders and slim graceful neck were as white as alabaster, her hair was a gorgeous brown kissed into fine gold glimmering as though with a touch of some hidden fire. She moved with the delightful freedom of absolute naturalness. He murmured something which sounded ridiculously commonplace, and she laughed at him.




  "Do you know that you are going to take me in?" she said. "I hope that you are prepared to be very amusing. Do tell me which is your friend."




  Then Duncombe remembered Andrew, who was standing by his side. He turned towards him, and the words suddenly died away upon his lips. Andrew's tall frame was shaking as though with some powerful emotion. He was standing with his head thrust forward as though listening intently. Duncombe set his teeth.




  "Will you allow me to present my friend Miss Fielding?" he said. "Andrew, this is Miss Fielding. Mr. Pelham, Miss Fielding."




  She held out her hand and took his passive fingers.




  "I am so glad to know you, Mr. Pelham," she said pleasantly. "Sir George gave me quite a shock to-day when he spoke of you. I was once very nearly engaged to an Andrew Pelham in Baltimore, and I had most distressing visions of all my old sweethearts turning up to spoil my good time here."




  Andrew's voice sounded odd and restrained.




  "I have never been in America," he said.




  She laughed.




  "You need not be afraid that I am going to claim you," she declared. "You are at least a foot taller than my Andrew. You don't even inspire me with any tender recollections of him. Baron, I do hope that you have not taken too much exercise."




  "My dear young lady," he answered, bowing, "I never felt better in my life! Be thankful that it is not your hard fate to be my dinner companion. I am so hungry I should have no time for conversation."




  "On the contrary," she declared, "I—almost regret it! I much prefer to do some of the talking myself, but I seldom get a chance. Will you promise to give me a show to-night, Sir George?"




  "As long as you permit me to say two or three things which are in my mind," he answered, lowering his voice a little, "you may do all the rest of the talking."




  "Dear me, I am curious already," she exclaimed. "What are the two or three things, Sir George? Why! Do you see—nearly every one has gone," she added suddenly. "Come along!"




  She laid her hand upon his arm and led him away. Soon he was by her side at the table. Their companions were uninteresting. Andrew was out of sight. Duncombe forgot everything else in the world except that he was with her.




  Their conversation was of trifles, yet intimate trifles. The general talk buzzed all round them. Neither made any effort to arrest it. To Duncombe she seemed simply the image he had created and worshipped suddenly come to life. That it was not in fact her picture went for nothing. There was no infidelity. The girl who had existed in his dreams was here. It was for her that he had departed from the even tenor of his ways, for her he had searched in Paris, for her he had braved the horrors of that unhappy week. Already he felt that she belonged to him, and in a vague sort of way she, too, seemed to be letting herself drift, to be giving color to his unconscious assumption by her lowered tone, by the light in her eyes which answered his, by all those little nameless trifles which go to the sealing of unwritten compacts.




  Once her manner changed. Her father, who was on the opposite side of the table a little way off, leaned forward and addressed her.




  "Say, Sybil, where did we stay in Paris? I've forgotten the name of the place."




  "L'hôtel d'Athènes," she answered, and at once resumed her conversation with Duncombe.




  But somehow the thread was broken. Duncombe found himself watching the little gray man opposite, who ate and drank so sparingly, who talked only when he was spoken to, and yet who seemed to be taking a keen but covert interest in everything that went on about him. Her father! There was no likeness, no shadow of a likeness. Yet Duncombe felt almost a personal interest in him. They would know one another better some day, he felt.




  "So you've been in Paris lately?" he asked her suddenly.




  She nodded.




  "For a few days."




  "I arrived from there barely a week ago," he remarked.




  "I hate the place!" she answered. "Talk of something else."




  And he obeyed.




  The second interruption came from Andrew. During a momentary lull in the conversation they heard his firm clear voice talking.




  "My time was up yesterday, but I find so much to interest me down here that I think I shall stay on for a few more days, if my host remains as hospitable as ever."




  "So much to interest him," she murmured. "Are not all places the same to the blind? What does he mean?"




  "He is not really blind!" Duncombe answered, lowering his voice. "He can see things very dimly. The doctor has told him that if he wears those glasses for a few more months he may be able to preserve some measure of eyesight. Poor chap!"




  "He does not attract me—your friend," she said a little coldly. "What can he find to interest him so much here? Do you see how he keeps his head turned this way? It is almost as though he wished to listen to what we were saying."




  "There is a sort of reason for that," Duncombe answered. "Shall I explain it?"




  "Do!"




  "Pelham lives, as I think I told you, in a small country-house near Raynesworth," Duncombe began. "The hall in his village was occupied by a young man—a boy, really—and his sister. Early in the year the boy, who had never been abroad, thought that he would like to travel a little in Europe. He wandered about some time in Germany and Austria, and was coming home by Paris. Suddenly all letters from him ceased. He did not return. He did not write. He drew no money from his letter of credit. He simply disappeared."




  The girl was proceeding tranquilly with her dinner. The story so far did not seem to interest her.




  "His sister, who went over to Paris to meet him, found herself quite alone there, and we supposed that she devoted herself to searching for him. And then curiously enough she, too, disappeared. Letters from her suddenly ceased. No one knew what had become of her."




  She looked at him with a faint smile.




  "Now," she said, "your story is becoming interesting. Do go on. I want to know where you and Mr. Pelham come in."




  "Pelham, I think," he continued gravely, "was their oldest friend. He sent for me. We were old college chums, and I went. This trouble with his eyes had only just come on, and he was practically helpless—much more helpless than the ordinary blind person, because it was all new to him. This boy and girl were his old and dear friends. He was longing to be off to Paris to search for them himself, and yet he knew that so far as he was concerned it would be simply wasted time. He showed me the girl's photograph."




  "Well?"




  "I went in his place."




  "And did you find either of them?"




  "No."




  "I wonder," she said, "why you have told me this story?"




  "I am going to tell you why," he answered. "Because when Pelham heard you laugh last night he was like a madman. He believed that it was the voice of Phyllis Poynton. And I—I—when I saw you, I also felt that miracles were at hand. Look here!"




  He drew a photograph from his pocket and showed it to her. She looked at it long and earnestly.




  "Yes," she admitted, "there is a likeness. It is like what I might have been years ago. But will you tell me something?"




  "Of course!"




  "Why do you carry the picture of that girl about with you?"




  He leaned towards her, and at that moment Lady Runton rose from her place.




  "In the winter garden afterwards," he whispered. "You have asked me the very question that I wanted to answer!"
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  There was something strange about Andrew's manner as he moved up to Duncombe's side. The latter, who was in curiously high spirits, talked incessantly for several minutes. Then he came to a dead stop. He was aware that his friend was not listening.




  "What is the matter with you, old chap?" he asked abruptly. "You are positively glum."




  Andrew Pelham shook his head.




  "Nothing much!" he said.




  "Rubbish! What is it?"




  Andrew dropped his voice almost to a whisper. The words came hoarsely. He seemed scarcely master of himself.




  "The girl's voice tortures me," he declared. "It doesn't seem possible that there can be two so much alike. And then Spencer's telegram. What does it mean?"




  "Be reasonable, old fellow!" Duncombe answered. "You knew Phyllis Poynton well. Do you believe that she would be content to masquerade under a false name, invent a father, be received here—Heaven knows how—and meet you, an old friend, as a stranger? The thing's absurd, isn't it?"




  "Granted. But what about Spencer's telegram?"




  "It is an enigma, of course. We can only wait for his solution. I have wired him the information he asked for. In the meantime——"




  "Well, in the meantime?"




  "There is nothing to be gained by framing absurd hypotheses. I don't mind telling you, Andrew, that I find Miss Fielding the most delightful girl I ever met in my life."




  "Tell me exactly, George, how she compares with the photograph you have of Phyllis Poynton."




  Duncombe sipped his wine slowly.




  "She is very like it," he said, "and yet there are differences. She is certainly a little thinner and taller. The features are similar, but the hair is quite differently arranged. I should say that Miss Fielding is two or three years older than Phyllis Poynton, and she has the air of having travelled and been about more."




  "A few months of events," Andrew murmured, "might account for all those differences."




  Duncombe laughed as he followed his host's lead and rose.




  "Get that maggot out of your brain, Andrew," he exclaimed, "as quickly as possible. Will you take my arm? Mind the corner."




  They found the drawing-room almost deserted. Runton raised his eyeglass and looked around.




  "I bet those women have collared the billiard table," he remarked. "Come along, you fellows."




  They re-crossed the hall and entered the billiard-room. Lady Runton was playing with the Lord Lieutenant's wife, the Countess of Appleton. The others were all sitting about, either on the lounge or in the winter garden beyond. Miss Fielding was standing on the threshold, and Duncombe advanced eagerly towards her. On the way, however, he was buttonholed by an acquaintance, and the master of the hounds had something to say to him afterwards about one of his covers. When he was free, Miss Fielding had disappeared. He made his way into the winter garden, only to find her sitting in a secluded corner with the Baron. She looked up at his entrance, but made no sign. Duncombe reluctantly re-entered the billiard-room, and was captured by his host for a rubber of bridge.




  The rubber was a long one. Duncombe played badly and lost his money. Declining to cut in again, he returned to the winter garden. Miss Fielding and the Baron were still together, only they had now pushed their chairs a little further back, and were apparently engaged in a very confidential conversation. Duncombe turned on his heel and re-entered the billiard-room.




  It was not until the party broke up that he found a chance of speaking to her. He was sensible at once of a change in her manner. She would have passed him with a little nod, but he barred her way.




  "You have treated me shockingly," he declared, with a smile which was a little forced. "You promised to let me show you the winter garden."




  "Did I?" she answered. "I am so sorry. I must have forgotten all about it. The Baron has been entertaining me delightfully. Good night!"




  He half stood aside.




  "I haven't by any chance offended you, have I?" he asked in a low tone.




  She raised her eyebrows.




  "Certainly not!" she answered. "Excuse me, won't you? I want to speak to Lady Runton before she goes upstairs."




  Duncombe stood on one side and let her pass with a stiff bow. As he raised his eyes he saw that Mr. Fielding was standing within a few feet of him, smoking a cigarette. He might almost have overheard their conversation.




  "Good night, Mr. Fielding," he said, holding out his hand. "Are you staying down here for long?"




  "For two days, I believe," Mr. Fielding answered. "My daughter makes our plans."




  He spoke very slowly, but without any accent. Nothing in his appearance, except perhaps the fact that he wore a black evening tie, accorded with the popular ideas of the travelling American.




  "If you have an hour to spare," Duncombe said, "it would give me a great deal of pleasure if you and your daughter would walk down and have a look over my place. Part of the hall is Elizabethan, and I have some relics which might interest Miss Fielding."




  Mr. Fielding removed the cigarette from his mouth.




  "I thank you very much, sir," he said. "We are Lord Runton's guests, and our stay is so short that we could scarcely make any arrangements to visit elsewhere. Glad to have had the pleasure of meeting you all the same."




  Duncombe sought out his host.




  "Runton, old chap," he said, "do me a favor. Bring that fellow Fielding and his daughter round to my place before they go."




  Lord Runton laughed heartily.




  "Is it a case?" he exclaimed. "And you, our show bachelor, too! Never mind my chaff, old chap. She's a ripping good-looking girl, and money enough to buy the country."




  "I don't mind your chaff," Duncombe answered, "but will you bring her?"




  Lord Runton looked thoughtful.




  "How the dickens can I? We are all shooting at the Duke's to-morrow, and I believe they're off on Saturday. You're not in earnest by any chance, are you, George?"




  "Damnably!" he answered.




  Lord Runton whistled softly.




  "Fielding doesn't shoot," he remarked, "but they're going with us to Beaumanor. Shall I drop him a hint? He might stay a day longer—just to make a few inquiries about you on the spot, you know."




  "Get him to stay a day longer, if you can," Duncombe answered, "but don't give me away. The old chap's none too cordial as it is."




  "I must talk to him," Runton said. "Your Baronetcy is a thundering sight better than any of these mushroom peerages. He probably doesn't understand that sort of thing. But what about the girl? Old Von Rothe has been making the running pretty strong, you know."




  "We all have to take our chance in that sort of thing," Duncombe said quietly. "I am not afraid of Von Rothe!"




  "I'll do what I can for you," Runton promised. "Good night!"




  Andrew, who had left an hour or so earlier, was sitting in the library smoking a pipe when his host returned.




  "Not gone to bed yet, then?" Duncombe remarked. "Let me make you a whisky and soda, old chap. You look a bit tired."




  "Very good of you—I think I will," Andrew answered. "And, George, are you sure that I should not be putting you out at all if I were to stay—say another couple of days with you?"




  Duncombe wheeled round and faced his friend. His reply was not immediate.




  "Andrew," he said, "you know very well that I haven't a pal in the world I'd sooner have here than you for just as long as you choose to stay, but—forgive me if I ask you one question. Is it because you want to watch Miss Fielding that you have changed your mind?"




  "That has a good deal to do with it, George," Andrew said quietly. "If I left without meeting that young lady again I should be miserable. I want to hear her speak when she does not know that any one is listening."




  Duncombe crossed the room and laid his hand upon the other's shoulder.




  "Andrew, old fellow," he said, "I can't have it. I can't allow even my best friend to spy upon Miss Fielding. You see—I've come a bit of a cropper. Quick work, I suppose, you'd say. But I'm there all the same."




  "Who wants to spy upon Miss Fielding?" Andrew exclaimed hoarsely. "She can be the daughter of a multi-millionaire or a penniless adventurer for all I care. All I want is to be sure that she isn't Phyllis Poynton."




  "You are not yet convinced?"




  "No."




  There was a moment's silence. Duncombe walked to the window and returned.




  "Andrew," he said, "doesn't what I told you just now make a difference?"




  Andrew groaned.




  "Of course it would," he answered, "but—I'm fool enough to feel the same about Phyllis Poynton."




  Duncombe, in the full glow of sensations which seemed to him to give a larger and more wonderful outlook on life, felt his sympathies suddenly awakened. Andrew Pelham, his old chum, sitting there with his huge, disfiguring glasses and bowed head, was surely the type of all that was pathetic. He forgot all his small irritation at the other's obstinacy. He remembered only their long years of comradeship and the tragedy which loomed over the life of his chosen friend. Once more his arm rested upon his shoulder.




  "I'm a selfish brute, Andrew!" he said. "Stay as long as you please, and get this idea out of your brain. I'm trying to get Miss Fielding and her father down here, and if I can manage it anyhow I'll leave you two alone, and you shall talk as long as you like. Come, we'll have a drink together now and a pipe afterwards."




  He walked across to the sideboard, where the glasses and decanters were arranged. Then for the first time he saw upon the tray awaiting him a telegram. He gave a little exclamation as he tore it open.




  Andrew looked up.




  "What is it, George?" he asked. "A telegram?"




  Duncombe stood with his eyes glued upon the oblong strip of paper. A curious pallor had crept into his face from underneath the healthy tan of his complexion. Andrew, sightless though he was, seemed to feel the presence in the room of some exciting influence. He rose to his feet and moved softly across to the sideboard.




  "Is it a telegram, George?" he whispered hoarsely. "Read it to me. Is it from Spencer?"




  Duncombe collected himself with an effort.




  "It's nothing," he answered with a little laugh, in which all the elements of mirth were lacking, "nothing at all! A note from Heggs, my head-keeper—about some poachers. Confound the fellow!"




  Andrew's hand was suddenly upon the sideboard, travelling furtively across its shining surface. Duncombe watched it with a curious sense of fascination. He felt altogether powerless to interfere. He was simply wondering how long it would be before those long, powerful fingers seized upon what they sought. He might even then have swept aside the envelope, but he felt no inclination to do so. The fingers were moving slowly but surely. Finally, with a little grab, they seized upon it. Then there was another moment of suspense.




  Slowly the hand was withdrawn. Without a second's warning Duncombe felt himself held in the grip of a giant. Andrew had him by the throat.




  "You have lied to me, George!" he cried. "There was a telegram!"
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  It seemed to Duncombe that time stood still. Andrew's face, wholly disfigured by the hideous dark spectacles, unrecognizable, threatening, was within a few inches of his own. He felt the other's hot breath upon his cheek. For a moment there stole through his numbed senses the fear of more terrible things. And then the grip which held him relaxed. Andrew stood away gasping. The crisis was over.




  "You lied to me, George. Why?"




  Duncombe did not answer. He could not. It was as though his body had been emptied of all breath.




  "You meant to keep the contents of that telegram a secret from me. Why? Was I right after all? Read me that telegram, George. Read it me truthfully."




  "The telegram is from Spencer," Duncombe said. "He is coming here."




  "Here? Is he giving up the search? Has he failed, then?"




  "He does not say," Duncombe answered. "He says simply that he is coming here. He has wired for a motor to meet him at Lynn. He may be here to-night."




  A discordant laugh broke from Pelham's lips.




  "What about your Miss Fielding, now?" he exclaimed. "Why do you suppose that he is leaving Paris, and coming here? I was right. I knew that I was right."




  Duncombe stood up. His expanse of shirt-front was crumpled and battered. His white tie was hanging down in ribbons.




  "Listen, Andrew!" he exclaimed. "I am speaking of the girl by whose side I sat to-night at dinner, who calls herself Miss Fielding, who has—in plain words—denied that she knows anything of Phyllis Poynton. I want you to understand this. Whatever she may choose to call herself that shall be her name. I will not have her questioned or bullied or watched. If Spencer comes here to do either I have finished with him. I elect myself her protector. I will stand between her and all suspicion of evil things."




  "She has found a champion indeed!" Pelham exclaimed fiercely. "With Miss Fielding I have nothing to do. Yet you had better understand this. If she be Phyllis Poynton she belongs to me, and not to you. She was mine before you heard her name. I have watched her grow up from a child, I taught her to ride and to shoot and to swim. I have watched her listening to the wind, bending over the flowers in her garden. I have walked with her over the moor when the twilight fell and the mists rose. We have seen the kindling of the stars, and we have seen the moon grow pale and the eastern sky ablaze. I have taught her where to look for the beautiful things of life. She has belonged to me in all ways, save one. I am a poor, helpless creature now, George, but, by the gods, I will let no one rob me of my one holy compensation. She is the girl I love; the better part of myself."




  "Phyllis Poynton may be all these things to you," Duncombe answered. "I do not know her. I do not recognize her. Find her, if you can; make of her what you will. All that I ask of you is that you divest your mind of these senseless suspicions. Seek Phyllis Poynton where you will, but leave alone the woman whom I love. I will not have her troubled or annoyed by needless importunities. She says she is Miss Fielding. Then she is Miss Fielding. It is enough for me. It must be enough for you!"




  "And what about Spencer?" Pelham asked grimly.




  "Spencer in this matter is my servant," Duncombe answered. "If his search for Phyllis Poynton entails his annoying Miss Fielding, then he is dismissed. I will have no more to do with the business."




  "I have heard of this man Spencer," Andrew answered. "If you think that he is the sort of creature whom you can order about like that, I fancy that you are mistaken. You may try to call him off, if you like, but you won't succeed. He is searching for Phyllis Poynton, and he is coming here. I believe that he will find her."




  The windows were wide open, and both men suddenly turned round. There was no mistaking the sound which came to them from the road outside—the regular throb and beat of a perfectly balanced engine. Then they heard a man's voice, cool and precise.




  "Here you are, then, and a sovereign for yourself. A capital little car this. Good night!"




  The little iron gate opened and closed. A tall man in a loose travelling-coat, and carrying a small bag, entered. He saw Duncombe standing at the open window, and waved his hand. As he approached his boyish face lit up into a smile.




  "What luck to find you up!" he exclaimed. "You got my telegram?"




  "An hour ago," Duncombe answered. "This is my friend, Mr. Andrew Pelham. What will you have?"




  "Whisky and soda, and a biscuit, please," was the prompt reply. "Haven't upset you, I hope, coming down from the clouds in this fashion?"




  "Not in the least," Duncombe answered. "You've made us very curious, though."




  "Dear me!" Spencer exclaimed, "what a pity! I came here to ask questions, not to answer them. You've set me a regular poser, Duncombe. By Jove! that's good whisky."




  "Help yourself," Duncombe answered. "We won't bother you to-night. I'll show you a room as soon as you've had a cigarette. Fair crossing?"




  "No idea," Spencer answered. "I slept all the way. Jolly place you've got here, Duncombe. Nice country, too."




  "There is just one question," Pelham began.




  "Sha'n't answer it—to-night," Spencer interrupted firmly. "I'm dead sleepy, and I couldn't guarantee to tell the truth. And when to-morrow comes—I'll be frank with you—I've very little to say. Pardon me, but where does Mr. Pelham come in in this matter?"




  "Pelham," Duncombe said slowly, "was a neighbor of Miss Poynton's, in Devonshire. It was through him that I first went to Paris to search for her."




  Spencer nodded.




  "Glad to meet him, then," he remarked. "There are a few questions I shall be glad to ask him in the morning."




  "There is one," Pelham said, "which you must answer now."




  Spencer raised his eyebrows. He was standing with his back to them now, helping himself to sandwiches from a dish upon the sideboard.




  "By Jove, your cook does understand these things," he remarked, with his mouth full. "No idea I was so hungry. What was that, Mr. Pelham? A question which must be answered now?"




  "Yes. You telegraphed to Duncombe to know the names of Lord Runton's guests, and now you have come here yourself. Why?"




  Spencer helped himself to another sandwich.




  "I came here," he said, "because I didn't seem to be getting on in Paris. It struck me that the clue to Miss Poynton's disappearance might after all be on this side of the Channel."




  Pelham guided himself by the table to the sideboard. He stood close to Spencer.




  "Mr. Spencer," he said, "I am almost blind, and I cannot see your face, but I want you to tell me the truth. I expect it from you."




  "My dear fellow," Spencer answered. "I'm awfully sorry for you, of course, but I really don't see why I should answer your questions at all, truthfully or untruthfully. I have been making a few inquiries for my friend Duncombe. At present I regret to say that I have been unsuccessful. In their present crude state I should prefer keeping my discoveries, such as they are, to myself."




  Pelham struck the sideboard with his clenched fist so that all the glasses rattled upon the tray. His face was dark with passion.




  "I will not be ignored in this matter," he declared. "Phyllis Poynton and her brother are nothing to Duncombe. He acted only for me. He cannot deny it. Ask him for yourself."




  "I do not need to ask him," Spencer answered. "I am perfectly well aware of the circumstances of the case. All the same, I go about my business my own way. I am not ready to answer questions from you or anybody else."




  "You shall tell me this at least," Pelham declared. "You shall tell me why you telegraphed here for the names of Lord Runton's house party."




  "Simplest thing in the world," Spencer answered, relinquishing his attack upon the sandwiches, and lighting a cigarette. "I did it to oblige a friend who writes society notes for the 'New York Herald.'"




  Duncombe gave vent to a little exclamation of triumph. Pelham for the moment was speechless.




  "Awfully sorry if I misled you in any way," Spencer continued. "I never imagined your connecting my request with the disappearance of Phyllis Poynton. Why should I?"




  "The fact is," Duncombe interposed, "there is a girl staying at Runton Place whose voice Pelham declares is exactly like Phyllis Poynton's, and whose general appearance, I will admit, is somewhat similar to the photograph I showed you. It is a coincidence, of course, but beyond that it is absurd to go. This young lady is a Miss Fielding. She is there with her father, and they are invited guests, with all the proper credentials."




  Spencer nodded.




  "I suppose it is because I am not a lady's man," he said carelessly, "but I must admit that all girls' voices sound pretty much alike to me."




  "I wish to Heaven that I could see your face!" Pelham exclaimed, "I should know then whether you were telling me the truth."




  "The weak point about my temporary profession is," Spencer remarked thoughtfully, "that it enables even strangers to insult one with impunity."




  "If I have misjudged you," Pelham said with some dignity, "I am sorry. I am to understand, then, that you have no news whatever to give us about the disappearance of Phyllis Poynton and her brother?"




  "Not a scrap!" Spencer answered.




  "I will wish you both good night, then," Pelham said. "No, don't trouble, George. I can find my way quite well by myself."




  He disappeared, and Duncombe drew a little sigh of relief.




  "Excitable person, your friend!" Spencer remarked.




  Duncombe nodded.




  "Very! I am frightened to death that he will make an ass of himself before Miss Fielding. If he hears her speak he loses his head."




  "Nice girl?" Spencer asked.




  "Yes—very!"




  "What sort of a fellow's the father?"




  "Very quiet. I've scarcely spoken to him. They're Americans. Friends of Lord Runton's brother, out in New York. Ever heard of them?"




  "Yes. A few times."




  "You seem interested."




  "I am—very."




  Duncombe turned suddenly white.




  "What do you mean?" he asked.




  Spencer held his cigarette between his fingers and looked at it thoughtfully.




  "Mr. Fielding, of New York," he said, "sailed for America from Havre last Saturday. His daughter has gone to Russia with a party of friends."




  Duncombe sprang from his seat. His cigarette slipped from his fingers and fell unheeded upon the carpet.




  "Then who—who are these people?" he exclaimed.




  Spencer shrugged his shoulders.




  "I thought it worth while," he said, "to come over and find out."
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  A few minutes before ten the following morning a mounted messenger from Runton Place brought the following note for Duncombe:—




  

    "Runton Place, Friday Morning.




    "My dear Duncombe,—Fielding has cried off the shoot to-day. Says he has a motor coming over for him to try from Norwich, and his dutiful daughter remains with him. Thought I would let you know in case you cared to come and look them up. Best I could do for you.




    "Ever yours sincerely,      




    "Runton."


  




  Duncombe had breakfasted alone. Pelham had asked for something to be sent up for him, and Spencer, after a cup of coffee in his room, had gone out. Duncombe did not hesitate for a moment. He started at once for Runton Place.




  A marvellous change had taken place in the weather since the previous day. The calm splendor of the early autumn seemed to have vanished. A strong north wind was blowing, and the sky was everywhere gray and threatening. The fields of uncut corn were bent, like the waves of the sea, and the yellow leaves came down from the trees in showers. Piled up masses of black clouds were driven across the sky. Scanty drops of rain kept falling, an earnest of what was to come as soon as the wind should fail. Duncombe had almost to fight his way along until, through a private gate, he entered Runton Park. The house lay down in the valley about a mile away. To reach it one had to cross a ridge of hills covered with furze bushes and tumbled fragments of ancient rock.




  Half-way up the first ascent he paused. A figure had struggled into sight from the opposite side—the figure of a girl. Her skirts and cloak were being blown wildly about her. She wore a flat Tam-o'-Shanter hat, from under the confines of which her hair was defying the restraint of hatpins and elastic. She stood there swaying a little from the violence of the wind, slim and elegant, notwithstanding a certain intensity of gaze and bearing. Duncombe felt his heart give a quick jump as he recognized her. Then he started up the hill as fast as he could go.




  She stood perfectly still, watching him clamber up to her side. Her face showed no sign of pleasure or annoyance at his coming. He felt at once that it was not he alone who had realized the coming of the tragedy.




  No words of conventional greeting passed between them as he clambered breathless to her side. The wind had brought no color into her cheeks. There were rims under her eyes. She had the appearance of one who had come into touch with fearsome things.




  "What do you want with me?" she asked. "Why are you here?"




  "To be with you," he answered. "You know why."




  She laughed mirthlessly.




  "Better go back," she exclaimed. "I am no fit companion for any one to-day. I came out to be alone."




  A gust of wind came tearing up the hillside. They both struggled for breath.




  "I came," he said, "to find you. I was going to the house. Something has happened which you ought to know."




  She looked back towards the long white front of the house, and there was terror in her eyes.




  "Something is happening there," she muttered, "and I am afraid."




  He took her gloveless hand. It was as cold as ice. She did not resist his touch, but her fingers lay passively in his.




  "Let me be your friend," he pleaded. "Never mind what has happened, or what is going to happen. You are in trouble. Let me share it with you."




  "You cannot," she answered. "You, nor any one else in the world. Let me go! You don't understand!"




  "I understand more than you think!" he answered.




  She turned her startled eyes upon him.




  "What do you mean?" she cried.




  "I mean that the man whom we employed to trace the whereabouts of Phyllis Poynton and her brother arrived from Paris last night," he answered. "He wanted a list of Lord Runton's house party. Can you guess why?"




  "Go on!"




  "Mr. Fielding, of New York, left Havre on Saturday——"




  "Stop!"




  Her voice was a staccato note of agony. Between the fingers which were pressed to her face he could see the slow, painful flushing of her cheeks.




  "Why did you come to tell me this?" she asked in a low tone.




  "You know," he answered.




  "Did you guess last night that we were impostors?" she asked.




  "Certainly not," he answered. "Andrew was tortured with doubts about you. He believed that you were Phyllis Poynton!"




  "I am!" she whispered. "I was afraid of him all the evening. He must have known."




  It seemed to Duncombe that the rocks and gorse bushes were spinning round and the ground was swaying under his feet. The wind, which had kept them both half breathless, seemed full of mocking voices. She was an impostor. These were her own words. She was in danger of detection, perhaps of other things. At that very moment Spencer might have gained an entrance into Runton Place. He felt uncertain of himself, and all the time her eyes watched him jealously.




  "Why did you come here?" she cried. "Why do you look at me like that? It is no concern of yours who I am. Why do you interfere?"




  "Everything that concerns you concerns me," he answered. "I don't care who you are, or who you say you are. I don't even ask you for any sort of explanation. I came to warn you about Spencer. For the rest, here am I your friend whatever happens. You are terrified! Don't go back to the house. Give me the right to take care of you. I'll do it!"




  Then for the first time a really human expression lit up her face. The sick fear passed away. Her features were suddenly softer. The light in her eyes was a beautiful thing.




  "You are kind," she murmured, "kinder than I ever dreamed any one could be who—knew. Will you be kinder still?"




  "Try me!" he begged.




  "Then go away. Forget who I am. Forget who I am not. Shut yourself up in your study for twenty-four hours, and come out without any memories at all. Oh, do this for me—do this!" she begged, with a sudden break in her voice.




  She leaned a little towards him. A long wisp of her hair blew in his face. A moment of madness came to him with the gust of wind which blew her almost into his arms. For one exquisite moment he held her. The violets at her bosom were crushed against his coat. Then she tore herself away.




  "You are mad," she cried. "It is my fault. Oh, let me go!"




  "Never," he answered, passionately clasping at her hand. "Call yourself by what name you will, I love you. If you are in trouble, let me help. Let me go back to the house with you, and we will face it together, whatever it may be. Come!"




  She wrung her hands. The joy had all gone from her face.




  "Oh, what have I done?" she moaned. "Don't you understand that I am an impostor? The man down there is not my father. I—oh, let me go!"




  She wrenched herself free. She stood away from him, her skirt gathered up into her hand, prepared for flight.




  "If you would really do me a kindness," she cried, "get Mr. Spencer to stop his search for me. Tell him to forget that such a person ever existed. And you, too! You must do the same. What I have done, I have done of my own free will. I am my own mistress. I will not be interfered with. Listen!"




  She turned a white, intent face towards the house. Duncombe could hear nothing for the roaring of the wind, but the girl's face was once more convulsed with terror.




  "What was that?" she cried.




  "I heard nothing," he answered. "What can one hear? The wind is strong to drown even our voices."




  "And those?" she cried again, pointing with outstretched finger to two rapidly moving black specks coming towards them along the winding road which led from the highway to Runton Place.




  Duncombe watched them for a moment.




  "They are the Runton shooting brakes," he declared.




  "I expect Lord Runton and the rest of them are coming back."




  "Coming back!" she repeated, with a little gasp.




  "But they were going to shoot all day and dine there. They are not expected home till past midnight."




  "I expect the shoot is off," Duncombe remarked. "One couldn't possibly hit anything a day like this. I wonder they ever started."




  Her face was white enough before, but it was deathly now. Her lips parted, but only a little moan came from them. He heard the rush of her skirts, and saw her spring forward. He was left alone upon the hilltop.
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  Runton was apparently enjoying the relaxation of having got rid of practically the whole of its guests for the day. The women servants were going about their duties faithfully enough, but with a marked absence of any superfluous energy. Mr. Harrison, the butler, was enjoying a quiet pipe in his room and a leisurely perusal of the morning paper. Mrs. Ellis, the much-respected housekeeper, was also in her room comfortably ensconced in an easy-chair, and studying a new volume of collected menus which a friend had sent her from Paris. The servants were not exactly neglecting their work, but every one was appreciating a certain sense of peace which the emptying of the house from a crowd of more or less exacting guests had brought about.




  In one room only things were different, and neither Mrs. Ellis nor Mr. Harrison, nor any of the household, knew anything about that. It was the principal guest-chamber on the first floor—a large and handsomely furnished apartment. Barely an hour ago it had been left in spotless order by a couple of painstaking servants. Just now it had another aspect.




  In the middle of the room a man lay stretched upon the floor, face downwards. The blood was slowly trickling from a wound in the side of the head down on to the carpet. With nearly every breath he drew he groaned. Overturned chairs and tables showed that he had taken part in no ordinary struggle. The condition of the other man also testified this.




  The other man was Mr. Fielding. He was down on his knees upon the floor, rapidly going through the contents of a dark mahogany box, which was apparently full of papers. Scattered over the carpet by his side were various strange-looking tools, by means of which he had forced the lock. Mr. Fielding was not at all his usual self. His face was absolutely colorless, and every few moments his hand went up to his shoulder-blade and a shiver went through his whole frame. There was a faint odor of gunpowder in the room, and somewhere near the feet of the prostrate man lay a small shining revolver. Nevertheless, Mr. Fielding persevered in his task.




  Suddenly there came an interruption. Footsteps outside in the corridor had paused. There was a sharp tapping at the door. The prostrate man groaned louder than ever, and half turned over, proving that he was not wholly unconscious. Mr. Fielding closed the box and staggered to his feet.




  He stood for a moment staring wildly at the door. Who could it be? He had asked, as a special favor, that he might not be disturbed, and Mr. Fielding knew how to ask favors of servants. Interruption now meant disaster, absolute and unqualified—the end, perhaps, of a career in which he had achieved some success. Big drops of perspiration stood out upon his forehead, drawn there by the pain and this new fear. Slowly, and on tiptoe, he drew near the door.




  "Who is that?" he asked with wonderful calmness.




  "It is I! Let me in," came the swift answer, and Mr. Fielding drew a little breath of relief. Nevertheless he was angry. He opened the door and drew the girl in.




  "You fool!" he exclaimed. "I sent you out of the way on purpose. Why have you come back?"




  She opened her lips, but no words came. The man on the floor groaned again. She swayed upon her feet. It was all so horrible.




  "Speak, can't you!" he muttered between his teeth. "Things have gone badly here. I'm wounded, and I'm afraid—I've hurt that chap—pretty badly."




  "I was in the park," she faltered, "and saw them. They are all coming back."




  "Coming back?"




  "They are almost here. Sir George Duncombe told me that they could not shoot because of the wind."




  "The car?"




  "Downstairs—waiting."




  He had forgotten his hurt. He caught up his hat and a coat, and pushed her out of the room. He locked the door, and thrust the key into his pocket. As they walked down the corridor he lit a cigarette.




  A footman met them in the hall.




  "A gentleman has called to see you, sir—a Mr. Spencer," he announced. "I have shown him into the library."




  Mr. Fielding appeared to hesitate for a moment.




  "It is the man who wants to sell us the car," he exclaimed, turning towards the girl, "but I haven't even seen it yet. Better tell him to wait for a quarter of an hour," he added, turning towards the footman. "I'll just drive down to the lodge gates and back. Come along, Sybil."




  She followed him to the front door. A man was seated at the wheel of the motor car, and turned his head quickly as they approached. Mr. Fielding nodded pleasantly, though his face was white with excruciating pain.




  "Kept you waiting, I'm afraid," he said. "Can you drive at all in a wind like this?"




  "Jump in, sir, and see," the man answered. "Is the young lady coming?"




  Mr. Fielding nodded, and stepped into the front seat. The girl was already in the tonneau. The man slipped in his clutch, and they glided round the broad, circular sweep in front of the entrance. Just as they started the wagonette drew up.




  "We sha'n't be more than a few minutes," Mr. Fielding cried out, waving his hand. "Sorry you've lost your day's sport."




  "Hold on a minute, and I'll come with you," Runton called out. "That car looks like going."




  But Mr. Fielding did not hear.


  




  Duncombe, who had returned from the park by the fields, was crossing the road to enter his own gates, when a black speck far away on the top of the hill attracted his attention. He stood still gazing at it, and was instantly aware that it was approaching him at an almost incredible speed. It gathered shape swiftly, and he watched it with a fascination which kept him rooted to the spot. Above the wind he could hear the throbbing of its engines. He saw it round a slight curve in the road, with two wheels in the air, and a skid which seemed for a moment as though it must mean destruction. Mud and small stones flew up around it. The driver was crouching forward over the wheel, tense and motionless. Duncombe moved to the side of the road to let it pass, with a little exclamation of anger.




  Then it came more clearly into sight, and he forgot his anger in his amazement. The seat next the driver was occupied by a man leaning far back, whose face was like the face of the dead. Behind was a solitary passenger. She was leaning over, as though trying to speak to her companion. Her hair streamed wild in the wind, and on her face was a look of blank and fearful terror. Duncombe half moved forward. She saw him, and touched the driver's arm. His hand seemed to fly to the side of the car, and his right foot was jammed down. With grinding of brakes and the screaming of locked wheels, the car was brought to a standstill within a few feet of him. He sprang eagerly forward. She was already upon her feet in the road.




  "Sir George," she said, "your warning, as you see, was barely in time. We are adventurer and adventuress—detected. I suppose you are a magistrate. Don't you think that you ought to detain us?"




  "What can I do to help you?" he asked simply.




  She looked at him eagerly. There were mud spots all up her gown, even upon her face. Her hair was wildly disordered. She carried her hat in her hand.




  "You mean it?" she cried.




  "You know that I do!"




  She turned and looked up the road along which they had come. There was no soul in sight. She looked even up at the long line of windows which frowned down upon them from the back of the Hall. They, too, were empty. She thrust a long envelope suddenly into his hand.




  "Guard this for me," she whispered. "Don't let any one know that you have it. Don't speak of it to any one. Keep it until I can send for it."




  He thrust it into his inner pocket and buttoned his coat.




  "It is quite safe," he said simply.




  Her eyes flashed her gratitude upon him. For the first time he saw something in her face—heard it in her tone, which made his heart beat. After all she was human.




  "You are very good to me," she murmured. "Believe me, I am not quite as bad as I seem. Good-bye."




  He turned with her towards the car, and she gave a low cry. He too started. The car was a mile away, tearing up a hill, and almost out of sight. In the lane behind they could hear the sound of galloping horses. He caught her by the wrist, dragged her through the gate, and behind a great shrub on the lawn.




  "Stay there!" he exclaimed hoarsely. "Don't move. I will come back."




  Half a dozen horsemen were coming along the lane at steeplechase pace. Lord Runton, on his wonderful black horse, which no man before had ever seen him gallop save across the softest of country, pulled up outside the gate.




  "Seen a motor go by, Duncombe?" he called out.




  Duncombe nodded.




  "Rather!" he answered. "Fielding and Miss Fielding in it. Going like Hell!"




  Runton waved his companions on, and leaned down to Duncombe.




  "Beastly unpleasant thing happened, Duncombe," he said. "Fielding and his daughter have bolted. Fielding seems to have half killed a messenger who came down from London to see Von Rothe, and stolen some papers. Fact of the matter is he's not Fielding at all—and as for the girl! Lord knows who she is. Sorry for you, Duncombe. Hope you weren't very hard hit!"




  He gathered up his reins.




  "We've sent telegrams everywhere," he said, "but the beast has cut the telephone, and Von Rothe blasphemes if we talk about the police. It's a queer business."




  He rode off. Duncombe returned where the girl was standing. She was clutching at the branches of the shrub as though prostrate with fear, but at his return she straightened herself. How much had she heard he wondered.




  "Don't move!" he said.




  She nodded.




  "Can any one see me?" she asked.




  "Not from the road."




  "From the house?"




  "They could," he admitted, "but it is the servants' dinner hour. Don't you notice how quiet the house is?"




  "Yes."




  She was very white. She seemed to find some difficulty in speaking. There was fear in her eyes.




  "It would not be safe for you to leave here at present," he said. "I am going to take you into a little room leading out of my study. No one ever goes in it. You will be safe there for a time."




  "If I could sit down—for a little while."




  He took her arm, and led her unresistingly towards the house. The library window was closed, but he opened it easily, and helped her through. At the further end of the room was an inner door, which he threw open.




  "This is a room which no one except myself ever enters," he said. "I used to do a little painting here sometimes. Sit down, please, in that easy-chair. I am going to get you a glass of wine."




  They heard the library door suddenly opened. A voice, shaking with passion, called out his name.




  "Duncombe, are you here? Duncombe!"




  There was a dead silence. They could hear him moving about the room.




  "Hiding, are you? Brute! Come out, or I'll—by heavens, I'll shoot you if you don't tell me the truth. I heard her voice in the lane. I'll swear to it."




  Duncombe glanced quickly towards his companion. She lay back in the chair in a dead faint.
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  The three men were sitting at a small round dining-table, from which everything except the dessert had been removed. Duncombe filled his own glass and passed around a decanter of port. Pelham and Spencer both helped themselves almost mechanically. A cloud of restraint had hung over the little party. Duncombe raised his glass and half emptied its contents. Then he set it down and leaned back in his chair.




  "Well," he said, "I am ready for the inquisition. Go on, Andrew."




  Pelham fingered his own glass nervously. He seemed to find his task no easy one.




  "George," he said, "we are old friends. I want you to remember it. I want you also to remember that I am in a hideous state of worry and nerves"—he passed his hand over his forehead just above his eyes as though they were hurting him. "I am not behaving to you as a guest should to his host. I admit it freely. I have lost my temper more than once during the last twenty-four hours. I am sorry! Forgive me if you can, George!"




  "Willingly, Andrew," Duncombe answered. "I shall think no more about it."




  "At the same time," Pelham continued, "there is another point to be considered. Have you been quite fair to me, George? Remember that Phyllis Poynton is the one person whose existence reconciles me to life. You had never even heard her name before I sent for you. You went abroad, like the good fellow you are, to find her for me. You assure me that you have discovered—nothing. Let me put you upon your honor, George. Is this absolutely true?"




  "I have discovered nothing about Phyllis Poynton," Duncombe declared quietly.




  "About Miss Fielding then?"




  "Phyllis Poynton and Miss Fielding are two very different persons," Duncombe declared.




  "That may be so," Pelham said, "although I find it hard to believe that God ever gave to two women voices so exactly similar. Yet if you are assured that this is so, why not be altogether frank with me?"




  "What have you to complain of?" Duncombe asked.




  "Something has happened at Runton Place, in which Mr. Fielding and his daughter are concerned," Pelham continued. "I have heard all manner of strange rumors. This afternoon I distinctly heard the girl's voice in the lane outside. She was crying out as though in fear. A few minutes later I heard you speaking to some one in the library. Yet when I entered the room you would not answer me."




  "Supposing I grant everything that you say, Andrew," Duncombe answered. "Supposing I admit that strange things have happened with regard to Mr. Fielding and his daughter which have resulted in their leaving Runton Place—even that she was there in the lane this afternoon—how does all this concern you?"




  "Because," Pelham declared, striking the table with his fist, "I am not satisfied that the girl who has been staying at Runton Place, and calling herself Miss Fielding, is not in reality Phyllis Poynton."




  Duncombe lit a cigarette, and passed the box round.




  "Do you know what they are saying to-night of Mr. Fielding and his daughter?" he asked quietly.




  "No!"




  "That the one is a robber, and the other an adventuress," Duncombe answered. "This much is certainly true. They have both left Runton Place at a moment's notice, and without taking leave of their host and hostess. Remember, I never knew Phyllis Poynton. You did! Ask yourself whether she is the sort of young person to obtain hospitality under false pretences, and then abuse it—to associate herself in a fraud with a self-confessed robber."




  "The idea," Pelham said quietly, "is absurd."




  "While we are on the subject," Spencer remarked, drawing the cigarettes towards him, "may I ask you a few questions, Mr. Pelham? For instance, had Miss Poynton any relations in France?"




  "Not to my knowledge," Pelham answered. "I have known both her and her brother for a great many years, and I never heard either of them mention any."




  "Why did she go to Paris, then?"




  "To meet her brother."




  "And why did he go abroad?"




  "It was a whim, I think. Just a desire to see a few foreign countries before he settled down to live the life of a country gentleman."




  "You believe that he had no other reason?"




  "I think I may go so far as to say that I am sure of it," Pelham answered.




  "One more question," Spencer added, intervening.




  But the question remained unasked. The butler had opened the dining-room door and was announcing Lord Runton.




  Duncombe rose to his feet in surprise. For the moment a sudden fear drew the color from his cheeks.




  He looked apprehensively towards his unexpected visitor. Lord Runton, however, showed no signs of any great discomposure. He was wearing his ordinary dinner clothes, and in reply to Duncombe's first question assured him that he had dined.




  "I will try a glass of your port, if I may, George," he declared. "Thanks!"




  The butler had wheeled a chair up to the table for him, and left the room. Lord Runton filled his glass and sent the decanter round. Then he turned towards Spencer, to whom he had just been introduced.




  "Mr. Spencer," he said, "my visit to-night is mainly to you. I dare say you are aware that a somewhat unpleasant thing has happened at my house. My people tell me that you called there this morning and inquired for Mr. Fielding."




  Spencer nodded.




  "Quite true," he answered. "I called, but did not see him. He appears to have left somewhat hurriedly while I was waiting."




  "You did not even catch a glimpse of him?"




  "No!"




  "You know Mr. Fielding by sight, I presume?"




  "I have seen him in Paris once or twice," Spencer answered.




  "You will not think me impertinent for asking you these questions, I am sure," Lord Runton continued apologetically, "but could you describe Mr. Fielding to me?"




  "Certainly," Spencer answered. "He was tall and thin, wears glasses, was clean-shaven, bald, and limped a little."




  Lord Runton nodded.




  "Thank you," he said. "I presume that your visit this morning was one of courtesy. You are acquainted with Mr. Fielding?"




  "I have not that pleasure," Spencer answered. "I am afraid I must confess that my visit was purely one of curiosity."




  "Curiosity!" Lord Runton repeated.




  "Exactly. Do you mind passing those excellent cigarettes of yours, Duncombe?"




  Lord Runton hesitated for a moment. He was conscious of a certain restraint in Spencer's answers. Suddenly he turned towards him.




  "Mr. Spencer," he said, "may I ask if you are Mr. Jarvis Spencer, of the 'Daily Messenger'—the Mr. Spencer who was mentioned in connection with the investigations into the Lawson estates?"




  Spencer nodded.




  "Yes," he said, "I am that person."




  "Then," Lord Runton continued, "I want to tell you exactly what has happened to-day in my house, and to ask your advice. May I?"




  "If our host has no objection," Spencer answered, glancing towards Pelham.




  "None whatever," Duncombe answered, also glancing towards Pelham.




  There was a moment's silence. Pelham raised his head.




  "If Lord Runton desires it, I will withdraw," he said slowly. "At the same time I must confess that I, too, am interested in this matter. If Lord Runton has no objection to my presence I should like to remain. My discretion goes without saying."




  Duncombe moved uneasily in his chair. His eyes sought Spencer's for guidance, but found his head averted. Lord Runton raised his eyebrows slightly at what he considered a somewhat vulgar curiosity, but his reply was prompt.




  "You are a friend of Duncombe's, Mr. Pelham," he said, "and that is enough. I have to ask not only you, but all three of you, to consider what I am going to tell you as absolutely confidential."




  They all signified their assent. Lord Runton continued:—




  "Mr. and Miss Fielding came to me with letters from my brother, and with many convincing proofs of their identity. We none of us had the slightest suspicion concerning them. Their behavior was exactly what it should have been. Nothing about them excited remark in any way, except the unusual number of telegrams and telephone messages which Mr. Fielding was always receiving. That, however, was quite in accord with our ideas of an American business man, and didn't seem to us in the least remarkable."




  "The telegrams were delivered through a neighboring office?" Spencer asked quietly.




  "Yes," Lord Runton answered, "but they were all in code. I happen to know that because the postmaster brought the first one up himself, and explained that he was afraid that he must have made some mistake as the message was incomprehensible. Fielding only laughed, and gave the man a sovereign. The message was absolutely correct, he declared. He told me afterwards that whenever he was speculating he always coded his messages, and it seemed perfectly reasonable."




  Spencer nodded.




  "Just so!" he murmured.




  "This morning," Lord Runton continued, "Mr. Fielding rather upset our plans. We were all to have spent the day at the Duke's, and dined there. There was a big shoot for the men, as you know. At breakfast-time, however, Mr. Fielding announced that he had a man coming over with a motor car from Norwich for them to try, and begged to be excused. So we had to go without them.




  "Von Rothe was staying with me, as you know, and just before we started he had a telegram that a messenger from the Embassy was on his way down. He hesitated for some time as to whether he ought not to stay at home so as to be here when he arrived, but we persuaded him to come with us, and promised to send him back after luncheon. When we got to Chestow, however, the wind had become a gale, and it was impossible to shoot decently. Von Rothe was a little uneasy all the time, I could see, so he and I and a few of the others returned here, and the rest went up to Chestow. Just as we arrived Fielding passed us in a great motor car with his daughter behind. When we got to the house Von Rothe inquired for the messenger. He was told that he was in Mr. Fielding's sitting-room, but when we got there we found the door locked, and through the key-hole we could hear a man groaning. We broke the door in and found Von Rothe's messenger half unconscious, and a rifled despatch box upon the floor. He has given us no coherent account of what has happened yet, but it is quite certain that he was attacked and robbed by Mr. Fielding."




  "What was stolen?" Spencer asked. "Money?"




  "No, a letter," Lord Runton answered. "Von Rothe says very little, but I never saw a man so broken up. He has left for London to-night."




  "The matter is in the hands of the police, of course?" Spencer asked.




  Lord Runton shook his head.




  "Von Rothe took me into his room and locked the door a few minutes after we had discovered what had happened. He implored me to keep the whole affair from the Press and from publicity in any form. His whole career was at stake, he said, and very much more than his career. All that we could do was to follow Mr. Fielding and drag him back by force if we could. Even then he had little hope of recovering the letter. We did our best, but, of course, we had no chance. Mr. Fielding and his daughter simply drove off. Von Rothe is dealing with the affair in his own way."




  "It is a most extraordinary story," Spencer said quietly.




  Lord Runton turned towards him.




  "I have treated you with confidence, Mr. Spencer," he said. "Will you tell me now why you called at my house to see Mr. Fielding to-day?"




  Spencer hesitated, but only for a moment.




  "Certainly," he said. "I came because I knew that Mr. Fielding was half-way to America, and his daughter in Russia. Some friends of mine were curious to know who your guests could be."




  Pelham raised his head.




  "You lied to me then!" he exclaimed.




  "I had as much right to lie to you," Spencer answered calmly, "as you had to ask me questions. I had——"




  He stopped short in the middle of his sentence. The faces of the three men were a study in varying expressions. From some other part of the house there came to them the sound of a woman's sudden cry of terror—the cry of a woman who had awakened suddenly to look into the face of death. Duncombe's uplifted glass fell with a crash upon the table. The red wine trickled across the table-cloth.
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  Duncombe was out of the room in a very few seconds. The others hesitated for a moment whether to follow him or not. Spencer was the first to rise to his feet and moved towards the door. Lord Runton and Pelham followed a moment or two later. Outside in the hall the house was perfectly silent.




  Duncombe reached the library door just in time to find himself confronted by half a dozen of the men and women servants coming from the back of the house. With his hand upon the door-knob he waved them back.




  "Be so good, Mrs. Harrison," he said to the housekeeper, "as to keep better order in the servants' hall. We could hear some girls calling or laughing in the dining-room."




  "Indeed, sir," Mrs. Harrison answered with some dignity, "the noise, whatever it was, did not come from the servants' quarters. We fancied that it came from your library."




  "Quite impossible," Duncombe answered coolly. "If I require any one I will ring."




  He passed through the door and locked it on the inside. In half a dozen hasty strides he was across the room and inside the smaller apartment where he had left the girl. With a little gasp of relief he realized that she was there still. She was pale, and a spot of color was blazing in her cheeks. Her hair and dress were a little disordered. With trembling fingers she was fastening a little brooch into her blouse as he entered. A rush of night air struck him from a wide-open window.




  "What has happened?" he called out.




  "I have been terrified," she answered. "I am sorry I called out. I could not help it. A man came here—through the window. He talked so fast that I could scarcely hear what he said, but he wanted that paper. I tried to make him understand that I had not got it, but he did not believe me—and he was rude."




  Duncombe shut down the window, swearing softly to himself.




  "I cannot stay with you," he said, "just now. The whole house is alarmed at your cry. Listen!"




  There was a loud knocking at the library door. Duncombe turned hastily away.




  "I must let them in," he said. "I will come back to you."




  She pointed to the window.




  "He is coming back," she said, "at twelve o'clock."




  "Do you wish me to give up the paper?" he asked.




  "No."




  "Very well. I will be with you when he comes—before then. I must get rid of these men first."




  He closed the door softly, and drew the curtain which concealed it. Then he opened the library window, and a moment afterwards the door.




  "Come in, you fellows," he said. "I scarcely know what I was doing when I locked the door. I fancy one of the housemaids has been seeing ghosts in the garden. I saw something white in amongst the shrubs, but I could find nothing. Come on out with me."




  Spencer followed with a perfectly grave face. Lord Runton looked puzzled. Pelham did not attempt to leave the library. Spencer drew his host a little on one side.




  "What a rotten liar you are, George!" he said. "I don't think that even Runton was taken in."




  "I suppose it sounded a little thin," Duncombe answered coolly. "Put it this way, then, so far as you are concerned. The shriek occurred in my house. I've no explanation to offer to anybody."




  "I like the sound of that better, Duncombe," he remarked. "Hullo! What's the matter with Runton?"




  Lord Runton was calling to them.




  "You've had a visitor who was in a hurry, old chap!" he remarked. "Send for a lantern."




  Duncombe concealed his annoyance.




  "I don't want to alarm the whole household," he said. "I've a little electric torch in my study. I'll fetch that."




  He brought it out. The progress of a man from the road to the small window, towards which Duncombe glanced every now and then apprehensively, was marked by much destruction. The intruder had effected his exit either in great haste or in a singularly unfortunate manner. He had apparently missed the gate, which at this point was only a small hand one, and in clambering over the fence he had broken the topmost strand of wire. He had blundered into a bed of wallflowers, which were all crushed and downtrodden, and snapped off a rose tree in the middle. Below the window were distinct traces of footmarks. Lord Runton, who held the torch, was becoming excited.




  "Duncombe," he said, "there is something which I have not told you yet. I have had numerous reports in about the car, and was able to trace it as far as Lynn, but they all agreed in saying that it contained only two persons—the driver and the man who called himself Fielding. What became of the girl?"




  "I have no idea," Duncombe answered steadily.




  "Of course not," Lord Runton continued, "but don't you think it possible that—without your knowledge, of course—she may be hidden somewhere about here? That cry was not like the cry of a housemaid. Let us have the whole place searched."




  Duncombe shrugged his shoulders.




  "As you will," he answered. "I am certain, however, that it will be useless. There is no place here where any one could hide."




  "Your servants may know something," Runton suggested.




  "I have already questioned them," Duncombe answered.




  "Come along, Mr. Spencer," Lord Runton exclaimed, "let us search the grounds."




  Spencer shook his head.




  "Waste of time, Lord Runton," he answered. "If you really want to discover the whereabouts of this missing young lady, and she should by any chance be close at hand, I should recommend you to induce Sir George to let you search the room to which those footsteps lead."




  "The library," Duncombe interrupted quickly. "Search it by all means, if you like. I have done so myself already."




  Spencer was facing the house.




  "The library!" he remarked reflectively. "Ah!"




  He stooped down to light a cigarette. Suddenly he felt Duncombe's hot breath upon his cheek. In the momentary glow of the match he caught a silhouette of a pale, angry face, whose eyes were flashing upon him.




  "This isn't your affair, Spencer. Shut up!"




  Spencer blew out the match deliberately. They both followed Lord Runton to the library. Pelham was standing in the middle of the room. He had the appearance of a man listening intently.




  "George," he asked sharply, "what is on the north side of this room?"




  "The wall!" Duncombe answered.




  "And beyond?"




  "A passage and the billiard-room."




  Pelham seemed dissatisfied.




  "I fancied," he muttered—"but I suppose it must have been fancy. Do the women servants use that passage?"




  "Of course! Upon my word," Duncombe added, with a nervous little laugh, "you all seem to be trying to make my house into a Maskelyne and Cooke's home of mystery. Let us go into the dining-room and have a whisky and soda."




  "Not for me, thanks," Lord Runton declared. "I must go back. The real object of my coming here, Duncombe, was to see if the Mr. Spencer who called at Runton Place to-day was really Mr. Jarvis Spencer, and if so to ask him whether he would help me."




  "To what extent, Lord Runton?" Spencer asked quietly.




  "To the extent of recovering, or attempting to recover, the papers which were stolen from the Baron Von Rothe," Lord Runton said. "The Baron was a guest in my house, and I feel the occurrence very much. He will not let me even mention the matter to the police, but I feel sure that he could not object to Mr. Spencer's taking the matter in hand."




  "I think you will find," Spencer said, "that Von Rothe has already placed the matter in the hands of his own people. The German secret service is pretty active over here, you know. I have come in contact with it once or twice."




  "Nevertheless, for my own satisfaction," Lord Runton continued, "I should like the matter inquired into by you, Mr. Spencer."




  "I am not quite sure whether I am free to help you or not," Spencer said slowly. "May I come and see you to-morrow morning?"




  "If you prefer it," Lord Runton said doubtfully. "Come as early as possible. Good night, Duncombe! I should like to know who your nocturnal visitor was."




  "If he comes again," Duncombe said, "I may be able to tell you."




  He walked to his desk, and taking out a revolver, slipped it into his pocket. Then he rang the bell for Lord Runton's carriage. It seemed to Duncombe that there was a shade of coolness in his visitor's manner as he took his leave. He drew Spencer a little on one side.




  "I want you to promise to come and see me in any case to-morrow morning," he said. "There is something which I should prefer saying to you in my own house to saying here."




  Spencer nodded.




  "Very well," he said, "I will come. I can promise that much at least."




  Lord Runton departed. Pelham went off to bed. Spencer and his host were left alone in the library.




  "Billiards, or a whisky and soda in the smoke-room?" the latter asked. "I know that you are not a late bird."




  "Neither, thanks. Just a word with you here," Spencer answered.




  Duncombe paused on his way to the door. Spencer was standing in a reflective attitude, with his hands behind his back, gently balancing himself upon his toes.




  "I am very much disposed," he said, "to accept Lord Runton's offer. Have you any objection?"




  "Of course I have," Duncombe answered. "You are working for me."




  "Was working for you," Spencer corrected gently. "That is all over, isn't it?"




  "What do you mean?" Duncombe exclaimed.




  Spencer stood squarely upon his feet. He looked a little tired.




  "My engagement from you was to find Miss Phyllis Poynton," he said softly. "You and I are perfectly well aware that the young lady in question is—well, a few yards behind that curtain," he said, motioning with his head towards it. "My task is accomplished, and I consider myself a free man."




  Duncombe was silent for a moment. He walked restlessly to the window and back again.




  "How did you find out that she was here?" he asked.




  Spencer looked a little disgusted.




  "My dear fellow," he said, "any one with the brains of a mouse must have discovered that. Why, Lord Runton, without any of the intimations which I have received, is a little suspicious. That is merely a matter of A B C. There were difficulties, I admit, and I am sorry to say that I have never solved them. I cannot tell you at this moment how it comes about that a young lady, brought up in the country here, and from all I can learn an ordinary, unambitious, virtuous sort of young person, should disappear from England in search of a missing brother, and return in a few months the companion of one of the most dangerous and brilliant members of the French secret service. This sort of thing is clean beyond me, I admit. I will be frank with you, Duncombe. I have met with difficulties in this case which I have never met with before—peculiar difficulties."




  "Go on!" Duncombe exclaimed eagerly.




  "I have many sources of information in Paris," Spencer continued slowly. "I have acquaintances amongst waiters, cabmen, café-proprietors, detectives, and many such people. I have always found them most useful. I went amongst them, making careful inquiries about Phyllis Poynton and her brother. They were like men struck dumb. Their mouths were closed like rat-traps. The mention of either the boy or the girl seemed to change them as though like magic from pleasant, talkative men and women, very eager to make the best of their little bit of information, into surly idiots, incapable of understanding or answering the slightest question. It was the most extraordinary experience I have ever come across."




  Duncombe was breathlessly interested.




  "What do you gather from it?" he asked eagerly.




  "I can only surmise," Spencer said slowly, "I can only surmise the existence of some power, some force or combination of forces behind all this, of the nature of which I am entirely ignorant. I am bound to admit that there is a certain amount of fascination to me in the contemplation of any such thing. The murder of that poor girl, for instance, who was proposing to give you information, interests me exceedingly."




  Duncombe shuddered at the recollection. The whole scene was before him once more, the whole series of events which had made his stay in Paris so eventful. He laid his hand upon Spencer's arm.




  "Spencer," he said, "you speak as though your task were accomplished. It isn't. Phyllis Poynton may indeed be where you say, but if so it is Phyllis Poynton with the halter about her neck, with the fear of terrible things in her heart. It is not you nor I who is the jailer of her captivity. It is some power which has yet to be discovered. Our task is not finished yet. To-night I will try to question her about this network of intrigue into which she seems to have been drawn. If she will see you, you too shall ask her about it. Don't think of deserting us yet."




  "My dear Duncombe," Spencer said, "I may as well confess at once that the sole interest I felt in Lord Runton's offer was that it is closely connected with the matter we have been discussing."




  "You shall have my entire confidence, Spencer," Duncombe declared. "The man who called himself Fielding was badly wounded, and he passed here almost unconscious. He entrusted the paper or letter, or whatever it was, he stole from Von Rothe's messenger, to his so-called daughter, and she in her turn passed it on to me. It is at this moment in my possession."




  Spencer looked very serious.




  "My dear fellow," he said, "I congratulate you upon your pluck, but not upon your discretion. You are interfering in what may turn out to be a very great matter—a matter in which a few lives are like the pawns which are swept from the chess-board. Does any one know this?"




  "She and I only! You heard her shriek?"




  "Yes."




  "A man threw up her window and climbed in. He demanded the packet. He searched the room. When he left her he declared that he should return at twelve to-night, and if she did not hand it to him then he threatened her."




  Spencer smiled, and rubbed his hands softly together.




  "Really," he murmured, "this is most interesting. I am with you, Duncombe. With you altogether! There is only one more question."




  "Well?"




  "You did not know Phyllis Poynton. You took up this search for her out of your friendship for Pelham. You are a rich man, young, strong, with every capacity for enjoyment. What induces you to risk your life in an adventure of this sort? You see, I don't mince words."




  Then Duncombe became grave. His face fell into firm, hard lines. Yet as he spoke there was something boyish about his expression.




  "It is a fair question," he answered. "You won't understand me. I don't understand myself. I've a brilliant galaxy of fools behind me. They've made the pages of history interesting. They've been the butt always of wiser men such as you, Spencer. The girl in that room may be Phyllis Poynton or the worst adventuress who ever lied her way through the mazes of intrigue, but I love her! She's in my life—a part of it. If I lose her—well, you know what life is like when the flame has gone and only the embers burn."




  Spencer nodded very softly.




  "That is sufficient!" he said. "You speak of things that I myself do not understand. But that is nothing. I know that they exist. But——"




  "Well?"




  "But what about Pelham?"




  "Pelham has no prior claim," he answered. "As soon as she is safe he shall know the whole truth. I would tell him at this moment but that I am a little afraid of him. He would never understand, as we can, the intricacy of the situation. And now—to the prosaic."




  He rang the bell.




  "Groves," he told the butler, "I am hungry. Bring me in anything you can rake up for supper on a tray, and a pint of champagne."




  Spencer raised his eyebrows and smiled. Duncombe nodded.




  "For her, of course," he said. "I am going to take it in, and I want you to stay here. It is past eleven o'clock already."
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  "I was never," she declared, "quite so pleased to see any one in all my life. I was wondering whether it would occur to you that I was starving."




  He set the tray down for her, placed a chair in front of the table, and busied himself opening the wine. All the time he was looking at her.




  "Whatever have you been doing to yourself?" he asked at length.




  She laughed softly.




  "Oh, I had to amuse myself somehow," she answered. "I've done my hair a new way, rearranged all my ornaments, and really I don't think a man has a right to such a delightful manicure set. I felt terribly nervous in the lavatory, though. I could hear some one in the billiard-room all the time."




  "That's all right!" he declared. "I've locked the door there, and have the key in my pocket. No one can get in from that side."




  "Please talk, and don't watch me," she begged. "I'm ashamed to be so hungry."




  He smiled and helped her to some more chicken. If he talked he was scarcely conscious of what he said. All the time his eyes kept straying towards her. She had taken off her jacket and was dressed simply enough in a blouse of some soft white material and a dark skirt. Everything, from the ornaments at her neck, the dull metal waistband, and the trim shoes, seemed to him to be carefully chosen, and the best of their sort. She wore no rings, and her fingers had the rosy pinkness of health. If she had seemed graceful to him before in the drawing-room of Runton Place, and surrounded by some of the most beautiful women in the country, she seemed more than ever so now, seated in the somewhat worn chair of his little studio. The color, too, seemed to have come back to her cheeks. She seemed to have regained in some measure her girlishness. Her eyes were ever ready to laugh into his. She chattered away as though the world after all contained nothing more serious for her than for any other girl. Duncombe hated to strike another note, yet he knew that sooner or later it must be done.




  "You are quite sure that you will not have anything else?" he asked.




  "Absolutely, thanks! I have never enjoyed anything so much in my life."




  He glanced at his watch. It was half-past eleven.




  "I am afraid," he said, "that I am going to be a nuisance to you, but one's friends often are that. I want to be your friend. I want to prove myself such. I am not an inquisitive person, by any means, but fate has declared that I should be your inquisitor. There are some questions which I am bound to ask you."




  Her face grew suddenly grave.




  "There is so little," she murmured, "which I can tell you."




  "We shall see," he answered. "In the first place, Lord Runton has been here. He is one of my oldest friends, and a very good fellow. He came to tell me that Von Rothe had been robbed in his house of some valuable papers. He came partly to ask my advice. All the time I was sitting opposite to him, with those papers in my pocket."




  She looked at him strangely.




  "Perhaps," she said quietly, "you gave them up to him."




  "I did not," he answered. "You know very well that I did not."




  "It was your duty," she said in a low tone.




  "Perhaps so. On the other hand," he continued, "you trusted me. The papers are safe."




  "Does he know that you have them?" she asked.




  "He knows nothing!"




  She looked at him steadfastly—not with any appearance of doubting his word, and yet as though she were revolving something in her mind concerning him.




  "I am thinking," she said, "how much better it would have been for both of us if we had never met."




  "The fates thought otherwise," he answered. "I searched Paris for you, only to find you at my gates. The fates meant you to be my friend. We must be careful not to disappoint them."




  She shook her head a little wistfully.




  "You have been very good to me," she said, "but you don't understand——"




  "Precisely!" he interrupted. "I don't understand. I want to. To begin with—what in this world induced you to throw in your lot even for an hour with the man who called himself Fielding?"




  "I can answer no questions concerning myself," she said sadly.




  He smiled.




  "Come," he said, "it isn't so serious as all that, is it? Sooner or later your friends are sure to find you, and they will not be content with such a statement as that. You were summoned one day to Paris by or on behalf of your brother, who had unaccountably disappeared there. You immediately appear to have followed suit. You had no friends in Paris—neither, I think, had he. I believe I am correct in saying that you had neither of you ever been there before. If your brother has fallen into bad hands, and if those same people are trying to work upon your fears by leading you into this sort of thing—well, I have friends who are powerful enough to bring you safely out of any den of thieves in the world. You are in an impossible situation, my dear young lady. Nature never meant you for an adventuress. There is no necessity for you to become one. Why do you look at me like that?"




  There was terror in her face. He had hoped to reassure her, to give her courage. On the contrary every word he spoke only seemed to increase her distress.




  "Oh, I am afraid!" she murmured. "I wish I had taken my chance. I ought not to have burdened you for a moment with my affairs. I have given you the right to ask me questions which I cannot answer."




  He was perplexed.




  "If you have given promises to these people——" he began.




  "Oh, there is no question of promises," she interrupted. "I am here of my own free will. I refuse to answer any questions. I pray only if you would be generous that you ask me none, that you keep me until to-morrow, and let me go, not only from this place, but out of your life. Then indeed I will be grateful to you."




  He took her hand in his. She yielded it without any attempt at resistance, but it lay in his palm a cold, dead thing.




  "I am only concerned for your good," he said gently. "It is your happiness only that I am anxious for. You were not born or trained for a life of lies and crime. I want to save you from it before it is too late."




  "What I do," she said slowly, "I do of my own free will."




  "Not quite, I think," he answered, "but let that pass. Listen! If you will not talk to me about these things, will you talk to my friend, Jarvis Spencer? He is a gentleman, and a journalist by profession, but he is also one of the cleverest amateur detectives in England."




  She held up her hands with a little gesture of horror. Her eyes were alight with fear.




  "No!" she cried. "No! A thousand times, no! Don't let him come near me, please. Oh, I wish I could make you understand," she continued helplessly. "You yourself in Paris only a few weeks ago were in terrible danger. A girl who only gave, or meant to give, you information about my brother and me was murdered. You, too, would have been killed if you had found anything out."




  He would have answered her lightly, but the memory of Mademoiselle Flossie lying dead upon the bed in that gloomy little room suddenly rose up before him, and the words died away upon his lips. He was silent for a moment, and glanced again at his watch. It wanted only five minutes to twelve. He came and leaned over her chair.




  "Phyllis," he said, "what am I to do about you? I cannot let you go out of my life like this. No, you must listen to me for a moment. When Pelham sent for me after you had disappeared he showed me your picture. I am not exactly the sort of man of whom knight-errants are made. I have never gone a mile out of my way to meet any woman in my life. My life here has seemed of all things the best to me. I am a dull, unambitious sort of fellow, you know, since I settled down here, and I expected to go on for the rest of my days pretty much in the same way. And yet when Pelham showed me your picture it was different. I made him give a copy to me. I told him—liar that I was—that I could not carry the memory of your face in my mind, when it was already engraven in my heart. And I went off to Paris, Phyllis, like the veriest Don Quixote, and I came back very sad indeed when I could not find you. Then you came to Runton Place, and the trouble began. I did not care who you were, Phyllis Poynton, Sybil Fielding, or any one else. I let the others dispute. You were—yourself, and I love you, dear. Now do you understand why I cannot let you go away like this?"




  He had both her hands in his now, but her face was turned away. Then without any warning, there came a soft rapping at the door which led into the library.




  Duncombe reached it in a couple of strides. He opened it cautiously, and found Spencer standing there.




  "I thought it best to let you know," he said, "that a carriage has stopped in the lane. If I can be of any assistance I shall be here—and ready."




  Duncombe nodded and closed the door. The girl was sitting upright in her chair, with the old look of fear in her eyes.




  "Who was that?" she asked quickly.




  "Spencer," he answered. "He discovered your presence here, but he is perfectly discreet. He knocked to tell me that a carriage has stopped in the lane outside."




  She was white with fear, but he only laughed, and stooping down would have taken her hands once more. But at that moment an unexpected sound intervened. The deep silence of the house was broken by the ringing of the front door bell.




  Duncombe started back. The girl half rose to her feet.




  "The front door!" he exclaimed. "The servants will have gone to bed. I must answer it myself."




  She clung to him with a sudden abandon. She was white to the lips.




  "I am afraid," she moaned. "Don't leave me alone."




  He glanced towards the window.




  "By Jove, it may be a trap!" he exclaimed. "Let them ring. I'll stay here with you."




  They stood hand in hand listening. His head was turned towards the door, but the gentle pressure of her fingers drew him round. Her face was upturned to his. Something of the fear had gone. There was an eager, almost desperate, light in her softened eyes, and a tinge of color in her cheeks. He caught her into his arms, and their lips met. She disengaged herself almost immediately.




  "I don't care," she said with a little laugh. "That is the first kiss I have ever given to a man, and very likely it will be the last. You won't be able to say that I have gone away without paying my bill. Now go and open the front door, Sir George."




  He hesitated for a moment.




  "Say only the word, Phyllis, and no one in the world shall ever take you away."




  She did not even answer him. He left her with a little sigh.




  "Spencer," he said, "if you hear the slightest noise in that room go in and shout for me."




  Spencer nodded. The front door bell rang again.
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  Duncombe unfastened the chain and bolts of the ponderous front door, and looked out into the darkness. A carriage and pair of horses were drawn up outside. A man and a woman, both dressed in long travelling-coats, were standing upon the door-step.




  "This is Duncombe Hall, I believe?" the man said. "Is Sir George Duncombe at home?"




  "I am Sir George Duncombe," he answered. "Will you come inside?"




  They crossed the threshold at once. The man was tall and dark, and his voice and bearing were unmistakable. The woman was fair, petite, and apparently very sleepy. She wore magnificent furs, and she had the air of being in a very bad temper.




  "We really are heartily ashamed of ourselves for disturbing you at such an hour, Sir George," the man said, "but you will pardon us when you understand the position. I am the Marquis de St. Ethol, and this is my wife. I have a letter to you from my friend the Duke of Chestow, with whom we have been staying."




  Duncombe concealed his astonishment as well as he was able. He bowed to the lady, and led them towards the library. Spencer, who had heard them coming, had hastily concealed his revolver, and was lounging in an easy-chair reading the evening paper.




  "I am afraid that my servants are all in bed," Duncombe said, "and I can offer you only a bachelor's hospitality. This is my friend, Mr. Spencer—the Marquis and Marquise de St. Ethol. Wheel that easy-chair up, Spencer, will you?"




  Spencer's brow had betrayed not the slightest sign of surprise, but Duncombe fancied that the Marquis had glanced at him keenly. He was holding a note in his hand, which he offered to Duncombe.




  "My errand is so unusual, and the hour so extraordinary," he said, "that I thought it would be better for Chestow to write you a line or two. Will you please read it?"




  Duncombe tore open the envelope.




  

    "Chestow, Wednesday Evening.




    "My Dear Duncombe,—My friend De St. Ethol tells me that he is obliged, at great personal inconvenience, to execute a commission for a friend which involves a somewhat unceremonious call upon you to-night. He desires me, therefore, to send you these few lines. The Marquis de St. Ethol and his wife are amongst my oldest friends. It gives me great pleasure to vouch for them both in every way.




    "Yours sincerely,        




    "Chestow."


  




  "The letter, I am afraid," the Marquis said, smiling, "does little to satisfy your curiosity. Permit me to explain my errand in a few words."




  "Certainly," Duncombe interrupted. "But won't you take something? I am glad to see that Spencer is looking after your wife."




  The Marquise had raised her veil, and was leaning back in a chair, with a sandwich poised in the fingers of one hand and a glass of Burgundy in the other. She was looking a little less bored, and was chatting gayly to Spencer, whose French was equal to her own.




  "I thank you very much," the Marquis said. "I will not take anything to drink, but if you have cigarettes—ah, thanks!"




  He lit one, and sat on the arm of an easy-chair.




  "The facts are these," he said. "I have a great friend in Paris who, knowing that I was at Chestow, and returning to France to-morrow, has, I must say, taken some advantage of my good nature. I am asked to call here and escort home to her friends a young lady, who, I understand, is for the moment a guest under your roof. My friend, I must say, telegraphs in a most mysterious manner, but he is evidently very anxious that we should accede to his request. Our appearance here at this time of night I admit is most unjustifiable, but what were we to do? It is absolutely necessary for my wife to catch the two-twenty from Charing Cross to-morrow. I hope that my friend will some day appreciate my devotion. To come round by your house I have had to borrow a carriage from my friend Chestow. We shall have to drive to Norwich, and catch a train from there to London in the small hours of the morning. I presume the young lady is here?"




  "The young lady is here!" Duncombe answered. "May I inquire the name of the friend to whom you are asked to take her?"




  The Marquis yawned slightly. He, too, seemed weary.




  "My dear Sir George," he said, "I trust that you will appreciate my position in this matter. I do not even know the young lady's name. My eccentric friend in his telegram, which occupied four forms, most specially insisted that I should ask or answer no questions concerning her."




  "You are not aware, then, of the circumstances which led to her coming here?" Duncombe asked.




  "I am utterly ignorant of them," the Marquis answered. "I am constrained to remain so."




  "You no doubt have some message for her," Duncombe said. "Her position here is a little peculiar. She may desire some sort of information as to her destination."




  The Marquis knocked the ash off his cigarette.




  "If you will produce the young lady," he said, "I think that you will find her prepared to come with us without asking any questions."




  Duncombe threw open the door which led into the inner room. The girl stepped forward as far as the threshold and looked out upon them.




  "The Marquis and the Marquise de St. Ethol," Duncombe said to her. "They have brought me a letter from the Duke of Chestow, and they have come to take you back to France."




  The girl looked fixedly for a moment at the Marquise. If any word or sign passed between them it escaped Duncombe. Phyllis was content, however, to ask no questions.




  "I am quite ready," she said calmly.




  The Marquise rose.




  "Your luggage can be sent on," she remarked.




  Duncombe approached Phyllis, and stood by her side.




  "These people," he said, "will not tell me where they are taking you to. Are you content to go?"




  "I must go," she answered simply.




  "You wish me to give you——"




  "If you please," she interrupted.




  He turned towards the door.




  "I have something belonging to Miss—to my guest," he said, "in my own room. If you will excuse me for a moment I will fetch it."




  He returned with the sealed envelope which she had given him, and which he placed in her hands. He carried also a fur coat and an armful of wraps.




  "You must take these," he declared. "It is cold travelling."




  "But how can I return them to you?" she protested. "No, not the coat, please. I will take a rug if you like."




  "You will take both," he said firmly. "There need be no trouble about returning them. I shall be in Paris myself shortly, and no doubt we shall come across one another."




  Her eyes flashed something at him. What it was he could not rightly tell. It seemed to him that he saw pleasure there, and fear, but more of the latter. The Marquis intervened.




  "I trust," he said, "that in that case you will give us the pleasure of seeing something of you. We live in the Avenue de St. Cloud."




  "You are very kind," Duncombe said. "I shall not fail to come and see you."




  Spencer threw open the door, and they passed out. Phyllis kept by Duncombe's side. He felt her hand steal into his.




  "I want you to keep this envelope for me," she whispered. "It contains nothing which could bring you into trouble, or which concerns any one else. It is just something which I should like to feel was in safe keeping."




  He thrust it into his pocket.




  "I will take care of it," he promised. "And—you won't forget me? We shall meet again—sooner perhaps than you expect."




  She shook her head.




  "I hope to Heaven that we shall not! At least, not yet," she murmured fervently.




  From the carriage window she put out her hand.




  "You have been very kind to me," she said. "Good-bye!"




  "An impossible word," he answered, with well-affected gayety. "A pleasant journey to you."




  Then the carriage rolled away, and Spencer and he were left alone. Duncombe secured the front door, and they walked slowly back to the library.




  "You know Paris well," Duncombe said. "Have you ever heard of these people?"




  Spencer smiled.




  "My dear fellow!" he exclaimed. "De St. Ethol is one of the first nobles in France. I have seen him at the races many times."




  "Not the sort of people to lend themselves to anything shady?"




  "The last in the world," Spencer answered. "She was the Comtesse de Laugnan, and between them they are connected with half a dozen Royal houses. This business is getting exceedingly interesting, Duncombe!"




  But Duncombe was thinking of the empty room.
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  "I Suppose," the boy said thoughtfully, "I must seem to you beastly ungrateful. You've been a perfect brick to me ever since that night. But I can't help being a bit homesick. You see, it was really the first time I'd ever been away from home for long, and though my little place isn't a patch on this, of course, still, I was born there, and I'm jolly fond of it."




  His companion nodded, and his dark eyes rested for a moment upon the other's face. Guy Poynton was idly watching the reapers at work in the golden valley below, and he did not catch his friend's expression.




  "You are very young, mon cher ami," he said. "As one grows older one demands change. Change always of scene and occupation. Now I, too, am most hideously bored here, although it is my home. For me to live is only possible in Paris—Paris, the beautiful."




  Guy looked away from the fields. He resented a little his friend's air of superiority.




  "There's only a year's difference in our ages!" he remarked.




  Henri de Bergillac smiled—this time more expressively than ever, and held out his hands.




  "I speak of experience, not years," he said. "You have lived for twenty years in a very delightful spot no doubt, but away from everything which makes life endurable, possible even, for the child of the cities. I have lived for twenty-one years mostly in Paris. Ah, the difference!"




  Guy shrugged his shoulders, and leaned back in his chair.




  "Well," he said briefly, "tastes differ. I've seen quite all I want to of Paris for the rest of my life. Give me a fine June morning in the country, and a tramp round the farm, or an early morning start in September walking down the partridges, or a gray day in November with a good gee underneath, plenty of grass ahead, and hounds talking. Good God, I wish I were back in England."




  Henri smiled and caressed his upper lip, where symptoms of a moustache were beginning to appear.




  "My dear Guy," he said, "you speak crudely because you do not understand. You know of Paris only its grosser side. How can one learn more when he cannot even speak its language? You know the Paris of the tourist. The real magic of my beautiful city has never entered into your heart. Your little dabble in its vices and frivolities must not count to you as anything final. The joy of Paris to one who understands is the exquisite refinement, the unsurpassed culture, of its abysmal wickedness."




  "The devil!" Guy exclaimed. "Have you found out all that for yourself?"




  Henri was slightly annoyed. He was always annoyed when he was not taken seriously.




  "I have had the advantage," he said, "of many friendships with men whose names you would scarcely know, but who directed the intellectual tendencies of the younger generation of Parisians. People call us decadents—I suppose, because we prefer intellectual progression to physical activity. I am afraid, dear friend, that you would never be one of us."




  "I am quite sure of it," Guy answered.




  "You will not even drink absinthe," Henri continued, helping himself from a little carafe which stood between them, "absolutely the most artistic of all drinks. You prefer a thing you call a pipe to my choicest cigarettes, and you have upon your cheeks a color of which a ploughboy should be ashamed."




  Guy laughed good-humoredly.




  "Well, I can't help being sunburnt!" he declared. Henri sighed delicately.




  "Ah, it is not only that," he said. "I wish so much that I could make you understand. You positively cultivate good health, take cold baths and walks and exercises to preserve it."




  "Why the dickens shouldn't I?"




  Henri half closed his eyes. He was a dutiful nephew, but he felt that another month with this clodhopper of an English boy would mean the snapping of his finely strung nerves.




  "My friend," he began gently, "we in Paris of the set to whom I belong do not consider good health to be a state which makes for intellectual progression. Good health means the triumph of the physical side of man over the nervous. The healthy animal sleeps and eats too much. He does not know the stimulus of pain. His normal condition is unaspiring—not to say bovine. The first essential, therefore, of life, according to our tenets, is to get rid of superfluous health."




  Guy did not trust himself to speak this time. He only stared at his companion, who seemed pleased to have evoked his interest.




  "Directly the body is weakened," Henri continued, "the brain begins to act. With the indisposition for physical effort comes activity of the imagination. Cigarettes, drugs, our friend here," he continued, patting the carafe, "late nights, la belle passion—all these—all these——"




  He broke off in the middle of his sentence. Simultaneously he abandoned his carefully chosen attitude of studied languor. He was leaning forward in his chair watching a carriage which had just come into sight along the straight wide road which led from the outside world to the chateau.




  "The devil!" he exclaimed. "My respected uncle! Jacques!"




  A man-servant stepped out upon the terrace.




  "Monsieur!"




  "Remove the absinthe, Jacques. Monsieur le Duc arrives!"




  Guy, who also had been watching the carriage, gave utterance to a little exclamation. He pointed to two figures on horseback who rode behind the carriage.




  "The gendarmes!" he exclaimed. "They have come for me at last!"




  His face was no longer ruddy. The pallor of fear had crept to his cheeks. A note of despair rang in his voice.




  His companion only laughed.




  "Gendarmes, perhaps," he answered, "but not for you, my young friend. Have I not told you that you are in sanctuary here? A guest of the Duc de Bergillac evades all suspicion. Ah, I understand well those gendarmes. Let their presence cause you no anxiety, cher monsieur. They are a guard of honor for my reverend uncle and the personage who rides with him."




  Guy resumed his chair, and sat with his head buried in his hands in an attitude of depression. His companion leaned over the stone balustrade of the terrace and waved his hand to the occupants of the carriage below. They pulled up at the bottom of the steps and commenced slowly to ascend. In obedience to an imperious gesture from his uncle, Henri advanced to meet them. He greeted his uncle with graceful affection. Before the other man, although his appearance was homely and his dress almost untidy, he bowed very low indeed, and accepted his proffered hand as a mark of favor.




  The Duc de Bergillac was tall, sallow, with black moustache and imperial. He possessed all the personal essentials of the aristocrat, and he had the air of one accustomed to command.




  "Henri," he said, "your young friend is with you?"




  "But certainly," his nephew answered with a sigh. "Am I not always obedient? He has scarcely been out of my sight since we arrived."




  "Very good! You saw us arrive just now. Did you mention the name of Monsieur Grisson?" the Duke asked.




  "But certainly not!" Henri answered.




  The Duke nodded.




  "You have discretion," he said. "Monsieur Grisson is here incognito. He wishes to hear your young friend's story from his own lips."




  The Duke's companion nodded silently. He had the air of a silent man. He was short, inclined to be stout, and his dress and bearing were almost bourgeois. His features were large and not particularly intelligent, his cheeks were puffy, and his gray beard ill-humored. He had the double neck of the Frenchman of the lower class who has not denied himself the joys of the cuisine, and his appearance would have been hopelessly commonplace but for the deep-set brilliant black eyes which lit up his whole face and gave it an aspect of power.




  "After déjeuner, you understand," he said. "It is well that your young friend should not understand that I came here for no other reason. I will see first your manuscripts, Monsieur le Duc."




  The Duke waved his hand courteously to Guy as the two men passed along on their way to the library. Henri resumed his seat with a little shrug of the shoulders.




  "My respected uncle will bring such strange people here to see his manuscripts and collection of missals," he remarked. "For myself it is a hobby which wearies me. And you, mon cher Guy?"




  "I know nothing about them," he answered. "But the gendarmes, Henri? Why did they ride with your uncle's carriage?"




  Henri smiled reassuringly.




  "The old gentleman," he said, "has something to do with the Government, and they were in attendance upon him. You can realize, my friend," he added, "that you are indeed in a republican country. Such people must have the entrée to our houses, even to our table. I presume that you will have the pleasure of taking luncheon with him even."




  A man-servant came out upon the terrace.




  "Monsieur le Duc desires me to say that luncheon is served," he announced.




  Henri passed his arm through his friend's.




  "Come," he said, "let us go and see if we can amuse ourselves with my uncle's venerable friend. I do not suppose that he speaks English, but I will interpret for you."
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  Guy moved uneasily upon his chair. The color mounted almost to his forehead. It was a humiliation this, upon which he had not counted. Monsieur Grisson was sitting within a few feet of him. A serviette was tucked carefully underneath his collar, and his face was a little flushed with the exercise of eating. His eyes, however, were undimmed, and his manners, although a little brusque, had certainly not merited the epithet of bourgeois.




  "It isn't much of a story," Guy began, making a desperate effort. "It was my first visit to Paris, and I lost my head a bit. I drank too much wine and quarrelled with a fellow who certainly insulted me. They all told me that I must fight him, so——"




  "Stop, Monsieur Poynton!"




  Guy raised his head in surprise. The exclamation had come from the Duc de Bergillac. Monsieur Grisson was looking towards him as though for an explanation.




  "My dear young friend," the Duke remarked with a smile, "it is my stupidity which is to blame. I had forgotten the little matter to which you are alluding, and—between ourselves—it is one which is very much better not related to Monsieur Grisson. I was alluding to your other adventure—up in the Pozen forest."




  Guy for a moment was too astonished for words. Then he recovered himself with a little laugh and raised his head. There was nothing terrible in the other affair.




  "I will tell Monsieur Grisson about that with pleasure," he said, "if it is likely to interest him. I was in the North of Germany on a walking-tour, and I had rather a stupid fancy to go as far as the Russian frontier, and then return by Vienna to Paris. I was quite alone, and had no one's plans but my own to consult, so I started off from Steritz, I think the place was called. Well, we were within about forty miles of a place called Renzan when our train was stopped and shunted. We were told that some specials were to go by. I should think we must have waited there for an hour or more. Anyhow I got sick of it, and passed through the cars on to the rear platform, and down on to the line. I spoke to the guard, and I understood him to say that we should not be starting for at least half an hour. I strolled along the line a little way and stopped to light a pipe. Suddenly I heard a whistle, and when I turned round the rear light of the train was moving away. I shouted and ran as hard as I could, but it was no use. In less than two minutes the train was out of my sight, and I was left alone."




  The Duke pushed a small atlas across the table.




  "I wonder," he said, "if you could put your finger on about the spot where you were? Here, you see, is the railway line."




  Guy studied it for a few moments carefully, and looked at the scale. Then he pointed to a certain spot.




  "As near as I could say," he declared, "about there."




  The Duke and Monsieur Grisson exchanged quick glances. Guy was beginning to feel a little mystified.




  "Proceed, if you please," the Duke said courteously. "I am sure that Monsieur Grisson finds your story most interesting. Permit me."




  Guy sipped the fin champagne from the glass which the Duke had carefully filled, and took a cigarette from the box at his elbow.




  "I found myself," he continued, "in the middle of a dense pine forest, with just sufficient clearing for two lines of rails and no more. There seemed to be nothing for me to do but to walk ahead in the direction which the train had taken. I lit a pipe and started out all right, but I very soon got tired. The sleepers were a long way apart, and the track between frightfully rough. I walked for hours without seeing the slightest sign of a station or a break in the woods, and finally I sat down dead beat. My feet were all blisters, and I felt that I couldn't walk another yard. Fortunately it was a warm night, and I made up my mind to crawl under the bracken just inside the wood and go to sleep. I found a comfortable place, and I'd just gone off when a noise close at hand woke me. I sat up and looked around.




  "Within a few feet of me an engine and a single carriage had pulled up. At intervals along the line as far as I could see soldiers were stationed like sentries. I could see that they were looking sharply up and down, and even a little way into the wood. From the train three or four men in long cloaks had already descended. They were standing in the track talking together."




  For the first time Monsieur Grisson interrupted. He took his cigar from his mouth and leaned over towards the young Englishman.




  "You were lost yourself. You did not accost them? Ask them the way anywhere?"




  "It seems odd, I suppose, that I didn't," Guy answered, "but do you know there was an air of secrecy about the whole thing which rather frightened me. And those soldiers had exactly the air of looking for somebody to shoot. Anyhow, while I was hesitating what to do, there was a whistle and another train came from the opposite direction. Then, of course, I waited to see what was going to happen."




  "And you saw?" the Duke began.




  "I saw another single carriage arrive, more men in long cloaks and more soldiers. There was a brief but hearty greeting between two men, who seemed to be the principals in this little pantomime. Then they both got into the train which had arrived first, and I could see them sitting at a table talking, and a third man, who seemed to be a sort of secretary, was writing all the time. In about half an hour they both stepped back on to the line, and every one commenced shaking hands and saying good-bye. Then the whole thing seemed to melt away. The trains went on, the soldiers climbed into a truck attached to one of them, and everything was just as quiet as before."




  "And afterwards?"




  "I waited until it was clear daylight, and then I resumed my walk along the line. I found the next station about five miles off, and I was thankful to see that the guard of the train which had left me behind had had the sense to put my luggage out there. I went to the hotel and had some breakfast, and afterwards I chucked my idea of going so far as the frontier, and left for Vienna. A week later I was in Paris."




  The Duke nodded.




  "I have asked you this question before," he said "but Monsieur Grisson is anxious to hear it from your own lips. To how many people did you tell this little adventure of yours before you reached Paris?"




  "To not a soul!" Guy answered. "I was very dull in Vienna. I found no one who could speak English and my few words of German did me no good at all. I came on to Paris within a week."




  The Duke nodded.




  "And in Paris for the first time!" he remarked. "You mentioned the affair?"




  "Yes! I took up an illustrated paper at a café on the night of my arrival whilst waiting for supper, and saw pictures of two men there who reminded me very much of the two whom I had seen on the railway near Pozen. I think I made some remark out loud which attracted the attention of a woman who was sitting at the next table, and later on I told her the whole story."




  "And since then?"




  "Since then I have told it to no one."




  "Was there any one in the café you have spoken of who seemed to take any particular interest in you?"




  Guy considered for a moment.




  "There was a young lady from Vienna," he said, "who seemed to want to talk to me."




  The two men exchanged glances.




  "Madame has justified herself," the Duke murmured.




  "She was trying to listen to what I was saying to the English girl—Mademoiselle Flossie, she called herself, and when she went away with her friends she threw me a note with two words on it—'prenez garde!' I know it struck me as being rather queer, because——"




  He hesitated. The Duke nodded.




  "Go on!" he said.




  "Well, I may as well tell you everything," Guy continued, "even if it does sound rather like rot. All the time I was in Vienna and on the journey to Paris I fancied that I was being followed. I kept on seeing the same people, and a man who got in at Strasburg—I had seen him before at the hotel in Vienna—tried all he could to pal up to me. I hate Germans though, and I didn't like the look of the fellow, so I wouldn't have anything to say to him, though I feel sure he tipped the conductor to put him in my compartment. I gave him the slip at the railway station at Paris, but I'm almost sure I saw him that night at the Café Montmartre."




  "Your story," Monsieur Grisson said quietly, "becomes more and more interesting. Monsieur le Duc here has hinted at some slight indiscretion of yours on the night of your arrival in Paris. I have some influence with the Government here, and I think I can promise you some very substantial help in return for the information you have given us. But I want you to turn your thoughts back to the night you spent by the railroad. Can you remember anything further about it, however trifling, which you have not told us?"




  Guy leaned back in his chair and thought for a moment.




  "By Jove," he declared, "there is something which I forgot altogether. Just before that little party in the railway saloon broke up the chap in the car who had been writing left his seat, and a loose page of paper fluttered through the window."




  The two men leaned across the table almost simultaneously.




  "What became of it?" the Duke asked sharply.




  "I picked it up and put it in my pocket," Guy answered.




  "Did you read it?" the Duke asked.




  "I couldn't! It was in German!"




  "Where is it now?" Monsieur Grisson demanded.




  Guy reflected. The faces of the two men amazed him. It was as though great things depended upon his answer.




  "It is with my pocketbook and my letter of credit. I remember that I kept it as a curiosity."




  "A curiosity!" the Duke exclaimed. "You have it here?"




  Guy shook his head.




  "It is in my portmanteau!" he answered.




  The faces of the two men betrayed their disappointment. They conversed for a few moments in rapid French. Then the Duke turned to Guy.




  "You do not object to our sending a trusted person to look through your portmanteau!" he asked. "Monsieur Grisson and I are very curious about that sheet of paper."




  "Certainly not," Guy answered. "But may I not have my luggage here?"




  The Duke shook his head.




  "Not yet," he said. "It would not be wise. We must give Monsieur Grisson time to arrange your little affair."




  "I don't want to seem a nuisance," Guy continued, "but about my sister?"




  "She has been assured of your safety," the Duke declared. "For the rest we will talk later in the day. Monsieur Grisson and I are going to the telephone. You will find Henri on the terrace."
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  "At the sport, my young friend," Henri murmured, from the depths of his basket chair, "I yield you without question supremacy. Your rude games, trials mostly of brute strength, do not interest me. Your horsemanship I must confess that I envy, and I fear that you are a better shot. But two things remain to me."




  "Only two?" Guy murmured. "What unexampled modesty!"




  "I can drive a racing automobile at eighty miles an hour, and with the foils I can play with you."




  "I give you the first," Guy answered, "but I'm beginning to fancy myself a bit with the sticks. Let's have a bout!"




  "My dear Guy," Henri exclaimed, "forgive me, but what a crude suggestion! The first breeze of the day is just coming up from the lake. Close your eyes as I do. Can't you catch the perfume of the roses and the late lilac? Exquisite. In half an hour you will see a new green in the woods there as the sun drops. This is silent joy. You would exchange it for vulgar movement."




  "I don't see anything vulgar about fencing," Guy replied. "It's all right here, of course, but I'm getting stiff, and I haven't the appetite of a kitten. I should like a good hour's bout, a swim afterwards in the baths, and a rub down. Come on, Henri! It'll make us as fit as possible."




  Henri shivered a little.




  "My young friend," he murmured, "you move me to despair. How can an alliance between nations with such contrary ideals be possible? You would desert a beautiful scene like this to gain by vulgar exercise an appetite that you may eat. Can't you realize the crudeness of it? Yet I must remember that you are my guest," he added, striking the bell by his side. "Antoine shall prepare my linen clothes, and I will give you a lesson. Antoine," he added, half turning to the man-servant who stood by his elbow, "my black linen fencing-clothes and shoes in the dressing-room, and have the floor in the fencing-gallery sprinkled with sand."




  The man bowed, and Henri slowly rose from his chair.




  "Don't bother about it, you know, if you mind very much," Guy said. "Would you rather have a game of billiards, or a swim in the lake?"




  Henri thrust his arm through his friend's.




  "By no means," he answered. "If we are to do anything at all we will do the thing in which I excel. It feeds my vanity, which is good for me, for by disposition I am over-modest."




  But they were not destined to fence that night, for on their way across the hall the Duke's own servant intercepted them.




  "Monsieur le Duc," he announced, "desires to speak with Monsieur in the library."




  Henri let go his friend's arm.




  "I return to the terrace, mon ami," he said. "You can fetch me when my respected uncle has finished with you."




  Monsieur le Duc and Monsieur Grisson were still together. Immediately the door was closed the former turned to Guy.




  "Your luggage has been thoroughly searched," he announced, "by a trusty agent. The letter of credit is still there, but the paper of which you spoke is missing."




  Guy looked a little incredulous.




  "I know it was there the evening I left the hotel," he answered. "It was fastened to my letter of credit by an elastic band. The man you sent must have missed it."




  The Duke shook his head.




  "That," he said, "is impossible. The paper has been abstracted."




  "But who could have known about it?" Guy protested.




  "Monsieur Poynton," the Duke said, "we think it well—Monsieur Grisson and I—to take you a little further into our confidence. Has it occurred to you, I wonder, to appreciate the significance of what you saw on the railway in the forest of Pozen?"




  "I'm afraid—not altogether," Guy answered.




  "We assumed as much," the Duke said. "What you did see was this. You saw a meeting between the German Emperor and the Czar of Russia. It was marvellously well arranged, and except those interested you were probably the only witness. According to the newspapers they were never less than four hundred miles apart, but on the day in question the Emperor was reported to be confined to his room by a slight chill, and the Czar to be resting after a fatiguing journey. You understand that this meeting was meant to be kept a profound secret?"




  Guy nodded.




  "But why?" he asked. "Was there any special reason why they should not meet?"




  "My young friend," the Duke answered gravely, "this meeting of which you were the only witness might, but for your chance presence there, have altered the destiny of Europe. Try how you will you cannot appreciate its far-reaching possibilities. I will endeavor to give you the bare outlines of the affair. Even you, I suppose, have observed or heard of the growing friendship between my country and yours, which has culminated in what is called the entente cordiale."




  "Yes, I know as much as that," Guy admitted.




  "This movement," the Duke said, "has been looked upon with growing distaste and disfavor in Russia. Russia is the traditional and inevitable enemy of your country. Russia had, I may go so far as to say, made up her mind for war with England very soon after her first reverses at the hands of Japan. I am telling you now what is a matter of common knowledge amongst diplomatists when I tell you that it was the attitude of my country—of France—which alone has stayed her hand."




  "This is very interesting," Guy said, "even to me, who have never taken any interest in politics, but——"




  "Wait! Russia, as I say, found us indisposed to back her in any quarrel with England. She turned then, of course, to Germany. We became aware, through our secret service, that something was on foot between the two countries. With our utmost vigilance we were unable to obtain any particulars. It is you, Monsieur Poynton, who have brought us the first information of a definite character."




  Guy looked his amazement, but he said nothing.




  "To you," the Duke continued, "a secret meeting between these two monarchs may not seem at all an astonishing thing. To us it is of the gravest political importance. Some sort of an understanding was arrived at between them. What was it? That sheet of paper which was once in your possession might very possibly contain the clue. Now you can appreciate its importance to us."




  "What an ass I was not to take more care of it!" Guy muttered.




  "There are other things to be considered," the Duke continued. "For the last month every dockyard in Germany has been working night and day, and we have authentic information as to a huge mobilization scheme which is already on foot. We might have wondered against whom these preparations were intended but for you. As it is, the English Government has been fully apprised of everything. Your magnificent fleet, under the pretext of seeing the Baltic Squadron safely on its way, has been gradually concentrated. From despatches to the German Ambassador which we have managed to intercept in England, we know that it is intended to raise a casus belli during the presence of the squadron in British waters. Quite unexpectedly, as it was hoped, Germany was to range herself on Russia's side and strike against England. We, Russia's nominal ally, have had no intimation of this whatever. We are apparently left to ourselves—ignored. Our friendship with your country has destroyed Russia's friendship for us. She relies no doubt on our neutrality, and she makes terms, doubtless absurdly favorable ones, with our ancient enemy. In the eyes of the world France is to be made to appear ridiculous. The German Empire is to be ruled from London, and the Emperor Wilhelm's known ambition is to be realized."




  "It sounds," Guy admitted, "like a nightmare. I know you foreigners all think we English are a lot too cock-sure, but we have our own ideas, you know, about any attempt at invasion."




  "I am afraid," the Duke said, "that when it comes to throwing a million men at different points of your coasts protected by a superb navy you might find yourselves unpleasantly surprised. But let that pass. Have I said enough to make you understand the importance of what you saw in the forest of Pozen? Good! Now I want you to understand this. In the interests of your country and mine it is most important that the fact of our knowledge of this meeting should be kept a profound secret."




  "Yes," Guy said, "I understand that."




  "Your presence there," the Duke continued, "created a certain amount of suspicion. You were watched to Paris by German spies, and if they had had the least idea of how much you had seen your life would not have been worth five minutes' purchase. As it is they are uneasy over your disappearance. There are at least a dozen men and women in Paris and England to-day who are searching for you! You are moderately safe here, but not altogether. I want to put them finally off the scent. I might, of course, put you into such confinement that detection would be impossible. I do not want to do that. You have rendered your own country and mine an immense service. I prefer to treat you as a gentleman and a man of honor, and to take you, as I hope you will see that I have done, into our entire confidence."




  "Monsieur le Duc," Guy answered, "I can assure you that I appreciate all that you have said. I am willing to do exactly as you say."




  "To-morrow morning's papers," the Duke said slowly, "will contain an account of the finding of your body in the Seine."




  "My what!" Guy exclaimed.




  "Your body! We are going to stab and drown you. Perhaps I should say we are going to discover you stabbed and drowned."




  Guy half rose from his seat.




  "I say——" he began.




  "I need not explain, of course," the Duke continued, "that you will suffer by proxy. The whole affair has been carefully arranged by the commissioners of police.




  "An account of your doings since you arrived in Paris will be given, which I fear may not flatter you, but you must remember that it is necessary to put our German friends completely off the scent, and in a month's time or so you will reappear, and everything will be contradicted."




  "But my sister?" Guy exclaimed.




  "Concerning your sister," the Duke continued, "we have further explanations, perhaps I should say apologies, to offer you at some future time. For the present—this only. She is now in Paris. She is to some extent in our confidence, and you shall see her within the next few days."




  "And what are you going to do with me really?" Guy asked.




  "You will remain here. Half the servants of the household have been dismissed, and every one who is not absolutely trustworthy has been got rid of. We are in close consultation with your English Cabinet, and the moment the time arrives for us to disclose our knowledge of these secrets you will be free to go where you please."




  "Absolutely free?" Guy asked anxiously.




  "Certainly!" the Duke answered. "The other little affair is cancelled by your present services. In fact, as regards that, you need not give yourself another moment's anxiety."




  A small telephone which stood upon the table rang sharply. The Duke exchanged a few sentences and replaced the receiver. He turned to Guy.




  "It is an affair of the tides," he said. "Your body was washed up this afternoon, six hours before time. It will be in the evening papers. Ah!"




  The telephone rang again. This time it was Monsieur Grisson who was required. He listened for a moment or two with inscrutable countenance. Then he glanced at the clock.




  "The Russian Ambassador," he said, replacing the receiver, "desires an immediate interview with me on a matter of the utmost importance—and the Russian Fleet has left the Baltic!"
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  Duncombe was passed from the concierge to a footman, and from a footman to a quietly dressed groom of the chambers, who brought him at last to Madame la Marquise. She gave him the tips of her fingers and a somewhat inquiring gaze.




  "Sir George Duncombe, is it not?" she remarked. "I am not receiving this afternoon, but your message was so urgent. Forgive me, but it was not by any chance my husband whom you wished to see?"




  "Your husband would have done as well, Madame," Duncombe answered bluntly, "but I learned that he was not at home. My visit is really to Miss Poynton. I should be exceedingly obliged if you would allow me the privilege of a few minutes' conversation with her."




  The forehead of the Marquise was wrinkled with surprise. She stood amidst all the wonders of her magnificent drawing-room like a dainty Dresden doll—petite, cold, dressed to perfection. Her manner and her tone were alike frigid.




  "But, Monsieur," she said, "that is wholly impossible. Mademoiselle is too thoroughly upset by the terrible news in the paper this morning. It is unheard of. Monsieur may call again if he is a friend of Mademoiselle Poynton's—say, in a fortnight."




  "Marquise," he said, "it is necessary that I see Mademoiselle at once. I am the bearer of good news."




  The Marquise looked at him steadily.




  "Of good news, Monsieur?"




  "Certainly!"




  "But how can that be?"




  "If Madame will give me the opportunity," he said, "I should only be too glad to explain—to Mademoiselle Poynton."




  "If, indeed, it should be good news," the Marquise said slowly, "it were better broken gradually to Mademoiselle. I will take her a message."




  "Permit me to see her, Marquise," he begged. "My errand is indeed important."




  She shook her head.




  "It is not," she said, "according to the convenances. Mademoiselle is under my protection. I have not the honor of knowing you, Monsieur."




  Duncombe raised his eyebrows.




  "But you remember calling at my house in Norfolk, and bringing Miss Poynton away," he said.




  She stared at him calmly.




  "The matter," she said, "has escaped my memory. I do not love your country, Monsieur, and my rare visits there do not linger in my mind."




  "Your husband," he reminded her, "asked me to visit you here."




  "My husband's friends," she replied, "are not mine."




  The calm insolence of her manner towards him took him aback. He had scarcely expected such a reception.




  "I can only apologize, Madame," he said with a bow, "for intruding. I will await your husband's return in the hall."




  He bowed low, and turned to leave the room. He had almost reached the door before she stopped him.




  "Wait!"




  He turned round. Her voice was different.




  "Come and sit down here," she said, pointing to a sofa by her side.




  He obeyed her, thoroughly amazed. She leaned back amongst the cushions and looked at him thoughtfully.




  "How is it that you—an Englishman—speak French so well?" she asked.




  "I lived in Paris for some years," he answered.




  "Indeed! And yet you returned to—Norfolk, is it?"




  He bowed.




  "It is true, Madame!" he admitted.




  "How droll!" she murmured. "Miss Poynton—she is an old friend of yours?"




  "I am very anxious to see her, Madame!"




  "Why?"




  He hesitated. After all, his was no secret mission.




  "I have reason to believe," he said, "that a mistake has been made in the identity of the body found in the Seine and supposed to be her brother's."




  She gave a little start. It seemed to him that from that moment she regarded him with more interest.




  "But that, Monsieur," she said, "is not possible."




  "Why not?"




  She did not answer him for a moment. Instead she rang a bell.




  A servant appeared almost immediately.




  "Request Monsieur le Marquis to step this way immediately he returns," she ordered.




  The man bowed and withdrew. The Marquise turned again to Duncombe.




  "It is quite impossible!" she repeated. "Do you know who it was that identified—the young man?"




  Duncombe shook his head.




  "I know nothing," he said. "I saw the notice in the paper, and I have been to the Morgue with a friend."




  "Were you allowed to see it?"




  "No! For some reason or other we were not. But we managed to bribe one of the attendants, and we got the police description."




  "This," Madame said, "is interesting. Well?"




  "There was one point in particular in the description," Duncombe said, "and a very important one, which proved to us both that the dead man was not Guy Poynton."




  "It is no secret, I presume?" she said. "Tell me what it was."




  Duncombe hesitated. He saw no reason for concealing the facts.




  "The height of the body," he said, "was given as five feet nine. Guy Poynton was over six feet."




  The Marquise nodded her head slowly.




  "And now," she said, "shall I tell you who it is who identified the body at the Morgue—apart from the papers which were found in his pocket, and which certainly belonged to Mr. Poynton?"




  "I should be interested to know," he admitted.




  "It was Miss Poynton herself. It is that which has upset her so. She recognized him at once."




  "Are you sure of this, Madame?" Duncombe asked.




  "I myself," the Marquise answered, "accompanied her there. It was terrible."




  Duncombe looked very grave.




  "I am indeed sorry to hear this," he said. "There can be no possibility of any mistake, then?"




  "None whatever!" the Marquise declared.




  "You will permit me to see her?" Duncombe begged. "If I am not a very old friend—I am at least an intimate one."




  The Marquise shook her head.




  "She is not in a fit state to see any one," she declared. "The visit to the Morgue has upset her almost as much as the affair itself. You must have patience, Monsieur. In a fortnight or three weeks at the earliest she may be disposed to see friends. Certainly not at present."




  "I may send her a message?" Duncombe asked.




  The Marquise nodded.




  "Yes. You may write it, if you like."




  "And I may wait for an answer?"




  "Yes."




  Duncombe scribbled a few lines on the back of a visiting-card. The Marquise took it from him and rose.




  "I will return," she said. "You shall be entirely satisfied."




  She left him alone for nearly ten minutes. She had scarcely left the room when another visitor entered. The Vicomte de Bergillac, in a dark brown suit and an apple-green tie, bowed to Duncombe, and carefully selected the most comfortable chair in his vicinity.




  "So you took my advice, Monsieur," he remarked, helping himself to a cushion from another chair, and placing it behind his head.




  "I admit it," Duncombe answered. "On the whole I believe that it was very good advice."




  "Would you," the Vicomte murmured, "like another dose?"




  "I trust," Duncombe said, "that there is no necessity."




  The Vicomte reflected.




  "Why are you here?" he asked.




  "To see Miss Poynton."




  "And again why?"




  Duncombe smiled. The boy's manner was so devoid of impertinence that he found it impossible to resent his questions.




  "Well," he said, "I came hoping to bring Miss Poynton some good news. I had information which led me seriously to doubt whether the body which has been found in the Seine is really her brother's."




  The Vicomte sat up as though he had been shot.




  "My friend," he said slowly, "I take some interest in you, but, upon my word, I begin to believe that you will end your days in the Morgue yourself. As you value your life, don't tell any one else what you have told me. I trust that I am the first."




  "I have told the Marquise," Duncombe answered, "and she has gone to find out whether Miss Poynton will see me."




  The Vicomte's patent boot tapped the floor slowly.




  "You have told the Marquise," he repeated thoughtfully. "Stop! I must think!"




  There was a short silence. Then the Vicomte looked up.




  "Very well," he said. "Now listen! Have you any confidence in me?"




  "Undoubtedly," Duncombe answered. "The advice you gave me before was, I know, good. It was confirmed a few hours following, and, as you know, I followed it."




  "Then listen," the Vicomte said. "L'affaire Poynton is in excellent hands. The young lady will come to no harm. You are here, I know, because you are her friend. You can help her if you will."




  "How?" Duncombe asked.




  "By leaving Paris to-day."




  "Your advice," Duncombe said grimly, "seems to lack variety."




  The Vicomte shrugged his shoulders.




  "The other affair," he said; "is still open. If I stepped to the telephone here you would be arrested within the hour."




  "Can't you leave the riddles out and talk so that an ordinary man can understand you for a few minutes?" Duncombe begged.




  "It is exactly what remains impossible," the Vicomte answered smoothly. "But you know the old saying, you have doubtless something similar in your own country, 'It is from our friends we suffer most.' Your presence here, your—forgive me—somewhat clumsy attempts to solve this affaire Poynton, are likely to be a cause of embarrassment to the young lady herself and to others. Apart from that, it will certainly cost you your life."




  "Without some shadow of an explanation," Duncombe said calmly, "I remain where I am in case I can be of assistance to Miss Poynton."




  The young man shrugged his shoulders, and sauntering to a mirror rearranged his tie. Madame la Marquise entered.




  "You, Henri!" she exclaimed.




  He bowed low with exaggerated grace, and kissed the tips of her fingers.




  "I!" he answered. "And—for this time with a perfectly legitimate reason for my coming. A commission from my uncle."




  "L'affaire Poynton?"




  "Exactly, dear cousin."




  "But why," she asked, "did they not show you into my room?"




  "I learnt that my friend Sir George Duncombe was here, and I desired to see him," he rejoined.




  She shrugged her dainty shoulders.




  "You will wait!" she directed. Then she turned to Duncombe, and handed him a sealed envelope.




  "If you please," she said, "will you read that—now."




  He tore it open, and read the few hasty lines. Then he looked up, and met the Marquise's expectant gaze.




  "Madame," he said slowly, "does this come from Miss Poynton of her own free will?"




  She laughed insolently.




  "Monsieur," she said, "my guests are subject to no coercion in this house."




  He bowed, and turned towards the door.




  "Your answer, Monsieur?" she called out.




  "There is no answer," he replied.
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  THE Marquise made a wry face at his departing figure, which changed swiftly into a smile as she turned to the young Vicomte.




  "Ah, these Englishmen!" she exclaimed. "These dull, good, obstinate, stupid pigs of Englishmen! If they would lose their tempers once—get angry, anything. Do they make love as coldly, I wonder?"




  "Dear cousin," he answered, "I do not know. But if you will permit me I will show you——"




  "Henri!"




  He sighed.




  "You are so adorable, Angèle," he murmured.




  "And you," she answered, "are so indiscreet. It is not your day, and I am expecting Gustav at any moment, I have left word that he is to be shown up here. There, my hand for one moment, not so roughly, sir. And now tell me why you came."




  "On a diplomatic errand, my dear cousin. I must see Miss Poynton."




  She touched a bell.




  "I will send for her," she said. "I shall not let you see her alone. She is much too good-looking, and you are far too impressionable!"




  He looked at her reproachfully.




  "Angèle," he said, "you speak so of a young English miss—to me, Henri de Bergillac—to me who have known—who knows——"




  She interrupted him laughing. The exaggerated devotion of his manner seemed to amuse her.




  "My dear Henri!" she said. "I do not believe that even a young English miss is safe from you. But attend! She comes."




  Phyllis entered the room and came towards them. She was dressed in black, and she was still pale, but her eyes and mouth were wholly without affinity to the class of young person whom Henri had expected to see. He rose and bowed, and Phyllis regarded him with frank interest.




  "Phyllis," the Marquise said, "this is the Vicomte de Bergillac, and he brings you messages from some one or other. Your affairs are quite too complicated for my little head. Sit down and let him talk to you."




  "If Monsieur le Vicomte has brought me messages from the right person," Phyllis said with a smile, "he will be very welcome. Seriously, Monsieur, I seem to have fallen amongst friends here whose only unkindness is an apparent desire to turn my life into a maze. I hope that you are going to lead me out."




  "I can conceive, Mademoiselle," the Vicomte answered with his hand upon his heart, "no more delightful undertaking."




  "Then I am quite sure," she answered, laughing softly, "that we are both going to be very happy. Please go on!"




  "Mademoiselle speaks delightful French," he murmured, a little surprised.




  "And, Monsieur, I can see," she answered, "is an apt flatterer. Afterwards as much as you please. But now—well, I want to hear about Guy."




  "Mademoiselle has commanded," he said with a little gesture. "To proceed then. Monsieur Guy is well, and is my constant companion. He is with friends who wish him well, and this morning, Mademoiselle, the President himself has given written orders to the police to proceed no further in the unfortunate little affair of which Mademoiselle has knowledge."




  Phyllis had lost all her pallor. She smiled delightfully upon him. Madame la Marquise rose with a little impatient movement, and walked to the further end of the room.




  "How nice of you to come and tell me this," she exclaimed, "and what a relief! I am sure I think he is very fortunate to have made such good friends."




  "Mademoiselle," he declared with emphasis, "one at least of those friends is more than repaid."




  She laughed back into his eyes, frankly amused by his gallantry.




  "And now," she said, "we come to the beginning of the riddles. Why is it necessary for him to be supposed drowned, if he is no longer in danger from the police?"




  "Ah, Mademoiselle," he said, "I must speak to you now of strange things. But, first, I must implore you to promise me this, and remember it always. Every word that I am going to say to you now must remain for the present a profound secret. That is agreed?"




  "Certainly!" she answered.




  "Your brother," he continued, "in his travels on the Continent stumbled by chance upon a State secret of international importance. He had himself no idea of it, but a chance word which he let fall, on the first evening I met him, gave the clue to myself and some friends. In his enforced retirement we—that is, my uncle and others—learned from him the whole story of his adventure. It has placed the Government of this country under great obligations. This, together with your service to us, has secured his pardon."




  "This is wonderful!" she murmured.




  "It is not all," he continued. "The spies of the country where he learnt this secret have followed him to Paris. They are to-day searching for him everywhere. If they knew that he realized the importance of what he had seen, and had communicated it to the proper persons here, our advantage in knowing it would be largely lost. So far they have not traced him. Now, I think that you have the key to what must have puzzled you so much."




  "This is wonderful!" she murmured. "Let me think for a moment."




  "You are naturally anxious," the Vicomte continued, "to see your brother. Before very long, Mademoiselle, I trust that it may be my pleasure to bring you together. But when I tell you that you are watched continually in the hope that, through you, your brother's hiding-place may be found, you will understand the wisdom which for the present keeps you apart."




  "I suppose so," she answered dubiously. "But now that his death is reported?"




  "Exactly, Mademoiselle. The affair has been arranged so that the search for your brother will be abandoned and the espionage on you removed. If the story of his doings in Paris, and the tragic sequel to them, be believed by those whom we wish to believe it, then they will also assume that his secret has died with him, and that their schemes move on towards success. You understand?"




  "Yes, Monsieur le Vicomte, I understand," she answered slowly. "What, then, do you wish me to do?"




  "Mademoiselle," the Vicomte answered, fixing his dark eyes impressively upon her, "for you there remains the hardest of all tasks—inaction. Believe me that when I came here, it was not my intention to put the truth of the matter so plainly before you. Neither was it the will of those whose orders I carry out. But I, Mademoiselle, before all things, I believe in inspiration. I find in Mademoiselle"—he bowed once more—"qualities which alter the situation. I—a judge of faces as I venture to believe myself—have looked into yours, and many things have happened."




  She laughed delightfully. Her eyes were lit with humor.




  "Ah, Monsieur!" she protested.




  "With you, Mademoiselle," he continued, "reposes now a secret of great importance to your country and mine. I ask for no pledge of discretion, but I rely upon it. And, especially, Mademoiselle, may I warn you against your friends?"




  "I understand," she answered. "You wish me to share this confidence with no one."




  "With no one," the Vicomte repeated impressively. "Not even, Mademoiselle, if I may venture to mention a name, with your very persistent admirer, Sir George Duncombe, whom I saw here a few moments since."




  She sighed, and the Vicomte's face became one of pale anxiety.




  "I have not been permitted to see him," she answered. "He was here a few minutes ago."




  "It is wiser so, Mademoiselle," the Vicomte said. "I wonder," he added, "whether Mademoiselle will pardon the impertinence of a purely personal question?"




  "I will try," she answered demurely.




  "This Englishman—Sir George Duncombe—are you perhaps—how you say, betrothed to him?"




  A certain bluntness in the question, and the real or affected anxiety of the young man's tone brought the color streaming into her cheeks.




  "Monsieur," she exclaimed, "you really must not——"




  "Ah, but, Mademoiselle," he interrupted, "so much depends upon your answer."




  "Absurd!" she murmured. "I really do not see why I should answer such a question at all."




  "You will be merciful?" he begged, lowering his tone.




  "I will," she answered. "I hope you will appreciate my confidence. I am not engaged to Sir George Duncombe."




  His sigh of relief was marvellous. She found it harder than ever to keep the laughter from her eyes.




  "Mademoiselle," he declared, "it makes me happy to have you say this."




  "Really, Vicomte!" she protested.




  "The situation, too," he said, "becomes less complex. We can very easily deal with him now. He shall annoy you no more!"




  "But he doesn't annoy me," she answered calmly. "On the contrary I should like to see him very much, if I were permitted."




  "Mademoiselle will understand well the indiscretion," he said earnestly.




  She sighed a little wearily.




  "I am afraid," she said, "that I find it a little hard to understand anything clearly, but you see that I trust you. I will not see him."




  "Mademoiselle is very wise," he answered. "Indeed, it is better not. There remains now a question which I have come to ask."




  "Well?"




  "Mademoiselle did not by chance whilst waiting for her brother think of examining his luggage?"




  She nodded.




  "I did look through it," she admitted.




  "There was a paper there, which is missing now—a sheet of paper with writing on it—in German. It is not possible that Mademoiselle took possession of it?" he demanded eagerly.




  She nodded.




  "That is just what I did do," she said. "I could read a few words, and I could not understand how it came to be in his bag. It seemed to be part of an official agreement between two countries."




  "You have it now?" he cried eagerly. "You have it in your possession?"




  She shook her head




  "I gave it to some one to take care of," she said, "when I was over in England. I got frightened when we were nearly caught at Runton, and I did not want it to be found upon me."




  "To whom?" he cried.




  "To Sir George Duncombe!"




  The Vicomte was silent for a moment.




  "You believe," he asked, "that Sir George Duncombe would guard it carefully?"




  "I am sure he would," she answered.




  "Mademoiselle," he said, "this is very important. Your brother's luggage has been searched, and we came to the conclusion that the paper had been taken by those who had followed him here, and may possibly have been aware that he had it. If we can get possession of it, it will be very much to the advantage of your country and mine. I scarcely dare say more. Will you give me a letter to Sir George instructing him to deliver it up to me?"




  She leaned a little forward and looked steadily into his eyes.




  "Monsieur le Vicomte," she said, "I do not know you very well, and it is very hard indeed for me to tell who are my friends here. Can I trust you?"




  "Mademoiselle," he answered, "I will not say 'like your brother,' for it is a relationship I have no wish to bear. Let me say like the person to whom your welfare is dearer even than his own."




  Phyllis felt her lips curve into a smile. Despite his youth and manner, which seemed to her a little affected, there was nevertheless undoubted earnestness in the admiration which he took no pains to conceal.




  "Very well, Monsieur le Vicomte," she said, "I will give you the letter."
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  They came face to face in the hall of the Grand Hotel. Duncombe had just returned from his call upon the Marquise. Andrew was leaning upon the arm of a dark, smooth-shaven man, and had apparently just descended from the lift. At the sound of Duncombe's little exclamation they both stopped short. Andrew turned his heavily spectacled eyes in Duncombe's direction, but it was obvious that he saw nothing.




  "You here, Andrew!"




  "Yes! Why not?"




  The tone was curt, almost discourteous. Duncombe understood at once.




  "Let us sit down somewhere, and talk for a few minutes," he said. "I did not expect you. You should have let me know that you were coming."




  Andrew laughed a little bitterly.




  "I scarcely see why," he said. "To tell you the truth, I see no advantage to either of us in any intercourse."




  Duncombe took him by the arm and led him towards the smoking-room.




  "Andrew," he said, "perhaps I have behaved badly—at least from your point of view, but remember that I warned you. Let us sit down here. Who is your friend?"




  "Never mind," Andrew answered. "You can say what you have to before him. He is in my confidence."




  Duncombe glanced around. The man had taken the chair next to them, and was evidently prepared to listen to all that was said. His clothes and bearing, and quiet, unobtrusive manners, all seemed to suggest truthfully enough his possible identity—an English detective from an advertised office. Duncombe smiled as he realized the almost pitiful inadequacy of such methods.




  "Come, Andrew," he said, turning to his friend, "you have a small grievance against me, and you think you have a great one."




  "A small grievance!" Andrew murmured softly. "Thank you, Duncombe."




  "Go on, then. State it!" Duncombe declared. "Let me hear what is in your mind."




  Andrew raised his brows slowly. Twice he seemed to speak, but at the last moment remained silent. He was obviously struggling to control himself.




  "There is this in my mind against you, Duncombe," he said finally. "I sent for you as a friend. You accepted a charge from me—as my friend. And you betrayed me."




  Duncombe shook his head.




  "Listen, Andrew," he said. "I want to remind you again of what I said just now. I warned you! No, don't interrupt. It may have sounded like nonsense to you. I meant every word I said. I honestly tried to make you understand. I came here; I risked many things. I failed! I returned to England. Up till then you had nothing to complain of. Then, Heaven knows why, but the very girl whom I had gone to Paris to seek came to Runton in the guise at least of an adventuress."




  Andrew lifted his head quickly.




  "You admit it at last, then?" he cried.




  "Yes, I admit it now," Duncombe agreed.




  "You lied to me there—to me who had no eyes, who trusted you. What was that but betrayal, rank, inexcusable betrayal!"




  "Listen, Andrew," Duncombe said. "She told me that she was not Phyllis Poynton. It was enough for me. I disregarded my convictions. Her word was my law. She said that she was not Phyllis Poynton, and to me she never was Phyllis Poynton. She was afraid of you, and I helped her to avoid you. I admit it! It is the extent of my failing in our friendship, and you were warned."




  "And now?"




  "I am here now," Duncombe said a little sadly, "because I love her, and because I cannot keep away. But she will not see me, and I am no nearer solving the mystery than ever. On the contrary, I know that I am in danger here. It is possible that I may be driven to leave Paris to-night."




  "You know where she is now?"




  "Yes."




  Andrew leaned suddenly over, and his grip was on Duncombe's shoulder like a vise.




  "Then, by God, you shall tell me!" he said fiercely. "Don't you know, man, that Guy has been found in the Seine, robbed and drugged, and murdered without a doubt? Do you want me to wait whilst something of the same sort happens to her? You shall tell me where she is, Duncombe. I say that you shall tell me!"




  Duncombe hesitated.




  "You can do no more than I have done," he said.




  "Then at least I will do as much," Andrew answered. "I am her oldest friend, and I have claims upon her which you never could have. Now that she is in this terrible trouble my place is by her side. I——"




  "One moment, Andrew," Duncombe interrupted. "Are you sure that it was Guy Poynton who was found in the Seine? The height was given as five feet nine, and Guy Poynton was over six feet."




  "You should read the papers," Andrew answered shortly. "He was identified by his sister."




  "The papers said so," Duncombe answered hesitatingly; "but——"




  "Look here," Andrew interrupted, "I have had enough of this playing with facts. You have grown too complex about this business altogether, Duncombe. Give me Phyllis Poynton's address."




  "You shall have it," Duncombe answered, taking a leaf from his pocketbook and writing. "I don't think that it will be any good to you. I think that it is more likely to lead you into trouble. Miss Poynton is with the Marquis and Marquise de St. Ethol. They are of the first nobility in France. Their position as people of honor and circumstance appears undoubted. But nevertheless, if you are allowed to see her I shall be surprised."




  The hall-porter approached them, hat in hand.




  "A lady to see Monsieur," he announced to Andrew.




  Andrew rose and took his companion's arm. He scarcely glanced again towards Duncombe, who followed them out of the room. And there in the hall awaiting them was the young lady from Vienna, quietly dressed in black, but unmistakable with her pretty hair and perfumes. Duncombe watched them shake hands and move away before he could recover sufficiently from his first fit of surprise to intervene. Then a realization of what had happened rushed in upon him. They, too, then, had been to the Café Montmartre, with their obvious Anglicisms, their clumsy inquiries—to make of themselves without doubt the jest of that little nest of intriguers, and afterwards their tool. Duncombe thought of the fruits of his own inquiries there, and shivered. He hurried after the little party, who were apparently on their way to the café.




  "Andrew," he said, grasping him by the arm, "I must speak with you alone—at once."




  "I see no object in any further discussion between us," Andrew said calmly.




  "Don't be a fool!" Duncombe answered. "That woman you are with is a spy. If you have anything to do with her you are injuring Phyllis Poynton. She is not here to give you information. She is at work for her own ends."




  "You are becoming more communicative, my friend," Andrew said, with something which was almost a sneer. "You did not talk so freely a few minutes back. It seems as though we were on the eve of a discovery."




  "You are on the brink of making an idiot of yourself," Duncombe answered quickly. "You were mad to bring that blundering English detective over here. What the French police cannot or do not choose to discover, do you suppose that they would allow an Englishman to find out—a stranger to Paris, and with an accent like that? If I cannot keep you from folly by any other means I must break my word to others. Come back into the smoking-room with me, and I will tell you why you are mad to have anything to do with that woman."




  "Thank you," Andrew answered, "I think not. I have confidence in Mr. Lloyd, my friend here, and I have none in you."




  "Andrew!"




  "I speak as I feel!"




  "Leave me out of the question. It is Phyllis Poynton you will harm. I see that your friend is listening, and Mademoiselle is impatient. Make your excuses for ten minutes, Andrew. You will never regret it."




  The detective, who had evidently overheard everything, stepped back to them.




  "You will excuse my interfering, sir," he said, "but if this case is to remain in my hands at all it is necessary for me to hear all that Sir George Duncombe has to say. The young lady will wait for a moment. This case is difficult enough as it is, what with the jealousy of the French police, who naturally don't want us to find out what they can't. If Sir George Duncombe has any information to give now," the man added with emphasis, "which he withheld a few minutes ago, I think that I ought to hear it from his own lips."




  "I agree entirely with what Mr. Lloyd has said," Andrew declared.




  Duncombe shrugged his shoulders. He looked around him cautiously, but they were in a corner of the entresol, and no one was within hearing distance.




  "Very well," he said. "To save you from danger, and Miss Poynton from further trouble, I am going to break a confidence which has been reposed in me, and to give you the benefit of my own surmises. In the first place, Mr. Lloyd is mistaken in supposing that the French police have been in the least puzzled by this double disappearance. On the contrary, they are perfectly well aware of all the facts of the case, and could have produced Miss Poynton or her brother at any moment. They are working not for us, but against us!"




  "Indeed!" Mr. Lloyd said in a tone of disbelief. "And their object?"




  "Here is as much of the truth as I dare tell you," Duncombe said. "Guy Poynton whilst on the Continent became the chance possessor of an important State secret. He was followed to France by spies from that country—we will call it Germany—and the young lady who awaits you so impatiently is, if not one of them, at least one of their friends. At the Café Montmartre he gave his secret away to people who are in some measure allied with the secret service police of France. He was kidnapped by them, and induced to remain hidden by a trick. Meanwhile diplomacy makes use of his information, and foreign spies look for him in vain. His sister, when she came to search for him, was simply an inconvenience which these people had not contemplated. She was worked upon by fears concerning her brother's safety to go into hiding. Both have been well cared for, and the report of Guy's death is, I firmly believe, nothing but an attempt to lull the anxieties of the spies who are searching for him. This young woman here may be able to tell you into whose hands he has fallen, but you may take my word for it that she is in greater need of information than you are, and that she is an exceedingly dangerous person for you to discuss the Poyntons with. There are the crude facts. I have only known them a few hours myself, and there is a good deal which I cannot explain. But this I honestly and firmly believe. Neither you nor I nor Mr. Lloyd here can do the slightest good by interfering in this matter. For myself, I am leaving for England to-night."




  Duncombe, like most honest men, expected to be believed. If he had entertained the slightest doubt about it he would not have dared to open his mouth. The silence that followed he could understand. No doubt they were as amazed as he had been. But it was a different thing when he saw the expression on Andrew's face as he turned to his companion.




  "What do you think of this, Lloyd?" he asked.




  "I am afraid, sir," the man answered, "that some of the clever ones have been imposing upon Sir George. It generally turns out so when amateurs tackle a job like this."




  Duncombe looked at him in astonishment.




  "Do you mean to say that you don't believe me?" he exclaimed.




  "I wouldn't put it like that, sir," the man answered with a deprecating smile. "I think you have been misled by those who did not wish you to discover the truth."




  Duncombe turned sharply on his heel.




  "And you, Andrew?"




  "I wish to do you justice," Andrew answered coldly, "and I am willing to believe that you have faith yourself in the extraordinary story you have just told us. But frankly I think that you have been too credulous."




  Duncombe lost his temper. He turned on his heel, and walked back into the hotel.




  "You can go to the devil your own way!" he declared.
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  Spencer tried to rise from the sofa, but the effort was too much for him. Pale and thin, with black lines under his eyes, and bloodless lips, he seemed scarcely more than the wreck of his former self.




  His visitor laid his stick and hat upon the table. Then he bowed once more to Spencer, and stood looking at him, leaning slightly against the table.




  "I am permitted," he asked gently, "to introduce myself?"




  "Quite unnecessary!" Spencer answered.




  The Baron shrugged his shoulders.




  "You know me?" he asked.




  The shadow of a smile flitted across Spencer's face.




  "By many names, Monsieur Louis," he answered.




  His visitor smiled. Debonair in dress and deportment, there seemed nothing to inspire alarm in the air of gentle concern with which he regarded the man whom he had come to visit. Yet Spencer cursed the languor which had kept him from recovering the revolver which an hour or more before had slipped from underneath his cushion.




  "It saves trouble," Monsieur Louis said. "I come to you. Monsieur Spencer, as a friend."




  "You alarm me," Spencer murmured.




  Monsieur Louis shrugged his shoulders.




  "You are pleased to be witty," he answered. "But indeed I am no such terrible person. It is permitted that I smoke?"




  "Certainly," Spencer answered. "If you care for wine or liqueurs pray ring for my servant. I can assure you that it is not by my own will that you find me so indifferent a host."




  "I thank you," Monsieur Louis answered. "I think that we will not ring the bell. It would be a pity to disturb an interview to which I have looked forward with so much pleasure."




  "L'affaire Poynton?" Spencer suggested.




  "Precisely!"




  "You have perhaps come to complete the little affair in which so far you have succeeded so admirably?"




  "Pray do not suggest such a thing," Monsieur Louis answered deprecatingly. "For one thing I should not personally run the risk. And for another have I not already assured you that I come as a friend?"




  "It was then," Spencer answered, "that I began to be frightened."




  Monsieur Louis smiled. He drew a gold cigarette case from his pocket, and calmly lit a cigarette.




  "Since you permit, mon ami," he said. "Good! I speak better when I smoke. You are not so ill, I see, but that you retain that charming sense of humor your readers have learnt so well how to appreciate."




  "The dose was scarcely strong enough," Spencer answered. "Or perhaps by good fortune I stumbled upon the proper antidote."




  "I see that you like plain speaking," Monsieur Louis continued with a gentle smile. "Permit me to assure you then that the dose was quite as strong as we wished. Extremes are sometimes necessary, but we avoid them whenever possible."




  "I wonder where it happened," Spencer said reflectively. "I have been on my guard all the time. I have watched my wine and coffee at the cafés, and I have eaten only in the restaurants that I know."




  Monsieur Louis did not seem to think the matter important.




  "It was bound to happen," he said. "If you had been like your friends—the English baronet and the last two, who are even more amusing—perhaps it would not have been necessary. But you understand—you were beginning to discover things."




  "Yes," Spencer admitted. "I was beginning to get interested."




  "Exactly! We were forced to act. I can assure you, Monsieur Spencer, that it was with reluctance. The others of whom I have spoken—Sir George Duncombe, Monsieur Pelham, and his toy detective—forgive me that I smile—walk all the time in the palm of our hand. But they remain unharmed. If by any chance they should blunder into the knowledge of things which might cause us annoyance, why, then—there would be more invalids in Paris. Indeed, Monsieur, we do not seek to abuse our power. My errand to you to-day is one of mercy."




  "You make me ashamed," Spencer said, with a sarcasm which he took no pains to conceal, "of my unworthy suspicions. To proceed."




  "You have sent for Sir George Duncombe to come and see you!"




  Spencer was silent for a moment. His own servant unfaithful? It was not possible.




  "Well?"




  "Even you," the Baron continued, "have not yet solved the mystery of l'affaire Poynton. But you know more than Sir George. Let me recommend that you do not share your knowledge with him."




  "Why not?"




  "If you do Sir George will at once share your indisposition."




  "I begin to understand," Spencer said.




  "How otherwise? Send Sir George home. You see the delicacy of our position. It is not so much that we fear Sir George Duncombe's interference, but he again is followed and watched over by our enemies, who would easily possess themselves of any information which he might gain."




  Spencer nodded.




  "It is good reasoning," he admitted.




  "Listen," Monsieur Louis continued. "I speak now on behalf of my friends. You know whom I mean. You have solved the mystery of our existence. We are omnipotent. The police and the secret service police and the Government itself are with us. We have license throughout the city. We may do what others may not. For us there is no crime. I kill you now perhaps. The police arrive. I am before the Commissioner. I give him the sign—it is l'affaire Poynton. I go free! It is a certain thing."




  "Granted!" Spencer said. "Proceed with your killing, or your argument."




  "With the latter, if you please," Monsieur Louis answered. "I do not choose to kill. L'affaire Poynton, then. Harm is not meant to either of these young people. That I assure you upon my honor. In three weeks, or say a month, we have finished. They may return to their homes if they will. We have no further interest in them. For those three weeks you must remain as you are—you, and if you have influence over him, Sir George Duncombe. The other two fools we have no care for. If they blundered into knowledge—well, they must pay. They are not our concern, yours and mine. For you, I bring you an offer, Monsieur Spencer."




  "Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes!" Spencer murmured.




  Monsieur Louis smiled.




  "My gift," he answered, "will not terrify you. You are a journalist. I offer to make the fortune of your paper. You shall be the first to announce an affair of the greatest international importance since the war between Russia and Japan was declared. No, I will go further than that. It is the greatest event since Waterloo."




  "L'affaire Poynton strikes so deep?" Spencer remarked.




  "So deep," the Baron answered. "It is the fools who grope their way into great places. So did the boy Poynton. You, my friend, shall be the one brilliant exception. You shall make yourself the king of journalists, and you shall be quoted down the century as having achieved the greatest journalistic feat of modern days."




  Spencer turned his drawn, haggard face towards his visitor. A slight flush of color stained his cheek.




  "You fascinate me," he said slowly. "I admit it. You have found the weak spot in my armor. Proceed! For whom do you speak?"




  Monsieur Louis abandoned his somewhat lounging attitude. He stood by Spencer's side, and, leaning down, whispered in his ear. Spencer's eyes grew bright.




  "Monsieur Louis," he said, "you play at a great game."




  The Baron shrugged his shoulders.




  "Me!" he answered. "I am but a pawn. I do what I am told."




  "To return for a moment to l'affaire Poynton," Spencer said. "I am in the humor to trust you. Have I then your assurance that the boy and girl do not suffer?"




  "Upon my own honor and the honor of the company to whom I belong," he answered with some show of dignity. "It is a pledge which I have never yet broken."




  "I am a bribed man," Spencer answered.




  Monsieur Louis threw away his second cigarette. He cast a look almost of admiration upon the man who still lay stretched upon the couch.




  "You are the only Englishman I ever met, Monsieur Spencer," he said, "who was not pig-headed. You have the tenacity of your countrymen, but you have the genius to pick out the right thread from the tangle, to know truth when you meet it, even in unlikely places. I doff my hat to you, Monsieur Spencer. If you permit I will send my own physician to you. You will be yourself in a week."




  "You know the antidote?" Spencer remarked grimly.




  "Naturally! Accidents will happen. You wish that I should send him?"




  "Without doubt," Spencer answered. "I am weary of this couch."




  "You shall leave it in a week," Monsieur promised, as he left the room.




  Spencer closed his eyes. Already he felt coming on the daily headache, which, with the terrible weakness, was a part of his symptoms. But there was no rest for him yet. Monsieur Louis had scarcely been gone five minutes when Duncombe arrived.




  Duncombe had had no word of his friend's illness. He stood over his couch in shocked surprise.




  "My dear fellow," he exclaimed. "I had no idea that you were ill. This is why I have not heard from you, then."




  Spencer smiled as he held out his hand, and Duncombe, who seemed to catch some meaning in the upraised eyebrows of his friend, was shocked.




  "You mean?" he exclaimed.




  Spencer nodded.




  "L'affaire Poynton" he said gently. "A very subtle dose of poison indeed, my friend. I shall not die, but I have had my little lesson. Here the individual has little chance. We fight against forces that are too many for us. I told you so at the start."




  "Yet I," Duncombe answered, "have not suffered."




  "My friend," Spencer answered, "it is because I am the more dangerous."




  "You have discovered something?" Duncombe exclaimed.




  "I came near discovering a great deal," Spencer answered. "Perhaps it would have been better for my system if I had discovered a little less. As it is I have finished with l'affaire Poynton for the present. You see how very nearly l'affaire Poynton finished me."




  "It is not like you," Duncombe said thoughtfully, "to give anything up."




  "We come face to face sometimes with unique experiences, which destroy precedent," Spencer answered. "This is one of them."




  "And what," Duncombe asked, "do you advise me to do?"




  "Always the same advice," Spencer answered. "Leave Paris to-day. Go straight back to Norfolk, read the newspapers, and await events."




  "Well, I think that I shall do so," Duncombe answered slowly. "I have found out where Miss Poynton is, but she will not see me. I have made an enemy of my dearest friend, and I have, at any rate, interrupted your career and endangered your life. Yes, I will go back home."




  "You may yet save your friend some—inconvenience," Spencer suggested. "Try to persuade him to go back with you."




  "He will not listen to me," Duncombe answered. "He has brought an English detective with him, and he is as obstinate as a mule. For myself I leave at nine o'clock."




  "You are well advised, exceedingly well advised," Spencer said. "Mind I do not take the responsibility of sending you away without serious reasons. I honestly believe that Miss Poynton is safe, whatever may have happened to her brother, and I believe that you will serve her best by your temporary absence."




  Duncombe stood for a moment wrapped in thought. The last few months had aged him strangely. The strenuous days and nights of anxious thought had left their mark in deep lines upon his face. He looked out of the window of Spencer's room, and his eyes saw little of the busy street below. He was alone once more with this strange, terrified girl upon the hillside, with the wind in their faces, and making wild havoc in her hair. He was with her in different moods in the little room behind his library, when the natural joy of her young life had for the moment reasserted itself. He was with her at their parting. He saw half the fearful regret with which she had left his care and accepted the intervention of the Marquise. Stirring times these had been for a man of his quiet temperament, whom matters of sentiment and romance had passed lightly by, and whose passions had never before been touched by the finger of fire. And now he was going back to an empty life—a life at least empty of joy, save the hope of seeing her again. For good or for evil, the great thing had found its way into his life. His days of calm animal enjoyment were over. Sorrow or joy was to be his. He had passed into the shadows of the complex life.




  He remembered where he was at last, and turned to Spencer.




  "About yourself, Spencer," he said. "Have you seen a doctor?"




  "Yes. I am not seriously ill," his friend answered. "The worst is over now. And, Duncombe, it's hard for you to go, I know—but look here, I believe that you will be back in a month, and taking Miss Poynton to lunch chez Ritz. I never felt so sure of it as I do to-day."




  Duncombe remembered the answer to his note, and found it hard to share his friend's cheerfulness.
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  Duncombe laid down his cue and strolled towards the sideboard, where his guest was already mixing himself a whisky and soda.




  "By the by, Runton," he said, "have you seen anything of our friend Von Rothe since that little affair at your place?"




  Lord Runton shook his head.




  "Not once," he answered. "He behaved very decently about it on the whole; treated it quite lightly—but he wouldn't let me go near the police. It was a long way the most unpleasant thing that ever happened in my house."




  "Never any further light upon it, I suppose?" Duncombe asked.




  Lord Runton shook his head.




  "None. Of course we could have traced them both without a doubt if we had put it in the hands of the police, but Von Rothe wouldn't hear of it. He tried to treat it lightly, but I know that he was very much worried."




  "Do you yourself believe," Duncombe asked, "that it was a political affair or an ordinary robbery?"




  "I think that it was the former," Lord Runton answered. "Those people were not common adventurers. By the by, George, have you got over your little weakness yet?" he added with a smile.




  Duncombe shrugged his shoulders.




  "Nearly made a fool of myself, didn't I?" he remarked, with a levity which did not sound altogether natural.




  "She was an uncommonly fascinating young woman," Lord Runton said, "but she didn't seem to me very old at the game. She was clever enough to fool Von Rothe, though. He admits that he told her that he was expecting a special messenger from Berlin."




  Duncombe seemed to have had enough of the subject. He got up and filled his pipe.




  "Is Jack coming down this week?" he asked.




  "No! He wired this morning that he can't get away. Sefton isn't coming, either. Between ourselves, George, something seems to be going on at the Foreign Office which I don't understand."




  "What do you mean?" Duncombe asked. "There has been no hint at any sort of trouble in the papers."




  "That's just what I don't understand," Lord Runton continued. "It is certain that there is an extraordinary amount of activity at Portsmouth and Woolwich, but even the little halfpenny sensational papers make no more than a passing allusion to it. Then look at the movements of our fleet. The whole of the Mediterranean Fleet is at Gibraltar, and the Channel Squadron is moving up the North Sea as though to join the Home Division. All these movements are quite unusual."




  "What do you make of them then?" Duncombe asked.




  "I scarcely know," Lord Runton answered. "But I can tell you this. There have been three Cabinet Councils this week, and there is a curious air of apprehension in official circles in town, as though something were about to happen. The service clubs are almost deserted, and I know for a fact that all leave in the navy has been suspended. What I don't understand is the silence everywhere. It looks to me as though there were really going to be trouble. The Baltic Fleet sailed this morning, you know."




  Duncombe nodded.




  "But," he said, "even if they were ill disposed to us, as no doubt Russia is just now, what could they do? One squadron of our fleet could send them to the bottom."




  "No doubt," Lord Runton answered. "But supposing they found an ally?"




  "France will never go to war with us for Russia's benefit," Duncombe declared.




  "Granted," Lord Runton answered, "but have you watched Germany's attitude lately?"




  "I can't say that I have," Duncombe admitted, "but I should never look upon Germany as a war-seeking nation."




  "No, I dare say not," Lord Runton answered. "Nor would a great many other people. Every one is willing to admit that she would like our Colonies, but no one will believe that she has the courage to strike a blow for them. I will tell you what I believe, Duncombe. I believe that no Great Power has ever before been in so dangerous a position as we are in to-day."




  Duncombe sat up in his chair. The weariness passed from his face, and he was distinctly interested. Lord Runton, without being an ardent politician, was a man of common-sense, and was closely connected with more than one member of the Cabinet.




  "Are you serious, Runton?" he asked.




  "Absolutely! Remember, I was in Berlin for two years, and I had many opportunities of gaining an insight into affairs there. What I can see coming now I have expected for years. There are two great factors which make for war. One is the character of the Emperor himself, and the other the inevitable rot, which must creep like a disease into a great army kept always upon a war footing, through a decade or more of inactivity. The Emperor is shrewd enough to see this. Nothing can possibly exist at its best which is not used for the purpose to which it owes its existence. That is why we have this flood of literature just now telling us of the gross abuses and general rottenness of the German army. Another five years of idleness, and Germany's position as the first military nation will have passed away. Like every other great power, it is rusting for want of use. The Emperor knows this."




  Duncombe for many reasons was fascinated by his friend's quiet words. Apart from their obvious plausibility, they brought with them many startling suggestions. Had chance, he wondered, really made Phyllis Poynton and her brother pawns in the great game? He felt himself stirred to a rare emotion by the flood of possibilities which swept in suddenly upon him. Lord Runton noted with surprise the signs of growing excitement in his listener.




  "Go on, Runton. Anything else?"




  Lord Runton helped himself to a cigarette, and leaned across to light it.




  "Of course," he continued, "I know that there are a great many people who firmly believe that for commercial reasons Germany would never seek a quarrel with us. I will agree with them so far as to say that I do not believe that a war with England would be popular amongst the bourgeois of Germany. On the other hand, they would be quite powerless to prevent it. The Emperor and his ministers have the affair in their own hands. A slight break in our diplomatic relations, some trifle seized hold of by the Press and magnified at once into an insult, and the war torch is kindled. To-day war does not come about by the slowly growing desire of nations. The threads of fate are in the hands of a few diplomatists at Berlin and London—a turn of the wrist, and there is tension which a breath can turn either way. You ask me why the Emperor should choose England for attack. There are many reasons: first, because England alone could repay him for the struggle; secondly, because he is intensely and miserably jealous of our own King, who has avoided all his own hot-headed errors, and has yet played a great and individual part in the world's affairs; thirdly, because England is most easily attacked. I could give you other reasons if you wanted them."




  "Quite enough," Duncombe answered. "What do you suppose would be the casus belli?"




  "The progress of the Russian fleet through English waters," Lord Runton answered promptly. "Russia's interest in such a misunderstanding would be, of course, immense. She has only to fire on an English ship, by mistake of course, and the whole fat would be in the fire. England probably would insist upon the squadron being detained, Germany would protest against any such action. We might very well be at war with Russia and Germany within ten days. Russia would immediately either make terms with Japan, or abandon any active operations in Manchuria and move upon India. Germany would come for us."




  "Is this all purely imagination?" Duncombe asked, "or have you anything to go on?"




  "So far as I am concerned," Lord Runton said slowly, "I, of course, know nothing. But I have a strong idea that the Government have at least a suspicion of some secret understanding between Russia and Germany. Their preparations seem almost to suggest it. Of course we outsiders can only guess, after all, at what is going on, but it seems to me that there is a chance to-day for our Government to achieve a diplomatic coup."




  "In what direction?"




  "An alliance with France. Mind, I am afraid that there are insurmountable obstacles, but if it were possible it would be checkmate to our friend the Emperor, and he would have nothing left but to climb down. The trouble is that in the absence of any definite proof of an understanding between Russia and Germany, France could not break away from her alliance with the former. Our present arrangement would ensure, I believe, a benevolent neutrality, but an alliance, if only it could be compassed, would be the greatest diplomatic triumph of our days. Hullo! Visitors at this hour. Wasn't that your front-door bell, Duncombe?"




  "It sounded like it," Duncombe answered. "Perhaps it is your man."




  "Like his cheek, if it is!" Lord Runton answered, rising to his feet and strolling towards the sideboard. "I told him I would telephone round to the stables when I was ready. I suppose it is rather late, though I sha'n't apologize for keeping you up."




  "I hope you won't," Duncombe answered. "I have never been more interested in my life—for many reasons. Don't bother about your man. Groves will see to him. Help yourself to another whisky and soda, and come and sit down."




  There was a knock at the door, and the butler appeared.




  "There are three gentlemen outside, sir, who wish to see you," he announced to Duncombe. "They will not give their names, but they say that their business is important, or they would not have troubled you so late."




  Duncombe glanced at the clock. It was past midnight.




  "Three gentlemen," he repeated, "at this time of night. But where on earth have they come from, Groves?"




  "They did not say, sir," the man answered. "One of them I should judge to be a foreigner. They have a motor car outside."




  Lord Runton held out his hand.




  "Well, it's time I was off, anyhow," he remarked. "Come over and have lunch to-morrow. Don't bother about me. I'll stroll round to the stables and start from there. Good night."




  Duncombe hesitated. He was on the point of asking his friend to stay, but before he could make up his mind Runton had lit a cigarette and strolled away.




  "You can show the gentlemen in here, Groves," Duncombe said.




  "Very good, sir."




  The man disappeared. Duncombe, after a moment's hesitation, crossed the room, and opening an oak cupboard, slipped a small revolver into his pocket.
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  One of his three visitors Duncombe recognized immediately. It was Monsieur Louis. Of the other two one was a Frenchman, a somewhat sombre-looking person, in a black beard and gold-rimmed eyeglasses, the other as unmistakably an Englishman of the lower middle class. His broad shoulders and somewhat stiff bearing seemed to suggest some sort of drill. Looking them over, Duncombe found himself instinctively wondering whether the personal strength of these two, which was obvious, might become a factor in the coming interview.




  The Baron naturally was spokesman. He bowed very gravely to Duncombe, and did not offer his hand.




  "I must apologize, Sir George," he said, "for disturbing you at such an inopportune hour. Our business, however, made it necessary for us to reach you with as little delay as possible."




  "Perhaps you will be good enough to explain," Duncombe answered, "what that business is."




  The Baron raised his hands with a little protesting gesture.




  "I regret to tell you, Sir George," he announced, "that it is of a most unpleasant nature. I could wish that its execution had fallen into other hands. My companions are Monsieur Ridalle, of the French detective service, and our other friend here, whom I do not know, is a constable from the Norwich Police Court. My own connections with the police service of my country you have already, without doubt, surmised."




  "Go on," Duncombe said.




  "I regret to say," Monsieur Louis continued, "that my friends here are in charge of a warrant for your arrest. You will find them possessed of all the legal documents, French and English. We shall have to ask you to come to Norwich with us to-night."




  "Arrest!" Duncombe repeated. "On what charge?"




  "An extremely serious one," the Baron answered gravely. "The charge of murder!"




  Duncombe stared at him in amazement.




  "Murder!" he repeated. "What rubbish!"




  "The murder of Mademoiselle de Mermillon in her lodging on the night of the seventh of June last," the Baron said gravely. "Please do not make any remarks before these men. The evidence against you is already sufficiently strong."




  Duncombe laughed derisively.




  "What sort of a puppet show is this?" he exclaimed. "You know as well as any man living how that poor girl came to her end. This is a cover for something else, of course. What do you want of me? Let's get at it without wasting time."




  "What we want of you is, I am afraid, only too simple," the Baron answered, shrugging his shoulders. "We must ask you to accompany us at once to Norwich Castle. You will have to appear before the magistrates in the morning, when they will sign the extradition warrant. Our friend here, Monsieur Ridalle, will then take charge of you. Perhaps you would like to look through the documents. You will find them all in perfect order."




  Duncombe mechanically glanced through the French and English papers which were spread out before him. They had certainly a most uncomfortable appearance of being genuine. He began to feel a little bewildered.




  "You mean to say that you have come here to arrest me on this charge? That you want me to go away with you to-night?" he asked.




  "It is not a matter of wanting you to come," the Baron answered coldly. "It is a matter of necessity."




  Duncombe moved towards the fireplace.




  "Will you allow me the privilege of a few moments' conversation with you in private?" he said to the Baron. "Your companions will perhaps excuse you for a moment."




  The Baron followed without remark. They stood facing one another upon the hearthrug. Duncombe leaned one elbow upon the mantlepiece, and turned towards his companion.




  "Look here," he said, "those papers seem genuine enough, and if you insist upon it I will go with you to Norwich. I shall take care not to let you out of my sight, and if when we get there I find that this is any part of one of your confounded conspiracies you will find that the penalties for this sort of thing in England are pretty severe. However, no doubt you are well aware of that. The question is this. What do you really want from me?"




  Monsieur Louis, who had lit a cigarette, withdrew it from his mouth and examined the lighted end for a moment in silence.




  "The documents," he said, "are genuine. You are arraigned in perfectly legal fashion. Upon the affidavits there the magistrates must grant the extradition warrant without hesitation. We have nothing to fear in that direction."




  "The police," Duncombe remarked, "are perfectly aware of my innocence."




  Monsieur shrugged his shoulders.




  "The evidence," he said, "is remarkably convincing."




  "Police-concocted evidence," Duncombe remarked, "would necessarily be so. I admit that you hold a strong card against me. I don't believe, however, that you have gone to all this trouble without some ulterior motive. What is it? What can I offer you in exchange for these documents?"




  Monsieur Louis smiled.




  "You are a man of common-sense, Sir George," he said. "I will speak to you without reserve. It is possible that you might be able to offer the Government department of my country to which I am attached an inducement to interest themselves in your behalf. Mind, I am not sure. But if my information is correct there is certainly a possibility."




  "The Government department of your country to which you are attached," Duncombe repeated thoughtfully. "Let me understand you. You mean the secret service police?"




  Monsieur Louis glanced a little nervously over his shoulder.




  "Never mind what I mean, Sir George," he said quickly. "There are things which we do not speak of openly. This much is sufficient. I represent a power which can influence and direct even the criminal courts of justice of France."




  "What bribe have I to offer you?" Duncombe asked. "Information? You know more than I do. I am afraid you have been misled."




  "I think not," Monsieur Louis said quickly. "I will tell you what we want. A paper was left in your charge by Miss Phyllis Poynton at the time she was visiting at Runton Place."




  "What of it?" Duncombe asked.




  The Frenchman's face was suddenly tense with excitement. He recovered himself almost at once, but his voice shook, and a new earnestness found its way into his manner.




  "Miss Poynton and her brother are with us," he said. "It is we who have been their benefactors. You know a good deal of their peculiar circumstances. A sudden need has arisen for the production of that paper within twenty-four hours. Give it to me now, and I will run the greatest risk I have ever run in my career. I will tear those warrants through."




  "Have you any authority from Miss Poynton?" Duncombe asked.




  "There was no time to procure it," Monsieur Louis explained. "Events march rapidly to-day. To be effective that paper must be in Paris to-morrow. The necessity for its production arose only a few hours ago."




  "You ask me, then," Duncombe said slowly, "to hand over to you a paper which was placed in my charge by Miss Poynton?"




  "In effect—yes!"




  "I cannot do it!"




  Monsieur Louis shrugged his shoulders.




  "I do not insist," he remarked. "I may be permitted to remind you, however, that I have offered a great price."




  "Perhaps!" Duncombe answered quietly.




  Monsieur Louis turned to his assistants.




  "Sir George Duncombe will accompany us," he said. "I can give you ten minutes, Sir George," he added, "in case you care to change your clothes."




  "And supposing I refuse to come?" Duncombe asked.




  Monsieur Louis smiled.




  "You would scarcely be so foolish," he remarked. "In that case I should send the policeman here to the nearest station with the warrants and a demand for help. Our documents are in perfect order, and our case complete. You would scarcely be so foolish, I think, as to set yourself in direct opposition to the law!"




  Duncombe was silent for several moments. Then he rang the bell. Monsieur Louis looked at him inquiringly, but before he could frame a question the butler was in the room.




  "Pack my things for a week, Groves," Duncombe ordered. "I am going away to-night."




  The man bowed and withdrew. Monsieur Louis merely shrugged his shoulders.




  "A week!" he remarked. "You will be fortunate if you ever see your home again. Come, Sir George, be reasonable! I give you my word of honor that it is altogether to the interest of Miss Poynton that those papers be immediately produced. If she were here herself she would place them in my hands without a moment's hesitation."




  "Possibly!" Duncombe answered. "Suppositions, however, do not interest me. I undertook the charge of what she gave me, and I shall fulfil my trust."




  Monsieur Louis turned to the policeman.




  "Officer," he said, "this is Sir George Duncombe. Do your duty."




  The man stepped forward and laid his hand upon Sir George's shoulder.




  "Very sorry, sir," he said. "I am forced to arrest you on this warrant for the murder of Florence Mermillon on the night of the seventh of June. You will be brought before the magistrates at Norwich to-morrow."




  Duncombe waved his hand towards the sideboard.




  "If you gentlemen," he remarked, "would care for a little refreshment before you start?"




  "It is against the rules, sir, thank you," the man answered. "I should be glad to get away as soon as possible."




  Duncombe filled both his pockets with cigars and cigarettes. Then he turned towards the door.




  "I am quite ready," he said.




  They followed him out. There was a few minutes' delay waiting for Duncombe's bag.




  "Your address, Sir George?" Groves inquired, as he brought it down.




  "A little doubtful," Duncombe answered. "I will wire."




  "In front, please, Sir George," Monsieur Louis insisted.




  So they drove off, Duncombe in the front seat, the other three behind. The car gathered speed rapidly. In less than an hour they were half-way to Norwich. Then suddenly the driver took a sharp corner and turned down a long desolate lane.




  "You're off the main road," Duncombe explained. "You should have kept straight on for Norwich."




  The man took no notice. He even increased his speed. Duncombe was in the act of turning round when he felt the sudden swish of a wet cloth upon his face. He tried to break away, but he was held from behind as in a vise. Then his head fell back, and he remembered no more.
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  At three o'clock in the morning Groves, in a discarded dressing-gown of his master's, opened the front door and peered cautiously out into the darkness. Monsieur Louis, who was standing upon the door-step, pushed past him into the hall.




  "Your master has sent me back to fetch some papers," he announced, displaying a bunch of keys. "I am sorry to disturb you like this, but the matter is important. Please bring me a cup of coffee into the library in half an hour."




  Groves, who was sorely perplexed, stood with his back to the door which Monsieur Louis had approached.




  "Really, sir," he answered, "I scarcely know what to say. I am afraid that I cannot allow you to interfere with any of my master's property in his absence."




  Monsieur Louis held out the keys.




  "Quite right!" he said. "It is an awkward situation, of course. Your master did not tell you the reason of his sudden departure, I suppose?"




  "Not a word, sir."




  "There can be no harm in telling you this much, at any rate," Monsieur Louis continued smoothly. "Your master, through no fault of his own, got mixed up in a very unpleasant affair in Paris, and he will have to appear in the courts there. I am his friend, and wish to do all that I can to help him. We have been talking the matter over, and I have strongly advised him to produce some papers which I think will help him materially. The police officer in whose charge he is would not allow him to return, so he handed me his keys and asked me to fetch them. I can assure you that I am your master's friend, and wish to do all that I can to help him. If he had not trusted me he would not have given me his keys, which no doubt you recognize."




  Groves reluctantly stood on one side.




  "I suppose I must let you in, sir," he said, "but I wish that the master had sent me a line."




  "We had neither pencil nor paper," Monsieur Louis said, "and the affair was urgent. I must be back in Norwich by eight o'clock."




  "I will prepare the coffee, sir," Groves said, turning away. "If you require more light the switches are behind the door."




  "Very good," Monsieur Louis said. "You need not have the slightest anxiety. I am here on your master's behalf."




  Groves hesitated, and looked for a moment curiously around the room. He seemed as though he had something else to say, but checked himself at the last moment and withdrew. Monsieur Louis drew a little breath of relief.




  He did not immediately proceed to work. He threw off his overcoat and lit a cigarette. His fingers were steady enough, but he was conscious of an unwonted sense of excitement. He was face to face with destiny. He had played before for great stakes, but never such as these. A single false step, an evil turn in the wheel of fortune, spelt death—and he was afraid to die. He moved to the sideboard. Everything there was as they had left it. He poured out some brandy and drank it off.




  With fresh courage he moved to the safe, which stood in the corner of the room. It must be there, if anywhere, that this precious document lay. He tried his keys one by one. At last he found the right one. The great door swung slowly open.




  He was spared all anxiety. There, on the top of a pile of legal-looking documents, leases, title-deeds, and the like, was a long envelope, and across it in Duncombe's sprawling writing these few words:—




  

    "Entrusted to me by Miss Poynton.—Sept. 4th."


  




  He grasped it in his fingers and tore open the envelope. As he read the single page of closely written writing his eyes seemed almost to protrude. He gave a little gasp. No wonder there were those who reckoned this single page of manuscript worth a great fortune. Every sentence, every word told its own story. It was a page of the world's history.




  Then a strange thing happened. Some part of him rebelled against the instinct which prompted him carefully to fold and place in his breast-pocket this wonderful find of his. His nerves seemed suddenly frozen in his body. There was a curious numb sensation at the back of his neck which forbade him to turn round. His hands shook, his teeth chattered. The sweat of death was upon his forehead and despair in his heart. He had heard nothing, seen nothing; yet he knew that he was no longer alone.




  When at last he turned round he turned his whole body. The muscles of his neck were numbed still his knees shook, and his face was ghastly. Monsieur Louis of the Café Montmartre, brave of tongue and gallant of bearing, had suddenly collapsed. Monsieur Louis, the drug-sodden degenerate of a family whose nobles had made gay the scaffolds of the Place de la République, cowered in his place.




  It was the worst upon which he looked with chattering teeth, but without surprise. The door of the inner room was open, and upon the threshold stood Toquet, small, dark, and saturnine—Toquet, with something which glittered in his hand, so that Monsieur Louis, already the prey of a diseased and ghastly imagination, felt the pain of the bullet in his heart. On an easy-chair by the fireside Henri de Bergillac was lounging, with a queer smile upon his lips.




  "My friend," he said quietly, though the scorn which underlay his words seemed to bite the air, "you have solved for us a double problem: first, how to account for the absence of our host; and secondly, how to open that very formidable-looking safe. You will be so good as to place upon the table that document which you hold in your hands."




  For a single second Monsieur Louis hesitated. Some lingering vestige of a courage, purely hereditary, showed him in one lightning-like flash how at least he might carry with him to a swift grave some vestige of his ruined self-respect. A traitor to his old friends, he might keep faith with the new. He had time to destroy. Even the agonies of death might last long enough to complete the task. But the impulse was only momentary. He shuddered afresh at the thought that he might have yielded to it. He threw it upon the table.




  The Vicomte rose to his feet, glanced through the closely written page with something of the same excitement which had inspired its recent possessor, and carefully buttoned it up in his breast-pocket. Then he turned once more to the man who stood before them broken and trembling.




  "Louis," he said, "you are the first traitor whom our society has hatched. I look upon you with curiosity as a thing I once called my friend. What imbecility prompted you to this?"




  Monsieur Louis found nerve to shrug his shoulders.




  "A million francs!" he answered.




  "Heavens, but what folly!" the Vicomte murmured. "Did we not all know that a German was in Paris who offered a million, or two million francs for the missing page of that treaty? Do you think that he was not watched day and night? Bah! I have no patience to talk of this. What have you done with our host?"




  "Arrested him for—Flossie! He is in a ditch half-way to Norwich."




  "Hurt?"




  "No! Chloroformed."




  "How did you get here?"




  "In an automobile from Lynn!"




  "Good! It waits for you?"




  "Yes."




  "We will take it. My good friend here, Toquet, is familiar with the neighborhood. As Mr. Fielding, the American millionaire, you learned the excellence of these roads for quick travelling, did you not, mon ami? So!"




  "You leave me here?" Monsieur Louis faltered.




  "Ay, to rot if you will!" the Vicomte answered with sudden harshness.




  "I will atone," Monsieur Louis faltered. "It was a single false step."




  De Bergillac looked down upon him with unspeakable contempt.




  "Atone! Listen, Louis! In this country you are safe. Crawl away into some hiding-place and make what you will of the rest of your days, but I will promise you this. If ever you set your feet upon one inch of France you shall meet with your deserts. There are many things which those who play the great game must pardon, but there is one crime for which no atonement is possible, and you have committed it. You are a traitor!"




  De Bergillac turned away. The effeminacy of his manner seemed to have disappeared under the strain of his extreme anger. It was his race, after all, which had asserted itself. And then the door was thrown suddenly open and a wild-looking figure confronted them.




  It was Duncombe, muddy from head to foot, pale and with a slight wound upon the temple, from which the blood had trickled down his face. He saw the open safe, and Monsieur Louis a pitiful figure, and he did not hesitate. He scarcely glanced at the others. He strode forward and seized the Baron by the collar.




  "Give me back what you have stolen, you blackguard!" he exclaimed.




  Monsieur Louis was breathless. It was the young Vicomte who interposed.




  "Our friend," he remarked suavely, "has not been successful in his little effort. The document he came to purloin is in my pocket, and here, Sir George, is my warrant for retaining possession of it."




  He held out a note which Duncombe took and read with a little sigh of relief.




  "Good!" he exclaimed. "You have the document?"




  De Bergillac tapped his breast-pocket.




  "It is here," he said.




  Duncombe turned to Monsieur Louis.




  "My arrest, then," he remarked, "was part of the game?"




  "Exactly!" De Bergillac answered. "This little document entrusted to your care by the young English lady was worth one million francs to the man who suborned our friend here. It was worth while—this little enterprise. The pity of it is that it has failed. Sir George, I go to Paris to-night. I offer you a safe conduct if you care to accompany me. L'affaire Poynton does not exist any more."




  "Can you give me ten minutes to change my clothes?" Duncombe asked eagerly.




  "No more," De Bergillac answered. "I will get rid of our friend here."




  There was a knock at the door. Groves entered with coffee. At the sight of his master he nearly dropped the tray.




  "It's all right," Duncombe said, smiling. "We had a little spill, and I've lost my bag. Pack me some more things quickly."




  "Very good, sir," Groves answered, and withdrew precipitately.




  De Bergillac laid his hand upon Duncombe's arm.




  "There is only one thing, my friend," he said. "I trust that it is Mr. Guy Poynton who is your friend, and not his beautiful sister? Eh? I am answered! The misfortune! Never mind! I will drink my coffee to les beaux yeux des autres!"
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  Three men were the sole occupants of the great room whose windows looked out upon the Louvre.




  The table around which they were seated was strewn with papers and maps. The door of the room was locked, and a sentry stood outside in the passage. The three men were busy making history.




  The man who occupied the seat at the head of the table was the Monsieur Grisson to whom Guy Poynton, at the instigation of the Duc de Bergillac, had told his story. It was he who was spokesman.




  "The situation," he said, "is one which bristles with difficulties. We will assume for a moment the truth of what we have certainly reasonable ground to believe. Russia has shown every sign of disappointment with us for our general attitude during the war. Our understanding with England has provoked a vigorous though unofficial protest from her representatives here. Since then our relations have become to a certain extent strained. Germany, ever on the look-out for complications which might lead to her own advantage, steps in. Her attitude towards Russia is changed to one of open and profound sympathy. Russia, in her desperate straits, rises like a starving fish to a fat fly. Here it is that our secret service steps in."




  "Our secret service—and her allies," one of the other men murmured.




  "Exactly! We pass now to the consideration of facts which need one thing only to justify our course of action. Evidence is brought to us that a secret meeting took place between the Czar of Russia and the Emperor of Germany. From all the information which we have collected that meeting was possible. I personally believe that it took place. A treaty is said to have been drawn up between them, having for its object the embroilment of England with Russia, and an alliance of Germany with Russia so far as regards her quarrel with England. We know that Germany is secretly mobilizing men and ships. We know that the ambition of the Emperor is to possess himself of the Colonies of Great Britain, if not actually to hold his court in London. We know that his jealousy of King Edward amounts to a disease. We know that he is a man of daring and violent temper, with an indomitable will and an unflinching belief in his own infallibility and the infallibility of his army and navy. We know that he has at least a dozen schemes for a sudden attack upon England, and mighty though the navy of Great Britain is, it is not in our opinion strong enough to protect her shore from the combined Baltic and German fleets and also protect her Colonies. England, through our friendship, has been warned. She proposes with most flattering alacrity the only possible counter-stroke—an alliance with ourselves. We must decide within twelve hours. The treaty lies upon my desk there. Upon us must rest the most momentous decision which any Frenchman within our recollection has been called upon to make. What have you to say, gentlemen?"




  There was a short silence. Then the man who sat at Monsieur Grisson's right hand spoke.




  "The issues before us," he said slowly, "are appalling. Every Frenchman's blood must boil at the thought of Germany greedily helping herself to the mighty wealth and power of Great Britain—becoming by this single master-stroke the strongest nation on earth, able to dictate even to us, and to send her word unchallenged throughout the world. It is a hideous picture! It must mean the abandonment forever of the hope of every true Frenchman. Every minute will become a menace to us. Wilhelm, the arrogant, with British gold and British ships at his back, will never forget to flaunt himself before us to our eternal humiliation."




  "You are taking it for granted," his neighbor remarked, "that Germany will be successful."




  "The odds are in her favor," was the quiet reply. "The navy of Great Britain is immense, but her sea front, so to speak, is enormous. She is open to be the prey of a sudden swift attack, and the moment has never been more favorable."




  "Let all these things be granted," the third man said. "Even then, are we free to enter into this alliance with England? Our treaty with Russia remains. We have no proof that she has broken faith with us. If this secret treaty between Russia and Germany really exists, it is, of course, another matter. But does it? We have nothing but the word of an English boy. The rest is all assumption. The whole affair might be a nightmare. We might sign this treaty with England, and find afterwards that we had been the victim of a trick. We should be perjured before the face of all Europe, and our great financial interest in Russia would at once be placed in a perilous position."




  A telephone upon the table rang softly. Monsieur Grisson held the receiver to his ear and listened. Then he rose to his feet.




  "Count von Munchen desires a word with me," he announced. "He pledges himself not to keep me more than five minutes. I had better receive him. Excuse me, gentlemen."




  The two men were left alone. The elder and stouter of the two busied himself with an inch rule and an atlas. He seemed to be making calculations as to the distance between Cherbourg and a certain spot in the North Sea.




  "What is the chief's own mind?" his companion asked. "Does any one know?"




  The other shook his head.




  "Who can say? Our ties of friendship with England are too recent to make this a matter of sentiment. I believe that without proof he fears to accept this statement. And yet above all things he fears Germany. There was some talk of a missing page of the actual treaty between Russia and Germany. If this could be found I believe that he would sign the draft treaty."




  "I myself," the other said, "do not believe that England would be so easily overpowered."




  "It is the suddenness and treachery of the attack which counts so greatly in its favor," his companion said. "It might be all over in two days before she could assemble a fifth part of her forces. If our information is correct Germany has men enough mobilized to run huge risks. Besides, you know how Lafarge's report ran, and what he said. The German army is beginning to suffer from a sort of dry rot, as must all institutions which fulfil a different purpose than that for which they exist. The Emperor knows it. If war does not come Germany will have to face severe military troubles."




  "I myself am for the alliance!"




  "And I," the other replied, "if proof of this Germano-Russian understanding could be produced."




  Monsieur Grisson returned. He carefully closed and locked the door behind him.




  "Gentlemen," he said, "the German Ambassador has just left me. His mission in every way confirms our secret information. He has been instructed to inquire as to our attitude in the event of any British interference with the Baltic Fleet while in home waters."




  The two men looked up expectantly. Monsieur Grisson continued:—




  "I replied that it was a contingency which we scarcely thought it worth while to consider. I expressed my firm belief that England would observe all the conventions, written and understood, of international law."




  "And he?"




  "He was not satisfied, of course. He declared that he had certain information that England was making definite plans with a view to ensure the delay of the fleet. He went on to say that Germany was determined not to tolerate any such thing, and he concludes that we, as Russia's ally, would at any rate remain neutral should Germany think it her duty to interfere."




  "And your reply?"




  "I answered that in the event of untoward happenings France would act as her honor dictated—remaining always mindful of the obligations of her alliance. He was quite satisfied."




  "He had no suspicion of this?" the young man asked, touching the treaty with his forefinger.




  "None. It is believed in Germany that the young Englishman was really found drowned in the Seine after a short career of dissipation. Our friends served us well here. Now, gentlemen, the English Ambassador will be here in twenty minutes. What am I to say to him? Do we sign this draft agreement or do we not?"




  There was a silence which lasted nearly a minute. Then the younger of the two men spoke.




  "Sir," he said respectfully, "without some proof of Russia's falsity I cannot see how in honor we can depart from our treaty obligations with her to the extent of signing an agreement with her putative enemy. England must fight her own battle, and God help her!"




  "And you?" Monsieur Grisson asked, turning to the third man.




  "I agree," was the regretful answer. "If this treacherous scheme is carried out I believe that France will be face to face with the greatest crisis she has known in history. Even then I dare not suggest that we court dishonor by breaking an alliance with a friend in distress."




  "You are right, gentlemen," Monsieur Grisson said with a sigh. "We must tell Lord Fothergill that our relations with his country must remain unfettered. I——"




  Again the telephone bell rang. Monsieur Grisson listened, and replied with a sudden return to his old briskness of manner.




  "It is young De Bergillac," he announced. "He has been in England in search of that missing page of the treaty. I have told them to show him in."




  The Vicomte entered, paler than ever from recent travel, and deeply humiliated from the fact that there was a smut upon his collar which he had had no time to remove. He presented a paper to Monsieur Grisson and bowed. The President spread it out upon the table, and the faces of the three men as they read became a study. Monsieur Grisson rang the bell.




  "Monsieur le Duc de Bergillac and a young English gentleman," he told the attendant, "are in my private retiring-room. Desire their presence."




  The servant withdrew. The three men looked at one another.




  "If this is genuine!" the younger murmured.




  "It is the Russian official paper," his vis-à-vis declared, holding it up to the light.




  Then the Duc de Bergillac and Guy Poynton were ushered in. Monsieur Grisson rose to his feet.




  "Monsieur Poynton," he said, "we have all three heard your story as to what you witnessed in the forest of Pozen. It is part of your allegation that a page of writing from the private car which you were watching was blown to your feet, and that you picked it up and brought it to Paris with you. Look at this sheet of paper carefully. Tell me if it is the one."




  Guy glanced at it for a moment, and handed it back.




  "It is certainly the one," he answered. "If you look at the back you will see my initials there and the date."




  Monsieur Grisson turned it over quickly. The two other men looked over his shoulder, and one of them gave a little exclamation. The initials and date were there.




  Then Monsieur Grisson turned once more to Guy. He was not a tall man, but he had dignity, and his presence was impressive. He spoke very slowly.




  "Monsieur Guy Poynton," he said, "it is not often that so great an issue—that the very destinies of two great countries must rest upon the simple and uncorroborated story of one man. Yet that is the position in which we stand to-day. Do not think that you are being treated with distrust. I speak to you not on behalf of myself, but for the millions of human beings whose welfare is my care, and for those other millions of your own countrymen, whose interests must be yours. I ask you solemnly—is this story of yours word for word a true one?"




  Guy looked him in the face resolutely, and answered without hesitation.




  "On my honor as an Englishman," he declared, "it is true!"




  Monsieur Grisson held out his hand.




  "Thank you!" he said.




  The three men were again alone. The man who controlled the destinies of France dipped his pen in the ink.




  "Gentlemen," he said, "do you agree with me that I shall sign this draft?"




  "We do!" they both answered.




  The President signed his name. Then he turned the handle of the telephone.




  "You may show Lord Fothergill in!" he ordered.
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  It was perhaps as well for Andrew Pelham that he could not see Phyllis' look as she entered the room. An English gentleman, she had been told, was waiting to see her, and she had thought of no one but Duncombe. It was true that she had sent him away, but only an hour ago the Marquise had told her that her emancipation was close at hand. He too might have had a hint! The little smile, however, died away from her lips as she saw who was waiting for her with such manifest impatience.




  "You, Andrew!" she exclaimed in amazement. "Why, however did you find me out?"




  He took both her hands in his. The look upon his face was transfiguring.




  "At last! At last!" he exclaimed. "Never mind how I found you! Tell me, what does it all mean? Are you here of your own free will?"




  "Absolutely!" she answered.




  "It was you at Runton?"




  "Yes."




  "Under a false name—with a man who committed robbery!"




  She shrugged her shoulders a little wearily.




  "My dear Andrew!" she said, "I will admit that I have been doing all manner of incomprehensible things. I couldn't explain everything. It would take too long. What I did, I did for Guy's sake, and of my own free will. It will be all over in a day or two now, and we shall be coming back to Raynesworth. Then I will tell you tales of our adventures which will make your hair stand on end."




  "It isn't true about Guy, then?" he exclaimed.




  She hesitated for a moment.




  "Andrew," she said, "I cannot tell you anything. It must sound rather horrid of me, but I cannot help it. I want you to go away. In a day or two I will write."




  He looked at her in pained bewilderment.




  "But, Phyllis," he protested, "I am one of your oldest friends! You ask me to go away and leave you here with strangers, without a word of explanation. Why, I have been weeks searching for you."




  "Andrew," she said, "I know it. I don't want to be unkind. I don't want you to think that I have forgotten that you are, as you say, one of my oldest friends. But there are times when one's friends are a source of danger rather than pleasure. Frankly, this is one of them."




  His face darkened. He looked slowly around the magnificent room. He saw little, but what he could distinguish was impressive.




  "Your riddles," he said gravely, "are hard to read. You want me to go away and leave you here."




  "You must," she said firmly.




  "Did you treat Duncombe like this?" he asked in a blind fit of jealousy.




  "You have not the right to ask me such a question," she answered coldly.




  "Not the right! Not the right!" he repeated. "Who else has, then? Haven't I watched you grow from a beautiful, capricious child into the woman you are? Haven't I taught you, played with you, done your bidding blindly ever since you came into your kingdom? Haven't I felt the pain and the joy of you in my heart? Who else has a better right, then? Duncombe, who came here, a stranger to you—or is it one of your new friends?"




  She came close to him, and laid her hand upon his shoulder.




  "Don't be foolish, Andrew!" she said softly.




  His whole expression changed. The bitterness left his tone.




  "Ah, Phyllis!" he said. "That is more like yourself."




  "And I want you," she said, "to be like your old self. You have always been my best friend, Andrew. I hope you will always be that."




  He tried to look into her face. It seemed to him that there was a little unnecessary emphasis in her words.




  "I am not a child now, you know," she continued. "I am quite old enough to take care of myself. You must believe that, Andrew. You must go away, and not worry about me. You will do this, please, because I ask you!"




  "If I must," he said reluctantly. "I will go away, but not to worry about you—that is impossible. You seem to be surrounded by all the mediæval terrors which confronted the emancipation of princesses in our fairy books. Only a short time ago Duncombe implored me to follow his example, and leave you and Paris alone. The detective whom I brought with me has been shadowed ever since we left Paris. Last night he left me for a few hours, and this morning comes a note from the hospital. He is lying there with the back of his head beaten in—garotters, of course, the police say, looking for plunder. How can you ask me to be easy in my mind about you?"




  She smiled reassuringly.




  "No harm will come to me here, I can promise you," she said. "It is you who run the most risk if you only knew it. Sir George Duncombe gave you the best advice when he tried to get you to return to England."




  "I cannot leave Lloyd now until he has recovered," Andrew answered. "Tell me, Phyllis, has Duncombe found you out? Has he been here?"




  "Yes," she answered. "I sent him away—as I am sending you."




  "Has he ever told you," Andrew asked, "why he was willing in the first instance to come to Paris in search of you?"




  "No," she answered. "Wasn't it because he was your friend?"




  He shook his head.




  "It is his affair, not mine," he said with a sigh. "Ask him some day."




  "You won't tell me, Andrew?"




  "No! I will go now! You know where to send for me if you should need help. I can find my way down, thank you. I have a guide from the hotel outside."




  The Marquise swept into the room as he passed out, an impression of ermine and laces and perfume.




  "Another of your English lovers, ma belle?" she asked.




  "Scarcely that," Phyllis answered. "He is a very old friend, and he was rather hard to get rid of."




  "I think," the Marquise said, "you would get rid of all very willingly for the sake of one, eh?"




  The Marquise stared insolently into the girl's face. Phyllis only laughed.




  "One is usually considered the ideal number—in our country," she remarked demurely.




  "But the one?" the Marquise continued. "He would not be one of these cold, heavy countrymen of yours, no? You have learnt better perhaps over here?"




  It was a cross-examination, but Phyllis could not imagine its drift.




  "I have not had very much opportunity over here, have I, to amend my ideals?" she asked. "I think the only two Frenchmen I have met are the Marquis and that languid young man with the green tie, the Vicomte de Bergillac, wasn't it?"




  The Marquise watched her charge closely.




  "Well," she said, "he is comme il faut, is he not? You find him more elegant, more chic than your Englishmen, eh?"




  Phyllis shook her head regretfully.




  "To me," she admitted, "he seemed like an exceedingly precocious spoilt child!"




  "He is twenty-three," the Marquise declared.




  Phyllis laughed softly.




  "Well," she said, "I do not think that I shall amend my ideals for the sake of the Vicomte de Bergillac!"




  The Marquise looked at her doubtfully.




  "Tell me, child," she said, "you mean, then, that of the two—your English Sir George Duncombe and Henri—you would prefer Sir George?"




  Phyllis looked at her with twinkling eyes.




  "You would really like to know?" she asked.




  "Yes!"




  "Sir George Duncombe—infinitely!"




  The Marquise seemed to have recovered her good spirits.




  "Come, little one," she said, "you lose color in the house. I will take you for a drive!"


  




  Andrew, conscious that he was being followed, sat down outside a café on his way homewards, and bade his guide leave him for a little time. Instantly there was the soft rustle of feminine skirts by his side, and a woman seated herself on the next chair.




  "Monsieur has not been up to the Café Montmartre lately!"




  Pelham turned his head. It was the young lady from Vienna.




  "No!" he answered. "I have not been there since I had the pleasure of seeing Mademoiselle!"




  "Monsieur has discovered all that he wanted to know?"




  He nodded a little wearily.




  "Yes, I think so!"




  She drew her chair quite close to his. The sable of her turban hat almost brushed his cheek, and the perfume of the violets at her bosom was strong in his nostrils.




  "Monsieur has seen the young lady?"




  "I have seen her," he answered.




  "Monsieur is indebted to me," she said softly, "for some information. Let me ask him one question. Is it true, this story in the newspapers, of the finding of this young man's body? Is Monsieur Guy Poynton really dead?"




  "I know no more than we all read in the newspapers," he answered.




  "His sister spoke of him as dead?" she asked.




  "I cannot discuss this matter with you, Mademoiselle," he answered.




  "Monsieur is ungrateful," she declared with a little grimace. "It is only that which I desire to know. He was such a beau garçon, that young Englishman. You will tell me that?" she whispered.




  He shook his head.




  "Mademoiselle will excuse me," he said. "I am going to take a carriage to my hotel!"




  "It is on the way to leave me at my rooms, if you will be so kind," she suggested, laying her hand upon his arm.




  "Mademoiselle will excuse me," he answered, turning away. "Good afternoon."




  Mademoiselle also took a carriage, and drove to a large house at the top of the Champs Élysées. She was at once admitted, and passed with the air of one familiar with the place into a small room at the back of the house, where a man was sitting at a table writing. He looked up as she entered.




  "Well?"




  She threw herself into a chair.




  "I have been following the Englishman, Pelham, all day," she said in German. "He has seen Miss Poynton. I have talked with him since at a café, but he would tell me nothing. He has evidently been warned."




  The man grumbled as he resumed his writing.




  "That fact alone should be enough for us," he remarked. "If there is anything to conceal we can guess what it is. These amateurs who are in league with the secret service are the devil! I would as soon resign. What with them and the regular secret service, Paris is an impossible city for us. Where we would watch we are watched ourselves. The streets and cafés bristle with spies! I do not wonder that you find success so difficult, Mademoiselle!"




  "I haven't done so badly!" she protested.




  "No, for you have not been set easy tasks. Can you tell me, though, where that young Englishman disappeared to when he left the Café Montmartre before your very eyes? Can you tell me whether the secret service got hold of his story, how much the French Government believed of it, whether they have communicated with the English Government, and how much they know? Beyond these things, it is not your province to see, or mine, Mademoiselle, and it is not for us to guess at or inquire into the meaning of things. Tell me, is it worth while to have this man Pelham put out of the way for a time?"




  She shook her head.




  "I do not think so," she answered. "He is quite stupid. The other, Sir George Duncombe, he was different. If he had stayed in Paris he would have been worth watching."




  A bell rang. The man rose.




  "The chief!" he said. "Be at the café to-night."




  Mademoiselle went away thoughtfully.




  "It is over this affair," she said to herself. "Carl knows everything!"
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  Spencer, whose recovery during the last few days had been as rapid as the first development of his indisposition, had just changed for dinner, and was lighting a cigarette d'appertit when, without waiting to be announced, the Vicomte de Bergillac entered the room. Spencer, with lightning-like intuition, knew that his time was come.




  "Off with your coat, man, and get your code books out. I am going to give you the most sensational story which has ever appeared in your paper!" he exclaimed. "Only, remember this! It must appear to-morrow morning. I am arranging for the French papers to have it. Yours shall be the only English journal. Glance through these sheets. They contain the story of l'affaire Poynton!"




  Spencer was master of the gist of the thing in a very few moments. His eyes were bright with excitement.




  "Who guarantees this?" he asked quickly.




  "My uncle has signed it," Henri de Bergillac answered, "and at the bottom of the page there you will see a still more distinguished signature. You understand l'affaire Poynton now? It is very simple. That English boy actually witnessed a meeting between the Czar and the Emperor, and turns up in Paris with a loose sheet of a treaty between the two, relative to an attack upon England. Our people got hold of him at the Café Montmartre, and we have hidden him away ever since. Our friends, the Germans, who seem to have had some suspicions about him, have filled the city with spies, but from the first we have kept them off the scent. We had a little difficulty in convincing our friends your country-people, but we managed to borrow a few papers from the German Ambassador whilst he was staying at a country-house in England, which were sufficient."




  Spencer was already writing. His coat lay on the floor where he had thrown it.




  "Don't go for a moment, De Bergillac," he said. "I want to ask you a few things. I can talk and code at the same time. What about Miss Poynton?"




  "Well, we had to take care of her too," De Bergillac said. "Of course all her inquiries over here would have led to nothing, but they knew her at the English Embassy, so we walked her off from the Café Montmartre one night and took her to a friend of mine, the Marquise de St. Ethol. We told her a little of the truth, and a little, I'm afraid, which was an exaggeration. Anyhow, we kept her quiet, and we got her to go to England for us with Toquet. They had a very narrow shave down at Runton, by the by."




  "After this," Spencer said with a smile, "the secret service people proper will have to look to their laurels. It is a triumph for the amateurs."




  The Vicomte twirled his tiny black moustache.




  "Yes," he said, "we have justified ourselves. It has cost us something, though!"




  "You mean?"




  "Louis!"




  Spencer stopped writing.




  "It was an affair of a million francs," the Vicomte said. "I hope he has got the money."




  Spencer resumed his work.




  "The Baron a traitor!" he exclaimed. "Where is he?"




  "In England! We are not vindictive. If the Germans paid him a million francs they got nothing for it. He has been watched from the first. We knew of it the moment he came to terms with them. He only knows bare facts. Nothing beyond. He is going to Brazil, I think. We shall not interfere."




  "Tell me why," Spencer said, "you were so down on all of us who joined in the search for the Poyntons."




  "We could not afford to run any risks of your discovering a clue," De Bergillac answered, "because you in your turn were closely watched by German spies, hoping to discover them through you. That is why we had to strike hard at all of you who interfered. I was sorry for little Flossie—but she knew the risk she ran. We had to stop you, induce Duncombe to leave Paris, and knock on the head a fool of an English detective for fear he might discover something. Monsieur Pelham was getting into danger, but, of course, it is all over now. To-morrow we are bringing Guy into Paris."




  Spencer nodded.




  "Where is Duncombe?" he asked.




  "Back in Paris," De Bergillac answered. "Arrived here with me to-day. He is much in love with the beautiful sister. Alas! It was to him that she entrusted the missing page of that treaty which she found in her brother's luggage. Some day I must tell you of my adventures in England last night, when I went over to get it and found Louis a little ahead of me."




  "Some day," Spencer murmured, writing for dear life, with the perspiration streaming down his forehead. "My dear Vicomte, do you mind ringing the bell? I want my servant. I must telegraph my paper to warn them of this. They must clear two columns of type for me."




  The Vicomte did as he was asked. Then he turned towards the door.




  "I will leave you," he said. "The dust of England is still in my throat. Absinthe, a bath and dinner! Au revoir, mon ami! Confess that I have kept the promise which Louis made you. It is what you call a coup this, eh?"




  Out on the boulevards the papers were selling like wildfire. The Vicomte bought one, and sitting down outside a café ordered absinthe. The great headlines attracted him at once. He sipped his absinthe and smiled to himself.




  "The play commences!" he murmured. "I must return to Monsieur Spencer."




  Spencer was still working like a madman.




  "I must interrupt you for a moment," De Bergillac said. "I have brought you an evening paper. The Baltic Fleet has sunk half a dozen English fishing-boats and the whole country is in a frenzy. It is the beginning."




  Spencer nodded.




  "Leave the paper, there's a good fellow," he said. "I will look it through presently. If there is time—if there is only time this will be the greatest night of my life. No other paper has a hint, you say?"




  "Not one!"




  "If I could put back the clock a single hour," Spencer muttered. "Never mind! Williams, more sheets!"




  De Bergillac took his leave. He had telephoned for his motor, which was waiting outside. He gave the order to drive to his rooms. On the way he passed the great pile of buildings in the Louvre. In a room at the extreme end of the pile a light was burning. De Bergillac looked at it curiously. A small brougham, which he recognized, stood outside.




  "If one could see inside," he muttered. "It should be interesting!"


  




  In a sense it was interesting. Monsieur Grisson sat there in front of his open table. His secretary's place by his side was vacant. Opposite sat a tall man with gray hair and dark moustache. He was dressed for the evening, and his breast glittered with stars and orders.




  "It is exceedingly kind of you, Monsieur," he said, "to grant me this interview at so short notice. I was most anxious to apprise you of news, which as yet I believe has not found its way into your papers. You have read accounts of a Russian attack upon an English fishing-fleet, but you have not yet been informed of the presence—the undoubted presence—of Japanese torpedo-boats concealed amongst them."




  Monsieur Grisson raised his eyebrows.




  "Indeed no!" he answered. "We have not even heard a rumor of anything of the sort."




  "Nevertheless, their presence was indubitable," the Prince declared. "In those circumstances, Monsieur, you can doubtless understand that our reply to any protests on the part of England will be of an unpacific nature. We should not for a moment allow ourselves to be dictated to by the allies of our enemy."




  "Naturally!" Monsieur Grisson answered. "On the other hand, you surely do not wish to embroil yourself in a quarrel with England at the present moment?"




  "We wish to quarrel with no one," the Prince answered haughtily. "At the same time, we are not afraid of England. We recognize the fact that if war should come it is an independent affair, and does not come under the obligations of our alliance. We ask, therefore, for your neutrality alone."




  Monsieur Grisson bowed.




  "But, Prince," he said gravely, "you speak lightly enough of the possibilities of war, but surely you must know that the English fleet in the Channel and at Gibraltar altogether outmatches the Baltic Fleet?"




  "A Russian," the Prince answered grandly, "is not afraid of great odds!"




  Monsieur Grisson bowed.




  "For the sake of humanity," he said, "I trust most sincerely that the affair may be peaceably arranged. If the contrary should turn out to be the case, I can only say that in a quarrel which concerns Russia and England alone, France would remain benevolently neutral. As you have remarked, the obligations of our treaty do not apply to such a case."




  The Prince played nervously with the star at his chest. Both men were well aware that up to now they had been merely playing with words.




  "There is another contingency," the Russian remarked, "which, now we are upon the subject, it would perhaps be as well to allude to. The relations between Germany and England, as you know, just now are very sorely strained. If Germany should take advantage of the present situation to make a demonstration against England, that, of course, would not, from your point of view, affect the situation?"




  Monsieur Grisson looked like a man who sees before him amazing things.




  "My dear Prince," he said, "do not let us misunderstand one another. You cannot by any possibility be suggesting that Germany might associate herself with you in your resistance to possible English demands?"




  The Russian leaned back in his chair.




  "Germany is on the spot," he remarked, "and knows the fact of the case. She has proofs of the presence of Japanese torpedo-boats amongst the English fishing-fleet. Her natural love of fair play might possibly lead her to espouse our cause in this particular instance. This, of course, would make for peace. If Germany commands, England will obey. She could not do otherwise."




  "You have introduced, my dear Prince," Monsieur Grisson said, "an altogether new phase of this question, and one which merits the most grave consideration. Am I to understand that there is any arrangement between Germany and yourself with respect to this question?"




  "Scarcely anything so definite as an arrangement," the Prince answered. "Merely an understanding!"




  Monsieur Grisson had the air of a man who had just received grave tidings of his dearest friend.




  "Is this, Monsieur le Prince," he said, "entirely in accord with our own treaty obligations?"




  "We do not consider it to be in contravention to them," the Prince answered.




  The gravity of Monsieur Grisson's manner grew even more pronounced.




  "My dear Prince," he said, "you are doubtless aware that during the last few weeks there have been some very strange rumors about as to a meeting between your master and the Emperor of Germany, and an agreement which was forthwith signed between them. I need not remark that all such rumors were entirely discredited here. Such a meeting kept secret from us would of course be very seriously considered here."




  The Prince smiled. He remained admirably self-possessed, though the very veins in his forehead were swollen with anger.




  "A canard of the sort has reached my ears," he remarked. "Some English boy, I believe, imagined or dreamed that he saw some such meeting. We scarcely need, I think, to discuss this seriously."




  "Personally I agree with you," Monsieur Grisson said smoothly. "My ministry, however, seem to have been a little impressed by the boy's story. An autograph letter from the Czar, denying it, would perhaps make our negotiations more easy."




  "It shall be forthcoming," the Prince remarked, rising. "By the by, I hear reports of great activity from Cherbourg. More manœuvres, eh?"




  Monsieur Grisson shrugged his shoulders.




  "Our new naval chief," he remarked, "is a marvel of industry. You know the English proverb about the new broom, eh?"




  The Prince bowed.




  "During the next few hours," he remarked, "many things may happen. You will be always accessible?"




  "I shall not leave my post, Prince!" Monsieur Grisson answered. "You will find me here at any time!"
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  On the following morning the inhabitants of London, Paris, Berlin, and St. Petersburg for a sum varying from a halfpenny to a penny were treated to sensationalism as thrilling as any six-shilling shocker hot from the press and assured of its half-million circulation. One English and one French newspaper outdid their competitors by publishing side by side with their account of the exploits of the Russian fleet a marvellous but circumstantial story of a meeting and alliance between the rulers of Germany and Russia. The eyes of the whole world were turned towards Kiel, and more wonderful rumors still flashed backwards and forwards along the wires throughout Europe. A great mobilization can be kept secret up to a certain point, but when men and ships are collected and ready the truth must out.




  At an unusually early hour Monsieur Grisson, supported now by two members of his ministry, received a visit from the Russian and German Ambassadors, Prince Korndoff and Count von Munchen. The usual compliments were quickly exchanged.




  "I have asked my friend Count von Munchen to accompany me," Prince Korndoff explained, "because we are here to speak with you on a matter concerning which our interests are identical. You have read the demands which England has dared to lay before my master with reference to the encounter in the North Sea."




  Monsieur Grisson bowed.




  "I have studied them with great interest," he admitted.




  "I do not need tell you then that they are scouted with indignation by my master and his advisers," the Prince answered. "Neither shall we permit for a single moment the detention of our fleet upon its mission."




  "That means, then, war with England," Monsieur Grisson remarked quietly.




  "Unless they instantly withdraw their insolent demands—undoubtedly," the Prince answered.




  Monsieur Grisson turned to the German.




  "And you, Count," he asked, "how does this concern you?"




  "We also," the Count answered, "consider the demands of England unwarrantable. We believe that there were undoubtedly Japanese torpedo boats concealed amongst the English fishing fleet, and we consider that the action of the Admiral in command of the Russian fleet was fully justified."




  "You are prepared, then, to give Russia your moral support?" the President asked.




  "We are prepared to do more," the Count answered boldly. "If England persists in her demands we are prepared to demonstrate against her."




  Monsieur Grisson assumed a very grave expression.




  "I too," he said, "have lost no time in endeavoring to solve the mystery of this North Sea incident. I have been in communication with the English Ambassador, and I have collected all the evidence possible. There is absolutely no proof obtainable of the presence of any Japanese craft amongst the English fishing fleet. I submit, therefore, that this is a case for arbitration. I consider that up to the present our friends on the other side of the Channel have displayed commendable moderation in a time of great excitement, and I am happy to say that I have the authority of Lord Fothergill himself for saying that they will consent to submitting the affair to a commission of arbitration."




  The President's words were received with chilling silence. It was the Prince, who, after a short silence, replied.




  "Arbitration," he said coldly, "does not commend itself to us. We have been insulted. Our country and our gallant fleet have been held up to ridicule throughout the whole English Press. We are tired of being dictated to and bullied by a weaker Power—the openly declared ally of our enemy. England has long been seeking for a casus belli with us. At last she has found it."




  Monsieur Grisson whispered for a moment to one of his colleagues. Then he turned once more to the Prince.




  "Let us understand one another, Monsieur le Prince!" he said, "and you, Count von Munchen! You have come to announce to me your intention to jointly make war upon England. St. Petersburg is to refuse her demands, England will naturally strike at the Baltic Fleet, and Germany will send her fleet to the rescue, and at the same time land troops somewhere in the North of England. Russia, I presume, will withdraw her troops from Manchuria and strike at India!"




  "No, no!" Count von Munchen protested. "I can assure you, Monsieur, it is not our intention to land a single German soldier in England. We are interested only to see fair play to Russia. We require that the Baltic Fleet shall be allowed to go on its way without molestation."




  The President faced the last speaker. His gray bushy eyebrows met in a frown.




  "Then what, Count," he asked, "is the meaning of the mobilization of two hundred thousand men at Kiel? What is the meaning of your State railroads running west being closed last night to all public traffic? Why have you cabled huge orders for Government supplies? Why were you running trains all last night to the coast? Do you suppose that our secret service slumbers—that we are a nation of babies?"




  The Count made an effort to retain his composure.




  "Monsieur le Président," he said, "the reports which have reached you have been much exaggerated. It is necessary for us to back up our protests to England by a show of force!"




  Monsieur Grisson smiled.




  "Enough of this, gentlemen!" he said. "We will now talk to one another as men who have weighty affairs to deal with simply and directly. The story of the meeting between your two rulers which you, Prince Korndoff, have alluded to as a fairy tale, was a perfectly true one. I have known of that meeting some time, and I have certain proof of what transpired at it. The North Sea incident was no chance affair. It was a deliberately and skilfully arranged casus belli, although your admiral, Prince Korndoff, had to go one hundred miles out of his way to find the Dogger Bank fishing-fleet. You spoke to me last night of Cherbourg, Prince. I think that after all your secret service is scarcely so successful as mine, for I can assure you that you will find there all that is to be found to-day at Kiel."




  The Prince was amazed.




  "But, Monsieur le Président," he exclaimed, "you cannot mean—you, our ally——"




  The President extended a forefinger.




  "It was no part of our alliance," he said sternly, "that you should make a secret treaty with another Power and keep hidden from us no less a scheme than the invasion of England. My Cabinet have dealt with this matter on its own merits. I have the honor to tell you, gentlemen, that I have concluded an alliance with England to come into effect in the case of your carrying out your present intention. For every army corps you succeed in landing in England I too shall land one, only, I think, with less difficulty, and for every German ship which clears for action in the North Sea two French ones will be prepared to meet her."




  "I think, Monsieur le Président," he said stiffly, "that this discussion had better be postponed until after I have had an opportunity of communicating with my Imperial master. I must confess, sir, that your attitude is a complete surprise to me."




  "As you will, sir," the President answered. "I am perhaps more a man of affairs than a diplomatist, and I have spoken to you with less reserve than is altogether customary. But I shall never believe that diplomacy which chooses the dark and tortuous ways of intrigue and misrepresentation is best calculated to uphold and strengthen the destinies of a great nation. I wish you good morning, gentlemen!"


  




  For forty-eight hours the war fever raged, and the pendulum swung backwards and forwards. The cables between Berlin and St. Petersburg were never idle. There was a rumor, amongst those behind the scenes, of an enormous bribe offered to France in return for her neutrality alone. Its instantaneous and scornful refusal practically brought the crisis to an end. The German hosts melted away, and the Baltic Fleet passed on. St. Petersburg accepted the British demands, and a commission of arbitration was appointed. Henri de Bergillac read out the news from the morning paper, and yawned.




  "C'est fini—l'affaire Poynton!" he remarked. "You can get ready as soon as you like, Guy. I am going to take you into Paris to your sister!"




  Guy looked up eagerly.




  "My pardon?" he asked.




  The Vicomte made a wry face.




  "Heavens!" he exclaimed, "I forgot that there were still explanations to make. Fill your abominable pipe, mon ami, and think that to-morrow or the next day you may be in your beloved England. Think how well we have guarded you here when a dozen men were loose in Paris who would have killed you on sight. Remember that in the underground history of England you will be known always as the man who saved his country. I shouldn't wonder in the least if you weren't decorated when you get home. Think of all these things—hard!"




  "All right!" Guy answered. "Go ahead!"




  "You never killed any one. The duel was a fake. You were—not exactly sober. That was entirely our fault, and we had to invent some plan to induce you to come into hiding peacefully. Voilà tout! It is forgiven?"




  Guy laughed a great laugh of relief.




  "Rather!" he exclaimed. "What an ass I must have seemed, asking that old Johnny for a pardon."




  The Vicomte smiled.




  "The old Johnny, Guy, was the President of France. He wanted to know afterwards what the devil you meant."




  Guy rose to his feet.




  "If you tell me anything else," he said, "I shall want to punch your head."




  The Vicomte laughed.




  "Come," he said, "I will return you to your adorable sister!"
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  Monsieur Albert was not often surprised, and still less often did he show it. The party, however, who trooped cheerily into his little restaurant at something after midnight on this particular morning, succeeded in placing him at a disadvantage.




  First there was the Vicomte de Bergillac, one of his most important and influential patrons for many reasons, whose presence alone was more than sufficient guarantee for whoever might follow. Then there was the Marquise de St. Ethol, one of the haute noblesse, to welcome whom was a surpassing honor.




  And then Monsieur Guy Poynton, the young English gentleman, whose single appearance here a few weeks back had started all the undercurrents of political intrigue, and who for the justification of French journalism should at that moment have been slowly dying at the Morgue.




  And with him the beautiful young English lady who had come in search of him, and who, as she had left the place in the small hours of the morning with Monsieur Louis, should certainly not now have reappeared as charming and as brilliant as ever, her eyes soft with happiness, and her laugh making music more wonderful than the violins of his little orchestra.




  And following her the broad-shouldered young Englishman, Sir George Duncombe, who had once entertained a very dangerous little party in his private room upstairs, and against whom the dictum had gone forth.




  And following him the Englishman with the heavy glasses, whom l'affaire Poynton had also brought before to his café, and with whom Mademoiselle from Austria had talked long and earnestly.




  And lastly Monsieur Spencer, the English journalist, also with a black cross after his name, but seemingly altogether unconscious of it.




  Monsieur Albert was not altogether at his best. Such a mixture of sheep and goats confused him. It was the Vicomte who, together with the head waiter, arranged a redistribution of tables so that the whole party could sit together. It was the Vicomte who constituted himself host. He summoned Monsieur Albert to him.




  "Albert," he said, with a little wave of the hand, "these ladies and gentlemen are my friends. To quote the words of my charming young companion here, Monsieur Guy Poynton, whom you may possibly remember"—Monsieur Albert bowed—"we are on the bust! I do not know the precise significance of the phrase any more than I suppose you do, but it means amongst other things a desire for the best you have to eat and to drink. Bring Pomeroy '92, Albert, and send word to your chef that we desire to eat without being hungry!"




  Monsieur Albert hurried away, glad of the opportunity to escape. Guy leaned back in his chair and looked around with interest.




  "Same old place," he remarked, "and by Jove, there's the young lady from Austria."




  The young lady from Austria paid her bill and departed somewhat hastily. The Vicomte smiled.




  "I think we shall frighten a few of them away to-night!" he remarked. "The wine! Good! We shall need magnums to drown our regrets, if indeed our English friends desert us to-morrow. Monsieur Guy Poynton, unconscious maker of history and savior of your country, I congratulate you upon your whole skin, and I drink your health."




  Guy drank, and, laughing, refilled his glass.




  "And to you, the best of amateur conspirators and most charming of hosts," he said. "Come soon to England and bring your automobile, and we will conspire against you with a policeman and a stopwatch."




  The Vicomte sighed and glanced towards Phyllis.




  "In happier circumstances!" he murmured, and then catching the Marquise's eye, he was silent.




  The band played English music, and the chef sent them up a wonderful omelette. Mademoiselle Ermine, from the Folies Bergères, danced in the small space between the tables, and the Vicomte, buying a cluster of pink roses from the flower-girl, sent them across to her with a diamond pin in the ribbon. The Marquise rebuked him half seriously, but he only laughed.




  "To-night," he said, "is the end of a great adventure. We amateurs have justified our existence. To-night I give away all that I choose. Ah, Angèle!" he murmured, in her dainty little ear, "if I had but a heart to give!"




  She flashed a quick smile into his face, but her forehead was wrinkled.




  "You have lost it to the young English miss. She is beautiful, but so cold!"




  "Do you think so?" he whispered. "Look!"




  Phyllis was seated next Duncombe, and he too was whispering something in her ear. The look with which she answered him, told all that there was to know. The Marquise, who had intercepted it, shrugged her shoulders.




  "It is not worth while, my friend, that you break your heart," she murmured, "for that one can see is an affair arranged."




  He nodded.




  "After all," he said, "the true Frenchman loves only in his own country."




  "Or in any other where he may chance to be," she answered drily. "Never mind, Henri! I shall not let you wander very far. Your supper-party has been delightful—but you see the time!"




  They trooped down the narrow stairs laughing and talking. Duncombe and Phyllis came last, and their hands met for an instant behind the burly commissionaire.




  "Until to-morrow!"




  "Until to-morrow," she echoed softly, as he handed her into the electric coupé.




  Andrew and he drove down the hill together. Duncombe was a little ill at ease.




  "There is one thing, Andrew," he said, "which I should like to say to you. I want you to remember the night in your garden, when you asked me to come to Paris for you."




  "Yes?"




  "I warned you, didn't I? I knew that it would come, and it has!"




  Andrew smiled in gentle scorn.




  "My dear Duncombe," he said, "why do you think it necessary to tell me a thing so glaringly apparent? I have nothing to blame you for. It was a foolish dream of mine, which I shall easily outlive. For, George, this has been a great day for me. I believe that my time for dreams has gone by."




  Duncombe turned towards him with interest.




  "What do you mean, Andrew?"




  "I have been to see Foudroye, the great oculist. He has examined my eyes carefully, and he assures me positively that my eyesight is completely sound. In two months' time I shall see as well as any one!"




  Duncombe's voice shook with emotion. He grasped his friend's hand.




  "That is good—magnificent, Andrew!" he declared.




  Their carriage rattled over the cobbled stones as they crossed the Square. The white mysterious dawn was breaking over Paris. Andrew threw his head back with a laugh.




  "Back into the world, George, where dreams are only the cobwebs of time, and a man's work grows beneath his hands like a living statue to the immortals. I feel my hands upon it, and the great winds blowing. Thank God!"




  THE END
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  I. FALCON’S NEST
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  Thurwell Court, by Thurwell-on-the-Sea, lay bathed in the quiet freshness of an early morning. The dewdrops were still sparkling upon the terraced lawns like little globules of flashing silver, and the tumult of noisy songsters from the thick shrubberies alone broke the sweet silence. The peacocks strutting about the grey stone balcony and perched upon the worn balustrade were in deshabille, not being accustomed to display their splendors to an empty paradise, and the few fat blackbirds who were hopping about on the lawn did so in a desultory manner, as though they were only half awake and had turned out under protest. Stillness reigned everywhere, but it was the sweet hush of slowly awakening day rather than the drowsy, languorous quiet of exhausted afternoon. With one’s eyes shut one could tell that the pulse of day was only just beginning to beat. The pure atmosphere was buoyant with the vigorous promise of morning, and gently laden with the mingled perfumes of slowly opening flowers. There was life in the breathless air.




  The sunlight was everywhere. In the distance it lay upon the dark hillside, played upon the deep yellow gorse and purple heather of the moorland, and, further away still, flashed upon a long silver streak of the German Ocean. In the old-fashioned gardens of the court it shone upon luscious peaches hanging on the time-mellowed red-brick walls; lit up the face and gleamed upon the hands of the stable clock, and warmed the ancient heart of the stooping, grey-haired old gardener’s help who, with blinking eyes and hands tucked in his trousers pockets, was smoking a matutinal pipe, seated on the wheelbarrow outside the tool shed.




  Around the mansion itself it was very busy, casting a thousand sunbeams upon its long line of oriel windows, and many quaint shadows of its begabled roof upon the lawns and bright flower-beds below. On one of the terraces a breakfast-table was laid for two, and here its splendour was absolutely dazzling. It gleamed upon the sparkling silver, and the snow-white tablecloth; shone with a delicate softness upon the freshly-gathered fruit and brilliant flowers, and seemed to hover with a gentle burnished light upon the ruddy golden hair of a girl who sat there waiting, with her arm resting lightly upon the stone balustrade, and her eyes straying over the quaint well-kept gardens to the open moorland and dark patches of wooded country beyond.




  “Good morning, Helen! First, as usual.”




  She turned round with a somewhat languid greeting. A tall, well-made man, a little past middle-age, in gaiters and light tweed coat, had stepped out on to the balcony from one of the open windows. In his right hand he was swinging carelessly backwards and forwards by a long strap a well-worn letter-bag.




  “Is breakfast ready?” he inquired.




  “Waiting for you, father,” she answered, touching a small handbell by her side. “Try one of those peaches. Burdett says they are the finest he ever raised.”




  He stretched out his hand for one, and sinking into a low basket chair, commenced lazily to peel it, with his eyes wandering over the sunny landscape. A footman brought out the tea equipage and some silver-covered dishes, and, after silently arranging them upon the table, withdrew.




  “What an exquisite morning!” Mr. Thurwell remarked, looking up at the blue cloudless sky, and pulling his cap a little closer over his eyes to protect them from the sun. “We might be in Italy again.”




  “Indeed we might,” she answered. “I am going to imagine that we are, and make my breakfast of peaches and cream and chocolate! Shall I give you some?”




  He shook his head, with a little grimace.




  “No, thanks. I’m Philistine enough to prefer devilled kidneys and tea. I wonder if there is anything in the letters.”




  He drew a key from his waistcoat pocket, and, unlocking the bag, shook its contents upon the tablecloth. His daughter looked at the pile with a faint show of interest. There were one or two invitations, which he tossed over to her, a few business letters, which he put on one side for more leisurely perusal later on, and a little packet from his agent which he opened at once, and the contents of which brought a slight frown into his handsome face.




  Helen Thurwell glanced through her share without finding anything interesting. Tennis parties, archery meetings, a bazaar fête; absolutely nothing fresh. She was so tired of all that sort of thing—tired of eternally meeting the same little set of people, and joining in the same round of so-called amusements. There was nothing in Northshire society which attracted her. It was all very stupid, and she was very much bored.




  “Some news here that will interest you, Helen,” her father remarked suddenly. “Who do you think is coming home?”




  She shook her head. She was not in the least curious.




  “I don’t remember any one going away lately,” she remarked. “How warm it is!”




  “Sir Geoffrey Kynaston is coming back.”




  After all, she was a little interested. She looked away from the sunny gardens and into her father’s face.




  “Really!”




  “It is a fact!” he declared. “Douglas says that he will be here to-day or to-morrow. Let me see, it must be nearly fifteen years since he was in England. Time he settled down, if he means to at all.”




  “Was he very wild, then?” she asked.




  The squire nodded.




  “Rather!” he answered dryly. “I dare say people will have forgotten all about it by now, though. Forty thousand a year covers a multitude of sins, especially in a tenth baronet!”




  She asked no more questions, but leaned back in her chair, and looked thoughtfully across the open country towards the grey turrets of Kynaston Towers, from which a flag was flying. Mr. Thurwell re-read his agent’s letter with a slight frown upon his forehead.




  “I don’t know what to do here,” he remarked.




  “What is it?” she asked absently. She was watching the flag slowly unfurling itself in the breeze, and fluttering languidly above the tree-tops. It was odd to think that a master was coming to rule there.




  “It’s about Falcon’s Nest. I wish I’d never thought of letting it!”




  “Why? It would be a great deal better occupied, surely!”




  “If I could let it to a decent tenant, of course it would. But, you know that fellow Chapman, of Mallory? He wants it!”




  She looked up at him quickly.




  “You surely would not let it to a man like that?”




  “Certainly not. But, on the other hand, I don’t want to offend him. If I were to decide to stand for the county at the next election, he would be my most useful man in Mallory, or my worst enemy. He’s just the sort of fellow to take offence—quickly, too.”




  “Can’t you tell him it’s let?”




  “Not unless I do let it to some one. Of course not!”




  “But are there no other applications?”




  “Yes, there is one other,” he answered; “but the most awkward part of it is that it’s from a complete stranger. Fellow who calls himself ‘Brown.’”




  “Let me see the letter,” she said.




  He passed it over the table to her. It was written on plain notepaper, in a peculiar, cramped handwriting.




  “London, May 30.




  “Dear sir,—I understand, from an advertisement in this week’s Field, that you are willing to let ‘Falcon’s Nest,’ situated on your estate. I shall be happy to take it at the rent you quote, if not already disposed of. My solicitors are Messrs. Cuthbert, of Lincoln’s Inn; and my bankers, Gregsons. I may add that I am a bachelor, living alone. The favor of your immediate reply will much oblige,




  “Yours faithfully,




  “Bernard Brown.”




  She folded the letter up, and returned it to her father without remark.




  “You see,” Mr. Thurwell said, “my only chance of escaping from Chapman, without offending him, is to say that it is already let, and to accept this fellow’s offer straight off. But it’s an awful risk. How do I know that Brown isn’t a retired tallow-chandler or something of that sort?”




  “Why not telegraph to his solicitors?” she suggested; “they would know who he was, I suppose.”




  “That’s not a bad idea!” he declared. “Morton shall ride over to Mallory at once. I’m glad you thought of it, Helen.”




  Having come to this decision, Mr. Thurwell turned round and made an excellent breakfast, after which he and his daughter spent the day very much in the same manner as any other English country gentleman and young lady are in the habit of doing. He made a pretense of writing some letters and arranging some business affairs with his agent in the library for an hour, and, later on in the morning, he drove over to Mallory, and took his seat on the magistrates’ bench during the hearing of a poaching case. After lunch, he rode to an outlying farm to inspect a new system of drainage, and when he returned, about an hour before dinner-time, he considered that he had done a good day’s work.




  Helen spent the early part of the morning in the garden, and arranging freshly cut flowers about the house. Then she practised for an hour, solely out of a sense of duty, for she was no musician. Directly the time was up, she closed the piano with a sigh of relief, and spent the rest of the time before two o’clock reading a rather stupid novel. After luncheon she made a call several miles off, driving herself in a light-brown cart, and played several sets of tennis, having for her partner a very mild and brainless young curate. At dinner-time she and her father met again, and when he entered the room he had two slips of orange-colored paper in his hand.




  “Well, what news?” she inquired.




  He handed the telegrams to her without a word, and she glanced them through. The first was from the bankers.




  “To Guy Davenant Thurwell, Esq., Thurwell Court, Northshire.




  “We consider Mr. Brown a desirable tenant for you from a pecuniary point of view. We know nothing of his family.”




  The other one was from his lawyers.




  “To Guy D. Thurwell, Esq., Thurwell Court, Northshire.




  “Mr. Brown is a gentleman of means, and quite in a position to rent ‘Falcon’s Nest.’ We are not at liberty to say anything as to his antecedents or family.”




  “What am I to do?” asked Mr. Thurwell, undecidedly. “I don’t like the end of this last telegram. A solicitor ought to be able to say a little more about a client than that.”




  Helen considered for a moment. She was so little interested in the matter that she found it difficult to make up her mind either way. Afterwards she scarcely dared think of that moment’s indecision.




  “Perhaps so,” she said. “All the same, I detest Mr. Chapman. I should vote for Mr. Brown.”




  “Mr. Brown it shall be, then!” he answered. “Douglas shall write him to-morrow.”




  A fortnight later Mr. Bernard Brown took up his quarters at Falcon’s Nest.




  II. THE MURDER NEAR THE FALCON’S NEST
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  “I call it perfectly dreadful of those men!” Helen Thurwell exclaimed suddenly. “They’re more than an hour late, and I’m desperately hungry!”




  “It is rank ingratitude!” Rachel Kynaston sighed. “I positively cannot sit still and look at that luncheon any longer. Groves, give me a biscuit.”




  They were both seated on low folding-chairs out on the open moorland, only a few yards away from the edge of the rugged line of cliffs against which, many hundreds of feet below, the sea was breaking with a low monotonous murmur. Close behind them, on a level stretch of springy turf, a roughly improvised table, covered with a cloth of dazzling whiteness, was laden with deep bowls of lobster salad, pâtes de foie gras, chickens, truffled turkeys, piles of hothouse fruit, and many other delicacies peculiarly appreciated at al fresco symposia; and, a little further away still, under the shade of a huge yellow gorse bush, were several ice-pails, in which were reposing many rows of gold-foiled bottles. The warm sun was just sufficiently tempered by a mild heather-scented breeze, and though it flashed gayly upon the glass and silver, and danced across the bosom of the blue water below, its heat was more pleasant than oppressive. The two women who sat there looked delightfully cool. Helen Thurwell especially, in her white holland gown, with a great bunch of heather stuck in her belt, and a faint healthy glow in her cheeks, looked as only an English country girl of good birth can look—the very personification of dainty freshness.




  “There go the guns again!” she exclaimed. “Listen to the echoes. They can’t be far away now.”




  There was a little murmur of satisfaction. Every allowance is to be made for such a keen sportsman as Mr. Thurwell on the glorious twelfth, but the time fixed for the rendezvous had been exceeded by more than an hour.




  “I have reached the limit of my endurance!” Rachel Kynaston declared, getting up from her seat. “I must either lunch or faint! As a matter of choice, I prefer the former.”




  “They will be here directly, miss,” Groves remarked, as he completed the finishing touches which he had been putting to the table, and stepped back a little to view the effect. So far as he was concerned they might come any time now. For once his subordinates had not failed him. Nothing had been forgotten; and, on the whole, he felt that he had reason to be proud of his handiwork.




  He glanced away inland again, shading his eyes with his hand.




  “They’ll be coming round the Black Copse in five minutes,” he said, half to himself. “James, get the other chairs out of the wagon.”




  Rachel Kynaston was still standing up looking around her. Suddenly her eyes fell upon a quaintly built cottage, perched upon the edge of the cliff about a mile away.




  “I meant to ask you before, Helen,” she exclaimed. “Who lives in that extraordinary-looking building—Falcon’s Nest, I think you call it?”




  She moved her parasol in its direction, and looked at it curiously. A strange-looking abode it certainly was; built of yellow stone, with a background of stunted fir trees which stretched half way down the cliff side.




  Helen Thurwell looked across at it indifferently.




  “I can tell you his name, and that is all,” she answered. “He calls himself Mr. Brown—Mr. Bernard Brown.”




  “Well, who is he? What does he do?”




  Helen shook her head.




  “Really, I haven’t the least idea,” she declared. “I do not even know what he is like. He has been there for two months, and we haven’t seen him yet. Papa called upon him, but he was out. He has not returned the call! He—oh, bother Mr. Brown, here they come! I’m so glad!”




  They both got up and looked. Rounding the corner of a long plantation, about half a mile away, were several men in broken line, with their guns under their arms; and a little way behind came three keepers, carrying bags.




  Rachel Kynaston looked at them fixedly.




  “One, two, three, four, five,” she counted. “One short. I don’t see Geoffrey.”




  Helen moved to her side, and shaded her eyes with her hand. On the fourth finger a half hoop of diamonds, which had not been there three months ago, was flashing in the sunlight.




  “Neither do I,” she said. “I wonder where he is.”




  Her tone was a little indifferent, considering that it was her fiancé who was missing. But no one ever looked for much display of feeling from Helen Thurwell, not even the man who called himself her lover. Indeed, her unresponsiveness to his advances—a sort of delicate composure which he was powerless in any way to break through—had been her strongest attraction to Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, who was quite unused to anything of the sort.




  The men quickened their pace, and emptying their guns into the air, soon came within hailing distance. On that particular day of the year there was only one possible greeting, and Helen and her companion contented themselves with a monosyllable.




  “Well?”




  Mr. Thurwell was in the front rank, and evidently in the best of spirits. It was he who answered them.




  “Capital sport!” he declared heartily. “Birds a little wild, but strong, and plenty of them. We’ve made a big bag for only three guns. Sir Geoffrey was in capital form. Groves, open a bottle of Heidseck.”




  “Where is Geoffrey?” asked Rachel—his sister.




  Mr. Thurwell looked round and discovered his absence for the first time.




  “I really don’t know,” he answered, a little bewildered; “He was with us a few minutes ago. What’s become of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, Heggs?” he asked, turning round to one of the gamekeepers.




  “He left us at the top of the Black Copse, sir,” the man answered. “He was coming round by the other side—shot a woodcock there once, sir,” he said.




  They glanced across the moor toward Falcon’s Nest. There was no one in sight.




  “He’s had plenty of time to get round,” remarked Lord Lathon, throwing down his gun. “Perhaps he’s resting.”




  Mr. Thurwell shook his head.




  “No; he wouldn’t do that,” he said. “He was as keen about getting here as any of us. Hark! what was that?”




  A faint sound was borne across the moor on the lazily stirring breeze. Helen, whose hearing was very keen, started, and the little party exchanged uneasy glances.




  “It must have been a sea-gull,” remarked Lord Lathon, who wanted his luncheon very badly indeed. “We’d better not wait for him. He’ll turn up all right; Geoffrey always does. Come——”




  He broke off suddenly in his speech and listened. There was another sound, and this time there was no mistake about it. It was the low, prolonged howl of a spaniel—a mournful sound which struck a strange note in the afternoon stillness. There was breathless silence for a moment amongst the little group, and the becoming glow died out of Helen’s cheek.




  Rachel Kynaston was the first to recover herself.




  “Had Sir Geoffrey a dog with him, Heggs?” she asked quickly.




  “Yes, miss,” the man answered. “His favorite spaniel had got unchained somehow, and found us on the moor. I saw her at heel when he left us. She was very quiet, and Sir Geoffrey wouldn’t have her sent back.”




  “Then something has happened to him!” she cried. “That was Fido’s howl.”




  “Has anyone heard his gun?” Mr. Thurwell asked.




  There was no one left to answer him. They had all started across the moor toward the black patch of spinneys around which Sir Geoffrey should have come. Mr. Thurwell, forgetting his fatigue, hurried after them; and Helen, after a moment’s hesitation, followed too, some distance behind.




  She ran swiftly, but her dress caught often in the prickly gorse, and she had to pause each time to release herself. Soon she found herself alone, for the others had all turned the corner of the plantation before she reached it. There was a strong, sickly sense of coming disaster swelling in her heart, and her knees were tottering. Still she held on her way bravely. A few yards before she reached the corner of the plantation, she almost ran into the arms of Lord Lathon, who was hurrying back to meet her. There was a ghastly shade in his pale face, and his voice trembled.




  “Miss Thurwell,” he exclaimed in an agitated tone, “you must not come! Let me take you back. Something—has happened! I am going to Rachel. Come with me.”




  She drew away from him, and threw off his restraining arm.




  “No; I must see for myself. Let me pass, please—at once.”




  He tried again to prevent her, but she eluded him. A few rapid steps and she had gained the corner. There they all were in a little group scarcely a dozen yards away. A mist floated before her eyes, but she would see; she was determined that she would see this thing for herself. She struggled on a few steps nearer. There was something lying on the grass around which they were all gathered; something very much like a human shape. Ah! she could see more plainly now. It was Sir Geoffrey—Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. He was lying half on the grass and half in the dry ditch. His white face was upturned to the cloudless sky; by his side, and discoloring his brown tweed shooting coat, was a dark wet stain. In the midst of it something bright was flashing in the sunlight.




  She stood still, rooted to the spot with a great horror. Her pulses had ceased to beat. The warm summer day seemed suddenly to have closed in around her. There was a singing in her ears, and she found herself battling hard with a deadly faintness. Yet she found words.




  “Has he—shot himself?” she cried. “Is it an accident?”




  Her father turned round with a little cry, and hastened to her side.




  “Helen!” he gasped. “You should not be here! Come away, child! I sent Lathon——”




  “I will know—what it is. Is it an accident? Is he—dead?”




  He shook his head. The healthy sunburnt tan had left his face, and he was white to the lips.




  “He has been murdered!” he faltered. “Foully, brutally murdered!”




  III. MR. BERNARD BROWN
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  Murder is generally associated in one’s mind with darkness, the still hours of night, and bestiality. It is the outcome of the fierce animal lust for blood, provoked by low passions working in low minds. De Quincey’s brilliant attempt to elevate it to a place among the fine arts has only enriched its horrors as an abstract idea. Even detached from its usual environment of darkness, and ignorance, and vice, it is an ugly thing.




  But here was something quite different. Such a tragedy as this which had just occurred was possessed of a peculiar hideousness of its own. It seemed to have completely laid hold of the little group of men gathered round the body of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston; to have bereft them of all reasoning power and thought, to have numbed even their limbs and physical instincts. It was only a few minutes ago since they had left him, careless and debonair, with his thoughts intent upon the business, or rather the sport, of the hour. His laugh had been the loudest, his enjoyment the keenest, and his gun the most deadly of them all. But now he lay there cold and lifeless, with his heart’s blood staining the green turf, and his sightless eyes dull and glazed. It was an awful thing!




  Physically, he had been the very model of an English country gentleman, tall and powerful, with great broad shoulders, and strikingly upright carriage, full of vigorous animal life, with the slight restlessness of the constant traveler banished by his sudden passion for the girl who had so lately promised to be his wife.




  She drew a little nearer—they were all too much overcome by the shock of this thing to prevent her—and stood with glazed eyes looking down upon him. Everything, even the minutest article of his dress, seemed to appeal to her with a strange vividness. She found herself even studying the large check of his shooting-coat and the stockings which she had once laughingly admired, and which he had ever since worn. Her eyes rested upon the sprig of heliotrope which, with her own fingers, she had arranged in his button hole, as they had strolled down the garden together just before the start; and the faint perfume which reached her where she stood, helped her to realize that she was in the thrall of no nightmare, but that this thing had really happened. She had never loved him, she had never even pretended to love him, and it was less any sense of personal loss than the hideous sin of it which swept in upon her as she stood there looking down upon him. She recognized, as she could never have done had he been personally dear to her, the ethical horror of the thing. The faintness which had almost numbed her senses passed away. In that swift battle of many sensations it was anger which survived.




  Her voice first broke the deep, awed stillness.




  “Who has done this?” she cried, pointing downward.




  Her words were like a sudden awakening to them all. They had been standing like figures in a silent tableau, stricken dumb and motionless. Now there was a stir. The fire in her tone had dissolved their torpor. She was standing on rising ground a little above the rest of them, and her attitude, together with the gesture by which she enforced her words, was full of intense dramatic force. The slim undulating beauty of her form was enhanced by the slight disorder of her dress, and her red-gold hair—she had lost her hat—shone and glistened in the sunlight till every thread was shining like burnished gold. They themselves were in the shade of the dark pine trees, and she standing upon the margin of the moor with the warm sunlight glowing around her, seemed like a being of another world. Afterwards when they recalled that scene—and there was no one there who ever forgot it—they could scarcely tell which seemed the most terrible part to them—the lifeless body of the murdered man with the terrible writing of death in his white face, or the tragic figure of Helen Thurwell, the squire’s cold, graceful daughter, with her placid features and whole being suddenly transformed with this wave of passion.




  Mr. Thurwell drew a few steps backward, and his keen gray eyes swept the open country round.




  “There was no one in sight when we got here; but the blackguard can’t be far away!” he said. “Heggs, and you, Smith, and you, Cook, go through the spinney as fast as you can, one in the middle and one on each side, mind! I will go up Falcon’s Hill and look round. Jem, run to Mallory as fast as you can for Dr. Holmes, and on to the police station. Quick! all of you. There’s not a moment to lose!”




  The desire for action was as strong in them now as had been their former torpor. Mr. Thurwell and his daughter were alone in less than a minute.




  “Helen, I forgot you!” he exclaimed. “I can’t leave you alone, and some one must stay here. Where is Lathon?”




  “He has gone on to take Rachel home,” she answered. “I will stay here. I am not afraid. Quick! you can see for miles from the top of the hill and you have your field glass. Oh, do go. Go!”




  He hesitated, but she was evidently very much in earnest.




  “I will just climb the hill and hurry down again,” he said. “I cannot leave you here for more than a few minutes. If only we had more men with us!”




  He turned away, and walked swiftly across the moor toward the hill. For a minute or two she stood watching his departing figure. Then she turned round with a shudder and buried her face in her clasped hands. Her appearance was less hard now and more natural, for a sickly sense of horror at the sight of his body was commencing to assert itself over that first strange instinct of passionate anger. It was none the less dreadful to her because in a certain way his removal was a release. She had promised to marry this man, but there had been scarcely a moment since when she had not found herself regretting it. Now the sense of freedom, which she could not altogether evade, was like torture to her. She dropped on her knees by his side, and took his cold hand in hers. A few hours ago she dared not have done this, knowing very well that at the caressing touch of her fingers, she would have felt his strong arms around her in a passionate and distasteful embrace. But there was no fear of this now. She would never have to shrink away from him again. He was dead!




  The warm sunlight was glancing among the thickly growing pine trees in the plantation by her side, casting quaint shadows on the cone-strewn ground, across the little piece of broken paling in the bottom of the dry ditch, and upon the mossy bank where his head was resting upon a sweet-smelling tuft of heather. Most of all it flashed and glittered upon the inch or two of steel which still lay buried in his side—a curiously shaped little dagger which, although she strove to keep her eyes away from it, seemed to have a sort of fascination for her. Every time her eyes fell upon it, she turned away quickly with a little shudder; but, nevertheless, she looked at it more than once—and she remembered it.




  The deep stillness of the autumn afternoon presently became almost oppressive to her. There was the far-off, sweet low murmur of a placid sea rolling in upon the base of the cliffs, the constant chirping of ground insects, and the occasional scurrying of a rabbit through the undergrowth. Once a great lean rat stole up from the ditch, and—horrible—ran across his body; but at the sound of her startled movement it paused, sat for a moment quite still, with its wide-open black eyes blinking at her, and then to her inexpressible relief scampered away. She was used to the country, with its intense unbroken silence, but she had never felt it so hard to bear as on that afternoon. Time became purely relative to her. As a matter of fact, she knew afterwards that she could not have been alone more than five minutes. It was like an eternity. She listened in vain for any human sound, even for the far-off sweep of the scythe in the bracken, or the call of the laborer to his horses. The tension of those moments was horrible.




  She plucked a handful of bay leaves from the ditch, and strove, by pressing them against her temple, to cool the fever in her blood. Then she took up once more her position by his side, for horrible though the sight of it was, his body seemed to have a sort of fascination for her, and she could not wander far away from it. Once or twice she had looked round, but there had been no human figure in sight, nor any sign of any. But as she knelt there on the short turf, pressing the cool leaves to her aching forehead, she was suddenly conscious of a new sensation. Without hearing or seeing anything, she knew that some one was approaching, and, stranger still, she was conscious of a distinct reluctance to turn her head and see who it was. She heard no footsteps; the soft stillness was broken by the sound of no human voice. She wished to turn round, and yet she shrank from it. Something fresh was going to happen—something was at hand to trouble her. She made a great effort, and rose to her feet. Then, breaking through her conscious reluctance, she turned round.




  A single figure, at that moment on a slightly elevated ridge of the bare moor, stood out against the sky. He was walking swiftly toward her, and yet without any appearance of hurry; and from the direction in which he was coming, it was evident that he had just left Falcon’s Nest. This fact and his being unknown to her sufficiently established his identity. It was her father’s tenant, Mr. Bernard Brown.




  IV. AN EVIL END TO AN EVIL LIFE
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  They say that, as a rule, the most grotesquely unimportant trifles flash into the mind and engage the last thoughts of a drowning man. Regarding this in the light of an analogy, something of the same sort was now happening to Helen Thurwell.




  With her mind steeped in the horror of the last few hours, she yet found that she was able afterwards to recall every slight particular with regard to this man’s appearance, and even his dress. She remembered the firm evenness of his movements, swift, yet free from all ungraceful haste; the extreme shabbiness of his coat, his ill-arranged neck-tie, escaped from all restraint of collar and waistcoat, and flying loosely behind him; his trousers very much turned up, and very much frayed, and the almost singular height of his loose angular figure. His face, too—she remembered that better than anything—with its pale hollow cheeks and delicate outline, deep-set dark blue eyes, black eyebrows, and long, unkempt hair, which would have looked very much the better for a little trimming. A man utterly regardless of his appearance, untidy, almost slovenly in his attire, yet with something about him different from other men.




  He was within a few yards of her when she saw a sudden change flash into his face as their eyes met. He hesitated and a faint color came into his cheeks, only to fade away again immediately, leaving them whiter than ever. There was something in his intense gaze which at that time she had no means of understanding. But it was over in a moment. He advanced rapidly, and stood by her side.




  She still watched him. She could see that his whole frame was vibrating with strong internal emotion as he looked downward on the glazed eyes and motionless form of the murdered man. His lips were pallid, and his hands were tightly clasped together. There was one thing which seemed to her very strange. He had not started, or exhibited the least sign of surprise at the dreadful sight. It was almost as though he had known all about it.




  “This is a terrible thing,” she said in a low tone, breaking the silence between them for the first time. “You have heard of it, I suppose?”




  He dropped down on one knee, and bent close over the dead man, feeling his heart and pulse. In that position his face was hidden from her.




  “No; I knew nothing. He has been killed—like this?”




  “Yes.”




  “Did anyone see it? Is the man caught?”




  “We know nothing,” she answered. “We found him like this. There was no one in sight.”




  He rose deliberately to his feet. Her heart was beating fast now, and she looked searchingly into his face. It told her little. He was grave, but perfectly composed.




  “How is it that you are alone here?” he asked. “Does no one else know of this?”




  She moved her head in assent.




  “Yes; but they have all gone to hunt for the murderer. If only you had been looking from your window, you would have seen it all!”




  He did not look as though he shared her regret. He was standing on the other side of the dead man, with his arms folded and his eyes fixed steadily upon the cold white face. He seemed to have forgotten her presence.




  “An evil end to an evil life,” he said slowly to himself, and then he added something which she did not hear.




  “You knew him, then?”




  He looked at her for a moment fixedly, and then down again into the dead man’s face.




  “I have heard of him abroad,” he said. “Sir Geoffrey Kynaston was a man with a reputation.”




  “You will remember that he is dead,” she said slowly, for the scorn in his words troubled her.




  He bowed his head, and was silent. Watching him closely, she could see that he was far more deeply moved than appeared on the surface. His teeth were set together, and there was a curious faint flush of color in his livid cheeks. She followed his eyes, wondering. They were fixed, not upon the dead man’s face, but on the dagger which lay buried in his heart, and the handle of which was still visible.




  “That should be a clue,” he remarked, breaking a short silence.




  “Yes. I hope to God that they will find the wretch!” she answered passionately.




  She looked up at him as she spoke. His eyes were traveling over the moor, and his hand was shading them.




  “There is some one coming,” he said. “We shall know very soon.”




  She followed his rapt gaze, and saw three men coming toward them. One was her father, another the underkeeper, and the third was a stranger.




  V. THE INNER ROOM AT THE FALCON’S NEST
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  Together they watched the approaching figures. Helen, standing a little apart, had the better view.




  “There is my father, and Heggs, and some one whom I do not know,” she announced quietly. “I wonder if it is a doctor.”




  He did not answer her. She glanced toward him, wondering at his silence and rigid attitude. His eyes were still bent upon the three men, and there was a hard, strained look in his white face. While she was watching him she saw a spasm of what seemed almost like physical pain pass across his countenance. Certainly this was no unfeeling man. In his way he seemed as deeply moved as she herself was.




  They were quite close now, and she had a good view of the stranger. He did not look, by any means, a person to be afraid of. In all her life she thought she had never seen such a handsome old gentleman—and gentleman he most assuredly was. His hair was quite white, and his beard—carefully trimmed and pointed after the fashion of one of Velasquez’ pictures—was of the same color. Yet his walk was upright and vigorous, and he carried himself with dignity. His high forehead, and rather long, oval face, with its delicate, clearly cut features, had at once the stamp of intellect and benevolence, and, as though preserved by careful and refined living, had still much of the freshness of youth. He was dressed in a rough tweed walking-suit, with gaiters and thick boots, and carried under his arm a somewhat ponderous book, and a botanical specimen case. Helen felt a woman’s instinctive liking for him before she had even heard him speak.




  “Have you thought us long, Helen?” her father exclaimed anxiously. “We haven’t seen anything of the scoundrel, but Heggs was fortunate enough to meet Sir Allan Beaumerville on the moor, and he very kindly offered to return.”




  Sir Allan was on his knees by the body before Mr. Thurwell had finished his sentence. They all watched his brief examination.




  “Poor fellow! poor fellow!” he exclaimed in a shocked tone. “That wretched thing”—lightly touching the handle of the dagger—“is clean through his heart. It was a strong, cruel arm that drove that home. Nothing can be done, of course. He must have died within a few seconds!” He rose from his knees and looked around. “What is to be done with the body?” he asked. “It must be removed somewhere. Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, did you say it was? Dear me! dear me! I knew his sister quite well.”




  “She is not far away,” Mr. Thurwell said. “She and my daughter were awaiting luncheon for us on the cliffs yonder, when this horrible thing occurred. Lathon went back to look for her. We were afraid that she might follow us here. She was very fond of her brother, and he had only just returned home after many years’ traveling.”




  “Poor fellow!” Sir Allan said softly. “But about moving him. Who lives in that queer-looking place yonder?”




  Mr. Thurwell, who knew his tenant by sight, although they had never spoken, looked at him and hesitated. Sir Allan did the same.




  “That is where I live,” Mr. Brown said slowly. “If Mr. Thurwell thinks well, let him be taken there.”




  He spoke without looking round or addressing any one in particular. His back was turned upon the celebrated physician.




  “The nearest place would be best, in a case like this,” Sir Allan remarked. “Have you sent for any help?”




  “Some of my men are coming across the moor there,” Mr. Thurwell said, pointing them out. “They can take a gate off the hinges to carry him on.”




  A little troop of awed servants, whom Lord Lathon had sent down from the Court, together with some farm laborers whom they had picked up on the way, were soon on the spot.




  Mr. Thurwell gave some brief directions, and in a few minutes the high five-barred gate, with “private” painted across it in white letters, was taken from its hinges, and the body carefully laid upon it. Then Mr. Thurwell turned resolutely to his daughter.




  “Helen, you must go home now,” he said firmly. “Jackson will take you. We can spare him easily.”




  She shook her head.




  “I would rather stay,” she said quietly. “I shall not faint, or do anything stupid, I promise you.”




  Sir Allan Beaumerville looked at her curiously. It was a strange thing to him, notwithstanding his wide experience, to find a girl of her years so little outwardly moved by so terrible a tragedy. Mr. Thurwell, too, was surprised. He knew that she had never loved Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, but, nevertheless, he had expected her to show more emotion than this, if only for the horror of it all. And yet, looking at her more closely, he began to understand—to realize that her calmness was only attained by a strenuous repression of feeling, and that underneath it all was something very different. Though her voice was firm, her cheeks were deadly pale, and there was a peculiar tightening of the lips and light in her eyes which puzzled him. Her expression seemed to speak less of passive grief, than of some active determination—some strong desire. She had all the appearance of a woman who was bracing herself up for some ordeal, nerving herself with all the stimulus of a firm will to triumph over her natural feelings, and follow out a difficult purpose. Mr. Thurwell scarcely recognized his own daughter. She was no longer a somewhat languid, beautiful girl, looking out upon the world with a sort of petulant indifference—petulant, because, with all the high aspirations of a somewhat romantic disposition, she could see nothing in it to interest her. All that had passed away. The warm breath of some awakening force in her nature seemed to have swept before it all her languor, and all her petulance. They were gone, and in their place was a certain air of reserve and thoughtful strength which seems always to cling to those men and women who face the world with a definite purpose before them. Mr. Thurwell knitted his brows, and had nothing to say.




  A sad little procession was formed, and started slowly for the cottage on the cliff side, the four stalwart men stooping beneath their heavy burden, and somehow falling into the measured steady tramp common to corpse bearers. None of them ever forgot that walk. Slowly they wound their way around many brilliant patches of deep yellow gorse and purple heather, and the warm sunlight glancing across the moor and glittering away over the water threw a strange glow upon the still, cold face of their ghastly burden. A soft breeze sprung from the sea, herald of the advancing eventide, following the drowsy languor of the perfect autumnal day. The faintly stirred air was full of its quickening exhilaration, but it found no human response in their heavy hearts. Solemn thoughts and silence came over all of them. Scarcely a word was spoken on the way to their destination.




  By some chance, or at least it seemed like chance, Helen found herself a few steps behind the others, with Mr. Brown by her side. They, too, walked along in unbroken silence. His eyes were steadily fixed upon the ground, hers were wandering idly across the sparkling blue sea with its foam-crested furrows to the horizon. Whatever her thoughts were, they had changed her expression for the time; to a certain extent its late definiteness was gone, and a dreamy, refined abstraction had taken its place.




  “If I had to die,” she said, half to herself, “I would choose to die on such a day as this.”




  He raised his dark eyes and looked at her.




  “Why?”




  “I scarcely know,” she said hesitatingly. “And yet, in my own mind, I do. It is so beautiful! It seems to give one a sense of peace and hope—I cannot explain it. It is the sort of thing one feels, and feels only.”




  He looked down again.




  “I know what you mean. You would fear annihilation less?”




  “Annihilation! Is that your creed?”




  “Sometimes, if it were not for scenes like this, I might believe it possible,” he answered slowly. “As it is, I do not! The exquisite beauty of the earth denies it! I pin my faith to a great analogy. The natural world is a reflex of the spiritual, and in the natural world there is no annihilation. Nothing can ever die. Nor can our souls ever die.”




  She looked at him keenly. The dreamy speculation had gone from her eyes. The fire of her former purpose had returned.




  “It is well to feel like that. You would rather be Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, then, than his murderer, even now?”




  He raised his hand quickly to his forehead, as though in pain. It was gone in an instant, but she had been watching.




  “Yes, I would,” he answered fervently. “Sir Geoffrey was a wicked man, but he may have repented. He had his opportunities.”




  “How do you know that he was wicked?” she asked quickly.




  “I heard of him abroad—many years ago. Will you excuse me, Miss Thurwell. I must hurry on and open the door for them.”




  He walked swiftly on, leaving her alone. When they reached their destination, he was there waiting for them.




  It was a strangely situated and strangely built abode. A long low building of deep yellow stone, half hidden by various creepers, and inaccessible on the side from which they approached it save to foot passengers. From the bottom of the winding path which they had to climb it seemed to hang almost sheer over the cliff side. A thickly growing patch of stunted pine trees rising abruptly in the background literally overtopped the tiled roof. From the summit of this plantation to the sea was one abrupt precipice, thickly overgrown for the first hundred feet or so by pine trees growing out from the side of the cliff in strange huddled fashion, the haunt of sea birds and a few daring rabbits.




  They passed in at the hand-gate, and toiled up the steep path, threading their way among a wilderness of overgrown box shrubs, long dank grass and strange weeds. Helen, with her eyes fixed upon an open window on the right wing of the cottage, fell a little behind. The others came to a halt before the open door.




  Mr. Brown met them and preceded them along the passage.




  “I think he had better be carried in here,” he said, motioning toward the room on the left-hand side, the side remote from the sea. “I have brought a sofa.”




  They stood on the threshold and looked in. The room was absolutely unfurnished, and the shutters had only just been thrown back, letting in long level gleams of sunlight, which fell upon the bare floor and damp walls, from which the discolored paper was commencing to peel off. Long cobwebs hung from the ceiling, waving slowly backward and forward in the unaccustomed draught. Helen Thurwell, who had just joined the little group, with a curious light in her eyes, and a deep spot of color in her pale cheeks, looked around and shivered. Mr. Thurwell, with a landlord’s instinct, began to wonder who was at fault, his agent or his tenant.




  The four men tramped in, their footsteps sounding dreary and mournful on the uncarpeted floor, and awakening strange rumbling echoes. Helen looked at them for a moment, all clustered round the single sofa which stood in the middle of the apartment, and then stepped softly back again into the hall. She looked around her eagerly, yet with no idle curiosity.




  The whole interior of the place appeared bare and comfortless. There were no rugs in the hall, no carpet on the stairs, nor a single sign of habitation. Nor was there any servant about. She looked again into the room out of which she had just stepped. They were preparing to lift the body from the gate, which they had laid upon the floor, on to the sofa. She stepped back into the hall, and listened. There was no sound from any other part of the house. They were all too deeply engrossed to think of her. It was her chance!




  She was very pale, and very resolute. The look which had come into her face for so short a time ago had had its meaning. The time for action had come. It was sooner than she had expected; but she was ready.




  With swift noiseless step she crossed the hall and softly turned the handle of the door on the opposite side. It opened at once, and she stepped inside. She listened again. As yet she was undetected. She drew a little breath and glanced searchingly around her.




  This room, too, was unfurnished, save that the floor was covered with cases full of books. Straight in front of her was another door, leading, as she knew, into a smaller apartment. Dare she go forward? She listened for a moment. There was no sound save the low muffled voices of the men who were lifting Sir Geoffrey on to the couch. Supposing she were discovered here? At the most, she would be suspected of a vulgar curiosity. It all flashed through her mind in a moment, and her decision was taken. Gathering her skirts in her hand lest they should catch against the edges of the cases, she threaded her way through them, and stood before the door of the inner room. She tried the handle. It yielded easily to her touch. She had gone too far to draw back now. In a moment she had passed the threshold, and the whole contents of the little room were disclosed to her.




  Of all the senses, the eyes seem to carry the most lasting impression to the brain. One eager glance around, and the whole seemed photographed into her memory. A little strip of faded carpet only half covering the floor, piles upon piles of books, and a small table littered all over with foolscap, a few fine prints and etchings roughly hung upon the walls, a group of exquisite statuettes all huddled together, and an oak cabinet strongly bound with brass clasps—they were the things she chiefly remembered. The whole room was in the wildest disorder, as though the contents had been just shot inside and left to arrange themselves.




  After that single cursory glance, Helen looked no more around her. Her whole attention was riveted upon the window exactly opposite. As she had seen from the outside, it was wide open, and several branches of a shrub growing up against it were broken off. From the leaves of the same shrub several drops of water were hanging, and on the ground below was a wet patch. She looked back into the room again. In one corner was an empty basin, and by its side, rolled up tightly, was a rough towel.




  Before she could make any movement in that direction, another thing struck her. On a certain spot close by the side of the basin a pile of books was arranged in disorderly fashion enough, but with some little method. An idea flashed in upon her. They were arranged in that manner to hide something upon the floor.




  She made a quick motion forward. Then she stopped short, and lifted her eyes to the door. Her cheeks burned, and her heart beat fast. Sir Allan Beaumerville was standing on the threshold, looking at her in mute amazement, and over his shoulder was the pale stern face of Mr. Brown.




  VI. A TERRIBLE ENEMY
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  Afterwards Helen looked back upon those few moments as the most uncomfortable of her life. She was caught in the very act of a most unwarrantable and even immodest intrusion, which in the eyes of these two men could only appear like the attempted gratification of a reprehensible and vulgar curiosity. She made one spasmodic attempt to kindle her suspicions into a definite accusation, to stand upon her dignity, and demand an explanation of what she had seen. But she failed utterly. Directly she tried to clothe the shreds of this idea of hers with words, and to express them, she seemed to vividly realize the almost ludicrous improbability of the whole thing. One glance into the pale, dignified face which was bent upon her full of unconcerned surprise—and hateful to her with a gentle shade of pity at her confusion already creeping into it—and her attempt collapsed. She felt her cheeks burn with shame, and her eyes drooped before his steady gaze. She began to long feverishly for something to dissolve the situation. The silence was dreadful to her, but she could think of nothing to say. It was Mr. Brown, at last, who spoke.




  “I was afraid you would not be able to find your way, Miss Thurwell,” he said quietly. “I must apologize for asking you to come into such a den. The small engraving on the wall is the proof ‘Bartolozzi’ I spoke to you about. The head is perfect, is it not? Some day I should like to show you my ‘Guido.’ I am afraid, just now, I could not expect you to appreciate them.”




  She murmured something—what, she scarcely knew, and he did not appear to hear. The cold surprise disappeared from Sir Allan’s face. Evidently he believed in Mr. Brown’s mercifully offered explanation of her presence here.




  “What! are you an enthusiast, Miss Thurwell?” he exclaimed. “Well, well, I was worse myself once in my younger days, before my profession made a slave of me. Surely, that is a genuine ‘Velasquez,’ Mr. Brown. Upon my word! Fancy coming across such a treasure here!”




  He picked his way across the disorderly chamber, and, adjusting his eyeglass, stood looking at the picture. Helen made a hasty movement towards the door, and Mr. Brown followed her into the adjoining room.




  “If I had known that I was to be honored by a visit from a lady,” he said, “I would have endeavored——”




  She turned suddenly round upon him with flaming cheeks.




  “Don’t,” she interrupted, almost beseechingly. “Mr. Brown, you were very good to me just then. Thank you! I was most abominably rude to go into that room without your permission.”




  Her eyes were fixed upon the floor, and her distress was evident. It was clear that she felt her position acutely.




  “Pray say no more about it,” he begged earnestly. “It isn’t worth a second thought.”




  She stopped with her back to one of the great cases filled with books, and hesitated. Should she confess to him frankly why she had gone there, and ask his pardon for such a wild thought? She raised her eyes slowly, and looked at him. Of course it was absurd. She has been out of her mind, she knew that now; and yet——




  She looked at him more closely still. He had not seemed in any way disturbed when they had found her in that room—only a little surprised and bewildered. And yet, after all, supposing his composed demeanor had been only assumed. He was certainly very pale, very pale indeed, and there was a slight twitching of his hands which was out of character with his absolute impassiveness. Supposing it should be a forced composure. He looked like a man capable of exercising a strong control over his feelings. Supposing it should be so. Was there not, after all, just a chance that her former suspicions were correct?




  The action of the mind is instantaneous. All these thoughts and doubts merely flashed through it, and they left her very confused and undecided. Her sense of gratitude towards him for shielding her before Sir Allan Beaumerville, and the intuitive sympathy of her nature with the delicacy and tact which he had shown in his manner of doing so, were on the whole stronger than her shadowy suspicions. And yet these latter had just sufficient strength to check the impulse of generosity which prompted her to confess everything to him. She did not tell him why she had started on the quest which had come to such an ignominious conclusion. She offered him no explanation whatever.




  “It was very good of you,” she repeated. “I did not deserve it at all. And now I must go and look for my father.”




  Mr. Thurwell was waiting in the hall, somewhat surprised at her absence. But he asked no questions. His thoughts were too full of the terrible thing which had happened to his friend and neighbor—and withal his daughter’s betrothed.




  They walked back across the moor together, saying very little, for there was only one possible subject for conversation, and both of them shrank a little from speaking about it. But when they were more than half-way to their destination, she asked a question.




  “Nothing has been discovered, I suppose, of the murderer?”




  Her father shook his head.




  “Nothing. The dagger is our only clue as yet—except this.”




  He drew a folded piece of paper from his pocket, and touched it lightly with his finger.




  “What is it? May I see?”




  He handed it to her at once.




  “It was in his pocket,” he said. “I am keeping it to hand over to the proper authorities. Mr. Brown offered to take care of it, but I felt that, as a magistrate, I was in a measure responsible for everything in the shape of a clue, so I brought it away with me. Read it.”




  She opened the half sheet of notepaper and glanced down it. It was written in a queer cramped handwriting—evidently disguised.




  “Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, you are doing a very rash and foolish thing in coming back to your own country, and thereby publishing your whereabouts to the world. Have you forgotten what hangs over you—or can you be so mad as to think that he has forgiven? Read this as a warning; and if life is in any way dear to you, go back to that hiding which alone has kept you safe for so many years. Do not hesitate or delay for one half-hour—one minute may be too long. If, after reading this, you linger in England, and disregard my warning, take care that you look into your life and hold yourself prepared to die.”




  She gave it back to him. There was some one, then, whom he had injured very deeply. It was like an echo from that stormy past of which many people had spoken.




  “He had an enemy,” she murmured, passing her arm through her father’s.




  “It seems so,” he answered. “A terrible enemy.”




  VII. HELEN THURWELL’S SUSPICIONS
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  On a certain September day, about six weeks after the funeral of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, Mr. Brown was spending what appeared to be a very pleasant afternoon. He was lying stretched out at full length on a dry mossy bank, with a volume of Shelley in his hand, and a case of thick Egyptian cigarettes by his side. In his ears was the whispering of the faint breeze amongst the pines, and the soft murmuring of the sea, hundreds of feet below, seen like a brilliant piece of patchwork through the fluttering leaves and dark tree-trunks which surrounded him. There was nothing to disturb the sweet silence of the drowsy afternoon. It was a charming spot which he had chosen, and he was quite alone. People, amongst whom for the last few weeks his name had become a fruitful source of conversation, were already beginning to fancy him flying across the country in an express train, or loitering on the docks at Liverpool, waiting for an Atlantic liner, or sitting at home trembling and fearful, struggling to hide his guilt beneath a calm exterior. But, as a matter of fact, he was doing none of these things. The harsh excitement of the busy gossips, and their stern judgment, troubled him nothing, for he was unconscious of them. He was away in thoughtland, dreaming of a fair, proud young face seen first on the rude pavement of an old Italian town, where its sweet composed freshness, amongst a pile of magnificent ruins, had captivated his artist’s sense almost before it had touched his man’s heart. He thought of the narrow street shutting in the sky till, looking upwards, it seemed like one deep band of glorious blue—of the ruined grey palace, with still some traces left of its former stately grace, and of the fountain playing in the moss-encrusted courtyard, gleaming like silver in the sunlight as it rose and fell into the worn stone basin. Here, where the very air seemed full of the records of a magnificent decay, everything seemed to form a fitting framework in his memory for that one face. It had been an artist’s dream—or had it been the man’s? Never the latter; he told himself sadly. Such were not for him. It had been better far that he had never seen her again. Before, the memory had been a very sweet one, stored away in his mind amongst all the great and beautiful things he had seen in his wanderings, always with a dainty freshness clinging to it, as though it had lain carefully preserved in perfume and spices. Was this new joy, of having seen and spoken to her, a better thing? this vague unsettlement of his being, which played havoc with his thoughts, and stirred up a whole host of strange new feelings in his heart? Surely not! It seemed to him like the breathing of warm new life into what had been a crystallized emotion—the humanizing of something spiritual. Surely, for him, it had better have remained in that first stage.




  There was the sound of a light footstep on the springy turf. He started to his feet. A girl, tall and slim, was coming swiftly along the winding path through the plantation towards him. He knew at once that it was Helen Thurwell.




  They were both equally surprised. As she looked up and saw him standing upright in the narrow path, tall, thin, and unnaturally pale, with the cigarette still burning between his fingers, and his book in his other hand, she felt strangely stirred. Neither was he unmoved by her sudden appearance, for though not a feature twitched, not a single gleam of color relieved the still pallor of his face, there was a new light in his dry brilliant eyes. But there was a vast difference between the thoughts which flashed into his mind and those which filled hers. To him there had stolen a sweetness into the summer’s day surpassing the soft sunlight, and a presence which moved every pulse in his being, and crept like maddening fire through every sense. And to her, the sight of him was simply a signal to brace up all her powers of perception; to watch with suspicion every change of his features, and every tone of his voice. Had he shown any emotion at the sight of her, she would have attributed it to a guilty conscience, and would have made note of it in her mind against him. And as he showed none—none, at least, that she could detect—she put it down to the exercise of a strong will, and was a little disappointed. For she had gone with the tide, and, womanlike, having embraced an idea, it had already become as truth to her. Mr. Brown was the man who had murdered Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. It was a murderer with whom she was standing side by side among the glancing shadows of the rustling pine groves. It must be so!




  Yet she did not shrink from him. After her first hesitation at the sight of a man’s figure standing up amongst the dark tree-trunks, she had walked steadily on until she had reached him. And he, without any change of countenance, had simply stood and watched her. God! how beautiful she was! The sunlight, gleaming through the tops of the trees in long slanting rays, played like fire upon her red-gold hair; and the plain black gown, which yielded easily to her graceful movements, seemed to show every line of her supple yet delicate figure. She came nearer still, so near that he could trace the faint blue veins in her forehead, and once more recall the peculiar color of her eyes. Then he spoke to her, raising his hand with a suddenly returning instinct of conventionality for his cap; but he had risen without it, and was standing before her bare-headed.




  “I am a trespasser, I fear,” he said hesitatingly.




  She came to a standstill by his side, and shook her head slowly.




  “No, this is common land. There is a footpath, you see, although it is seldom used. It leads nowhere but to the Court.”




  “It is a favorite walk of mine,” he said.




  “Yes, it is pleasant. You bring a companion with you,” she remarked, pointing to his book.




  He glanced down at it, and then up at her again.




  “Yes; a faithful friend, too. We spend a good deal of time out of doors together.”




  She read the title, and glanced up at him with a shade of interest in her face.




  “Shelley was a great poet, I suppose,” she said; “but I do not understand him.”




  For the first time his expression changed. A sudden light swept across his face, and in a moment it was glowing with sensibility and enthusiasm. She looked at him astonished. He stood before her revealed in a new light, and, although unwillingly, she saw him with different eyes.




  “Not understand Shelley! Ah! but that is because you have not tried, then. If you had, you would not only understand, but you would love him.”




  She shook her head. In reality she felt that he was right, that her languid attempts to read him by a drawing-room fire, with the Queen beside her, and her mind very full of very little things, had not been the spirit in which to approach a great poet. But, partly out of womanly perversity, and partly out of curiosity to hear what he would say, she chose to dissent from him.




  “I find him too mystical,” she said; “too incomprehensible.”




  He looked down at her from his superior height with kindling eyes. It was odd how greatly she was surprised in him. She had imagined him to be a cynic.




  “Mystical!” he repeated. “Yes, in a certain sense, he is so; and it is his greatest charm. But incomprehensible!—no. The essence of all artistic poetry is in the perfect blending of matter and form, so that the meaning creeps in upon us, but with a certain vagueness, a certain indefiniteness, which reaches us more in the shade of a dreamy consciousness than through the understanding. May I give you an illustration? We stand upon a low plain and gaze upon a far-off range of hills, from the sides of which thick clouds of white mist are hanging. Gradually, as the sun rises higher in the heavens, they float away, and we begin dimly to see through a clearer atmosphere the yellow corn waving on the brown hillside, the smoke rising from the lonely farmhouse, and, if we have patience and wait still, by-and-by we can even distinguish the brilliant patches of wild flowers, the poppies and the cornflowers in the golden fields, and the marsh marigolds in the meadows at the foot of the hill. It is a question of waiting long enough. So it is with what people call mysticism in poetry.”




  For the first time for many months a faint color had found its way into his wan cheeks. His face was alight with interest, and his dark eyes shone from their deep hollows with a new, soft fire. From that moment he assumed a new place in her thoughts. She was loath to grant it to him, but she had no alternative. Guilty or innocent, this man had something in him which placed him high above other men in her estimation. She felt stirred in a manner peculiarly grateful to her. It was as though every chord of her being had been tuned into fresh harmony; as though the hand of a magician had lifted the curtain which had enclosed her too narrow life, and had shown her a new world glowing with beauty and promise. She, too, wanted to feel like that; to taste the pleasures which this man tasted, and to feel the enthusiasm which had lit up his pale scholarly face.




  At that moment her mind was too full to harbor those dark suspicions. With a sudden effort she threw them overboard, trampled on them, scouted them. Was this the face and the tongue of a murderer? Surely not!




  “Thank you,” she said softly. “I shall like to think over what you have said. Now I must go.”




  Her words seemed to bring him back to his old self. He stooped down and picked up his cap.




  “You are going back to the Court?” he asked. “Let me walk to the end of the plantation with you.”




  She assented silently, and they turned along the narrow path side by side. Below them a bracken-covered cliff, studded with dwarfed trees, ran down to the sea; and on their left hand the black firs, larger and growing more thickly together, shut out completely the open moorland beyond. He had walked there before beneath a sky of darker blue, and when there had been only stray gleams of moonlight shining through the cone-laden boughs to show him the rough path; and he had been there when the tree-tops had bent beneath the shrieking wind, when the black clouds had been flying over his head, and the roar of the angry sea had filled the air with thunder. And these things had stirred him—one of nature’s sons—in many ways. Yet none of them had sent the warm blood coursing through his veins like quicksilver, or had stolen through his senses with such sweet heart-stirring impetuosity as did the presence of this tall, fair girl, walking serenely by his side in thoughtful silence. Once, when too near the edge of the cliff, she put her foot on a fir-cone and stumbled, and the touch of her hand, as he caught hold of it to steady her, sent a thrill of keen, exquisite pleasure through his whole frame. He held it perhaps a little longer than necessary, and she let him. For the moment she had lost the sense of physical touch, and the firm grasp of his fingers upon hers seemed to her, in a certain sense, only an analogy to the sudden sympathy which had sprung up between them. Even when realization came, she drew her hand away gently, without anger, without undue haste even. One glance into his face at that moment would have told her everything; the whole horror of the situation would have flashed in upon her, and she would have been overwhelmed. But she did not look, and long before they had come to the end of the path the passionate light had died out from his eyes, and had left no trace behind. Once more he was only a plain, sad-looking man, hollow-eyed and hollow-cheeked, with bent head and stooping frame.




  VIII. “DID YOU KILL SIR GEOFFREY KYNASTON?”
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  At the extremity of the plantation they came to a small wicket-gate opening out on to the cliff top. From here there was a path inland to the Court, whilst Falcon’s Nest was straight in front of them. At the parting of the ways they hesitated, for it seemed necessary that they should part.




  And whilst they looked around a little dazzled, having just emerged from the darkness of the plantation, they were conscious of a new glory in the heavens. Far away across the moorland the autumn sun had shot its last rays over the level plain and sea, and had sunk quietly to rest. It was not one of Turner’s wild sunsets. There were no banks of angry clouds full of lurid coloring, flashing their glory all over the western sky. But in a different fashion it was equally beautiful. Long level streaks of transparent light, emerging from an ethereal green to a deep orange, lay stretched across the heavens, and a faint golden haze rising from the land seemed to mingle with them, and form one harmonious mass of coloring. And the air too was different—purer and rarer than the enervating atmosphere of the drowsy afternoon. Together they stood and became subject to the subtle charm of their environment. It seemed to Helen Thurwell then that a change was creeping into her life. Impersonal thought had attained a new strength and a new sweetness. But at that time she had no knowledge of what it meant.




  “See!” he exclaimed softly, pointly westward, “there is what Coleridge made dear to us for ever, and Byron vainly scoffed at—the ’green light that lingers in the west.’”




  He repeated the stanza absently, and half to himself, with a sudden oblivion of her presence—




  “It were a vain endeavor, Though I should gaze for ever On that green light that lingers in the west. I may not hope from outward forms to win The passion and the life whose fountains are within.”




  She watched him as his voice sank lower and lower, and though his eyes were dry and bright, she saw a look of intense sadness sweep across his face. Almost she felt inclined to let her natural sympathy escape her—to let loose the kind and tender words which had leapt up from her heart, and even trembled upon her lips. But a rush of consciousness came, and she choked them back. Thus much she could do, but no more. She could not at that moment look upon him as the man already suspected in many quarters of a most brutal murder. For the instant, all was blotted out. Had she tried she could not at that moment have revived her own suspicions. They seemed to her like some grotesque fungi of the mind—poisonous weeds to be crushed and destroyed. But the seed was there.




  “Those are the saddest lines I ever read,” she said quietly. “It is a true ode to dejection.”




  “And therefore they are very precious,” he answered. “It is always sweet to find your own emotions so exquisitely expressed. It is like a spiritual narcotic.”




  “And yet—yet such poems encourage sadness, and that is morbid.”




  He shook his head.




  “To be sad is not necessarily to be unhappy,” he answered. “That sounds like a paradox, but it isn’t! You remember the ‘gentle melancholy’ which Milton loved. There is something sweet in that, is there not?”




  “But it is not like that with you,” she said quickly.




  He threw his arms up into the air with a sudden wild gesture of absolute despair. She had touched a chord in his nature too roughly, and it had not stood the strain. For a moment he had thrown off his mask. His white face was ghastly, and his eyes were burning with a hopeless passion.




  “My God! No!” he cried. “I am in the depths of hell, with never a gleam of hope to lead me on. And the sin—the sin——”




  He stopped suddenly, and his hands fell to his side. Slowly he turned round and looked at her, half doubtfully, half fearfully. What had he said? What had she heard? What did that look in her face mean—that look of anguish, of fear, of horror? Why did she not speak, even though it were to accuse him? Anything rather than that awful silence.




  Twice she moved her white lips, but no sound came. The power of articulation seemed gone. Then she caught him by the arm, and turned him slowly round so that he faced his cottage. Only a few yards below them was the spot where she and her sister-in-law that was to have been had lolled in their low chairs by the luncheon-table, and had begun to feel impatient for the coming of one who had never come. Further away still, across the moor, was that dark circular patch of plantation behind which Sir Geoffrey Kynaston had been found, and away upon the cliffs overlooking the scene of the murder was Falcon’s Nest.




  The grasp on his arm tightened. Then she stretched out her other hand, and with shaking fingers pointed downwards—pointed to the very spot where the deed had been done. The memory of it all came back to her, and hardened her set white face. She looked him straight in the eyes without a quiver, and clenched her teeth.




  “Did you—do that?” she asked in a firm, hard tone.




  A curious mind slumber seemed to have crept over him. His eyes followed her outstretched hand, and his lips idly repeated her words.




  “Did you kill Sir Geoffrey Kynaston?”




  Her words fell sharp and clear upon the still air. A tremor passed through his whole frame, and the light of a sudden understanding flashed across his face. He was his old self again, and more than his old self.




  “You are joking, of course, Miss Thurwell?” he said quietly. “You do not mean that seriously?”




  She caught her breath, and looked at him. After all, it is only a step from tragedy to commonplace. He was deathly pale, but calm and composed. He had conquered himself just in time. Another moment, and she felt assured that she would have known all. Never mind! it should come, she told herself. The end was not yet.




  “No; of course I did not mean it seriously,” she repeated slowly. “Who are those men coming up the hill? Can you see?”




  He moved a little nearer to her, and looked downward. On the slope of the hill were three men. She had recognized them already, and she watched him steadily.




  “Your father is one,” he said quietly. “The other two are strangers to me.”




  “Perhaps I can tell you something about them,” she said, still watching him intently. “One is the constable from Mallory, and the other is a detective.”




  There was a slight hardening of his face, and she fancied that she saw his under lip quiver for a moment. Had he shown any guilty fear, had he shrunk back, or uttered a single moan, her sympathy would never have been aroused. But as it was, she was a woman, and her face softened, and the tears stood in her eyes. There was something almost grand in the composure with which he was waiting for what seemed inevitable—something of the magnificent resignation with which the noblemen of France one by one took their place at the block, and the simile was heightened by the slightly contemptuous, slightly defiant poise of his finely shaped head. She saw him cast one lingering glance around at the still sea, with its far-off motionless sails; at the clear sky, from which the brilliancy of coloring was fading away, and at the long sweep of moorland with its brilliant patches of heather and gorse, now slightly blurred by the mists rising from the earth. It was as though he were saying a last farewell to things which he had loved, and which he would see no more—and it had a strange effect upon her. The memory of that hideous crime left her. She could think only of the abstract pathos of the present situation, and she felt very miserable. It was wrong, unnatural of her; but at that moment, if she could have helped him to escape, she would have done her best in the face of them all.




  They were almost at hand now, and she lifted her eyes, in which the tears were fast gathering. She thought nothing of her own situation—of their finding her alone with the murderer. With characteristic unselfishness she thought only of him.




  She met her father’s surprised gaze with indifference. She had a sort of feeling that nothing mattered much. What was going to happen eclipsed everything else.




  And so it did. Her apathy changed in a moment to amazement, and her heart stood still. Her father had raised his hat to Mr. Brown with even more than the usual courtesy of his salute, and the two officials had saluted in the most correct fashion.




  “Mr. Brown,” he said, “we have all come in search of you to tender our most sincere apologies for an unfortunate mistake. Police Constable Chopping here is mostly to blame, and next to him, I am.”




  She glanced at the man by her side. His face was absolutely impenetrable. It showed no signs of the relief which was creeping into hers. His composure was simply wonderful.




  “The fact is,” her father continued, “Chopping came to see me with a long tale and a certain request which, under the circumstances—which I will explain to you afterwards—I could not as a magistrate refuse. I was compelled to sign a search warrant for him to go over Falcon’s Nest. It was against my inclination, and a most unpleasant duty for me to perform. But I considered it my duty, and I attended there myself in order that it might not be abused. I hope to have your forgiveness for the liberty which we were compelled to take.”




  There was still no change in Mr. Brown’s face, but, standing close to him, she heard him take a quick deep breath. Curiously enough, it was a relief to her to hear it. Such great self-restraint was almost unnatural.




  “You only did your duty, Mr. Thurwell,” he answered quietly. “You owe me no apology.”




  “I am very glad that you see it in that light,” Mr. Thurwell said, “very glad indeed. But I have a further confession to make.”




  He drew Mr. Brown a little on one side, out of hearing of the others, but nearer to her than any of them, and commenced talking earnestly to him. This time she could tell that he was disturbed and uneasy, but she could not follow connectedly all her father said. Only a few stray words reached her.




  “Very sorry indeed…. Quite accidental…. Will preserve … discovery.”




  “Then I may rely upon you to keep this absolutely to yourself?” she heard Mr. Brown say earnestly.




  “I give you my word, sir!” her father answered. Then they turned round, and she saw that Mr. Brown looked distinctly annoyed.




  “However did you come here, Helen?” her father asked, suddenly remembering her presence.




  “I came for a walk, and met Mr. Brown in the plantation,” she explained.




  “Well, since you are here,” he remarked good humoredly, “you must help me to induce Mr. Brown to come back to the Court. So far, we have been wretched neighbors. We shall insist upon his dining with us, just to show that there’s no ill-feeling,” he added, smiling. “Now, no excuses.”




  “Thank you, but I never go out,” Mr. Brown answered. “I have not even any clothes here. So——”




  “Please come, Mr. Brown,” she said softly.




  He flashed a sudden glance at her from his dark eyes, which brought the color streaming into her cheeks. Fortunately, twilight was commencing to fall, and she was standing a little back in the shadow of the plantation.




  “If Miss Thurwell wishes it,” he said, in a tone of a man who offers himself to lead a forlorn hope, “it is settled. I will come.”




  IX. MR. BROWN DINES AT THE COURT
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  Both to him and to her there was something strangely unreal in the little banquet to which they three—Mr. Thurwell, his daughter, and his tenant—sat down that evening. For many months afterwards, until, indeed, after the culmination of the tragedy in which she was the principal moving figure, Helen Thurwell looked back upon that night with strangely mingled feelings. It was the dawn of a new era in her existence, a fact which she never doubted, although she struggled vainly against it. And to him it was like a sudden transition into fairyland. The long years of lonely life and rigorous asceticism through which he had passed had been a period of no ordinary self-denial. Instinctively and with his whole nature the man was an artist. His homely fare, ill-cooked and ill-served among dreary surroundings, had for long been a horror to him. Whatever his reasons for such absolute isolation had been, they had sprung from no actual delight in rough living or non-appreciation of the refinements of civilized society. He realized to the full extent the sybaritic pleasures which now surrounded him. The white tablecloth flaming with daintily modeled plate and cut glass, the brilliant coloring of the scarlet and yellow flowers, the aromatic perfume of the chrysanthemums mingling with the faint scent of exotics, the luscious fruits, and the softly shaded table lights which threw a rich glow over the lovely face opposite to him—all these things had their own peculiar effect in the shape of a certain subtle exhilaration which was not slow to show itself. With scarcely an effort he threw off the old mask of reserve, with all the little awkwardnesses and gaucheries which it had entailed, and appeared as the shadow of the self of former days—a cultured, polished man of the world. Even Mr. Thurwell’s good breeding was scarcely sufficient to conceal his surprise at the metamorphosis. Never before, at his table, had there been such a brilliant flow of conversation—conversation which had all the rare art of appearing general, whereas it was indeed nothing less than a monologue on the part of this strange guest. He had traveled far, he had seen great things in many countries, and he had known great men; and he talked lightly about them all, with the keen appreciation of the artist, and the graceful diction of the scholar. He was a man who had lived in the world—every little action and turn of speech denoted it. The French dishes—Mr. Thurwell was proud of his chef—were no secret to him, and he knew all about the vintages of the wines he was drinking. In the whole course of his experience, Mr. Thurwell had never entertained such a guest as this, and it was a sore trial to his good manners to abstain from any astonished comment on the lonely life his tenant had been lately leading.




  And Helen sat listening to it all with a sort of dreamy content stealing over her, out of which she was stirred every now and then into enthusiasm by some brilliant criticism or fresh turn to the conversation. At such times her gray luminous eyes, with their strange dash of foreign color, would light up and flash their sympathetic approval across the few feet of tablecloth blazing with many-colored flowers and fruits and glittering silver. And he grew to look for this, and to receive it with an answering glance from his own dark eyes, full of a strange light and power. She, watching him more keenly than her father could, was conscious of something that altogether escaped him, a sort of undercurrent of suppressed excitement which never rose to the surface, and revealed itself in none of his mannerisms or his tone. But it was there, and she felt it—felt it more than ever when their eyes met, and hers were forced to droop before the steady fire in his, which more than once brought the faint color into her cheeks, and sent a new sensation quivering through her being.




  Dinner came to an end at last, but when she rose to go her father protested. She generally sat with him while he smoked a cigarette and drank his coffee. Why should she go away now? They were making no stranger of Mr. Brown. And so she stayed.




  Presently she found herself strolling round the room by his side, showing him the pictures which hung lightly upon the high oak panels, and the foreign bric-á-brac and Italian vases ranged along the wide black ledge a little below. Her father had been obliged to go out and speak to the head gamekeeper about some suspected poaching, and they were alone.




  “This is where I like to sit after dinner, when we are alone,” she said; and, lifting some heavy drooping curtains, she led him into a quaint recess, almost as large as an ordinary room. A shaded lamp was burning on a small Burmese table, and the faint fragrance of burning pine logs stole up from the open hearth and floated about on the air, already slightly perfumed with the odor of chrysanthemums clustered together in quaint blue china bowls, little patches of gold-and-white coloring, where everything else was somber and subdued. She sank into a low basket chair before the fire, and, obeying her gesture, he seated himself opposite to her.




  “Now, talk to me, please,” she said, half hiding her face with a feather screen to protect it from the fire. “No commonplacisms, mind! I have heard nothing else all my life, and I am weary of them. And, first, please to light a cigarette. You will find some in the silver box by your side. I like the perfume.”




  He did as he was bidden in silence. For a moment he watched the faint blue smoke curl upward, stole a glance around him, and drew a long breath as though he were drinking in to the full the artistic content of the exquisite harmony and coloring, of his surroundings. Then he threw a sudden, swift look upon the beautiful girl who was leaning back in her low chair, with her fair head resting upon a cushion of deep olive green, and her eyes fixed expectantly upon him. She was so near that, by stretching out his hand, he could have seized her small shapely fingers; so near, that he could even detect the delicate scent of lavender from the lace of her black dinner gown. He took in every detail of her dainty toilette from the single diamond which sparkled in the black velvet around her throat, to the exquisitely slippered feet resting lightly upon a tiny sage-green footstool, and just visible through the gossamerlike draperies which bordered her skirts. In the world of her sex she had become an era to him.




  X. THE TRAGEDY OF RACHEL KYNASTON
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  “I wonder whether you know that we have met before, Miss Thurwell?” he asked her suddenly.




  She moved her screen and looked at him.




  “Surely not! Where?”




  In a few words he reminded her of that quaint street in the old Italian town, and of the half-ruined Palazzo di Vechi. He had seen her only for a few minutes, but her face had never been forgotten; the way in which he told her so, although he did not dwell upon it, told her also that it had been no ordinary memory—that it had held a separate place in his thoughts, as was indeed the case. Something in the manner of his allusion to it showed her too, as though he had laid his whole mind bare, with what interest, almost reverence, he had guarded it, and all that it had meant to him; and as she listened a faint color stole into her cheeks, with which the fire had nothing to do. She held her screen the closer, and bent her head lest he should see it.




  But there was no fear of that; indeed, he had no thought of the kind. Leaving the dangerous ground behind him, he glided easily and naturally into impersonal subjects. From Italy he began to talk of Florence, of Pico della Mirandola, and the painters of the Renaissance. He strove his utmost to interest her, and with his vast stock of acquired knowledge, and his wonderfully artistic felicity of expression, he talked on and on, wandering from country to country, and age to age, till it all seemed to her like a strangely beautiful poem, full of yellow light and gleaming shadow, sometimes passionate and intense, at others fantastic and almost ethereal. Now and then she half closed her eyes, and his words, and their meaning, the form and the substance, seemed to come to her like richly blended music, stirring all her senses and quickening all her dormant faculties. Then she opened them again, and looked steadily upon the dark, wan face, with its sharp thin outline and strange poetic abstraction. By chance he spoke for a moment of De Quincey, and a shudder passed through all her being. Could such a face as that be a murderer’s face? The utter morbidness of such a thought oppressed her only for a moment. If to-morrow it was to be her duty to loathe this man, then it should be so; but those few minutes were too precious to be disturbed by such thoughts. A new life was stirring within her, and its first breath was too sweet to be crushed on the threshold. After to-night—anything! But to-night she would have for her own.




  And so the time passed on, and the evening slipped away. Mr. Thurwell had looked in, but seeing them so engrossed he had quietly retreated and indulged in his usual nap. A dainty tea equipage had been brought in, and she had roused herself to prepare it with her own hands, and it seemed to him that this little touch of domesticity had been the one thing wanted to make the picture perfect. There had been a momentary silence then, and she had found herself asking him questions.




  “Do you never feel that you would like to be back in the world again?” she asked. “Yours is a very lonely life!”




  “I do not often find it so,” he answered, with his eyes fixed upon the fire. “One’s books, and the thoughts one gets from them, are sufficient companions.”




  “But they are not human ones, and man is human. Do you think a lonely life quite healthy—mentally healthy, I mean?”




  “It should be the healthiest of all lives. It is only in theory that solitude is morbid. If you knew more of the world, Miss Thurwell, you would understand something of its cramping influence upon all independent thought. I am not a pessimist—at least, I try not to be. I do not wish to say that there is more badness than goodness in the world, but there is certainly more littleness than greatness. To live in any manner of society without imbibing a certain form of selfishness is difficult; to do so and to taste the full sweetness of the life that never dies is impossible!”




  “But there must be some exceptions!” she said hesitatingly. “If people care for one another, and care for the same things——”




  He shook his head.




  “People never do care for one another. Life is so full nowadays, there are so many things to care about, that any concentration of the affections is impossible. Love is the derision of the modern world. It has not even the respect one pays to the antique.”




  For several minutes there was deep silence. A piece of burning wood tumbled off from the log and fell upon the tiles, where it lay with its delicate blue smoke curling upward into the room, laden with the pungent odor of the pine. She moved her feet, and there was the slight rustling of her skirts. No other sound broke the stillness which they both remembered for long afterwards—the stillness before the storm.




  Suddenly it came to an end. There was a sound of doors being quickly opened and shut, voices in the hall, and then a light, firm tread, crossing the main portion of the room. They both glanced toward the curtains, and there was a second’s expectancy. Then they were thrown on one side with a hasty movement, and a tall dark woman in a long traveling cloak swept through them.




  She paused for a moment on the threshold, and her flashing black eyes seemed to take in every detail of the little scene. She saw Helen, fair and comely, with an added beauty in her soft, animated expression, and she saw her companion, his face alight with intelligence and sensibility, and with the glow of a new life in his brilliant eyes. The perfume of the Egyptian tobacco which hung about the room, the tea tray, their two chairs drawn up before the fire—nothing escaped her. It all seemed to increase her wrath.




  For she was very angry. Her form was dilated with passion, and her voice, when she spoke, shook with it. But it was not her anger, nor her threatening gestures, before which they both shrank back for a moment, appalled. It was her awful likeness to the murdered Sir Geoffrey Kynaston.




  “Helen!” she cried, “they told me of this; but if I had not seen it with my own eyes, I would never have believed it.”




  Helen rose to her feet, pale, but with a kindling light in her eyes, and a haughty poise of her fair shapely head.




  “You speak in riddles, Rachel,” she said quietly. “I do not understand you.”




  A very storm of hysterical passion seemed to shake the woman, who had approached a little further into the room.




  “Not understand me! Listen, and I will make it plain. You were engaged to marry my brother. I come here, almost from his funeral, and I find you thus—with his murderer! Girl, I wonder that you do not die of shame!”




  His murderer! For a moment the color fled from cheeks and lips, and the room seemed whirling around her. But one glance at him brought back her drooping courage. He was standing close to her side, erect and firm as a statue, with his head thrown back, and his eyes fixed upon Rachel Kynaston. Blanched and colorless as his face was, there was no flinching in it.




  “It is false!” she said proudly. “Ask him yourself.”




  “Ask him!” She turned upon him like a tigress, her eyes blazing with fury. “Let him hear what I have to say, and deny it. Is it not you who followed him from city to city all over the world, seeking always his life? Is it not you who kept him for many years from his native land for fear of blood-shed—yours or his? Is it not you who have fought with him and been worsted, and sworn to carry your enmity with you through life, and bury it only in his grave? Look at me, man, if you dare, look me in the face and tell me whether you did not seek his life in Vienna, and whether you did not fight with him on the sands at Boulogne. Oh, I know you! It is you! It is you! And then you come down here and live alone, waiting your chance. He is found foully murdered, and you are the only man who could have done it. Ask you whether you be guilty? There is no need, no need. Can anyone in their senses, knowing the story of your past hate, doubt it for one moment? And yet, answer me if you can. Look me in the face, and let me hear you lie, if you dare. Tell me that you know nothing of my brother’s death!”




  He had stood like marble, with never a change in his face, while she had poured out her passionate accusation. But when silence came, and she waited for him to speak, he could not. A seal seemed set upon his lips. He could not open them. He was silent.




  A fearful glare of triumph blazed up in her eyes. She staggered back a little, and leaned upon the table, with her hand clasped to her side.




  “See, Helen,” she cried, “is that innocence? O God! give me strength to go on. I will see Mr. Thurwell. I will tell him everything. He shall sign a warrant. Ah!”




  A terrible scream rang through the room, and echoed through the house. Mr. Thurwell and several of the servants came hurrying in. In the middle of the floor Rachel Kynaston lay prostrate, her fingers grasping convulsively at the empty air, and an awful look in her face. Helen was on her knees by her side, and Mr. Brown stood in the background, irresolute whether to stay or leave.




  They crowded round her, but she waved them off, and grasping Helen’s wrist, dragged her down till their heads nearly touched.




  “Helen,” she moaned, “I am dying. Swear to me that you will avenge Geoffrey’s murder. That man did it. His name—his name——”




  Suddenly her grasp relaxed, and Helen reeled back fainting into her father’s arms.




  “It is a fit,” some one murmured.




  But it was death.
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  “Anything in the letters, guv’nor?”




  “Nothing so far, Ben, my boy,” answered a little old gentleman, who was methodically opening a pile of envelopes, and carefully scrutinizing the contents of each before arranging them in separate heaps. “Nothing much yet. A letter from a despairing mother, entreating us to find her lost son. Description given, payment—tick! Won’t do. Here’s a note from Mr. Wallis about his wife’s being at the theater the other night, and a line from Jack Simpson about that woman down St. John’s Wood way. Seems he’s found her, so that’s off.”




  “Humph! business is slack,” remarked a younger edition of the old gentleman, who was standing on the hearth rug, with his silk hat on the back of his head, in an attitude of unstudied grace.




  “Say, guv’nor, you couldn’t let me have a fiver, could you? Must keep up the credit of the firm, don’t you know, and I’m awfully hard up. ’Pon my word, I am.”




  “I couldn’t do anything of the sort!” exclaimed the old gentleman testily. “Certainly not. The way you spend money is grievous to me, Benjamin, positively grievous!”




  He turned round in his chair, and with his spectacles on the top of his head surveyed his son and heir with a sorrowful interest.




  “Oh, hang it all, some one must spend the money if we’re to keep the business at all!” retorted Mr. Benjamin testily. “I can’t live as I do without it, you know; and how are we to get the information we want? Look at the company I keep, too.”




  The old gentleman seemed mollified.




  “There’s something in that, Ben,” he remarked, slowly wagging his head. “There’s something in that, of course. Bless me, your mother was telling me you was with a lord the other day!”




  Mr. Benjamin expanded a little with the recollection, and smiled gently.




  “That was quite true, dad,” he remarked with a grandiloquent air. “I was just going into the Cri—let me see, on Tuesday night it was—when whom should I run up against but little Tommy Soampton with a pal, and we all had drinks together. He was a quiet-looking chap, not dressed half so well as—er——”




  “As you, Ben,” interposed his father proudly.




  “Well, I wasn’t thinking of myself particularly,” Mr. Benjamin continued, twirling an incipient mustache, and looking pleased. “But when Tommy introduced him as Lord Mossford, I was that surprised I nearly dropped my glass.”




  “What did you say to him, Ben?” asked the little old gentleman in an awed tone.




  Ben drew himself up and smiled.




  “I asked him how his lordship was, and whether his lordship’d take anything.”




  “And did he, Ben?” asked his father eagerly.




  “Rather! He was just as affable as you like. I got on with him no end.”




  The little old gentleman turned away to his letters again to hide a gratified smile.




  “Well, well, Ben, I suppose you must have it,” he said leniently. “Young men will be young men. Only remember this, my boy—wherever you are, always keep an eye open for business. Never forget that.”




  Benjamin, junior, slapped his trousers pocket and grinned.




  “No fear, dad. I don’t forget the biz.”




  “Well, well; just wait till I’ve gone through the letters, and we’ll see what we can do. We’ll see. Ha! this reads well. I like this. Ben, we’re in luck this morning. In luck, my boy!”




  Mr. Benjamin abandoned his negligent attitude, and, drawing close to his father, peered over his shoulder. The letter which lay upon the desk was not a long one, but it was to the point.




  “Thurwell Court, “Thursday.




  “Dear SIRS,




  “I am recommended to consult your firm on a matter which requires the services of a skilled detective and the utmost secrecy. I am coming to London to-morrow, and will call at your office at about half-past ten. Please arrange to be in at that time.




  “Yours truly,


  “Helen Thurwell.




  “To Messrs. Levy & Son,


  “Private Agents,


  —— Street, Strand, London.”




  Mr. Levy, senior, drew his hand meditatively down the lower part of his face once or twice, and looked up at his son.




  “Something in it, I think, Benjamin, eh? Thurwell Court! Coat of Arms! Lady signs herself Miss Thurwell! Money there, eh?”




  Mr. Benjamin was looking thoughtfully down at the signature.




  “Thurwell, Thurwell! Where the mischief have I heard that name lately. Holy Moses! I know,” he suddenly exclaimed, starting up with glistening eyes. “Dad, our fortune’s made. Our chance has come at last!”




  In the exuberance of his spirits he forgot the infirmities of age, and brought his hand down upon his father’s back with such vehemence that the tears started into the little old gentleman’s eyes, and his spectacles rattled upon his nose.




  “Don’t do that again, Benjamin,” he exclaimed nervously. “I don’t like it; I don’t like it at all. You nearly dislocated my shoulder, and if you had, I’d have stopped the doctor’s bill out of your allowance. I would, indeed! And now, what have you got to say?”




  Mr. Benjamin had been walking up and down the office with his hands in his trousers’ pockets whistling softly to himself. At the conclusion of his father’s complaint he came to a standstill.




  “All right, guv’nor. Sorry I hurt you. I was a bit excited. Don’t you remember having heard that name Thurwell lately?”




  Mr. Levy, senior, shook his head doubtfully.




  “I’m afraid my memory isn’t what it used to be, Benjamin. The name sounds a bit familiar, and yet—no, I can’t remember,” he wound up suddenly. “Tell me about it, my boy.”




  “Why, the Kynaston murder, of course. That was at Thurwell Court. Sir Geoffrey Kynaston was engaged to Miss Thurwell, you know, and she was one of the first to find him.”




  “Dear me! Dear me! I remember all about it now, to be sure,” Mr. Levy exclaimed. “The murderer was never found, was he? Got clean off?”




  “That’s so,” assented Mr. Benjamin. “Dad, it’s a rum thing, but I was interested in that case. There was something queer about it. I read it every bit. I could stand a cross-examination in it now. Dad, it’s a lucky thing. She’s coming here to consult us about it, as sure as my name is Ben Levy. And, by jabers, here she is!”




  There was the sound of a cab stopping at the door, and through a chink in the blinds Mr. Benjamin had seen a lady descend from it. In a moment his hat was off and on the peg, and he commenced writing a letter at the desk.




  “Dad,” he said quickly, without looking up, “leave this matter to me, will you? I’m up in the case. A lady, did you say, Morrison?”—turning toward the door. “Very good. Show her in at once.”




  XII. A JEWEL OF A SON
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  For the first time in her life Helen was taking a definite and important step without her father’s knowledge. The matter was one which had caused her infinite thought and many heart searchings. The burden of Rachel Kynaston’s dying words had fallen upon her alone. There seemed to be no escape from it. She must act, and must act for herself. Any sort of appeal to her father for help was out of the question. She knew beforehand exactly what his view of the matter would be. In all things concerning her sex he was of that ancient school which reckoned helplessness and inaction the chief and necessary qualities of women outside the domestic circle. He might himself have made some move in the matter, but it would have been half hearted and under protest. She knew exactly what his point of view would be. Rachel Kynaston had been excited by a fancied wrong—her last words were uttered in a veritable delirium! She could not part with the responsibility. The shadow of it lay upon her, and her alone. She must act herself or not at all. She must act herself, and without her father’s knowledge, or be false to the charge laid upon her by a dying woman. So with a heavy heart she had accepted what seemed to her to be the inevitable.




  She was shown at once into the inner sanctuary of Messrs. Levy & Son. Her first glance around, nervous though she was, was comprehensive. She saw a plainly but not ill-furnished office, the chief feature of which was its gloom. Seated in an easy chair was a little old gentleman with white hair, who rose to receive her, and a little farther away was a younger man who was writing busily, and who did not even glance up at her entrance. Although it was not a particularly dark morning, the narrowness of the street and the small dusty windows seemed effectually to keep out the light, and a jet of gas was burning.




  Mr. Levy bowed to his visitor, and offered her a chair.




  “Miss Thurwell, I presume,” he said in his best manner.




  The lady bowed without lifting her veil, which, though short, was a thick one.




  “We received a letter from you this morning,” he continued.




  “Yes; I have called about it.”




  She hesitated. The commencement was very difficult. After all, had she done wisely in coming here? Was it not all a mistake? Had she not better leave the thing to the proper authorities, and content herself with offering a reward? She had half a mind to declare that her visit was an error, and make her escape.




  It was at this point that the tact of the junior member of the firm asserted itself. Quietly laying down his pen, he turned toward her, and spoke for the first time.




  “We gathered from your letter, Miss Thurwell, that you desired to consult us concerning the murder of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston.”




  Helen was surprised into assenting, and before she could qualify her words, Mr. Benjamin had taken the case in hand.




  “Exactly. Now, Miss Thurwell, we have had some very delicate and very difficult business confided to us at different times, and I may say, without boasting, that we have been remarkably successful. I may so, father, may I not?”




  “Most decidedly, Benjamin. There was Mr. Morris’s jewels, you know.”




  “And Mr. Hadson’s son.”




  “And that little affair with Captain Trescott and Bella B——”




  Mr. Benjamin dropped the ruler, which he had been idly balancing on his forefinger, with a crash, and shot a warning glance across at his father.




  “Miss Thurwell will not be interested in the details of our business,” he remarked. “Our reputation is doubtless known to her.”




  Considering what the reputation of Messrs. Levy & Son really was, this last remark was a magnificent piece of cool impudence. Even Mr. Levy could not refrain from casting a quick glance of admiration at his junior, who remained perfectly unmoved.




  “What I was about to remark, Miss Thurwell, was simply this. The chief cause of our success has been that we have induced our clients at the outset to give us their whole confidence. We lay great stress on this. Everything that we are told in the way of business we consider absolutely secret. But we like to know everything.”




  “I shall keep nothing back from you,” she said quietly. “I have nothing to conceal.”




  Mr. Benjamin nodded approval.




  “Then, in order that the confidence between us may be complete, let me ask you this question, Why have you brought this matter to us, instead of leaving it to the ordinary authorities?”




  Helen Thurwell lifted her veil for the first time, and looked at the young man who was questioning her. Mr. Benjamin Levy, as a young man of fashion, was an ape and a fool. Mr. Benjamin Levy, taking the lead in a piece of business after his own heart, was as shrewd a young man as you could meet with. Looking him steadily in the face, and noticing his keen dark eyes and closely drawn lips, she began for the first time to think that, after all, she might have done a wise thing in coming here.




  “The ordinary authorities have had the matter in hand two months, and they have done nothing,” she answered. “I am very anxious that it should be cleared up, and I am naturally beginning to lose faith in them. They have so many other things to attend to. Now, if I paid you well, I suppose you would give your whole time to the matter.”




  “Undoubtedly,” assented Mr. Levy, senior, gravely.




  “Undoubtedly,” echoed his son. “I am quite satisfied, Miss Thurwell, and I thank you for your candor.”




  “I suppose you will want me to tell you all about it,” she said, with a faint shudder.




  “Not unless you know something fresh. I have every particular in my head that has been published.”




  Helen looked surprised.




  “You read all about it, I suppose?” she asked.




  “Yes; such things interest us, naturally. This one did me particularly, because, from the first, I saw that the police were on the wrong tack.”




  “What is your idea about it, then?” she asked.




  “Simply this,” he answered, turning round and facing her for the first time. “All the time and trouble spent in scouring the country and watching the ports and railway stations was completely wasted. The murder was not committed by an outsider at all. The first thing I shall want, when we begin to work this, is the name and address of all the people living within a mile or two of the scene of the murder, and then every possible particular concerning Mr. Bernard Brown, of Falcon’s Nest.”




  She could not help a slight start. And from his looking at her now for the first time so fixedly, and from the abrupt manner in which he had brought out the latter part of his sentence, she knew that he was trying her.




  “There is one more question, too, Miss Thurwell, which I must ask you, and it is a very important one,” he continued, still looking at her. “Do you suspect any one?”




  She answered him without hesitation.




  “I do.”




  Mr. Levy, senior, stirred in his chair, and leaned forward eagerly. Mr. Benjamin remained perfectly unmoved.




  “And who is it?” he asked.




  “Mr. Brown.”




  Mr. Benjamin looked away and made a note. If she could have seen it, Helen would certainly have been surprised. For, though her voice was low, she had schooled herself to go through her task without agitation. Yet, here was the note.




  “Query: Connection between Mr. Brown and Miss T. Showed great agitation in announcing suspicion.”




  “Do you mind telling us your reasons?” he went on.




  She repeated them after the manner of one who has learned a lesson.




  “Mr. Brown came to our part of the country just at the time that Sir Geoffrey came from abroad. They had met before, and there was some cause of enmity between them——”




  “Stop! How do you know that?” Mr. Benjamin interrupted quickly.




  She told him of Mr. Brown’s admission to her, and of the tragedy of Rachel Kynaston’s last words. He seemed to know something of this too.




  “Any other reason?”




  “He seemed agitated when he came out from the cottage, after the crime was discovered. From its situation he could easily have committed the murder and regained it unseen. It would have been infinitely easier for him to have done it than anyone else.”




  Mr. Benjamin looked at his father, and his father looked at him.




  “Can you tell me anything at all of his antecedents?” he continued.




  She shook her head.




  “We knew nothing about him when he came. He never talked about himself.”




  “But he was your father’s tenant, was he not?”




  “Yes.”




  “Then he gave you some references, I suppose?”




  “Only his bankers and his lawyers.”




  “Do you remember those?”




  “Yes. The bankers were Gregsons, and the lawyer’s name was Cuthbert.”




  Mr. Benjamin made a note of both.




  “There is nothing more which it occurs to you to tell us, Miss Thurwell?” he asked.




  “There is one circumstance which seemed to me at the time suspicious,” she said slowly. “It was after the body had been carried to Mr. Brown’s house, and I was waiting for my father there. I think I must have suspected Mr. Brown then, in a lesser degree, for I took the opportunity of being alone to look into his sitting room. It was rather a mean thing to do,” she added hurriedly, “but I was a little excited at the notion of his guilt, and I felt that I would do anything to help to bring the truth to light.”




  “It was very natural,” interposed Mr. Levy, senior, who had been watching for some time for the opportunity of getting a word in. “Very natural, indeed.”




  His son took no notice of the interruption, and Helen continued.




  “What I saw may be of no consequence, but I will just tell you what it was, and what it suggested to me. The window was open, and the leaves of a laurel shrub just outside were dripping with wet. A little way in the room was an empty basin, and on the floor by the side was a pile of books. They might have been there by accident, but it seemed to me as if they had been purposely placed there to hide something—possibly a stain on the floor. Before I could move any of them to see, I was disturbed.”




  “By Mr. Brown?”




  “By Mr. Brown and Sir Allan Beaumerville.”




  “Did you gather from his appearance that he was alarmed at finding you there?”




  Helen shook her head.




  “No. He was surprised, certainly, but that was natural. I cannot say that he looked alarmed.”




  Mr. Benjamin put away his notes and turned round on his stool.




  “A word or two with regard to the business part of this matter, Miss Thurwell. Are you prepared to spend a good deal of money?”




  “If it is necessary, yes.”




  “Very good. Then I will give you a sketch of my plans. We have agents in Paris, Vienna, Venice, and other towns, whom I shall at once employ in tracing out Sir Geoffrey Kynaston’s life abroad, concerning which I already have some useful information. During the rest of the day I shall make inquiries about Mr. Brown in London. To-morrow I shall be prepared to come down to Thurwell in any capacity you suggest.”




  “If you know anything of auditing,” she said, “you can come down and go through the books of the estate at the Court. I can arrange that.”




  “It will do admirably. These are my plans, then. We shall require from you, Miss Thurwell, two hundred guineas to send abroad, and forty guineas a week for the services of my father and myself and our staff. If in twelve months we have not succeeded, we will engage to return you twenty-five per cent of this amount. If, on the other hand, we have brought home the crime to the murderer, we shall ask you for a further five hundred. Will you agree to these terms?”




  “Yes.”




  Mr. Benjamin stretched out his hand for a piece of writing paper, and made a memorandum.




  “Perhaps you would be so good as to sign this, then?” he said, passing it to her.




  She took the pen, and wrote her name at the bottom. Then she rose to go.




  “There is nothing more?” she said.




  “Nothing except your London address,” he reminded her.




  “I am staying with my aunt, Lady Thurwell, at No. 8, Cadogan Square.”




  “Can I call and see you to-morrow morning there?”




  She hesitated. After all, why not. She had put her hand to the plow, and she must go on with it.




  “Yes,” she answered; “as the auditor who is going to Thurwell Court.”




  He bowed, and held the door open for her.




  “That is understood, of course. Good morning, Miss Thurwell.”




  She was standing quite still on the threshold, as if lost in thought for a moment. Suddenly she looked up at him with a bright spot of color glowing in her cheeks.




  “Let me ask you a question, Mr. Levy.”




  [image: Illustration]




  “Certainly.”




  “You have read the account of this—terrible thing, and you have heard all I can tell you. Doubtless you have formed some idea concerning it. Would you mind telling it to me?”




  Mr. Benjamin kept his keen black eyes fixed steadily upon her while he answered the question, as though he were curious to see what effect it would have on her.




  “Certainly, Miss Thurwell. I think that the gentleman calling himself Mr. Brown will find himself in the murderer’s dock before a month is out.”




  She shuddered slightly, and turned away.




  “Thank you. Good morning.”




  “Good morning, Miss Thurwell.”




  She was gone, and as the sound of her departing cab became lost in the din of the traffic outside, a remarkable change took place in the demeanor of Mr. Benjamin Levy. His constrained, almost polished manner disappeared. His small, deep-set eyes sparkled with exultation, and all his natural vulgarity reasserted itself.




  “What do you think of that, guv’nor, eh?” he cried, patting him gently on the shoulder. “Good biz, eh?”




  “Benjamin, my son,” returned the old man, with emotion, “our fortune is made. You are a jewel of a son.”




  XIII. A STRANGE MEETING
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  Grayness reigned everywhere—in the sky, on the hillside, and on the bare moor, no longer made resplendent by the gleaming beauty of the purple heather and fainter flashes of yellow gorse. The dry, springy turf had become a swamp, and phantom-like wreaths of mist blurred and saddened the landscape. The sweet stirring of the summer wind amongst the pine trees had given place to the melancholy drip of raindrops falling from their heavy, drooping branches on to the soddened ground. Every vestige of coloring had died out of the landscape—from the sea, the clouds, and the heath. It was the earth’s mourning season, when the air has neither the keen freshness of winter, the buoyancy of spring, the sweet drowsy languor of summer, or the bracing exhilaration of autumn. It was November.




  Daylight was fast fading away; but the reign of twilight had not yet commenced. After a blustering morning, a sudden stillness had fallen upon the earth. The wild north wind had ceased its moaning in the pine trees, and no longer came booming across the level moorland. The dull gray clouds which all day long had been driven across the leaden sky in flying haste, hung low down upon the sad earth, and from over the water a sea fog rose to meet them. Nature had nothing more cheerful to offer than silence, a dim light, and indescribable desolation.




  A solitary man, with his figure carved out in sharp relief against the vaporous sky, stood on the highest point of the cliff. Everything in his attitude betokened the deepest dejection—in which at least he was in sympathy with his surroundings. His head drooped upon his bent shoulders, and his dark, weary eyes were fixed upon the rising sea fog in a vacant gaze. Warmly clad as he was, he seemed chilled through his whole being by the raw lifelessness of the air. Yet he did not move.




  The utter silence was suddenly broken by the rising of a little flock of gulls from among the stunted firs hanging down over the cliff. Almost immediately afterwards there came another sound, denoting the advance of a human being. The little hand gate leading out of the plantation was opened and shut, and light footsteps began to ascend the ridge of the cliffs on which he was standing, hesitating now and then, but always advancing. As soon as he became sure of this, he turned his head in the direction from which they came, and found himself face to face with Helen Thurwell.




  It was the first time they had come together since the terrible night at Thurwell Court, when their eyes had met for an awful moment over the dead body of Rachel Kynaston. The memory of that scene flashed into the minds of both of them; from hers, indeed, it had seldom been absent. She stood face to face with the man whom she had been charged, by the passionate prayers of a dying woman, to hunt down and denounce as a murderer. They looked at one another with the same thoughts in the minds of both. The first step she had already taken. Henceforth he would be watched and dogged, his past life raked up, and his every action recorded. And she it was who had set the underhand machinery at work, she it was whom he, guilty or innocent, would think of as the woman who had hunted him down. If he should be innocent, and the time should come when he discovered all, what would he think of her? If he could have seen her a few days back in the office of Messrs. Levy & Son, would he look at her as he was doing now? The thought sent a shiver through her. At that moment she hated herself.




  It was no ordinary meeting this, for him or for her. Had she been able to look him steadily in the face, she might have seen something of her own nervousness reflected there. But that was just what at first she was unable to do. One rapid glance into his pale features, which suffering and intellectual labor seemed in some measure to have etherealized, was sufficient. She had all the poignant sense of a culprit before an injured but merciful judge, and at that moment the memory of those dying words was faint within her. And so, though it is not usually the case, it was he who appeared the least disturbed, and he it was who broke that strange silence which had lasted several moments after she had come to a standstill before him.




  “You do not mind speaking to me, Miss Thurwell?”




  “No; I do not mind,” she answered in a low, hesitating tone.




  “Then may I take it that Miss Kynaston’s words have not—damaged me in your esteem?” he went on, his voice quivering a little with suppressed anxiety. “You do not—believe—that——”




  “I neither believe nor disbelieve!” she interrupted. “Remember that you had an opportunity of denying it which you did not accept!”




  “That is true!” he answered slowly. “Let it remain like that, then. It is best.”




  She had turned a little away as though to watch a screaming curlew fly low down and vanish in the fog. From where he stood on slightly higher ground he looked down at her curiously, for in more than one sense she was a puzzle to him. There was a certain indefiniteness in her manner toward him which he felt a passionate desire to construe. She seemed at once merciful and merciless, sympathetic and hard. Then, as he looked at her, he almost forgot all this wilderness of suffering and doubt. All his intense love for physical beauty, ministered to by the whole manner of his life, seemed rekindled in her presence. The tragedy of the present seemed to pass away into the background. From the moment when he had first caught a glimpse of her in the courtyard of the Palazzo Vechi, he had chosen her face and presence with which to endow his artist’s ideal—and, since that time, what change there had been in her had been for the better. The animal spirits of light-hearted girlhood had become toned down into the more refined and delicate softness of thoughtful womanhood. In her thin supple figure there was still just the suspicion of incomplete development, which is in itself a fascination; and her country attire, the well-cut brown tweed ulster, the cloth cap from beneath which many little waves of fair silky hair had escaped, the trim gloves and short skirts—the most insignificant article of her attire—all seemed to bespeak that peculiar and subtle daintiness which is at the same time the sweetest and the hardest to define of nature’s gifts to women.




  Even in the most acute crisis, woman’s care for the physical welfare of man seems almost an instinct with her. Suddenly turning round, she saw how ill-protected he was against the weather, and a look of concern stole into her face.




  “How ridiculous of you to come out without an overcoat or anything on such a day as this!” she exclaimed. “Why, you must be wet through!—and how cold you look!”




  He smiled grimly. That she should think of such a thing just at that moment, seemed to him to be a peculiar satire upon what had been passing through his mind concerning her. Then a sudden thrill shook every limb in his body—his very pulses quickened. She had laid her gloved hand upon his arm, and, having withdrawn it, was regarding it ruefully. It was stained with wet.




  “You must go home at once!” she said, with a decision in her tone which was almost suggestive of authority. “You must change all your things, and get before a warm fire. Come, I will walk with you as far as Falcon’s Nest. I am going round that way, and home by the footpath.”




  They started off side by side. The first emotion of their meeting having passed away, he found it easier to talk to her, and he did so in an odd monosyllabic way which she yet found interesting. All her life she had been somewhat peculiarly situated with regard to companionship. Her father, having once taken her abroad and once to London for the season, considered that he had done his duty to her, and having himself long ago settled down to the life of a country squire, had expected her to be content with her position as his daughter and the mistress of his establishment. There was nothing particularly revolting to her in the prospect. She was not by any means emancipated. The “new woman” would have been a horror to her. But, unfortunately, although she was content to accept a comparatively narrow view of life, she was slightly epicurean in her tastes. She would have been quite willing to give up her life to a round of such pleasures as society and wealth can procure, but the society must be good and entertaining, and its pleasures must be refined and free from monotony. In some parts of England she might have found what would have satisfied her, and under the influence of a pleasure-seeking life, she would in due course have become the woman of a type. As she grew older the horizon of her life would have become more limited and her ideas narrower. She would have lived without tasting either the full sweetness or the full bitterness of life. She would have filled her place in society admirably, and there would have been nothing to distinguish her either for better or worse from other women in a similar position. But it happened that round Thurwell Court the people were singularly uninteresting. The girls were dull, and the men bucolic. Before she had spent two years in the country, Helen was intensely bored. A sort of chronic languor seemed to creep over her, and in a fit of desperation she had permitted herself to become engaged to Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, for the simple reason that he was different from the other men. Then, just as she was beginning to tremble at the idea of marriage with a man for whom she had never felt a single spark of love, there had come this tragedy, and, following close upon it, the vague consciousness of an utter change hovering over her life. What that change meant she was slow to discover. She was still unconscious of it as she walked over the cliffs with the grey mists hanging around them, side by side with her father’s tenant. She knew that life had somehow become a fairer thing to her, and that for many years she had been living in darkness. And it was her companion, this mysterious stranger with his wan young face and sad thoughtful eyes, who had brought the light. She could see it flashing across the whole landscape of her future, revealing the promise of a larger life than any she had ever dreamed of, full of brilliant possibilities and more perfect happiness than any she had ever imagined. She told herself that he was the Columbus who had shown her the new land of culture, with all its fair places, intellectual and artistic. This was the whole meaning of the change in her. There could be nothing else.




  XIV. HELEN THURWELL ASKS A DIRECT QUESTION
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  At the summit of the little spur of cliff they paused. Close on one side were the windows of Falcon’s Nest, and on the other the batch of black firs which formed the background to it ran down the steep cliff side to the sea. The path which they were following curved round the cottage, and crossed the moor within a few yards of the spot where Sir Geoffrey had been found. As they stood together for a moment before parting, she noticed, with a sudden cold dismay, that thick shutters had recently been fitted to the windows of the little room into which she had stolen on the day of Sir Geoffrey’s murder.




  “Are you afraid of being robbed?” she asked. “One would imagine that your room there held a secret.”




  She was watching him, and she told herself the shot had gone to its mark.




  He followed her finger with his eyes, and kept his face turned away from her.




  “Yes, that is so,” he answered quietly. “That little room holds its secret and its ghost for me. Would to God,” he cried, with a sudden passion trembling in his tones, “that I had never seen it—that I had never come here!”




  Her heart beat fast. Could it be that he was going to confess to her? Then he turned suddenly round, and in the twilight his white face and dark luminous eyes seemed to her like mute emblems of an anguish which moved her woman’s heart to pity. There was none of the cowardice of guilt there, nothing of the criminal in the deep melancholy which seemed to have set its mark upon his whole being. And yet he must be very guilty—very much a criminal.




  Her eyes strayed from his face back to the window again. There was no light anywhere in the house. It had a cold desolate look which chilled her.




  “Is that the room where you sit?” she asked, pointing to it.




  “Yes. There is no other furnished, except my housekeeper’s, and she is away now.”




  “Away! Then who is with you in the house?”




  “At present, no one,” he answered. “She was taken ill, and went home this morning. She is generally ill.”




  She looked at him perplexed.




  “But who does your cooking for you, and light the fires, and that sort of thing?”




  “I haven’t thought about it yet,” he answered. “I did try to light the fire this afternoon, but I couldn’t quite manage it. I—I think the sticks must have been damp,” he added hesitatingly.




  She looked at him, wet through and almost blue with cold, and at the dull cheerless-looking cottage. Again the woman in her triumphed, and her eyes filled with tears.




  “I never heard anything so preposterous,” she exclaimed almost angrily. “You must be out of your senses, Mr. Brown. Now, be so good as to obey me at once. Go into the house and get a thick overcoat, the thickest you have, and then come home with me, and I will give you some tea.”




  He hesitated, and stood quite still for a moment, with his face turned steadily away from her. All the subtle sweetness of that last visit of his to her home had come back to him, and his heart was sick with a great longing. Was he not a fool to refuse to enter into paradise, when the gates stood open for him? No words could describe the craving which he felt to escape, just for a brief while, from the lashings of his thoughts and the icy misery of his great loneliness. What though he were courting another sorrow! Could his state be worse than it was? Could any agony be keener than that which he had already tasted? Were there lower depths still in the hell of remorse? If so, he would sound them. Though he died for it, he would not deny himself this one taste of heaven. He turned suddenly round, with a glow in his eyes which had a strange effect upon her.




  “You are very good to me, Miss Thurwell,” he said. “I will come.”




  “That is sensible of you,” she answered. “Get your coat, and you can catch me up. I think we had better go back the same way, as it is getting late.”




  She walked slowly down the path, and he hurried into the cottage. In a few minutes he overtook her, wrapped in a long Inverness cape from head to foot, and they walked on side by side.




  The grey afternoon had suddenly faded into twilight. Overhead several stars were already visible, dimly shining through a gauze-like veil of mist stretched all over the sky, and from behind a black line of firs on the top of a distant hill the moon had slowly risen, and was casting a soft weird light upon the saddened landscape. Grey wreaths of phantom-like mist were floating away across the moor, and a faint breeze had sprung up, and was moaning in the pine plantation when they reached the hand-gate. They paused for a moment to listen, and the dull roar of the sea from below mingled with it in their ears. She turned away with a shudder.




  “Come!” she said; “that sound makes me melancholy.”




  “I like it,” he answered. “Nature is an exquisite musician. I never yet heard the sea speak in a tone which I did not love to hear. Listen to that slow mournful rise of sound, reaching almost to intensity, and then dying away so sadly—with the sadness that thrills. Ah! did you hear that? The shrieking of those pebbles dragged down to the sea, and crying out in almost human agony. I love the sea.”




  “Is that why you came to this desolate part of the world?” she asked.




  “Partly.”




  “Tell me the whole reason,” she said abruptly. “Was there anything special which made you fix on this neighborhood? You may think me curious, if you like—but I want to know.”




  “I had a vow to keep,” he answered hoarsely. “You must ask me no more. I cannot tell you.”




  Her heart sank like lead. A vow to keep. There was something ominous in the sound of those words. She stole a glance at him as they walked on in silence, and again her judgments seemed put to confusion and her hopes revived. His face, dimly seen in the shadows of the plantation, was suddenly illuminated by a pale quivering moonbeam, as they passed through a slight opening. Could these be the features of a murderer? Her whole heart rebelled against her understanding, and cried out “No!” For the first time she realized the aesthetic beauty of his face, scarred and wasted though it was by the deep lines of intellectual toil and consuming sorrow. There was not a line out of place, save where his cheek-bones projected slightly, owing to his extreme thinness, and left deep hollows under his eyes. Nor was his expression the expression of a guilty man, for, notwithstanding the intense melancholy which dwelt always in his dark eyes, and seemed written into every feature, there was blended with it a strange pride, the slight yet wholesome contempt of a man conscious of a certain superiority in himself, neither physical nor in any way connected with material circumstances, over the majority of his fellows. And as the realization of this swept in upon her, and her faith in him suddenly leaped up with a new-born strength, there came with it a passionate desire to hear him proclaim his innocence with his own lips, and, having heard it, to banish for ever doubts and suspicions, and give herself up to this new sweetness which was hovering around her life. She caught hold of his hand, but dropped it almost at once, for the fire which flashed into his face at the touch of her fingers half frightened her. He had come to a sudden standstill, and before his eyes she felt hers droop and the hot color burn her cheeks. What had come to her? She could not tell. She was nervous, almost faint, with the dawning promise of a bewildering happiness. Yet her desire still clung to her, and she found words to express it.




  “I cannot bear this any longer,” she cried. “I must ask you a question, and you must answer it. The thought of it all is driving me mad.”




  “For God’s sake, ask me nothing!” he said in a deep hollow tone. “Let me go back. I should not be here with you.”




  “You shall not go,” she answered. “Stand there where the light falls upon your face, and answer me. Was it you who killed Sir Geoffrey Kynaston? Tell me, for I will know.”




  There was a dead silence, which seemed to her fevered nerves intolerable. From all around them came the quiet drip, drip, of the rain, from the bending boughs on to the damp soaked ground, and at that moment a slight breeze from over the moorland stirred amongst the branches, and the moisture which hung upon them descended in little showers. From below, the dull roar of the sea came up to them in a muffled undertone, like a melancholy background to the slighter sound. There was an indescribable dreariness about it all which quickened the acute agony of those few moments.




  More awful than anything to her was the struggle which she saw in that white strained face half hidden in his clasped hands. What could hesitation mean but guilt? What need was there for it? Her feet seemed turned to stone upon the cold ground, and her heart almost stopped beating. There was a film before her eyes, and yet she saw his face still, though dimly, and as if it were far off. She saw his hands withdrawn, and she saw his ashen lips part slowly.




  “I did not kill Sir Geoffrey Kynaston,” he said in a low constrained voice. “If my life could have saved his, I would have given it.”




  A warm golden light seemed suddenly to banish the misty gloom of the damp plantation. The color rushed into her cheeks, and her heart leaped for joy. She heard, and she believed.




  “Thank God!” she cried, holding out both her hands to him with a sudden impulsive gesture. “Come! let us go now.”




  She was smiling softly up at him, and her eyes were wet with tears. He took one quick passionate step towards her, seizing her hands, and drawing her unresistingly towards him. In a moment she would have been in his arms—already a great trembling had seized her, and her will had fled. But that moment was not yet.




  Something seemed to have turned him to stone. He dropped her fingers as though they were burning him. A vacant light eclipsed the passion which had shone a moment before in his eyes. Suddenly he raised his hands to the sky in a despairing gesture.




  “God forgive me!” he cried. “God forgive me!”




  For very shame at his touch, and her ready yielding to it, her eyes had fallen to the ground. When she raised them he was gone. There was the sound of his retreating footsteps, the quick opening and closing of the hand-gate, and through the trees she saw him walking swiftly over the cliffs. Then she turned away, with her face half hidden in her hands, and the hot tears streaming down her cheeks.




  Again there was silence, only broken by the louder roar of the incoming tide, and the faint rustling of the leaves. Suddenly it was broken by a human voice, and a human figure slowly arose from a cramped posture behind a clump of shrubs.




  “Holy Moses! if this ain’t a queer start,” remarked Mr. Benjamin Levy, shaking the wet from his clothes, and slowly filling a pipe. “Wants him copped for murder, and yet tries to get him to make up to her. She’s a deep un, she is. I wonder if she was in earnest! If only she was, I think I see my way to a real good thing—a real good thing,” he repeated, meditatively.




  XV. A LITERARY CELEBRITY
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  It was Tuesday afternoon, and the Countess of Meltoun was at home to the world—that is to say, her world. The usual throng of men of fashion, guardsmen, literary men, and budding politicians were bending over the chairs of their feminine acquaintances, or standing about in little groups talking amongst themselves. The clatter of teacups was mingled with the soft hum of voices; the pleasantly shaded room was heavy with the perfume of many flowers. People said that Lady Meltoun was the only woman in London who knew how to keep her rooms cool. It was hard to believe that outside the streets and pavements were hot with the afternoon sun.




  Helen Thurwell, who had come late with her aunt, was sitting on a low couch near one of the windows. By her side was Sir Allan Beaumerville, and directly in front of her the Earl of Meltoun, with a teacup in his hand, was telling her stories of his college days with her father. There had been a great change in her during the last six months. Looking closely into her face, it seemed as though she had felt the touch of a deep sorrow—a sorrow which had left all its refining influences upon her without any of the ravages of acute grief. Those few minutes in the pine grove by the sea had left their indelible mark upon her life, and it was only the stimulating memory of his own words to her concerning the weakness of idle yielding to regret, and the abstract beauty of sorrow which had been her salvation. They had come back to her in the time of her suffering fresh and glowing with truth; she had found a peculiar comfort in them, and they had become her religion. Thus she had set herself to conquer grief in the highest possible manner—not by steeping herself in false excitement, or rushing away for a change of scene, but by a deliberate series of intellectual and artistic abstractions, out of which she had come, still in a manner sorrowful, but with all her higher perceptions quickened and strengthened until the consciousness of their evolution, gradually growing within her, gave a new power and a new sweetness to her life.




  And of this victory she showed some traces in her face, which had indeed lost none of its physical beauty, but which had now gained a new strength and a new sweetness. She was more admired than ever, but there were men who called her difficult—even a little fastidious, and others who found her very hard to get on with. The great artist who had just taken Sir Allan Beaumerville’s place by her side was not one of these.




  “I am so glad that you are here to-day, Miss Thurwell,” he said, holding her grey-gloved hand in his for a moment. “I have been looking for you everywhere.”




  “That is very nice of you,” she answered, smiling up at him.




  “Ah! but I didn’t mean only for my own sake. I know that you like meeting interesting people, and to-day there is an opportunity for you.”




  “Really! and who is it, Mr. Carlyon? How good of you to think of me!”




  “You remember telling me how much you admire Maddison’s work.”




  “Why, yes! But he is not here, surely?” she exclaimed. “It cannot be he!”




  Mr. Carlyon smiled at her sudden enthusiasm. After all, this woman had fire. She was too much of the artist to be without it.




  “He is not here now, but he will be. I could not believe it myself at first, for I know that he is a perfect recluse. But I have just asked Lady Meltoun, and there is no doubt about it. It seems that they came across him in a lonely part of Spain, and he saved the life of Lady Meltoun’s only child—a little boy. It is quite a romantic story. He promised to come and seem them directly he returned to England, and he is expected here to-day.”




  “I shall like to see him very much,” she said thoughtfully. “Lately I have been reading him a great deal. It is strange, but the tone of his writings seems always to remind me of some one I once knew.”




  “There is no one of to-day who writes such prose,” the artist answered. “To me, his work seems to have reached that exquisite blending of matter and form which is the essence of all true art.”




  “All his ideas of culture and the inner life are so simple and yet so beautiful.”




  “And the language with which he clothes them is divine. His work appeals everywhere to the purest and most artistic side of our emotional natures; and it is always on the same level. It has only one fault—there is so little of it.”




  “Do you know him?” she asked, deeply interested.




  “I do. I met him in Pisa some years ago, and, although he is a strangely reserved man, we became almost intimate. I am looking forward to introducing him to you.”




  “I shall like it very much,” she answered simply.




  “Who is the fortunate individual to be so highly favored?” asked a pleasant voice close to her side.




  “You have returned, then, Sir Allan?” she said, looking up at him with a smile. “Have you heard the news? Do you know who is expected?”




  He shook his head.




  “I have heard nothing,” he said. “If I am to have a sensation, it will be you who will impart it to me. Don’t tell me all at once. I like expectancy.”




  She laughed.




  “What an epicure you are, Sir Allan! Come, prepare for something very delightful, and I will tell you.”




  “Is it the prince?” he asked.




  She shook her head.




  “The Mikado in disguise? The Khedive incognito? Mr. Gladstone?”




  She shook her head again.




  “The sensation will be more delightful than you imagine, evidently. There have been many Khedives, and many Mikados, but there can never be another Bernard Maddison.”




  A disturbed shade seemed to fall upon the baronet’s face. She followed his eyes, riveted upon the door. The hum of conversation had suddenly ceased, and every one was looking in the same direction. On the threshold stood a tall, gaunt man, gazing in upon the scene before him with an expression of distinct aversion, mingled with indifference. He was dressed just like the other men, in a long frock coat, and he had a white gardenia in his buttonhole. But there was something about him distinct and noticeable—something in the quiet easy manner with which he at last moved forward to greet his hostess, which seemed to thrill her through and through with a sense of sweet familiarity. And then she caught a turn of his head as he stooped down over Lady Meltoun’s hand, and a great wave of bewilderment, mingled with an acute throbbing joy, swept in upon her. This man, whom every one was gazing at with such eager interest, was her father’s tenant, Mr. Bernard Brown.




  XVI. A SNUB FOR A BARONET
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  Those few moments were full of a strange, intense interest to the three persons who side by side had watched the entrance of Mr. Bernard Maddison. To Helen Thurwell, whose whole being was throbbing with a great quickening joy, they were passed in a strenuous effort to struggle against the faintness which the shock of this great tumult of feeling had brought with it. To the artist, who loved her, they brought their own peculiar despair as he watched the light playing upon her features, and the new glow of happiness which shone in those sweet, sad eyes. And to Sir Allan Beaumerville, who had reasons of his own for surprise at this meeting, they brought a distinct sensation of annoyance.




  The artist was the first to recover himself. He knew that the battle was over for him, that this woman already loved, and that his cause was hopeless. And with little of man’s ordinary selfishness on such occasions, his first thought was for her.




  “You would like to change your seat,” he whispered. “Come with me into the recess yonder. I will show you some engravings.”




  She flashed a grateful look up at him, and saw that he knew her secret.




  “I should like it,” she said. “Walk that side of me, please.”




  They rose and made their way to one of the little screened recesses which people—especially young people—said made Lady Meltoun’s rooms so delightful. He placed a chair for her, and taking up a book of engravings buried himself in it.




  “Don’t speak to me for five minutes, please,” he said. “I am looking for a design.”




  At the end of that time he closed the book, and looked up at her. There was no fear of her fainting now. She was very pale, but she seemed quite calm.




  “I am going to speak to Maddison,” he said quietly. “Do you—may I bring him and introduce him to you?”




  She looked up at him with luminous eyes.




  “If you please. Don’t tell him my name, though.”




  “It shall be as you wish,” he answered.




  By moving her chair a few inches she could see into the room. He was still standing by Lady Meltoun’s side, listening with an absent smile to her chatter, and every now and then bowing gravely to the people whom she introduced to him. The hum of conversation had been renewed, but many curious glances were cast in his direction, of which he seemed altogether unconscious. Even had there not been his great fame as a critic and a writer, and the romance of his strange manner of life to interest people, his personal appearance alone was sufficient to attract attention. He was taller by several inches than any man in the room, and his thin oval face, refined yet strong and full of a subtle artistic sensibility, was in itself a deeply interesting study. How different he appeared here in his well-fitting, fashionable clothes, and calm distinctive manner, and with just that essence of wearied languor in his dark eyes which men of the world can only imitate! He had changed, and yet he had not changed, she thought. He was the same, and yet there was a difference. Presently she saw Mr. Carlyon reach his side, and the greeting which passed between the two men was marked with a certain quiet cordiality which bore out Mr. Carlyon’s words, that they had once been fellow-workers. Watching his opportunity, the artist drew him a little on one side, and made his request. Helen drew back trembling with expectancy. But a few minutes later Mr. Carlyon came back to her alone.




  “I am sorry,” he said simply, “but, even to oblige me, Maddison won’t come. I had no idea he was such a misogynist. He is here, he says, to keep a promise, but he wishes for no acquaintances, and he absolutely declines to be introduced to any woman, unless it is forced upon him. What shall I do? Shall I tell him your name?”




  She hesitated.




  “No, don’t tell him that,” she said. “Do you remember a few lines of poetry of his at the end of his last volume of criticisms? There is a little clump of firs on the top of a bare wind-swept hill, with the moon shining faintly through a veil of mist, and a man and woman standing together like carved figures against the sky, listening to the far-off murmur of the sea.”




  “Yes, I remember it,” he said slowly.




  “Then will you tell him that some one—some one who has seen such a place as he describes, is——?”




  “I will tell him,” Mr. Carlyon answered. “I think that he will come now.”




  He left her again, and went back towards Mr. Maddison. Just as he got within speaking distance he saw a slight quiver pass across the white face, as though he had recognized some one in the crowd. Mr. Carlyon hesitated, and decided to wait for a moment.




  They were standing face to face, Sir Allan Beaumerville, the distinguished baronet, who had added to the dignity of an ancient family and vast wealth, a great reputation as a savant and a dilettante physician, and Mr. Bernard Maddison, whose name alone was sufficient to bespeak his greatness. In Sir Allan’s quiet, courteous look, there was a slightly puzzled air as though there were something in the other’s face which he only half remembered. In Mr. Maddison’s fixed gaze there was a far greater intensity—something even of anxiety.




  “Surely we have met before, Mr. Maddison,” the baronet said easily. “Your face seems quite familiar to me. Ah! I remember now, it was near that place of Lord Lathon’s, Mallory Grange, upon the coast. A terrible affair, that.”




  “Yes, a terrible affair,” Mr. Maddison repeated.




  “And have you just come from ——shire?” Sir Allan asked.




  “No; I have been abroad for several months,” Mr. Maddison answered.




  “Abroad!” Sir Allan appeared a little more interested. “In what part?” he asked civilly.




  “I have been in Spain, and the south of France, across the Hartz mountains, and through the Black Forest.”




  “Not in Italy?” Sir Allan inquired.




  There was a short silence, and Sir Allan seemed really anxious for the reply. It came at last.




  “No; not in Italy.”




  Sir Allan seemed positively pleased to think that Mr. Maddison had not extended his travels to Italy. There was a quiet gleam in his eyes which seemed almost like relief. Doubtless he had his reasons, but they were a little obscure.




  “Ah! Shall you call upon me while you are in town, Mr. Maddison?” he asked, in a tone from which all invitation was curiously lacking.




  “I think not,” Mr. Maddison answered. “My stay here will be brief. I dislike London.”




  Sir Allan laughed gently.




  “It is the only place in the world fit to live in,” he answered.




  “My work and my tastes demand a quieter life,” Mr. Maddison remarked.




  “You will go into the country then, I suppose.”




  “That is my intention,” was the quiet reply.




  “Back to the same neighborhood.”




  “It is possible.”




  Sir Allan looked searchingly into the other’s calm, expressionless face.




  “I should have thought that the associations——”




  Mr. Maddison was evidently not used to society. Several people said so who saw him suddenly turn his back on that charming old gentleman, Sir Allan Beaumerville, and leave him in the middle of a sentence. Lady Meltoun, who happened to notice it, was quite distressed at seeing an old friend treated in such a manner. But Sir Allan took it very nicely, everybody said. There had been a flush in his face just for a moment, but it soon died away. It was his own fault, he declared. He had certainly made an unfortunate remark, and these artists and literary men were all so sensitive. He hoped that Lady Meltoun would think no more of it, and accordingly Lady Meltoun promised not to. But though, of course, she and every one else who had seen it sympathized with Sir Allan, there were one or two, with whom Sir Allan was not quite such a favorite, who could not help remarking upon the grand air with which Mr. Maddison had turned his back upon the baronet, and the dignity with which he had left him.




  Mr. Carlyon, who had been watching for his opportunity, buttonholed Maddison, and led him into a corner.




  “I’ve got you now,” he said triumphantly. “My dear fellow, whatever made you snub poor Sir Allan like that?”




  “Never mind. Come and make your adieux to Lady Meltoun, and let us go. I should not have come here.”




  “One moment first, Maddison,” the artist said seriously. “Do you remember those lines of yours in which a man and woman stand on a bare hill by a clump of pines, and watch the misty moonlight cast weird shadows upon the hillside and over the quivering sea? ‘A Farewell,’ you called it, I think?”




  “Yes; I remember them.”




  “Maddison, the woman to whom I wished to introduce you bids you to go to her by the memory of those lines.”




  There was very little change in his face. It only grew a little more rigid, and a strange light gleamed in his eyes. But the hand which he had laid on Carlyon’s arm to draw him towards Lady Meltoun suddenly tightened like a band of iron, till the artist nearly cried out with pain.




  “Let go my arm, for God’s sake, man!” he said in a low tone, “and I will take you to her.”




  “I am ready,” Mr. Maddison answered quietly. “Ah! I see where she is. You need not come.”




  He crossed the room, absolutely heedless of more than one attempt to stop him. Mr. Carlyon watched him, and then with a sore heart bade his hostess farewell, and hurried away. He was generous enough to help another man to his happiness, but he could not stay and watch it.




  XVII. BERNARD MADDISON AND HELEN THURWELL
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  And so it was in Lady Meltoun’s drawing-room that they met again, after those few minutes in the pine plantation which had given color and passion to her life, and which had formed an epoch in his. Neither were unmindful of the fact that if they were not exactly the centre of observation, they were still liable to it in some degree, and their greeting was as conventional as it well could have been. After all, she thought, why should it be otherwise? There had never a word of love passed between them—only those few fateful moments of tragic intensity, when all words and thoughts had been merged in a deep reciprocal consciousness which nothing could have expressed.




  He stood before her, holding her hand in his for a moment longer than was absolutely necessary, and looking at her intently. It was a gaze from which she did not shrink, more critical than passionate, and when he withdrew his eyes he looked away from her with a sigh.




  “You have been living!” he said. “Tell me all about it!”




  She moved her skirts to make room for him by her side.




  “Sit down!” she said, “and I will try.”




  He obeyed, but when she tried to commence and tell him all that she had felt and thought, she could not. Until that moment she scarcely realized how completely her life had been moulded by his influence. It was he who had first given her a glimpse of that new world of thought and art, and almost epicurean culture into which she had made some slight advance during his absence, and it was certain vague but sweet recollections of him which had lived with her and flowed through her life—a deep undercurrent of passion and poetry, throwing a golden halo over all those new sensations—which had raised her existence, and her ideals of existence on to a higher level. How could she tell him this? The time might come when she could do so, and if ever it did come, she knew that it would be the happiest moment of her life. But it was not yet.




  “Tell me a little of yourself,” she said evasively. “You have been traveling, have you not?”




  “Yes, I have been traveling a little!” he answered. “In Spain I was taken ill, and Lady Meltoun was kind to me. That is why I am here.”




  “But you do not say how it was that you were taken ill,” she said, her cheeks suddenly glowing. “You saved her son’s life. We saw all about it in the papers, but of course we did not know that it was you. It was splendid!”




  “If you saw it in the papers at all, depend upon it, it was very much exaggerated!” he answered quietly. “Your father received my letter, I suppose?”




  “Yes; the cottage has been shut up, just as you desired. Are you ever coming to take possession again?”




  “I hope so—some day—and yet I do not know. There are strange things in my life, Miss Thurwell, which every now and then rise up and drive me away into aimless wanderings. Life has no goal for me—it cannot have. I stand for ever on the brink of a precipice.”




  There was a sadness in his voice which almost brought the tears into her eyes—mostly for his sake, partly for her own. For, though he might never know it, were not his sorrows her sorrows?




  “Are they sorrows which you can tell to no one?” she asked softly. “Can no one help you?”




  He shook his head.




  “No one.”




  “And yet no sorrow can last for ever that has not guilt at its root,” she said.




  “Mine will last while life lasts,” he answered; “and there is—no guilt at the root.”




  “You have taken up another’s burden,” she said. “Is it well? Do you owe nothing to yourself, and your own genius? Sorrow may shorten your life, and the world can ill spare your work.”




  “There are others who can do my work,” he said. “No other can——But forgive me. I wish to talk of this no more. Tell me of your life since I left you. Something in your face tells me that it has been well spent. Let me hear of it.”




  And, gathering up all her courage, she told him. Piece by piece she took up the disconnected thoughts and ideas which had come to her, and wove them together after the pattern of her life—to which he listened with a calm approval, in which was sometimes mingled a deeper enthusiasm, as she touched a chord which in his own being had often been struck to deep tremulous music. And as she went on he grew sad. With such a companion as this woman, whose sensibilities were his sensibilities, and whose instincts so naturally cultured, so capable of the deeper coloring and emotional passion which his influence could speedily develop—with such a woman as this—whom already he loved, what might not life mean for him? Well, it must pass. Another of those bright butterfly visions of his fancy, gorgeous with hope and brilliancy—another one to be crushed by the iron hand of necessity. He had gone away wounded, and he had come back to find the wound still bleeding.




  Gradually the rooms were thinning, and at last Lady Thurwell, impatient of her niece’s long absence, came to fetch her. When she found her tête-à-tête with the lion of the day, however, her manner was most gracious.




  “I hope you have been able to persuade Mr. Maddison to come and see us,” she said to her niece. “We are at home on Thursdays at Cadogan Square, and we lunch every day at two,” she added, turning towards him. “Come whenever you like.”




  “You are very good, Lady Thurwell,” he said, accepting her offered hand. “I am only passing through London, but if I have the opportunity I shall avail myself of your kindness.”




  She left them together for a moment while she made her adieux to her hostess. In that moment Helen found courage to yield to a sudden impulse.




  “Please come,” she said softly.




  He had no time to answer, for Lady Meltoun had come up to them.




  “Miss Thurwell,” she said good-naturedly, “I don’t know when I shall forgive you for monopolizing Mr. Maddison in this shameful manner. Why, there were quite a crowd of people came this afternoon only to catch a glimpse of him, and there was nothing to be seen but his boots behind that screen. I am in terrible disgrace, I can assure you!”




  “The fault was mine,” he interposed, “altogether mine. In an ungovernable fit of shyness, I took refuge with the only person except yourself, Lady Meltoun, whom I was fortunate enough to know. I simply refused to come away.”




  “Well, I suppose I must forgive you, or you won’t come again,” Lady Meltoun said. “But now you are here, you must really stop and see Edgar. When every one has gone we will go up to the nursery, and in the meantime you may make yourself useful by taking Lady Thurwell out to her carriage. I’m afraid there’s rather a crush.”




  So they all three went out together, and while they stood waiting for Lady Thurwell’s victoria, he managed to say a word to her alone.




  “I will come and see you,” he whispered.




  She looked up at him a little shyly, for in handing her into the carriage he had assumed a certain air of proprietorship which had brought a faint color into her cheeks.




  “Come soon,” she whispered. “Good-bye!”




  She nodded brightly, and Lady Thurwell smiled as the horses started forward, and the carriage drove away.




  “I wonder who Mr. Maddison really is?” she said, half to herself, just as they reached home.




  Lady Thurwell shrugged her shoulders.




  “Do you mean who his family are?” she asked. “My dear, it isn’t of the slightest consequence. Bernard Maddison is Bernard Maddison, and his position would be just what it is, even though his father were a coal heaver.”




  Which remark showed that Lady Thurwell, as well as being a woman of society, was also a woman of sense. But Helen was not thinking of his family.




  XVIII. A CHEQUE FOR £1,000
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  It was ten o’clock in the morning, and the usual routine of business had commenced in the office of Messrs. Levy & Son. Mr. Levy, senior, was sitting at his desk opening his letters, and Mr. Benjamin, who had only just returned from a long journey on business of the firm, and did not feel inclined for office work, was leaning back in the client’s chair, with his feet up against the mantelpiece, and a partly smoked cigar in his mouth. He had just finished a long account of his adventures, and was by no means inclined to quit the subject.




  “Altogether, dad,” he was saying, “it’s about the prettiest piece of business we ever struck. But one thing is very certain. We must get some more tin from Miss Thurwell. Why, I’ve been at it five months now, and the expenses at some of those foreign hotels were positively awful. Not knowing the confounded lingo, you see, I was forced to stump up, without trying the knocking-off game.”




  “Yes, Benjamin. Yes, my son. We must certainly have some more of the rhino. Your expenses have been positively e-normous, e-normous,” declared the old man, with uplifted hands and eyes. “Some of your drafts have brought tears into my eyes. Positively tears,” he echoed mournfully.




  “Couldn’t be helped, guv’nor. The thing had to be done.”




  “And you have got it nearly all in order now, Benjamin, eh? You’ve got him under your thumb, eh? He can’t escape?”




  “Not he! Mark my words, dad. The rope’s already woven that’ll go round his neck.”




  The old man looked doubtful.




  “If he’s such a learned, clever man as you say—writes books and such like—they’ll never hang him, my son. They’ll reprieve him. That’s what they’ll do.”




  “I don’t care a blooming fig which it is, so long as it comes off. Do you remember what I told you when Miss Thurwell first came here, dad?”




  “Perfectly, my son, perfectly. You said that our fortune was made. Those were your very words,” he added, with glistening eyes. “Our fortune is made.”




  “And what I said I’ll stick to,” Mr. Benjamin declared. “When this case comes off, it’ll be the biggest thundering sensation of the day. And who’ll get the credit of it all? Who tracked him down for all his false name and sly ways; hunted him all over Europe, found out who he really was, and why he hated Sir Geoffrey Kynaston so much that he murdered him? Why, I did, dad—Benjamin Levy, of Levy & Son, Carle Street, Strand. Ain’t it glorious, guv’nor? Ain’t it proud?”




  Mr. Benjamin’s enthusiasm was catching. It was reflected in his father’s face, and something glistened in his eyes. He removed his spectacles, and carefully wiped them. After all, he was a father, and he had a father’s feelings.




  “When will the time come, Benjamin?” he inquired.




  “A month to-day, I hope,” was the prompt reply. “I have one more journey to take, and it will be all square.”




  “Where to? How far?” inquired the old gentleman uneasily.




  Mr. Benjamin looked at him, and shook his head. “Come, dad, I know what you are thinking of,” he said. “It’s the expense, ain’t it?”




  “It is, Benjamin,” his father groaned. “I hate parting with hard-earned money for exorbitant bills and these long journeys. Couldn’t it be done without it, Ben?” he inquired, in a wheedling tone. “There’s piles of money gone already in expenses. Piles and piles.”




  “And if there is, ain’t it Miss Thurwell’s, you old stupid?” remarked Mr. Benjamin. “’Tain’t likely that we should find the money ourselves.”




  “Of course, of course. But, Benjamin, my son, the money is thrown away for all that. We could charge it, you know—charge it always. We must have a margin—we must positively have a margin to work with.”




  “Dad, dad, what an old sinner you are!” exclaimed his hopeful son, leaning back in his chair and laughing. “A margin to work with. Ha! ha! ha!”




  Mr. Levy looked uncertain whether to regard his son’s merriment as a compliment, or to resent it. Eventually, the former appeared to him the wisest course, and he smiled feebly.




  “Dad, just you leave this matter with me,” Mr. Benjamin said at last. “I know what I’m doing, and unless I’m very much mistaken, I see my way to make this a bigger thing, even as regards the cash, than you and I ever dreamed of. Leave it to me. Hullo! who’s that?”




  He peered up over the office blind, and sat down again at once. In a moment his cigar was behind the grate, and his expression completely changed.




  “Ah! Miss Thurwell, dad,” he said coolly, “and I’ll bet ten to one I know what she wants. Mind you leave it all to me. I’ve no time to explain, but you’ll spoil it if you interfere. Come in. Why, Miss Thurwell, we were this moment talking of you,” he continued, springing to his feet and offering her a chair. “Please come in.”




  Helen advanced into the room, and lifted her veil. One swift glance into her flushed face confirmed Mr. Benjamin’s idea as to the reason of her visit, and he commenced talking rapidly.




  “I’m glad you’ve come this morning, Miss Thurwell. I only got back from Spain yesterday, and I’m thankful to tell you our case is nearly complete. Thankful for your sake, because you will have the satisfaction of seeing the murderer of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston brought to book, and thankful for ours, because we shall at one stroke establish our reputation. I need not tell you that that is far more to us than the reward will be, for our expenses have been enormous.”




  “Enormous!” groaned Mr. Levy, senior.




  “However, we have decided not to take another penny of money from you, Miss Thurwell,” he continued, casting a warning glance at his father. “After all, the money is not so much to us as our reputation, and this will be made for ever, now.”




  Mr. Benjamin paused, a little out of breath, but quite satisfied with himself. Opposite, his father was purple with anger, and almost choking at his son’s folly. Take no more money from Miss Thurwell! Was the boy mad?




  “I’m afraid, from what you say, Mr. Levy,” Helen said hesitatingly, “that you will be rather disappointed when I tell you the reason of my visit.”




  Mr. Benjamin, who knew perfectly well what she was going to say, assumed an expression of deep concern.




  “I find,” she continued, “that we must have been making a mistake all along, and you have evidently been misled. This Mr. Brown, who appeared such a mysterious personage to us, and whom we therefore suspected, is no other than Bernard Maddison.”




  “Yes. I knew that,” Mr. Benjamin remarked quietly. “I found that out very soon, of course. Author, and all that sort of thing, isn’t he? Well, go on, Miss Thurwell, please. I am anxious.”




  She looked surprised.




  “Don’t you see that this does away with our theory at once? It is quite impossible that a man like Bernard Maddison could have committed a horrible crime like this.”




  Mr. Benjamin looked ingenuously perplexed.




  “I can’t say that I follow you, Miss Thurwell,” he said, shaking his head. “All I know is that I can prove this Mr. Bernard Brown, or Bernard Maddison, or whatever else he chooses to call himself, guilty of that murder. That’s what we want, isn’t it?”




  A cold chill passed over her, and she was compelled to sink into the chair which stood by her side. Like a flash she suddenly realized the impossibility of convincing such men as these of his innocence. Yet, even then, the worst side of the situation did not occur to her.




  “Perhaps we had better put it in this way, Mr. Levy,” she said. “I gave you certain instructions to follow out, which I now rescind. I wish nothing further done in the matter.”




  Mr. Benjamin’s face was a study. He had contrived to conjure up an expression which combined the blankest surprise with the keenest disappointment. Helen began to feel still more uncomfortable.




  “Under the circumstances,” she said, “and as you seem rather disappointed, I will pay you the reward just as though the thing had gone on.”




  Mr. Benjamin shook his head slowly.




  “Do you know, Miss Thurwell, that you are proposing a conspiracy to me?”




  “A conspiracy!” she repeated. “I don’t understand.”




  “It’s very simple,” he went on gravely. “I have in my possession, or shortly shall have, every particular of this Mr. Maddison’s life. I can show the connection between him and Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, and, in short, I can prove him guilty of murder. What you ask me to do is to suppress this. That is the moral side of the question. Then, with regard to the practical side, if this thing is gone on with, we shall get the reward you promised and, what is far more important to us, a reputation which we have looked forward to as a certain foundation for a great extension of our business. If, on the other hand, we drop it, we get simply the reward, which, pardon my saying so, would be a miserable return for all our labor. That is how the matter stands from our point of view. I think I’ve expressed it fairly, father?”




  Mr. Levy, who had assumed a far more contented expression, solemnly assented. What a son this was of his, he thought. Bless him!




  Helen was very pale, and her heart was beating fast. Why had she come to this place, and put herself in the power of these men? It was too dreadful.




  “I do not desire to hear a word of Mr. Maddison’s history,” she said. “This thing must be stopped. I have my cheque book with me. Cannot you take money to withdraw from it?”




  Mr. Benjamin looked at his father gravely, and Mr. Levy shook his head.




  “My dear young lady,” he said, “this is a very serious thing, a very serious thing.”




  “The fact is,” said Mr. Benjamin, “I was going to Scotland Yard for a warrant this morning.”




  Helen looked from one to the other appealingly, with tears in her eyes. Mr. Benjamin appeared to be somewhat moved thereby.




  “Look here, dad,” he said, “suppose we go into the other room and talk this thing over for a few minutes. Miss Thurwell will not mind excusing us.”




  “Oh, no. Only don’t be long!” she pleaded.




  They left her for barely five minutes, although to her, waiting in an agony of impatience, it seemed much longer. When they returned, they both looked very solemn.




  “We have talked this matter over thoroughly, Miss Thurwell,” said Mr. Benjamin, taking up his old position at the desk, “and we cannot help seeing that it is a great risk for us to run to suppress our information, and a great disappointment.”




  “Quite so, quite so,” interrupted Mr. Levy. “A great risk, and a great disappointment!”




  “Still, we are willing and anxious to help you,” Mr. Benjamin continued, “and, if you like, we will do so on these terms. If you like to give us a cheque for a thousand pounds, we will agree to let the matter stand over for the present. We cannot give you any undertaking to absolutely destroy or suppress any evidence we may have against Mr. Maddison, as that would be a distinct conspiracy, but we will agree to suspend our present action, and to do nothing without communicating with you.”




  She moved to the desk, and drew out her cheque book.




  “I will do it,” she said. “Give me a pen, please.”




  There was not the slightest sign of emotion on either of their faces. They received the cheque, bowed her out, and watched her disappear into the street without making any sign. Then Mr. Benjamin’s exultation broke out.




  “Dad, I told you that our fortune was made, didn’t I. Was I right or wrong?”




  Mr. Levy was so overcome with parental affection, that he could scarcely command his voice. But he did so with an effort.




  “You were right, my son,” he exclaimed. “You were right, Benjamin. We will go together and cash the cheque.”




  XIX. AN UNPLEASANT DISCOVERY FOR BERNARD BROWN
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  A March wind was roaring over the open moorland, driving huge masses of black clouds across the angry sky, and whistling amongst the dark patches of pine trees, until it seemed as though their slender stems must snap before the strain. All around Falcon’s Nest the country, not yet released from the iron grip of a late winter, lay wasted and desolate; and the heath, which had lost all the glowing touch of autumn, faded into the horizon bare and colorless. Nowhere was there any relief of outline, save where the white front of Thurwell Court stretched plainly visible through a park of leafless trees.




  And of all the hours of the day it was at such a season the most depressing. Faint gleams of the lingering day still hung over the country, struggling with the stormy twilight, and a pale, wan glare, varied with long black shadows, moved swiftly across the sea and the moor—the reflection of the flying clouds overhead.




  A single human being, the figure of a tall man clad in an ulster buttoned up to the throat, was making his way across the open country. He walked rapidly—and, indeed, there was nothing to tempt any one to linger—and his destination was obvious. He was on his way to Falcon’s Nest.




  A drearier abode than it appeared that afternoon never raised its four walls to the sky. The grounds which surrounded it had been swept bare by the storms of winter, and nothing had been done to repair the destruction which they had accomplished. Uprooted shrubs lay dead and dying upon the long dank grass, and the creepers torn from the walls hung down in pitiful confusion. Every window reflected back the same blank uninviting gloom. There was no light, no single sign of habitation. Mr. Thurwell had evidently respected his tenant’s wish to the letter. The place had not been touched or entered during his absence.




  The pedestrian, Mr. Bernard Brown himself, leaned over the gate for a moment, silently contemplating the uninviting scene with a grim smile. He had reasons of his own for being satisfied that the place had not been interfered with, and it certainly seemed as though such were the case.




  After a few minutes’ hesitation he drew a key from his pocket and fitted it in the lock. There was a resistance when he tried to turn it that he did not understand. Stooping down, he suddenly tried the handle. It opened smoothly. The gate was unlocked. He withdrew the key with trembling fingers. All his relief at the dismantled appearance of the cottage had disappeared. A strange unquiet look shone in his eyes, and his manner suddenly became nervous and hurried. He had locked the gate on his departure, he was sure, and Mr. Thurwell’s steward had told him that there was no duplicate set of keys. How could it have been opened save with a skeleton key.




  He walked quickly up the path to the front door. Here a greater shock still awaited him. The latch-key which he held ready in his hand was not needed. He tried the handle, and the door opened.




  Mr. Brown grew white to the lips, and he shrank back as though afraid or reluctant to enter the house. The door stood ajar. He pushed it open with his stick, and peered in upon the darkness. Everything was silent as the grave. He listened for a moment, and then, his natural courage returning, he stepped inside, and closed the door after him. The shutting out of the few gleams of daylight which lingered in the sky left him in utter darkness. Fumbling in his pocket, he produced a wax candle wrapped in a piece of newspaper, and a box of matches, one of which he carefully struck.




  At first the gloom seemed too profound to be dispersed by the feeble flickering light, but gradually, as his eyes became accustomed to it, he began to distinguish the more familiar objects. Half fearfully he glanced towards the door on the right-hand side. It stood half open. There was no longer room for any doubt. The house had been opened during his absence.




  The full realization of any disaster often brings with it a calm which, to all outward appearance, contrasts favorably with the prior state of anxiety. This appeared to be the case with Mr. Bernard Brown. His entrance to the house had been hesitating and anxious, but as soon as he was convinced that what he dreamed had really come to pass, his nervousness seemed to fall away from him, and he was his old self again, calm and resolute. Holding the flickering candle high above his head, he moved steadily forward into the room on the right-hand side of the entrance.




  Everything here was exactly as he had left it. The cases filled with books, some half emptied, some untouched, still lay about the floor, with the dust thick upon them. He cast one swift glance around, and then walked across and opened the door of the small inner room. The sudden draught extinguished his candle, and he found himself suddenly in total darkness. The closely barred shutters, which protected the low window, were securely fastened, and effectually shut out the lingering remnants of daylight. Stooping down, he re-lit the candle which he was still carrying, and holding it high over his head, looked anxiously around. One glance was sufficient. In the corner of the room opposite to him was a small table, where he always kept a basin of cold water and some clean towels. Round here the carpet had been torn up, and rearranged, with little pretence at concealment. Nearer the window stood a large oak cabinet, the most important piece of furniture in the room, and this he saw again in a moment had been tampered with. It had been moved a little out of its position, and one of the lower drawers stood partly open.




  Like a man in a dream he slowly walked across to it and drew out a bunch of keys from his pocket. The final test had yet to be applied, and the final blow to fall.




  He unlocked the topmost partition, and revealed a number of small drawers. Eagerly he drew out the topmost one, and looked inside. Then he knew the worst. It was empty. There was no longer any doubt whatever. His cottage had been entered by no ordinary housebreaker, for the purpose of plunder, but with a set of false keys, and with a far more serious object. The secret on which more than his life depended was gone!




  XX. “GOD! THAT I MAY DIE!




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  For a certain space of time, which seemed to him indefinite, but which was indeed of no great length, he stood there stunned, gazing at the rifled cabinet. Then, as consciousness returned to him, the roar of the storm without fell upon his ears, and struck some strange note of accord with the tumult in his brain. Turning round, he unbarred the shutters, and, opening the window, stepped outside. With slow, uncertain steps he made his way through the dense black plantation of shrieking fir trees, and out on to the cliffs. Here he paused, and stood quite still, looking across the sea. There was no light in the sky, but the veil of absolute darkness had not yet fallen upon the earth. Far away on the horizon was a lurid patch of deep yellow storm-clouds, casting a faint glimmer upon the foaming sea, which seemed to leap up in a weird monotonous joy to catch the unearthly light. From inland, rolling across the moorland, came phantom-like masses of vaporous cloud, driven on by the fierce wind which boomed across the open country, and shrieked and yelled amongst the pine plantations as though mad with a sudden hellish joy. On the verge of the cliff he stretched out his arms, as though to welcome the wild din of the night. The thunder of the ocean, seething and leaping against the rocks below, shook the air around him. The salt spray leaped up into his white face, and the winds blew against him, and the passionate cry of saddened nature rang in his deafened ears. At that moment those things were a joy to him.




  And there came to him then something of that strange sweet calm which lays its soothing hand for a moment upon those who stand face to face with death, or any other mighty crisis. Looking steadfastly far away, beyond the foaming waste of waters to where one faint streak of stormlight shone on the horizon, pictures of the past began to rise up before his eyes. He saw himself again a happy, light-hearted child, riding gaily upon his father’s shoulder, and laughing up into the beautiful face of his youthful mother. The memories of that time, and of his first home, came back to him with a peculiar freshness and fragrance, like a painting by one of the old masters, perfect in design, and with its deep rich coloring softened and mellowed by age. He remembered the bright beauty of those sunny southern gardens, where he had passed long hours listening to the gentle splashing of the water in the worn grey fountain bowl, and breathing in the soft spring-like air, faint with the sweetness of Roman violets. And, half unconsciously, his thoughts travelled on to the time when all the pure beauty of his surroundings—for his had been an artist’s home—had begun to have a distinct meaning for him, and in the fervor of an esthetic and unusually thoughtful youth, he had dreamed, and felt, and tasted deep of pleasures which the world yields only to those who stoop to listen to her secrets, with the quickened sensibilities and glowing imagination of the artist—one of her own children. He had read her in such a way that he found himself struggling, even in early boyhood, for some means of expression—but at that time none had come to him. The fruits of his later life had been the result of his early experience, but how embittered, how saddened by the unchanging gloom, which, at one period, had seemed as though it must dry up for ever all enthusiasm from his boyish heart. What a fire of passions had blazed up and died away within him; and as he thought of that sudden dying away, he thought of the moment when they had been quenched for ever, and of the voice which had quenched them. Again he crouched on his knees by the side of the sofa drawn up close to the high open windows of the Italian villa, and felt that thin white hand laid gently upon his trembling lips, checking in a moment the flood of angry words which in his heart had been but the prelude to a curse. The calm of that death-white face, with its marble passionless pallor and saint-like beauty, lingered still, faithfully treasured up in the rich store-house of his memory. Death alone would wipe it out. It was one of the experiences of his life, written alike into his undying recollection, and into his heart.




  And then had come that period of severe struggle with himself, out of which he had emerged not only a conqueror, but with all the spoils of conquest. For he had found himself, after the battle was fought out and won, possessed of a more triumphant self-control, and a complete mastery over those fierce earthly passions which, had they held sway for long, would in time most surely have weakened that higher and purer part of his nature from which all the good of his life had come. It was, indeed, in some measure owing to the wholesome discipline of this struggle that he had found at last the long-sought-for gift of expression, and, taking up the pen, had sent forth golden words and thoughts into an age where such metal was rare indeed. Always there had been this dark cloud of anxiety looming over him, and leading him into many countries and constantly denying him the peace for which he longed. Then had come the climax of it all, the tragedy which had thrown over him the lowering cloud of a hideous danger. Failure was his. The moment of trial had come, and he had been unequal to it; and day and night there rang ever in his ears the faint far-off whisper of those tremulous lips, and the pleading light in those burning eyes seemed ever before him. Again he felt the touch of that icy cold hand, and again he remembered the words of the oath which, alas! he had not kept. Oh, it was horrible!




  Once more his thoughts moved on a stage, and this time they reached their climax. Before his fixed eyes there floated the image of a sweet, wistful face glowing with healthy physical life, and yet with all that delicate refinement of coloring and feature which had made her face linger in his artist’s memory for years before she had dwelt in his man’s heart. It was a torture of hell, this, that the fairest and sweetest part of a man’s life—his love—should come to him at such a time. And then for one brief moment all memory of his misery passed away from him, and his whole being became absorbed in a luxury of recollection. He thought of the change which his love had wrought in him. What had life been before? A long series of artistic and philosophical abstractions, bringing their own peculiar content, but a content never free from disquieting thought and restless doubts. How could it be otherwise? Was he not human like other men? Asceticism and intellect, and a certain purity of life which an almost epicurean refinement had rendered beautiful to him, these, easily keeping in sway his passionate temperament through all the long years of his life, now only served to fan the flame of that great pure love which had suddenly leaped up within him, a blazing, unquenchable fire. Human emotion once aroused, had thrilled through all his being with a sweet, heart-stirring music, and his whole nature was shaking from its very foundation. To him such a love seemed like the rounding of his life, the panacea for all that vague disquiet which, even in the moments of most perfect intellectual serenity, had sometimes disturbed him. The love of such a man was no light thing. It had mingled with his heart’s blood, with the very essence of all his being. No death, no annihilation was possible for it. It was a part of himself, woven unchangeably into his life in a glowing skein, the brilliant colors of which could never fade. He looked into the future, golden with the light of such a love, and he saw a vision of perfect happiness, of joy beyond all expression, of deep, calm content, surpassing anything which he had known. Hand in hand he saw two figures, himself and her, gliding through the years with a sort of effortless energy, tasting together of everything in life that was sweet, and pure, and beautiful; scattering all trouble and worldly vexation to the winds, by the touchstone of their undying love. There was intoxication—ethereal intoxication in such a vision. The winds blew against him, and the torrents of driven rain, cold and stinging, dashed themselves against his pale, steadfast face. Down on the beach below the mad sea was thundering upon the cliffs, flinging its white spray so high that it glittered like specks of luminous white light against the black waters. Yet he noticed none of it. Until the brilliancy of that vision which glowed before him faded, nothing external could withdraw his thoughts.




  And fade away it did at last, and neither the cold rain nor the howling wind had given him such a chill as crept through all his body, when memory and realization drove forth this sweet flower of his imagination. All the cruel hopelessness, the horror of his position, rushed in upon him like a foul nightmare. He saw himself shunned and despised, the faces of all men averted from him; all that had gone to make his life worthy, and even famous, forgotten in the stigma of an awful crime. He saw her eager, beautiful face, white and convulsed with horror, shrinking away from him as from some loathsome object. God! it was madness to think of it! Let this thought go from him, fade away from his reeling brain, or he would surely go mad.




  Heedless of the fury of the winds that roared over the moorland, and sobbed and shrieked in the pine grove, he threw himself upon his knees close to the very verge of the cliff, and stretched out his hands to the darkened heavens in a passionate gesture of despair. It was the first time during all the fierce troubles of a stormy life that he had shrunk down, beaten for the moment by the utter hopelessness of the struggle which seemed to him now fast drawing toward its end.




  “God! that I may die!” he moaned. “That I may die!”




  And, as though in answer to his prayer, life for him suddenly became a doubtful thing. A wild gust of wind had uprooted a young fir tree from the plantation, and bearing it with a savage glee toward the cliff side, dashed it against the kneeling man. There was no chance for him against it. Over they went, man and tree together, to all appearance bound for inevitable destruction.




  Even in that second, when he felt himself being hurled over the cliff, by what force he knew not, the consciousness of the sudden granting of his prayer flashed across his mind, and, strange though it may seem, brought with it a deep content. It was as he would have it be, death sudden and unfelt. But following close upon it came another thought, so swiftly works the brain in the time of a great crisis. He would be found dead, and everyone, in the light of what would soon be made known, would surely call it suicide. She would think so, too. Death on such terms he would not willingly have.




  Effort followed swiftly upon thought. He clutched wildly at the cliff side during the first second of that flying descent, and the wind bending it almost double, brought a stunted fir tree sapling within his reach. He grasped it, and he was saved. Only a yard or two away, the cliff side was black with them growing so closely together that he pulled himself with ease from one to another till he climbed over the cliff top, and stood again upright on the ground.




  His hands were bleeding, and his clothes were hanging round him in rags. Yet, in a certain sense, his narrow escape had done him good, for it had brought very vividly before him the impiety of his prayer. He had given way too long to maddening thoughts, and they had unnerved him. With the consciousness of his escape, all the manliness of his nature reasserted itself. He had faced this thing so long that he would face it now to the end. Let it come when it would, he would summon up all his strength, and meet it like a man. After death was peace for everlasting. God keep him in that faith!




  He turned away from the cliff, and walked quickly back to the cottage, making his plans as he went. First he changed all his clothes, and then opening again his rifled cabinet, he transferred the remaining papers to a small handbag. These were all his preparations, but when he stepped out again and walked down the path of his garden, a change had fallen upon the earth. Faint gleams of dawn were breaking through the eastern sky, and though the sea was still troubled and crested with white-foamed breakers, the wind had gone down. Compared with the violence of the storm a few hours back, the stillness of the gray twilight was full of a peculiar impressiveness. Peace after the storm. Rest after trouble.




  And something of this saddened peace crept into the heart of the solitary figure crossing the moorland—on his way back to face a doom which seemed closing in fast around him.




  XXI. SIR ALLAN BEAUMERVILLE HAS A CALLER
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  Sir Allan Beaumerville, Bart., dilettante physician and man of fashion, was, on the whole, one of the most popular men in London society. He was rich, of distinguished appearance, had charming manners, and was a bachelor, which combination might possibly account in some measure for the high esteem in which he was held amongst the opposite sex. He had made his début in society quite late in life, for he had succeeded to the baronetcy, which was one of the oldest and richest in the country, unexpectedly; and, as a young man, London—fashionable London, at any rate—had seen or known nothing of him. Nor, indeed, had he at any time had much to say to anyone about the earlier period of his life. It was generally understood that he had lived abroad, and that he had been in some sort of practice, or how else could he have acquired his knowledge of the technical part of his profession? Beyond this, nothing was known; and although he was evidently a traveled man, having much to say at times about all the interesting parts of Southern Europe, no one ever remembered meeting him anywhere. For the rest, he had passed through none of the curriculum of English youth. No public school had had his name upon its books, nor had he even graduated in his own country. But he had taken a very high degree indeed at Heidelberg, which had won him considerable respect among those who knew anything about such matters, and his diplomas included half the letters of the alphabet, and were undeniable. And so when he had suddenly appeared in London on the death of his uncle and cousin, a middle-aged, distinguished gentleman, with manners a little foreign, but in their way perfect, society had voted him a great improvement on the former baronet, and had taken him by the hand at once. That was a good many years ago, and very soon after his first introduction to the London world he had become a notable figure in it. He had never missed a town season, and at all its chief functions was a well-known and popular figure, always among the best and most exclusive set, and always welcome there. He had a yacht at Cowes, a share in a Scotch moor, a dozen or so hunters at his little place near Melton, a shooting box in Derbyshire, and a fine old mansion and estate in Kent, where everyone liked to be asked; and where he had more than once had the honor of entertaining royalty. There was only one thing in the world wanted to make Sir Allan Beaumerville perfect, women declared, and that one thing was a wife. But although no one appeared to appreciate more highly the charms of feminine society—as he showed in more ways than one, both in St. John’s Wood and in Belgravia—he had never shown the least inclination to perform his duty to society in this respect. How he managed to steer clear of the many snares and pitfalls laid for him in the course of his career puzzled a good many men. But he did it, and what was more remarkable still, he made no enemies. He had friendships among the other sex such as no man save he dared have indulged in to a like extent; but with infinite skill he always seemed to be able to drop some delicate insinuation as to the utter absence of any matrimonial intention on his part, which left no room for doubt or hope. He was, in short, possessed of admirable powers of diplomacy which never failed him.




  Of course his impregnability gave rise to all manner of stories. He had been jilted in his youth, he had a wife alive, or he had had one, and she was dead, none of which rumors met any large amount of credence. As to the first, the idea of anyone jilting Sir Allan Beaumerville, even before his coming into the baronetcy, found no favor in the feminine world. No woman could have shown such ill judgment as that; and, besides, he had very little of the melancholy which is generally supposed to attend upon such a disappointment. As to the second, it was never seriously entertained, for if any woman had once claimed Sir Allan Beaumerville as a husband, she was scarcely likely to keep away from him, especially now that he was occupying such a distinguished position. The third was quite out of the question, for even had he ever been married—which nobody believed—he was scarcely the sort of man to wear the willow all his life, and, indeed, it was very evident that he was not doing anything of the sort. Everyone knew of a certain little establishment beyond Kensington way, where Sir Allan’s brougham was often seen, but of course no one thought the worse of him for that. And without a doubt, if Sir Allan had yielded to that gentle wish so often expressed, and commenced domestic life in a more conventional manner in the great house at Grosvenor Square, he would have forfeited at once a great deal of his popularity, at any rate among the feminine part of his acquaintance. As it was, there was always a faint hope of winning him to add a zest to his delightful companionship, and Sir Allan, who was a very shrewd man, was perfectly aware of this. He was a sybarite of refined taste, with an exquisite appreciation of the finer and more artistic pleasures of life; and the society of educated and well-bred women was one of the chief of them. Rather than run any risk of deterioration in its quality he preferred to let things remain as they were, and that he might enjoy it the more thoroughly without the restraint placed upon other men, was the sole reason that he had not altogether abandoned his profession. He never took any fee, nor did he ever accept any casual patient. But on certain days of the week, at certain hours, he was at home as a physician to certain of his lady acquaintances to whom he had already offered his services. The number was always few, for the invitations were rarely given, and the patients generally remained upon the sick list for an indefinite period. But there were few invitations more sought after. Something—perhaps the very slight spice of impropriety which certain prudes, who had not been asked, affected to see in such an arrangement—had made them the fashion; and, then, Sir Allan was undeniably clever. Altogether, the idea was a great success for him.




  It had been one of Sir Allan’s afternoon receptions, and, as usual, every patient on his list had paid him a visit. Having seen the last and most favored to her carriage, Sir Allan returned to his study with a slight smile on his handsome face, and the recollection of some delightfully confidential little speeches still tingling in his ears. For a moment he stood on the hearth rug recalling them, then he looked round the room and rang the bell. A servant appeared almost immediately.




  “Clear these things away, Morton,” Sir Allan said, pointing to some dainty marvels of china and a Japanese teapot, which stood on a little round table between two chairs, “and bring me a loose jacket from my room. I am dining in Downing Street to-night, and shall not want to dress before eight.”




  The man obeyed, and Sir Allan, lighting a thick Egyptian cigarette, took up a French novel, and stretched himself out in his easy chair.




  “You are not at home to anyone else this afternoon, sir?” the servant inquired before quitting the room.




  “Certainly not,” Sir Allan answered, yawning. “Has anyone been inquiring for me?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Lady or gentleman?”




  “Gentleman, sir—at least, I think so. He looks like one.”




  “Any name?”




  “I didn’t inquire, sir. I said that you were not at home; but, as he seemed very pressing, I promised to try and ascertain when you would be at liberty.”




  “Ask him his name,” Sir Allan directed.




  The man withdrew, and returned in a moment or two looking a little puzzled.




  “His name is Brown, sir—Mr. Bernard Brown.”




  Sir Allan was seldom clumsy in little things, but at that moment he dropped the book which he had been reading upon the floor. The servant hastened toward it, but Sir Allan waved him away. He preferred to pick it up himself.




  “I’m afraid I’ve lost my place,” he remarked, turning over the leaves. “You can show Mr. Brown in here, Morton,” he added. “I may as well see what he wants.”




  The man withdrew, and Sir Allan recommenced the chapter. Then the door was opened again, and the visitor was admitted. Sir Allan laid the paper knife carefully in his place, and shutting the book, rose from his chair.




  “Mr. Brown,” he said, “I am very pleased to see you. Come and take a seat here.”




  He stood up in an easy attitude upon the hearthrug, and pointed with a smile to the chair which his last visitor had occupied. But he did not offer his hand to Mr. Brown, nor did Mr. Brown appear to expect it.




  The apartment was in the semi-gloom of twilight, for the silver lamp burning on the bracket by Sir Allan’s side was covered with a rose-colored shade, and threw all its light downward. The art treasures with which the room was crowded, and the almost voluptuous grace of its adornment and coloring, were more suggested than seen. Mr. Brown, who had advanced only a few steps from the closed door, covered his eyes with his hand, and looked a little dazed.




  “Do you live in darkness?” he said in a low tone. “I want to see your face.”




  Sir Allan shrugged his shoulders, and turned up the lamp a little higher than it was. The faces of the two men were now distinctly visible to each other, and the contrast between them was rather startling. Sir Allan’s was placid, courteous, and inquiring. Mr. Brown’s was white almost to ghastliness, and his eyes were burning with a strange light.




  “I wish you’d sit down, my dear fellow!” Sir Allan remarked in a tone of good-natured remonstrance. “It worries me to see you standing there, and I’m sure you look tired enough.”




  Mr. Brown took no notice whatever of the invitation.




  “I have come to see you, Sir Allan Beaumerville,” he said slowly, “to lay certain facts before you, and to ask your advice concerning them—as a disinterested party.”




  “Very happy, I’m sure, to do the best I can,” Sir Allan murmured, lighting a fresh cigarette. “I wish you’d sit down to it, though. I suppose it’s about that murder we were mixed up in? Horrid affair it was.”




  “Yes, it was a very horrid affair,” Mr. Brown repeated slowly.




  “They haven’t caught the man yet, I suppose?”




  “They have not—yet.”




  Sir Allan shrugged his fine shoulders.




  “I fancy their chance is a poor one now, then,” he remarked, emitting a little cloud of smoke from his lips, and watching it curl upward in a faint blue wreath to the ceiling. “How differently they manage affairs on the Continent! Such a crime would not go undetected a day there.”




  “It will not be undetected here many more days,” Mr. Brown said. “My own belief is that a warrant is already issued for the apprehension of the supposed murderer, and I should not be surprised to hear that at this very moment the police were watching this house.”




  Sir Allan looked hard at his guest, and elevated his eyebrows.




  “This is a very serious matter, Mr. Brown,” he said, looking at him steadily in the face. “Do I understand——?”




  “I will explain,” Mr. Brown interrupted quietly. “On my return to Falcon’s Nest yesterday, I find that during my absence the cottage has been entered, apparently by some one in authority, for keys have been used. My cabinet has been forced open, and a number of my private letters and papers have been taken away. Certain other investigations have also been made, obviously with the same object.”




  Sir Allan maintained his attitude of polite attention, but he had stopped smoking, and his cigarette was burning unnoticed between his fingers.




  “I scarcely see the connection yet,” he said suavely. “No doubt I am a little dense. You speak about a number of private papers having been abstracted from your cabinet. Do I understand—is it possible that anything in those papers could lead people to fix upon you as the murderer of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston?”




  The two men looked steadily into each other’s faces. There was nothing in Sir Allan’s expression beyond a slightly shocked surprise; in Mr. Brown’s there was a very curious mixture indeed.




  “Most certainly!” was the quiet reply. “Those letters plainly point out a motive for my having committed the crime.”




  “They are from——”




  “Stop!”




  Sir Allan started. The word had burst from Mr. Brown’s lips with a passion which his former quietude rendered the more remarkable. There was a dead silence between them for fully a minute. Then Mr. Brown, having resumed his former manner, spoke again.




  “Those letters,” he said, “tell the story of a certain episode in the life of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. No other person is mentioned or alluded to in them. Yet the fact of their having been found in my possession makes them strong evidence against me.”




  Sir Allan nodded.




  “I don’t know why on earth you’ve come to me for advice,” he remarked. “I’m not a lawyer.”




  “Neither do I quite know. Still, I have come; and, as I am here, give it me.”




  “In a word, then—bolt,” said Sir Allan laconically.




  “That is your advice, is it?”




  “I don’t see anything else to do. I don’t ask you whether you are guilty or not, and I do ask myself whether I am doing my duty in giving you any advice calculated to defeat the ends of justice. I simply consider the facts, and tell you what I should do if I were in your unfortunate position. I should bolt.”




  “Thank you, Sir Allan, for your advice so far,” Mr. Brown said quietly. “There is just one little complication, however, which I wish to tell you of.”




  “Yes. Might I trouble you to put the matter in as short a form as possible, then?” Sir Allan remarked, looking at his watch. “I am dining with the Prime Minister to-night, and it is time I commenced to dress.”




  “I will not detain you much longer,” Mr. Brown said. “The complication, I fear, will scarcely interest you, for it is a sentimental one. If I fled from England to-night, I should leave behind me the woman I love.”




  “Then why the devil don’t you take her with you?” asked Sir Allan, with a shrug of the shoulders. “She’ll go right enough if you ask her. Women like a little mystery.”




  “The woman whom I love appears to be of a different class to those from whom you have drawn your experience,” Mr. Brown answered quietly. “I am not married to her.”




  Sir Allan shrugged his shoulders lightly.




  “Well, if she’s a prude, and won’t go, and you haven’t pluck enough to run away with her, I don’t know how to advise you,” he remarked.




  Mr. Brown looked steadily into the other’s face. Sir Allan met his gaze blandly.




  “Your speech, Sir Allan, betrays a cynicism which I believe is greatly in fashion just now,” Mr. Brown said slowly. “Sometimes it is altogether assumed, sometimes it is only a thin veneer adopted in obedience to the decree of fashion. Believing that, so far as you are concerned, the latter is the case, I beg you to look back into your past life, and recall, if possible, some of its emotions. Again I tell you that if I fly from England, I shall leave behind me the woman I dearly love. I have come to you, Sir Allan Beaumerville, with an effort. I lay all these facts before you, and I ask you to decide for me. What shall I do?”




  “And I repeat, my dear fellow,” answered Sir Allan suavely, “that the only advice I can give you is, to leave England to-night!”




  Mr. Brown hesitated for a moment. Then he turned away toward the door without a word or gesture of farewell.




  “By the by,” Sir Allan remarked, “one moment, Mr. Brown! Have you any objection to telling me the name of the lady who has been honored with your affection. Do I know her?”




  “You do. Her name is no concern of yours, though.”




  Suddenly an unpleasant idea seemed to flash across Sir Allan’s mind. He was more disturbed than he had been during the whole of the interview.




  “Of course you don’t mean that charming Miss Thurwell?” he said quickly.




  The limits of Mr. Brown’s endurance seemed to have been passed. He turned suddenly round, his eyes blazing with passion, and walked across the room to within a few feet of Sir Allan. He stood there with one hand grasping the back of a chair, and looked at him.




  “And if I did mean her, sir, what is that to you? By what right do you dare to——”




  Suddenly his upraised hand fell. Both men stood as though turned to stone, listening, yet scarcely daring to glance toward the door. It was the sound of Morton’s quiet voice and the trailing of skirts which had checked Mr. Brown’s passionate speech.




  “Lady and Miss Thurwell!”




  There was no time to move, scarcely time for thought. Morton stood respectfully at the door, and the two ladies were already on the threshold.




  “My dear Sir Allan”—in Lady Thurwell’s silvery voice—“what will you think of such a late visit? I felt ashamed to ask for you, only we have been at the Countess of Applecorn’s in the next square, and I could positively not pass your door when I remembered that it was your afternoon. But you are all in darkness; and you have a visitor, haven’t you?”




  The figures of the two men were barely visible in the deep gloom of the apartment, for the lamp had burned low, and gave little light. Lady Thurwell had stopped just inside the room, surprised.




  If only Sir Allan’s companion had been a patient! What a delightful piece of scandal it would have been!




  “Lady Thurwell! Ah, how good of you!” exclaimed Sir Allan, coming forward out of the shadow; “and you, too, Miss Helen. I am honored indeed. Morton, lights at once!”




  “We must not stay a moment,” declared Lady Thurwell, shaking hands. “No, we won’t sit down, thanks! You know why we’ve called? It’s about the opera to-night. You got my note?”




  “I did, Lady Thurwell, and I can trustfully say that I never read one from you with more regret.”




  “Then you have an engagement?”




  “Unfortunately, yes! I am dining at Downing Street.”




  “Well, we must send for that schoolboy cousin of yours, Helen!” said Lady Thurwell, laughing. “You see how dependent we are upon your sex, after all. Why, is that really you, Mr. Maddison!” she broke off suddenly, as a tall figure emerged a little out of the gloom. “Fancy meeting you here! I had no idea that you and Sir Allan Beaumerville were friends. Helen, do you see Mr. Maddison?”




  “I can’t say that I do,” she answered, with a low happy laugh; “but I’m very glad he’s here!”




  The lights were brought in as she finished her little speech, and they all looked at one another. Lady Thurwell broke into a little laugh.




  “Really, this is a singular meeting,” she said, “but we mustn’t stop a moment. Mr. Maddison, we were hoping to see you yesterday afternoon. Do come soon!”




  He bowed with a faint smile upon his lips.




  “Come out to the carriage with us, please, Mr. Maddison,” Helen said to him in a low tone as Lady Thurwell turned to go; and he walked down the hall between them and out on to the pavement, leaving Sir Allan on the steps.




  “You will come and dine with me soon, won’t you, Mr. Maddison?” Lady Thurwell asked him, as she touched his hand stepping into the brougham.




  “I will come whenever you ask me!” he answered rashly.




  “Then come now!” said Helen quickly. “We are all alone for the evening, fancy that, and we can’t go out anywhere because we haven’t an escort. Do come!”




  He looked at Lady Thurwell.




  “It will be a real charity if you will,” she said, smiling graciously. “We shall be bored to death alone.”




  “I shall be delighted,” he answered at once. “About eight o’clock, I suppose?”




  “Half-past seven, please, and we’ll have a long evening,” said Helen. “That will give you time to get to your club and dress. Good-by!”




  They drove off, and Mr. Bernard Brown walked swiftly away toward Pall Mall. Once he stopped in the middle of the pavement and broke into an odd little laugh. It was a curious position to be in. He was expecting every moment to be arrested for murder, and he was going out to dine.
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  Mr. Maddison—to drop at this point the name under which he had chosen to become the tenant of Falcon’s Nest—was a member of a well-known London club, chiefly affected by literary men, and after his acceptance of Lady Thurwell’s invitation, he hastened there at once and went to his room to dress. As a rule a man does not indulge in any very profound meditation during the somewhat tedious process of changing his morning clothes for the monotonous garb of Western civilization. His attention is generally fully claimed by the satisfactory adjusting of his tie and the precaution he has to use to avoid anything so lamentable as a crease in his shirt, and if his thoughts stray at all, it is seldom beyond the immediate matter of his toilet, or at most a little anticipation with regard to the forthcoming evening. If on the right side of thirty, a pair of bright eyes may sometimes make him pause for a moment, even with the hair brushes in his hands, to wonder if she will be there to-night, and if by any fortunate chance he will be able to take her in to dinner. And if the reign of the forties has commenced, it is just possible that a little mild speculation as to the entrées may be admitted. But, as a rule, a man’s thoughts do not on such an occasion strike deep beneath the surface, and there is no record of an author having laid the plan of his next work, or a soldier having marked out a campaign, while struggling with a refractory tie, or obstinate parting. Even if such had ever happened to be the case, we should not have cared to hear about it. We prefer to think of a Napoleon planning great conquests in the serene stillness of night among a sleeping camp and beneath a starlit sky, or of a Wordsworth writing his poetry in his cottage home among the mountains.




  But Mr. Bernard Maddison, before he left his room that evening, had come to a great decision—a decision which made his step the firmer, and which asserted itself in the carriage of his head and the increased brightness of his eyes, as he slowly descended the wide, luxurious staircase. And he felt calmer, even happier, from having at least passed from amid the shoals of doubt and uncertainty. The slight nervousness had quite left him. He was still more than ordinarily pale, and there was a look of calm resignation in his thoughtful aesthetic face which gave to its intellectuality a touch of spirituality. One of the members of the club said, later on in the smoking room, that Maddison seemed to him to realize one’s idea of St. Augustine in evening clothes. So far as appearance went the comparison was not inapt.




  As he reached the hall the porter came up to him with his cloak.




  “There is a gentleman waiting for you in the strangers’ room, sir,” he said.




  Mr. Maddison turned away that the man might not see the sudden dread in his face. It was not a long respite he craved for—only one evening. Was even this to be denied him?




  “Any name?” he asked quietly.




  “He gave none,” the man answered; “but I think it is Sir Allan Beaumerville.”




  “Ah!” Mr. Maddison felt a sudden relief which escaped him in that brief interjection. He was scarcely surprised at this visit. “I will go to him,” he said. “Call me a hansom, Grey, will you?”




  The porter went outside, and Mr. Maddison crossed the hall and in a small, dimly-lit room, found himself face to face with his visitor.




  Sir Allan wore the brilliant uniform of a colonel in the yeomanry, for the dinner to which he was going was to be followed by an official reception. But he was very pale, and his manner had lost much of its studied nonchalance.




  “I followed you here,” he began at once, “because, after your departure, I began to realize more fully the seriousness of what you told me.”




  “Yes. I thought at the time that your indifference was a little remarkable,” Mr. Maddison said quietly. The positions between them were entirely reversed. It was Sir Allan Beaumerville now who was placing a great restraint upon himself, and Mr. Maddison who was collected and at his ease.




  “I was taken by surprise,” Sir Allan continued. “Since you left me I have been picturing all manner of horrible things. Have you fully realized that you may be arrested at any moment on this frightful charge?”




  “I have fully realized it,” Mr. Maddison answered calmly. “In fact, when the porter told me that a gentleman wished to see me, I imagined at once that it had come.”




  “And have you considered, too,” Sir Allan continued, “how overwhelming the evidence is against you?”




  “I have considered it.”




  “Then why do you linger here for one moment? Why don’t you escape while you have the chance?”




  “Why should I?” Mr. Maddison answered. “I shall make no attempt to escape.”




  Sir Allan’s face grew a shade more pallid, and betrayed an agitation which he strove in vain to conceal.




  “But supposing you are arrested,” he said quickly, “everything will go against you. What shall you do?”




  “I shall accept my fate, whatever it may be,” was the quiet reply. “I prefer this to flight. Life would not be very valuable to me as a skulking criminal in a foreign country. If it be declared forfeit to the law, the law shall have it.”




  There was a sudden choking in Sir Allan’s voice, and an almost piteous look in his face.




  “God forbid it!” he cried; “God forbid it!”




  And suddenly this hardened man of the world, this professed cynic in an age of cynicism, sank down in a chair and buried his head in his arms on the green baize writing table, crushing the gold lace of his glittering uniform, and the immaculate shirt front, with its single diamond stud. It was only for a moment that a sudden rush of feeling overcame him. But when he looked up his face was haggard and he looked years older.




  “Does anyone—know of this?” he asked in a hoarse tone.




  Mr. Maddison shook his head.




  “No one whatever as yet,” he said shortly. “If I am free to-morrow, I shall go to Italy.”




  A sudden change swept into Sir Allan’s face. He rose from his chair, drawing himself up to his full height. Again he was the stately, distinguished man of the world, with little feeling in his voice or looks. Between him and this other man in his sober black, with wasted face and thin stooping frame, there was a startling difference.




  “I have no doubt that you will do your duty, Mr. Maddison,” he said coldly; “although, if I may be forgiven for saying so, your method appears to me a little quixotic, and, in a certain sense, singularly devoid of consideration for others. I will not detain you any longer.”




  He wrapped his long cloak around him and left the room in dignified silence. Mr. Maddison followed him to the steps, and saw him get into his carriage. They parted without another word.
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  Bernard Maddison kept his engagement that evening, and dined alone with Lady Thurwell and Helen. There had been some talk of going to the opera afterwards, but no one seemed to care about it, and so it dropped through.




  “For my part,” Lady Thurwell said, as they sat lingering over their dessert, “I shall quite enjoy an evening’s rest. You literary men, Mr. Maddison, talk a good deal about being overworked, but you know nothing of the life of a chaperon in the season. I tell Helen that she is sadly wanting in gratitude. We do everything worth doing—picture galleries, matinées, shopping, afternoon calls, dinners, dances, receptions—why, there’s no slavery like it.”




  Helen laughed softly.




  “We do a great deal too much, aunt,” she said. “I am almost coming round to my father’s opinion. You know, Mr. Maddison, he very seldom comes to London, and then only when he wants to pay a visit to his gunmaker, or to renew his hunting kit, or something of that sort. London life does not suit him at all.”




  “I think your father a very wise man,” he answered. “He seeks his pleasures in a more wholesome manner.”




  She looked thoughtful.




  “Yes, I suppose, ethically, the life of a man about town is on a very low level. That is why one meets so few who interest one, as a rule. Don’t you think all this society life very frivolous, Mr. Maddison?”




  “I am not willing to be its judge,” he answered. “Yet it is a moral axiom that the higher we seek for our pleasures the greater happiness we attain to. I am an uncompromising enemy to what is known as fashionable society, so I will draw no conclusions.”




  “It is intellect and artistic sensibility versus sensuousness,” yawned Lady Thurwell. “I’m a weak woman, and I’m afraid I’m too old to change my ways. But I’m on the wrong side of the argument all the same; at least, I should be if I took up the cudgels.”




  “Which are the greater sinners, Mr. Maddison?” asked Helen, smiling, “men of the world or women of the world?”




  “Without doubt, men,” he answered quickly. “However we may talk about the equality of the sexes, the fact remains that women are born into the world with lighter natures than men. They have at once a greater capacity, and more desire for amusement pure and simple. They wear themselves out in search of it, more especially the women of other nations. And after all, when their life has passed, they have never known the meaning of real happiness, of the pleasures that have no reaction, and that sweet elevation of mind that is only won by thought and study.”




  “Poor women!” murmured Lady Thurwell. “Mr. Maddison, you are making me quite uncomfortable. Paint my sex in more glowing colors, please, or leave them alone. Remember that I am the only middle-aged woman here. I don’t count Helen at all. I see that she is something of your way of thinking already. Traitress! Do light a cigarette, Mr. Maddison. I adore the perfume of them, and so does Helen.”




  He took one from the box she passed him, and gravely lit it. They were doing everything in a very informal manner. Dinner had been served in the library, a cozy little apartment with a large open grate in which a cheerful fire had been lit. The ordinary table had been dispensed with in favor of a small round one just large enough for them, and now, with dessert on the table, they had turned their chairs round to the fire in very homelike fashion.




  “Do you know, I like this,” Helen said softly. “I think it is so much better than a dinner party, or going out anywhere.”




  “See what a difference the presence of a distinguished man of letters makes,” laughed Lady Thurwell. “Now, only a few hours ago, we were dreading a very dull evening—Helen as well as myself. How nice it was of you to take pity on us, Mr. Maddison!”




  “Especially considering your aversion to our society,” put in Helen. “Are not you really thinking it a shocking waste of time to be here talking to two very unlearned women instead of seeking inspiration in your study?”




  He looked at her reproachfully.




  “I know nothing of Lady Thurwell’s tastes,” he said; “but you can scarcely call yourself unlearned. You have read much, and you have thought.”




  “A pure accident—I mean the thinking,” she answered lightly. “If I had not been a country girl, with a mind above my station, intellectually, there’s no telling what might have happened. Town life is very distracting, if you once get into the groove. Isn’t it, aunt?”




  Lady Thurwell, who was a thorough little dame de société, rose with a pout and shrugged her shoulders.




  “I’m not going to be hauled over the coals by you superior people any longer,” she answered. “I shall leave you to form a mutual improvement society, and go and write some letters. When you want me, come into the drawing room, but don’t come yet. Thank you, Mr. Maddison,” she added, as he held the door open for her; “be merciful to the absent, won’t you?”




  And so they were alone! As he closed the door and walked across the room to his seat, there came back to him, with a faint bewildering sweetness, something of the passionate emotion of their farewell in the pine grove on the cliff. He felt his pulses quicken, and his heart beat fast. It was in vain that the dying tenets of his old life, a life of renunciation and solitude, feebly reasserted themselves. At that moment, if never before, he knew the truth. The warm fresh sunlight lay across his barren life, brightening with a marvelous glow its gloomiest corners. The old passionless serenity, in which the human had been crushed out by the intellectual, was gone forever. He loved this woman.




  And she was very fair. He stole a long glance at her as she leaned back in her low wicker chair—the fond glance of a lover—and he felt his keenly artistic sense stirred from its very depths by her purely physical beauty. The firelight was casting strange gleams upon the deep golden hair which waved about her oval face and shapely forehead in picturesque unrestraint, and there was an ethereal glow in her exquisite complexion, a light in her eyes, which seemed called up by some unusual excitement.




  The setting of the picture, too, was perfect. Her ivory satin gown hung in long straight lines about her slim perfect outline with all the grace of Greek drapery, unrelieved save by one large bunch of Neapolitan violets nestling amongst the folds of old lace which filled up the open space of her bodice. He stood and looked at her with a strange confusion of feelings. A new life was burning in his veins, and for the first time since his boyhood he doubted his absolute self-mastery. Dared he stay there? Could he sit by her side, and bandy idle words with her?




  The silence had lasted for several minutes, and was beginning to possess something of that peculiar eloquence which such silences usually have. At last she raised her eyes, and looked at him standing motionless and thoughtful amongst the shadows of the room, and at the first glance he felt his strength grow weak, and his passionate love rising up like a living force. For there was in her eyes, and in her face, and in her voice when she spoke, something of that softening change which transfuses a woman’s being when she loves, and lets the secret go from her—a sort of mute yielding, an abandonment, having in it a subtle essence of unconscious invitation.




  “Come and talk to me,” she said softly. “Why do you stand out there?”




  He made one last despairing effort. With a strangely unnatural laugh, he drew a chair to her side and began to talk rapidly, never once letting his eyes rest upon her loveliness, striving to keep his thoughts fixed upon his subject, but all the time acutely conscious of her presence. He talked of many things with a restless energy which more than once caused her to look up at him in wonderment. He strove even to keep her from answering him, lest the magic of her voice should turn the trembling scale. For her sake he unlocked the inmost recesses of his mind, and all the rich store of artistic sensations, of jealously preserved memories, came flooding out, clothed with all that eloquence of jeweled phrase and daintily turned sentence which had made his writings so famous. For her sake, too, he sent his imagination traveling through almost untrodden fields, bringing back exquisite word pictures, and lifting the curtain before many a landscape of sun-smitten thought. All the music of sweet imagery and pure bracing idealism thrilled through her whole being. This was indeed a man to love! And as his speech grew slower, and she heard again that peculiar trembling in his tone, the meaning of which her woman’s heart so easily interpreted, she began to long for those few words from him which she felt would be the awakening of a new life in her. He could not fail to notice even that slight change, and wondering whether her attention was commencing to flag, he paused and their eyes met in a gaze full of that deep tragical intensity which marks the birth between man and woman of any new sensation. The fire which glowed in his eyes told her of his love as plainly as the dreamy yet expressive light which gleamed in hers spoke also to him, and when her head drooped before the gathering passion in his face, and the faint color streamed into her cheeks, no will of his could keep the words back any longer. He felt his breath come quickly, and his heart almost stop beating. His pulses were quickening, and a strange new delight stole through him. Surely this was the end. He could bear no more.




  And it seemed as though it were indeed so, for with a sudden impulse he caught hold of her white, ringless hand, and drew it gently toward him. There was a slight instinctive resistance which came and went in a space of time only a thought could measure. Then she yielded it to him, and the sense of her touch stole through his veins with a sort of dreamy fascination, to give place in a moment to the overmastering fire of his great passion.




  Her face was turned away from him, but he saw the faint color deepen in her cheeks and the light quivering of the lip. And then a torrent of feeling, before which his last shaking barriers of resistance crumbled away like dust, swept from his heart, striking every chord of his nature with a crash of wild music.




  “Helen, my love, my love!” he cried.




  And she turned round, her eyes dim with trembling tears, yet glowing with a great happiness—turned around to feel his arms steal around her and hold her clasped to his heart in a mad sweet embrace. And it seemed to her that it was for this that she had lived.
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  It seemed to him in those few golden moments of his life that memory died away and time stood still. The past with its hideous sorrows, and the future over which it stretched its chilling hand, were merged in the present. Life had neither background nor prospect. The overpowering realization of the elysium into which he had stepped had absorbed all sense and all knowledge. They were together, and words were passing between them which would live to eternity in his heart.




  But the fairest summer sky will not be fair forever. Clouds will gather, and drive before them the sweetness and joy from the smiling heavens, and memory is a mistress who may slumber but who never sleeps. Those moments of entrancing happiness, although in one sense they lasted a lifetime, were in the ordinary measure of time but of brief duration. For with something of the overmastering suddenness with which his passion had found expression, there swept back into his heart all the still cold flow of icy reminiscence. She felt his arms loosen around her, and she raised her head, wondering, from his shoulder, wonder that turned soon to fear, for he rose up and stood before her white, and with a great agony in his dark eyes.




  “I have been mad!” he muttered hoarsely. “Forgive me! I must go!”




  She stood up by his side, pale, but with no fear or weakness in her look. She, too, had begun to realize.




  “Tell me one thing,” she said softly. “You do—love me!”




  “God knows I do!” he answered. The words came from his heart with a nervous intensity which showed itself in his quivering lips, and the vibration of his tone. She knew their truth as surely as though she had seen them written in letters of fire, and that knowledge, or rather her absolute confidence in it, made her in a measure bold. The dainty exclusiveness which had half repelled, half attracted other men had fallen away from her. She stood before him a loving tearful woman, with something of that gentle shame which is twin sister to modesty burning in her cheeks.




  “Then I will not let you go,” she said softly, taking both his hands in hers, and holding him tightly. “Nothing shall come between us.”




  He looked into the love light which gleamed in her wet eyes, and stooping down he took her again into his arms and kissed her.




  “My darling!” he whispered passionately, “my darling! But you do not know.”




  “Yes, I do,” she answered, drawing him gently back to their old place. “You mean about what Rachel Kynaston said that awful night, don’t you?”




  “More than that, alas!” he answered in a low tone. “Other people besides Rachel Kynaston have had suspicions about me. I have been watched, and while I was away, Falcon’s Nest has been entered, and papers have been taken away.”




  She was white with fear. This was Benjamin Levy’s doing, and it was through her. Ought she to tell him? She could not! She could not!




  “But they do not—the papers, I mean—make it appear that——”




  “Helen,” he interrupted, with his face turned away from her, “it is best that you should know the truth. Those papers reveal the story of a bitter enmity between myself and Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. When you consider that and the other things, you will see that I may at any moment be arrested.”




  A spasm of pain passed across her face. At that moment her thoughts were only concerned with his safety. The terrible suggestiveness of what he had told her had very little real meaning for her then. Her one thought was, could she buy those papers? If all her fortune could do it, it should be given. Only let him never know, and let him be safe!




  “Bernard,” she whispered softly, “I am not afraid. It is very terrible, but it cannot alter anything. Love cannot come and go at our bidding. It is forever. Nothing can change that.”




  He stopped her lips with passionate kisses, and then he tried to tear himself away. But she would not let him go. A touch of that complete self-surrender which comes even to the proudest woman when she loves had made her bold.




  “Have I not told you, Bernard,” she whispered, “that I will not let you go?”




  “Helen, you must,” he said hoarsely. “Who knows but that to-morrow I may stand in the dock, charged with that hideous crime?”




  “If they will let me, I shall gladly stand by your side,” she answered.




  He turned away, and his shaking fingers hid his face from her.




  “Oh, this is too much for a man to bear!” he moaned. “Helen, Helen, there must be nothing of this between you and me.”




  “Nothing between you and me!” she repeated with a ring of gentle scorn in her voice. “Bernard, do you know so little of women, after all? Do you think that they can play at love in this give-and-take fashion?”




  He did not answer. She stood up and passed one of her arms around his neck, and with the other hand gently disengaged his fingers from before his face.




  “Bernard, dearest, look at me. All things can be changed by fashion or expediency save a woman’s love, and that is eternal. Don’t think, please, of any of these terrible things that may be in store for us, or what other people would think or say. I want you to remember that love, even though it be personal love, is far above all circumstance. No power in this world can alter or change it. It belongs to that better part of ourselves which lifts us above all misfortune and trouble. You have given me a great happiness, Bernard, and you shall not take it away from me. Whatever happens to you, it is my right to share it. Remember, for the future, it is ‘we,’ not ‘I.’ You must not think of yourself alone in anything, for I belong now to everything that concerns you.”




  And so it was that for the first time in his life Bernard Maddison, who had written much concerning them, much that was both faithful and beautiful, saw into the inner life of a true woman. Only for the man whom she loves will she thus lift the curtain from before that sweet depth of unselfishness which makes even the homeliest of her sex one of the most beautiful of God’s creations; and he, if he be in any way a man of human sensibility and capacity, must feel something of that wondering awe, that reverence with which Bernard Maddison drank in the meaning of her words. The mute anxiety of her tearful gaze, the color which came and fled from her face—he understood all these signs. They were to him the physical, the material covering for her appeal. A life of grand thoughts, of ever-climbing ideas, of pure and lofty aims, had revealed to him nothing so noble and yet so sweetly human as this; had filled his being with no such heart-shattering emotion as swept through him at that moment. A woman’s hand had lifted him out from his despair into a higher state, and there was a great humility in the silent gesture with which he yielded his will to hers.




  And then again there were spoken words between them which no chronicles should report, and a certain calm happiness took up its settled place in his heart, defiant of that despair which could not be driven out. Then came that reawakening to mundane things which seems like a very great step indeed in such cases. She looked at the clock, and gave a little start.




  “Bernard, it is nearly eleven o’clock,” she cried. “We must go into the drawing-room at once. What will aunt think of us? You must come with me, of course; but you’d better say good night now. There, that will do, sir!”




  She drew away and smoothed her ruffled hair back from her forehead, looking ruefully in the glass at her tear-stained cheeks, and down at the crushed violets in her corsage.




  “May I have them?” he asked.




  She drew them out and placed them in his hand.




  “To-morrow——” she said.




  “To-morrow I must go into the land of violets,” he interrupted.




  She turned round quickly.




  “What do you mean? You are not going away without my permission, sir?”




  “Then I must seek it,” he answered, smiling. “You have given life such an exquisite sweetness for me, that I am making plans already to preserve it. My one hope lies in Italy.”




  “How long should you be away?” she asked anxiously.




  “Not a week,” he answered. “If I am permitted to leave England, which I fear is doubtful, to-morrow, I can be back perhaps in five days.”




  “Then you may go, Bernard,” she whispered. “Take this with you, and think of me sometimes.”




  She had drawn out a photograph of herself from a folding case on the mantelpiece, and he took it from her eagerly.




  “Nothing in the world could be so precious to me,” he said.




  “For a novice you say some very nice things,” she answered, laughing softly. “And now you must go, sir. No, you needn’t come into the drawing-room; I really couldn’t show myself with you. I’ll make your excuses to my aunt. Farewell—love!”




  “Farewell—sweetheart!” he answered, hesitating for a moment over the words which seemed so strange to him. Then, as though loth to leave him, she walked down the hall by his side, and they looked out for a moment into the square. A footman was standing prepared to open the door, but Helen sent him away with a message to her maid.




  “Do you know why I did that?” she asked, her clasp tightening upon his arm.




  He shook his head, and looked down at her fondly.




  “I can’t imagine, unless——”




  She glanced half fearfully behind and then up into his face again, with a faint blush stealing into her cheeks.




  “I want one more kiss, please.”




  He looked into her soft trustful face, and he felt, with a sense almost of awe, the preciousness of such a love as this, a love which, comprehending the terrible period of anxiety through which he had to pass, was not ashamed to seek to sweeten it for him by the simple charm of such an offering. Then, at the sound of returning footsteps in the hall, he let go her hands, and with her fond farewell still lingering in his ears, he hurried out into the street.
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  Mr. Benjamin Levy was standing in his favorite position before the office fireplace, with his legs a little apart, and his small keen eyes fixed upon vacancy. It was thus, in that very pose, and on that very hearthrug, that he had thought out more than one of those deep-laid schemes which had brought a certain measure of notoriety to the firm of which he was a shining light, and at that very moment he was engaged in deep consideration concerning the case in which his energies were at present absorbed.




  A few feet away, his father was carefully calculating, with the aid of a ready reckoner, the compound interest on a little pile of bills of exchange which lay before him. Every now and then he paused, and, looking up from his task, glanced cautiously into his son’s perplexed face. Curiosity at length culminated in speech.




  “What was you thinking, Benjamin, my son?” he said softly. “The Miss Thurwell case is plain before us, is it not? There is nothing fresh, is there? No fresh business, eh, my son?”




  Mr. Benjamin started, and abandoned his reflections.




  “No; nothing fresh, dad. It was the Thurwell affair I was thinking of. Give me the keys, will you?”




  Mr. Levy leaned back in his chair and produced from his trousers pocket a jingling bunch of keys.




  Mr. Benjamin took them in thoughtful silence, and, opening the safe, drew out a packet of faded letters tied up with ribbon. From these he selected one, and carefully replaced the rest.




  “Those letters again,” remarked his fond parent, chuckling. “Take care of them, Benjamin, take care of them. They was worth their weight in gold to us.”




  “They’re worth a great deal more than that,” remarked Mr. Benjamin carelessly. “There’s only one thing, dad, that puzzles me a bit.”




  “It must be a rum thing, my boy, that does that,” his fond parent remarked admiringly. “I never praise undeservedly, but I must say this, Benjamin, you’ve managed this Thurwell affair marvelously—marvelously! Come, let me see what it is that is too deep for you.”




  He rose and looked over his son’s shoulder at the letter which he was reading—one thin sheet of foreign note paper, covered with closely written lines of faint, angular writing, and emitting even now a delicate musky scent.




  “What is it, Benjamin—what is it?”




  His son laid his finger on a sentence toward the close of the letter, and read it aloud:—




  “What that fear has been to me, and what it has grown into during my sad lonely life, I cannot hope to make you understand. Always those terrible words of vengeance ring in my ears as I heard them last. They seem to roll over sea and land, and in the middle of the night, and out in the sunlit street, I seem to hear them still. It is not you I fear, Bernard, so much as him!”




  Mr. Levy listened, and nodded approvingly.




  “All is plain there, Benjamin, I think. The meaning is quite clear.”




  Mr. Benjamin laid his finger upon the last sentence.




  “What do you make of that, dad?” he asked.




  Mr. Levy adjusted his spectacles and read it slowly.




  “‘It is not for you I fear, Bernard, so much as him.’ Tut, tut, that’s simple enough,” he declared. “This woman, whoever she may be, is afraid of a meeting between Sir Geoffrey Kynaston and Mr. Bernard Maddison, to give him his right name, and she remarks that it is for him she fears, and not for Sir Geoffrey. Quite right, too, considering the affectionate tone of these letters.”




  “Yes, I suppose that’s it,” Mr. Benjamin remarked in an absent tone, folding up the letter, and putting it back amongst the rest.




  Mr. Levy watched him narrowly, and returned to his desk with a sense of injury. His son—his Benjamin—had discovered something which he was not going to confide to the parental ear. It was a blow.




  He was wondering whether it might have the desired effect if he were to produce a scrap of old yellow pocket handkerchief, and affect to be overcome, when they heard a hurried footstep outside. Both looked up anxiously. There was a quick knocking at the door, and a shabby-looking man dressed in black entered.




  “Well, Leekson, what news?” Mr. Benjamin asked quickly.




  “He’s off,” was the prompt reply. “Continent. Afternoon train. Waterloo, three o’clock.”




  Mr. Benjamin’s eyes sparkled.




  “I knew it!” he exclaimed triumphantly. “Job’s over, Leekson. Get me a cab, and go to the office for your money.”




  “You’re going to let him go!” cried Mr. Levy piteously.




  “Not I. I’m going with him, dad. A fifty-pound note from the safe, quick.”




  Mr. Levy gave it to him with trembling fingers.




  “Now, dad, listen to me,” Benjamin said earnestly, reaching down his overcoat from the peg. “Miss Thurwell will be here some time to-day, I’m certain, to try and buy those letters. I’ve changed my mind about them. Sell.”




  “Sell,” repeated Mr. Levy, surprised. “I thought that that was what we were not to do.”




  “Never mind, never mind. I’m playing a better game than that now,” continued Mr. Benjamin. “I’ll leave it to you to make the bargain. There’s no one can beat you at that, you know, dad.”




  Mr. Levy acknowledged his son’s compliment with a gratified smile.




  “Well, well, Benjamin, we’ll say nothing about that. I’ll do my best, you may be sure,” he declared fervently.




  “I may as well just mention that I have ascertained how much money she has got,” Mr. Benjamin went on. “She’s worth, until her father dies, about fifteen thousand pounds. We won’t be hard on her. Suppose we say five thousand the lowest, eh?”




  “All right, Benjamin, all right,” the old man murmured, rubbing his hands softly together. “Five thousand pounds! My eye! And how long shall you be away?”




  “I can’t quite tell, dad. Just keep your pecker up, and stick to the biz.”




  “Yes, Ben, yes. And of course you can’t stop to tell me about it now, but won’t this five thousand pounds from the young lady about put an end to this little game, eh? And, if so, need you go following this Mr. Maddison all over the country, eh? An expensive journey, Ben. You’ve got that fifty-pound note, you know.”




  Mr. Benjamin laughed contemptuously.




  “You’ll never make a pile, you won’t, dad,” he exclaimed. “You’re so plaguedly narrow minded. Listen here,” he added, drawing a little closer to him, and looking round over his shoulder to be sure that no one was listening to him. “When I come back, I’ll make you open your eyes. You think this thing played out, do you? Bah! The letters aren’t worth twopence to us. When I come back from abroad, I’m going to commence to play this game in a manner that’ll rather astonish you, and a certain other person. Ta-ta, guv’nor.”




  Mr. Benjamin Levy was a smart young man, but he had a narrow escape that afternoon, for as he was sauntering up and down the platform at Waterloo, whom should he see within a dozen yards of him but Mr. Maddison and Miss Thurwell. He had just time to jump into a third-class carriage, and spread a paper out before his face, before they were upon him.




  “Jove, that was a shave!” he muttered to himself. “Blest if I thought they were as thick as that. I wonder if she’s going with him. No, there’s no female luggage, and that’s her maid hanging about behind there. Moses, ain’t she a slap-up girl, and ain’t they just spooney! D—d if he ain’t kissed her!” he wound up as the train glided out of the station, leaving Helen Thurwell on the platform waving her handkerchief. “Well, we’re off. So far, so good. I feel like winning.”




  But, unfortunately for Mr. Benjamin, there was a third person in that train whom neither he nor Mr. Maddison knew of, who was very much interested in the latter. Had he only mentioned his name, or referred in the slightest possible way to his business abroad before Mr. Benjamin, that young gentleman would have promptly abandoned his expedition and returned to town. But, as he did not, all three traveled on together in a happy state of ignorance concerning each other; and Mr. Benjamin Levy was very near experiencing the greatest disappointment of his life.




  XXVI. HELEN DECIDES TO GO HOME
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  Mr. Benjamin Levy’s surmise had been an accurate one. Late in the afternoon of that day, Helen Thurwell called at the little office off the Strand, and when she left it an hour later, she had in her pocket a packet of letters, and Mr. Levy had in his safe a check and promissory note for five thousand pounds. Both were very well satisfied—Mr. Levy with his money, and Helen with the consciousness that she had saved her lover from the consequences of what she now regarded as her great folly.




  She was to have dined out that evening with her aunt, but when the time to dress came, she pleaded a violent headache, and persuaded Lady Thurwell, who was a good-natured little woman, to take an excuse.




  “But, my dear Helen, you don’t look one bit ill,” she had ventured to protest, “and the Cullhamptons are such nice people. Are you sure that you won’t come?”




  “If you please, aunt,” she had begged, “I really do want to stay at home this evening;” and Lady Thurwell had not been able to withstand her niece’s imploring tone, so she had gone alone.




  Helen spent the evening as she had planned to. She took her work down into the room where they had been the night before, and where this wonderful thing had happened to her. Then she leaned back in her low chair—the same chair—and gave herself up to the luxury of thought; and when a young woman does that she is very far gone indeed. It was all so strange to her, so bewildering, that she needed time to realize it.




  And as she sat there, her eyes, full of a soft dreamy light, fixed upon vacancy, and her lips parted in a happy smile, she felt a sudden longing to be back again upon the moorland cliffs round Thurwell Court, out in the open country with her thoughts. This town season with its monotonous round of gayety was nothing to her now. More than ever, in the enlarged and sweeter life which seemed opening up before her, she saw the littleness and enervating insipidity of it all. She would go down home, and take some books—the books he was fond of—and sit out on the cliffs by the sea and read and dream, and think over all he had said to her, and look forward to his coming; it should be there he would find her. They two alone would stand together under the blue sky, and wander about in the sunshine over the blossoming moors. Would not this be better than meeting him again in a crowded London drawing-room? She knew that he would like it best.




  So when Lady Thurwell returned from her party, and was sitting in her room in a very becoming dressing gown, yawning and thinking over the events of the evening, there was a little tap at the door, and Helen entered, similarly attired.




  “Please tell me all about it,” she begged, drawing up a chair to the fire. “My headache is quite gone.”




  “So I should imagine,” remarked Lady Thurwell. “I never saw you look better. What have you been doing to yourself, child? You look like Aphrodite ‘new bathed in Paphian wells.’”




  “If you mean to insinuate that I’ve had a bath,” laughed Helen, “I admit it. Now, tell me all about this evening.”




  Which of course Lady Thurwell did, and found a good deal to say about the dresses and the menu.




  “By the bye,” she wound up, with a curious look at her niece, “Sir Allan Beaumerville was there, and seemed a good deal disappointed at the absence of a certain young lady.”




  “Indeed!” answered Helen. “That was very nice of him. And now, aunt, do you know what I came in to say to you?”




  Lady Thurwell shook her head.




  “Haven’t any idea, Helen. Has anyone been making love to you?”




  Helen shook her head, but the color gathered in her cheeks, and she took up a screen, as though to protect her face from the fire.




  “I want to go home, aunt. Don’t look so startled, please. I heard from papa this morning, and he’s not very well, and Lord Thurwell comes back to-morrow, so you won’t be lonely, and I’ve really quite made my mind up. Town is very nice, but I like the country best.”




  “Like the country best in May!” Lady Thurwell gasped. “My dear child, have you taken leave of your senses?”




  “Not quite, aunt,” Helen answered, smiling. “Only it is as I say. I like the country best, and I would really rather go home.”




  Lady Thurwell considered for a full minute. Being a very juvenile matron, she had by no means enjoyed her rôle as chaperon to an acknowledged beauty. She had offered it purely out of good nature, and because, although only related by marriage—Lord Thurwell was the elder brother of Mr. Thurwell, of Thurwell Court, and the head of the family—still there was no one else to perform such a service for Helen. But if Helen did really not care for it, and wished to return to her country life, why there was no necessity for her to make a martyr of herself any longer.




  “You really mean this, Helen?”




  “I do indeed, aunt.”




  “Then it is settled. Make your own arrangements. I have liked having you, child, and whenever you choose to come to me again you will be welcome. But of course, it is not everyone who cares for town life, and if you do not, you are quite right to detach yourself from it. I’m afraid I know several young men who’ll take your sudden flight very much to heart; and one who isn’t particularly young.”




  “Nonsense!” laughed her niece. “There’ll be no mourning on my account.”




  “We shall see,” remarked Lady Thurwell, sententiously. “If one person does not find his way down to Thurwell Court after you before long, I shall be surprised.”




  “Please don’t let anyone do anything so stupid, aunt,” pleaded Helen with sudden warmth. “It would be—no good.”




  Lady Thurwell lifted her eyebrows, and looked at her niece with a curious little smile.




  “Who is it?” she asked quietly.




  But Helen only laughed. Her secret was too precious to part with—yet.




  XXVII. MR. THURWELL MAKES SOME INQUIRIES
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  And so Helen had her own way, and went back to her home on the moors, where Mr. Thurwell, who had just finished his hunting season, was very glad to see her, although not a little surprised. But she told him no more than she had told her aunt, that she had no taste for London life. The time would soon come when he would know the whole truth, but until her lover’s return the secret was her own.




  She had one hasty note from him, posted in Paris on his way to Italy, and though there were only a few lines in it, she treasured up the little scrap of paper very tenderly, for, such as it was, it was her first love letter. He had given her an address in the small town to which he was bound, and she noticed, with a slight wonder at the coincidence, that it was the same place where he had first seen her. She had written to him, and now there had come a pause. She had nothing to do but to wait.




  But though such waiting is at best but a tedious matter, those few days brought their own peculiar happiness to her. She would have found it impossible to have confided her secret to any human being; she had no bosom friend to whom she could go for sympathy. But her healthy, open-air life, her long solitary walks, and a certain vein of poetry which she undoubtedly possessed, had given her some of that passionate, almost personal, love of nature which is sweeter by far than any human friendship. For her those long stretches of wild moorland, with the dark silent tarns and far-distant line of blue hills, the high cliffs where the sea wind roared with all the bluster and fury of a late March, the sea itself with its ever-changing face, the faint streaks of brilliant color in the evening sky, or the wan glare of a stormy morning—all these things had their own peculiar meaning to her, and awoke always some echo of response in her heart. And it chanced that at that time all the sweet breezy freshness of a late spring was making glad the country which she loved, and the perfect sympathy of the season with her own happiness seemed to her very sweet, for it was springtime too in her heart. A new life glowed in her veins, and sometimes it seemed to her that she could see the vista of her whole future bathed in the warm sunlight of a new-born happiness. The murmuring pine groves, the gay reveling of the birds, the budding flowers and heath—all these things appealed to her with a strange sympathetic force. So she took long walks, and came home with sparkling eyes, and her cheeks full of a rich color, till her father wondered what had come to his proud silent daughter to give this new buoyancy to her frame, and added physical beauty to her face, which had once seemed to him a little too spirituelle and ethereal.




  Once more Helen and her father sat at breakfast out on the sheltered balcony of Thurwell Court. Below them the gardens, still slightly coated with the early morning dew, were bathed in the glittering sunshine, and in the distance, and over the tops of the trees in the park, a slight feathery mist was curling upward. The sweet, fresh air, still a little keen, was buoyant with all the joyous exhilaration of spring, and nature, free at last from the saddened grip of winter, was reasserting itself in one glad triumphant chorus. Down in the park the slumberous cawing of the rooks triumphed over the lighter-voiced caroling of innumerable thrushes and blackbirds, and mingled with the faint humming of a few early bees, seemed to fill the air with a sweetly blended strain of glad music. It was one of those mornings typical of its own season, in which the whole atmosphere seems charged with quickening life. Summer with its warm luscious glow, and autumn with its clear calm repose, have their own special charms. But a spring morning, coming after the deep sadness of a hard winter, gains much by the contrast. There is overflowing energy and passionate joy in its newly beating pulses, the warm delight of reawakening life, happy to find the earth so fair a place, which the staider charms of a more developed season altogether lack.




  It was in some measure owing to this influence, and also to the fact that she held in her hand a letter from her lover, which her father had handed her without remark, but with a somewhat curious glance, that Helen was feeling very happy that morning. The last year had dealt strangely with her. Tragedy had thrown its startling, gloomy shadow across her life, and had left traces which could never be altogether wiped out. Anxieties of another sort had come, perplexities and strange unhappy doubts, although these last had burned with a fitful, uncertain flame and now seemed stilled for ever. But triumphing over all these was this new-born love, the great deep joy of a woman’s life, so vast, so sweet and beautiful, that it transfuses her whole being, and seems to lift her into another world.




  And so Helen, leaning back in her chair, with her eyes wandering idly over the pleasant gardens and park below, to where, through a deep gap in the trees, was just visible a faint blue line of sea, was wrapped up very much in her own thoughts, and scarcely doing her duty toward entertaining her father. Indeed, she seemed almost unconscious of his presence until he looked up suddenly from a letter he was reading and asked her a question.




  “By the bye, Helen,” he said, “I’ve meant to ask you something every day since you’ve been home, but I have always forgotten it. Who was that young man who came down here to help Johnson with the auditing, and who went away so suddenly? A protégé of yours, I suppose, as he came here on your recommendation?”




  “Yes, I was interested in him,” she answered, looking steadily away, and with a faint color in her cheeks. “Why do you ask? Did he not do his work properly?”




  “Oh, yes, he did his work very well, I believe,” Mr. Thurwell said impatiently. “It was what he did after working hours, and which has just come to my notice, which makes me ask you. It seems he spent the whole of his spare time making covert, but I must say ingenious, inquiries respecting Sir Geoffrey’s murder, and I am also given to understand that he paid Falcon’s Nest an uninvited visit in the middle of the night. What does it all mean? Was it merely curiosity, or had he any object in it?”




  “I think—he had an object,” she answered slowly.




  “Indeed!” Mr. Thurwell raised his eyebrows and waited for an explanation.




  “You remember, papa, that awful scene here when Rachel Kynaston died, and what her last words to me were?”




  “Yes, I remember perfectly,” Mr. Thurwell answered gravely.




  “Well, at that time I could not help having just a suspicion that Mr. Brown must be mixed up in it in some way, and it seemed to me that I should not be quite at ease if I let matters go on without doing anything, so I—well, this young man came down here to see whether he could find out anything.”




  Mr. Thurwell seldom frowned at his daughter, of whom he was secretly a little afraid, but he did so now. He was seriously angry.




  “It was not a matter for you to have concerned yourself in at all,” he said, rising from his seat. “At least, I should have been consulted.”




  “It was all very foolish, I know,” she admitted humbly.




  “It was worse than foolish; it was wrong and undutiful,” he declared. “I am astonished that my daughter should have mixed herself up with such underhand work. And may I ask why I was kept in ignorance?”




  “Because you would not have allowed me to do what I did,” she said quietly, with downcast eyes. “I thought it was my duty. I have been punished—punished severely.”




  He softened a little, and resumed his seat. She was certainly very contrite. He was silent for a moment or two, and then asked her a question.




  “Did this young man—detective, I suppose he was—find out anything about Mr. Brown?”




  She looked up, a little surprised at the curiosity in his tone.




  “Why, papa, it was I who found out how stupid I had been,” she said. “When I discovered that our mysterious tenant was Bernard Maddison, of course I saw the absurdity of suspecting him at once.”




  Mr. Thurwell moved a little uneasily in his chair.




  “He did not find out anything, then?” he asked.




  She was silent. She had not expected this, and she scarcely knew how to answer.




  “He found out what Mr. Brown—I mean Mr. Maddison—himself told me, that he had known Sir Geoffrey abroad.”




  “Nothing more?”




  “I did not ask. To tell the truth, I was not interested. The idea of Mr. Maddison being connected with such a crime is simply ridiculous. I was heartily sorry that I had ever taken any steps at all.”




  Mr. Thurwell lit a cigarette, and drew his remaining letters toward him.




  “I must confess,” he said slowly, “that when his house was searched in my presence, and all that we discovered was that Mr. Brown was really Bernard Maddison, I felt very much as you feel; and, as you no doubt remember, I went out of my way to be civil to the man, and brought him up here to dine. But since then things have cropped up, and I’m bound to say that it looks a little queer. I hear that young man of yours told several people that he had in his pocket what would bring Mr. Brown to the scaffold any day.”




  “It is not true,” she answered in a low firm tone. “I know that it is not true.”




  Mr. Thurwell shrugged his shoulders.




  “I hope not, I’m sure. Still, I’d rather he did not come back here again. Some one must have done it, you see, and if it was a stranger, he must have been a marvelous sort of fellow to come into this lonely part of the country, and go away again without leaving a single trace.”




  “Criminals are all clever at disguises,” she interposed.




  “Doubtless; but they have yet to learn the art of becoming invisible,” he went on drily. “I’m afraid it’s no use concealing the fact that things look black against Maddison, and there is more than a whisper in the county about it. If he’s a wise fellow, he’ll keep away from here.”




  “He will not,” she answered. “He will come back. He is innocent!”




  Mr. Thurwell saw the rising flush in his daughter’s face, but he had no suspicion as to its real cause. He knew that Bernard Maddison was one of her favorite authors, and he put her defence of him down to that fact. He was not a particularly warm advocate on either side, and suddenly remembering his unopened letters, he abandoned the discussion.




  Helen, whose calm happiness had been altogether disturbed, rose in a few minutes with the intention of making her escape. But her father, with an open letter in his hand, checked her.




  “Have you been seeing much of Sir Allen Beaumerville in town, Helen?” he asked.




  “Yes, a great deal. Why?” she asked.




  “He’s coming down here,” Mr. Thurwell said. “He asks whether we can put him up for a night or two, as he wants to do some botanizing. Of course we shall be very pleased. I did give him a general invitation, I remember, but I never thought he’d come. You’ll see about having some rooms got ready, Helen!”




  “Yes, papa, I’ll see to it,” she answered, moving slowly away.




  What could this visit in the middle of the season mean? she wondered uneasily. It was so unlike Sir Allan to leave town in May. Could it be that what her aunt had once laughingly hinted at was really going to happen? Her cheeks burned at the very thought. She liked Sir Allan, and she had found him a delightful companion, but even to think of any other man now in such a connection seemed unreal and grotesque. After all, it was most improbable. Sir Allan had only shown her the attention he showed every woman who pleased his fastidious taste.
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  On the following day Sir Allan duly arrived, and in a very short space of time Helen’s fears had altogether vanished. His appearance was certainly not that of an anxious wooer. He was pale and haggard and thin, altogether a different person to the brilliant man about town who was such a popular figure in society. Something seemed to have aged him. There were lines and wrinkles in his face which had never appeared there before, and an air of restless depression in his manner and bearing quite foreign to his former self.




  On the first evening Mr. Thurwell broached some plans for his entertainment, but Sir Allan stopped him at once.




  “If I may be allowed to choose,” he said, “I should like to be absolutely quiet for a few days. London life is not the easiest in the world, and I’m afraid I must be getting an old man. At any rate I am knocked up, and I want a rest.”




  “You have come to the right place for that,” Mr. Thurwell laughed. “You could live here for months and never see a soul if you chose. But I’m afraid you’ll soon be bored.”




  “I’m not afraid of that,” Sir Allan answered quietly. “Besides, my excuse was not altogether a fiction. I really am an enthusiastic botanist, and I want to take up my researches here just where I was obliged to leave them off so suddenly last year.”




  Mr. Thurwell nodded.




  “I remember,” he said; “you were staying at Mallory, weren’t you, when that sad affair to poor Kynaston happened?”




  “Yes.”




  Sir Allan moved his chair a little, as though to escape from the warmth of the fire, and sat where the heavily shaded lamp left his face in the shadow.




  “Yes, that was a terrible affair,” he said in a low tone; “and a very mysterious one. Nothing has ever been heard of the murderer, I suppose?”




  “Nothing.”




  “And there are no rumors, no suspicions?”




  Mr. Thurwell looked uneasily around, as though to satisfy himself that there were no servants lingering in the room.




  “It is scarcely a thing to be talked about,” he said slowly; “but there have been things said.”




  “About whom?”




  “About my tenant at Falcon’s Nest—Bernard Maddison, as he turned out to be.”




  “Ah!”




  Mr. Thurwell looked at his guest wonderingly. He could not quite make up his mind whether he was profoundly indifferent or equally interested. His tone sounded a little cold.




  “There was a fellow down here in my employ,” continued Mr. Thurwell, lighting a fresh cigar, “who turns out to have been a spy or detective of some sort. Of course I knew nothing of it at the time—in fact, I’ve only just found it out; but it seems he ransacked Falcon’s Nest and discovered some papers which he avowed quite openly would hang Mr. Maddison. But what’s become of him I don’t know.”




  “I suppose he didn’t disclose the nature of the papers?” Sir Allan asked quietly.




  “No, he didn’t go as far as that. By the bye, you know every one, Beaumerville. Who is this Bernard Maddison? Of course I know all about his writing and that; but what family is he of? He is certainly a gentleman.”




  Sir Allan threw away his cigarette, and rose.




  “I think I have heard once, but I don’t remember for the moment. Miss Helen promised us a little music, didn’t she?” he added. “If you are ready, shall we go and remind her?”




  Sir Allan brought the conversation to an end with a shrug of his shoulders, and during the remainder of his stay Mr. Thurwell noticed that he carefully avoided any reopening of it. Evidently his guest has no taste for horrors.




  Sir Allan rose late on the following morning, and until lunch-time begged for the use of the library, where he remained writing letters and reading up the flora of the neighborhood. Early in the afternoon he appeared equipped for his botanizing expedition.




  “Helen shall go with you and show you the most likely places,” Mr. Thurwell had said at luncheon. But though Sir Allan had bowed courteously, and had expressed himself as charmed, he had not said another word about it, so when the time came he started alone. On the whole Helen, although she was by no means ill-pleased, was not a little puzzled. In London, when it was sometimes difficult to obtain a place by her side at all, Sir Allan had been the most assiduous and attentive of cavaliers; but now that they were quite alone in the country, and her company was even offered to him, he showed himself by no means eager to avail himself of it. On the contrary, he had deliberately preferred doing his botanizing alone. Well, she was quite satisfied, she thought, with a little laugh. It was far better this way than the other. Still she was puzzled.




  Later in the afternoon she started for her favorite walk alone. She nearly always chose the same way along the cliffs, through the fir plantation, and sometimes as far as the hill by the side of which was Falcon’s Nest. It was a walk full of associations for her, associations which had become so dear a part of her life that she always strove to heighten them even by choosing the same hour of the day for her walk as that well-remembered one when they had stood hand-in-hand for a single moment in the shadows of the darkening plantation. And again, as it had done many times before, her heart beat fast, and sweet memories began to steal back to her as she passed under those black waving branches moaning slightly in the evening breeze, and pressed under foot the brown leaves which in a sodden mass carpeted the winding path. Yes, it was here by that tall slender fir that they had stood for that one moment of intense happiness, when the thunder of the sea filling the air around them had almost forbidden speech, and the strange light had flashed in his dark eyes. She passed the spot with slow, lingering steps and quickening pulses, and opening the little hand-gate, climbed slowly up the cliff.




  At the summit she paused and looked around. A low grey mist hung over the moor, and twilight had cast its mantle of half-veiled obscurity over sea and land. A wind too had sprung up, blowing her ulster and skirts around her, and driving the mist across the moor in clouds of small, fine rain. Before her she could just see the dim outline of the opposite hill, with its dark patch of firs, and Falcon’s Nest, bare and distinct, close up against its side. The wind and the rain blew against her, but she took no heed. All personal discomforts seemed so little beside these memories tinged with such a peculiar sweetness. It is a fact that a woman is able to extract far more pleasure from memories than a man, for there is in his nature a certain impatience which makes it impossible for him to keep his thought fixed steadfastly upon the past. The vivid flashes of memory which do come to him only incite a great restlessness for its renewal, which, if it be for the time impossible, is only disquieting and discontenting. But for a woman, her love itself, even though it be for the time detached from its object, is a sweet and precious thing. She can yield herself up to its influence, can steep her mind and soul in it, till a glow of intense happiness steals through her whole frame; and hence her patience during separation is so much greater than a man’s.




  And it was so to a certain extent with Helen. Those few moments of intense abstraction had their own peculiar pleasure for her, and it was only the sound of the far-off clock borne by the wind across the moor from Thurwell Court which recalled her to herself. Then she started, and in a moment more would have been on her way home.




  But that lingering farewell glance toward Falcon’s Nest suddenly changed into a startled fearful gaze. Her heart beat fast, and she took an involuntary step forward. There was no doubt about it. A dim moving light shone from the lower windows of the cottage.




  Her first wild thought was that her lover had himself returned, and a thrill of intense joy passed through her whole being, only to die away before the cold chill of a heart-sickening dread. Was it not far more likely to be an intruder of the type of Benjamin Levy, a spy or emissary of the law, searching amongst his papers as Benjamin Levy had done, for the same hideous reason. Her heart sank with fear, and then leaped up with the fierce defensive instinct of a woman who sees her lover’s enemies working for his ruin. She did not hesitate for an instant, but walked swiftly along the cliff-side towards that tremulous light.




  The twilight was fast deepening, and the cold grey tint of the dull afternoon was gradually becoming blotted out into darkness. As she drew nearer to her destination, the low moaning of the sea below became mingled with the melancholy sighing of the wind amongst the thick fir trees which overhung the cottage. The misty rain blew in her face and penetrated her thick ulster. Everything around was as dreary and lonely as it could be. The only sign of any human life was that faint glimmering light now stationary, as though the searcher whoever he might be, had found what he wanted, and had settled down in one of the rooms.




  As she drew nearer she saw which it was, and trembled. All the rest of the cottage was in black darkness. The light shone only from the window of that little inner study on the ground floor.




  She had passed through the gate, and with beating heart approached the window. A few yards away she paused and looked in.




  A candle was burning on a small bracket, and, though its light was but dim, it showed her everything. The cabinet was open, and papers were strewn about, as though thrown right and left in a desperate search; and, with his back to her, a man was seated before it, his bared head resting upon his arms, and his whole attitude full of the passionate abandonment of a great despair. She had but one thought. It was her lover returned, and he needed her consolation. With a new light in her face she turned and moved softly toward the front door. As she reached the threshold she paused and drew back. There was the sound of footsteps inside.




  She stepped behind a bush and waited. In a moment the door of the cottage was thrown suddenly open, and the tall figure of a man stood in the entrance. For one moment he hesitated. Then with a sudden passionate gesture he raised his hands high above his head, and she heard a long deep moan burst from his quivering lips.




  The pity which swelled up in her heart she kept back with a strong hand. A strange bewilderment was creeping over her. She had seen only the dark outline of the figure, but surely it was not the figure of her lover. And then she held her breath, and walking swiftly away, passing so close to her that she could look into his white, strained face, Sir Allan Beaumerville strode down the garden, and disappeared in the shadows of the plantation.
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  The midday sun had risen into a sky of deep cloudless blue, and a silence almost as intense as the silence of night rested upon the earth. No one was abroad, no one seemed to have anything particular to do. Far away on the vine-covered slopes a few peasants were lazily bending over their work, the bright garments of their picturesque attire standing out like little specks of brilliant coloring against the dun-colored background. But in the quaint old-fashioned town itself no one was astir. One solitary Englishman made his way alone and almost unnoticed through the queer zig-zag streets, up the worn grey steps by the famous statute of Minerva, and on to the terraced walk, fronting which were the aristocratic villas of the little Italian town.




  It was a solitude which was pleasing to him, for it was very evident that he was no curious tourist, or casual visitor of any sort. His eyes were full of that eager half-abstracted look which so clearly denotes the awakening of old associations, quickened into life by familiar surroundings; and, indeed, it was so. To Bernard Maddison, every stone in that quietly sleeping, picturesque old town spoke with a language of its own. The very atmosphere, laden with the sultry languorous heat of a southern sun, seemed charged with memories. Their influence was strong upon him, and he walked like a man in a dream, until he reached what seemed to be his destination, and here he paused.




  He had come to the end of the terraced walk, the evening promenade of the whole town. Before him was a small orange grove, whose aromatic odor, faintly penetrating the still air, added one more to his stock of memories. On his right hand was a grey stone wall, worn and tottering with age, and overhung with green creepers and shrubs, reaching over and hanging down from the other side, and let into it, close to him, was a low nail-studded door of monastic shape, half hidden by a luxurious drooping shrub, from amongst the foliage of which peeped out star-like clusters of soft scarlet flowers.




  For many moments he stood before that door, with his hand resting upon the rusty latch, lingering in a sort of apathy, as though he were unwilling to disturb some particular train of thought. Then a mellow-sounding bell from a convent in the valley below startled him, and immediately he lifted the latch before him. There was no other fastening, and the door opened. He stepped inside, and carefully reclosed it.




  He was in a garden, a garden of desolation, which nature seemed to have claimed for her own and made beautiful. It was a picture of luxuriant overgrowth. The grass on the lawns had become almost a jungle. It had grown up over the base of the deep grey stone basins of exquisite shape and carving, the tiny statuettes tottering into ruin, and the worn old sun-dial, across which the slanting rays of the sun still glanced. Weeds, too, had crept up around them in picturesque toils, weeds which had started to destroy, but remained to adorn with all the sweet abandon of unrestrained growth. Some of them had put forth brilliant blossoms of many hues, little spots of exquisite coloring against the sombre hue of the stonework and the deep green of the leaves. Everywhere nature had triumphed over science and skill. Everything was changed, and nature had shown herself a more perfect gardener than man. The gravel paths were embedded with soft green moss, studded with clumps of white and purple violets, whose faint fragrance, mingled with the more exotic scent of other plants, filled the warm air with a peculiar dreamy perfume. Nowhere had the hand of man sought to restrain or to develop. Nature had had her own way, and had made for herself a fair garden.




  A little overcome by the heat, and a little, too, by swiftly stirring memories, Bernard Maddison sank down upon a low iron seat, under the shade of a little clump of almond trees, and covered his face with his hands. And there came to him, as he sat there, something more vivid than an ordinary day-dream, something so real and minutely played out, that afterwards it possessed for him all the freshness and significance of a veritable trance. It seemed, indeed, as if some mysterious force had drawn aside the curtain of the past in his mind, and had bidden him look out once more upon the moving figures in a living drama.




  * * * * *




  The warm sunlight faded from the sky, the summer heat died out of the air, the soft velvety mantle of a southern night lay upon the brooding land. Many stars were burning in the deep-blue heavens, and the horned moon, golden and luminous, hung low down in the west.




  Pale, and with the fever of a great anger burning in his dry eyes, a man sat at the open window of the villa yonder, watching. Around him were scattered all the signs of arduous brain labor, books, manuscripts, classical dictionaries, and works of reference. But his pen had fallen from his hand, and he was doing nothing. He sat there idle, gazing out upon the fantastic shapes and half-veiled gloom of this fair garden. Its rich balmy odors, and the fainter perfume of rarer plants which floated languidly in through the open window, were nothing to him. He was barely conscious of the sweet delights of the voluptuous summer night. He was watching with his eyes fixed upon the east, where morning would soon be breaking.




  It came at last—what he was waiting for. There was a slight click of the latch from the old postern door in the wall, and the low murmur of voices—a man’s, pleading and passionate, and a woman’s, half gay, half mocking. Then the door opened and shut, and a tall fair lady walked leisurely up toward the villa.




  She wore no hat, but a hooded opera-cloak was thrown loosely over her shoulders, and as she strolled up the path, pausing every now and then to carelessly gather a handful of the drooping lilies, whose perfume made faint the heavy night air, its folds parted, and revealed brief glimpses of soft white drapery and flashing jewels on her bosom and in her hair. Her feet, too, were cased in tiny white satin slippers, which seemed scarcely to press the ground, so lightly and gracefully she walked. Altogether she was very fair to look upon—the fairest sight in all that lovely garden.




  Not so seemed to think the man who stood back in the shadow of the window, waiting for her. His white face was ghastly with passion, and his fingers were nervously interlaced in the curtains. It was only with a supreme effort that he at last flung them from him, and moved forward as though to meet her.




  She saw him standing there, pale and rigid, like a carved statue, save for the passion which burned in his eyes, and for a moment she hesitated. Then, with the resigned air of one who makes up her mind to face something disagreeable, she shrugged her shoulders, and throwing away the handful of lilies she had gathered, advanced toward him.




  They neither of them spoke until they stood face to face. Then, as his motionless form prevented her stepping through the window, and barred her further progress, she came to a standstill, and addressed him lightly.




  “Yours is a strange welcome home, mon ami,” she said. “Why do you stand there looking so fierce?”




  He pointed with shaking fingers away toward the east, where a faint gleam of daylight was lightening the sky.




  “Where have you been?” he asked harshly. “Can you not see that it is morning? All night long I have sat here watching for you. Where have you been?”




  “You know very well where I have been,” she answered carelessly. “To the ball at the Leon d’Or. I told you that I was going.”




  “Told me! You told me! Did I not forbid it? Did I not tell you that I would not have you go?”




  “Nevertheless, I have been,” she answered lightly. “It was an engagement, and I never break engagements.”




  “An engagement? You, with no chaperon, to go to a common ball at a public room! An engagement. Yes, with your lover, I presume.”




  She looked at him steadily, and yawned in his face.




  “You are in a bad temper, I fear,” she said. “At least, you are very rude. Let me pass, will you? I am tired of standing here.”




  He was beside himself with passion, and for a second or two he did not speak. But when at last the words came, they were clear and distinct enough.




  “Into this house you shall never pass again,” he said. “You have disregarded my wishes, you have disobeyed my orders, and now you are deceiving me. You are trifling with my honor. You are bringing shame upon my name. Go and keep your assignations from another roof. Mine has sheltered your intrigues long enough!”




  The hand which had kept together her opera-cloak relinquished its grasp, and it fell back upon her shoulders. The whole beauty of her sinuous figure, in its garb of dazzling white, stood revealed. The moonlight gleamed in her fair hair, bound up with one glittering gem, shone softly upon her white swelling throat and bare arms, and flashed in her dark eyes, suddenly full of passion. Her right hand was nervously clasped around a little morsel of lace handkerchief which she had drawn from the folds of her corsage, and which seemed to make the air around heavy with a sweet perfume.




  “You are angry, and you do not know what you are saying,” she said. “It is true that you forbade me to go to-night—but you forbid everything. I cannot live your life. It is too dull, too triste. It is cruel of you to expect it. Let me go in now. If you want to scold, you can do so to-morrow.”




  She stepped forward, but he laid his hands upon her dainty shoulders and pushed her roughly back.




  “Never!” he cried savagely. “Go and live what life you choose. This is no home for you. Go, I say!”




  She looked at him, her lovely eyes turned pleadingly upwards, and her lips trembling.




  “You are mad!” she said. “Am I not your wife? You have no right to keep me here. And my boy, too. Let me pass.”




  He did not move, nor did he show any sign of yielding. He stood there with his hand stretched out in a threatening gesture toward her, his face pale and mute as marble, but with the blind rage still burning in his dark eyes.




  “What is the boy, or what am I to you?” he cried hoarsely. “Begone, woman!”




  Still she did not seem to understand.




  “Where would you have me go?” she asked. “Is not this my home? What have I——”




  “Go to your lover!” he interrupted fiercely. “Tell him that your husband is no longer your tool. He will take you in.”




  A burning color streamed into her delicate cheeks, and a sudden passion blazed in her eyes. She drew herself up to her full height and turned upon him with the dignity of an empress.




  “Listen to me one moment,” she said. “Ask yourself whether you have ever tried to make my life a happy one. Did I ever pretend to care for books and solitude? Before I married you I told you that I was fond of change and gaiety and life, and you promised me that I should have it. Ask yourself how you have kept that promise. You deny me every pleasure, and drive me to seek them alone. I am weary of your jealous furies, and your evil temper. As God looks down upon us at this moment, I have been a faithful wife to you; but if you will add to all your cruelties this cowardly, miserable indignity, then I will never willingly look upon your face again, and what sin I do will be on your head, not mine. Will you stand aside and let me pass?”




  “Never!” he answered. “Never!”




  She drew her mantle round her shoulders, and turned her back upon him with a contemptuous gesture.




  “You have made me what I shall be,” she said. “The sin be with you. For several weary years you have made me miserable. Now you have made me wicked.”




  She walked away into the perfumed darkness, and presently he heard the gate close behind her. He listened frantically, hoping to hear her returning steps. It was in vain. All was silent. Then he felt his limbs totter, and he sank back on a couch, and buried his face amongst the cushions.
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  The slumberous afternoon wore slowly away. A slight breeze rustled amongst the cypresses and the olive trees, and the air grew clearer. The sun was low in the heavens, and long shadows lay across the brilliant patches of flowers, half wild, half cultivated, and on the moss-grown walks.




  Still Bernard Maddison made no movement. It may have been that he shrunk from what was before him, or it may have been that he had some special purpose in thus calling up those broken visions of the past into his mind. For, as he sat there, they still thronged in upon him, disjointed and confused, yet all tinged with that peculiar sadness which seemed to have lain heavy upon his life.




  Again the memory of those long lonely days of his boyhood stole in upon him. He thought of that terrible day when his father stood by his bedside, and had bidden him in an awful voice ask no more for his mother, and think of her only as dead; and he remembered well the chill of cold despair with which he had realized that that fair, sweet woman, who had called him her little son, and who had accepted his devoted boyish affection with a sort of amused pleasure, was gone from him for ever. Henceforth life would indeed be a dreary thing, alone with that cold, silent student, with whom he was almost afraid to speak, and whom he scarcely ever addressed by the name of father.




  A dreary time it had indeed been. His memory glanced lightly over the long monotonous years with a sort of shuddering recoil. He thought of his father’s frequent absences, and of his return from one of them in the middle of a winter’s night, propped up in an invalid carriage, with a surgeon in attendance, and blood-stained bandages around his leg. And he thought of a night when he had sat up with him while the nurse rested, and one name had ceaselessly burst from those white feverish lips, laden with fierce curses and deep vindictive hate, a name which had since been written into his memory with letters of fire. Further and further on his memory dragged him, until he himself, a boy no longer, had stood upon the threshold of man-hood, and on one awful night had heard from his father’s lips that story which had cast its shadow across his life. Then for the first time had sprung up of some sort of sympathy between them, sympathy which had for its foundation a common hatred, a common sense of deep, unpardonable wrong. The oath which his father had sworn with trembling lips the son had echoed, and in dread of the vengeance of these two, the man against whom they had sworn it cut himself off from his fellows, and skulked in every out-of-the-way corner of Europe, a hunted being in peril of his life. There had come a great change over their lives, and they had drifted farther apart again. He himself had gone out into the world something of a scholar and something of a pedant, and he had found that all his ideas of life had lain rusting in his country home, and that he had almost as much to unlearn as to learn. With ample means, and an eager thirst for knowledge, he had passed from one to another of the great seats of learning of the world. But his lesson was not taught him at one of them. He learned it not amongst the keen conflict of intellect at the universities, not in the toils of the great vague disquiet which was throbbing amongst all cultured and artistic society, but in the eternal silence of Mont Blanc and her snow-capped Alps, and the whisperings of the night winds which blew across the valleys. At Heidelberg he had been a philosopher, in Italy he had been a scholar, and in Switzerland he became a poet. When once again he returned to the more feverish life of cities he was a changed man. He looked out upon life now with different eyes and enlarged vision. Passion had given place to a certain studied calm, a sort of inward contemplativeness which is ever inseparable from the true artist. Life became for him almost too impersonal, too little human. Soon it threatened to become one long abstraction, accompanied necessarily with a weakened hold on all sensuous things, and a corresponding decline in taste and appreciation. One thing had saved him from relapsing into the nervous dreamer, and the weaver of bright but aimless fancies. He had loved, and he had become a man again, linked to the world and the things of the world by the pulsations of his passion and his strong deep love. Was it well for him or ill, he wondered. Well, it might have been save for the deadly peril in which he lived, and which seemed closing fast around him. Well, it surely would have been….




  Lower and lower the sun had sunk, till now its rim touched the horizon. The evening breeze stealing down from the hills had gathered strength until now it was almost cold. The distant sound of footsteps, and the gay laughing voices of the promenaders from the awakening town broke the deep stillness which had hung over the garden and recalled Bernard Maddison from thoughtland. He rose to his feet, a little stiff, and walked slowly along the path towards the villa. At that same moment, Mr. Benjamin Levy, tired and angry with his long waiting, stole into the garden by the postern-gate.
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  “June 10th.




  “MY DEAR DAD:—




  “I wired you yesterday afternoon, immediately on our arrival at this outlandish little place, to write to me at the hotel Leon d’Or, for it seems that we have reached our destination—by we, of course, I mean Mr. Maddison and myself, though he has not the least idea of my presence here. Well, this is a queer old crib, I can tell you, and the sooner we are on the move again the better I shall be pleased. The fodder is odious, not fit for a pig, and the wine is ditto. What wouldn’t I give for a pint of Bass like they draw at the Blue Boar? Old England for me is my motto!




  “And now to biz! So far all’s well. I’m on the right tack and no mistake. We got here middle day, yesterday—came over the hills from the railway in a regular old bone-shaker of a coach. My tourist get-up is quite the fig, and though I caught Mr. M—— eyeing me over a bit supercilious like once, he didn’t recognize me if ever he did see me down at Thurwell Court, which I don’t think he did. Well, directly we got here, off started Mr. M—— through the town, and after a bit I followed. Lord! it was hot and no mistake, but he didn’t seem to notice it, though the perspiration was streaming down my back like anything. About a mile out of town we came to a great high wall with a door in it, and before I could say ‘Jack Robinson’ or get anywhere near him, in he went. Well, I hung round a bit, and soon I found a sort of opening in the wall where I could just see in, and there he was sitting down on a seat in a regular howling wilderness of a garden, as though the whole place belonged to him, if you please. All right! I thought, I’m agreeable to a rest, and I sat down too, little thinking what was in store for me. Four mortal hours passed before he stirred, and jolly stiff and tired I was, I can tell you. But it was a lucky thing for me all the same, for when he got up and made for the house it was almost dark, so without more ado I just opened the door and walked in myself. There was no end of shrubs and trees about the place, and though I followed him on another path only a few yards away, he couldn’t see me, and there was no chance of his hearing, for the moss had grown over the gravel like a blooming carpet, which was all lucky for me again.




  “Well, we were just close to the house, when we both of us got a start, and I nearly yelled out. Round the corner of his path, thank goodness! came a tall, white-haired old lady, in a long black dress, with an ivory cross hanging down, and looking as dignified as possible. She no sooner saw him than she stopped and cried out, ‘Bernard! Bernard!’ and seemed as though she were going to faint. She pulled herself together, however, and things became very interesting for me, I can tell you.




  “Mr. M—— he was going to take her hands and kiss her, but she drew them away and stood back. Lord! how awful her face did look! It gave me a regular turn just to look at her.




  “‘Bernard!’ she cried out in a low, shaking voice, ’I know all—all!’




  “‘What do you mean, mother?’ he asked.




  “Then she stretched her arms up, and it was dreadful to look at her.




  “‘I had a dream!’ she cried, ’a dream which kept me shuddering and sleepless from midnight to daybreak. I dreamed I saw him—dead—cold and dead!’




  “He said nothing, but he seemed fearfully upset. I kept crouched down behind a shrub and listened.




  “‘In the morning I sent for a file of English newspapers,’ she went on. ’One by one I searched them through till I came to August last year. There I found it. Bernard, it was at Thurwell Court. I had a letter in my pocket from you with the postmark Thurwell. Don’t come near me, but speak! Is there blood upon your hands?’




  “And now, dad, the most provoking things happened. It seemed just as though it were done to spite me. He had his mouth open to answer, and I had my ears open, as you may guess, to listen, and see what happens, and tell me if it wasn’t a rare sell! Off the old woman goes into a faint all of a sudden. He catches hold of her and sings out for help. Down I ran to the door as hard as I could, slammed it as though I had just come in, and came running up the path. ‘Anything the matter?’ I called out, as though I didn’t know my way. ‘A lady fainted,’ he shouts; ’come and help me carry her into the house;’ so up I went, and together we carried her inside and laid her on a couch in one of the queerest-furnished rooms I ever saw. There was servants with lighted lamps running about, and another woman who seemed to be a relation, and such a fuss they all made, and no mistake. However, Mr. M—— cooled them all down again pretty soon, for he could see that it was only an ordinary faint, and then he began to look at me curiously. I had made up my mind to stay until the old woman came round, but he was too many for me, for he got up and took me to the door himself. Of course, he was awfully polite and all that, and was very much obliged for my help, but I twigged it in a moment. He wanted me gone, so off I skedaddled.




  “Well, back I went to the inn, and began to make a few cautious inquiries about the lady of the Villa Fiorlessa, for that was the name of the house where I had left Mr. M——. I could not get on at all at first, not understanding a word of the blessed lingo, but by good luck I tumbled across an artist chap who turned out a good sort, and offered to interpret for me. So we had the landlord in, and I ordered a bottle of his best wine—nasty greasy stuff it was—and we went at it hammer and tongs. Pretty soon I had found out everything I wanted to.




  “Nearly twenty years ago the lady—Mrs. Martival she was called—had come to the Villa Fiorlessa with her husband and one little boy. They were, it seems, one of the worst-matched couples that could be imagined. Mr. Martival was a gloomy, severe man, who hated going out, and worked at some sort of writing day and night. His wife, on the other hand, who was a Frenchwoman, was passionately fond of travel, and change, and gaiety. Her life was consequently very like a prison, and it is stated, too, that besides denying her every whim and forcing her to live in a manner she utterly disliked, her husband ill-treated her shamefully. Well, she made a few friends here and went to see them pretty often, and just at that time an English milord—you can guess who he was—came here to see the statue, and met Mrs. Martival, whom he seems to have known before her marriage. The exact particulars are not known, but it is supposed that Mrs. Martival would have been married to this young Englishman, Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, but for some deep scheming on the part of Mr. Martival. Anyhow, there was a desperate quarrel between Mr. and Mrs. Martival, when she charged him with duplicity before this marriage, and he forbade her to meet Sir Geoffrey Kynaston again. Quite properly she refused to obey him, and they met often, although every one seems quite sure that at that time they met only as friends. Mr. Martival, however, appears to have thought otherwise, for one night, after what they call their carnival dance here, which every one in the neighborhood had attended, Mr. Martival had the brutality to close his doors against her, and refuse to let her enter the house. It was the crowning piece of barbarism to a long course of jealous cruelties. Mrs. Martival spent that night with some friends, and seems even then to have hesitated for a long time. Her married life had been one long disappointment, and this brutal action of her husband had ended it. Sir Geoffrey Kynaston was madly in love with her, and she was one of those women who must be loved. In the end she ran away with him, which seemed a very natural thing for her to do.




  “The queerest part of it is to come, though. Sir Geoffrey was devoted to her, and would have married her at once if Mr. Martival would have sued for a divorce. He showed her every kindness, and he lavished his money and his love upon her. But it seems that she was a devout Roman Catholic, and the horror of what she had done preyed upon her so, that in less than a month she left Sir Geoffrey, and entered one of the lower sort of nunneries as a menial. From there she went to the wars as a nurse, and did a great deal of good. When she returned, of all places in the world she came back to the Villa Fiorlessa, partly from a curious notion of penance, that she might be continually reminded of her sin. The queerest part of it is, however, that the people round here behaved like real Christians, and jolly different to what they would have done at home. They knew all her history, and they welcomed her back as though that month in her life had never been. That’s what I call charity, real charity, dad! Don’t know what you think about it. Well, there she’s lived ever since with her sister, who had lots of money (she died last year), and the poor people all around just worshipped them.




  “Now, to go back a bit. Mr. Martival, although he had been such a brute to his wife, no sooner found out that she was with Sir Geoffrey Kynaston than he swore the most horrible oaths of vengeance, and went off after them. He was brought back in a fever, with a pistol shot in his leg, which served him d——d well right, I think. No sooner was he better than he started off again in pursuit, but Sir Geoffrey dodged him, and they never met. Meanwhile the young cub, whom you will recognize as Mr. M——, had grown up, and what must his father do when he returned but tell him as much of the story as suited him, with the result that he too swore an oath of vengeance against Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. Time goes on, and Mr. Martival and his son both leave here. Mr. Martival is reported to have died in Paris, his son goes to England, and is lost sight of. We can, however, follow the story a little further. We can follow it down to its last scene, and discover in the Mr. Brown who had taken a small cottage near Sir Geoffrey’s seat, within a week of his return home, and whom soon afterwards we discover bending over Sir Geoffrey’s murdered body, the boy who, fired with what his father had thundered into his ears as his mother’s ruin, had sworn that oath of vengeance against Sir Geoffrey.




  “All this looks very simple, doesn’t it? and I dare say, my dear dad, you’re wondering why I don’t come straight away home, and cause a sensation at Scotland Yard by clearing up the Kynaston murder. Simply because that isn’t quite my game. I didn’t come over here to collect evidence against Mr. M——, for I could have laid my hand on plenty of that at home. There is something else at the back of it all, which I can only see very dimly yet, but which will come as a crasher, I can tell you, when it does come. At present I won’t say anything about this, only keep your eyes open and be prepared. Ta-ta!




  “Your obedient son,


  “BEN.




  “P.S. Don’t worry about Xs. They won’t come out of your pocket in the long run, I can tell you.




  “P.S. 2. Wednesday evening. Here’s a pretty pickle! You remember the artist I told you about. I’m d——d if he isn’t a regular from S.Y., and he’s got his pocket-book pretty full, too. The game is serious now and no mistake. Mind you, I think we stand to win still, but I can’t be quite sure while this chap’s on the lay. Look out for telegrams, and don’t be surprised if I turn up at any moment. It may come to a race between us. D——n, I wonder how he got on the scent!”
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  Before the open window of her room, looking out upon the fair wilderness below, and over its high stone walls to the dim distant line of hills vanishing in an ethereal mist, lay Mrs. Martival, and by her side stood Bernard Maddison, looking down into her white suffering face.




  Sorrow and time together had made strange havoc with its beauty, and yet the lines had been laid on with no harsh hand. There was a certain dignity which it had never lost, which indeed resigned and large-minded sadness only enhances, and her simple religious life had given a touch of spirituality to those thin, delicate features so exquisitely carved and moulded. The bloom had gone from her cheeks for ever, and their intense pallor was almost deathlike, matching very nearly her snow-white hair, but her eyes seemed to have retained much of their old power and sweetness, and the light which sometimes flashed in them lent her face a peculiar charm. But now they were full of a deep anxiety as she lay there, a restless disquiet which showed itself also in her nervously twitching fingers.




  Far away down the valley the little convent clock struck the hour, and at its sound she looked up at him.




  “You go at nine o’clock, Bernard?”




  “At nine o’clock, mother, unless you wish me to stay.”




  She shook her head.




  “No, I shall be better alone. This thing will crush me into the grave, but death will be very welcome. Oh, my son, my son, that the sin of one weak woman should have given birth to all this misery!”




  He stooped over her, and held her thin fingers in his strong man’s hand.




  “Do not trouble about it, mother,” he said. “I can bear my share. Try and forget it.”




  Her eyes flashed strangely, and her lips parted in a smile which was no smile.




  “Forget it! That is a strange speech, Bernard. Have I the power to beckon to those hills yonder, and bid them bow their everlasting heads? Can I put back the hand of time, and live my life over again? Even so futile is my power over memory. It is my penance, and I pray day and night for strength to bear it.”




  Her voice died away with a little break, and there was silence. Soon she spoke again.




  “Tell me—something about her, Bernard.”




  His face changed, but it was only a passing glow, almost as though one of those long level rays of sunlight had glanced for a moment across his features.




  “She is good and beautiful, and all that a woman should be,” he whispered.




  “Does she know?”




  He shook his head.




  “She trusts me.”




  “Then you will be happy?” she asked eagerly. “Happy even if the worst come! Time will wipe out the memory.”




  He turned away with a dull sickening pain at his heart. The worst he had not told her. How could he? How could he add another to her sorrows by telling her of the peril in which he stood? How could he tell her what he suspected to be true—that in that quiet little Italian town English detectives were watching his every movement, and that at any moment he might be arrested? With her joyless life, and with this new misery closing around her, would it not be well for her to die?




  “It is farewell between us now, Bernard, then?” she said softly. “God grant that you may be going back to a new and happier life. May I, who have failed so utterly, give you just one word of advice?”




  He bowed his head, for just then he could not have spoken. She raised herself a little upon her couch, and felt for his hand.




  “Bernard, you are not as your father was,” she said; “yet you, too, have something of the student in you. Don’t think that I am going to say anything against learning and culture. It is a grand thing for a man to devote himself to; but, like everything else, in excess it has its dangers. Sometimes it makes a man gloomy and reserved, and averse to all change and society, and intolerant toward others. Bernard, it is bad for his wife then. A woman sets so much store by little things—her happiness is bound up in them. She is very, very human, and she wants to be loved, and considered, and feel herself a great part in her husband’s life and thoughts. And if it is all denied to her, what is she to do? Of necessity she must be miserable. A man should never let his wife feel that she is shut out from any one of his great interests. He should never let those little mutual ties which once held them together grow weak, and fancy because he is living amongst the ghosts of great thoughts that little human responsibilities have no claim upon him. Bernard, you will remember all this!”




  “Every word, mother,” he answered. “Helen would thank you if she had been here.”




  A horn sounded from outside, and he drew out his watch hastily.




  “The diligence, mother!” he exclaimed; “I must go.”




  He took her frail form up into his arms, and kissed her.




  “If all goes well,” he said in a low tone, “I will bring her to you.”




  “If she will come, I shall die happy,” she murmured. “But not against her will or without knowing all. Farewell!”




  That night three men were racing home to England as fast as express train and steamer could bear them. One was Bernard Maddison, another Mr. Benjamin Levy, and the third his artist friend.
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  In an ordinary case, with three men starting from a given point in North Italy at the same time, the odds seem in favor of their all reaching their destination at the same time. As it happened, however, there was another factor to be considered, which had its due result. Bernard Maddison was rather more at home on Continental railroads than he was on English ones, whereas neither of the other two had ever before left their own country save under the wing of “Cook.” The consequence was that by the aid of sundry little maneuvers, which completely puzzled his would-be companions, Bernard Maddison stood on the platform of Waterloo while they were still in the throes of seasickness. As a further consequence two telegrams were dispatched from Ostend, and were duly delivered in England. The first was from Benjamin Levy to his father.




  “Meet all boat trains at Waterloo, and try to recognize B. M. King


  will do to shadow. Ascertain Miss Thurwell’s address. Home early


  to-morrow.”




  The second was from his acquaintance, the artist, to Scotland Yard.




  “Bernard Maddison ahead of us. Meet all trains. Tall, dark, thin,


  pale, brown check traveling ulster. Photograph for sale in Regent


  Street if can get to shop.”




  Both telegrams were conscientiously attended to, and when Bernard Maddison drove out of the station his hansom was followed by two others. There was nothing very suspicious about his movements. First of all he was set down at his club, which meant a wait of an hour and a half for his watchers. At the end of that time he reappeared with all the traces of his journey effaced, and in a fresh suit of clothes, carrying now a smaller portmanteau. He lit a cigarette, and sent for a hansom. This time he was set down at King’s Cross, and took a ticket for a small town on the Yorkshire coast. Hereupon the employee of Messrs. Levy & Son retired, having ascertained all that he was required to ascertain. The other myrmidon, however, having dispatched his subordinate to headquarters with particulars of his destination, took up the chase.




  It was late in the afternoon before they reached their journey’s end, but Bernard Maddison was quite unconscious of any fatigue, and marching straight out of the station, turned toward Mallory. The man who was following him, however, hired a carriage, and drove down to the hotel. He knew quite well where the other was going to, and as nothing could be done that night, he determined to enjoy as much as he could of his seaside trip, and, after making up for his day’s fasting by a satisfactory tea, he spent the evening on the jetty listening to the town brass band.




  * * * * *




  That was a strange walk for Bernard Maddison. Two sensations were struggling within him for the mastery, fear and despair at the terrible crisis which seemed to yawn before his feet, and that sweet revolution of feeling, that intense, yearning love, which had suddenly thrown a golden halo over his cold barren life. But as he left the road and took the moorland path along the cliff, the battle suddenly came to an end. Before him stretched the open moor, brilliant with coloring, with dark flushes of purple, and bright streaks of yellow gorse, and the sunlight glancing upon the hills. There was the pleasant murmuring of the sea in his ears, a glistening, dancing, silver sea, the blue sky above, and the fresh strong breeze full of vigorous, bracing life. Something of a glad recklessness stole over him and lightened his heart. This was no scene, no hour for sad thoughts. Where was the philosophy of nursing such, of giving them a home even for a moment? Joy and sorrow, what were they but abstract states of the mind? Let him wait until the ashes were between his teeth. The future and the past no man could command, but the present was his own. He would claim it. He would drink deep of the joy which lay before him.




  And as he walked on over the soft springy turf, with the tall chimneys of Thurwell Court in the valley before him, life leaped madly through his veins, and a deep joy held memory in a torpor, and filled his heart with gladness. The whole passionate side of his nature had been suddenly quickened into life by his surroundings, and by the thought that down yonder the woman whom he loved was waiting for him. Once again, come what may, he would hold her in his arms and hear her voice tremble with joy at his return. Once more he would hold her face up to his, and look into her dim, soft eyes, full of that glowing lovelight which none can fail to read. Once again he would drink deep of this delicious happiness, a long sweet draught, and if life ended after that moment he would at least have touched the limits of all earthly joys.




  And suddenly he stood face to face with her. He had passed Falcon’s Nest, dismantled and desolate, with scarcely a careless glance, and had entered the long pine grove which fringed the cliff side. Already he was close to the spot where they had stood once before, and with all the subtle sweetness of those memories stealing in upon him he had turned aside to look through the tree tops down into the sea, as they had done together. Thus he was standing when he heard light firm footsteps close at hand, and a little surprised cry which rang in his ears like music, for it was her voice.




  They stood face to face, their hands clasped. In that first moment of tremulous joy neither of them spoke. Each was struggling for realization, for even an inward expression of the ecstasy of this meeting. For them there was a new glory in the sunny heavens, a new beauty in the glistening sea and the softly waving pine trees, even in the air they breathed. The intensity of this joy filled their hearts, their fancy, their imagination. Everything was crowned with a soft golden light; new springs of feeling leaped up within them, bringing glowing revelations of such delight as mocked expression. For them only at that moment the sun shone, and the summer winds whispered in the trees, and the birds sang. The world was theirs, or rather a new one of their own creation. The past and the future emptied their joys into the overflowing bowl of the present. Life stood still for them. There was no horizon, no background. Oh, it is a great thing, the greatest thing upon this earth, to love and be loved!




  Each dreaded speech. It seemed as though a single word must drag them down from a new heaven to an old earth. Yet those murmured passionate words of his, as he drew her softly into his arms, and her head sank upon his shoulder—they were scarcely words. And then again there was silence.




  It lasted long. It seemed to him that it might have lasted forever. But the sun went down behind the hills, and a dusky twilight stole down upon the earth. Then she spoke.




  “My love, my love! you must listen to me. I have a confession to make.”




  “A confession? You!” he echoed.




  Her cheeks burned with a fire which seemed to her like the fire of shame. Her tongue seemed hung with sudden weights. She had doubted him. The hideousness of it oppressed her like a nightmare; yet her voice did not falter.




  “You remember those dying words of Rachel Kynaston?”




  “I have never forgotten them,” he answered simply.




  “They laid a charge upon me. I told myself that it was a sacred charge. Listen, my love—listen, and hate me! I have been to detectives. I paid them money to hunt you down; I have done this, I who love you. No, don’t draw your arms away. I have done this. It was before I knew. Oh, I have suffered! God! how I have suffered! It has been an agony to me. You will forgive me! I will not let you go unless you forgive me.”




  He looked down at her in silence. His cheeks were pale and his eyes were grave. Yet there was no anger.




  “I will forgive you, Helen,” he whispered—“nay, there is nothing to forgive. Only tell me this: you do not doubt me now?”




  “Never again!” she cried passionately. “God forgive me that I have ever doubted you! It is like a horrible dream to me; but it lies far behind, and the morning has come.”




  He kissed her once more and opened his arms. With a low happy laugh she shook her tumbled hair straight, and hand in hand they walked slowly away.




  “You have been long gone,” she whispered reproachfully.




  He sighed as he answered her. How long might not his next absence be!




  “It has seemed as long to me as to you, sweetheart,” he said. “Every moment away from you I have counted as a lost moment in my life.”




  “That is very pretty,” she answered. “And now you are here, are you going to stay?”




  “Until the end,” he said solemnly. “You know, Helen, that I am in deadly peril. The means of averting it which I went abroad to seek, I could not use.”




  She thought of those letters, bought and safely burnt, and she pressed his fingers. She would tell him of them presently.




  “They shall not take you from me, Bernard, now,” she said softly. “Kiss me again, dear.”




  He stooped and took her happy upturned face with its crown of wavy golden hair between his hands, looking fondly down at her. The thought of all that he might so soon lose swept in upon him with a sickening agony, and he turned away with trembling lips and dim eyes.




  “God grant that they may not!” he cried passionately. “If it were to come now, how could I bear it to the end?”




  They walked on in silence. Then she who had, or thought she had, so much more reason to be hopeful than he, dashed the tears away from her eyes, and talked hopefully. They would not dare to lay a finger upon Bernard Maddison, whatever they might have done to poor Mr. Brown. His great name would protect him from suspicion. And as he listened to her he had not the heart to tell her of the men who had followed him abroad, that he was even then doubtless under surveillance. He let her talk on, and feigned to share her hopefulness.




  The time came when they passed into the grounds of the Court, and then she thought of something else which she must say to him.




  “We have a visitor, Bernard—only one; but I’m afraid you don’t like him.”




  Something told him who it was. He stopped short in the path.




  “Not Sir Allan Beaumerville?”




  She nodded.




  “Yes. I’m so sorry. He invited himself; and there is something I must tell you about him.”




  His first instinct was to refuse to go on, but it was gone in a moment, after one glance into Helen’s troubled face.




  “Don’t look so ashamed,” he said, smiling faintly. “I’m not afraid of him. What is it you were going to tell me about him?”




  “He went out the other day alone, to do some botanizing,” she said. “Do you know where I saw him?”




  He shook his head.




  “No. Where?”




  “In your cottage. I saw him sitting at your table, and I saw him come out. He looked terribly troubled, just as though he had found out something.”




  He seemed in no wise so much disturbed as she had feared.




  “It’s astonishing how many people are interested in my affairs,” he said with grim lightness.




  “No one so much as I am,” she whispered softly. “Bernard, I must tell you something about papa. I had almost forgotten.”




  “Yes. Has he been exercising a landlord’s privilege, too?”




  “Of course not, sir. But, Bernard, people have been talking, and he has heard them, and——”




  Her face grew troubled, and he stood still.




  “He suspects, too, does he? Then I certainly cannot force him to become my host.”




  She took hold of both of his hands, and looked up at him pleadingly.




  “Don’t be stupid, Bernard, dear, please. I didn’t say that he suspected. Only people have been talking, and of course it leaves an impression. You must make friends with him, you know. Won’t you have something to ask him—some day—perhaps?”




  She turned away, blushing a little, and he was conquered.




  “Very well, love, I will come then,” he said. “Only, please, you must go and tell him directly we get there; and if he would rather not have me for a guest, you must come and let me know. I will sit at no man’s table under protest,” he added, with a sudden flush of pride.




  “He’ll be very pleased to have you,” she said simply. “A few words from me will be quite enough.”




  “Your empire extends further than over my heart, I see,” he said, laughing. “There is your father coming round from the stables. Suppose we go to him.”




  They met him face to face in the hall. When he saw who his daughter’s companion was he looked for a moment grave. But he had all the courtly instincts of a gentleman of the old school, and though outside he might have acted differently, the man was under his own roof now, and must be treated as a guest. Besides, he had implicit faith in his daughter’s judgment. So he held out his hand without hesitation.




  “Glad to see you, Mr. Maddison. We began to fear that you had deserted us,” he said.




  “I have been away longer than I intended,” Bernard Maddison answered quietly.




  “Of course you dine here,” Mr. Thurwell continued, moving away. “You’ll find Beaumerville in the library or the smoke room. You know your way about, don’t you? My gamekeeper wants to speak to me for a moment. I shan’t be long.”




  He crossed the hall, and entered his own room. Helen slipped her arm through her lover’s, and led him away in the opposite direction, down a long passage to the other end of the house.




  “Consider yourself highly favored, sir,” she said, pausing with her hand upon one of the furthest doors. “You are the only male being, except my father, who has ever been admitted here.”




  She led him into a daintily furnished morning room, full of all those trifling indications of a woman’s constant presence which possesses for the man who loves her a peculiar and almost reverent interest. There was her fancy work lying where she had put it down on the little wicker table, a book with a paper knife in it, one of his own; by its side an open piano, with a little pile of songs on the stool, and a sleek dachshund blinking up at them from the hearthrug. The appointments of the room were simple enough, and yet everything seemed to speak of a culture, a refinement, and withal a dainty feminine charm which appealed to him both as an artist and a lover. She drew an easy chair to the fire, and when he was seated, came and stood over him.




  “I expect you to like my room, sir,” she said softly. “Do you?”




  “It is like you,” he answered; “it is perfect.”




  They were together for half an hour, and then the dressing bell sounded. She jumped up at once from her little low chair by his side.




  “I must go and give orders about your room,” she said. “Of course you will stop with us. I have made up my mind where to put you. Roberts shall come and take you to your room in a few moments.”




  “Dressing will be a farce for me,” he remarked. “I have no clothes.”




  “Oh, we’ll forgive you,” she laughed. “Of course you were too anxious to get here to think about clothes. That was quite as it should be. Good-by! Don’t be dull.”




  He was alone only for a few minutes. Then a servant knocked at the door and took him to his room. He looked around him, and saw more evidences of her care for him. In the sitting room, which opened on one side, was a great bowl of freshly cut flowers, a pile of new books, and a photograph of herself. The rooms were the finest in the house. The oak paneled walls were hung with tapestry, and every piece of furniture was an antique curiosity. It was a bedchamber for a prince, and indeed a royal prince had once slept in the quaint high four-poster with its carved oak pillars and ancient hangings.




  To Bernard Maddison, as he strolled round and examined his surroundings, it all seemed like a dream—so delightful, that awakening was a thing to be dreaded indeed. The loud ringing of the second bell, however, soon brought him back to the immediate present. He hastily made such alterations in his toilet as were possible, and descended. In the hall he met Helen, who had changed her dress for a soft cream-colored dinner gown, and was waiting for him.




  “Do you like your room?” she asked.




  “Like it? It is perfect,” he answered quietly. “I had no idea that Thurwell was so old. I like you, too,” he added, glancing approvingly at her and taking her hand.




  “No time for compliments, sir,” she said, laughing. “We must go into the drawing-room; Sir Allan is there alone.”




  He followed her across the hall, and entered the room with her. Sir Allan, with his back to them, was seated at the piano, softly playing an air of Chopin’s to himself. At the sound of the opening door, he turned round.




  “Sir Allan, you see we have found another visitor to take pity on us,” Helen said. “You know Mr. Maddison, don’t you?”




  The music, which Sir Allan had been continuing with his right hand, came to a sudden end, and for the space of a few seconds he remained perfectly motionless. Then he rose and bowed slightly.




  “I have that pleasure,” he said quietly. “Mr. Maddison is a neighbor of yours, is he not? I met him, you know, on a certain very melancholy occasion.”




  “Will you go on playing?” she asked, sinking down on a low settee; “we should like to listen.”




  He sat down again, and with half-closed eyes recommenced the air. Helen and Bernard Maddison, sitting side by side, spoke every now and then to one another in a low tone. There was no general conversation until Mr. Thurwell entered, and then dinner was announced almost immediately.




  There was no lack of conversation then. At first it had lain chiefly between Mr. Thurwell and Sir Allan Beaumerville, but catching a somewhat anxious glance from Helen, her lover suddenly threw off his silence. “When Maddison talks,” one of his admirers had once said, “everyone else listens”; and if that was not quite so in the present case, it was simply because he had the art of drawing whoever he chose into the conversation, and making them appear far greater sharers in it than they really were. What was in truth a monologue seemed to be a brilliantly sustained conversation, in which Maddison himself was at once the promoter and the background. On his part there was not a single faulty phrase or unmusical expression. Every idea he sprang upon them was clothed in picturesque garb, and artistically conceived. It was the outpouring of a richly stored, cultured mind—the perfect expression of perfect matter.




  The talk had drifted toward Italy, and the art of the Renaissance. Mr. Thurwell had made some remark upon the picturesque beauties of some of the lesser-known towns in the north, and Bernard Maddison had taken up the theme with a new enthusiasm.




  “I am but just come back from such a one,” he said. “I wonder if I could describe it.”




  And he did describe it. He told them of the crumbling palaces, beautiful in their perfect Venetian architecture, but still more beautiful now in their slow, grand decay, in which was all the majesty of deep repose teeming with suggestions of past glories. He spoke of the still, clear air, the delicate tints of the softened landscape, the dark cool green of the olive trees, the green vineyards, and the dim blue hills. He tried to make them understand the sweet silence, the pastoral simplicity of the surrounding country, delicate and airy when the faint sunlight of early morning lay across its valleys and sloping vineyards, rich and drowsy and languorous when the full glow of midday or the scented darkness of the starlit night succeeded. Then he passed on to speak of that garden—the fairest wilderness it was possible to conceive—where the violets grew like weeds upon the moss-grown paths, and brilliant patches of wild geraniums mingled their perfume with the creamy clematis run wild, and the clustering japonica.




  “She who lives there,” he went on more slowly, turning from Helen toward Sir Allan, “is in perfect accord with everything that is sweet and stately and picturesque in her surroundings. I see her now as she met me in the garden, and stretched out her hands to greet me. It is the face, the form of a martyr and an angel. She is tall, and her garb is one of stately simplicity. Her hair is white as snow, and the lines of her face are wasted with sorrow and physical decay. Yet there is sweetness and softness and light in her worn features—aye, and more almost than a human being’s share of that exquisite spirituality which is the reward only of those who have triumphed over pain and suffering and sin. Guido would have given the world for such a face. Little does an artist think at what cost such an expression is won. Through the fires of shame and bitter wrong, of humiliation and heart-shattering agony, the human cross has fallen away, and the gold of her nature shines pure and refined. God grant to those who have wronged her, those at whose door her sin lies, as happy a deathbed as hers will be. Sir Allan, I am boring you, I fear. We will change the subject.”




  “Not at all. I have been—very interested,” Sir Allan answered in a low tone, pouring himself out a glass of wine, and raising it to lips as white as the camellia in his buttonhole.




  “We are all interested,” Helen said softly. “Did you stay with her?”




  “For three days,” he answered. “Then, because I could not bring myself to tell her the news which I had gone all that way to impart, I came away.”




  There was a moment’s silence. A servant who had just entered the room whispered in Mr. Thurwell’s ear.




  “Two gentlemen wish to speak to you, Mr. Maddison,” he said, repeating the message. “Where have you shown them, Roberts?—in the library?”




  “I wished to do so, sir,” the man replied, “but——”




  He glanced over his shoulder. Every one looked toward the door. Just outside were two dark figures. To three people at the table the truth came like a flash.




  Sir Allan sat quite still, with his eyes fixed upon Bernard Maddison, who had risen to his feet, pale as death, with rigidly compressed lips, and nervously grasping his napkin. Helen, too, had risen, with a look of horror in her white face, and her eyes fastened upon her lover. Mr. Thurwell looked from one to the other, not comprehending the situation. The whole scene, the glittering table laden with flowers and wine, the wondering servant, the attitude and faces of the four people, and the dark figures outside, would have made a marvelous tableau.




  Suddenly the silence was broken by a low agonized cry. Helen had thrown her arms with a sudden impulsive gesture around her lover’s neck.




  “My love, my love!” she cried, “it is I who have done this thing. They shall not take you from me—they shall not!”
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  As is often the case, the person most concerned in the culmination of this scene was apparently the least agitated, and the first to recover his self-possession. Gently loosening Helen’s arms from around him, Bernard Maddison walked steadily toward the door, and confronted his visitors. One was his fellow-passenger from London, the other a tall, wiry-looking man, who was standing with his hat under his arm, and his hands in the pocket of a long traveling coat.




  “I am Bernard Maddison,” he said quietly. “What is your business with me?”




  “I am sorry, sir, that it is rather unpleasant,” the man answered, lowering his voice. “It is my duty to arrest you under this warrant, charging you with the murder of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston on the 12th of August last year. Please do not make any answer to the charge, as anything that is now said by you or anyone present, in connection with it, can be used in evidence against you.”




  “I am ready to go with you at once,” he answered. “The sooner we get away the better. I have no luggage here, so I do not need to make any preparations.”




  He felt a hand on his arm, and turned round. Mr. Thurwell had recovered from his first stupefaction, and had come to his side. Close behind him, Sir Allan Beaumerville was standing, pale as death, and with a curious glitter in his eyes.




  “Maddison, what is this?” Mr. Thurwell asked gravely.




  “I am arrested on a charge of murdering Sir Geoffrey Kynaston at your shooting party last year,” Bernard Maddison answered quietly. “I make no reply to the charge, save that I am not guilty. I am sorry that this should have occurred at your house. Had I received any intimation of it, I would not have come here. As it is, I can only express my regret.”




  Although in some respects a plain man, there was a certain innate dignity of carriage and deportment which always distinguished Bernard Maddison among other men. Never had it been more apparent than at that moment. There was unconscious hauteur in his manner of meeting this awful charge, in his tone, and in the perfect calm of his demeanor, which was more powerful than any vehement protestations could have been. Mr. Thurwell had long had his doubts, and very uneasy doubts, concerning this matter, but at that moment he felt ashamed of them. He made up his mind on impulse, but what he said he meant and adhered to.




  “I believe you, Mr. Maddison,” he said cordially, holding out his hand. “I think that the charge is absurd. In any case, please reckon me amongst your friends. If there is no one else whom you would prefer to see, I will go and get Dewes down from town in the morning.”




  For the first time Bernard Maddison showed some slight sign of emotion. He took Mr. Thurwell’s hand, but did not speak for a moment. Then, as they stood there in a little group, Helen glided up to them with a faint smile on her lips, and a strange look in her white face.




  “Father,” she said, “thank God for those words!”




  Then she turned to her lover, and gave him both her hands, looking up at him through a mist of tears, but still with that ghostly smile upon her parted lips.




  “Bernard,” she said softly, “you know that I have no doubts. You must go now, but it will not be for long. You will come back to us, and we shall be glad to see you. You need not trouble about me. See, I am quite calm. It is because I have no fear.”




  He stooped and kissed her hands, but she held up her face.




  “Kiss me, Bernard,” she said softly. “Father,” she added, turning half round toward him, “I love him. We should have told you everything to-morrow.”




  Mr. Thurwell bowed his head, and turned away to speak to the detectives, who had remained discreetly outside the door. Sir Allan returned to his seat, and poured himself out a glass of wine. For a moment they were all alone, and he held her hands tightly.




  “This will all come right, love,” she whispered softly; “and it will make no difference, will it? Promise me that when it is over you will come straight to me. Promise me that, and I will be brave. If you do not, I shall break my heart.”




  “Then I promise it,” he answered, with a slight tremble in his voice.




  But looking at him anxiously, she was not satisfied. His white face, firm and resolute though it was, had a certain despair in it which chilled her. The hopefulness of her words seemed to have found no echo in his heart.




  “Dearest,” she whispered, “it will all come right.”




  His expression changed, but the effort of it was visible. His smile was forced, and his words, light though they were, troubled her.




  “We must hope so. Nay, it will come right, dear. Wish me good-by now, or rather, au revoir. My guardians will be getting impatient.”




  They were virtually alone, and he drew from her lips one long, passionate kiss. Then, with a few cheerful words, he turned resolutely away. Mr. Thurwell, who had been waiting outside, came to him at once.




  “The brougham is at the door,” he said, with an anxious glance at Helen, who was leaning back against a chair, her hands locked in one another, ghastly pale, and evidently on the point of fainting. “These men have only an open trap, and it is a cold drive across the moor. To-morrow you go to York to be brought before the magistrates. I shall be there.”




  “You are very good,” Bernard Maddison said earnestly; “but, so far as defence is concerned, I will have no lawyer’s aid. What little there is to be said, I will say myself.”




  Mr. Thurwell shook his head.




  “It does not do,” he said. “But there will be time to consider that. The magistrates will be sure to commit you for trial. They must have evidence enough for that, or Mr. Malcolm would never have signed the warrant against anyone in your position.”




  “I am quite prepared for that,” he answered. “Let us go.”




  They left the room at once. Helen had fainted in her chair. Sir Allan Beaumerville had apparently disappeared.




  They stood on the doorstep for a moment while the carriage, which had been driven a little way down the avenue to quiet the mettlesome horses, returned, and Mr. Thurwell spoke a few more encouraging words.




  “Jenkins has packed some things of mine, which may be useful to you, in a portmanteau,” he said. “You will find it in the carriage, and also an ulster. Keep up your spirits, Maddison. All will be well.”




  “At any rate, I shall never forget your kindness,” Bernard Maddison answered, grasping his hand. “Good-by, Mr. Thurwell!”




  “Good night, Maddison, good night! I shall see you to-morrow.”




  The impatient horses leaped forward, and Mr. Thurwell turned back into the hall, and made his way back into the dining room. Helen had recovered sufficiently to be able to go to her room, he was told. Sir Allan was still sitting at the table, quietly sipping a cup of coffee. His legs were crossed, and he was smoking one of his favorite Egyptian cigarettes.




  “Has he gone?” he said, looking round languidly.




  Mr. Thurwell frowned. He was a man of somewhat imperturbable manners himself, but he was far from being unfeeling, and Sir Allan’s silence and non-expression of any sympathy toward Bernard Maddison annoyed him not a little.




  “Yes, he’s gone,” he answered shortly. “I can’t believe that there’s the slightest vestige of truth in that ridiculous charge. The man is innocent; I’m sure of it.”




  Sir Allan shrugged his shoulders.




  “I don’t believe he’s guilty myself,” he answered; “but one never knows.”
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  Early on the following morning Mr. Thurwell ordered his dog cart, and drove into Mallory. The arrest of Bernard Maddison had been kept quite secret, and nothing was known as yet of the news which was soon to throw the little town into a state of great excitement. But in the immediate vicinity of the courthouse there was already some stir. The lord lieutenant’s carriage was drawn up outside, and there was an unusual muster of magistrates. As a rule the cases brought before their jurisdiction were trivial in the extreme, consisting chiefly of drunkenness, varied by an occasional petty assault. There was scarcely one of them who remembered having sat upon so serious a charge. Lord Lathon came over to Mr. Thurwell directly he entered the retiring room.




  “You have heard of this matter, I suppose?” he inquired, as they shook hands.




  “Yes,” Mr. Thurwell answered gravely. “He was arrested at my house last night.”




  “I can’t believe the thing possible,” Lord Lathon continued. “Still, from what I hear, we shall certainly have to send it for trial.”




  “I am afraid you will,” Mr. Thurwell answered. “I shall not sit myself; I am prejudiced.”




  “In his favor or the reverse?” his lordship inquired.




  “In his favor, decidedly,” Mr. Thurwell answered, passing out behind the others, and taking a seat in the body of the room.




  The general impatience was doomed to be aggravated. The first prisoner was an old man charged with assaulting his wife. The bench listened for a few minutes to her garrulous tale, and managed to gather from it that a caution from their worships was what she chiefly desired. Having arrived at this point, Lord Lathon ruthlessly stopped her, and dismissed the case, with a few stern words to the elderly reprobate, who departed muttering threats against his better half which, for her bodily comfort, it is to be hoped that he did not put into execution.




  Then there was a few minutes’ expectation, at the conclusion of which Bernard Maddison was brought in between two policemen, very calm and self-possessed, but very pale. Directly he appeared Mr. Thurwell rose and shook hands with him, a friendly demonstration which brought a faint glow into his cheeks.




  He was offered a chair, and the services of the solicitor of the place, the latter of which he declined. Then the chief constable, a little flurried and nervous at the unwonted importance of his office, rose, and addressed the bench.




  The case against the prisoner was, he said, still altogether incomplete, and he had only one witness, whose evidence, however, he felt sure, would be such as to justify their sending the matter to be decided before a judicial tribunal. No doubt they all remembered the painful circumstances of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston’s death, and the mystery with which it was surrounded. That death took place within a stone’s throw of the cottage where the prisoner was then living, under an assumed name, and more than three miles away from any other dwelling place or refuge of any sort. He reminded them of the speedy search that had been made, and its extraordinary non-success. Under those circumstances a certain amount of suspicion naturally attached itself to the prisoner, and a search warrant was duly applied for, and duly carried out. At that time nothing suspicious was discovered, owing in some measure, he was bound to say, to the scrupulous delicacy with which the magistrate who had signed it—looking toward Mr. Thurwell—had insisted upon its being carried out. Subsequently, however, and acting upon later information, Detective Robson of Scotland Yard was appointed to look into the case, and the result of his investigation was the issuing of the warrant under which the prisoner stood charged with the murder of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. Their worships would hear the evidence of Detective Robson, who was now present.




  Detective Robson stepped forward, and was sworn. On the 15th of June last, he said, he searched the prisoner’s cottage on the Thurwell Court estate. He there found in the secret recess of a cabinet, which had apparently not been opened for some time, a dagger, produced, in a case evidently intended to hold two, and which was an exact facsimile of the one, also produced, with which the murder was committed. He found also a towel, produced, which was stained with blood, and several letters. With regard to the towel, he here added, that in one corner of the room was fixed a small basin, and on the floor just beneath, covered over by a carpet, and bearing several signs of attempted obliteration, was a large blood stain. The woman who had cleaned the cottage prior to Mr. Maddison’s occupation, was in court, and would swear that the stain in question was not there at that time. He mentioned these details first, he went on to say, but the more important part of his evidence had reference to these letters, and his subsequent action with regard to them. He would call attention to one of them, he remarked, producing it, and allow the bench to draw their own conclusions. He would read it to them, and they could then examine it for themselves.




  The thin rustling sheet of foreign notepaper, which he held in his hand, was covered closely with delicate feminine handwriting, and emitted a faint sweet perfume. For the first time during the hearing of the case Bernard Maddison showed some slight emotion as the letters were handed about. But he restrained it immediately.




  The sentence which Detective Robson read out was as follows:—




  “Bernard, those who have sinned against their fellow creatures, and against their God, may surely be left to His judgment. The vengeance which seeks to take life is a cruel bloodthirsty passion which no wrong can excuse, no suffering justify. Forgive me if I seem to dwell so much upon this. That terrible oath which, at his bidding, I heard you swear against Sir Geoffrey Kynaston rings ever in my ears!”




  There were other sentences of a somewhat similar nature. As Mr. Thurwell listened to them he felt his heart sink. What could avail against such evidence as this?




  There was no hesitation at all on the part of the magistrates. Bernard Maddison had pleaded “not guilty,” but had declined to say another word. “Anything there is to be said on my behalf,” he remarked quietly, in answer to a question from the bench, “I will say myself to the jury before whom I presume you will send me.”




  While the committal was being made out, Mr. Thurwell leaned over and whispered to him.




  “Helen sends her love. I will arrange about the defence, and will try and see you myself before the trial.”




  “You need send no lawyer to me,” he answered. “I shall defend myself.”




  Mr. Thurwell said no more. He was a little dazed by those letters, but he was not going to allow himself to be influenced by them, for his daughter’s sake, as well as his own. He did not like to admit himself in the wrong, and he had made up his mind that this man was innocent. Innocent he must therefore be proved. As to his defending himself, that was all nonsense. He would see to that. Dewes should be instructed.




  The committal was read out, and Bernard Maddison was removed from the court. On the following day he was to be taken to York, there to be tried at the forthcoming assizes. Mr. Thurwell bade him keep up his courage in a tone which, though it was intended to be cheerful, was not particularly sanguine. There was but one opinion in the court, and despite all his efforts its influence had a certain effect upon him. But Bernard Maddison never carried himself more proudly than when he bowed to Lord Lathon, and left the court that morning.




  At home Helen was eagerly waiting for the news. She had no need to ask, for her father’s face was eloquent.




  “Is it—very bad?” she whispered.




  He looked away from her with a queer feeling in his throat. To see his daughter, who had always been so quiet, and self-contained, and dignified—his princess, he had been used to call her—to see her trembling with nervous fear, was a new and terrible thing to him, and to be able to offer her no comfort was worse still. But what could he say?




  “The evidence was rather bad,” he admitted, “and only a portion of it was produced. Still, we must hope for the best.”




  “Please tell me all about it,” she begged, very quietly, but with a look in her white face which made him turn away from her with a groan. But he obeyed, and told her everything. And then there was a long silence.




  “How did he look?” she asked, after a while.




  “Very pale; but he behaved in a most dignified manner throughout,” he told her. “He must be well born. I wonder what or where his people are? I never heard of any of them. Did you?”




  She shook her head.




  “He told me once that he had no friends, and no relations, and no name save the one which he had made for himself,” she said. “I don’t know whether he meant that Maddison was not his real name, or whether he meant simply his reputation.”




  “There must be people in London who know all about him,” Mr. Thurwell remarked. “A man of his celebrity can scarcely conceal his family history.”




  Helen had walked a little away, and was standing before the window, looking out with listless eyes.




  “Father, I wonder whether Sir Allan Beaumerville has anything to do with this?” she said. “Has he ever hinted to you that he suspected Mr. Maddison?”




  “Certainly not,” he answered. “Why do you ask?”




  “Because one afternoon last week I saw him come out of Falcon’s Nest. It was the afternoon he went botanizing.”




  Mr. Thurwell shook his head.




  “The detective mentioned the date of his visit and search,” he said. “It was a month ago.”




  She wrung her hands, and turned away in despair.




  “It must have been through those dreadful people I went to,” she sobbed. “Oh, I was mad—mad!”




  “I scarcely think that,” Mr. Thurwell said thoughtfully. “They would not have kept altogether in the background and let Scotland Yard take the lead, if it had been so. What is it, Roberts?”




  The servant had entered bearing an orange-colored envelope on a salver, which he carried towards Helen.




  “A telegram for Miss Thurwell, sir,” he said.




  She took it and tore it open. It was from the Strand, London, and the color streamed into her cheeks as she read it aloud.




  “We must see you at once in the interests of B. M. Can you call on us to-morrow morning? Levy & Son.”




  “When are the assizes at York, father?” she asked quickly.




  “In ten days.”




  “And you are going to London to-day, are you not, to see Dewes?”




  “Yes.”




  “Then I will go with you,” she said, crumpling up the telegram in her hand.
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  Once more Mr. Benjamin Levy trod the pavement of Piccadilly and the Strand, and was welcomed back again amongst his set with acclamations and many noisy greetings. One more unit was added to the vast army of London youth who pass their time in the fascinating but ignominious occupation of aping the “man about town” in a very small way. And Benjamin Levy, strange to say, was happy, for the life suited him exactly. He had brains and money enough to be regarded, in a certain measure, as one of their leaders, and to be looked up to as a power amongst them, and it was a weakness of his disposition that he preferred this to being a nonentity of a higher type.




  Certain of his particular cronies had organized a small supper at a middle-class restaurant on the previous night in honor of his return, and as a natural consequence Mr. Benjamin Levy walked down the Strand at about half-past ten on the following morning, on his way to the office, a little paler than usual, and with a suspicion of a “head.” It would have suited him very much better to have remained in bed for an hour or two, and risen towards afternoon; but business was business, and it must be attended to. So he tried to banish the effects of the bad champagne imbibed on the previous night with a stiff glass of brandy and soda, and lighting a fresh cigarette, turned off the Strand and made his way to the office.




  “Guv’nor in?” he inquired of the solitary clerk, a sharp-featured, Jewish-looking young man, who was sitting on a high stool with his hands in his pockets, apparently unburdened with stress of work.




  The youth nodded, and jerked his head backwards.




  “Something’s up!” he remarked laconically; “he’s on the rampage.”




  Mr. Benjamin passed on without remark, and entered the inner office. It was easy indeed to see that something had gone wrong. Mr. Levy was walking restlessly up and down, with a newspaper in his hand, and muttering to himself in a disturbed manner. At his son’s entrance he stopped short, and looked at him angrily.




  “Benjamin, my boy,” he said, rustling the paper before his face, “you’ve been made a fool of. Scotland Yard have licked us!”




  Mr. Benjamin yawned, and tilted his hat on the back of his head.




  “What’s up now, guv’nor?” he inquired.




  His father laid the paper flat on the desk before him, and pointed to one of the paragraphs with trembling fingers.




  “Read that! Read that!” he exclaimed.




  His obedient son glanced at it, and pushed the paper away in contempt.




  “Stale news,” he remarked shortly.




  Mr. Levy looked at him amazed.




  “Maybe you knew all about it,” he remarked a little sarcastically.




  “May be I did,” was the cool reply.




  “And yet you have let them be beforehand with us!” Mr. Levy exclaimed angrily. “If this was to be done, why did we not do it?”




  “Because we’ve got a better game to play,” answered the junior partner of the firm, with a hardly restrained air of triumph.




  Mr. Levy regarded his son with a look of astonishment, which speedily changed into one of admiration.




  “Is this true, Benjamin?” he asked. “But—but——”




  “But you don’t understand,” Benjamin interrupted impatiently. “Of course you don’t. And you’ll have to wait a bit for an explanation, too, for here’s the very person I was expecting,” he added, raising himself on his stool, and looking out of the window. “Now, father, just you sit quiet, and don’t say a word,” he went on quickly. “Leave it all to me; I’ll pull the thing through.”




  Mr. Levy had only time to express by a pantomimic sign his entire confidence in his son’s diplomacy before Miss Thurwell was announced. She was shown in at once.




  “I had your telegram,” she began hurriedly. “What does it mean? Can you do anything?”




  Mr. Benjamin placed a chair for her, and took up his favorite position on the hearthrug.
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  “I hope so, Miss Thurwell,” he said quietly. “First of all, of course you are aware that Mr. Maddison’s arrest was as much of a surprise to us as to any one. We neither had any hand in it, nor should we have dreamed of taking any step of the sort.”




  “I thought it could not be you,” she answered. “How do you think it came about?”




  Mr. Levy, junior, shrugged his shoulders.




  “Quite in the ordinary course,” he answered. “So I should think. The police have never let the matter really drop, and I should imagine that he had been watched for some time. How it came to pass, however, it is not worth while discussing now. The question with you, I presume, is—can he be saved?”




  “Yes, that is it,” Helen answered quietly, but with deep intensity. “Can he be saved? Do you know anything? Can you help?”




  Mr. Benjamin Levy cleared his throat, and appeared to reflect for a moment or two. Then he turned towards Helen, and commenced speaking earnestly.




  “Look here, Miss Thurwell,” he said, “your interest in this matter is, of course, a personal one. Mine, on the other hand, is naturally a business one. You understand that?”




  She nodded.




  “Yes, I understand that,” she said.




  “Let us put it on a business basis, then,” he went on. “The question is, what will you give us to get Mr. Maddison off? That’s putting it baldly; but we’ve no time to waste mincing matters.”




  “I will give you one—two thousand pounds, if you can do it,” she said, her voice trembling with eagerness. “Will that be enough?”




  “Two thousand five hundred—the five hundred for expenses,” Mr. Benjamin said firmly. “Father, make out a paper, and Miss Thurwell will sign it.”




  “At once,” she answered, drawing off her glove. “Mr. Levy, you have some hope! You know something. Tell me about it, please,” she begged.




  “Miss Thurwell,” he said, “at present I can tell you no more than this. I really think that I shall be able in a short time to upset the whole case against Mr. Maddison. I can’t tell you more at present. Let me have your address, and you shall hear from me.”




  She had signed her name to the document which Mr. Levy had drawn up, and she now wrote her address. Mr. Benjamin copied the latter into his pocket-book, and prepared to show his visitor out.




  “I really don’t think that you need be very anxious, Miss Thurwell,” he said hopefully. “At present things look bad enough, but I think that when the time comes, I shall be able to throw a different light upon them.”




  “Thank you,” she answered, dropping her veil. “You will let me know immediately you have definite news?”




  “Immediately, Miss Thurwell. You may rely upon that. Good-morning!”




  He closed the door after her, and, returning to his seat, scribbled something on a piece of paper. Then he rang the bell.




  “Is Morrison about?” he asked the boy.




  “Been in and gone. Round at the Golden Sun, if wanted.”




  “Take him this slip of paper,” ordered Benjamin, “and tell him to keep a keen watch on the person whose name and address are there. Understand?”




  The boy nodded, and withdrew. Then Mr. Benjamin looked across at his father.




  “Well, guv’nor?” he remarked laconically.




  “Benjamin,” his fond parent replied with enthusiasm, “you are indeed a jewel of a son.”




  “I think I am,” Benjamin replied modestly. “Come out and have a drink.”
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  The arrest and committal of Bernard Maddison on a charge of murder created the most profound sensation in every circle of English society. His work, abstruse and scholarly though some of it was, had appealed to a great reading public, and had made his name like a household word. That long deep cry for a larger and sweeter culture which had been amongst the signs of this troubled generation, had found its most perfect and adequate expression in his works. He had been at once its interpreter and its guide. There were thoughtful men and women, a great mixed class, who, in their own minds, reckoned themselves as his apostles, and acknowledged no other intellectual master. Some were of the highest rank of society, others of the very lowest. It was a literary republic of which he had been the unacknowledged dictator, containing all those whose eyes had been in any way opened, who had felt stirring even faintly within them that instinct of mind-development and expansion to which his work seemed peculiarly fitted to minister. And so, although his career as an apostle of culture had been but a short one, he was already the leader of a school whose tenets it would have been a heresy to modern taste to doubt or question.




  The news of this tragical event, therefore, fell like a thunderbolt upon society, eclipsing every other topic in the newspapers, in conversation, and general interest. The first instinct of every one appeared to be to look upon the whole affair as a ludicrous piece of mismanagement on the part of the police, and Scotland Yard came in for a good deal of scathing criticism, as is usual in such cases. But when the evidence before the magistrates was carefully read, and sundry other little matters discussed, men’s tongues began to run less glibly. Of course it was impossible that it could be true; and yet the evidence was certainly strong. In the country generally the first impulse of generous disbelief was followed by a period of pained and reserved expectancy. In clubdom, where neither fear of the devil nor love of God had yet been able to keep the modern man of the world from discussing freely any subject interesting to him, a gradual but sure reaction against the possibilities of his innocence set in.




  There were plenty of men about still who remembered Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, and the peculiar manner of his life. During his long absence from England there had been many rumors about, concerning its reason, and now these were all suddenly revived. The breach of a certain commandment, a duel at Boulogne, and many other similar adventures were freely spoken of. After all, this story, improbable though it sounded, was far from impossible. It had always been reckoned a little mysterious that nothing whatever had been known of Bernard Maddison’s antecedents, great though had been his fame, and assiduous his interviewers. As all these things began slowly to fit themselves together, men commenced to look grave, and to avoid the subject in the presence of their woman-kind, who were one and all unswerving in their loyalty to that dear, delightful Bernard Maddison, who had written those exquisite books. But in the smoking-room and among themselves views were gradually adopted which it would have been heresy to avow in the drawing-room.




  No man appeared to take less interest in the event and the discussion of it than Sir Allan Beaumerville. Known generally amongst his acquaintances as a cynic and pessimist, men were pretty sure what his opinion would be. But he never expressed it. Whenever he strolled up to any group in the smoking-room or library of the club, and found them discussing the Maddison murder case, he turned on his heel and walked another way. If it were broached in his presence it was the signal for his retirement, and any question concerning it he refused point-blank to answer. Gradually the idea sprang up, and began to circulate, that Sir Allan Beaumerville had formed an idea of his own concerning the Maddison murder, and that it was one which he intended to keep to himself. Every one was curious about it, but in the face of his reticence, no one cared to ask him what it was.




  * * * * *




  A plain whitewashed cell, with high bare walls and tiny window, through which the sunlight could only struggle faintly. Only one article of furniture which could justly be called such, a rude wooden bedstead, and seated on its end with folded arms and bent head, like a man in some sort of stupor, sat Bernard Maddison.




  He was in that most pitiable of all states, when merciless realization had driven before it all apathy, all lingering hope, all save that deadly cold sea of absolute, unutterable despair. There had been moments on his first arrival here, when he had fallen into a dozing sleep, and had leaped up from his hard bed, and had stretched up his hands above his head, and had called out in agony that it must be a dream, a hideous nightmare from which he would awaken only to look back upon it with horror. And then his glazed, fearful eyes had slowly taken in his surroundings—the stone walls, the cold floor, the barred window—and pitiless memory had dragged back his thoughts amongst the vivid horrors of the last forty-eight hours. It was all there, written in letters of fire. He shrunk back upon his mattress and buried his face in his hands, whilst every instinct of manliness fought against the sobs which seemed as though they would rend to pieces his very frame.




  Once more the morning light had come, and the burning agony of the hours of darkness was exchanged for the cold, crushing despair of the weary day. They had brought his breakfast, which he had loathed and left untasted. And then, as he sat there, so worn out with physical and mental exhaustion, something of a dull miserable apathy acted like opium on his wearied nerves and brain. He sat there thinking.




  The great passions of the world are either our sweetest happiness or our most utter misery. Not unfrequently the one becomes the other. Circumstances may change, but the force remains, sometimes, after yielding us the most exquisite pleasure, to lash us with scorpion-like whips. The love of Bernard Maddison had thrilled through heart and soul—it had become not a thing of his life, but his whole life. Every impulse and passion of his being had yielded itself up to it. Ambition, intellectual visions, imaginative fancies, all these had been not indeed driven out by this passion, but more fatal still, they had opened their arms to receive it, they had bidden it welcome, and heart and brain and imagination had glowed with a new significance and a new-born power. A lesser love would have had a lesser effect; it would have made rivals of these other parts of himself. Not so the love of Bernard Maddison. Every fiber of his deep, strong nature was strengthened and beautified by this new-kindled fire. At that moment, had he been free to write, he would have been conscious of a capacity beyond any which he had ever before possessed. For a great nature is perfected by a great love, as the blossoms of spring by the April showers and May sun. The dry dust of scholarship sometimes chokes up the well of fancy. The perfect humanity of love acts like a sweet, quickening impulse upon it, breathing sweet soft life into dry images, and rich coloring into pallid visions. Such love, which is at once spiritual and passionate, of heaven and of the earth, absorbing and concentrative, widening and narrowing, is to a man’s nature, if he be strong enough to conceive and appreciate it, the very food, the essence of sublimated life.




  To Bernard Maddison it had been so. To its very depths he realized it as he sat in his prison cell with something of the deep passive resignation of the man who stands with one foot in the grave. The latter part of his life—nay, the whole of it—had been full of noble dreams and pure thoughts. His genius had never run riot over the whole face of nature, to yield its fruits in a sickly sweet realism with only faint flashes of his deeper power. Always subordinated by the innate and cultured healthiness of his mind, he had sent it forth a living power for good. Great joy had been his as he had watched his message to the world listened to, and understood, and appreciated. Another age might witness its fruits, it was sufficient for him that the seed was rightly planted.




  Oh, the horror of it—the burning, unspeakable horror! In his ears there seemed to come ringing from the world without the great hum of gossip and lies which were dragging his name down into hell. A murderer! The time might come when she too would think thus of him, when the tragedy of her first love might fade away, and the lovelight might flash again in her eyes, but not for him. He shook his head wildly, stretched out his hands as though to hide something from his quivering face, and barely suppressed the groan of deep agony which trembled on his lips. God in His mercy keep him from such thoughts! Death, disgrace, surpassing humiliation, let them float in their ghostly garments before his shuddering gaze, but keep that thought from him, for with it madness moved hand in hand. As Michael Angelo had stifled his grief at Vittoria Colonna’s death, in the sweet hope of rejoining her as soon as the last lingering breath should leave his mortal body, and as Dante had hoped for his Beatrice, so let him think of the woman without whom no human life was possible for him, almost, he cried out in his agony, no spiritual hope or longing.




  The sound of the key in the lock of his door, and the tramp of footsteps on the stone floor outside, awoke him with a start from his half-dreaming state. The thought of visitors being permitted to come had never occurred to him, nor did it even then. The footsteps had paused outside his door, but he felt no interest in them, nor ever the vaguest stirrings of curiosity. Then the harsh lock was turned with a grating sound, and two figures, followed by the prison warder, entered the room.




  XXXVIII. “THERE IS MY HAND—DARE YOU TAKE IT?”
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  There is nothing which can transport one so quickly from thoughtland to acute and comprehensive realization, as the sound of a human voice or the consciousness of a human presence. Like a flash it all came back to the lonely occupant of the prison cell—the personal degradation of his position, his surroundings, and everything connected with them. And with it, too, came a strong, keen desire to bear himself like a man before her father.




  He rose to his feet, and the pitiful bareness of the place seemed to become suddenly enhanced by the quiet dignity of his demeanor. Out of the gloom Mr. Thurwell came forward with outstretched hand, followed by another gentleman—a stranger. Between the two men, that one long ray of sunlight lay across the stone floor, and as Bernard Maddison stepped forward to meet his visitor, it gleamed for a moment upon his white, haggard face, worn and stricken, yet retaining all that quiet force and delicacy of expression which seemed like the index of his inward life. It was the face of a poet, of a dreamer, a visionary perhaps—but a criminal! the thing seemed impossible.




  “This is very good of you, Mr. Thurwell,” he said in a low but clear tone. “I scarcely expected that I should be permitted to see visitors.”




  Mr. Thurwell grasped his hand, and held it for a moment without speaking. He had all an Englishman’s reticence of speech in times of great emotion, and it seemed to him that there was nothing that he could say. But silence was very eloquent.




  “I have brought Mr. Dewes with me,” he said at last. “He wants to see you about the defence, you know. The high sheriff’s a friend of mine, so I got him to pass me in at the same time; but if you’d rather see Dewes alone, you’ll say so, won’t you?”




  There had been an acute nervous force working in Bernard Maddison’s face during that brief silence. At Mr. Thurwell’s words, a change came. He dropped his visitor’s hand, and his features were still and cold as marble, and almost as expressionless, save for the lightly drawn lips, and lowered eyebrows, which gave to his expression a fixed look of power.




  “That is very kind and thoughtful of you, Mr. Thurwell, and I am sorry that you should have had the trouble to no purpose. I have nothing to add to my previous decision. I will not be represented by either lawyer or counsel.”




  Mr. Dewes moved forward out of the background, and bowed. He was a handsome, middle-aged man, looking more like a cavalry officer than a solicitor. But, as everyone knew, so far as criminal cases were concerned, he was the cleverest lawyer in London.




  “You are relying upon your innocence, of course, Mr. Maddison,” he said; “but it is a very great mistake to suppose that it will establish itself without extraneous aid. You will have the Attorney-General against you, and you must have some one of the same caliber on your side. The old saying, ‘Truth will out,’ does not apply in an assize court. It requires to be dragged out. I think you will do well to accept my services. Roberts holds himself open to take the brief for your defence, if I wire him before midday.”




  “I seldom change my mind,” Bernard Maddison said quietly. “In the present case I shall not do so. If it seems to me that there is anything which should be said on my behalf, I shall say it myself.”




  There was a short silence. Mr. Dewes looked at Mr. Thurwell, and Mr. Thurwell looked both perplexed and worried.




  “Maddison, you must admit that yours is an extraordinary decision,” he said at last. “You must forgive me if I ask you in plain words what your reason is for it. I ask as one who is willing to be your friend in this matter; and I ask you as Helen’s father.”




  A sudden spasm of pain passed across Bernard Maddison’s face. He shrunk back a little, and when he spoke his voice sounded hollow and strained.




  “I do not deny you the right to ask—but I cannot tell you. Simply it is my will. It is best so. It must be so.”




  “Can you not see, Mr. Maddison,” the lawyer said quietly, “that to some people this will seem almost like a tacit admission of guilt?”




  “I shall plead ‘not guilty,’” he answered in a low tone.




  “That will be looked upon only as a matter of form,” Mr. Dewes remarked. “Mr. Maddison, I should not be doing my duty if I did not point out to you that the evidence against you is terribly strong. Just consider it yourself, only for a moment. Sir Geoffrey Kynaston is known to have seriously wronged a member of your family. You are known to have sworn an oath of vengeance against him. There are witnesses coming from abroad to prove that. Immediately on his return to his home you take a cottage, under an assumed name, close to his estate. He is found murdered close to that cottage, of which it seems that at that time you were the only occupant. You are the only person known to have been near the spot. The dagger is proved to be yours. Letters are found in your cabinet urging you to desist from your threatened vengeance. There is the stain of blood on the floor of your study, near the place where you would have washed your hands, and a blood-stained towel is found hidden in the room. All this and more can be proved, and unless you can throw a fresh light upon these things, there is no jury in the world that would not find you guilty. You hold your fate in your own hands.”




  “I have considered all this,” Bernard Maddison answered in a low tone. “I know that my case is almost hopeless, and I am prepared for the worst.”




  Mr. Thurwell turned away, and walked to the furthermost corner of the apartment. For his daughter’s sake, and for the sake of his own strong liking for this man, he had resolutely shut his eyes upon the damning chain of evidence against him. Now he felt that that he could do so no longer. Nothing but guilt could account for this strange reticence. He was forced to admit it at last. His compassion was still strong, but it was mingled with a great horror. He felt that he must get away as soon as possible.




  Mr. Dewes, who had all along had the most profound conviction of the guilt of the accused man seized his opportunity, and stepping close up to him, whispered in his ear:




  “Mr. Maddison, I should like to save you if I can. There have been cases—forgive me for suggesting it—in which, by knowing every circumstance and trifling detail connected with a crime, we have been able to build up a def——”




  Bernard Maddison drew himself up with a sudden hauteur, and raised his hand.




  “Stop, Mr. Dewes!” he said firmly. “I do not blame you for assuming what you do, but you are mistaken. I am not guilty. I do not ask you to believe it. I only ask you to bring this painful interview to an end.”




  “We will go,” said Mr. Thurwell, suddenly advancing from the other end of the cell. “I am not your judge, Bernard Maddison, and it is not for me to hold you guilty. God shall pass His own judgment upon you. There is my hand. Dare you take it?”




  For answer, Bernard Maddison stepped forward and clasped it in his own. Once more he had moved from out of the darkness, and a soft stream of sunshine fell upon his pallid face. White though it was, even to ghastliness, it betrayed no sign of blanching or fear, and his dark eyes, from their hollow depths, shone with a clear, steadfast light. Once more its calm spirituality, the effortless force which seemed to lurk in every line and feature of the pale wasted countenance, had its effect upon Mr. Thurwell. He wrung the hand which it had cost him a suppressed effort to take, and for the moment his doubts faded away.




  “God help you, Maddison!” he said fervently. “Shall I tell her anything from you?”




  A faint smile parted his tremulous lips. At that moment he was beyond earthly suffering. A sweet, strong power had filled his heart with peace.




  “Tell her not to grieve, and that I am innocent,” he said softly. “Farewell!”




  XXXIX. MR. BENJAMIN LEVY IS BUSY
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  A woman stood on the little stone piazza of that Italian villa, with her face raised in agony to the blue sky, and her thin white hands wrung together with frantic nervous strength. Her whole attitude was full of the hopeless abandonment of a great tearless grief; and slowly dawning passion, long a stranger to her calm face, was creeping into her features. On the ground, spurned beneath her feet, was a long official-looking letter and envelope. A thunderbolt had flashed down upon the sweet stillness of her serene life.




  She was quite alone, and she looked out upon an unbroken solitude—that fair neglected garden with its high walls which seemed to give it an air of peculiar exclusiveness.




  “I will not go,” she said, speaking quickly to herself in an odd, uneven tone. “The law of England shall not make me. I am an old woman. If they do, they cannot open my lips. I! to stand up in one of their courts, and tell the story of my shame, that they may listen and condemn my son. Oh, Bernard, Bernard, Bernard! The Lord have mercy upon you for this your crime! Mine was the sin. Mine should be the guilt. Oh, my God, my God! Is this just, in my old age, to pour down this fire of punishment upon my bowed head? Have I not suffered and done penance—ay, until I had even thought that I had won for myself peace and rest and forgiveness? Was it a sin to think so? Is this my punishment? Oh, Bernard, my son, my son! Let not the sin be his, O Lord. It is mine—mine only!”




  Sweet perfumes were floating upon the soft still air, and away on the hill sides the morning mists were rolling away. The sun’s warmth fell upon the earth and the flowers, and birds and humming insects were glad. And in the midst of it all she stood there, a silent, stony figure, grief and anguish and despair written in her worn face. God was dealing very hardly with her, she cried in her agony. Truly sin was everlasting.




  “Signorina!”




  She turned round with a start. A servant girl stood by her side with a card on a salver.




  “A gentleman to see the signorina,” she announced; “an English gentleman.”




  The woman turned pale with fear, and her fingers trembled. She would not even glance at the name on the card.




  “Tell him that I see no one. I am ill. I will not see him, be his business what it may. Do you hear, child? Go and send him away.”




  The girl curtsied and disappeared. Her mistress stepped back into the room, and listened fearfully. Soon there came what she had dreaded, the sound of an altercation. She could hear Nicolette protesting in her shrill patois, and a rather vulgar, but very determined English voice, vigorously asserting itself. Then there came the sound of something almost like a scuffle, and Nicolette came running in with red eyes.




  “Signorina, the brute, the brute!” she cried; “he will come in. He dared to lay his hands upon me. See, he is here! Oh, that Marco had been in the house! He should have beaten him, the dog, the coward, to oppose a woman’s will by force!”




  While she had been sobbing out her complaint, her assailant had followed up his advantage, and Mr. Benjamin Levy, in a rather loud check suit, and with a cringing air, but with a certain dogged determination in his manner, appeared. Mrs. Martival turned to him with quiet dignity, but with flashing eyes.




  “Sir, by what right do you dare to enter my house by force, and against my command? I will not speak with you or know your business. I will have no communication with you.”




  “Then your son will be hanged!” Mr. Benjamin said, with unaccustomed bluntness.




  Mrs. Martival trembled, and sank into a chair. Mr. Benjamin followed up his advantage.




  “I am not from the police. I have no connection with them. On the other hand, I am considerably interested in saving your son, and I tell you that I can put into your hands the means of doing so. Now, will you listen to me?”




  Something in Mrs. Martival’s face checked him. The features had suddenly become rigid, and an ashy pallor had stolen over them. Nicolette, who had been lingering in the room, suddenly threw herself on her knees beside her mistress’s side, and caught hold of her hands.




  “Oh, the wretch!” she cried, “the miserable wretch; he has killed my mistress!”




  He stood helplessly by while she ran backwards and forwards with cold water, smelling salts, and other restoratives, keeping up all the while a running fire of scathing comments upon his heartless conduct, of which, needless to say, he understood not a single word. Beneath his breath he cursed this unlucky fainting fit. He had already lost a day on the way, and the time was short. What if she were to be ill—too ill to be moved! The very thought made him restless and uneasy.




  In the midst of the confusion Mrs. Martival’s housekeeper returned from her marketing in the little town, and to his relief he found that she understood English. He interrupted Nicolette’s shrill torrents of abuse against him, and briefly explained the situation.




  “I do not wish to force myself upon her,” he said. “I do not wish to be troublesome in any way. But when she is conscious, I want you just to show her half a dozen words which I will write on the back of a card. If, when she has read them, she still wishes me to go, I will do so without attempting to see her again.”




  The woman nodded.




  “Very well,” she said; “wait outside.”




  He left the room and walked softly up and down the passage, eyeing with some contempt the rich faded curtains and quaint artistic furniture about the place, so unlike the gilded glories of his own taste. In about half an hour the housekeeper came out to him.




  “She is conscious now,” she said; “give me your message.”




  He gave her a card on which he had already penciled a few words, and waited, terribly anxious, for the result. The woman withdrew, and closed the door. For a moment there was silence. Then a wild, fierce cry rang out from the room and echoed through the house. Before it had died away the door was flung open, and she stood on the threshold, her white hair streaming down her back, and every vestige of color gone from her face. Her eyes, too, shone with a feverish glow which fascinated him.




  “Is it you who wrote this?” she cried, holding up the card clenched in her trembling fingers. “If you are a man, tell me, is it true?”




  “I believe it is,” he answered. “In my own mind, I am certain that it is. You are the only person who can prove it. I want you to come to England with me.”




  “I am ready,” she said. “When can we start?”




  He looked at his watch.




  “I will be here in half an hour with a carriage,” he said. “If we can get over the hills by midday, we shall catch the express.”




  “Go, then,” she said calmly; “I shall be waiting for you.”




  He hurried away, and soon returned with a carriage from the inn. In less than an hour they had commenced their journey to England.




  * * * * *




  It was an early summer evening in Mayfair, and Sir Allan Beaumerville stood on the balcony of his bijou little house, for which he had lately deserted the more stately family mansion in Grosvenor Square. There was a soft pleasant stillness in the air, and a gentle rustling of green leaves among the trees. The streets below were almost blocked with streams of carriages and hansoms, for the season was not yet over, and it was fast approaching the fashionable dinner hour. Overhead, in somewhat curious contrast, the stars were shining in a deep cloudless sky, and a golden-horned moon hung down in the west.




  Sir Allan was himself dressed for the evening, with an orchid in his buttonhole, and a light overcoat on his arm. In the street, his night brougham, with its pair of great thoroughbred horses, stood waiting. Yet he made no movement toward it. He did not appear to be waiting for anyone, nor was he watching the brilliant throng passing westward. His eyes were fixed upon vacancy, and there was a certain steadfast, rapt look in them which altered his expression curiously. Sir Allan Beaumerville seldom used his powers of reflection save for practical purposes. Just then, however, he was departing from his usual custom. Strange ghosts of a strange past were flitting through his mind. Old passions, which had long lain undisturbed, were sweeping through him, old dreams were revived, old memories kindled once more smoldering fires, and aided at the resurrection of a former self. The cold man-of-the-world philosophy, which had ruled his life for many years, seemed suddenly conquered by this upheaval of a stormy past. Under the influence of the serene night, the starlit sky, and the force of these old memories, he seemed to realize more than he had ever done before the littleness of his life, its colorless egotism, the barrenness of its routine. Like a flash it stood glaringly out before him. Stripped of all its intellectual furbishing, the chill selfishness of the creed he had adopted struck home to his heart. A finite life, with a finite goal—annihilation! Had it really ever satisfied him? Could it satisfy anyone? A great weariness crept in upon him. Epicureanism could have been carried no further than he had carried it. He had steeped his senses in the most refined and voluptuous pleasures civilization had to offer him. Where was the afterglow? Was this all that remained? A palled appetite, a hungry heart, and a cold, chill despair! What comfort could his much-studied philosophy afford him? It had satisfied the brain; had it nothing to offer the heart? Something within him seemed to repeat the word with a grim echo. Nothing! nothing! nothing!




  What was it that caused his eyes to droop till they rested upon two figures on the opposite pavement? He could not tell whence the power, and yet he obeyed the impulse. They glanced over the man with indifference and met the woman’s upturned gaize. And Sir Allan Beaumerville stood like a figure of stone, with a deathlike pallor in his marble face.




  The stream of carriages swept on, and the motley crowds of men and women passed on their way unnoticing. Little they knew that a tragedy was being played out before their very eyes. A few noticed that stately white-haired lady gazing strangely at the house across the way, and a few too saw the figure of the man on whom her eyes were bent. But no one could read what passed between them. That lay in their own hearts.




  Interruption came at last. Mr. Benjamin Levy’s excitement mastered his patience. He asked the question which had been trembling on his lips.




  “Is it he?”




  She started, and laid her hand upon his shoulder for support. She was very much shaken.




  “Yes. See, he is beckoning. He wants me. I shall go to him. May God give me strength!”




  She moved forward to cross the road. He caught hold of her arm in sudden fear.




  “You mustn’t think of it,” he exclaimed. “You will spoil everything. I want you to come with me to—D—n! Come back, I say; come back! Curse the woman!”




  He stood on the pavement, fuming. She had glided from his grasp, and his words had fallen upon deaf ears. Already she was half across the road. The door of Sir Allan’s house stood open, and a servant was hurrying down to meet her. At that moment Mr. Benjamin Levy felt distinctly ill-used.




  “D—d old fool!” he muttered to himself angrily. “Hi, hansom, Scotland Yard, and drive like blazes! The game’s getting exciting, at any rate,” he added. “It was mine easy before that last move; now it’s a blessed toss up which way it goes. Well, I’ll back my luck. I rather reckon I stand to win still, if Miss Thurwell acts on the square.”




  XL. A STRANGE BIRTHDAY PARTY
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  It was close upon midnight, and one of the oldest and most exclusive of West-end clubs was in a state of great bustle and excitement. Sir Allan Beaumerville was giving a supper party to his friends to celebrate his sixtieth birthday, and the guests were all assembled.




  Sir Allan himself was the last to arrive. The final touches had been given to the brilliantly decorated supper table, and the chef, who had done his best for the greatest connoisseur and the most liberal member in the club, had twice looked at his watch. As midnight struck, however, Sir Allan’s great black horses turned into Pall Mall, and a few minutes later he was quietly welcoming his guests, and leading the way into the room which had been reserved for the occasion.




  As a rule men are not quick at noticing one another’s looks, but to-night more than one person remarked upon a certain change in their host’s appearance.




  “Beaumerville’s getting quite the old man,” remarked Lord Lathon, as he helped himself to an ortolan. “Looks jolly white about the gills to-night, doesn’t he?”




  His neighbor, a barrister and wearer of the silk, adjusted his eyeglass and looked down the table.




  “Gad, he does!” he answered. “Looks as though he’s had a shock.”




  “Not at all in his usual form, at any rate,” put in Mr. Thurwell, sotto voce, from the other side of the table.




  “Queer thing, but he seems to remind me of some one to-night,” Lord Lathon remarked to the Home Secretary, who was on the other side. “Can’t remember who it is, though. It’s some fellow who’s in a devil of a scrape, I know. Who the mischief is it?”




  “You mean Maddison, don’t you?” Sir Philip Roden answered. “Plenty of people have noticed that. There is a likeness, certainly.”




  “By Jove, there is, though!” Lord Lathon assented; “I never noticed it before. I’m devilish sorry for Maddison, Roden, and I hope you won’t let them hang him.”




  The conversation turned upon the Maddison case and became general. Everybody had something to say about it except Sir Allan. He himself, it was noticed, forbore to pass any opinion at all, and at the first opportunity he diverted the talk into another channel.




  The quality of his guests spoke volumes for the social position and popularity of their entertainer. Probably there were not half a dozen men in London who could have got together so brilliant and select an assembly. There were only twenty, but every man was a man of note. Politics were represented by the Home Secretary, Sir Philip Roden, and the First Lord of the Treasury; the peerage by the Duke of Leicester and the Earl of Lathon. There were two judges, and a half a dozen Q.C.’s, the most popular novelist of the day, and the most renowned physician. A prince might have entertained such a company with honor.




  It had been arranged that the advent of cigars should be the signal for the Duke of Leicester to rise and propose their host’s health. But to the surprise of every one, whilst his grace was preparing for the ordeal, and was on the point of rising, Sir Allan himself slowly rose to his feet, with a look in his still, cold face so different from anything that might be expected of a man who rises at two o’clock in the morning after a capital supper to make a speech to his guests, that every one’s attention was at once arrested.




  “I am given to understand, gentlemen,” he said slowly, “that his grace the Duke of Leicester was about to propose my health on your behalf. I rise to prevent this for two reasons. First, because to a dying man such a toast could only be a mockery; the second reason will be sufficiently apparent when I have said what I have to say to you.”




  Every one was stupefied. Had their host suddenly gone mad, or had those empty bottles of Heidseck which had just been removed from his end of the table anything to do with it? Several murmurs for an explanation arose.




  “I had forgotten for the moment,” Sir Allan continued, “that none of you are yet aware of what I have only known myself during the last few days. I am suffering from acute heart disease, which may terminate fatally at any moment.”




  A sudden awed gloom fell upon the party. Cigars were put down, and shocked glances exchanged. A murmur of condolence arose, but Sir Allan checked it with a little gesture.




  “I need scarcely say that I did not ask you to meet me here this evening to tell you this,” he continued. “My object is a different one. I have a confession to make.”




  The general bewilderment increased. The air of festivity was replaced by a dull restrained silence. Could it be that their host’s illness had affected his brain? A painful impression to that effect had passed into the minds of more than one of them.




  “You will say, perhaps,” Sir Allan continued, speaking very slowly, and with a certain difficulty in his articulation, which did not, however, prevent every word from being distinctly audible, “that I am choosing a strange time and place for making a personal statement. But I see amongst those who have done me the honor of becoming my guests to-night, men whom I should wish to know the whole truth from my own lips—I refer more particularly to you, Sir Philip Roden—and to-night is my last opportunity, for to-morrow all London will know my story, and I shall be banned forever from all converse and intercourse with my fellow-men.




  “Very few words will tell my story. Most of you will remember that I came into my title and fortune late in life. My youth was spent in comparative poverty abroad, sometimes practicing my profession, sometimes living merely as a student and an experimenting scientist. In my thirtieth year I married a woman of good family, with whom I was very much in love, so much so that in order to win her I forged a letter from the man whom she would otherwise have married, and obtained her consent in a fit of indignation at his supposed infidelity. That man, gentleman, was Sir Geoffrey Kynaston.”




  There was a subdued murmur of astonishment. Every one’s interest was suddenly redoubled. Sir Allan proceeded, standing at the head of the table, motionless as a statue, but with a strange look in his white face.




  “In every possible way I failed in my duty as a husband toward my wife. She was light-hearted, fond of change, gayety, travel. I shut her up in a quiet, old-fashioned town while I pursued my studies, and expected her to content herself with absolute solitude. For years I crushed the life out of her by withdrawing every interest and every amusement from her life. We had one child only, a son.




  “From bad, things grew to worse. What I had dreaded came to pass. She discovered my treachery. Still, she was faithful to me, but we were husband and wife in name only.




  “Time passed on, and she made a few friends, and went out occasionally. Then, who should come by accident to the little town where we lived but Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. I was madly, insanely jealous, and I forbade my wife to meet him. She declined to obey me, and she was quite right to do so. At that time she was as faithful to me as any woman could be, and she treated my suspicions, as they deserved to be treated, with contempt. Sir Geoffrey and she met as friends, and if it had not been for my brutality they would never have met in any other way.




  “One night there was a fête and dance in our little town. My wife went, against my orders, and Sir Geoffrey escorted her home. A demon of jealousy entered into my soul that night. Although all the time I knew that my wife was faithful to me, the worse half of my nature whispered to me that she was not, and, wretch that I was, I stooped to listen to it. When she returned I was mad with a fit of ungovernable rage. I shut my doors against her, and refused to allow her to enter my house. I taunted her with her infidelity. I bade her go to her lover. She went to some friends, and for two days she waited for a message from me. I sent none, and on the third day she left the place with Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. In less than a month she was in a convent, and from that day to this she has lived the life of a holy woman.”




  There was a slight tremor in his voice for the first time, and he paused. The silence was profound. Everyone sat motionless. Everyone’s eyes were fixed upon him. In a moment he continued.




  “Although by sheer brutality, by coarse insults and undeviating cruelty, I had driven my wife to the edge of the precipice, my rage against the man, whom I knew she had always loved, burned as fiercely as though he had won her from me by the cruelest means. I followed them to Vienna, and insulted him publicly. My wife left him on that very night, and he has never seen her since; but Sir Geoffrey and I fought on the sands near Boulogne, and I strove my utmost to kill him. Fortune was against me, however, and I was wounded. I returned to my home with my thirst for vengeance unabated. I taught my son to curse the name of Sir Geoffrey Kynaston, and as soon as I had recovered from my wounds I hunted him all over Europe. Where he spent those years I cannot tell, but he eluded me. Often I reached a town only to learn that he had left it but a few days; once, I remember, at Belgrade, I was only a few hours behind him. But meet him face to face I could not.




  “When at last I saw my son again, I found him grown up, and in his first words he told me boldly that he had espoused his mother’s cause, and that he withdrew altogether from his vow of vengeance against Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. I left him in a fury, and almost immediately afterwards came the unexpected news of my accession to the baronetcy of Beaumerville. I made up my mind then to turn over the past chapter of my life, and start the world afresh. I had always been known by the family name of Martival, and my wife was unaware of my connection with the Beaumerville family. Taking advantage of this, I sent her false news of my death at Paris, and started life afresh as Sir Allan Beaumerville.




  “The past, however, soon began to cast its shadows into the future. A new author, calling himself Bernard Maddison, was one night introduced to me at a crowded assembly. I held out my hand, which he did not take, and recognized my son.”




  There was a general start. The first gleam of light struggled into the minds of the little group of listeners. They began to see whither this thing was tending, and everyone looked very grave.




  “I had nothing to fear,” Sir Allan continued. “My son showed by his looks the contempt in which he held me. We met frequently after that, but we never exchanged a single word. He kept my secret, too, from his mother—not for my sake, but for her own.




  “Six months after our first meeting Sir Geoffrey Kynaston returned to England. It may seem strange to you, gentlemen, but my hate for this man had never lessened, never decreased. The moment I heard the news I began to lay my plans.




  “Then, for the first time, my son sought me. He had come, he said, to make one request, and if I granted it, he would leave me in peace forever. Would I tell him that my oath had been buried with the old life, and that I would seek no harm to my old enemy? I simply declined to discuss the matter with him, and he went away.




  “From that time he commenced to watch me. I laid my plans deeply, but somehow he got to hear of them. When I went down on a visit to you, Lord Lathon, that I might be near Sir Geoffrey, he took a small cottage in the neighborhood, intending to do his best to counteract my schemes. But I was too cunning for him.




  “On the morning of Sir Geoffrey’s murder I was on the cliffs, under the pretence of botanizing. While there I heard the guns of a shooting party, and through a field-glass I saw Mr. Thurwell and Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. At that time I scarcely thought that chance would bring Sir Geoffrey within my power, but I made up my mind to watch them.




  “Accordingly I descended from the cliffs, and, on my way, passed close to my son’s cottage. I looked in at his sitting-room through the open windows, and it seemed as though the devil must have guided my eyes. His cabinet was open, and right opposite my eyes was a pair of long Turkish daggers carelessly thrown down with a heap of other curios. I listened. There was no one about. I stepped through the window, seized one of them, and hurried away. About a hundred yards from the cottage was a long narrow belt of plantation running from a considerable distance inland almost to the cliff side. Here I concealed myself, and looked out at the shooting party. I could see them all hurrying across the moor except Sir Geoffrey Kynaston. While I was wondering what had become of him, I heard footsteps on the other side of the plantation. I stole back to the edge and looked out. Coming slowly down by the side of the ditch was Sir Geoffrey, with his gun under his arm, and whistling softly to himself. He was alone. There was no one within sight. Gentlemen, it is an awful confession which I am making to you. I stole out upon him as he passed, and stabbed him to the heart, so that he died without a groan.”




  Rembrandt might have found a worthy study in the faces of the men seated round that brilliant supper table. Blank horror seemed to hold them all speechless. Sir Allan, too, was trembling, and his hand, which rested upon the table, was as white as the damask cloth.




  Suddenly there was a knock at the door, and a waiter entered.




  “A gentleman wishes to speak with Sir Allan Beaumerville,” he announced.




  Sir Philip Roden rose to his feet, and pointed to the door.




  “The gentleman must wait, Nillson,” he answered. “Leave the room now, and see that we are not interrupted until I ring the bell.”




  The servant bowed and withdrew, after a wondering glance at the faces of the little party. Sir Philip Roden left his seat and, crossing the room, locked the door.




  “Sir Allan Beaumerville,” he said quietly, “there can be only one course to take with regard to the painful disclosures which you have laid before us to-night. If you have anything to add, please let us hear it quickly.”




  Sir Allan continued at once.




  “I went back to my son’s cottage. I washed my hands in his room, and the towel I concealed in his cabinet. Just as I was leaving he entered. What passed between us I need not mention. I took up my botanizing case and hurried away along the cliffs, and afterward was met by Mr. Thurwell’s servant, with whom I returned once more to look upon my work. Then came the time when suspicion commenced to fall upon my son. I implored him to leave the country. He refused. At last he was arrested. For the father whom he can only despise he has been willing to die. To-night I had made up my mind to leave a confession of my guilt and fly. My plans are changed. Only a few hours ago I looked into the face of one whom I had never thought to see again in this world. Her advice I am now following. To her care I entrusted my confession, and to your ears I have detailed it. My story is done, gentlemen. Sir Philip Roden, I place myself in your hands.”




  His last words had been almost drowned by a clamorous knocking at the closed door. When he had ceased, Sir Philip Roden rose and opened it. Two men entered at once, followed by Mr. Benjamin Levy. The men recognized Sir Philip, and saluted.




  “What is your business?” he asked.




  “We hold a warrant for the arrest of Sir Allan Beaumerville, sir,” was the respectful answer, “granted on the sworn information of Mr. Benjamin Levy there, by Mr. Pulsford, half an hour ago. Which is he, sir?”




  Sir Philip pointed to where his late host was standing a little away from the others, his hand resting on the carved knob of his high-backed chair, and his eyes fixed wildly upon them. The man advanced to him at once.




  “You are my prisoner, Sir Allan Beaumerville,” he said quietly. “I hold a warrant here for your arrest on the charge of having murdered Sir Geoffrey Kynaston on the 12th of August of last year.”




  Those who were watching Sir Allan’s face closely saw only a slight change. Its deep pallor grew only a shade more livid, and there was a faint twitching of the features. Then with an awful light flashing into his burning eyes, and a cry which rang through the whole building, he threw up his arms and fell like a log across the hearth rug. Every one sprang up and crowded round him, but the physician pushed his way through the group and fell on his knees. He was up again in a moment, looking very pale and awed.




  “Keep back, gentlemen; keep back, please,” he said in a low tone. “Never mind about the brandy, Sir Philip. Every one had better go away. These people from Scotland Yard need not wait. Sir Allan will answer for his crime at a higher court than ours.”




  And so it indeed was. Tragical justice had herself added the last and final scene to the drama. Sir Allan Beaumerville’s lips were closed for ever in this world.




  XLI. INNOCENT




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  An hour or two before the dénouement of Sir Allan Beaumerville’s supper party, his brougham had driven up to Mr. Thurwell’s town house, and had set down a lady there. She had rung the bell and inquired for Miss Thurwell.




  The footman who answered the door looked dubious.




  “Miss Thurwell was in, certainly, but she was unwell and saw no visitors, and it was late. Could he take her name?”




  The lady handed him a note.




  “If you will take this to Miss Thurwell, and tell her that I am waiting, I think that she will see me,” she said quietly.




  The man took it, and, somewhat impressed by the bearing and manner of speech of the unknown lady, he showed her into the morning-room, and ringing for Miss Thurwell’s maid, handed her the note and awaited the decision. It was speedily given. The lady was to be shown to her room at once.




  The agonizing suspense in which Helen had been living for the last few days had laid a heavy hand upon her. Her cheeks were thin, and had been woefully pale until the sudden excitement of this visit had called up a faint hectic flush which had no kindred with the color of health. Her form, too, seemed to have shrunken, and the loose tea-gown which she wore enhanced the fragility of her appearance. She had been sitting in a low chair before the fire, with her head buried in her hands, but when her visitor was announced she was standing up with her dry, bright eyes eagerly fixed upon the woman who stood on the threshold. The door was closed, and they looked at one another for a moment in silence.




  To an artist, the figures of these two women, each so intensely interested in the other, and each possessed of a distinctive and impressive personality, would have been full of striking suggestions. Helen, in her loose gown of a soft dusky orange hue, and with no harsher light thrown upon her features than the subdued glow of a shaded lamp, and occasional flashes of the firelight which gleamed in her too-brilliant eyes, seemed to have lost none of her beauty. All her surroundings, too, went to enhance it: the delicately-toned richness of the coloring around, the faintly perfumed air, the indefinable suggestion of feminine daintiness, so apparent in all the appointments of the little chamber. From the semi-darkness of her position near the door Helen’s visitor brought her eager scrutiny to an end. She advanced a little into the room and spoke.




  “You are Helen Thurwell?” she said softly. “Sir Allan Beaumerville has bidden me come to you. You have read his note?”




  “Yes, yes, I have read it,” she answered quickly. “He tells me that you have news—news that concerns Bernard Maddison. Is it anything that will prove his innocence?”




  “It is already proved.”




  Helen gave a great cry and sank into a low chair. She had no doubts; her visitor’s tone and manner forbade them. But the tension of her feelings, strung to such a pitch of nervousness, gave way all at once. Her whole frame was shaken with passionate sobs. The burning agony of her grief was dissolved in melting tears.




  And the woman whose glad tidings had brought this change stood all the while patient and motionless. Once, when Helen had first yielded to her emotion, she had made a sudden movement forward, and a sweet, sympathetic light had flashed for a moment over her pale features. But something had seemed to restrain her, some chilling memory which had checked her first impulse, and made her resume her former attitude of quiet reserve. She stood there and waited. By and by Helen looked up and started to her feet.




  “I had almost forgotten; I am so sorry,” she said. “Do sit down, please, and tell me everything, and who you are. You have brought me the best news I ever had in my life,” she added with a little burst of gratitude.




  Her visitor remained standing—remained grave, silent, and unresponsive; yet there was nothing forbidding about her appearance. Looking into her soft gray eyes and face still beautiful, though wrinkled and colorless, Helen was conscious of a strange feeling of attraction toward her, a sort of unexplained affinity which women in trouble or distress often feel for one another, but which the sterner fiber of man’s nature rarely admits of. She moved impulsively forward, and stretched out her hands in mute invitation, but there was no response. If anything, indeed, her visitor seemed to shrink a little away from her.




  “You ask me who I am,” she said softly. “I am Sir Allan Beaumerville’s wife; I am Bernard Maddison’s mother.”




  Helen sank back upon her chair, perfectly helpless. This thing was too much for her to grasp. She looked up at the woman who had spoken these marvelous words, half frightened, altogether bewildered.




  “You are Sir Allan Beaumerville’s wife,” she repeated slowly. “I do not understand; I never knew that he was married. And Bernard Maddison his son!”




  Helen sat quite still for a moment. Then light began to stream in upon her darkened understanding. Suddenly she sprang to her feet.




  “Who was it? then, who killed—Oh, my God, I see it all now. It was——”




  She ceased, and looked at her visitor with blanched cheeks. A low, tremulous cry of horror broke from Lady Beaumerville’s white lips. Her calmness seemed gone. She was trembling from head to foot.




  “God help him! it was my husband who killed Sir Geoffrey Kynaston,” she cried; “and the sin is on my head.”




  Helen was scarcely less agitated. She caught hold of the edge of the table to steady herself. Her voice seemed to come from a great distance.




  “Sir Allan! I do not understand. Why did he do that horrible thing?”




  “Sir Geoffrey Kynaston and my husband were mortal enemies,” answered Lady Beaumerville, her voice scarcely raised above a whisper. “Mine was the fault, mine the guilt. Alas! alas!”




  The stately head with its wealth of silvery white hair was buried in her hands. Her attitude, the agony which quivered in her tone dying away in her final expression of despair like chords of wild, sad music, and above all her likeness to the man she loved, appealed irresistibly to Helen. A great pity filled her heart. She passed her arm round Lady Beaumerville, and drew her on to the sofa.




  There were no words between them then. Only, after a while, Helen asked quietly:




  “Sir Allan—must he confess?”




  “It is already done,” her visitor answered. “To-morrow the world will know his guilt and my shame. Ah,” she cried, her voice suddenly changing, “I had forgotten. Turn your face away from me, Helen Thurwell, and listen.”




  In the silence of the half-darkened chamber she told her story—told it in the low, humbled tone of saintly penitence, rising sometimes into passion and at others falling into an agonized whisper. She spoke of her girlhood, of the falsehood by which she had been cheated into a loveless marriage, and the utter misery which it had brought. Then she told her of her sin, committed in a moment of madness after her husband’s brutal treatment, and so soon repented of. Lightly she touched upon her many years of solitary penance, her whole lifetime dedicated willingly and earnestly to the expiation of that dark stain, and of the coming to her quiet home of the awful news of Sir Geoffrey’s murder. In her old age her sin had risen up against her, remorseless and unsatiated. Almost she had counted herself forgiven. Almost she had dared to hope that she might die in peace. But sin is everlasting, its punishment eternal.




  Here her voice died away in a sudden fit of weakness, as though the fierce consuming passion of her grief had eaten away all her strength. But in a moment or two she continued.




  “I thought my husband dead, and the sin my son’s,” she whispered. “They sent to me to come to his trial, that they might hear from my lips what they thought evidence against him. I would have died first. Then came a young man who told me all, and I came with him to England. I have seen and spoken with my husband. On his table he showed me signed papers. His confession was ready. ‘This night,’ he said, ’I take my leave of the world.’ Thank God, he forgave me, and I him. We have stood hand-in-hand together, and the past between us is no more. He bade me come here, and I have come. I have seen the woman my son loves, and I am satisfied. Now I will go.”




  Her eyes rested for a moment upon Helen, full of an inexpressible yearning, and there had been a faint, sad wistfulness in her tone. But when she had finished, she drew her cloak around her, and turned toward the door.




  Helen let her take a few steps, scarcely conscious of her intention. Then she sprang up, and laid her hand upon Lady Beaumerville’s shoulder.




  “You are his mother,” she said softly. “May I not be your daughter?”




  * * * * *




  “Helen, Helen, I have strange news for you!”




  The room was in semi-darkness, for the fire had burnt low and the heavily shaded lamp gave out but little light. Side by side on the low sofa, two women, hand-in-hand, had been sobbing out their grief to one another. On the threshold, peering with strained eyes through the gloom, was Mr. Thurwell, his light overcoat, hastily thrown over his evening clothes, still unremoved.




  She rose to her feet, and he saw the dim outline of her graceful figure, even a vision of her white, tear-stained face.




  “The truth has come out,” he said gravely. “To-morrow Bernard will be free. The man who killed Sir Geoffrey Kynaston has confessed.”




  “Confessed!” Helen repeated. “Where? To whom?”




  “To the Home Secretary, to a party of us as we sat at supper, his guests at the club. Helen, be prepared for a great surprise. The murderer was Sir Allan Beaumerville.”




  “I know it,” Helen whispered hoarsely across the room. “Have they arrested Sir Allan?”




  Mr. Thurwell’s surprise at his daughter’s knowledge was forgotten in the horror of the scene which her words had called up. Across the darkened air of the little chamber it seemed to float again before his shuddering memory, and he stretched out his hands for a moment before his face.




  “Arrested him—no!” he answered in an agitated tone. “I have seen nothing so awful in all my life. He made his confession at the head of his table, the police were clamoring outside with a warrant, and while we all sat dazed and stupefied, he fell backward—dead.”




  A cry rang through the little chamber, a sudden wail, half of relief, half of anguish. Helen fell upon her knees by the side of the sofa. Mr. Thurwell started, and moved forward.




  “Who is that?” he asked quickly. “I thought you were alone.”




  “It is his wife,” Helen answered, not without some fear. “See, she has fainted.”




  Mr. Thurwell hesitated only for a moment. Then his face filled with compassion.




  “God help her;” he said solemnly. “I will send the women up to you, and a doctor. God help her!”




  XLII. AT LAST
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  The morning sunlight lay upon that wonderful fair garden of the villa. The tall white lilies, the scarlet poppies, the clustering japonica, the purple hyacinths, and the untrimmed brilliantly-flowering shrubs, lifted their heads before its sweet, quickening warmth, and yielded up their perfume to the still clear air. The languorous hour of noon was still far off. It was the birth of a southern summer day, and everything was fresh and pure, untainted by the burning, enervating heat which was soon to dry up the sweetness from the earth, and the freshness from the slightly moving breeze. Away on the brown hills, fading into a transparent veil of blue, the bright dresses of the peasant women stooping at their toil, the purple glory of the vineyards, and the deep, quiet green of the olive groves—all these simple characteristics of the pastoral landscape were like brilliant patches of coloring upon a fitting background. Soon the haze of the noonday heat would hang upon the earth, deadening the purity of its color, and making the air heavy and oppressive with faint overladen perfumes. But as yet the sun lay low in the heavens, and the earth beneath was like a fair still picture.




  The heavy lumbering coach which connected the little town with the outside world was drawn up at the gate of the villa, and twice the quaintly sounding horn had broken the morning stillness. It was a moment of farewell, a farewell not for days or for years, but forever.




  Their words denied it, yet in their hearts was that certain conviction, and much of that peculiar sadness which it could not fail to bring. Yet she would not have them stay for the end. She had bidden them go, and the hour had come.




  Too weak to walk, or even sit upright, they had laid her upon a sofa in front of the open windows, through which the perfume from the garden below stole sweetly in on the bosom of the slowly stirring south wind. On one side of her stood a tall mild-faced priest from the brotherhood who had made their home in the valley below, on the other were Bernard and his wife, her son and daughter.




  There was no doubt that she was dying, that she was indeed very near death. Yet she was sending them away from her. The brief while they three had lived there together had been like a late autumn to her life, which had blossomed forth with sweet moments of happiness such as she had never dreamed of. And now her summons had come, and she was ready. In her last moments she must return once more to that absolute detachment from all save spiritual things in which for many years she had lived, a saintly, blessed woman. So she had bidden them go, even her son, even that fair sweet English girl who had been more than a daughter to her. She had bidden them go. The last words had been spoken, for the last time her trembling lips had been pressed to her son’s. Yet they lingered.




  And there came of a sudden, floating through the window, the sweet slow chiming of the matins bell from the monastery below. Almost it seemed as though the soft delicate air through which it passed, the exquisite beauty of the sloping landscape and old garden over which it traveled, had had a rarefying influence upon the sound itself, and had mellowed its tones into a strain of the most perfect music throbbing with harmony and dying away in faint, delicious murmurs. They stood and listened to it, and a sudden light swept into the pale face upon the couch. They all looked at her in a sudden awe. The priest sank upon his knees by her side, and prayed. Long desired, it had come at last at this most fitting moment. The glory of death shone in her face, and the light of a coming release flashed across her features. She died as few can die, as one who sees descending from the clouds a long-promised happiness, and whose heart and soul go forth to meet it with joy.




  They stayed and buried her under a cypress tree, in a sunny corner of the monastery churchyard, where a plain black cross marked her grave. Then they turned their faces toward England.




  * * * * *




  And in England they were happy. For the first few years they chose to live almost in retirement at their stately home, for with no desire for notoriety, Sir Bernard Beaumerville found himself on his return from abroad the most famous man in London. To escape from the lionizing that threatened him, Helen and he shut themselves up at Beaumerville Court, and steadfastly refused all invitations. Of their life there little need be said, save that to each it was the perfect realization of dreams which had once seemed too sweet to be possible.




  And in the midst of it all he found time to write. From the quaint oak library, where he had gone back into the old realms of thoughtland, he sent out into the world a great work. Once more the columns of the daily papers and the reviews were busy with his name, and for once all were unanimous. All bowed down before his genius, and his name was written into the history of his generation. Through a burning sea of trouble, of intellectual disquiet and mental agony, he had emerged strengthened at every point. Love had fulfilled upon him its great office. He was humanized. The impersonality, which is the student’s bane, which deepens into misanthropy, cynicism, and pessimism, yielded before it. The voices of his own children became dearer to him than the written thoughts of dead men. It was the reassertion of nature, and it was well for him. So was he saved, so was his genius unfettered from the cloying weight of too much abstract thought, which at one time, save for his artistic instincts, would have plunged him into the morass of pedantry and turned his genius into a pillar of salt. A woman had saved him, and through the long years of their life together he never forgot it.




  THE END




  MR. GREX OF MONTE CARLO
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  I. AN UNEXPECTED MEETING
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  The eyes of the man who had looked in upon a scene inordinately, fantastically brilliant, underwent, after those first few moments of comparative indifference, a curious transformation. He was contemplating one of the sights of the world. Crowded around the two roulette tables, promenading or lounging on the heavily cushioned divans against the wall, he took note of a conglomeration of people representing, perhaps, every grade of society, every nationality of importance, yet with a curious common likeness by reason of their tribute paid to fashion. He glanced unmoved at a beautiful Englishwoman who was a duchess but looked otherwise; at an equally beautiful Frenchwoman, who looked like a duchess but was—otherwise. On every side of him were women gowned by the great artists of the day, women like flowers, all perfume and softness and colour. His eyes passed them over almost carelessly. A little tired with many weeks’ travel in countries where the luxuries of life were few, his senses were dulled to the magnificence of the scene, his pulses as yet had not responded to its charm and wonder. And then the change came. He saw a woman standing almost exactly opposite to him at the nearest roulette table, and he gave a noticeable start. For a moment his pale, expressionless face was transformed, his secret was at any one’s mercy. That, however, was the affair of an instant only. He was used to shocks and he survived this one. He moved a little on one side from his prominent place in the centre of the wide-flung doorway. He stood by one of the divans and watched.




  She was tall and fair and slight. She wore a high-necked gown of shimmering grey, a black hat, under which her many coils of hair shone like gold, and a necklace of pearls around her throat, pearls on which his eyes had rested with a curious expression. She played, unlike many of her neighbours, with restraint, yet with interest, almost enthusiasm. There was none of the strain of the gambler about her smooth, beautiful face. Her delicately curved lips were free from the grim lines of concentrated acquisitiveness. She was thirty-two years old but she looked much younger as she stood there, her lips a little parted in a pleased smile of anticipation. She was leaning a little over the table and her eyes were fixed with humorous intentness upon the spinning wheel. Even amongst that crowd of beautiful women she possessed a certain individual distinction. She not only looked what she was—an Englishwoman of good birth—but there was a certain delicate aloofness about her expression and bearing which gave an added charm to a personality which seemed to combine the two extremes of provocativeness and reserve. One would have hesitated to address to her even the chance remarks which pass so easily between strangers around the tables.




  “Violet here!” the man murmured under his breath. “Violet!”




  There was tragedy in the whisper, a gleam of something like tragedy, too, in the look which passed between the man and the woman a few moments later. With her hands full of plaques which she had just won, she raised her eyes at last from the board. The smile upon her lips was the delighted smile of a girl. And then, as she was in the act of sweeping her winnings into her gold bag, she saw the man opposite. The smile seemed to die from her lips; it appeared, indeed, to pass with all else of expression from her face. The plaques dropped one by one through her fingers, into the satchel. Her eyes remained fixed upon him as though she were looking upon a ghost. The seconds seemed drawn out into a grim hiatus of time. The croupier’s voice, the muttered imprecation of a loser by her side, the necessity of making some slight movement in order to allow the passage of an arm from some one in search of change—some such trifle at last brought her back from the shadows. Her expression became at once more normal. She did not remove her eyes but she very slightly inclined her head towards the man. He, in return, bowed very gravely and without a smile.




  The table in front of her was cleared now. People were beginning to consider their next coup. The voice of the croupier, with his parrot-like cry, travelled down the board.




  “Faites vos jeux, mesdames et messieurs.”




  The woman made no effort to stake. After a moment’s hesitation she yielded up her place, and moving backwards, seated herself upon an empty divan. Rapidly the thoughts began to form themselves in her mind. Her delicate eyebrows drew closer together in a distinct frown. After that first shock, that queer turmoil of feeling, beyond analysis, yet having within it some entirely unexpected constituent, she found herself disposed to be angry. The sensation had not subsided when a moment or two later she was conscious that the man whose coming had proved so disturbing was standing before her.




  “Good afternoon,” he said, a little stiffly.




  She raised her eyes. The frown was still upon her forehead, although to a certain extent it was contradicted by a slight tremulousness of the lips.




  “Good afternoon, Henry!”




  For some reason or other, further speech seemed to him a difficult matter. He moved towards the vacant place.




  “If you have no objection,” he observed, as he seated himself.




  She unfurled her fan—an ancient but wonderful weapon of defence. It gave her a brief respite. Then she looked at him calmly.




  “Of all places in the world,” she murmured, “to meet you here!”




  “Is it so extraordinary?”




  “I find it so,” she admitted. “You don’t at all fit in, you know. A scene like this,” she added, glancing around, “would scarcely ever be likely to attract you for its own sake, would it?”




  “It doesn’t particularly,” he admitted.




  “Then why have you come?”




  He remained silent. The frown upon her forehead deepened.




  “Perhaps,” she went on coldly, “I can help you with your reply. You have come because you are not satisfied with the reports of the private detective whom you have engaged to watch me. You have come to supplement them by your own investigation.”




  His frown matched hers. The coldness of his tone was rendered even more bitter by its note of anger.




  “I am surprised that you should have thought me capable of such an action,” he declared. “All I can say is that it is thoroughly in keeping with your other suspicions of me, and that I find it absolutely unworthy.”




  She laughed a little incredulously, not altogether naturally.




  “My dear Henry,” she protested, “I cannot flatter myself that there is any other person in the world sufficiently interested in my movements to have me watched.”




  “Are you really under the impression that that is the case?” he enquired grimly.




  “It isn’t a matter of impression at all,” she retorted. “It is the truth. I was followed from London, I was watched at Cannes, I am watched here day by day—by a little man in a brown suit and a Homburg hat, and with a habit of lounging. He lounges under my windows, he is probably lounging across the way now. He has lounged within fifty yards of me for the last three weeks, and to tell you the truth I am tired of him. Couldn’t I have a week’s holiday? I’ll keep a diary and tell you all that you want to know.”




  “Is it sufficient,” he asked, “for me to assure you, upon my word of honour, that I know nothing of this?”




  She was somewhat startled. She turned and looked at him. His tone was convincing. He had not the face of a man whose word of honour was a negligible thing.




  “But, Henry,” she protested, “I tell you that there is no doubt about the matter. I am watched day and night—I, an insignificant person whose doings can be of no possible interest save to you and you only.”




  The man did not at once reply. His thoughts seemed to have wandered off for a moment. When he spoke again, his tone had lost its note of resentment.




  “I do not blame you for your suspicion,” he said calmly, “although I can assure you that I have never had any idea of having you watched. It is not a course which could possibly have suggested itself to me, even in my most unhappy moments.”




  She was puzzled—at once puzzled and interested.




  “I am so glad to hear this,” she said, “and of course I believe you, but there the fact is. I think that you will agree with me that it is curious.”




  “Isn’t it possible,” he ventured to suggest, “that it is your companions who are the object of this man’s vigilance? You are not, I presume, alone here?”




  She eyed him a little defiantly.




  “I am here,” she announced, “with Mr. and Mrs. Draconmeyer.”




  He heard her without any change of expression, but somehow or other it was easy to see that her news, although more than half expected, had stung him.




  “Mr. and Mrs. Draconmeyer,” he repeated, with slight emphasis on the latter portion of the sentence.




  “Certainly! I am sorry,” she went on, a moment late, “that my companions do not meet with your approval. That, however, I could scarcely expect, considering—”




  “Considering what?” he insisted, watching her steadfastly.




  “Considering all things,” she replied, after a moment’s pause.




  “Mrs. Draconmeyer is still an invalid?”




  “She is still an invalid.”




  The slightly satirical note in his question seemed to provoke a certain defiance in her manner as she turned a little sideways towards him. She moved her fan slowly backwards and forwards, her head was thrown back, her manner was almost belligerent. He took up the challenge. He asked her in plain words the question which his eyes had already demanded.




  “I find myself constrained to ask you,” he said, in a studiously measured tone, “by what means you became possessed of the pearls you are wearing? I do not seem to remember them as your property.”




  Her eyes flashed.




  “Don’t you think,” she returned, “that you are a little outstepping your privileges?”




  “Not in the least,” he declared. “You are my wife, and although you have defied me in a certain matter, you are still subject to my authority. I see you wearing jewels in public of which you were certainly not possessed a few months ago, and which neither your fortune nor mine—”




  “Let me set your mind at rest,” she interrupted icily. “The pearls are not mine. They belong to Mrs. Draconmeyer.”




  “Mrs. Draconmeyer!”




  “I am wearing them,” she continued, “at Linda’s special request. She is too unwell to appear in public and she is very seldom able to wear any of her wonderful jewelry. It gives her pleasure to see them sometimes upon other people.”




  He remained quite silent for several moments. He was, in reality, passionately angry. Self-restraint, however, had become such a habit of his that there were no indications of his condition save in the slight twitchings of his long fingers and a tightening at the corners of his lips. She, however, recognised the symptoms without difficulty.




  “Since you defy my authority,” he said, “may I ask whether my wishes have any weight with you?”




  “That depends,” she replied.




  “It is my earnest wish,” he went on, “that you do not wear another woman’s jewelry, either in public or privately.”




  She appeared to reflect for a moment. In effect she was struggling against a conviction that his request was reasonable.




  “I am sorry,” she said at last. “I see no harm whatever in my doing so in this particular instance. It gives great pleasure to poor Mrs. Draconmeyer to see her jewels and admire them, even if she is unable to wear them herself. It gives me an intense joy which even a normal man could scarcely be expected to understand; certainly not you. I am sorry that I cannot humour you.”




  He leaned towards her.




  “Not if I beg you?”




  She looked at him fixedly, looked at him as though she searched for something in his face, or was pondering over something in his tone. It was a moment which might have meant much. If she could have seen into his heart and understood the fierce jealousy which prompted his words, it might have meant a very great deal. As it was, her contemplation appeared to be unsatisfactory.




  “I am sorry that you should lay so much stress upon so small a thing,” she said. “You were always unreasonable. Your present request is another instance of it. I was enjoying myself very much indeed until you came, and now you wish to deprive me of one of my chief pleasures. I cannot humour you.”




  He turned away. Even then chance might have intervened. The moment her words had been spoken she realised a certain injustice in them, realised a little, perhaps, the point of view of this man who was still her husband. She watched him almost eagerly, hoping to find some sign in his face that it was not only his stubborn pride which spoke. She failed, however. He was one of those men who know too well how to wear the mask.




  “May I ask where you are staying here?” he enquired presently.




  “At the Hotel de Paris.”




  “It is unfortunate,” he observed. “I will move my quarters to-morrow.”




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “Monte Carlo is full of hotels,” she remarked, “but it seems a pity that you should move. The place is large enough for both of us.”




  “It is not long,” he retorted, “since you found London itself too small. I should be very sorry to spoil your holiday.”




  Her eyes seemed to dwell for a moment upon the Spanish dancer who sat at the table opposite them, a woman whose name had once been a household word, dethroned now, yet still insistent for notice and homage; commanding them, even, with the wreck of her beauty and the splendour of her clothes.




  “It seems a queer place, this,” she observed, “for domestic disagreements. Let us try to avoid disputable subjects. Shall I be too inquisitive if I ask you once more what in the name of all that is unsuitable brought you to such a place as Monte Carlo?”




  He fenced with her question. Perhaps he resented the slightly ironical note in her tone. Perhaps there were other reasons.




  “Why should I not come to Monte Carlo?” he enquired. “Parliament is not particularly amusing when one is in opposition, and I do not hunt. The whole world amuses itself here.”




  “But not you,” she replied quickly. “I know you better than that, my dear Henry. There is nothing here or in this atmosphere which could possibly attract you for long. There is no work for you to do—work, the very breath of your body; work, the one thing you live for and were made for; work, you man of sawdust and red tape.”




  “Am I as bad as all that?” he asked quietly.




  She fingered her pearls for a moment.




  “Perhaps I haven’t the right to complain,” she acknowledged. “I have gone my own way always. But if one is permitted to look for a moment into the past, can you tell me a single hour when work was not the prominent thought in your brain, the idol before which you worshipped? Why, even our honeymoon was spent canvassing!”




  “The election was an unexpected one,” he reminded her.




  “It would have been the same thing,” she declared. “The only literature which you really understand is a Blue Book, and the only music you hear is the chiming of Big Ben.”




  “You speak,” he remarked, “as though you resented these things. Yet you knew before you married me that I had ambitions, that I did not propose to lead an idle life.”




  “Oh, yes, I knew!” she assented drily. “But we are wandering from the point. I am still wondering what has brought you here. Have you come direct from England?”




  He shook his head.




  “I came to-day from Bordighera.”




  “More and more mysterious,” she murmured. “Bordighera, indeed! I thought you once told me that you hated the Riviera.”




  “So I do,” he agreed.




  “And yet you are here?”




  “Yet I am here.”




  “And you have not come to look after me,” she went on, “and the mystery of the little brown man who watches me is still unexplained.”




  “I know nothing about that person,” he asserted, “and I had no idea that you were here.”




  “Or you would not have come?” she challenged him.




  “Your presence,” he retorted, nettled into forgetting himself for a moment, “would not have altered my plans in the slightest.”




  “Then you have a reason for coming!” she exclaimed quickly.




  He gave no sign of annoyance but his lips were firmly closed. She watched him steadfastly.




  “I wonder at myself no longer,” she continued. “I do not think that any woman in the world could ever live with a man to whom secrecy is as great a necessity as the very air he breathes. No wonder, my dear Henry, the politicians speak so well of you, and so confidently of your brilliant future!”




  “I am not aware,” he observed calmly, “that I have ever been unduly secretive so far as you are concerned. During the last few months, however, of our life together, you must remember that you chose to receive on terms of friendship a person whom I regard—”




  Her eyes suddenly flashed him a warning. He dropped his voice almost to a whisper. A man was approaching them.




  “As an enemy,” he concluded, under his breath.




  II. BY ACCIDENT OR DESIGN
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  The newcomer, who had presented himself now before Hunterleys and his wife, was a man of somewhat unusual appearance. He was tall, thickly-built, his black beard and closely-cropped hair were streaked with grey, he wore gold-rimmed spectacles, and he carried his head a little thrust forward, as though, even with the aid of his glasses, he was still short-sighted. He had the air of a foreigner, although his tone, when he spoke, was without accent. He held out his hand a little tentatively, an action, however, which Hunterleys appeared to ignore.




  “My dear Sir Henry!” he exclaimed. “This is a surprise, indeed! Monte Carlo is absolutely the last place in the world in which I should have expected to come across you. The Sporting Club, too! Well, well, well!”




  Hunterleys, standing easily with his hands behind his back, raised his eyebrows. The two men were of curiously contrasting types. Hunterleys, slim and distinguished, had still the frame of an athlete, notwithstanding his colourless cheeks and the worn lines about his eyes. He was dressed with extreme simplicity. His deep-set eyes and sensitive mouth were in marked contrast to the other’s coarser mould of features and rather full lips. Yet there was about both men an air of strength, strength developed, perhaps, in a different manner, but still an appreciable quality.




  “They say that the whole world is here,” Hunterleys remarked. “Why may not I form a harmless unit of it?”




  “Why not, indeed?” Draconmeyer assented heartily. “The most serious of us must have our frivolous moments. I hope that you will dine with us to-night? We shall be quite alone.”




  Hunterleys shook his head.




  “Thank you,” he said, “I have another engagement pending.”




  Mr. Draconmeyer was filled with polite regrets, but he did not renew the invitation.




  “When did you arrive?” he asked.




  “A few hours ago,” Hunterleys replied.




  “By the Luxe? How strange! I went down to meet it.”




  “I came from the other side.”




  “Ah!”




  Mr. Draconmeyer’s ejaculation was interrogative, Hunterleys hesitated for a moment. Then he continued with a little shrug of the shoulders.




  “I have been staying at San Remo and Bordighera.”




  Mr. Draconmeyer was much interested.




  “So that is where you have been burying yourself,” he remarked. “I saw from the papers that you had accepted a six months’ pair. Surely, though, you don’t find the Italian Riviera very amusing?”




  “I am abroad for a rest,” Hunterleys replied.




  Mr. Draconmeyer smiled curiously.




  “A rest?” he repeated. “That rather belies your reputation, you know. They say that you are tireless, even when you are out of office.”




  Hunterleys turned from the speaker towards his wife.




  “I have not tempted fortune myself yet,” he observed. “I think that I shall have a look into the baccarat room. Do you care to stroll that way?”




  Lady Hunterleys rose at once to her feet. Mr. Draconmeyer, however, intervened. He laid his fingers upon Hunterleys’ arm.




  “Sir Henry,” he begged, “our meeting has been quite unexpected, but in a sense it is opportune. Will you be good enough to give me five minutes’ conversation?”




  “With pleasure,” Hunterleys replied. “My time is quite at your disposal, if you have anything to say.”




  Draconmeyer led the way out of the crowded room, along the passage and into the little bar. They found a quiet corner and two easy-chairs. Draconmeyer gave an order to a waiter. For a few moments their conversation was conventional.




  “I trust that you think your wife looking better for the change?” Draconmeyer began. “Her companionship is a source of great pleasure and relief to my poor wife.”




  “Does the conversation you wish to have with me refer to Lady Hunterleys?” her husband asked quietly. “If so, I should like to say a few preliminary words which would, I hope, place the matter at once beyond the possibility of any misunderstanding.”




  Draconmeyer moved a little uneasily in his place.




  “I have other things to say,” he declared, “yet I would gladly hear what is in your mind at the present moment. You do not, I fear, approve of this friendship between my wife and Lady Hunterleys.”




  Hunterleys was uncompromising, almost curt.




  “I do not,” he agreed. “It is probably no secret to you that my wife and I are temporarily estranged,” he continued. “The chief reason for that estrangement is that I forbade her your house or your acquaintance.”




  Draconmeyer was a little taken back. Such extreme directness of speech was difficult to deal with.




  “My dear Sir Henry,” he protested, “you distress me. I do not understand your attitude in this matter at all.”




  “There is no necessity for you to understand it,” Hunterleys retorted coolly. “I claim the right to regulate my wife’s visiting list. She denies that right.”




  “Apart from the question of marital control,” Mr. Draconmeyer persisted, “will you tell me why you consider my wife and myself unfit persons to find a place amongst Lady Hunterleys’ acquaintances?”




  “No man is bound to give the reason for his dislikes,” Hunterleys replied. “Of your wife I know nothing. Nobody does. I have every sympathy with her unfortunate condition, and that is all. You personally I dislike. I dislike my wife to be seen with you, I dislike having her name associated with yours in any manner whatsoever. I dislike sitting with you here myself. I only hope that the five minutes’ conversation which you have asked for will not be exceeded.”




  Mr. Draconmeyer had the air of a benevolent person who is deeply pained.




  “Sir Henry,” he sighed, “it is not possible for me to disregard such plain speaking. Forgive me if I am a little taken aback by it. You are known to be a very skilful diplomatist and you have many weapons in your armoury. One scarcely expected, however—one’s breath is a little taken away by such candour.”




  “I am not aware,” Hunterleys said calmly, “that the question of diplomacy need come in when one’s only idea is to regulate the personal acquaintances of oneself and one’s wife.”




  Mr. Draconmeyer sat quite still for a moment, stroking his black beard. His eyes were fixed upon the carpet. He seemed to be struggling with a problem.




  “You have taken the ground from beneath my feet,” he declared. “Your opinion of me is such that I hesitate to proceed at all in the matter which I desired to discuss with you.”




  “That,” Hunterleys replied, “is entirely for you to decide. I am perfectly willing to listen to anything you have to say—all the more ready because now there can be no possibility of any misunderstanding between us.”




  “Very well,” Mr. Draconmeyer assented, “I will proceed. After all, I am not sure that the personal element enters into what I was about to say. I was going to propose not exactly an alliance—that, of course, would not be possible—but I was certainly going to suggest that you and I might be of some service to one another.”




  “In what way?”




  “I call myself an Englishman,” Mr. Draconmeyer went on. “I have made large sums of money in England, I have grown to love England and English ways. Yet I came, as you know, from Berlin. The position which I hold in your city is still the position of president of the greatest German bank in the world. It is German finance which I have directed, and with German money I have made my fortune. To be frank with you, however, after these many years in London I have grown to feel myself very much of an Englishman.”




  Hunterleys was sitting perfectly still. His face was rigid but expressionless. He was listening intently.




  “On the other hand,” Mr. Draconmeyer proceeded slowly, “I wish to be wholly frank with you. At heart I must remain always a German. The interests of my country must always be paramount. But listen. In Germany there are, as you know, two parties, and year by year they are drawing further apart. I will not allude to factions. I will speak broadly. There is the war party and there is the peace party. I belong to the peace party. I belong to it as a German, and I belong to it as a devoted friend of England, and if the threatened conflict between the two should come, I should take my stand as a peace-loving German-cum-Englishman against the war party even of my own country.”




  Hunterleys still made no sign. Yet for one who knew him it was easy to realise that he was listening and thinking with absorbed interest.




  “So far,” Draconmeyer pointed out, “I have laid my cards on the table. I have told you the solemn truth. I regret that it did not occur to me to do so many months ago in London. Now to proceed. I ask you to emulate my frankness, and in return I will give you information which should enable us to work hand in hand for the peace which we both desire.”




  “You ask me,” Hunterleys said thoughtfully, “to be perfectly frank with you. In what respect? What is it that you wish from me?”




  “Not political information,” Mr. Draconmeyer declared, his eyes blinking behind his glasses. “For that I certainly should not come to you. I only wish to ask you a question, and I must ask it so that we may meet on a common ground of confidence. Are you here in Monte Carlo to look after your wife, or in search of change of air and scene? Is that your honest motive for being here? Or is there any other reason in the world which has prompted you to come to Monte Carlo during this particular month—I might almost say this particular week?”




  Hunterleys’ attitude was that of a man who holds in his hand a puzzle and is doubtful where to commence in his efforts to solve it.




  “Are you not a little mysterious this afternoon, Mr. Draconmeyer?” he asked coldly. “Or are you trying to incite a supposititious curiosity? I really cannot see the drift of your question.”




  “Answer it,” Mr. Draconmeyer insisted.




  Hunterleys took a cigarette from his case, tapped it upon the table and lit it in leisurely fashion.




  “If you have any idea,” he said, “that I came here to confront my wife, or to interfere in any way with her movements, let me assure you that you are mistaken. I had no idea that Lady Hunterleys was in Monte Carlo. I am here because I have a six months’ holiday, and a holiday for the average Englishman between January and April generally means, as you must be aware, the Riviera. I have tried Bordighera and San Remo. I have found them, as I no doubt shall find this place, wearisome. In the end I suppose I shall drift back to London.”




  Mr. Draconmeyer frowned.




  “You left London,” he remarked tersely, “on December first. It is to-day February twentieth. Do you wish me to understand that you have been at Bordighera and San Remo all that time?”




  “How did you know when I left London?” Hunterleys demanded.




  Mr. Draconmeyer pursed his lips.




  “I heard of your departure from London entirely by accident,” he said. “Your wife, for some reason or other, declined to discuss your movements. I imagine that she was acting in accordance with your wishes.”




  “I see,” Hunterleys observed coolly. “And your present anxiety is to know where I spent the intervening time, and why I am here in Monte Carlo? Frankly, Mr. Draconmeyer, I look upon this close interest in my movements as an impertinence. My travels have been of no importance, but they concern myself only. I have no confidence to offer respecting them. If I had, it would not be to you that I should unburden myself.”




  “You suspect me, then? You doubt my integrity?”




  “Not at all,” Hunterleys assured his questioner. “For anything I know to the contrary, you are, outside the world of finance, one of the dullest and most harmless men existing. My own position is simply as I explained it during the first few sentences we exchanged. I do not like you, I detest my wife’s name being associated with yours, and for that reason, the less I see of you the better I am pleased.”




  Mr. Draconmeyer nodded thoughtfully. He was, to all appearance, studying the pattern of the carpet. For once in his life he was genuinely puzzled. Was this man by his side merely a jealous husband, or had he any idea of the greater game which was being played around them? Had he, by any chance, arrived to take part in it? Was it wise, in any case, to pursue the subject further? Yet if he abandoned it at this juncture, it must be with a sense of failure, and failure was a thing to which he was not accustomed.




  “Your frankness,” he admitted grimly, “is almost exhilarating. Our personal relations being so clearly defined, I am inclined to go further even than I had intended. We cannot now possibly misunderstand one another. Supposing I were to tell you that your arrival in Monte Carlo, accidental though it may be, is in a sense opportune; that you may, in a short time meet here one or two politicians, friends of mine, with whom an interchange of views might be agreeable? Supposing I were to offer my services as an intermediary? You would like to bring about better relations with my country, would you not, Sir Henry? You are admittedly a statesman and an influential man in your Party. I am only a banker, it is true, but I have been taken into the confidence of those who direct the destinies of my country.”




  Hunterleys’ face reflected none of the other’s earnestness. He seemed, indeed, a little bored, and he answered almost irritably.




  “I am much obliged to you,” he said, “but Monte Carlo seems scarcely the place to me for political discussions, added to which I have no official position. I could not receive or exchange confidences. While my Party is out of power, there is nothing left for us but to mark time. I dare say you mean well, Mr. Draconmeyer,” he added, rising to his feet, “but I am here to forget politics altogether, if I can. If you will excuse me, I think I will look in at the baccarat rooms.”




  He was on the point of departure when through the open doorway which communicated with the baccarat rooms beyond came a man of sufficiently arresting personality, a man remarkably fat, with close-cropped grey hair which stuck up like bristles all over his head; a huge, clean-shaven face which seemed concentrated at that moment in one tremendous smile of overwhelming good-humour. He held by the hand a little French girl, dark, small, looking almost like a marionette in her slim tailor-made costume. He recognised Draconmeyer with enthusiasm.




  “My friend Draconmeyer,” he exclaimed, in stentorian tones, “baccarat is the greatest game in the world. I have won—I, who know nothing about it, have won a hundred louis. It is amazing! There is no place like this in the world. We are here to drink a bottle of wine together, mademoiselle and I, mademoiselle who was at once my instructress and my mascot. Afterwards we go to the jeweler’s. Why not? A fair division of the spoils—fifty louis for myself, fifty louis for a bracelet for mademoiselle. And then—”




  He broke off suddenly. His gesture was almost dramatic.




  “I am forgotten!” he cried, holding out his hand to Hunterleys,—“forgotten already! Sir Henry, there are many who forget me as a humble Minister of my master, but there are few who forget me physically. I am Selingman. We met in Berlin, six years ago. You came with your great Foreign Secretary.”




  “I remember you perfectly,” Hunterleys assured him, as he submitted to the newcomer’s vigorous handshake. “We shall meet again, I trust.”




  Selingman thrust his arm through Hunterleys’ as though to prevent his departure.




  “You shall not run away!” he declared. “I introduce both of you—Mr. Draconmeyer, the great Anglo-German banker; Sir Henry Hunterleys, the English politician—to Mademoiselle Estelle Nipon, of the Opera House. Now we all know one another. We shall be good friends. We will share that bottle of champagne.”




  “One bottle between four!” mademoiselle laughed, poutingly. “And I am parched! I have taught monsieur baccarat. I am exhausted.”




  “A magnum!” Selingman ordered in a voice of thunder, shaking his fist at the startled waiter. “We seat ourselves here at the round table. Mademoiselle, we will drink champagne together until the eyes of all of us sparkle as yours do. We will drink champagne until we do not believe that there is such a thing as losing at games or in life. We will drink champagne until we all four believe that we have been brought up together, that we are bosom friends of a lifetime. See, this is how we will place ourselves. Mademoiselle, if the others make love to you, take no notice. It is I who have put fifty louis in one pocket for that bracelet. Do not trust Sir Henry there; he has a reputation.”




  As usual, the overpowering Selingman had his way. Neither Draconmeyer nor Hunterleys attempted to escape. They took their places at the table. They drank champagne and they listened to Selingman. All the time he talked, save when mademoiselle interrupted him. Seated upon a chair which seemed absurdly inadequate, his great stomach with its vast expanse of white waistcoat in full view, his short legs doubled up beneath him, he beamed upon them all with a smile which never failed.




  “It is a wonderful place,” he declared, as he lifted his glass for the fifth time. “We will drink to it, this Monte Carlo. It is here that they come from all quarters of the world—the ladies who charm away our hearts,” he added, bowing to mademoiselle, “the financiers whose word can shake the money-markets of the world, and the politicians who unbend, perhaps, just a little in the sunshine here, however cold and inflexible they may be under their own austere skies. For the last time, then—to Monte Carlo! To Monte Carlo, dear mademoiselle!—messieurs!”
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    “For the last time, then—to Monte Carlo!”


  




  They drank the toast and a few minutes later Hunterleys slipped away. The two men looked after him. The smile seemed gradually to leave Selingman’s lips, his face was large and impressive.




  “Run and fetch your cloak, dear,” he said to the girl.




  She obeyed at once. Selingman leaned across the table towards his companion.




  “What does Hunterleys do here?” he asked.




  Draconmeyer shook his head.




  “Who knows?” he answered. “Perhaps he has come to look after his wife. He has been to Bordighera and San Remo.”




  “Is that all he told you of his movements?”




  “That is all,” Draconmeyer admitted. “He was suspicious. I made no progress.”




  “Bordighera and San Remo!” Selingman muttered under his breath. “For a day, perhaps, or two.”




  “What do you know about him?” Draconmeyer asked, his eyes suddenly bright beneath his spectacles. “I have been suspicious ever since I met him, an hour ago. He left England on December first.”




  “It is true,” Selingman assented. “He crossed to Paris, and—mark the cunning of it—he returned to England. That same night he travelled to Germany. We lost him in Vienna and found him again in Sofia. What does it mean, I wonder? What does it mean?”




  “I have been talking to him for twenty minutes in here before you came,” Draconmeyer said. “I tried to gain his confidence. He told me nothing. He never even mentioned that journey of his.”




  Selingman was sitting drumming upon the table with his broad fingertips.




  “Sofia!” he murmured. “And now—here! Draconmeyer, there is work before us. I know men, I tell you. I know Hunterleys. I watched him, I listened to him in Berlin six years ago. He was with his master then but he had nothing to learn from him. He is of the stuff diplomats are fashioned of. He has it in his blood. There is work before us, Draconmeyer.”




  “If monsieur is ready!” mademoiselle interposed, a little petulantly, letting the tip of her boa play for a moment on his cheek.




  Selingman finished his wine and rose to his feet. Once more the smile encompassed his face. Of what account, after all, were the wanderings of this melancholy Englishman! There was mademoiselle’s bracelet to be bought, and perhaps a few flowers. Selingman pulled down his waistcoat and accepted his grey Homburg hat from the vestiaire. He held mademoiselle’s fingers as they descended the stairs. He looked like a school-boy of enormous proportions on his way to a feast.




  “We drank to Monte Carlo in champagne,” he declared, as they turned on to the terrace and descended the stone steps, “but, dear Estelle, we drink to it from our hearts with every breath we draw of this wonderful air, every time our feet touch the buoyant ground. Believe me, little one, the other things are of no account. The true philosophy of life and living is here in Monte Carlo. You and I will solve it.”




  III. A WARNING
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  Hunterleys dined alone at a small round table, set in a remote corner of the great restaurant attached to the Hotel de Paris. The scene around him was full of colour and interest. A scarlet-coated band made wonderful music. The toilettes of the women who kept passing backwards and forwards, on their way to the various tables, were marvellous; in their way unique. The lights and flowers of the room, its appointments and adornments, all represented the last word in luxury. Everywhere was colour, everywhere an almost strained attempt to impress upon the passerby the fact that this was no ordinary holiday resort but the giant pleasure-ground of all in the world who had money to throw away and the capacity for enjoyment. Only once a more somber note seemed struck when Mrs. Draconmeyer, leaning on her husband’s arm and accompanied by a nurse and Lady Hunterleys, passed to their table. Hunterleys’ eyes followed the little party until they had reached their destination and taken their places. His wife was wearing black and she had discarded the pearls which had hung around her neck during the afternoon. She wore only a collar of diamonds, his gift. Her hair was far less elaborately coiffured and her toilette less magnificent than the toilettes of the women by whom she was surrounded. Yet as he looked from his corner across the room at her, Hunterleys realised as he had realised instantly twelve years ago when he had first met her, that she was incomparable. There was no other woman in the whole of that great restaurant with her air of quiet elegance; no other woman so faultless in the smaller details of her toilette and person. Hunterleys watched with expressionless face but with anger growing in his heart, as he saw Draconmeyer bending towards her, accepting her suggestions about the dinner, laughing when she laughed, watching almost humbly for her pleasure or displeasure. It was a cursed mischance which had brought him to Monte Carlo!




  Hunterleys hurried over his dinner, and without even going to his room for a hat or coat, walked across the square in the soft twilight of an unusually warm February evening and took a table outside the Café de Paris, where he ordered coffee. Around him was a far more cosmopolitan crowd, increasing every moment in volume. Every language was being spoken, mostly German. As a rule, such a gathering of people was, in its way, interesting to Hunterleys. To-night his thoughts were truant. He forgot his strenuous life of the last three months, the dangers and discomforts through which he had passed, the curious sequence of events which had brought him, full of anticipation, nerved for a crisis, to Monte Carlo of all places in the world. He forgot that he was in the midst of great events, himself likely to take a hand in them. His thoughts took, rarely enough for him, a purely personal and sentimental turn. He thought of the earliest days of his marriage, when he and his wife had wandered about the gardens of his old home in Wiltshire on spring evenings such as these, and had talked sometimes lightly, sometimes seriously, of the future. Almost as he sat there in the midst of that noisy crowd, he could catch the faint perfume of hyacinths from the borders along which they had passed and the trimly-cut flower-beds which fringed the deep green lawn. Almost he could hear the chiming of the old stable clock, the clear note of a thrush singing. A puff of wind brought them a waft of fainter odour from the wild violets which carpeted the woods. Then the darkness crept around them, a star came out. Hand in hand they turned towards the house and into the library, where a wood fire was burning on the grate. His thoughts travelled on. A wave of tenderness had assailed him. Then he was awakened by the waiter’s voice at his elbow.




  “Le café, monsieur.”




  He sat up in his chair. His dreaming moments were few and this one had passed. He set his heel upon that tide of weakening memories, sipped his coffee and looked out upon the crowd. Three or four times he glanced at his watch impatiently. Precisely at nine o’clock, a man moved from somewhere in the throng behind and took the vacant chair by his side.




  “If one could trouble monsieur for a match!”




  Hunterleys turned towards the newcomer as he handed his matchbox. He was a young man of medium height, with sandy complexion, a little freckled, and with a straggling fair moustache. He had keen grey eyes and the faintest trace of a Scotch accent. He edged his chair a little nearer to Hunterleys.




  “Much obliged,” he said. “Wonderful evening, isn’t it?”




  Hunterleys nodded.




  “Have you anything to tell me, David?” he asked.




  “We are right in the thick of it,” the other replied, his tone a little lowered. “There is more to tell than I like.”




  “Shall we stroll along the Terrace?” Hunterleys suggested.




  “Don’t move from your seat,” the young man enjoined. “You are watched here, and so am I, in a way, although it’s more my news they want to censor than anything personal. This crowd of Germans around us, without a single vacant chair, is the best barrier we can have. Listen. Selingman is here.”




  “I saw him this afternoon at the Sporting Club,” Hunterleys murmured.




  “Douaille will be here the day after to-morrow, if he has not already arrived,” the newcomer continued. “It was given out in Paris that he was going down to Marseilles and from there to Toulon, to spend three days with the fleet. They sent a paragraph into our office there. As a matter of fact, he’s coming straight on here. I can’t learn how, exactly, but I fancy by motor-car.”




  “You’re sure that Douaille is coming himself?” Hunterleys asked anxiously.




  “Absolutely! His wife and family have been bustled down to Mentone, so as to afford a pretext for his presence here if the papers get hold of it. I have found out for certain that they came at a moment’s notice and were not expecting to leave home at all. Douaille will have full powers, and the conference will take place at the Villa Mimosa. That will be the headquarters of the whole thing…. Look out, Sir Henry. They’ve got their eyes on us. The little fellow in brown, close behind, is hand in glove with the police. They tried to get me into a row last night. It’s only my journalism they suspect, but they’d shove me over the frontier at the least excuse. They’re certain to try something of the sort with you, if they get any idea that we are on the scent. Sit tight, sir, and watch. I’m off. You know where to find me.”




  The young man raised his hat and left Hunterleys with the polite farewell of a stranger. His seat was almost immediately seized by a small man dressed in brown, a man with a black imperial and moustache curled upwards. As Hunterleys glanced towards him, he raised his Hamburg hat politely and smiled.




  “Monsieur’s friend has departed?” he enquired. “This seat is disengaged?”




  “As you see,” Hunterleys replied.




  The little man smiled his thanks, seated himself with a sigh of content and ordered coffee from a passing waiter.




  “Monsieur is doubtless a stranger to Monte Carlo?”




  “It is my second visit only,” Hunterleys admitted.




  “For myself I am an habitué,” the little man continued, “I might almost say a resident. Therefore, all faces soon become familiar to me. Directly I saw monsieur, I knew that he was not a frequenter.”




  Hunterleys turned a little in his chair and surveyed his neighbour curiously. The man was neatly dressed and he spoke English with scarcely any accent. His shoulders and upturned moustache gave him a military appearance.




  “There is nothing I envy any one so much in life,” he proceeded, “as coming to Monte Carlo for the first or second time. There is so much to know, to see, to understand.”




  Hunterleys made no effort to discourage his companion’s obvious attempts to be friendly. The latter talked with spirit for some time.




  “If it would not be regarded as a liberty,” he said at last, as Hunterleys rose to move off, “may I be permitted to present myself? My name is Hugot? I am half English, half French. Years ago my health broke down and I accepted a position in a bank here. Since then I have come in to money. If I have a hobby in life, it is to show my beloved Monte Carlo to strangers. If monsieur would do me the honour to spare me a few hours to-night, later on, I would endeavour to see that he was amused.”




  Hunterleys shook his head. He remained, however, perfectly courteous. He had a conviction that this was the man who had been watching his wife.




  “You are very kind, sir,” he replied. “I am here only for a few days and for the benefit of my health. I dare not risk late hours. We shall meet again, I trust.”




  He strolled off and as he hesitated upon the steps of the Casino he glanced across towards the Hotel de Paris. At that moment a woman came out, a light cloak over her evening gown. She was followed by an attendant. Hunterleys recognised his wife and watched them with a curious little thrill. They turned towards the Terrace. Very slowly he, too, moved in the same direction. They passed through the gardens of the Hotel de Paris, and Hunterleys, keeping to the left, met them upon the Terrace as they emerged. As they came near he accosted them.




  “Violet,” he began.




  She started.




  “I beg your pardon,” she said. “I did not recognise you.”




  “Haven’t you been told,” he asked stiffly, “that the Terrace is unsafe for women after twilight?”




  “Very often,” she assented, with that little smile at the corners of her lips which once he had found so charming and which now half maddened him. “Unfortunately, I have a propensity for doing things which are dangerous. Besides, I have my maid.”




  “Another woman is no protection,” he declared.




  “Susanne can shriek,” Lady Hunterleys assured him. “She has wonderful lungs and she loves to use them. She would shriek at the least provocation.”




  “And meanwhile,” Hunterleys observed drily, “while she is indulging in her vocal exercises, things happen. If you wish to promenade here, permit me to be your escort.”




  She hesitated for a moment, frowning. Then she continued her walk.




  “You are very kind,” she assented. “Perhaps you are like me, though, and feel the restfulness of a quiet place after these throngs and throngs of people.”




  They passed slowly down the broad promenade, deserted now save for one or two loungers like themselves, and a few other furtive, hurrying figures. In front of them stretched an arc of glittering lights—the wonderful Bay of Mentone, with Bordighera on the distant sea-board; higher up, the twinkling lights from the villas built on the rocky hills. And at their feet the sea, calm, deep, blue, lapping the narrow belt of hard sand, scintillating with the reflection of a thousand lights; on the horizon a blood-red moon, only half emerged from the sea.




  “Since we have met, Henry,” Lady Hunterleys said at last, “there is something which I should like to say to you.”




  “Certainly!”




  She glanced behind. Susanne had fallen discreetly into the rear. She was a new importation and she had no idea as to the identity of the tall, severe-looking Englishman who walked by her mistress’s side.




  “There is something going on in Monte Carlo,” Lady Hunterleys went on, “which I cannot understand. Mr. Draconmeyer knows about it, I believe, although he is not personally concerned in it. But he will tell me nothing. I only know that for some reason or other your presence here seems to be an annoyance to certain people. Why it should be I don’t know, but I want to ask you about it. Will you tell me the truth? Are you sure that you did not come here to spy upon me?”




  “I certainly did not,” Hunterleys answered firmly. “I had no idea that you were near the place. If I had—”




  She turned her head. The smile was there once more and a queer, soft light in her eyes.




  “If you had?” she murmured.




  “My visit here, under the present circumstances, would have been more distasteful than it is,” Hunterleys replied stiffly.




  She bit her lip and turned away. When she resumed the conversation, her tone was completely changed.




  “I speak to you now,” she said, “in your own interests. Mr. Draconmeyer is, of course, not personally connected with this affair, whatever it may be, but he is a wonderful man and he hears many things. To-night, before dinner, he gave me a few words of warning. He did not tell me to pass them on to you but I feel sure that he hoped I would. You would not listen to them from him because you do not like him. I am afraid that you will take very little more heed of what I say, but at least you will believe that I speak in your own interests. Mr. Draconmeyer believes that your presence here is misunderstood. A person whom he describes as being utterly without principle and of great power is incensed by it. To speak plainly, you are in danger.”




  “I am flattered,” Hunterleys remarked, “by this interest on my behalf.”




  She turned her head and looked at him. His face, in this cold light before the moon came up, was almost like the face of some marble statue, lifeless, set, of almost stonelike severity. She knew the look so well and she sighed.




  “You need not be,” she replied bitterly. “Mine is merely the ordinary feeling of one human creature for another. In a sense it seems absurd, I suppose, to speak to you as I am doing. Yet I do know that this place which looks so beautiful has strange undercurrents. People pass away here in the most orthodox fashion in the world, outwardly, but their real ending is often never known at all. Everything is possible here, and Mr. Draconmeyer honestly believes that you are in danger.”




  They had reached the end of the Terrace and they turned back.




  “I thank you very much, Violet,” Hunterleys said earnestly. “In return, may I say something to you? If there is any danger threatening me or those interests which I guard, the man whom you have chosen to make your intimate friend is more deeply concerned in it than you think. I told you once before that Draconmeyer was something more than the great banker, the king of commerce, as he calls himself. He is ambitious beyond your imaginings, a schemer in ways you know nothing of, and his residence in London during the last fifteen years has been the worst thing that ever happened for England. To me it is a bitter thing that you should have ignored my warning and accepted his friendship—”




  “It is not Mr. Draconmeyer who is my friend, Henry,” she interrupted. “You continually ignore that fact. It is Mrs. Draconmeyer whom I cannot desert. I knew her long before I did her husband. We were at school together, and there was a time before her last illness when we were inseparable.”




  “That may have been so at first,” Hunterleys agreed, “but how about since then? You cannot deny, Violet, that this man Draconmeyer has in some way impressed or fascinated you. You admire him. You find great pleasure in his society. Isn’t that the truth, now, honestly?”




  Her face was a little troubled.




  “I do certainly find pleasure in his society,” she admitted. “I cannot conceive any one who would not. He is a brilliant, a wonderful musician, a delightful talker, a generous host and companion. He has treated me always with the most scrupulous regard, and I feel that I am entirely reasonable in resenting your mistrust of him.”




  “You do resent it still, then?”




  “I do,” she asserted emphatically.




  “And if I told you,” Hunterleys went on, “that the man was in love with you. What then?”




  “I should say that you were a fool!”




  Hunterleys shrugged his shoulders.




  “There is no more to be said,” he declared, “only, for a clever woman, Violet, you are sometimes woefully or wilfully blind. I tell you that I know the type. Sooner or later—before very long, I should think—you will have the usual scene. I warn you of it now. If you are wise, you will go back to England.”




  “Absurd!” she scoffed. “Why, we have only just come! I want to win some money—not that your allowance isn’t liberal enough,” she added hastily, “but there is a fascination in winning, you know. And besides, I could not possibly desert Mrs. Draconmeyer. She would not have come at all if I had not joined them.”




  “You are the mistress of your own ways,” Hunterleys said. “According to my promise, I shall attempt to exercise no authority over you in any way, but I tell you that Draconmeyer is my enemy, and the enemy of all the things I represent, and I tell you, too, that he is in love with you. When you realise that these things are firmly established in my brain, you can perhaps understand how thoroughly distasteful I find your association with him here. It is all very well to talk about Mrs. Draconmeyer, but she goes nowhere. The consequence is that he is your escort on every occasion. I am quite aware that a great many people in society accept him. I personally am not disposed to. I look upon him as an unfit companion for my wife and I resent your appearance with him in public.”




  “We will discuss this subject no further,” she decided. “From the moment of our first disagreement, it has been your object to break off my friendship with the Draconmeyers. Until I have something more than words to go by, I shall continue to give him my confidence.”




  They crossed the stone flags in front of the Opera together, and turned up towards the Rooms.




  “I think, perhaps, then,” he said, “that we may consider the subject closed. Only,” he added, “you will forgive me if I still—”




  He hesitated. She turned her head quickly. Her eyes sought his but unfortunately he was looking straight ahead and seeing gloomy things. If he had happened to turn at that moment, he might have concluded his speech differently.




  “If I still exhibit some interest in your doings.”




  “I shall always think it most kind of you,” she replied, her face suddenly hardening. “Have I not done my best to reciprocate? I have even passed on to you a word of warning, which I think you are very unwise to ignore.”




  They were outside the hotel. Hunterleys paused.




  “I have nothing to fear from the mysterious source you have spoken of,” he assured her. “The only enemy I have in Monte Carlo is Draconmeyer himself.”




  “Enemy!” she repeated scornfully. “Mr. Draconmeyer is much too wrapped up in his finance, and too big a man, in his way, to have enemies. Oh, Henry, if only you could get rid of a few of your prejudices, how much more civilised a human being you would be!”




  He raised his hat. His expression was a little grim.




  “The man without prejudices, my dear Violet,” he retorted, “is a man without instincts…. I wish you luck.”




  She ran lightly up the steps and waved her hand. He watched her pass through the doors into the hotel.




  IV. ENTER THE AMERICAN
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  Lady Weybourne was lunching on the terrace of Ciro’s restaurant with her brother. She was small, dark, vivacious. Her friends, of whom she had thousands, all called her Flossie, and she was probably the most popular American woman who had ever married into the English peerage. Her brother, Richard Lane, on the other hand, was tall, very broad-shouldered, with a strong, clean-shaven face, inclined by disposition to be taciturn. On this particular morning he had less even than usual to say, and although Lady Weybourne, who was a great chatterbox, was content as a rule to do most of the talking for herself, his inattention became at last a little too obvious. He glanced up eagerly as every newcomer appeared, and his answers to his sister’s criticisms were sometimes almost at random.




  “Dicky, I’m not at all sure that I’m liking you this morning,” she observed finally, looking across at him with a critically questioning smile. “A certain amount of non-responsiveness to my advances I can put up with—from a brother—but this morning you are positively inattentive. Tell me your troubles at once. Has Harris been bothering you, or did you lose a lot of money last night?”




  Considering that the young man’s income was derived from an exceedingly well-invested capital of nine million dollars, and that Harris was the all too perfect captain of his yacht lying then in the harbour, whose worst complaint was that he had never enough work to do, Lady Weybourne’s enquiries might have been considered as merely tentative. Richard shook his head a little gloomily.




  “Those things aren’t likely to trouble me,” he remarked. “Harris is all right, and I’ve promised him we’ll make up a little party and go over to Cannes in a day or two.”




  “What a ripping idea!” Lady Weybourne declared, breaking up her thin toast between her fingers. “I’d love it, and so would Harry. We could easily get together a delightful party. The Pelhams are here and simply dying for a change, and there’s Captain Gardner and Frank Clowes, and lots of nice girls. Couldn’t we fix a date, Dick?”




  “Not just yet,” her brother replied.




  “And why not?”




  “I am waiting,” he told her, “until I can ask the girl I want to go.”




  “And why can’t you now?” she demanded, with upraised eyebrows. “I’ll be hostess and chaperone all in one.”




  “I can’t ask her because I don’t know her yet,” the young man explained doggedly.




  Lady Weybourne leaned back in her chair and laughed.




  “So that’s it!” she exclaimed. “Now I know why you’re sitting there like an owl this morning! In love with a fair unknown, are you, Dick? Be careful. Monte Carlo is full of young ladies whom it would be just as well to know a little about before you thought of taking them yachting.”




  “This one isn’t that sort,” the young man said.




  “How do you know that?” she asked, leaning across the table, her head resting on her clasped hands.




  He looked at her almost contemptuously.




  “How do I know!” he repeated. “There are just one or two things that happen in this world which a man can be utterly and entirely sure of. She is one of them. Say, Flossie,” he added, the enthusiasm creeping at last into his tone, “you never saw any one quite like her in all your life!”




  “Do I know her, I wonder?” Lady Weybourne enquired.




  “That’s just what I’ve asked you here to find out,” her brother replied ingenuously. “I heard her tell the man she was with this morning—her father, I believe—about an hour ago, that she would be at Ciro’s at half-past one. It’s twenty minutes to two now.”




  Lady Weybourne laughed heartily.




  “So that’s why you dragged me out of bed and made me come to lunch with you! Dick, what a fraud you are! I was thinking what a dear, affectionate brother you were, and all the time you were just making use of me.”




  “Sorry,” the young man said briskly, “but, after all, we needn’t stand on ceremony, need we? I’ve always been your pal; gave you a leg up with the old man, you know, when he wasn’t keen on the British alliance.”




  She nodded.




  “Oh, I’ll do what I can for you,” she promised. “If she is any one in particular I expect I shall know her. What’s happening, Dick?”




  The young man’s face was almost transformed. His eyes were bright and very fixed. His lips had come together in a firm, straight line, as though he were renewing some promise to himself. Lady Weybourne followed the direction of his gaze. A man and a girl had reached the entrance to the restaurant and were looking around them as though to select a table. The chief maître d’hôtel had hastened out to receive them. They were, without doubt, people of importance. The man was of medium height, with iron-grey hair and moustache, and a small imperial. He wore light clothes of perfect cut; patent shoes with white linen gaiters; a black tie fastened with a pin of opals. He carried himself with an air which was unmistakable and convincing. The girl by his side was beautiful. She was simply dressed in a tailor-made gown of white serge. Her black hat was a miracle of smartness. Her hair was of a very light shade of golden-brown, her complexion wonderfully fair. Lady Weybourne glanced at her shoes and gloves, at the bag which she was carrying, and the handle of her parasol. Then she nodded approvingly.




  “You don’t know her?” Richard asked, in a disappointed whisper.




  She shook her head.




  “Sorry,” she admitted, “but I don’t. They’ve probably only just arrived.”




  With great ceremony the newcomers were conducted to the best table upon the terrace. The man was evidently an habitué. He had scarcely taken his seat before, with a very low bow, the sommelier brought him a small wine-glass filled with what seemed to be vermouth. While he sipped it he smoked a Russian cigarette and with a gold pencil wrote out the menu of his luncheon. In a few minutes the manager himself came hurrying out from the restaurant. His salute was almost reverential. When, after a few moments’ conversation, he departed, he did so with the air of one taking leave of royalty. Lady Weybourne, who was an inquisitive little person, was puzzled.




  “I don’t know who they are, Dick,” she confessed, “but I know the ways of this place well, and I can tell you one thing—they are people of importance. You can tell that by the way they are received. These restaurant people don’t make mistakes.”




  “Of course they are people of importance,” the young man declared. “Any one can see that by a glance at the girl. I am sorry you don’t know them,” he went on, “but you’ve got to find out who they are, and pretty quickly, too. Look here, Flossie. I am a bit useful to you now and then, aren’t I?”




  “Without you, my dear Dick,” she murmured, “I should never be able to manage those awful trustees. You are invaluable, a perfect jewel of a brother.”




  “Well, I’ll give you that little electric coupé you were so keen on last time we were in London, if you’ll get me an introduction to that girl within twenty-four hours.”




  Lady Weybourne gasped.




  “What a whirlwind!” she exclaimed. “Dicky, are you, by any chance, in earnest?”




  “In earnest for the first time in my life,” he assured her. “Something has got hold of me which I’m not going to part with.”




  She considered him reflectively. He was twenty-seven years of age, and notwithstanding the boundless opportunities of his youth and great wealth he had so far shown an almost singular indifference to the whole of the opposite sex, from the fascinating chorus girls of London and New York to the no less enterprising young women of his own order. As she sat there studying his features, she felt a sensation almost of awe. There was something entirely different, something stronger in his face. She thought for a moment of their father as she had known him in her childhood, the founder of their fortunes, a man who had risen from a moderate position to immense wealth through sheer force of will, of pertinacity. For the first time she saw the same look upon her brother’s face.




  “Well,” she sighed, “I shall do my best to earn it. I only hope, Dick, that she is—”




  “She is what?” he demanded, looking at her steadfastly.




  “Oh! not engaged or anything, I mean,” Lady Weybourne explained hastily. “I must admit, Dick, although I don’t suppose any sister is particularly keen upon her brother’s young women, that I think you’ve shown excellent taste. She is absolutely the best style of any one I’ve seen in Monte Carlo.”




  “How are you going to manage that introduction?” he asked bluntly. “Have you made any plans?”




  “I don’t suppose it will be difficult,” she assured him, lighting a cigarette and shaking her head at the tray of liqueurs which the sommelier was offering. “Get me some cream for my coffee, Dick. Now I’ll tell you,” she continued, as the waiter disappeared. “You will have to call that under-maître d’hôtel. You had better give him a substantial tip and ask him quietly for their names. Then I’ll see about the rest.”




  “That seems sensible enough,” he admitted.




  “And look here, Dick,” she went on, “I know how impetuous you are. Don’t do anything foolish. Remember this isn’t an ordinary adventure. If you go rushing in upon it you’ll come to grief.”




  “I know,” he answered shortly. “I was fool enough to hang about the flower shops and that milliner’s this morning. I couldn’t help it. I don’t know whether she noticed. I believe she did. Once our eyes did meet, and although I’ll swear she never changed her expression, I felt that the whole world didn’t hold so small a creature as I. Here comes Charles. I’ll ask him.”




  He beckoned to the maître d’hôtel and talked for a moment about the luncheon. Then he ordered a table for the next day, and slipping a louis into the man’s hand, leaned over and whispered in his ear.




  “I want you to tell me the name of the gentleman and young lady who are sitting over there at the corner table?”




  The maître d’hôtel glanced covertly in the direction indicated. He did not at once reply. His face was perplexed, almost troubled.




  “I am very sorry, sir,” he said hesitatingly, “but our orders are very strict. Monsieur Ciro does not like anything in the way of gossip about our clients, and the gentleman is a very honoured patron. The young lady is his daughter.”




  “Quite right,” the young man agreed bluntly. “This isn’t an ordinary case, Charles. You go over to the desk there, write me down the name and bring it, and there’s a hundred franc note waiting here for you. No need for the name to pass your lips.”




  The man bowed and retreated. In a few minutes he came back again and laid a small card upon the table.




  “Monsieur will pardon my reminding him,” he begged earnestly, “but if he will be so good as to never mention this little matter—”




  Richard nodded and waved him away.




  “Sure!” he promised.




  He drew the card towards him and looked at it in a puzzled manner. Then he passed it to his sister. Her expression, too, was blank.




  “Who in the name of mischief,” he exclaimed softly, “is Mr. Grex!”




  V. “WHO IS MR. GREX?”
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  Lady Weybourne insisted, after a reasonable amount of time spent over their coffee, that her brother should pay the bill and leave the restaurant. They walked slowly across the square.




  “What are you going to do about it?” he asked.




  “There is only one thing to be done,” she replied. “I shall speak to every one I meet this afternoon—I shall be, in fact, most sociable—and sooner or later in our conversation I shall ask every one if they know Mr. Grex and his daughter. When I arrive at some one who does, that will be the first step, won’t it?”




  “I wonder whether we shall see some one soon!” he grumbled, looking around. “Where are all the people to-day!”




  She laughed softly.




  “Just a little impetuous, aren’t you?”




  “I should say so,” he admitted. “I’d like to be introduced to her before four o’clock, propose to her this evening, and—and—”




  “And what?”




  “Never mind,” he concluded, marching on with his head turned towards the clouds. “Let’s go and sit down upon the Terrace and talk about her.”




  “But, my dear Dicky,” his sister protested, “I don’t want to sit upon the Terrace. I am going to my dressmaker’s across the way there, and afterwards to Lucie’s to try on some hats. Then I am going back to the hotel for an hour’s rest and to prink, and afterwards into the Sporting Club at four o’clock. That’s my programme. I shall be doing what I can the whole of the time. I shall make discreet enquiries of my dressmaker, who knows everybody, and I sha’n’t let a single acquaintance go by. You will have to amuse yourself till four o’clock, at any rate. There’s Sir Henry Hunterleys over there, having coffee. Go and talk to him. He may put you out of your misery. Thanks ever so much for my luncheon, and au revoir!”




  She turned away with a little nod. Her brother, after a moment’s hesitation, approached the table where Hunterleys was sitting alone.




  “How do you do, Sir Henry?”




  Hunterleys returned his greeting, a little blankly at first. Then he remembered the young man and held out his hand.




  “Of course! You are Richard Lane, aren’t you? Sit down and have some coffee. What are you doing here?”




  “I’ve got a little boat in the harbour,” Richard replied, as he drew up a chair. “I’ve been at Algiers for a time with some friends, and I’ve brought them on here. Just been lunching with my sister. Are you alone?”




  Hunterleys hesitated.




  “Yes, I am alone.”




  “Wonderful place,” the young man went on. “Wonderful crowd of people here, too. I suppose you know everybody?” he added, warming up as he approached his subject.




  “On the contrary,” Hunterleys answered, “I am almost a stranger here. I have been staying further down the coast.”




  “Happen to know any one of the name of Grex?” Lane asked, with elaborate carelessness.




  Hunterleys made no immediate reply. He seemed to be considering the name.




  “Grex,” he repeated, knocking the ash from his cigarette. “Rather an uncommon name, isn’t it? Why do you ask?”




  “Oh, I’ve seen an elderly man and a young lady about once or twice,” Lane explained. “Very interesting-looking people. Some one told me that their name was Grex.”




  “There is a person living under that name, I think,” Hunterleys said, “who has taken the Villa Mimosa for the season.”




  “Do you know him personally?” the young man asked eagerly.




  “Personally? No, I can scarcely say that I do.”




  Richard Lane sighed. It was disappointment number one. For some reason or other, too, Hunterleys seemed disposed to change the conversation.




  “The young lady who is always with him,” Richard persisted, “would that be his daughter?”




  Hunterleys turned a little in his seat and surveyed his questioner. He had met Lane once or twice and rather liked him.




  “Look here, young fellow,” he said, good humouredly, “let me ask you a question for a change. What is the nature of these enquiries of yours?”




  Lane hesitated. Something in Hunterleys’ face and manner induced him to tell the truth.




  “I have fallen head over heels in love with the young lady,” he confessed. “Don’t think I am a confounded jackass. I am not in the habit of doing such things. I’m twenty-seven and I have never gone out of my way to meet a girl yet. This is something—different. I want to find out about them and get an introduction.”




  Hunterleys shook his head regretfully.




  “I am afraid,” he said, “that I can be of no use to you—no practical use, that is. I can only give you one little piece of advice.”




  “Well, what is it?” Richard asked eagerly.




  “If you are in earnest,” Hunterleys continued, “and I will do you the credit to believe that you are, you had better pack up your things, return to your yacht and take a cruise somewhere.”




  “Take a cruise somewhere!”




  Hunterleys nodded.




  “Get out of Monte Carlo as quickly as you can, and, above all, don’t think anything more of that young lady. Get the idea out of your head as quickly as you can.”




  The young man was sitting upright in his chair. His manner was half minatory.




  “Say, what do you mean by this?” he demanded.




  “Exactly what I said just now,” Hunterleys rejoined. “If you are in earnest, and I have no doubt that you are, I should clear out.”




  “What is it you are trying to make me understand?” Richard asked bluntly.




  “That you have about as much chance with that young lady,” Hunterleys assured him, “as with that very graceful statue in the square yonder.”




  Richard sat for a moment with knitted brows.




  “Then you know who she is, any way?”




  “Whether I do or whether I do not,” the older man said gravely, “so far as I am concerned, the subject is exhausted. I have given you the best advice you ever had in your life. It’s up to you to follow it.”




  Richard looked at him blankly.




  “Well, you’ve got me puzzled,” he confessed.




  Hunterleys rose to his feet, and, summoning a waiter, paid his bill.




  “You’ll excuse me, won’t you?” he begged. “I have an appointment in a few minutes. If you are wise, young man,” he added, patting him on the shoulder as he turned to go, “you will take my advice.”




  Left to himself, Richard Lane strolled around the place towards the Terrace. He had no fancy for the Rooms and he found a seat as far removed as possible from the Tir du Pigeons. He sat there with folded arms, looking out across the sun-dappled sea. His matter-of-fact brain offered him but one explanation as to the meaning of Hunterleys’ words, and against that explanation his whole being was in passionate revolt. He represented a type of young man who possesses morals by reason of a certain unsuspected idealism, mingled with perfect physical sanity. It seemed to him, as he sat there, that he had been waiting for this day for years. The old nights in New York and Paris and London floated before his memory. He pushed them on one side with a shiver, and yet with a curious feeling of exultation. He recalled a certain sensation which had been drawn through his life like a thin golden thread, a sensation which had a habit of especially asserting itself in the midst of these youthful orgies, a curious sense of waiting for something to happen, a sensation which had been responsible very often for what his friends had looked upon as eccentricity. He knew now that this thing had arrived, and everything else in life seemed to pale by the side of it. Hunterleys’ words had thrown him temporarily into a strange turmoil. Solitude for a few moments he had felt to be entirely necessary. Yet directly he was alone, directly he was free to listen to his convictions, he could have laughed at that first mad surging of his blood, the fierce, instinctive rebellion against the conclusion to which Hunterleys’ words seemed to point. Now that he was alone, he was not even angry. No one else could possibly understand!




  Before long he was once more upon his feet, starting out upon his quest with renewed energy. He had scarcely taken a dozen steps, however, when he came face to face with Lady Hunterleys and Mr. Draconmeyer. Quite oblivious of the fact that they seemed inclined to avoid him, he greeted them both with unusual warmth.




  “Saw your husband just now, Lady Hunterleys,” he remarked, a little puzzled. “I fancied he said he was alone here.”




  She smiled.




  “We did not come together,” she explained; “in fact, our meeting was almost accidental. Henry had been at Bordighera and San Remo and I came out with Mr. and Mrs. Draconmeyer.”




  The young man nodded and turned towards Draconmeyer, who was standing a little on one side as though anxious to proceed.




  “Mr. Draconmeyer doesn’t remember me, perhaps. I met him at my sister’s, Lady Weybourne’s, just before Christmas.”




  “I remember you perfectly,” Mr. Draconmeyer assured him courteously. “We have all been admiring your beautiful yacht in the harbour there.”




  “I was thinking of getting up a little cruise before long,” Richard continued. “If so, I hope you’ll all join us. Flossie is going to be hostess, and the Montressors are passengers already.”




  They murmured something non-committal. Lady Hunterleys seemed as though about to pass on but Lane blocked the way.




  “I only arrived the other day from Algiers,” he went on, making frantic efforts to continue the conversation. “I brought Freddy Montressor and his sister, and Fothergill.”




  “Mr. Montressor has come to the Hotel de Paris,” Lady Hunterleys remarked. “What sort of weather did you have in Algiers?”




  “Ripping!” the young man replied absently, entirely oblivious of the fact that they had been driven away by incessant rain. “This place is much more fun, though,” he added, with sudden inspiration. “Crowds of interesting people. I suppose you know every one?”




  Lady Hunterleys shook her head.




  “Indeed I do not. Mr. Draconmeyer here is my guide. He is as good as a walking directory.”




  “I wonder if either of you know some people named Grex?” Richard asked, with studious indifference.




  Mr. Draconmeyer for the first time showed some signs of interest. He looked at their questioner steadfastly.




  “Grex,” he repeated. “A very uncommon name.”




  “Very uncommon-looking people,” Richard declared. “The man is elderly, and looks as though he took great care of himself—awfully well turned out and all that. The daughter is—good-looking.”




  Mr. Draconmeyer took off his gold-rimmed spectacles and rubbed them with his handkerchief.




  “Why do you ask?” he enquired. “Is this just curiosity?”




  “Rather more than that,” Richard said boldly. “It’s interest.”




  Mr. Draconmeyer readjusted his spectacles.




  “Mr. Grex,” he announced, “is a gentleman of great wealth and illustrious birth, who has taken a very magnificent villa and desires for a time to lead a life of seclusion. That is as much as I or any one else knows.”




  “What about the young lady?” Richard persisted.




  “The young lady,” Mr. Draconmeyer answered, “is, as you surmised, his daughter…. Shall we finish our promenade, Lady Hunterleys?”




  Richard stood grudgingly a little on one side.




  “Mr. Draconmeyer,” he said desperately, “do you think there’d be any chance of my getting an introduction to the young lady?”




  Mr. Draconmeyer at first smiled and then began to laugh, as though something in the idea tickled him. He looked at the young man and Richard hated him.




  “Not the slightest in the world, I should think,” he declared. “Good afternoon!”




  Lady Hunterleys joined in her companion’s amusement as they continued their promenade.




  “Is the young man in love, do you suppose?” she enquired lightly.




  “If so,” her companion replied, “he has made a somewhat unfortunate choice. However, it really doesn’t matter. Love at his age is nothing more than a mood. It will pass as all moods pass.”




  She turned and looked at him.




  “Do you mean,” she asked incredulously, “that youth is incapable of love?”




  They had paused for a moment, looking out across the bay towards the glittering white front of Bordighera. Mr. Draconmeyer took off his hat. Somehow, without it, in that clear light, one realised, notwithstanding his spectacles, his grizzled black beard of unfashionable shape, his over-massive forehead and shaggy eyebrows, that his, too, was the face of one whose feet were not always upon the earth.




  “Perhaps,” he answered, “it is a matter of degree, yet I am almost tempted to answer your question absolutely. I do not believe that youth can love, because from the first it misapprehends the meaning of the term. I believe that the gift of loving comes only to those who have reached the hills.”




  She looked at him, a little surprised. Always thoughtful, always sympathetic, generally stimulating, it was very seldom that she had heard him speak with so much real feeling. Suddenly he turned his head from the sea. His eyes seemed to challenge hers.




  “Your question,” he continued, “touches upon one of the great tragedies of life. Upon those who are free from their youth there is a great tax levied. Nature has decreed that they should feel something which they call love. They marry, and in this small world of ours they give a hostage as heavy as a millstone of their chances of happiness. For it is only in later life, when a man has knowledge as well as passion, when unless he is fortunate it is too late, that he can know what love is.”




  She moved a little uneasily. She felt that something was coming which she desired to avoid, some confidence, something from which she must escape. The memory of her husband’s warning was vividly present with her. She felt the magnetism of her companion’s words, his compelling gaze.




  “It is so with me,” he went on, leaning a little towards her, “only in my case—”




  Providence was intervening. Never had the swish of a woman’s skirt sounded so sweet to her before.




  “Here’s Dolly Montressor,” she interrupted, “coming up to speak to us.”
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  The Sporting Club seemed to fill up that afternoon almost as soon as the doors were opened. At half-past four, people were standing two or three deep around the roulette tables. Selingman, very warm, and looking somewhat annoyed, withdrew himself from the front row of the lower table, and taking Mr. Grex and Draconmeyer by the arm, led them towards the tea-room.




  “I have lost six louis!” he exclaimed, fretfully. “I have had the devil’s own luck. I shall play no more for the present. We will have tea together.”




  They appropriated a round table in a distant corner of the restaurant.




  “History,” Selingman continued, heaping his plate with rich cakes, “has been made before now in strange places. Why not here? We sit here in close touch with one of the most interesting phases of modern life. We can even hear the voice of fate, the click of the little ball as it finishes its momentous journey and sinks to rest. Why should we, too, not speak of fateful things?”




  Mr. Draconmeyer glanced around.




  “For myself,” he muttered, “I must say that I prefer a smaller room and a locked door.”




  Selingman demolished a chocolate éclair and shook his head vigorously.




  “The public places for me,” he declared. “Now look around. There is no one, as you will admit, within ear-shot. Very well. What will they say, those who suspect us, if they see us drinking tea and eating many cakes together? Certainly not that we conspire, that we make mischief here. On the other hand, they will say ‘There are three great men at play, come to Monte Carlo to rest from their labours, to throw aside for a time the burden from their shoulders; to flirt, to play, to eat cakes.’ It is a good place to talk, this, and I have something in my mind which must be said.”




  Mr. Grex sipped his pale, lemon-flavoured tea and toyed with his cigarette-case. He was eating nothing.




  “Assuming you to be a man of sense, my dear Selingman,” he remarked, “I think that what you have to say is easily surmised. The Englishman!”




  Selingman agreed with ponderous emphasis.




  “We have before us,” he declared, “a task of unusual delicacy. Our friend from Paris may be here at any moment. How we shall fare with him, heaven only knows! But there is one thing very certain. At the sight of Hunterleys he will take alarm. He will be like a frightened bird, all ruffled feathers. He will never settle down to a serious discussion. Hunterleys knows this. That is why he presents himself without reserve in public, why he is surrounded with Secret Service men of his own country, all on the qui vive for the coming of Douaille.”




  “It appears tolerably certain,” Mr. Draconmeyer said calmly, “that we must get rid of Hunterleys.”




  Mr. Grex looked out of the window for a moment.




  “To some extent,” he observed, “I am a stranger here. I come as a guest to this conference, as our other friend from Paris comes, too. Any small task which may arise from the necessities of the situation, devolves, I think I may say without unfairness, upon you, my friend.”




  Selingman assented gloomily.




  “That is true,” he admitted, “but in Hunterleys we have to do with no ordinary man. He does not gamble. To the ordinary attractions of Monte Carlo he is indifferent. He is one of these thin-blooded men with principles. Cromwell would have made a lay preacher of him.”




  “You find difficulties?” Mr. Grex queried, with slightly uplifted eyebrows.




  “Not difficulties,” Selingman continued quickly. “Or if indeed we do call them difficulties, let us say at once that they are very minor ones. Only the thing must be done neatly and without ostentation, for the sake of our friend who comes.”




  “My own position,” Mr. Draconmeyer intervened, “is, in a way, delicate. The unexplained disappearance of Sir Henry Hunterleys might, by some people, be connected with the great friendship which exists between my wife and his.”




  Mr. Grex polished his horn-rimmed eyeglass. Selingman nodded sympathetically. Neither of them looked at Draconmeyer. Finally Selingman heaved a sigh and brushed the crumbs from his waistcoat.




  “If one were assured,” he murmured thoughtfully, “that Hunterleys’ presence here had a real significance—”




  Draconmeyer pushed his chair forward and leaned across the table. The heads of the three men were close together. His tone was stealthily lowered.




  “Let me tell you something, my friend Selingman, which I think should strengthen any half-formed intention you may have in your brain. Hunterleys is no ordinary sojourner here. You were quite right when you told me that his stay at Bordighera and San Remo was a matter of days only. Now I will tell you something. Three weeks ago he was at Bukharest. He spent two days with Novisko. From there he went to Sofia. He was heard of in Athens and Constantinople. My own agent wrote me that he was in Belgrade. Hunterleys is the bosom friend of the English Foreign Secretary. That I know for myself. You have your reports. You can read between the lines. I tell you that Hunterleys is the man who has paralysed our action amongst the Balkan States. He has played a neat little game out there. It is he who was the inspiration of Roumania. It is he who drafted the secret understanding with Turkey. The war which we hoped for will not take place. From there Hunterleys came in a gunboat and landed on the Italian coast. He lingered at Bordighera for appearances only. He is here, if he can, to break up our conference. I tell you that you none of you appreciate this man. Hunterleys is the most dangerous Englishman living—”




  “One moment,” Selingman interrupted. “To some extent I follow you, but when you speak of Hunterleys as a power in the present tense, doesn’t it occur to you that his Party is not in office? He is simply a member of the Opposition. If his Party get in again at the next election, I grant you that he will be Foreign Minister and a dangerous one, but to-day he is simply a private person.”




  “It is not every one,” Mr. Draconmeyer said slowly, “who bows his knee to the shibboleth of party politics. Remember that I come to you from London and I have information of which few others are possessed. Hunterleys is of the stuff of which patriots are made. Party is no concern of his. He and the present Foreign Secretary are the greatest of personal friends. I know for a fact that Hunterleys has actually been consulted and has helped in one or two recent crises. The very circumstance that he is not of the ruling Party makes a free lance of him. When his people are in power, he will have to take office and wear the shackles. To-day, with every quality which would make him the greatest Foreign Minister England has ever had since Disraeli, he is nothing more nor less than a roving diplomatist, Emperor of his country’s Secret Service, if you like to put it so. Furthermore, look a little into that future of which I have spoken. The present English Government will last, at the most, another two years. I tell you that when they go out of power, whoever comes in, Hunterleys will go to the Foreign Office. We shall have to deal with a man who knows, a man—”




  “I am not wholly satisfied with these éclairs,” Selingman interrupted, gazing into the dish. “Maître d’hôtel, come and listen to an awful complaint,” he went on, and, addressing one of the head-waiters. “Your éclairs are too small, your cream-cakes too irresistible. I eat too much here. How, I ask you in the name of common sense, can a man dine who takes tea here! Bring the bill.”




  The man, smiling, hastened away. Not a word had passed between the three, yet the other two understood the situation perfectly. Hunterleys and Richard Lane had entered the room together and were seated at an adjoining table. Selingman plunged into a fresh tirade, pointing to the half-demolished plateful of cakes.




  “I will eat one more,” he declared. “We will bilk the management. The bill is made out. I shall not be observed. Our friend,” he continued, under his breath, “has secured a valuable bodyguard, something very large and exceedingly powerful.”




  Draconmeyer hesitated for a moment. Then he turned to Mr. Grex.




  “You have perhaps observed,” he said, “the young man who is seated at the next table. It may amuse you to hear of a very extraordinary piece of impertinence of which, only this afternoon, he was guilty. He accosted me upon the Terrace—he is a young American whom I have met in London—and asked me for information respecting a Mr. and Miss Grex.”




  Mr. Grex looked slowly towards the speaker. There was very little change in his face, yet Draconmeyer seemed in some way confused.




  “You will understand, I am sure, sir,” he continued, a little hastily, “that I was in no way to blame for the question which the young man addressed to me. He had the presumption to enquire whether I could procure for him an introduction to the young lady whom he knew as Miss Grex. Even at this moment,” Draconmeyer went on, lowering his voice, “he is trying to persuade Hunterleys to let him come over to us.”




  “The young man,” Mr. Grex said deliberately, “is ignorant. If necessary, he must be taught his lesson.”




  Selingman intervened. He breathed a heavy sigh.




  “Well,” he observed, “I perceive that the task at which we have hinted is to fall upon my shoulders. We must do what we can. I am a tender-hearted man, and if extremes can be avoided, I shall like my task better…. And now I have changed my mind. The loss of that six louis weighs upon me. I shall endeavour to regain it. Let us go.”




  They rose and passed out into the roulette rooms. Richard Lane, who remained in his seat with an effort, watched them pass with a frown upon his face.




  “Say, Sir Henry,” he complained, “I don’t quite understand this. Why, I’d only got to go over to Draconmeyer there and stand and talk for a moment, and he must have introduced me.”




  Hunterleys shook his head.




  “Let me assure you,” he said, “that Draconmeyer would have done nothing of the sort. For one thing, we don’t introduce over here as a matter of course, as you do in America. And for another—well, I won’t trouble you with the other reason…. Look here, Lane, take my advice, there’s a sensible fellow. I am a man of the world, you know, and there are certain situations in which one can make no mistake. If you are as hard hit as you say you are, go for a cruise and get over it. Don’t hang around here. No good will come of it.”




  The young man set his teeth. He was looking very determined indeed.




  “There isn’t anything in this world, short of a bomb,” he declared, “which is going to blow me out of Monte Carlo before I have made the acquaintance of Miss Grex!”
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  Hunterleys took leave of his companion as soon as they arrived at the roulette rooms.




  “Take my advice, Lane,” he said seriously. “Find something to occupy your thoughts. Throw a few hundred thousand of your dollars away at the tables, if you must do something foolish. You’ll get into far less trouble.”




  Richard made no direct reply. He watched Hunterleys depart and took up his place opposite the door to await his sister’s arrival. It was a quarter to five before she appeared and found him waiting for her in the doorway.




  “Say, you’re late, Flossie!” he grumbled. “I thought you were going to be here soon after four.”




  She glanced at the little watch upon her wrist.




  “How the time does slip away!” she sighed. “But really, Dicky, I am late in your interests as much as anything. I have been paying a few calls. I went out to the Villa Rosa to see some people who almost live here, and then I met Lady Crawley and she made me go in and have some tea.”




  “Well?” he asked impatiently. “Well?”




  She laid her fingers upon his arm and drew him into a less crowded part of the room.




  “Dicky,” she confessed, “I don’t seem to have had a bit of luck. The Comtesse d’Hausson, who lives at the Villa Rosa, knows them and showed me from the window the Villa Mimosa, where they live, but she would tell me absolutely nothing about them. The villa is the finest in Monte Carlo, and has always been taken before by some one of note. She declares that they do not mix in the society of the place, but she admits that she has heard a rumour that Grex is only an assumed name.”




  “I begin to believe that myself,” he said doggedly. “Hunterleys knows who they are and won’t tell me. So does that fellow Draconmeyer.”




  “Sir Henry and Mr. Draconmeyer!” she repeated, raising her eyes. “My dear Dick, that doesn’t sound very reasonable, does it?”




  “I tell you that they do,” he persisted. “They as good as told me so. Hunterleys, especially, left me here only half-an-hour ago, and his last words were advising me to chuck it. He’s a sensible chap enough but he won’t even tell me why. I’ve had enough of it. I’ve a good mind to take the bull by the horns myself. Mr. Grex is here now, somewhere about. He was sitting with Mr. Draconmeyer and a fat old German a few minutes ago, at the next table to ours. If I had been alone I should have gone up and chanced being introduced, but Hunterleys wouldn’t let me.”




  “Well, so far,” Lady Weybourne admitted, “I fear that I haven’t done much towards that electric coupé; but,” she added, in a changed tone, looking across the tables, “there is just one thing, Dicky. Fate sometimes has a great deal to do with these little affairs. Look over there.”




  Richard left his sister precipitately, without even a word of farewell. She watched him cross the room, and smiled at the fury of a little Frenchman whom he nearly knocked over in his hurry to get round to the other side of the table. A moment later he was standing a few feet away from the girl who had taken so strange a hold upon his affections. He himself was conscious of a curious and unfamiliar nervousness. Physically he felt as though he had been running hard. He set his teeth and tried to keep cool. He found some plaques in his pocket and began to stake. Then he became aware that the girl was holding in her hand a note and endeavouring to attract the attention of the man who was giving change.




  “Petite monnaie, s’il vous plaît,” he heard her say, stretching out the note.




  The man took no notice. Richard held out his hand.




  “Will you allow me to get it changed for you?” he asked.




  Her first impulse at the sound of his voice was evidently one of resentment. She seemed, indeed, in the act of returning some chilling reply. Then she glanced half carelessly towards him and her eyes rested upon his face. Richard was good-looking enough, but the chief characteristic of his face was a certain honesty, which seemed accentuated at that moment by his undoubted earnestness. The type was perhaps strange to her. She was almost startled by what she saw. Scarcely knowing what she did, she allowed him to take the note from her fingers.




  “Thank you very much,” she murmured.




  Richard procured the change. He would have lifted every one out of the way if she had been in a hurry. Then he turned round and counted it very slowly into her hands. From the left one she had removed the glove and he saw, to his relief, that there was no engagement ring there. He counted so slowly that towards the end she seemed to become a little impatient.




  “That is quite all right,” she said. “It was very kind of you to trouble.”




  She spoke very correct English with the slightest of foreign accents. He looked once more into her eyes.




  “It was a pleasure,” he declared.




  She smiled faintly, an act of graciousness which absolutely turned his head. With her hand full of plaques, she moved away and found a place a little lower down the table. Richard fought with his first instinct and conquered it. He remained where he was, and when he moved it was in another direction. He went into the bar and ordered a whisky and soda. He was as excited as he had been in the old days when he had rowed stroke in a winning race for his college boat. He felt, somehow or other, that the first step had been a success. She had been inclined at first to resent his offer. She had looked at him and changed her mind. Even when she had turned away, she had smiled. It was ridiculous, but he felt as though he had taken a great step. Presently Lady Weybourne, on her way to the baccarat rooms, saw him sitting there and looked in.




  “Well, Dicky,” she exclaimed, “what luck?”




  “Sit down, Flossie,” he begged. “I’ve spoken to her.”




  “You don’t mean,—” she began, horrified.




  “Oh, no, no! Nothing of that sort!” he interrupted. “Don’t think I’m such a blundering ass. She was trying to get change and couldn’t reach. I took the note from her, got the change and gave it to her. She said, ‘Thank you.’ When she went away, she smiled.”




  Lady Weybourne flopped down upon the divan and screamed with laughter.




  “Dicky,” she murmured, wiping her eyes, “tell me, is that why you are sitting there, looking as though you could see right into Heaven? Do you know that your face was one great beam when I came in?”




  “Can’t help it,” he answered contentedly. “I’ve spoken to her and she smiled.”




  Lady Weybourne opened her gold bag and produced a card.




  “Well,” she said, “here is another chance for you. Of course, I don’t know that it will come to anything, but you may as well try your luck.”




  “What is it?” he asked.




  She thrust a square of gilt-edged cardboard into his hand.




  “It’s an invitation,” she told him, “from the directors, to attend a dinner at La Turbie Golf Club-house, up in the mountains, to-night. It isn’t entirely a joke, I can tell you. It takes at least an hour to get there, climbing all the way, and the place is as likely as not to be wrapped in clouds, but a great many of the important people are going, and as I happened to see Mr. Grex’s name amongst the list of members, the other night, there is always a chance that they may be there. If not, you see, you can soon come back.”




  “I’m on,” Richard decided. “Give me the ticket. I am awfully obliged to you, Flossie.”




  “If she is there,” Lady Weybourne declared, rising, “I shall consider that it is equivalent to one wheel of the coupé.”




  “Have a cocktail instead,” he suggested.




  She shook her head.




  “Too early. If we meet later on, I’ll have one. What are you going to do?”




  “Same as I’ve been doing ever since lunch,” he answered,—“hang around and see if I can meet any one who knows them.”




  She laughed and hurried off into the baccarat room, and Richard presently returned to the table at which the girl was still playing. He took particular care not to approach her, but he found a place on the opposite side of the room, from which he could watch her unobserved. She was still standing and apparently she was losing her money. Once, with a little petulant frown, she turned away and moved a few yards lower down the room. The first time she staked in her new position, she won, and a smile which it seemed to him was the most brilliant he had ever seen, parted her lips. He stood there looking at her, and in the midst of a scene where money seemed god of all things, he realised all manner of strange and pleasant sensations. The fact that he had twenty thousand francs in his pocket to play with, scarcely occurred to him. He was watching a little wisp of golden hair by her ear, watching her slightly wrinkled forehead as she leaned over the table, her little grimace as she lost and her stake was swept away. She seemed indifferent to all bystanders. It was obvious that she had very few acquaintances. Where he stood it was not likely that she would notice him, and he abandoned himself wholly to the luxury of gazing at her. Then some instinct caused him to turn his head. He felt that he in his turn was being watched. He glanced towards the divan set against the wall, by the side of which he was standing. Mr. Grex was seated there, only a few feet away, smoking a cigarette. Their eyes met and Richard was conscious of a sudden embarrassment. He felt like a detected thief, and he acted at that moment as he often did—entirely on impulse. He leaned down and resolutely addressed Mr. Grex.




  “I should be glad, sir, if you would allow me to speak to you for a moment.”




  Mr. Grex’s expression was one of cold surprise, unmixed with any curiosity.




  “Do you address me?” he asked.




  His tone was vastly discouraging but it was too late to draw back.




  “I should like to speak to you, if I may,” Richard continued.




  “I am not aware,” Mr. Grex said, “that I have the privilege of your acquaintance.”




  “You haven’t,” Richard admitted, “but all the same I want to speak to you, if I may.”




  “Since you have gone so far,” Mr. Grex conceded, “you had better finish, but you must allow me to tell you in advance that I look upon any address from a perfect stranger as an impertinence.”




  “You’ll think worse of me before I’ve finished, then,” Richard declared desperately. “You don’t mind if I sit down?”




  “These seats,” Mr. Grex replied coldly, “are free to all.”




  The young man took his place upon the divan with a sinking heart. There was something in Mr. Grex’s tone which seemed to destroy all his confidence, a note of something almost alien in the measured contempt of his speech.




  “I am sorry to give you any offence,” Richard began. “I happened to notice that you were watching me. I was looking at your daughter—staring at her. I am afraid you thought me impertinent.”




  “Your perspicuity,” Mr. Grex observed, “seems to be of a higher order than your manners. You are, perhaps, a stranger to civilised society?”




  “I don’t know about that,” Richard went on doggedly. “I have been to college and mixed with the usual sort of people. My birth isn’t much to speak of, perhaps, if you count that for anything.”




  Something which was almost like the ghost of a smile, devoid of any trace of humour, parted Mr. Grex’s lips.




  “If I count that for anything!” he repeated, half closing his eyes for a moment. “Pray proceed, young man.”




  “I am an American,” Richard continued. “My name is Richard Lane. My father was very wealthy and I am his heir. My sister is Lady Weybourne. I was lunching with her at Ciro’s to-day when I saw you and your daughter. I think I can say that I am a respectable person. I have a great many friends to whom I can refer you.”




  “I am not thinking of engaging anybody, that I know of,” Mr. Grex murmured.




  “I want to marry your daughter,” Richard declared desperately, feeling that any further form of explanation would only lead him into greater trouble.




  Mr. Grex knocked the ash from his cigarette.




  “Is your keeper anywhere in the vicinity?” he asked.




  “I am perfectly sane,” Richard assured him. “I know that it sounds foolish but it isn’t really. I am twenty-seven years old and I have never asked a girl to marry me yet. I have been waiting until—”




  The words died away upon his lips. It was impossible for him to continue, the cold enmity of this man was too chilling.




  “I am absolutely in earnest,” he insisted. “I have been endeavouring all day to find some mutual friend to introduce me to your daughter. Will you do so? Will you give me a chance?”




  “I will not,” Mr. Grex replied firmly.




  “Why not? Please tell me why not?” Richard begged. “I am not asking for anything more now than just an opportunity to talk with her.”




  “It is not a matter which admits of discussion,” Mr. Grex pronounced. “I have permitted you to say what you wished, notwithstanding the colossal, the unimaginable impertinence of your suggestion. I request you to leave me now and I advise you most heartily to indulge no more in the most preposterous and idiotic idea which ever entered into the head of an apparently sane young man.”




  Richard rose slowly to his feet.




  “Very well, sir,” he replied, “I’ll go. All the same, what you have said doesn’t make any difference.”




  “Does not make any difference?” Mr. Grex repeated, with arched eyebrows.




  “None at all,” Richard declared. “I don’t know what your objection to me is, but I hope you’ll get over it some day. I’d like to make friends with you. Perhaps, later on, you may look at the matter differently.”




  “Later on?” Mr. Grex murmured.




  “When I have married your daughter,” Richard concluded, marching defiantly away.




  Mr. Grex watched the young man until he had disappeared in the crowd. Then he leaned hack amongst the cushions of the divan with folded arms. Little lines had become visible around his eyes, there was a slight twitching at the corners of his lips. He looked like a man who was inwardly enjoying some huge joke.




  VIII. UP THE MOUNTAIN
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  Richard, passing the Hotel de Paris that evening in his wicked-looking grey racing car, saw Hunterleys standing on the steps and pulled up.




  “Not going up to La Turbie, by any chance?” he enquired.




  Hunterleys nodded.




  “I’m going up to the dinner,” he replied. “The hotel motor is starting from here in a few minutes.”




  “Come with me,” Richard invited.




  Hunterleys looked a little doubtfully at the long, low machine.




  “Are you going to shoot up?” he asked. “It’s rather a dangerous road.”




  “I’ll take care of you,” the young man promised. “That hotel ‘bus will be crammed.”




  They glided through the streets on to the broad, hard road, and crept upwards with scarcely a sound, through the blue-black twilight. Around and in front of them little lights shone out from the villas and small houses dotted away in the mountains. Almost imperceptibly they passed into a different atmosphere. The air became cold and exhilarating. The flavour of the mountain snows gave life to the breeze. Hunterleys buttoned up his coat but bared his head.




  “My young friend,” he said, “this is wonderful.”




  “It’s a great climb,” Richard assented, “and doesn’t she just eat it up!”




  They paused for a moment at La Turbie. Below them was a chain of glittering lights fringing the Bay of Mentone, and at their feet the lights of the Casino and Monte Carlo flared up through the scented darkness. Once more they swung upwards. The road now had become narrower and the turnings more frequent. They were up above the region of villas and farmhouses, in a country which seemed to consist only of bleak hill-side, open to the winds, wrapped in shadows. Now and then they heard the tinkling of a goat bell; far below they saw the twin lights of other ascending cars. They reached the plateau at last and drew up before the club-house, ablaze with cheerful lights.




  “I’ll just leave the car under the trees,” Richard declared. “No one will be staying late.”




  Hunterleys unwound his scarf and handed his coat and hat to a page-boy. Then he stood suddenly rigid. He bit his lip. His wife had just issued from the cloak-room and was drawing on her gloves. She saw him and hesitated. She, too, turned a little paler. Slowly Hunterleys approached her.




  “An unexpected pleasure,” he murmured.




  “I am here with Mr. Draconmeyer,” she told him, almost bluntly.




  Hunterleys bowed.




  “And a party?” he enquired.




  “No,” she replied. “I really did not want to come. Mr. Draconmeyer had promised Monsieur Pericot, the director here, to come and bring Mrs. Draconmeyer. At the last moment, however, she was not well enough, and he almost insisted upon my taking her place.”




  “Is it necessary to explain?” Hunterleys asked quietly. “You know very well how I regard this friendship of yours.”




  “I am sorry,” she said. “If I had known that we were likely to meet—well, I would not have come here to-night.”




  “You were at least considerate,” he remarked bitterly. “May I be permitted to compliment you upon your toilette?”




  “As you pay for my frocks,” she answered, “there is certainly no reason why you shouldn’t admire them.”




  He bit his lip. There was a certain challenge in her expression which made him, for a moment, feel weak. She was a very beautiful woman and she was looking her best. He spoke quickly on another subject.




  “Are you still,” he asked, “troubled by the attentions of the person you spoke to me about?”




  “I am still watched,” she replied drily.




  “I have made some enquiries,” Hunterleys continued, “and I have come to the conclusion that you are right.”




  “And you still tell me that you have nothing to do with it?”




  “I assure you, upon my honour, that I have nothing whatever to do with it.”




  It was obvious that she was puzzled, but at that moment Mr. Draconmeyer presented himself. The newcomer simply bowed to Hunterleys and addressed some remark about the room to Violet. Then Richard came up and they all passed on into the reception room, where two or three very fussy but very suave and charming Frenchmen were receiving the guests. A few minutes afterwards dinner was announced. A black frown was upon Richard’s forehead.




  “She isn’t coming!” he muttered. “I say, Sir Henry, you won’t mind if we leave early?”




  “I shall be jolly glad to get away,” Hunterleys assented heartily.




  Then he suddenly felt a grip of iron upon his arm.




  “She’s come!” Richard murmured ecstatically. “Look at her, all in white! Just look at the colour of her hair! There she is, going into the reception room. Jove! I’m glad we are here, after all!”




  Hunterleys smiled a little wearily. They passed on into the salle à manger. The seats at the long dining-tables were not reserved, and they found a little table for two in a corner, which they annexed. Hunterleys was in a grim humour, but his companion was in the wildest spirits. Considering that he was placed where he could see Mr. Grex and his daughter nearly the whole of the time, he really did contrive to keep his eyes away from them to a wonderful extent, but he talked of her unceasingly.




  “Say, I’m sorry for you, Sir Henry!” he declared. “It’s just your bad luck, being here with me while I’ve got this fit on, but I’ve got to talk to some one, so you may as well make up your mind to it. There never was anything like that girl upon the earth. There never was anything like the feeling you get,” he went on, “when you’re absolutely and entirely convinced, when you know—that there’s just one girl who counts for you in the whole universe. Gee whiz! It does get hold of you! I suppose you’ve been through it all, though.”




  “Yes, I’ve been through it!” Hunterleys admitted, with a sigh.




  The young man bit his lip. The story of Hunterleys’ matrimonial differences was already being whispered about. Richard talked polo vigorously for the next quarter of an hour. It was not until the coffee and liqueurs arrived that they returned to the subject of Miss Grex. Then it was Hunterleys himself who introduced it. He was beginning to rather like this big, self-confident young man, so full of his simple love affair, so absolutely honest in his purpose, in his outlook upon life.




  “Lane,” he said, “I have given you several hints during the day, haven’t I?”




  “That’s so,” Richard agreed. “You’ve done your best to head me off. So did my future father-in-law. Sort of hopeless task, I can assure you.”




  Hunterleys shook his head.




  “Honestly,” he continued, “I wouldn’t let myself think too much about her, Lane. I don’t want to explain exactly what I mean. There’s no real reason why I shouldn’t tell you what I know about Mr. Grex, but for a good many people’s sakes, it’s just as well that those few of us who know keep quiet. I am sure you trust me, and it’s just the same, therefore, if I tell you straight, as man to man, that you’re only laying up for yourself a store of unhappiness by fixing your thoughts so entirely upon that young woman.”




  Richard, for all his sublime confidence, was a little staggered by the other’s earnestness.




  “Look here,” he said, “the girl isn’t married, to start with?”




  “Not that I know of,” Hunterleys confessed.




  “And she’s not engaged because I’ve seen her left hand,” Richard proceeded. “I’m not one of those Americans who go shouting all over the world that because I’ve got a few million dollars I am the equal of anybody, but honestly, Sir Henry, there are a good many prejudices over this side that you fellows lay too much store by. Grex may be a nobleman in disguise. I don’t care. I am a man. I can give her everything she needs in life and I am not going to admit, even if she is an aristocrat, that you croakers are right when you shake your heads and advise me to give her up. I don’t care who she is, Hunterleys. I am going to marry her.”




  Hunterleys helped himself to a liqueur.




  “Young man,” he said, “in a sense I admire your independence. In another, I think you’ve got all the conceit a man needs for this world. Let us presume, for a moment, that she is, as you surmise, the daughter of a nobleman. When it suits her father to throw off his incognito, she is probably in touch with young men in the highest circles of many countries. Why should you suppose that you can come along and cut them all out?”




  “Because I love her,” the young man answered simply. “They don’t.”




  “You must remember,” Hunterleys resumed, “that all foreign noblemen are not what they are represented to be in your comic papers. Austrian and Russian men of high rank are most of them very highly cultivated, very accomplished, and very good-looking. You don’t know much of the world, do you? It’s a pretty formidable enterprise to come from a New York office, with only Harvard behind you, and a year or so’s travel as a tourist, and enter the list against men who have had twice your opportunities. I am talking to you like this, young fellow, for your good. I hope you realise that. You’re used to getting what you want. That’s because you’ve been brought up in a country where money can do almost anything. I am behind the scenes here and I can assure you that your money won’t count for much with Mr. Grex.”




  “I never thought it would,” Richard admitted. “I think when I talk to her she’ll understand that I care more than any of the others. If you want to know the reason, that’s why I’m so hopeful.”




  Monsieur le Directeur had risen to his feet. Some one had proposed his health and he made a graceful little speech of acknowledgment. He remained standing for a few minutes after the cheers which had greeted his neat oratorical display had died away. The conclusion of his remarks came as rather a surprise to his guests.




  “I have to ask you, ladies and gentlemen,” he announced, “with many, many regrets, and begging you to forgive my apparent inhospitality, to make your arrangements for leaving us as speedily as may be possible. Our magnificent situation, with which I believe that most of you are familiar, has but one drawback. We are subject to very dense mountain mists, and alas! I have to tell you that one of these has come on most unexpectedly and the descent must be made with the utmost care. Believe me, there is no risk or any danger,” he went on earnestly, “so long as you instruct your chauffeurs to proceed with all possible caution. At the same time, as there is very little chance of the mist becoming absolutely dispelled before daylight, in your own interests I would suggest that a start be made as soon as possible.”




  Every one rose at once, Richard and Hunterleys amongst them.




  “This will test your skill to-night, young man,” Hunterleys remarked. “How’s the nerve, eh?”




  Richard smiled almost beatifically. For once he had allowed his eyes to wander and he was watching the girl with golden hair who was at that moment receiving the respectful homage of the director.




  “Lunatics, and men who are head over heels in love,” he declared, “never come to any harm. You’ll be perfectly safe with me.”




  IX. IN THE MISTS
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  Their first glimpse of the night, as Hunterleys and Lane passed out through the grudgingly opened door, was sufficiently disconcerting. A little murmur of dismay broke from the assembled crowd. Nothing was to be seen but a dense bank of white mist, through which shone the brilliant lights of the automobiles waiting at the door. Monsieur le Directeur hastened about, doing his best to reassure everybody.




  “If I thought it was of the slightest use,” he declared, “I would ask you all to stay, but when the clouds once stoop like this, there is not likely to be any change for twenty-four hours, and we have not, alas! sleeping accommodation. If the cars are slowly driven and kept to the inside, it is only a matter of a mile or two before you will drop below the level of the clouds.”




  Hunterleys and Lane made their way out to the front, and with their coat collars turned up, groped their way to the turf on the other side of the avenue. From where they stood, looking downwards, the whole world seemed wrapped in mysterious and somber silence. There was nothing to be seen but the grey, driving clouds. In less than a minute their hair and eyebrows were dripping. A slight breeze had sprung up, the cold was intense.




  “Cheerful sort of place, this,” Lane remarked gloomily. “Shall we make a start?”




  Hunterleys hesitated.




  “Not just yet. Look!”




  He pointed downwards. For a moment the clouds had parted. Thousands of feet below, like little pinpricks of red fire, they saw the lights of Monte Carlo. Almost as they looked, the clouds closed up again. It was as though they had peered into another world.




  “Jove, that was queer!” Lane muttered. “Look! What’s that?”




  A long ray of sickly yellow light shone for a moment and was then suddenly blotted out by a rolling mass of vapour. The clouds had closed in again once more. The obscurity was denser than ever.




  “The lighthouse,” Hunterleys replied. “Do you think it’s any use waiting?”




  “We’ll go inside and put on our coats,” Lane suggested. “My car is by the side of the avenue there. I covered it over and left it.”




  They found their coats in the hall, wrapped themselves up and lit cigarettes. Already many of the cars had started and vanished cautiously into obscurity. Every now and then one could hear the tooting of their horns from far away below. The chief steward was directing the departures and insisting upon an interval of three minutes between each. The two men stood on one side and watched him. He was holding open the door of a large, exceptionally handsome car. On the other side was a servant in white livery. Lane gripped his companion’s arm.




  “There she goes!” he exclaimed.




  The girl, followed by Mr. Grex, stepped into the landaulette, which was brilliantly illuminated inside with electric light. Almost immediately the car glided noiselessly off. The two men watched it until it disappeared. Then they crossed the road.




  “Now then, Sir Henry,” Richard observed grimly, as he turned the handle of the car and they took their places in the little well-shaped space, “better say your prayers. I’m going to drive slowly enough but it’s an awful job, this, crawling down the side of a mountain in the dark, with nothing between you and eternity but your brakes.”




  They crept off. As far as the first turn the lights from the club-house helped them. Immediately afterwards, however, the obscurity was enveloping. Their faces were wet and shiny with moisture. Even the fingers of Lane’s gloves which gripped the wheel were sodden. He proceeded at a snail’s pace, keeping always on the inside of the road and only a few inches from the wall or bank. Once he lost his way and his front wheel struck a small stump, but they were going too slowly for disaster. Another time he failed to follow the turn of the road and found himself in a rough cart track. They backed with difficulty and got right once more. At the fourth turn they came suddenly upon a huge car which had left the road as they had done and was standing amongst the pine trees, its lights flaring through the mist.




  “Hullo!” Lane called out, coming to a standstill. “You’ve missed the turn.”




  “My master is going to stay here all night,” the chauffeur shouted back.




  A man put his head from the window and began to talk in rapid French.




  “It is inconceivable,” he exclaimed, “that any one should attempt the descent! We have rugs, my wife and I. We stay here till the clouds pass.”




  “Good night, then!” Lane cried cheerfully.




  “Not sure that you’re not wise,” Hunterleys added, with a shiver.




  Twice they stopped while Lane rubbed the moisture from his gloves and lit a fresh cigarette.




  “This is a test for your nerve, young fellow,” Hunterleys remarked. “Are you feeling it?”




  “Not in the least,” Lane replied. “I can’t make out, though, why that steward made us all start at intervals of three minutes. Seems to me we should have been better going together at this pace. Save any one from getting lost, anyhow.”




  They crawled on for another twenty minutes. The routine was always the same—a hundred yards or perhaps two, an abrupt turn and then a similar distance the other way. They had one or two slight misadventures but they made progress. Once, through a rift, they caught a momentary vision of a carpet of lights at a giddy distance below.




  “We’ll make it all right,” Lane declared, crawling around another corner. “Gee! but this is the toughest thing in driving I’ve ever known! I can do ninety with this car easier than I can do this three. Hullo, some one else in trouble!”




  Before them, in the middle of the road, a light was being slowly swung backwards and forwards. Lane brought the car to a standstill. He had scarcely done so when they were conscious of the sound of footsteps all around them. The arms of both men were seized from behind. They were addressed in guttural French.




  “Messieurs will be pleased to descend.”




  “What the—what’s wrong?” Lane demanded.




  “Descend at once,” was the prompt order.




  By the light of the lantern which the speaker was holding, they caught a glimpse of a dozen white faces and the dull gleam of metal from the firearms which his companions were carrying. Hunterleys stepped out. An escort of two men was at once formed on either side of him.




  “Tell us what it’s all about, anyhow?” he asked coolly.




  “Nothing serious,” the same guttural voice answered,—“a little affair which will be settled in a few minutes. As for you, monsieur,” the man continued, turning to Lane, “you will drive your car slowly to the next turn, and leave it there. Afterwards you will return with me.”




  Richard set his teeth and leaned over his wheel. Then it suddenly flashed into his mind that Mr. Grex and his daughter were already amongst the captured. He quickly abandoned his first instinct.




  “With pleasure, monsieur,” he assented. “Tell me when to stop.”




  He drove the car a few yards round the corner, past a line of others. Their lights were all extinguished and the chauffeurs absent.




  “This is a pleasant sort of picnic!” he grumbled, as he brought his car to a standstill. “Now what do I do, monsieur?”




  “You return with me, if you please,” was the reply.




  Richard stood, for a moment, irresolute. The idea of giving in without a struggle was most distasteful to this self-reliant young American. Then he realised that not only was his captor armed but that there were men behind him and one on either side.




  “Lead the way,” he decided tersely.




  They marched him up the hill, a little way across some short turf and round the back of a rock to a long building which he remembered to have noticed on his way up. His guide threw open the door and Richard looked in upon a curious scene. Ranged up against the further wall were about a dozen of the guests who had preceded him in his departure from the Club-house. One man only had his hands tied behind him. The others, apparently, were considered harmless. Mr. Grex was the one man, and there was a little blood dripping from his right hand. The girl stood by his side. She was no paler than usual—she showed, indeed, no signs of terror at all—but her eyes were bright with indignation. One man was busy stripping the jewels from the women and throwing them into a bag. In the far corner the little group of chauffeurs was being watched by two more men, also carrying firearms. Lane looked down the line of faces. Lady Hunterleys was there, and by her side Draconmeyer. Hunterleys was a little apart from the others. Freddy Montressor, who was leaning against the wall, chuckled as Lane came in.




  “So they’ve got you, too, Dicky, have they?” he remarked. “It’s a hold-up—a bully one, too. Makes one feel quite homesick, eh? How much have you got on you?”




  “Precious little, thank heavens!” Richard muttered.




  His eyes were fixed upon the brigand who was collecting the jewels, and who was now approaching Miss Grex. He felt something tingling in his blood. One of the guests began to talk excitedly. The man who was apparently the leader, and who was standing at the door with an electric torch in one hand and a revolver in the other, stepped a little forward.




  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “once more I beg you not to be alarmed. So long as you part with your valuables peaceably, you will be at liberty to depart as soon as every one has been dealt with. If there is no resistance, there will be no trouble. We do not wish to hurt any one.”




  The collector of jewels had arrived in front of the girl. She unfastened her necklace and handed it to him.




  “The little pendant around my neck,” she remarked calmly, “is valueless. I desire to keep it.”




  “Impossible!” the man replied. “Off with it.”




  “But I insist!” she exclaimed. “It is an heirloom.”




  The man laughed brutally. His filthy hand was raised to her neck. Even as he touched her, Lane, with a roar of anger, sent one of his guards flying on to the floor of the barn, and, snatching the gun from his hand, sprang forward.




  “Come on, you fellows!” he shouted, bringing it down suddenly upon the hand of the robber. “These things aren’t loaded. There’s only one of these blackguards with a revolver.”
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    “Come on, you fellows!” he shouted.


  




  “And I’ve got him!” Hunterleys, who had been watching Lane closely, cried, suddenly swinging his arm around the man’s neck and knocking his revolver up.




  There was a yell of pain from the man with the jewels, whose wrist Lane had broken, a howl of dismay from the others—pandemonium.




  “At ‘em, Freddy!” Lane shouted, seizing the nearest of his assailants by the neck and throwing him out into the darkness. “To hell with you!” he added, just escaping a murderous blow and driving his fist into the face of the man who had aimed it. “Good for you, Hunterleys! There isn’t one of those old guns of theirs that’ll go off. They aren’t even loaded.”




  The barn seemed suddenly to become half empty. Into the darkness the little band of brigands crept away like rats. In less than half a minute they had all fled, excepting the one who lay on the ground unconscious from the effects of Richard’s blow, and the leader of the gang, whom Hunterleys still held by the throat. Richard, with a clasp-knife which he had drawn from his pocket, cut the cord which they had tied around Mr. Grex’s wrists. His action, however, was altogether mechanical. He scarcely glanced at what he was doing. Somehow or other, he found the girl’s hands in his.




  “That brute—didn’t touch you, did he?” he asked.




  She looked at him. Whether the clouds were still outside or not, Lane felt that he had passed into Heaven.




  “He did not, thanks to you,” she murmured. “But do you mean really that those guns all the time weren’t loaded?”




  “I don’t believe they were,” Richard declared stoutly. “That chap kept on playing about with the lock of his old musket and I felt sure that it was of no use, loaded or not. Anyway, when I saw that brute try to handle you—well—”




  He stopped, with an awkward little laugh. Mr. Grex tapped a cigarette upon his case and lit it.




  “I am sure, my young friend, we are all very much indebted to you. The methods which sometimes are scarcely politic in the ordinary affairs of life,” he continued drily, “are admirable enough in a case like this. We will just help Hunterleys tie up the leader of the gang. A very plucky stroke, that of his.”




  He crossed the barn. One of the women had fainted, others were busy collecting their jewelry. The chauffeurs had hurried off to relight the lamps of the cars.




  “I must tell you this,” Richard said, drawing a a little nearer to the girl. “Please don’t be angry with me. I went to your father this afternoon. I made an idiot of myself—I couldn’t help it. I was staring at you and he noticed it. I didn’t want him to think that I was such an ill-mannered brute as I seemed. I tried to make him understand but he wouldn’t listen to me. I’d like to tell you now—now that I have the opportunity—that I think you’re just—”




  She smiled very faintly.




  “What is it that you wish to tell me?” she asked patiently.




  “That I love you,” he wound up abruptly.




  There was a moment’s silence, a silence with a background of strange noises. People were talking, almost shouting to one another with excitement. Newcomers were being told the news. The man whom Hunterleys had captured was shrieking and cursing. From beyond came the tooting of motor-horns as the cars returned. Lane heard nothing. He saw nothing but the white face of the girl as she stood in the shadows of the barn, with its walls of roughly threaded pine trunks.




  “But I have scarcely ever spoken to you in my life!” she protested, looking at him in astonishment.




  “It doesn’t make any difference,” he replied. “You know I am speaking the truth. I think, in your heart, that you, too, know that these things don’t matter, now and then. Of course, you don’t—you couldn’t feel anything of what I feel, but with me it’s there now and for always, and I want to have a chance, just a chance to make you understand. I’m not really mad. I’m just—in love with you.”




  She smiled at him, still in a friendly manner, but her face had clouded. There was a look in her eyes almost of trouble, perhaps of regret.




  “I am so sorry,” she murmured. “It is only a sudden feeling on your part, isn’t it? You have been so splendid to-night that I can do no more than thank you very, very much. And as for what you have told me, I think it is an honour, but I wish you to forget it. It is not wise for you to think of me in that way. I fear that I cannot even offer you my friendship.”




  Again there was a brief silence. The clamour of exclamations from the little groups of people still filled the air outside. They could hear cars coming and going. The man whom Hunterleys and Mr. Grex were tying up was still groaning and cursing.




  “Are you married?” Richard asked abruptly.




  She shook her head.




  “Engaged?”




  “No!”




  “Do you care very much for any one else?”




  “No!” she told him softly.




  He drew her away.




  “Come outside for one moment,” he begged. “I hate to see you in the place where that beast tried to lay hands upon you. Here is your necklace.”




  He picked it up from her feet and she followed him obediently outside. People were standing about, shadowy figures in little groups. Some of the cars had already left, others were being prepared for a start. Below, once more the clouds had parted and the lights twinkled like fireflies through the trees. This time they could even see the lights from the village of La Turbie, less brilliant but almost at their feet. Richard glanced upwards. There was a star clearly visible.




  “The clouds are lifting,” he said. “Listen. If there is no one else, tell me, why there shouldn’t be the slightest chance for me? I am not clever, I am nobody of any account, but I care for you so wonderfully. I love you, I always shall love you, more than any one else could. I never understood before, but I understand now. Just this caring means so much.”




  She stood close to his side. Her manner at the same time seemed to depress him and yet to fill him with hope.




  “What is your name?” she enquired.




  “Richard Lane,” he told her. “I am an American.”




  “Then, Mr. Richard Lane,” she continued softly, “I shall always think of you and think of to-night and think of what you have said, and perhaps I shall be a little sorry that what you have asked me cannot be.”




  “Cannot?” he muttered.




  She shook her head almost sadly.




  “Some day,” she went on, “as soon as our stay in Monte Carlo is finished, if you like, I will write and tell you the real reason, in case you do not find it out before.”




  He was silent, looking downwards to where the gathering wind was driving the clouds before it, to where the lights grew clearer and clearer at every moment.




  “Does it matter,” he asked abruptly, “that I am rich—very rich?”




  “It does not matter at all,” she answered.




  “Doesn’t it matter,” he demanded, turning suddenly upon her and speaking with a new passion, almost a passion of resentment, “doesn’t it matter that without you life doesn’t exist for me any longer? Doesn’t it matter that a man has given you his whole heart, however slight a thing it may seem to you? What am I to do if you send me away? There isn’t anything left in life.”




  “There is what you have always found in it,” she reminded him.




  “There isn’t,” he replied fiercely. “That’s just what there isn’t. I should go back to a world that was like a dead city.”




  He suddenly felt her hand upon his.




  “Dear Mr. Lane,” she begged, “wait for a little time before you nurse these sad thoughts, and when you know how impossible what you ask is, it will seem easier. But if you really care to hear something, if it would really please you sometimes to think of it when you are alone and you remember this little foolishness of yours, let me tell you, if I may, that I am sorry—I am very sorry.”




  His hand was suddenly pressed, and then, before he could stop her, she had glided away. He moved a step to follow her and almost at once he was surrounded. Lady Hunterleys patted him on the shoulder.




  “Really,” she exclaimed, “you and Henry were our salvation. I haven’t felt so thrilled for ages. I only wish,” she added, dropping her voice a little, “that it might bring you the luck you deserve.”




  He answered vaguely. She turned back to Hunterleys. She was busy tearing up her handkerchief.




  “I am going to tie up your head,” she said. “Please stoop down.”




  He obeyed at once. The side of his forehead was bleeding where a bullet from the revolver of the man he had captured had grazed his temple.




  “Too bad to trouble you,” he muttered.




  “It’s the least we can do,” she declared, laughing nervously. “Forgive me if my fingers tremble. It is the excitement of the last few minutes.”




  Hunterleys stood quite still. Words seemed difficult to him just then.




  “You were very brave, Henry,” she said quietly. “Whom—whom are you going down with?”




  “I am with Richard Lane,” he answered, “in his two-seated racer.”




  She bit her lip.




  “I did not mean to come alone with Mr. Draconmeyer, really,” she explained. “He thought, up to the last moment, that his wife would be well enough to come.”




  “Did he really believe so, do you think?” Hunterleys asked.




  A voice intervened. Mr. Draconmeyer was standing by their side.




  “Well,” he said, “we might as well resume our journey. We all look and feel, I think, as though we had been taking part in a scene from some opéra bouffe.”




  Lady Hunterleys shivered. She had drawn a little closer to her husband. Her coat was unfastened. Hunterleys leaned towards her and buttoned it with strong fingers up to her throat.




  “Thank you,” she whispered. “You wouldn’t—you couldn’t drive down with us, could you?”




  “Have you plenty of room?” he enquired.




  “Plenty,” she declared eagerly. “Mr. Draconmeyer and I are alone.”




  For a moment Hunterleys hesitated. Then he caught the smile upon the face of the man he detested.




  “Thank you,” he said, “I don’t think I can desert Lane.”




  She stiffened at once. Her good night was almost formal. Hunterleys stepped into the car which Richard had brought up. There was just a slight mist around them, but the whole country below, though chaotic, was visible, and the lights on the hill-side, from La Turbie down to the sea-board, were in plain sight.




  “Our troubles,” Hunterleys remarked, as they glided off, “seem to be over.”




  “Maybe,” Lane replied grimly. “Mine seem to be only just beginning!”
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  At ten o’clock the next morning, Hunterleys crossed the sunlit gardens towards the English bank, to receive what was, perhaps, the greatest shock of his life. A few minutes later he stood before the mahogany counter, his eyes fixed upon the half sheet of notepaper which the manager had laid before him. The words were few enough and simple enough, yet they constituted for him a message written in the very ink of tragedy. The notepaper was the notepaper of the Hotel de Paris, the date the night before, the words few and unmistakable:




  

    To the Manager of the English Bank. Please hand my letters to bearer.




    Henry Hunterleys.


  




  He read it over, letter by letter, word by word. Then at last he looked up. His voice sounded, even to himself, unnatural.




  “You were quite right,” he said. “This order is a forgery.”




  The manager was greatly disturbed. He threw open the door of his private office.




  “Come and sit down for a moment, will you, Sir Henry?” he invited. “This is a very serious matter, and I should like to discuss it with you.”




  They passed behind into the comfortable little sitting-room, smelling of morocco leather and roses, with its single high window, its broad writing-table, its carefully placed easy-chairs. Men had pleaded in here with all the eloquence at their command, men of every rank and walk in life, thieves, nobles, ruined men and pseudo-millionaires, always with the same cry—money; money for the great pleasure-mill which day and night drew in its own. Hunterleys sank heavily into a chair. The manager seated himself in an official attitude before his desk.




  “I am sorry to have distressed you with this letter, Sir Henry,” he said. “However, you must admit that things might have been worse. It is fortunately our invariable custom, when letters are addressed to one of our clients in our care, to deliver them to no one else under any circumstances. If you had been ill, for instance, I should have brought you your correspondence across to the hotel, but I should not have delivered it to your own secretary. That, as I say, is our invariable rule, and we find that it has saved many of our clients from inconvenience. In your case,” the manager concluded impressively, “your communications being, in a sense, official, any such attempt as has been made would not stand the slightest chance of success. We should be even more particular than in any ordinary case to see that by no possible chance could any correspondence addressed to you, fall into other hands.”




  Hunterleys began to recover himself a little. He drew towards himself the heap of letters which the manager had laid by his side.




  “Please make yourself quite comfortable here,” the latter begged. “Read your letters and answer them, if you like, before you go out. I always call this,” he added, with a smile, “the one inviolable sanctuary of Monte Carlo.”




  “You are very kind,” Hunterleys replied. “Are you sure that I am not detaining you?”




  “Not in the least. Personally, I am not at all busy. Three-quarters of our business, you see, is merely a matter of routine. I was just going to shut myself up here and read the Times. Have a cigarette? Here’s an envelope opener and a waste-paper basket. Make yourself comfortable.”




  Hunterleys glanced through his correspondence, rapidly reading and destroying the greater portion of it. He came at last to two parchment envelopes marked “On His Majesty’s Service.” These he opened and read their contents slowly and with great care. When he had finished, he produced a pair of scissors from his waistcoat pocket and cut the letters into minute fragments. He drew a little sigh of relief when at last their final destruction was assured, and rose shortly afterwards to his feet.




  “I shall have to go on to the telegraph office,” he said, “to send these few messages. Thank you very much, Mr. Harrison, for your kindness. If you do not mind, I should like to take this forged order away with me.”




  The manager hesitated.




  “I am not sure that I ought to part with it,” he observed doubtfully.




  “Could you recognise the person who presented it—you or your clerk?”




  The manager shook his head.




  “Not a chance,” he replied. “It was brought in, unfortunately, before I arrived. Young Parsons, who was the only one in the bank, explained that letters were never delivered to an order, and turned away to attend to some one else who was in a hurry. He simply remembers that it was a man, and that is all.”




  “Then the document is useless to you,” Hunterleys pointed out. “You could never do anything in the matter without evidence of identification, and that being so, if you don’t mind I should like to have it.”




  Mr. Harrison yielded it up.




  “As you wish,” he agreed. “It is interesting, if only as a curiosity. The imitation of your signature is almost perfect.”




  Hunterleys took up his hat. Then for a moment, with his hand upon the door, he hesitated.




  “Mr. Harrison,” he said, “I am engaged just now, as you have doubtless surmised, in certain investigations on behalf of the usual third party whom we need not name. Those investigations have reached a pitch which might possibly lead me into a position of some—well, I might almost say danger. You and I both know that there are weapons in this place which can be made use of by persons wholly without scruples, which are scarcely available at home. I want you to keep your eyes open. I have very few friends here whom I can wholly trust. It is my purpose to call in here every morning at ten o’clock for my letters, and if I fail to arrive within half-an-hour of that time without having given you verbal notice, something will have happened to me. You understand what I mean?”




  “You mean that you are threatened with assassination?” the manager asked gravely.




  “Practically it amounts to that,” Hunterleys admitted. “I received a warning letter this morning. There is a very important matter on foot here, Mr. Harrison, a matter so important that to bring it to a successful conclusion I fancy that those who are engaged in it would not hesitate to face any risk. I have wired to England for help. If anything happens that it comes too late, I want you, when you find that I have disappeared, even if my disappearance is only a temporary matter, to let them know in London—you know how—at once.”




  The manager nodded.




  “I will do so,” he promised. “I trust, however,” he went on, “that you are exaggerating the danger. Mr. Billson lived here for many years without any trouble.”




  Hunterleys smiled slightly.




  “I am not a Secret Service man,” he explained. “Billson’s successor lives here now, of course, and is working with me, under the usual guise of newspaper correspondent. I don’t think that he will come to any harm. But I am here in a somewhat different position, and my negotiations in the east, during the last few weeks, have made me exceedingly unpopular with some very powerful people. However, it is only an outside chance, of course, that I wish to guard against. I rely upon you, if I should fail to come to the bank any one morning without giving you notice, to do as I have asked.”




  Hunterleys left the bank and walked out once more into the sunlight. He first of all made his way down to the Post Office, where he rapidly dispatched several cablegrams which he had coded and written out in Mr. Harrison’s private office. Afterwards he went on to the Terrace, and finding a retired seat at the further end, sat down. Then he drew the forged order once more from his pocket. Word by word, line by line, he studied it, and the more he studied it, the more hopeless the whole thing seemed. The handwriting, with the exception of the signature, which was a wonderful imitation of his own, was the handwriting of his wife. She had done this thing at Draconmeyer’s instigation, done this thing against her husband, taken sides absolutely with the man whom he had come to look upon as his enemy! What inference was he to draw? He sat there, looking out over the Mediterranean, soft and blue, glittering with sunlight, breaking upon the yellow stretch of sand in little foam-flecked waves no higher than his hand. He watched the sunlight glitter on the white houses which fringed the bay. He looked idly up at the trim little vineyards on the brown hill-side. It was the beauty spot of the world. There was no object upon which his eyes could rest, which was not beautiful. The whole place was like a feast of colour and form and sunshine. Yet for him the light seemed suddenly to have faded from life. Danger had only stimulated him, had helped him to cope with the dull pain which he had carried about with him during the last few months. He was face to face now with something else. It was worse, this, than anything he had dreamed. Somehow or other, notwithstanding the growing estrangement with his wife which had ended in their virtual separation, he had still believed in her, still had faith in her, still had hope of an ultimate reconciliation. And behind it all, he had loved her. It seemed at that moment that a nightmare was being formed around him. A new horror was creeping into his thoughts. He had felt from the first a bitter dislike of Draconmeyer. Now, however, he realised that this feeling had developed into an actual and harrowing jealousy. He realised that the man was no passive agent. It was Draconmeyer who, with subtle purpose, was drawing his wife away! Hunterleys sprang to his feet and walked angrily backwards and forwards along the few yards of Terrace, which happened at that moment to be almost deserted. Vague plans of instant revenge upon Draconmeyer floated into his mind. It was simple enough to take the law into his own hands, to thrash him publicly, to make Monte Carlo impossible for him. And then, suddenly, he remembered his duty. They were trusting him in Downing Street. Chance had put into his hands so many threads of this diabolical plot. It was for him to checkmate it. He was the only person who could checkmate it. This was no time for him to think of personal revenge, no time for him to brood over his own broken life. There was work still to be done—his country’s work….




  He felt the need of change of scene. The sight of the place with its placid, enervating beauty, its constant appeal to the senses, was beginning to have a curious effect upon his nerves. He turned back upon the Terrace, and by means of the least frequented streets he passed through the town and up towards the hills. He walked steadily, reckless of time or direction. He had lunch at a small inn high above the road from Cannes, and it was past three o’clock when he turned homewards. He had found his way into the main road now and he trudged along heedless of the dust with which the constant procession of automobiles covered him all the while. The exercise had done him good. He was able to keep his thoughts focussed upon his mission. So far, at any rate, he had held his own. His dispatches to London had been clear and vivid. He had told them exactly what he had feared, he had shown them the inside of this scheme as instinct had revealed it to him, and he had begged for aid. One man alone, surrounded by enemies, and in a country where all things were possible, was in a parlous position if once the extent of his knowledge were surmised. So far, the plot had not yet matured. So far, though the clouds had gathered and the thunder was muttering, the storm had not broken. The reason for that he knew—the one person needed, the one person for whose coming all these plans had been made, had not yet arrived. There was no telling, however, how long the respite might last. At any moment might commence this conference, whose avowed purpose was to break at a single blow, a single treacherous but deadly blow, the Empire whose downfall Selingman had once publicly declared was the one great necessity involved by his country’s expansion….




  Hunterleys quenched his thirst at a roadside café, sitting out upon the pavement and drinking coarse red wine and soda-water. Then he bought a packet of black cigarettes and continued his journey. He was within sight of Monte Carlo when for the twentieth time he had to step to the far side of the pathway to avoid being smothered in dust by an advancing automobile. This time, by some chance, he glanced around, attracted by the piercing character of its long-distance whistle. A high-powered grey touring car came by, travelling at a great pace. Hunterleys stood perfectly rigid, one hand grasping the wall by the side of which he stood. Notwithstanding his spectacles and the thick coating of dust upon his clothes, the solitary passenger of the car was familiar enough to him. It was the man for whom this plot had been prepared. It was Paul Douaille, the great Foreign Minister into whose hands even the most cautious of Premiers had declared himself willing to place the destinies of his country!




  Hunterleys pursued the road no longer. He took a ticket at the next station and hurried back to Monte Carlo. He went first to his room, bathed and changed, and, passing along the private passage, made his way into the Sporting Club. The first person whom he saw, seated in her accustomed place at her favourite table, was his wife. She beckoned him to come over to her. There was a vacant chair by her side to which she pointed.




  “Thank you,” he said, “I won’t sit down. I don’t think that I care to play just now. You are fortunate this afternoon, I trust?”




  Something in his face and tone checked that rush of altered feeling of which she had been more than once passionately conscious since the night before.




  “I am hideously out of luck,” she confessed slowly. “I have been losing all day. I think that I shall give it up.”




  She rose wearily to her feet and he felt a sudden compassion for her. She was certainly looking tired. Her eyes were weary, she had the air of an unhappy woman. After all, perhaps she too sometimes knew what loneliness was.




  “I should like some tea so much,” she added, a little piteously.




  He opened his lips to invite her to pass through into the restaurant with him. Then the memory of that forged order still in his pocket, flashed into his mind. He hesitated. A cold, familiar voice at his elbow intervened.




  “Are you quite ready for tea, Lady Hunterleys? I have been in and taken a table near the window.”




  Hunterleys moved at once on one side. Draconmeyer bowed pleasantly.




  “Cheerful time we had last night, hadn’t we?” he remarked. “Glad to see your knock didn’t lay you up.”




  Hunterleys disregarded his wife’s glance. He was suddenly furious.




  “All Monte Carlo seems to be gossiping about that little contretemps,” Draconmeyer continued. “It was a crude sort of hold-up for a neighbourhood of criminals, but it very nearly came off. Will you have some tea with us?”




  “Do, Henry,” his wife begged.




  Once again he hesitated. Somehow or other, he felt that the moment was critical. Then a hand was laid quietly upon his arm, a man’s voice whispered in his ear.




  “Monsieur will be so kind as to step this way for a moment—a little matter of business.”




  “Who are you?” Hunterleys demanded.




  “The Commissioner of Police, at monsieur’s service.”
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  Hunterleys, in accordance with his request, followed the Commissioner downstairs into one of the small private rooms on the ground floor. The latter was very polite but very official.




  “Now what is it that you want?” Hunterleys asked, a little brusquely, as soon as they were alone.




  The representative of the law was distinctly mysterious. He had a brown moustache which he continually twirled, and he was all the time dropping his voice to a whisper.




  “My first introduction to you should explain my mission, Sir Henry,” he said. “I hold a high position in the police here. My business with you, however, is on behalf of a person whom I will not name, but whose identity you will doubtless guess.”




  “Very well,” Hunterleys replied. “Now what is the nature of this mission, please? In plain words, what do you want with me?”




  “I am here with reference to the affair of last night,” the other declared.




  “The affair of last night?” Hunterleys repeated, frowning. “Well, we all have to appear or be represented before the magistrates to-morrow morning. I shall send a lawyer.”




  “Quite so! Quite so! But in the meantime, something has transpired. You and the young American, Mr. Richard Lane, were the only two who offered any resistance. It was owing to you two, in fact, that the plot was frustrated. I am quite sure, Sir Henry, that every one agrees with me in appreciating your courage and presence of mind.”




  “Thank you,” Hunterleys replied. “Is that what you came to say?”




  The other shook his head.




  “Unfortunately, no, monsieur! I am here to bring you certain information. The chief of the gang, Armand Martin, the man whom you attacked, became suddenly worse a few hours ago. The doctors suspect internal injuries, injuries inflicted during his struggle with you.”




  “I am very sorry to hear it,” Hunterleys said coolly. “On the other hand, he asked for anything he got.”




  “Unfortunately,” the Commissioner continued, “the law of the State is curiously framed in such matters. If the man should die, as seems more than likely, your legal position, Sir Henry, would be most uncomfortable. Your arrest would be a necessity, and there is no law granting what I believe you call bail to a person directly or indirectly responsible for the death of another. I am here, therefore, to give you what I may term an official warning. Your absence as a witness to-morrow morning will not be commented upon—events of importance have called you back to England. You will thereby be saved a very large amount of annoyance, and the authorities here will be spared the most regrettable necessity of having to deal with you in a manner unbefitting your rank.”




  Hunterleys became at once thoughtful. The whole matter was becoming clear to him.




  “I see,” he observed. “This is a warning to me to take my departure. Is that so?”




  The Commissioner beamed and nodded many times.




  “You have a quick understanding, Sir Henry,” he declared. “Your departure to-night, or early to-morrow morning, would save a good deal of unpleasantness. I have fulfilled my mission, and I trust that you will reflect seriously upon the matter. It is the wish of the high personage whom I represent, that no inconvenience whatever should befall so distinguished a visitor to the Principality. Good day, monsieur!”




  The official took his leave with a sweep of the hat and many bows. Hunterleys, after a brief hesitation, walked out into the sun-dappled street. It was the most fashionable hour of the afternoon. Up in the square a band was playing. Outside, two or three smart automobiles were discharging their freight of wonderfully-dressed women and debonair men from the villas outside. Suddenly a hand fell upon his arm. It was Richard Lane who greeted him.




  “Say, where are you off to, Sir Henry?” he inquired.




  Hunterleys laughed a little shortly.




  “Really, I scarcely know,” he replied. “Back to London, if I am wise, I suppose.”




  “Come into the Club,” Richard begged.




  “I have just left,” Hunterleys told him. “Besides, I hate the place.”




  “Did you happen to notice whether Mr. Grex was in there?” Richard enquired.




  “I didn’t see him,” Hunterleys answered. “Neither,” he added significantly, “did I see Miss Grex.”




  “Well, I am going in to have a look round, anyway,” Richard decided. “You might come along. There’s nothing else to do in this place until dinner-time.”




  Hunterleys suffered himself to be persuaded and remounted the steps.




  “Tell me, Lane,” he asked curiously, “have you heard anything about any of the victims of our little struggle last night—I mean the two men we tackled?”




  Richard shook his head.




  “I hear that mine has a broken wrist,” he said. “Can’t say I am feeling very badly about that!”




  “I’ve just been told that mine is going to die,” Hunterleys continued.




  The young man laughed incredulously.




  “Why, I went over the prison this morning,” he declared. “I never saw such a healthy lot of ruffians in my life. That chap whom you tackled—the one with the revolver—was smoking cigarettes and using language—well, I couldn’t understand it all, but what I did understand was enough to melt the bars of his prison.”




  “That’s odd,” Hunterleys remarked drily. “According to the police commissioner who has just left me, the man is on his death-bed, and my only chance of escaping serious trouble is to get out of Monte Carlo to-night.”




  “Are you going?”




  Hunterleys shook his head.




  “It would take a great deal more than that to move me just now,” he said, “even if I had not suspected from the first that the man was lying.”




  Richard glanced at his companion a little curiously.




  “I shouldn’t have said that you were having such a good time, Sir Henry,” he observed; “in fact I should have thought you would have been rather glad of an opportunity to slip away.”




  Hunterleys looked around them. They had reached the top of the staircase and were in sight of the dense crowd in the rooms.




  “Come and have a drink,” he suggested. “A great many of these people will have cleared off presently.”




  “I’ll have a drink, with pleasure,” Richard answered, “but I still can’t see why you’re stuck on this place.”




  They strolled into the bar and found two vacant places.




  “My dear young friend,” Hunterleys said, as he ordered their drinks, “if you were an Englishman instead of an American, I think that I would give you a hint as to the reason why I do not wish to leave Monte Carlo just at present.”




  “Can’t see what difference that makes,” Richard declared. “You know I’m all for the old country.”




  “I wonder whether you are,” Hunterleys remarked thoughtfully. “I tell you frankly that if I thought you meant it, I should probably come to you before long for a little help.”




  “If ever you do, I’m your man,” Richard assured him heartily. “Any more scraps going?”




  Hunterleys sipped his whisky and soda thoughtfully. There had been an exodus from the room to watch some heavy gambling at Trente et Quarante, and for a moment they were almost alone.




  “Lane,” he said, “I am going to take you a little into my confidence. In a way I suppose it is foolish, but to tell you the truth, I am almost driven to it. You know that I am a Member of Parliament, and you may have heard that if our Party hadn’t gone out a few years ago, I was to have been Foreign Minister.”




  “I’ve heard that often enough,” Lane assented. “I’ve heard you quoted, too, as an example of the curse of party politics. Just because you are forced to call yourself a member of one Party you are debarred from serving your country in any capacity until that Party is in power.”




  “That’s quite true,” Hunterleys admitted, “and to tell you the truth, ridiculous though it seems, I don’t see how you’re to get away from it in a practical manner. Anyhow, when my people came out I made up my mind that I wasn’t going to just sit still in Opposition and find fault all the time, especially as we’ve a real good man at the Foreign Office. I was quite content to leave things in his hands, but then, you see, politically that meant that there was nothing for me to do. I thought matters over and eventually I paired for six months and was supposed to go off for the benefit of my health. As a matter of fact, I have been in the Balkan States since Christmas,” he added, dropping his voice a little.




  “What the dickens have you been doing there?”




  “I can’t tell you that exactly,” Hunterleys replied. “Unfortunately, my enemies are suspicious and they have taken to watching me closely. They pretty well know what I am going to tell you—that I have been out there at the urgent request of the Secret Service Department of the present Government. I have been in Greece and Servia and Roumania, and, although I don’t think there’s a soul in the world knows, I have also been in St. Petersburg.”




  “But what’s it all about?” Richard persisted. “What have you been doing in all these places?”




  “I can only answer you broadly,” Hunterleys went on. “There is a perfectly devilish scheme afloat, directed against the old country. I have been doing what I can to counteract it. At the last moment, just as I was leaving Sofia for London, by the merest chance I discovered that the scene for the culmination of this little plot was to be Monte Carlo, so I made my way round by Trieste, stayed at Bordighera and San Remo for a few days to put people off, and finally turned up here.”




  “Well, I’m jiggered!” Lane muttered. “And I thought you were just hanging about for your health or because your wife was here, and were bored to death for want of something to do.”




  “On the contrary,” Hunterleys assured him, “I was up all night sending reports home—very interesting reports, too. I got them away all right, but there’s no denying the fact that there are certain people in Monte Carlo at the present moment who suspect my presence here, and who would go to any lengths whatever to get rid of me. It isn’t the actual harm I might do, but they have to deal with a very delicate problem and to make a bargain with a very sensitive person, and they are terribly afraid that my presence here, and a meeting between me and that person, might render all their schemes abortive.”




  Richard’s face was a study in astonishment.




  “Well,” he exclaimed, “this beats everything! I’ve read of such things, of course, but one only half believes them. Right under our very noses, too! Say, what are you going to do about it, Sir Henry?”




  “There is only one thing I can do,” Hunterleys replied grimly. “I am bound to keep my place here. They’ll drive me out if they can. I am convinced that the polite warning I have received to leave Monaco this afternoon because of last night’s affair, is part of the conspiracy. In plain words, I’ve got to stick it out.”




  “But what good are you doing here, anyway?”




  Hunterleys smiled and glanced carefully around the room. They were still free from any risk of being overheard.




  “Well,” he said, “perhaps you will understand my meaning more clearly if I tell you that I am the brains of a counterplot. The English Secret Service has a permanent agent here under the guise of a newspaper correspondent, who is in daily touch with me, and he in his turn has several spies at work. I am, however, the dangerous person. The others are only servants. They make their reports, but they don’t understand their true significance. If these people could remove me before any one else could arrive to take my place, their chances of bringing off their coup here would be immensely improved.”




  “I suppose it’s useless for me to ask if there’s anything I can do to help?” Richard enquired.




  “You’ve helped already,” Hunterleys replied. “I have been nearly three months without being able to open my lips to a soul. People call me secretive, but I feel very human sometimes. I know that not a word of what I have said will pass your lips.”




  “Not a chance of it,” Richard promised earnestly. “But look here, can’t I do something? If I am not an Englishman, I’m all for the Anglo-Saxons. I hate these foreigners—that is to say the men,” he corrected himself hastily.




  Hunterleys smiled.




  “Well, I was coming to that,” he said. “I do feel hideously alone here, and what I would like you to do is just this. I would like you to call at my room at the Hotel de Paris, number 189, every morning at a certain fixed hour—say half-past ten. Just shake hands with me—that’s all. Nothing shall prevent my being visible to you at that hour. Under no consideration whatever will I leave any message that I am engaged or have gone out. If I am not to be seen when you make your call, something has happened to me.”




  “And what am I to do then?”




  “That is the point,” Hunterleys continued. “I don’t want to bring you too deeply into this matter. All that you need do is to make your way to the English Bank, see Mr. Harrison, the manager, and tell him of your fruitless visit to me. He will give you a letter to my wife and will know what other steps to take.”




  “Is that all?” Richard asked, a little disappointed. “You don’t anticipate any scrapping, or anything of that sort?”




  “I don’t know what to anticipate,” Hunterleys confessed, a little wearily. “Things are moving fast now towards the climax. I promise I’ll come to you for help if I need it. You can but refuse.”




  “No fear of my refusing,” Richard declared heartily. “Not on your life, sir!”




  Hunterleys rose to his feet with an appreciative little nod. It was astonishing how cordially he had come to feel towards this young man, during the last few hours.




  “I’ll let you off now,” he said. “I know you want to look around the tables and see if any of our friends of last night are to be found. I, too, have a little affair which I ought to have treated differently a few minutes ago. We’ll meet later.”




  Hunterleys strolled back into the rooms. He came almost at once face to face with Draconmeyer, whom he was passing with unseeing eyes. Draconmeyer, however, detained him.




  “I was looking for you, Sir Henry!” he exclaimed. “Can you spare me one moment?”




  They stood a little on one side, out of the way of the moving throng of people. Draconmeyer was fingering nervously his tie of somewhat vivid purple. His manner was important.




  “Do you happen, Sir Henry,” he asked, “to have had any word from the prison authorities to-day?”




  Hunterleys nodded.




  “I have just received a message,” he replied. “I understand that the man with whom I had a struggle last night has received some internal injuries and is likely to die.”




  Draconmeyer’s manner became more mysterious. He glanced around the room as though to be sure that they were not overheard.




  “I trust, Sir Henry,” he said, “that you will not think me in any way presumptuous if I speak to you intimately. I have never had the privilege of your friendship, and in this unfortunate disagreement between your wife and yourself I have been compelled to accept your wife’s point of view, owing to the friendship between Mrs. Draconmeyer and herself. I trust you will believe, however, that I have no feelings of hostility towards you.”




  “You are very kind,” Hunterleys murmured.




  His face seemed set in graven lines. For all the effect the other’s words had upon him, he might have been wearing a mask.




  “The law here in some respects is very curious,” Draconmeyer continued. “Some of the statutes have been unaltered for a thousand years. I have been given to understand by a person who knows, that if this man should die, notwithstanding the circumstances of the case, you might find yourself in an exceedingly awkward position. If I might venture, therefore, to give you a word of disinterested advice, I would suggest that you return to England at once, if only for a week or so.”




  His eyes had narrowed. Through his spectacles he was watching intently for the effect of his words. Hunterleys, however, only nodded thoughtfully, as though to some extent impressed by the advice he had received.




  “Very likely you are right,” he admitted. “I will discuss the matter with my wife.”




  “She is playing over there,” Draconmeyer pointed out. “And while we are talking in a more or less friendly fashion,” he went on earnestly, “might I give you just one more word of counsel? For the sake of the friendship which exists between our wives, I feel sure you will believe that I am disinterested.”




  He paused. Hunterleys’ expression was now one of polite interest. He waited, however, for the other to continue.




  “I wish that you could persuade Lady Hunterleys to play for somewhat lower stakes.”




  Hunterleys was genuinely startled for a moment.




  “Do you mean that my wife is gambling beyond her means?” he asked.




  Draconmeyer shrugged his shoulders.




  “How can I tell that? I don’t know what her means are, or yours. I only know that she changes mille notes more often than I change louis, and it seems to me that her luck is invariably bad. I think, perhaps, just a word or two from you, who have the right to speak, might be of service.”




  “I am very much obliged to you for the hint,” Hunterleys said smoothly. “I will certainly mention the matter to her.”




  “And if I don’t see you again,” Draconmeyer concluded, watching him closely, “good-bye!”




  Hunterleys did not appear to notice the tentative movement of the other’s hand. He was already on his way to the spot where his wife was sitting. Draconmeyer watched his progress with inscrutable face. Selingman, who had been sitting near, rose and joined him.




  “Will he go?” he whispered. “Will our friend take this very reasonable hint and depart?”




  Draconmeyer’s eyes were still fixed upon Hunterleys’ slim, self-possessed figure. His forehead was contorted into a frown. Somehow or other, he felt that during their brief interview he had failed to score; he had felt a subtle, underlying note of contempt in Hunterleys’ manner, in his whole attitude.




  “I do not know,” he replied grimly. “I only hope that if he stays, we shall find the means to make him regret it!”




  XII. “I CANNOT GO!”
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  Hunterleys stood for several minutes, watching his wife’s play from a new point of view. She was certainly playing high and with continued ill-fortune. For the first time, too, he noticed symptoms which disturbed him. She sat quite motionless, but there was an unfamiliar glitter in her eyes and a hardness about her mouth. It was not until he had stood within a few feet of her for nearly a quarter of an hour, that she chanced to see him.




  “Did you want me?” she asked, with a little start.




  “There is no hurry,” he replied. “If you could spare me a few moments later, I should be glad.”




  She rose at once, thrusting her notes and gold into the satchel which she was carrying, and stood by his side. She was very elegantly dressed in black and white, but she was pale, and, watching her with a new intentness, he discovered faint violet lines under her eyes, as though she had been sleeping ill.




  “I am rather glad you came,” she said. “I was having an abominable run of bad luck, and yet I hated to give up my seat without an excuse. What did you want, Henry?”




  “I should like,” he explained, “to talk to you for a quarter of an hour. This place is rather crowded and it is getting on my nerves. We seem to live here, night and day. Would you object to driving with me—say as far as Mentone and back?”




  “I will come if you wish it,” she answered, looking a little surprised. “Wait while I get my cloak.”




  Hunterleys hired an automobile below and they drove off. As soon as they were out of the main street, he thrust his hand into the breast-pocket of his coat and smoothed out that half-sheet of notepaper upon his knee.




  “Violet,” he said, “please read that.”




  She read the few lines instructing the English Bank to hand over Sir Henry Hunterleys’ letters to the bearer. Then she looked up at him with a puzzled frown.




  “I don’t understand.”




  “Did you write that?” he enquired.




  She looked at him indignantly.




  “What an absurd question!” she exclaimed. “Your correspondence has no interest for me.”




  Her denial, so natural, so obviously truthful, was a surprise to him. He felt a sudden impulse of joy, mingled with shame. Perhaps, after all, he had been altogether too censorious. Once more he directed her attention to the sheet of paper. There was a marked change in his voice and manner.




  “Violet,” he begged, “please look at it. Accepting without hesitation your word that you did not write it, doesn’t it occur to you that the body of the letter is a distinct imitation of your handwriting, and the signature a very clever forgery of mine?”




  “It is rather like my handwriting,” she admitted, “and as for the signature, do you mean to say really that that is not yours?”




  “Certainly not,” he assured her. “The whole thing is a forgery.”




  “But who in the world should want to get your letters?” she asked incredulously. “And why should you have them addressed to the bank?”




  He folded up the paper then and put it in his pocket.




  “Violet,” he said earnestly, “for the disagreements which have resulted in our separation I may myself have been to some extent responsible, but we have promised one another not to refer to them again and I will not break our compact. All I can say is that there is much in my life which you know little of, and for which you do not, therefore, make sufficient allowance.”




  “Then you might have treated me,” she declared, “with more confidence.”




  “It was not possible,” he reminded her, “so long as you chose to make an intimate friend of a man whose every interest in life is in direct antagonism to mine.”




  “Mr. Draconmeyer?”




  “Mr. Draconmeyer,” he assented.




  She smiled contemptuously.




  “You misunderstand Mr. Draconmeyer completely,” she insisted. “He is your well-wisher and he is more than half an Englishman. It was he who started the league between English and German commercial men for the propagation of peace. He formed one of the deputation who went over to see the Emperor. He has done more, both by his speeches and letters to the newspaper, to promote a good understanding between Germany and England, than any other person. You are very much mistaken about Mr. Draconmeyer, Henry. Why you cannot realise that he is simply an ordinary commercial man of high intelligence and most agreeable manners, I cannot imagine.”




  “The fact remains, my dear Violet,” Hunterleys said emphatically, “that it is not possible for me to treat you with the confidence I might otherwise have done, on account of your friendship with Mr. Draconmeyer.”




  “You are incorrigible!” she exclaimed. “Can we change the subject, please? I want to know why you showed me that forged letter?”




  “I am coming to that,” he told her. “Please be patient. I want to remind you of something else. So far as I remember, my only request, when I gave you your liberty and half my income, was that your friendship with the Draconmeyers should decrease. Almost the first persons I see on my arrival in Monte Carlo are you and Mr. Draconmeyer. I learn that you came out with them and that you are staying at the same hotel.”




  “Your wish was an unreasonable one,” she protested. “Linda and I were school-girls together. She is my dearest friend and she is a hopeless invalid. I think that if I were to desert her she would die.”




  “I have every sympathy with Mrs. Draconmeyer,” he said slowly, “but you are my wife. I am going to make one more effort—please don’t be uneasy—not to re-establish any relationship between us, but to open your eyes as to the truth concerning Mr. Draconmeyer. You asked me a moment ago why I had shown you that forged letter. I will tell you now. It was Draconmeyer who was the forger.”




  She leaned back in her seat. She was looking at him incredulously.




  “You mean to say that Mr. Draconmeyer wrote that order—that he wanted to get possession of your letters?”




  “Not only that,” Hunterleys continued, “but he carried out the business in such a devilish manner as to make me for a moment believe that it was you who had helped him. You are wrong about Draconmeyer. The man is a great schemer, who under the pretence of occupying an important commercial position in the City of London, is all the time a secret agent of Germany. He is there in her interests. He studies the public opinion of the country. He dissects our weaknesses. He is there to point out the best methods and the opportune time for the inevitable struggle. He is the worst enemy to-day England has. You think that he is here in Monte Carlo on a visit of pleasure—for the sake of his wife, perhaps. Nothing of the sort! He is here at this moment associated with an iniquitous scheme, the particulars of which I can tell you nothing of. Furthermore, I repeat what I told you on our first meeting here—that in his still, cold way he is in love with you.”




  “Henry!” she cried.




  “I cannot see how you can remain so wilfully blind,” Hunterleys continued. “I know the man inside out. I warned you against him in London, I warn you against him now. This forged letter was designed to draw us further apart. The little brown man who has dogged your footsteps is a spy employed by him to make you believe that I was having you watched. You are free still to act as you will, Violet, but if you have a spark of regard for me or yourself, you will go back to London at once and drop this odious friendship.”




  She leaned back in the car. They had turned round now and were on the way back to Monte Carlo by the higher road. She sat with her eyes fixed upon the mountains. Her heart, in a way, had been touched, her imagination stirred by her husband’s words. She felt a return of that glow of admiration which had thrilled her on the previous night, when he and Richard Lane alone amongst that motley company had played the part of men. A curious, almost pathetic wistfulness crept into her heart. If only he would lean towards her at that moment, if she could see once more the light in his eyes that had shone there during the days of their courtship! If only he could remember that it was still his part to play the lover! If he could be a little less grave, a little less hopelessly correct and fair! Despite her efforts to disbelieve, there was something convincing about his words. At any moment during that brief space of time, a single tremulous word, even a warm clasp of the hand, would have brought her into his arms. But so much of inspiration was denied him. He sat waiting for her decision with an eagerness of which he gave no sign. Nevertheless, the fates were fighting for him. She thought gratefully, even at that moment, yet with less enthusiasm than ever before, of the devout homage, the delightful care for her happiness and comfort, the atmosphere of security with which Draconmeyer seemed always to surround her. Yet all this was cold and unsatisfying, a poor substitute for the other things. Henry had been different once. Perhaps it was jealousy which had altered him. Perhaps his misconception of Draconmeyer’s character had affected his whole outlook. She turned towards him, and her voice, when she spoke, was no longer querulous.




  “Henry,” she said, “I cannot admit the truth of all that you say concerning Mr. Draconmeyer, but tell me this. If I were willing to leave this place to-night—”




  She paused. For some reason a sudden embarrassment had seized her. The words seemed to come with difficulty. She turned ever so slightly away from him. There was a tinge of colour at last in her pale cheeks. She seemed to him now, as she leaned a little forward in her seat, completely beautiful.




  “If I make my excuses and leave Monte Carlo to-night,” she went on, “will you come with me?”




  He gave a little start. Something in his eyes flashed an answer into her face. And then the flood of memory came. There was his mission. He was tied hand and foot.




  “It is good of you to offer that, Violet,” he declared. “If I could—if only I could!”




  Already her manner began to change. The fear of his refusal was hateful, her lips were trembling.




  “You mean,” she faltered, “that you will not come? Listen. Don’t misunderstand me. I will order my boxes packed, I will catch the eight o’clock train either through to London or to Paris—anywhere. I will do that if you will come. There is my offer. That is my reply to all that you have said about Mr. Draconmeyer. I shall lose a friend who has been gentleness and kindness and consideration itself. I will risk that. What do you say? Will you come?”




  “Violet, I cannot,” he replied hoarsely. “No, don’t turn away like that!” he begged. “Don’t change so quickly, please! It isn’t fair. Listen. I am not my own master.”




  “Not your own master?” she repeated incredulously. “What do you mean?”




  “I mean that I am here in Monte Carlo not for my own pleasure. I mean that I have work, a purpose—”




  “Absurd!” she interrupted him, almost harshly. “There is nobody who has any better claim upon you than I have. You are over-conscientious about other things. For once remember your duty as a husband.”




  He caught her wrist.




  “You must trust me a little,” he pleaded. “Believe me that I really appreciate your offer. If I were free to go, I should not hesitate for a single second…. Can’t you trust me, Violet?” he implored, his voice softening.




  The woman within her was fighting on his side. She stifled her wounded feelings, crushed down her disappointment that he had not taken her at once into his arms and answered her upon her lips.




  “Trust me, then,” she replied. “If you refuse my offer, don’t hint at things you have to do. Tell me in plain words why. It is not enough for you to say that you cannot leave Monte Carlo. Tell me why you cannot. I have invited you to escort me anywhere you will—I, your wife…. Shall we go?”




  The woman had wholly triumphed. Her voice had dropped, the light was in her eyes. She swayed a little towards him. His brain reeled. She was once more the only woman in the world for him. Once more he fancied that he could feel the clinging of her arms, the touch of her lips. These things were promised in her face.




  “I tell you that I cannot go!” he cried sharply. “Believe me—do believe me, Violet!”




  She pulled down her veil suddenly. He caught at her hand. It lay passively in his. He pleaded for her confidence, but the moment of inspiration had gone. She heard him with the air of one who listens no longer. Presently she stopped him.




  “Don’t speak to me for several minutes, please,” she begged. “Tell him to put me down at the hotel. I can’t go back to the Club just yet.”




  “You mustn’t leave me like this,” he insisted.




  “Will you tell me why you refuse my offer?” she asked.




  “I have a trust!”




  The automobile had come to a standstill. She rose to her feet.




  “I was once your trust,” she reminded him, as she passed into the hotel.




  XIII. MISS GREX AT HOME
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  Richard Lane, as he made his way up the avenue towards the Villa Mimosa, wondered whether he was not indeed finding his way into fairyland. On either side of him were drooping mimosa trees, heavy with the snaky, orange-coloured blossom whose perfumes hung heavy upon the windless air. In the background, bordering the gardens which were themselves a maze of colour, were great clumps of glorious purple rhododendrons, drooping clusters of red and white roses. A sudden turn revealed a long pergola, smothered in pink blossoms and leading to the edge of the terrace which overhung the sea. The villa itself, which seemed, indeed, more like a palace, was covered with vivid purple clematis, and from the open door of the winter-garden, which was built out from the front of the place in a great curve, there came, as he drew near, a bewildering breath of exotic odours. The front-door was wide open, and before he could reach the bell a butler had appeared.




  “Is Mr. Grex at home?” Richard enquired.




  “Mr. Grex is not at home, sir,” was the immediate reply.




  “I should like to see Miss Grex, then,” Richard proceeded.




  The man’s face was curiously expressionless, but a momentary silence perhaps betrayed as much surprise as he was capable of showing.




  “Miss Grex is not at home, sir,” he announced.




  Richard hesitated and just then she came out from the winter-garden. She was wearing a pink linen morning gown and a floppy pink hat. She had a book under her arm and a parasol swinging from her fingers. When she saw Lane, she stared at him in amazement. He advanced a step or two towards her, his hat in his hand.




  “I took the liberty of calling to see your father, Miss Grex,” he explained. “As he was not at home, I ventured to enquire for you.”




  She was absolutely helpless. It was impossible to ignore his outstretched hand. Very hesitatingly she held out her fingers, which Richard grasped and seemed in no hurry at all to release.




  “This is quite the most beautiful place I have seen anywhere near Monte Carlo,” he remarked enthusiastically.




  “I am glad,” she murmured, “that you find it attractive.”




  He was standing by her side now, his hat under his arm. The butler had withdrawn a little into the background. She glanced around.




  “Did my father ask you to call, Mr. Lane?” she enquired, dropping her voice a little.




  “He did not,” Richard confessed. “I must say that I gave him plenty of opportunities but he did not seem to be what I should call hospitably inclined. In any case, it really doesn’t matter. I came to see you.”




  She bit her lip, struggling hard to repress a smile.




  “But I did not ask you to call upon me either,” she reminded him gravely.




  “Well, that’s true,” Lane admitted, a little hesitatingly. “I don’t quite know how things are done over here. Say, are you English, or French, or what?” he asked, point blank. “I have been puzzling about that ever since I saw you.”




  “I am not sure that my nationality matters,” she observed.




  “Well, over on the other side,” he continued,—“I mean America, of course—if we make up our minds that we want to see something of a girl and there isn’t any real reason why one shouldn’t, then the initiative generally rests with the man. Of course, if you are an only daughter, I can quite understand your father being a bit particular, not caring for men callers and that sort of thing, but that can’t go on for ever, you know, can it?”




  “Can’t it?” she murmured, a little dazed.




  “I have a habit,” he confided, “of making up my mind quickly, and when I decide about a thing, I am rather hard to turn. Well, I made up my mind about you the first moment we met.”




  “About me?” she repeated.




  “About you.”




  She turned and looked at him almost wonderingly. He was very big and very confident; good to look upon, less because of his actual good looks than because of a certain honesty and tenacity of purpose in his expression; a strength of jaw, modified and rendered even pleasant by the kindness and humour of his clear grey eyes. He returned her gaze without embarrassment and he wondered less than ever at finding himself there. Her complexion in this clear light seemed more beautiful than ever. Her rich golden-brown hair was waved becomingly over her forehead. Her eyebrows were silky and delicately straight, her mouth delightful. Her figure was girlish, but unusually dignified for her years.




  “You know,” he said suddenly, “you look to me just like one of those beautiful plants you have in the conservatory there, just as though you’d stepped out of your little glass home and blossomed right here. I am almost afraid of you.”




  She laughed outright this time—a low, musical laugh which had in it something of foreign intonation.




  “Well, really,” she exclaimed, “I had not noticed your fear! I was just thinking that you were quite the boldest young man I have ever met.”




  “Come, that’s something!” he declared. “Couldn’t we sit down somewhere in these wonderful gardens of yours and talk?”




  She shook her head.




  “But have I not told you already,” she protested, “that I do not receive callers? Neither does my father. Really, your coming here is quite unwarrantable. If he should return at this moment and find you here, he would be very angry indeed. I am afraid that he would even be rude, and I, too, should suffer for having allowed you to talk with me.”




  “Let’s hope that he doesn’t return just yet, then,” Richard observed, smiling easily. “I am very good-tempered as a rule, but I do not like people to be rude to me.”




  “Fortunately, he cannot return for at least an hour—” she began.




  “Then we’ll sit down on that terrace, if you please, for just a quarter of that time,” he begged.




  She opened her lips and closed them again. He was certainly a very stubborn young man!




  “Well,” she sighed, “perhaps it will be the easiest way of getting rid of you.”




  She motioned him to follow her. The butler, from a discreet distance, watched her as though he were looking at a strange thing. Round the corner of the villa remote from the winter-garden, was a long stone terrace upon which many windows opened. Screened from the wind, the sun here was of almost midsummer strength. There was no sound. The great house seemed asleep. There was nothing but the droning of a few insects. Even the birds were songless. The walls were covered with drooping clematis and roses, roses that twined over the balustrades. Below them was a tangle of mimosa trees and rhododendrons, and further below still the blue Mediterranean. She sank into a chair.




  “You may sit here,” she said, “just long enough for me to convince you that your coming was a mistake. Indeed that is so. I do not wish to seem foolish or unkind, but my father and I are living here with one unbreakable rule, and that is that we make no acquaintances whatsoever.”




  “That sounds rather queer,” he remarked. “Don’t you find it dull?”




  “If I do,” she went on, “it is only for a little time. My father is here for a certain purpose, and as soon as that is accomplished we shall go away. For him to accomplish that purpose in a satisfactory manner, it is necessary that we should live as far apart as possible from the ordinary visitors here.”




  “Sounds like a riddle,” he admitted. “Do you mind telling me of what nationality you are?”




  “I see no reason why I should tell you anything.”




  “You speak such correct English,” he continued, “but there is just a little touch of accent. You don’t know how attractive it sounds. You don’t know—”




  He hesitated, suddenly losing some part of his immense confidence.




  “What else is there that I do not know?” she asked, with a faintly amused smile.




  “I have lost my courage,” he confessed simply. “I do not want to offend you, I do not want you to think that I am hopelessly foolish, but you see I have the misfortune to be in love with you.”




  She laughed at him, leaning back in her chair with half-closed eyes.




  “Do people talk like this to casual acquaintances in your country?” she asked.




  “They speak sometimes a language which is common to all countries,” he replied quickly. “The only thing that is peculiar to my people is that when we say it, it is the sober and the solemn truth.”




  She was silent for a moment. She had plucked one of the blossoms from the wall and was pulling to pieces its purple petals.




  “Do you know,” she said, “that no young man has ever dared to talk to me as you have done?”




  “That is because no one yet has cared so much as I do,” he assured her. “I can quite understand their being frightened. I am terribly afraid of you myself. I am afraid of the things I say to you, but I have to say them because they are in my heart, and if I am only to have a quarter of an hour with you now, you see I must make the best use of my time. I must tell you that there isn’t any other girl in the world I could ever look at again, and if you won’t promise to marry me some day, I shall be the most wretched person on earth.”




  “I can never, never marry you,” she told him emphatically. “There is nothing which is so impossible as that.”




  “Well, that’s a pretty bad start,” he admitted.




  “It is the end,” she said firmly.




  He shook his head. There was a terrible obstinacy in his face. She frowned at him.




  “You do not mean that you will persist after what I have told you?”




  He looked at her, almost surprised.




  “There isn’t anything else for me to do, that I know of,” he declared, “so long as you don’t care for any one else. Tell me again, you are sure that there is no one?”




  “Certainly not,” she replied stiffly. “The subject has not yet been made acceptable to me. You must forgive my adding that in my country it is not usual for a girl to discuss these matters with a man before her betrothal.”




  “Say, I don’t understand that,” he murmured, looking at her thoughtfully. “She can’t get engaged before she is asked.”




  “The preliminaries,” she explained, “are always arranged by one’s parents.”




  He smiled pityingly.




  “That sort of thing’s no use,” he asserted confidently. “You must be getting past that, in whatever corner of Europe you live. What you mean to say, then, is that your father has some one up his sleeve whom he’ll trot out for you before long?”




  “Without doubt, some arrangement will be proposed,” she agreed.




  “And you’ll have to be amiable to some one you’ve never seen in your life before, I suppose?” he persisted.




  “Not necessarily. It sometimes happens, in my position,” she went on, raising her head, “that certain sacrifices are necessary.”




  “In your position,” he repeated quickly. “What does that mean? You aren’t a queen, are you, or anything of that sort?”




  She laughed.




  “No,” she confessed, “I am not a queen, and yet—”




  “And yet?”




  “You must go back,” she insisted, rising abruptly to her feet. “The quarter of an hour is up. I do not feel happy, sitting here talking with you. Really, if my father were to return he would be more angry with me than he has ever been in his life. This sort of thing is not done amongst my people.”




  “Little lady,” he said, gently forcing her back into her place, “believe me, it’s done all the world over, and there isn’t any girl can come to any harm by being told that a man is fond of her when it’s the truth, when he’d give his life for her willingly. It’s just like that I feel about you. I’ve never felt it before. I could never feel it for any one else. And I am not going to give you up.”




  She was looking at him half fearfully. There was a little colour in her cheeks, her eyes were suddenly moist.




  “I think,” she murmured, “that you talk very nicely. I think I might even say that I like to hear you talk. But it is so useless. Won’t you go now? Won’t you please go now?”




  “When may I come again?” he begged.




  “Never,” she replied firmly. “You must never come again. You must not even think of it. But indeed you would not be admitted. They will probably tell my father of your visit, as it is, and he will be very angry.”




  “Well, when can I see you, then, and where?” he demanded. “I hope you understand that I am not in the least disheartened by anything you have said.”




  “I think,” she declared, “that you are the most persistent person I ever met.”




  “It is only,” he whispered, leaning a little towards her, “because I care for you so much.”




  She was suddenly confused, conscious of a swift desire to get rid of him. It was as though some one were speaking a new language. All her old habits and prejudices seemed falling away.




  “I cannot make appointments with you,” she protested, her voice shaking. “I cannot encourage you in any way. It is really quite impossible.”




  “If I go now, will you be at the Club to-morrow afternoon?” he pleaded.




  “I am not sure,” she replied. “It is very likely that I may be there. I make no promise.”




  He took her hand abruptly, and, stooping down, forced her to look into his eyes.




  “You will be there to-morrow afternoon, please,” he begged, “and you will give me the rose from your waistband.”




  She laughed uneasily.




  “If the rose will buy your departure—” she began.




  “It may do that,” he interrupted, as he drew it through his buttonhole, “but it will assuredly bring me back again.”


  




  Richard walked down the hill, whistling softly to himself and with a curious light in his eyes. As he reached the square in front of the Casino, he was accosted by a stranger who stood in the middle of the pavement and respectfully removed his hat.




  “You are Mr. Richard Lane, is it not so, monsieur?”




  “You’ve guessed it in one,” Richard admitted. “Have I ever seen you before?”




  “Never, monsieur, unless you happened to notice me on your visit to the prison. I have an official position in the Principality. I am commissioned to speak to you with respect to the little affair in which you were concerned at La Turbie.”




  “Well, I thought we’d thrashed all that out,” Lane replied. “Anyway, Sir Henry Hunterleys and I have engaged a lawyer to look after our interests.”




  “Just so,” the little man murmured. “A very clever man indeed is Monsieur Grisson. Still, there is a view of the matter,” he continued, “which is perhaps hard for you Englishmen and Americans to understand. Assault of any description is very severely punished here, especially when it results in bodily injury. Theft of all sorts, on the other hand, is very common indeed. The man whom you injured is a native of Monte Carlo. To a certain extent, the Principality is bound to protect him.”




  “Why, the fellow was engaged in a flagrant attempt at highway robbery!” Richard declared, genuinely astonished.




  His companion stretched out his hands.




  “Monsieur,” he replied, “every one robs here, whether they are shop-keepers, restaurant keepers, or loafers upon the streets. The people expect it. At the adjourned trial next week there will be many witnesses who are also natives of Monte Carlo. I have been commissioned to warn monsieur. It would be best, on the whole, if he left Monte Carlo by the next train.”




  “Why in the name of mischief should I do that?” Richard demanded.




  “In the first place,” the other pointed out, “because this man, whom you treated a little roughly, has many friends and associates. They have sworn revenge. You are even now being followed about, and the police of the Principality have enough to do without sparing an escort to protect you against violence. In the second place, I am not at all sure that the finding of the court next week will be altogether to your satisfaction.”




  “Do you mean this?” Richard asked incredulously.




  “Without a doubt, monsieur.”




  “Then all I can say,” Richard declared, “is that your magistrate or judge, or whatever he calls himself, is a rotter, and your laws absurd. I sha’n’t budge.”




  “It is in your own interests, monsieur, this warning,” the other persisted. “Even if you escape these desperadoes, you still run some risk of discovering what the inside of a prison in Monaco is like.”




  “I think not,” Lane answered grimly. “If there’s anything of that sort going about, I shall board my yacht yonder and hoist the Stars and Stripes. I shall take some getting into prison, I can tell you, and if I once get there, you’ll hear about it.”




  “Monsieur will be much wiser to avoid trouble,” the official advised.




  Lane placed his hand upon the other’s shoulder.




  “My friend,” he said, “not you or a dozen like you could make me stir from this place until I am ready, and just now I am very far from ready. See? You can go and tell those who sent you, what I say.”




  The emissary of the law shrugged his shoulders. His manner was stiff but resigned.




  “I have delivered my message, monsieur,” he announced. “Monsieur naturally must decide for himself.”




  He disappeared with a bow. Richard continued on his way and a few minutes later ran into Hunterleys.




  “Say, did you ever hear such cheek!” he exclaimed, passing his arm through the latter’s. “A little bounder stopped me in the street and has been trying to frighten me into leaving Monte Carlo, just because I broke that robber’s wrist. Same Johnny that came to you, I expect. What are they up to, anyway? What do they want to get rid of us for? They ought to be jolly grateful.”




  Hunterleys shook his head.




  “So far as I am concerned,” he said, “their reasons for wanting to get rid of me are fairly obvious, I am afraid, but I must say I don’t know where you come in, unless—”




  He stopped short.




  “Well, unless what?” Richard interposed. “I should just like to know who it is trying to get me kicked out.”




  “Can’t you guess?” Hunterleys asked. “There is one person who I think would be quite as well pleased to see the back of you.”




  “Here in Monte Carlo?”




  “Absolutely!”




  Richard was mystified.




  “You are not very bright, I am afraid,” Hunterleys observed. “What about your friend Mr. Grex?”




  Richard whistled softly.




  “Are you serious?”




  “Of course I am,” Hunterleys assured him.




  “But has he any pull here, this Mr. Grex?”




  Hunterleys’ eyes twinkled for a moment.




  “Yes,” he replied, “I think that Mr. Grex has very considerable influence in this part of the world, and he is a man who, I should say, was rather used to having his own way.”




  “I gathered that I wasn’t exactly popular with him this afternoon,” Richard remarked meditatively. “I’ve been out there to call.”




  Hunterleys stopped short upon the pavement.




  “What?” he exclaimed.




  “I have been out to call at the Villa Mimosa,” Richard repeated. “I don’t see anything extraordinary in that.”




  “Did you see—Miss Fedora?”




  “Rather! And thank you for telling me her name, at any rate. We sat on the terrace and chatted for a quarter of an hour. She gave me to understand, though, that the old man was dead against me. It all seems very mysterious. Anyway, she gave me this rose I am wearing, and I think she’ll be at the Club to-morrow afternoon.”




  Hunterleys was silent for a moment. He seemed much impressed.




  “You know, Richard,” he declared, “there is something akin to genius in your methods.”




  “That’s all very well,” the young man protested, “but can you give me a single solid reason why, considering I am in love with the girl, I shouldn’t go and call upon her? Who is this Mr. Grex, anyway?”




  “I’ve a good mind to tell you,” Hunterleys said meditatively.




  “I don’t care whether you do or not,” Lane pronounced firmly, as they parted. “I don’t care whether Mr. Grex is the Sultan of Turkey or the Czar of Russia. I’m going to marry his daughter. That’s settled.”
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  At a few minutes before eight o’clock that evening Lady Hunterleys descended the steps of the Casino and crossed the square towards the Hotel de Paris. She walked very slowly and she looked neither to the right nor to the left. She had the air of seeing no one. She acknowledged mechanically the low bow of the commissionaire who opened the door for her. A reception clerk who stood on one side to let her pass, she ignored altogether. She crossed the hall to the lift and pressed the bell. Draconmeyer, who had been lounging in an easy-chair waiting for her, watched her entrance and noticed her abstracted manner with kindling eyes. He threw away his newspaper and, hastily approaching her, touched her arm.




  “You are late,” he remarked.




  She started.




  “Yes, I am late.”




  “I did not see you at the Club.”




  “I have been to the Casino instead,” she told him. “I thought that it might change my luck.”




  “Successful, I trust?”




  She shook her head. Then she opened her gold satchel and showed him. It was empty.




  “The luck must turn sometime,” he reminded her soothingly. “How long will you be changing?”




  “I am tired,” she confessed. “I thought that to-night I would not dine. I will have something sent up to my room.”




  He was obviously disappointed.




  “Couldn’t you dine as you are?” he begged. “You could change later, if you wished to. It is always such a disappointment when you do not appear—and to-night,” he added, “especially.”




  Violet hesitated. She was really longing only to be alone and to rest. She thought, however, of the poor invalid to whom their meeting at dinner-time was the one break of the day.




  “Very well,” she promised, “I will be down in ten minutes.”




  Draconmeyer, as the lift bore her upwards, strolled away. Although the custom was a strange one to him, he sought out the American bar and drank a cocktail. Then he lit a cigarette and made his way back into the lounge, moving restlessly about, his hands behind his back, his forehead knitted. In his way he had been a great schemer, and in the crowded hall of the hotel that night, surrounded by a wonderfully cosmopolitan throng of loungers and passers-by, he lived again through the birth and development of many of the schemes which his brain had conceived since he had left his mother-country. One and all they had been successful. He seemed, indeed, to have been imbued with the gift of success. He had floated immense loans where other men had failed; he had sustained the credit of his country on a high level through more than one serious financial crisis; he had pulled down or built up as his judgment or fancy had dictated; and all the time the man’s relaxations, apart from the actual trend of great affairs, had been few and slight. Then had come his acquaintance with Linda’s school-friend. He looked back through the years. At first he had scarcely noticed her visits. Gradually he had become conscious of a dim feeling of thankfulness to the woman who always seemed able to soothe his invalid wife. Then, scarcely more than a year or so ago, he had found himself watching her at unexpected moments, admiring the soft grace of her movements, the pleasant cadence of her voice, the turn of her head, the colour of her hair, the elegance of her clothes, her thin, fashionable figure. Gradually he had begun to look for her, to welcome her at his table—and from that, the rest. Finally the birth of this last scheme of his. He had very nearly made a fatal mistake at the very commencement, had pulled himself right again only with a supreme effort. His heart beat quicker even now as he thought of that moment. They had been alone together one evening. She had sat talking with him after Linda had gone to bed worse than usual, and in the dim light he had almost lost his head, he had almost said those words, let her see the things in his eyes for which the time was not yet ripe. She had kept away for a while after that. He had treated it as a mistake but he had been very careful not to err again. By degrees she forgot. The estrangement between husband and wife was part of his scheme, largely his doing. He was all the time working to make the breach wider. The visit to Monte Carlo, rather a difficult accomplishment, he had arranged. He had seen with delight the necessity for some form of excitement growing up in her, had watched her losses and only wished that they had been larger. He had encouraged her to play for higher stakes and found that she needed very little encouragement indeed. To-night he felt that a crisis was at hand. There was a new look upon her face. She had probably lost everything. He knew exactly how she would feel about asking her husband for help. His eyes grew brighter as he waited for the lift.




  She came at last and they walked together into the dining-room. When she reached their accustomed table, it was empty, and only their two places were laid. She looked at him in surprise.




  “But I thought you said that Linda would be so disappointed!” she reminded him.




  He shook his head.




  “I do not think that I mentioned Linda’s name,” he protested. “She went to bed soon after tea in an absolutely hopeless state. I am afraid that to-night I was selfish. I was thinking of myself. I have had nothing in the shape of companionship all day. I came and looked at the table, and the thought of dining alone wearied me. I have to spend a great deal of time alone, unfortunately. You and I are, perhaps, a little alike in that respect.”




  She seated herself after a moment’s hesitation. He moved his chair a little closer to hers. The pink-shaded lamp seemed to shut them off from the rest of the room. A waiter poured wine into their glasses.




  “I ordered champagne to-night,” he remarked. “You looked so tired when you came in. Drink a glass at once.”




  She obeyed him, smiling faintly. She was, as a matter of fact, craving for something of the sort.




  “It was thoughtful of you,” she declared. “I am tired. I have been losing all day, and altogether I have had a most depressing time.”




  “It is not as it should be, that,” he observed, smiling. “This is a city of pleasure. One was meant to leave one’s cares behind here. If any one in this world,” he added, “should be without them, it should be you.”




  He looked at her respectfully yet with an admiration which he made no effort to conceal. There was nothing in the look over-personal. She accepted it with gratitude.




  “You are always kind,” she murmured.




  “This reminds me of some of our evenings in London,” he went on, “when we used to talk music before we went to the Opera. I always found those evenings so restful and pleasant. Won’t you try and forget that you have lost a few pennies; forget, also, your other worries, whatever they may be? I have had a letter to-day from the one great writer whom we both admire. I shall read it to you. And I have a list of the operas for next week. I see that your husband’s little protégée, Felicia Roche, is here.”




  “My husband’s protégée?” she repeated. “I don’t quite understand.”




  He seemed, for a moment, embarrassed.




  “I am sorry,” he said. “I had no idea. But your husband will tell you if you ask him. It was he who paid for her singing education, and her triumph is his. But the name must be known to you.”




  “I have never heard it in connection with my husband,” she declared, frowning slightly. “Henry does not always take me into his confidence.”




  “Then I am sorry,” he continued penitently, “that I mentioned the matter. It was clumsy of me. I had an idea that he must have told you all about her…. Another glass of wine, please, and you will find your appetite comes. Jules has prepared that salmon trout specially. I’ll read you the letter from Maurice, if you like, and afterwards there is a story I must tell you.”




  The earlier stages of dinner slipped pleasantly away. Draconmeyer was a born conversationalist,—a good talker and a keen tactician. The food and the wine, too, did their part. Presently Violet lifted her head, the colour came back to her cheeks, she too began to talk and laugh. All the time he was careful not to press home his advantage. He remembered that one night in the library at Grosvenor Square, when she had turned her head and looked at him for a moment before leaving. She must be different now, he told himself fiercely. It was impossible that she could continue to love a husband who neglected her, a man whose mistaken sense of dignity kept him away from her!




  “I want you,” he begged, as they drew towards the close of the meal, “to treat me, if you will, just a little more confidentially.”




  She glanced up at him quickly, almost suspiciously.




  “What do you mean?”




  “You have troubles of which you do not speak,” he went on. “If my friendship is worth anything, it ought to enable me to share those troubles with you. You have had a little further disagreement with your husband, I think, and bad luck at the tables. You ought not to let either of these things depress you too much. Tell me, do you think that I could help with Sir Henry?”




  “No one could help,” she replied, her tone unconsciously hardening. “Henry is obstinate, and it is my firm conviction that he has ceased to care for me at all. This afternoon—this very afternoon,” she went on, leaning across the table, her voice trembling a little, her eyes very bright, “I offered to go away with him.”




  “To leave Monte Carlo?”




  “Yes! He refused. He said that he must stay here, for some mysterious reason. I begged him to tell me what that reason was, and he was silent. It was the end. He gives me no confidence. He has refused the one effort I made at reconciliation. I am convinced that it is useless. We have parted finally.”




  Draconmeyer tried hard to keep the light from his eyes as he leaned towards her.




  “Dear lady,” he said, “if I do not admit that I am sorry—well, there are reasons. Your husband did well to be mysterious. I can tell you the reason why he will not leave Monte Carlo. It is because Felicia Roche makes her début at the Opera House to-morrow night. There! I didn’t mean to tell you but the whole world knows it. Even now I would not have told you but for other things. It is best that you know the truth. It is my firm belief that your husband does not deserve your interest, much more your affection. If only I dared—”




  He paused for a moment. Every word he was compelled to measure.




  “Sometimes,” he continued, “your condition reminds me so much of my own. I think that there is no one so lonely in life as I am. For the last few years Linda has been fading away, physically and mentally. I touch her fingers at morning and night, we speak of the slight happenings of the day. She has no longer any mind or any power of sympathy. Her lips are as cold as her understanding. For that I know she is not to blame, yet it has left me very lonely. If I had had a child,” he went on, “even if there were one single soul of whom I was fond, to whom I might look for sympathy; even if you, my dear friend—you see, I am bold, and I venture to call you my dear friend—could be a little kinder sometimes, it would make all the difference in the world.”




  She turned her head and looked at him. His teeth came together hastily. It seemed to him that already she was on her guard.




  “You have something more to say, haven’t you?” she asked.




  He hesitated. Her tone was non-committal. It was a moment when he might have risked everything, but he feared to make a mistake.




  “This is what I mean,” he declared, with the appearance of great frankness. “I am going to speak to you upon the absurd question of money. I have an income of which, even if I were boundlessly extravagant, I could not hope to spend half. A speculation, the week before I left England, brought me a profit of a million marks. But for the banking interests of my country and the feeling that I am the trustee for thousands of other people, it would weary me to look for investments. And you—you came in to-night, looking worn out just because you had lost a handful or so of those wretched plaques. There, you see it is coming now. I should like permission to do more than call myself your friend. I should like permission to be also your banker.”




  She looked at him quietly and searchingly. His heart began to beat faster. At least she was in doubt. He had not wholly lost. His chance, even, was good.




  “My friend,” she said, “I believe that you are honest. I do indeed recognise your point of view. The thing is an absurdity, but, you know, all conventions, even the most foolish, have some human and natural right beneath them. I think that the convention which forbids a woman accepting money from a man, however close a friend, is like that. Frankly, my first impulse, a few minutes ago, was to ask you to lend me a thousand pounds. Now I know that I cannot do it.”




  “Do you really mean that?” he asked, in a tone of deep disappointment. “If you do, I am hurt. It proves that the friendship which to me is so dear, is to you a very slight thing.”




  “You mustn’t think that,” she pleaded. “And please, Mr. Draconmeyer, don’t think that I don’t appreciate all your kindness. Short of accepting your money, I would do anything to prove it.”




  “There need be no question of a gift,” he reminded her, in a low tone. “If I were a perfect stranger, I might still be your banker. You must have money from somewhere. Are you going to ask your husband?”




  She bit her lip for a moment. If indeed he had known her actual position, his hopes would have been higher still.




  “I cannot possibly ask Henry for anything,” she confessed. “I had made up my mind to ask him to authorise the lawyers to advance me my next quarter’s allowance. After—what has passed between us, though, and—considering everything, I don’t feel that I can do it.”




  “Then may I ask how you really mean to get more money?” he went on gently.




  She looked at him a little piteously.




  “Honestly, I don’t know,” she admitted. “I will be quite frank with you. Henry allows me two thousand, five hundred a year. I brought nine hundred pounds out with me, and I have nothing more to come until June.”




  “And how much have you left of the nine hundred pounds?” he asked.




  “Not enough to pay my hotel bill,” she groaned.




  He smiled.




  “Circumstances are too strong for you,” he declared. “You must go to a banker. I claim the right of being that banker. I shall draw up a promissory note—no, we needn’t do that—two or three cheques, perhaps, dated June, August and October. I shall charge you five per cent. interest and I shall lend you a thousand pounds.”




  Her eyes sparkled. The thought of the money was wonderful to her. A thousand pounds in mille notes that very night! She thought it all over rapidly. She would never run such risks again. She would play for small amounts each day—just enough to amuse herself. Then, if she were lucky, she would plunge, only she would choose the right moment. Very likely she would be able to pay the whole amount back in a day or two. If Henry minded, well, it was his own fault. He should have been different.




  “You put it so kindly,” she said gratefully, “that I am afraid I cannot refuse. You are very, very considerate, Mr. Draconmeyer. It certainly will be nicer to owe you the money than a stranger.”




  “I am only glad that you are going to be reasonable,” he remarked,—“glad, really, for both our sakes. And remember,” he went on cheerfully, “that one isn’t young and at Monte Carlo too many times in one’s life. Make up your mind to enjoy yourself. If the luck goes against you for a little longer, come again. You are bound to win in the end. Now, if you like, we’ll have our coffee outside. I’ll go and fetch the money and you shall make out your cheques.”




  He scribbled hastily on a piece of paper for a moment.




  “These are the amounts,” he pointed out. “I have charged you five per cent. per annum interest. As I can deal with money at something under four, I shall make quite a respectable profit—more than enough,” he added good-naturedly, “to pay for our dinner!”




  She seemed suddenly years younger. The prospect of the evening before her was enchanting.




  “You really are delightful!” she exclaimed. “You can’t think how differently I shall feel when I go into the Club to-night. I am perfectly certain that it’s having plenty of money that helps one to win.”




  He smiled.




  “And plenty of courage,” he added. “Don’t waste your time trifling with small stakes. Bid up for the big things. It is the only way in gambling and in life.”




  He rose to his feet and their eyes met for a moment. Once more she felt vaguely troubled. She put that disturbing thought away from her, however. It was foolish to think of drawing back now. If he admired her—well, so did most men!
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  The Villa Mimosa flamed with lights from the top story to the ground-floor. The entrance gates stood wide-open. All along the drive, lamps flashed from unsuspected places beneath the yellow-flowering trees. One room only seemed shrouded in darkness and mystery, and around that one room was concentrated the tense life of the villa. Thick curtains had been drawn with careful hands. The heavy door had been securely closed. The French-windows which led out on to the balcony had been almost barricaded. The four men who were seated around the oval table had certainly secured for themselves what seemed to be a complete and absolute isolation. Yet there was, nevertheless, a sense of uneasiness, an indescribable air of tension in the atmosphere. The quartette had somehow the appearance of conspirators who had not settled down to their work. It was the last arrival, the man who sat at Mr. Grex’s right hand, who was responsible for the general unrest.




  Mr. Grex moved a little nervously in the chair which he had just drawn up to the table. He looked towards Draconmeyer as he opened the proceedings.




  “Monsieur Douaille,” he said, “has come to see us this evening at my own urgent request. Before we commence any sort of discussion, he has asked me to make it distinctly understood to you both—to you, Mr. Draconmeyer, and to you, Herr Selingman—that this is not in any sense of the word a formal meeting or convention. We are all here, as it happens, by accident. Our friend Selingman, for instance, who is a past master in the arts of pleasant living, has not missed a season here for many years. Draconmeyer is also an habitué. I myself, it is true, have spent my winters elsewhere, for various reasons, and am comparatively a stranger, but my visit here was arranged many months ago. You yourself, Monsieur Douaille, are a good Parisian, and no good Parisian should miss his yearly pilgrimages to the Mecca of the pleasure-seeker. We meet together this evening, therefore, purely as friends who have a common interest at heart.”




  The man from whom this atmosphere of nervousness radiated—a man of medium height, inclined towards corpulence, with small grey imperial, a thin red ribbon in his buttonhole, and slightly prominent features—promptly intervened. He had the air of a man wholly ill-at-ease. All the time Mr. Grex had been speaking, he had been drumming upon the table with his forefinger.




  “Precisely! Precisely!” he exclaimed. “Above all things, that must be understood. Ours is a chance meeting. My visit in these parts is in no way connected with the correspondence I have had with one of our friends here. Further,” Monsieur Douaille continued impressively, “it must be distinctly understood that any word I may be disposed to utter, either in the way of statement or criticism, is wholly and entirely unofficial. I do not even know what the subject of our discussion is to be. I approach it with the more hesitation because I gather, from some slight hint which has fallen from our friend here, that it deals with a scheme which, if ever it should be carried into effect, is to the disadvantage of a nation with whom we are at present on terms of the greatest friendship. My presence here, except on the terms I have stated,” he concluded, his voice shaking a little, “would be an unpardonable offence to that country.”




  Monsieur Douaille’s somewhat laboured explanation did little to lighten the atmosphere. It was the genius of Herr Selingman which intervened. He leaned back in his chair and he patted his waistcoat thoughtfully.




  “I have things to say,” he declared, “but I cannot say them. I have nothing to smoke—no cigarette, no cigar. I arrive here choked with dust. As yet, the circumstance seems to have escaped our host’s notice. Ah! what is that I see?” he added, rising suddenly to his feet. “My host, you are acquitted. I look around the table here at which I am invited to seat myself, and I perceive nothing but a few stumpy pens and unappetising blotting-paper. By chance I lift my eyes. I see the parting of the curtains yonder, and behold!”




  He rose and crossed the room, throwing back a curtain at the further end. In the recess stood a sideboard, laden with all manner of liqueurs and wines, glasses of every size and shape, sandwiches, pasties, and fruit. Herr Selingman stood on one side with outstretched hand, in the manner of a showman. He himself was wrapped for a moment in admiration.




  “For you others I cannot speak,” he observed, surveying the label upon a bottle of hock. “For myself, here is nectar.”




  With careful fingers he drew the cork. At a murmured word of invitation from Mr. Grex, the others rose from their places and also helped themselves from the sideboard. Selingman took up his position in the centre of the hearth-rug, with a long tumbler of yellow wine in one hand and a sandwich in the other.




  “For myself,” he continued, taking a huge bite, “I wage war against all formality. I have been through this sort of thing in Berlin. I have been through it in Vienna, I have been through it in Rome. I have sat at long tables with politicians, have drawn little pictures upon the blotting-paper and been bored to death. In wearisome fashion we have drafted agreements, we have quarrelled and bickered, we have yawned and made of ourselves men of parchment. But to-night,” he added, taking another huge bite from his sandwich, “to-night nothing of that sort is intended. Draconmeyer and I have an idea. Mr. Grex is favourably inclined towards it. That idea isn’t a bit of good to ourselves or any one else unless Monsieur Douaille here shares our point of view. Here we are, then, all met together—let us hope for a week or two’s enjoyment. Little by little we must try and see what we can do towards instilling that idea into the mind of Monsieur Douaille. We may succeed, we may fail, but let us always remember that our conversations are the conversations of four friends, met together upon what is nothing more or less than a holiday. I hate the sight of those sheets of blotting-paper and clean pens. Who wants to make notes, especially of what we are going to talk about! The man who cannot carry notes in his head is no statesman.”




  Monsieur Douaille, who had chosen champagne and was smoking a cigarette, beamed approval. Much of his nervousness had departed.




  “I agree,” he declared, “I like well the attitude of our friend Selingman. There is something much too formal about this table. I am not here to talk treaties or to upset them. To exchange views, if you will—no more. Meanwhile, I appreciate this very excellent champagne, the cigarettes are delicious, and I remove myself to this easy-chair. If any one would talk world politics, I am ready. Why not? Why should we pretend that there is any more interesting subject to men like ourselves, in whom is placed the trust of our country?”




  Mr. Grex nodded his head in assent.




  “The fault is mine,” he declared, “but, believe me, it was not intentional. It was never my wish to give too formal an air to our little meeting—in fact I never intended to do more than dwell on the outside edge of great subjects to-night. Unfortunately, Monsieur Douaille, neither you nor I, whatever our power or influence may be, are directly responsible for the foreign affairs of our countries. We can, therefore, speak with entire frankness. Our countries—your country and mine—are to-day bound together by an alliance. You have something which almost approaches an alliance with another country. I am going to tell you in plain words what I think you have been given to understand indirectly many times during the last few years—that understanding is not approved of in St. Petersburg.”




  Monsieur Douaille knocked the ash from his cigarette. He gazed thoughtfully into the fire of pine logs which was burning upon the open hearth.




  “Mr. Grex,” he said, “that is plainer speaking than we have ever received from any official source.”




  “I admit it,” Mr. Grex replied. “Such a statement on my part may sound a little startling, but I make it advisedly. I know the feeling—you will grant that my position entitles me to know the feeling—of the men who count for anything in Russian politics. Perhaps I do not mean the titular heads of my Government. There are others who have even more responsibilities, who count for more. I honestly and truthfully assure you that I speak for the powers that are behind the Government of Russia when I tell you that the English dream of a triple alliance between Russia, England, and France will never be accepted by my country.”




  Monsieur Douaille sipped his champagne.




  “This is candour,” he remarked, “absolute candour. One speaks quite plainly, I imagine, before our friend the enemy?” he added, smiling towards Selingman.




  “Why not?” Selingman demanded. “Why not, indeed? We are not fools here.”




  “Then I would ask you, Mr. Grex,” Monsieur Douaille continued, “where in the name of all that is equitable are you to find an alliance more likely to preserve the status quo in Europe? Both logically and geographically it absolutely dovetails. Russia is in a position to absorb the whole attention of Austria and even to invade the north coast of Germany. The hundred thousand troops or so upon which we could rely from Great Britain, would be invaluable for many reasons—first, because a mixture of blood is always good; secondly, because the regular army which perforce they would have to send us, is of very fine fighting material; and thirdly, because they could land, to give away a very open secret to you, my friend Selingman, in a westerly position, and would very likely succeed thereby in making an outflanking movement towards the north. I presume that at present the German fleet would not come out to battle, in which case the English would certainly be able to do great execution upon the northern coast of Germany. All this, of course, has been discussed and written about, and the next war been mapped out in a dozen different ways. I must confess, however, that taking every known consideration into account, I can find no other distribution of powers so reasonable or so favourable to my country.”




  Mr. Grex nodded.




  “I find no fault with any word of what you have said,” he declared, “except that yours is simply the superficial and obvious idea of the man in the street as to the course of the next probable war. Now let us go a little further. I grant all the points which you urge in favour of your suggested triple alliance. I will even admit that your forecast of a war taking place under such conditions, is a fairly faithful one. We proceed, then. The war, if it came to pass, could never be decisive. An immense amount of blood would be shed, treasure recklessly poured out, Europe be rendered desolate, for the sake most largely of whom?—of Japan and America. That is the weakness of the whole thing. A war carried out on the lines you suggest would be playing the game of these two countries. Even the victors would be placed at a huge disadvantage with them, to say nothing of the losers, who must see slipping away from them forever their place under the sun. It is my opinion—and I have studied this matter most scientifically and with the help of the Secret Service of every country, not excepting your own, Herr Selingman—it is my opinion that this war must be indecisive. The German fleet would be crippled and not destroyed. The English fleet would retain its proportionate strength. No French advance into Germany would be successful, no German advance into France is likely. The war would languish for lack of funds, through sheer inanition it would flicker out, and the money of the world would flow into the treasuries of America. Russia would not be fighting for her living. With her it could be at best but a half-hearted war. She would do her duty to the alliance. Nothing more could be hoped from her. You could not expect, for instance, that she would call up all her reserves, leave the whole of her eastern frontier unprotected, and throw into mid-Europe such a force as would in time subjugate Germany. This could be done but it will not be done. We all know that.”




  Monsieur Douaille smoked thoughtfully for several moments.




  “Very well,” he pronounced at last, “I am rather inclined to agree with all that you have said. Yet it seems to me that you evade the great point. The status quo is what we desire, peace is what the world wants. If, before such a war as you have spoken of is begun, people realise what the end of it must be, don’t you think that that itself is the greatest help towards peace? My own opinion is, I tell you frankly, that for many years to come, at any rate, there will be no war.”




  Herr Selingman set down his glass and turned slowly around.




  “Then let me tell you that you are mistaken,” he declared solemnly. “Listen to me, my friend Douaille—my friend, mind, and not the statesman Douaille. I am a German citizen and you are a French one, and I tell you that if in three years’ time your country does not make up its mind to strike a blow for Alsace and Lorraine, then in three years’ time Germany will declare war upon you.”




  Monsieur Douaille had the expression of a man who doubts. Selingman frowned. He was suddenly immensely serious. He struck the palm of one hand a great blow with his clenched fist.




  “Why is it that no one in the world understands,” he cried, “what Germany wants? I tell you, Monsieur Douaille, that we don’t hate your country. We love it. We crowd to Paris. We expand there. It is the holiday place of every good German. Who wants a ruined France? Not we! Yet, unless there is a change in the international situation, we shall go to war with you and I will tell you why. There are no secrets about this sort of thing. Every politician who is worth his salt knows them. The only difficulty is to know when a country is in earnest, and how far it will go. That is the value of our meeting. That is what I am here to say. We shall go to war with you, Monsieur Douaille, to get Calais, and when we’ve got Calais—oh, my God!” Selingman almost reverently concluded, “then our solemn task will be begun.”




  “England!” Monsieur Douaille murmured.




  There was a brief pause. Selingman had seemed, for a moment, to have passed into the clouds. There was a sort of gloomy rapture upon his face. He caught up Douaille’s last word and repeated it.




  “England! England, and through her….”




  He moved to the sideboard and filled his tumbler with wine. When he came back to his place, his expression had lightened.




  “Ah, well! dear Monsieur Douaille,” he exclaimed, patting the other’s shoulder in friendly fashion, “to-night we merely chatter. To-night we are here to make friends, to gain each the confidence of the other. To ourselves let us pretend that we are little boys, playing the game of our nation—France, Germany, and Russia. Germany and Russia, to be frank with you, are waiting for one last word from Germany’s father, something splendid and definite to offer. What we would like France to do, while France loses its money at roulette and flirts with the pretty ladies at Ciro’s, is to try and accustom itself not to an alliance with Germany—no! Nothing so utopian as that. The lion and the lamb may remain apart. They may agree to be friends, they may even wave paws at one another, but I do not suggest that they march side by side. What we ask of France is that she looks the other way. It is very easy to look the other way. She might look, for instance—towards Egypt.”
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    “What we ask of France is that she looks the other way.”


  




  There was a sudden glitter in the eyes of Monsieur Douaille. Selingman saw it and pressed on.




  “There are laurels to be won which will never fade,” he continued, setting down his empty tumbler, “laurels to be won by that statesman of your country, the little boy France, who is big enough and strong enough to stand with his feet upon the earth and proclaim—‘I am for France and my own people, and my own people only, and I will make them great through all the centuries by seeing the truth and leading them towards it, single-purposed, single-minded.’ … But these things are not to be disposed of so readily as this wonderful Berncastler—I beg its pardon, Berncastler Doctor—of our host. For to-night I have said my say. I have whims, perhaps, but with me serious affairs are finished for the night. I go to the Sporting Club. Mademoiselle keeps my place at the baccarat table. I feel in the vein. It is a small place, Monte Carlo. Let us make no appointments. We shall drift together. And, monsieur,” he concluded, laying his hand for a moment upon Douaille’s shoulder, “let the thought sink into your brain. Wipe out that geographical and logical map of Europe from your mind; see things, if you can, in the new daylight. Then, when the idea has been there for just a little time—well, we speak again…. Come, Draconmeyer. I am relying upon your car to get me into Monte Carlo. My bounteous host, Mr. Grex, good night! I touch your hand with reverence. The man who possesses such wine and offers it to his friends, is indeed a prince.”




  Mr. Grex rose a little unwillingly from his chair.




  “It is of no use to protest,” he remarked, smiling. “Our friend Selingman will have his way. Besides, as he reminded us, there is one last word to arrive. Come and breathe the odours of the Riviera, Monsieur Douaille. This is when I realise that I am not at my villa on the Black Sea.”




  They passed out into the hall and stood on the terrace while the cars drew up. The light outside seemed faintly violet. The perfume of mimosa and roses and oleander came to him in long waves, subtle and yet invigorating. Below, the lights of Monte Carlo, clear and brilliant, with no northern fog or mist to dull their radiance, shone like gems in the mantle of night. Selingman sighed as he stepped into the automobile.




  “We are men who deserve well from history,” he declared, “who, in the midst of a present so wonderful, can spare time to plan for the generations to come!”




  XVI. A BARGAIN WITH JEAN COULOIS
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  Selingman drew out his watch and held it underneath the electric light set in the back of the automobile.




  “Good!” he declared. “It is not yet half-past eleven.”




  “Too early for the Austria,” Draconmeyer murmured, a little absently.




  Selingman returned the watch to his pocket.




  “By no means,” he objected. “Mademoiselle is doubtless amusing herself well enough, but if I go now and leave in an hour, she will be peevish. She might want to accompany us. To-night it would not be convenient. Tell your chauffeur, Draconmeyer, to take us direct to the rendezvous. We can at least watch the people there. One is always amused. We will forget our nervous friend. These little touches, Draconmeyer, my man, they mark the man of genius, mind you. Did you notice how his eyes lit up when I whispered that one word ‘Egypt’? It is a great game when you bait your hook with men and fish for empires!”




  Draconmeyer gave an instruction to his chauffeur and leaned back.




  “If we succeed,—” he began.




  “Succeed?” Selingman interrupted. “Why, man alive, he is on our hooks already! Be at rest, my friend. The affair is half arranged. It remains only with us to deal with one man.”




  Draconmeyer’s eyes sparkled beneath his spectacles. A slow smile crept over his white face.




  “You are right,” he agreed. “That man is best out of the way. If he and Douaille should meet—”




  “They shall not meet,” Selingman thundered. “I, Selingman, declare it. We are here already. Good! The aspect of the place pleases me.”




  The two men, arriving so early, received the distinguished consideration of a bowing maître d’hôtel as they entered the Austria. They were ushered at once to a round table in a favourable position. Selingman surrendered his hat and coat to the obsequious vestiaire, pulled down his waistcoat with a familiar gesture, spread his pudgy hands upon the table and looked around him with a smile of benevolent approval.




  “I shall amuse myself here,” he declared confidently. “Pass the menu to me, Draconmeyer. You have no more idea how to eat than a rabbit. That is why you suffer from indigestion. At this hour—why, it is not midnight yet—one needs sustenance—sustenance, mark you, intelligently selected, something nourishing yet not heavy. A sheet of paper, waiter. You see, I like to write out my dishes. It saves trouble and there are no disappointments, nothing is forgotten. As to the wine, show me the vintage champagnes…. So! You need not hurry with the meal. We shall spend some time here.”




  Draconmeyer arrested the much impressed maître d’hôtel as he was hurrying away.




  “Is there dancing here to-night?” he enquired.




  “But certainly, monsieur,” the man replied. “A Spanish lady, altogether ravishing, the equal of Otéro at her best—Signorina Melita.”




  “She dances alone?”




  “By no means. There is the young Frenchman, Jean Coulois, who is engaged for the season. A wonderful pair, indeed! When May comes, they go to the music-halls in Paris and London.”




  Draconmeyer nodded approval.




  “Coulois was the name,” he whispered to Selingman, as the man moved away.




  The place filled up slowly. Presently the supper was served. Selingman ate with appetite, Draconmeyer only sparingly. The latter, however, drank more freely than usual. The wine had, nevertheless, curiously little effect upon him, save for a slight additional brightness of the eyes. His cheeks remained pale, his manner distrait. He watched the people enter and pass to their places, without any apparent interest. Selingman, on the other hand, easily absorbed the spirit of his surroundings. As the night wore on he drank healths with his neighbours, beamed upon the pretty little Frenchwoman who was selling flowers, ate and drank what was set before him with obvious enjoyment. Both men, however, showed at least an equal interest when Mademoiselle Melita, in Spanish costume, accompanied by a slim, dark-visaged man, began to dance. Draconmeyer was no longer restless. He sat with folded arms, watching the performance with a strangely absorbed air. One thing, however, was singular. Although Selingman was confessedly a ladies’ man, his eyes, after her first few movements, scarcely rested for a moment upon the girl. Both Draconmeyer and he watched her companion steadfastly. When the dance was over they applauded with spirit. Selingman sat up in his place, a champagne bottle in his hand. He beckoned to the man, who, with a little deprecating shrug of the shoulders, swaggered up to their table with some show of condescension.




  “A chair for Monsieur Jean Coulois, the great dancer,” Selingman ordered, “a glass, and another bottle of wine. Monsieur Jean, my congratulations! But a word in your ear. Her steps do not match yours. It is you who make the dance. She has no initiative. She can do nothing but imitate,” he added.




  The dancer looked at his host a little curiously. He was slightly built and without an atom of colour. His black hair was closely cropped, his eyes of sombre darkness, his demeanour almost sullen. At Selingman’s words, however, he nodded rapidly and seated himself more firmly upon his chair. It was apparent that although his face remained expressionless, he was gratified.




  “They notice nothing, these others,” he remarked, with a little wave of the hand. “It is always the woman who counts. You are right, monsieur. She dances like a stick. She has good calves and she rolls her eyes. The canaille applaud. It is always like that. Your health, monsieur!”




  He drank his wine without apparent enjoyment, but he drank it like water. Selingman leaned across the table.




  “Coulois,” he whispered, “the wolves bay loudest at night, is it not so?”




  The man sat quite still. If such a thing had been possible, he might have grown a shade paler. His eyes glittered. He looked steadfastly at Selingman.




  “Who are you?” he muttered.




  “The wolves sleep in the daytime,” Selingman replied.




  The dancer shrugged his shoulders. He held out his glass to be replenished. The double password had reassured him.




  “Pardon, monsieur,” he said, “these have been anxious hours.”




  “The little affair at La Turbie?” Selingman suggested.




  Coulois set down his glass for the first time half finished. His mouth had taken an evil turn. He leaned across the table.




  “See you,” he exclaimed in a hoarse whisper, “what happened, happened justly! Martin is responsible. The whole thing was conducted in the spirit of a pantomime, a great joke. Who are we, the Wolves, to brandish empty firearms, to shrink from letting a little blood! Bah!”




  He finished his wine. Selingman nodded approvingly as he refilled his glass.




  “My friend and I,” he confided, “were amongst those who were held up. Imagine it! We stood against the wall like a row of dummies. Such treasure as I have never before seen was poured into that sack. Jewels, my friend, such as only the women of Monte Carlo wear! Packet after packet of mille notes! Wealth immeasurable! Oh, Coulois, Coulois, it was an opportunity lost!”




  “Lost!” the dancer echoed fiercely. “It was thrown into the gutter! It was madness! It was hellish, such ill-fortune! Yet what could I do? If I had been absent from here—I, Coulois, whom men know of—even the police would have had no excuse. So it was Martin who must lead. Our armoury had never been fuller. There were revolvers for every one, ammunition for a thousand…. Pardon, monsieur, but I cannot talk of this affair. The anger rises so hot in my heart that I fear to betray myself to those who may be listening. And besides, you have not come here to talk with me of it.”




  “It is true,” Selingman confessed.




  There was a brief silence. The dancer was studying them both. There was uneasiness in his expression.




  “I do not understand,” he enquired hoarsely, “how you came by the passwords?”




  “Make yourself wholly at ease, my young friend,” Selingman begged him reassuringly. “We are men of the world, my friend and I. We seek our own ends in life and we have often to make use of the nearest and the best means for the purpose of securing them. Martin has served me before. A week ago I should have gone to him. To-night, as you know, he lies in prison.”




  “Martin, indeed!” the dancer jeered. “You would have gone, then, to a man of sawdust, a chicken-livered bungler! What is it that you want done? Speak to me. I am a man.”




  The leader of the orchestra was essaying upon his violin the tentative strains of a popular air. The girl had reappeared and was poising herself upon her toes. The leader of the orchestra summoned Coulois.




  “I must dance,” he announced. “Afterwards I will return.”




  He leapt lightly to his feet and swung into the room with extended arms. Draconmeyer looked down at his plate.




  “It is a risk, this, we are running,” he muttered. “I do not see, Selingman, why you could not have hired this fellow through Allen or one of the others.”




  Selingman shook his head.




  “See here, Draconmeyer,” he explained, “this is one of the cases where agents are dangerous. For Allen to have been seen with Jean Coulois here would have been the same as though I had been seen with him myself. I cannot, alas! in this place, with my personality, keep my identity concealed. They know that I am Selingman. They know well that wherever I move, I have with me men of my Secret Service. I cannot use them against Hunterleys. Too many are in the know. Here we are simply two visitors who talk to a dancer. We depart. We do not see him again until afterwards. Besides, this is where fate is with us. What more natural than that the Wolves should revenge themselves upon the man who captured one of their leaders? It was the young American, Richard Lane, who really started the debacle, but it was Hunterleys who seized Martin. What more natural than revenge? These fellows hang by one another always.”




  Draconmeyer nodded with grim approval.




  “It was devilish work he did in Sofia,” he said softly. “But for him, much of this would have been unnecessary.”




  The dance was over. Both men joined enthusiastically in the applause. Coulois, with an insolent nod to his admirers, returned to his seat. He threw himself back in his chair, crossed his legs and held out his empty glass. Though he had been dancing furiously, there was not a single bead of perspiration upon his forehead.




  “You are in good condition, my friend,” Selingman observed admiringly.




  “I need to be for my work,” Coulois replied. “Let us get to business. There is no need to mince words. What do you want with me? Who is the quarry?”




  “The man who ruined your little affair at La Turbie and captured your comrade Martin,” Selingman whispered. “You see, you have every provocation to start with.”




  Coulois’ eyes glittered.




  “He was an Englishman,” he muttered.




  “Quite true,” Selingman assented. “His name is Hunterleys—Sir Henry Hunterleys. He lives at the Hotel de Paris. His room is number 189. He spends his time upon the Terrace, at the Café de Paris, and in the Sporting Club. Every morning he goes to the English Bank for his letters, deals with them in his room, calls at the post-office and takes a walk, often up into the hills.”




  “Come, come, this is not so bad!” Coulois exclaimed. “They laugh at us in the cafés and down in the wine shops of Monaco, those who know,” he went on, frowning. “They say that the Wolves have become sheep. We shall see! It is an affair, this, worth considering. What do you pay, Monsieur le Gros, and for how long do you wish him out of the way?”




  “The pay,” Selingman announced, “is two hundred louis, and the man must be in hospital for at least a fortnight.”




  Draconmeyer leaned suddenly forward. His eyes were bright, his hands gripped the table.




  “Listen!” he whispered in Coulois’ ear. “Are the Wolves sheep, indeed, that they can do no more than twist ankles and break heads? That two hundred shall be five hundred, Jean Coulois, but it must be a cemetery to which they take him, and not a hospital!”
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    “That two hundred shall be five hundred, but


    it must be a cemetery to which they take him!”


  




  There was a moment’s silence. Selingman sat back in his place. He was staring at his companion with wide-open eyes. Jean Coulois was moistening his lips with his tongue, his eyes were brilliant.




  “Five hundred louis!” he repeated under his breath.




  “Is it not enough?” Draconmeyer asked coldly. “I do not believe in half measures. The man who is wounded may be well before he is welcome. If five hundred louis is not enough, name your price, but let there be no doubt. Let me see what the Wolves can do when it is their leader who handles the knife!”




  The face of the dancer was curiously impassive. He lifted his glass and drained it.




  “An affair of death!” he exclaimed softly. “We Wolves—we bite, we wound, we rob. But death—ugh! There are ugly things to be thought of.”




  “And pleasant ones,” Draconmeyer reminded him. “Five hundred louis is not enough. It shall be six hundred. A man may do much with six hundred golden louis.”




  Selingman sat forward once more in his place.




  “Look here,” he intervened, “you go too far, my friend. You never spoke to me of this. What have you against Hunterleys?”




  “His nationality,” Draconmeyer answered coolly. “I hate all Englishmen!”




  The gaiety had left Selingman’s face. He gazed at his companion with a curious expression.




  “My friend,” he murmured, “I fear that you are vindictive.”




  “Perhaps,” Draconmeyer replied quietly. “In these matters I like to be on the safe side.”




  Jean Coulois struck the table lightly with his small, feminine hand. He showed all his teeth as though he had been listening to an excellent joke.




  “It is to be done,” he decided. “There is no more to be said.”




  Some visitors had taken the next table. Coulois drew his chair a little closer to Draconmeyer.




  “I accept the engagement,” he continued. “We will talk no more. Monsieur desires my address? It is here,”—scribbling on a piece of paper. “But monsieur may be warned,” he added, with a lightning-like flash in his eyes as he became conscious of the observation of some passers-by. “I will not dance in England. I will not leave Monte Carlo before May. Half that sum—three hundred louis, mind—must come to me on trust; the other three hundred afterwards. Never fear but that I will give satisfaction. Keep your part of the bargain,” he added, under his breath, “and the Wolves’ fangs are already in this man’s throat.”




  He danced again. The two men watched him. Draconmeyer’s face was as still and colourless as ever. In Selingman’s there was a shade of something almost like repulsion. He poured himself out a glass of champagne.




  “Draconmeyer,” he exclaimed, “you are a cold-blooded fish, indeed! You can sit there without blinking and think of this thing which we have done. Now as for me, I have a heart. I can never see the passing out of the game of even a bitter opponent, without a shiver. Talk philosophy to me, Draconmeyer. My nerves are shaken.”




  Draconmeyer turned his head. He, too, raised his wine to his lips and drank deliberately.




  “My friend,” he said, “there is no philosophy save one. A child cries for the star he may not have; the weak man comforts himself in privation by repeating to himself the dry-as-dust axioms conceived in an alien brain, and weaving from them the miserable comfort of empty words. The man who knows life and has found wisdom, pays the price for the thing he desires, and obtains it!”




  XVII. DUTY INTERFERES AGAIN
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  Hunterleys sat that night alone in a seat at the Opera for a time and lost himself in a maze of recollections. He seemed to find himself growing younger as he listened to the music. The days of a more vivid and ardent sentimentality seemed to reassert themselves. He thought of the hours when he had sat side by side with his wife, the only woman to whom he had ever given a thought; of the thrill which even the touch of her fingers had given him, of the drive home together, the little confidences and endearments, the glamour which seemed to have been thrown over life before those unhappy misunderstandings. He remembered so well the beginning of them all—the terrible pressure of work which was thrown upon his shoulders, his engrossed days, his disturbed nights; her patience at first, her subsequent petulance, her final anger. He was engaged often in departmental work which he could not even explain. She had taken up with unhappy facility the rôle of a neglected wife. She declared that he had ceased to care for the lighter ways. There had certainly been a time when her complaints had been apparently justified, when the Opera had been banned, theatres were impossible, when she could not even rely upon his escort to a dinner or to a reception. He had argued with her very patiently at first but very unsuccessfully. It was then that her friendship with Linda Draconmeyer had been so vigorously renewed, a friendship which seemed from the first to have threatened his happiness. Had it been his fault? he wondered. Had he really been too much engrossed in his work? His country had made large demands upon him in those days. Had he ever explained the matter fully and carefully enough to her? Perhaps not. At any rate, he was the sufferer. He realised more than ever, as the throbbing of the music stole into his blood, the loneliness of his life. And yet it seemed so hopeless. Supposing he threw up his work and let things take their course? The bare thought chilled him. He recognised it as unworthy. The great song of mortification from the broken hero rang in his ears. Must every woman bring to every man the curse of Delilah!…




  He passed out of the building into the cool, starlit night. People were strolling about in evening clothes, hatless, the women in white opera cloaks and filmy gowns, their silk-stockinged feet very much in evidence, resembling almost some strange kind of tropical birds with their little shrill laughter and graceful movements, as they made their way towards the Club or round to the Rooms, or to one of the restaurants for supper. Whilst Hunterleys hesitated, there was a touch upon his arm. He glanced around.




  “Hullo, David!” he exclaimed. “Were you waiting for me?”




  The young man fell into step by his side.




  “I have been to the hotel,” he said, in a low tone. “They thought you might be here. Can you come up later—say at one o’clock?”




  “Certainly,” Hunterleys answered. “Where’s Sidney?”




  “He’s working now. He’ll be home by half-past twelve unless anything goes wrong. He thinks he’ll have something to tell you.”




  “I’ll come,” Hunterleys agreed. “How’s Felicia?”




  “All right, but working herself to death,” the young man replied. “She is getting anxious, too. Give her a word of encouragement if you see her to-night. She was hoping you might have been up to see her.”




  “I won’t forget,” Hunterleys promised.




  The young man drifted silently away, and Hunterleys, after a moment’s hesitation and a glance at his watch, turned towards the Club. He climbed the broad staircase, surrendered his hat and turned in at the roulette room. The magic of the music was still in his veins, and he looked around him almost eagerly. There was no sign of Violet. He strolled into the baccarat room but she was not there. Perhaps she, too, had been at the Opera. In the bar he found Richard Lane, sitting moodily alone. The young man greeted him warmly.




  “Come and have a drink, Sir Henry,” he begged. “I’ve got the hump.”




  Hunterleys sat down by his side.




  “Whiskey and apollinaris,” he ordered. “What’s the matter with you, Richard?”




  “She isn’t here,” the young man declared. “I’ve been to the Rooms and she isn’t there either.”




  “What about the Opera?” Hunterleys asked.




  “I started at the Opera,” Lane confessed, “took a box so as to be able to see the whole house. I sat through the first act but there wasn’t a sign of her. Then I took a spin out and had another look at the villa. It was all lit up as though there were a party. I very nearly marched in.”




  “Just as well you didn’t, I think,” Hunterleys remarked, smiling. “I see you’re feeling just the same about it.”




  The young man did not even vouchsafe an answer.




  “Then you’re not going to take advantage of your little warning and clear out?” Hunterleys continued.




  “Don’t you think I’m big enough to take care of myself?” Lane asked, with a little laugh. “Besides, there’s an American Consul here, and plenty of English witnesses who saw the whole thing. Can’t think why they’re trying on such a silly game.”




  “Mr. Grex may have influence,” Hunterleys suggested.




  “Who the mischief is my prospective father-in-law?” Richard demanded, almost testily. “There’s an atmosphere about that house and the servants I can’t understand a bit.”




  “You wouldn’t,” Hunterleys observed drily. “Well, in a day or two I’ll tell you who Mr. Grex is. I’d rather not to-night.”




  “By the way,” Lane continued, “your wife was asking if you were here, a few minutes ago.”




  Hunterleys rose quickly to his feet.




  “Where is she?”




  “She was at her usual place at the top roulette table, but she gave it up just as I passed, said she was going to walk about,” the young man replied. “I don’t think she has left yet.”




  Hunterleys excused himself hastily. In the little space between the restaurant and the roulette rooms he came suddenly upon Violet. She was leaning back in an obscure corner, with her hands clasped helplessly in her lap before her. She was sitting quite still and his heart sank when he saw her. The lines under her eyes were unmistakable now; her cheeks, too, seemed to have grown hollow. Her first look at him almost made him forget all their differences. There was something piteous in the tremble of her lips. He drew a chair to her side.




  “Richard told me that you wished to speak to me,” he began, as lightly as he could.




  “I asked if he had seen you, a few minutes ago,” she admitted. “I am afraid that my interest was rather mercenary.”




  “You want to borrow some money?” he enquired, taking out his pocket-book.




  She looked at it, and though her eyes at first were listless, they still seemed fascinated.




  “I don’t think I can play any more to-night,” she sighed.




  “You have been losing?”




  “Yes!”




  “Come and have something,” he invited. “You look tired.”




  She rose willingly enough. They passed out, side by side, into the little bar.




  “Some champagne?” he suggested.




  She shook her head quickly. The memory of the champagne at dinner-time came back to her with a sudden sickening insistence. She thought of the loan, she thought of Draconmeyer with a new uneasiness. It was as though she had admitted some new complication into her life.




  “Could I have some tea?” she begged.




  He ordered some and sat with her while she drank it.




  “You know,” he declared, “if I might be permitted to say so, I think you are taking the gaming here a little too seriously. If you have been unlucky, it is very easy to arrange an advance for you. Would you like some money? If so, I will see to it when I go to the bank to-morrow. I can let you have a hundred pounds at once, if you like.”




  A hundred pounds! If only she dared tell him that she had lost a thousand within the last two hours! Once more he was fingering his pocket-book.




  “Come,” he went on pleasantly, “you had better have a hundred from me, for luck.”




  He counted out the notes. Her fingers began to shake.




  “I didn’t mean to play any more to-night,” she faltered, irresolutely.




  “Nor should I,” he agreed. “Take my advice, Violet, and go home now. This will do for you to-morrow.”




  She took the money and dropped it into her jewelled bag.




  “Very well,” she said, “I won’t play any more, but I don’t want to go home yet. It is early, and I can never sleep here if I go to bed. Sit with me for half-an-hour, and then perhaps you could give me some supper?”




  He shook his head.




  “I am so sorry,” he answered, “but at one o’clock I have an appointment.”




  “An appointment?”




  “Such bad luck,” he continued. “It would have given me very great pleasure to have had supper with you, Violet.”




  “An appointment at one o’clock,” she repeated slowly. “Isn’t that just a little—unusual?”




  “Perhaps so,” he assented. “I can assure you that I am very sorry.”




  She leaned suddenly towards him. The aloofness had gone from her manner. The barrier seemed for a moment to have fallen down. Once more she was the Violet he remembered. She smiled into his face, and smiled with her eyes as well as her lips, just the smile he had been thinking of an hour ago in the Opera House.




  “Don’t go, please,” she begged. “I am feeling lonely to-night and I am so tired of everybody and everything. Take me to supper at the Café de Paris. Then, if you like, we might come back here for half-an-hour. Or—”




  She hesitated.




  “I am horribly sorry,” he declared, in a tone which was full of real regret. “Indeed, Violet, I am. But I have an appointment which I must keep, and I can’t tell exactly how long it may take me.”




  The very fact that the nature of that appointment concerned things which from the first he had made up his mind must be kept entirely secret, stiffened his tone. Her manner changed instantly. She had drawn herself a little away. She considered for a moment.




  “Are you inclined to tell me with whom your appointment is, and for what purpose?” she asked coldly. “I don’t want to be exacting, but after the request I have made, and your refusal—”




  “I cannot tell you,” he interrupted. “I can only ask you to take my word for it that it is one which I must keep.”




  She rose suddenly to her feet.




  “I forgot!” she exclaimed. “I haven’t the slightest right to your confidence. Besides, when I come to think of it, I don’t believe that I am hungry at all. I shall try my luck with your money?”




  “Violet!—”




  She swept away with a little farewell nod, half insolent, half angry. Hunterleys watched her take her place at the table. For several moments he stood by her side. She neither looked up nor addressed him. Then he turned and left the place.




  XVIII. A MIDNIGHT CONFERENCE
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  Hunterleys remained in the hotel only long enough to change his straw hat for a cap, put on a long, light overcoat and take an ash stick from his wardrobe. He left the place by an unfrequented entrance and commenced at once to climb to the back part of the town. Once or twice he paused and looked around, to be sure that he was not followed. When he had arrived as far as the Hotel de Prince de Galles, he crossed the road. From here he walked very quickly and took three turns in rapid succession. Finally he pushed open a little gate and passed up a tiled walk which led between a little border of rose trees to a small white villa, covered with creepers. A slim, girlish figure came suddenly out from the porch and danced towards him with outstretched hands.




  “At last!” she exclaimed. “At last! Tell me, my co-guardian, how you are going to excuse yourself?”




  He took her outstretched hands and looked down into her face. She was very small and dark, with lustrous brown eyes and a very sensitive mouth, which just now was quivering with excitement.




  “All the excuses have gone out of my head, Felicia,” he declared. “You look such a little elf in the moonlight that I can’t do more than say that I am sorry. But I have been busy.”




  She was suddenly serious. She clasped his arm with both her hands and turned towards the house.




  “Of course you have,” she sighed. “It seems too bad, though, in Monte Carlo. Sidney and David are like ghouls. I don’t ask what it is all about—I know better—but I wish it were all over, whatever it is.”




  “Is Sidney back?” Hunterleys asked eagerly.




  She nodded.




  “He came in half-an-hour ago, looking like a tramp. David is writing as though he hadn’t a moment to spare in life. They are both waiting for you, I think.”




  “And you?” he enquired. “How do the rehearsals go?”




  “The rehearsals are all right,” she admitted, looking up at him almost pathetically. “It’s the night itself that seems so awful. I know every word, I know every note, and yet I can’t feel sure. I can’t sleep for thinking about it. Only last night I had a nightmare. I saw all those rows and rows of faces, and the lights, and my voice went, my tongue was dry and hard, not a word would come. And you were there—and the others!”




  He laughed at her.




  “Little girl,” he said solemnly, “I shall have to speak to Sidney. One of those two young men must take you out for a day in the country to-morrow.”




  “They seem so busy,” she complained. “They don’t seem to have time to think of me. I suppose I had better let you go in. They’d be furious if they thought I was keeping you.”




  They passed into the villa, and with a farewell pat of the hand Hunterleys left her and opened a door on the left-hand side of the hall. The young man who had met him coming out of the Opera was standing with his hands in his pockets, upon the hearth-rug of an exceedingly untidy-looking apartment. There was a table covered with papers, another piled with newspapers. There were books upon the floor, pipes and tobacco laid about haphazard. A space had been swept clear upon the larger table for a typewriter, a telephone instrument stood against the wall. A man whose likeness to Felicia was at once apparent, swung round in his chair as Hunterleys entered. He had taken off his coat and waistcoat and his trousers seemed smothered with dust.




  “Regular newspaper correspondent’s den,” Hunterleys remarked, as he looked around him. “I never saw such a mess in my life. I wonder Felicia allows it.”




  “We don’t let her come in,” her brother chuckled. “Is the door closed?”




  “Fast,” Hunterleys replied, moving away from it.




  “Things are moving,” the other went on. “I took the small car out to-day on the road to Cannes and I expect I was the first to see Douaille.”




  “I saw him myself,” Hunterleys announced. “I was out on that road, walking.”




  “Douaille,” Roche continued, “went direct to the Villa Mimosa. Grex was there, waiting for him. Draconmeyer and Selingman both kept out of the way.”




  Hunterleys nodded.




  “Reasonable enough, that. Grex was the man to pave the way. Well?”




  “At ten o’clock, Draconmeyer and Selingman arrived. The Villa Mimosa gets more difficult every day. I have only one friend in the house, although it is filled with servants. Three-quarters of them only speak Russian. My man’s reliable but he is in a terrible minority. The conference took place in the library. It lasted about an hour and a half. Selingman and Draconmeyer came out looking fairly well satisfied. Half-an-hour later Douaille went on to Mentone, to the Hotel Splendide, where his wife and daughters are staying. No writing at all was done in the room.”




  “The conference has really begun, then,” Hunterleys observed moodily.




  “Without a doubt,” Roche declared. “I imagine, though, that the meeting this evening was devoted to preliminaries. I am hoping next time,” he went on, “to be able to pass on a little of what is said.”




  “If we could only get the barest idea as to the nature of the proposals,” Hunterleys said earnestly. “Of course, one can surmise. Our people are already warned as to the long conferences which have taken place between Grex and Selingman. They mean something—there’s no doubt about that. And then this invitation to Douaille, and his coming here so furtively. Everything points the same way, but a few spoken words are better than all the surmises in the world. It isn’t that they are unreasonable at home, but they must be convinced.”




  “It’s the devil’s own risk,” Roche sighed, “but I am hard at it. I was about the place yesterday as much as I dared. My plans are all ready now but things looked pretty awkward at the villa to-night. If they are going to have the grounds patrolled by servants every time they meet, I’m done. I’ve cut a pane of glass out of the dome over the library, and I’ve got a window-cleaning apparatus round at the back, and a ladder. The passage along the roof is quite easy and there’s a good deal of cover amongst the chimneys, but if they get a hint, it will be touch and go.”




  Hunterleys nodded. He was busy now, going through the long sheets of writing which the other young man had silently passed across to him. For half-an-hour he read, making pencil notes now and then in the margin. When at last he had finished, he returned them and, sitting down at the table, drew a packet of press cable sheets towards him and wrote for some time steadily. When he had finished, he read through the result of his labours and leaned back thoughtfully in his chair.




  “You will send this off from Cannes with your own, Briston?” he asked.




  The young man assented.




  “The car will be here at three,” he announced. “They’ll be on their way by eight.”




  “Press message, mind, to the Daily Post. If the operator wants to know what ‘Number 1’ means after ’Daily Post,’ you can tell him that it simply indicates to which editorial room the message is to be delivered.”




  “That’s a clever idea,” Roche mused. “Code dispatches to Downing Street might cause a little comment.”




  “They wouldn’t do from here,” Hunterleys declared. “They might be safe enough from Cannes but it’s better to run no risks. These will be passed on to Downing Street, unopened. Be careful to-morrow, Sidney.”




  “I can’t see that they can do anything but throw me out, Sir Henry,” Roche remarked. “I have my Daily Post authority in my pocket, and my passport. Besides, I got the man here to announce in the Monte Carlo News that I was the accredited correspondent for the district, and that David Briston had been appointed by a syndicate of illustrated papers to represent them out here. That’s in case we get a chance of taking photographs. I had some idea of going out to interview Monsieur Douaille.”




  Hunterleys shook his head.




  “I shouldn’t. The man’s as nervous as he can be now, I am pretty sure of that. Don’t do anything that might put him on his guard. Mind, for all we know he may be an honest man. To listen to what these fellows have to say doesn’t mean that he’s prepared to fall in with their schemes. By the by, you’ve nothing about the place, I suppose, if you should be raided?”




  “Not a thing,” was the confident reply. “We are two English newspaper correspondents, and there isn’t a thing to be found anywhere that’s not in keeping, except my rather large make-up outfit and my somewhat mixed wardrobe. I am not the only newspaper correspondent who goes in for that, though. Then there’s Felicia. They all know who she is and they all know that she’s my sister. Anyhow, even if I do get into trouble up at the Villa Mimosa, I can’t see that I shall be looked upon as anything more than a prying newspaper correspondent. They can’t hang me for that.”




  Hunterleys accepted a cigarette and lit it.




  “I needn’t tell you fellows,” he said gravely, “that this place is a little unlike any other in Europe. You may think you’re safe enough, but all the same I wouldn’t trust a living soul. By-the-by, I saw Felicia as I came in. You don’t want her to break down, do you?”




  “Good heavens, no!” her brother exclaimed.




  “Break down?” David repeated. “Don’t suggest such a thing!”




  “It struck me that she was rather nervy,” Hunterleys told them. “One of you ought to look after her for an hour or two to-morrow.”




  “I can’t spare a moment,” her brother sighed.




  “I’ll take her out,” Briston declared eagerly. “There’s nothing for me to do to-morrow till Sidney gets back.”




  “Well, between you, keep an eye on her,” Hunterleys advised. “And, Sidney, I don’t want to make a coward of you, and you and I both know that if there’s danger ahead it’s our job to face it, but have a care up at the Villa Mimosa. I don’t fancy the law of this Principality would see you out of any trouble if they got an idea that you were an English Secret Service man.”




  Roche laughed shortly.




  “Exactly my own idea,” he admitted. “However, we’ve got to see it through. I sha’n’t consider I’ve done my work unless I hear something of what Grex and the others have to say to Douaille the next time they meet.”




  Hunterleys found Felicia waiting for him outside. He shook his head reproachfully.




  “A future prima donna,” he said, “should go to bed at ten o’clock.”




  She opened the door for him and walked down the path, her hands clasped in his arm.




  “A future prima donna,” she retorted, “can’t do always what she likes. If I go to bed too early I cannot sleep. To-night I am excited and nervous. There isn’t anything likely to bring trouble upon—them, is there?”




  “Certainly not,” he replied promptly. “Your brother is full of enterprise, as you know. He runs a certain amount of risk in his eagerness to acquire news, but I never knew a man so well able to take care of himself.”




  “And—and Mr. Briston?”




  “Oh, he’s all right, anyway,” Hunterleys assured her. “His is the smaller part.”




  She breathed a little sigh of relief. They had reached the gate. She still had something to say. Below them flared the lights of Monte Carlo. She looked down at them almost wistfully.




  “Very soon,” she murmured, “I shall know my fate. Sir Henry,” she added suddenly, “did I see Lady Hunterleys to-day on the Terrace?”




  “Lady Hunterleys is here,” he replied.




  “Am I—ought I to go and see her?” she enquired. “You see, you have done so much for me, I should like to do what you thought best.”




  “Just as you like, child,” he replied, a little carelessly.




  She clung to his arm. She seemed unwilling to let him go.




  “Dear co-guardian,” she murmured, “to-night I felt for a little time so happy, as though all the good things in life were close at hand. Then I watched you come up, and your step seemed so heavy, and you stooped as though you had a load on your shoulders.”




  He patted her hand.




  “Little girl,” he advised, “run away in and take care of your throat. Remember that everything depends upon the next few hours. As for me, perhaps I am getting a little old.”




  “Oh, la, la!” she laughed. “That’s what Sidney says when I tease him. I know I am only the mouse, but I could gnaw through very strong cords. Look!”




  Her teeth gleamed white in the moonlight. He swung open the gate.




  “Sing your way into the hearts of all these strange people,” he bade her, smiling. “Sing the envy and malice away from them. Sing so that they believe that England, after all, is the one desirable country.”




  “But I am going to sing in French,” she pouted.




  “Your name,” he reminded her, “that is English. ‘The little English prima donna,’ that is what they will be calling you.”




  She kissed his hands suddenly as he parted from her and swung off down the hill. Then she stood at the gate, looking down at the glittering lights. Would they shine as brightly for her, she wondered, in twenty-four hours’ time? It was so much to strive for, so much to lose, so wonderfully much to gain. Slowly her eyes travelled upwards. The symbolism of those higher lights calmed her fear. She drew a great sigh of happiness.




  “Felicia!”




  She turned around with a soft little laugh.




  “David!”
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  Richard presented himself the next morning at the Hotel de Paris.




  “Cheero!” he exclaimed, on being shown into Hunterleys’ sitting-room. “All right up to date, I see.”




  Hunterleys nodded. He had just come in from the bank and held his letters in his hand. Richard seated himself on the edge of the table.




  “I slept out on the yacht last night,” he said. “Got up at six o’clock and had a swim. What about a round of golf at La Turbie? We can get down again by luncheon-time, before the people are about.”




  “Afraid I can’t,” Hunterleys replied. “I have rather an important letter to go through carefully, and a reply to think out.”




  “You’re a queer chap, you know,” Richard went on. “You always seem to have something on but I’m hanged if I can see how you pass your time here in Monte Carlo. This political business, even if you do have to put in a bit of time at it now and then, can’t be going on all the while. Monte Carlo, too! So far as the women are concerned, they might as well be off the face of the earth, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen you make a bet at the tables. How did your wife do last night? I thought she seemed to be dropping it rather.”




  “I think that she lost,” Hunterleys replied indifferently. “Her gambling, however, is like mine, I imagine, on a fairly negligible scale.”




  Richard whistled softly.




  “Well, I don’t know,” he observed. “I saw her going for maximums yesterday pretty steadily. A few thousands doesn’t last very long at that little game.”




  Hunterleys smiled.




  “A few thousands!” he repeated. “I don’t suppose Violet has ever lost or won a hundred pounds in her life.”




  Richard abandoned the subject quickly. He was obliged to tell himself that it was not his business to interfere between husband and wife.




  “Say, Hunterleys,” he suggested, “do you think I could do something for the crowd on my little boat—a luncheon party or a cruise, eh?”




  “I should think every one would enjoy it immensely,” Hunterleys answered.




  “I can count on you, of course, if I arrange anything?”




  “I am afraid not,” Hunterleys regretted. “I am too much engrossed now to make any arrangements.”




  “I’m hanged if you don’t get more mysterious every moment!” Richard exclaimed vigorously. “What’s it all about? Can’t you even be safe in your room for five minutes without keeping one of those little articles under your newspaper while you read your letters?” he added, lifting with his stick the sheet which Hunterleys had hastily thrown over a small revolver. “What’s it all about, eh? Are you plotting to dethrone the Prince of Monaco and take his place?”




  “Not exactly that,” Hunterleys replied, a little wearily. “Lane, old fellow, you’re much better off not to know too much. I have told you that there’s a kind of international conference going on about here and I’ve sort of been pitchforked into the affair. Over in your country you don’t know much about this sort of thing, but since I’ve been out of harness I’ve done a good deal of what really amounts to Secret Service work. One must serve one’s country somehow or other, you know, if one gets the chance.”




  Richard was impressed.




  “Gee!” he exclaimed. “The sort of thing that one reads about, eh, and only half believes. Who’s the French Johnny who arrived last night?”




  “Douaille. He’s the coming President, they say. I’m thinking of paying him a visit of ceremony this afternoon.”




  There was a knock at the door. A waiter entered with a note upon a salver.




  “From Madame, monsieur,” he announced, presenting it to Hunterleys.




  The latter tore it open and read the few lines hastily:




  

    Dear Henry,




    If you could spare a few minutes, I should be glad if you would come round to my apartment.




    Yours,


    Violet.


  




  Hunterleys twisted the note up in his fingers.




  “Tell Lady Hunterleys that I will be round in a few moments,” he instructed the servant.




  Richard took up his stick and hat.




  “If you have an opportunity,” he said, “ask Lady Hunterleys what she thinks about a little party on the yacht. If one could get the proper people together—”




  “I’ll tell her,” Hunterleys promised. “You’d better wait till I get back.”




  He made his way to the other wing of the hotel. For the first time since he had been staying there, he knocked at the door of his wife’s apartments. Her maid admitted him with a smile. He found Violet sitting in the little salon before a writing-table. The apartment was luxuriously furnished and filled with roses. Somehow or other, their odour irritated him. She rose from her place and hastened towards him.




  “How nice of you to come so promptly!” she exclaimed. “You’re sure it didn’t inconvenience you?”




  “Not in the least,” he replied. “I was only talking to Richard Lane.”




  “You seem to have taken a great fancy to that young man all at once,” she remarked.




  Hunterleys was sitting upon the arm of an easy-chair. He had picked up one of Violet’s slippers and was balancing it in his hand.




  “Oh, I don’t know. He is rather refreshing after some of these people. He still has enthusiasms, and his love affair is quite a poem. Aren’t you up rather early this morning?”




  “I couldn’t sleep,” she sighed. “I think it has come to me in the night that I am sick of this place. I wondered—”




  She hesitated. He bent the slipper slowly back, waiting for her to proceed.




  “The Draconmeyers don’t want to go,” she went on. “They are here for another month, at least. Linda would miss me terribly, I suppose, but I have really given her a lot of my time. I have spent several hours with her every day since we arrived, and I don’t know what it is—perhaps my bad luck, for one thing—but I have suddenly taken a dislike to the place. I wondered—”




  She had picked up one of the roses from a vase close at hand, and was twirling it between her fingers. For some reason or other she seemed ill at ease. Hunterleys watched her silently. She was very pale, but since his coming a slight tinge of pink colour had stolen into her cheeks. She had received him in a very fascinating garment of blue silk, which was really only a dressing-gown. It seemed to him a long time since he had seen her in so intimate a fashion.




  “I wondered,” she concluded at last, almost abruptly, “whether you would care to take me away.”




  He was, for a moment, bereft of words. Somehow or other, he had been so certain that she had sent to him to ask for more money, that he had never even considered any other eventuality.




  “Take you away,” he repeated. “Do you really mean take you back to London, Violet?”




  “Just anywhere you like,” she replied. “I am sick of this place and of everything. I am weary to death of trying to keep Linda cheerful—you don’t realise how depressing it is to be with her; and—and every one seems to have got a little on my nerves. Mr. Draconmeyer,” she added, a little defiantly, raising her eyes to his, “has been most kind and delightful, but—somehow I want to get away.”




  He sat down on the edge of a couch. She seated herself at the further end of it.




  “Violet,” he said, “you have taken me rather by surprise.”




  “Well, you don’t mind being taken by surprise once in a while, do you?” she asked, a little petulantly. “You know I am capricious—you have told me so often enough. Here is a proof of it. Take me back to London or to Paris, or wherever you like.”




  He was almost overwhelmed. It was unfortunate that she had chosen that moment to look away and could not see, therefore, the light which glowed in his eyes.




  “Violet,” he assured her earnestly, “there is nothing in the world I should like so much. I would beg you to have your trunks packed this morning, but unfortunately I cannot leave Monte Carlo just now.”




  “Cannot leave Monte Carlo?” she repeated derisively. “Why, my dear man, you are a fish out of water here! You don’t gamble, you do nothing but moon about and go to the Opera and worry about your silly politics. What on earth do you mean when you say that you cannot leave Monte Carlo?”




  “I mean just what I say,” he replied. “I cannot leave Monte Carlo for several days, at any rate.”




  She looked at him blankly, a little incredulously.




  “You have talked like this before, Henry,” she said, “and it is all too absurd. You must tell me the truth now. You can have no business here. You are travelling for pleasure. You can surely leave a place or not at your own will?”




  “It happens,” he sighed, “that I cannot. Will you please be very kind, Violet, and not ask me too much about this? If there is anything else I can do,” he went on, hesitatingly, “if you will give me a little more of your time, if you will wait with me for a few days longer—”




  “Can’t you understand,” she interrupted impatiently, “that it is just this very moment, this instant, that I want to get away? Something has gone wrong. I want to leave Monte Carlo. I am not sure that I ever want to see it again. And I want you to take me…. Please!”




  She held out her hands, swaying a little towards him. He gripped them in his. She yielded to their pressure until their lips almost met.




  “You’ll take me away this morning?” she whispered.




  “I cannot do that,” he replied, “but, Violet—”




  She snatched herself away from him. An ungovernable fit of fury seemed to have seized her. She stood in the centre of the room and stamped her foot.




  “You cannot!” she repeated. “And you will not give me a reason? Very well, I have done my best, I have made my appeal. I will stay in Monte Carlo, then. I will—”




  There was a knock at the door.




  “Come in,” she cried. “Who is it?”




  The door was softly opened. Draconmeyer stood upon the threshold. He looked from one to the other in some surprise.




  “I am sorry,” he murmured. “Please excuse me.”




  “Come in, Mr. Draconmeyer,” she called out to his retreating figure. “Come in, please. How is Linda this morning?”




  Draconmeyer smiled a little ruefully as he returned.




  “Complaining,” he replied, “as usual. I am afraid that she has had rather a bad night. She is going to try and sleep for an hour or two. I came to see if you felt disposed for a motor ride this morning?”




  “I should love it,” she assented. “I should like to start as soon as possible. Henry was just going, weren’t you?” she added, turning to her husband.




  He stood his ground.




  “There was something else I wished to say,” he declared, glancing at Draconmeyer.




  The latter moved at once towards the door but Violet stopped him.




  “Not now,” she begged. “If there is really anything else, Henry, you can send up a note, or I dare say we shall meet at the Club to-night. Now, please, both of you go away. I must change my clothes for motoring. In half an hour, Mr. Draconmeyer.”




  “The car will be ready,” he answered.




  Hunterleys hesitated. He looked for a moment at Violet. She returned his glance of appeal with a hard, fixed stare. Then she turned away.




  “Susanne,” she called to her maid, who was in the inner room, “I am dressing at once. I will show you what to put out.”




  She disappeared, closing the connecting door behind her. The two men walked out to the lift in silence. Draconmeyer rang the bell.




  “You are not leaving Monte Carlo at present, then, Sir Henry?” he remarked.




  “Not at present,” Hunterleys replied calmly.




  They parted without further speech. Hunterleys returned to his room, where Richard was still waiting.




  “Say, have you got a valet here with you?” the young man enquired.




  Hunterleys shook his head.




  “Never possessed such a luxury in my life,” he declared.




  “Chap came in here directly you were gone—mumbled something about doing something for you. I didn’t altogether like the look of him, so I sat on the table and watched. He hung around for a moment, and then, when he saw that I was sticking it out, he went off.”




  “Was he wearing the hotel livery?” Hunterleys asked quickly.




  “Plain black clothes,” Richard replied. “He looked the valet, right enough.”




  Hunterleys rang the bell. It was answered by a servant in grey livery.




  “Are you the valet on this floor?” Hunterleys enquired.




  “Yes, sir!”




  “There was a man in here just now, said he was my valet or something of the sort, hung around for a minute or two and then went away. Who was he?”




  The servant shook his head. He was apparently a German, and stupid.




  “There are no valets on this floor except myself,” he declared.




  “Then who could this person have been?” Hunterleys demanded.




  “A tailor, perhaps,” the man suggested, “but he would not come unless you had ordered him. I have been on duty all the time. I have seen no one about.”




  “Very well,” Hunterleys said, “I’ll report the matter in the office.”




  “Some hotel thief, I suppose,” Lane remarked, as soon as the door was closed. “He didn’t look like it exactly, though.”




  Hunterleys frowned.




  “Not much here to satisfy any one’s curiosity,” he observed. “Just as well you were in the room, though.”




  “Surrounded by mysteries, aren’t you, old chap?” Richard yawned, lighting a cigarette.




  “I don’t know exactly about that,” Hunterleys replied, “but I’ll tell you one thing, Lane. There are things going on in Monte Carlo at the present moment which would bring out the black headlines on the halfpenny papers if they had an inkling of them. There are people here who are trying to draw up a new map of Europe, a new map of the world.”




  Richard shook his head.




  “I can’t get interested in anything, Hunterleys,” he declared. “You could tell me the most amazing things in the world and they’d pass in at one ear and out at the other. Kind of a blithering idiot, eh? You know what I did last night after dinner. If you’ll believe me, when I got to the villa, I found the place patrolled as though they were afraid of dynamiters. I skulked round to the back, got on the beach, and climbed a little way up towards the rock garden. I hid there and waited to see if she’d come out on the terrace. She never came, but I caught a glimpse of her passing from one room to another, and I tell you I’m such a poor sort of an idiot that I felt repaid for waiting there all that time. I shall go there again to-night. The boys wanted me to dine—Eddy Lanchester and Montressor and that lot—a jolly party, too. I sha’n’t do it. I shall have a mouthful alone somewhere and spend the rest of the evening on those rocks. Something’s got to come of this, Hunterleys.”




  “Let’s go into the lounge for a few moments,” Hunterleys suggested. “I may as well hear all about it.”




  They made their way downstairs, and sat there talking, or rather Hunterleys listened while Richard talked. Then Draconmeyer strolled across the hall and waited by the lift. Presently he returned with Violet by his side, followed by her maid, carrying rugs. As they approached, Hunterleys rose slowly to his feet. Violet was looking up into her companion’s face, talking and laughing. She either did not see Hunterleys, or affected not to. He stood, for a moment, irresolute. Then, as she passed, she glanced at him quite blankly and waved her hand to Richard. The two disappeared. Hunterleys resumed his seat. He had, somehow or other, the depressing feeling of a man who has lost a great opportunity.




  “Lady Hunterleys looks well this morning,” Lane remarked, absolutely unconscious of anything unusual.




  Hunterleys watched the car drive off before he answered.




  “She looks very well,” he assented gloomily.
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  They had skirted the wonderful bay and climbed the mountainous hill to the frontier before Violet spoke. All the time Draconmeyer leaned back by her side, perfectly content. A man of varied subtleties, he understood and fully appreciated the intrinsic value of silence. Whilst the Customs officer, however, was making out the deposit note for the car, she turned to him.




  “Will you tell me something, Mr. Draconmeyer?”




  “Of course!”




  “It is about my husband,” she went on. “Henry isn’t your friend—you dislike one another, I know. You men seem to have a sort of freemasonry which compels you to tell falsehoods about one another, but in this case I am going to remind you that I have the greater claim, and I am going to ask you for the sober truth. Henry has once or twice, during the last few days, hinted to me that his presence in Monte Carlo just now has some sort of political significance. He is very vague about it all, but he evidently wants me to believe that he is staying here against his own inclinations. Now I want to ask you a plain question. Is it likely that he could have any business whatever to transact for the Government in Monte Carlo? What I mean is, could there possibly be anything to keep him in this place which for political reasons he couldn’t tell me about?”




  “I can answer your question finally so far as regards any Government business,” Mr. Draconmeyer assured her. “Your husband’s Party is in Opposition. As a keen politician, he would not be likely to interest himself in the work of his rival.”




  “You are quite sure,” she persisted, “you are quite sure that he could not have a mission of any sort?—that there isn’t any meeting of diplomatists here in which he might be interested?”




  Mr. Draconmeyer smiled with the air of one listening to a child’s prattle.




  “If I were not sure that you are in earnest—!” he began. “However, I will just answer your question. Nothing of the sort is possible. Besides, people don’t come to Monte Carlo for serious affairs, you know.”




  Her face hardened a little.




  “I suppose,” she said, “that you are quite sure of what you told me the other evening about this young singer—Felicia Roche?”




  “I should not allude to a matter of that sort,” he declared, “unless I had satisfied myself as to the facts. It is true that I owe nothing to your husband and everything to you, or I should have probably remained silent. As it is, all that I know is at your service. Felicia Roche is to make her début at the Opera House to-night. Your husband has been seen with her repeatedly. He was at her villa at one o’clock this morning. I have heard it said that he is a little infatuated.”




  “Thank you,” she murmured, “that is quite enough.”




  The formalities were concluded and the car drove on. They paused at the last turn to gaze downward at the wonderful view—the gorgeous Bay of Mentone, a thousand feet below, with its wealth of mimosa-embosomed villas; Monte Carlo glittering on the sea-board; the sweep of Monaco, red-roofed, picturesque. And behind, the mountains, further away still, the dim, snow-capped heights. Violet looked, as she was bidden, but her eyes seemed incapable of appreciation. When the car moved on, she leaned back in her seat and dropped her veil. She was paler even than when they had started.




  “I am going to talk to you very little,” he said gravely. “I want you just to rest and breathe this wonderful air. If my reply to your question troubles you, I am sorry, but you had to know it some day. It is a wrench, of course, but you must have guessed it. Your husband is a man of peculiar temperament, but no man could have refused such an offer as you made him, unless there had been some special reason for it—no man in the world.”




  There was a little tremble in his tone, artistic and not overdone. Somehow, she felt that his admiration ministered to her self-respect. She permitted his hand to remain upon hers. The touch of her fingers very nearly brought the torrent from his lips. He crushed the words down, however. It was too great a risk. Very soon things would be different; he could afford to wait.




  They drove on to San Remo and turned into the hotel.




  “You are better away from Monte Carlo for a few hours,” he decided. “We will lunch here and drive back afterwards. You will feel greatly refreshed.”




  She accepted his suggestion without enthusiasm and with very little show of pleasure. They found a table on the terrace in a retired corner, surrounded with flowering cactus plants and drooping mimosa, and overhung by a giant oleander tree. He talked to her easily but in gossiping fashion only, and always with the greatest respect. It was not until the arrival of their coffee that he ventured to become at all personal.




  “Will you forgive me if I talk without reserve for a few moments?” he began, leaning a little towards her. “You have your troubles, I know. May I not remind you that you are not alone in your sorrows? Linda, as you know, has no companionship whatever to offer. She does nothing but indulge in fretful regrets over her broken health. When I remember, too, how lonely your days are, and think of your husband and what he might make of them, then I cannot help realising with absolute vividness the supreme irony of fate. Here am I, craving for nothing so much on earth as the sympathy, the affection of—shall I say such a woman as you? And your husband, who might have the best, remains utterly indifferent, content with something far below the second best. And there is so much in life, too,” he went on, regretfully. “I cannot tell you how difficult it is for me to sit still and see you worried about such a trifle as money. Fancy the joy of giving you money!”




  She awoke a little from her lethargy. She looked at him, startled.




  “You haven’t told me yet,” he added, “how the game went last night?”




  “I lost every penny of that thousand pounds,” she declared. “That is why I sent for my husband this morning and asked him to take me back to England. I am getting afraid of the place. My luck seems to have gone for ever.”




  He laughed softly.




  “That doesn’t sound like you,” he observed. “Besides, what does it matter? Write me out some more cheques when we get back. Date them this year or next, or the year after—it really doesn’t matter a bit. My fortune is at your disposal. If it amuses you to lose a thousand pounds in the afternoon, and twice as much at night, pray do.”




  She laughed at him. There was a certain glamour about his words which appealed to her fancy.




  “Why, you talk like a prince,” she murmured, “and yet you know how impossible it is.”




  “Is it?” he asked quietly.




  She rose abruptly from her place. There was something wrong—she felt it in the atmosphere—something that was almost choking her.




  “Let us go back,” she insisted.




  He ordered the car without another word and they started off homewards. It was not until they were nearing Monte Carlo that he spoke of anything save the slightest topics.




  “You must have a little more money,” he told her, in a matter-of-fact tone. “That is a necessity. There is no need to worry your husband. I shall go and bring you a thousand pounds. You can give me the cheques later.”




  She sat looking steadfastly ahead of her. She seemed to see her numbers spread out before her, to hear the click of the ball, the croupier’s voice, the thrill of victory.




  “I have taken more money from you than I meant to, already, Mr. Draconmeyer,” she protested. “Does Linda know how much you have lent me?”




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  “What is the use of telling her? She does not understand. She has never felt the gambling fever, the joy of it, the excitement. She would not be strong enough. You and I understand. I have felt it in the money-markets of the world, where one plays with millions, where a mistake might mean ruin. That is why the tables seem dull for me, but all the same it comes home to me.”




  She felt the fierce stimulus of anxious thought. She knew very well that notwithstanding his quiet manner, she had reason to fear the man who sat by her side. She feared his self-restraint, she feared the light which sometimes gleamed in his eyes when he fancied himself unobserved. He gave her no cause for complaint. All the time his behaviour had been irreproachable. And yet she felt, somehow or other, like a bird who is being hunted by a trapper, a trapper who knows his business, who goes about it with quiet confidence, with absolute certainty. There was something like despair in her heart.




  “Well, I suppose I shall have to stay here,” she said, “and I can’t stay here without playing. I will take a thousand more, if you will lend it to me.”




  “You shall have it directly we get to the hotel,” he told her. “Don’t hurry with the cheques, and don’t date them too soon. Remember that you must have something to live on when you get back.”




  “I am going to win,” she declared confidently. “I am going to win enough to pay you back every penny.”




  “I won’t say that I hope not,” he observed, “for your sake, but it will certainly give me no pleasure to have the money back again. You are such a wonderful person,” he added, dropping his voice, “that I rather like to feel that I can be a little useful to you.”




  They had neared the end of their journey and Mr. Draconmeyer touched her arm. A faint smile was playing about his lips. Certainly the fates were befriending him! He said nothing, but her eyes followed the slight motion of his head. Coming down the steps from Ciro’s were her husband and Felicia Roche. Violet looked at them for a moment. Then she turned her head away.




  “Most inopportune,” she sighed, with a little attempt at gaiety. “Shall we meet later at the Club?”




  “Assuredly,” Mr. Draconmeyer replied. “I will send the money to your room.”




  “Thank you once more,” she said, “and thank you, too, for my drive. I have enjoyed it very much. I am very glad indeed that I had the courage to make you tell me the truth.”




  “I hope,” he whispered, as he handed her out, “that you will never lack the courage to ask me anything.”




  XXI. ASSASSINATION!
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  Selingman, a large cigar between his lips and a happy smile upon his face, stood in the square before the Casino, watching the pigeons. He had just enjoyed an excellent lunch, he was exceedingly pleased with a new light grey suit which he was wearing, and his one unsatisfied desire was for companionship. Draconmeyer was away motoring with Lady Hunterleys, Mr. Grex was spending the early part of the day in conclave with their visitor from France, and Mademoiselle Nipon had gone to Nice for the day. Selingman had been left to his own devices and was beginning to find time hang upon his hands. Conversation and companionship were almost as great necessities with him as wine. He beamed upon the pigeons and looked around at the people dotted about in chairs outside the Café de Paris, hoping to find an acquaintance. It chanced, however, that he saw nothing but strangers. Then his eyes fell upon a man who was seated with folded arms a short distance away, a man of respectable but somewhat gloomy appearance, dressed in dark clothes, with pale cheeks and cavernous eyes. Selingman strolled towards him.




  “How go things, friend Allen?” he enquired, dropping his voice a little.




  The man glanced uneasily around. There was, however, no one in his immediate vicinity.




  “Badly,” he admitted.




  “Still no success, eh?” Selingman asked, drawing up a chair and seating himself.




  “The man is secretive by nature,” was the gloomy reply. “One would imagine that he knew he was being watched. Everything which he receives in the way of a written communication is at once torn up. He is the most difficult order of person to deal with—he is methodical. He has only the hotel valet to look after his things but everything is always in its place. Yesterday I went through his waste-paper basket. I took home the contents but the pieces were no larger than sixpences. I was able to put together one envelope which he received yesterday morning, which was franked ‘On His Majesty’s Service,’ and the post-mark of which was Downing Street.”




  Selingman shook his head ponderously and then replied seriously:




  “You must do better than that, my Sherlock Holmes—much better.”




  “I can’t make bricks without straw,” Allen retorted sullenly.




  “There is always straw if one looks in the right place,” Selingman insisted, puffing away at his cigar. “What we want to discover is, exactly how much does Hunterleys know of certain operations of ours which are going on here? He is on the watch—that I am sure of. There is one known agent in the place, and another suspected one, and I am pretty certain that they are both working at his instigation. What we want to get hold of is one of his letters to London.”




  “I have been in and out of his rooms at all hours,” the other said. “I have gone into the matter thoroughly, so thoroughly that I have taken a situation with a firm of English tailors here, and I am supposed to go out and tout for orders. That gives me a free entrée to the hotel. I have even had a commission from Sir Henry himself. He gave me a coat to get some buttons sewn on. I am practically free of his room but what’s the good? He doesn’t even lead the Monte Carlo life. He doesn’t give one a chance of getting at him through a third person. No notes from ladies, no flower or jewelry bills, not the shadow of an assignation. The only photograph upon his table is a photograph of Lady Hunterleys.”




  “Better not tell our friend Draconmeyer that,” Selingman observed, smiling to himself. “Well, well, you can do nothing but persevere, Allen. We are not niggardly masters. If a man fails through no fault of his own, well, we don’t throw him into the street. Nothing parsimonious about us. No need for you to sit about with a face as long as a fiddle because you can’t succeed all at once. We are the people to kick at it, not you. Drink a little more wine, my friend. Give yourself a liqueur after luncheon. Stick a cigar in your mouth and go and sit in the sunshine. Make friends with some of the ladies. Remember, the sun will still shine and the music play in fifty years’ time, but not for you. Come and see me when you want some more money.”




  “You are very kind, sir,” the man replied. “I am going across to the hotel now. Sir Henry has been about there most of the morning but he has just gone in to Ciro’s to lunch, so I shall have at least half-an-hour.”




  “Good luck to you!” Selingman exclaimed heartily. “Who knows but that the big things may come, even this afternoon? Cheer up, and try and make yourself believe that a letter may be lying on the table, a letter he forgot to post, or one sent round from the bank since he left. I am hopeful for you this afternoon, Allen. I believe you are going to do well. Come up and see me afterwards, if you will. I am going to my hotel to lie down for half-an-hour. I am not really tired but I have no friend here to talk with or anything to do, and it is a wise economy of the human frame. To-night, mademoiselle will have returned. Just now every one has deserted me. I will rest until six o’clock. Au revoir, friend Allen! Au revoir!”




  Selingman climbed the hill and entered the hotel where he was staying. He mounted to his room, took off his coat, at which he glanced admiringly for a moment and then hung up behind the door. Finally he pulled down the blinds and lay down to rest. Very soon he was asleep….




  The drowsy afternoon wore on. Through the open windows came the sound of carriages driven along the dusty way, the shouts of the coachmen to their horses, the jingling of bells, the hooting of motor horns. A lime tree, whose leaves were stirred by the languorous breeze, kept tapping against the window. From a further distance came the faint, muffled voices of promenaders, and the echo of the guns from the Tir du Pigeons. But through it all, Selingman, lying on his back and snoring loudly, slept. He was awakened at last by the feeling that some one had entered the room. He sat up and blinked.




  “Hullo!” he exclaimed.




  A man in the weird disguise of a motor-cyclist was standing at the foot of the bed. Selingman continued to blink. He was not wholly awake and his visitor’s appearance was unpleasant.




  “Who the devil are you?” he enquired.




  The visitor took off his disfiguring spectacles.




  “Jean Coulois—behold!” was the soft reply.




  Selingman raised himself and slid off the bed. It had seemed rather like a dream. He was wide-awake now, however.




  “What do you want?” he asked. “What are you here for?”




  Jean Coulois said nothing. Then very slowly from the inside pocket of his coat he drew a newspaper parcel. It was long and narrow, and in places there was a stain upon the paper. Selingman stared at it and stared back at Jean Coulois.




  “What the mischief have you got there?” he demanded.




  Coulois touched the parcel with his yellow forefinger. Selingman saw then that the stains were of blood.




  “Give me a towel,” his visitor directed. “I do not want this upon my clothes.”




  Selingman took a towel from the stand and threw it across the room.




  “You mean,” he asked, dropping his voice a little, “that it is finished?”




  “A quarter of an hour ago,” Jean Coulois answered triumphantly. “He had just come in from luncheon and was sitting at his writing-table. It was cleverly done—wonderfully. It was all over in a moment—not a cry. You came to the right place, indeed! And now I go to the country,” Coulois continued. “I have a motor-bicycle outside. I make my way up into the hills to bury this little memento. There is a farmhouse up in the mountains, a lonely spot enough, and a girl there who says what I tell her. It may be as well to be able to say that I have been there for déjeuner. These little things, monsieur—ah, well! we who understand think of them. And since I am here,” he added, holding out his hand—




  Selingman nodded and took out his pocket-book. He counted out the notes in silence and passed them over. The assassin dropped them into his pocket.




  “Au revoir, Monsieur le Gros!” he exclaimed, waving his hand. “We meet to-night, I trust. I will show you a new dance—the Dance of Death, I shall call it. I seem calm, but I am on fire with excitement. To-night I shall dance as though quicksilver were in my feet. You must not miss it. You must come, monsieur.”




  He closed the door behind him and swaggered off down the passage. Selingman stood, for a moment, perfectly still. It was a strange thing, but two big tears were in his eyes. Then he heaved a great sigh and shook his head.




  “It is part of the game,” he said softly to himself, “all part of the game.”




  XXII. THE WRONG MAN
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  Selingman came out into the sunlit streets very much as a man who leaves a dark and shrouded room. The shock of tragedy was still upon him. There was a little choke in his throat as he mingled with the careless, pleasure-loving throng, mostly wending their way now towards the Rooms or the Terrace. As he crossed the square towards the Hotel de Paris, his steps grew slower and slower. He looked at the building half-fearfully. Beautifully dressed women, men of every nationality, were passing in and out all the time. The commissionaire, with his little group of satellites, stood sunning himself on the lowest step, a splendid, complacent figure. There was no sign there of the horror that was hidden within. Even while he looked up at the windows he felt a hand upon his arm. Draconmeyer had caught him up and had fallen into step with him.




  “Well, dear philosopher,” he exclaimed, “why this subdued aspect? Has your solitary day depressed you?”




  Selingman turned slowly around. Draconmeyer’s eyes beneath his gold-rimmed spectacles were bright. He was carrying himself with less than his usual stoop, he wore a red carnation in his buttonhole. He was in spirits which for him were almost boisterous.




  “Have you been in there?” Selingman asked, in a low tone.




  Draconmeyer glanced at the hotel and back again at his companion.




  “In where?” he demanded. “In the hotel? I left Lady Hunterleys there a short time ago. I have been up to the bank since.”




  “You don’t know yet, then?”




  “Know what?”




  There was a momentary silence. Draconmeyer suddenly gripped his companion by the arm.




  “Go on,” he insisted. “Tell me?”




  “It’s all over!” Selingman exclaimed hoarsely. “Jean Coulois came to me a quarter of an hour ago. It is finished. Damnation, Draconmeyer, let go my arm!”




  Draconmeyer withdrew his fingers. There was no longer any stoop about him at all. He stood tall and straight, his lips parted, his face turned upwards, upwards as though he would gaze over the roof of the hotel before which they were standing, up to the skies.




  “My God, Selingman!” he cried. “My God!”




  The seconds passed. Then Draconmeyer suddenly took his companion by the arm.




  “Come,” he said, “let us take that first seat in the gardens there. Let us talk. Somehow or other, although I half counted upon this, I scarcely believed…. Let us sit down. Do you think it is known yet?”




  “Very likely not,” Selingman answered, as they crossed the road and entered the gardens. “Coulois found him in his rooms, seated at the writing-table. It was all over, he declares, in ten seconds. He came to me—with the knife. He was on his way to the mountains to hide it.”




  They found a seat under a drooping lime tree. They could still see the hotel and the level stretch of road that led past the post-office and the Club to Monaco. Draconmeyer sat with his eyes fixed upon the hotel, through which streams of people were still passing. One of the under-managers was welcoming the newcomers from a recently arrived train.




  “You are right,” he murmured. “Nothing is known yet. Very likely they will not know until the valet goes to lay out his clothes for dinner…. Dead!”




  Selingman, with one hand gripping the iron arm of the seat, watched his companion’s face with a sort of fascinated curiosity. There were beads of perspiration upon Draconmeyer’s forehead, but his expression, in its way, was curious. There was no horror in his face, no fear, no shadow of remorse. Some wholly different sentiment seemed to have transformed the man. He was younger, more virile. He seemed as though he could scarcely sit still.




  “My friend,” Selingman said, “I know that you are one of our children, that you are one of those who have seen the truth and worked steadfastly for the great cause with the heart of a patriot and the unswerving fidelity of a strong man. But tell me the honest truth. There is something else in your life—you have some other feeling about this man Hunterleys’ death?”




  Draconmeyer removed his eyes from the front of the hotel and turned slowly towards his companion. There was a transfiguring smile upon his lips. Again he gave Selingman the impression of complete rejuvenation, of an elderly man suddenly transformed into something young and vigorous.




  “There is something else, Selingman,” he confessed. “This is the moment when I dare speak of it. I will tell you first of any living person. There is a woman over there whom I have set up as an idol, and before whose shrine I have worshipped. There is a woman over there who has turned the dull paths of my life into a flowery way. I am a patriot, and I have worked for my country, Selingman, as you have worked. But I have worked, also, that I might taste for once before I die the great passion. Don’t stare at me, man! Remember I am not like you. You can laugh your way through the world, with a kiss here and a bow there, a ribbon to your lips at night, thrown to the winds in the morning. I haven’t that sort of philosophy. Love doesn’t come to me like that. It’s set in my heart amongst the great things. It’s set there side by side with the greatest of all.”




  “His wife!” Selingman muttered.




  “Are you so colossal a fool as only to have guessed it at this moment?” Draconmeyer continued contemptuously. “If he hadn’t blundered across our path here, if he hadn’t been my political enemy, I should still some day have taken him by the throat and killed him. You don’t know what risks I have been running,” he went on, with a sudden hoarseness. “In her heart she half loves him still. If he hadn’t been a fool, a prejudiced, over-conscientious, stiff-necked fool, I should have lost her within the last twenty-four hours. I have had to fight and scheme as I have never fought and schemed before, to keep them apart. I have had to pick my way through shoals innumerable, hold myself down when I have been burning to grip her by the wrists and tell her that all that a man could offer a woman was hers. Selingman, this sounds like nonsense, I suppose.”




  “No,” Selingman murmured, “not nonsense, but it doesn’t sound like Draconmeyer.”




  “Well, it’s finished,” Draconmeyer declared, with a great sigh of content. “You know now. I enter upon the final stage. I had only one fear. Jean Coulois has settled that for me. I wonder whether they know. It seems peaceful enough. No! Look over there,” he added, gripping his companion’s arm. “Peter, the concierge, is whispering with the others. That is one of the managers there, out on the pavement, talking to them.”




  Selingman pointed down the road towards Monaco.




  “See!” he exclaimed. “There is a motor-car coming in a hurry. I fancy that the alarm must have been given.”




  A grey, heavily-built car came along at a great pace and swung round in front of the Hotel de Paris. The two men stood on the pavement and watched. A tall, official-looking person, with black, upturned moustache, in somber uniform and a peaked cap, descended.




  “The Commissioner of Police,” Selingman whispered, “and that is a doctor who has just gone in. He has been found!”




  They crossed the road to the hotel. The concierge removed his hat as they turned to enter. To all appearances he was unchanged—fat, florid, splendid. Draconmeyer stepped close to him.




  “Has anything happened here, Peter?” he asked. “I saw the Commissioner of Police arrive in a great hurry.”




  The man hesitated. It was obvious then that he was disturbed. He looked to the right and to the left. Finally, with a sigh of resignation, he seemed to make up his mind to tell the truth.




  “It is the English gentleman, Sir Henry Hunterleys,” he whispered. “He has been found stabbed to death in his room.”




  “Dead?” Draconmeyer demanded, insistently.




  “Stone dead, sir,” the concierge replied. “He was stabbed by some one who stole in through the bathroom—they say that he couldn’t ever have moved again. The Commissioner of Police is upstairs. The ambulance is round at the back to take him off to the Mortuary.”




  Selingman suddenly seized the man by the arm. His eyes were fixed upon the topmost step. Violet stood there, smiling down upon them. She was wearing a black and white gown, and a black hat with white ospreys. It was the hour of five o’clock tea and many people were passing in and out. She came gracefully down the steps. The two men remained speechless.




  “I have been waiting for you, Mr. Draconmeyer,” she remarked, smiling.




  Draconmeyer remembered suddenly the packet of notes which he had been to fetch from the bank. He tried to speak but only faltered. Selingman had removed his hat but he, too, seemed incapable of coherent speech. She looked at them both, astonished.




  “Whatever is the matter with you both?” she exclaimed. “Who is coming with me to the Club? I decided to come this way round to see if I could change my luck. That underground passage depresses me.”




  Draconmeyer moved up a couple of steps. He was quite himself now, grave but solicitous.




  “Lady Hunterleys,” he said, “I am sorry, but there has been a little accident. I am afraid that your husband has been hurt. If you will come back to your room for a minute I will tell you about it.”




  All the colour died slowly from her face. She swayed a little, but when Draconmeyer would have supported her she pushed him away.




  “An accident?” she muttered. “I must go and see for myself.”




  She turned and re-entered the hotel swiftly. Draconmeyer caught her up in the hall.




  “Lady Hunterleys,” he begged earnestly, “please take my advice. I am your friend, you know. I want you to go straight to your room. I will come with you. I will explain to you then—”




  “I am going to Henry,” she interrupted, without even a glance towards him. “I am going to my husband at once. I must see what has happened.”




  She rang the bell for the lift, which appeared almost immediately. Draconmeyer stepped in with her.




  “Lady Hunterleys,” he persisted, “I beg of you to do as I ask. Let me take you to your rooms. I will tell you all that has happened. Your husband will not be able to see you or speak with you.”




  “I shall not get out,” she declared, when the lift boy, in obedience to Draconmeyer’s imperative order, stopped at her floor. “If I may not go on in the lift, I shall walk up the stairs. I am going to my husband.”




  “He will not recognise you,” Draconmeyer warned her. “I am very sorry indeed, Lady Hunterleys—I would spare you this shock if I could—but you must be prepared for very serious things.”




  They had reached the next floor now. The boy opened the gate of the lift and she stepped out. She looked pitifully at Draconmeyer.




  “You aren’t going to tell me that he is dead?” she moaned.




  “I am afraid he is,” Draconmeyer assented.




  She staggered across the landing, pushing him away from her. There were four or five people standing outside the door of Hunterleys’ apartment. She appealed to them.




  “Let me go in at once,” she ordered. “I am Lady Hunterleys.”




  “The door is locked,” one of the men declared.




  “Let me go in,” she insisted.




  She pushed them on one side and hammered at the door. They could hear voices inside. In a moment it was opened. It was the Commissioner of the Police who stood there—tall, severe, official.




  “Madame?” he exclaimed.




  “I am his wife!” she cried. “Let me in—let me in at once!”




  She forced her way into the room. Something was lying on the bed, covered with a sheet. She looked at it and shrieked.




  “Madame,” the Commissioner begged, “pray compose yourself. A tragedy has happened in this room—but we are not sure. Can you be brave, madame?”




  “I can,” she answered. “Of what are you not sure?”




  The Commissioner turned down the sheet a few inches. A man’s face was visible, a ghastly sight. She looked at it and shrieked hysterically.




  “Is that your husband, madame?” the Commissioner asked quickly.




  “Thank God, no!” she cried. “You are sure this is the man?” she went on, her voice shaking with fierce excitement. “There is no one else—hurt? No one else stabbed? This is the man they told me was my husband?”




  “He was found there, sitting at your husband’s table, madame,” the Commissioner of Police assured her. “There is no one else.”




  She suddenly began to cry.




  “It isn’t Henry!” she sobbed, groping her way from the room. “Take me downstairs, please, some one.”




  XXIII. TROUBLE BREWING
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  The maître d’hôtel had presented his bill. The little luncheon party was almost over.




  “So I take leave,” Hunterleys remarked, as he sat down his empty liqueur glass, “of one of my responsibilities in life.”




  “I think I’d like to remain a sort of half ward, please,” Felicia objected, “in case David doesn’t treat me properly.”




  “If he doesn’t,” Hunterleys declared, “he will have me to answer to. Seriously, I think you young people are very wise and very foolish and very much to be envied. What does Sidney say about it?”




  Felicia made a little grimace. She glanced around but the tables near them were unoccupied.




  “Sidney is much too engrossed in his mysterious work to concern himself very much about anything,” she replied. “Do you know that he has been out all night two nights this week already, and he is making no end of preparations for to-day?”




  Hunterleys nodded.




  “I know that he is very busy just now,” he assented gravely. “I must come up and talk to him this afternoon.”




  “We left him writing,” Felicia said. “Of course, he declares that it is for his beloved newspaper, but I am not sure. He scarcely ever goes out in the daytime. What can he have to write about? David’s work is strenuous enough, and I have told him that if he turns war correspondent again, I shall break it off.”




  “We all have our work to do in life,” Hunterleys reminded her. “You have to sing in Aïda to-night, and you have to do yourself justice for the sake of a great many people. Your brother has his work to do, also. Whatever the nature of it may be, he has taken it up and he must go through with it. It would be of no use his worrying for fear that you should forget your words or your notes to-night, and there is no purpose in your fretting because there may be danger in what he has to do. I promise you that so far as I can prevent it, he shall take no unnecessary risks. Now, if you like, I will walk home with you young people, if I sha’n’t be terribly in the way. I know that Sidney wants to see me.”




  They left the restaurant, a few minutes later, and strolled up towards the town. Hunterleys paused outside a jeweler’s shop.




  “And now for the important business of the day!” he declared. “I must buy you an engagement present, on behalf of myself and all your guardians. Come in and help me choose, both of you. A girl who carries her gloves in her hand to show her engagement ring, should have a better bag to hang from that little finger.”




  “You really are the most perfect person that ever breathed!” she sighed. “You know I don’t deserve anything of the sort.”




  They paid their visit to the jeweler and afterwards drove up to the villa in a little victoria. Sidney Roche was hard at work in his shirt-sleeves. He greeted Hunterleys warmly.




  “Glad you’ve come up!” he exclaimed. “The little girl’s told you the news, I suppose?”




  “Rather!” Hunterleys replied. “I have been lunching with them on the strength of it.”




  “And look!” Felicia cried, holding out the gold bag which hung from her finger. “Look how I am being spoiled.”




  Her brother sighed.




  “Awful nuisance for me,” he grumbled, “having to live with an engaged couple. You couldn’t clear out for a little time,” he suggested, “both of you? I want to talk to Hunterleys.”




  “We’ll go and sit in the garden,” Felicia assented. “I suppose I ought to rest. David shall read my score to me.”




  They passed out and Roche closed the door behind them carefully.




  “Anything fresh?” Hunterleys asked.




  “Nothing particular,” was the somewhat guarded reply. “That fellow Frenhofer has been up here.”




  “Frenhofer?” Hunterleys repeated, interrogatively.




  “He is the only man I can rely upon at the Villa Mimosa,” Roche explained. “I am afraid to-night it’s going to be rather a difficult job.”




  “I always feared it would be,” Hunterleys agreed.




  “Frenhofer tells me,” Roche continued, “that for some reason or other their suspicions have been aroused up there. They are all on edge. You know, the house is cram-full of men-servants and there are to be a dozen of them on duty in the grounds. Two or three of these fellows are nothing more or less than private detectives, and they all of them know what they’re about or Grex wouldn’t have them.”




  Hunterleys looked grave.




  “It sounds awkward,” he admitted.




  “The general idea of the plot,” Roche went on, walking restlessly up and down the room, “you and I have already solved, and by this time they know it in London. But there are two things which I feel they may discuss to-night, which are of vital importance. The first is the date, the second is the terms of the offer to Douaille. Then, of course, more important, perhaps, than either of these, is the matter of Douaille’s general attitude towards the scheme.”




  “So far,” Hunterleys remarked reflectively, “we haven’t the slightest indication of what that may be. Douaille came pledged to nothing. He may, after all, stand firm.”




  “For the honour of his country, let us hope so,” Roche said solemnly. “Yet I am sure of one thing. They are going to make him a wonderful offer. He may find himself confronted with a problem which some of the greatest statesmen in the world have had to face in their time—shall he study the material benefit of his country, or shall he stand firm for her honour?”




  “It’s a great ethical question,” Hunterleys declared, “too great for us to discuss now, Sidney. Tell me, do you really mean to go on with this attempt of yours to-night?”




  “I must,” Roche replied. “Frenhofer wants me to give up the roof idea, but there is nothing else worth trying. He brought a fresh plan of the room with him. There it lies on the table. As you see, the apartment where the meeting will take place is almost isolated from the rest of the house. There is only one approach to it, by a corridor leading from the hall. The east and west sides will be patrolled. On the south there is a little terrace, but the approach to it is absolutely impossible. There is a sheer drop of fifty feet on to the beach.”




  “You think they have no suspicion about the roof?” Hunterleys asked doubtfully.




  “Not yet. The pane of glass is cut out and my entrance to the house is arranged for. Frenhofer will tamper with the electric lights in the kitchen premises and I shall arrive in response to his telephonic message, in the clothes of a working-man and with a bag of tools. Then he smuggles me on to the spiral stairway which leads out on to the roof where the flag-staff is. I can crawl the rest of the way to my place. The trouble is that notwithstanding the ledge around, if it is a perfectly clear night, just a fraction of my body, however flat I lie, might be seen from the ground.”




  Hunterleys studied the plan for a moment and shook his head.




  “It’s a terrible risk, this, Roche,” he said seriously.




  “I know it,” the other admitted, “but what am I to do? They keep sending me cipher messages from home to spare no effort to send further news, as you know very well, and two other fellows will be here the day after to-morrow, to relieve me. I must do what I can. There’s one thing, Felicia’s off my mind now. Briston’s a good fellow and he’ll look after her.”




  “In the event of your capture—” Hunterleys began.




  “The tools I shall take with me,” Roche interrupted, “are common housebreaker’s tools. Every shred of clothing I shall be wearing will be in keeping, the ordinary garments of an ouvrier of the district. If I am trapped, it will be as a burglar and not as a spy. Of course, if Douaille opens the proceedings by declaring himself against the scheme, I shall make myself scarce as quickly as I can.”




  “You were quite right when you said just now,” Hunterleys observed, “that Douaille will find himself in a difficult position. There is no doubt but that he is an honest man. On the other hand, it is a political axiom that the first duty of any statesman is to his own people. If they can make Douaille believe that he is going to restore her lost provinces to France without the shedding of a drop of French blood, simply at England’s expense, he will be confronted with a problem over which any man might hesitate. He has had all day to think it over. What he may decide is simply on the knees of the gods.”




  Roche sealed up the letter he had been writing, and handed it to Hunterleys.




  “Well,” he said, “I have left everything in order. If there’s any mysterious disappearance from here, it will be the mysterious disappearance of a newspaper correspondent, and nothing else.”




  “Good luck, then, old chap!” Hunterleys wished him. “If you pull through this time, I think our job will be done. I’ll tell them at headquarters that you deserve a year’s holiday.”




  Roche smiled a little queerly.




  “Don’t forget,” he pointed out, “that it was you who scented out the whole plot. I’ve simply done the Scotland Yard work. The worst of our job is,” he added, as he opened the door, “that we don’t want holidays. We are like drugged beings. The thing gets hold of us. I suppose if they gave me a holiday I should spend it in St. Petersburg. That’s where we ought to send our best men just now. So long, Sir Henry.”




  They shook hands once more. Roche’s face was set in grim lines. They were both silent for a moment. It was the farewell of men whose eyes are fixed upon the great things.




  “Good luck to you!” Hunterleys repeated fervently, as he turned and walked down the tiled way.




  XXIV. HUNTERLEYS SCENTS MURDER
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  The concierge of the Hotel de Paris was a man of great stature and imposing appearance. Nevertheless, when Hunterleys crossed the road and climbed the steps to the hotel, he seemed for a moment like a man reduced to pulp. He absolutely forgot his usual dignified but courteous greeting. With mouth a little open and knees which seemed to have collapsed, he stared at this unexpected apparition as he came into sight and stared at him as he entered the hotel. Hunterleys glanced behind with a slight frown. The incident, inexplicable though it was, would have passed at once from his memory, but that directly he entered the hotel he was conscious of the very similar behaviour and attitude towards him of the chief reception clerk. He paused on his way, a little bewildered, and called the man to him. The clerk, however, was already rushing towards the office with his coat-tails flying behind him. Hunterleys crossed the floor and rang the bell for the lift. Directly he stepped in, the lift man vacated his place, and with his eyes nearly starting out of his head, seemed about to make a rush for his life.




  “Come back here,” Hunterleys ordered sternly. “Take me up to my room at once.”




  The man returned unsteadily and with marked reluctance. He closed the gate, touched the handle and the lift commenced to ascend.




  “What’s the matter with you all here?” Hunterleys demanded, irritably. “Is there anything wrong with my appearance? Has anything happened?”




  The man made a gesture but said absolutely nothing. The lift had stopped. He pushed open the door.




  “Monsieur’s floor,” he faltered.




  Hunterleys stepped out and made his way towards his room. Arrived there, he was brought to a sudden standstill. A gendarme was stationed outside.




  “What the mischief are you doing here?” Hunterleys demanded.




  The man saluted.




  “By orders of the Director of Police, monsieur.”




  “But that is my room,” Hunterleys protested. “I wish to enter.”




  “No one is permitted to enter, monsieur,” the man replied.




  Hunterleys stared blankly at the gendarme.




  “Can’t you tell me at least what has happened?” he persisted. “I am Sir Henry Hunterleys. That is my apartment. Why do I find it locked against me?”




  “By order of the Director of the Police, monsieur,” was the parrot-like reply.




  Hunterleys turned away impatiently. At that moment the reception clerk who downstairs had fled at his approach, returned, bringing with him the manager of the hotel. Hunterleys welcomed the latter with an air of relief.




  “Monsieur Picard,” he exclaimed, “what on earth is the meaning of this? Why do I find my room closed and this gendarme outside?”




  Monsieur Picard was a tall man, black-bearded, immaculate in appearance and deportment, with manners and voice of velvet. Yet he, too, had lost his wonderful imperturbability. He waved away the floor waiter, who had drawn near. His manner was almost agitated.




  “Monsieur Sir Henry,” he explained, “an affair the most regrettable has happened in your room. I have allotted to you another apartment upon the same floor. Your things have been removed there. If you will come with me I will show it to you. It is an apartment better by far than the one you have been occupying, and the price is the same.”




  “But what on earth has happened in my room?” Hunterleys demanded.




  “Monsieur,” the hotel manager replied, “some poor demented creature who has doubtless lost his all, in your absence found his way there and committed suicide.”




  “Found his way into my room?” Hunterleys repeated. “But I locked the door before I went out. I have the key in my pocket.”




  “He entered possibly through the bathroom,” the manager went on, soothingly. “I am deeply grieved that monsieur should be inconvenienced in any way. This is the apartment I have reserved for monsieur,” he added, throwing open the door of a room at the end of the corridor. “It is more spacious and in every way more desirable. Monsieur’s clothes are already being put away.”




  Hunterleys glanced around the apartment. It was certainly of a far better type than the one he had been occupying, and two of the floor valets were already busy with his clothes.




  “Monsieur will be well satisfied here, I am sure,” the hotel manager continued. “May I be permitted to offer my felicitations and to assure you of my immense relief. There was a rumour—the affair occurring in monsieur’s apartment—that the unfortunate man was yourself, Sir Henry.”




  Hunterleys was thoughtful for a moment. He began to understand the sensation which his appearance had caused. Other ideas, too, were crowding into his brain.




  “Look here, Monsieur Picard,” he said, “of course, I have no objection to the change of rooms—that’s all right—but I should like to know a little more about the man who you say committed suicide in my apartment. I should like to see him.”




  Monsieur Picard shook his head.




  “It would be a very difficult matter, that, monsieur,” he declared. “The laws of Monaco are stringent in such affairs.”




  “That is all very well,” Hunterleys protested, “but I cannot understand what he was doing in my apartment. Can’t I go in just for a moment?”




  “Impossible, monsieur! Without the permission of the Commissioner of Police no one can enter that room.”




  “Then I should like,” Hunterleys persisted, “to see the Commissioner of Police.”




  Monsieur Picard bowed.




  “Monsieur the Commissioner is on the premises, without a doubt. I will instruct him of Monsieur Sir Henry’s desire.”




  “I shall be glad if you will do so at once,” Hunterleys said firmly. “I will wait for him here.”




  The manager made his escape and his relief was obvious. Hunterleys sat on the edge of the bed.




  “Do you know anything about this affair?” he asked the nearer of the two valets.




  The man shook his head.




  “Nothing at all, monsieur,” he answered, without pausing from his labours.




  “How did the fellow get into my room?”




  “One knows nothing,” the other man muttered.




  Hunterleys watched them for a few minutes at their labours.




  “A nice, intelligent couple of fellows you are,” he remarked pleasantly. “Come, here’s a louis each. Now can’t you tell me something about the affair?”




  They came forward. Both looked longingly at the coins.




  “Monsieur,” the one he had first addressed regretted, “there is indeed nothing to be known. At this hotel the wages are good. It is the finest situation a man may gain in Monte Carlo or elsewhere, but if anything like this happens, there is to be silence. One dares not break the rule.”




  Hunterleys shrugged his shoulders.




  “All right,” he said. “I shall find out what I want to know, in time.”




  The men returned unwillingly to their tasks. In a moment or two there was a knock at the door. The Commissioner of Police entered, accompanied by the hotel manager, who at once introduced him.




  “The Commissioner of Police is here, Sir Henry,” he announced. “He will speak with you immediately.”




  The official saluted.




  “Monsieur desires some information?”




  “I do,” Hunterleys admitted. “I am told that a man has committed suicide in my room, and I have heard no plausible explanation as to how he got there. I want to see him. It is possible that I may recognise him.”




  “The fellow is already identified,” the Director of Police declared. “I can satisfy monsieur’s curiosity. He was connected with a firm of English tailors here, who sought business from the gentlemen in the hotel. He had accordingly sometimes the entrée to their apartments. The fellow is reported to have saved a little money and to have visited the tables. He lost everything. He came this morning about his business as usual, but, overcome by despair, stabbed himself, most regrettably in the apartments of monsieur.”




  “Since you know all about him, perhaps you can tell me his name?” Hunterleys asked.




  “James Allen. Monsieur may recall him to his memory. He was tall and of pale complexion, respectable-looking, but a man of discontented appearance. The intention had probably been in his mind for some time.”




  “Is there any objection to my seeing the body?” Hunterleys enquired.




  The official shrugged his shoulders.




  “But, monsieur, all is finished with the poor fellow. The doctor has given his certificate. He is to be removed at once. He will be buried at nightfall.”




  “A very admirable arrangement, without a doubt,” Hunterleys observed, “and yet, I should like, as I remarked before, to see the body. You know who I am—Sir Henry Hunterleys. I had a message from your department a day or two ago which I thought a little unfair.”




  The Commissioner sighed. He ignored altogether the conclusion of Hunterleys’ sentence.




  “It is against the rules, monsieur,” he regretted.




  “Then to whom shall I apply?” Hunterleys asked, “because I may as well tell you at once that I am going to insist upon my request being granted. I will tell you frankly my reason. It is not a matter of curiosity at all. I should like to feel assured of the fact that this man Allen really committed suicide.”




  “But he is dead, monsieur,” the Commissioner protested.




  “Doubtless,” Hunterleys agreed, “but there is also the chance that he was murdered, isn’t there?”




  “Murdered!”




  Monsieur Picard held up his hands in horror. The Commissioner of Police smiled in derision.




  “But, monsieur,” the latter pointed out, “who would take the trouble to murder a poverty-stricken tailor’s assistant!”




  “And in my hotel, too!” Monsieur Picard intervened.




  “The thing is impossible,” the Commissioner declared.




  “Beyond which it is ridiculous!” Monsieur Picard added.




  Hunterleys sat quite silent for a moment.




  “Monsieur the Commissioner,” he said presently, “and Monsieur Picard, I recognise your point of view. Believe me that I appreciate it and that I am willing, to a certain extent, to acquiesce in it. At the same time, there are considerations in this matter which I cannot ignore. I do not wish to create any disturbance or to make any statements likely to militate against the popularity of your wonderful hotel, Monsieur Picard. Nevertheless, for personal reasons only, notwithstanding the verdict of your doctor, I should like for one moment to examine the body.”




  The Commissioner of Police was thoughtful for a moment.




  “It shall be as monsieur desires,” he consented gravely, “bearing in mind what monsieur has said,” he added with emphasis.




  The three men left the room and passed down the corridor. The gendarme in front of the closed door stood on one side. The Commissioner produced a key. They all three entered the room and Monsieur Picard closed the door behind them. Underneath a sheet upon the bed was stretched the figure of a man. Hunterleys stepped up to it, turned down the sheet and examined the prostrate figure. Then he replaced the covering reverently.




  “Yes,” he said, “that is the man who has called upon me for orders from the English tailors. His name, I believe, was, as you say, Allen. But can you tell me, Monsieur the Commissioner, how it was possible for a man to stab himself from the shoulder downwards through the heart?”




  The Official extended his hands.




  “Monsieur,” he declared, “it is not for us. The doctor has given his certificate.”




  Hunterleys smiled a little grimly.




  “I have always understood,” he observed, “that things were managed like this. You may have confidence in me, Monsieur the Commissioner, and you, Monsieur Picard. I shall not tell the world what I suspect. But for your private information I will tell you that this man was probably murdered by an assassin who sought my life. You observe that there is a certain resemblance.”




  The hotel proprietor turned pale.




  “Murdered!” he exclaimed. “Impossible! A murder here—unheard of!”




  The Commissioner dismissed the whole thing airily with a wave of his hand.




  “The doctor has signed the certificate,” he repeated.




  “And I,” Hunterleys added, as he led the way out of the room, “am more than satisfied—I am grateful. So there is nothing more to be said.”




  XXV. DRACONMEYER IS DESPERATE
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  Draconmeyer stood before the window of his room, looking out over the Mediterranean. There was no finer view to be obtained from any suite in the hotel, and Monte Carlo had revelled all that day in the golden, transfiguring sunshine. Yet he looked as a blind man. His eyes saw nothing of the blue sea or the brown-sailed fishing boats, nor did he once glance towards the picturesque harbour. He saw only his own future, the shattered pieces of his carefully-thought-out scheme. The first fury had passed. His brain was working now. In her room below, Lady Hunterleys was lying on the couch, half hysterical. Three times she had sent for her husband. If he should return at that moment, Draconmeyer knew that the game was up. There would be no bandying words between them, no involved explanations, no possibility of any further misunderstanding. All his little tissue of lies and misrepresentations would crumble hopelessly to pieces. The one feeling in her heart would be thankfulness. She would open her arms. He saw the end with fatal, unerring truthfulness.




  His servant returned. Draconmeyer waited eagerly for his message.




  “Lady Hunterleys is lying down, sir,” the man announced. “She is very much upset and begs you to excuse her.”




  Draconmeyer waved the man away and walked up and down the apartment, his hands behind his back, his lips hard-set. He was face to face with a crisis which baffled him completely, and yet which he felt to be wholly unworthy of his powers. His brain had never been keener, his sense of power more inspiring. Yet he had never felt more impotent. It was woman’s hysteria against which he had to fight. The ordinary weapons were useless. He realised quite well her condition and the dangers resulting from it. The heart of the woman was once more beating to its own natural tune. If Hunterleys should present himself within the next few minutes, not all his ingenuity nor the power of his millions could save the situation.




  Plans shaped themselves almost automatically in his mind. He passed from his own apartments, through a connecting door into a large and beautifully-furnished salon. A woman with grey hair and white face was lying on a couch by the window. She turned her head as he entered and looked at him questioningly. Her face was fragile and her features were sharpened by suffering. She looked at her husband almost as a cowed but still affectionate animal might look towards a stern master.




  “Do you feel well enough to walk as far as Lady Hunterleys’ apartment with the aid of my arm?” he asked.




  “Of course,” she replied. “Does Violet want me?”




  “She is still feeling the shock,” Draconmeyer said. “I think that she is inclined to be hysterical. It would do her good to have you talk with her.”




  The nurse, who had been sitting by her side, assisted her patient to rise. She leaned on her husband’s arm. In her other hand she carried a black ebony walking-stick. They traversed the corridor, knocked at the door of Lady Hunterleys’ apartment, and in response to a somewhat hesitating invitation, entered. Violet was lying upon the sofa. She looked up eagerly at their coming.




  “Linda!” she exclaimed. “How dear of you! I thought that it might have been Henry,” she added, as though to explain the disappointment in her tone.




  Draconmeyer turned away to hide his expression.




  “Talk to her as lightly as possible,” he whispered to his wife, “but don’t leave her alone. I will come back for you in ten minutes.”




  He left the two women together and descended into the hall. He found several of the reception clerks whispering together. The concierge had only just recovered himself, but the place was beginning to wear its normal aspect. He whispered an enquiry at the desk. Sir Henry Hunterleys had just come in and had gone upstairs, he was told. His new room was number 148.




  “There was a note from his wife,” Draconmeyer said, trying hard to control his voice. “Has he had it?”




  “It is here still, sir,” the clerk replied. “I tried to catch Sir Henry as he passed through, but he was too quick for me. To tell you the truth,” he went on, “there has been a rumour through the hotel that it was Sir Henry himself who had been found dead in his room, and seeing him come in was rather a shock for all of us.”




  “Naturally,” Draconmeyer agreed. “If you will give me the note I will take it up to him.”




  The clerk handed it over without hesitation. Draconmeyer returned immediately to his own apartments and torn open the envelope. There were only a few words scrawled across the half-sheet of notepaper:




  

    Henry, come to me, dear, at once. I have had such a shock. I want to see you.




    Vi.


  




  He tore the note viciously into small pieces. Then he went back to Lady Hunterleys’ apartments. She was sitting up now in an easy-chair. Once more, at the sound of the knock, she looked towards the door eagerly. Her face fell when Draconmeyer entered.




  “Have you heard anything about Henry?” she asked anxiously.




  “He came back a few minutes ago,” Draconmeyer replied, “and has gone out again.”




  “Gone out again?”




  Draconmeyer nodded.




  “I think that he has gone round to the Club. He is a man of splendid nerve, your husband. He seemed to treat the whole affair as an excellent joke.”




  “A joke!” she repeated blankly.




  “This sort of thing happens so often in Monte Carlo,” he observed, in a matter-of-fact tone. “The hotel people seem all to look upon it as in the day’s work.”




  “I wonder if Henry had my note?” she faltered.




  “He was reading one in the hall when I saw him,” Draconmeyer told her. “That would be yours, I should think. He left a message at the desk which was doubtless meant for you. He has gone on to the Sporting Club for an hour and will probably be back in time to change for dinner.”




  Violet sat quite still for several moments. Something seemed to die slowly out of her face. Presently she rose to her feet.




  “I suppose,” she said, “that I am very foolish to allow myself to be upset like this.”




  “It is quite natural,” Draconmeyer assured her soothingly. “What you should try to do is to forget the whole circumstance. You sit here brooding about it until it becomes a tragedy. Let us go down to the Club together. We shall probably see your husband there.”




  She hesitated. She seemed still perplexed.




  “I wonder,” she murmured, “could I send another message to him? Perhaps he didn’t quite understand.”




  “Much better come along to the Club,” Draconmeyer advised, good-humouredly. “You can be there yourself before a message could reach him.”




  “Very well,” she assented. “I will be ready in ten minutes….”




  Draconmeyer took his wife back to her room.




  “Did I do as you wished, dear?” she asked him anxiously.




  “Absolutely,” he replied.




  He helped her back to her couch and stooped and kissed her. She leaned back wearily. It was obvious that she had found the exertion of moving even so far exhausting. Then he returned to his own apartments. Rapidly he unlocked his dispatch box and took out one or two notes from Violet. They were all of no importance—answers to invitations, or appointments. He spread them out, took a sheet of paper and a broad pen. Without hesitation he wrote:




  

    Congratulations on your escape, but why do you run such risks! I wish you would go back to England.




    Violet.


  




  He held the sheet of notepaper a little away from him and looked at it critically. The imitation was excellent. He thrust the few lines into an envelope, addressed them to Hunterleys and descended to the hall. He left the note at the office.




  “Send this up to Sir Henry, will you?” he instructed. “Let him have it as quickly as possible.”




  Once more he crossed the hall and waited close to the lift by which she would descend. All the time he kept on glancing nervously around. Things were going his way, but the great danger remained—if they should meet first by chance in the corridor, or in the lift! Hunterleys might think it his duty to go at once to his wife’s apartment in case she had heard the rumour of his death. The minutes dragged by. He had climbed the great ladder slowly. More than once he had felt it sway beneath his feet. Yet to him those moments seemed almost the longest of his life. Then at last she came. She was looking very pale, but to his relief he saw that she was dressed for the Club. She was wearing a grey dress and black hat. He remembered with a pang of fury that grey was her husband’s favourite colour.




  “I suppose there is no doubt that Henry is at the Club?” she asked, looking eagerly around the hall.




  “Not the slightest,” he assured her. “We can have some tea there and we are certain to come across him somewhere.”




  She made no further difficulty. As they turned into the long passage he gave a sigh of relief. Every step they took meant safety. He talked to her as lightly as possible, ignoring the fact that she scarcely replied to him. They mounted the stairs and entered the Club. She looked anxiously up and down the crowded rooms.




  “I shall stroll about and look for Henry,” she announced.




  “Very well,” he agreed. “I will go over to your place and see how the numbers are going.”




  He stood by the roulette table, but he watched her covertly. She passed through the baccarat room, came out again and walked the whole length of the larger apartment. She even looked into the restaurant beyond. Then she came slowly back to where Draconmeyer was standing. She seemed tired. She scarcely even glanced at the table.




  “Lady Hunterleys,” he exclaimed impressively, “this is positively wicked! Your twenty-nine has turned up twice within the last few minutes. Do sit down and try your luck and I will go and see if I can find your husband.”




  He pushed a handful of plaques and a bundle of notes into her hand. At that moment the croupier’s voice was heard.




  “Quatorze rouge, pair et manque.”




  “Another of my numbers!” she murmured, with a faint show of interest. “I don’t think I want to play, though.”




  “Try just a few coups,” he begged. “You see, there is a chair here. You may not have a chance again for hours.”




  He was using all his will power. Somehow or other, she found herself seated in front of the table. The sight of the pile of plaques and the roll of notes was inspiring. She leaned across and with trembling fingers backed number fourteen en plein, with all the carrés and chevaux. She was playing the game at which she had lost so persistently. He walked slowly away. Every now and then from a distance he watched her. She was winning and losing alternately, but she had settled down now in earnest. He breathed a great sigh of relief and took a seat upon a divan, whence he could see if she moved. Richard Lane, who had been standing at the other side of the table, crossed the room and came over to him.




  “Say, do you know where Sir Henry is?” he enquired.




  Draconmeyer shook his head.




  “I have scarcely seen him all day.”




  “I think I’ll go round to the hotel and look him up,” Lane decided carelessly. “I’m fed up with this—”




  He stopped short. He was no longer an exceedingly bored and discontented-looking young man. Draconmeyer glanced at him curiously. He felt a thrill of sympathy. This stolid young man, then, was capable of feeling something of the same emotion as was tearing at his own heart-strings. Lane was gazing with transfigured face towards the open doorway.




  XXVI. EXTRAORDINARY LOVE-MAKING
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  Fedora sauntered slowly around the rooms, leaning over and staking a gold plaque here and there. She was dressed as usual in white, with an ermine turban hat and stole and an enormous muff. Her hair seemed more golden than ever beneath its snow-white setting, and her complexion more dazzling. She seemed utterly unconscious of the admiration which her appearance evoked, and she passed Lane without apparently observing him. A moment afterwards, however, he moved to her side and addressed her.




  “Quite a lucky coup of yours, that last, Miss Grex. Are you used to winning en plein like that?”




  She turned her head and looked at him. Her eyebrows were ever so slightly uplifted. Her expression was chilling. He remained, however, absolutely unconscious of any impending trouble.




  “I was sorry not to find you at home this morning,” he continued. “I brought my little racing car round for you to see. I thought you might have liked to try her.”




  “How absurd you are!” she murmured. “You must know perfectly well that it would have been quite impossible for me to come out with you alone.”




  “But why?”




  She sighed.




  “You are quite hopeless, or you pretend to be!”




  “If I am,” he replied, “it is because you won’t explain things to me properly. The tables are much too crowded to play comfortably. Won’t you come and sit down for a few minutes?”




  She hesitated. Lane watched her anxiously. He felt, somehow, that a great deal depended upon her reply. Presently, with the slightest possible shrug of the shoulders, she turned around and suffered him to walk by her side to the little antechamber which divided the gambling rooms from the restaurant.




  “Very well,” she decided, “I suppose, after all, one must remember that you did save us from a great deal of inconvenience the other night. I will talk to you for a few minutes.”




  He found her an easy-chair and he sat by her side.




  “This is bully,” he declared.




  “Is what?” she asked, once more raising her eyebrows.




  “American slang,” he explained penitently. “I am sorry. I meant that it was very pleasant to be here alone with you for a few minutes.”




  “You may not find it so, after all,” she said severely. “I feel that I have a duty to perform.”




  “Well, don’t let’s bother about that yet, if it means a lecture,” he begged. “You shall tell me how much better the young women of your country behave than the young women of mine.”




  “Thank you,” she replied, “I am never interested in the doings of a democracy. Your country makes no appeal to me at all.”




  “Come,” he protested, “that’s a little too bad. Why, Russia may be a democracy some day, you know. You very nearly had a republic foisted upon you after the Japanese war.”




  “You are quite mistaken,” she assured him. “Russia would never tolerate a republic.”




  “Russia will some day have to do like many other countries,” he answered firmly,—“obey the will of the people.”




  “Russia has nothing in common with other countries,” she asserted. “There was never a nation yet in which the aristocracy was so powerful.”




  “It’s only a matter of time,” he declared, nonchalantly.




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “You represent ideas of which I do not approve,” she told him.




  “I don’t care a fig about any ideas,” he replied. “I don’t care much about anything in the world except you.”




  She turned her head slowly and looked at him. Its angle was supercilious, her tone frigid.




  “That sort of a speech may pass for polite conversation in your country, Mr. Lane. We do not understand it in mine.”




  “Don’t your men ever tell your women that they love them?” he asked bluntly.




  “If they are of the same order,” she said, “if the thing is at all possible, it may sometimes be done. Marriage, however, is more a matter of alliance with us. Our servants, I believe, are quite promiscuous in their love-making.”




  He was silent for a moment. She may, perhaps, have felt some compunction. She spoke to him a little more kindly.




  “We cannot help the ideas of the country in which we are brought up, you know, Mr. Lane.”




  “Of course not,” he agreed. “I understand that perfectly. I was just thinking, though, what a lot I shall have to teach you.”




  She was momentarily aghast. She recovered herself quickly, however.




  “Are all the men of your nation so self-confident?”




  “We have to be,” he told her. “It’s the only way we can get what we want.”




  “And do you always succeed in getting what you want?”




  “Always!”




  “Then unless you wish to be an exception,” she advised, “let me beg you not to try for anything beyond your reach.”




  “There is nothing,” he declared firmly, “beyond my reach. You are trying to discourage me. It isn’t any use. I am not a prince or a duke or anything like that, although my ancestors were honest enough, I believe. I haven’t any trappings of that sort to offer you. If you are as sensible as I think you are, you won’t mind that when you come to think it over. The only thing I am ashamed of is my money, because I didn’t earn it for myself. You can live in palaces still, if you want to, and if you want to be a queen I’ll ferret out a kingdom somewhere and buy it, but I am afraid you’ll have to be Mrs. Lane behind it all, you know.”




  “You really are the most intolerable person,” she exclaimed, biting her lip. “How can I get these absurd ideas out of your mind?”




  “By telling me honestly, looking in my eyes all the time, that you could never care for me a little bit, however devoted I was,” he answered promptly. “You won’t be able to do it. I’ve only one belief in life about these things, and that is that when any one cares for a girl as I care for you, it’s absolutely impossible for her to be wholly indifferent. It isn’t much to start with, I know, but the rest will come. Be honest with me. Is there any one of the men of your country whom you have met, whom you want to marry?”




  She frowned slightly. She found herself, at that moment, comparing him with certain young men of her acquaintance. She was astonished to realise that the comparison was all in his favour. It was for her an extraordinary moment. She had indeed been brought up in palaces and the men whom she had known had been reckoned the salt of the earth. Yet, at that crisis, she was most profoundly conscious that not all the glamour of those high-sounding names, the picturesque interest of those gorgeous uniforms, nor the men themselves, magnificent in their way, were able to make the slightest appeal to her. She remembered some of her own bitter words when an alliance with one of them had been suggested to her. It was she, then, who had been the first to ignore the divine heritage of birth, who had spoken of their drinking habits, pointed to their life of idle luxury and worse than luxury. The man who was at the present moment her suitor forced himself upon her recollection. She knew quite well that he represented a type. They were of the nobility, and they seemed to her in that one poignant but unwelcome moment, hatefully degenerate, men no self-respecting girl could ever think of. Family influence, stern parental words, the call of her order, had half crushed these thoughts. They came back now, however, with persistent force.




  “You see,” Richard Lane went on, “it mayn’t be much that I have to offer you, but in your heart I know you feel what it means to be offered the love of a man who doesn’t want you just because you are of his order, or because you are the daughter of a Personage, or for any other reason than because he cares for you as he has cared for no other woman on earth, and because, without knowing it, he has waited for you.”




  She moved restlessly in her chair. Their conversation was not going in the least along the lines which she had intended. She suddenly remembered her own disquiet of the day before, her curious longing to steal off on some excuse to-day. A week ago she would have been content to have dawdled away the afternoon in the grounds of the villa. Something different had come. From the moment she had entered the rooms, although she had never acknowledged it, she had been conscious, pleasurably conscious of his presence. She was suddenly uneasy.




  “I am afraid,” she murmured, “that you are quite hopeless.”




  “If you mean that I am without hope, you are wrong,” he answered sturdily. “From the moment I met you I have had but one thought, and until the last day of my life I shall have but one thought, and that thought is of you. There may be no end of difficulties, but I come of an obstinate race. I have patience as well as other things.”




  She was avoiding looking at him now. She looked instead at her clasped hands.




  “I wish I could make you understand,” she said, in a low tone, “how impossible all this is. In England and America I know that it is different. There, marriages of a certain sort are freely made between different classes. But in Russia these things are not thought of. Supposing that all you said were true. Supposing, even, that I had the slightest disposition to listen to you. Do you realise that there isn’t one of my family who wouldn’t cry out in horror at the thought of my marrying—forgive me—marrying a commoner of your rank in life?”




  “They can cry themselves hoarse, as they’ll have to some day,” he replied cheerfully. “As for you, Miss Fedora—you don’t mind my calling you Miss Fedora, do you?—you’ll be glad some day that you were born at the beginning of a new era. You may be a pioneer in the new ways, but you may take my word for it that you won’t be the last. Please have courage. Please try and be yourself, won’t you?”




  “But how do you know what I am?” she protested. “Or even what I am like? We have spoken only a few words. Nothing has passed between us which could possibly have inspired you with such feelings as you speak of,” she added, colouring slightly. “It is a fancy of yours, quite too absurd a fancy. Now that I find myself discussing it with you as though, indeed, we were talking of it seriously, I am inclined to laugh. You are just a very foolish young man, Mr. Lane.”




  He shook his head.




  “Look here,” he said, “I am very good at meaning things, but it’s awfully hard for me to put my thoughts into words. I can’t explain how it’s all come about. I don’t know why, amongst all the girls I’ve seen in my own country, or England, or Paris, or anywhere, there hasn’t been one who could bring me the things which you bring, who could fill my mind with the thoughts you fill it with, who could make my days stand still and start again, who could upset the whole machinery of my life so that when you come I want to dance with happiness, and when you go the day is over with me. There is no chance of my being able to explain this to you, because other fellows, much cleverer than I, have been in the same box, and they’ve had to come to the conclusion, too, that there isn’t any explanation. I have accepted it. I want you to. I love you, Fedora, and I will be faithful to you all my life. You shall live where you choose and how you choose, but you must be my wife. There isn’t any way out of it for either of us.”




  She sat quite still for several moments. They were a little behind the curtain and it chanced that there was no one in their immediate vicinity. She felt her fingers suddenly gripped. They were released again almost at once, but a queer sensation of something overmastering seemed to creep through her whole being at the touch of his hand. She rose to her feet.




  “I am going away,” she declared.




  “I haven’t offended you?” he begged. “Please sit down. We haven’t half talked over things yet.”




  “We have talked too much,” she answered. “I don’t know really what has come over me that I have let you—that I listen to you—”




  “It is because you feel the truth of what I say,” he insisted. “Don’t get up, Fedora. Don’t go away, dear. Let us have at least these few minutes together. I’ll do exactly as you tell me. I’ll come to your father or I’ll carry you off. I have a sister here. She’ll be your friend—”




  “Don’t!” the girl stopped him. “Please don’t!”




  She sat down in her chair again. Her fingers were twisted together, her slim form was tense with stifled emotions.




  “Have I been a brute?” he asked softly. “You must forgive me, Fedora. I am not much used to girls and I am sort of carried away myself, only I want you to believe that there’s the real thing in my heart. I’ll make you just as happy as a woman can be. Don’t shake your head, dear. I want you to trust me and believe in me.”




  “I think you’re a most extraordinary person,” she said at last. “Do you know, I’m beginning to be really afraid of you.”




  “You’re not,” he insisted. “You’re afraid of yourself. You’re afraid because you see the downfall of the old ideas. You’re afraid because you know that you’re going to be a renegade. You can see nothing but trouble ahead just now. I’ll take you right away from that.”




  There was the rustle of skirts, a soft little laugh. Richard rose to his feet promptly. He had never been so pleased in all his life to welcome his sister.




  “Flossie,” he exclaimed, “I’m ever so glad you came along! I want to present Miss Grex to you. This is my sister, Miss Fedora—Lady Weybourne. I was just going to ask Miss Grex to have some tea with me,” he went on, “but I am not sure that she would have considered it proper. Do come along and be chaperone.”




  Lady Weybourne laughed.




  “I shall be delighted,” she declared. “I have seen you here once or twice before, haven’t I, Miss Grex, and some one told me that you were Russian. I suppose you are not in the least used to the free and easy ways of us Westerners, but you’ll come and have some tea with us, won’t you?”




  The girl hesitated. Fate was too strong for her.




  “I shall be very pleased,” she agreed.




  They found a window table and Lane ordered tea. Fedora was inclined to be silent at first, but Lady Weybourne was quite content to chatter. By degrees Fedora, too, came back to earth and they had a very gay little tea-party. At the end of it they all strolled back into the rooms together. Fedora glanced at the watch upon her wrist and held out her hand to Lady Weybourne.




  “I am sorry,” she said, “but I must hurry away now. It is very kind of you to ask me to come and see you, Lady Weybourne. I shall be charmed.”




  Richard ignored her fingers.




  “I am going to see you down to your car, if I may,” he begged.




  They left the room together. She looked at him as they descended the stairs, almost tremulously.




  “This doesn’t mean, you know,” she said, “that I—that I agree to all you have been saying.”




  “It needn’t mean anything at all, dear,” he replied. “This is only the beginning. I don’t expect you to realise all that I have realised quite so quickly, but I do want you to keep it in your mind that this thing has come and that it can’t be got rid of. I won’t do anything foolish. If it is necessary I will wait, but I am your lover now, as I always must be.”




  He handed her into the car, the footman, in his long white livery, standing somberly on one side. As they drove off she gave him her fingers, and he walked back up the steps with the smile upon his lips that comes to a man only once or twice in his lifetime.
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  Violet glanced at her watch with an exclamation of dismayed annoyance. She leaned appealingly towards the croupier.




  “But one coup more, monsieur,” she pleaded. “Indeed your clock is fast.”




  The croupier shook his head. He was a man of gallantry so far as his profession permitted, and he was a great admirer of the beautiful Englishwoman, but the rules of the Club were strict.




  “Madame,” he pointed out, “it is already five minutes past eight. It is absolutely prohibited that we start another coup after eight o’clock. If madame will return at ten o’clock, the good fortune will without doubt be hers.”




  She looked up at Draconmeyer, who was standing at her elbow.




  “Did you ever know anything more hatefully provoking!” she complained. “For two hours the luck has been dead against me. But for a few of my carrés turning up, I don’t know what would have happened. And now at last my numbers arrive. I win en plein and with all the carrés and chevaux. This time it was twenty-seven. I win two carrés and I move to twenty, and he will not go on.”




  “It is the rule,” Draconmeyer reminded her. “It is bad fortune, though. I have been watching the run of the table. Things have been coming more your way all the time. I think that the end of your ill-luck has arrived. Tell me, are you hungry?”




  “Not in the least,” she answered pettishly. “I hate the very thought of dinner.”




  “Then why do we not go on to the Casino?” Draconmeyer suggested. “We can have a sandwich and a glass of wine there, and you can continue your vein.”




  She rose to her feet with alacrity. Her face was beaming.




  “My friend,” she exclaimed, “you are inspired! It is a brilliant idea. I know that it will bring me fortune. To the Cercle Privé, by all means. I am so glad that you are one of those men who are not dependent upon dinner. But what about Linda?”




  “She is not expecting me, as it happens,” Draconmeyer lied smoothly. “I told her that I might be dining at the Villa Mimosa. I have to be there later on.”




  Violet gathered up her money, stuffed it into her gold bag and hurried off for her cloak. She reappeared in a few moments and smiled very graciously at Draconmeyer.




  “It is quite a wonderful idea of yours, this,” she declared. “I am looking forward immensely to my next few coups. I feel in a winning vein. Very soon,” she added, as they stepped out on to the pavement and she gathered up her skirts, “very soon I am quite sure that I shall be asking you for my cheques back again.”




  He laughed, as though she had been a child speaking of playthings.




  “I am not sure that I shall wish you luck,” he said. “I think that I like to feel that you are a little—just a very little in my debt. Do you think that I should be a severe creditor?”




  Something in his voice disturbed her vaguely, but she brushed the thought away. Of course he admired her, but then every woman must have admirers. It only remained for her to be clever enough to keep him at arm’s length. She had no fear for herself.




  “I haven’t thought about the matter at all,” she answered carelessly, “but to me all creditors would be the same, whether they were kind or unkind. I hate the feeling of owing anything.”




  “It is a question,” he observed, “how far one can be said to owe anything to those who are really friends. A husband, for instance. One can’t keep a ledger account with him.”




  “A husband is a different matter altogether,” she asserted coldly. “Now I wonder whether we shall find my favourite table full. Anyhow, I am going to play at the one nearest the entrance on the right-hand side. There is a little croupier there whom I like.”




  They passed up through the entrance and across the floor of the first suite of rooms to the Cercle Privé. Violet looked eagerly towards the table of which she had spoken. To her joy there was plenty of room.




  “My favourite seat is empty!” she exclaimed. “I know that I am going to be lucky.”




  “I think that I shall play myself, for a change,” Draconmeyer announced, producing a great roll of notes.




  “Whenever you feel that you would like to go down and have something, don’t mind me, will you?” she begged. “You can come back and talk to me at any time. I am not in the least hungry yet.”




  “Very well,” he agreed. “Good luck to you!” They played at opposite sides of the table. For an hour she won and he lost. Once she called him over to her side.




  “I scarcely dare to tell you,” she whispered, her eyes gleaming, “but I have won back the first thousand pounds. I shall give it to you to-night. Here, take it now.”




  He shook his head and waved it away. “I haven’t the cheques with me,” he protested. “Besides, it is bad luck to part with any of your winnings while you are still playing.”




  He watched her for a minute or two. She still won.




  “Take my advice,” he said earnestly. “Play higher. You have had a most unusual run of bad luck. The tide has turned. Make the most of it. I have lost ten mille. I am going to have a try your side of the table.”




  He found a vacant chair a few places lower down, and commenced playing in maximums. From the moment of his arrival he began to win, and simultaneously Violet began to lose. Her good-fortune deserted her absolutely, and for the first time she showed signs of losing her self-control. She gave vent to little exclamations of disgust as stake after stake was swept away. Her eyes were much too bright, there was a spot of colour in her cheeks. She spoke angrily to a croupier who delayed handing her some change. Draconmeyer, although he knew perfectly well what was happening, never seemed to glance in her direction. He played with absolute recklessness for half-an-hour. When at last he rose from his seat and joined her, his hands were full of notes. He smiled ever so faintly as he saw the covetous gleam in her eyes.




  “I’m nearly broken,” she gasped. “Leave off playing, please, for a little time. You’ve changed my luck.”




  He obeyed, standing behind her chair. Three more coups she played and lost. Then she thrust her hand into her bag and drew it out, empty. She was suddenly pale.




  “I have lost my last louis,” she declared. “I don’t understand it. It seemed as though I must win here.”




  “So you will in time,” he assured her confidently. “How much will you have—ten mille or twenty?”




  She shrank back, but the sight of the notes in his hand fascinated her. She glanced up at him. His pallor was unchanged, there was no sign of exultation in his face. Only his eyes seemed a little brighter than usual beneath his gold-rimmed spectacles.




  “No, give me ten,” she said.




  She took them from his hand and changed them quickly into plaques. Her first coup was partially successful. He leaned closer over her.




  “Remember,” he pointed out, “that you only need to win once in a dozen times and you do well. Don’t be in such a hurry.”




  “Of course,” she murmured. “Of course! One forgets that. It is all a matter of capital.”




  He strolled away to another table. When he came back, she was sitting idle in her place, restless and excited, but still full of confidence.




  “I am a little to the good,” she told him, “but I have left off for a few minutes. The very low numbers are turning up and they are no use to me.”




  “Come and have that sandwich,” he begged. “You really ought to take something.”




  “The place shall be kept for madame,” the croupier whispered. “I shall be here for another two hours.”




  She nodded and rose. They made their way out of the Rooms and down into the restaurant on the ground-floor. They found a little table near the wall and he ordered some pâté sandwiches and champagne. Whilst they waited she counted up her money, making calculations on a slip of paper. Draconmeyer leaned back in his chair, watching her. His back was towards the door and they were at the end table. He permitted himself the luxury of looking at her almost greedily; of dropping, for a few moments, the mask which he placed always upon his features in her presence. In his way the man was an artist, a great collector of pictures and bronzes, a real lover and seeker after perfection. Often he found himself wandering towards his little gallery, content to stand about and gloat over some of his most treasured possessions. Yet the man’s personality clashed often with his artistic pretensions. He scarcely ever found himself amongst his belongings without realising the existence of a curious feeling, wholly removed from the pure artistic pleasure of their contemplation. It was the sense of ownership which thrilled him. Something of the same sensation was upon him now. She was the sort of woman he had craved for always—slim, elegant, and what to him, with his quick powers of observation, counted for so much, she was modish, reflecting in her presence, her dress and carriage, even her speech, the best type of the prevailing fashion. She excited comment wherever she appeared. People, as he knew very well even now, were envying him his companion. And beneath it all—she, the woman, was there. All his life he had fought for the big things—political power, immense wealth, the confidence of his great master—all these had come to him easily. And at that moment they were like baubles!




  She looked up at last and there was a slight frown upon her forehead.




  “I am still a little down, starting from where I had the ten mille,” she sighed. “I thought—”




  She stopped short. There was a curious change in her face. Her eyes were fixed upon some person approaching. Draconmeyer turned quickly in his chair. Almost as he did so, Hunterleys paused before their table. Violet looked up at him with quivering lips. For a moment it seemed as though she were stepping out of her sordid surroundings.




  “Henry!” she exclaimed. “Did you come to look for me? Did you know that we were here?”




  “How should I?” he answered calmly. “I was strolling around with David Briston. We are at the Opera.”




  “At the Opera,” she repeated.




  “My little protégée, Felicia Roche, is singing,” he went on, “in Aïda. If she does as well in the next act as she has done in this, her future is made.”




  He was on the point of adding the news of Felicia’s engagement to the young man who had momentarily deserted him. Some evil chance changed his intention.




  “Why do you call her your little protégée?” she demanded.




  “It isn’t quite correct, is it?” he answered, a little absently. “There are three or four of us who are doing what we can to look after her. Her father was a prominent member of the Wigwam Club. The girl won the musical scholarship we have there. She has more than repaid us for our trouble, I am glad to say.”




  “I have no doubt that she has,” Violet replied, lifting her eyes.




  There was a moment’s silence. The significance of her words was entirely lost upon Hunterleys.




  “Isn’t this rather a new departure of yours?” he asked, glancing disdainfully towards Draconmeyer. “I thought that you so much preferred to play at the Club.”




  “So I do,” she assented, “but I was just beginning to win when the Club closed at eight o’clock, and so we came on here.”




  “Your good fortune continues, I hope?”




  “It varies,” she answered hurriedly, “but it will come, I am sure. I have been very near a big win more than once.”




  He seemed on the point of departure. She leaned a little forward.




  “You had my note, Henry?”




  Her tone was almost beseeching. Draconmeyer, who was listening with stony face, shivered imperceptibly.




  “Thank you, yes,” Hunterleys replied, frowning slightly. “I am sorry, but I am not at liberty to do what you suggest just at present. I wish you good fortune.”




  He turned around and walked back to the other end of the room, where Briston was standing at the bar. She looked after him for a moment as though she failed to understand his words. Then her face hardened. Draconmeyer leaned towards her.




  “Shall we go?” he suggested.




  She rose with alacrity. Side by side they strolled through the rooms towards the Cercle Privé.




  “I am sorry,” Draconmeyer said regretfully, “but I am forced to leave you now. I will take you back to your place and after that I must go to the hotel and change. I have a reception to attend. I wish you would take the rest of my winnings and see what you can do with them.”




  She shook her head vigorously.




  “No, thank you,” she declared. “I have enough.”




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  “I have twenty-five mille here in my pocket,” he continued, “besides some smaller change. I don’t think it is quite fair to leave so much money about in one’s room or to carry it out into the country. Keep it for me. You won’t need to play with it—I can see that your luck is in—but it always gives one confidence to feel that one has a reserve stock, something to fall back upon if necessary.”




  He drew the notes from his pocket and held them towards her. Her eyes were fixed upon them covetously. The thought of all that money actually in her possession was wildly exhilarating.




  “I will take care of them for you, if you like,” she said. “I shall not play with them, though. I owe you quite enough already and my losing days are over.”




  He stuffed the notes carelessly into her bag.




  “Twenty-five mille,” he told her. “Remember my advice. If the luck stays with you, stake maximums. Go for the big things.”




  She looked at him curiously as she closed her gold bag with a snap.




  “After all,” she declared, with a little laugh, “I am not sure that you are not the greater gambler of the two to trust me with all this money!”




  XXVIII. TO THE VILLA MIMOSA
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  With feet that seemed to touch nothing more substantial than air, her eyes brilliant, a wonderful colour in her cheeks, Violet passed through the heavy, dingy rooms and out through the motley crowd into the portico of the Casino. She was right! She knew that she had been right! How wise she had been to borrow that money from Mr. Draconmeyer instead of sitting down and confessing herself vanquished! The last few hours had been hours of ecstatic happiness. With calm confidence she had sat in her place and watched her numbers coming up with marvellous persistence. It was the most wonderful thing in the world, this. She had had no time to count her winnings, but at least she knew that she could pay back every penny she owed. Her little gold satchel was stuffed with notes and plaques. She felt suddenly younger, curiously light-hearted; hungry, too, and thirsty. She was, in short, experiencing almost a delirium of pleasure. And just then, on the steps of the Casino, she came face to face with her husband.




  “Henry!” she called out. “Henry!”




  He turned abruptly around. He was looking troubled, and in his hand were the fragments of a crushed up note.




  “Come across to the hotel with me,” she begged, forgetful of everything except her own immense relief. “Come and help me count. I have been winning. I have won back everything.”




  He accepted the information with only a polite show of interest. After all, as she reflected afterwards, he had no idea upon what scale she had been gambling!




  “I am delighted to hear it,” he answered. “I’ll see you across the road, if I may, but I have only a few minutes to spare. I have an appointment.”




  She was acutely disappointed; unreasonably, furiously angry.




  “An appointment!” she exclaimed. “At half-past eleven o’clock at night! Are you waiting for Felicia Roche?”




  “Is there any reason why I should not?” he asked her gravely.




  She bit her lips hard. They were crossing the road now. After all, it was only a few months since she had bidden him go his own way and leave her to regulate her own friendships.




  “No reason at all,” she admitted, “only I cannot see why you choose to advertise yourself with an opera singer—you, an ambitious politician, who moves with his head in the clouds, and to whom women are no more than a pastime. Why have you waited all these years to commence a flirtation under my very nose!”




  He looked at her sternly.




  “I think that you are a little excited, Violet,” he said. “You surely don’t realise what you are saying.”




  “Excited! Tell me once more—you got my note, the one I wrote this evening?”




  “Certainly.”




  His brief reply was convincing. She remembered the few impulsive lines which she had written from her heart in that moment of glad relief. There was no sign in his face that he had been touched. Even at that moment he had drawn out his watch and was looking at it.




  “Thank you for bringing me here,” she said, as they stood upon the steps of the hotel. “Don’t let me keep you.”




  “After all,” he decided, “I think that I shall go up to my room for a minute. Good night!”




  She looked after him, a little amazed. She was conscious of a feeling of slow anger. His aloofness repelled her, was utterly inexplicable. For once it was she who was being badly treated. Her moment of exhilaration had passed. She sat down in the lounge; her satchel, filled with mille franc notes, lay upon her lap unheeded. She sat there thinking, seeing nothing of the crowds of fashionably dressed women and men passing in and out of the hotel; of the gaily-lit square outside, the cool green of the gardens, the café opposite, the brilliantly-lit Casino. She was back again for a moment in England. The strain of all this life, whipped into an artificial froth of pleasure by the constant excitement of the one accepted vice of the world, had suddenly lost its hold upon her. The inevitable question had presented itself. She was counting values and realising….




  When at last she rose wearily to her feet, Hunterleys was passing through the hall of the hotel, on his way out. She looked at him with aching heart but she made no effort to stop him. He had changed his clothes for a dark suit and he was also wearing a long travelling coat and tweed cap. She watched him wistfully until he had disappeared. Then she turned away, summoned the lift and went up to her rooms. She rang at once for her maid. She would take a bath, she decided, and go to bed early. She would wash all the dust of these places away from her, abjure all manner of excitement and for once sleep peacefully. In the morning she would see Henry once more. Deep in her heart there still lingered some faint shadow of doubt as to Draconmeyer and his attitude towards her. It was scarcely possible that he could have interfered in any way, and yet…. She would talk to her husband face to face, she would tell him the things that were in her heart.




  She rang the bell for the second time. Only the femme de chambre answered the summons. Madame’s maid was not to be found. Madame had not once retired so early. It was possible that Susanne had gone out. Could she be of any service? Violet looked at her and hesitated. The woman was clumsy-fingered and none too tidy. She shook her head and sent her away. For a moment she thought of undressing herself. Then instead she opened her satchel and counted the notes. Her breath came more quickly as she looked at the shower of gold and counted the many oblong strips of paper with their magic lettering. At last she had it all in heaps. There were the twenty-five mille he had left with her, and the seventy-five mille she had borrowed from him. Then towards her own losses there was another mille, and a matter of five hundred francs in gold. And all this success, her wonderful recovery, had been done so easily! It was just because she had had the pluck to go on, because she had followed her vein. She looked at the money and she walked to the window. Somewhere a band was playing in the distance. Little parties of men and women in evening dress were strolling by on their way to the Club. A woman was laughing as she clung to her escort on the opposite side of the road, by the gardens. Across at the Café de Paris the people were going in to supper. The spirit of enjoyment seemed to be in the air—the light-hearted, fascinating, devil-may-care atmosphere she knew so well. Violet looked back into the bedroom and she no longer had the impulse to sleep. Her face had hardened a little. Every one was so happy and she was so lonely. She stuffed the notes and gold back into her bag, looked at her hat in the glass and touched her face for a moment with a powder-puff. Then she left the room, rang for the lift and descended.




  “I am going into the Club for an hour or so, if I am wanted,” she told the concierge as she passed out.


  




  Hunterleys, on leaving the hotel, walked rapidly across the square and found David waiting for him on the opposite side.




  “Felicia will be late,” the latter explained. “She has to get all that beastly black stuff off her face. She is horribly nervous about Sidney and she doesn’t want you to wait. I think perhaps she is right, too. She told me to tell you that Monsieur Lafont himself came to her room and congratulated her after the curtain had gone down. She is almost hysterical between happiness and anxiety about Sidney. Where’s your man?”




  “I asked him to be a little higher up,” Hunterleys replied. “There he is.”




  They walked a few steps up the hill and found Richard Lane waiting for them in his car. The long, grey racer looked almost like some submarine monster, with its flaring head-lights and torpedo-shaped body which scarcely cleared the ground.




  “Ready for orders, sir,” the young man announced, touching his cap.




  “Is there room for three of us, in case of an emergency?” Hunterleys asked.




  “The third man has to sit on the floor,” Richard pointed out, “but it isn’t so comfortable as it looks.”




  Hunterleys clambered in and took the vacant place. David Briston lingered by a little wistfully.




  “I feel rather a skunk,” he grumbled. “I don’t see why I shouldn’t come along.”




  Hunterleys shook his head.




  “There isn’t the slightest need for it,” he declared firmly. “You go back and look after Felicia. Tell her we’ll get Sidney out of this all right. Get away with you, Lane, now.”




  “Where to?”




  “To the Villa Mimosa!”




  Richard whistled as he thrust in his clutch.




  “So that’s the game, is it?” he murmured, as they glided off.




  Hunterleys leaned towards him.




  “Lane,” he said, “don’t forget that I warned you there might be a little trouble about to-night. If you feel the slightest hesitation about involving yourself—”




  “Shut up!” Richard interrupted. “Whatever trouble you’re ready to face, I’m all for it, too. Darned queer thing that we should be going to the Villa Mimosa, though! I am not exactly a popular person with Mr. Grex, I think.”




  Hunterleys smiled.




  “I saw your sister this afternoon,” he remarked. “You are rather a wonderful young man.”




  “I knew it was all up with me,” Richard replied simply, “when I first saw that girl. Now look here, Hunterleys, we are almost there. Tell me exactly what it is you want me to do?”




  “I want you,” Hunterleys explained, “to risk a smash, if you don’t mind. I want you to run up to the boundaries of the villa gardens, head your car back for Monte Carlo, and while you are waiting there turn out all your lights.”




  “That’s easy enough,” Richard assented. “I’ll turn out the search-light altogether, and my others are electric, worked by a button. Is this an elopement act or what?”




  “There’s a meeting going on in that villa,” Hunterleys told him, “between prominent politicians of three countries. You don’t have to bother much about Secret Service over in the States, although there’s more goes on than you know of in that direction. But over here we have to make regular use of Secret Service men—spies, if you like to call them so. The meeting to-night is inimical to England. It is part of a conspiracy against which I am working. Sidney Roche—Felicia Roche’s brother—who lives here as a newspaper correspondent, is in reality one of our best Secret Service men. He is taking terrible chances to-night to learn a little more about the plans which these fellows are discussing. We are here in case he needs our help to get away. We’ve cleared the shrubs away, close to the spot at which I am going to ask you to wait, and taken the spikes off the fence. It’s just a thousand to one chance that if he’s hard pressed for it and heads this way, they may think that they have him in a trap and take it quietly. That is to say, they’ll wait to capture him instead of shooting.”




  “Say, you don’t mean this seriously?” Richard exclaimed. “They can’t do more than arrest him as a trespasser, or something of that sort, surely?”




  Hunterleys laughed grimly.




  “These men wouldn’t stick at much,” he told his companion. “They’re hand in glove with the authorities here. Anything they did would be hushed up in the name of the law. These things are never allowed to come out. It doesn’t do any one any good to have them gossiped about. If they caught Sidney and shot him, we should never make a protest. It’s all part of the game, you know. Now that is the spot I want you to stop at, exactly where the mimosa tree leans over the path. But first of all, I’d turn out your head-light.”




  They slowed down and stopped. Richard extinguished the acetylene gas-lamp and mounted again to his place. Then he swung the car round and crawled back upon the reverse until he reached the spot to which Hunterleys had pointed.




  “You’re a good fellow, Richard,” Hunterleys said softly. “We may have to wait an hour or two, and it may be that nothing will happen, but it’s giving the fellow a chance, and it gives him confidence, too, to know that friends are at hand.”




  “I’m in the game for all it’s worth, anyway,” Lane declared heartily.




  He touched a button and the lights faded away. The two men sat in silence, both turned a little in their seats towards the villa.
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  The minutes glided by as the two men sat together in the perfumed, shadowy darkness. From their feet the glittering canopy of lights swept upwards to the mountain-sides, even to the stars, but a chain of slowly drifting black clouds hung down in front of the moon, and until their eyes became accustomed to their surroundings it seemed to both of them as though they were sitting in a very pit of darkness.




  “It is possible,” Hunterleys whispered, after some time, “that we may have to wait for another hour yet.”




  Richard was suddenly tense. He sat up, and his foot reached for the self-starter.




  “I don’t think you will,” he muttered. “Listen!”




  Almost immediately they were conscious of some commotion in the direction of the villa, followed by a shot and then a cry.




  “Start the engine,” Hunterleys directed hoarsely, standing up in his place. “I’m afraid they’ve got him.”




  There were two more shots but no further cry. Then they heard the sound of excited voices and immediately afterwards rapidly approaching footsteps. A man came crashing through the shrubbery, but when he reached the fence over which, for a moment, his white face gleamed, he sank down as though powerless to climb. Hunterleys leapt to the ground and rushed to the fence.




  “Hold up, Sidney, old fellow,” he called softly. “We’re here all right. Hold up for a moment and let me lift you.”




  Roche struggled to his feet. His face was ghastly white, the sweat stood out upon his forehead, his lips moved but no words came. Hunterleys got him by the arms, set his teeth and lifted. The task would have been too much for him, but Richard, springing from the car, came to his help. With an effort they hoisted him over the fence. Almost as they did so there was the sound of footsteps dashing through the shrubs, and a shot, the bullet of which tore the bark from the trunk of a tree close at hand. The car leapt off in fourth speed, Sidney supported in Hunterleys’ arms. A loud shout from behind only brought Richard’s foot down upon the accelerator.




  “Stoop low!” he cried to Hunterleys. “Get your legs in, if you can.”




  A bullet struck the back of the car and another whistled over their heads. Then they dashed around the corner, and Richard, turning on the lights, jammed down his accelerator.




  “Gee whiz! that’s a bloodthirsty crew!” the young man exclaimed, his eyes fixed upon the road. “Is he hurt?”




  Roche was lying back on the seat. Hunterleys was on his knees, holding on to the framework of the car.




  “They’ve got me all right, Hunterleys,” Roche faltered. “Listen. Everything went well with me at first. I could hear—nearly everything. The Frenchman kept his mouth shut—tight as wax. Grex did most of the talking. Russia sees nothing in the entente—England has nothing to offer her. She’d rather keep friends with Germany. Russia wants to move eastward—all Persia—India. She’s only lukewarm, any way, about the French alliance as things stand at present, and dead off any truck with England. There’s talk of Constantinople, and Germany to march three army corps through a weak French resistance to Calais. They talked of France acting to her pledges, putting her recruits in the front, taking a slight defeat, making a peace on her own account, with Alsace and Lorraine restored. She can pay. Germany wants the money. Germany—Germany—”




  The words died away in a little groan. The wounded man’s head fell back. Hunterleys passed his arm around the limp figure.




  “Take the first turn to the right and second to the left, Richard,” he directed. “We’ll drive straight to the hospital. I made friends with the English doctor last night. He promised to be there till three. I paid him a fee on purpose.”




  “First to the right,” Richard muttered, swinging around. “Second to the left, eh?”




  Hunterleys was holding his brandy flask to Roche’s lips as they swung through the white gates and pulled up outside the hospital. The doctor was faithful to his promise, and Roche, who was now unconscious, was carried in. In the hall he was laid upon an ambulance and borne off by two attendants. Hunterleys and Lane sat down to wait in the hall. After what seemed to them an interminable half-hour, the doctor reappeared. He came over to them at once.




  “Your friend may live,” he announced, “but in any case he will be unconscious for the next twenty-four hours. There is no need for you to stay, or for you to fetch the young lady you spoke of, at present. If he dies, he will die unconscious. I can tell you nothing more until the afternoon.”




  Hunterleys rose slowly to his feet.




  “You’ll do everything you can, doctor?” he begged. “Money doesn’t count.”




  “Money never counts here,” the doctor replied gravely. “We shall save him if it is possible. You’ve nothing to tell me, I suppose, as to how he met with his wound?”




  “Nothing.”




  They walked out together into the night. The bank of clouds had drifted away now and the moon was shining. Below them, barely a quarter of a mile away, they could see the flare of lights from the Casino. A woman was laughing hysterically through the open windows of a house on the other side of the way. Some one was playing a violin in a café at the corner of the street.




  “Richard,” Hunterleys said, “will you see me through? I have to get to Cannes as fast as I can to send a cable. I daren’t send it from here, even in code.”




  “I’ll drive you to Cannes like a shot,” Richard assented heartily. “Just a brandy and soda on our way out, and I’ll show you some pretty driving.”




  They stopped at the Café de Paris and left the car under the trees. Both men took a long drink and Richard filled his pocket with cigarettes. Then they re-entered the car, lit up, and glided off on the road for Cannes. Richard had become more serious. His boyish manner and appearance had temporarily gone. He drove, even, with less than his usual recklessness.




  “That was a fine fellow,” he remarked enthusiastically, after a long pause, “that fellow Roche!”




  “And we’ve many more like him,” Hunterleys declared. “We’ve men in every part of the world doing what seems like dirty work, ill-paid work, too, doing it partly, perhaps, because the excitement grows on them and they love it, but always, they have to start in cold blood. The papers don’t always tell the truth, you know. There’s many a death in foreign cities you read of as a suicide, or the result of an accident, when it’s really the sacrifice of a hero for his country. It’s great work, Richard.”




  “Makes me feel kind of ashamed,” Richard muttered. “I’ve never done anything but play around all my life. Anyway, those sort of things don’t come to us in our country. America’s too powerful and too isolated to need help of that description. We shouldn’t have any use for politicians of your class, or for Secret Service men.”




  “If you’re in earnest,” Hunterleys advised, “you go to Washington and ask them about it some day. The time’s coming, if it hasn’t already arrived, when your country will have to develop a different class of politicians. You see, whether she wants it or not, she is coming into touch, through Asia and South America, with European interests, and if she does, she’ll have to adopt their methods more or less. Poor old Roche! There was something more he wanted to say, and if it’s what I’ve been expecting, your country was in it.”




  “I guess I’ll take Fedora over for our honeymoon,” Richard decided softly. “Don’t see why I shouldn’t come into one of the Embassies. I’m a bit of a hulk to go about the world doing nothing.”




  Hunterleys laughed quietly.




  “My young friend,” he said, “aren’t you taking your marriage prospects a little for granted? May I be there when you ask Augustus Nicholas Ivan Peter, Grand Duke of Vassura, Prince of Melinkoff, cousin of His Imperial Majesty the Czar, for the hand of his daughter in marriage!”




  “So that’s it, is it?” Lane murmured. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”




  Hunterleys shook his head. He gazed steadfastly along the road in front of him.




  “It wasn’t to my interest to have it known too generally,” he said, “and I am afraid your little love affair didn’t strike me as being of much importance by the side of the other things. But you’ve earned the truth, if it’s any use to you.”




  “Well,” Richard observed, “I wasn’t counting on having any witnesses, but you can come along if you like. I suppose,” he added, “I shall have to do him the courtesy of asking his permission, but—”




  “But what?” Hunterleys asked curiously.




  They were on a long stretch of straight, white road. Richard looked for a moment up to the sky, and Hunterleys, watching him, was amazed at the transformation.




  “There isn’t a Grand Duke or a Prince or an Imperial Majesty alive,” he said, “who could rob me of Fedora!”
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  There was a momentary commotion in the Club. A woman had fainted at one of the roulette tables. Her chair was quickly drawn back. She was helped out to the open space at the top of the stairs and placed in an easy-chair there. Lady Weybourne, who was on the point of leaving with her husband, hastened back. She stood there while the usual restoratives were being administered, fanning the unconscious woman with a white ostrich fan which hung from her waist. Presently Violet opened her eyes. She recognised Lady Weybourne and smiled weakly.




  “I am so sorry,” she murmured. “It was silly of me to stay in here so long. I went without my dinner, too, which was rather idiotic.”




  A man who had announced himself a doctor, bent over her pulse and turned away.




  “The lady will be quite all right now,” he said. “You can give her brandy and soda if she feels like it. Pardon!”




  He hastened back to his place at the baccarat table. Lady Hunterleys sat up.




  “It was quite absurd of me,” she declared. “I don’t know what—”




  She stopped suddenly. The weight was once more upon her heart, the blankness before her eyes. She remembered!




  “I am quite able to go home now,” she added.




  Her gold bag lay upon her lap. It was almost empty. She looked at it vacantly and then closed the snap.




  “We’ll see you back to the hotel,” Lady Weybourne said soothingly. “Here comes Harry with the brandy and soda.”




  Lord Weybourne came hurrying from the bar, a tumbler in his hand.




  “How nice of you!” Violet exclaimed gratefully. “Really, I feel that this is just what I need. I wonder what time it is?”




  “Half past four,” Lord Weybourne announced, glancing at his watch.




  She laughed weakly.




  “How stupid of me! I have been between here and the Casino for nearly twelve hours, and had nothing to eat. No, I won’t have anything here, thanks,” she added, as Lord Weybourne started back again for the bar, muttering something about a sandwich. “I’ll have something in my room. If you are going back to the hotel, perhaps I could come with you.”




  They all three left the place together, passing along the private way.




  “I haven’t seen your brother all day,” Violet remarked to Lady Weybourne.




  “Richard’s gone off somewhere in the car to-night, a most mysterious expedition,” his sister declared. “I began to think that it must be an elopement, but I see the yacht’s there still, and he would surely choose the yacht in preference to a motor-car, if he were running off with anybody! Your husband doesn’t come into the rooms much?”




  Violet shook her head.




  “He hasn’t the gambling instinct,” she said quietly. “Perhaps he is just as well without it. One gets a lot of amusement out of this playing for small stakes, but it is irritating to lose. Thank you so much for looking after me,” she added, as they reached the hall of the hotel. “I am quite all right now and my woman will be sitting up for me.”




  She passed into the lift. Lady Weybourne looked after her admiringly.




  “Say, she’s got some pluck, Harry!” she murmured. “They say she lost nearly a hundred mille to-night and she never even mentioned her losings. Irritating, indeed! I wonder what Sir Henry thinks of it. They are only moderately well off.”




  Her husband shrugged his shoulders, after the fashion of his sex.




  “Let us hope,” he said, “that it is Sir Henry who suffers.”


  




  Violet slipped out of her gown and dismissed her maid. In her dressing-gown she sat before the open window. Everywhere the place seemed steeped in the faint violet and purple light preceding the dawn. Away eastwards she could catch a glimpse of the mountains, their peaks cut sharply against the soft, deep sky; a crystalline glow, the first herald of the hidden sunrise, hanging about their summits. The gentle breeze from the Mediterranean was cool and sweet. There were many lights still gleaming upon the sea, but their effect now seemed tawdry. She sat there, her head resting upon her hands. She had the feeling of being somehow detached from the whole world of visible objects, as though, indeed, she were on her death-bed. Surely it was not possible to pass any further through life than this! In her thoughts she went back to the first days of estrangement between her husband and herself. Almost before she realised it, she found herself struggling against the tenderness which still survived, which seemed at that moment to be tearing at her heart-strings. He had ceased to care, she told herself. It was all too apparent that he had ceased to care. He was amusing himself elsewhere. Her little impulsive note had not won even a kind word from him. Her appeals, on one excuse or another, had been disregarded. She had lost her place in his life, thrown it away, she told herself bitterly. And in its stead—what! A new fear of Draconmeyer was stealing over her. He presented himself suddenly as an evil genius. She went back through the last few days. Her brain seemed unexpectedly clear, her perceptions unerring. She saw with hateful distinctness how he had forced this money upon her, how he had encouraged her all the time to play beyond her means. She realised the cunning with which he had left that last bundle of notes in her keeping. Well, there the facts were. She owed him now four thousand pounds. She had no money of her own, she was already overdrawn with her allowance. There was no chance of paying him. She realised, with a little shudder, that he did not want payment, a realisation which had come to her dimly from the first, but which she had pushed away simply because she had felt sure of winning. Now there was the price to be paid! She leaned further out of the window. Away to her left the glow over the mountains was becoming stained with the faintest of pinks. She looked at it long, with mute and critical appreciation. She swept with her eyes the line of violet shadows from the mountain-tops to the sea-board, where the pale lights of Bordighera still flickered. She looked up again from the dark blue sea to the paling stars. It was all wonderful—theatrical, perhaps, but wonderful—and how she hated it! She stood up before the window and with her clenched fists she beat against the sills. Those long days and feverish nights through which she had passed slowly unfolded themselves. In those few moments she seemed to taste again the dull pain of constant disappointment, the hectic thrills of occasional winnings, the strange, dull inertia which had taken the place of resignation. She looked into the street below. How long would she live afterwards, she wondered, if she threw herself down! She began even to realise the state of mind which breeds suicides, the brooding over a morrow too hateful to be faced.




  As she still stood there, the silence of the street below was broken. A motor-car swung round the corner and swept past the side of the hotel. She caught at the curtain as she recognised its occupants. Richard Lane was driving, and by his side sat her husband. The car was covered with dust, both men seemed weary as though they had been out all night. She gazed after them with fast-beating heart. She had pictured her husband at the villa on the hill! Where had he been with Richard Lane? Perhaps, after all, the things which she had imagined were not true. The car had stopped now at the front door. It returned a moment later on its way to the garage, with only Lane driving. She opened her door and stood there silently. Hunterleys would have to pass the end of the corridor if he came up by the main lift. She waited with fast beating heart. The seconds passed. Then she heard the rattle of the lift ascending, its click as it stopped, and soon afterwards the footsteps of a man. He was coming—coming past the corner! At that moment she felt that the sound of his footsteps was like the beating of fate. They came nearer and she shrank a little back. There was something unfamiliar about them. Whoever it might be, it was not Henry! And then suddenly Draconmeyer came into sight. He saw her standing there and stopped short. Then he came rapidly near.




  “Lady Hunterleys!” he exclaimed softly. “You still up?”




  She hesitated. Then she stood on one side, still grasping the handle of the door.




  “Do you want to come in?” she asked. “You may. I have something to say to you. Perhaps I shall sleep better if I say it now.”




  He stepped quickly past her.




  “Close the door,” he whispered cautiously.




  She obeyed him deliberately.




  “There is no hurry,” she said. “This is my sitting-room. I receive whom I choose here.”




  “But it is nearly six o’clock!” he exclaimed.




  “That does not affect me,” she answered, shrugging her shoulders. “Sit down.”




  He obeyed. There was something changed about her, something which he did not recognise. She thrust her hands into a box of cigarettes, took one out and lit it. She leaned against the table, facing him.




  “Listen,” she continued, “I have borrowed from you three thousand pounds. You left with me to-night—I don’t know whether you meant to lend it to me or whether I had it on trust, but you left it in my charge—another thousand pounds. I have lost it all—all, you understand—the four thousand pounds and every penny I have of my own.”




  He sat quite still. He was watching her through his gold-rimmed spectacles. There was the slightest possible frown upon his forehead. The time for talking of money as though it were a trifle had passed.




  “That is a great deal,” he said.




  “It is a great deal,” she admitted. “I owe it to you and I cannot pay. What are you going to do?”




  He watched her eagerly. There was a new note in her voice. He paused to consider what it might mean. A single false step now and he might lose all that he had striven for.




  “How am I to answer that?” he asked softly. “I will answer it first in the way that seems most natural. I will beg you to accept your losings as a little gift from me—as a proof, if you will, of my friendship.”




  He had saved the situation. If he had obeyed his first impulse, the affair would have been finished. He realised it as he watched her face, and he shuddered at the thought of his escape. His words obviously disturbed her.




  “It is not possible for me,” she protested, “to accept money from you.”




  “Not from Linda’s husband?”




  She threw her cigarette into the grate and stood looking at him.




  “Do you offer it to me as Linda’s husband?” she demanded.




  It was a crisis for which Draconmeyer was scarcely prepared. He was driven out of his pusillanimous compromise. She was pressing him hard for the truth. Again the fear of losing her altogether terrified him.




  “If I have other feelings of which I have not spoken,” he said quietly, “have I not kept them to myself? Do I obtrude them upon you even now? I am content to wait.”




  “To wait for what?” she insisted.




  All that had been in his mind seemed suddenly miraged before him—the removal of Hunterleys, his own wife’s failing health. The way had seemed so clear only a little time ago, and now the clouds were back again.




  “Until you appreciate the fact,” he told her, “that you have no more sincere friend, that there is no one who values your happiness more than I do.”




  “Supposing I take this money from you,” she asked, after a moment’s pause. “Are there any conditions?”




  “None whatever,” he answered.




  She turned away with a little sigh. The tragedy which a few minutes ago she had seen looming up, eluded her. She had courted a dénouement in vain. He was too clever.




  “You are very generous,” she said. “We will speak of this to-morrow. I called you in because I could not bear the uncertainty of it all. Please go now.”




  He rose slowly to his feet. She gave him her hand lifelessly. He kept it for a moment. She drew it away and looked at the place where his lips had touched it, wonderingly. It was as though her fingers had been scorched with fire.




  “It shall be to-morrow,” he whispered, as he passed out.
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  From the wilds of Scotland to Monte Carlo, as fast as motor- cars and train de luxe could bring him, came the right Honourable Meredith Simpson, a very distinguished member of His Majesty’s Government. Hunterleys, advised of his coming by telegram from Marseilles, met him at the station, and together the two men made their way at once to Hunterleys’ room across at the Hotel de Paris. Behind locked doors they spoke for the first time of important matters.




  “It’s a great find, this of yours, Hunterleys,” the Minister acknowledged, “and it is corroborated, too, by what we know is happening around us. We have had all the warning in the world just lately. The Russian Ambassador is in St. Petersburg on leave of absence—in fact for the last six months he has been taking his duties remarkably lightly. Tell me how you first heard of the affair?”




  “I got wind of it in Sofia,” Hunterleys explained. “I travelled from there quite quietly, loitered about the Italian Riviera, and came on here as a tourist. The only help I could get hold of here was from Sidney Roche, who, as you know, is one of our Secret Service men. Roche, I am sorry to say, was shot last night. He may live but he won’t be well enough to take any further hand in the game here, and I have no one to take his place.”




  “Roche shot!” Mr. Simpson exclaimed, in a shocked tone. “How did it happen?”




  “They found him lying on the roof of the Villa Mimosa, just over the room where the meeting was taking place,” Hunterleys replied. “They chased him round the grounds and we just got him off in a motor-car, but not before he’d been hit twice. He was just able to tell me a little. The first meeting was quite informal and very guarded. Douaille was most cautious—he was there only to listen. The second meeting was last night. Grex was in the chair, representing Russia.”




  “You mean the Grand Duke Augustus?” Mr. Simpson interrupted.




  Hunterleys nodded.




  “Grex is the name he is living under here. He explained Russia’s position. Poor Roche was only able to falter a few words, but what he said was enough to give us the key-note to the whole thing. The long and short of it all is that Russia turned her face westward so long as Constantinople was possible. Now that this war has come about and ended as it has done, Russia’s chance has gone. There is no longer any quid pro quo for her alliance with France. There is no friendship, of course, between Russia and Germany, but at any rate Russia has nothing to fear from Germany, and she knows it. Grex is quite frank. They must look eastward, he said, and when he says eastward, he means Manchuria, China, Persia, even India. At the same time, Russia has a conscience, even though it be a diplomatic conscience. Hence this conference. She doesn’t want France crushed. Germany has a proposition. It has been enunciated up to a certain point. She confers Alsace and Lorraine and possibly Egypt upon France, for her neutrality whilst she destroys the British Fleet. Or failing her neutrality, she wants her to place a weak army on the frontier, which can fall back without much loss before a German advance. Germany’s objective then will be Calais and not Paris, and from there she will command the Straits and deal with the British Fleet at her leisure. Meanwhile, she will conclude peace with France on highly advantageous terms. Don’t you see what it means, Simpson? The elementary part of the thing is as simple as A B C. Germany has nothing to gain from Russia, she has nothing to gain from France. England is the only country who can give her what she wants. That is about as far as they have got, up to now, but there is something further behind it all. That, Selingman is to tell them to-night.”




  “The most important point about the whole matter, so far as we are concerned,” Mr. Simpson declared, “is Douaille’s attitude. You have received no indication of that, I suppose?”




  “None whatever,” Hunterleys answered. “I thought of paying my respects, but after all, you know, I have no official standing, and personally we are almost strangers.”




  The Minister nodded.




  “It’s a difficult position,” he confessed. “Have you copies of your reports to London?”




  “I have copies of them, and full notes of everything that has transpired so far, in a strong box up at the bank,” Hunterleys assented. “We can stroll up there after lunch and I will place all the documents in your hands. You can look them through then and decide what is best to be done.”




  The Minister rose to his feet.




  “I shall go round to my rooms, change my clothes,” he announced, “and meet you presently. We’ll lunch across at Ciro’s, eh? I didn’t mean to come to Monte Carlo this year, but so long as I am here, I may as well make the best of it. You are not looking as though the change had done you much good, Hunterleys.”




  “The last few days,” Hunterleys remarked, a little drily, “have not been exactly in the nature of a holiday.”




  “Are you here alone?”




  “I came alone. I found my wife here by accident. She came through with the Draconmeyers. They were supposed to stay at Cannes, but altered their plans. Of course, Draconmeyer meant to come here all the time.”




  The Minister frowned.




  “Draconmeyer’s one man I should be glad to see out of London,” he declared. “Under the pretext of fostering good-will, and that sort of thing, between the mercantile classes of our two countries, I think that that fellow has done about as much mischief as it is possible for any single man to have accomplished. We’ll meet in an hour, Hunterleys. My man is putting out some things for me and I must have a bath.”




  Hunterleys walked up to the hospital, and to his surprise met Selingman coming away. The latter saluted him with a wave of the hat and a genial smile.




  “Calling to see our poor invalid?” he enquired blandly.




  Hunterleys, although he knew his man, was a little taken aback.




  “What share in him do you claim?” he asked.




  Selingman sighed.




  “Alas!” he confessed, “I fear that my claim would sound a little cold-blooded. I think that I was the only man who held his gun straight. Yet, after all, Roche would be the last to bear me any grudge. He was playing the game, taking his risks. Uncommonly bad marksmen Grex’s private police were, or he’d be in the morgue instead of the hospital.”




  “I gather that our friend is still alive?” Hunterleys remarked.




  “Going on as well as could be expected,” Selingman replied.




  “Conscious?”




  Selingman smiled.




  “You see through my little visit of sympathy at once!” he exclaimed. “Unable to converse, I am assured, and unable to share with his friends any little information he may have picked up last night. By the way, whom shall you send to report our little conference to-night? You wouldn’t care to come yourself, would you?”




  “I should like to exceedingly,” Hunterleys assured him, “if you’d give me a safe conduct.”




  Selingman withdrew his cigar from his mouth and laid his hand upon the other’s shoulder.




  “My dear friend,” he said earnestly, “your safe conduct, if ever I signed it, would be to the other world. Frankly, we find you rather a nuisance. We would be better pleased if your Party were in office, and you with your knees tucked under a desk at Downing Street, attending to your official business in your official place. Who gave you this roving commission, eh? Who sent you to talk common sense to the Balkan States, and how the mischief did you get wind of our little meeting here?”




  “Ah!” Hunterleys replied, “I expect you really know all these things.”




  Selingman, with his feet planted firmly upon the pavement, took a fresh cigar from his waistcoat pocket, bit off the end and lit it.




  “My friend Hunterleys,” he continued, “I am enjoying this brief interchange of confidences. Circumstances have made me, as you see, a politician, a schemer if you like. Nature meant me to be one of the frankest, the most truthful, the best-hearted of men. I detest the tortuous ways of the old diplomacy. The spoken word pleases me best. That is why I like a few minutes’ conversation with the enemy, why I love to stand here and talk to you with the buttons off our foils. We are scheming against you and your country, and you know it, and we shall win. We can’t help but win—if not to-day, to-morrow. Your country has had a marvellously long run of good luck, but it can’t last for ever.”




  Hunterleys smiled.




  “Well,” he observed, “there’s nothing like confidence. If you are so sure of success, why couldn’t you choose a cleaner way to it than by tampering with our ally?”




  Selingman patted his companion on the shoulder.




  “Listen, my friend,” he said, “there are no such things as allies. An alliance between two countries is a dead letter so soon as their interests cease to be identical. Now Austria is our ally because she is practically Germany. We are both mid-Continental Powers. We both need the same protection. But England and France! Go back only fifty years, my dear Hunterleys, and ask yourself—would any living person, living now and alive then, believe in the lasting nature of such an unnatural alliance? Wherever you look, in every quarter of the globe, your interests are opposed. You robbed France of Egypt. She can’t have wholly forgotten. You dominate the Mediterranean through Gibraltar, Malta, and Cyprus. What does she think of that, I wonder? Isn’t a humiliation for her when she does stop to think of it? You’ve a thousand years of quarrels, of fighting and rapine behind you. You can’t call yourselves allies because the thing isn’t natural. It never could be. It was only your mutual, hysterical fear of Germany which drove you into one another’s arms. We fought France once to prove ourselves, and for money. Just now we don’t want either money or territory from France. Perhaps we don’t even want, my dear Englishman, what you think we want, but all the same, don’t blame us for trying to dissolve an unnatural alliance. Was that Simpson who came by the Luxe this morning?”




  “It was,” Hunterleys admitted.




  “The Right Honourable John William Meredith Simpson!” Selingman recited, waving his cigar. “Well, well, we certainly have made a stir with our little meetings here. An inspired English Cabinet Minister, travel-stained and dusty, arrives with his valet and a black dispatch-box, to foil our schemes. Send him along, my friend. We are not at all afraid of Mr. Simpson. Perhaps we may even ask him to join us this evening.”




  “I fancy,” Hunterleys remarked grimly, “that the Englishman who joins you this evening will find a home up on the hill here.”




  “Or down in the morgue there,” Selingman grunted, pointing down to Monaco. “Take care, Hunterleys—take care, man. One of us hates you. It isn’t I. You are fighting a brave fight and a losing fight, but you are good metal. Try and remember, when you find that you are beaten, that life has many consolations for the philosopher.”




  He passed on and Hunterleys entered the hospital. Whilst he was waiting in the little reception-room, Felicia came in. Her face showed signs of her night’s anxiety.




  “Sidney is still unconscious,” she announced, her voice shaking a little. “The doctors seem hopeful—but oh! Sir Henry, it is terrible to see him lying there just as though he were dead!”




  “Sidney will pull through all right,” Hunterleys declared, encouragingly. “He has a wonderful constitution and he is the luckiest fellow born. He always gets out of trouble, somehow or other.”




  She came slowly up to him.




  “Sir Henry,” she said piteously, “I know quite well that Sidney was willing to take his risks. He went into this thing, knowing it was dangerous. I want to be brave. What happens must be. But listen. You won’t—you won’t rob me of everything in life, will you? You won’t send David after him?”




  Hunterleys smiled reassuringly.




  “I can promise you that,” he told her. “This isn’t David’s job at all. He has to stick to his post and help out the bluff as a press correspondent. Don’t be afraid, Felicia. You shall have your David.”




  She seized his hand and kissed it.




  “You have been so kind to me always, Sir Henry,” she sighed. “I can’t tell you how thankful I am to think that you don’t want David to go and run these horrible risks.”




  “No fear of that, I promise you,” he assured her once more. “David will be busy enough pulling the strings another way.”




  The doctor entered the room and shook hands with Hunterleys. There was no news, he declared, nothing to be done. The patient must continue in his present condition for several more hours at least. The symptoms were, in their way, favourable. Beyond that, nothing could be said. Felicia and Hunterleys left the hospital together.




  “I wonder,” she began, as they turned out of the white gates, “whether you would mind very much if I told you something?”




  “Of course not!”




  “Yesterday,” she continued slowly, “I met Lady Hunterleys. You know, I have seen her twice when I have been to your house to sing for your guests. She recognised me, I feel sure, but she didn’t seem to want to see me. She looked surprised when I bowed. I worried about it at first and then I wondered. You are so very, very secretive just now. Whatever this affair may be in which you three are all concerned, you never open your lips about it. Lady Hunterleys probably doesn’t know that you have had to come up to the villa at all hours of the night just to see Sidney. You don’t suppose that by any chance she imagined—that you came to see me?”




  Hunterleys was struck by the thought. He remembered several chance remarks of his wife. He remembered, too, the coincidence of his recent visits to the villa having prevented him in each case from acceding to some request of Violet’s.




  “I am glad you’ve mentioned this, child,” he said frankly. “Now I come to think of it, my wife certainly did know that I came up to the villa very late one night, and she seemed upset about it. Of course, she hasn’t the faintest idea about your brother.”




  “Well,” Felicia declared, with a sigh of relief, “I felt that I had to tell you. It sounded horribly conceited, in a way, but then she wouldn’t know that you came to see Sidney, or that I was engaged to David. Misunderstandings do come about so easily, you know, sometimes.”




  “This one shall be put right, at any rate,” he promised her. “Now, if you will take my advice, you will go home and lie down until the evening. You are going to sing again, aren’t you?”




  “If there is no change,” she replied. “I know that he would like me to. You haven’t minded—what I’ve said?”




  “Not a bit, child,” he assured her; “in fact I think it was very good of you. Now I’ll put you in this carriage and send you home. Think of nothing except that Sidney is getting better every hour, and sing to-night as though your voice could reach his bedside. Au revoir!”




  He waved his hand to her as she drove off, and returned to the Hotel de Paris. He found a refreshed and rejuvenated Simpson smoking a cigarette upon the steps.




  “To lunch!” the latter exclaimed. “Afterwards I will tell you my plans.”
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  Hunterleys leaned suddenly forward across the little round table.




  “The question of whether or no you shall pay your respects to Monsieur Douaille,” he remarked, “is solved. Unless I am very much mistaken, we are going to have an exceedingly interesting luncheon-party on our right.”




  “Monsieur Douaille——” Mr. Simpson began, a little eagerly.




  “And the others,” Hunterleys interrupted. “Don’t look around for a moment. This is almost historical.”




  Monsieur Ciro himself, bowing and smiling, was ushering a party of guests to a round table upon the terrace, in the immediate vicinity of the two men. Mr. Grex, with his daughter and Lady Hunterleys on one side and Monsieur Douaille on the other, were in the van. Draconmeyer followed with Lady Weybourne, and Selingman brought up the rear with the Comtesse d’Hausson, one of the most prominent leaders of the French colony in Monte Carlo, and a connection by marriage of Monsieur Douaille.
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    Mr. Grex, with his daughter and Lady Hunterleys on one side and Monsieur Douaille on the other, were in the van.


  




  “A luncheon-party for Douaille,” Hunterleys murmured, as he bowed, to his wife and exchanged greetings with some of the others. “I wonder what they think of their neighbours! A little embarrassing for the chief guest, I am afraid.”




  “I see your wife is in the enemy’s camp,” his companion observed. “Draconmeyer is coming to speak to me. This promises to be interesting.”




  Draconmeyer and Selingman both came over to greet the English Minister. Selingman’s blue eyes were twinkling with humour, his smile was broad and irresistible.




  “This should send funds up in every capital of Europe,” he declared, as he shook hands. “When Mr. Meredith Simpson takes a holiday, then the political barometer points to ‘set fair’!”




  “A tribute to my conscientiousness,” the Minister replied, smiling. “I am glad to see that I am not the only hard-worked statesman who feels able to take a few days’ holiday.”




  Selingman glanced at the round table and beamed.




  “It is true,” he admitted. “Every country seems to have sent its statesmen holiday-making. And what a playground, too!” he added, glancing towards Hunterleys with something which was almost a wink. “Here, political crises seem of little account by the side of the turning wheel. This is where the world unbends and it is well that there should be such a place. Shall we see you at the Club or in the rooms later?”




  “Without a doubt,” Mr. Simpson assented. “For what else does one live in Monte Carlo?”




  “How did you leave things in town?” Mr. Draconmeyer enquired.




  “So-so!” the Minister answered. “A little flat, but then it is a dull season of the year.”




  “Markets about the same, I suppose?” Mr. Draconmeyer asked.




  “I am afraid,” Mr. Simpson confessed, “that I only study the city column from the point of view of what Herr Selingman has just called the political barometer. Things were a little unsteady when I left. Consols fell several points yesterday.”




  Mr. Draconmeyer frowned.




  “It is incomprehensible,” he declared. “A few months ago there was real danger, one is forced to believe, of a European war. To-day the crisis is passed, yet the money-markets which bore up so well through the critical period seem now all the time on the point of collapse. It is hard for a banker to know how to operate these days. I wish you gentlemen in Downing Street, Mr. Simpson, would make it easier for us.”




  Mr. Simpson shrugged his shoulders.




  “The real truth of the matter is,” he said, “that you allow your money-market to become too sensitive an affair. A whisper will depress it. A threatening word spoken in the Reichstag or in the House of Parliament, magnified a hundred-fold before it reaches its destination, has sometimes a most unwarranted effect upon markets. You mustn’t blame us so much, Mr. Draconmeyer. You jump at conclusions too easily in the city.”




  “Sound common sense,” Mr. Draconmeyer agreed. “You are perfectly right when you say that we are over-sensitive. The banker deplores it as much as the politician. It’s the money-kings, I suppose, who find it profitable.”




  They returned to their table a moment later. As he passed Douaille, Selingman whispered in his ear. Monsieur Douaille turned around at once and bowed to Simpson. As he caught the latter’s eye he, too, left his place and came across. Mr. Simpson rose to his feet. The two men bowed formally before shaking hands.




  “Monsieur Simpson,” the Frenchman exclaimed, “it is a pleasure to find that I am remembered!”




  “Without a doubt, monsieur,” was the prompt reply. “Your last visit to London, on the occasion when we had the pleasure of entertaining you at the Guildhall, is too recent, and was too memorable an event altogether for us to have forgotten. Permit me to assure you that your speech on that occasion was one which no patriotic Englishman is likely to forget.”




  Monsieur Douaille inclined his head in thanks. His manner was not altogether free from embarrassment.




  “I trust that you are enjoying your holiday here?” he asked.




  “I have only this moment arrived,” Mr. Simpson explained. “I am looking forward to a few days’ rest immensely. I trust that I shall have the pleasure of seeing something of you, Monsieur Douaille. A little conversation would be most agreeable.”




  “In Monte Carlo one meets one’s friends all the time,” Monsieur Douaille replied. “I lunch to-day with my friend—our mutual friend, without a doubt—who calls himself here Mr. Grex.”




  Mr. Simpson nodded.




  “If it is permitted,” he suggested, “I should like to do myself the honour of paying my respects to you.”




  Monsieur Douaille was flattered.




  “My stay here is short,” he regretted, “but your visit will be most acceptable. I am at the Riviera Palace Hotel.”




  “It is one of my theories,” Mr. Simpson remarked, “that politicians are at a serious disadvantage compared with business men, inasmuch as, with important affairs under their control, they have few opportunities of meeting those with whom they have dealings. It would be a great pleasure to me to discuss one or two matters with you.”




  Monsieur Douaille departed, with a few charming words of assent. Simpson looked after him with kindling eyes.




  “This,” he murmured, leaning across the table, “is a most extraordinary meeting. There they sit, those very men whom you suspect of this devilish scheme, within a few feet of us! Positively thrilling, Hunterleys!”




  Hunterleys, too, seemed to feel the stimulating effect of a situation so dramatic. As the meal progressed, he drew his chair a little closer to the table and leaned over towards his companion.




  “I think,” he said, “that we shall both of us remember the coincidence of this meeting as long as we live. At that luncheon-table, within a few yards of us, sits Russia, the new Russia, raising his head after a thousand years’ sleep, watching the times, weighing them, realising his own immeasurable strength, pointing his inevitable finger along the road which the Russia of to-morrow must tread. There isn’t a man in that great country so much to be feared to-day, from our point of view, as the Grand Duke Augustus. And look, too, at the same table, within a few feet, Simpson, of you and of me—Selingman, Selingman who represents the real Germany; not the war party alone, intoxicated with the clash of arms, filled with bombastic desires for German triumphs on sea and land, ever ready to spout in flowery and grandiloquent phrases the glory of Germany and the Heaven-sent genius of her leaders. I tell you, Simpson, Selingman is a more dangerous man than that. He sits with folded arms, in realms of thought above these people. He sits with a map of the world before him, and he places his finger upon the inevitable spots which Germany must possess to keep time with the march of the world, to find new homes for her overflowing millions. He has no military fervour, no tinselly patriotism. He knows what Germany needs and he will carve her way towards it. Look at him with his napkin tucked under his chin, broad-visaged, podgy, a slave, you might think, to the joys of the table and the grosser things of life. You should see his eyes sometimes when the right note is struck, watch his mouth when he sits and thinks. He uses words for an ambush and a barricade. He talks often like a gay fool, a flood of empty verbiage streams from his lips, and behind, all the time his brain works.”




  “You seem to have studied these people, Hunterleys,” Simpson remarked appreciatively.




  Hunterleys smiled as he continued his luncheon.




  “Forgive me if I was a little prolix,” he said, “but, after all, what would you have? I am out of office but I remain a servant of my country. My interest is just as keen as though I were in a responsible position.”




  “You are well out of it,” Simpson sighed. “If half what you suspect is true, it’s the worst fix we’ve been in for some time.”




  “I am afraid there isn’t any doubt about it,” Hunterleys declared. “Of course, we’ve been at a fearful disadvantage. Roche was the only man out here upon whom I could rely. Now they’ve accounted for him, we’ve scarcely a chance of getting at the truth.”




  Mr. Simpson was gloomily silent for some moments. He was thinking of the time when he had struck his pencil through a recent Secret Service estimate.




  “Anyhow,” Hunterleys went on, “it will be all over in twenty-four hours. Something will be decided upon—what, I am afraid there is very little chance of our getting to know. These men will separate—Grex to St. Petersburg, Selingman to Berlin, Douaille to Paris. Then I think we shall begin to hear the mutterings of the storm.”




  “I think,” Mr. Simpson intervened, his eyes fixed upon an approaching figure, “that there is a young lady talking to the maître d’hôtel, who is trying to attract your attention.”




  Hunterleys turned around in his chair. It was Felicia who was making her way towards him. He rose at once to his feet. There was a little murmur of interest amongst the lunchers as she threaded her way past the tables. It was not often that an English singer in opera had met with so great a success. Lady Hunterleys, recognising her as she passed, paused in the middle of a sentence. Her face hardened. Hunterleys had risen from his place and was watching Felicia’s approach anxiously.




  “Is there any news of Sidney?” he asked quickly, as he took her hand.




  “Nothing fresh,” she answered in a low voice. “I have brought you a message—from some one else.”




  He held his chair for her but she shook her head.




  “I mustn’t stay,” she continued. “This is what I wanted to tell you. As I was crossing the square just now, I recognised the man Frenhofer, from the Villa Mimosa. Directly he saw me he came across the road. He was looking for one of us. He dared not come to the villa, he declares, for fear of being watched. He has something to tell you.”




  “Where can I find him?” Hunterleys asked.




  “He has gone to a little bar in the Rue de Chaussures, the Bar de Montmartre it is called. He is waiting there for you now.”




  “You must stay and have some lunch,” Hunterleys begged. “I will come back.”




  She shook her head.




  “I have just been across to the Opera House,” she explained, “to enquire about some properties for to-night. I have had all the lunch I want and I am on my way to the hospital now again. I came here on the chance of finding you. They told me at the Hotel de Paris that you were lunching out.”




  Hunterleys turned and whispered to Simpson.




  “This is very important,” he said. “It concerns the affair in which we are interested. Linger over your coffee and I will return.”




  Mr. Simpson nodded and Hunterleys left the restaurant with Felicia. His wife, at whom he glanced for a moment, kept her head averted. She was whispering in the ear of the gallant Monsieur Douaille. Selingman, catching Draconmeyer’s eye, winked at him solemnly.




  “You have all the luck, my silent friend,” he murmured.
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  The Bar de Montmartre was many steps under the level of the street, dark, smelly, and dilapidated. Its only occupants were a handful of drivers from the carriage-stand opposite, who stared at Hunterleys in amazement as he entered, and then rushed forward, almost in a body, to offer their services. The man behind the bar, however, who had evidently been forewarned, intervened with a few sharp words, and, lifting the flap of the counter, ushered Hunterleys into a little room beyond. Frenhofer was engaged there in amiable badinage with a young lady who promptly disappeared at Hunterleys’ entrance. Frenhofer bowed respectfully.




  “I must apologise,” he said, “for bringing monsieur to such a place. It is near the end now, and with Monsieur Roche in the hospital I ventured to address myself to monsieur direct. Here I have the right to enter. I make my suit to the daughter of the proprietor in order to have a safe rendezvous when necessary. It is well that monsieur has come quickly. I have tidings. I can disclose to monsieur the meeting-place for to-night. If monsieur has fortune and the wit to make use of it, the opportunity I shall give him is a great one. But pardon me. Before we talk business we must order something.”




  He touched the bell. The proprietor himself thrust in his head, bullet-shaped, with black moustache and unshaven chin. He wore no collar, and the remainder of his apparel was negligible.




  “A bottle of your best brandy,” Frenhofer ordered. “The best, mind, Père Hanaut.”




  The man’s acquiescence was as amiable as nature would permit.




  “Monsieur will excuse me,” Frenhofer went on, as the door was once more closed, “but these people have their little ways. To sell a whole bottle of brandy at five times its value, is to Monsieur le Propriétaire more agreeable than to offer him rent for the hire of his room. He is outside all the things in which we are concerned. He believes—pardon me, monsieur—that we are engaged in a little smuggling transaction. Monsieur Roche and I have used this place frequently.”




  “He can believe what he likes,” Hunterleys replied, “so long as he keeps his mouth shut.”




  The brandy was brought—and three glasses. Frenhofer promptly took the hint and, filling one to the brim, held it out to the landlord.




  “You will drink our health, Père Hanaut—my health and the health of monsieur here, and the health of the fair Annette. Incidentally, you will drink also to the success of the little scheme which monsieur and I are planning.”




  “In such brandy,” the proprietor declared hoarsely, “I would drink to the devil himself!”




  He threw back his head and the contents of his glass vanished. He set it down with a little smack of the lips. Once more he looked at the bottle. Frenhofer filled up his glass, but motioned to the door with his head.




  “You will excuse us, dear friend,” he begged, laying his hand persuasively upon the other’s shoulder. “Monsieur and I have little enough of time.”




  The landlord withdrew. Frenhofer walked around the little apartment. Their privacy was certainly assured.




  “Monsieur,” he announced, turning to Hunterleys, “there has been a great discussion as to the next meeting-place between our friends—the next, which will be also the last. They are safe enough in reality at the villa, but Monsieur Douaille is nervous. The affair of last night terrified him. The reason for these things I, of course, know nothing of, but it seems that Monsieur Douaille is very anxious indeed to keep his association with my august master and Herr Selingman as secret as possible. He has declined most positively to set foot again within the Villa Mimosa. Many plans have been suggested. This is the one adopted. For some weeks a German down in Monaco, a shipping agent, has had a yacht in the harbour for hire. He has approached Mr. Grex several times, not knowing his identity; ignorant, indeed, of the fact that the Grand Duke himself possesses one of the finest yachts afloat. However, that is nothing. Mr. Grex thought suddenly of the yacht. He suggested it to the others. They were enthusiastic. The yacht is to be hired for a week, or longer if necessary, and used only to-night. Behold the wonderful good-fortune of the affair! It is I who have been selected by my master to proceed to Monaco to make arrangements with the German, Herr Schwann. I am on my way there at the moment.”




  “A yacht?” Hunterleys repeated.




  “There are wonderful things to be thought of,” Frenhofer asserted eagerly. “Consider, monsieur! The yacht of this man Schwann has never been seen by my master. Consider, too, that aboard her there must be a dozen hiding-places. The crew has been brought together from anywhere. They can be bought to a man. There is only one point, monsieur, which should be arranged before I enter upon this last and, for me, most troublesome and dangerous enterprise.”




  “And that?” Hunterleys enquired.




  “My own position,” Frenhofer declared solemnly. “I am not greedy or covetous. My ambitions have long been fixed. To serve an Imperial Russian nobleman has been no pleasure for me. St. Petersburg has been a prison. I have been moved to the right or to the left as a machine. It is as a machine only I have lived. Always I have longed for Paris. So month by month I have saved. After to-night I must leave my master’s employ. The risk will be too great if monsieur indeed accepts my proposition and carries it out. I need but a matter of ten thousand francs to complete my savings.”




  The man’s white face shone eagerly in the dim light of the gloomy little apartment. His eyes glittered. He waited almost breathlessly.




  “Frenhofer,” Hunterleys said slowly, “so far as I have been concerned indirectly in these negotiations with you, my instructions to my agent have been simple and definite. We have never haggled. Your name was known to me eight years ago, when you served us in St. Petersburg and served us well. You have done the same thing now and you have behaved with rare intelligence. Within the course of an hour I shall transfer ten thousand francs to the account of François Frenhofer at the English Bank here.”




  The eyes of the man seemed suddenly like pinpricks of fire.




  “Monsieur is a prince,” he murmured. “And now for the further details. If monsieur would run the risk, I would suggest that he accompanies me to the office of this man Schwann.”




  Hunterleys made no immediate reply. He was walking up and down the narrow apartment. A brilliant idea had taken possession of him. The more he thought of it, the more feasible it became.




  “Frenhofer,” he said at last, “I have a scheme of my own. You are sure that Mr. Grex has never seen this yacht?”




  “He has never set eyes upon it, monsieur, save to try and single it out with his field-glasses from the balcony of the villa.”




  “And he is to board it to-night?”




  “At ten o’clock to-night, monsieur, it is to lie off the Villa Mimosa. A pinnace is to fetch Mr. Grex and his friends on board from the private landing-stage of the Villa Mimosa.”




  Hunterleys nodded thoughtfully.




  “Frenhofer,” he explained, “my scheme is this. A friend of mine has a yacht in the harbour. I believe that he would lend it to me. Why should we not substitute it for the yacht your master imagines that he is hiring? If so, all difficulties as to placing whom I desire on board and secreting them are over.”




  “It is a great scheme,” Frenhofer assented, “but supposing my master should choose to telephone some small detail to the office of the man Schwann?”




  “You must hire the yacht of Schwann, just as you were instructed,” Hunterleys pointed out. “You must give orders, though, that it is not to leave the harbour until telephoned for. Then it will be the yacht which I shall borrow which will lie off the Villa Mimosa to-night.”




  “It is admirable,” Frenhofer declared. “The more one thinks of it, the more one appreciates. This yacht of Schwann’s—the Christable, he calls it—was fitted out by a millionaire. My master will be surprised at nothing in the way of luxury.”




  “Tell me again,” Hunterleys asked, “at what hour is it to be off the Villa Mimosa?”




  “At ten o’clock,” Frenhofer replied. “A pinnace is to be at the landing-stage of the villa at that time. Mr. Grex, Monsieur Douaille, Herr Selingman, and Mr. Draconmeyer will come on board.”




  “Very good! Now go on your errand to the man Schwann. You had better meet me here later in the afternoon—say at four o’clock—and let me know that all is in order. I will bring you some particulars about my friend’s boat, so that you will know how to answer any questions your master may put to you.”




  “It is admirable,” Frenhofer repeated enthusiastically. “Monsieur had better, perhaps, precede me.”




  Hunterleys walked through the streets back to Ciro’s Restaurant, filled with a new exhilaration. His eyes were bright, his brain was working all the time. The luncheon-party at the next table were still in the midst of their meal. Mr. Simpson was smoking a meditative cigarette with his coffee. Hunterleys resumed his place and ordered coffee for himself.




  “I have been to see a poor friend who met with an accident last night,” he announced, speaking as clearly as possible. “I fear that he is very ill. That was his sister who fetched me away.”




  Mr. Simpson nodded sympathetically. Their conversation for a few minutes was desultory. Then Hunterleys asked for the bill and rose.




  “I will take you round to the Club and get your carte,” he suggested. “Afterwards, we can spend the afternoon as you choose.”




  The two men strolled out of the place. It was not until after they had left the arcade and were actually in the street, that Hunterleys gripped his companion’s arm.




  “Simpson,” he declared, “the fates have been kind to us. Douaille has a fit of the nerves. He will go no more to the Villa Mimosa. Seeking about for the safest meeting-place, Grex has given us a chance. The only one of his servants who belongs to us is commissioned to hire a yacht on which they meet to-night.”




  “A yacht,” Mr. Simpson replied, emptily.




  “I have a friend,” Hunterleys continued, “an American. I am convinced that he will lend me his yacht, which is lying in the harbour here. We are going to try and exchange. If we succeed, I shall have the run of the boat. The crew will be at our command, and I shall get to that conference myself, somehow or other.”




  Mr. Simpson felt himself left behind. He could only stare at his companion.




  “Tell me, Sir Henry,” he begged, almost pathetically, “have I walked into an artificial world? Do you mean to tell me seriously that you, a Member of Parliament, an ex-Minister, are engaged upon a scheme to get the Grand Duke Augustus and Douaille and Selingman on board a yacht, and that you are going to be there, concealed, turned into a spy? I can’t keep up with it. As fiction it seems to me to be in the clouds. As truth, why, my understanding turns and mocks me. You are talking fairy-tales.”




  Hunterleys smiled tolerantly.




  “The man in the street knows very little of the real happenings in life,” he pronounced. “The truth has a queer way sometimes of spreading itself out into the realms of fiction. Come across here with me to the hotel. I have got to move heaven and earth to find my friend.”




  “Do with me as you like,” Mr. Simpson sighed resignedly. “In a plain political discussion, or an argument with Monsieur Douaille—well, I am ready to bear my part. But this sort of thing lifts me off my feet. I can only trot along at your heels.”




  They entered the Hotel de Paris. Hunterleys made a few breathless enquiries. Nothing, alas! was known of Mr. Richard Lane. He came back, frowning, to the steps of the hotel.




  “If he is up playing golf at La Turbie,” Hunterleys muttered, “we shall barely have time.”




  A reception clerk tapped him on the shoulder. He turned abruptly around.




  “I have just made an enquiry of the floor waiter,” the clerk announced. “He believes that Mr. Lane is still in his room.”




  Hunterleys thanked the man and hurried to the lift. In a few moments he was knocking at the door of Lane’s rooms. His heart gave a great jump as a familiar voice bade him enter. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. Richard, in light blue pyjamas, sat up in bed and looked at his visitor with a huge yawn.




  “Say, old chap, are you in a hurry or anything?” he demanded.




  “Do you know the time?” Hunterleys asked.




  “No idea,” the other replied. “The valet called me at eight. I told him I’d shoot him if he disturbed me again.”




  “It’s nearly three o’clock!” Hunterleys declared impressively.




  “Can’t help it,” Richard yawned, throwing off the bed-clothes and sitting on the edge of the bed. “I am young and delicate and I need my rest. Seriously, Hunterleys,” he added, “you take a chap out and make him drive you at sixty miles an hour all through the night, you keep him at it till nearly six in the morning, and you seem to think it a tragedy to find him in bed at three o’clock in the afternoon. Hang it, I’ve only had eight hours’ sleep!”




  “I don’t care how long you’ve had,” Hunterleys rejoined. “I am only too thankful to find you. Now listen. Is your brain working? Can you talk seriously?”




  “I guess so.”




  “You remember our talk last night?”




  “Every word of it.”




  “The time has come,” Hunterleys continued,—“your time, I mean. You said that if you could take a hand, you’d do it. I am here to beg for your help.”




  “You needn’t waste your breath doing that,” Richard answered firmly. “I’m your man. Go on.”




  “Listen,” Hunterleys proceeded. “Is your yacht in commission?”




  “Ready to sail at ten minutes’ notice,” the young man assured him emphatically, “victualled and coaled to the eyelids. To tell you the truth, I have some idea of abducting Fedora to-day or to-morrow.”




  “You’ll have to postpone that,” Hunterleys told him. “I want to borrow the yacht.”




  “She’s yours,” Richard assented promptly. “I’ll give you a note to the captain.”




  “Look here, I want you to understand this clearly,” Hunterleys went on. “If you lend me the Minnehaha, well, you commit yourself a bit. You see, it’s like this. I’ve one man of my own in Grex’s household. He came to me this morning. Monsieur Douaille objects to cross again the threshold of the Villa Mimosa. He fears the English newspapers. There has been a long discussion as to the next meeting-place. Grex suggested a yacht. To that they all agreed. There is a man named Schwann down in Monaco has a yacht for hire. Mr. Grex knows about it and he has sent the man I spoke of into Monaco this afternoon to hire it. They are all going to embark at ten o’clock to-night. They are going to hold their meeting in the cabin.”




  Lane whistled softly. He was wide awake now.




  “Go on,” he murmured. “Go on. Say, this is great!”




  “I want,” Hunterleys explained, “your yacht to take the place of the other. I want it to be off the Villa Mimosa at ten o’clock to-night, your pinnace to be at the landing-stage of the villa to bring Mr. Grex and his friends on board. I want you to haul down your American flag, keep your American sailors out of sight, cover up the Stars and Stripes in your cabin, have only your foreign stewards on show. Schwann’s yacht is a costly one. No one will know the difference. You must get up now and show me over the boat. I have to scheme, somehow or other, how we can hide ourselves on it so that I can overhear the end of this plot.”




  The face of Richard Lane was like the face of an ingenuous boy who sees suddenly a Paradise of sport stretched out before him. His mouth was open, his eyes gleaming.




  “Gee, but this is glorious!” he exclaimed. “I’m with you all the way. Why, it’s wonderful, man! It’s a chapter from the Arabian Nights over again!”




  He leapt to his feet and rang the bell furiously. Then he rushed to the telephone.




  “Blue serge clothes,” he ordered the valet. “Get my bath ready.”




  “Any breakfast, monsieur?”




  “Oh, breakfast be hanged! No, wait a moment. Get me some coffee and a roll. I’ll take it while I dress. Hurry up!… Yes, is that the enquiry office? This is Mr. Lane. Send round to my chauffeur at the garage at once and tell him that I want the car at the door in a quarter of an hour. Righto! … Sit down, Hunterleys. Smoke or do whatever you want to. We’ll be off to the yacht in no time.”




  Hunterleys clapped the young giant on the shoulders as he rushed through to the bathroom.




  “You’re a brick, Richard,” he declared. “I’ll wait for you down in the hall. I’ve a pal there.”




  “I’ll be down in twenty minutes or earlier,” Lane promised. “What a lark!”
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  The breaking up of Mr. Grex’s luncheon-party was the signal for a certain amount of man[oe]uvring on the part of one or two of his guests. Monsieur Douaille, for instance, was anxious to remain the escort of Lady Hunterleys, whose plans for the afternoon he had ascertained were unformed. Mr. Grex was anxious to keep apart his daughter and Lady Weybourne, whose relationship to Richard Lane he had only just apprehended; while he himself desired a little quiet conversation with Monsieur Douaille before they paid the visit which had been arranged for to the Club and the Casino. In the end, Mr. Grex was both successful and unsuccessful. He carried off Monsieur Douaille for a short ride in his automobile, but was forced to leave his daughter and Lady Weybourne alone. Draconmeyer, who had been awaiting his opportunity, remained by Lady Hunterleys’ side.




  “I wonder,” he asked, “whether you would step in for a few minutes and see Linda?”




  She had been looking at the table where her husband and his companion had been seated. Draconmeyer’s voice seemed to bring her back to a present not altogether agreeable.




  “I am going back to my room for a little time,” she replied. “I will call in and see Linda first, if you like.”




  They left the restaurant together and strolled across the Square to the Hotel de Paris, ascended in the lift, and made their way to Draconmeyer’s suite of rooms in a silence which was almost unbroken. When they entered the large salon with its French-windows and balcony, they found the apartment deserted. Violet looked questioningly at her companion. He closed the door behind him and nodded.




  “Yes,” he admitted, “my message was a subterfuge. I have sent Linda over to Mentone with her nurse. She will not be back until late in the afternoon. This is the opportunity for which I have been waiting.”




  She showed no signs of anger or, indeed, disturbance of any sort. She laid her tiny white silk parasol upon the table and glanced at him coolly.




  “Well,” she said, “you have your way, then. I am here.”




  Draconmeyer looked at her long and anxiously. Skilled though he was in physiognomy, closely though he had watched, for many months, the lights and shades, the emotional changes in her expression, he was yet, at that moment, completely puzzled. She was not angry. Her attitude seemed to be, in a sense, passive. Yet what did passivity mean? Was it resignation, consent, or was it simply the armour of normal resistance in which she had clothed herself? Was he wise, after all, to risk everything? Then, as he looked at her, as he realised her close and wonderful presence, he suddenly told himself that it was worth while risking even Heaven in the future for the joy of holding her for once in his arms. She had never seemed to him so maddeningly beautiful as at that moment. It was one of the hottest days of the season and she was wearing a gown of white muslin, curiously simple, enhancing, somehow or other, her fascinating slimness, a slimness which had nothing to do with angularity but possessed its own soft and graceful curves. Her eyes were bluer even than her turquoise brooch or the gentians in her hat. And while his heart was aching and throbbing with doubts and hopes, she suddenly smiled at him.




  “I am going to sit down,” she announced carelessly. “Please say to me just what is in your mind, without reserve. It will be better.”




  She threw herself into a low chair near the window. Her hands were folded in her lap. Her eyes, for some reason, were fixed upon her wedding ring. Swift to notice even her slightest action, he frowned as he discerned the direction of her gaze.




  “Violet,” he said, “I think that you are right. I think that the time has come when I must tell you what is in my mind.”




  She raised her eyebrows slightly at the sound of her Christian name. He moved over and stood by her chair.




  “For a good many years,” he began slowly, “I have been a man with a purpose. When it first came into my mind—not willingly—its accomplishment seemed utterly hopeless. Still, it was there. Strong man though I am, I could not root it out. I waited. There was nothing else to do but wait. From that moment my life was divided. My whole-soul devotion to worldly affairs was severed. I had one dream that was more wonderful to me, even, than complete success in the great undertaking which brought me to London. That dream was connected with you, Violet.”




  She moved a little uneasily, as though the repetition of her Christian name grated. This time, however, he was rapt in his subject.




  “I won’t make excuses,” he went on. “You know what Linda is—what she has been for ten years. I have tried to be kind to her. As to love, I never had any. Ours was an alliance between two great monied families, arranged for us, acquiesced in by both of us as a matter of course. It seemed to me in those days the most natural and satisfactory form of marriage. I looked upon myself as others have thought me—a cold, bloodless man of figures and ambition. It is you who have taught me that I have as much sentiment and more than other men, a heart and desires which have made life sometimes hell and sometimes paradise. For two years I have struggled. Life with me has been a sort of passionate compromise. For the joy of seeing you sometimes, of listening to you and watching you, I have borne the agony of having you leave me to take your place with another man. You don’t quite know what that meant, and I am not going to tell you, but always I have hoped and hoped.”




  “And now,” she said, looking at him, “I owe you four thousand pounds and you think, perhaps, that your time has come to speak?”




  He shivered as though she had struck him a blow.




  “You think,” he exclaimed, “that I am a man of pounds, shillings, and pence! Is it my fault that you owe me money?”




  He snatched her cheques from his inner pocket and ripped them in pieces, lit a match and watched them while they smouldered away. She, too, watched with emotionless face.




  “Do you think that I want to buy you?” he demanded. “There! You are free from your money claims. You can leave my room this moment, if you will, and owe me nothing.”




  She made no movement, yet he was vaguely disturbed by a sense of having made but little progress, a terrible sense of impending failure. His fingers began to tremble, his face was the face of a man stretched upon the rack.




  “Perhaps those words of mine were false,” he went on. “Perhaps, in a sense, I do want to buy you, buy the little kindnesses that go with affection, buy your kind words, the touch sometimes of your fingers, the pleasant sense of companionship I feel when I am with you. I know how proud you are. I know how virtuous you are. I know that it’s there in your blood, the Puritan instinct, the craving for the one man to whom you have given yourself, the involuntary shrinking from the touch of any other. Good women are like that—wives or mistresses. Mind, in a sense it’s narrow; in a sense it’s splendid. Listen to me. I don’t want to declare war against that instinct—yet. I can’t. Perhaps, even now, I have spoken too soon, craved too soon for the little I do ask. Yet God knows I can keep the seal upon my lips no longer! Don’t let us misunderstand one another for the sake of using plain words. I am not asking you to be my mistress. I ask you, on my knees, to take from me what makes life brighter for you. I ask you for the other things only—for your confidence, for your affection, your companionship. I ask to see you every day that it is possible, to know that you are wearing my gifts, surrounded by my flowers, the rough places in your life made smooth by my efforts. I am your suppliant, Violet. I ask only for the crumbs that fall from your table, so long as no other man sits by your side. Violet, can’t you give me as much as this?”




  His hand, hot and trembling, sought hers, touched and gripped it. She drew her fingers away. It was curious how in those few moments she seemed to be gifted with an immense clear-sightedness. She knew very well that nothing about the man was honest save the passion of which he did not speak. She rose to her feet.




  “Well,” she said, “I have listened to you very patiently. If I owe you any excuse for having appeared to encourage any one of those thoughts of which you speak, here it is. I am like thousands of other women. I absolutely don’t know until the time comes what sort of a creature I am, how I shall be moved to act under certain circumstances. I tried to think last night. I couldn’t. I felt that I had gone half-way. I had taken your money. I had taken it, too, understanding what it means to be in a man’s debt. And still I waited. And now I know. I won’t even question your sincerity. I won’t even suggest that you would not be content with what you ask for—”




  “I have sworn it!” he interrupted hoarsely. “To be your favoured friend, to be allowed near you—your guardian, if you will—”




  The words failed him. Something in her face checked his eloquence.




  “I can tell you this now and for always,” she continued. “I have nothing to give you. What you ask for is just as impossible as though you were to walk in your picture gallery and kneel before your great masterpiece and beg Beatrice herself to step down from the canvas. I began to wonder yesterday,” she went on, rising abruptly and moving across the room, “whether I really was that sort of woman. With your money in my pocket and the gambling fever in my pulses, I began even to believe it. And now I know that I am not. Good-bye, Mr. Draconmeyer. I don’t blame you. On the whole, perhaps, you have behaved quite well. I think that you have chosen to behave well because that wonderful brain of yours told you that it gave you the best chance. That doesn’t really matter, though.”




  He took a quick, almost a threatening step towards her. His face was dark with all the passions which had preyed upon the man.




  “There is a man’s last resource,” he muttered thickly.




  “And there is a woman’s answer to it,” she replied, her finger suddenly resting upon an unsuspected bell in the wall.




  They both heard its summons. Footsteps came hurrying along the corridor. Draconmeyer turned his head away, struggling to compose himself. A waiter entered. Lady Hunterleys picked up her parasol and moved towards the door. The man stood on one side with a bow.




  “Here is the waiter you rang for, Mr. Draconmeyer,” she remarked, looking over his shoulder. “Wasn’t it coffee you wanted? Tell Linda I’ll hope to see her sometime this evening.”




  She strolled away. The waiter remained patiently upon the threshold.




  “Coffee for one or two, sir?” he enquired.




  Mr. Draconmeyer struggled for a moment against a torrent of words which scorched his lips. In the end, however, he triumphed.




  “For one, with cream,” he ordered.
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  Selingman, who was leaning back in a leather-padded chair and smoking a very excellent cigar, looked around at his companions with a smile of complete approval.




  “Our host,” he declared, bowing to Mr. Grex, “has surpassed himself. For a hired yacht I have seen nothing more magnificent. A Cabinet Moselle, Flor de Cuba cigars, the best of company, and an isolation beyond all question. What place could suit us better?”




  There was a little murmur of assent. The four men were seated together in the wonderfully decorated saloon of what was, beyond doubt, a most luxurious yacht. Through the open porthole were visible, every few moments, as the yacht rose and sank on the swell, the long line of lights which fringed the shore between Monte Carlo and Mentone; the mountains beyond, with tiny lights flickering like spangles in a black mantle of darkness; and further round still, the stream of light from the Casino, reflected far and wide upon the black waters.




  “None,” Mr. Grex asserted confidently. “We are at least beyond reach of these bungling English spies. There is no further fear of eavesdroppers. We are entirely alone. Each may speak his own mind. There is nothing to be feared in the way of interruption. I trust, Monsieur Douaille, that you appreciate the altered circumstances.”




  Monsieur Douaille, who was looking very much more at his ease, assented without hesitation.




  “I must confess,” he agreed, “that the isolation we now enjoy is, to a certain extent, reassuring. Here we need no longer whisper. One may listen carefully. One may weigh well what is said. Sooner or later we must come to the crucial point. This, if you like, is a game of make-believe. Then, in make-believe, Germany has offered to restore Alsace and Lorraine, has offered to hold all French territory as sacred, provided France allows her to occupy Calais for one year. What is your object, Herr Selingman? Do you indeed wish to invade England?”




  Selingman poured himself out a glass of wine from the bottle which stood at his elbow.




  “Good!” he said. “We have come to plain questions. I answer in plain speech. I will tell you now, in a few words, all that remains to be told. Germany has no desire to invade Great Britain. If one may believe the newspapers, there is scarcely an Englishman alive who would credit this simple fact, but it is nevertheless true. Commercially, England, and a certain measure of English prosperity, are necessary to Germany. Geographically, there are certain risks to be run in an invasion of that country, which we do not consider worth while. Besides, an invasion, even a successful one, would result in making an everlasting and a bitter enemy of Great Britain. We learnt our lesson when we took territory from France. We do not need to repeat it. Several hundred thousands of our most worthy citizens are finding an honest and prosperous living in London. Several thousands of our merchants are in business there, and prospering. Several hundreds of our shrewdest men of affairs are making fortunes upon the London Stock Exchange. Therefore, we do not wish to conquer England. Commercially, that conquest is already affected. I want you, Monsieur Douaille, to absolutely understand this, because it may affect your views. What we do require is to strike a long and lasting blow at the navy of Great Britain. As a somewhat larger Holland, Great Britain is welcome to a peaceful existence. When she lords it over the world, talks of an Empire upon which the sun never sets, then the time arrives when we are forced to interfere. Great Britain has possessions which she is not strong enough to hold. Germany is strong enough to wrest them from her, and means to do so. The English fleet must be destroyed. South Africa, then, will come to Germany, India to Russia, Egypt to France. The rest follows as a matter of course.”




  “And what is the rest?” Monsieur Douaille asked.




  Herr Selingman was content no longer to sit in his place. He rose to his feet. His face had fallen into different lines. His eyes flashed, his words were inspired.




  “The rest,” he declared, “is the crux of the whole matter. It is the one great and settled goal towards which we who have understood have schemed and fought our way. With the British Navy destroyed, the Monroe Doctrine is not worth a sheet of writing-paper. South America is Germany’s natural heritage, by every right worth considering. It is our people’s gold which founded the Argentine Republic, the brains of our people which control its destinies. Our Eldorado is there, Monsieur Douaille. That is the country which, sooner or later, Germany must possess. We look nowhere else. We covet no other of our neighbours’ possessions. Only I say that the sooner America makes up her mind to the sacrifice, the better. Her Monroe Doctrine is all very well for the Northern States. When she presumes to quote it as a pretext for keeping Germany from her natural place in South America, she crosses swords with us. Now you know the truth, and the whole truth. You know, Monsieur Douaille, what we require from you, and you know your reward. Our host has already told you, and will tell you again as often as you like, the feeling of his own country. The Franco-Russian alliance is already doomed. It falls to pieces through sheer lack of common interests. The entente cordiale is simply a fetter and a dead weight upon you. Monsieur Douaille, I put it to you as a man of common sense. Do you think that you, as a statesman—you see, I will put the burden upon your shoulders, because, if you choose, you can speak for your country—do you think that you have a right to refuse from Germany the return of Alsace and Lorraine? Do you think that you can look your country in the face if you refuse on her behalf the greatest gift which has ever yet been offered to any nation—the gift of Egypt? The old alliances are out of date. The balance of power has shifted. I ask you, Monsieur Douaille, as you value the prosperity and welfare of your country, to weigh what I have said and what our great Russian friend has said, word by word. England has made no sacrifices for you. Why should you sacrifice yourself for her?”




  Monsieur Douaille stroked his little grey imperial.




  “That is well enough,” he muttered, “but without the English Navy the balance of power upon the Continent is entirely upset.”




  “The balance of power only according to the present grouping of interests,” Mr. Grex pointed out. “Selingman has shown us how these must change. Frankly, although no one can fail to realise the immense importance of South America as a colonising centre, it is my honest opinion that the nation who scores most by my friend Selingman’s plans, is not Germany but France. Think what it means to her. Instead of being a secondary Power, she will of her own might absolutely control the Mediterranean. Egypt, with its vast possibilities, its ever-elastic boundary, falls to her hand. Malta and Cyprus follow. It is a great price that Germany is prepared to pay.”




  Monsieur Douaille was silent for several moments. It was obvious that he was deeply impressed.




  “This is a matter,” he said, “which must be considered from many points of view. Supposing that France were willing to bury the hatchet with Germany, to remain neutral or to place Calais at Germany’s disposal. Even then, do you suppose, Herr Selingman, that it would be an easy matter to destroy the British Navy?”




  “We have our plans,” Selingman declared solemnly. “We know very well that they can be carried out only at a great loss both of men and ships. It is a gloomy and terrible task that lies before us, but at the other end of it is the glory that never fades.”




  “If America,” Douaille remarked, “were to have an inkling of your real objective, her own fleet would come to the rescue.”




  “Why should America know of our ultimate aims?” Selingman rejoined. “Her politicians to-day choose to play the part of the ostrich in the desert. They take no account, or profess to take no account of European happenings. They have no Secret Service. Their country is governed from within for herself only. As for the rest, the bogey of a German invasion has been flaunted so long in England that few people stop to realise the absolute futility of such a course. London is already colonised by Germans—colonised, that is to say, in urban and money-making fashion. English gold is flowing in a never-ending stream into our country. It would be the most foolish dream an ambitious statesman could conceive to lay violent hands upon a land teeming with one’s own children. Germany sees further than this. There are richer prizes across the Atlantic, richer prizes from every point of view.”




  “You mentioned South Africa,” Monsieur Douaille murmured.




  Selingman shrugged his shoulders.




  “South Africa will make no nation rich,” he replied. “Her own people are too stubborn and powerful, too rooted to the soil.”




  Monsieur Douaille for the first time stretched out his hand and drank some of the wine which stood by his side. His cheeks were very pale. He had the appearance of a man tortured by conflicting thoughts.




  “I should like to ask you, Selingman,” he said, “whether you have made any definite plans for your conflict with the British Navy? I admit that the days of England’s unique greatness are over. She may not be in a position to-day, as she has been in former years, to fight the world. At the same time, her one indomitable power is still, whatever people may say or think, her navy. Only last month the Cabinet of my country were considering reports from their secret agents and placing them side by side with known facts, as to the relative strength of your navy and the navy of Great Britain. On paper it would seem that a German success was impossible.”




  Selingman smiled—the convincing smile of a man who sees further than most men.




  “Not under the terms I should propose to you, Monsieur Douaille,” he declared. “Remember that we should hold Calais, and we should be assured at least of the amiable neutrality of your fleet. We have spoken of matters so intimate that I do not know whether in this absolute privacy I should not be justified in going further and disclosing to you our whole scheme for an attack upon the English Navy. It would need only an expression of your sympathy with those views which we have discussed, to induce me to do so.”




  Monsieur Douaille hesitated for several moments before he replied.




  “I am a citizen of France,” he said, “an envoy without powers to treat. My own province is to listen.”




  “But your personal sympathies?” Selingman persisted.




  “I have sometimes thought,” Monsieur Douaille confessed, “that the present grouping of European Powers must gradually change. If your country, for instance,” he added, turning to Mr. Grex, “indeed embraces the proposals of Herr Selingman, France must of necessity be driven to reconsider her position towards England. The Anglo-Saxon race may have to battle then for her very existence. Yet it is always to be remembered that in the background are the United States of America, possessing resources and wealth greater than any other country in the universe.”




  “And it must also be remembered,” Selingman proclaimed, in a tone of ponderous conviction, “that she possesses no adequate means of guarding them, that she is not a military nation, that she has not the strength to enforce the carrying out of the Monroe Doctrine. Things were all very well for her before the days of wireless telegraphy, of aeroplanes and airships, of super-dreadnoughts, and cruisers with the speed of express trains. She was too far away to be concerned in European turmoils. To-day science is annihilating distance. America, leaving out of account altogether her military impotence, would need a fleet three times her present strength to enforce the Monroe Doctrine for the remainder—not of this century but of this decade.”




  Then the bombshell fell. A strange voice suddenly intervened, a voice whose American accent seemed more marked than usual. The four men turned their heads. Selingman sprang to his feet. Mr. Grex’s face was marble in its whiteness. Monsieur Douaille, with a nervous sweep of his right arm, sent his glass crashing to the floor. They all looked in the same direction, up to the little music gallery. Leaning over in a careless attitude, with his arms folded upon the rail, was Richard Lane.




  “Say,” he begged, “can I take a hand in this little discussion?”
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  Of the four men, Selingman was the first to recover himself.




  “Who the hell are you, and how did you get up there?” he roared.




  “I am Richard Lane,” the young man explained affably, “and there’s a way up from the music-room. You probably didn’t notice it. And there’s a way down, as you may perceive,” he added, pointing to the spiral staircase. “I’ll join you, if I may.”




  There was a dead silence as for a moment Richard disappeared and was seen immediately afterwards descending the round staircase. Mr. Grex touched Selingman on the arm and whispered in his ear. Selingman nodded. There were evil things in the faces of both men as Lane approached them.




  “Will you kindly explain your presence here at once, sir?” Mr. Grex ordered.




  “I say!” Richard protested. “A joke’s a joke, but when you ask a man to explain his presence on his own boat, you’re coming it just a little thick, eh? To tell you the truth, I had some sort of an idea of asking you the same question.”




  “What do you mean—your own boat?” Draconmeyer demanded.




  He was, perhaps, the first to realise the situation. Richard thrust his hands into his pockets and sat upon the edge of the table.




  “Seems to me,” he remarked, “that you gentlemen have made some sort of a mistake. Where do you think you are, anyway?”




  “On board Schwann’s yacht, the Christabel,” Selingman replied.




  Richard shook his head.




  “Not a bit of it,” he assured them. “This is the steam-yacht, Minnehaha, which brought me over from New York, and of which I am most assuredly the owner. Now I come to think of it,” he went on, “there was another yacht leaving the harbour at the same time. Can’t have happened that you boarded the wrong boat, eh?”




  Mr. Grex was icily calm, but there was menace of the most dangerous sort in his look and manner.




  “Nothing of that sort was possible,” he declared, “as you are, without doubt, perfectly well aware. It appears to me that this is a deliberate plot. The yacht which I and my friends thought that we were boarding to-night was the Christabel, which my servant had instructions to hire from Schwann of Monaco. I await some explanation from you, sir, as to your purpose in sending your pinnace to the landing-stage of the Villa Mimosa and deliberately misleading us as to our destination?”




  “Well, I don’t know that I’ve got much to say about that,” Richard replied easily.




  “You are offering us no explanation?” Selingman demanded.




  “None,” Richard assented coolly.




  Selingman suddenly struck the table with his clenched fist.




  “You were not alone up in that gallery!”




  “Getting warm, aren’t you?” Richard murmured.




  Selingman turned to Grex.




  “This young man is Hunterleys’ friend. They’ve fixed this up between them. Listen!”




  A door slammed above their heads. Some one had left the music gallery.




  “Hunterleys himself!” Selingman cried.




  “Sure!” Richard assented. “Bright fellow, Selingman,” he continued amiably. “I wouldn’t try that on, if I were you,” he added, turning to Mr. Grex, whose hand was slowly stealing from the back of his coat. “That sort of thing doesn’t do, nowadays. Revolvers belong to the last decade of intrigue. You’re a bit out of date with that little weapon. Don’t be foolish. I am not angry with any of you. I am willing to take this little joke pleasantly, but——”




  He raised a whistle to his lips and blew it. The door at the further end of the saloon was opened as though by magic. A steward in the yacht’s uniform appeared. From outside was visible a very formidable line of sailors. Grex, with a swift gesture, slipped something back into his pocket, something which glittered like silver.




  “Serve some champagne, Reynolds,” Richard ordered the steward who had come hurrying in, “and bring some cigars.”




  The man withdrew. Richard seated himself once more upon the table, clasping one knee.




  “Look here,” he said, “I’ll be frank with you. I came into this little affair for the sake of a pal. It was only by accident that I found my way up yonder—more to look after him than anything. I never imagined that you would have anything to say that was interesting to me. Seems I was wrong, though. You’ve got things very nicely worked out, Mr. Selingman.”




  Selingman glared at the young man but said nothing. The others, too, were all remarkably bereft of words.




  “Don’t mind my staying for a little chat, do you?” Richard continued pleasantly. “You see, I am an American and I am kind of interested in the latter portion of what you had to say. I dare say you’re quite right in some respects. We are a trifle too commercial and a trifle too cocksure. You see, things have always gone our way. All the same, we’ve got the stuff, you know. Just consider this. If I thought there was any real need for it, and I begin to think that perhaps there may be, I should be ready to present the United States with a Dreadnought to-morrow, and I don’t know that I should need to spend very much less myself. And,” he went on, “there are thirty or forty others who could and would do the same. Tidy little fleet we should soon have, you see, without a penny of taxation. Of course, I know we would need the men, but we’ve a grand reserve to draw upon in the West. They are not bothering about the navy in times of peace, but they’d stream into it fast enough if there were any real need.”




  The chief steward appeared, followed by two or three of his subordinates. A tray of wine was placed upon the table. Bottles were opened, but no one made any attempt to drink. Richard filled his own glass and motioned the men to withdraw.




  “Prefer your own wine?” he remarked. “Well, now, that’s too bad. Hope I’m not boring you?”




  No one spoke or moved. Richard settled himself a little more comfortably upon the table.




  “I can’t tell you all,” he proceeded, “how interested I have been, listening up there. Quite a gift of putting things clearly, if I may be allowed to say so, you seem to possess, Mr. Selingman. Now here’s my reply as one of the poor Anglo-Saxons from the West who’ve got to make room in the best parts of the world for your lubberly German colonists. If you make a move in the game you’ve been talking so glibly about, if my word counts for anything, if my persuasions count for anything—and I’ve facts to go on, you know—you’ll have the American fleet to deal with at the same time as the English, and I fancy that will be a trifle more than you can chew up, eh? I’m going back to America a little earlier than I anticipated. Of course, they’ll laugh at me at first in Washington. They don’t believe much in these round-table conferences and European plots. But all the same I’ve got some friends there. We’ll try and remember this amiable little statement of policy of yours, Mr. Selingman. Nothing like being warned, you know.”




  Mr. Grex rose from his place.




  “Sir,” he said, “since we have been and are your unwilling guests, will you be so good as to arrange for us at once to relieve you of our presence?”




  “Well, I’m not so sure about that,” Richard remarked, meditatively. “I think I’d contribute a good deal to the comfort and happiness of this generation if I took you all out to sea and dropped you overboard, one by one.”




  “As I presume you have no such intention,” Mr. Grex persisted, “I repeat that we should be glad to be allowed to land.”




  Richard abandoned his indolent posture and stood facing them.




  “You came on board, gentlemen, without my invitation,” he reminded them. “You will leave my ship when I choose—and that,” he added, “is not just at present.”




  “Do you mean that we are to consider ourselves your prisoners?” Draconmeyer asked, with an acid smile.




  “Certainly not—my guests,” Richard replied, with a bow. “I can assure you that it will only be a matter of a few hours.”




  Monsieur Douaille hammered the table with his fist.




  “Young man,” he exclaimed, “I leave with you! I insist upon it that I am permitted to leave. I am not a party to this conference. I am merely a guest, a listener, here wholly in my private capacity. I will not be associated with whatever political scandal may arise from this affair. I demand permission to leave at once.”




  “Seems to me there’s something in what you say,” Richard admitted. “Very well, you can come along. I dare say Hunterleys will be glad to have a chat with you. As for the rest of you,” he concluded, as Monsieur Douaille rose promptly to his feet, “I have a little business to arrange on land which I think I could manage better whilst you are at sea. I shall therefore, gentlemen, wish you good evening. Pray consider my yacht entirely at your disposal. My stewards will be only too happy to execute any orders—supper, breakfast, or dinner. You have merely to say the word.”




  He turned towards the door, closely followed by Douaille, who, in a state of great excitement, refused to listen to Selingman’s entreaties.




  “No, no!” the former objected, shaking his head. “I will not stay. I will not be associated with this meeting. You are bunglers, all of you. I came only to listen, on your solemn assurance of entire secrecy. We are spied upon at the Villa Mimosa, we are made fools of on board this yacht. No more unofficial meetings for me!”




  “Quite right, old fellow,” Richard declared, as they passed out and on to the deck. “Set of wrong ‘uns, those chaps, even though Mr. Grex is a Grand Duke. You know Sir Henry Hunterleys, don’t you?”




  Hunterleys came forward from the gangway, at the foot of which the pinnace was waiting.




  “We are taking Monsieur Douaille ashore,” Richard explained, as the two men shook hands. “He really doesn’t belong to that gang and he wants to cut adrift. You understand my orders exactly, captain?” he asked, as they stepped down the iron gangway.




  “Perfectly, sir,” was the prompt reply. “You may rely upon me. I am afraid they are beginning to make a noise downstairs already!”




  The little pinnace shot out a stream of light across the dark, placid sea. Douaille was talking earnestly to Hunterleys.




  “Pleasantest few minutes I ever spent in my life,” Richard murmured, as he took out his cigarette case.
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  The sun was shining brilliantly and the sky was cloudless as Richard turned his automobile into the grounds of the Villa Mimosa, soon after nine o’clock on the following morning. The yellow-blossomed trees, slightly stirred by the west wind, formed a golden arch across the winding avenue. The air was sweet, almost faint with perfume. On the terrace, holding a pair of field-glasses in her hand and gazing intently out to sea, was Fedora. At the sound of the motor-horn she turned quickly. She looked at the visitor in surprise. A shade of pink was in her face. Lane brought the car to a standstill, jumped out and climbed the steps of the terrace.




  “What has brought you here?” she asked, in surprise.




  “I have just come to pay you a little visit,” he remarked easily. “I was only afraid you mightn’t be up so early.”




  She bit her lip.




  “You have no right to come here at all,” she said severely, “and to present yourself at this hour is unheard of.”




  “I came early entirely out of consideration for your father,” he assured her.




  She frowned.




  “My father?” she repeated. “Please explain at once what you mean. My father is on that yacht and I cannot imagine why he does not return.”




  “I can tell you,” he answered, standing by her side and looking out seawards. “They are waiting for my orders before they let him off.”




  She turned her head and looked at him incredulously.




  “Explain yourself, please,” she insisted.




  “With pleasure,” he assented. “You see, I just had to make sure of being allowed to have a few minutes’ conversation with you, free from any interruption. Somehow or other,” he added thoughtfully, “I don’t believe your father likes me.”




  “I do not think,” she replied coldly, “that my father has any feelings about you at all, except that he thinks you are abominably presumptuous.”




  “Because I want to marry you?”




  She stamped with her foot upon the ground.




  “Please do not say such absurd things! Explain to me at once what you mean by saying that my father is being kept there by your orders.”




  “I’ll try,” Lane answered. “He boarded that yacht last night in mistake. He thought that it was a hired one, but it isn’t. It’s mine. I found him there last night, entertaining a little party of his friends in the saloon. They seemed quite comfortable, so I begged them to remain on as my guests for a short time.”




  “To remain?” she murmured, bewildered. “For how long?”




  “Until you’ve just read this through and thought it over.”




  He passed her a document which he had drawn from his pocket. She took it from him wonderingly. When she had read a few lines, the colour came streaming into her cheeks. She threw it to the ground. He picked it up and replaced it in his pocket.




  “But it is preposterous!” she cried. “That is a marriage license!”




  “That’s precisely what it is,” he admitted. “I thought we’d be married at Nice. My sister is waiting to go along with us. I said we’d pick her up at the Hotel de Paris.”




  Severe critics of her undoubted beauty had ventured at times to say that Fedora’s face lacked expression. There was, at that moment, no room for any such criticism. Amazement struggled with indignation in her eyes. Her lips were quivering, her breath was coming quickly.




  “Do you mean—have you given her or any one to understand that there was any likelihood of my consenting to such an absurd scheme?”




  “I only told her what I hoped,” he said quietly. “That is all I dared say even to myself. But I want you to listen to me.”




  His voice had grown softer. She turned her head and looked at him. He was much taller than she was, and in his grey tweed suit, his head a little thrown back, his straw hat clasped in his hands behind him, his clear grey eyes full of serious purpose, he was certainly not an unattractive figure to look upon. Unconsciously she found herself comparing him once more with the men of her world, found herself realising, even against her will, the charm of his naïve and dogged honesty, his youth, his tenacity of purpose. She had never been made love to like this before.




  “Please listen,” he begged. “I am afraid that your father must be in a tearing rage by now, but it can’t be helped. He is out there and he hasn’t got an earthly chance of getting back until I give the word. We’ve got plenty of time to reach Nice before he can land. I just want you to realise, Fedora, that you are your own mistress. You can make or spoil your own life. No one else has any right to interfere. Have you ever seen any one yet, back in your own country, amongst your own people, whom you really felt that you cared for—who you really believed would be willing to lay down his life to make you happy?”




  “No,” she confessed simply, “I do not know that I have. Our men are not like that.”




  “It is because,” he went on, “there is no one back there who cares as I do. I have spent some years of my life looking—quite unconsciously, but looking all the same—for some one like you. Now I have found you I am glad I have waited. There couldn’t be any one else. There never could be, Fedora. I love you just in the way a man does love once in his life, if he’s lucky. It’s a queer sort of feeling, you know,” he continued, leaning a little towards her. “It makes me quite sure that I could make you happy. It makes me quite sure that if you’ll give me your hand and trust me, and leave everything to me, you’ll have just the things in life that women want. Won’t you be brave, Fedora? There are some things to break through, I know, but they don’t amount to much—they don’t, really. And I love you, you know. You can’t imagine yet what a wonderful difference that makes. You’ll find out and you’ll be glad.”




  She stood quite still. Her eyes were still fixed seawards, but she was looking beyond the yacht, now, to the dim line where sky and sea seemed to meet. The vision of her past days seemed to be drawn out before her, a little monotonous, a little wearisome even in their splendour, more than a little empty. And underneath it all she was listening to the new music, and her heart was telling her the truth.




  “You don’t need to make any plans,” he said softly. “Go and put on your hat and something to wear motoring. Bring a dressing-bag, if you like. Flossie is waiting for us and she is rather a dear. You can leave everything else to me.”




  She looked timidly into his eyes. A new feeling was upon her. She gave him her hand almost shyly. Her voice trembled.




  “If I come,” she whispered, “you are quite sure that you mean it all? You are quite sure that you will not change?”




  He raised her hand to his lips.




  “Not in this world, dear,” he answered, with sublime confidence, “nor any other!”




  She stole away from him. He was left alone upon the terrace, alone, but with the exquisite conviction of her return, promised in that last half-tremulous, half-smiling look over her shoulder. Then suddenly life seemed to come to him with a rush, a new life, filled with a new splendour. He was almost humbly conscious of bigger things than he had ever realised, a nearness to the clouds, a wonderful, thrilling sense of complete and absolute happiness…. Reluctantly he came back to earth. His thoughts became practical. He went to the back of his car, drew out a rocket on a stick and thrust it firmly into the lawn. Then he started his engine and almost immediately afterwards she came. She was wearing a white silk motor-coat and a thick veil. Behind her came a bewildered French maid, carrying wraps, and a man-servant with a heavy dressing-case. In silence these things were stowed away. She took her place in the car. Lane struck a match and stepped on to the lawn.




  “Don’t be frightened,” he said. “Here goes!”




  A rocket soared up into the sky. Then he seated himself beside her and they glided off.




  “That means,” he explained, “that they’ll let your father and the others off in two hours. Give us plenty of time to get to Nice. Have you—left any word for him?”




  “I have left a very short message,” she answered, “to say that I was going to marry you. He will never forgive me, and I feel very wicked and very ungrateful.”




  “Anything else?” he whispered, leaning a little towards her.




  She sighed.




  “And very happy,” she murmured.
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  Hunterleys saw the Right Honourable Meredith Simpson and Monsieur Douaille off to Paris early that morning. Then he called round at the hospital to find that Sidney Roche was out of danger, and went on to the villa with the good news. On his way back he stayed chatting with the bank manager until rather later than usual, and afterwards strolled on to the Terrace, where he looked with some eagerness towards a certain point in the bay. The Minnehaha had departed. Mr. Grex and his friends, then, had been set free. Hunterleys returned to the hotel thoughtfully. At the entrance he came across two or three trunks being wheeled out, which seemed to him somehow familiar. He stopped to look at the initials. They were his wife’s.




  “Is Lady Hunterleys leaving to-day?” he asked the luggage-porter.




  “By the evening train, sir,” the man announced. “She would have caught the Côte d’Azur this morning but there was no place on the train.”




  Hunterleys was perplexed. Some time after luncheon he enquired for Lady Hunterleys and found that she was not in the hotel. A reception clerk thought that he had seen her go through on her way to the Sporting Club. Hunterleys, after some moments of indecision, followed her. He was puzzled at her impending departure, unable to account for it. The Draconmeyers, he knew, proposed to stay for another month. He walked thoughtfully along the private way and climbed the stairs into the Club. He looked for his wife in her usual place. She was not there. He made a little promenade of the rooms and eventually he found her amongst the spectators around the baccarat table. He approached her at once.




  “You are not playing?”




  She started at the sound of his voice. She was dressed very simply in travelling clothes, and there were lines under her eyes, as though she were fatigued.




  “No,” she admitted, “I am not playing.”




  “I understood in the hotel,” he continued, “that you were leaving to-day.”




  “I am going back to England,” she announced. “It does not amuse me here any longer.”




  He realised at once that something had happened. A curious sense of excitement stole into his blood.




  “If you are not playing here, will you come and sit down for a few moments?” he invited. “I should like to talk to you.”




  She followed him without a word. He led the way to one of the divans in the roulette room.




  “Your favourite place,” he remarked, “is occupied.”




  She nodded.




  “I have given up playing,” she told him.




  He looked at her in some surprise. She drew a little breath and kept her eyes steadily averted.




  “You will probably know sometime or other,” she continued, “so I will tell you now. I have lost four thousand pounds to Mr. Draconmeyer. I am going back to England to realise my own money, so as to be able to pay him at once.”




  “You borrowed four thousand pounds from Mr. Draconmeyer?” he repeated incredulously.




  “Yes! It was very foolish, I know, and I have lost every penny of it. I am not the first woman, I suppose, who has lost her head at Monte Carlo,” she added, a little defiantly.




  “Does Mr. Draconmeyer know that you are leaving?” he asked.




  “Not yet,” she answered, after a moment’s hesitation. “I had an interview with him yesterday and I realised at once that the money must be paid, and without delay. I realised, too, that it was better I should leave Monte Carlo and break off my association with these people for the present.”




  In a sense it was a sordid story, yet to Hunterleys her words sounded like music.




  “I am very pleased indeed,” he said quietly, “that you feel like that. Draconmeyer is not a man to whom I should like my wife to owe money for a moment longer than was absolutely necessary.”




  “Your estimate of him was correct,” she confessed slowly. “I am sorry, Henry.”




  He rose suddenly to his feet. An inspiration had seized him.




  “Come,” he declared, “we will pay Draconmeyer back without sending you home to sell your securities. Come and stand with me.”




  She looked at him in amazement.




  “Henry!” she exclaimed. “You are not going to play? Don’t! Take my advice and don’t!”




  He laughed.




  “We’ll see,” he replied confidently. “You wouldn’t believe that I was a fatalist, would you? I am, though. Everything that I had hoped for seems to be happening to-day. You have found out Draconmeyer, we have checkmated Mr. Grex, I have drunk the health of Felicia and David Briston—”




  “Felicia and David Briston?” she interrupted quickly. “What do you mean?”




  “You knew, of course, that they were engaged?” he explained. “I called round at the villa this morning, after I had been to the hospital, and found them busy fixing the wedding day.”




  She looked at him vaguely.




  “Engaged?” she murmured. “Why, I thought—”




  A spot of colour suddenly burned in her cheeks. She was beginning to understand. It was Draconmeyer who had put those ideas into her head. Her heart gave a little leap.




  “Henry!” she whispered.




  He was already at the table, however. He changed five mille notes deliberately, counted his plaques and turned to her.




  “I am going to play on your principle,” he declared. “I have always thought it an interesting one. See, the last number was twenty-two. I am going to back twenty and all the carrés.”




  He covered the board around number twenty. There were a few minutes of suspense, then the click as the ball fell into the little space.




  “Vingt-huit, noir, passe et pair!“ the croupier announced.




  Hunterleys’ stake was swept away. He only smiled.




  “Our numbers are going to turn up,” he insisted cheerfully. “I am certain of it now. Do you know that this is the first time I have played since I have been in Monte Carlo?”




  She watched him half in fear. This time he staked on twenty-nine, with the maximum en plein and all the carrés and chevaux. Again the few moments of suspense, the click of the ball, the croupier’s voice.




  “Vingt-neuf, noir, impair et passe!”




  She clutched at his arm.




  “Henry!” she gasped.




  He laughed.




  “Open your bag,” he directed. “We’ll soon fill it.”




  He left his stake untouched. Thirty-one turned up. He won two carrés and let the table go once without staking. Ten was the next number. Immediately he placed the maximum on number fourteen, carrés and chevaux. Again the pause, again the croupier’s voice.




  “Quatorze rouge, pair et manque!”




  Hunterleys showed no exultation and scarcely any surprise. He gathered in his winnings and repeated his stake. This time he won one of his carrés. The next time quatorze turned up again. For half- an-hour he continued, following his few chosen numbers according to the run of the table. At the end of that time Violet’s satchel was full and he was beginning to collect mille notes for his plaques. He made a little calculation in his mind and decided that he must already have won more than the necessary amount.




  “Our last stake,” he remarked coolly.




  The preceding number had been twenty-six. He placed the maximum on twenty-nine, the carrés, chevaux, the column, colour and last dozen. He felt Violet’s fingers clutching his arm. There was a little buzz of excitement all round the table as the croupier announced the number.




  “Vingt-neuf noir, impair et passe!…”




  They took their winnings into the anteroom beyond, where Hunterleys ordered tea. There was a little flush in Violet’s cheeks. They counted the money. There was nearly five thousand pounds.




  “Henry!” she exclaimed. “I think that that last coup was the most marvellous win I ever saw!”




  “A most opportune one, at any rate,” he replied grimly. “Look who is coming.”




  Draconmeyer had entered the room, and was peering everywhere as though in search of some one. He suddenly caught sight of them, hesitated for a moment and then approached. He addressed himself to Violet.




  “I have just seen Linda,” he said. “She is broken-hearted at the thought of your departure.”




  “I am sorry to leave her,” Violet replied, “but I feel that I have stayed quite long enough in Monte Carlo. By the bye, Mr. Draconmeyer, there is that little affair of the money you were kind enough to advance to me.”




  Draconmeyer stood quite still. He looked from husband to wife.




  “Four thousand pounds, my wife tells me,” Hunterleys remarked coolly, as he began to count out the notes. “It is very good of you indeed to have acted as my wife’s banker. Do you mind being paid now? Our movements are a little uncertain and it will save the trouble of sending you a cheque.”




  Draconmeyer laughed. It was not a pleasant laugh, nor was it in the least mirthful.




  “Dear me!” he exclaimed. “I had forgotten that little matter. As you will, certainly.”




  He accepted the notes and stuffed them into his pocket.




  “By the bye,” he continued, “I think that I ought to congratulate you, Sir Henry. That last little affair of yours was wonderfully stage-managed. Your country owes you more than it is ever likely to pay. You have succeeded, at any rate, in delaying the inevitable.”




  “I trust,” Hunterleys enquired politely, “that you were not detained upon the yacht for very long?”




  “We landed at the Villa at twelve o’clock this morning,” Draconmeyer replied. “You know, of course, of the little surprise our young American friend had prepared for Mr. Grex?”




  Hunterleys shook his head.




  “I have heard nothing definite.”




  “He was married to the daughter of the Grand Duke Augustus at midday at Nice,” Draconmeyer announced. “His Serene Highness received a telephone message only a short time ago.”




  Violet gave a little cry. She leaned across the table eagerly.




  “You mean that they have eloped?”




  Draconmeyer assented.




  “All Monte Carlo will be talking about it to-morrow,” he declared. “The Grand Duke has been doing all he can to get it hushed up, but it is useless. I will not detain you any longer. I see that you are about to have tea.”




  “We shall meet, perhaps, in London?” Hunterleys remarked, as Draconmeyer prepared to depart.




  Draconmeyer shook his head.




  “I think not,” he replied. “The doctors have advised me that the climate of England is bad for my wife’s health, and I feel that my own work there is finished. I have received an offer to go out to South America for a time. Very likely I shall accept.”




  He passed on with a final bow. Violet looked across their table and her eyes shone.




  “It seems like a fairy tale, Henry,” she whispered. “You don’t know what a load on my mind that money has been, and how I was growing to detest Mr. Draconmeyer.”




  He smiled.




  “I was rather hating the beast myself,” he admitted. “Tell me, what are your plans, really?”




  “I hadn’t made any,” she confessed, “except to get away as quickly as I could.”




  He leaned a little across the table.




  “Elopements are rather in the fashion,” he said. “What do you think? Couldn’t we have a little dinner at Ciro’s and catch the last train to Nice; have a look at Richard and his wife and then go on to Cannes, and make our way back to England later?”




  She looked at him and his face grew younger. There was something in her eyes which reminded him of the days which for so many weary months he had been striving to forget.




  “Henry,” she murmured, “I have been very foolish. If you can trust me once more, I think I can promise that I’ll never be half so idiotic again.”




  He rose to his feet blithely.




  “It has been my fault just as much,” he declared, “and the fault of circumstances. I couldn’t tell you the whole truth, but there has been a villainous conspiracy going on here. Draconmeyer, Selingman, and the Grand Duke were all in it and I have been working like a slave. Now it’s all over, finished this morning on Richard’s yacht. We’ve done what we could. I’m a free lance now and we’ll spend the holidays together.”




  She gave him her fingers across the table and he held them firmly in his. Then she, too, rose and they passed out together. There was a wonderful change in Hunterleys. He seemed to have grown years younger.




  “Come,” he exclaimed, “they call this the City of Pleasure, but these are the first happy moments I have spent in it. We’ll gamble in five-franc pieces for an hour or so. Then we’ll go back to the hotel and have our trunks sent down to the station, dine at Ciro’s and wire Richard. Where are you going to stake your money?”




  “I think I shall begin with number twenty-nine,” she laughed.


  




  They lunched with Richard and his wife, a few days later, at the Casino at Cannes. The change in the two young people was most impressive. Fedora had lost the dignified aloofness of Monte Carlo. She seemed as though she had found her girlhood. She was brilliantly, supremely happy. Richard, on the other hand, was more serious. He took Hunterleys on one side as they waited for the cars.




  “We are on our way to Biarritz,” he said, “by easy stages. The yacht will meet us there and we are going to sail at once for America.”




  “Fedora doesn’t mind?” Hunterleys asked.




  “Not in the least,” Richard declared exultantly. “She knows what my duty is, and, Hunterleys, I am going to try and do it. The people over there may need a lot of convincing, but they are going to hear the truth from me and have it drummed into them. It’s going to be ‘Wake up, America!’ as well as ‘Wake up, England!’”




  “Stick at it, Richard,” Hunterleys advised. “Don’t mind a little discouragement. Men who see the truth and aren’t afraid to keep on calling attention to it, get laughed at a great deal. People speak of them tolerantly, listen to what they say, doubt its reasonableness and put it at the back of their heads, but in the end it does good. Your people and mine are slow to believe and slow to understand, but the truth sinks in if one proclaims it often enough and loudly enough. We are going through it in our own country just now, with regard to National Service, for one thing. Here come your cars. You travel in state, Richard.”




  The young man laughed good-naturedly.




  “There’s nothing in life which I could give her that Fedora sha’n’t have,” he asserted. “We spent the first two days absolutely alone. Now her maid and my man come along with the luggage in the heavy car, and we take the little racer. Jolly hard work they have to keep anywhere near us, I can tell you. Say, may I make a rather impertinent remark, Sir Henry?”




  “You have earned the right to say anything to me you choose,” Hunterleys replied. “Go ahead.”




  “Why, it’s only this,” Richard continued, a little awkwardly. “I have never seen Lady Hunterleys look half so ripping, and you seem years younger.”




  Hunterleys smiled.




  “To tell you the truth, I feel it. You see, years ago, when we started out for our honeymoon, there was a crisis after the first week and we had to rush back to England. We seem to have forgotten to ever finish that honeymoon of ours. We are doing it now.”




  The two women came down the steps, the cynosure of a good many eyes, the two most beautiful women in the Casino. Richard helped his wife into her place, wrapped her up and took the steering wheel.




  “Hyères to-night and Marseilles to-morrow,” he announced, “Biarritz on Saturday. We shall stay there for a week, and then—‘Wake up, America!’”




  The cars glided off. Hunterleys and his wife stood on the steps, waving their hands.




  “Something about those children,” Hunterleys declared, as they vanished, “makes me feel absurdly young. Let’s go shopping, Violet. I want to buy you some flowers and chocolates.”




  She smiled happily as she took his arm for a moment.




  “And then?”




  “What would you like to do afterwards?” he asked.




  “I think,” she replied, leaning towards him, “that I should like to go to that nice Englishman who lets villas, and find one right at the edge of the sea, quite hidden, and lock the gates, and give no one our address, and have you forget for just one month that there was any work to do in the world, or any one else in it except me.”




  “Just to make up,” he laughed softly.




  “Women are like that, you know,” she murmured.




  “The man’s office is this way,” Hunterleys said, turning off the main street.




  THE END




  A MONK OF CRUTA; OR THE TRAGEDY OF ADREA




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  Table of Contents




  

    


  




  

    I. “The Black-Robed Phantom ‘Death’”

  




  

    II. “The New Art”

  




  

    III. “The Dancing Girl”

  




  

    IV. “Adrea’s Diary”

  




  

    V. “The Far-Off Muttering Of The Storm To Come”

  




  

    VI. “An Ashen Grey Delight”

  




  

    VII. “Who Are You, And What Your Mission?”

  




  

    VIII. “I Am Weary Of A Hopeless Love”

  




  

    IX. “Ah! How Fair My Weakness Finds Thee”

  




  

    X. “I Am But A Slave, And Yet I Bid Thee Come”

  




  

    XI. “Adrea’s Diary”

  




  

    XII. “We Are Like Shooting Stars, Whose Meeting Is Their Ruin”

  




  

    XIII. “The Path That Leads To Madmen’s Kingdoms”

  




  

    XIV. “The Poison Of Honey Flowers”

  




  

    XV. “And Most Of All Would I Fly From The Cruel Madness Of Love”

  




  

    XVI. “‘Twixt You And Me A Noisome Shadow Cast”

  




  

    XVII. “If Love You Choose, Then Love Shall Be Your Ruin”

  




  

    XVIII. “Softly Glimmering Through The Laurels At The Quiet Evenfall”

  




  

    XIX.. “Blood Calls Aloud For Blood And Not For Hands Entwined”

  




  

    XX. “The New, Strong Wine Of Love”

  




  

    XXI. “Adrea’s Diary”

  




  

    XXII. “Oh! Heart Of Stone, Yet Flesh To All Save Me”

  




  

    XXIII. “My Lips Are Charged With Truth, And Justice Bids Me Speak”

  




  

    XXIV. “The Shattered Vase Of Love’s Most Holy Vows”

  




  

    XXV. “A Beckoning Voice From Out A Shadowy Land”

  




  

    XXVI. “Late Thou Comest, Cruel Thou Hast Been”

  




  

    XXVII. “Grim Figures Traced By Sorrow’s Fiery Hand”

  




  

    XXVIII. “Adrea’s Diary”

  




  

    XXIX. “Adrea’s Diary”

  




  

    XXX. “Adrea’s Diary”

  




  

    XXXI. “Adrea’s Diary”

  




  

    XXXII. “The Lord Of Cruta”

  




  

    XXXIII. “The Dawn Of A Short, Sweet Life”

  




  

    XXXIV. “A Voice And Figure From The Distant Past”

  




  

    XXXV. “From Out Life’s Thunders To A Strange, Sweet World”

  




  

    XXXVI. “Love Than Death Itself More Strong”

  




  I. “THE BLACK-ROBED PHANTOM ‘DEATH’”




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  “Father Adrian!”




  “I am here!”




  “I saw the doctor talking with you aside! How long have I to live? He told you the truth! Repeat his words to me!”




  The tall, gaunt young priest drew nearer to the bedside, and shook his head with a slow, pitying gesture.




  “The time was short—short indeed. Yet, why should you fear? Your confession has been made! I myself have pronounced your absolution; the holy Church has granted to you her most holy sacrament.”




  “Fear! Bah! I have no fear! It is a matter of calculation. Shall I see morning break?”




  “You may; but you will never see the mid-day sun.”




  The dying man raised himself with a slow, painful movement, and pointed to the window.




  “Throw up the window.”




  He was obeyed. A servant who had been sitting quietly in the shadows of the vast apartment, with his head buried in his hands, rose and did his master’s bidding.




  “What hour is it?”




  “Three o’clock.”




  “Gomez, strain your eyes seaward. Is there no light on the horizon?”




  “None! The storm has wrapped the earth in darkness. Listen!”




  A torrent of rain was swept against the streaming window pane, and a gust of wind shook the frame in its sockets. The watcher turned away from the window with a mute gesture of despair. No eye could pierce that black chaos. He sank again into his seat, and looked around shuddering. The high, vaulted chamber was lit by a pair of candles only, leaving the greater part of it in gloom. Grim, fantastic shadows lurked in the corners, and lay across the bare floor. Even the tall figure of the priest, on his knees before a rude wooden crucifix, seemed weird and ghostly. The heavy, mildewed bed-hangings shook and trembled in the draughts which filled the room, and the candles flickered and burnt low in their sockets. Gomez watched them with a sort of anxious fascination. His master’s life was burning out, minute for minute, with those candles. Twenty-five years of constant companionship would be ended in a few brief hours. Gomez was not disposed to trouble much at this; but he bethought himself of a snug little abode in Piccadilly, where the discomforts now surrounding them were quite unknown. Surely, to die there would be a luxury compared with this. He began to feel personally aggrieved that his master should have chosen such an out-of-the-way hole to end his days in. Then came a rush of thought, and he was grave. He knew why! Yes! he knew why!




  The dying man lay quite still, almost as though his time were already come. Once he raised himself, and the feeble light flashed across a grey, haggard face and a pair of burning eyes. But his effort was only momentary. He sank back again, and lay there with his eyes half closed, and breathing softly. He was nursing his strength.




  One, two, three, four, five! The harsh clanging of a brazen clock somewhere in the building had penetrated to the chamber, followed by a deep, resonant bell. The man on the bed lifted his head.




  “How goes the storm?” he asked softly.




  Gomez stood up and faced the window.




  “The storm dies with the night, sir,” he answered. “The wind has fallen.”




  “When does day break?”




  Gomez looked at his watch.




  “In one hour, sir.”




  “Stay by the window, Gomez, and let your eyes watch for the dawn.”




  The priest frowned. “Surely the time has come when you should quit your hold on earthly things,” he said quietly. “What matters the dawn! soon you will lose yourself in an everlasting sleep, and the dawn for you will be eternity. Take this crucifix, and pray with me.”




  The dying man pushed it away with a gesture almost contemptuous.




  “Is there no light on the sea yet, Gomez?” he asked anxiously.




  Gomez leant forward till his face touched the window pane. He strained his eyes till they ached; but the darkness was impenetrable. Yet stay,—what was that? A feeble yellow light was glimmering far away in the heart of that great gulf of darkness. He held his breath, and watched it steadily. Then he turned round.




  “There is a light in the far distance, sir,” he said. “I cannot tell what it may be, but there is a light.”




  A wave of excitement passed over the strong, wasted features of the man upon the bed. He half raised himself, and his voice was almost firm.




  “Push my bed to the window,” he ordered.




  The two men, priest and servant, bent all their strength to the task, and inch by inch they moved the great, creaking structure. When at last they had succeeded, and paused to take breath, the light in the distance had become stronger and more apparent. Together the three men watched it grow; master and servant, with breathless eagerness, the priest with a show of displeasure in his severe face. Suddenly Gomez gave a little cry.




  “The dawn!” he exclaimed, pointing to the north of the light. “Morning is breaking.”




  Sure enough, a grey, pallid light was stealing down upon the water. The darkness was becoming a chaos of grey and black; of towering seas and low-lying clouds, with cold white streaks of light falling through them, and piercing the curtains of night. There was no vestige of colouring—nothing but cold grey and slate white. Yet the dawn moved on, and through it the yellow light in the distance gleamed larger and larger.




  “Hold me up,” ordered the man on the bed. “Prop me up with pillows!”




  They did as he bade them, and for the first time his face was fully revealed in the straggling twilight. A flowing grey beard, still plentifully streaked with black, rested upon his chest; and the eyes, steadily fixed upon the window pane, were dark and undimmed. A long illness had wasted his fine features, but had detracted nothing from their strength and regularity of outline. His lips were closely set, and his expression, though painfully eager, was not otherwise displeasing. There was none of the fear of death there; nor was there anything of the passionless resignation of the man who has bidden farewell to life, and made his peace with God and man; nor, in those moments of watching, had his face any of the physical signs of approaching death.




  “Ah!”




  They started at the sharp, almost triumphant exclamation which had escaped from his white lips, and followed his long, quivering finger. Above that glimmering light was a faint, dim line of smoke, fading on the horizon.




  “It is a steamer, indeed,” the priest said, with some interest. “She is making for the island.”




  “When is the supply boat due?” Gomez asked.




  “Not for a fortnight,” the priest answered; “it is not she, it is a stranger.”




  There was no other word spoken. Soon the dawn, moving across the great waste of waters, pierced the dark background behind the steamer’s light. The long trail of white, curdling foam in her track gleamed like a silver cleft in a dark gulf. The dim shape of her sails stole slowly into sight, and they could see that she was carrying a great weight of canvas. Then into the grey air, a rocket shot up like a brilliant meteor, and the sound of a gun came booming over the waters.




  “Can she make the bay?” Gomez asked suddenly. “Look at the surf.”




  They all removed their eyes from the steamer, and fixed them nearer home. The darkness had rolled away, and the outlook, though a little uncertain in the misty morning light, was still visible. Right before the window, a little to the left, a great rocky hill, many hundreds of feet high, ran sheer down into the sea, and facing it on the right, was a lower range of rocks running out from the mainland. Inside the natural harbour thus formed, the sea was quiet enough; but at the entrance, a line of white breakers and huge ocean waves were leaping up against the base of the promontory, and dashing over the lower range of rocks. Beyond, the sea was wild and rough, and the steamer was often almost lost to sight in the hollow of the Waves.




  “Ah!”




  The faces of all three men underwent a sudden change. Three rockets, one after another, shot up into the sky from the top of the rocky hill, leaving a faint, violet glow overhead. The dying man set his teeth hard, and his eyes glistened.




  “Three rockets,” he muttered. “What is the meaning of that signal, Father?” he asked.




  The priest looked downward, pityingly. “It is a warning that the entrance to the bay is unsafe,” he answered. “Take comfort; it is the hand of God keeping from you those who would distract your dying thoughts from Heaven. Take comfort, and pray with me.”




  He seemed strangely deaf to the priest’s words, and made no movement or sign in response. Only he kept his eyes the more steadfastly fixed upon the steamer, now plainly visible. His face showed no disappointment. It seemed almost as though he might have seen across the grey sea, and heard the stern orders thundered out from a slim, motionless figure on the captain’s bridge. “Right ahead, helmsman! Never mind the signal. There’s fifty pounds for every man of you if we make the bay. It’s not so bad as it looks! Back me up like brave lads, and I’ll remember it all your lives!”




  Almost, too, he might have heard the answering cheer, for a faint smile parted his white lips as he saw the steamer ploughing her way heavily straight ahead, paying no heed to the warning signal.




  On she came. The priest and the servant started as they saw her intention, and a sharp ejaculation of surprise escaped from the former. Side by side, they watched the labouring vessel with strained eyes. Her hull and shape were now visible in the dim morning twilight, as she rose and fell upon the waves. It was evident that she was a large, handsome pleasure yacht, daintily but strongly built.




  Close up against the high, bare window the three watchers, unconsciously enough, formed a striking-looking group. The priest, tall, pale, and severe, stood in the shadow of the bed-curtains, an impressive and solemn figure in his dark, flowing robes, but with the impassibility of his features curiously disturbed. He, who had been preaching calm, was himself agitated. He had drawn a little on one side, so that the cold grey light should not fall upon his face and betray its twitching lips and quivering pallor; but if either of the men who shared his watch had thought to glance at him, the sickly candlelight would have shown at once what he was so anxious to conceal. It was little more than chance which had brought this man to die in his island monastery, and under his care; little more than chance which had revealed to him this wonderful secret. But the agony of those last few hours, and the gloomy words of the priest who leant over his bedside, had found their way in between the joints of the dying man’s armour of secrecy. Word by word, the story had been wrested from him. In the cold and comfortless hour of death, the strong, worldly man felt his physical weakness loosen the iron bands of his will, and he became for a time almost like a child in the hands of the keen, swiftly-questioning priest. He had not found much comfort in the mumbled prayers and absolution, which were all he got in exchange for his life’s secret,—and such a secret! He had not, indeed, noticed the fixed, faraway gaze in the priest’s dark eyes as he knelt by the bedside; but his prayers, his faint words of comfort, had fallen like drops of ice upon his quickened desire to be brought a little nearer to that mysterious, shadowy essence of goodness which was all his mind could conceive of a God. It had seemed like a dead form of words, lifeless, hopeless, monotonous; and all that faint striving to attain to some knowledge of the truth—if indeed truth there was—had been crushed into ashes by it. As he had lived, so must he die, he told himself with some return of that philosophic quietude which had led him, stout-hearted and brave, through many dangers. And, at that moment when he had been striving to detach his thoughts from their vain task of conjuring up useless regrets, there had come what even now seemed to be the granting of his last passionate prayer. The man whom he had longed to see once more before his eyes were closed forever upon the world, with such a longing that his heart had grown sick and weary with the burden of it, had been brought as though by a miracle almost to his side. He knew as though by some strange instinct the measure of his strength. He had no fear of dying before his heart’s dearest wish could be gratified. If only that fiercely labouring vessel succeeded in her brave struggle, he knew that there would be strength left to him to bear the shock of meeting, to bear even the shock of the tidings which could either sweeten his last few moments, or deepen the gloom of his passage into the unknown world. And so he lay there, with fixed, glazed eyes and shortened breath, watching and waiting.




  The supreme moment came; the steamer had reached the dangerous point, and the waves were breaking over her with such fury that more than once she vanished altogether from sight, only to reappear in a moment or two, quivering and trembling from stern to hull like a living creature. After all, the struggle was a brief one, though it seemed long to the watchers at the window. In less than ten minutes it was over; she had passed the line of breakers, and was in the comparatively smooth water of the bay, heading fast for the shore under leeway of the great wall of towering rocks, at the foot of which she seemed dwarfed almost into the semblance of a boy’s toy vessel. Within a quarter of a mile from the shore, she anchored, and a boat was let down from her side.




  A new lease of life seemed to have come to the man on the bed. The morning sun had half emerged from a bank of angry purple-coloured clouds, and its faint slanting beams lay across the white coverlet of the bed, and upon his face. His eyes were bright and eager, and the death-like pallor seemed to have passed from his features. His voice, too, was firm and distinct.




  “Place my despatch-box upon the table here, Gomez,” he ordered.




  Gomez left his seat by the window, and, opening a portmanteau, brought a small black box to the bedside. His master passed his hand over it, and drew it underneath the coverlet.




  “I am prepared,” he murmured, half to himself. “Father, according to the physician’s reckoning, how long have I to live?”




  “Barely an hour,” answered the priest, without removing his eyes from the boat, whose progress he seemed to be scanning steadfastly. “Is your eternal future of so little moment to you,” he went on in a tone of harsh severity, “that you can give your last thoughts, your last few moments, to affairs of this world? ‘Tis an unholy death! Take this cross in your hands, and listen not to those whose coming will surely estrange you from heaven. Let the world take its own course, but lift your eyes and heart in prayer! Everlasting salvation, or everlasting doom, awaits you before yonder sun be set!”




  “I have no fear, Father,” was the quiet reply. “What is, is; a few frantic prayers now could alter nothing, and, besides, my work on earth is not yet over. Speak to me no more of the end! Nothing that you or I could do now would bring me one step nearer heaven. Gomez, your eyes are good! Whom do you see in the boat?”




  Gomez answered without turning round from the window, “Mr. Paul is there, sir, steering!”




  “Thank God!”




  “There are others with him, sir!”




  “Others! Who?”




  “Strangers to me, sir. There is a man, a gentleman by his dress and appearance, and a child—a girl, I think. Two sailors from the yacht are rowing.”




  The dying man knitted his brows, and his fingers convulsively clutched at the bed-clothes. He had lost something of that calm and effortless serenity which seemed to have fallen upon him since the safety of the steamer had been assured.




  “The boat is quite close, Gomez! Can you not describe the stranger?”




  “I can only see that he is thin, rather tall, and, I think, elderly, sir. He is very much wrapped up, as though he were an invalid.”




  “Lift me up so that I can see them. Father Adrian will help you.”




  The priest shook his head. “The effort would probably cost you your life,” he said, “and it would be useless. Before you could see them the boat would be round the corner.”




  “So near! God grant me strength! Gomez, give me a tablespoonful of the brandy!”




  Gomez moved silently to his side, and poured out the brandy. Afterwards his master closed his eyes, and there was an intense silence in the chamber—the deep, breathless silence of expectancy.




  The monastery itself, a small and deserted one, tenanted only by a few half-starved monks of one of the lower orders of the Church, was wrapped in a profound gloom. There was no sound from the half-ruined chapel or the long, empty corridors. The storm had ceased, and the casements no longer rattled in the wind. To the man who lay there, nursing his fast-ebbing strength, it seemed indeed like the silence before the one last tragedy of death, looming so black and so grim before him.




  It was broken at last. Away at the end of the corridor the faint sound of hurrying footsteps and subdued voices reached the ears of the three watchers. They came nearer and nearer, halting at last just outside the door. There was a knock, a quick, impetuous answer, and the visitors entered, ushered in by the priest, who had met them on the threshold.




  Of the two men, one advanced hastily with outstretched hand and pitying face to the bedside; the other moved only a step or two further into the room, and stood looking intently, yet without any salutation or form of recognition, at the dying man. The former, when he reached the bed, sank on his knees and took the white hand which lay upon the coverlet between his.




  “Father! My father! I would have given the world to have found you better. Tell me that it is not true what they say. You will pull round now that I have come!”




  There was no answer. The dying man did not even look into the handsome young face so close to his. His eyes, bright and unnaturally large, were rivetted upon the figure at the foot of the bed. His breath came quickly, and he was shivering; an inarticulate sort of moan came from his lips.




  “Father! you are agitated, and no wonder, to see him here. You had my letter preparing you; nothing that I could do would stop his coming.”




  It was Gomez who answered, advancing out of the gloom: “There has been no letter.”




  There was an instant’s silence. Then the younger man rose up, pale as death. “God! what a fool I was to trust to mails in this out-of-the-way hole! Father! I shall never forgive myself. Blind idiot that I was, to bring him in like this.”




  It seemed as if no one save he possessed the power of speech. There was a dead silence. He looked from one to another of the figures in that silent drama in fast-growing despair. The face of the man whom he had brought there revealed little, although in a certain way its expression was remarkable. The lips were parted in a slow, quiet smile, not in itself sardonic or cruel, although under the circumstances it seemed so, for it was difficult to associate any idea of mirth with the scene which was passing in that grim, gloomy chamber. Something of the awe inseparable from this close approach of death was visible in the faces of all the other watchers. Not so in his! It was the contrast which seemed so strange. He stood there, with his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his long travelling coat, returning the fixed, glazed stare of the dying man with a sort of indifferent good humour. Perhaps a very close observer might have detected a shade of mockery in those soft black eyes and faintly twitching lips, but the light in the room was too obscure for any one there to penetrate beneath the apparent indifference. It was he who broke that deep, tragic silence, and his voice, light and even gay, struck a strange note in that solemn chamber of death.




  “So you are dying, Martin, mon ami? How odd! If any one had told me one short month ago that I should have been here to watch your last moments, and start you on your journey to hell, bah! how mad I should have thought them. ‘Tis a pleasure I never anticipated.”




  His words seemed to dissolve the lethargy which his presence had cast over the dying man. He turned away towards the younger figure by his side.




  “How came he here?” he asked feebly.




  “Listen, and I will tell you,” was the low reply. “I sought him first at Monaco, but he had not been heard of there for two years. Then I found traces of him at Algiers; and followed up the clue to Cairo, Athens, Syracuse, and Belgrade. It was at Constantinople I found him at last—an officer—actually an officer in the Turkish army; ‘Monsieur le Captaine,’ my interpreter called him,” the young man added, with a fine scorn in his raised voice. “Imagine it! Well, I gave him your letter, delivered the messages, and awaited his pleasure. He kept me waiting for two days before he vouchsafed one word of answer. On the third day he announced his intention of accompanying me here. Nothing that I could say made any difference. ‘His answer should be given to you in person, or not at all.’ I wrote to you three days before we started; that letter you never had. Forgive me, father, for the shock! As for you,” he continued, turning abruptly towards the motionless figure at the foot of the bed, “I have kept my word, and brought you here in safety, though no one in the world will ever know how near I came to breaking it, and throwing you into the Dardanelles. Ah! I was sorely tempted, I can tell you. Speak your answer, and go! This is no place for you to linger in.”




  “Upon my word, you are courteous, very! But, my dear friend Martin, as this is to be our farewell, I must really see you a little more distinctly.”




  For the first time, the man in the long overcoat changed his position, and came a little nearer to the bed. The movement showed him the priest, kneeling with closed eyes and uplifted hands before an iron crucifix.




  “Ah! we are not quite alone then, Martin, cher ami! the gentleman in the long robe appears to be listening.”




  “He is as dead,” answered the man on the bed slowly. “He is a monk; you can speak.”




  He raised himself slightly on the bed. One hand remained grasping his despatch-box under the bedclothes; the other was held by the young man who knelt by his side. His face was curiously changed; all the effect of his unlooked-for visitor’s arrival seemed to have passed away. His eyes were bright and eager. His white lips were closely set and firm.




  “You can speak,” he repeated.




  His visitor was leaning over the foot of the bed now, and the smile had quite gone, leaving his face cold and white. He spoke a little quicker than before.




  “Here is your answer, Martin de Vaux! You offer me a fortune, on condition that I give up to you on your deathbed the power by which I hold those whom you love, my slaves. Money is dear to me, as it is to most men, but I would die sooner than touch yours. Curse you, and your money, and your family! Not for all the gold that was ever coined would I yield up my power! My day will come, and may the evil spirit bring you tidings of it down into hell! Curse you, Martin de Vaux! Now you know my mind.”




  The dying man was strangely calm. From under the bed-clothes came the faint sound of the opening and shutting of the despatch-box.




  “Yes, I know your mind,” he repeated quietly. “You mean me to die with the torturing thought that I have left a poisonous reptile to suck the life and blood from those I love, and the honour from a grand old name. But I will not! We will take our next journey together, Victor.”




  A sudden change had crept into his tone before the last sentence; and before it had died away, the priest and the man by the bedside had leaped to their feet in horror. He whom they had thought too weak to stir was sitting bolt upright in bed, his eyes blazing and his hand extended. There was a line of fire, a loud report, and then a single cry of agony. The man who had leaned over the foot of the bed lay on the ground just as he had fallen, shot dead through the heart, and a child, dark-skinned and thin, who had rushed in at the sound of the report, was sobbing passionately with her arms wound around him. Across the bed, still grasping the pistol, but with his hands hanging helplessly down, lay the man who had fired the shot. The effort had killed him.




  The priest was the first in the room to move. He slowly bent over both bodies, and then turned round to the other man.




  “Dead?” he asked, with a dry, choking gasp.




  “Both dead.”




  The priest and his companion, shocked and unnerved, looked at one another in silence. The child’s sobs grew louder, and the morning sunlight stole across the bare floor, and fell upon the white, still faces.




  The tragedy was over, and the seeds of another sown.




  II. “THE NEW ART”
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  A tall, fair young man stood in the small alcove of Lady Swindon’s drawing-room, with his eyes fixed upon the door. He was accurately dressed in the afternoon garb of a London man about town, and carried in his hand, or rather in his hands, for they were crossed behind him, that hall-mark of Western civilization—a well-brushed, immaculate silk hat. Neither in his clothes nor personal appearance was there any striking difference between him and the crowd of other young men who thronged the rooms, except perhaps that he was a trifle better made, and pleasanter to look at than most of them, and that the air of boredom, so apparent on most of their faces and in their manners, was in his case perfectly natural. As a matter of fact, he hated afternoon receptions, and was only waiting for a favourable opportunity to make his exit unnoticed.




  “Paul, my boy, you don’t look happy,” exclaimed a voice in his ear.




  Paul de Vaux turned upon the new-comer sharply. “Not likely to, Arthur. You know I hate all this sort of thing, and, as far as I can see, it’s just a repetition of the usual performance—stale speeches, lionizing, gossip, and weak tea. I consider you’ve brought me here under false pretences. Where’s the startling novelty you promised me?”




  “All in good time,” was the cool reply. “You’ll thank your stars you’re here in a minute or two.”




  Paul de Vaux looked at his brother incredulously. “Some sell of yours, I suppose,” he remarked. “At any rate, no one here whom I have spoken to seems to be expecting anything unusual.”




  Arthur—no one ever called him anything else—laughed, and beat an impatient tattoo upon the floor with his foot. He was several inches shorter than his brother, and altogether unlike him. Yet he, too, was good-looking, in a certain way.




  “That’s just the beauty of it,” he said. “Lady Swindon has prepared a little surprise for her guests. She’s just that sort of woman, you know. Denison told me about it at the club, a few minutes before you came in for lunch. I shouldn’t have bothered you to come if I hadn’t known there was something good on.”




  “I dislike surprises,” his brother answered wearily. “Half the pleasure of a thing lies in anticipation, and surprises rob one of that. Let us go, Arthur; there are plenty here to enjoy this novelty, whatever it is. Come and have a weed at my rooms, and we’ll talk over something for to-night.”




  Arthur shook his head and laid his hand upon Paul’s coat-sleeve. “You don’t know what’s coming off, old fellow; I wouldn’t miss it for anything. Great Scott! there’s the bishop. Wonder how he’ll like it? and there’s Lady May over there, Paul. You’re booked, old man, if she looks this way.”




  Paul leant forward with a faint show of interest, and looked in the direction indicated. “I thought that the Westovers went North yesterday,” he remarked. “Lady May said that they expected it.”




  “Likely enough. ‘Gad! the performance is going to commence,” Arthur exclaimed, quickly. “Paul, you are going to have a new sensation. You are going to see the most beautiful woman in the world.”




  There was a little hush, and every one had turned towards the upper end of the room. Some heavy curtains had been rolled aside, disclosing a space, only a few yards square, which had been covered by a tightly stretched drugget. There was a little curious anticipation amongst the uninitiated. Then the comparative silence was broken by the strains of a waltz from a violin, somewhere in the background. No one had ever heard it before. There was a wilder, dreamier air with it, than anything Waldteufel had ever written. And, while every one was wondering whose music it could be, a woman glided out from behind a screen, and stood for a second swaying herself slightly in the centre of the drugget. Even that slight rhythmical motion of her body seemed to bring her into perfect sympathy with the curious melody which was filling the hushed room. And while the people watched her, already, in varying degrees, under the spell of that curious fascination which her personality and the exercise of her art seldom failed to excite, she commenced to dance.




  Long afterwards Paul de Vaux tried to describe in words, that dance, and found that he could not, for there was indeed a charm beyond expression or portrayal in the slow, almost languid movements, full of infinite and inexpressible witchery. Every limb of her body and every feature of her face followed, with a sort of effortless grace, the movements of her feet. Yet the general effect of the whole was suggestive of a sweet and dainty repose, voluptuous yet refined, glowing with life, yet dreamily restful. In a certain sense her physical movements, even her body itself, seemed merged and lost in the artistic ideal created and born of her performance. And so it was that he carried away that day no vivid thought-portrait of her features, only a confused dream of a beautiful dusky face, rising above a cloud of amber draperies, the lips slightly parted in a wonderful smile, and a pair of heavily-lidded eyes, which, more than once, had rested upon him, soft, dark, and lustrous. After all, it was but a tangled web of memories, yet, such as it was, it became woven into the pattern of his life, wonderfully soft and brilliant beside some of those dark, gloomy threads which fate had spun for him.




  The performance ended, as such performance should end, suddenly, and without repetition. Her disappearance was so swift and yet so graceful, that for a moment or two people scarcely realized that she was gone. It was wonderful what a difference her absence made to the room. The little stretch of drugget looked mean and bare. To Paul de Vaux it seemed as though some warm, beautiful light, omniscient and richly coloured, had suddenly burnt out, and left a damp chilliness in the air. The silence was gloomy enough after that wonderful music, but the babble of tongues which presently arose was a hundred times worse. He found himself chafing and angry at the commonplacisms which everywhere greeted his ear. Lady Swindon’s afternoon entertainment had been a great success, and every one was telling her so, more or less volubly. There were some there, a handful of artists and a few thoughtful men, who were silent, or who spoke of it only amongst themselves in subdued voices. They recognised, in what had happened that afternoon, the dawn of a new art, or rather the regeneration of an old one, and they discussed in whispers its possible significance and influence. She was an artist, that woman. No one doubted it. But the woman was there as well as the artist. Who was she? Would she realize the sanctity of her mission, and keep herself fit and pure for its accomplishment? Had she character to sustain her, and imagination to idealize her calling? She was on a pinnacle now, but it was a pinnacle as dangerous as the feet of woman could press. If only she could keep herself unspotted from the world, which would do its best to drag her down, they all felt, painter, poet, and musician, that her influence with the age might rank with their own. But was it possible? A certain Diana-like coldness had been apparent to those who had the eyes to see it, even in her most voluptuous movements. They knew that it was not assumed for the sake of adding piquancy to her performance—it was there indeed. But side by side with it there were unprobed depths of passion in her soft, deep eyes; a slumbering passion even in the sinuous, graceful movements of every limb. Some day the struggle would come, even if it had not already commenced. The woman against the artist—the woman tempted and flattered by a thousand tongues, and dazzled with visions of all those things so naturally sweet to her, her own nature even, so keenly susceptible to love and sympathy, siding with the enemy. This, all against what? Only that inward worshipping of all things sweet and pure and lofty, which is the artist’s second life. The odds were heavy indeed. No wonder that the select few who spoke of her that afternoon should shake their heads and look grave.




  III. “THE DANCING GIRL”
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  “What do you think of it?”




  Paul started. He had been standing, like a man in a dream, with folded arms, looking across the room with idle eyes, and unconsciously ignoring many salutations. His brother’s tone sounded oddly in his ears, and he looked flushed and a little nervous.




  “What did I think of it!” It was a difficult question to answer. He repeated it, and was glad when Arthur spared him the necessity of replying, by adding his own opinion.




  “It was glorious, magnificent! I’m going to find out more about her!”




  He strolled away, and joined one of the little groups of men who were discussing the performance. Paul, at first, had made a gesture as though to detain him, but on second thoughts he had changed his mind. Better let him go and find out what he could.




  He himself watched carefully for his opportunity, and then left the room. He felt like a man who has received a silent shock. Something fresh had come into his life, noiselessly, insidiously, without effort. He pressed on his hat, and passed down the steps out into the street, scarcely conscious of what he was doing.




  The rush of fresh air somewhat revived him, and he stood still for a moment to collect his thoughts. He felt the need of absolute solitude for a while, to help him to realize—or at any rate to understand—this thing which had happened, and with almost feverish haste he called a hansom from the other side of the road. The man whipped up the horse, but hesitated as he reached the pavement. Looking around, Paul saw the cause of his indecision. A woman, standing only a few yards behind, had called him at the same time, and was waiting also for his approach.




  There was a gas-lamp between them, and as their eyes met, he recognised her. Even in that flickering light, and through her veil, there was no mistaking those wonderful eyes. As a rule, he was possessed of as much savoir faire as most men of his class, but at that moment it had deserted him. He stood there on the edge of the pavement, without moving or saying anything, simply looking at her, startled at her sudden appearance, and magnetised by her close presence. He had heard no footfall behind him, and the fact of her being alone seemed so strange to him, that he simply could not realize for a moment that it was indeed she who stood so close to him. The cabman, leaving them to decide who had the prior claim upon him, sat motionless, with his eyes discreetly fixed upon his horse’s ears. It was an odd little tableau, insignificant enough to a spectator, save, perhaps, for the curious look in the woman’s face and softly flashing eyes. Yet it left its mark for ever in the lives of the two principal figures.




  The curious sensation which had kept Paul standing there dazed and tongue-tied, passed away. Yet it did not immediately occur to him to raise his hat and walk on, as in any ordinary case he would have done. He was conscious of the exact nature of the situation, but he felt a strong disinclination to leave the spot; nor, strangely enough, did she seem to expect it. Yet something had to be done.




  He moved a step nearer her. He was no schoolboy, this tall, grave-looking young Englishman. The lines across his fair, smooth forehead, and by his close-set mouth spoke for themselves. He had seen life in many aspects, and in a certain Indian jungle village, there were natives and coolies who still spoke admiringly of the wonderful nerve and pluck of the English sahib during a terrible and unexpected tiger rush. But at that moment his nerve seemed to have deserted him. He could almost hear his heart beat as he took that step forward. He had intended to have made some trifling apology, and to have handed her into the cab, but the words would not come. Some instinct seemed to revolt at the thought of uttering any such commonplacism. She was standing on the edge of the pavement, close to the step, with her skirts in one hand, slightly raised. He held out his hand to her in silence.




  She gave him hers; and yet she did not at once step into the cab. She seemed to be expecting that little speech from him which he found impossible to frame, and, seeing that it did not come, recognising, perhaps, his suppressed agitation behind that calm, almost cold, gravity of demeanour, she spoke to him.




  “It is a shame to take your cab, and leave you in the rain! I am sorry.”




  Afterwards her admirers spoke of her voice as being one of her chief charms; to Paul it sounded like a soft strain of very sweet, throbbing music, reaching him from some far distant world. Yet, curiously enough, it went far to dissolve the spell which her presence seemed to have laid upon him. He was able to look at her steadily, and standing upon the wet pavement in the cold, grey light of that November afternoon, their eyes met in a long, searching gaze. He was able even to notice trifles. He saw the rich fur which lined her plain, black cloak, and he could even admire the absolute perfection with which it followed the lines of her slim, supple, figure. He saw the glowing eyes shining out from her dusky face, and the coils of brown hair, not very securely fastened under her turban hat. As she put out her foot to enter the cab, he could even catch a glimpse of the amber draperies concealed by her cloak. A dancer! A public dancer! His eyes swept over her again, taking in every detail of her simple but rich toilette, and he shivered slightly. Then he answered her, “It is of no consequence, thank you. I can walk.”




  “But you will get very wet! Let us make a compromise! You may come with me. I am going only a very little distance, and then you can take the cab on to your home, or wherever you want to go to.”




  She stepped in, taking it for granted that he would accept her offer, and he followed her at once. He was not in the least surprised. From the first he had not expected to leave her, and her invitation seemed perfectly natural to him. She gave the cabman her address through the trap-door, and they drove off together.




  At the corner of the square, two men were standing together talking, and as the hansom passed within a yard or two of them both glanced idly in, and then started. Paul, who had been looking straight ahead of him, and seeing nothing, turned round, startled by a familiar exclamation, just in time to see his brother Arthur, and Leslie Horton, gazing after the cab. The incident troubled him, as much for her sake as his own. But, looking into her face, he could not see that she was in any way disturbed, although she must have seen the two men, and would probably have recognised them as having been present at Lady Swindon’s reception. Her face was quite unmoved, but in a moment or two she asked a question.




  “Who was the younger and better looking of those two men; the one with violets in his coat, like yours?”




  “It was my brother,” he answered simply. “I am afraid, too, that he recognised you.”




  “So far as I am concerned, that is of no consequence at all,” she answered lightly.




  He turned away with a sudden sinking of the heart. He knew, too well, that her carelessness was not assumed. How was he to interpret it?




  Their drive was finished in silence, and they pulled up before a handsome, though somewhat sombre-looking house in a back street.




  “My rooms are here,” she remarked.




  He stepped on to the pavement, and assisted her to alight. The thought of leaving her so abruptly was painful to him, and yet he dreaded to hear her invite him to go in with her; nevertheless, she did so.




  “If you are not in a hurry, perhaps you will come in, and let me give you a cup of tea,” she said, looking him full in the face.




  His heart sank. What was he to think now? And yet he was absurdly glad that he was not to leave her.




  “Do you mean it?” he asked.




  “Of course! I should not have asked you else. Are you very much shocked?” she added, with a mocking gleam in her eyes. “It is not proper, is it! I confess I did not think of that. But do come,” she added, with a sudden bewitching smile.




  “I shall be delighted,” he answered, gravely enough, but truthfully. He turned to pay the cabman, and followed her into the house.




  “My rooms are upstairs,” she remarked, leading the way. “The luxury of a first floor is at present beyond me.”




  Her words pleased him, but their effect died away when she opened a door on the first landing, and ushered him in. Such of the interior of the house as he had seen was handsomely furnished, but the room in which he stood was almost like a fairy chamber. Curtains divided it in the centre, and beyond he could see a table laid for dinner.




  “That half I use for a dining-room,” she remarked, pointing towards it with one of her gloves, which she had just taken off. “It makes this room small, but it is a convenient arrangement. Do sit down!”




  He bowed, but remained standing, with his elbow resting upon the draped mantel-board. She took off her hat and coat, hanging them over the back of a chair, and advanced towards him.




  She was in her dancing dress, a floating mass of yellow draperies, and the firelight gleamed strangely upon her dusky, perfect face, with its olive colouring, and soft, glowing eyes. She came so close to him that a faint odour from the handkerchief in her hand stole up to him.




  He was playing with an ornament on the shelf, and his fingers tightened convulsively around it. It snapped in two in his hand; he did not notice it. He leaned forward towards her, and his strong voice vibrated with feeling.




  “And it was for this then, Adrea Kiros, that you ran away from the convent St. Lucile! My God!”




  IV. “ADREA’S DIARY”
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  To-day I have made my entrance in the first scene of the drama of life. To-day, therefore, I commence my memoirs. Everything before goes for nothing!




  As I have removed myself altogether from all association with the humdrum existence which might have been mine, I am naturally friendless for the present. So far as the other sex is concerned, I fancy that that could be easily remedied. But no women are likely to care about making my acquaintance, and I am glad of it. I hate women—men, too, I think! At any rate, there will be no one of whom I shall make a confidant, so I have chosen you, my silent friend. I gave a guinea for you in Bond Street, and with your dainty morocco case and binding, I think you are well worth it. At any rate, you will be faithful so far as silence is concerned.




  To-day has been an eventful one. I have made my debut as a dancer, and Paul de Vaux has been here, in this house, alone with me! That is hard to realize, but it is so! He has altered since he used to pay me periodical visits at the convent—and so have I, I imagine! Yet he recognised me! How pale and stern he looked when he stood up on the hearthrug and called me by my name! He is very handsome—handsomer now even than on that day when he stood by, in that chamber of death, and saw my father murdered, without lifting his hand. Ah! Paul de Vaux, Paul de Vaux! that was an evil day for you! Did you never think that that little brown girl, as you called her, would grow up some day; or did you think that she would forget! Bah! What fools men are!




  He remembered me! How grave he looked, and yet how tender his voice sounded! He did not forget that he was my guardian, and I his ward. How bewildered and anxious he was! Was I living quite alone, had I no friends, did I think it wise to lay myself open to so much notice?




  He had come close to my chair, and was leaning down, so that his head nearly touched mine. Really, when I looked up, I thought that he was going to take me into his arms. I looked up and laughed softly into his face.




  He said no more. I invited him to dine with me, and promised to dance to him afterwards. I even let my hand rest for a moment upon his shoulder, and whispered—but n’importe! He behaved just as I would have had him behave! He took up his hat and walked straight out of the room! It was rude, but it was magnificent. Ah! Paul de Vaux! you may struggle as long as you like, but in the end you will be mine!




  V. “THE FAR-OFF MUTTERING OF THE STORM TO COME”
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  “Paul!”




  Paul had walked unannounced into his mother’s favourite little sitting-room at Vaux Court, tired and travel-stained. She rose to her feet and looked at him anxiously.




  “Don’t be alarmed, mother,” he said, stooping down and kissing her. “There’s nothing at all the matter.”




  “Arthur is well?”




  “Quite well; I was with him yesterday afternoon. There’s nothing the matter. London was boring me, that’s all, and I thought I’d run down here and have a look at the old place, and perhaps a day’s hunting.”




  Relieved of her anxiety, Mrs. de Vaux was unaffectedly pleased to see her eldest son. She was a fine, white-haired old lady, dignified and handsome, but with very few soft lines about her comely face.




  “I am delighted to see you, of course, Paul! The meet is at Dytchley woods to-morrow! I hope you’ll have a good day. Take your coat off. I have rung for some tea.”




  “Thanks! How bright and cheerful the fire seems. I walked from the station, and it was miserably cold.”




  “Of course it was. I wish I had known you were coming. We have so little work for the carriage horses.”




  “I did not make up my mind until half an hour before the train started,” Paul answered. “Dick Carruthers wanted me to run over to Paris with him for a couple of days, and I was undecided which to do. I heard that it was cold and wet there, though; and there is always a charm about this old place which makes me glad to come back to it.”




  “There is not such another place in England,” his mother remarked, pouring out the tea. “Although this is such an outlandish county, there have been a dozen people here this week, asking to be allowed to see over the Abbey. I always give permission when you are away, and there is no one stopping here.”




  Paul drank his tea, and stretched himself out in his low chair with an air of comfort.




  “I am glad you let them see the place, mother,” he said. “It is only right. What class of people do you have, as a rule? Clergymen and ecclesiastical architects, I suppose?”




  “Chiefly. There are a good many Americans, though; and yesterday, or the day before, a Roman Catholic priest. He spent the day in the cloisters and wandering about the Abbey, I believe.”




  Paul looked up suddenly, and drew his chair back out of the firelight. For the first time, his mother noticed how pale and ghastly his face was.




  “Paul, are you ill?” she asked anxiously. “What is the matter with you?”




  “Nothing. I am only tired. It is a long journey, you know,—and the walk from the station. Indeed, it is nothing else. I am quite well.”




  His mother resumed her seat. She had risen in sudden alarm. Her son’s face had frightened her.




  “You look just as your poor father used to look sometimes,” she said softly. “It always frightened me. It was as though you had a pain somewhere, or had suddenly seen a ghost. You are sure you are well?”




  “Quite, mother! You need have no fear. Arthur and I have your constitution, I think.”




  His tone was deeper, almost hollow. He still kept his chair back amongst the shadows. Mrs. de Vaux was only partially satisfied.




  “I am afraid you have been keeping too late hours, Paul, or reading too much. Lord Westover was saying the other day that you were in a very Bohemian set—journalists and artists, and those sort of people. I am afraid they keep awful hours.”




  “Lord Westover knows nothing about it,” Paul answered wearily. “Ordinary London society would tire me to death in a fortnight. There is another class of people, though, whose headquarters are in London, far more cultured, and quite as exclusive, with whom association is a far greater distinction. I can go anywhere in the first set, because I am Paul de Vaux, of Vaux Abbey, and have forty thousand a year. I am permitted to enter the other only as the author of an unfashionable novel, which a few of them have thought leniently of. Which seem the worthier conditions?”




  “I am answered, Paul. Of course, in a sense, you are right. I am an old woman, and the twaddle of a London drawing-room would fall strangely upon my ears now, but I had my share of it before Arthur was born. If I were a man, I should want variety,—a little sauce,—and you are right to seek for it. And now, won’t you go and have a bath, and change your things. You still look pale, and I think it would refresh you. Shall I ring for Reynolds? I suppose you have not brought your own man?”




  He stretched out his hand, and arrested her fingers upon the bell. “In a moment, mother. It is so comfortable here, and I really think it is my favourite room.”




  He looked round approvingly. It was a curious, hexagonal chamber, with an oak-beamed ceiling, curving into a dome. The walls were hung with a wonderful tapestry of a soft, rich colour, and every piece of furniture in the room was of the Louis Quinze period. There was scarcely a single anachronism. The Martin de Vaux of forty years ago had been an artist, and a man of taste; and when he had brought home his bride, a duke’s daughter, he had spent a small fortune on this apartment. Since then it had always been her favourite, and she was always glad to hear any one praise it.




  “I seldom sit in any other,” she remarked complacently. “The blue drawing-room is open to-night, but that is because Lord and Lady Westover are dining here. I am afraid May will not be able to come; she has a cold or something of the sort. I wonder whether it is true, what they say, that she is delicate.”




  Paul did not appear much interested. He had a purpose in lingering here, and it had nothing to do with May Westover’s health. There was a little information he wished to obtain without exciting his mother’s curiosity. But it was not exactly an easy matter.




  “I was interested in what you said about the visitors here,” he remarked. “I daresay to Americans this place must be very interesting.”




  “You would think so if you saw some of them. They are a great deal too inquisitive and familiar for Reynolds. He detests them. It is far more interesting to think of that Catholic priest who was here the other day. He lingered about the place as though he had known it all his life, and loved it; and, Reynolds says, he prayed for two hours in the chapel.”




  “Did you see him yourself?”




  “Yes, in the distance. I did not notice him particularly. I wished afterwards that I had. Reynolds’ report of him pleased me so much. I daresay he was conjuring up pictures of the days when the old Abbey was full of grey-hooded monks, and the chapel was echoing day and night to their solemn chants and prayers. Sometimes, in the gloaming, I can almost fancy myself that I see them kneeling in long rows in those rich stalls, and hear the rustle of their gowns as they pass slowly down the aisles. I think he must have found it sad to linger about in that beautiful chapel, so cold, and empty, and bare. That is why I like Roman Catholics. They have such a strong reverential affection for their places of worship, and take such a delight in adorning them. It is almost like a personal love.”




  Paul moved uneasily in his chair and looked steadily into the fire. “Then you did not notice him particularly?”




  “Notice him! Notice whom?”




  “This priest, or whoever he was.”




  “I did not see his face, Paul, if that is what you mean. I only remember that he was tall. You seem very much interested in him. No doubt Reynolds could tell you anything you wish to know. Here he is; you had better ask him.”




  A grey-headed man-servant had entered, bearing a lamp. Mrs. de Vaux turned to him.




  “Reynolds, Mr. Paul is interested in hearing about the priest who spent so much time looking over the Abbey yesterday. Can you describe him?”




  Reynolds set down the lamp and turned respectfully around. “Not very well, I’m afraid, sir,” he said doubtfully. “They all seem so much alike, you know, sir, in those long gowns. He was tall, rather thin, and no hair on his face at all. I can’t say that I noticed anything else, except that he spoke in rather a foreign accent.”




  “You are sure he was a priest, I suppose,” Paul asked carelessly. “We hear so much now of impostors, and of things being stolen from places of interest, that it makes one feel suspicious.”




  “I am quite sure he was no impostor, sir.” Reynolds answered confidently. “He was too interested in the place for that. He knew its history better than any one who has ever been here in my day. If he had been one of those sneaking sort of fellows, looking about for what he could get, he would have offered me money, and tried to get rid of me for a time, I think, sir.”




  “That’s true,” Paul remarked. “Were you with him all the time, then?”




  “Very nearly, sir. He did not like my leaving him at all. He was afraid of missing something worth seeing. Besides, he did not ask to come into the house at all, not even to see the pictures. He spent all his time in the ruins.




  “That ends the matter, of course,” Paul answered shortly. “There is nothing out there to attract pilferers. Sorry I said anything about it.”




  “He asked whether you spent much of your time here, and when you would be down again, sir,” Reynolds remarked, as he turned to quit the room.




  Paul looked up, and then stood quite still for a moment without speaking. A great fear had fallen upon him. Out of the shadows of the past, he seemed to see again that deathbed scene, and the tragedy which had brought down the curtain upon two lives. Almost he could fancy himself again upon his yacht, with the salt sea spray beating against his face, and the white breakers hissing and seething around him, as they made the dangerous passage towards that faint light, which flickered and gleamed in the distant monastery tower. They are safe! They reach the land; they are hurried into that great, gloomy bedchamber, where chill draughts rustled ghost-like amongst the heavy, faded hangings, and the feeble candlelight left weird shadows moving across the floor and upon the walls. Again he heard the rattling of the window-panes, bare and exposed to every gust of wind; the far-off thunder of the sea, like a deep, continuous undernote; and, from an almost unseen corner of the chamber, the monotonous, broken rhythm of sad prayers for the dying, mumbled by that dark, curious-looking priest. And then, when the background of the picture had formed itself in his memory, he saw the deed itself. He saw the white, stricken face suddenly ablaze with that last effort of passionate life; he saw the outstretched arm, the line of fire, and the sudden change in the countenance of the man who stood at the foot of the bed. He saw the cool cynicism replaced by a spasm of ghastly fear, and he heard the low, gurgling cry dying away into a faint moan of terror, as the murdered man sank on to the floor, a crumpled heap. And, last of all, he saw that little brown girl, with her tumbled hair and tear-stained face, clasping the dead body and glaring at every one in the room, with a storm of hatred and impotent fury in her flashing eyes. And that last recollection brought him, like a flash, back to the present,—brought him swift, bewildering memories of Adrea, shaking his heart, and bringing the hot colour streaming into his face. He remembered where he was, and why he had left London. He remembered, too, that he was not alone, and with a little start he awoke to the present.




  Reynolds had left the room, and his mother was watching him curiously. He found it hard to meet her steady, questioning gaze without flinching.




  “Paul,” she said slowly, “you are in trouble.”




  He shook his head. “It is nothing, mother—nothing at all. I ought to beg your pardon for letting my thoughts run away with me so.”




  She was too proud to ask him for his confidence, and at that moment the rumbling of a gong reached them from the distant hall. Mrs. de Vaux rose:—




  “There are a few people dining here, Paul, so you will not be late.”




  “I will be down, mother. The usual time, I suppose.”




  “Yes, eight o’clock.”




  They left the room together, but parted in the hall. Mrs. de Vaux stayed to speak to the housekeeper for a moment, and Paul ascended the broad staircase alone. On the first corridor he paused, standing before the deep-cushioned sill of a high-arched window, and gazing at the ruined portion of the abbey. The air outside was frosty and clear, and though the moon as yet was only faintly yellow, every arch and cloister was clearly visible. Paul gazed down at them, as he had done all his life, with reverent eyes. There was something almost awesome in the graceful yet bold outline, and in the great age of those rugged, moss-grown pillars and arches, so ecclesiastical in their shape and suggestiveness,—as indeed they might well be, for they were practically the ruins of the old monastery chapel. But, as he looked, the expression in his eyes suddenly changed. A dark figure had passed slowly out from the shadow of the arches, and stood looking up towards the house, rigid, solemn, and motionless. Paul covered his face with his hands, and sank down upon the cushioned window-sill.




  VI. “AN ASHEN GREY DELIGHT”
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  “Mr. de Vaux!”




  Paul turned quickly around in his saddle towards the young lady who had addressed him. He looked into a fair, thoughtful face, whose general amiability was discounted, just then, by a decided frown.




  “I beg your pardon, Lady May! Didn’t you say something just now?”




  “Didn’t I say something just now!” she repeated, with fine scorn. “Upon my word, Mr. de Vaux, I think that you must have left your wits in London! What is the matter with you?”




  “The matter! Why, nothing! I’m sorry——”




  “Oh! pray don’t apologise!” she interrupted hastily. “I think I’ll ride on and catch papa up.”




  He laid his hand upon her rein. “Please don’t, Lady May,” he begged. “I know I’ve been inattentive! I’m very sorry—really I am. Let me try and make up for it!”




  She looked into his face, and she was mollified. He was evidently in earnest.




  “Oh! very well,” she said. “You mustn’t think that I complained without due cause, though, for I spoke to you three times before you answered me. Oh, it’s all right,” she went on, as he commenced to frame another apology. “I don’t mind now, but I really should like to know what is the matter with you. You have ridden all day like a man who valued neither his own life nor his horse’s. Some of your jumps were simply reckless! I have heard other people say so, too! I like bold riding, but there is a limit; and though I’ve ridden two hounds since papa gave me my first pony, I’ve never seen any one try to jump Annisforth brook below the bridge, before,—and don’t want to again,” she added, with a little shudder. “I know you ride fine horses, but you are not generally foolhardy. I saw your dark bay mare being taken home at Colbourne Spinneys, and I don’t think she’ll be fit to ride again this season. Old Harrison had tears in his eyes when he saw her!”




  “Harrison is an old woman about horses! I never touched Meg with the spurs. She was as fresh as paint, and there was no holding her.”




  “You can’t deceive me or yourself,” Lady May continued calmly. “You have been riding for a fall, all day, and you may think yourself pretty fortunate that you haven’t a broken neck. It seemed as though you were trying for one. And now that you haven’t succeeded, you have nearly ridden ten miles alone with me, and scarcely opened your mouth. You are very provoking, Mr. de Vaux. I wish I had ridden home with Captain Fellowes.”




  He was on the point of reminding her that the arrangement had not been of his making, but he checked himself. After all, Lady May had some grounds for her irritation. They had been friends since they had been children, and Paul knew that every one expected him, someday, to ask Lady May to become the mistress of Vaux Abbey. There had been a little more than intimacy even in their friendship up till twelve months ago; and Paul had certain recollections of their last interview, which had made him more than once a trifle uneasy. As a matter of fact, Lady May had quite made up her mind that Paul de Vaux would certainly ask her to marry him some time; and she had, on his account, refused two very eligible offers. Their people desired it, and, in her heart, Lady May was conscious that Paul was a little more to her than any other man could be. So she felt herself at first, aggrieved by his long silence during their ride home, which, to tell the truth, she had carefully planned for, and afterwards was just on the verge of being seriously offended.




  “Don’t be angry with me, please,” he said quietly. “You are right; something is the matter. I am worried.”




  She was sympathetic and kindly at once. “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me for bothering you. You used to tell me your troubles once! Are we too old now?”




  He shook his head. “I hope we never shall be,” he said. “I can’t tell you all, but one thing is this. I had a letter from a man in town to-day—a man whom I can trust—about Arthur. You know what an impressionable, sensitive boy he is. Anyone who once obtains an influence over him can do nearly what they like with him. He seems—so my correspondent tells me—to have become completely fascinated with a—a—dancer—Adrea Kiros I think she calls herself.”




  “I have heard of her,” Lady May murmured. “She dances only at private houses, I think. Everyone says she is wonderful.”




  “She is—wonderful,” Paul said slowly. He was about to say more, but he checked himself. Lady May was watching him, and he knew that he could not speak of Adrea Kiros unmoved. So he went on:—




  “I am not complaining, for after all it is perfectly natural, but Arthur is certainly his mother’s favorite son. You know how strict she is in some of her notions; so you can understand what a shock it would be to her if any rumors were to reach her ears. It would be a terrible blow to her. But, apart from that, the thing is serious in itself. Arthur was always delicate, and Cis—my friend—speaks of him as looking ghastly ill. The girl is probably only amusing herself, although she seems to have given him plenty of encouragement. But I know Ad—Adrea Kiros. She is no ordinary girl of her class. In the whole world I doubt if there breathes a more dangerous woman,” he wound up, in a low tone.




  Lady May was quite sympathetic now, but a little mystified. “I am so sorry,” she said softly. “Ought you not to go to London, and try what your influence can do with him? That is disinterested advice, at any rate,” she added, with a little laugh, “for I don’t want you to go. But Arthur always seemed to look up to you so! You might be able to get him away. Don’t you think it would be a good thing if you could get him down here? We would make it as lively as possible for him up at the Castle; and, I don’t know how your preserves are, but ours have been scarcely touched yet. Between the two of us, at any rate, he could have as much shooting as he liked. And I would ask the Fergusson girls to come and stay,” she went on, getting more and more in love with her plan. “He was so much taken with Amy, you know, when they were down here before. We could get up some theatricals, or something, and have quite a good time. What do you think of my plan?”




  He was thankful for her long speech, for it had enabled him to get over the slight agitation which the thought of that unavoidable journey to London had called up in him. From the first he had felt that it was his duty to go. He had received this disquieting letter two days ago, and since then he had telegraphed twice and written to Arthur without getting any reply. Yes, he must go. And mingled with that reluctance and nameless apprehension which he felt at the thought of returning into her neighbourhood, he was acutely conscious, all the time, of a certain vague but sweet pleasure at the thought that fate had so ordained it. Perhaps it would be necessary for him to see her! A thrill of pleasure passed through him at the thought, followed almost immediately by a reaction of keen and bitter disgust with himself. He set his teeth, and quite unconsciously dug his spurs into his horse’s sides, with the natural result that she reared up, almost unseating him, and then plunged forward. He had to gallop her along the road for a few hundred yards, and then turned round and rejoined Lady May. Fortunately she had not seen the commencement of the little episode.




  “Whatever was the matter?” she asked.




  “I fancy my spurs must have pricked her,” he said apologetically. “I was riding quite carelessly.”




  “Well, please don’t let it happen again,” she begged, eyeing his mare’s flanks suspiciously. “Dandy is very tired now, and is generally good tempered; but I don’t think he would stand much of that sort of thing.”




  “I’m really very sorry,” he said.




  She nodded. “All right. And now, what do you think of my plan? Are you going to London?”




  “I think your plan is a very good one indeed, and I shall run up to town to-morrow,” he said. “It is very good of you to be so interested.”




  He looked down into her face, a fair, sweet face it was, and then glanced away over the bare moorland which stretched on one side of them. It was a late November afternoon, and a faint yellow light was lingering in the west, where the sun had just set, colouring the clouds which stretched across the sky in long, level streaks. A fresh, healthy breeze, strong with the perfume of the sea, blew in their teeth, and afar off they could hear the waves dashing against the iron-bound line of northern cliffs. Inland, the country was more cultivated, but hilly and broken up with masses of lichen-covered rock, and little clumps of thin fir trees. He knew the scenery so well. The rugged, barren country, with its great stretches of moorland and little patches of cultivated land, with its silent tarns, its desolation, and the ever-varying music of the sea, they all meant home to him, and he loved them. It had always been so, and yet he felt it at that moment as he had never felt it before. The prospect of that journey to London was suddenly loathsome to him. The clear, physical healthfulness of his North-country home was triumphant, for the moment, over that other passion, which seemed to him then weak and artificial. It seemed to him also, looking down into Lady May’s fresh, thoughtful face, that she was somehow in accord with these surroundings,—that she was, indeed, the link, the safeguard which should bind him to them, the good influence which should keep him fit to breathe God’s pure air, and to keep himself, as he had ever striven to, sans peur et sans reproche. Paul was no sentimentalist, in the idle and common sense of the word. In his attitude to every-day life, he was essentially practical, sometimes perhaps a little too practical. But he was capable of strong feeling, and it came then with a rush. He leant over towards Lady May, and laid his hand upon her saddle.




  “You are very kind and sympathetic,” he said softly. “You are always kind.”




  She looked up at him, pleased, and with a soft look in her deep grey eyes. “You do not give me very much opportunity,” she said quietly. “At one time you used to tell me all your troubles; do you remember?”




  “Yes! I remember,” he answered, almost in a whisper, for they were riding up a grass-grown avenue,—a back way to the Abbey,—and their horses’ hoofs sank noiselessly into the soft turf. “Sometimes I have dared to hope that those days may come again.”




  She was silent, and her head was turned away lest he might see the tears trembling in her eyes. So they rode on for a moment or two, walking their horses in the dim twilight; she in the shadow of the grey wall and the overhanging trees, and he very close to her, with his hand still upon her saddle and his reins loose in his hand.




  “If ever they did, if ever I was so fortunate,” he went on in a low tone, “you would find your office no sinecure. I have troubles, or rather, one trouble, and a great one, May.”




  She looked at him for a moment, her eyes full of sympathy. She dimly remembered the time when strange stories were current in the county of Martin de Vaux, and their echo had remained for years. It was not for her to inquire about them, and she never had done so. But that their burden should have fallen upon Paul; it was hard! Her heart was sore with the injustice of it. A woman is a swift and censorious judge of any one who brings trouble upon the man she loves.




  He was a little closer to her still; and suddenly the hand which carried her small whip felt itself grasped in strong fingers and held tightly.




  “May——”




  It was not his fault this time that his mare stood still, and then ran backwards, dislodging the topmost stones from the grey stone wall with her hind quarters, and then plunging violently. This time there was cause for her alarm. A tall, forbidding-looking figure stood in the middle of the avenue, grasping the rein of Lady May’s terrified horse. He had come out of the twilight so suddenly, and his attire was so unusual, that Paul and Lady May were almost as surprised as the animals. Paul’s first instinct was one of anger.




  “What the——”




  He stopped short. The man who had startled them so had quieted Lady May’s horse with a few soothing words, and now stood out of the deep shade of the over-hanging trees into the centre of the avenue. Even here his face was scarcely visible, but his figure and attire were sufficient. He wore the long robes and shovel hat of a Roman Catholic priest.




  Paul broke off in the middle of his exclamation, and the arm which had been grasping his whip tightly sank nervelessly to his side. He was thankful for the twilight, which concealed the grey shade which had stolen into his face. Yet now that the blow had fallen, he was calmer than he had been in some of his anticipations of it. For it had indeed fallen! In the dusky twilight he had recognised the face of the priest, changed though it was. He rode up, and addressed him.




  “Have you lost your way?” he asked quietly. “This is a private road, and the gate at the other end is locked.”




  The priest looked at him steadily for a moment, and then drew on one side, as though to let them pass.




  “I am sorry that I startled your horses,” he said, in a soft, pleasant voice, marked with a strong foreign accent; “I was standing with my back to you, waiting for the moon to rise behind the ruins there, and the soft ground made your approach noiseless. And, if I am trespassing, I am sorry. The steward at the Abbey yonder gave me permission to wander anywhere around the ruins. I have perhaps exceeded a little his bounds.”




  “It is of no consequence,” Paul said. “You find the ruins interesting, then?”




  “Very.”




  “There are some pictures in the Abbey you might care to see—mostly modern, but there is a Rubens and two Giorgiones.”




  The priest removed his hat. “I thank you, but I am only interested in ecclesiastical art. These ruins are more to me than any pictures—save those which Rome alone possesses,” he added. “I spend all my evenings here, and hope to be allowed to, for the short time that I remain in the neighbourhood.”




  “You have my permission to come and go as you please. I am Mr. de Vaux,” Paul said, touching his horse with the whip. “Good-evening!”




  “Good-evening, sir! Good-evening, madam! I thank you!”




  They rode on down the avenue, Paul silent and absorbed, and making no attempt to pursue the conversation. At the bend of the lane he turned round in his saddle. The priest was standing with his back to them, motionless and silent as a figure of stone.




  VII. “WHO ARE YOU, AND WHAT YOUR MISSION?”
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  The winter moon, soft and bright and full, looked down upon the ruins of Vaux Abbey. A strange beauty lay upon the bare, rock-strewn hillside and desolate moor. Afar off a grey, brawling stream was touched by its light, and in its place a band of gold seemed coiled around the grey, sleeping hill. A black, reed-grown tarn at the foot of the Abbey gleamed and quivered like a fair silver shield. The dark pines which crowned their sandy slopes lost their forbidding frown in an unaccustomed softness, and every harsh line and broken pillar of the ruined chapel was toned down into a rich, sad softness. A human face, too, uplifted to the sky, so silent and motionless that it seemed almost set into the side of one of those groined arches, had lost all its harshness and worldliness in the glow of that falling light. It might have been the face of a saint, save for the vague unhappiness which shone in the clear, dark eyes; for at that moment, spirituality, wistfulness, and reverence seemed carved into the white, still features. But there was disquiet, too; and, after a while, as though some cloud had passed across the moon, a dark shade stole into the white face. The brows were contracted into a frown, and the eyes filled with restless doubt. Father Adrian moved away from the shadow of the pillar, and stood, tall and motionless, on the ruined chapel floor, with his eyes fixed upon the distant landscape. After a moment or two, his lips began to move and he commenced to speak aloud in a low, deep tone.




  “Six nights has my voice gone up to God from amongst these silent ruins, six nights I have prayed in rain. These fair, still evenings mock me! Whose is their beauty, if it be not God’s; and, if there be a God, and if the Blessed Virgin, our Holy Mother, indeed dwells amongst the stars, why are their faces turned from me? Oh! that man knew a little more or a little less—enough to pierce the mystery of yon star-crowned heavens, or so little as to gaze on them unmoved and unfeeling! What is our little knowledge? A mockery, a dreary, hopeless mockery! I had better have rotted in that miserable monastery, a soulless, lifeless being, than have stepped out to struggle with a world which is only a terrible riddle to me. I cannot reason with it; I cannot laugh or weep with it; I am in it, but not of it! Why was I sent? Oh I why was I sent?”




  The snapping of a twig caused him to turn suddenly round. Paul de Vaux was advancing through the ruins, with a loose cloak thrown over his evening clothes.




  Father Adrian turned round to meet him. The two men stood for a moment face to face without speaking. Both recognised that this interview was to be no ordinary one; and in a certain sense, each seemed to be measuring the other’s strength. It was Paul who spoke first.




  “We have met before, Father Adrian.”




  “Yes.”




  “You will scarcely wonder that I am surprised to see you here in England. Have you left the monastery at Cruta?”




  “I left it a month after you did.”




  “But your vows,—were they not for life?” Paul asked.




  Father Adrian smiled scornfully. “I was not bound to Cruta,” he answered. “There had been complaints, and I was there to investigate them. The monastery was poverty and disease-stricken. It is closed now forever.”




  “Then you are no monk?”




  Father Adrian shook his head. “I am, and I am not. In my youth I served my novitiate, but I never took the oaths. The cloisters are for holier men than I.”




  “Then who are you?”




  “I am—Father Adrian, priest of the Roman Catholic Church, I can tell you no more.”




  The moonlight was falling full upon his dark, striking face. Paul, with bent brows, scanned every feature of it intently. Father Adrian bore the scrutiny without flinching and without discomposure. Only once the colour mounted a little into his cheeks as the eyes of the two men met.




  “What brings you to Vaux Abbey, Father Adrian?” Paul asked at length.




  “To see your home,” was the quiet reply.




  “What do you want with me? It must be something more than curiosity which has brought you all this way. What is it?”




  Father Adrian was silent. Yet his silence was not one of confusion. He was looking down through the gaps in the ruined chapel walls at the dark Gothic front of the old Abbey. Paul waited for an answer, and it came at last.




  “I wished to see the home of Martin de Vaux, the Englishman who died in my arms at the monastery of Cruta. For six nights I have prayed for his soul in Purgatory, amongst the ruins here. He died in grievous sin!”




  “Have you come to remind me of it?” Paul asked bitterly. “Perhaps you have repented of your silence, and have come to break the widow’s heart by telling her the story of his last moments. Perhaps—perhaps in those dark hours he told you his secret—told you why he had come to Cruta!”




  “He did,” said the priest gravely.




  “My God!”




  It was a great shock to Paul. Hitherto he had feared only one thing: that the story of his father’s tragical death might come to light, and break his mother’s heart. Now there was more to fear,—far more. He looked into Father Adrian’s face with a new and keener interest. He recognised at once that everything dear to him in life might be at this man’s mercy.




  “You were intrusted with this secret by a dying man,” Paul said, with a little hoarseness in his tone. “It is to you as the secrets of the confessional!”




  The priest shook his head gently. “He refused to confess. He told me distinctly that it was as man to man he spoke to me.”




  Paul looked away into the night with white, stricken face, and cursed his father’s weakness. Supposing that this priest had discovered that his conscience would not allow him to keep the secret! What more likely! Why else was he here,—why else did he disclaim the confessional? There was only one other alternative! Perhaps he desired to trade upon his secret. Yet how was that possible? Of what use could money be to him? What could he gain by it? Besides, his was not the face of an adventurer.




  “I do not understand,” Paul said at last. “Once more let me ask you, Father Adrian, why are you here?”




  Father Adrian looked thoughtfully away. “You ask more than I can tell you,” he said gravely. “The time has not yet come. We shall meet again. Farewell!”




  The priest turned away, but Paul laid his hand on his shoulder.




  “If there is anything which you ought or mean to tell me, tell me now,” he demanded hoarsely. “I can bear everything but suspense. I know only—that there was a secret. No more. Proceed! Tell me more!”




  The priest shook his robe free from Paul’s restraining hand, and turned away.




  “Not yet! Not yet! My mind is not yet clear. We shall meet again. Farewell!”




  “But——”




  “Farewell!”




  The priest had passed from the ruins, and was already out of sight in the gathering darkness.




  “Come back, Father Adrian! One word more!”




  “Farewell!”




  The priest did not turn his head. Paul was left alone, gazing after him with stern, troubled face and anxious heart. It was a danger which he had always foreseen, always dreaded. Henceforth he must live like a man who paces, day by day, the brink of a volcano. At any moment the blow might fall.




  VIII. “I AM WEARY OF A HOPELESS LOVE”
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  Paul and Arthur shared a bachelor residence in Mayfair; shared it, that is to say, insomuch as Paul had purchased it, and was the sole proprietor, and Arthur used it whenever he could get leave from his regiment. It was here Paul found his brother on the morning of his arrival in London.




  They shook hands in silence; Paul did not wish to say anything for a moment. His brother’s appearance had choked him. It was one o’clock, but he was still in his dressing-gown; with sunken, pale cheeks, save for one bright spot, and with faint, dark rims underneath his eyes. There were a pile of blue papers and some ominous-looking envelopes on the table before him, and Paul could not help noticing the intense pallor of the hand which rested upon them.




  “I wish you would let a fellow know what time you were coming,” Arthur said, rather peevishly, but with an attempt at a smile. “I didn’t expect you till evening, so I was having a shack before dressing. I was late last night!”




  Paul banished his gravity, as far as possible, and stood with his hands in his pockets, leaning against the mantel-piece. He heartily disliked the part of mentor, and he did not wish to play it, unless he were obliged.




  “It was beastly early to get up,” he said, “but the connection at Normanton is so much better. One has to wait two hours by the late train, and Normanton is such a hole. I don’t know that I should have come up to town at all, just yet,” he continued after a slight pause, “only that I’m on the committee at the club this term, you know, and I haven’t attended a single meeting yet. Besides, I promised Westover to put him up this time, and the half-yearly meeting’s to-morrow, you know. Got any engagement? If not, you might dine with me there. Always a full night election time, you know!”




  “Beastly sorry! but my leave’s up to night,” Arthur answered ruefully. “I shall have to go down to Aldershot by the four o’clock train, and do a week’s close grind.”




  Paul nodded. “I’m sorry; I’d have liked you to run down home with me for a few days, and see the mater. The Westovers have some very nice people coming to the Castle, and are going to get up some theatricals. Lady May says they must have you! Will you come in a week, if I work the Colonel?”




  “I’m afraid I can’t,” Arthur answered, with a slight flush in his cheeks. “I have some engagements for next week, and—and—I’m sure I can’t manage it.”




  “The mater’ll be disappointed,” Paul said quietly. “She is counting on seeing you, and it’s some time since you were down, isn’t it? Tell you what, old man! I’d try and manage it, if I were you!”




  “I can’t promise! I will, if I can manage it! I’ll write you from Aldershot!”




  “You don’t look quite the thing,” Paul said kindly. “Nothing the matter, is there?”




  “Nothing at all,” Arthur assured him hastily. “I’m quite well. A bit of a head, that’s all.”




  “Not too many of those bits of paper about, eh?” Paul asked, pointing to an oblong strip of blue paper which lay, face uppermost, on the table.




  Arthur coloured, and threw a book over it.




  “I am sorry I saw it,” Paul went on; “but it was there to be seen, wasn’t it?”




  “Oh, yes! that’s all right! I oughtn’t to have left it about, that’s all. I’m not exactly a Crœsus, like you, you know, Paul, and now and then I’m obliged to raise the wind somehow. Yes! I know what you’re going to say. My allowance is a good one, and I ought to make it do. But, you see, sometimes I can’t.”




  “I hope you won’t mind my asking, Arthur, but is that an acceptance of your own?”




  Arthur nodded. “There are a few accounts which I must pay,” he said. “So I’m going to ask Plimsoll to do it for me. He’s a decent fellow of his sort, you know! Lots of fellows go to him!”




  Paul stretched out his hand. “Give it to me,” he said, “and I will discount it for you. Thanks!”




  Paul took it, and, just glancing at the amount, threw it into the fire. “I haven’t my cheque book here,” he said, “but we will call at the bank on our way to the club, and I can get the money. I’m glad I saw it!”




  “It’s awfully good of you,” Arthur said hesitatingly. “I shouldn’t have thought of asking you. I must owe you an awful lot already.”




  “Never mind what you owe me! I’ll write it all off, Arthur, and this last amount too, if you’ll do me a favour. Come down home with me next week, as soon as you can get leave.”




  Arthur rose to his feet, and then, leaning against the mantel-board, buried his face in his hands. “I can’t leave London, Paul!—or, if I did, it could only be for a day,” he said in a low tone. “I wish I could tell you why, but I can’t; you wouldn’t understand!”




  “I think I know,” Paul said quietly. “There is some one whom you do not care to leave! Is that not it?”




  Arthur looked up quickly. His face was very white, and his lip was quivering.




  “Who told you that? What do you know?”




  “I know nothing! I want you to tell me. Perhaps I could help you. There is a—lady in the case, isn’t there?”




  Arthur stood up on the hearthrug, and spoke, with a subdued passion trembling in his tone.




  “Yes! it’s Adrea Kiros, the dancer! I daresay you’ve heard all about it! I don’t see why you shouldn’t! I can’t leave her! I know all that you would say! It doesn’t make any difference. She isn’t good! Well! I know it! She doesn’t care for me! I don’t believe she does. She’s as cruel as a woman can be. Sometimes, when I am away from her, the thought of going back makes me shudder; and yet, I could no more keep away than lift the roof from this house. Of course, this sounds like rigmarole to you. You think I’m raving! I don’t blame you. Only it is so, and I can’t help it! I am as much a prisoner as any poor devil in Newgate.”




  Paul laid his hand upon his brother’s shoulder, and looked kindly into his face. “Arthur, I’m very sorry! And don’t think I don’t understand! I do! I do not know much of A—of Adrea Kiros, but I know enough to tell me that she is a very dangerous woman. Can’t I help you, somehow?”




  “I—I don’t think you can! I don’t think any one can,” Arthur exclaimed unsteadily. He had been prepared for a lecture, for good advice, for a little contempt even; but his brother’s attitude was unexpected, and it almost unnerved him. “It is the uncertainty of it all that is so tormenting,” he went on. “Sometimes she is so kind, and sweet, and thoughtful, that I could almost worship her. And then, without any cause, she will suddenly become cold, and hard, and cruel, till I hate myself for bearing quietly all that she says. But I do! I can’t help it! I am never quite happy even when she is in one of her sweetest moods, for I never know how long it will last. The moment I leave her I begin to get anxious, and wonder how she will be the next day.”




  “Try what a change will do, Arthur!” his brother begged.




  Arthur shook his head. “It’s no use; I’ve tried! If I went away I should only be miserable, and hurry back by the first train. Oh, if only I could make you understand!” he cried, with a little passionate gesture, which gained pathos and almost dignity from the expression on his white, sorrowing face. “Adrea is as necessary to me as the air we breathe! The sun has no light, and the day no ending, till I have seen her! She is the measure of all things to me: joy, grief, happiness, misery, it is her hand that deals them out to me! She can play upon the chords of my being as she chooses. A look or word from her can pull me down into hell, or transport me into a seventh heaven! Who gave her this power, I cannot tell! But she has it! she has it!”




  Paul said no more. Perhaps he recognised that, for the present at any rate, it was useless. He walked up and down the room for a few minutes, in sympathetic silence. When he spoke again he made no reference to the subject, but Arthur understood. “Get your things on, and come out to lunch with me,” he said pleasantly. “I am too hungry to be sympathetic, and we can call at Coutts’ on the way.”




  Arthur nodded and disappeared. Paul took his chair for a while, and, as he sat there gazing into the fire, his face grew grey and haggard. Was Adrea Kiros seeking vengeance on the son of her father’s murderer? he wondered. If so, it seemed as though she were indeed succeeding. How could he save Arthur? and what would happen if those rumours should reach his mother’s ears, as some day they certainly would? At any rate, he would see Adrea himself before he left London. He had made up his mind that, if Arthur refused to listen to him, that should be his course.




  Things somehow seemed brighter when they walked down to the club together. Dress makes so much difference to a man, and Arthur, spruce and debonair, with a gardenia in his button-hole, and every part of his attire almost “faultily faultless,” according to the canons of London fashion, presented a very different appearance to the tragical-looking personage of half an hour ago. There was a slight air of subdued feverishness about him, though, not altogether healthy, and the dark rims had not quite vanished from underneath his eyes.




  “Paul, I wonder whether you will do something for me?” he asked, as they were crossing Pickadilly. “I hate asking you!”




  “I’ll try,” Paul answered. “What is it?”




  “I don’t believe you’ll like it, but—the fact is, Adrea wants you to go and see her. I promised that I would do my best to get you to call with me this afternoon. If you don’t mind, I wish you would,” he added wistfully.




  “I will go with you certainly, if you wish it,” Paul answered, not too cordially, for he did not wish his brother to know that it was what he had already planned to do. “Did she tell you that we had already a slight acquaintance?”




  “Yes! You rode home in a cab together from Lady Swindon’s, didn’t you? There was only one, and it was raining, so you shared it. Adrea told me that.”




  Paul nodded. He meant, after he had seen Adrea, to consider whether it would not be best to tell his brother everything. But, for the present, her story was enough. They turned into Pall Mall, and, almost immediately, Arthur’s hat was in his hand, and he was on the edge of the pavement, colouring with pleasure. A small victoria had pulled up by the side, and Paul found himself face to face with Adrea.




  She was muffled up in rich brown furs, and almost invisible, but her dark eyes flashed into his from underneath her thick veil. After the first greeting she scarcely noticed Arthur; it was Paul upon whom her eyes were bent.




  “You are in London again, then, Mr. de Vaux,” she remarked. “Have you discovered that, after all, the country is a little triste in this land of damp and fogs—the country in November, I mean—or is it only important business which has brought you up!”




  “The latter,” he answered, “as it happens. I am glad to see that the damp and fogs which you complain of have not affected your health.”




  “I am quite well, thanks,” she answered. “How long are you staying in town?”




  “For less than a week, I think.”




  “Well, it is too cold to talk here. Will you come and let me give you some tea this afternoon, after the fashion of you strange islanders? I want you to, please.”




  Paul looked her straight in the face. “You are very kind; I shall be glad to,” he answered.




  She nodded. “About five o’clock. I go to sleep till then. Shall you come, Arthur?” she added carelessly.




  “I cannot, so late as that,” he answered despondently.




  “Ah, I forgot. You are going down to Aldershot, aren’t you? Don’t overwork yourself.”




  She nodded, and the carriage drove on. Arthur watched it until it was out of sight. “She might have said a little earlier,” he remarked despondently. “She knew I couldn’t come so late as that.”




  Paul passed his arm through his brother’s and was silent. He knew very well that Adrea had thought of this when she had made the arrangement.




  They lunched together, and Paul did his utmost to make the time pass pleasantly for his brother. When they parted, too, late in the afternoon, he referred once more to Mrs. de Vaux’s desire that he should come down to the Abbey for a few days.




  “I want you to think of it seriously, Arthur,” he said, as they shook hands through the carriage window. “The mother is very anxious to have you, and I am sure we can make things pleasant for you. I shall speak to Drummond about leave if I see him to-morrow.”




  Arthur assented dubiously, and without any enthusiasm.




  “Awfully good of you to want me,” he remarked. “I daresay I’ll be able to come. I’ll try, anyhow—just for a day or two.”




  The train steamed off, and Paul walked slowly back to his carriage.




  “Where to, sir?” the man asked.




  Paul hesitated for a moment. Then he gave Adrea’s address, and was driven away.




  IX. “AH! HOW FAIR MY WEAKNESS FINDS THEE”
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  Paul found no one in the hall of the house where Adrea lived to take him to her, so after waiting a few minutes for her maid, whom the porter had twice fruitlessly summoned, he ascended the stairs alone, and knocked at the door of her rooms.




  At first there was no reply. He tried again a little louder, and this time there was a sound of some one stirring within.




  “Come in, Celeste,” was the drowsy answer.




  He turned the handle and walked in, carefully closing the door behind him. At first the room appeared to be in semi-darkness, for a clear spring day’s sunshine was brightening the streets which he had just left, and here the heavy curtains were closely drawn, as though to keep out every vestige of daylight. But gradually his eyes grew accustomed to the shaded twilight and he could make out the familiar objects of the room; for although it was only his second visit, they were familiar already in his thoughts.




  Strangely enough it seemed to him, after his first hasty glance around, that the room was empty; but just then a sudden gleam from the bright fire fell upon Adrea’s hair, and he saw her. He stood for a moment silent and motionless. She was curled up on a huge divan drawn close to the fireplace, with her limbs doubled under her like a panther’s, and her arms, from which the loose sleeves had fallen back, clasped half-bare underneath her head. The peculiar grace of movement and carriage, which had made her dancing so famous, was even more striking in repose, for there was a faint, insidious suggestion of voluptuous movement in those motionless, crouching limbs, and the abandon of the shapely, dusky head, with its crown of dark, wavy hair thrown back amongst the cushions. It was beauty of a strange sort, the beauty almost of some wild animal; but Paul felt a most unwilling admiration steal through his senses as he gazed down upon her. Her tea-gown, a wonderful shade of shimmering green, tumbled and disarranged out of all similitude to its original shape, followed the soft perfections of her outline with such peculiar faithfulness that it seemed to suggest even more than it concealed, leaving the gentle tracery of her figure outlined there like a piece of living Greek statuary. She turned slightly upon the couch, and a slipperless little foot stole out from a sea of lace and white draperies which her uneasy movement had left exposed, and swayed slowly backwards and forwards, trying to reach the ground. Her eyes were still closed, but she was not sleeping, for in a moment or two she spoke in a low, drowsy tone.




  “Celeste, I told you not to disturb me for an hour. It isn’t five o’clock yet, is it?”




  He roused himself, and moved a step further into the room. “It is still a quarter to five, I think,” he said. “I have come before my time.”




  She opened her eyes, and then, seeing him, sprang into a sitting posture. Her hair, which had escaped all bounds, was down to her shoulders, and her gown, still further disarranged by her hasty movement, floated around her in wonderful curves and angles. Had she been a past mistress in the art of picturesque effects she could have conceived nothing more striking. Paul felt all the old fear upon him as he watched the firelight gleaming upon her startled, dusky face, and the faint pink colouring, wonderfully suggestive of a blush, steal into her cheeks. It seemed to him that she was as beautiful as a woman could be, and yet so different from Lady May.




  She rose, and, with a shrug of the shoulders and a quick, graceful movement, shook out her skirts, and pushed the hair back from her face. Then she held out her hand, and Paul found himself compelled, against his will, to stand by her side.




  “How strange that I should have overslept like this, and have taken you for Celeste!” she said. “Yet perhaps it was natural; for, Monsieur Paul, save Celeste, no one yet has permission to enter my chamber unannounced. How comes it that I find you here to laugh at my deshabille?”




  He was silent for a moment, while she looked at him questioningly. Her soft, delicate voice, with its very slight but piquant foreign intonation, had often sounded in his reluctant yet charmed ears since their last meeting; but now that he heard it again he felt how weak were his imaginings, and what sweet music it indeed was.




  “I am sorry,” he answered; and the constraint which he was placing upon his voice made it sound hard and cold. “The porter rang for your maid twice whilst I waited in the hall; but as she did not come, I thought I had better try and find the way myself.”




  “And I mistook your knock for Celeste’s, and let you discover me comme cela. Well, you were not to blame. See, I will just arrange my hair here, and you need not look at me unless you like.”




  She stood up in front of a mirror, over which she lighted a shaded candle, and for a moment or two her white hands flashed deftly in and out amongst the dark, silky coils of disordered hair. Paul sat down, and taking up a magazine which he found lying on the divan, tried to concentrate his thoughts upon its contents. But he could not. Every moment he found his eyes and his thoughts straying to that slim, lithe figure, watching the play of her arms and the grace of her backward pose. When she looked suddenly round, on the completion of her task, their eyes met.




  “Monsieur Paul, you are like all your sex—curious,” she said lightly. “Tell me, then, do you admire my coiffure?”




  “Very much,” he answered, glancing at the loose Grecian knot into which she had gathered her disordered hair, and confined it with a band of dull gold. “It is quite oriental, and it seems to suit you. Not that I am any judge of such matters,” he added quickly.




  She moved away with a little, low laugh, and lit two or three more of the shaded candles or fairy lamps which were placed here and there on brackets round the room. Then she rang the bell, and gave some orders to the maid.




  “So you think my hair looks oriental,” she said, sinking down upon a huge cushion in front of the fire. “That is what the papers call me sometimes—oriental. My early associations asserting themselves, you see. I think I remember more of Constantinople than any place,” she went on dreamily, with her eyes fixed on the fire. “I was only a child in those days, but it seemed to me then that nothing could be more beautiful than the City of Mosques and the Golden Horn on a clear summer evening. Why do I think of those days?” she added, shaking her head impatiently. “Such folly! And yet I always think of them when I am lonely.”




  He was suddenly and deeply moved with altogether a new feeling towards her—one of responsibility. She was alone in the world, and it was his father’s hand which had rendered her so. How empty and barren had been his conception of the burden which that deed had laid upon him! Like a flash he seemed to see the whole situation in a new light. If, indeed, she had drifted into ruin, the sin lay at his door. He should have found her a mother; it should have been his care to have watched her continually, and to have assured himself that she was contented and happy. In those few moments the whole situation seemed to change, and he even felt a hot flush of shame at his own coldness towards her. He forgot the dancer, the woman of strange fascinations, the idol of the jeunesse dorée of West London clubdom, and he remembered only the fact that she was a lonely orphan with a most womanly light in her soft, dark eyes, and that he had failed in his duty towards her. Paul was essentially a “manly” man, self-contained, and with all his feelings very much at his control; but at that moment he felt something like a rush of tenderness towards this strange, dark-eyed girl who lay coiled up at his feet. Involuntarily he stretched out his hand and laid it, with an almost caressing gesture, upon her hair.




  She started around, as though electrified, and looking up saw the change in his face. It was the first kindly look or speech she had had from him since they had met in London, and it had come so suddenly that it seemed to have a strange effect upon her. A deep flush stole into her face, and her eyes gleamed brilliantly. She drew a long breath, and underneath her loose gown he could see her bosom rising and falling quickly. Yet it all seemed so softened and womanly that the thoughts which he had once had of her seemed like a distant nightmare to him. The ethical and physical horror of her being—of her ever becoming—what he feared, rose up strong within him, and deepened at once his sense of responsibility towards her, and his new-born tenderness. He took her hand gently, and was startled to find how cold it was.




  “So you do feel lonely, Adrea, sometimes,” he said softly, “although you have so many acquaintances.”




  The colour burned deeper for a moment in her cheeks. She looked at him half reproachfully, half indignantly.




  “Acquaintances! You mean the people who come to see me! I hate them all! Sometimes they amuse me a little, but that is all. They are nothing!”




  “And you have no women friends?”




  “None! How should I! But I do not care. I do not like English-women!”




  “But, Adrea, it is not good for you,—this isolation from your sex.”




  At the sound of her Christian name, coming from his lips so gently, almost affectionately, she looked up quickly. It seemed to him almost as though some softening change had crept over her. Was it the firelight, he wondered, or was it fancy?




  “Good for me!” she said softly. “Have you just thought of that, Monsieur Paul?”




  Again he felt that pang of conscience; and yet, was she not a little unjust to him?




  “You took your life into your own hands,” he reminded her. “You chose for yourself.”




  “Yes, yes!” she answered, drawing a little nearer to him, till her head almost rested upon his knees. “I do not blame you.”




  “It would have been so easy before to have found a home for you,” he went on, “and now you have made it so difficult.”




  “There is no need,” she interrupted proudly; “I could keep myself now. I do not want anything from you, Monsieur Paul,—save one thing!”




  She raised her face to his, and it seemed to him to be all aglow with a wonderful, new light. There was no mistaking the soft entreaty of those strange, dark eyes so close to his, or the tremor in his tones. And then, before he could answer her, before he could summon up resolution enough to draw away, she had stolen softly into his arms, and, with a little murmur of content, had rested her small, dusky head, with its coronet of dark, braided hair, upon his shoulder, and twined her hands around his neck.




  “Paul! Monsieur Paul! I am lonely and miserable. Love me just a little, only a little!” she pleaded.




  It was the supreme moment for both of them. To her, coveting this love with all the passionate force of her fiery oriental nature, time seemed to stand still while she rested passively in his arms, neither altogether accepted nor altogether repulsed. And to him, as he sat there pale and shaken, fighting fiercely against this great temptation which threatened his self-respect, his liberty of body and soul, life seemed to have turned into a grim farce, full of grotesque lights and shadows, mocking and gibing at all which had seemed to him sweet and pure and strong. Her warm breath fell upon his cheek, and her eyes maddened him. A curiously faint perfume from her clothes floated upon the air, and oppressed him with its peculiar richness. He was a strong man but at that moment he faltered. It seemed as though some unseen hand were weaving a spell upon him, as though his whole environment was being drawn in around him, and he himself were powerless. Yet, even in that moment of intoxication, his reason did not altogether desert him. He knew that if he opened his arms to receive that clinging figure, and drew the delicate, tear-stained face, full of mute invitation, down to his, to be covered with passionate kisses,—he knew that at that moment he would sign the death-warrant to all that had seemed fair and sweet and comely in his life. Forever he must live without self-respect, a dishonoured man in his own eyes, perhaps some day in hers,—for he had no more faith in her love than in his.




  He held her hands tightly in his,—he had unwound them gently from his neck,—and stood up face to face with her upon the hearthrug. The soft fire-light threw up strange, ruddy gleams, which glowed around her and shown in her dark eyes, fixed so earnestly and so passionately upon his.




  “Adrea,” he said, and his low, hoarse tone sounded harsh and unfamiliar to his ears, “you do not know——”




  She interrupted him, she threw her arms again around his neck, and her upturned face almost met his.




  “I do know! I do know! I understand—everything! Only I—cannot live without you, Paul!”




  Her head sank upon his shoulder; he could not thrust her away. Very gently he passed his arms around her, and drew her to him. He knew that he could trust himself. For him the battle was over. Even as she had crept into his arms, there had come to him a flash of memory—a sudden, swift vision. The walls of the dimly lit, dainty little chamber, with all its charm of faint perfume, soft lights, and luxurious drapings, had opened before him, and he looked out upon another world. A bare Northumbrian moor, with its tumbled masses of grey rock, its low-hanging, misty clouds and silent tarns, stretched away before his eyes. A strong, fresh breeze, salt-smelling and bracing, cooled his hot face. The roar of a great ocean thundered in his ears, and an angry sunset burned strange colours into the western sky. And with these actual memories came a healthier tone of feeling—something, indeed, of the old North-country puritanism which was in his blood. The sea spoke to him of the vastness of life, and dared him to cast his away, soiled and tarnished, for the sake of a brief, passionate delight. The breeze, nature’s very voice, whispered to him to stand true to himself, and taste once more and for ever the deep joy of pure and perfect communion with her. The voices of his past life spoke to him in one long, sweet chorus, and held up to him those ideals to which he had been ever true. And blended with all were memories, faint but sweet, of a fair womanly face, into whose clear grey eyes he could never dare to look again if he yielded now to this fierce temptation. A new strength came upon him, and brought with it a great tenderness.




  “Adrea, my child,” he said softly, “you make me almost forget that I am your guardian and you are my ward. Sit down here! I want to talk to you.”




  He led her, dumb and unresisting, to a chair, and stood by her side.




  “Adrea——”




  She interrupted him, throwing his arms roughly from her shoulder, and springing to her feet.




  “How dare you touch me! How dare you stand there and mock me! Oh! how I hate you! hate you! hate you!”




  Her voice and every limb trembled with passion, and her face was as pale as death. Before her anger he bowed his head and was silent. Against the sombre background of dark curtains, her slim form seemed to gain an added strength and dignity.




  “You have insulted me, Paul de Vaux! Do I not owe you enough already, without putting this to the score! Dare you think that it was indeed my love I offered you—you who stood by and saw my father murdered that you might be spared from shame and disgrace! Bah! Listen to me and go! You have a brother? Good! I shall ruin him, shall break his heart; and, when the task is over, I shall cast him away like an old glove! Oh, it will be easy, never fear! I shall do it. Arthur is no cold hypocrite, like you. He is my slave. And when I have ruined him, have set my foot upon him, it will be your turn, Monsieur Paul de Vaux. Listen! I will know my father’s secret! I will know why he was murdered! I will discover everything! Some day the whole world shall know—from me. Now go! Out of my sight, I say! Go! go! go!”




  With bowed head and face as white as death Paul walked out of the room, with her words ringing in his ears like the mocking echoes of some hideous nightmare.
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  “Were there any letters for me this morning, mother?” Paul asked.




  “Only one for you, I think,” Mrs. de Vaux answered from across the tea-tray. “I believe you will find it in the library. Shall I send for it?”




  Paul shook his head. “It will keep,” he answered lightly. “I can get it on my way upstairs. Have we anything left to tell, Lady May?”




  “I think not,” Lady May replied, from the depths of an easy chair drawn up to the fire. “Altogether it has been a glorious day, and such a scent! I don’t know when I have enjoyed anything so much.”




  “Nor I!” Paul answered heartily. “The going was superb, and that second fox took us over a grand stretch of country. Really, if it hadn’t been for the walls here and there, we might have been in Leicestershire! May I have some more tea, mother?”




  Mrs. de Vaux stretched out her hand for his cup, and smiled gently at their enthusiasm. She had been a hunting woman all her life; and, though she seldom even drove to a meet now, she liked to have her son come in to afternoon tea with her, and talk over the run. Of late, too, he had seemed so pale and listless that she had been getting a little anxious. She had begun to fear that he must be out of health, or that the monotony of Vaux Abbey was wearying him, and that he would be leaving her again soon. But to-day she had watched him ride up the avenue, with Lady May, and it seemed to her that there was a change in his bearing—a change for the better; and, looking at him now, she was sure of it. A faint glow was in his cheeks, and his eyes were brighter. His manner, too, to Lady May pleased her more. He had ridden home with her; from their conversation, they seemed to have been together almost all day; and there seemed to be a spirit of bon comeradie between the two, as they talked over their doings, which certainly pointed to a good understanding. Altogether Mrs. de Vaux was pleased and hopeful.




  And, indeed, she had reason to be, for his long day in the open country with Lady May had been like a strong, sweet tonic to Paul. For the first time since his return to Vaux Abbey he had felt that a time might come when he would be able to escape altogether from those lingering, bitter-sweet memories which were all that remained to him now of Adrea. On the bare, windy moor, with the glow of physical exercise and excitement coursing through his veins, and Lady May’s pleasant voice in his ears, that little scene in the rose-lit chamber seemed for a moment very far away. Adrea, with her soft, passion-lit eyes, and dusky, oriental face, her lithe, voluptuous figure and the faint perfumes of her rustling draperies, seemed less to him then than a short while ago he could have believed possible. He could not think of that scene without a shudder,—it had left its mark in a certain way for ever,—but it was not so constantly present to him. He knew that, for the first time, a woman had tempted him sorely. He knew, too, and he alone, how nearly he had yielded. His sudden passion, her strange Eastern beauty, and the fascination which it had exercised over him, together with the soft sensuousness of her surroundings, had formed a strong coalition, and to-day he recognised, for the first time, how much he owed his victory to the girl who was riding by his side. Even in those breathless moments of hesitation he had found time to consider that if he yielded to Adrea’s pleading, he could never again take Lady May’s hand, or meet her frank, open gaze. The pure healthfulness of life which had been so dear to him would be tainted for ever. The moorland breezes of his northern home would never strike the same chords in his nature again. All these recollections had flashed across his mind at that critical moment, lending strength to resist and crush his passion. And to-day he had commenced to reap his reward. To-day he had tasted once more the sweets of these things, and found how dear they still were to him. He could still look into Lady May’s fair, pure face unshamed, and find all the old pleasure in listening to her frank, girlish talk; and he could still bare his head to the sweeping winds, and lift his face to the sun and gaze with silent admiration at the faint, deepening colours in the western sky, as Lady May and he rode homeward across the moor in the late afternoon. All these joys would have been lost to him for ever,—these and many others. Adrea could never have repaid him for their loss.




  So Paul, who had come home from London pale and silent, with the marks of a great struggle upon him, lay back in an arm chair and watched the firelight play upon Lady May’s fair face with more than a passive interest. Mrs. de Vaux’s cherished scheme had never been so near its accomplishment; for if she could have read Paul’s thoughts she would have known that he was thinking of Lady May more tenderly than he had ever done before. Meeting his steadfast, almost wistful, gaze, she became almost confused, and suddenly rising, she shook out the skirts of her riding habit, and took up her hat and whip.




  “It has been such a delightful rest,” she said, looking away from Paul and speaking to his mother. “I shall never forget how good that tea tasted! But I really must go, Mrs. de Vaux! My poor animal is quite done up, and I shall have to walk all the way home.”




  “I don’t know whether I did right,” Paul said, rising, “but I sent your groom straight on home with the mare, and ordered a brougham for you. She has had a long day, and I thought it would be more comfortable for you.”




  She flashed a grateful glance at him. “How thoughtful and how kind you are! Of course it will be nicer! I was beginning to feel a little selfish, too, for keeping Betty out of her stable so long.”




  “As a reward we will keep you a little longer,” he remarked. “It is only six o’clock!”




  She shook her head. “No I won’t stop, thanks! There are some tiresome people coming to dine to-night, and I must go home. Good-bye, Lady de Vaux!”




  Paul strolled down the hall with her and handed her into the carriage. For the first time in his life he held her hand a little tighter and a little longer than was necessary.




  “Shall you be at home to-morrow afternoon, Lady May?” he asked quietly.




  She looked up at him for a moment, and then her eyes drooped, and her heart beat a little faster. She understood him.




  “Yes!” she answered softly.




  “I shall ride over then! Good-bye!”




  “Good-bye!”




  He lingered on the doorstep for a minute, watching the carriage roll down the avenue. When it had disappeared, he turned back into the hall, and after a moment’s hesitation, entered the library.




  It was a large, sombre-looking apartment, scarcely ever entered by anyone save Paul. The bookcases reached only half-way up the walls, the upper portion of which was hung with oil portraits, selected from the picture gallery. At the lower end of the room the shelves had been built out at right angles to the wall, lined with books, and in one of the recesses so-formed—almost as large as an ordinary-sized chamber—Paul had his writing-table surrounded by his favourite volumes. It was a delightful little miniature library. Facing him, six rows of black oak shelves held a fine collection of classical literature; on his left, the lower shelves contained rare editions of the early English dramatists, and the upper ones were given up to poetry, from Chaucer to Swinburne. The right-hand shelves were wholly French, from quaint volumes of troubadours’ poetry to Alfred de Musset and De Maupassant. It was here Paul spent most of his time when at the Abbey.




  The meet had been rather a long way off that morning, and he had left before the arrival of the post-bag from the neighbouring town. Mrs. de Vaux had distributed the letters, and the one she had spoken of lay at the edge of the table. He stretched out his hand to take it up—without any presentiments, without any thought as to whom it might be from. An invitation, doubtless, or a begging letter he imagined, as he caught sight of the large square envelope. But suddenly, before his fingers had closed upon it, he started and stood quite still, leaning over the back of his chair. His heart was beating fast, and there was a mist before his eyes—a mist through which he saw, as though in a dream, the walls of his library melt away, to be replaced by the dainty interior of that little room in Grey Street, with all the dim luxury of its soft colouring and adornment. He saw her too, the centre of the picture—saw her as she seemed to him before that final scene—saw her half-kneeling, half-crouching, before him, with her beautiful dark eyes, yearning and passionate, fixed upon his in mute, but wonderfully eloquent, pleading. Oh! it was folly, but it was sweet, marvellously sweet. Every nerve seemed thrilled with the exquisite pleasure of the memory so suddenly called up to him, and his lips quivered with the thought of what he might have said to her. The strange, voluptuous perfume which crept upwards from that letter seemed in a measure to have paralysed him. He stood there like a man entranced, with the dim firelight on one side and the low horned moon through the high window on his left, casting a strange, vivid light on his pale face—paler even than usual against the scarlet of his hunting-coat. That letter! What could it contain? Was it a recall, or a fresh torrent of anger? He stood there quite still, leaning over the back of the high-backed oak chair emblazoned with the De Vaux arms, and making no motion towards taking it up.




  A sound from outside—the low rumbling of a gong—roused him at last, and he pushed the chair hastily away from him. His first impulse was one of anger, of shame, that he, a strong man, as he had deemed himself, should have been so moved by a simple flood of memories. It seemed ignoble to him and a frown gathered on his forehead as he reached forward and picked up the letter. Yet his fingers trembled as they tore it open, and his eyes ran over the contents rapidly.




  

    “18 GREY STREET, LONDON, W., Thursday.




    “Monsieur Paul, my hand trembles a little when I sit down to write to you, and think of our last parting. But write to you I must! I am very humble now, and very, very much ashamed! Shall I go on and say that I am very sad and lonely,—for it is so! I am miserable! I have been miserable every moment since that day! Forgive me, Monsieur Paul, forgive me! my guardian. I behaved quite dreadfully, and I deserved to be punished. Believe me! I am punished. I have had scarcely any sleep, and my eyes are swollen with weeping. I have cancelled all my engagements this week, and I have closed my doors to everybody. Oh! be generous, Monsieur Paul! be generous and forgive me! I have suffered so much,—it is right that I should, for I was much to blame. Will you not let fall some kindly veil of memory over that afternoon. I was mad. Let what I said be unsaid! Let me be again just what you called me,—your ward. I ask for nothing more! Be cold, if you will, and stern! Scold me! and I will but say that I have deserved it! Only come to me! Come and let me hear your own lips tell me that I am forgiven. I will do everything that you ask! I will not see Arthur if he calls,—you shall tell me yourself how to answer his letters,—I have a little pile of them here. Monsieur Paul, you must come! You must come, or I shall be driven to—but no! I will not threaten. You would not care whatever happened to me, would you? I am very, very lonely. I wish that I could have telegraphed all this, and had you here to-night! But you would not have come! Yet, perhaps you would, out of kindness to a solitary girl. I like to think that you would have!




    “Monsieur Paul, you have been good to the ‘little brown girl,’ as you used to call her, all your life! Do not forsake her now. She has been very mad and wicked, but she is very, very penitent. Celeste tells me that I am looking thin and ill, and my looking-glass says the same. It is because I am unhappy; it is because my guardian is angry with me, and he is so far away. Oh! Monsieur Paul, come, come, come to me! It shall be all as you wish! I will obey you in everything. Only forgive!




    “Yours,




    “ADREA.”
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    “A figure from the past I see once more as in a dream.”


  




  This evening I have had an adventure! I am thankful, for it has occupied my thoughts for awhile; and for anything that does that I am grateful. I had been in the house all day, restless and nervous, and towards dusk I put on my cloak and a thick veil, and went out into the street. I scarcely noticed which way I went. It was all the same to me. A dull purple bank of clouds hung low down in the west, and the air was close and still. By-and-by I heard thunder, and big raindrops fell upon the pavement. A storm was threatening, and I longed for it to come and clear the air.




  I must have been walking for nearly an hour, when it came at last, and the rain fell in great sheets. I looked around for a cab, but there was none in sight. I had no idea where I was,—London is so vast and large,—and though, by the distant roar of wheels, I could tell that I was not far from a great thoroughfare, the street in which I was seemed to be deserted. Just by my side was a dark tunnel, gloomy and vault-like in appearance; but in that downpour any refuge was welcome, and I stepped back underneath it. It was like going into the bowels of the earth; and, every now and then, there was a roar over my head which made me almost dizzy. But, from round the corner, I could see that it was only the sound of trains passing and repassing, so I decided to stay until I could see a cab.




  Opposite to me was a man with a truck-load of oranges, and by his side a boy seated before a red-hot swinging can, containing chestnuts. There was no one else in the street, although at the bottom of it crowds of people and a constant stream of vehicles were hurrying along. On the other side of the way was a tall and grim-looking building, discoloured with smoke and age. It was evidently a hospital or institution of some sort. The windows were long and narrow, and one or two of them, I could see, were of stained glass. There was no brass plate by the front door, nor any sign. In the absence of anything else to do, I began to frame surmises as to what the place might be. The spotlessly white doorsteps and polished bell interested me; they seemed out of tone with the character of the place and its surroundings, so utterly bare and dreary. I began to wish that a caller would come and ring the bell, so that I could get a peep at the interior. But no one did, although I noticed that more than one hurrying passer-by glanced up at it curiously.




  The thunder died away, but the rain still came down heavily. If it had not been for my curious interest in that great ugly building opposite, I should have risked a wetting, and made my way down to the busy thoroughfare in the distance. But I was anxious to see some one enter or leave the place, or for something to happen which would give me an idea as to its character; so I waited. Half an hour passed, and my curiosity remained unsatisfied. There was no sign of life about the place; not even a tradesman had called, nor had that forbidding-looking portal once been opened. It was still raining fast, but there were signs of finer weather, and right overhead was a break in the clouds. I should certainly be able to leave now in a few minutes; but, strangely enough, all my impatience seemed gone. The grim-looking building opposite had fascinated me. I had no desire to leave the place until I had found out all about it.




  It was odd, that curiosity of mine; all my days I shall wonder at it. On the face of it, it seemed so unreasonable, and yet it led to so much. I have no creed, and I know nothing about philosophies, or perhaps to-night’s adventure might have meant even more to me. But, indeed, it seems as though some unseen hand led me out and brought me into that deserted street. From to-night there must be changes in my life; I cannot escape from them. As yet I am too much in a whirl to ask myself whether I wish to.




  To return to that house. When I saw that the storm was clearing, and that I should be able to leave in a few minutes, I determined to make an effort to satisfy my curiosity. I crossed the road, and addressed the man who was sitting on the handles of his barrow of oranges.




  “Do you know what place that is opposite?” I asked, pointing across the road.




  He took out a filthy pipe from his mouth, and spat upon the pavement. I think that he must have noticed my look of disgust, for he answered me surlily, “No, I don’t!”




  I turned to the boy. “Do you?” I asked.




  He shook his head. “Not for certain, ma’am. I believe it’s some sort of a Roman Catholic place, though. Them gents in long clothes and shovel hats is allus going in and hout. ‘Ullo, Bill! Here she be again! She’s a-trying it on, ain’t she?”




  The man looked up and grunted. I followed the boy’s glance, and saw a tall, dark woman walking swiftly along on the other side of the road. From the very first her figure was somehow familiar to me, and




  She stopped outside the closed door, and hesitated for a moment, as though doubtful whether to ring or not. During her moment of hesitation she glanced round, and I recognised her. She could not see me, for I was in the shadow of the underground tunnel.




  “Blarmed if she ain’t come again,” the man growled. “She’s as regular as clockwork! Wonder what she wants!”




  I felt my knees trembling; I could not have crossed the road at that moment if it had been to save my life. The boy looked up at me curiously.




  “Happen you know her, lady,” he remarked. “She’s been here at this time, or thereabouts, pretty near every day for a fortnight.”




  Happen I know her! Yes, that was the boy’s odd phrase. It rang in my ears, and I found myself gasping for breath. My eyes were fixed upon that tall, slender figure, clothed in sober black, waiting upon the doorstep with bowed head, and standing very still and motionless. It was like an effigy of patience. There were not two women in the world like that; it was impossible. She was in England, and alone—free! What did it mean? Should I run to her, or hide away? I glanced over my shoulder where the black shadows of the tunnel were only dimly lit by the feeble gaslight. I could steal away, and she would never see me. Yet as I thought of it, the grimy, barren street and the solemn-looking building faded away before my eyes. The sun and wind burned my face; the wind, salt with ocean spray, and echoing with the hoarse screaming of the sea-birds that rode upon it. I was at Cruta again, panting to be free, stealing away in the twilight down the narrow path amongst the rocks to where that tiny boat lay waiting, like a speck upon the waters. And it was she who had helped me—the sad-faced woman who had braved the terrible anger of the man whom we had both dreaded. Again I heard her gentle words of counsel, and the answering lies which should have blistered my lips. For I lied to her, not hastily or on impulse, but deliberately in cold blood. Anything, I cried to myself, to escape from this rock, this living death! So I lied to her, and she helped me. No wonder that I trembled. No wonder that I half made up my mind to flee away into the sheltering darkness of that noisome-looking tunnel.




  It takes long to set down in writing the thoughts which flashed through me at that moment. Yet when I had made up my mind the woman was still there, waiting meekly before the closed door.




  “You were speaking of her,” I said to the boy, who was half-sitting, half-crouching against the side of the tunnel. “What was it you said? I did not hear.”




  Man and boy commenced to tell me together. Their strange London talk puzzled me, and I could only extract a confused sense of what they said. The woman, to whom they rudely pointed, had called at the building opposite every day for a fortnight at about this hour to make some inquiry. Day by day she had turned away, after one brief question asked and answered, with bowed head and dejected manner. Yet, day by day, she returned and repeated it. Ever the same disappointment, the same despair!




  They knew nothing more. Her regular visits had awakened a certain curiosity in them, and they had commenced to look for them, and indulge in a little mild speculation as to her one day meeting with a different reception. Nothing more! There was a shade of pity in the boy’s tone, and I gave him a shilling; then I crossed the road.




  As I left the kerbstone, the door opened and I heard her question:—




  “Has Father Adrian called or written, or sent any address yet, please?”




  The man, who had opened the door only a few inches, kept in the background, and I could see nothing of him, but I heard his grim, monosyllable reply:




  “No! Father Adrian has not visited or communicated with us.”




  She turned away with a meek “Thank you,” and found herself face to face with me. My heart smote me when I saw how poor were her clothes, and how thin her features.




  At first she did not know me; but I raised my veil, and whispered her name softly in her ear.




  She threw up her hands, and swayed backwards and forwards upon the pavement.




  “Adrea! Adrea!” she cried wildly. “My God!”




  A cab drove up, and I called it. She had just strength enough to enter it, leaning heavily upon my arm; then she fainted.
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  To-night I have had another shock! I was sitting alone in my room down-stairs, dreaming over the fire, when a footstep sounded upon the stairs. At first I thought that it might be Paul, and I sprang up, and stood listening intently. What a little fool I was! I felt the colour burning in my cheeks, and my heart was beating. I listened to the tread, and the madness passed away. It was a man’s footsteps, but not Paul’s.




  They halted at my door, and there was a firm, deliberate knock. Before I could reply, the handle was turned, and a figure stood upon the threshold.




  My little chamber was in darkness, but the clear, cold voice struck a vague note of familiarity.




  “I seek Adrea Kiros! Are these her rooms? Are you she?”




  I struck a match with trembling fingers, and looked eagerly towards the doorway. A man stood there, dark, stern, and forbidding, looking steadfastly towards me. My memory had not deceived me! It was Father Adrian!




  “You have found me out,” I said slowly. “Come inside and close the door.”




  He moved slowly forward, and stood in the middle of the room. His face was as white as marble and as steadfast; but his dark eyes, which seemed to be challenging mine to meet them, were full of smouldering fire. I summoned up all my courage, and threw myself into a low chair, with a little laugh.




  “You are not exactly cordial,” I said. “If you have anything to say to me, won’t you sit down?”




  “If I have anything to say to you!” he repeated, and his whole tone seemed vibrating with hardly subdued passion. “If I have anything to say to you! Is this your greeting?”




  “Why, no, not if you come as a friend! But when you stand and glare at me comme cela, what do you expect? Nothing very cordial, surely!”




  He advanced a step further towards me. I watched him steadfastly, and I knew that the old madness was not dead. I was glad. It made the struggle between us more even.




  “Have I no cause to look at you sternly, Adrea?” he demanded,—“you who deceived us! you who lied to us, to win our aid! Where would you have been now had it not been for me? At Cruta! Would to God my hand had withered before it had set you free!”




  “You are very kind!”




  “Girl, are you mad? At Cruta you were thoughtless and gay, but God knows your heart was pure. Now you are a paid dancing girl!”




  I turned upon him suddenly, rising to my full height, and looking him straight in the face. He did not flinch, but a faint colour rose to his forehead as he continued.




  “Stop!” I said. “You are talking of those things which you do not understand. You could not possibly understand. You and I are different; we belong to different worlds. The things of your world are not the things of mine. Leave me now, and for ever, and let us go our own ways. We measure things by different quantities. You are a priest, and very much a priest, and I am a woman, and very much a woman! For the past I am grateful; for its sake I forget the insults of the present. Now go!”




  I knew quite well that he would not take me at my word, nor did he.




  “Adrea, I cannot go and lose all knowledge of you for ever,” he said sadly. “For my own sake I would say, Would to God that I could! but it is impossible. Within me there is a voice which whispers ‘Fly,’ but I cannot; your future is still as dear to me as in the old days. Oh! Adrea! I have sorrowed and mourned lest our last parting had been for ever, and now, alas! I would that it had been; I would to God that I had never found you out!”




  “You can forget it,” I said coldly.




  “I can never forget it,” he answered fiercely. “Girl! you seem to me sometimes like a scourge! Your memory is a very nightmare of sin! You have brought me nothing but pain and remorse and anguish of heart. For all my suffering there is no brighter side; yet I cannot forget it!”




  Despite his fierce words, which for a moment had burned in my ears, I pitied him. In the old days he had been my champion, and it was his hand, together with hers, which had aided my escape from Cruta. So I spoke to him softly.




  “I am sorry! As I said, we are of different moulds, and we belong to a different branch of humanity. We are neither of us inclined to change! Let us go our own ways, and apart!”




  He was close by my side now, and his hand was resting on the back of my chair. I laid mine upon it for a moment; it was cold as ice, and shaking. The old madness was upon him indeed.




  “You were kind to me at Cruta,” I continued. “I do not forget it, and I thank you for it! But we are as far apart as the poles, and we must continue so.”




  The position between us seemed reversed. He stood by my side, pale and passionate, with his clear eyes full of a strange wistfulness.




  “All that you say is, in a measure, true,” he said in a low tone; “yet do not send me away from you! Some day you may see things differently; some day trouble may come to you, and I may be your helper! There is only one thing: I would have you look upon me as a brother, and I would have you give me a brother’s confidence.”




  “I would gladly be friends with you,” I answered, “only do not seek more than I choose to tell you. As for the things you charge me with, there is truth and falsehood in them. It is true that I have earned my living by dancing, but it has been in private only. Of course, you know nothing about it; how should you? But I am not a ballet dancer, as I believe you think.”




  “You are not upon the stage, then?”




  “No! nor do I dance in short skirts! Some day I will give you an exhibition in this room! Now don’t look like that,” I added quickly; “I was only joking. I would not defile the air around your saintliness for the world! But I want to tell you this: my dancing is recognised as an art. I rank everywhere with the men and women who are called artists, the men and women who are ever striving to realize in some manner a particular ideal of beauty through different channels. The highest development of physical beauty in the human form is in grace of motion. I aim at the beautiful in illustrating this. I didn’t know it myself until a great painter told me so, but I am beginning to understand. I don’t expect you to; you must take it on trust.”




  “It sounds strange to me, but I do not doubt that there is truth, some truth in it,” he admitted gravely.




  “You and I look upon life, and all its connections, with different eyes,” I continued. “What may seem sin to you, may be justified to me. Yet I will stoop to answer your unspoken question. As I was at Cruta, so I am now! It may be that I am better, for I have done a good action!”




  He held up his hand, but I took no notice.




  “I will tell it you. A few days ago, chance brought in my way a most unhappy woman. She had escaped from an odious captivity, only to find herself alone, friendless and penniless in a strange city. The man on whom she had counted for help she could not find. He had given her an address where she might always hear of him. Day by day she inquired there in vain. It may have been through no fault of his, but she was in sore straits.”




  “Her name?”




  “I found her, and brought her home. She lives with me; she is here!”




  The door was opening as I spoke, and she entered. They stood face to face, silent with the shock of so sudden a meeting. Then he stepped quickly forward, and, taking her hands, drew her to him. I slipped away, and left them alone together.
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  A north-country storm of rain and wind had suddenly blown up from the sea, and the few remaining followers of the De Vaux hounds were dispersed right and left, making for home with all possible speed. The sky had looked dull and threatening all day long, and with the first shades of twilight the rain had commenced to fall in a sudden torrent. There had been some little hesitation on the part of the master about drawing this last cover, for the hounds had had a rough day, and the field was small; and directly the storm broke, the horn was blown without hesitation, the pack was re-called, and the huntsman, cracking his whip, started for home at a long, swinging trot. The day’s sport was over.




  There were only a handful of horsemen waiting outside when the signal was given, and with collars turned up to their ears, and cigars alight, they were very soon riding down the hill to the village whose lights were beginning to twinkle out from the darkness in the valley below. At the cross-roads, Paul, who had been riding in the midst of them, wheeled his horse round and took the road to Vaux Abbey amidst a chorus of farewells.




  “Are you going for the Abbey, De Vaux?” Captain Westover asked, reining in his horse. “Better come home with me, and dine! I’ll send you back to-night, and they’ll look after your mare all right in the stables. Come along!”




  Paul shook his head. “I’ll get home, thanks!” he answered. “A wetting won’t hurt me, and there’s only a mile or two of it.”




  Captain Westover shrugged his shoulders. “Just as you like. My people would be very glad to see you! By the bye, you were to have called last week, weren’t you? Lady May was asking where you were this morning! Come and dine to-morrow night!”




  “Thanks! Unless I send word over to the contrary, I will, then! Good-night!”




  “Good-night!”




  Captain Westover cantered on after the others, and Paul turned off in the opposite direction, riding slowly, with bent head and loose bridle. In his pocket was Adrea’s letter, scarcely a week old; and now that the physical excitement of the day was over, his thoughts, as usual, were full of it again. It was an uphill battle that he was fighting! All day long he had been striving to forget it! He had spared neither himself nor his horses in the desperate attempt to reach such a stage of physical exhaustion as should make his mind a blank—as should free it, at any rate, from those torturing memories, and the fierce restlessness which they begat. He had tried his utmost, and he had failed. His pink hunting-coat and tops, immaculate at the start, were covered with thick mud, and his horse (his second mount) was scarcely able to put one foot before the other. Yet he had failed utterly. Hunger and fatigue seemed things far away to him. Wherever he looked—out into the grey mists, which came rolling across the moor, soaking him with moisture, or down into the road, fast becoming a bog, or up into the dim sky—he seemed to see the pages of Adrea’s letter standing out before him, word for word, phrase for phrase. Every sentence of it seemed to him as vivid and real as though it had been spoken in his ears; nay, he could almost fancy that he saw the great tears welling slowly out of those soft, dark eyes, and could hear the passionate quiver in her faltering tones. Day by day it had been a desperate struggle with him to resist the mad desire which prompted him to order a dogcart, drive to the nearest town, and catch the mail train to London. Beyond that—how she would receive him, what he would say to her—everything was chaos; he dared not trust himself to think about it.




  Yet, whenever he suffered his thoughts to dwell upon this matter at all, the reverse side of it all sooner or later presented itself. Clear and insistent above the emotion which swayed him came ever that uncompromising question—where lay his duty in this matter? It was the true and manly side of his nature, developed by instinct and long training, and refusing now to be overborne and swept away by this surging tide of passion. It rang in his ears, and it demanded an answer. Away in the distance, on the opposite side of the valley, his vacant eyes rested idly upon the many lights and dim outline of Westover Castle. What place had Lady May in his heart? Was there room for her—and Adrea? Could he see Adrea day by day, and never pass the barrier which he himself had set up between them? What did he wish? What was right? Just then everything was to him so vague and chaotic.




  He had been riding for nearly an hour, with his reins quite loose upon his horse’s neck, and trusting entirely to her to take the homeward route. Suddenly his mare came to an abrupt halt, and Paul looked around him in surprise. At first he had not the faintest idea as to his whereabouts; then a dull roar, coming from across a narrow strip of moorland on his left, gave him a clue, and he saw what had happened. Instead of turning inland to Vaux Abbey, his horse had kept straight on, and had brought him almost to the sea—a good five miles out of his way.




  The situation was not a cheerful one. They were ten miles from home, and Ironsides, completely done up, was trembling ominously at the knees, and looking around at him pitifully. Paul himself was wet to the skin; and as he dismounted for a moment to ease his stiff limbs, he was conscious of a distinct inclination to shiver. The grey mists were rolling up all round them; and directly Paul’s feet touched the ground, he felt himself sink ankle-deep in the wet, soft sand. It was all horribly uncomfortable, and more than that, it was serious; for immediately he had passed his hand over his horse’s flanks and felt her knees, Paul knew that she was not in a condition for him to mount her again. There was no hope of reaching Vaux Abbey without rest and refreshments, for Ironsides at any rate.




  He looked steadily around him, and began to get some faint idea as to his whereabouts. His mare must have been deceived by following a private road which led to a cottage belonging to an old half-pay officer, Major Harcourt. They had evidently passed the cottage, and pursued the road almost to its termination, for where they now were it was little better than a sheep-track, leading through a closed gate a few yards in front of them into a scattered pine plantation and down to the sea. The only thing to do was to retrace their steps until they came to the cottage, and there beg shelter for a while.




  “We’ve made a mess of it, old girl!” Paul said soothingly, patting his mare’s neck, and passing his arm through the bridle. “Come on, then! We’ll see whether we can’t find an empty stall for you at Major Harcourt’s.”




  They retraced their steps, the mare limping wearily along by Paul’s side, and every now and then stopping to look at him in despair. Paul found a grim humour in the situation. It was the quagmire into which thoughts of Adrea had led him; a parable sent to show him the folly of such thoughts, and whither they tended. He laughed a little bitterly at the thought. Once, when a very young man, he had thought himself a fatalist. After all, perhaps it was the best thing to be! Conscience and duty were wearisome guides; a course of voluntary drifting would be rather a relief.




  Suddenly the mare pricked up her ears, and neighed. Paul looked steadily through the mist, and quickened his pace. Scarcely a hundred yards ahead was the dim outline of the cottage, nestled up against a pine grove and facing the sea.




  Paul was fairly well acquainted with Major Harcourt; and although he had seen nothing of him for some time, he had not the slightest compunction in claiming shelter for himself and his horse. He led her up the trim, winding drive to the front door, and rang the bell.




  “Is Major Har——” Paul began, as the door was opened; then he broke off abruptly.




  The man-servant who had opened the door, and was standing on the step, peering out into the darkness, was a familiar figure to him. It was Gomez!
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  The recognition was not immediately simultaneous. Gomez, standing on the step, was in the full light of the hall lamp, but Paul was still amongst the shadows.




  “Don’t you know me, Gomez?” Paul asked, stepping forward. “I am Paul de Vaux.”




  A shade passed across the man’s face, and he laid his hand quickly upon his heart, as though to cease some sudden pain. Then he stood on one side, holding the door open.




  “I beg your pardon, Mr. Paul; I could not see your face out there. Won’t you walk in, sir?”




  Paul dropped his mare’s bridle and stepped inside. The polished white stone hall, with its huge fire in the centre, looked warm and comfortable, and away in the distance there was a cheerful rattle of teacups.




  “What are you doing here, Gomez?” Paul asked, shaking the wet from his hat. “I understood that you were going to take the under-bailiff’s place.”




  “Higgs has not left yet, sir,” Gomez answered. “I have been living here as caretaker for Major Harcourt.”




  “Caretaker! Isn’t he at home then?”




  Gomez shook his head, looking keenly at Paul all the time. “Major Harcourt does not winter here now, sir. He has let the place, furnished.”




  “What a confounded nuisance! To whom has he let it?” Paul asked quickly. “You see my plight, and my horse is worse off still. We lost our way going home from Dunston Spinnies.”




  “Major Harcourt’s tenant is a lady,” Gomez answered, after a moment’s hesitation. “She only arrived yesterday.”




  Paul shrugged his shoulders. He was annoyed, but there was no help for it.




  “Well, will you see her at once and represent matters? I want a loose box for the night for my horse, and a rest for myself, and afterwards a conveyance for the Abbey, if possible. Tell her my name. I daresay she won’t mind. Who is she?”




  Gomez said nothing for a moment. Then he drew Paul back to the door, and pointed out into the darkness.




  “Mr. Paul,” he said, in a quick, hoarse whisper, “at the back of that hedge there is a road which leads straight up to the Abbey. It is a matter of six miles or so, I know, and you are tired; but that is nothing. Take my advice, sir, and believe me it is for your good. Get out of this house as soon as you can, and go home, though you have to walk every step. I’ll look after your horse, and you can send for it in the morning.”




  Paul looked into the man’s face astonished. “What nonsense, Gomez!” he exclaimed. “Do you know what you are talking about! Why, I’m tired out, and almost starved. Here I am and here I shall stop, unless your mistress is as inhospitable as you are.”




  Gomez bowed, and closed the door. “Very good, sir; you will have your own way, of course. But remember in the future that I was faithful, I warned you. Come this way, sir. I will send your horse round to the stables. The name of the lady of the house is Madame de Merteuill.”




  A little uneasy and very much mystified, Paul followed him across the hall, and was silently ushered into a long, low drawing-room, a room of nooks and corners, furnished in old-fashioned style, but with perfect taste, and dimly lit with soft, shaded lamps. There was a bright fire blazing on the hearth, and a pleasant sense of warmth in the air.




  At first it seemed as though the room was empty, but in a moment a tall, pale-faced lady, with wonderfully dark eyes and grey hair, rose from an easy chair behind the piano, and looked at him, at first questioningly.




  “I am afraid that you will consider this an unwarrantable intrusion,” Paul said, bowing; “but the fact is, I lost my way riding home from the hunt, and my horse cannot go a yard further. As for myself, you can see what state I am in. I saw your lights, and have some acquaintance with Major Harcourt, and not knowing that he had left, I ventured here to throw myself upon his hospitality. My name is De Vaux—Paul de Vaux; and although it is some distance to the Abbey, I believe that we are next-door neighbours.”




  It was beginning to dawn upon Paul that he had somehow stumbled upon a very strange household. During the whole of his speech, the lady whom he was addressing had stood silent and transfixed, with wide-open eyes and a terrible shrinking look of fear upon her face. She must be mad, Paul concluded swiftly. What an ass Gomez was not to have told him! While he was wondering how to get away, she spoke.




  “Your name de Vaux, Paul de Vaux, near Vaux Abbey?”




  He bowed, looking at her with fresh interest. His name seemed familiar to her. In a moment or two the unnatural lethargy left her, and she spoke to him, though still in a curiously suppressed tone.




  “I beg your pardon. You are welcome. I was a little startled at first.”




  She rang the bell. Gomez answered it.




  “Bring some fresh tea, and some sandwiches and wine,” she ordered. “Tell them in the stables to see that this gentleman’s horse has every attention.”




  Gomez received his orders in silence, and withdrew with darkening face. Paul looked after him with surprise.




  “Gomez does not seem particularly pleased to see me again,” he remarked. “What is the matter with the man, I wonder?”




  “It is only his manner, I think,” she said softly. “He was your father’s servant, was he not?”




  “Yes. How did you know that?” he asked quickly. “Ah, I beg your pardon; he told you, of course. You will find him a faithful servant.”




  She bowed her head, but made no reply. Indeed, Paul found it very difficult to start a conversation of any sort with his new neighbour. To all his remarks she returned only monosyllabic answers, looking at him steadily all the while out of her full, dark eyes in a far-away, wistful manner, as though she saw in his face something which carried her thoughts into another world. It was a little uncomfortable for Paul, and he was not sorry when Gomez reappeared, bearing a tray with refreshments.




  She handed him his tea in silence; and Paul, who would have been ashamed to have called himself curious, but who was by this time not a little puzzled at her manner, made one more effort at conversation.




  “I think you said that you were quite strange to this part of the country,” he remarked. “We, who have lived here all our lives, are fond of it; but I’m afraid you’ll find it rather dull at first. There is very little society.”




  “We do not desire any,” she said hastily. “We came here—at least I came here—for the sake of indulging in absolute seclusion. It is the same with my step-daughter. In London she had been forced to keep late hours, and her health has suffered. The doctor prescribed complete rest; I, too, desired rest, so we came here. A London house agent arranged it for us.”




  So there was a step-daughter who lived in London, and who went out a great deal. The mention of her gave Paul an opportunity.




  “I wonder if I have ever met your daughter in town,” he said pleasantly. “I am there a good deal, and I have rather a large circle of acquaintances.”




  The implied question seemed to disconcert her. She coloured, and then grew suddenly pale. Her eyes no longer looked into his; they were fixed steadfastly upon the fire.




  “It is not at all probable,” she said, nervously lacing and interlacing her slim white fingers. “No, it is scarcely possible. You would not be likely to meet her. Your friends would not be her friends. She knows so few people. Ah!”




  She started quickly. The door had opened, but it was only Gomez, who had come in with a tray for the empty tea-things. There was a dead silence whilst he removed them. Paul scarcely knew what to say. His hostess puzzled him completely. Perhaps this step-daughter, whose name, together with her own, she seemed so anxious to conceal, was mad, and she had brought her down here instead of sending her to an asylum; or perhaps she herself was mad. He glanced at her furtively, and at once dismissed the latter idea. Her face, careworn and curiously pallid though it was, was the face of no madwoman. It was the face of a woman who had passed through a fiery sea of this world’s trouble and suffering—suffering which had left its marks stamped upon her features; but, of his own accord, he would never have put it down as the face of a weak or erring woman.




  There was a mystery—of that he felt sure; but it was no part of his business to seek to unravel it. The best thing he could do, he felt, was to get up and go. He could scarcely maintain a conversation without asking or implying questions which seemed to painfully embarrass his hostess.




  “I’m very much obliged to you,” he said, rising and holding out his hand. “I feel quite a new man! If you don’t mind I’d like to leave my mare here until to-morrow. She really isn’t fit to travel. My man shall come for her early.”




  “Pray do!” she answered quickly. “Ah!”




  She had started, and clutched at the back of her chair with trembling fingers. Her eyes, wide open and startled, were fixed upon the door.




  Paul, too, turned round, and uttered a little cry. His heart beat fast, and the room swam before him. He stood for a moment perfectly still, with his eyes fastened upon the figure in the doorway.
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  It was Adrea—Adrea herself! She stood there in the shadow of the doorway, with her lips slightly parted, and her great eyes, soft and brilliant, flashing in the ruddy firelight. It was no vision; it was she beyond a doubt!




  Even when the first shock had passed away, he found himself without words; the wonder of it had dazed him. He had thought of her so often in that quaint, dainty little chamber in Grey Street that to see her here so unexpectedly, without the least warning or anticipation, was like being suddenly confronted with a picture which had stepped out of its frame. And that she should be here, too, of all places, here in this bleak corner of the kingdom, where blustering winds swept bare the sullen moorland, and the sea was always grey and stormy. What strange fate could have brought her here, away from all the warmth and luxury of London, to this half-deserted old manor house on the verge of the heath? His mind was too confused in those first few moments to follow out any definite train of thought. The most natural conclusion, that she had come to him, did not enter his imagination.




  His first impulse, as his senses became clearer, was to glance around for the woman who had called Adrea her step-daughter. She was gone. She must have stepped out of the room by the opposite doorway; and with the knowledge that they were alone, he breathed freer.




  “Adrea!” he said, “it is really you, then!”




  His words, necessarily commonplace, dissolved the situation. She laughed softly, and came further into the room.




  “It is I,” she said. “Did you think that I was an elf from spirit-land?”




  He had never shaken hands with her,—it was a thing which had never occurred to either of them; but a sudden impulse came to him then. He took a hasty step forward, and clasped both her little white hands in his. So they stood for another minute in silence, and a strange, soft light flashed in her upturned eyes. She was very near to him, and there was an indefinable sense of yielding in her manner, amounting almost to a mute invitation. He felt that he had only to open his arms, and that strange, beautiful face, with its mocking, quivering mouth, would be very close to his. The old battle was forced upon him to fight all over again; and, alas! he was no stronger.




  It was almost as though she had seen the hesitation—the conflict in him—for with a sudden, imperious gesture she withdrew her hands and turned away from him. There was a scarlet flush creeping through the deep olive of her cheeks, and her eyes were dry and brilliant. Paul, who had never studied women or their ways, looked at her, surprised and a little hurt.




  “You are surprised to see me here, of course?” she said, sinking into a low easy-chair, and taking up a fire-screen of peacocks’ feathers, as though to shield her face from the fire. “Well, it is quite an accident. I wrote you rather a silly letter the other day; but you must not think that I have followed you down here!”




  “I did not think so,” he answered hastily. “The idea never occurred, never could have occurred to me!”




  She continued, without heeding his interruption: “I will explain how we came to take this cottage. A relative of mine came to me suddenly from abroad. She was in great trouble, and was in search of a very secluded dwelling-place, where she might live for a time unknown. I also was in bad health, and the doctor had ordered me complete rest and quiet. We went to a house agent, and told him what we wanted—to get as far away from every one as possible. We did not care how lonely the place was, or how far from London; the further the better. This house was to let, furnished, and at a low figure. I did not know that Vaux Abbey was in the same county even. It suited us, and we took it.”




  “I understand,” Paul answered. “And now that you are here, are you not afraid of finding it dull?”




  She turned away from him, biting her lip. “You do not understand me! You never will. No! I shall not be dull.”




  “I beg your pardon, Adrea. I——”




  “Be quiet!” she interrupted impetuously. “You think that I am too frivolous to live away from the glare and excitement of the city. Of course! To you I am just the dancing girl, nothing more. Do not contradict me. I hate your serious manner. I hate your patronage. Don’t contradict me, I say. Tell me this. How did you find me out? Why are you here?”




  “I have been out hunting, and I lost my way,” Paul answered quietly. “I know Major Harcourt, and, thinking he was still living here, I called for a rest, and to put my horse up. Your step-mother has been very kind and hospitable.”




  Adrea looked at him curiously. “Indeed! She has been kind to you, has she? Who told you that she was my step-mother?”




  “I thought I understood you to say so.”




  “Did I? Perhaps so; I don’t remember. So she was kind to you, was she? She has no cause to be.”




  “No cause to be! Why not?”




  She shrugged her shoulders, “Oh, I don’t know. I’m talking a little at random, I think. You angered me, Monsieur Paul. I am a silly girl, am I not? Do you know that I have thrown up all my engagements until next season? I do not think that I shall dance again at all.”




  “I am glad to hear it.”




  “But I shall go on the stage.”




  “There is no necessity for that, is there?”




  “Necessity! You mean that I have not to earn my bread. That may be true, but what would you have me to do? I am not content to be one of your English young ladies—to sit down, and learn to cook and darn, and read silly books, until fate is kind enough to send me a husband. Not so. I have ambition; I have an artist’s instincts, although I may not yet be an artist. I must live; I must have light and colour in my life.”




  Paul was very grave. He did not understand this new phase in Adrea’s development. There was a curious hardness in her tone and a recklessness in her speech which were strange to him. And with it all he felt very helpless. He could not play the part of guardian and reprove her; he scarcely knew how to argue with her. Women and their ways were strange to him; and, besides, Adrea was so different.




  He stood up on the hearthrug, toying with his long riding-whip, puzzled and unhappy. Adrea was angry with him, he knew; and though he was very anxious to set himself right with her, he felt that he was treading on dangerous ground. He was neither sure of himself nor of her.




  “I am afraid I am a very poor counsellor, Adrea,” he said slowly; “but it seems to me that you want women friends. Your life has been too lonely, too devoid of feminine interests.”




  She laughed—a mirthless, unpleasant little laugh. “Women friends! Good! You say that I have none. It is true. There have been no women who have offered me their friendship in this country. You call yourself my guardian. Why do you not find me some?”




  “You have made it very difficult,” he reminded her.




  She threw a scornful glance at him. “Good! That is generous. You mean to say that I have made myself unfit for the friendship of the women of your family. I thank you, Monsieur Paul. I think that our conversation has lasted long enough. Let me pass; I am going to leave you.”




  He moved quickly towards the door, and barred her passage. There was a dark flush in his cheeks and a gleam in his eyes. Up till then his manner had been a little deprecating, but at her last words it had suddenly changed. He felt that she was unjust, and he was indignant.




  “Adrea, you talk like a child,” he said sternly. “I made no such insinuation as you suggest! You know that I did not! Sit down!”




  She obeyed him; the quick change in his manner had startled her, and taken her at a disadvantage. She felt the force of his superior will, and she yielded to it.




  He leaned over her chair, and his voice grew softer. “Adrea, you are very, very unjust to me,” he said. “Do you wish to make me so unhappy, I wonder? For a week I have been thinking of scarcely anything else save our last parting, and now if I had not stopped you, almost by force, you would have left me again in anger.”




  His tone had grown almost tender, and, as though unconsciously, his hand had rested upon her gleaming coils of dark, braided hair. She looked up at him, and in the firelight he could see that her eyes were soft and dim.




  “You have really thought of me?” she said in a low tone. “You have really been unhappy on my account?”




  “I have!” he admitted. “Very unhappy!”




  Something in his tone—in the reluctance with which he made the admission, angered her. She moved a little further away, and her voice grew harder.




  “Yes; you have been unhappy!” she said. “And why? It was because you were ashamed to find yourself thinking of me; you, Paul de Vaux, a citizen of the world and a man of culture, thinking of a poor dancing girl with only her looks to recommend her! That was where the sting lay! That was what reddened your cheek! You men! You are as selfish as devils!”




  She stamped her foot; her voice was shaking with passion. Paul stood before her with a deep flush on his pale cheeks, silent, like a man suddenly accused. Her words were not altogether true, but they were winged with, at any rate, the semblance of truth.




  She continued—a little more quietly, but with her tone and form still vibrating.




  “What do you fear? What is that you struggle against? I have seen you when it has been your will to take me—into your arms, to hold my hands. Then I have seen you conquer the desire, and you run away, as though afraid of it. Why? Do you fear that I shall seek to compromise you?—is not that the English word? Do you think that I want you to marry me? Is it because you dare not, that you—you do not offer to take my hand, even? Tell me now! Why is it?”




  “For your own sake, Adrea!”




  “For my own sake!” she repeated scornfully. “Do you believe it yourself? Do you really think that it is true? I will tell you why it is! It is because you have no thought, no imagination. You say to yourself, she is not of my world. I cannot marry her.”




  There was a silence. A burning coal fell upon the hearth, and flamed up; the glow reached Paul’s face. He was very pale, and his eyes were dry and brilliant. Suddenly he moved forward, and clasped Adrea’s hands tightly in his.




  “But, Adrea! are you sure that you love me?”




  A sudden change swept into her face. Her dark eyes grew wonderfully soft.




  “Yes!” she answered, looking up to him with a swift, brilliant smile. “I am sure!”




  He held out his arms; his resistance was at an end. It had grown weaker and weaker during those last few moments; now it was all over, swept away by a sudden, tumultuous passion, so strange and little akin to the man that it startled even himself. Afar off in his mind he was conscious of a dim sense of shame as he held her close in his arms and felt her warm, trembling lips pressed against his. But it was like an echo from a distant land. It seemed to him that a deep, widening gulf lay now between him and all that had gone before. His old self was dead! A new man had sprung up, with a new personality, and the time had not yet come for regrets.




  XVI. “‘TWIXT YOU AND ME A NOISOME SHADOW CAST”
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  “Adrea!”




  It was a cry which seemed to ring through the room, an interruption so sudden and strange that they started apart like guilty children, gazing towards the lifted curtain which divided the apartment with wondering, half-fearful faces. The woman whom Adrea had called her step-mother stood there, pale and bloodless, with her great black eyes flashing, and behind her a tall, dark figure was gazing sternly at them.




  Adrea was the first to recover her composure. She was a little further away, and she could see only her step-mother.




  “What do you want?” she exclaimed quickly. “I desire to be alone! Why do you stand there?”




  There was no answer. Then the momentary silence was broken by a quick, startled cry from Paul, which seemed to cleave the semi-darkness of the room.




  “My God!”




  The dark figure had moved forward, and was standing, pale and austere, before them. It was Father Adrian.




  There was a moment’s intense silence. Then Paul turned swiftly round to where Adrea stood, a little behind him. But the suspicions which had commenced to crowd in upon him vanished before even they had taken to themselves definite shape. Her surprise was as great as his; and, as their eyes met, she shuddered with the memory which his presence had recalled.




  “Paul de Vaux, I had no thought of meeting you here,” Father Adrian said sternly.




  Paul met his gaze haughtily. There was a rebuke, almost a threat, in the priest’s tone which angered him. Whatever his presence here might betide, he was in no way responsible for it to Father Adrian.




  “Nor I you,” he answered. “I imagined that you were staying at the monastery.”




  “I am staying there.”




  Madame de Merteuill stepped slowly into the room. She was still trembling, and had all the appearance of a woman sore stricken by some unexpected calamity. Even her voice was faint and broken.




  “Father Adrian is a visitor here only—an unexpected one—like yourself.”




  “Why is he here?” Adrea asked slowly. “Has he come to see us again? What does he want?”




  Father Adrian turned towards her, grave and severe. “I have come to see Madame de Merteuill. I bring her a message from an old man whom, by her absence, she is wronging. You I did not expect to find here,—and thus.”




  She made no answer. The priest drew a little nearer to her, and his thin, ascetic face seemed suddenly ablaze with scorn and anger.




  “Child! your destiny is surely to bring sorrow upon all those who would watch over you, and shape your life aright. Where you have been living, and how, since your flight, I do not know. You have hidden yourself well! You have shown more than the ordinary selfishness of childhood! You have thought nothing of those who may have troubled for you! I do not ask for your confidence. This is enough for me: I find you here in his arms—his of all men in the world! False to your Church; false to your sex; false to your father’s memory! Shameless!”




  She did not flinch from before him. She looked him in the face, coldly and without fear.




  “You are a priest, and you do not understand. Be so good as to remember that I am no longer now in your power or under your authority. You cannot threaten to make me a nun any longer. Remember that I am outside your life now, and outside your religion.”




  “You can be brought back,” he said calmly. “I have powers.”




  “Powers which I defy. Your religion is a cold, dry farce, and I hate it. You cannot frighten me; you cannot alarm me in the least. You can do ugly things, I know, in the name of your Church; and if you had me back at the convent, or on that awful island, I should be frightened at you. Here, I am not.”




  Instinctively she glanced toward Paul. Already in her thoughts, he was assuming the protector. He would not suffer harm to come to her. He was strong and rich and powerful. The horror of days gone by had already grown faint with her; it was little more than memory. It was gone, and could not come again.




  “I have not come here to talk with you, child,” he answered quietly. “My errand has been with Madame de Merteuill, and it is accomplished, I go now. Paul de Vaux, our ways lie together for a mile or more, and I have a word to say to you. Let us go.”




  Paul was slowly recovering from a state of mental stupor, and, with his discovery, something of the glamour of his late intoxication was passing away. He had no regret, there was nothing which he would have recalled; but his eyes were stronger to pierce the mists, and he was able to bring the weight of impersonal thought to bear upon all that had passed between Adrea and himself. Wheresoever it might lead, there was a tie between them now which could not be lightly severed.




  “It is time I went,” Paul answered. “Adrea, I will come and see you to-morrow.”




  She looked at the priest, suspicious and troubled. “What does he want with you, Paul?” she whispered. “Don’t go with him!”




  “I must!” he answered sadly. “He has something to say to me which I wish to hear. I will come and see you to-morrow.”




  “If you must, then, until to-morrow. But, Paul!”




  She drew him on one side. “Beware of him! Oh! beware of him!” she said quickly, her eyes full of fear. “He is a fanatic, a Jesuit. Don’t trust him! Have little to say to him. Hush! don’t answer me! He is watching. Good-night, beloved! my beloved!”




  XVII. “IF LOVE YOU CHOOSE, THEN LOVE SHALL BE YOUR RUIN”
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  Paul and his companion walked down the avenue in silence, and turned into the narrow, stony road which wound across the moor. The storm was over, and the rain had ceased. Above them, only faintly visible, as though seen through a canopy of delicate lace, the stars were shining in a cloudless sky through the wreaths of faint grey mist. Far off, the sound of the sea came rolling across the moor to their ears, now loud and threatening as it beat against the iron cliffs and thundered up the coombs, now striking a shriller note as the huge waves, ever beaten off, retreated, dragging beach and shingle with them. It had been an ocean gale, and the very air was salt and brackish with flavours of the sea. Here and there great piles of seaweed had been carried in a heterogeneous mass to their feet, and the ground beneath them was soft and sandy. But the storm had died away as suddenly as it had come. The tall, stark pine trees, which a few hours ago had been bending like whips before the rushing wind, stood now stiff and stark against the wan sky. There was not even motion enough in the air to clear away the white mists which hung around. Only the troubled sea remained to mark the passage of the storm.




  Paul was in no mood for talking. He recognised the fact that what had happened to him that evening must, to a certain extent, colour his whole life. He wanted to think it over quietly, now that he was away from the influence of Adrea’s passionately beautiful face and pleading eyes. He had an inward sense of great disappointment in himself, and he was anxious to see how far this was justified. He was prepared for a rigid self-examination, and he was impatient to begin upon it. But, while he was still upon the threshold of his meditations, his companion’s voice sounded in his ear.




  “Paul de Vaux, I have a word or two to say to you.”




  Paul awoke with a start. “Certainly!” he said gravely. “I am ready.”




  Father Adrian continued, speaking slowly and keeping his eyes fixed steadily upon Paul; “Only a few nights ago we met amongst the ruins of your old Abbey. You will remember that I spoke to you of your father’s last hours, of a strange story confided to my keeping—a story of sin and of sorrow—a story casting its shadow far into the future. You remember this?”




  “Perfectly!”




  “At first you seemed to consider that this story, told to me on his deathbed by a man who was at least repentant, should be held sacred—sacred to me as a priest of the Holy Church, and sacred to you as his son. Yet, as you saw afterwards, it was not so. The confession was made to me as a man; and withal it was made by one outside the pale of any religion whatever. It was mine to do as I chose with! It is mine now!”




  “If it is anything which concerns me, or the honour of my family, you should tell me. If it involves wrongs which should be righted, or in any way concerns the future, you should tell me. You must have come for that purpose! You must mean to eventually, or why should you have found your way to this out-of-the-way corner of the world. Let me hear it now, Father Adrian!”




  “It will darken your life!”




  “I do not believe it! At any rate I will judge for myself. Let me hear it!”




  The priest looked away into the darkness, and his voice was low and hoarse. “You do not know what you ask!” he said. “No, I shall not tell you yet. It is for your own sake! Sometimes I think that I will go away and never tell you.”




  “Why not? You came here for no other reason.”




  Father Adrian shook his head. “I did not come to tell you. It was your home I came to see. Many hundreds of years ago Vaux Abbey was a monastery, sacred to the saint whose name I unworthily bear. My visit here was half a pilgrimage! But,” he went on, his brows contracting, and his eyes gleaming fire, “since I came, I have been perilously near striking the blow which I have power to strike. You bear a name which for centuries was foremost in the history of our sacred Church. For generation after generation the De Vauxs were good Catholics and the benefactors of their Church. Your chapel was richly adorned, and five priests dwelt here always with old Sir Roland de Vaux. And now, where is your chapel, once the most beautiful in England; it is a pile of ruins, like your faith! I wander round in your villages. Your tenants have gone the way of their lord. Roman Catholicism is a dying power. Hideous chapels have sprung up in all your districts! The true faith is neglected! And who is to blame for it all? Your recreant family. You, who should have been the most zealous upholders of religion, have drifted down the stream of fashion, nerveless and indifferent. Oh! it is heresy, rank heresy, to think of a De Vaux, such as you, dwelling indifferent amongst the mighty associations of your name and home! I wander about amongst those magnificent ruins of yours, æsthetically beautiful, but nevertheless a living, burning reproach, and I ask myself whether I do well in holding my peace. I cannot tell! I cannot tell!”




  Paul was moved in spite of himself by the vehemence of his companion’s words. The horrors of that deathbed scene at Cruta had never grown dim to him. He had always felt that his father had only decided to keep something back from him in those last moments, after a bitter struggle; and he was now quite sure that whatever it might have been, the secret had been confided to this priest.




  “I want to ask you a question,” he said. “Whatever this mystery may be to which you are constantly alluding, I am of course ignorant. But you seem to have some understanding with the two women whom we have left this evening. I want to know whether Adrea is concerned in it.”




  “She is not!”




  “Nor Madame de Merteuill?”




  “I cannot tell you!”




  They were in the Abbey grounds, close to the ruins, and the moorland lay behind them, with its floating mists and vague obscurity. Here the sky was soft and clear, and every pillar amongst the ruins stood out against the empty background of sea and sky. Father Adrian paused.




  “I will come no further,” he said. “I am a saner man away from your despoiled home. There is just a last word which I have to say to you.”




  Paul stood still, and listened.




  “I have borne much,” Father Adrian said, “much tempting and many impulses; but I have zealously put a watch upon my tongue, and I have spared you. For the future, your happiness—nay, your future itself—is in your own hands. I saw your father kill the only relative Adrea had in this world. We saw the deed done, though we have both held our peace concerning it. Paul de Vaux, I am inclined to spare you a great blow which it is in my power to strike. I am inclined to spare you, but I make one hard and fast condition. Adrea is not for you! She must be neither your wife, nor your friend, nor your ward! There must be no dealings, no knowledge between you the one of the other! There is blood between you; it can never be wiped out! The stain is forever. Lift up your hand to heaven, and swear that you will never willingly look upon her face again, or, as God is my master, I will bring upon your name, and your family, and you, swift and everlasting shame!”




  His hand fell to his side, and his voice, which had been vibrating with passion, died away in a little, suppressed sob. Paul looked at him steadily. The perspiration was standing out upon his forehead in great beads, and his eyes were dry and brilliant. The man was shaken to the very core, and in the strange upheaval of passion he had altogether lost his sacerdotality. It was the man who had spoken, the man, passionate and sensuous, deeply moved through every chord of his being. The “priest” had fallen away from him, the remembrance of it seemed almost grotesque. Paul, too, had caught much of the passionate excitement of the moment.




  “Time!” he said hoarsely. “I must have time. A few days only. I ask no questions! Only how long?”




  “A week!” the priest answered. “A week to-night we meet here!”




  XVIII. “SOFTLY GLIMMERING THROUGH THE LAURELS AT THE QUIET EVENFALL”
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  “Do you know who has taken Major Harcourt’s cottage, Mr. de Vaux?” Lady May asked.




  Paul was silent for a moment. He sat quite still in his saddle, and gazed across the moor, with his hand shading his eyes.




  “I beg your pardon, Lady May,” he said. “I thought that I heard the dogs. You asked me——”




  “About Major Harcourt’s cottage. Do you know who has taken it?”




  “I am not sure about the name. It is a foreign lady, and her step-daughter, I believe. There is a clergy-man—or a Roman Catholic priest, rather—too; but he may be only a visitor.”




  “Indeed!”




  The monosyllable was expressive. Paul glanced at his companion with slightly arched eyebrows. What had she heard? Something, evidently, for there had been a coolness in her manner all the morning, and her clear grey eyes were resting now upon the many gables of the cottage just below them, with distinct disapproval. Now that he thought of it, Paul remembered that a dogcart from the Castle had whirled past him as he had turned out of the drive last night. Doubtless he had been seen and recognised. Well! after all, what did it matter? The time when he had meant to ask Lady May to be his wife seemed very far back in the past now. Between that part of his life and now, there was a great gulf fixed. Last night had altered everything!




  He had certainly not meant to hunt that morning, but it had been forced upon him. Quite early, Reynolds had come to his room to inquire whether he should provide breakfast for thirty or fifty, and had reminded him that the meet was in front of the Abbey. So, against his will, Paul had been compelled to entertain the hunt and join in it himself. Lady May had been specially invited to breakfast, but she had not come, and Paul had only just seen her for the first time at the cover side. She had greeted him coldly; and though they had somehow taken up a position a little apart from the others, very few words had passed between them. Her frank, delicate face was clouded, and her manner was reserved.




  “I believe my brother knows who they are,” she continued, after a short silence. “He saw them at the station.”




  Paul bit his lip, and turned away. The mystery of Lady May’s manner was explained now.




  “Did he tell you, then?”




  Lady May toyed with her whip, and then looked Paul straight in the face. “Yes! he told me the name of the younger one. It is Adrea Kiros, the dancing girl. Mr. de Vaux, may I ask you a question?”




  “Certainly!”




  Lady May looked straight between her horse’s ears, and a slight flush stole into her cheeks. “You must not think that I was listening; it was not so at all. But last night, as I was passing the billiard-room, I heard my brother and Captain Mortimer talking. They were coupling your name with this—Miss Adrea Kiros. They spoke of her coming down here as though you must have known something of it. They were blaming you, as though you were responsible for her coming. We have been friends, Mr. de Vaux; and so far as I am concerned, our friendship has been very pleasant. But if there is any truth in what they said—well, you can guess the rest. I want you to tell me yourself; I am never content to accept hearsay evidence against my friends. I prefer to be unconventional, as you see. Please tell me!”




  “Will you put your question a little more definitely, Lady May?” Paul asked slowly.




  “Certainly! Has that young person come here at your instigation? Did you arrange for her to come here?”




  “I did not! No one could have been more surprised to see her than I was.”




  Lady May was growing very stiff. She sat up in her saddle, and drew the reins through her fingers. “You know her?”




  “I do!”




  “You visited her in London?”




  “I did!”




  “You were at the cottage last evening?”




  “I was! I lost my way, and——”




  Lady May touched her horse with her spur. “Thank you, Mr. de Vaux!” she said haughtily. “I will not trouble you any more. Please don’t follow me!”




  Paul watched her ride down the hillside and join one of the little groups dotted about outside the cover-side, with a curious sense of unreality. After a while he broke into a little laugh, and, shaking his reins, lit a cigar. This was a new character for him altogether. He knew himself that no man had kept his life more blameless than he! If anything, he felt sometimes that he had erred upon the other side in thinking and speaking too hastily of those who had been less circumspect. And now, it had come to this. The woman whose good opinion he had always valued next to his mother’s had deliberately accused him of what must have seemed to her a flagrant outrage on decency. Her words were still ringing in his ears: “Please don’t follow me.” Lady May had said that to him; it was a little hard to realize.




  A commotion around the cover below was a welcome diversion to him just then. A fox had got clear away, and hounds were in full cry. Paul pressed his hat down, and settled into his saddle with a grim smile. The physical excitement was just what he wanted, and in a few minutes he was leading the field, with only the master by his side, and Captain Westover a few yards behind.




  At the first check, Captain Westover rode up to him. “I want just a word or two with you, De Vaux!” he said, drawing him on one side.




  Paul drew himself up in his saddle, and sat there glum and unbending. “I am at your service,” he answered. “I have had the pleasure already of a short conversation with your sister this morning.”




  Captain Westover nodded. “I suppose so. I want to beg your pardon first for what I am going to say, De Vaux. If I make an ass of myself, don’t scruple to say so! But I want to ask you this! Why, in thunder, did you let Adrea what’s-her-name, the dancing girl, come down here?”




  “It was no business of mine! I did not know that she was coming!”




  Captain Westover stroked his moustache and looked puzzled. “Look here, old man,” he said slowly, “you go to see her in London, don’t you?”




  “I have been!”




  “Just so! And you were down at the cottage last night, weren’t you?”




  “I was!”




  “Well! hang it all, then you must have known something about her coming, you know! It can’t be just a coincidence. Bevan & Bevan are my solicitors, and by the purest accident, one day I learned that Miss Adrea enjoys a settlement of a thousand a year from you. They didn’t tell me, of course. I happened to catch sight of your check on the table one day, and overheard old Sam Bevan give some instructions to a clerk. Sorry, but I couldn’t help it! You’re the first person I’ve breathed it to.”




  “I am her guardian!” Paul exclaimed angrily.




  Captain Westover whistled. “You may call it what you like, old fellow! I don’t mind, I can assure you! You don’t seem inclined to listen to any advice, so I won’t offer any more. But if you’ll forgive my saying so, you’re doing a d——d silly thing. Good-morning.”




  On the whole, Paul did not enjoy his day’s hunting; and before it was all over, he found himself once more in an embarrassing situation. For as he rode past the gates of the cottage, on his way home, Adrea was there, breathless and laughing, with her dusky hair waving loosely around her shapely head.




  “I saw you coming,” she said, a little shyly, “and I was afraid that you would not stop, so I ran out as fast as I could. It was silly of me! You were coming in, weren’t you?”




  “I think not!” Paul answered gravely. “Look how thick in mud I am, and how tired my horse looks!”




  She looked up at him with pleading eyes and parted lips. “Do come!” she said. “I have been expecting you all day!”




  She held the gate open, and stood looking up at him, a curiously picturesque-looking figure in the grey twilight. Her gown was like no other woman’s; it was something between a Greek robe and a tea-gown, of a dull orange hue, and her dusky hair was tied up with a bow of ribbon of the same colour. Everything about her was strange; even the faint perfume which hung about her clothes, and which brought him sudden, swift memories of that moment when she had lain in his arms, and his lips had met hers. Paul felt the colour steal into his pale cheeks as he leaped to the ground, and passed his arm through his horse’s bridle.




  “I will come, cara mia!” he said softly.




  She clasped her hands through his other arm, and whispered something in his ear, as they turned up the avenue together. Just then the sound of horses’ hoofs in the road made them both turn round. Captain Westover and Lady May were riding by together, with their eyes fixed upon Paul and his companion.




  XIX.. “BLOOD CALLS ALOUD FOR BLOOD AND NOT FOR HANDS ENTWINED”
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  It was with a strange conflict of feelings that Paul, with Adrea by his side, passed across the square, low hall of the cottage, plentifully decorated with stags’ heads and other sporting trophies, and into the drawing-room. It was a room which had been built, too, of quaint shape, made up of nooks and corners and recesses, and with dark oak beams stretching right across the ceiling. The furniture was all old-fashioned, and of different periods; but the general effect was harmonious, though a trifle shabby. Paul knew it well! Many an evening he had come in to tea there, after a cigar and a chat with the old Major, and lounged in that low chair by Mrs. Harcourt’s side. But it scarcely seemed like the same room to him now. The Major and his wife had been old-fashioned people, and their personality, and talk, and surroundings, had created a sort of atmosphere which Paul had grown almost to associate with the place. He missed it directly he entered the room. What it was that had worked the change it was hard to tell. Adrea had been far too charmed with its quaintness to seriously alter anything. A little stiffness in the arrangement of the furniture had been corrected, and the few antimacassars carefully removed; otherwise nothing had been changed. The great bowls of yellow roses and chrysanthemums, and the piles of modern books and music lying about, might have been partly responsible for it; and the faint perfume which he had grown to associate altogether with Adrea, and which seemed wafted into the air as she gathered up her skirts on her way into the room, had a foreign flavour in it. But, after all, it was Adrea herself who changed the atmosphere so completely. She was so different from other women in her strange Eastern beauty and the leopard-like grace of her movements that she could not fail to create an atmosphere around her. Yes! it was she herself who had worked the change; just as she had worked so wonderful a change in him, Paul told himself.




  At first they had thought that the room was empty; and Adrea, who had entered a little in advance, turned round to Paul and held out her hands with a sudden sweeping gesture of invitation. Even in that moment, as he moved towards her, Paul had time to feel a quick glow of admiration at the artistic elegance of her pose and colouring. Her proud, dusky face and brilliant eyes found a perfect background in the deep orange of her loose gown, and the velvet twined amongst her dark hair. Her arms, stretched out towards him, were half bare, where the lace had fallen back, and a world of passionate love and invitation was glowing in her face as she leaned slightly towards him, as if impatient of his slow advance. But before his hands had touched hers, a voice from the further end of the room had broken in upon that eloquent silence.




  “Adrea! you did not see me!”




  They stood for a moment as though paralysed; then Adrea turned slowly round with darkening face. “I did not! I thought that you were upstairs!”




  She glided out of the shadows, a slim, tall figure dressed with curious simplicity, and with white, bloodless face. “I am going away,” she said, coming quite close to them, and fixing her full, deep eyes upon Adrea; “I am going away at once. But, Adrea, there is one word—just one word—”




  “Say it!” Adrea interrupted impatiently.




  She glanced at Paul. He made a movement as though to quit the room, but Adrea prevented him. “You need not go!” she said. “Anything that is to be said can be said to you as well as to me. I prefer to have no secrets! You were going to say something to me,” she added, turning to her companion.




  “Yes! I have no objection to say it before Mr. de Vaux. I simply want to ask you whether you consider him a proper visitor in this house?”




  “I choose it! I am mistress here!”




  For a moment an angry reply seemed to quiver upon the woman’s lips, but it died away.




  “You are right! I thank you for reminding me of it,” she said quietly. “And yet, Adrea, hear me! You are doing an evil thing! Was your father’s murder so light a thing to you that you can join hands with his murderer’s son? Remember that day! Think of your father lying across that chamber floor, stricken dead in a single moment by Martin de Vaux—by his father! It is not seemly that you two should stand there, hand in hand! It is not seemly for you to be under the same roof! It is horrible!”




  There was a moment’s silence. Then Adrea threw open the door, and pointed to it.




  “Go!” she ordered coldly. “You have had your say, and that is my answer! You were my father’s friend; I believe that he loved you! It was for his sake that I offered you shelter! It was for his sake that I brought you here! But, remember this: if you wish to stay with me, let me never hear another word from you on this subject!”




  She went out silently. Adrea closed the door, and turned round with all the hardness fading swiftly out of her features. A moment before there had been a look of the tigress in her eyes; and Paul, watching her, had shuddered. It was gone now. She came close up to Paul, and led him to a chair.




  “Was I very undignified?” she said, laughing. “I am afraid I was. I was very angry!”




  He shook his head. “You were not undignified,” he said, “but you were very severe. I think that she will go away.”




  Adrea’s face hardened again. “I do not care! I would hate the dearest friend I had on earth who tried to come between us. Oh! Paul, Paul! don’t you feel as I do; as though the world were empty, and my mind swept bare of memories,—as though there were no background to it all, nothing save you and I, and our love?”




  Paul drew her to him. For him, at that moment, there was no past nor any future. The dreamy abandon of her manner seemed to have raised an echo within him.




  “Listen! What is that?” Adrea exclaimed suddenly.




  There was the ring of a horse’s hoofs in the avenue, and immediately afterwards a loud peal at the bell. Paul and Adrea looked at one another breathlessly. Who could it be?




  The outer door was opened and closed, and then quick steps passed across the hall. The drawing-room door was thrown open, and Arthur de Vaux, pale and splashed with mud from head to foot, stood upon the threshold.




  XX. “THE NEW, STRONG WINE OF LOVE”
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  The situation, although it was only a brief one, was for a moment possessed of a singularly dramatic force. The grouping and the colouring in that dimly lit drawing-room were all that an artist could desire, and the facial expressions bordered upon the tragic. Of all men in the world, his brother was the last whom of his own choosing Paul would have wished to see.




  There was a brief silence. Arthur, breathless through his hasty entrance, could only stand there upon the threshold, his face white to the lips, and his eyes flashing with passionate anger and dismay. To him the situation was more than painful; it was horrible. To have believed ill of Paul from hearsay would have been impossible; his confidence in his elder brother had been unbounded. He had always looked up to him as the mirror of everything that was honorable and chivalrous. Even now, perhaps there might be some explanation—some partial explanation, at any rate. Paul was standing back amongst the shadows, and his face was only barely visible. Doubtless it was only surprise which held him silent. In a moment he would speak, and explain everything. It was this thought which loosened Arthur’s tongue.




  “Paul,” he cried, and stepping forward into the room, “and Adrea! You here, and together! Tell me what it means! I have a right to know. I will know.”




  He had determined to be cool, to bear himself like a man, but their silence maddened him. Adrea, it is true, showed no signs of guilt or confusion in her cold, questioning face. But the deceit, if deceit there had been, was not hers. It was Paul who was responsible to him, and it was Paul who should have spoken—Paul, who stood there with a hidden face, a silent, immovable figure.




  “Are you stricken dumb?” he cried angrily. “You can see who I am, can’t you, Paul? Speak to me! Tell me whether there is any truth in these stories which are flying about the county, with no one to contradict them.”




  What might have been the tragedy of the situation vanished for Paul at the sound of his brother’s words. After all, it was not the just anger of a deceived man with which he was confronted, but the empty scream of a boy’s passion. Arthur’s infatuation had but skimmed the surface of his light nature. He was pricked, not wounded. Yet, though in a sense this realization brought its relief, Paul felt humbled into the dust. He was actually conscious of his own humiliation. So far as a nature such as his could be conventional, he had become so in deference to the opinion of those who looked up to him as the head of a great house, and of whom much was to be expected, both socially and politically. What must become of that opinion now, Arthur’s words too plainly foreshadowed.




  He moved forward into the centre of the room, and faced his brother. There was only a small table between them.




  “I do not know who sent you here, Arthur,” he said, “or what reports you have heard, but it seems to me, that any explanation you may wish had better be deferred until our return home.”




  Arthur struck the table violently with his riding-whip, “I will not wait!” he cried. “Here is the proper place! I have been deceived and cajoled by—by—you, Adrea, and by my own brother! It is shameful! You hypocrite, Paul! You, to come up to London, and solemnly lecture me about a dancing girl. You d——d hypocrite!”




  Before his passion, Paul’s grave and steadfast silence gained an added dignity. Adrea, with a red spot burning on her cheeks, sailed between the two.




  “Arthur, you are mad,” she said, turning suddenly upon him, with her eyes afire. “Have I ever deceived you? Have I ever pretended to care for you? Bah, no! You are only an unformed, hysterical boy. Before, you were indifferent to me. Now, I am very quickly growing to hate you! Begone! Leave this house!”




  He stood quite still, white and trembling. The scorn of her words had fallen like ice upon his heart. Then he turned, and groped for the door, as though there were a mist before his eyes.




  “I suppose you are quite right,” he faltered out. “I didn’t see it quite the same way, that’s all. I understand now.”




  The door opened and shut. In a moment or two the sound of his horse’s hoofs were heard in the avenue, growing rapidly less distinct as he galloped away into the darkness. To Paul it sounded like the knell of his self-respect, but Adrea felt only the relief. Her eyes, full of soft invitation, sought his; but he did not move. He stood there, silent and motionless, with his face turned towards the window. Those dying sounds meant so much to him,—so much that she could never understand.




  The consciousness of her near presence suddenly disturbed him. He turned round. Her warm breath was upon his cheek, and her white arms were twined about his neck.




  “Paul,” she whispered, “do not look so miserable, please! Come and talk to me.”




  Her arms tightened around him. He looked down at her with a peculiar helplessness. Their light weight seemed to him like a chain of iron weighing him down! down! down!




  He had told himself that he had come to bid her farewell; that Father Adrian’s words, vague though they were, yet had a definite meaning, and were worthy of his regard. But at that moment their memory was like a dying echo in his ears. This first passion of his life was strong upon him, and everything else was weak. The future was suddenly bounded for him by a pair of white, clinging arms, and a dark, beautiful face pressed close to his. He saw no more; he could see no further.




  XXI. “ADREA’S DIARY”
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    “By love stalks hate, his brother and his mate.”


  




  I am scarcely calm enough to write! Yet I must write! My heart is full; my very pulses are throbbing with excitement! What is it that has happened? It is all confused in my mind. Let me try and set it down clearly; then perhaps I shall be able to see my way.




  Yesterday it seemed to me that my being was all too small for one passion. Now it holds two! The one, perhaps, intensifies the other. That is possible, for they are opposites, and one has grown out of the other. Now I cannot tell which is the stronger, the love or the hate.




  I love one man, and I hate another. Perhaps I should say I love one man because I hate another. You, my dumb confidant, may be trusted with names, so I will be clearer still. I love Paul de Vaux, and I hate Father Adrian!




  Oh! that he should have dared! that he should have dared to speak so to me! If only Paul had been there, he should have beaten him. If I had had the strength and the means, I would have killed him where he stood, and silenced those thin, cruel lips for ever. I could have stabbed him to the heart, and my hand would never have faltered.




  Let me try to recall that scene. It is not difficult. His words are ringing still in my ears, and his white, passionate face seems to follow and mock me wherever I look. I see it out there in the white moonlight, and it rises up from the dark corners of the room. It haunts me, and I hate it! I hate him as a woman hates any one who comes between her and the man she loves!




  We were alone, Paul and I; at least, we thought so. I had heard no one enter, nor had he. But suddenly a voice rang out and filled the room; a fierce, cruel voice, so changed and hardened with passion that I scarcely recognised it. But when we sprang up, and peered through the twilight of the chamber we saw him standing close to us,—so close that he might even have heard our whispered words to one another.




  There had been some ceremony at the monastery amongst the hills where most of his time here is spent, and he had evidently come straight from there. His flowing black robes were splashed with mud and torn by brambles, and his white face was livid with exhaustion and anger. His dark eyes burned like fire in their hollow depths, and his right hand was raised above his head, as though he had been on the point of striking or denouncing us. I shall not forget his appearance while I live. It will haunt me to my dying day.




  I think that it is the mystery of it all which tortures me so. What has Paul to fear from him? Whence comes his power? What evil is it which he holds suspended over his head? There is only one that I can imagine. Father Adrian must hold the key to that awful deathbed scene at the monastery of Cruta. As I write the words, my hand shakes, my heart sickens with the horror of that memory. Well have I cause to shrink from all thought of that hideous night;—I, to whom the son of Martin de Vaux has become the dearest amongst men! What was it Paul said to me? “He knows something which my father told him whilst he lay dying.” Is it that knowledge which gives him this strange power? I did not believe in it! I would not have believed in it! But, in that dreadful moment, I turned to Paul, and I saw his face!




  A volley of words seemed trembling on Father Adrian’s lips; yet he did not speak. We waited for the storm to burst; we waited till I could bear the silence no longer, and I felt that if it was not broken I should go mad. So I drew near to him, and spoke a single word in his ear. Then I glided back to Paul’s side.




  “Spy!”




  He treated the insult as one might treat the bite of an insect in the face of some imminent danger. He did not reply to it; he did not appear to have heard it. His eyes traveled over me, as though they had been sightless, and challenged Paul’s. In the excitement of the moment, his words sounded tame, and almost meaningless.




  “This is your answer, then, Paul de Vaux! Let it be so! I accept your decision!”




  There was no defiance in Paul’s answer. His manner was quite subdued. I think that both his words and his tone surprised me.




  “You have seen! I am in your hands!”




  I looked from one to the other, troubled. I felt that there was a hidden meaning in their words which I could not understand. There was something between them from which I was excluded. But this much I knew. There was a threat in Father Adrian’s words, and it was I who was the cause of it. Oh! if this man should bring evil upon Paul! The thought of it is like madness to me! See, there goes my pen! I cannot write when I think of it!




  I have opened my window. The very air is sad with the moaning of the sea, and the rustling of the night breeze in the thick, tangled shrubbery below. But to me it is sweet and grateful! I am in no mood for pleasant sounds or sights. The dreariness of the night finds its echo in my heart. The damp breeze cools my forehead! To-night I feel conscious of a new strength. It is the strength of hate! My mind is full of dim purposes; time will aid them to gather strength! As they group themselves together, action will suggest itself. To time I leave them!




  Let me go back to my recital of what passed between us three. A strange lethargic calm seemed to have fallen upon Paul. He turned to me without even a single trace of the passion which had lit up his face a few moments before.




  “I must go!” he said quietly. “Farewell!”




  I could scarcely believe that he meant it; that he was going away without another word, at what was really this priest’s unspoken bidding. But it was so. From that moment, the fear of Father Adrian which had grown up in my heart leaped into a new strength. I was angry, and full of resistance.




  “Why should you go?” I cried. “I have much to say to you!”




  “I must go now, Adrea,” he answered simply. “When I came I had no thought of staying. It is late!”




  I felt my face grow hot with passion as I turned swiftly round towards Father Adrian. “It is you who should go,” I cried. “Why have you come here? Why are you always creeping across my life like a dark, noisome shadow? Go away! Begone! I will not be left with you!”




  He turned a shade paler, but he did not sacrifice his dignity, as I hoped that he would, by answering me with anger. He did not even answer me at all. He looked over my head at my lover.




  “To-morrow night!” he said calmly.




  “To-morrow night!” Paul answered.




  I stood between them, angry but helpless. A log of wood had just fallen from the fire on to the hearth, and in its sudden blaze I could see their faces distinctly. The utter contrast between the two men threw each into strong relief. Paul, in his scarlet coat and riding clothes, pale and impassive, but débonnaire; and Father Adrian, his strange black garb mud-bespattered and disordered, and his dark, angry face livid with the passion so hardly suppressed. It was odd to think of them as creatures of the same species. Odder still to think that there should be this link between them.




  I walked with Paul to the door, holding to his arm, and talking, half-gaily, half-reproachfully, all the way. We stood on the step together while his horse was being brought round, and in the half-lights he stooped down and kissed me. But his manner had changed. Even his lips were cold, and his eyes were no longer bright. There was a far-away look in them, and his face was white and set. There were tears in my eyes as I watched him ride away on his great brown horse, and listened to the distant thunder of hoofs across the moor. His face had told its own story. He was nerving himself to face some expected danger. From whose hands? Surely from Father Adrian’s.




  The thought worked within me. I stood for a moment, trying to quiet my passion. As I turned away I heard the stable-yard doors open, and a carriage, laden with luggage, drove slowly out, and, without coming to the front at all, turned down the avenue. I ran out, heedless of my slippers, and called to it to stop. The man obeyed me, and I caught it up, breathless. The blinds were closely drawn, but I opened the door. As I expected, it was she who sat inside, closely veiled and weeping.




  “You were going, then, without a single word of farewell!” I cried reproachfully. “Is that kind? Have I deserved it from you?”




  She threw up her veil. Her eyes were red and swollen with weeping. She looked at me pleadingly.




  “Do not blame me more than you can help!” she said. “It was a great shock to me to see you—with the son of Martin de Vaux. It was more than a shock; it was a horror to me! He is like his father! He is very like his father!”




  I knew that she had passed through a fiery sea of suffering, and I kept back the anger which threatened me. I pointed upwards.




  “We cannot keep the dark clouds from gathering in the sky, nor can we make love come and go at our bidding. We are but creatures; it is fate which ordains!”




  She bowed her head. “Fate, or the unknown God! I am not your judge, child! I do not leave you in anger!”




  “Why do you go, then, and leave me here alone? It is not kind! It is not what I should expect from you!”




  The tears started again into her eyes, but she shook them away. “I cannot explain as yet,” she said. “You will think me ungrateful, I fear! I cannot help it! I must go. Farewell, Adrea!”




  A sudden thought came to me. It was an inspiration. “You are not going of your own free will,” I cried. “Some one has been influencing you!”




  Her face was suddenly full of nervous terror. “Hush! hush!” she cried. “He will hear you! Let me go now! Let me go, I beseech you!”




  I held her hands. “It is Father Adrian who is sending you away,” I cried passionately. “He is my enemy. I hate him! Why should you obey him? Stay with me! Do, do stay!”




  She looked at me as one would look at an ignorant child who blasphemes. “You are talking wildly! Father Adrian is far from being your enemy. You do not understand!”




  Her voice had changed; the note of sympathy had died away. I turned away from the carriage door in despair. Father Adrian’s power was greater than mine.




  “You can go!” I said bitterly. “You would have left me here without one word, at his bidding. As you say, I do not understand.”




  She leaned forward, with a strange light in her eyes. “Child,” she whispered, “I am going to Cruta.”




  The carriage drove away and I walked back to the house. The air seemed full of voices, and the grey rising mists loomed into strange shapes. Cruta! She was going to Cruta! What power had this man in his hands to send my lover from me with a heart like a stone, and this woman back into the living hell from which she had just freed herself. It was my turn now! Would he be able to subdue me to his bidding? The thought made me shudder.




  I ran upstairs into my room, and bathed my forehead, and re-arranged my gown. Then I set my teeth together, and went down to him. It was to be a battle! Well! I was prepared!


  




  It is over now. I know his strength, and I know his weakness. What passed between us I shall put down to-morrow. To-night I am weary.




  XXII. “OH! HEART OF STONE, YET FLESH TO ALL SAVE ME”
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  This is exactly what happened after I regained the house. I went upstairs for a few minutes to arrange my hair and bathe my eyes. Then I walked straight down to the drawing-room, and I told myself that I was prepared for anything that might take place.




  Father Adrian did not hear me enter, so I had the advantage at the onset of taking him by surprise. He was standing in the centre of the hearthrug, with his arms folded and his eyes cast down upon the ground. His eyebrows almost met in a black frown, and a curious grey pallor had spread itself over his face. When I entered, noiselessly moving the curtains, from the outer chamber, he was muttering to himself, and I strained my hearing to catch the meaning of his words.




  “To-night must end it!” I heard him say. “She herself shall decide. Greater men have travelled the path before me! As for him, my pity has grown faint! It is the will of the Church! I myself am but the instrument. He stands between the Church and her rights! Between me and—her!”




  His cheeks flushed, and his expression suddenly changed. He whispered a name! It was mine! His eyes were soft, and his lips were parted. The priest had vanished. His face was human and manly. I saw it, but my heart was as cold as steel.




  “Father Adrian,” I said quietly, “I am here.”




  He started, and looked towards me. If my heart could have been softened even to pity, it would have been softened by that look. But a woman’s great selfishness was upon me! The man I loved was in some sort of danger at his hands. There was no room in my heart for any other thought. I was adamant.




  He was silent for a moment, then he faced me steadily, and spoke. “So you have learned to love this Englishman, this De Vaux, the son of old Martin de Vaux! Answer me simply, Yes or No!”




  “I have!”




  I did not hesitate. What need was there for hesitation? I answered him defiantly, and without faltering.




  “You will never marry him! You will not even become his mistress!”




  I made no answer at first; I laughed! that was all.




  “Who will prevent me?”




  “I shall!”




  “How?”




  “The means are ready to my hand!”




  My heart sank, but I forced a smile. “What are they?”




  He considered a moment. “I can strip Paul de Vaux of every acre and every penny he possesses! I can break his mother’s heart! I can proclaim his father a murderer!”




  “I do not understand! I do not believe!”




  The words left me boldly enough, but there was a lump in my throat, and my heart was sick.




  “Listen!” He drew a small gold crucifix from his breast, and solemnly kissed it. Then, holding it in his hand, he repeated,—




  “I can beggar Paul de Vaux by my proven word. I can take from him everything precious in life! I can take from him his name and his honours! I can break his mother’s heart! I can proclaim his father a murderer! All this I can and will do, save you listen to me!”




  He kissed the crucifix, and replaced it in his inner pocket. I had begun to tremble. The stamp of truth was upon his words. Still I tried to face him boldly.




  “Even if this is so, what has it to do with me?” I cried.




  “You know!” he answered. “In your heart you know! Yet, if you will—listen!” he continued, in a low tone. “You love Paul de Vaux!”




  “It is true!”




  “And you believe that he loves you?”




  “I do!”




  “Listen, then! Three nights ago I lifted that curtain, by the side of one who has left you for ever, and I saw you in his arms. I followed him out of the house; I walked by his side to Vaux Abbey, and I told him what I have told you. I wasted no time in idle threats. I told him what power was mine, and I said ‘Choose!’ He was silent!”




  “Choose between what?” I interrupted.




  “I bade him swear that he would never willingly look upon your face again, or prepare himself to face all the evils which it was in my power to bring upon him.”




  “And he?”




  “He asked for time—for a week!”




  A storm of anger was suddenly stirred up within me. I turned upon him with flashing eyes and quivering lips. Discretion and restraint were gone; I was like a tigress. I lacked only the power to kill.




  “And by what right did you dare to thrust yourself between us?” I cried. “What have I to do with you, or you with me?”




  He held up his hands for a moment, as though to shut out the sight of my face, ablaze with scorn and hatred. There was a short silence. Then he spoke in a low tone, vibrating with intensity of feeling.




  “You know! In your heart you know!” he said. “Into my life has come the greatest humiliation which can befall such as I am! In sorrow and bitterness it has eaten itself into my heart. I am accursed in my own sight, and in the sight of God!”




  I mocked at him. “I am not your confessor!” I laughed. “Go and tell your sins to those of your own order! I am a woman and you are a priest! Why do you look at me with that light in your eyes? Am I a prayer-book? Is there anything saintly in my face, that you should keep your eyes fixed upon it so steadily?”




  I had hoped that my words would madden him, and he would lose his self-control. To my surprise, they had but little effect. He seemed scarcely to have heard.




  “What have you to do with me, or I with you?” he repeated, in a voice which was rapidly gaining strength and passion. “God knows! Yet as surely as we both live, our lots are intertwined the one with the other.”




  “A godly priest!” I laughed. “What have you to do with me? What of your vows? Oh, how dare you try to play the lover with me! You hypocrite!”




  He shrank back as though in pain. I laughed outright, glad that I had made him feel.




  “Adrea!” he said slowly. “I was never a hypocrite to you. In your presence I have never breathed a word of my religion. Think for a moment of those days at Cruta. Did I not refuse to confess you? Why? You know! Because of those long, dreamy days we spent together, not as priest and penitent, but as man and woman. Do you remember them—the cliffs, with their giant shadows standing out across the blue waters of the harbour; the hollows, where we sat amongst the perfumed wild flowers, gazing across the sea, and watching the white sails in the distance; the nights, with their white moonlight and silent grandeur! Ay, Adrea! look me in the face, if you can, and tell me that you have forgotten them! You cannot! You dare not! It was you who brought me those books of wild, passionate poetry whose music entered into my very soul! It was you who tempted me with soft words, with your music, with your beauty, into that world of sense which holds me prisoner for ever. What I once was, I can never be again! It is you who worked the change—you who awoke my man’s heart, and set it beating for ever at your touch, at your movements, at the sight of you. It is you who taught me how to love—who opened to me the rose-covered gates of hell! There is no drawing back! You, who have dragged me down, shall share my fall with me, for better or for worse! You shall not escape! No other man shall have you! I have paid the price, and I will have you!”




  I wrenched myself free from the arms which were closing around me, and stood trembling before him.




  “Fool!” I cried. “You have dared to think of me like that because I chose to make use of you at Cruta! Make use of you! Yes, that is what I did! I wanted to escape! You and she were the only ones who could help me! Save for that, I had never wasted a moment upon you. I never thought of you as a man; you were only a priest. I never wished to see you again! You are in my way now; you stand between me and the man I love! I hate you!”




  His dark eyes were lit up with a sudden fire and a deep flush stained his cheeks. For the first time I seemed to see the man in him as well as the priest, and I saw that he was handsome. It did not interest me; I noticed it only as an incident.




  “I do not believe it!” he exclaimed. “You are not so false as you would have me believe, Adrea!”




  His hand was on my wrist, and his dark eyes, strangely softened, were fixed pleadingly upon mine. Something in his manner, even in his tone, seemed to remind me of Paul. I was magnetized! For a moment I could not move, and during that moment his hands closed upon mine.




  “Adrea, is such a love as I can offer you worth nothing? What did you tell me once was your life’s ideal? Was it not the love of a strong, true man, always faithful, always loving? No one could love you more tenderly than I, no one could be more faithful. Until I saw you, no woman’s face had dwelt in my thoughts for a single instant. In my heart you reign alone, Adrea! No one has been there before—no one will come after! Such as it is, it is a kingdom of your own!”




  “I do not understand you,” I said slowly, withdrawing my hands. “You talk to me of a man’s love, a man’s faithfulness! What do you know of it? You are a priest!”




  He threw up his hands with a sudden cry of agony. His face was white and blanched.




  “Do I not know it?” he exclaimed in a low, fierce tone. “Do you think I yielded easily to the poisoned web you have woven around me? The horror of it all has darkened my days, and made hideous my nights. And yet you can taunt me with it—you, for whom I yield up conscience and future—you, for whom I give my soul! No other man could love as I love, Adrea!”




  I looked him straight in the face and I did not spare him. What was the use? The truth was best!




  “It is folly!” I said. “If your religion is worth anything to you, let it help you now! Let it teach you to forget me! Go away from here, and leave unharmed the man I love. If you do not, I shall hate you!”




  He caught hold of my dress. He was on his knees before me—a bent, imploring figure.




  “Too late! too late!” he cried. “My religion has gone! When love for you crept into my heart, I became worse than a heretic. It was sin, and the sin has spread. Oh! have mercy upon me, Adrea, have mercy upon me! Just a little of your love. It may not be much at first, but it will grow. Adrea, you must try—you shall try!”




  I shook my gown from his trembling fingers, and looked down upon him with contempt in my heart, and contempt in my face. The flickering firelight cast a faint glow upon his blanched, wan features, and their utter humility filled me with an unreasoning and unreasonable loathing. I did not try to soften my words. I spoke out just as I felt, and watched him rise slowly to his feet, like a hunted and stricken animal, without a pitying word or glance. As he rose upright, his head dropped. He did not look at me; he did not speak a single word. He walked slowly to the door with steps that faltered a little, and walked out of the room, and out of the house.




  I watched him down the avenue, wondering at his strange silence. It had a curious effect upon me. I would rather have heard threats—even a torrent of anger. There was something curiously ominous in that slow, wordless exit. I watched him uneasily, full of dim, shapeless fears.




  Outside the gate he paused in the middle of the road. To the left was the monastery where he had stayed; to the right was Vaux Abbey. I heard my heart beat while he paused, and my face was pressed against the window. For nearly a minute he stood quite still, with downcast head, thinking. Then he turned deliberately to the right, and set his face towards Vaux Abbey.


  




  That was early in the evening yesterday—twenty-four hours ago. Since then not a soul has been near the house. Early this morning I saw Father Adrian coming along the road from Vaux. I ran upstairs, and locked myself in my room, after forbidding the servants to let him enter. From the windows I watched him. To my surprise he never even glanced in. He walked past the gates, and took the road to the monastery. I saw him slowly ascend the hill and vanish out of sight in the darkening twilight. Once, just before he reached the summit, he paused and looked steadily down here. I could not see his face, but I saw him raise his right hand for a moment toward the sky. Then he turned round and pursued his way.


  




  If some one does not come to me soon, I shall go mad. Another hour has passed. My mind is made up; I shall go to Vaux Abbey.




  XXIII. “MY LIPS ARE CHARGED WITH TRUTH, AND JUSTICE BIDS ME SPEAK”
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  An early darkness had fallen upon the earth. Black clouds had sailed across the young moon, and the evening breeze had changed into a gale. There was no rain as yet, but every prospect of it near at hand. A mass of lurid, yellowish clouds hung low down over the bending woods, and the wind whistled drearily amongst the fir trees. Paul de Vaux wrapped his cloak tightly around him, and, standing on the turf-covered floor of the ruined chapel, peered forward into the darkness, looking for the man whom he had come to meet. Even then he heard his voice before he could distinguish the dim outline of Father Adrian standing by his side.




  “So you have come, Paul de Vaux, and in good time! It is well!”




  “I am here!” Paul answered shortly. “If what you have to say to me will take long, come up to the house. It is dark and cold, and there is a storm rising.”




  The priest shook his head. “I have no wish to find shelter under the roof of Vaux Abbey,” he said coldly. “You are well protected against the weather, and so am I. Let us stay here!”




  Paul strove to look into his face, but the darkness baffled him. He could only see its outline, nothing of his expression. “As you will,” he answered. “Speak! I am ready.”




  “I have dealt in no idle threats, Paul de Vaux,” was the stern answer. “I gave you a chance, and you have thrown it away. Perhaps I did ill ever to offer it to you. But, at any rate, remember this: it is no idle vengeance which I am dealing out to you this night; it is our holy and despoiled Church calling for justice. I speak in her name!”




  There was a moment’s silence. Paul knew by his companion’s bowed head and laboured utterance that he was suffering from some sort of emotion. But the darkness hid from him the workings of his pale features. When he spoke, his voice was low and solemn.




  “Paul de Vaux, turn back in your mind to another night such as this, when the thunder of sea and wind shook the air, and the anger of God seemed fallen upon the earth. On that night your father lay dying in the island monastery of Cruta; and while you were risking your life in the storm to reach him, I knelt by his side praying for his soul, that it might not sink down amongst the damned in hell. He was a brave man, but with the icy hand of death closing around him fear touched his heart. It was no craven fear! He lay there still and quiet, but his heart was troubled. In the midst of my prayers he stopped me, and took the crucifix into his own hand.




  “‘Father,’ he said, ‘I have no faith in dying repentances. I have scouted religion all my life, and on my deathbed I will not cry for comfort to a Divinity which is a myth to me. Yet, as man to man, listen while I tell you a secret; and when I have finished, do you pray for me.’




  “Shall I go on, Paul de Vaux? Shall I tell you all that your father’s dying lips faltered out to me?”




  “All! every word! Keep nothing back!” Paul spoke quickly, almost feverishly. He knew a little, but something told him that this priest knew more. He began dimly to suspect the nature of the revelation which was to come.




  “You shall know everything,” Father Adrian continued, in the same hushed tone, so low that Paul had to bend forward to catch the words as they fell from his lips. “If Martin de Vaux had been of our religion, and had sought me as a priest of the Church a seal would have been set upon my mouth. But it was not so! Despite all my ministrations, he died as he had lived, in heresy and grievous sin. After all, it is only right that you, his son, should know what he forebore to tell you. Yet, in my weakness I might have spared you, if you yourself had not brought down this blow upon your head.”




  Paul raised his hand, and Father Adrian paused. “Listen,” he said, in a low, deep tone. “There are secret pages in the lives of most of us—pages blurred and scarred with misery and suffering and sin. But there is a difference—a great difference. Some are turned over with firm and penitent fingers, and, although their scarlet record may never be blotted out, yet, by sacrifice and atonement, the fruits of the sin itself may die, and, dying, cast no shadow into the future. A sin against humanity can often be righted by human justice. Towards the close of my father’s days, I knew for the first time that there was in his life one of those disfigured pages. He told me nothing. I sought to know nothing. Father Adrian,” Paul went on, with a sudden strain of passion in his tone, and a gesture half unseen in the darkness, “if the shadow of his sin rests upon any human being, if it still lives upon the earth, then tell me all that is in your heart to tell, for there is work to be done. But if that page be locked and sealed, if those who suffered through it are dead, and the burden which darkened my father’s days is his alone, then spare his memory! Strike at me, if you will! Deal out your promised vengeance, but let it fall on me alone!”




  Paul ended his speech with a little burst of passion ringing in those last few words. He was conscious of a deep and fervent desire to hear nothing, to listen to nothing, which could teach him to hold less dear his father’s memory. He shrank, with a human and perfectly natural feeling, from hearing evil of the dead. That last evil deed, the murder in that grim, bare chamber of death, had haunted him with vivid and painful intensity. But it was a crime by itself. It was horrible to imagine that it might indeed be the culmination of a life of license and contempt of all human laws. He had tried to think of it as something outside his father’s life, something done in a momentary fit of madness, and that the man who suffered by it was some monster unfit for the companionship of his fellows—unfit to live. There were still tales to be heard in the county, and about town even, of the wild doings of Martin de Vaux in his younger days; but none of these had reached his son’s ears. He would have been the last person likely to hear of them.




  There was a short silence, and before Father Adrian spoke again the low-lying clouds were swept over their heads by a gale from seaward, and the wind commenced to whistle and shriek in the pine wood, and roar amongst the crumbling ruins, which scarcely afforded them protection from the blinding rain. Any further conversation was impossible. Paul lifted up his voice, and shouted in his companion’s ear—




  “These walls are not safe! We must go into the house. Will you come?”




  Father Adrian hesitated, and then assented, wrapping his cloak around him. In a few moments they were inside the library, having entered through a private door and met no one. Breathless, Paul threw off his cloak, which was dripping with rain, and turned round almost fiercely upon his companion.




  “Now speak!” he said. “I am ready to hear all.”




  The priest looked at him steadily for a moment, and then, with his pale face turned towards the fire, he commenced to speak.




  “Sin is everlasting!” he said slowly. “Your father’s sin lives, and on you the burden must fall! If you had kept the covenant which I placed before you, I might have spared you. You yourself have chosen. You must hear all! Listen!




  “It was by chance that I was spending two months in charge of the monastery of St. Jerome, at Cruta, when your father arrived,” he continued, without any pause. “He sought our hospitality and he at once obtained it. For two days he dwelt with us, spending his time for the most part in idle fashion, wandering about along the seashore or on the cliffs, but always with the look on his face of a man who does but dally with some fixed purpose. His doings were nothing to me, but by chance, from one of the brethren, I learnt that he was no stranger to the island—that once, many years ago, he had been the guest of the lord who ruled the little territory, and whose castle overshadows the monastery.




  “On the third day of his stay, he remained within his guest-chamber until sundown, writing. As the vesper-bell rang I met him in the corridor, dressed for walking, and from his countenance I judged that whatever his mission to the island might be, he was about to bring it to an end. He passed me without speech, almost as though he had not seen me, and left the monastery. A few minutes afterwards, looking down from the windows to watch the brethren come in from their field tasks, I saw him take the road up to the castle.




  “It was in the middle of the night when he returned. Midnight had come and gone, and every one in the monastery was asleep, when the hoarse, clanging bell down in the yard rang slightly, as though pulled by feeble fingers. I threw my cloak over my shoulders, and descended to admit him. When the last of the huge bolts had been withdrawn, and I threw the door open, I found him leaning against the wall, with his fingers clutched together in agony, and his bloodless features convulsed with pain. The moonlight was falling right across his face, pale and ghastly with pain, and by its light I seemed to see something dark dropping from him on the white flags. I leaned forward, horror-stricken, and I saw that it was blood.”




  “My God!”




  Paul was standing very still and rigid, with his eyes fastened upon the priest. As yet, he scarcely realized anything more than that he was being told a very horrible story. But he was conscious of a feverish impatience, quite beyond his control. When Father Adrian paused at his exclamation, he beat the ground with his foot impatiently. “Go on! Go on!” he said hoarsely.




  “I had no time to ask questions,” the priest continued quietly. “Directly he left the support of the wall, and endeavoured to move towards me, your father threw up his arms with a sharp cry of pain, and almost fell upon his face. I was just in time to catch him, and exerting all my strength—for he was a powerful man—I dragged him up the steps and along the corridor to the nearest empty cell. There I laid him down upon a bed of ferns, and then hurried out to summon one of the brethren who was skilled in medicine.




  “In a few moments he returned with me. By his direction, I gave your father brandy and other restoratives, while he cut open his coat to find out, if he could, the nature of the wound. It was easily discovered. He had been stabbed by a long dagger just below the heart. Had the dagger entered one-sixteenth of an inch higher, he must have bled to death upon the spot.




  “We bound up the hurt as well as we could, and with the help of other of the monks, we carried him up to the guest-chamber, and put him to bed. In about half an hour he recovered consciousness, and called me to his side.




  “‘Pencil, paper,’ he whispered.




  “I handed him both. After several futile efforts he succeeded in writing a few words. Then he folded up the note, and handed it to me.




  “‘If you will send it without delay,’ he whispered, ‘I will give one hundred pounds to the monastery.’




  “I never hesitated, for our funds were in a desperate state; but first I glanced at the direction. It was addressed to—




  PAUL DE VAUX, Esq.,


  c/o The English Consul,


  Palermo.




  “I promised that it should be sent, and, as you know, it was. Then I sent the others out of the room, and inquired about his hurt. He set his lips firm, and shook his head.




  “‘It was an accident,’ he faltered. ‘No one was to blame.’




  “I told him briefly that it was impossible. The nature of his wound was such that it was clearly the work of an assassin. In a certain sense we were the upholders of the law on the island, and I pointed this out to him sternly. He only shook his head and closed his eyes. Neither then nor at any other time could I gain from him one single word as to his doings on that night. He would tell me nothing.”




  “You saw him going toward the castle,” Paul interrupted. “Did you make inquiries there?”




  The priest shook his head slowly. “No, I made no inquiries,” he answered. “It was no matter for my interference. The castle, although it is a huge place, was deserted save for a few native servants, whose patois was unintelligible to me. There were only two who dwelt there—the old Count himself, and one other—to whom I could have gone. Several nights after your father’s illness I left the monastery, and tried to see the Count. He would not even have me admitted, and on my return, your father, who had guessed the reason of my absence, sent for me. He judged of the ill success of my mission, by my face, and he instantly appeared relieved. He then called me to the bedside, and made me an offer. He would give me, as a further contribution to our exhausted funds, a large sum of money on this condition—that I took no further steps in any direction towards ascertaining the nature of his accident, as he chose to call it, and that I should not mention it to you as the cause of his illness, or refer to it in any way if you arrived while he was there. I hesitated for some time, but in the end I consented. The money in itself was a great temptation—you see, I am frank with you—and, apart from that, your father at that time was on the verge of his fever, and at such a critical time I feared the ill results of not falling in with his wishes. So I promised, and I kept my promise; no one—not even you—knew that he died from that dagger thrust, and during the remainder of my stay on the island, I asked no questions concerning his visit to the castle.”




  “But did you hear nothing? were there no reports?” Paul asked.




  Father Adrian hesitated. “There were no reports about your father,” he said, “but the castle itself was always the object of the most unbounded superstition on the part of the inhabitants. They told strange tales of midnight cries, of lights from blocked-up chambers, and of the old Count who still dwelt there, although he had not been seen outside the castle walls for many a year. He was reported to have sold himself to the Evil One, and at the very mention of his name the people crossed themselves in terror, and glanced uneasily over their shoulders.”




  “Idle tales!” cried Paul angrily. “Tell me, Father Adrian, did you know this Count of Cruta?”




  There was a moment’s silence. Father Adrian’s face was turned away, and he seemed in no hurry to answer. “Yes, I knew him.”




  “You knew him! What is he like? Tell me!”




  The priest shook his head. “I have nothing to tell you,” he said in a low tone.




  “You mean that you will not tell me.”




  The priest inclined his head. Paul turned upon him fiercely, “He was my father’s murderer,” he cried.




  “It may be so. But remember that nothing is known! Remember, too, that your father’s last wish was to keep secret the manner of his death!”




  Paul seemed scarcely to have heard him. He was walking restlessly up and down the apartment. Presently he stopped in front of Father Adrian’s chair.




  “You have told me what happened to my father on the island,” he said; “now tell me the story of his life, which you say that he confided to you. I must know what took him there.”




  XXIV. “THE SHATTERED VASE OF LOVE’S MOST HOLY VOWS”
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  Paul had not thought of ringing for lights, and, save around the fireplace, the room was wrapped in solemn darkness. Father Adrian’s chair had been amongst the shadows, and Paul had seen nothing save his outline since they had entered the room. But now, his curiosity stirred by the sudden silence of the priest, he caught up the poker, and broke the burning log in the grate, so that the flames threw a quick light on his face.




  Its extreme pallor struck him forcibly. It was a perfectly bloodless face, and the dark eyes, as black as jet, accentuated its pallor. Yet there was no lack of nervous strength or emotion. The thin lips were quivering, and the eyes were soft with feeling. Somehow, it seemed to Paul that this man’s interest in the story which he had come to tell was no casual one; that he himself was mixed up in it, in a manner which as yet he had chosen to conceal. His colourless face was alight with human interest and sympathies. Who was this priest, and why had he come so far to tell his story? Paul felt that a mystery lay behind it all.




  “You must not think,” Father Adrian commenced slowly, “that your father told me the whole history of his life. It was one episode only, the memory of which weighed heavily upon him as death drew near. He did not tell me all concerning it; what he did tell me I will try and repeat to you.




  “It was late in the afternoon of the day before your arrival that he called me to his bedside. Only a few hours ago we had told him that he must die, and since then he had been very silent. I came and knelt before him, and was commencing a prayer, when he stopped me.




  “‘I want you to listen while I tell you one of the worst actions of my life,’ he said in a low tone, weakened by the suffering through which he had passed. ‘The memory of it has haunted me always; it is the memory of it which has brought me here. I am not confessing to you, mind! only after I have told you this story, I want you to pray for me.




  “‘Thirty years ago I was in Palermo, and was introduced there to the Count of Cruta. We met several times, and on his departure he invited me to come over here for a week’s shooting. I was wandering about on pleasure, with no fixed plans, and I did not hesitate for a moment. I should like nothing better than to come, I told him, and accordingly we returned here together.




  “‘The Count was a widower with one daughter, Irene. For a young man I was not particularly impressionable, and up till then I had thought very little about women. Nevertheless,—perhaps, I should say, all the more for that reason,—I fell in love with Irene. In a week’s time I had all but told her so; and finding myself alone with her father one night after dinner, I boldly asked him for her hand. Somewhat to my surprise,—for considering the difference in our years, we had become very friendly,—he refused me point-blank. The first reason which he gave staggered me: Irene was already engaged to a Roumanian nobleman, who would be coming soon to claim her. But apart from that, he went on, he would never have consented to the match on the score of our different religions. I tried to argue with him, but it was useless; he would not even discuss the matter. His daughter’s hand was promised, and his word was passed.




  “‘On the morrow I appealed to Irene, and here I met with more success. She confessed that she loved me, and, to my surprise, she consented at once when I proposed that she should run away with me. Our arrangements were made in haste and secrecy. My yacht lay in the harbour, and at midnight Irene stole down to the shore, where I met her, and rowed her on board. A few minutes later we weighed anchor and steamed away, with the rusty old guns from the castle firing useless shots high over our heads.




  “‘I want to make my story as short as I can, so I will not attempt to offer any excuses for my conduct, or to seek to palliate it in any way. Irene had trusted herself to me, and I betrayed her trust. I did not marry her. She did not leave me; she did not even openly upbraid me; but nevertheless it hung like a dark cloud over her life. By degrees, she became altered. She tried to drown her memory by frivolity, by all manner of gaiety and excitement, and our life in Paris afforded her many opportunities.




  “‘The old Count of Cruta made two efforts to rescue his daughter from me. The first time he came alone; and before his righteous fury I was for a moment abashed. “Give me back my daughter!” he thundered, with his back to my closed door, and a pistol pointed to my head. I rang the bell, and Irene came, dressed for the evening, and humming a light opera tune. Then I saw to what depths of callousness I had dragged her, and I shuddered. She listened to the old man’s stormy eloquence, and when he had finished his passionate appeal, she shrugged her shoulders slightly. She was perfectly happy, she declared, and she would die sooner than go back to that triste Cruta. Had he had a pleasant journey? she asked, and would he stay and dine? I saw her father shudder, and the words seemed frozen upon his lips. He looked at her in perfect silence for a full minute—looked at her from head to foot, at her soft white dress, with its floating sea of dainty draperies, and at the diamonds on her neck and bosom. Then his eye seemed to blaze with anger.




  “‘“Girl!” he cried sternly, “you have dragged down into the mire one of the proudest names in Europe! Curse you for it! As for you, sir,” he added, turning to me, “you are a dishonoured scoundrel! a cur!”




  “‘He was right! I was a blackguard. But had it not been for those last words of his, I should straight-way have offered to have married Irene on the morrow. The words were on my lips, but the contempt of that monosyllable maddened me. The better impulse passed away.




  “‘“You should have given her to me when I asked for her hand,” I answered. “You cur!” he repeated. I looked at him steadily. “You are an old man,” I said, “or I should throw you down my stairs. Now go! Irene has nothing to say to you, nor have I.”




  “‘He lingered on the threshold for a moment, surveying us both with a calm dignity, before which I felt ashamed.




  “‘“As you remind me, I am an old man,” he said quietly, “and I have, alas, no son to chastise you as you deserve. But the season of old age is the season of prophecy! Listen, Martin de Vaux,” pointing towards me, “you shall taste the bitterest dregs of sorrow and remorse in the days to come, for this your evil deed. You may scoff, both of you,—you may say to yourselves that an old man’s words are words of folly,—but the day will come! It is writ in the book of fate, and my eyes have seen it! Pile sin upon sin, and pleasure upon pleasure; say to yourselves, ‘let us eat and be merry, for to-morrow we shall die!’ For so it is written, and my eyes have seen it!”




  “‘He was gone almost before the echo of his words had died away. I called after him, but there was no answer but the sound of a shutting door. I looked at Irene; she was calmly buttoning her glove.




  “‘“The carriage is waiting,” she reminded me coolly.




  “‘I gave her my arm, and laughed. We drove to the opera.’”




  XXV. “A BECKONING VOICE FROM OUT A SHADOWY LAND”
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  Midnight rang solemnly out from the Abbey clock. The priest paused in his story to count the strokes, and Paul drew out his watch with an incredulous gesture.




  “You must stay here to-night,” he said; “it will be too late for you to leave.”




  He rang the bell, and ordered a room to be prepared. Father Adrian, who had been lost in a fit of deep abstraction, looked up and shook his head as the servant quitted the room. “I shall not stay here,” he said quietly. “It is impossible.”




  Paul pointed to the clock. “You have more to tell me,” he said, “and it is already late. If you are staying at the monastery of St. Bernard, it is nearly eight miles away, and you cannot possibly return.”




  “I have not so far to go,” Father Adrian answered, “and this is the hour I always choose for walking. Do you wish to hear the rest of your father’s confession?”




  Paul stood on the hearthrug with bowed head and folded arms. “I am ready!” he said; “go on!”




  Father Adrian remained silent for nearly a quarter of an hour; then he recommenced his story.




  “‘From the time of the old Count’s visit,’ your father went on, ‘I noticed a gradual change in Irene. She grew thin and pale and nervous, disliking more and more, every day, to go out, and becoming suddenly averse to all our previous pursuits and pleasures. We mixed amongst a Bohemian set in Paris, and we had a good many acquaintances of a certain sort. Amongst them was a man whom I always disliked, yet who managed somehow to establish himself upon terms of intimacy with us. His name was Count Victor Ferdinand Hirsfeld, and his nationality was rather a puzzle to me, for he chose to maintain, without any apparent reason, a sort of mystery about it. With Irene he was ever more intimate than with me, and more than once I noticed references in their conversation which seemed to point to some previous acquaintance between them. I asked Irene no questions, for I trusted her but I watched Count Hirsfeld closely. I felt convinced that, under the mask of friendship, he was trying to win Irene from me, and though I never for one moment believed that he would succeed, I was anxious to obtain some proof of his intentions, that I might punish him. Often after his visits, which seemed to be carefully chosen for a time at which I was nearly certain to be out, I found Irene in tears; but when I sought to make her explain, she had always some excuse.




  “‘We had lived together for three years when, without any warning, Irene left me. I came home one night from a dinner at the English Embassy, and found her gone. There was no message, not a single line of adieu, not a ghost of a clew by which I could trace her. It was a shock to me; but when the first wrench was over, I knew that it was something of a relief. In my heart I was tired of the irregular life we had been leading, and longing to return to England and my old home. Irene herself was no longer dear to me. While she had remained faithful to me, I had considered myself, in a certain sense, bound to her, although the bonds had commenced to gall. Now that she had left me of her own accord, I was free. I troubled little as to what had become of her; youth is always selfish. She had either gone home to her father, or had run away with Count Hirsfeld, I determined at once. Of the two, I was inclined to believe the latter, from the fact of her having left no message for me, and also as I found that he too had quitted Paris suddenly. I purposely did not attempt to find out, for had I discovered the latter to be true, I should have felt bound to call Count Hirsfeld out the next time I met him, and I hated duelling. So, with a light heart, I disposed of my Paris establishment, selling even the house, and everything likely to remind me of a page of my history which I desired to blot out.




  “‘I returned to England, and settled down at Vaux Abbey. In a few months my life with Irene lay back in the past, like a troubled dream, and I did my best to forget it. It was all hateful and tiresome to me. My mind was full now of healthier and more wholesome thoughts and purposes. I felt like a man commencing life anew. Even my conscience had almost ceased to trouble me. Irene had left me of her own will, nor had she been driven to it by any unkindness on my part. I would forget her. I had the right to forget her.




  “‘About six months had passed, and I was in the full enjoyment of my altered life. One night, when the Abbey was full of guests, a servant whispered in my ear, as we sat at dinner, that a gentleman,—a foreigner, the man believed—had just been driven over from the nearest railway station, and was in the library waiting to see me. I knew in a moment that some sort of a resurrection of that buried past was at hand; and though I nodded carelessly and kept my countenance, my heart sank like lead. As soon as I could make an excuse, I left the table, with a brief apology to my guests, and made my way to the library.




  “‘I had expected to find there Irene’s father. Judge of my surprise when I found Count Hirsfeld advancing to meet me, pale and travel-stained, from the shadows of the room. I stopped short, and stood with my hands behind me.




  “‘“Mr. de Vaux, I bring you a letter,” he said simply; “I am here as a messenger, and as a messenger only. Nothing but the prayers of a dying woman would have induced me to stand beneath your roof!”




  “‘“Your presence certainly needs some explanation,” I answered coldly. “Give me the letter!”




  “‘He handed it over, and I took it to the lamplight. The handwriting seemed unfamiliar to me; but when I glanced at the last page, I saw that it was signed “Irene.” I read it through hastily.




  

    “CRUTA.




    “MARTIN:—




    “I left you meaning never to speak or write your name again, but fate has been too strong for me. When you see my handwriting, you may fear that I want to burden you once more with my presence, which has grown so wearisome to you! You need not! Soon there will be nothing left of me but a memory; even that I know will not survive long. For I am dying. Life is only a matter of days and hours with me now. For me, only a few more suns will rise and set. I am dying, else I had not taken up my pen to write to you.




    “Martin, one’s last hours are a time for plain speaking. I have never suffered one word of reproach to pass my lips, but you have wronged me deeply! You have turned what should have been the sweetness of my life into bitterness and gall. I do not remind you of this to heap idle reproaches on your head; I remind you of it simply because on my deathbed I am going to ask you what in the past I scorned to do. I am going to ask you to marry me.




    “I could not hope to make you understand all that I have suffered during these last few months of my illness. I would not if I could. It is not worth while! My father, although he knows that I am dying, will scarcely speak to me. He has forgotten that I am his daughter, save when he laments it. He sits alone day by day, brooding upon the dishonour of his race. The priest, who prays for me, speaks words of doubtful comfort, as though, after all, he doubted whether salvation were possible for me. The horror of it all has entered into my soul! The sin of the past is ever before my eyes,—black and threatening,—and a great desolation reigns in my heart.




    “And from it all I turn to you, Martin, to save me! You can do it! You only! You lose nothing! You risk nothing! and you will throw some faint light of consolation upon this, my dreary passage through the shadow-land of death. Once you loved me, far off and dim though that time may seem to you. You would be faithful always, you swore, as side by side we stood on board your yacht on the night of our flight, and watched the shores of Cruta grow dimmer and dimmer, and the white-faced dawn break quivering upon the waters. You would be faithful always! The words come back to me as I lie here in this great, dreary bedchamber, with a cold-faced priest muttering comfortless prayers by my side; dying alone, without a single kindly face to lighten my passage to the grave. Yet, do not read this as a reproach! Read it only as the prelude to this my last appeal to you! Marry me, Martin! It would cost you so little: just a hurried journey here, a few sentences over my bedside, a week’s waiting at the most, and you could see me in my grave, and feel yourself free again. Is it too great a thing to do, to make light the heart of a dying woman? I pray God that you may not think so! You have generosity! I appeal to it! Come, I beseech you! It is the prayer of a dying woman! I summon you to Cruta!




    “IRENE.”


  




  “‘Back again in the meshes of my old sin. The letter fluttered down from between my fingers on to the floor, and I stood with folded arms and bowed head, arraigned at the bar of my own judgment. I had marred a girl’s fair young life! The memory of those old days—my passionate persuasions and prayers—swept in upon me. Yes! she had trusted me, and I had deceived her! Her sin and her death lay at my door! The hideous rascality of the thing oppressed me. I had been false to my name and traditions.




  “‘A cold, low voice from the other end of the room broke in upon my surging thoughts. It was Count Hirsfeld who spoke.




  “‘“Forgive me for disturbing your doubtless pleasant reflections, but time flies, and time is very precious to me just now. I await your answer.”




  “‘“It is not necessary,” I replied; “I shall be at Cruta before you!”




  XXVI. “LATE THOU COMEST, CRUEL THOU HAST BEEN”
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  “‘I sped through England and across the Continent southwards as fast as express train and steamer could carry me. Count Hirsfeld shared the special which carried me from our nearest country station to the Great Northern junction, from whence the Scotch mail bore us to London. Here we parted company, travelling the remainder of the way separately. On the evening of the second day, the steamer which I had hired at Palermo dropped anchor in the bay of Cruta, under the shadow of the grim, black castle; and a small rowing-boat landed me beneath the cliffs before night fell.




  “‘I made my way up the narrow, winding path alone, and passing across the paved courtyard, rang the hoarse, brazen bell at the principal entrance. A servant, bearing a torch, had opened the door, and was beckoning me to follow him long before its echoes had died away.




  “‘“Mademoiselle Irene!” I asked him, in a hushed, anxious tone. “She lives?”




  “‘“She lives!” he repeated sombrely.




  “‘I followed him along the wide stone corridors, and up countless steps. At last he paused before a door, and after listening for a moment, knocked softly at it.




  “‘It was opened by a monk, whose face was hidden by the folds of his deep cowl. He motioned me to enter, and immediately closed the door.




  “‘I found myself in a spacious, lofty bedchamber, bare and dimly lit. Facing me two pale, solemn-visaged monks stood on either side of a drawn curtain, as though guarding the plain iron bed which lay beyond, and towards which I had taken one impulsive step forward. Their presence, and an indefinable gloom,—beyond even the gloom of a chamber of death,—which in the dim twilight seemed to hang about the very air of the place, chilled me. There was little furniture, and no pictures hung upon the walls, save a wooden cross near the foot of the bed, before which two candles were burning. I looked around for some one to whom I could address myself, but there was no one beyond these dark-coated, silent monks, who seemed more like shadows from another world.




  “‘While I stood in the middle of the room, hesitating, the priest who had admitted me passed by and took up his station at the foot of the bed. He motioned me to stand a little nearer, and suddenly the drear silence of the room was broken by the low, monotonous chant of prayers. I bowed my head, and kneeling by the bedside I took up the responses, and once for a moment clasped the white, cold hand which lay upon the coverlet, and which was all that I could see of the woman whom I was making my wife.




  “‘The ceremony seems to me now like some far-distant dream, of which I retain only the vaguest recollection. When it was all over, I laid my hand upon the curtain to draw it back, but the monk nearest to me held my hand in a vise-like grip, and before I could move, a voice from the other end of the room, where the shadows were deepest, arrested me.




  “‘“Touch that curtain, or dare to look upon my daughter’s face, Martin de Vaux, and you die! For her soul’s sake I have permitted this! Now go!”




  “‘I peered through the darkness, and I saw the tall, gaunt frame of the Count of Cruta standing near the entrance. I hesitated for a moment.




  “‘“Irene is my wife,” I answered. “I offer no excuse to you for my conduct, but at least I have the right to try and win her forgiveness.”




  “‘He moved a step forward, and his voice shook with passion. “You have no rights! You are dishonoured! You are a villain! What! you to reason with me under my own roof! Away! Out of my sight, lest I forget my word and deal you out your deserts!”




  “‘My heart was hot with shame and anger, but I lingered. “Let her speak,” I answered, pointing to the bed. “It is she against whom I have sinned, and her word I will obey. Irene! may I not stay by your side? Tell me that you forgive!”




  “‘I clutched passionately at the curtain, resolved to tear it aside, and plead with Irene upon my knees. But I was held from behind in a strong, vise-like grasp, and one of the monks who stood there on guard sternly wrested the curtain from my hands.




  “‘“Away with him!” cried the Count, his voice shaking with passion. “Rudolph, do you hear!”




  “‘I nerved myself for a struggle, but in that moment’s pause a thin, white hand stole from behind the curtain and held mine for a moment.




  “‘“Martin, go quickly!” said a faint, weak voice, so altered that I scarcely recognised it as the voice of Irene. “It is my wish—my command.”




  “‘“One word, Irene!” I cried, struggling to free myself. “Just one word!”




  “‘“Farewell!”




  “‘“Irene, you are my wife. Have you nothing else to say to me?”




  “‘“Farewell!”




  “‘There was no sweetness, no regret in that single word. I bowed my head in despair and went.’”


  




  There was a long pause. Father Adrian was leaning back in his chair with half-closed eyes, as though exhausted. Paul, standing opposite to him, motionless and silent as a figure of stone, was listening to every word with grave, anxious face.




  “Will you hear the rest of the story now?” the priest asked after a prolonged silence.




  Paul bowed his head. “I am waiting,” he said simply.




  “I will continue, then, in your father’s own words as near as possible. This is what he told me.”




  “‘I lingered in the island for several days, staying at the monastery, unwilling to go away, and yet frustrated in every attempt I made to enter the castle. On the fourth day, at sunrise, I was awakened suddenly by the deep tolling of the castle bell. I dressed hastily, and hurried up there; but I was thrust from the door, and forbidden to enter. I learned the truth, however, from one of the servants. Irene was dead. On the next day I saw the little funeral procession start from the castle, and directly they entered the grounds of the monastery I joined them. The old Count, bowed and aged with grief, stayed the ceremony, and bade them, with a sudden flash of his old anger, thrust me from the place. But the priest by whose side I had taken my stand raised his hand, and forbade them to touch me. I was in sanctuary,—my feet were on holy ground—and though the Count of Cruta, and Count Hirsfeld who knelt by his side, trembled with anger at my presence, I remained, and on my knees by my wife’s grave I uttered the first prayer my lips had framed since childhood. Through the pine trees which fringed the cliffs, I could see the path where she and I had met in the days when I was her father’s guest, and when I had knelt at her feet a passionate lover. The sunlight flashed upon the blue waters below, and the seabirds flew screaming around our heads. It was all just as it had been in the old days; the same for me, but never more for her. The long black coffin was lowered into the grave, and reverently Count Hirsfeld stepped forward and covered it with armfuls of exquisite white flowers, whose perfume made faint the odorous air. And I had no flowers to throw, nothing but the tribute of a passionate grief, and a heart well-nigh broken with sorrow and remorse.




  “‘The ceremony was over, and the black-robed monks and priest had passed away in a long, solemn procession. Her father, Count Hirsfeld, and I remained there alone; and over Irene’s grave I leaned forward, speaking gently and humbly to him, praying for one word of forgiveness. His only answer was a look of scorn, and he turned away from me with loathing. He would not hear me speak. To him, I was his daughter’s murderer.




  “‘I left the island that night, and returned to England. For several years I lived a very retired life, attending to my duties upon the estate and seldom travelling beyond it. The memory of Irene seemed to haunt me. But as time went on, a change came over my spirits. I was young; and although I still bitterly regretted the past, its influence became weaker and weaker. What was done could not be undone; such reparation as was possible I had made. Brooding over my sin would never make it the less. I reasoned thus with myself, and the final result was inevitable. I commenced to mix more with my fellows, to look up my old friends in town,—in fact, to take up again the threads of my life, which I had once regarded as broken for ever.




  “‘After a while I married; and then, more than ever, Irene and that portion of my past which was bound up with her seemed like some vague, far-distant nightmare, fast assuming a very remote place in my thoughts. I loved my wife as I had never loved Irene, and for a time I was intensely happy. A son was born to me, and in my joy I feasted half the county at Vaux Abbey. I had desired nothing so much as this, for the De Vaux estates and mines, immense as they are, are all strictly entailed. A son was wanted to complete my happiness, and a son I had. But already, although I knew it not, a storm was gathering for me.




  “‘It was about a fortnight after the festivities, and I had just come in with some friends from an afternoon’s shooting, when I was told that a gentleman from abroad—the servant believed—was waiting to see me in the library. Even as he spoke the words I seemed to know who it was. My heart sank, and the presentiment of some coming evil was strong upon me. I hesitated, and then, feverishly anxious to know the worst, I turned away with some careless excuse to my guests and entered the library.




  “‘It was Count Hirsfeld who stood there waiting for my arrival, with a calm, evil smile upon his lips, which instinctively I felt to be the herald of some coming trouble for me. Yet my courage did not altogether desert me.




  “‘“Count Hirsfeld, your presence here demands an immediate explanation,” I said sternly. “Had I been at home, you would not have been admitted.”




  “‘“I come,” he answered slowly, with his eyes fixed steadily upon my face, “as an ambassador from your wife.”




  “‘“From my wife!” I repeated. “You do not know her! What do you mean?”




  “‘He shrugged his shoulders. “I regret that my meaning is not clear,” he said. “I repeat that I come as an ambassador from your wife, Irene de Vaux. I have brought you a message from her.”




  “‘“A message from the dead!” I gasped.




  “‘“Dead! By no means!” he answered, with a slow, cruel smile. “Irene is living! Is it possible that you did not know it?”’”




  XXVII. “GRIM FIGURES TRACED BY SORROW’S FIERY HAND”
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  The lamp which stood on Paul’s writing-table had gone out, and only a few dull red embers remained in the grate. By moving a single yard backwards, Paul was almost lost in the deep shadows which hung about the room, whilst such light as there was fell directly upon the priest’s pale face. During those last few moments his voice had grown a shade more solemn—more intense. Paul, who stood looking out at him from the darkness with dazed senses, like a man in a dream, never doubted for an instant, although perhaps he scarcely realized the full meaning of the story to which he was listening.




  “It must have been in this very room,” Father Adrian continued, looking around him, “that your father and Count Hirsfeld stood face to face. But you are naturally impatient. I will take up the story again in your father’s own words to me.


  




  “‘It was several moments before I could collect myself sufficiently to answer Count Hirsfeld. Everything seemed dim and unreal around me. Only that calm, mocking face remained steadfast, and his words rang in my ears.




  “‘“It is a lie!” I gasped. “We stood together by her grave! She is dead!”




  “‘The calmness suddenly vanished from my tormentor’s face and manner. His eyes were ablaze with mingled triumph and hate. “You thought so, you poor fool!” he hissed out at me across the table. “Bah! you were a fool! You were easily deceived! Listen!




  “‘“You thought it a light thing to carry off the only daughter of the last Count of Cruta. ‘Twas easily done, no doubt; but you made for yourself enemies of men from whose vengeance you were bound to suffer. One was the Count whose daughter you had dishonoured, and whose proud name you disgraced; the other was myself, the man whom she was to have married—myself, who loved her! Do you think that because I did not seek you out and shoot you as you deserved, that I forgot? There were men on the island who loved their lord, and who at the word from him would have hunted you down and murdered you. If he restrained them, do you imagine he was willing to bear this great dishonour without striking a blow? Bah! it was my word that said ‘wait,’ my counsel which saved you from death as too light a punishment. There is another way, I said. So we waited.




  “‘“It was my persuasions which induced Irene to leave you and return to her father. It was I who pointed out to her your great selfishness, and raised in her the longing for revenge! It was I who laid the plot into which you fell.




  “‘“A few words more! It is all so simple! Irene was about to become a mother; and you, believing her to be on her deathbed, married her. The child was born on the next day—your son and heir! Meanwhile, Irene’s waiting maid, who had been for long in a consumption, died. It was her funeral which you attended with such interesting penitence. Irene herself was fast recovering; she was never in any real danger. She lives with her old father, and the boy lives with her. We waited! We read of your marriage, and the Count cried, ‘Let us strike!’ But I said, ‘No, let us wait!’ Time went on. We read again of the birth of a son and heir to you, and of the great rejoicings. Irene held your boy in her arms, and she frowned. ‘Go now,’ she commanded, ‘tell Martin de Vaux that his son and heir is here, and his wife is here! Tell him that they are weary of his absence.’ So I came!”




  “‘There was a dead silence. My throat and lips were dry; I could not speak. Count Hirsfeld watched me with folded arms. It was his vengeance!




  “‘“It is not true!” I stammered out at last. “I will not believe it. Irene is dead!”




  “‘I tried to speak confidently, but I failed. In my heart I believed the Count.




  “‘He shrugged his shoulders. “You have reason,” he remarked. “Why should you believe me? Come to Cruta, and you will see for yourself. You can see the headstone at the foot of the grave: ‘Sacred to the memory of Marie, faithful servant of Irene of Cruta.’ You can see the doctor who attended her and your wife at the same time! Better still, you can see your wife and your infant son! What do you say?”




  “‘“I will not go!” I cried passionately. “I will not see them! It was base treachery!”




  “‘“One must use the weapons of craft against villains,” he said. “There is no baseness to equal yours. You are repaid in your own coin; that is all.”




  “‘I sank into a chair. The insult moved me to no fit of anger. I was numbed.




  “‘“If this be true,” I asked, “what does Irene ask for? I will not go back to her, or see her, or acknowledge her in any way. She can have money, that is all!”




  “‘“Naturally, she requires an allowance,” Count Hirsfeld answered, “and a large one, to enable her to bring up her son in accordance with his position!”




  “‘“She shall have the allowance; she shall have what she asks for,” I declared; “but I will never acknowledge the boy, or her. If he takes the name of De Vaux, or forces himself upon me in any way, it shall be open war. The English courts will annul that marriage.”




  “‘“I think not,” he answered coolly. “Besides, you married into a noble family, did you not—a duke’s daughter? How pleasant her position would be while such a case was being tried! And your son——”




  “‘I stopped him angrily. “I repeat that I will not acknowledge them. Money they can have, and the boy’s future shall be my care! But not if he ever dares to call himself De Vaux.”




  “‘The Count shrugged his shoulders. “I am but an ambassador,” he said. “I will convey what you have said to your wife. You shall hear her decision.”




  “‘He went away, and for a fortnight I was left in misery. At the end of that time I had a letter signed “Irene.” It was cold and short. It told me that, so far as she herself was concerned, she had no desire or intention of claiming her position as my wife. All she demanded was an allowance to be paid to her order at a certain bank in Palermo at regular intervals for the support of herself and for the proper education and bringing up of her son. As to his future, she could not pledge herself to anything; for when the time came, he should decide for himself. She would bring him up in ignorance; but on his twenty-fifth birthday she should tell him the whole story, and place all the necessary papers in his hands. If he chose to use them and claim the De Vaux estates, he would easily be able to do so. If, on the other hand, he decided to remain as he was, she should not attempt in any way to alter his decision!




  “‘The letter was a great relief to me. Five-and-twenty years was a long respite. The boy might die—a thousand things might happen before then. At any rate, I was enough of a philosopher to seal down that secret page in my history, and to live as though it had never existed.




  “‘Five-and-twenty years is a long time, but it passed away. It is the portion of my life which I look back upon with the most pleasure. I did my utmost to atone for a wasted youth, and in some measure I succeeded. My fears had grown fainter and fainter, and when the blow came it was like a thunderbolt falling from a clear sky. One morning I received a letter in Irene’s writing, a little fainter and less firm than of old, but still familiar to me. It contained only a few lines. She had told her son all, and he elected to assert his rightful name and position. In future he intended to call himself “De Vaux” and on my death he would claim the estates.




  “‘I read the letter, and determined on instant action. In a week my son Paul and I were on board my yacht, starting for the Mediterranean. We made for Palermo, and here we separated,—Paul, at all hazard, to find Count Hirsfeld, to whom I made a splendid offer if he would aid me in inducing Irene to change her purpose; I for Cruta, to see Irene.’


  




  “This is almost the end of your father’s confession to me,” Father Adrian continued. “At Cruta he sought the hospitality of the monastery, where he was taken ill. He wrote an urgent letter to you, and immediately he was able to walk he went up to the castle. I have already told you of the manner of return. Of that visit he told me scarcely anything, and he told me nothing at all concerning the wound which he received there. Only I gathered that he was more than ever anxious to see Count Hirsfeld. It was while waiting for your return that he made this confession to me. I have finished.”


  




  The white morning light was stealing into the room through the uncurtained windows. The fire had burnt out, and there was only a handful of ashes in the grate. Outside in the park a grey mist was hanging about in the hollows and over the tree-tops, and something of its damp chilliness seemed to have found its way into the apartment. Paul, who had been leaning heavily upon the mantelpiece, with his head buried in his hands, looked up and shivered. Then he glanced quickly across towards the opposite easy-chair. Father Adrian was still there, and at Paul’s movement he rose to his feet.




  “This has been a terrible night for you, I fear,” he said quietly. “I am sorry to have given you so much pain. If I could I would have spared you.”




  “I thank you,” Paul answered wearily. “It was right that I should know. Why did you not tell me at Cruta?”




  “It seemed to me that your father’s death was enough for you to bear! Perhaps I was wrong!”




  Paul made no answer. His thoughts seemed suddenly to have travelled far away. Father Adrian watched his pale, stricken face with cold, pitiless eyes.




  “You are weary,” he said softly. “I shall leave you now, but I have something more to say to you on this matter. It is no part of your father’s confession. It is from myself. Can I come to-morrow or the next day?”




  “Come in a week,” Paul answered. “I shall be able to talk calmly then about this.”




  Father Adrian hesitated. “A week! Well, let it be so, then. Farewell!”




  XXVIII. “ADREA’S DIARY”
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    “Spring blossoms on the land, and anguish in the heart.”


  




  To-night I shall close my diary for a long while, very likely for ever. I am heartily thankful for it. These last few days have been so wretched, full of so much miserable uncertainty, that their record has grown to be a wearisome task. It has ceased to give me any relief; it has become nothing but a burden. How could it be otherwise, when the days themselves have been so grey, so full of shadows and disappointments? You have been a relief to me sometimes, my silent friend; but what lies before me is not to be recorded in your pages.




  Twenty-four hours have passed since I made my last entry. It was night then, and it is night now. All that lies between seems phantasmagoric and unreal. I ask myself whether it has really happened; and when the day’s events rise slowly up before my memory, I almost fail to recognise them. Yet I have but to close my eyes and lean back, and it all crowds in upon me. In the future I know that this day will stand out clear and distinct from all the rest of my life.




  It was early in the morning when I started for Vaux Abbey across the moorland road. So long have I seen this bleak county wrapped in mists and sea fogs that to-day I scarcely recognised it. There was a clear blue sky, streaked with little patches of white, wind-swept clouds, and the sun—actually the sun—was shining brilliantly. How it changed everything! The grey, hungry sea, which I had never been able to look upon without a shudder, seemed to have caught the colouring of the sky, and a million little scintillations of glistening light rose and fell at every moment on the bosom of the tiny, white-crested waves. And the moorland, too, was transformed. Its bare, rock-strewn undulations lost all their harshness of outline and colouring in the sweet, glancing sunlight; and afar off the line of rugged hills, which I had never seen save with their heads wreathed in a cloud of white mist, stood out clear and distinct against the distant horizon, tinged with a dim, purple light.




  Why did it all make such an impression upon me, I wonder? I cannot say; but nothing in all my life ever struck so deep a note of sadness. I feel it now; I shall feel it always. There was madness in my blood when I started, I think; but before my walk was half over, it had increased a thousand-fold. Every little sound and sight seemed to aggravate it. I missed the dull sighing and moaning of the wind in the black copses—a sound which had somehow endeared itself to me during these last few days—and in its place the soft murmur of what seemed almost a summer breeze amongst the tall pine-tops stirred in me an unreasonable anger. The face of the whole country seemed smiling at me. What mockery! What right had the earth to rejoice when grief and anxiety were driving me mad? For it was indeed a sort of madness which laid hold of me. I clenched my hands, and muttered to myself as I walked swiftly along. The road was deserted, and I met no one. Once a dark bush away off seemed to me to take a man’s shape. I stopped short. Could it be Father Adrian returning to the Abbey? I felt my breath come quickly as I stood there waiting. The idea excited me. I found myself trembling with a passion that was not of fear, and, suddenly stooping down, I picked up a sharp flint, and grasped it tightly between my fingers. Then I moved stealthily on, and the thing defined itself. After all, it was only a bush, not a man at all. I tossed my weapon on one side with a strained little laugh. The sense of excitement passed away, but it left an odd flavour behind it. I found myself deliberating as to what I had meant to do with that stone if it had really been Father Adrian, and if I had succeeded in stealing silently up behind him. Perhaps I scarcely realized my full intention, but a dim sense of it remained with me. It was the development of a new instinct born of this swiftly-built-up hatred. I have my reasons for writing of this. I wish to distinctly mark the period of the event which I have just recorded.




  There was no fear of my mistaking the way to Vaux Abbey, for it stood upon a hill, and had been within sight ever since I had taken the moorland road. I was unused to walking, and the road was rough; but I do not remember once feeling in any way fatigued or footsore, although one of my shoes had a great hole in it, and was almost in strips. My mind was too full of the end of my journey to be conscious of such things. I had only one fear: that I should be too late; that somehow the threatened blow would have been struck, and Paul in some way removed from me. It was fear more than hope which buoyed me up. But anyhow, it answered its purpose, for in less than three hours after I had started I found myself before the great hall-door of Vaux Abbey.




  A deep, hollow peal followed my nerveless little pull at the chain bell-rope, and almost immediately the door opened. A grey-haired manservant, in black livery, looked down at me in surprise.




  “I wish to see Mr. Paul de Vaux!” I announced. “Is he in?”




  The man hesitated. “I believe so, miss,” he said doubtfully; “but he is engaged on some important business, and has given orders that no one is to disturb him. Lady de Vaux is at home.”




  “My business is with Mr. Paul de Vaux,” I said. “Will you tell him that it is some one from the Hermitage, and I think that he will see me.”




  The man did not answer me in words, but motioned me to follow him. My courage was failing me a little, and I was certainly inclined not to look around, but nevertheless the place made an impression on me. The great hall which we were crossing was like the interior of some richly decorated church. The ceiling was dome-shaped, and the base of the cupola was surrounded by stained glass windows, which cast a dim light down upon the interior. The white stone flags were here and there covered by Eastern rugs, thrown carelessly down, but for the most part were bare, and as slippery as marble; so slippery that once I nearly fell, and only saved myself by catching at an oak bench. Just as I recovered myself, I saw the figure of a woman descending the huge double oak staircase which terminated opposite to us. My guide paused when he saw her, and I was also compelled to.




  “Here is her ladyship!” he said.




  I watched her slowly advance toward us, a fine, stately old lady, carrying herself with unmistakable dignity, although she was forced to lean a good deal on a gold-mounted, black ebony stick. And, as I looked at her, I thought of Father Adrian’s words: “I can break his mother’s heart;” and I leant eagerly forward in the chastened twilight with my eyes anxiously fixed upon her. She came slowly on towards me, and when she was a few yards away she spoke to the servant.




  “Does this young lady wish to see me, Richards?”




  She spoke to the man, but she looked towards me, and evidently expected me to address her. For a moment I could not. A little gasp of relief had quivered upon my lips, and my eyes were suddenly dim. To look into Lady de Vaux’s face, stately, calm, and kind, seemed like a strong antidote to my fears of Father Adrian. It was quite evident that nothing unexpected had happened during the last twenty-four hours. Father Adrian’s threat had been an empty one. In the presence of Lady de Vaux, the fears which had been consuming me departed. She was so unmoved, so indifferent. How could a little Jesuit priest hurt such a one as she?




  The thoughts chased one another quickly through my mind; but still my hesitation was apparent. After waiting in vain for me to speak, the servant who was conducting me answered Lady de Vaux’s question.




  “The young lady asked for Mr. Paul, your ladyship. It was doubtful whether I might disturb him.”




  “For Mr. Paul?” Lady de Vaux looked at me, leaning forward on her stick, and with her eyebrows a little uplifted. “My son is particularly engaged, and has left word that he does not wish to be disturbed for several hours,” she said. “If you have anything to say to him, you can say it to me. I am Lady de Vaux!”




  “Thank you! I must wait and see your son,” I answered.




  She moved away with a slight and distinctly haughty inclination of her head. “You can show this young lady into the waiting-room, Richards,” she directed. “Take her name in to Mr. Paul when he rings. By the bye,” she added, pausing in her slow progress over the hall, and looking me once more steadily in the face, “what is your name?”




  “You would not know it,” I answered. “I have come from the Hermitage—near here.”




  She did not speak to me for a moment, but I saw the colour rising into her cheeks, and her fingers were trembling. It was foolish of me to have told her. A glance into her face showed me that she had heard something, she knew something of me. She was looking at me as at some object almost beneath her contempt. Yet she spoke quite calmly.




  “You are Adrea Kiros, the dancing girl!”




  I answered her quite coolly—I believe respectfully. She was Paul’s mother. Yet I could see that she was going to be very rude to me.




  “You can have nothing to say to my son,” she declared. “It is infamous that you should have followed him here—to his own house. Be so good as to quit it at once. Mr. de Vaux shall be informed later of the honour of your visit, and if he has anything to say to you, he can find other means save an interview under this roof. Richards!”




  She pointed across the hall towards the entrance. I stood quite still, struggling with my passion. If she had been any other woman, I should have struck her across the lips.




  “I shall remain!” I answered. “I am here to see Mr. de Vaux; I shall see him! Don’t dare to touch me, man!” I added fiercely, as Richards laid his hand upon my shoulder.




  He shrank back hastily. I even believe that he muttered an apology. Perhaps they saw that I was not to be trifled with, for Lady de Vaux suddenly changed her tactics.




  “Follow me!” she said, sweeping round, with an imperious gesture. “You shall see my son! You shall hear from his own lips what he thinks of this—intrusion. Perhaps you will leave the Abbey at his bidding, if not at mine.”




  I followed her in silence, carrying myself proudly, but with fast-beating heart. What would he think of my coming? Would he call it an intrusion? At any rate he could not be pleased; for even if he received me kindly, he would have his mother’s anger to face. Yet, how could I have kept away?




  We halted, all three of us, before a closed door at the back of the hall. There was no answer to the man’s somewhat ostentatious knock, and Lady de Vaux, after a moment’s waiting, turned the handle of the door and swept into the room. I kept close behind her.




  I can remember it now; I shall always remember it—the dim, peculiar light which tired our eyes the moment we had stepped inside. It was easy to discover the reason. The heavy velvet curtains were still drawn in front of the high windows, and on a distant table a lamp was only just flickering out. At first it seemed as though the great chamber was empty. There was no one to be seen, and it was not until we reached a deep recess at the further end that we discovered Paul.




  At the sight of him we both stood still—Lady de Vaux moved in spite of her stately composure, and I spellbound. He was sitting before an oak writing desk covered with papers, and in the midst of them his head was resting upon his bowed arms. He neither spoke nor moved, nor seemed indeed in any way conscious of our approach. The window fronting him was, unlike all the others, uncurtained and wide open, and a flood of sunshine was streaming in upon his bowed head, and mingling with the sicklier light of the rest of the apartment. It was a strange and ghastly combination; not only in itself, but in the sort of halo it seemed to cast around his dark, bowed head. Ah! Paul, my love, my love! how my heart ached for you!




  “He is asleep,” Lady de Vaux said fearfully. “Paul!”




  I held out my hand to check her. “Let him alone!” I whispered hoarsely. “I will go away. Don’t you see that he is resting.”




  She took no notice of me, nor of my backward movement, but leaned over towards him as though to touch his arm. A sort of fury came upon me. I knew that the Paul whom she was trying to recall from the land of unconsciousness would never again be the Paul of the past. Father Adrian had kept his word. The blow which he had threatened had fallen. Paul! I looked at your dear bowed head until the tears dimmed my eyes, and the great room swam around me. For in my heart I felt that it was I who had brought this thing upon you; I who could have saved you by a single word.




  “Paul, wake up! It is I, your mother.”




  I snatched hold of her hand, and drew it away. “Let him rest,” I cried, fiercely. “He will waken soon enough.”




  She looked at me in dignified astonishment. “How dare you presume to dictate to me in this fashion?” she exclaimed. “And why should he not be awakened? It is past mid-day. Paul!”




  The crouching figure moved. He had heard, then! I held my breath, longing to escape, yet compelled to watch with fascinated eyes the rising of that bowed head. There was no start, or hurried awakening, if indeed he had been asleep at all. He simply turned his head, and looked at us with surprise, without any emotion of any sort.




  I hid my face in my hands, and sobbed. Lady de Vaux was silent with horror. For there was something inexpressibly, awfully moving in the silent, passionless sorrow which seemed written with an unsparing hand onto that white face. All combativeness had passed away, but resignation had not come to take its place. And, apart from the outward evidence of the agony through which he had passed, its physical traces were very apparent. Deep, black lines seemed furrowed into the flesh under his dull eyes, and the firm, handsome mouth was drawn and quivering. It was such a change as might have been worked by some deadly Eastern poison, eating away the corporal frame. To think that it had worked from within—that burning and terrible sorrow had caused it—was horrible.




  Lady de Vaux was the first to speak. The icy composure of her manner was gone. Her voice was strained and anxious.




  “Why, Paul, what have you been doing here all night? Do you know that it is past mid-day? Has anything happened? Are you ill?”




  “Ill? No; I think not.” He seemed to be speaking from a great way off. Nothing about him was natural. He was on his feet, but I expected every moment to see him reel and fall.




  “But, Paul, what have you been doing—writing?” Lady de Vaux asked anxiously. Then, as though warned by his strange appearance, she checked his mechanical answer. “Never mind, never mind! You are tired, I can see. Won’t you go and lie down for awhile? Come, I will go with you.”




  She had forgotten me, until she found that he paid no heed to her words; that his eyes travelled past her, and remained fixed upon me. Then she turned swiftly upon me.




  “You had better go,” she said in a low, imperative whisper. “Ask them to show you into my room, and wait there for me.”




  I took no notice of her. My eyes were fixed upon Paul. I felt that he was going to speak to me; and he did.




  “Adrea! Adrea!” he said slowly. “How is it that you are here? You did not come with him, did you? No! no! of course not. And yet, how is it that you are here?”




  “I feared Father Adrian and his threats, and I was alone, quite alone, and—and I could bear it no longer. I was obliged to come.”




  His face grew a trifle more animated; I could see that he was recovering. The dumb stupor which had held his features rigid was passing away.




  “Yes, I am glad you are here. I want to talk to you. I had some important business which kept me writing here all night, and must have fallen asleep. I will go and change my things and come back to you.”




  He looked down at his crumpled shirt-front and disordered tie, and then moved slowly towards the door. Lady de Vaux hesitated for a moment, with a dark frown upon her face, and then laid her hand upon his arm.




  “Your explanation should surely have been addressed to me, Paul,” she said coldly. “Who is this young lady?”




  “She is a friend of mine,” Paul answered, “and——”




  “I heard you call her ‘Adrea,’” Lady de Vaux continued. “May I ask whether it is indeed Miss Adrea Kiros?”




  “I have told you that is my name, Lady de Vaux,” I answered promptly. “You have possibly heard of me.”




  Lady de Vaux turned her back upon both of us, and left the room without a word.
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    “Love, blossoming in the roses, holds a dagger in her hands.”


  




  We were alone, Paul and I, in that great, solemn room, full of pale, phantom-like lights and quivering shadows. He was standing a few yards away from me, with his head half averted, and his eyes full of a great, hopeless despair. In silence I approached him, and took his death-cold hand in mine.




  “It is no matter,” I whispered; “I do not care for your mother! Her words are nothing! I will not leave you—not till you tell me everything.”




  “Everything!” He echoed the word, and looked at me helplessly. “Everything! Tell you everything!”




  Suddenly there was a change. The numbed, helpless look left his face, and his features were relaxed. He was himself again; a strong, brave man, only shaken by the storm.




  “Adrea, forgive me! Did you think that I was going mad? I have had a terrible shock, and I have been up all night listening to a story which brings great suffering and misery upon me!”




  His eyes had suddenly a far-away look in them, so sad that I felt the tears rush into mine. I pressed his hand to let him know that I understood; but I kept my face turned from him. Ah! love is a strange thing, indeed! If I had not cared, Paul, I could have sympathised with you so nicely, and made so many pretty speeches. But I love you, and it made me feel very strange and solemn. I had nothing to say; my heart was too full. Did you understand, I wonder? Will you ever understand? Paul, my love! my love! It is so sweet to say that over and over to myself in this dark chamber, where there is no one to hear me, or to see me looking so foolish. You make me feel so different, Paul! That is because you yourself are so different from all the men I know; from all the men I have ever seen.




  We stood there, quite silent, for some moments. Then he drew a quick, stifled breath, and caught hold of my hands. “I cannot breathe in this place,” he said, looking half fearfully around; “the very air seems tainted with that horrible story, and its ghosts are lurking in every corner!”




  “Let me draw the curtains,” I whispered. “The sunlight will banish them. You are dazed.”




  He held my hand tightly, and drew me towards the window. “Never mind the curtains! We will go out; out over the moor.”




  He was feverishly impatient to be gone, but I held him back. “Your clothes!” I reminded him. “And you have no hat!”




  He looked down doubtfully at his disordered evening dress, and then released my hands. “Wait for me, here,” he begged. “Promise that you will not go away; that nothing shall make you go.”




  I promised.




  “See! I shall lock the door,” he continued, as he reached the threshold. “No one can come in and disturb you!”




  “Please to have some tea and a bath!” I begged. “I do not mind waiting. You will be ill, if you do not mind.”




  He was gone about half an hour. Once, some one came and tried the door, but I took no notice. At last I heard the key turn in the lock, and he entered. “Did you think that I was long?” he asked, coming up to me with a smile.




  I shook my head; my eyes were full of tears, and there was a lump in my throat. I could not speak. He had changed all his clothes, and was carefully dressed in a brown tweed shooting suit and gaiters, but the correctness and order of his external appearance seemed only to emphasize the ravages which one single night’s suffering had wrought upon his strong, handsome face. Hard, cruel lines had furrowed their way across his forehead, and under his eyes were deep black marks. His bronze cheeks were white and sunken, and a bright red spot burned on one of them. But it was a change of which the details could give no idea. His face had caught the inflection of his inward agony, and retained it. It was there, if not for the world to see, at any rate terribly evident to me, to those who loved him.




  He was quite calm now, however. It was as though the fires of suffering had burnt themselves out, leaving behind them a silent, charred desolation. He took my arm, and together we left the room, passing through the high French windows and along an open terrace until we reached the gardens. We turned down a broad walk bordered by high yew hedges, at the bottom of which was a little gate leading into the park. The air was fragrant with the perfume of violets, and early stocks and hyacinths, mingled every now and then with a more delicate perfume from the greenhouses on the other side of the red-brick wall. How beautiful it all seemed, in that sweet, dancing sunlight!—the songs of the birds, the blossoming fruit-trees, and pink-budded chestnuts, the scents which floated about on the soft west breeze, and the constant humming of bees and other winged insects. Only in England could there have been so sudden a change from the grey mists and leaden skies of yesterday. Even in that moment of extreme tension I could not help an exclamation of admiration as we came to an end of the gravelled walk, and Paul held open for me a little iron gate.




  “How beautiful your home is!” I cried. “How you must love it!”




  A look almost of agony passed across his face. It came and went in a moment. “Yes! I love it!” he answered, “but it is not my home. Henceforth I have no home. I may well be thankful that I have even a name!”




  I looked at him, waiting for an explanation, but he walked on in silence. It was not until we were half-way across the park that I spoke. “I do not understand!” I said softly. “Will you not tell me something of your trouble?”




  “I would that I could, Adrea!” he answered. His voice was so gentle, and yet his face was so stern. “But no, I cannot. It is a secret. It is only a blotted page of our family history made clear to me. But it alters everything!”




  “Does it make you poorer?” I asked falteringly.




  He looked down in my eyes bravely; but his voice shook as he answered: “If it be true—as I scarcely doubt—it takes from me everything: my money, my home, my future. It brings everything but disgrace upon us, Adrea, and even that must touch our name. Even though the living are spared, the memory of the dead must suffer!”




  I felt the tears flowing down my cheeks, but I dashed them away. “I do not understand. I——”




  “Of course not! and I cannot explain. Yet it is simple! I have an elder brother, of whom I never heard, to whom everything belongs. I am going to find him!”




  “Where is he?” I cried. He shook his head. “That I cannot tell. Father Adrian knows, but he will not speak. I am going in search of him myself. I am going to Cruta!”




  To Cruta! The name rang in my ears, and earth and trees and sky seemed reeling before me. Then I clutched him by the arm, and cried out hysterically,—




  “You shall not go there! The place is horrible! You shall not go!”




  He stood still, and looked at me in wonderment. We had crossed the park now, and were on the edge of the bare moorland. His figure alone stood out in solitary relief against the sky. I was half mad with fear and dismay. He did not understand. How could he?




  “It is at Cruta that I can learn all that there still is for me to learn,” he said. “I shall start for there to-night.”




  Oh! it was horrible! What could I say? How was I to stop him? How much dare I tell? I caught hold of his hands, and held them tightly.




  “Paul, I want to ask you something! When you heard from the convent that relations had claimed me and taken me away, and then, a year afterwards, you found me there—in London—a dancing girl, what did you think?”




  He answered me at once and without hesitation. “I thought that you had misled the Lady Superior,—that you were weary of your life there, and had run away.”




  I shook my head. “I knew that you thought so and I never denied it. But it was not so! I was not unhappy at the convent, but one day I was sent for and bidden prepare for a journey. Some relatives had sent for me, and I was to go. And to where? It was to Cruta! Paul, it was old Count of Cruta who claimed me. I cannot tell you anything of the time I spent there, shut up in the gloomy castle; it was horrible beyond all words. Even the memory of it makes me shudder. If only I could tell you! But I must not! I can tell you this, though. In less than six months I felt myself going mad; and one night I stole down to the beach and unfastened a small boat and rowed away, scarcely caring what happened to me so that I could but escape from that awful place. It was a desperate chance. I was out all day without food or water, rowing and drifting until Cruta lay like a speck in the distance. Then by chance I was picked up by an English yacht, and they brought me to London. I arrived there helpless and miserable, and, ah! how lonely! I dared not go back to the convent for fear I should be sent back to Cruta. There was only you. I went to your bankers, and they told me that you were abroad—on the Continent. By chance they asked me there my name, and by chance again I told them it truthfully. They told me that they had money for me there. I had only to sign a receipt, and they gave me more than I asked for—ten times more. Then I remembered the address of an English girl who had been at the convent with me, and she gave me a home for a time. It was through her dancing mistress that I became—a dancing girl. I have told you this, Paul, because I want you to promise me not to go to Cruta. It is an evil place. They are mad there. Promise me!”




  He looked at me gravely and very tenderly; but his tone was firm. “Adrea, it is necessary that I go there,” he said. “I cannot rest for a moment until I know for certain whether a story which I have just been told is a true one. The proof lies in Cruta! It is no whim which is taking me there! I must go!”




  My heart was sick with dread. Yet what could I do? I said nothing; only I covered my face with my hands and wept.




  “Adrea, you are a foolish child!” he said, bending over me. “What is there for me to fear at Cruta? Look up and tell me!”




  I shook my head. “You would not heed me,” I answered sadly. “I dare not tell you. But there is one thing,” I added hastily. “Will you do it for me simply because I ask you?”




  “If it be possible, yes!”




  I stood still on a little hillock, and faced him eagerly. “Then do not go to Cruta until to-morrow!” I begged. “It will make no difference to you.”




  “And what difference will it make to you, he asked, perplexed.




  “Never mind! promise!” He hesitated for a moment, with a frown on his forehead, and his face turned seaward.




  “Well! I will promise then!”




  I caught hold of his hand, and held it tightly. “You are very good to me!” I said. “Allons! let us move onward!”




  We had reached the Hermitage, and I had spoken scarcely a single word of comfort. An icy coldness seemed to have stolen into my heart. I had ceased to think of Paul, or of my love. There was something else; another passion which made me blind. Yet I let him come in with me, and yielded myself up for a while to the dream of loving and being loved by him. While I lay in his arms, with my head upon his shoulder, and every now and then felt his light, caressing touch upon my face,—why then, the world for me was bounded by that little room, and I had no thoughts which travelled outside it. But it lasted only while he was with me. When he stood up, and said that he must go, I did not seek to keep him.




  “Shall I come again?” he asked, as we stood hand in hand before the door.




  I shook my head. “Not to-night love! I shall be better alone. I am weary, and I have my things to collect.”




  I knew he would be surprised. He withdrew his hand, and manlike, was almost angry. “I forgot. You will leave here, I suppose!”




  I shrugged my shoulders. “What should keep me, Paul? I could not live here alone. Every stone and tree would be full of barren memories. No! to-morrow I go to London. I have sent all the servants away to-day, except Gomez. You will be with me early!”




  “I will be outside your window before you are up!” he promised with a touch of gaiety in his tone. “See that Gomez has breakfast for two!”




  He passed down the avenue, and out of sight. I closed the door with a little shudder and turned round. Gomez was by my side. Through the gloom I could see that his dark eyes were full of fire, and his olive features were set and grim.




  “What do you want Gomez?” I asked quickly.




  He drew close to my side. “The priest,” he muttered, “has he—has he dared——”




  His breath was coming quickly. He spoke English but slightly, and in the excitement the words seemed to stick in his throat.




  I interrupted him. “He has told Mr. de Vaux some strange, horrible story. What do you know of it?”




  “All! All! All! I was there—in the chamber! My master’s words to him—I heard them all. He has told, then! He has threatened! Oh! if only I had known when he was here!”




  The man’s fierce face and gesture told their own tale. I beckoned him to follow me into the room where Paul and I had been sitting, and closed the door.




  “You were Martin de Vaux’s faithful servant,” I said. “Do you want to see his son driven from his home and robbed of his lands?”




  The man moved his lips, making a curious sound, and drew a long, gurgling breath. He was shaking with excitement.




  “Who should do it?”




  “The priest!” I answered softly.




  “Because of the words, the story of which my master spoke to him at his death in the monastery?”




  “Yes! because of that.”




  “Ah!” He stole up to my side with a noiseless, animal movement, and whispered in my ear. His eyes were burning; his face was full of evil meaning. Yet I did not shrink from him. I welcomed him with a smile. He whispered into my ear. It was like the hiss of a snake; but I smiled. I whispered back again. He nodded. Ah! the way before me was growing clear at last. Was it not fate that had brought Gomez ready to my hand? Ay! fate! A good fate! A kind fate! We stood close together in that dimly lit room; and though we were alone in the house, we spoke in whispers to one another. When I moved to the door, Gomez followed me.




  I came down in ten minutes, clad in a long, dark cloak, with a small hat and a thick veil. I took a stick from the rack, and there was something else in my deep pocket.




  “Alone!” he whispered, as I moved towards the door.




  “Alone!” I answered. “Make a good fire in the drawing-room, and let there be food and wine there.”




  “For two?” he asked with an evil smile.




  “For two!”
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    “A land that is lonelier than a ruin.”


  




  A cold twilight followed close upon the day. The sky was strewn with dark clouds, and a wild wind blew in my face. I was on an unknown road, and in all my life I had seen nothing so dreary.




  On one side, about a hundred yards away, was the sea; on the other was a broken stretch of bare moorland covered with only the scantiest herbage and piles of barren grey rocks. Some were lying together in quaint, grotesque shapes; others stood out alone against the sky, and broken fragments of all sizes covered the ground, choking and destroying all vegetation. There was no background of woods or trees; there was nothing between that barren, stony surface and the leaden sky. What turf there had been had lost its colour, and never a fragment of moss had grown upon one of those weather-beaten boulders. The sea air had stained them, and the grey evening mists had rotted them, until their surface was honeycombed with indentations, but neither had softened or toned down their fierce ugliness. Even in the bright sunlight such a country as this must still have been a country of desolation, and a light heart must sometimes have lost its gaiety and felt oppressed. To me, as I hurried along, with the cold evening settling down around me, that walk was horrible. Strange shadows seemed to dog my path and stalk solemnly along by my side. Footsteps seemed to follow behind me, and every stone I dislodged made me start. Sometimes I fancied that I heard strange whisperings in my ears, and I started round, shivering and trembling, to find myself alone. Once I stopped short. Was that a dead man in the way? How my heart beat! No! it was only a long boulder of rock! Listen! was not that the scream of a dying man? My own voice, raised in helpless terror, drowned the sound, and while I stood there ready to sink to the ground, a great sea-gull came circling round my head, and the blood flowed warm in my veins once more. How sad and mournful was that solitary cry and slow, hopeless flapping of the wings! Who was it said that the evil spirits of dead men dwell imprisoned in those sad-crying birds? It was very, very human, that cry. Bah! was I getting superstitious and faint-hearted before my task was begun? I set my teeth and stepped boldly onwards. For a while I had no more fancies.




  Throughout that hideous walk my whole imagination seemed coloured with a reflection of the purpose towards which I was tending. I do not write this in any morbid fit. Few women have passed through what I have passed through; fewer still have stopped to record their sensations. It is strange that it should afford me any satisfaction to record them here, but it is so. I have begun, and I must go on. This part of my life is drawing rapidly to a close, and with its close I shall seal this little book up and put it away for ever.




  The night grew darker, and the road was fast becoming little more than a rude cattle-track. A little distance ahead of me, from some building as yet unseen, a strong, clear light was steadily burning. Save for it, I might have feared that I had lost my way, for as yet I had passed no sign of human habitation. But that light was sufficient. Gomez had told me of it. It was the light which burned always, from dusk to morning, from the tower of the monastery of St. Bernard.


  




  Two things seemed strange to me, or rather seem strange to me now, when I look back upon that walk. The first was my utter indifference to all physical pain. There was a hole in my boot, and I found afterwards that my foot must have been bleeding most of the time. I never felt it. I was conscious of neither pain nor fatigue. The second thing which surprises me is that, as I drew near to my journey’s end, I grew calmer. I had no desire to draw back. I had no fear. The thing which was before me never assumed any definite shape! It was there—in the background—a dim, floating purpose, never once oppressing me, never forcing its way forward in my mind for more definite consideration, and only showing itself at all in a vague, lurid glow which seemed to change even the shapes of all the gruesome surroundings of my dismal walk. Towards the end of my expedition this became even more marked. My thoughts had recoiled from the present to the past. Vague pictures of the days that had gone by seemed floating before my eyes. I saw myself in the convent garden, with all my little world enclosed in those four walls, and I heard the shrill laughter of the girls with whom I was walking, and I even fancied that I could catch the perfume of the lilac trees which drooped over the smoothly kept lawn. And then the picture faded away, and from the vessel’s side I saw Cruta, a purple-topped island rising like some precious jewel from the sea! I shuddered at the memory of that face, which soon became a living dread to me, and I heard again the passionate voice of a dark-robed man reading poetry, and crushing with white, nervous fingers the hyacinths whose odour was making the air faint. I saw his white, sad face, in which the struggle of the man against himself was already born—born, alas! in those long mornings by the sea, at my unconscious bidding! And soon Cruta, too, faded away, and you, Paul, my love, my dear, dear love, your face came to me. Almost my eyes closed, almost I stayed here to dream. Ah! how the magic of this love, this wonderful love, lightens my little world! My heart is stirred to music, my blood is dancing. I am chilled no longer. Ah! Paul, it is for you that I strike this blow, for you that I tread this stony way. It is sweet to think of it. I go on as blithely as ever a village maiden stepped forward to her wedding. The way is as sweet to me as a garden of roses. Your face, too, is dying out of my thoughts, Paul. Farewell! Farewell!


  




  The valley of the shadow of death! Did any one speak those words? What an evil fancy! Yet the air seemed full of whisperings. The valley of the shadow of death! Yes! it might be that, and these cold, grey boulders the spirits of the evil ones risen up out of Hades. Is there a hell, I wonder? How chill and dark the air seems! There is death about!


  




  The sound of a single bell broke in upon my thoughts. I raised my eyes. My journey was accomplished. Before me was a grim, stern building, and attached to it a chapel. It was the monastery of St. Bernard.




  XXXI. “ADREA’S DIARY”




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  

    “Farewell to the dead ashes of life.”


  




  The path which I had been following led straight up to the bare, arched door of the building. I had reached it unmolested, and rang the bell.




  What a hoarse, clanging sound! I shivered as I stood there listening to its gloomy echoes until they died away. No one came. The place seemed wrapped in an austere silence. I listened, but I could hear no sound within; only the dull, melancholy sighing of the wind amongst a sickly avenue of firs behind.




  I stretched out my hand, and rang again. Almost before the echoes had died away I heard footsteps within. A heavy bolt was withdrawn, and a dark-robed monk stood on the threshold before me. He recoiled for a moment at seeing a woman, and I thought that he would have closed the door, but he did not.




  “What would you have at this hour, sister?” he asked sternly. “The chapel is closed, and morning is the time for dispensing charity.”




  “I have come in search of a priest who is only a visitor here,” I said. “Father Adrian he is called!”




  He seemed still indisposed to admit me. “Is your business urgent?” he asked doubtfully. “Father Adrian is at his devotions, and must not be lightly disturbed.”




  “It is urgent,” I answered.




  He beckoned me to follow him, and in silence led me a few yards down a bare stone corridor. Then he threw open the door of a small room, and bade me enter.




  “This is the guest-chamber,” he said. “Wait here, and I will summon Father Adrian!”




  He closed the door and disappeared. The interior of the room in which he had left me was bare and chilling. I turned from it to the window. Almost opposite was a small eminence, and at its summit a rude cross of Calvary. A dark figure, with clasped hands and bent head, was slowly descending the path.




  Even at that distance I thought I recognised the walk, and as he came nearer I saw that he was wearing the ordinary garb of a Roman Catholic priest instead of the monk’s robes. I stood close to the window watching him, and as he crossed the open space before the door he raised his eyes and saw me. How he started, and how his eyes seemed to burn in their sockets! Doubtless he would have turned paler, but he was already deathly white. He stood there, swaying from side to side, with his eyes fastened wildly upon me, as though an apparition had appeared before him. Then he took a quick step forward; I heard the great front door creak and groan upon its hinges, and almost as soon as I could turn round he was on the threshold before me.




  “Adrea! Adrea!” he cried, in a low, suppressed whisper which shook with passion. “You here! What has happened? Stand in the light! Let me see your face!”




  I moved a step towards him, and raised my veil. “I am lonely,” I said softly. “Was it very wrong of me to come here?”




  He stood before me, with hungry, incredulous eyes fastened upon my face, as though he would see through it into my false heart. Yet I did not flinch; I was actress enough for my part. I watched him tremble—watched the colour flush into his face and die away. It was a very storm of passion which shook him before he could find the words to answer me.




  “Adrea! Adrea! have you come here to mock me? As you are a woman, I implore you to spare me! Speak the truth!”




  I answered him softly, with my eyes fixed upon the ground. “I came because I was lonely. Let us go away from here! Come home with me!”




  “Home with you! Home with you!” He repeated my invitation. He scarcely seemed to understand.




  “Yes! I was very silly the other day! I did not understand you! I did not understand myself! And you see I have humbled myself very much! I have come to tell you so! Am I forgiven?”




  I raised my eyes to his, and added in a half whisper: “Won’t you come home with me, and read aloud, as we used to on the rocks at Cruta?”




  He stood there as though fascinated. I began to feel impatient, but I dared not show any signs of it.




  Suddenly he took a quick step towards me, and before I could prevent it he had thrown himself at my feet on the cold stone floor, and was holding my hands tightly in his.




  “Adrea!” he cried, his voice choked with passion, “is this thing true? My brain reels with the delight of it; but, oh, forgive me if I seem to doubt! I know nothing of women, but surely your lips could never lie! You are not mocking me? Oh, Adrea, my love, lift up your eyes and swear that this is no dream. I am dizzy with joy! Speak to me! Let me look into your face! I am not doubting you, yet say it once more! Tell me it is not a dream!”




  I lied to him with my face, and with my eyes, and with my lips. “It is no dream,” I said softly. “I have come to you, Adrian, because I want you. No one else would do.”




  He stood up, pale and shaken. His voice was still full of deep, throbbing earnestness. “Adrea!” he cried, “to-day I have been fighting a grim fight. Look into my face and mark its traces. I am desperate! For hours I have knelt on what was once a hallowed spot. In vain! In vain! On my knees before the cross of Calvary I have striven to pray, as a man wrestles for his life with the waves of a great ocean. Alas! alas! In the twilight I fancied always that your face was moving amongst the shadows, and even the breeze which rustled in the shrubs around seemed ever to be murmuring your name. Oh, my love, my love, sometimes I wonder that I have lived through the anguish of these days. But it is over! You have come to me, and the evil days are past. I renounce my priesthood! It has become only a barren farce to me! Heaven or hell, what matters it? I leave here with you to-night never to return! Never! never! never!”




  He pressed hot kisses upon my hands; they stung me like molten lead, but I did not withdraw them. Then he rose up and held out his arms to me with a great yearning stealing into his dark eyes. But I kept him away.




  “Not here! not here!” I cried. “I heard footsteps outside. Let us go!”




  “You are right,” he answered. “Wait for me; I have but few preparations to make.”




  He left me, and I breathed freely again. I had no fears, no hesitation. I never dreamt of turning back; but I began to find my task more difficult even than I had imagined. It was his touch, his passionate looks and words which were so hard to endure. My lips could lie, but it was hard to govern my looks; and oh, how I hated him!




  Soon he was back—too soon for me; and then we left the place. He had changed his clothes, and, to my surprise, he wore an ordinary dark walking suit and a long ulster. He had discarded the priest altogether.




  At the bend he looked back. There was a rift in the clouds just behind the hill of Calvary, and the rude cross stood out vividly against the sky. “At last!” he murmured; “at last! Farewell to the dead ashes of life! It is rest to have ended the struggle, even to have fallen. My new life is here!”




  He touched my hand fondly, and held it within his own. “How deathly cold your hand is, Adrea!” he said. “It is the night air. You are well, are you not?” he added anxiously.




  “Quite well; only tired.”




  He took my arm. I could not resist him, only I walked the more swiftly. He tried to check me, but I shook my head. “I am cold and tired,” I told him. “This desolate walk frightened me, and even with you I think I am a little nervous. Let us hurry. Hark! What was that?”




  “A bittern in the marshes! Why, Adrea, how frightened you are! It is not like you!”




  “I know it,” I answered; “but to-night—to-night the air seems full of whisperings and strange sounds. Yes, I am frightened.”




  I shivered as I spoke. He would have drawn me closer to him, but I waved him away. How could he know anything of the horrors of that walk for me! Strange phantoms seemed ever rising from the sea, stalking across the path, and away over the moor, and passing and repassing, grinning and whispering in my ear. Sometimes it seemed as though I could have touched them by stretching out my hand; but when I tried, my fingers closed upon thin air. What were they? Why had they come to torment me? Was it because they scented an evil deed? Would they haunt me for ever like this? What folly! If I gave way so I should soon be altogether unnerved, and my task was still before me. I closed my eyes and opened them again. They had gone! It was good! I had conquered!


  




  It was late, and we had eaten and drunk together. He was lying back in an easy-chair, flushed, and strange to say, wonderfully handsome. The hollows in his cheeks seemed suddenly filled up, and his eyes were soft and bright. I sat at his feet looking into the firelight.




  “Will you answer me some questions, Adrian?” I asked. “There has been so much mystery around us lately, and, like a woman, I am curious.”




  “Yes, I will tell you anything,” he answered. “Am I not your slave, dearest? Only ask me them quickly. There are many things I have to talk about. What was that?” he added quickly. “Is there any one else in this room?”




  I shook my head. “No one; it was fancy. Tell me, who was Madame de Merteuill?”




  “My mother!”




  “Your mother?”




  “Yes; and the old Count of Cruta is my grandfather. Madame de Merteuill is his daughter. But that is not her real name!”




  There was a high screen just behind his chair,—a japanned one, which seemed to have been badly used, for there was a great hole in it. While we had been talking a strange thing had happened. A man’s hand had slowly been thrust through, and a crumpled piece of paper was dropped upon the carpet. I moved to his side, and raised the cushion in his chair. Before I could help it he had caught my face, and pressed a hot, burning kiss upon my cheek. I dared not struggle. I had to yield, and endure for a moment his passionate embrace. Then I dropped my handkerchief upon the piece of paper, and picked up both hastily.




  “Will you tell me something else, please?”




  “Anything you ask! You know that I will!”




  “The De Vaux estates——”




  “Are mine. I am the son of Martin de Vaux. Paul de Vaux has no claim at all. If I had remained in the Church, it was my intention to found a great monastery here. But now——”




  “Well?”




  “Everything is yours!”




  There was a moment’s silence. I drew the piece of paper from my pocket, as though by accident, and read it to myself. There were only a few hastily scrawled lines:—




  “I dare not do it. I am afraid. I will put the knife on the floor.”




  I glanced towards the hole. The hand was there, holding a long, gleaming dagger. It laid it noiselessly upon the carpet, and was withdrawn. I went over to his side, and knelt down there.




  “And what will become of Paul de Vaux?” I asked.




  He laughed grimly. “He must take his chance. He knows the whole story. He has known since last night. Adrea, tell me once more,” he pleaded: “you never loved him really,—say that you never did!”




  “Are you jealous, sir?” I asked lightly. My left hand was wandering down his side! Ah! there was his heart! How it was beating! My right hand was on the floor, cautiously feeling its way towards the screen. It reached the dagger! I clutched it by the hilt! Now was the time. There was his heart. I knew the exact spot.




  “Adrea, are you ill?” he asked. “How white and strange you look! Ah!”


  




  It was done! Lucrezia Borgia could not have bungled less! He lay doubled up in the chair, with a long Genoese dagger buried in his heart, and it was I who had done it!




  Gomez crawled from behind the screen, and looked first at him and then at me with protruding eyes. He tried to speak, but his teeth chattered.




  “It is done!” I said calmly, “and you are saved, Paul, my love,” I whispered to myself. “Be a man, Gomez. We must carry it into the wood. Lift him gently; there must be no blood here.”




  It took all our strength to move him, and we had to drag him, yard by yard, down the avenue and across the road into the little wood.




  My pen is weary of horrors. The memory of that hour is not to be written about. But when he turned away I took the flowers which he had begged for from my corsage and threw them down amongst the wet leaves. It was my sole moment of relenting.
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  A strange figure stood on the edge of the castle cliff, looking across the bay of Cruta to the sea. He was tall, loose jointed, and gaunt, and the long grey beard and unkempt locks of flowing hair which streamed behind in the breeze showed that he was an old man; but his eyes, set back in deep hollows, and fringed with long, bushy grey lashes, were still dark and piercing. Great passions had branded his face with deep-set lines, but had failed to belittle him. On the contrary, his presence, though forbidding and awesome, was full of latent strength and dignity. To the islanders, who never mentioned their lord’s name save with bated breath and after having zealously crossed themselves, he was the object of the most unbounded superstition. His personality and the strangeness of his habits appalled them. They scarcely believed him a being of the same world as their own. The most ignorant amongst them firmly believed that the sea obeyed his uplifted hand, and that when he spoke the thunder rolled amongst the hills. When stories were told of the mystery and strange isolation in which he lived, they nodded their heads and were willing to believe everything. No one ever met him or had speech with him, for twenty years had passed since he had issued from the castle gates. But sometimes, most often when a storm was brewing, they could see a tall, dark figure standing on the giddy edge of the castle wall which overhung the sea, or walking, with slow, stately movements, up and down the narrow foot-path at the summit of the cliff. If the moon had risen, or the sky were clear beyond, they could see the huge, gaunt figure outlined with grim distinctness against the empty background, always with his face to the sea, and with a long black cloak flowing behind. It was not often that they saw him, but when they did they told one another in whispers; and though the sky were cloudless and the sea calm, the women whose husbands were out in their fishing boats beyond the bay told their beads and prayed for their safe return, and those who had remained behind prepared for rough weather. Once, at a marriage feast, when all the little village was making merry, the whisper had gone about that “the Count was walking;” and immediately they had all departed for their homes in fear and silence, and the luckless bride and bridegroom had hastened to the priest and besought him to unloose the knot, that they might celebrate their wedding on some less ill-omened day.




  To-night the storm was already breaking when the Count appeared on the castle wall and turned his face seaward. One by one the fishing smacks were crossing the gathering line of surf, and gaining the deep, still waters of the bay. As they passed underneath the towering mass of granite rock, against the base of which the waters were boiling and seething, the men in the boats gazed fearfully up at that black speck far away above their heads, and crossed themselves. The Count had stood there for an hour, they whispered, ever since that piled-up mass of angry, lurid clouds had first gathered, and a warning breath of wind had swept across the smooth, glass-like surface of the water, now troubled and restless. Not one of them doubted but that his coming had brought the storm; but there was not one of them who dared to utter a word of complaint. Only they stood up in their boats, and shielding their eyes with an uplifted hand from the fierce rays of the sinking sun, gazed out seaward, searching for the boats not yet in safety.




  Suddenly a little murmur arose from amongst them, and a word was passed from one to another of their little crafts. The blinding glare of the sun and its reflection, stretched far away across the surface of the sea, had dazzled their eyes, and for the last quarter of an hour they had seen nothing on the westward horizon. But now the bright silver light was fading into a dull, glorious purple; and full upon its bosom a strange sail was seen, making direct for the harbour. The sunlight was still flashing upon its white sails,—little specks of gold upon a background of richer colouring—and they saw that she was a handsome, shapely-looking vessel, very different to the dirty Italian lugger which put in at their harbour for a few hours week by week.




  “Will she need a pilot?” cried Francesco, rising in his boat, and watching the stranger. “Let us wait here, and see if she signals for one!”




  “Let us all go! There will be something for each!” cried another.




  “We will race,” Antonio answered, whose boat was the fastest. “The first to reach her shall have the stranger’s money!”




  “No, no! that is not fair,” chorused the others. “We will draw lots!”




  Then up rose old Guiseppe, the father of them all. He shook his head, and turned a sorrowing face seawards. “Peace! children. You are like chattering seabirds squabbling over a bait which will never be yours. Yonder ship will need no pilot! She is no stranger to Cruta!”




  They looked at her, and shook their heads. “We have never seen her before,” they said.




  “Some of you are too young to remember her,” the old man continued, “and you were all away when she was here within a twelvemonth ago! But I know her! Three times has she entered this harbour, and each time has she left sorrow and grief behind her. It is the ship of the English lord who stole away the daughter of our Count many years ago!”




  There was a little murmur of suppressed wonder. Then, as though moved by a common instinct, every face was turned upward to the castle wall.




  The Count had gone. But, even as they looked, he reappeared, leading another figure by the hand. They held their breath with wonder. No one had ever seen him there save alone, and now a woman stood by his side. They could see nothing of her, save her long hair flowing in the breeze, and the bare outline of her figure. “Who was she? Guiseppe must know! Who was she?” they asked him eagerly.




  He shook his head. “Better not ask,” he answered. “Better not know! Strange things have happened up there! It is not for us to chatter of them!”




  “One night as I sailed homeward,” Antonio said, in a low tone, “I heard strange cries from the castle. The night was still, and the breeze brought the sound to my ears. They came from up above, and when I strained my eyes I fancied that I could see a white figure—the figure of a woman—standing on the castle walls. She was crying for help, but suddenly, as though a hand were placed over her mouth, her cries ceased, and the figure vanished. It was three nights before the English lord died at the monastery!”




  Ferdinand stood up. “On that same night,” he said, in a low, hoarse whisper, “I saw a figure steal up the path to the castle. It was the English lord! On the morrow I traced him back again with drops of blood. They led right into the monastery courtyard. Two days afterwards he died.”




  “Silence! all of you!” commanded Guiseppe, with shaking voice. “Are these things to be spoken of thus openly? Know you not, you children, that the winds have ears, and he listens there above us.”




  “It is a thousand feet!” muttered Antonio. “To him our boats can seem only as specks upon the water.”




  “You fool!” answered Guiseppe. “Do you think that the man whose presence brings storm and wind upon us is like ordinary men? Do you think he cannot hear what he chooses!”




  “Ave Maria!” cried Antonio, crossing himself. “I would as soon face the devil himself as the Count! I shall ask Father Bernard to say a prayer for me to-night!”




  “Do! and I hope his penance will be a stiff one,” answered Guiseppe grimly. “Come, let us trim our sails, and get homeward. The English ship will not want us, and we can watch who lands from the beach.”




  “‘Twould be no such bad thing if she struck on the rocks, if she brings such ill luck to the castle,” muttered Antonio, as he unfurled the sail and grasped the tiller. “There would be some pickings for us, beyond doubt—some pretty pickings!”
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  The little group of fishing smacks, homely-looking and uncleanly, on close examination, presented a very different appearance from the deck of the English yacht fast nearing the harbour. Their brown sails had gleamed purple in the dying sunlight, and their rude outline seemed graceful and shapely as they rose and fell on the long waves. Paul, who stood on the captain’s bridge of his yacht, uttered a little cry of admiration as they sailed out from the shadows of the huge rock, and fell into a rude semicircle across the bay.




  “What colouring one sees in these southern waters!” he remarked. “Did you notice the glinting light on those sails?”




  His companion, who was holding firmly the rail by his side, looked up and smiled. “Yes,” she said softly; “it is beautiful! We have seen more beautiful things on this voyage, I think, than I ever saw before in my life. I have never been so happy! You are not angry with me now for coming, are you?”




  He looked down into her wistful, upturned face, and then away to the distant line where sea and sky met. “No! I am not angry,” he said softly.




  Adrea was very beautiful. The fresh sea air and the southern sun had been as kind to her as to one of their own daughters. Only a very faint, delicate shade of pink had stained her clear, transparent skin, harmonising exquisitely with the slight olive hue of her complexion. The strong breeze had loosened the coils of her dark hair, and it was waving and flowing in picturesque freedom about her face. There was a change, too, in her appearance, greater than any the wind or sun could effect. Her dark eyes were glowing with a new life, and a soft, wistful joy shone in her face. Those few days had been like heaven for her. She had been alone, for the first time, with the man she loved; sailing upon a sunlit sea hour after hour, with his voice ever in her ears, and his tall figure by her side. The sense of his presence was ever upon her, bringing with it a calm, sweet restfulness, a happiness beyond anything which she had ever imagined.




  And it was heaven, too, after hell! Thrust away in a dark corner of her memory was the recollection of a day and a night full of grim, phantasmal horrors, which were fast becoming little more than a dream to her. The time was not yet come for remorse. In that deep glow of passionate and self-forgetful devotion, quickened now into fullest and sweetest life by his constant proximity, even sin itself, for his sake, seemed justified to her. Everything, too, which lay behind her brief stay in that bare, wind-swept country was fast assuming a far distant place in her thoughts. It was such a change from her little rooms in Grey Street, dainty and home-like though they had been, from the brilliantly lit drawing-rooms where she had performed, and the same wearisome compliments ever in her ears. The bonds of town life had always galled her. She was an artist, although she had denied it. She had become subject to her environment but it had been an imprisonment. Nature was her mother, and Nature had claimed her now. She knew it all; she knew that she could never be a dancer again. She had stolen out on to the deck each morning in her slippers, and had seen the dawn break through the clouds and descend upon the quivering waters. She had seen the eastern sky streaked with faint but marvellous colouring, growing deeper and deeper, until the sun’s rim had risen from out of the water. Grey had become mauve, and white amber. It was wonderful! And by night she had leaned over the side of the yacht, and looked up into a sky ablaze with trembling stars, casting their golden reflections down upon the boundless waves which rose and fell beneath—waves which were sometimes green, and sometimes golden in the wonderful phosphoric light which touched them with a weird splendour. It was like the opening of a new world to Adrea. All that had gone before seemed harsh and artificial! It was the dawn of a new life.




  Paul had noticed the change. To him it had appeared chiefly as an increased womanliness, a gentle softness of speech and mannerism very charming and attractive. Those few days at sea together had been like a dream to him. He had come on board as nearly broken-hearted as a strong man could be, and fiercely anxious to reach his destination and know the whole, cruel truth. In a few hours all had been changed. His sorrows seemed numbed. He was no longer battling alone with his grief. Adrea knew all, and as they sailed southwards together, the sense of the present was strong enough to drive past and future from his thoughts. The clouds cleared from his face, and his heart was lightened. It was Adrea who had saved him from despair.




  He thought of this as she stood by his side, and he answered her question. Before their eyes, Cruta was rising up from the sea. The grim castle was there, looking as old as the rocks on which it was perched, the wide, open harbour, and the little fleet of fishing smacks. The seabirds circled about their heads; every moment brought the rocky little island more distinctly into view. Paul looked down into Adrea’s face gravely.




  “It is our destination, Adrea,” he said. “You must go now. There will be a lot of surf crossing the bar, and I shall have enough to do to run her in. Look behind! It is just as well we are going into harbour!”




  He pointed to the fast-gathering clouds coming up from the westward, and she paused with her foot on the ladder. “We leave the storm behind us,” she said. “There is fair weather ahead!”




  She went down into her cabin, and left Paul upon the bridge, with his eyes fixed upon the castle. Fair weather ahead! How dared he hope for it! The sun had finally disappeared now, but some part of the afterglow still lingered in curious contrast to the lurid yellow and black clouds hurrying on behind him. The old castle was bathed for a moment in a sea of purple light,—every line of it, and the huge rock which it crowned, standing out with peculiar vividness against the empty background. But it was a brief glory. Even while Paul was gazing, the colouring faded away, and it resumed its former aspect. Fair weather ahead! Every moment, as memories of his former visit to the place thronged in upon him, Paul doubted it the more.




  He was close to the entrance of the harbour now, and all his thoughts and energies were required to pilot his yacht safely. In a few moments the brief line was passed, and the islanders waiting about upon the beach saw the English vessel ride smoothly into harbourage under shadow of the huge castle rock. Presently she dropped an anchor, and swung gracefully round. A boat was lowered, and made for the shore.




  There were plenty of hands willing to help pull her in. Paul stepped out on to the beach, and looked around for some one to whom he could make himself understood.




  They were all islanders of the rudest class; but seeing no one else, Paul lifted his hand to the castle, and asked them the way in Italian. They understood him, and pointed along the beach to a point where a rude road curved inland, and reappeared a little higher up in zigzag fashion behind the rocks. But no one offered to go a step with him. On the contrary, directly the question had left his lips, they all shrunk away, whispering and exclaiming amongst themselves.




  “It is the son of the Englishman!” cried Antonio. “He is going into the lion’s mouth! Do not let us be seen with him. The Count may be watching.”




  “I wonder if he knows his danger?” Guiseppe said thoughtfully. “He is young and brave looking. It would be a good action to warn him.”




  “I would not risk it!” cried Antonio.




  “Nor I!” echoed Ferdinand.




  “Nor I!” chorused the others.




  Guiseppe glanced at them in contempt. Then he stepped forward and laid his hand upon Paul’s shoulder—a strange, picturesque-looking object, in his bright scarlet shirt, and trousers turned up to his knees. He had been in Italy once, and he tried to speak the language of that country as well as he could.




  “Illustrious Englishman!” he said, “go not to that castle, the home of the Count of Cruta. Danger lurks there for you—danger and death. It is our lord who lives there; we are his vassals, and we are dumb. But he is wild and fierce, and your countrymen are like devils to him. Strange things have happened up there. Be wise. Put back your boat, weigh your anchor and sail away. The stormy seas are dangerous, but not so dangerous as the Castle of Cruta to an Englishman of your features. Take the word of Guiseppe, and depart!”




  Paul shook his head. He understood most of what Guiseppe had said, and he knew that it was kindly meant. “You are very good,” he said. “I thank you for your warning; but I have important business with the Count, and I have come from England on purpose to see him. Here, spend this for me,” he added, throwing a handful of silver money amongst the little group of men. “Yonder path will take me straight to the castle, I suppose. Good evening.”




  He strode away along the beach alone. Meanwhile a strange thing was happening. The islanders were all gathered eagerly around the little shower of money, but not one had offered to touch a piece.




  “Holy Mother! there are fifty pieces!” cried Antonio. “If only I was sure that the Count would not see me! I would keep holiday for a month, and start again with a fresh set of fishing nets.”




  “Touch not the money!” advised Guiseppe, shaking his head. “The Count’s eyes are everywhere!”




  “It is very hard!” groaned Ferdinand. “It has been such a bad season, too!”




  “I know! I know!” cried Antonio excitedly. “We will go to the monastery, and get Father Bernard to come and bless it. He will claim half for the Church, but we can divide the other half, and we shall, each man, have given six pieces in charity. What say you? shall we go?”




  “Bravo! Antonio is right! Antonio is a sensible fellow!” they all cried. Then there was the sound of bare feet scampering over the hard sands as they hastened up to the monastery. Guiseppe was left alone.




  He waited until they were out of sight. Then he stooped down, and carefully collecting all the coins, placed them in his pouch. “Ignorant fools!” he muttered. “The Count can see no further than other men, and at any rate he will not see these in my pocket.”




  He stood up, and gazed steadily along the path which Paul had taken. “What am I to do now?” he continued. “It is to the Englishman’s father that I owe my boat and my little hoard of sayings. He behaved to me as a prince, did Signor de Vaux. Can I see his son hasten yonder to his doom without one effort to save him? No. The Count is terrible, but I need run no risk. At any rate, I will follow a little way.”




  He walked swiftly along the beach, and commenced the ascent to the castle. In a few minutes the little band of fishermen returned, carrying lanterns in their hands, and with a priest walking amongst them. They reached the spot, and paused, while the priest commenced to mumble a prayer. He was scarcely halfway through when he was interrupted.




  “The money is gone!” cried Antonio.




  “Every piece!” echoed Ferdinand.




  There was a moment’s blank silence. Then they all crossed themselves. “Let us go home,” whispered Antonio hoarsely. “The Count knows. He has been here.”




  The priest turned away disgusted, and the others followed him, talking with bated breath amongst themselves. And, in the darkness, no one noticed Guiseppe’s absence.
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  It was a long, steep ascent, hewn out of the solid rock; but at last Paul stood before the great gates of the castle, and paused to take breath. Hundreds of feet below him his yacht was riding at anchor, looking like a toy vessel upon a painted sea, and a little group of scattered lights showed him where the hamlet lay. Before him was the stern, massive front of the castle, wrapped in profound gloom, but standing out in clear, ponderous outline against the starlit sky. There seemed to be no light from any part of it, and the great iron gates leading into the courtyard were closed. Nor was there any sound at all, not even the barking of a dog. It was like a dwelling of the dead.




  A great, rusty bell-chain hung by the side of the gate, and as there seemed to be no other means of communication with the interior, Paul pulled it vigorously. Its hoarse echoes had scarcely died away before several rough-looking islanders, carrying flaring oil lamps, trooped into the courtyard from the rear of the building, and one of them, drawing the bolts, threw open the gates.




  “I have come to see the Count,” Paul said, addressing the nearest of them. “Will you conduct me to him?”




  The man replied energetically, but in a patois utterly unintelligible. He led the way across the courtyard towards the castle, however, and Paul followed close behind. They did not enter by the front, but by a low, nail-studded door at the extreme corner of the tower, which the man immediately closed and locked behind him.




  Paul looked around him curiously, but in the semi-darkness there was little to see. He was in a corridor, of which the walls were simply whitewashed, and the floor bare stone; but as they passed onward, down several passages, and up more than one flight of steps, the proportions of the place expanded. The ceilings grew loftier, and the corridors wider. Yet there was no attempt anywhere at decoration or furniture of any sort. The place was like an early-day prison—huge, bare, and damp. Once, crossing a balustraded corridor, there was a view of a huge hall down below, bare save for a few huge skins thrown carelessly around, and a great stack of firearms and other weapons which lined the walls on either side. It was the only sign of habitation that Paul had seen.




  Suddenly his guide paused, and held up his finger. Paul, too, listened; and close at hand he heard, to his surprise, the muffled sound of voices chanting some sad hymn in a deep minor key. The rise and fall of those mournful voices was wonderfully impressive. What could it mean? It was a dirge, a funeral hymn! Its every note seemed to breathe of death.




  “What is that?” Paul asked. “Is any one ill—dying?”




  The man shook his head. He could not understand. He only motioned to Paul to move silently, and hurried on. They were in a wide corridor, with disused doors on either side, but their feet fell no longer upon the bare stone. A rough sort of drugget had been hastily thrown down in the centre of the passage, and their movements roused no more strange echoes between the bare walls and the vaulted roof. At every step forward they took the chanting grew more distinct, and at last the man stopped at the end of the passage before a door, softly tapped at it. It was opened at once, and Paul found himself ushered into a great, dimly lit bedchamber.




  He glanced around him with keen interest. If the interior of the room was a little dilapidated, it was full of the remains of past magnificence. The walls were still covered with fine tapestry, of which the design was almost obliterated, although the texture and colouring still remained. The furniture was huge, and of the fashion of days gone by, and the bedstead was elaborately carved and surmounted by a coat of arms. Further Paul had but little opportunity to discover, for as soon as his presence became known in the room, a black-cowled monk left the bedside and approached him.




  “We have been expecting you,” he said in Italian, “and we fear now that you come too late. Our poor lady is beyond human skill!”




  Paul looked at him in astonishment. “I do not quite understand you! It is the Count of Cruta whom I came to see!”




  The priest started back, and commenced fumbling with a lamp which stood on a table at the foot of the bed. “Are you not the German doctor from Palermo?” he asked, bending over towards Paul, with his keen, dark face alight with suspicion and distrust.




  Paul shook his head. “I am no doctor at all!” he answered. “I am an Englishman, and my name is Paul de Vaux!”




  “Ah!” There was a faint, incoherent cry from the bed—a cry, which, faint though it was, shook with stifled emotion. Both men turned round, and Paul could see that the other’s face was dark and stern.




  The woman, who had been lying on the bed still and motionless as a corpse, had raised herself with a sudden, spasmodic movement. Her cheeks were sunken to the bone, and her eyes were large and staring.




  The seal of death was upon her face, but Paul recognised her. It was the woman whom he had seen last in the drawing-room of Major Harcourt’s house, the woman whom Adrea had called her stepmother.




  He took a sudden step forward, and she held out her hands in a gesture half of welcome, half of fear. “Paul de Vaux! Holy Mother of God! What has brought you here—here into the tiger’s den? Come close to me! Hasten!”




  Paul stepped forward, but the priest stood between them, holding out his hands in a threatening gesture. “Sister, forbear!” he cried sternly. “You have made your peace with God; you have done with the world and all its follies. Close your eyes and pray. Fix your thoughts upon things above!”




  She did not heed him. She did not even look towards him. Her eyes were fixed upon Paul, and he read their message aright.




  “This woman wishes to speak to me. Stand aside, and let me go to her!” he exclaimed. “If she be indeed dying, surely you should respect her wishes.”




  He spoke imperatively, for the priest stood in the way, and prevented his approach; pointing towards the door with a stern, commanding gesture.




  “There must be no converse between you and this woman!” he said. “I am no lover of violent deeds; but if you insist upon forcing your way to her bedside, I shall summon the Count, and you will pay for your rashness with your life. Your name and features are a certain death warrant in this house. Escape while you may, and pax vobiscum. Remain and I cannot save you!”




  Paul glanced round the room. Two monks were standing with lighted tapers on the further side of the bed, one of whom was mumbling a Latin prayer. The man who had brought him here was gone. There was no one else in the room, except the priest and himself.




  “You are inhuman!” he said shortly. “The prayers of a dying woman are more to me than your threats. Stand on one side!”




  Paul laid his hand heavily upon the priest’s shoulder. He was prepared even to have used force had it been necessary, but it was not. The latter moved away at once, shaking his robes free from Paul’s touch with contemptuous gesture, and calling one of the monks to him, Paul sank on one knee by the side of the dying woman, and bent low down over her.




  “Madame de Merteuill, you have something to say to me!” he whispered. “What is it?”




  Her voice was very low and very faint. She was even then upon the threshold of death. Each word came out with a painful effort, but with a curious distinctness. “I am not Madame de Merteuill at all! I am the daughter of the Count of Cruta!”




  She paused to gather fresh strength, and Paul caught hold of some of the bedclothes, and clutched them in his fingers convulsively. This woman, the daughter of the Count of Cruta! this wan, faded creature, the girl whom his father had borne away in triumph! His brain reeled with the wonder of it! If only he had known a few weeks ago! She should never have left the Hermitage until she had told him everything! Was it too late now? She was trying to speak to him. Was he upon the brink of a tremendous revelation? Was the whole past about to be made clear? Oh! if the old Count would keep away for awhile.




  Her lips commenced to move. He bent close over her, determined not to lose a syllable. “You know the story about your father, Martin de Vaux and me. I——”




  “Yes, yes! I know!” he assured her softly. “I have only heard it lately!”




  “From whom?”




  “From the priest who was always with you at De Vaux,—from your son!” he added, as the truth suddenly swept in upon him. Yes; Father Adrian was this woman’s son!




  Her corpse-like face was fixed steadily upon him. Her words were monotonous and slow, yet they preserved their distinctness. “You have come here to know the truth of the story he told you?”




  “Yes; I have come to discover it, if I can!”




  “The holy Saints must have brought you to me. The story——”




  “Yes?”




  “The story is false!”




  Paul bent lower still, with strained hearing. There had been a plot, then, after all. Oh, if she should die without finishing her story! He looked into her bloodless face, and his pulses throbbed at fever-heat.




  “You know my story,” she murmured. “I commence at the time when I left your father in Paris. I had thought myself hardened in my sin; I was mistaken. Repentance crept slowly but surely in upon me immediately after my father’s visit to us. His words haunted me. I began to steal away in the evening to vespers at the Church of St. Cecilia. One night a grave, sweet-faced priest stood up in the pulpit; and as his words sank into my heart my sin rose up before me black and grim, and the burden of it grew intolerable. After the service I sought him, and I confessed. On the morrow I left Martin secretly and without adieu. Count Hirsfeld aided my escape. I came here!




  “I came, hoping for forgiveness; but he, my father, could not forget the past. I found him living in grim and fierce solitude, shunned and dreaded by every one, ever brooding over my sin and his dishonour. He made me stay, yet he cursed me.




  “Six months after my arrival Adrian was born. It was while I lay between life and death that I wrote that letter to your father. Afterwards I told my father what I had done. The letter lay there; I dared not send it without my father’s sanction. I sent for him and told him all. To my surprise, he consented. He did more than that; he spoke of it to Count Hirsfeld, and the Count volunteered to take the letter to England. Their readiness made me worried and anxious. I knew how they hated Martin de Vaux, and I was suspicious. I called the doctor to my side, and questioned him closely. He declared solemnly that I could not live a fortnight; it was impossible. I put my suspicions away. It was for the honour of his name that my father had consented to receive Martin beneath his roof; there could be no other reason. And I myself felt that the end was near. My body was cold, and there was a deadly faintness, against which I was always struggling. I dreaded only lest he should come too late!




  “It was only the night before his arrival that I learnt the truth. I was lying with my eyes closed, and they thought that I was asleep. The doctor and my father were talking together in whispers. The crisis was over, I heard them say. In a few days Adrian would be born, and I should speedily recover, if all went well. I nerved myself, and called my father to me. I had overheard, I said; if Martin came, I would not marry him. His anger was terrible. Both Count Hirsfeld and he had known from the commencement that I was likely to recover, but they wished to see Martin tricked into marrying me. I was firm; I would not consent! I had written that letter believing myself to be dying. If Martin came, I would not see him now. If he was forced into my presence, I should tell him the truth.




  “My father left me, speechless with rage. For the next week my door was kept carefully locked, and no one but the doctor and the nurse were permitted to enter. Yet I learnt afterwards all that happened. Marie, my maid, who was slowly dying of consumption, was moved into the principal bedchamber; and when Martin arrived, she was made to personate me. It was the priest who gained her consent; the priest who confessed her and gave her absolution. His share of the spoil was to be the De Vaux estates, handed over to the Church if ever they carried out their plot successfully. Martin came, and, as he thought, granted that fervent prayer of mine. They stood around him with drawn swords; they would not allow him to approach the bed. As soon as the ceremony was over, he was thrust from the castle.




  “It happened that in less than a week Marie died. From my bed, which faced the window, I saw the little funeral procession leave the castle—my father and Count Hirsfeld the chief mourners. I saw Martin following away off, with sorrowing face, and I was glad then that I had not deceived him. I saw him weeping over the grave which he believed to be mine. The day afterwards my son was born.




  “As soon as Adrian could crawl about, he was taken from me by the priests. They sent him to Italy, where he grew up a stranger to me. When he returned, I did not know him. I spoke to him of that false marriage; I wept for his lack of parentage. He knew everything; he spoke to me of it coldly, but without unkindness. He was a son of the Church, he said; he needed no other mother.




  “He dwelt for awhile at the monastery, and it was while he was there that I became suspicious. My father, and he, and the Superior of the monastery were always together. They seemed to be urging something upon him, which he was loath to undertake. By degrees I found it all out. Adrian was to go to England as my lawful son and claim the De Vaux estates for the Church. At first he was unwilling; but by degrees they won upon him. Warning was sent to Martin de Vaux, and he came here swiftly—to his death! I was kept a close prisoner, but I found out everything that was happening. For years afterwards, Adrian was undecided whether to go to England and claim the estates. At last he decided, unknown to me, to go. I escaped and followed him. I tried my best to persuade him, but failed. I came back here ill—to die—to die!”




  “And Adrea?”




  “Adrea? She knew nothing! How could she?”




  “Do you know who Adrea was?”




  She seemed surprised that anything else could, for a moment, occupy his mind after the story to which he had listened; but she struggled to answer him. “She was Count Hirsfeld’s daughter! He never spoke to me of her mother! It was in Constantinople. I am afraid——”




  He bowed his head. “I understand,” he said simply. The colour had suddenly flooded into his cheeks, and there was a mist before his eyes. Even in that supreme moment, when her senses were failing and her eyes were growing dim, she saw and understood.




  “I wanted to be kind to her always,” she faltered. “We would have adopted her, but she would not stay here. She was unhappy, and I helped her to escape. I had my reasons!”




  He had already guessed at them, and he held out his hand. He did not wish to hear any more. There was a moment’s silence. She was looking at him with dim, wistful eyes.




  “You—you are very like your father!” she said, painfully. “Will you kiss me?”




  He stooped down and kissed the pale, trembling lips, and held her hands tightly. Her breath was coming fast, and she spoke with difficulty.




  “Thank God they brought you here instead of the doctor! I can die—at peace now! But you—you are in danger! You must escape from here! You must not lose a minute! Oh, you do not know! you do not know! The Count is cruel—bitterly cruel! He will not come to me although I die. He will not forgive, although I have suffered agonies! He is my father but he will not forgive me. And you—you are in danger if he finds you! They have gone for him! Ah! I remember! Father Andrew went for him! He is afraid that I shall tell you the truth, and that the Church will not gain your property. Quick! you must go! Kiss me once more, Paul, and go! Go quickly! These monks are wolves, but they are cowards! Strike them down if they try to stop you! Don’t hurt my father! Farewell! farewell!”




  “I will stay with you till the end,” Paul whispered.




  “No, no! away! I cannot die in peace and think of you—in danger. I want to pray. Leave me, now, Paul. Dear Martin! Martin, my love—is it you?”




  Her mind was wandering, and she saw her lover of old days in the man whose hand she clasped so frantically; and Paul, although out in the passage he could hear the sound of hurrying feet, could not tear himself away from her dying embrace. A faint, curious smile was parting her pallid lips, and her dim eyes seemed suddenly to have caught a dim reflection of the light to come.




  “Martin! Martin! there is a mist everywhere—but I see you, dear love! Wait for me! Let us go hand in hand—hand in hand through the Valley of the Shadow of Death. Oh, my love! it has been a weary, weary while. Hold me tighter, Martin! I cannot feel your hand! Ah! at last, at last! Farewell sorrow, and grief, and suffering! We are together once more—a new world—behind the clouds! I am happy.”
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  She was dead, and, after all, her end had been crowned with peace. She did not hear the door thrown roughly open, the swelling of angry voices, or the fast-approaching tramp of many feet. Nor did Paul heed any of these signs of coming danger; he had folded his strong arms around her, and his lips, pressed close to her, seemed to draw the last quivering breath from her frail body. It was only when her head sunk back, and he knew that she was dead, that he laid her reverently down and turned around.




  The room was full of strange flashes of light and grotesque shadows falling upon the white faces of half a dozen monks. Standing in front of them was Father Andrew, and by his side was an old man, tall and straight, with snow-white beard and hair. He stood in full glare of a torch held by one of the monks behind him, and his face seemed like the face of a corpse, save for the steady, malignant light in his jet-black eyes. As Paul turned round, with his features suddenly visible in a stream of lurid light, he raised his arm and pointed a long, skinny finger steadily towards him.




  “The son of the devil!” he cried, his deep, tremulous voice awakening strange echoes in the high vaulted chamber. “Welcome! Welcome! Thrice welcome!”




  Paul straightened himself, and reverently laid the little white hand which he had been clasping across the coverlet. “She is dead!” he said solemnly. “What I came here to learn from you, I have learnt from her. Let me go!”




  He moved a step forward, but the old man remained there in the way, motionless, and around the door were gathered a solid phalanx of monks. Paul halted, conscious at once of his danger. The white faces of the monks were all bent upon him, full of savage, animal ferocity, and a gleam of something still worse lit up the dark eyes of that old man. Their very silence was unnatural and oppressive. Paul bore it, looking round amongst them with questioning eyes, until he could bear it no longer.




  “Am I a prisoner?” he cried. “What do you want with me? Speak! some of you! Count of Cruta, answer me!”




  A dull, hollow laugh echoed through the chamber. Paul turned away, sick with horror. It was like being in the power of a hoard of madmen. The air of the place, too, seemed suddenly to have become stifling. The perspiration was standing out upon his forehead in great beads. It was a relief when the Count spoke.




  “You have done well, Paul de Vaux, to find your way here—here into the very presence of a dying woman, and force from her lips a confession that has made you glad. You think that you will go back now to your country, and cheat me of my well-planned vengeance. You will hold up your head once more; you will mock at the Church’s rights. You will go your way through the world rich and honoured; you will call yourself by an old name. You will pluck all the roses of life. Worthy son of a worthy father! Look at me! Who was it who blasted my life, my happiness, my honour, my name? A name grander and older than his, as the oak is older and grander than the currant bush. When he took my daughter into his arms, he wrote the funeral of his race! I played with him, as a tiger plays with a miserable Hindoo! When life was sweetest to him, I struck. He came here for mercy; I laughed, and I was merciful. I stabbed him to the heart. The knife hangs side by side with the arms of the Crusaders of Cruta. You are his son! You are the next to die! You will not leave these walls alive! These monks know you! It is you who hold the lands of De Vaux, which by right belong to their Holy Church. You would go back to resist their just claims! The good of the Church demands that you should not go back! You shall not go back! The Count of Cruta demands that you shall not go back. You shall not go back! You shall be slain, even where your father was slain, but you shall not creep back to your hole to die! Your bones shall whiten and shrivel upon the rocks. Your blood shall be an honoured stain upon my floor. Monks of Cruta! there he stands! He who alone can resist your just possession of the broad lands and abbey of De Vaux. The despoiled Church cries to you to strike. The end is great! Haul him away!”




  They were around him like a pack of wolves, their lean faces hungry and fierce, and their long, skinny fingers clutching at his throat and at his clothing. One silently drew a knife and brandished it over him. Paul wrenched himself free with a tremendous effort, but they were upon him again. They forced him slowly backwards, backwards even across the bed where that dead woman lay with her eyes as yet unclosed. The great heat, as much as their numbers, was overpowering him. His eyes were bloodshot, and there was a choking in his throat. Again the long knife was lifted; other hands held him motionless, ready for the blow. He was too weak to struggle now. He saw the blue steel quivering in the air. Then he closed his eyes.




  What was that? There was a shrill cry from one of the monks, and Paul, finding their grasp relaxed, started up. They were cowering down like a flock of frightened animals. The room seemed full of red fire. The glass in the windows cracked; it flew into pieces, and a column of smoke curled in. The door was thrown open; Guiseppe stood for a moment on the threshold.




  “Fly!” he cried. “Fly! The castle is on fire. The flames are near!”




  They rushed for the door like panic-stricken cattle before a great prairie fire, biting and trampling upon one another in their haste. Paul followed, but the old Count stood in his way, trembling, not with fear, but with anger.




  “Cowards! beasts!” he cried after the flying monks. “But you shall not escape me!”




  He wound his long arms around his enemy, but the strength of his manhood was gone, and without effort Paul threw him on one side. Then, through the smoke, he found himself face to face with Guiseppe.




  “This way, Signor!” he said coolly. “Follow me closely!”




  The old Count was up again, and seemed about to attack them. Suddenly he changed his mind, and with a hoarse cry, ran down an empty corridor. Guiseppe and Paul turned in the opposite direction.




  “We must fly, Signor!” the man cried. “He goes to the cellars! He is a devil! He will blow up the castle! Cover up your nose and your mouth!”




  They hurried along wide, deserted corridors, down stone stairs, and finally reached what seemed to be a circular underground passage. Round and round they went, until Paul’s head swam; but the air was cooler, and every moment brought relief. Suddenly there was a cold breeze. They turned one more corner, and Guiseppe stopped. They were in an open aperture facing the sea, barely twenty feet below. A small boat with a single man in it was there waiting.




  “Dive!” cried Guiseppe. “We must not wait for the rope!”




  Over they went almost simultaneously. The shock of the cold water sent the blood dancing once more through Paul’s veins. He came to the surface just after his guide, cool and refreshed. They scrambled into the boat, and Paul gave a little cry of wonder. They were drifting on a sea of ruddy gold, and the space all around them was brilliant with the reflection. High above, the flames were leaping up towards the sky, and the dull sing-song of their roar set the very air vibrating. Guiseppe, still dripping, seized an oar.




  “Pull, for your lives! pull!” he cried anxiously.




  His companion shrugged his shoulders. “But why?”




  “Ask no questions! You will see!”




  They did see. They were barely half-way to the yacht, when there came the sound of a low rumbling from the castle. Suddenly it broke into a roar. Belching sheets of flame burst out on every side. Huge cracks in that brilliant light were suddenly visible in the walls, creeping in a jagged line from the foundation to the turret. Fragments of the stone work flew outwards and upwards. It seemed as though some mighty internal force were splitting the place up. The men in the boat sat breathless and transfixed. Only Guiseppe whispered: “It is the old Count! He is the devil! He has blown the place up!”




  There was another, and then a series of explosions. Fragments of the rock and stone fell hissing into the water scarcely a hundred feet away. Great waves rolled towards them. It seemed as though the earth underneath were shaking. Then it all died away, and there was silence. Only the blackened walls of the castle remained, with the dying flames still curling fitfully around them. The air grew darker, and the colour faded from the sea.




  “It is the last of the Count of Cruta, and his castle of horrors!” cried Guiseppe. “God be thanked!”
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  I had no thought of writing in you again, my silent friend. Only a little while ago I said to myself, the time has gone by when solitude and heart hunger could drive me to your pages for consolation. Only a little while ago, it is true; and yet between the past and future is fixed a mighty gulf. As I write these words I stand upon the threshold of death! What death may mean, I know not! I have no religion to throw bright gleams of hope upon its dark mysteries. I have no hope of any other life, save the one I am quitting! If I am resigned and calm, it is because the lamp of my life has burnt out, and I am in darkness. I wait for death as a maiden waits for the first gleams of dawn on her marriage day.




  Who said that love was everlasting? They lied! Love is a dream, a floating shadow full of golden lights, quenched by the first breath of morning! Who should know, if I do not know? Who has done more for love than I—I whose hands are red with blood, I who this night must die? It was for his sake, I struck—for his sake! and now that the hour of my punishment must come, I sit here alone and forsaken, waiting for the signal which must end my life! It was for his sake! A death-white face rises up before me, and a hoarse, dying cry sobs ever in my ears! I pass on my way through the Valley of the Shadow of Death with no hope to cheer me, forsaken, friendless, and shaken with dim fears! Am I alone! He for whom I struck has turned from me. Oh, the bitter cruelty of it! It was he who taught me what love was, and yet of love he knows nothing, else I would not be here to meet my doom alone! Oh! Paul, Paul! Oh, for one touch of your hand, for one kind look! My heart is sick and faint with longing! Am I indeed so low and vile a thing that you should turn away with never a single word of farewell? O! my love, you are hard indeed! If my hands are stained with blood—for whose sake was it? It was only a word I craved for, Paul! Only a word—a look, even! Was it too great a boon to grant?


  




  Oh, memory! help me, help me to keep sane just a few more hours—until the end comes. It is a last luxury! I will think of those golden days we spent together ere the blow fell. Ah! how happy we were! Every breath of life was sweet; every moment seemed charged with the delicious happiness! The past, with its haunting shadows, and the memory of that grim, deathly figure huddled up amongst the ferns in the bare pine wood had perished. Background and foreground had vanished in the bewildering joys of the present. Oh! Paul, that was happiness, indeed. All measures of outside things seemed lost! At times I found it hard to recollect in what country we were! Oh! the world, such as ours was, is a sweet, sweet world!




  At last the blow fell. He came to me one morning, as white as a sheet, with an old, soiled copy of the Times in his hand.




  “Read, Adrea,” he cried, thrusting it into my hand. “A horrible thing has happened!”




  I let the paper fall through my fingers. An agony of fear was upon me. “I know! I know! Do not ask me to read it.”




  “You knew, and you did not tell me!”




  “No! I—no!”




  There was a deadly swimming before my eyes, and a throbbing in my ears. I sank back, grateful for the unconsciousness which gave me respite, however short. When recovered, I was on the verge of a fever; and Paul, seeing my condition, did not refer to the news which had been such a shock to him. But for an hour the next day he was away from me, writing letters home. When he returned there was a restraint between us. He was kind as ever, but restless and unsettled. As yet he had no suspicion, but I could see that he was longing to get back to England…. The thought was like madness to me.




  Then came the beginning of the end. We were staying in a villa which we had rented for a month near Florence, and one day we drove into the city together to do some shopping. Paul was at the post-office, and I was crossing the square to go to him, when of a sudden I felt a hand upon my dress, and a hoarse whisper in my ear. I started round in terror. A man, pale and hollow-eyed, stood by my side. It was Gomez!




  “Listen quickly!” he said. “I must not stay by your side! You are in danger! The English police are upon your track!”




  I caught hold of the railing to prevent myself from falling. Above my head, a little flock of pigeons lazily flapped their wings against the deep blue sky. All around, the sunlit air was full of laughing voices, and gaily dressed crowds of people were passing backwards and forwards only a few yards away. Already, one or two were glancing in my direction curiously. In a moment Paul would come out of the post-office, looking for me. I made a great effort, and steadied myself.




  “Tell me! What can I do?”




  He answered me quickly, keeping his back turned to the stream of people. “You must fly! It may be already too late, but in twenty-four hours you will certainly be arrested if you are in Florence. I have travelled night and day to find you. The holy saints grant that it may not be too late. Call yourself by a strange name; and if Paul de Vaux be with you, see that he alters his also. There are already two of the detectives in Florence searching for you. A third, with a warrant, may be here at any time. Get to the furthest corner of the world, for everything is known. Farewell!”




  He left me abruptly; and although I felt that my doom had been spoken, I walked firmly across the square to meet Paul. I would tell him everything. He should be my judge. My love should plead for me! It would triumph; yes! it would triumph! I was convinced of it! As for the danger I was in, I thought less of that.




  On the steps of the postoffice I met Paul. He held in his hand a bundle of papers, one of which he had opened, and, as he raised his head and looked at me, I saw that what I had dreaded had come to pass. He looked like a man stricken down by some sudden and terrible blow. He was white even to the lips, and a strange light burned in his eyes.




  He laid his hand upon my arm. Was it my fancy, or did he really recoil a little as he touched me? “Let us go home!” he said hoarsely. “I have—something to say to you!”




  We entered the carriage, which was waiting near, and drove off. We came together into this room. It was barely two hours ago. He closed the door and turned towards me. I did not wait for his question. I told him everything!




  Ah me! I had thought that love was a different thing. I had sinned, it is true, but he was not my judge. So I commenced, humbled and sorrowful indeed, but with no fear of what was before me. But gradually, as I watched his face, a cold, ghastly dread crept in upon me. What did it mean—that blank look of horror, his quiet withdrawal from the only caress I attempted? I finished—abruptly—and called out to him piteously,—




  “Paul! Paul! Why do you turn away? Oh! kiss me, Paul! It was horrible, but it was to save you!”




  He did not answer; he did not hold out his arms, or make any movement towards me. I touched his arm; and oh! horrible! he shuddered. I crept away into a corner of the room, with a strange, burning pain in my heart.




  “How long is it, since you saw Gomez?” he asked, and his voice, strained, yet low, seemed to come from a far distance.




  “An hour!—perhaps more—I cannot tell!”




  He stood before the door like a ghost. “I must go and try to find him! Forgive me, Adrea! I cannot talk now! I will come back!”




  So he left me. I have not seen him since! God only knows whether I shall see him again! My heart is torn with the agony of it! I cannot bear it any longer! If he is not here in half an hour I shall end it!


  




  He has not come! Ten minutes more!




  Five minutes!


  




  It is done; I have taken poison! In half an hour I shall be dead! Oh! Paul, my love, my love, come to me! If I could only die in your arms, if I could only feel once more your kisses upon my lips! It is horrible to die alone! Already I feel weaker! Oh! if there be a God in heaven, send me Paul just for one last moment! I do not ask for forgiveness or pardon, only send me Paul! I am afraid to die alone! Never to see him again! Oh! I shall cry out! Paul! Paul! come to me! I do not ask for heaven, only to die in his arms, to——


  




  There were sounds upon the stairs, and in the hall; the sounds of a man’s quick entrance and approach. Adrea, with that passionate prayer still quivering upon her lips, dragged herself to the door and listened. A moment’s agonised apprehension, and then she staggered back, faint with joy. The door was opened, and quickly closed; Paul stood before her.




  “Oh! my love! my love,” she murmured. “Take me in your arms! It is for the last time!”




  He moved to her side, and supported her. “Adrea,” he said quietly, “I want you to change your things quickly, and come with me. There is a carriage at the door, and I have chartered a steamer to take us to Genoa. From there we can sail to-morrow for New York. Gomez was right; you are in danger here! Be brave, little woman, and all will be well!”




  She clung to him passionately, with her arms locked around his neck, and her wet face close to his. Only a confused sense of his words reached her. His tone and his embrace were sufficient.




  “And you?”




  “I go with you, of course! We shall begin a new life in a new world! Come! We have no time to lose!”




  “A new life in a new world.” She repeated the words dreamily, still holding him to her. Then a sudden dizziness came. It passed away, but it reminded her that the end could not be far off.




  “Adrea, do you not understand? How cold your lips are! Try and bear up, love! We have a long journey before us!”




  She shook her head slowly. He began to notice that she was like a dead weight in his arms.




  “It is a long journey, love, but I go alone. You cannot come, Paul! Yet I am not afraid, now that you are here!”




  “Adrea! what do you mean? I will not leave you! Have courage! Adrea! Soon we shall leave all dangers behind us!”




  “Paul! do you not understand? I am dying!”




  Dying! He looked at her face, calm and even smiling, but terribly blanched and white, and he saw the empty phial upon the table. The whole truth swept in upon him. He staggered and almost fell with her.




  “It is best so,” she whispered. “I only minded when—I thought that you might not be back in time. I am quite—content now!”




  “A doctor!” he cried hoarsely. “I must fetch a doctor! Adrea——”




  “Please don’t!” she interrupted. “Long before he could come—I should be dead. It is so much better! Did you think, Paul, that I could have you—tied for life—to a poor, hunted woman—forced to live always in a foreign country? Oh! no, no! I have had this poison by me ever since—in case—anything happened. Paul, carry me—to the sofa! There is—no pain—but I am getting weaker—very weak. My eyes are a little dim, too—but I can see you—Paul!”




  He obeyed her, and sank on his knees, with his arms still around her. It seemed to him that she had never been so lovely as in those last few minutes of her life. It was wonderful to see her resigned as she was.




  There was a brief silence, broken only by a sharp, convulsed sob from the kneeling man. Adrea, who heard it, stretched out her hand, and passed it caressingly along the side of his face. He caught it and covered it with kisses.




  “Paul, we have been happy together, have we not?”




  “My darling, you know it!”




  She raised herself a little, and spoke earnestly. “For me—it has been like heaven—and yet I am not sure—that it would have lasted. You would have wearied soon! My nature is too light a one to have satisfied you always. I have felt it! I—I know it!”




  She paused, struggling for breath. He did not answer her. He only held her tighter, and whispered her name lovingly. In a moment she re-opened her eyes.




  “So—it is best—” she continued, with a little more effort. “Paul, things seem all so clear—to me now! I think of you in the future—it must be a happy future, Paul—I know it will! I see you the master of that grand old home of yours, up amongst the moors you love so much. I can see you there in the future, living your quiet, country life—always the same, honourable and just. I like to think of you there—it is so natural. I want you—to forget—these days then! Remember that it was—I—who—came to you, Paul! You had no—choice. I would come. If there has been—any sin—it has been—mine only. You were far above—poor me! I have dragged you down—a little way—but you will go back again! You will marry—some one good and worthy of you. It is my—last wish! God bless you, Paul, dear—dear, Paul. I think that I am—going now—kiss me!”




  “My love! My love! Oh! that you could live to be happy with me once more!”




  “There are steps upon the stairs—I think—but they come—too late! The book on the table—take it! It will—tell you—what you do not know—of my life! Farewell! Sister Elise! Is that you? Ah! back once more—in the old convent garden! How sweet—and gentle—the air is—and what perfumes! You here, Paul! You too! How dim your face seems—and yet—how happy it makes me—to see it. Dear Paul! we have been—so happy! Farewell!”


  




  There were strangers in the room, but they came too late. They found only the corpse of a woman, whose dead lips were parted in a strangely sweet smile, and a strong man who had swooned by her side in the utter abandonment of his grief. The hand of human justice had been stayed by God’s mercy!




  THE END
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  With a somewhat prolonged grinding of the brakes and an unnecessary amount of fuss in the way of letting off steam, the afternoon train from London came to a standstill in the station at Detton Magna. An elderly porter, putting on his coat as he came, issued, with the dogged aid of one bound by custom to perform a hopeless mission, from the small, redbrick lamp room. The station master, occupying a position of vantage in front of the shed which enclosed the booking office, looked up and down the lifeless row of closed and streaming windows, with an expectancy dulled by daily disappointment, for the passengers who seldom alighted. On this occasion no records were broken. A solitary young man stepped out on to the wet and flinty platform, handed over the half of a third-class return ticket from London, passed through the two open doors and commenced to climb the long ascent which led into the town.




  He wore no overcoat, and for protection against the inclement weather he was able only to turn up the collar of his well-worn blue serge coat. The damp of a ceaselessly wet day seemed to have laid its cheerless pall upon the whole exceedingly ugly landscape. The hedges, blackened with smuts from the colliery on the other side of the slope, were dripping also with raindrops. The road, flinty and light grey in colour, was greasy with repellent-looking mud—there were puddles even in the asphalt-covered pathway which he trod. On either side of him stretched the shrunken, unpastoral-looking fields of an industrial neighbourhood. The town-village which stretched up the hillside before him presented scarcely a single redeeming feature. The small, grey stone houses, hard and unadorned, were interrupted at intervals by rows of brand-new, red- brick cottages. In the background were the tall chimneys of several factories; on the left, a colliery shaft raised its smoke-blackened finger to the lowering clouds.




  After his first glance around at these familiar and unlovely objects, Philip Romilly walked with his head a little thrown back, his eyes lifted as though with intent to the melancholy and watery skies. He was a young man well above medium height, slim, almost inclined to be angular, yet with a good carriage notwithstanding a stoop which seemed more the result of an habitual depression than occasioned by any physical weakness. His features were large, his mouth querulous, a little discontented, his eyes filled with the light of a silent and rebellious bitterness which seemed, somehow, to have found a more or less permanent abode in his face. His clothes, although they were neat, had seen better days. He was ungloved, and he carried under his arm a small parcel, which appeared to contain a book, carefully done up in brown paper.




  As he reached the outskirts of the village he slackened his pace. Standing a little way back from the road, from which they were separated by an ugly, gravelled playground, were the familiar school buildings, with the usual inscription carved in stone above the door. He laid his hand upon the wooden gate and paused. From inside he could catch the drone of children’s voices. He glanced at his watch. It was barely twenty minutes past four. For a moment he hesitated. Then he strolled on, and, turning at the gate of an adjoining cottage, the nearest to the schools of a little unlovely row, he tried the latch, found it yield to his touch, and stepped inside. He closed the door behind him and turned, with a little weary sigh of content, towards a large easy-chair drawn up in front of the fire. For a single moment he seemed about to throw himself into its depths—his long fingers, indeed, a little blue with the cold, seemed already on their way towards the genial warmth of the flames. Then he stopped short. He stood perfectly still in an attitude of arrested motion, his eyes, wonderingly at first, and then with a strange, unanalysable expression, seeming to embark upon a lengthened, a scrupulous, an almost horrified estimate of his surroundings.




  To the ordinary observer there would have been nothing remarkable in the appearance of the little room, save its entirely unexpected air of luxury and refinement. There was a small Chippendale sideboard against the wall, a round, gate-legged table on which stood a blue china bowl filled with pink roses, a couple of luxurious easy-chairs, some old prints upon the wall. On the sideboard was a basket, as yet unpacked, filled with hothouse fruit, and on a low settee by the side of one of the easy-chairs were a little pile of reviews, several volumes of poetry, and a couple of library books. In the centre of the mantelpiece was a photograph, the photograph of a man a little older, perhaps, than this newly-arrived visitor, with rounder face, dressed in country tweeds, a flower in his buttonhole, the picture of a prosperous man, yet with a curious, almost disturbing likeness to the pale, over-nervous, loose-framed youth whose eye had been attracted by its presence, and who was gazing at it, spellbound.




  “Douglas!” he muttered. “Douglas!”




  He flung his hat upon the table and for a moment his hand rested upon his forehead. He was confronted with a mystery which baffled him, a mystery whose sinister possibilities were slowly framing themselves in his mind. While he stood there he was suddenly conscious of the sound of the opening gate, brisk footsteps up the tiled way, the soft swirl of a woman’s skirt. The latch was raised, the door opened and closed. The newcomer stood upon the threshold, gazing at him.




  “Philip!” she exclaimed. “Why, Philip!”




  There was a curious change in the girl’s tone, from almost glad welcome to a note of abrupt fear in that last pronouncement of his name. She stood looking at him, the victim, apparently, of so many emotions that there was nothing definite to be drawn either from her tone or expression. She was a young woman of medium height and slim, delicate figure, attractive, with large, discontented mouth, full, clear eyes and a wealth of dark brown hair. She was very simply dressed and yet in a manner which scarcely suggested the school- teacher. To the man who confronted her, his left hand gripping the mantelpiece, his eyes filled with a flaming jealousy, there was something entirely new in the hang of her well-cut skirt, the soft colouring of her low-necked blouse, the greater animation of her piquant face with its somewhat dazzling complexion. His hand flashed out towards her as he asked his question.




  “What does it mean, Beatrice?”




  She showed signs of recovering herself. With a little shrug of the shoulders she turned towards the door which led into an inner room.




  “Let me get you some tea, Philip,” she begged. “You look so cold and wet.”




  “Stay here, please,” he insisted.




  She paused reluctantly. There was a curious lack of anything peremptory in his manner, yet somehow, although she would have given the world to have passed for a few moments into the shelter of the little kitchen beyond, she was impelled to do as he bade her.




  “Don’t be silly, Philip,” she said petulantly. “You know you want some tea, and so do I. Sit down, please, and make yourself comfortable. Why didn’t you let me know you were coming?”




  “Perhaps it would have been better,” he agreed quietly. “However, since I am here, answer my question.”




  She drew a little breath. After all, although she was lacking in any real strength of character, she was filled with a certain compensatory doggedness. His challenge was there to be faced. There was no way out of it. She would have lied willingly enough but for the sheer futility of falsehood. She commenced the task of bracing herself for the struggle.




  “You had better,” she said, “frame your question a little more exactly. I will then try to answer it.”




  He was stung by her altered demeanour, embarrassed by an avalanche of words. A hundred questions were burning upon his lips. It was by a great effort of self-control that he remained coherent.




  “The last time I visited you,” he began, “was three months ago. Your cottage then was furnished as one would expect it to be furnished. You had a deal dresser, a deal table, one rather hard easy-chair and a very old wicker one. You had, if I remember rightly, a strip of linoleum upon the floor, and a single rug. Your flowers were from the hedges and your fruit from the one apple tree in the garden behind. Your clothes—am I mistaken about your clothes or are you dressed more expensively?”




  “I am dressed more expensively,” she admitted.




  “You and I both know the value of these things,” he went on, with a little sweep of the hand. “We know the value of them because we were once accustomed to them, because we have both since experienced the passionate craving for them or the things they represent. Chippendale furniture, a Turkey carpet, roses in January, hothouse fruit, Bartolozzi prints, do not march with an income of fifty pounds a year.”




  “They do not,” she assented equably. “All the things which you see here and which you have mentioned, are presents.”




  His forefinger shot out with a sudden vigour towards the photograph.




  “From him?”




  “From Douglas,” she admitted, “from your cousin.”




  He took the photograph into his hand, looked at it for a moment, and dashed it into the grate. The glass of the frame was shivered into a hundred pieces. The girl only shrugged her shoulders. She was holding herself in reserve. As for him, his eyes were hot, there was a dry choking in his throat. He had passed through many weary and depressed days, struggling always against the grinding monotony of life and his surroundings. Now for the first time he felt that there was something worse.




  “What does it mean?” he asked once more.




  She seemed almost to dilate as she answered him. Her feet were firmly planted upon the ground. There was a new look in her face, a look of decision. She was more or less a coward but she felt no fear. She even leaned a little towards him and looked him in the face.




  “It means,” she pronounced slowly, “exactly what it seems to mean.”




  The words conveyed horrible things to him, but he was speechless. He could only wait.




  “You and I, Philip,” she continued, “have been—well, I suppose we should call it engaged—for three years. During those three years I have earned, by disgusting and wearisome labour, just enough to keep me alive in a world which has had nothing to offer me but ugliness and discomfort and misery. You, as you admitted last time we met, have done no better. You have lived in a garret and gone often hungry to bed. For three years this has been going on. All that time I have waited for you to bring something human, something reasonable, something warm into my life, and you have failed. I have passed, in those three years, from twenty-three to twenty-six. In three more I shall be in my thirtieth year— that is to say, the best time of my life will have passed. You see, I have been thinking, and I have had enough.”




  He stood quite dumb. The girl’s newly-revealed personality seemed to fill the room. He felt crowded out. She was, at that stage, absolutely mistress of the situation…. She passed him carelessly by, flung herself into the easy- chair and crossed her legs. As though he were looking at some person in another world, he realized that she was wearing shoes of shapely cut, and silk stockings.




  “Our engagement,” she went on, “was at first the dearest thing in life to me. It could have been the most wonderful thing in life. I am only an ordinary person with an ordinary character, but I have the capacity to love unselfishly, and I am at heart as faithful and as good as any other woman. But there is my birthright. I have had three years of sordid and utterly miserable life, teaching squalid, dirty, unlovable children things they had much better not know. I have lived here, here in Detton Magna, among the smuts and the mists, where the flowers seem withered and even the meadows are stony, where the people are hard and coarse as their ugly houses, where virtue is ugly, and vice is ugly, and living is ugly, and death is fearsome. And now you see what I have chosen—not in a moment’s folly, mind, because I am not foolish; not in a moment’s passion, either, because until now the only real feeling I have had in life was for you. But I have chosen, and I hold to my choice.”




  “They won’t let you stay here,” he muttered.




  “They needn’t,” she answered calmly. “There are other ways in which I can at least earn as much as the miserable pittance doled out to me here. I have avoided even considering them before. Shall I tell you why? Because I didn’t want to face the temptation they might bring with them. I always knew what would happen if escape became hopeless. It’s the ugliness I can’t stand—the ugliness of cheap food, cheap clothes, uncomfortable furniture, coarse voices, coarse friends if I would have them. How do you suppose I have lived here these last three years, a teacher in the national schools? Look up and down this long, dreary street, at the names above the shops, at the villas in which the tradespeople live, and ask yourself where my friends were to come from? The clergyman, perhaps? He is over seventy, a widower, and he never comes near the place. Why, I’d have been content to have been patronized if there had been anyone here to do it, who wore the right sort of clothes and said the right sort of thing in the right tone. But the others—well, that’s done with.”




  He remained curiously dumb. His eyes were fixed upon the fragments of the photograph in the grate. In a corner of the room an old-fashioned clock ticked wheezily. A lump of coal fell out on the hearth, which she replaced mechanically with her foot. His silence seemed to irritate and perplex her. She looked away from him, drew her chair a little closer to the fire, and sat with her head resting upon her hands. Her tone had become almost meditative.




  “I knew that this would come one day,” she went on. “Why don’t you speak and get it over? Are you waiting to clothe your phrases? Are you afraid of the naked words? I’m not. Let me hear them. Don’t be more melodramatic than you can help because, as you know, I am cursed with a sense of humour, but don’t stand there saying nothing.”




  He raised his eyes and looked at her in silence, an alternative which she found it hard to endure. Then, after a moment’s shivering recoil into her chair, she sprang to her feet.




  “Listen,” she cried passionately, “I don’t care what you think! I tell you that if you were really a man, if you had a man’s heart in your body, you’d have sinned yourself before now—robbed some one, murdered them, torn the things that make life from the fate that refuses to give them. What is it they pay you,” she went on contemptuously, “at that miserable art school of yours? Sixty pounds a year! How much do you get to eat and drink out of that? What sort of clothes have you to wear? Are you content? Yet even you have been better off than I. You have always your chance. Your play may be accepted or your stories published. I haven’t even had that forlorn hope. But even you, Philip, may wait too long. There are too many laws, nowadays, for life to be lived naturally. If I were a man, a man like you, I’d break them.”




  Her taunts apparently moved him no more than the inner tragedy which her words had revealed. He did not for one moment give any sign of abandoning the unnatural calm which seemed to have descended upon him. He took up his hat from the table, and thrust the little brown paper parcel which he had been carrying, into his pocket. His eyes for a single moment met the challenge of hers, and again she was conscious of some nameless, inexplicable fear.




  “Perhaps,” he said, as he turned away, “I may do that.”




  His hand was upon the latch before she realized that he was actually going. She sprang to her feet. Abuse, scorn, upbraidings, even violence—she had been prepared for all of these. There was something about this self-restraint, however, this strange, brooding silence, which terrified her more than anything she could have imagined.




  “Philip!” she shrieked. “You’re not going? You’re not going like this? You haven’t said anything!”




  He closed the door with firm fingers. Her knees trembled, she was conscious of an unexpected weakness. She abandoned her first intention of following him, and stood before the window, holding tightly to the sash. He had reached the gate now and paused for a moment, looking up the long, windy street. Then he crossed to the other side of the road, stepped over a stile and disappeared, walking without haste, with firm footsteps, along a cindered path which bordered the sluggish-looking canal. He had come and gone, and she knew what fear was!




  CHAPTER II




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  The railway station at Detton Magna presented, if possible, an even more dreary appearance than earlier in the day, as the time drew near that night for the departure of the last train northwards. Its long strip of flinty platform was utterly deserted. Around the three flickering gas-lamps the drizzling rain fell continuously. The weary porter came yawning out of his lamp room into the booking office, where the station master sat alone, his chair turned away from the open wicket window to the smouldering embers of the smoky fire.




  “No passengers to-night, seemingly,” the latter remarked to his subordinate.




  “Not a sign of one,” was the reply. “That young chap who came down from London on a one-day return excursion, hasn’t gone back, either. That’ll do his ticket in.”




  The outside door was suddenly opened and closed. The sound of footsteps approaching the ticket window was heard. A long, white hand was thrust through the aperture, a voice was heard from the invisible outside.




  “Third to Detton Junction, please.”




  The station-master took the ticket from a little rack, received the exact sum he demanded, swept it into the till, and resumed his place before the fire. The porter, with the lamp in his hand, lounged out into the booking-hall. The prospective passenger, however, was nowhere in sight. He looked back into the office.




  “Was that Jim Spender going up to see his barmaid again?” he asked his superior.




  The station master yawned drowsily.




  “Didn’t notice,” he answered. “What an old woman you’re getting, George! Want to know everybody’s business, don’t you?”




  The porter withdrew, a little huffed. When, a few minutes later, the train drew in, he even avoided ostentatiously a journey to the far end of the platform to open the door for the solitary passenger who was standing there. He passed up the train and slammed the door without even glancing in at the window. Then he stood and watched the red lights disappear.




  “Was it Jim?” the station master asked him, on their way out.




  “Didn’t notice,” his subordinate replied, a little curtly. “Maybe it was and maybe it wasn’t. Good night!”




  * * * * *




  Philip Romilly sat back in the corner of his empty third-class carriage, peering out of the window, in which he could see only the reflection of the feeble gas-lamp. There was no doubt about it, however—they were moving. The first stage of his journey had commenced. The blessed sense of motion, after so long waiting, at first soothed and then exhilarated him. In a few moments he became restless. He let down the rain-blurred window and leaned out. The cool dampness of the night was immensely refreshing, the rain softened his hot cheeks. He sat there, peering away into the shadows, struggling for the sight of definite objects—a tree, a house, the outline of a field—anything to keep the other thoughts away, the thoughts that came sometimes like the aftermath of a grisly, unrealisable nightmare. Then he felt chilly, drew up the window, thrust his hands into his pockets from which he drew out a handsome cigarette case, struck a match, and smoked with vivid appreciation of the quality of the tobacco, examined the crest on the case as he put it away, and finally patted with surreptitious eagerness the flat morocco letter case in his inside pocket.




  At the Junction, he made his way into the refreshment room and ordered a long whisky and soda, which he drank in a couple of gulps. Then he hastened to the booking office and took a first-class ticket to Liverpool, and a few minutes later secured a seat in the long, north-bound express which came gliding up to the side of the platform. He spent some time in the lavatory, washing, arranging his hair, straightening his tie, after which he made his way into the elaborate dining-car and found a comfortable corner seat. The luxury of his surroundings soothed his jagged nerves. The car was comfortably warmed, the electric light upon his table was softly shaded. The steward who waited upon him was swift-footed and obsequious, and seemed entirely oblivious of Philip’s shabby, half-soaked clothes. He ordered champagne a little vaguely, and the wine ran through his veins with a curious potency. He ate and drank now and then mechanically, now and then with the keenest appetite. Afterwards he smoked a cigar, drank coffee, and sipped a liqueur with the appreciation of a connoisseur. A fellow passenger passed him an evening paper, which he glanced through with apparent interest. Before he reached his journey’s end he had ordered and drunk another liqueur. He tipped the steward handsomely. It was the first well-cooked meal which he had eaten for many months.




  Arrived at Liverpool, he entered a cab and drove to the Adelphi Hotel. He made his way at once to the office. His clothes were dry now and the rest and warmth had given him more confidence.




  “You have a room engaged for me, I think,” he said, “Mr. Douglas Romilly. I sent some luggage on.”




  The man merely glanced at him and handed him a ticket.




  “Number sixty-seven, sir, on the second floor,” he announced.




  A porter conducted him up-stairs into a large, well-furnished bedroom. A fire was blazing in the grate; a dressing-case, a steamer trunk and a hatbox were set out at the foot of the bedstead.




  “The heavier luggage, labelled for the hold, sir,” the man told him, “is down-stairs, and will go direct to the steamer to-morrow morning. That was according to your instructions, I believe.”




  “Quite right,” Philip assented. “What time does the boat sail?”




  “Three o’clock, sir.”




  Philip frowned. This was his first disappointment. He had fancied himself on board early in the day. The prospect of a long morning’s inaction seemed already to terrify him.




  “Not till the afternoon,” he muttered.




  “Matter of tide, sir,” the man explained. “You can go on board any time after eleven o’clock in the morning, though. Very much obliged to you, sir.”




  The porter withdrew, entirely satisfied with his tip. Philip Romilly locked the door after him carefully. Then he drew a bunch of keys from his pocket and, after several attempts, opened both the steamer trunk and the dressing-case. He surveyed their carefully packed contents with a certain grim and fantastic amusement, handled the silver brushes, shook out a purple brocaded dressing- gown, laid out a suit of clothes for the morrow, even selected a shirt and put the links in it. Finally he wandered into the adjoining bathroom, took a hot bath, packed away at the bottom of the steamer trunk the clothes which he had been wearing, went to bed—and slept.
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  The sun was shining into his bedroom when Philip Romilly was awakened the next morning by a discreet tapping at the door. He sat up in bed and shouted “Come in.” He had no occasion to hesitate for a moment. He knew perfectly well where he was, he remembered exactly everything that had happened. The knocking at the door was disquieting but he faced it without a tremor. The floor waiter appeared and bowed deferentially.




  “There is a gentleman on the telephone wishes to speak to you, sir,” he announced. “I have connected him with the instrument by your side.”




  “To speak with me?” Philip repeated. “Are you quite sure?”




  “Yes, sir. Mr. Douglas Romilly he asked for. He said that his name was Mr. Gayes, I believe.”




  The man left the room and Philip took up the receiver. For a moment he sat and thought. The situation was perplexing, in a sense ominous, yet it had to be faced. He held the instrument to his ear.




  “Hullo? Who’s that?” he enquired.




  “That Mr. Romilly?” was the reply, in a man’s pleasant voice. “Mr. Douglas Romilly?”




  “Yes!”




  “Good! I’m Gayes—Mr. Gayes of Gayes Brothers. My people wrote me last night from Leicester that you would be here this morning. You are crossing, aren’t you, on the Elletania?”




  Philip remained monosyllabic.




  “Yes,” he admitted cautiously.




  “Can’t you come round and see us this morning?” Mr. Gayes invited. “And look here, Mr. Romilly, in any case I want you to lunch with me at the club. My car shall come round and fetch you at any time you say.”




  “Sorry,” Philip replied. “I am very busy this morning, and I am engaged for lunch.”




  “Oh, come, that’s too bad,” the other protested, “I really want to have a chat with you on business matters, Mr. Romilly. Will you spare me half an hour if I come round?”




  “Tell me exactly what it is you want?” Philip insisted.




  “Oh! just the usual thing,” was the cheerful answer. “We hear you are off to America on a buying tour. Our last advices don’t indicate a very easy market over there. I am not at all sure that we couldn’t do better for you here, and give you better terms.”




  Philip began to feel more sure of himself. The situation, after all, he realized, was not exactly alarming.




  “Very kind of you,” he said. “My arrangements are all made now, though, and I can’t interfere with them.”




  “Well, I’m going to bother you with a few quotations, anyway. See here, I’ll just run round to see you. My car is waiting at the door now. I won’t keep you more than a few minutes.”




  “Don’t come before twelve,” Philip begged. “I shall be busy until then.”




  “At twelve o’clock precisely, then,” was the reply. “I shall hope to induce you to change your mind about luncheon. It’s quite a long time since we had you at the club. Good-by!”




  Philip set down the telephone. He was still in his pajamas and the morning was cold, but he suddenly felt a great drop of perspiration on his forehead. It was the sort of thing, this, which he had expected—had been prepared for, in fact—but it was none the less, in its way, gruesome. There was a further knock at the door, and the waiter reappeared.




  “Can I bring you any breakfast, sir?” he enquired.




  “What time is it?”




  “Half-past nine, sir.”




  “Bring me some coffee and rolls and butter,” Philip ordered.




  He sprang out of bed, bathed, dressed, and ate his breakfast. Then he lit a cigarette, repacked his dressing-case, and descended into the hall. He made his way to the hall porter’s enquiry office.




  “I am going to pay some calls in the city,” he announced—“Mr. Romilly is my name—and I may not be able to get back here before my boat sails. I am going on the Elletania. Can I have my luggage sent there direct?”




  “By all means, sir.”




  “Every article is properly labelled,” Philip continued. “Those in my bedroom—number sixty-seven—are for the cabin, and those you have in your charge are for the hold.”




  “That will be quite all right, sir,” the man assured him pocketing his liberal tip. “I will see to the matter myself.”




  Philip paid his bill at the office and breathed a little more freely as he left the hotel. Passing a large, plate-glass window he stopped suddenly and stared at his own reflection. There was something unfamiliar in the hang of his well-cut clothes and fashionable Homburg hat. It was like the shadow of some one else passing—some one to whom those clothes belonged. Then he remembered, remembered with a cold shiver which blanched his cheeks and brought a little agonised murmur to his lips. The moment passed, however, crushed down, stifled as he had sworn that he would stifle all such memories. He turned in at a barber’s shop, had his hair cut, and yielded to the solicitations of a fluffy- haired young lady who was dying to go to America if only somebody would take her, and who was sure that he ought to have a manicure before his voyage. Afterwards he entered a call office and rang up the hotel on the telephone.




  “Mr. Romilly speaking,” he announced. “Will you kindly tell Mr. Gayes, if he calls to see me, that I have been detained in the city, and shall not be back.”




  The man took down the message. Philip strolled out once more into the streets, wandering aimlessly about for an hour or more. By this time it was nearly one o’clock, and, selecting a restaurant, he entered and ordered luncheon. Once more it came over him, as he looked around the place, that he had, after all, only a very imperfect hold upon his own identity. It seemed impossible that he, Philip Romilly, should be there, ordering precisely what appealed to him most, without thought or care of the cost. He ate and drank slowly and with discrimination, and when he left the place he felt stronger. He sought out a first-class tobacconist’s, bought some cigarettes, and enquired his way to the dock. At a few minutes after two, he passed up the gangway and boarded the great steamer. One of the little army of linen-coated stewards enquired the number of his room and conducted him below.




  “Anything I can do for you, sir, before your luggage comes on?” the man asked civilly.




  Philip shook his head and wandered up on deck again, where there were already a fair number of passengers in evidence. He leaned over the side, watching the constant stream of porters bearing supplies, and the steerage passengers passing into the forepart of the ship. With every moment his impatience grew. He looked at his watch sometimes half a dozen times in ten minutes, changed his position continually, started violently whenever he heard an unexpected footstep behind him. Finally he broke a promise he had made to himself. He bought newspapers, took them into a sheltered corner, and tore them open. Column by column he searched them through feverishly, running his finger down one side and up the next. It seemed impossible to find nowhere the heading he dreaded to see, to realize that they were entirely empty of any exciting incident. He satisfied himself at last, however. The disappearance of a half- starved art teacher had not yet blazoned out to a sympathetic world. It was so much to the good…. There was a touch upon his shoulder, and he felt a chill of horror. When he turned around, it was the steward who had conducted him below, holding out a telegram.




  “I beg your pardon, sir,” he said. “Telegram just arrived for you.”




  He passed on almost at once, in search of some one else. Philip stood for several moments perfectly still. He looked at the inscription—Douglas Romilly—set his teeth and tore open the envelope:




  UNDERSTOOD YOU WERE RETURNING TO FACTORY BEFORE LEAVING. AM POSTING A FEW FINAL PARTICULARS TO WALDORF HOTEL, NEW YORK. STAFF JOINS ME IN WISHING YOU BON VOYAGE.




  Philip felt his heart cease its pounding, felt an immense sense of relief. It was a wonderful thing, this message. It cleared up one point on which he had been anxious and unsettled. It was taken for granted at the Works, then, that he had come straight to Liverpool. He walked up and down the deck on the side remote from the dock, driving this into his mind.




  Everything was wonderfully simplified. If only he could get across, once reach New York! Meanwhile, he looked at his watch again and discovered that it wanted but ten minutes to three. He made his way back down to his stateroom, which was already filled with his luggage. He shook out an ulster from a bundle of wraps, and selected a tweed cap. Already there was a faint touch of the sea in the river breeze, and he was impatient for the immeasurable open spaces, the salt wind, the rise and fall of the great ship. Then, as he stood on the threshold of his cabin, he heard voices.




  “Down in number 110, eh?”




  “Yes, sir,” he heard his steward’s voice reply. “Mr. Romilly has just gone down. You’ve only a minute, sir, before the last call for passengers.”




  “That’s all right,” the voice which had spoken to him over the telephone that morning replied. “I’d just like to shake hands with him and wish him bon voyage.”




  Philip’s teeth came together in a little fury of anger. It was maddening, this, to be trapped when only a few minutes remained between him and safety! His brain worked swiftly. He took his chance of finding the next stateroom empty, as it happened to be, and stepped quickly inside. He kept his back to the door until the footsteps had passed. He heard the knock at his stateroom, stepped back into the corridor, and passed along a little gangway to the other side of the ship. He hurried up the stairs and into the smoking-room. The bugle was sounding now, and hoarse voices were shouting:




  “Every one for the shore! Last call for the shore!”




  “Give me a brandy and soda,” he begged the steward, who was just opening the bar.




  The man glanced at the clock and obeyed. Philip swallowed half of it at a gulp, then sat down with the tumbler in his hand. All of a sudden something disappeared from in front of one of the portholes. His heart gave a little jump. They were moving! He sprang up and hurried to the doorway. Slowly but unmistakably they were gliding away from the dock. Already a lengthening line of people were waving their handkerchiefs and shouting farewells. Around them in the river little tugs were screaming, and the ropes from the dock had been thrown loose. Philip stepped to the rail, his heart growing lighter at every moment. His ubiquitous steward, laden with hand luggage, paused for a moment.




  “I sent a gentleman down to your stateroom just before the steamer started, sir,” he announced, “gentleman of the name of Gayes, who wanted to say good-by to you.”




  “Bad luck!” Philip answered. “I must have just missed him.”




  The steward turned around and pointed to the quay.




  “There he is, sir—elderly gentleman in a grey suit, and a bunch of violets in his buttonhole. He’s looking straight at you.”




  Philip raised his cap and waved it with enthusiasm. After a moment’s hesitation, the other man did the same. The steward collected his belongings and shuffled off.




  “He picked you out, sir, all right,” he remarked as he disappeared in the companionway.




  Philip turned away with a little final wave of the hand.




  “Glad I didn’t miss him altogether,” he observed cheerfully. “Good- afternoon, Mr. Gayes! Good-by, England!”
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  Mr. Raymond Greene, very soon after the bugle had sounded for dinner that evening, took his place at the head of one of the small tables in the saloon and wished every one good evening. It was perfectly apparent that he meant to enjoy the trip, that he was prepared to like his fellow passengers and that he wished them to know it. Even the somewhat melancholy-looking steward, who had been waiting for his arrival, cheered up at the sight of his beaming face, and the other four occupants of the table returned his salutation according to their lights.




  “Two vacant places, I am sorry to see,” Mr. Greene observed. “One of them I can answer for, though. The young lady who is to sit on my right will be down directly—Miss Elizabeth Dalstan, the great actress, you know. She is by way of being under my charge. Very charming and talented young lady she is. Let us see who our other absentee is.”




  He stretched across and glanced at the name upon the card.




  “Mr. Douglas Romilly,” he read out. “Quite a good name—English, without a doubt. I have crossed with you before, haven’t I, sir?” he went on affably, turning to his nearest neighbour on the left.




  A burly, many-chinned American signified his assent.




  “Why, I should say so,” he admitted, “and I’d like a five-dollar bill, Mr. Greene, for every film I’ve seen of yours in the United States.”




  Mr. Greene beamed with satisfaction.




  “Well, I am glad to hear you’ve come across my stuff,” he declared. “I’ve made some name for myself on the films and I am proud of it. Raymond Greene it is, at your service.”




  “Joseph P. Hyam’s mine,” the large American announced, watching the disappearance of his soup plate with an air of regret. “I’m in the clothing business. If my wife were here, she’d say you wouldn’t think it to look at me. Never was faddy about myself, though,” he added, with a glance at Mr. Greene’s very correct dinner attire.




  “You ought to remember me, Mr. Greene,” one of the two men remarked from the right-hand side of the table. “I’ve played golf with you at Baltusrol more than once.”




  Mr. Greene glanced surreptitiously at the card and smiled.




  “Why, it’s James P. Busby, of course!” he exclaimed. “Your father’s the Busby Iron Works, isn’t he?”




  The young man nodded.




  “And this is Mr. Caroll, one of our engineers,” he said, indicating a rather rough-looking personage by his side.




  “Delighted to meet you both,” Mr. Greene assured them. “Say, I remember your golf, Mr. Busby! You’re some driver, eh? And those long putts of yours— you never took three on any green that I can remember!”




  “Been playing in England?” the young man asked.




  Mr. Raymond Greene shook his head.




  “When I am on business,” he explained, “I don’t carry my sticks about with me, and I tell you this last fortnight has been a giddy whirl for me. I was in Berlin Wednesday night, and I did business in Vienna last Monday. Ah! here comes Miss Dalstan.”




  He rose ceremoniously to his feet. A young lady who was still wearing her travelling clothes smiled at him delightfully and sank into the chair by his side. During the little stir caused by her arrival, no one paid any attention to the man who had slipped into the other vacant place opposite. Mr. Greene, however, when he had finished making known his companion’s wants to the steward, welcomed Philip Romilly genially.




  “Now we’re a full table,” he declared. “That’s what I like. I only hope we’ll keep it up all the voyage. Mind, there’ll be a forfeit for the first one that misses a meal. Mr. Romilly, isn’t it?” he went on, glancing at his left- hand neighbour’s card once more. “My name’s Raymond Greene. I am an old traveller and there’s nothing I enjoy more, outside my business, than these little ocean trips, especially when they come after a pretty strenuous time on shore. Crossed many times, sir?”




  “Never before,” Philip answered.




  “First trip, eh?” Mr. Greene remarked, mildly interested. “Well, well, you’ve some surprises in store for you, then. Let me make you acquainted with your opposite neighbour, Miss Elizabeth Dalstan. I dare say, even if you haven’t been in the States, you know some of our principal actresses by name.”




  Philip raised his head and caught a glimpse of a rather pale face, a mass of deep brown hair, a pleasant smile from a very shapely mouth, and the rather intense regard of a pair of wonderfully soft eyes, whose colour at that moment he was not able to determine.




  “I have had the pleasure of seeing Miss Dalstan on the stage,” he observed.




  “Capital!” Mr. Raymond Greene exclaimed. “We haven’t met before, have we, Mr. Romilly? Something kind of familiar in your face. You are not by way of being in the Profession, are you?”




  Romilly shook his head.




  “I am a manufacturer,” he acknowledged.




  “That so?” his neighbour remarked, a trifle surprised. “Queer! I had a fancy that we’d met, and quite lately, too. I am in the cinema business. You may have heard of me—Raymond Greene?”




  “I have seen some of your films,” Philip told him. “Very excellent productions, if you will allow me to say so.”




  “That’s pleasant hearing at any time,” Mr. Greene admitted, with a gratified smile. “Well, I can see that we are going to be quite a friendly party. That’s Mr. Busby on your right, Mr. Romilly—some golfer, I can tell you!—and his friend Mr. Caroll alongside. The lady next you—”




  “My name is Miss Pinsent,” the elderly lady indicated declared pleasantly, replying to Mr. Greene’s interrogative glance. “It is my first trip to America, too. I am going out to see a nephew who has settled in Chicago.”




  “Capital!” Mr. Raymond Greene repeated. “Now we are all more or less a family party. What did you say your line of business was, Mr. Romilly?”




  “I don’t remember mentioning it,” Philip observed, “but I am a manufacturer of boots and shoes.”




  Elizabeth Dalstan looked across at him a little curiously. One might have surmised that she was in some way disappointed.




  “Coming over to learn a thing or two from us, eh?” Mr. Greene went on. “You use all our machinery, don’t you? Well, there’s Paul Lawton on board, from Brockton. I should think he has one of the biggest plants in Massachusetts. I must make you acquainted with him.”




  Philip frowned slightly.




  “That is very kind of you, Mr. Greene,” he acknowledged, “but do you know I would very much rather not talk business with any one while I am on the steamer? I am a little overworked and I need the rest.”




  Elizabeth Dalstan looked at her vis-à-vis with some renewal of her former interest. She saw a young man who was, without doubt, good-looking, although he certainly had an over-tired and somewhat depressed appearance. His cheeks were colourless, and there were little dark lines under his eyes as though he suffered from sleeplessness. He was clean-shaven and he had the sensitive mouth of an artist. His forehead was high and exceptionally good. His air of breeding was unmistakable.




  “You do look a little fagged,” Mr. Raymond Greene observed sympathetically. “Well, these are strenuous days in business. We all have to stretch out as far as we can go, and keep stretched out, or else some one else will get ahead of us. Business been good with you this fall, Mr. Romilly?”




  “Very fair, thank you,” Philip answered a little vaguely. “Tell me, Miss Dalstan,” he went on, leaning slightly towards her, and with a note of curiosity in his tone, “I want to know your candid opinion of the last act of the play I saw you in—‘Henderson’s Second Wife’? I made up my mind that if ever I had the privilege of meeting you, I would ask you that question.”




  “I know exactly why,” she declared, with a quick little nod of appreciation. “Listen.”




  They talked together for some time, earnestly. Mr. Greene addressed his conversation to his neighbours lower down the table. It was not until the arrival of dessert that Philip and his vis-à-vis abandoned their discussion.




  “Tell me, have you written yourself, Mr. Romilly?” Elizabeth Dalstan asked him with interest.




  “I have made an attempt at it,” he confessed.




  “Most difficult thing in the whole world to write a play,” Mr. Raymond Greene intervened, seeing an opportunity to join once more in the conversation. “Most difficult thing in the world, I should say. Now with pictures it’s entirely different. The slightest little happening in everyday life may give you the start, and then, there you are—the whole thing unravels itself. Now let me give you an example,” he went on, helping himself to a little more whisky and soda. “Only yesterday afternoon, on our way up to Liverpool, the train got pulled up somewhere in Derbyshire, and I sat looking out of the window. It was a dreary neighbourhood, a miserable afternoon, and we happened to be crossing a rather high viaduct. Down below were some meadows and a canal, and by the side of the canal, a path. At a certain point—I should think about half a mile from where the train was standing—this path went underneath a rude bridge, built of bricks and covered over with turf. Well, as I sat there I could see two men, both approaching the bridge along the path from opposite directions. One was tall, dressed in light tweeds, a good-looking fellow— looked like one of your country squires except that he was a little on the thin side. The other was a sombre-looking person, dressed in dark clothes, about your height and build, I should say, Mr. Romilly. Well, they both disappeared under that bridge at the same moment, and I don’t know why, but I leaned forward to see them come out. The train was there for quite another two minutes, perhaps more. There wasn’t another soul anywhere in sight, and it was raining as it only can rain in England.”




  Mr. Raymond Greene paused. Every one at the table had been listening intently. He glanced around at their rapt faces with satisfaction. He was conscious of the artist’s dramatic touch. Once more it had not failed him. He had excited interest. In Philip Romilly’s eyes there was something even more than interest. It seemed almost as though he were trying to project his thoughts back and conjure up for himself the very scene which was being described to him. The young man was certainly in a very delicate state of health, Mr. Greene decided.




  “You are keeping us in suspense, sir,” the elderly lady complained, leaning forward in her place. “Please go on. What happened when they came out?”




  “That,” Mr. Raymond Greene said impressively, “is the point of the story. The train remained standing there, as I have said, for several minutes—as many minutes, in fact, as it would have taken them seconds to have traversed that tunnel. Notwithstanding that, they neither of them appeared again. I sat there, believe me, with my eyes fastened upon that path, and when the train started I leaned out of the window until we had rounded the curve and we were out of sight, but I never saw either of those two men again. Now there’s the beginning of a film story for you! What do you want more than that? There’s dramatic interest, surprise, an original situation.”




  “After all, I suppose the explanation was quite a simple one,” Mr. Busby remarked. “They were probably acquaintances, and they stayed to have a chat.”




  Mr. Raymond Greene shook his head doubtfully.




  “All I can say to that is that it was a queer place to choose for a little friendly conversation,” he pronounced. “They were both tall men—about the same height, I should say—and it would have been impossible for them to have even stood upright.”




  “You mentioned the fact, did you not,” the lady who called herself Miss Pinsent observed, “that it was raining heavily at the time? Perhaps they stayed under the bridge to shelter.”




  “That’s something I never thought of,” Mr. Greene admitted, “perhaps for the reason that they both of them seemed quite indifferent to the rain. The young man in the dark clothes hadn’t even an umbrella. I must admit that I allowed my thoughts to travel in another direction. Professional instinct, you see. It was a fairly broad canal, and the water was nearly up to the towing- path. I’d lay a wager it was twelve or fifteen feet deep. Supposing those two men had met on that narrow path and quarrelled! Supposing—”




  “Don’t!”




  Mr. Raymond Greene stopped short. He gazed in amazement at Elizabeth Dalstan, who had suddenly clutched his hand. There was something in her face which puzzled as well as startled him. She had been looking at her opposite neighbour but she turned back towards the narrator of this thrilling story as the monosyllable broke from her lips.




  “Please stop,” she begged. “You are too dramatic, Mr. Greene. You really frighten me.”




  “Frighten you?” he repeated. “My dear Miss Dalstan!”




  “I suppose it is very absurd of me,” she went on, smiling appealingly at him, “but your words were altogether too graphic. I can’t bear to think of what might have taken place underneath that tunnel! You must remember that I saw it, too. Don’t go on. Don’t talk about it any more. I am going upstairs for my cigarette. Are you coming to get my chair for me, Mr. Greene, or must I rely upon the deck steward?”




  Mr. Raymond Greene was a very gallant man, and he did not hesitate for a moment. He sprang to his feet and escorted the young lady from the saloon. He glanced back, as he left the table, to nod his adieux to the little company whom he had taken under his charge. Philip Romilly was gazing steadfastly out of the porthole.




  “Kind of delicate young fellow, that,” he remarked. “Nice face, too. Can’t help thinking that I’ve met or seen some one like him lately.”
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  Philip Romilly found himself alone at last with the things which he had craved—darkness, solitude, the rushing of the salt wind, the sense of open spaces. On the other, the sheltered side of the steamer, long lines of passengers were stretched in wicker chairs, smoking and drinking their coffee, but where he was no one came save an occasional promenader. Yet even here was a disappointment. He had come for peace, for a brief escape from the thrall of memories which during the last few hours had become charged with undreamed-of horrors—and there was to be no peace. In the shadowy darkness which rested upon the white-churned sea flying past him, he saw again, with horrible distinctness, the face, the figure of the man who for those few brief minutes he had hated with a desperate and passionate hatred. He saw the broken photograph, the glass splintered into a thousand pieces. He saw the man himself, choking, sinking down beneath the black waters; heard the stifled cry from his palsied lips, saw the slow dawning agony of death in his distorted features. Some one was playing a mandolin down in the second class. He heard the feet of a dancer upon the deck, the little murmur of applause. Well, after all, this was life. It was a rebuke of fate to his own illogical and useless vapourings. Men died every second whilst women danced, and no one who knew life had any care save for the measure of their own days. Some freakish thought pleaded stridently his own justification. His mind travelled back down the gloomy avenues of his past, along those last aching years of grinding and undeserved poverty. He remembered his upbringing, his widowed mother, a woman used to every luxury, struggling to make both ends meet in a suburban street, in a hired cottage filled with hired furniture. He remembered his schooldays, devoid of pocket money, unable to join in the sports of others, slaving with melancholy perseverance for a scholarship to lighten his mother’s burden. Always there was the same ghastly, crushing penuriousness, the struggle to make a living before his schooldays were well over, the unbought books he had fingered at the bookstalls and let drop again, the coarse clothes he had been compelled to wear, the scanty food he had eaten, the narrow, driving ways of poverty, culminating in his mother’s death and his own fear—he, at the age of nineteen years—lest the money for her funeral should not be forthcoming. If there were any hell, surely he had lived in it! This other, whose flames mocked him now, could be no worse. Sin! Crime! He remembered the words of the girl who during these latter years had represented to him what there might have been of light in life. He remembered, and it seemed to him that he could meet that ghostly image which had risen from the black waters, without shrinking, almost contemptuously. Fate had mocked him long enough. It was time, indeed, that he helped himself.




  He swung away from the solitude to the other side of the steamer, paused in a sheltered spot while he lit a cigarette, and paced up and down the more frequented ways. A soft voice from an invisible mass of furs and rugs, called to him.




  “Mr. Romilly, please come and talk to me. My rug has slipped—thank you so much. Take this chair next mine for a few minutes, won’t you? Mr. Greene has rushed off to the smoking room. I think he has just been told that there is a rival cinema producer on board, and he is trying to run him to ground.”




  Philip settled himself without hesitation in the vacant place.




  “One is forced to envy Mr. Raymond Greene,” he sighed. “To have work in life which one loves as he does his is the rarest form of happiness.”




  “What about your own?” she asked him. “But you are a manufacturer, are you not? Somehow or other, that surprises me.”




  “And me,” he acknowledged frankly. “I mean that I wonder I have persevered at it so long.”




  “But you are a very young man!”




  “Young or old,” he answered, “I am one of those who have made a false start in life. I am on my way to new things. Do you think, Miss Dalstan, that your country is a good place for one to visit who seeks new things?”




  She turned in her chair a little more towards him. Against the background of empty spaces, the pale softness of her face seemed to gain a new attractiveness.




  “Well, that depends,” she said reflectively, “upon what these new things might be which you desire. For an ambitious business man America is a great country.”




  “But supposing one had finished with business?” he persisted. “Supposing one wanted to develop tastes and a gift for another method of life?”




  “Then I should say that New York is the one place in the world,” she told him. “You are speaking of yourself?”




  “Yes!”




  “You have ambitions, I am sure,” she continued. “Tell me, are they literary?”




  “I would like to call them so,” he admitted. “I have written a play and three stories, so bad that no one would produce the play or publish the stories.”




  “You have brought them with you?”




  He shook his head.




  “No! They are where I shall never see them again.”




  “Never see them again?” she repeated, puzzled.




  “I mean that I have left them at home. I have left them there, perhaps, to a certain extent deliberately,” he went on. “You see, the idea is still with me. I think that I shall rewrite them when I have settled down in America. I fancy that I shall find myself in an atmosphere more conducive to the sort of work I want to do. I would rather not be handicapped by the ghosts of my old failures.”




  “One’s ghosts are hard sometimes to escape from,” she whispered.




  He clutched nervously at the end of his rug. She looked up and down along the row of chairs. There were one or two slumbering forms, but most were empty. There were no promenaders in sight.




  “You know,” she asked, her voice still very low, “why I left the saloon a little abruptly this evening?”




  “Why?” he demanded.




  “Because,” she went on, “I could see the effect which Mr. Raymond Greene’s story had upon you; because I, also, was in that train, and I have better eyesight than Mr. Greene. You were one of the two men who were walking along the towpath.”




  “Well?” he muttered.




  “You have nothing to tell me?”




  “Nothing!”




  She waited for a moment.




  “At least you have not attempted to persuade me that you lingered underneath that bridge to escape from the rain,” she remarked.




  “If I cannot tell you the truth,” he promised, “I am not going to tell you a lie, but apart from that I admit nothing. I do not even admit that it was I whom you saw.”




  She laid her hand upon his. The touch of her fingers was wonderful, cool and soft and somehow reassuring. He felt a sense of relaxation, felt the strain of living suddenly grow less.




  “You know,” she said, “all my friends tell me that I am a restful person. You are living at high pressure, are you not? Try and forget it. Fate makes queer uses of all of us sometimes. She sends her noblest sons down into the shadows and pitchforks her outcasts into the high places of life. Those do best who learn to control themselves, to live and think for the best.”




  “Go on talking to me,” he begged. “Is it your voice, I wonder, that is so soothing, or just what you say?”




  She smiled reassuringly.




  “You are glad because you have found a friend,” she told him, “and a friend who, even if she does not understand, does not wish to understand. Do you see?”




  “I wish I felt that I deserved it,” he groaned.




  She laughed almost gaily.




  “What a sorting up there would be of our places in life,” she declared, “if we all had just what we deserved!… Now give me your arm. I want to walk a little. While we walk, if you like, I will try to tell you what I can about New York. It may interest you.”




  They walked up and down the deck, and by degrees their conversation drifted into a discussion of such recent plays as were familiar to both of them. At the far end of the ship she clung to him once or twice as the wind came booming over the freshening waves. She weighed and measured his criticisms of the plays they spoke of, and in the main approved of them. When at last she stopped outside the companionway and bade him good night, the deck was almost deserted. They were near one of the electric lights, and he saw her face more distinctly than he had seen it at all, realised more adequately its wonderful charm. The large, firm mouth, womanly and tender though it was, was almost the mouth of a protector. She smiled at him as one might smile at a boy.




  “You are to sleep well,” she said firmly. “Those are my orders. Good night!”




  She gave him her hand—a woman’s soft and delicate fingers, yet clasping his with an almost virile strength and friendliness. She left him with just that feeling about her—that she was expansive, in her heart, her sympathies, even her brain and peculiar gifts of apprehension. She left him, too, with a curious sense of restfulness, as though suddenly he had become metamorphosed into the woman and had found a sorely-needed guardian. He abandoned without a second thought his intention of going to the smoking-room and sitting up late. The thought of his empty stateroom, a horror to him a few hours ago, seemed suddenly almost alluring, and he made his way there cheerfully. He felt the sleep already upon his eyes.
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  All the physical exhilaration of his unlived youth seemed to be dancing in Philip Romilly’s veins when he awoke the next morning to find an open porthole, the blue sea tossing away to infinity, and his steward’s cheerful face at his bedside.




  “Bathroom steward says if you are ready, sir, he can arrange for your bath now,” the man announced.




  Philip sprang out of bed and reached for his Bond Street dressing-gown.




  “I’ll bring you a cup of tea when you get back, sir,” the steward continued. “The bathrooms are exactly opposite.”




  The sting of the salt water seemed to complete his new-found light- heartedness. Philip dressed and shaved, whistling softly all the time to himself. He even found a queer sort of interest in examining his stock of ties and other garments. The memory of Elizabeth Dalstan’s words was still in his brain. They had become the text of his life. This, he told himself, was his birthday. He even accepted without a tremor a letter and telegram which the steward brought him.




  “These were in the rack for you, sir,” he said. “I meant to bring them down last night but we had a busy start off.”




  Philip took them up on deck to read. He tore open the telegram first and permitted himself a little start when he saw the signature. It was sent off from Detton Magna,—




  “WHY DID YOU NOT COME AS PROMISED? WHAT AM I TO DO? BEATRICE.”




  The envelope of the letter he opened with a little more compunction. It was written on the printed notepaper of the Douglas Romilly Shoe Company, and was of no great length,—




  “Dear Mr. Romilly,




  “I understood that you would return to the factory this evening for a few minutes, before taking the train to Liverpool. There were one or two matters upon which I should like some further information, but as time is short I am writing to you at the Waldorf Hotel at New York.




  “I see that the acceptances due next 4th are unusually heavy, but I think I understood you to say that you had spoken to Mr. Henshaw at the bank concerning these, and in any case I presume there would be no difficulty.




  “Wishing you every success on the other side, and a safe return,




  “I am,




  “Your obedient servant,




  “J.L. POTTS.”




  “There is not the slightest doubt,” Philip said to himself, as he tore both communications into pieces and watched them flutter away downwards, “that I am on my way to New York. If only one knew what had become of that poor, half- starved art master!”




  He went down to breakfast and afterwards strolled aimlessly about the deck. His sense of enjoyment was so extraordinarily keen that he found it hard to settle down to any of the usual light occupations of idle travellers. He was content to stand by the rail and gaze across the sea, a new wonder to him; or to lie about in his steamer chair and listen, with half-closed eyes, to the hissing of the spray and the faint music of the wind. His mind turned by chance to one of those stories of which he had spoken. A sudden new vigour of thought seemed to rend it inside out almost in those first few seconds. He thought of the garret in which it had been written, the wretched surroundings, the odoriferous food, the thick crockery, the smoke-palled vista of roofs and chimneys. The genius of a Stevenson would have become dwarfed in such surroundings. A phrase, a happy idea, suddenly caught his fancy. He itched for a pencil and paper. Then he looked up to find the one thing wanting. Elizabeth Dalstan, followed by a maid carrying rugs and cushions, had paused, smiling, by his side.




  “You have slept and you are better,” she said pleasantly. “Now for the next few minutes you must please devote yourself to making me comfortable. Put everything down, Phoebe. Mr. Romilly will look after me.”




  For a moment he paused before proceeding to his task.




  “I want to look at you,” he confessed. “Remember I have only seen you under the electric lights of the saloon, or in that queer, violet gloom of last night. Why, you have quite light hair, and I thought it was dark!”




  She laughed good-humouredly and turned slowly around.




  “Here I am,” she announced, “a much bephotographed person. Almost plain, some journalists have dared to call me, but for my expression. On flowing lines, as you see, because I always wear such loose clothes, and yet, believe me, slim. As a matter of fact,” she went on pensively, “I am rather proud of my figure. A little journalist who had annoyed me, and to whom I was rude, once called it ample. No one has ever ventured to say more. The critics who love me, and they most of them love me because I am so exceptionally polite to them, and tell them exactly what to say about every new play, allude to my physique as Grecian.”




  “But your eyes!” he exclaimed. “Last night I thought they were grey. This morning—why, surely they are brown?”




  “You see, that is all according to the light,” she confided. “If any one does try to write a description of me, they generally evade the point by calling them browny-grey. A young man who was in love with me,” she sighed, “but that was long ago, used to say that they reminded him of fallen leaves in a place where the sunlight sometimes is and sometimes isn’t. And now, if you please, I want to be made exceedingly comfortable. I want you to find the deck steward and see that I have some beef tea as quickly as possible. I want my box of cigarettes on one side and my vanity case on the other, and I should like to listen to the plot of your play.”




  He obeyed her behests with scrupulous care, leaned back in his chair and brought into the foreground of his mind the figures of those men and women who had told his story, finding them, to his dismay, unexpectedly crude and unlifelike. And the story itself. Was unhappiness so necessary, after all? They suddenly seemed to crumble away into insignificance, these men and women of his creation. In their place he could almost fancy a race of larger beings, a more extensive canvas, a more splendid, a riper and richer vocabulary.




  “Nothing that I have ever done,” he sighed, “is worth talking to you about. But if you are going to be my friend—”




  “Well?”




  “If you are going to be my friend,” he went on, with almost inspired conviction, “I shall write something different.”




  “One can rebuild,” she murmured. “One can sometimes use the old pieces. Life and chess are both like that.”




  “Would you help me, I wonder?” he asked impulsively.




  She looked away from him, out across the steamer rail. She seemed to be measuring with her eyes the roll of the ship as it rose and fell in the trough of the sea.




  “You are a strange person,” she said. “Tell me, are you in the habit of becoming suddenly dependent upon people?”




  “Not I,” he assured her. “If I were to tell you how my last ten years have been spent, you would not believe me. You couldn’t. If I were to speak of a tearing, unutterable loneliness, if I were to speak of poverty—not the poverty you know anything about, but the poverty of bare walls, of coarse food and little enough of it, of everything cheap and miserable and soiled and second- hand—nothing fresh, nothing real—”




  He stopped abruptly.




  “But I forgot,” he muttered. “I can’t explain.”




  “Is one to understand,” she asked, a little puzzled, “that you have had difficulties in your business?”




  “I have never been in business,” he answered quickly. “My name is Romilly, but I am not Romilly the manufacturer. For the last eight years I have lived in a garret in London, teaching false art in a third-rate school some of the time, doing penny-a-line journalistic work when I got the chance; clerk for a month or two in a brewer’s office and sacked for incapacity—those are a few of the real threads in my life.”




  “At the present moment, then,” she observed, “you are an impostor.”




  “Exactly,” he admitted, “and I should probably have been repenting it by now but for your words last night.”




  She smiled at him and the sun shone once more. It wasn’t an ordinary smile at all. It was just as though she were letting him into the light of her understanding, as though some one from the world, entrance into which he had craved, had stooped down to understand and was telling him that all was well. He drew his chair a little closer to hers.




  “We are all more or less impostors,” she said. “Does any one, I wonder, go about the world telling everybody what they really are, how they really live? Dear me, how unpleasant and uncomfortable it would be! You are so wise, my new friend. You know the value of impulses. You tell me the truth, and I am your friend. I do not need facts, because facts count for little. I judge by what lies behind, and I understand. Do not weary me with explanations. I like what you have told me. Only, of course, your work must have suffered from surroundings like that. Will it be better for you now?”




  “I shall land in New York,” he told her, “with at least a thousand pounds. That is about as much as I have spent in ten years. There is the possibility of other money. Concerning that—well, I can’t make up my mind. The thousand pounds, of course, is stolen.”




  “So I gathered,” she remarked. “Do you continue, may I ask, to be Douglas Romilly, the manufacturer?”




  He shook his head a little vaguely.




  “I haven’t thought,” he confessed. “But of course I don’t. I have risked everything for the chance of a new life. I shall start it in a new way and under a new name.”




  He was suddenly conscious of her pity, of a moistness in her eyes as she looked at him.




  “I think,” she said, “that you must have been very miserable. Above all things, now, whatever you may have done for your liberty, don’t be fainthearted. If you are in trouble or danger you must come to me. You promise?”




  “If I may,” he assented fervently.




  “Now I must hear the play as it stood in your thoughts when you wrote it,” she insisted. “I have a fancy that it will sound a little gloomy. Am I right?”




  He laughed.




  “Of course you are! How could I write in any other way except through the darkened spectacles? However, there’s a way out—of altering it, I mean. I feel flashes of it already. Listen.”




  The story expanded with relation. He no longer felt confined to its established lines. Every now and then he paused to tell her that this or that was new, and she nodded appreciatively. They walked for a time, watched the seagulls, and bade their farewell to the Irish coast.




  “You will have to re-write that play for me,” she said, a little abruptly, as she paused before the companionway. “I am going down to my room for a few minutes before lunch now. Afterwards I shall bring up a pencil and paper. We will make some notes together.”




  Philip walked on to the smoking room. He could scarcely believe that the planks he trod were of solid wood. Raymond Greene met him at the entrance and slapped him on the back:




  “Just in time for a cocktail before lunch!” he exclaimed. “I was looking everywhere for a pal. Two Martinis, dry as you like, Jim,” he added, turning round to the smoking room steward. “Sure you won’t join us, Lawton?”




  “Daren’t!” was the laconic answer from the man whom he had addressed.




  “By-the-bye,” Mr. Raymond Greene went on, “let me make you two acquainted. This is Mr. Douglas Romilly, an English boot manufacturer—Mr. Paul Lawton of Brockton. Mr. Lawton owns one of the largest boot and shoe plants in the States,” the introducer went on. “You two ought to find something to talk about.”




  Philip held out his hand without a single moment’s hesitation. He was filled with a new confidence.




  “I should be delighted to talk with Mr. Lawton on any subject in the world,” he declared, “except our respective businesses.”




  “I am very glad to meet you, sir,” the other replied, shaking hands heartily. “I don’t follow that last stipulation of yours, though.”




  “It simply means that I am taking seven days’ holiday,” Philip explained gaily, “seven days during which I have passed my word to myself to neither talk business nor think business. Your very good health, Mr. Raymond Greene,” he went on, drinking his cocktail with relish. “If we meet on the other side, Mr. Lawton, we’ll compare notes as much as you like.”




  “That’s all right, sir,” the other agreed. “I don’t know as you’re not right. We Americans do hang round our businesses, and that’s a fact. Still, there’s a little matter of lasts I should like to have a word or two with you about some time.”




  “A little matter of what?” Philip asked vaguely.




  “Lasts,” the other repeated. “That’s where your people and ours look different ways chiefly, that and a little matter of manipulation of our machinery.”




  “Just so,” Philip assented, swallowing the rest of his cocktail. “What about luncheon? There’s nothing in the world to give you an appetite like this sea air.”




  “I’m with you,” Mr. Raymond Greene chimed in. “You two can have your trade talk later on.”




  He took his young friend’s arm, and they descended the stairs together.




  “What the mischief is a last?” he inquired.




  “I haven’t the least idea,” Philip replied carelessly. “Something to do with boots and shoes, isn’t it?”




  His questioner stared at him for a moment and then laughed.




  “Say, you’re a young man of your word!” he remarked appreciatively.
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  Philip Romilly was accosted, late that afternoon, by two young women whose presence on board he had noticed with a certain amount of disapproval. They were obviously of the chorus-girl type, a fact which they seemed to lack the ambition to conceal. After several would-be ingratiating giggles, they finally pulled up in front of him whilst he was promenading the deck.




  “You are Mr. Romilly, aren’t you?” one of them asked. “Bob Millet told us you were going to be on this steamer. You know Bob, don’t you?”




  Philip for a moment was taken aback.




  “Bob Millet,” he repeated thoughtfully.




  “Of course! Good old Bob! I don’t mind confessing,” the young woman went on, “that though we were all out one night together—Trocadero, Empire, and Murray’s afterwards—I should never have recognised you. Seems to me you’ve got thinner and more serious-looking.”




  “I am afraid my own memory is also at fault,” Philip remarked, a little stiffly.




  “I am Violet Fox,” the young woman who had accosted him continued. “This my friend, Hilda Mason. She’s a dear girl but a little shy, aren’t you, Hilda?”




  “That’s just because I told her that we ought to wait until you remembered us,” the slighter young woman, with the very obvious peroxidised hair, protested.




  “Didn’t seem to be any use waiting for that,” her friend retorted briskly. “Hilda and I are dying for a cocktail, Mr. Romilly.”




  He led them with an unwillingness of which they seemed frankly unaware, towards the lounge. They drank two cocktails and found themselves unfortunately devoid of cigarettes, a misfortune which it became his privilege to remedy. They were very friendly young ladies, if a little slangy, invited him around to their staterooms, and offered to show him the runs around New York. Philip escaped after about an hour and made his way to where Elizabeth was reclining in her deck chair.




  “That fellow Romilly,” he declared irritably, “the other one, I mean, seems to have had the vilest tastes. If I am to be landed with any more of his ridiculous indiscretions, I think I shall have to go overboard. There was an enterprising gentleman named Gayes in Liverpool, who nearly drove me crazy, then there’s this Mr. Lawton who wants to talk about lasts, and finally it seems that I dined at the Trocadero and spent the evening at the Empire and Murray’s with the two very obvious-looking young ladies who accosted me just now. I am beginning to believe that Douglas’ life was not above suspicion.”




  She smiled at him tolerantly. An unopened book lay by her side. She seemed to have been spending the last quarter of an hour in thought.




  “I am rather relieved to hear,” she confessed, “that those two young people are a heritage from the other Mr. Romilly. No, don’t sit down,” she went on. “I want you to do something for me. Go into the library, and on the left-hand side as you enter you will see all the wireless news. Read the bottom item and then come back to me.”




  He turned slowly away. All his new-found buoyancy of spirits had suddenly left him. He cursed the imagination which lifted his feet from the white decks and dragged his eyes from the sparkling blue sea to the rain-soaked, smut- blackened fields riven by that long thread of bleak, turgid water. The horrors of a murderous passion beat upon his brain. He saw himself hastening, grim and blind, on his devil-sped mission. Then the haze faded from before his eyes. Somehow or other he accomplished his errand. He was in the library, standing in front of those many sheets of typewritten messages, passing them all over, heedless of what their message might be, until he came to the last and most insignificant. Four lines, almost overlapped by another sheet—




  STRANGE DISAPPEARANCE


  OF A LONDON


  ART TEACHER


  SUICIDE FEARED




  Acting upon instructions received, the police are investigating a somewhat curious case of disappearance. Philip Romilly, a teacher of art in a London school, visited Detton Magna on Friday afternoon and apparently started for a walk along the canal bank, towards dusk. Nothing has since been heard of him or his movements, and arrangements have been made to drag the canal at a certain point.




  The letters seemed to grow larger to him as he stood and read. He remained in front of the message for an inordinately long time. Again his imagination was at work. He saw the whole ghastly business, the police on the canal banks, watching the slow progress of the men with their drags bringing to the surface all the miserable refuse of the turgid waters, the dripping black mud, perhaps at last….




  He was back again on the deck, walking quite steadily yet seeing little. He made his way to the smoking room, asked almost indifferently for a brandy and soda, and drained it to the last drop. Then he walked up the deck to where Elizabeth was seated, and dropped into a chair by her side.




  “So I am missing,” he remarked, almost in his ordinary tone. “I really had no idea that I was a person of such importance. Fancy reading of my own disappearance within a few days of its taking place, in the middle of the Atlantic!”




  “There was probably some one there who gave information,” she suggested.




  “There was the young lady whom I went to visit,” he assented. “She probably watched me cross the road and turn in at that gate and take the path by the canal side. Yes, she may even have gone to the station to see whether I took the only other train back to London, and found that I did not. She knew, too, that I could only have had a few shillings in my pocket, and that my living depended upon being in London for my school the next morning. Yes, the whole thing was reasonable.”




  “And they are going to drag the canal,” Elizabeth said thoughtfully.




  “A difficult business,” he assured her. “It is one of the most ghastly, ill- constructed, filthiest strips of water you ever looked upon. It has been the garbage depository of the villages through which it makes its beastly way, for generations. I don’t envy the men who have to handle the drags.”




  “You do not believe, then, that they will find anything—interesting?”




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  “That type of man,” he continued, “must have a morbid mind. There will be dead animals without a doubt, worn-out boots, filthy and decomposed articles of clothing—”




  “Don’t!” she interrupted. “You know what I mean. Do leave off painting your ghastly pictures. You know quite well what I mean. Philip Romilly is here by my side. What can they hope to find there in his place?”




  His evil moments for that afternoon were over. He answered her almost carelessly.




  “Not what they are looking for. Have you brought the paper and pencil you spoke of? I have an idea—I am getting fresh ideas every moment now that I picture you as my heroine. It is queer, isn’t it, how naturally you fall into the role?”




  She drew a little nearer to him. He was conscious of a mysterious and unfamiliar perfume, perhaps from the violets half hidden in her furs, or was it something in her hair? It reminded him a little of the world the keys into which he had gripped—the world of joyousness, of light-hearted pleasures, the sunlit world into which he had only looked through other men’s eyes.




  “Perhaps you knew that I was somewhere across the threshold,” she suggested. “Did you drag your Mona wholly from your brain, or has she her prototype somewhere in your world?”




  He shook his head.




  “Therein lies the weakness of all that I have ever written,” he declared. “There have been so few in my world from whom I could garner even the gleanings of a personality. They are all, my men and women, artificially made, not born. Twenty-three shillings a week has kept me well outside the locked doors.”




  “Yet, you know, in many ways,” she reflected, “Mona is like me.”




  “Like you because she was a helper of men,” he assented swiftly, “a woman of large sympathies, appealing to me, I suppose, because in my solitude, thoughts of my own weakness taunted me, weakness because I couldn’t break out, I mean. Perhaps for that reason the thought of a strong woman fascinated me, a woman large in thoughts and ways, a woman to whom purposes and tendencies counted most. I dreamed of a woman sweetly omnipotent, strong without a shadow of masculinity. That is where my Mona was to be different from all other created figures.”




  “Chance,” she declared, “is a wonderful thing. Chance has pitchforked you here, absolutely to my side, I, the one woman who could understand what you mean, who could give your Mona life. Don’t think I am vain,” she went on. “I can assure you that my head isn’t the least turned because I have been successful. I simply know. Listen. I have few engagements in New York. I should not be going back at all but to see my mother, who is too delicate to travel, and who is miserable when I am away for long. Take this pencil and paper. Let us leave off dreaming for a little time and give ourselves up to technicalities. I want to draft a new first act and a new last one, not so very different from your version and yet with changes which I want to explain as we go on. Bring your chair a little nearer—so. Now take down these notes.”




  They worked until the first gong for dinner rang. She sat up in her chair with a happy little laugh.




  “Isn’t it wonderful!” she exclaimed. “I never knew time to pass so quickly. There isn’t any pleasure in the world like this,” she added, a little impulsively, “the pleasure of letting your thoughts run out to meet some one else’s, some one who understands. Take care of every line we have written, my friend.”




  “We might go on after dinner,” he suggested eagerly.




  She shook her head.




  “I’d rather not,” she admitted. “My brain is too full. I have a hundred fancies dancing about. I even find myself, as we sit here, rehearsing my gestures, tuning myself to a new outlook. Oh! You most disturbing person— intellectually of course, I mean,” she added, laughing into his face. “Take off my rugs and help me up. No, we’ll leave them there. Perhaps, after dinner, we might walk for a little time.”




  “But the whole thing is tingling in my brain,” he protested. “Couldn’t we go into the library? We could find a corner by ourselves.”




  She turned and looked at him, standing up now, the wind blowing her skirts, her eyes glowing, her lips a little parted. Then for the first time he understood her beauty, understood the peculiar qualities of it, the dissensions of the Press as to her appearance, the supreme charm of a woman possessed of a sweet and passionate temperament, turning her face towards the long-wished-for sun. Even the greater things caught hold of him in that moment, and he felt dimly what was coming.




  “Do you really wish to work?” she asked.




  He looked away from her.




  “No!” he answered, a little thickly. “We will talk, if you will.”




  They neither of them moved. The atmosphere had suddenly become charged with a force indescribable, almost numbing. In the far distance they saw the level line of lights from a passing steamer. Mr. Raymond Greene, with his hands in his ulster pockets, suddenly spotted them and did for them what they seemed to have lost the power to do.




  “Hullo!” he exclaimed. “I’ve been looking for you two everywhere. I don’t want to hurt that smoking room steward’s feelings. He’s not bad at his job. But,” he added confidentially, dropping his voice and taking them both by the arm, “I have made a cocktail down in my stateroom—it’s there in the shaker waiting for us, something I can’t talk about. I’ve given Lawton one, and he’s following me about like a dog. Come right this way, both of you. Steady across the gangway—she’s pitching a little. Why, you look kind of scared, Mr. Romilly. Been to sleep, either of you?”




  Philip’s laugh was almost too long to be natural. Elizabeth, as though by accident, had dropped her veil. Mr. Raymond Greene, bubbling over with good nature and anticipation, led them towards the stairs.
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  Mr. Raymond Greene could scarcely wait until Philip had taken his place at the dinner table that evening, to make known his latest discovery.




  “Say, Mr. Romilly,” he exclaimed, leaning a little forward, “do you happen to have seen the wireless messages to-day?—those tissue sheets that are stuck up in the library?”




  Philip set down the menu, in which he had been taking an unusual interest.




  “Yes, I looked through them this afternoon,” he acknowledged.




  “There’s a little one at the bottom, looks as though it had been shoved in at the last moment. I don’t know whether you noticed it. It announced the mysterious disappearance of a young man of the same name as your own—an art teacher from London, I think he was. I wondered whether it might have been any relation?”




  “I read the message,” Philip admitted. “It certainly looks as though it might have referred to my cousin.”




  Mr. Raymond Greene became almost impressive in his interested earnestness.




  “Talk about coincidences!” he continued. “Do you remember last night talking about subjects for cinema plays? I told you of a little incident I happened to have noticed on the way from London to Liverpool, about the two men somewhere in Derbyshire whom I had seen approaching a tunnel over a canal—they neither of them came out, you know, all the time that the train was standing there.”




  Philip helped himself a little absently to whisky and soda from the bottle in front of him.




  “I remember your professional interest in the situation,” he confessed.




  “I felt at the time,” Mr. Raymond Greene went on eagerly, “that there was something queer about the affair. Listen! I have been putting two and two together, and it seems to me that one of those men might very well have been this missing Mr. Romilly.”




  Philip shook his head pensively.




  “I don’t think so,” he ventured.




  “What’s that? You don’t think so?” the cinema magnate exclaimed. “Why not, Mr. Romilly? It’s exactly the district—at Detton Magna, the message said, in Derbyshire—and it was a canal, too, one of the filthiest I ever saw. Can’t you realise the dramatic interest of the situation now that you are confronted with this case of disappearance? I have been asking myself ever since I strolled up into the library before dinner and read this notice—’What about the other man?’”




  Philip had commenced a leisurely consumption of his first course, and answered without undue haste.




  “Well,” he said, “if this young man Romilly is my cousin, it would be the second or third time already that he has disappeared. He is an ill-balanced, neurotic sort of creature. At times he accepts help—even solicits it—from his more prosperous relations, and at times he won’t speak to us. But of one thing I am perfectly convinced, and that is that there is no man in the world who would be less likely to make away with himself. He has a nervous horror of death or pain of any sort, and in his peculiar way he is much too fond of life ever to dream of voluntarily shortening it. On the other hand, he is always doing eccentric things. He probably set out to walk to London—I have known him do it before—and will turn up there in a fortnight’s time.”




  Mr. Raymond Greene seemed rather to resent having cold water poured upon his melodramatic imaginings. He turned to Elizabeth, who had remained silent during the brief colloquy.




  “What do you think, Miss Dalstan?” he asked. “Don’t you think that, under the circumstances, I ought to give information to the British police?”




  She laughed at him quite good-naturedly, and yet in such a way that a less sensitive man than Mr. Raymond Greene might well have been conscious of the note of ridicule.




  “No wonder you are such a great success in your profession!” she observed. “You carry the melodramatic instinct with you, day by day. You see everything through the dramatist’s spectacles.”




  “That’s all very well,” Mr. Greene protested, “but you saw the two men yourself, and you’ve probably read about the case of mysterious disappearance. Surely you must admit that the coincidence is interesting?”




  “Alas!” she went on, shaking her head, “I am afraid I must throw cold water upon your vivid imaginings. You see, my eyesight is better than yours and I could see the two men distinctly, whilst you could only see their figures. One of them, the better-dressed, was fair and obviously affluent, and the other was a labourer. Neither of them could in any way have answered the description of the missing man.”




  Mr. Raymond Greene was a little dashed.




  “You didn’t say so at the time,” he complained.




  “I really wasn’t sufficiently interested,” she told him. “Besides, without knowing anything of Mr. Romilly’s cousin, I don’t think any person in the world could have had the courage to seek an exit from his troubles by means of that canal.”




  “But my point,” Mr. Raymond Greene persisted, “is that it wasn’t suicide at all. I maintain that the situation as I saw it presented all the possibilities of a different sort of crime.”




  “My cousin hadn’t an enemy in the world except himself,” Philip intervened.




  “And I would give you the filming of my next play for nothing,” Elizabeth ventured, “if either of those two men could possibly have been an art teacher…. Can I have a little more oil with my salad, please, steward, and I should like some French white wine.”




  Mr. Raymond Greene took what appeared to be a positive disappointment very good-naturedly.




  “Well,” he said, “I dare say you are both right, and in any case I shouldn’t like to persist in a point of view which might naturally enough become distressing to our young friend here. Tell you what I’ll do to show my penitence. I shall order a bottle of wine, and we’ll drink to the welfare of the missing Mr. Philip Romilly, wherever he may be. Pommery, steward, and bring some ice along.”




  Philip pushed away his whisky and soda.




  “Just in time,” he remarked. “I’ll drink to poor Philip’s welfare, with pleasure, although he hasn’t been an unmixed blessing to his family.”




  The subject passed away with the drinking of the toast, and with the necessity for a guard upon himself gone, Philip found himself eating and drinking mechanically, watching all the time the woman who sat opposite to him, who had now engaged Mr. Raymond Greene in an animated conversation on the subject of the suitability for filming of certain recent plays. He was trying with a curious intentness to study her dispassionately, to understand the nature of the charm on which dramatic critics had wasted a wealth of adjectives, and of which he himself was humanly and personally conscious. She wore a high-necked gown of some soft, black material, with a little lace at her throat fastened by her only article of jewellery, a pearl pin. Her hair was arranged in coils, with a simplicity and a precision which to a more experienced observer would have indicated the possession of a maid of no ordinary qualities. Her mouth became more and more delightful every time he studied it; her voice, even her method of speech, were entirely natural and with a peculiarly fascinating inflexion. At times she looked and spoke with the light-hearted gaiety of a child; then again there was the grave and cultured woman apparent in her well-balanced and thoughtful criticisms. When, at the end of the meal, she rose to leave the table, he found himself surprised at her height and the slim perfection of her figure. His first remark, when he joined her upon the stairs, was an almost abrupt expression of his thoughts.




  “Tell me,” he exclaimed, “why were all my first impressions of you wrong? To-night you are a revelation to me. You are amazingly different.”




  She laughed at him.




  “I really can’t do more than show you myself as I am,” she expostulated.




  “Ah! but you are so many women,” he murmured.




  “Of course, if you are going to flatter me! Give me a cigarette from my case, please, and strike a match, and if you don’t mind struggling with this wind and the darkness, we will have our walk. There!” she added, as they stood in the companionway. “Now don’t you feel as though we were facing an adventure? We shan’t be able to see a yard ahead of us, and the wind is singing.”




  They passed through up the companionway. She took his arm and he suddenly felt the touch of her warm fingers feeling for his other hand. He gripped them tightly, and his last impression of her face, before they plunged into the darkness, was of a queer softness, as though she were giving herself up to some unexpected but welcome emotion. Her eyes were half closed. She had the air of one wrapped in silence. So they walked almost the whole length of the deck. Philip, indeed, had no impulse or desire for speech. All his aching nerves were soothed into repose. The last remnants of his ghostly fears had been swept away. They were on the windward side of the ship, untenanted save now and then by the shadowy forms of other promenaders. The whole experience, even the regular throbbing of the engines, the swish of the sea, the rising and falling of a lantern bound to the top of a fishing smack by which they were passing, the distant chant of the changing watch, all the night sights and sounds of the seaborne hostel, were unfamiliar and exhilarating. And inside his hand, even though given him of her great pity, a woman’s fingers lay in his.




  She spoke at last a little abruptly.




  “There is something I must know about,” she said.




  “You have only to ask,” he assured her.




  “Don’t be afraid,” she continued. “I wish to ask you nothing which might give you pain, but I must know—you see, I am really such a ordinary woman—I must know about some one whom you went to visit that day, didn’t you, at Detton Magna?”




  He answered her almost eagerly.




  “I want to talk about Beatrice,” he declared. “I want to tell you everything about her. I know that you will understand. We were brought up together in the same country place. We were both thrown upon the world about the same time. That was one thing, I suppose, which made us kindly disposed towards one another. We corresponded always. I commenced my unsuccessful fight in London. I lived—I can’t tell you how—week by week, month by month. I ate coarse food, I was a hanger-on to the fringe of everything in life which appealed to me, fed intellectually on the crumbs of free libraries and picture galleries. I met no one of my own station—I was at a public school and my people were gentlefolk—or tastes. I had no friends in London before whom I dared present myself, no money to join a club where I might have mixed with my fellows, no one to talk to or exchange a single idea with—and I wasn’t always the gloomy sort of person I have become; in my younger days I loved companionship. And the women—my landlady’s daughter, with dyed hair, a loud voice, slatternly in the morning, a flagrant imitation of her less honest sisters at night! Who else? Where was I to meet women when I didn’t even know men? I spent my poor holidays at Detton Magna. Our very loneliness brought Beatrice and me closer together. We used to walk in those ugly fields around Detton Magna and exchanged the story of our woes. She was a teacher at the national school. The children weren’t pleasant, their parents were worse. The drudgery was horrible, and there wasn’t any escape for her. Sometimes she would sob as we sat side by side. She, too, wanted something out of life, as I did, and there seemed nothing but that black wall always before us. I think that we clung together because we shared a common misery. We talked endlessly of a way out. For me what was there? There was no one to rob—I wasn’t clever enough. There was no way I could earn money, honestly or dishonestly. And for her, buried in that Derbyshire village amongst the collieries, where there was scarcely a person who hadn’t the taint of the place upon them—what chance was there for her? There was nothing she could do, either. I knew in my heart that we were both ready for evil things, if by evil things we could make our escape. And we couldn’t. So we tried to lose ourselves in the only fields left for such as we. We read poetry. We tried to live in that unnatural world where the brains only are nourished and the body languishes. It was a morbid, unhealthy existence, but I plodded along and so did she. Then her weekly letters became different. For the first time she wrote me with reserves. I took a day’s vacation and I went down to Detton Magna to see what had happened.”




  “That was the day,” she interrupted softly, “when—”




  “That was the day,” he assented. “I remember so well getting out of the train and walking up that long, miserable street. School wasn’t over, and I went straight to her cottage, as I have often done before. There was a change. Her cheap furniture had gone. It was like one of those little rooms we had dreamed of. There was a soft carpet upon the floor, Chippendale furniture, flowers, hothouse fruit, and on the mantelpiece—the photograph of a man.”




  He paused, and they took the whole one long turn along the wind-swept, shadowy deck in silence.




  “Presently she came,” he continued. “The change was there, too. She was dressed simply enough, but even I, in my inexperience, knew the difference. She came in—she, who had spoken of suicide a short time ago—singing softly to herself. She saw me, our eyes met, and the story was told. I knew, and she knew that I knew.”




  It seemed as though something in his tone might have grated upon her. Gently, but with a certain firmness, she drew her hand away from his.




  “You were very angry, I suppose?” she murmured.




  Some instinct told him exactly what was passing in her thoughts. In a moment he was on the defensive.




  “I think,” he said, “that if it had been any other man—but listen. The photograph which I took from the mantelpiece and threw into the fire was the photograph of my own cousin. His father and my father were brought up together. My father chose the Church, his founded the factory in which most of the people in Detton Magna were employed. When my grandfather died, it was found that he was penniless. The whole of his money had gone towards founding the Douglas Romilly Shoe Company. I won’t weary with the details. The business prospered, but we remained in poverty. When my mother died I was left with nothing. My uncle made promises and never kept them. He, too, died. My cousin and I quarrelled. He and his father both held that the money advanced by my grandfather had been a gift and not a loan. They offered me a pittance. Well, I refused anything. I spoke plain words, and that was an end of it. And then I came back and I saw his picture, my cousin’s picture, upon the mantelpiece. I can see it now and it looks hateful to me. All the old fires burned up in me. I remembered my father’s death—a pauper he was. I remembered how near I had been to starvation. I remembered the years I had spent in a garret whilst Douglas had idled time away at Oxford, had left there to trifle with the business his father had founded, had his West End club, hunters, and shooting. It was a vicious, mad, jealous hatred, perhaps, but I claim that it was human. I went out of that little house and it seemed to me that there was a new lust in my heart, a new, craving desire. If I had thrown myself into that canal, they might well have called it temporary insanity. I didn’t, but I was mad all the same. Anything else I did—was temporary insanity!”




  Her hand suddenly came back again and she leaned towards him through the darkness.




  “You poor child,” she whispered. “Stop there, please. Don’t be afraid to think you’ve told me this. You see, I am of the world, and I know that we are all only human. Now, twice up and down the deck, and not a word. Then I shall ask you something.”




  So they passed on, side by side, the touch of her fingers keeping this new courage alive in his heart, his head uplifted even to the stars towards which their rolling mast pointed. It was wonderful, this—to tell the truth, to open the door of his heart!




  “Now I am going to ask you something,” she said, when they turned for the third time. “You may think it a strange question, but you must please answer it. To me it is rather important. Just what were your feelings for Beatrice?”




  “I think I was fond of her,” he answered thoughtfully. “I know that I hated her when she came in from the schoolhouse—when I understood. Both of us, in the days of our joint poverty, had scoffed at principles, had spoken boldly enough of sin, but I can only say that when she came, when I looked into her eyes, I seemed to have discovered a new horror in life. I can’t analyse it. I am not sure, even now, that I was not more of a beast that I had thought myself. I am not sure that part of my rage was not because she had escaped and I couldn’t.”




  “But your personal feelings—that is what I want to know about?” she persisted.




  He dug down into his consciousness to satisfy her.




  “Think of what my life in London had been,” he reminded her. “There wasn’t a single woman I knew, with whom I could exchange a word. All the time I loved beautiful things, and beautiful women, and the thought of them. I have gone out into the streets at nights sometimes and hung around the entrances to theatres and restaurants just for the pleasure of looking at them with other men. It didn’t do me any good, you know, but the desire was there. I wanted a companion like those other men had. Beatrice was the only woman I knew. I didn’t choose her. It wasn’t the selective instinct that made her attractive to me. It was because she was the only one. I never felt anything great when I was with her,” he went on hoarsely. “I knew very well that ours were ordinary feelings. She was in the same position that I was. There was no one else for her, either. Do you want me to go on?”




  She hesitated.




  “Don’t be afraid—I am not quite mad,” he continued, “only I’ll answer for you the part of your question you don’t put into words. Beatrice was nothing to me but an interpretress of her sex. I never loved her. If I had, we might in our misery have done the wildest, the most foolish things. I will tell you why I know so clearly that I never loved her. I have known it since you have been kind to me, since I have realised what a wonderful thing a woman can be, what a world she can make for the man who cares, whom she cares for.”




  Her fingers gripped his tightly.




  “And now,” she said, “I know all that I want to know and all that it is well for us to speak of just now. Dear friend, will you remember that you are sharing your burden with me, and that I, who am accounted something in the world and who know life pretty thoroughly, believe in you and hope for you.”




  They paused for a moment by the side of the steamer rail. She understood so well his speechlessness. She drew her hand away from his and held it to his lips.




  “Please kiss my fingers,” she begged. “That is just the seal of our friendship in these days. See how quickly we seem to plough our way through the water. Listen to the throbbing of that engine, always towards a new world for you, my friend. It is to be an undiscovered country. Be brave, keep on being brave, and remember—”




  The words seemed to die away upon her lips. A shower of spray came glittering into the dim light, like flakes of snow falling with unexpected violence close to them. He drew her cloak around her and moved back.




  “Now,” she said, “I think we will smoke, and perhaps, if you made yourself very agreeable to the steward in the smoking room, you could get some coffee.”




  “One moment,” he pleaded. “Remember what? Don’t you realise that there is just one word I still need, one little word to crown all that you have said?”




  She turned her head towards him. The trouble and brooding melancholy seemed to have fallen from his face. She realised more fully its sensitive lines, its poetic, almost passionate charm. She was carried suddenly away upon a wave of the emotion which she herself had created.




  “Oh, but you know!” she faltered. “You see, I trust you even to know when … Now your arm, please, until we reach the smoking room, and mind—I must have coffee.”
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  Philip Romilly, on the last day of the voyage, experienced to the full that peculiar sensation of unrest which seems inevitably to prevail when an oceangoing steamer is being slowly towed into port. The winds of the ocean had been left behind. There was a new but pleasant chill in the frosty, sunlit air. The great buildings of New York, at which he had been gazing for hours, were standing, heterogeneous but magnificent, clear-cut against an azure sky. The ferry boats, with their amazing human cargo, seemed to be screeching a welcome as they churned their way across the busy river. Wherever he looked, there was something novel and interesting, yet nothing sufficiently arresting to enable him to forget that he was face to face now with the first crisis of his new life. Since that brief wireless message on the first day out, there had been nothing disquieting in the daily bulletins of news, and he had been able to appreciate to the full the soothing sense of detachment, the friendliness of his fellow voyagers, immeasurably above all the daily association with Elizabeth. He felt like one awaking from a dream as he realised that these things were over. At the first sight of land, it was as though a magician’s wand had been waved, a charm broken. His fellow passengers, in unfamiliar costumes, were standing about with their eyes glued upon the distant docks. A queer sense of ostracism possessed him. Perhaps, after all, it had been a dream from which he was now slowly awaking.




  He wandered into the lounge to find Elizabeth surrounded by a little group of journalists. She nodded to him pleasantly and waved a great bunch of long- stemmed pink roses which one of them had brought to her. Her greeting saved him from despair. She, at least, was unchanged.




  “See how my friends are beginning to spoil me!” she cried out. “Really, I can’t tell any of you a thing more,” she went on, turning back to them, “only this, and I am sure it ought to be interesting. I have discovered a new dramatist, and I am going to produce a play of his within three months, I hope. I shan’t tell you his name and I shan’t tell you anything about the play, except that I find more promise in it than anything I have seen or read for months. Mr. Romilly, please wait for me,” she called after him. “I want to point out some of the buildings to you.”




  A dark young man, wearing eyeglasses, with a notebook and pencil in his hand, swung around.




  “Is this Mr. Douglas Romilly,” he enquired, “of the Romilly Shoe Company? I am from the New York Star. Pleased to meet you, Mr. Romilly. You are over here on business, we understand?”




  Philip was taken aback and for the moment remained speechless.




  “We’d like to know your reason, Mr. Romilly, for paying us a visit,” the young man continued, “in your own words. How long a trip do you intend to make, anyway? What might your output be in England per week? Women’s shoes and misses’, isn’t it?”




  Elizabeth intervened swiftly, shaking her finger at the journalist.




  “Mr. Harris,” she said, “Mr. Romilly is my friend, and I am not going to have him spend these few impressive moments, when he ought to be looking about him at the harbour, telling you silly details about his business. You can call upon him at his hotel, if you like—the Waldorf he is going to, I believe—and I am sure he will tell you anything you want to know.”




  “That’s all right, Miss Dalstan,” the young man declared soothingly. “See you later, Mr. Romilly,” he added. “Maybe you’ll let us have a few of your impressions to work in with the other stuff.”




  Romilly made light of the matter, but there was a slight frown upon his forehead as they passed along the curiously stationary deck.




  “I am afraid,” he observed, “that this is going to be a terribly hard country to disappear in.”




  “Don’t you believe it,” she replied cheerfully. “You arrive here to-day and you are in request everywhere. To-morrow you are forgotten—some one else arrives. That newspaper man scarcely remembers your existence at the present moment. He has discovered Mr. Raymond Greene…. Tell me, why do you look so white and unhappy?”




  “I am sorry the voyage is over,” he confessed.




  “So am I, for that matter,” she assented. “I have loved every minute of the last few days, but then we knew all the time, didn’t we, that it was just an interlude? The things which lie before us are so full of interest.”




  “It is the next few hours which I fear,” he muttered gloomily.




  She laughed at him.




  “Foolish! If there had been any one on this side who wanted to ask you disagreeable questions, they wouldn’t have waited to meet you on the quay. They’d have come down the harbour and held us up. Don’t think about that for a moment. Think instead of all the wonderful things we are going to do. You will be occupied every minute of the time until I come back to New York, and I shall be so anxious to see the result. You won’t disappoint me, will you?”




  “I will not,” he promised. “It was only for just a moment that I felt an idiot. It’s exciting, you know, this new atmosphere, and the voyage was so wonderful, such a perfect rest. It’s like waking up, and the daylight seems a little crude.”




  She held out her hand.




  “You see, the gangways are going down,” she pointed out. “I can see many of my friends waiting. Remember, with your new life begins our new alliance. Good luck to you, dear friend!”




  Their fingers were locked for a moment together. He looked earnestly into her eyes.




  “Whatever the new life may mean for me,” he said fervently, “I shall owe to you.”




  A little rush of people came up the gangway, and Elizabeth was speedily surrounded and carried off. They came across one another several times in the Custom House, and she waved her hand to him gaily. Philip went through the usual formalities, superintended the hoisting of his trunks upon a clumsy motor truck, and was himself driven without question from the covered shed adjoining the quay. He looked back at the huge side of the steamer, the floor of the Custom House, about which were still dotted little crowds of his fellow passengers. It was the disintegration of a wonderful memory—his farewell….




  * * * * *




  At the Waldorf he found himself greeted with unexpected cordiality. The young gentleman to whom he applied, after some hesitation, for a room, stretched out his hand and welcomed him to America.




  “So you are Mr. Romilly!” he exclaimed. “Well, that’s good. We’ve got your room—Number 602, on the ninth floor.”




  “Ninth floor!” Philip gasped.




  “If you’d like to be higher up we can change you,” the young man continued amiably. “Been several people here enquiring for you. A young man from the ‘Boot and Shoe Trades Reporter’ was here only half an hour ago, and here’s a cable. No mail yet.”




  He handed the key to a small boy and waved Philip away. The small boy proved fully equal to his mission.




  “You just step this way, sir,” he invited encouragingly. “Those packages of yours will be all right. You don’t need to worry about them.”




  He led the way down a corridor streaming with human beings, into a lift from which it appeared to Philip that he was shot on to the ninth floor, along a thickly-carpeted way into a good-sized and comfortable bedroom, with bathroom attached.




  “Your things will be up directly, sir,” the small boy promised, holding out his hand. “I’ll see after them myself.”




  Philip expressed his gratitude in a satisfactory manner and stood for a few moments at the window. Although it was practically his first glimpse of New York, the wonders of the panorama over which he looked failed even to excite his curiosity. The clanging of the surface cars, the roar and clatter of the overhead railway, the hooting of streams of automobiles, all apparently being driven at breakneck speed, alien sounds though they were, fell upon deaf ears. He could neither listen nor observe. Every second’s delay fretted him. His plans were all made. Everything depended upon their being carried out now without the slightest hitch. He walked a dozen times to the door, waiting for his luggage, and when at last it arrived he was on the point of using the telephone. He feed the linen-coated porters and dismissed them as rapidly as possible. Then he ransacked the trunks until he found, amidst a pile of fashionable clothing, a quiet and inconspicuous suit of dark grey. In the bathroom he hastily changed his clothes, selected an ordinary Homburg hat, and filled a small leather case with various papers. He was on the point of leaving the room when his eyes fell upon the cable. He hesitated for a moment, gazed at the superscription, shrugged his shoulders, and tore it open. He moved to the window and read it slowly, word for word:




  “Just seen Henshaw. Most disturbing interview. Tells me you have had notice to reduce overdraft by February 1st. Absolutely declines any further advances. Payments coming in insufficient meet wages and current liabilities. No provision for 4th bills, amounting sixteen thousand pounds. Have wired London for accountant. Await your instructions urgently. Suggest you cable back the twenty thousand pounds lying our credit New York. Please reply. Very worried. Potts.”




  Word by word, Philip read the cable twice over. Then it fluttered from his fingers on to the table. It told its own story beyond any shadow of a mistake. His cousin’s great wealth was a fiction. The business to which his own fortune and the whole of his grandfather’s money had been devoted, was even now tottering. He remembered the rumours he had heard of Douglas’ extravagance, his establishment in London, the burden of his college debts. And then a further light flashed in upon him. Twenty thousand pounds in America!—lying there, too, for Douglas under a false name! He drew out one of the documents which he had packed and glanced at it more carefully. Then he replaced it, a little dazed. Douglas had planned to leave England, then, with this crisis looming over him. Why? Philip for a moment sat down on the arm of an easy-chair. A grim sense of humour suddenly parted his lips. He threw back his head and laughed. Douglas Romilly had actually been coming to America to disappear! It was incredible but it was true.




  He left the cable carefully open upon the dressing-table, and, picking up the small leather case, left the room. He reached the lift, happily escaping the observation of the young lady seated at her desk, and descended into the hall. Once amongst the crowd of people who thronged the corridors, he found it perfectly simple to leave the hotel by one of the side entrances. He walked to the corner of the street and drew a little breath. Then he lit a cigarette and strolled along Broadway, curiously light-hearted, his spirits rising at every step. He was free for ever from that other hateful personality. Mr. Douglas Romilly, of the Douglas Romilly Shoe Company, had paid his brief visit to America and passed on.
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  After a fortnight of his new life, Philip took stock of himself and his belongings. In the first place, then, he owned a new name, taken bodily from certain documents which he had brought with him from England. Further, as Mr. Merton Ware, he was the monthly tenant of a small but not uncomfortable suite of rooms on the top story of a residential hotel in the purlieus of Broadway. He had also, apparently, been a collector of newspapers of certain dates, all of which contained some such paragraph as this:




  DOUGLAS ROMILLY, WEALTHY ENGLISH BOOT MANUFACTURER, DISAPPEARS FROM THE WALDORF ASTORIA HOTEL. WALKS OUT OF HIS ROOM WITHIN AN HOUR OF LANDING AND HAS NOT BEEN HEARD OF SINCE. DOWN TOWN HAUNTS SEARCHED. FOUL PLAY FEARED.




  SUPERINTENDENT SHIPMAN DECLARES HIMSELF BAFFLED.




  Early on Monday morning, the police of the city were invited to investigate a case of curious disappearance. Mr. Douglas Romilly, an English shoe manufacturer, who travelled out from England on board the Elletania, arrived at the Waldorf Hotel at four o’clock on Saturday afternoon and was shown to the reservation made for him. Within an hour he was enquired for by several callers, who were shown to his room without result. The apartment was found to be empty and nothing has since been seen or heard of Mr. Romilly. The room assigned to him, which could only have been occupied for a few minutes, has been locked up and the keys handed to the police. A considerable amount of luggage is in their possession, and certain documents of a somewhat curious character. From cables received early this afternoon, it would appear that the Douglas Romilly Shoe Company, one of the oldest established firms in England, is in financial difficulties.




  Then there was a paragraph in a paper of later date:




  NO NEWS OF DOUGLAS ROMILLY




  The police have been unable to discover any trace of the missing Englishman. From further cables to hand, it appears that he was in possession of a considerable sum of money, which must have been on his person at the time of disappearance, and it is alleged that there was also a large amount, with which he had intended to make purchases for his business, standing to his credit at a New York bank. Nothing has since been discovered, however, amongst his belongings, of the slightest financial value, nor does any bank in New York admit holding a credit on behalf of the missing man.




  “Perhaps it is time,” Philip murmured, “that these were destroyed.”




  He tore the newspapers into pieces and threw them into his waste-basket. On his writing-table were forty or fifty closely written pages of manuscript. In his pocketbook were sixteen hundred dollars, and a document indicating a credit for a very much larger amount at the United Bank of New York, in favor of Merton Ware and another. The remainder of his belongings were negligible. He stood at the window and looked out across the city, the city into whose labyrinths he was so eager to penetrate—the undiscovered country. By day and night its voices were in his ears, the rattle and roar of the overhead railway, the clanging of the street cars, the heavy traffic, the fainter but never ceasing foot-fall of the multitudes. He had sat there before dawn and watched the queer, pinky-white light steal with ever widening fingers through the darkness, heard the yawn of the city as it seemed to shiver and tremble before the battle of the day. At twilight he had watched the lights spring up one by one, at first like pin pricks in the distance, growing and widening until the grotesque shapes of the buildings from which they sprung had faded into nothingness, and there was left only a velvet curtain of strangely-lit stars. At a giddy distance below he could trace the blaze of Broadway, the blue lights flashing from the electric wires as the cable cars rushed back and forth, the red and violet glimmer of the sky signs. He knew it all so well, by morning, by noon and night; in rainstorm, storms which he had watched come up from oceanwards in drifting clouds of vapour; and in sunshine, clear, brilliant sunshine, a little hard and austere, to his way of thinking, and unseasonable.




  “A week,” he muttered. “She said a week. Tonight I will go out.”




  He looked at himself in the glass. He wore no longer the well-cut clothes of Mr. Douglas Romilly’s Saville Row tailor, but a ready-made suit of Schmitt & Mayer’s business reach-me-downs, an American felt hat and square-toed shoes.




  “She said a week,” he repeated. “It’s a fortnight to-day. I’ll go to the restaurant at the corner. I must find out for myself what all this noise means, what the city has to say.”




  He turned towards the door and then stopped short. For almost the first time since he had taken up his quarters here, the lift had stopped outside. There was a brief pause, then his bell rang. For a moment Philip hesitated. Then he stepped forward and opened the door, looking out enquiringly at his caller.




  “You Mr. Merton Ware?”




  He admitted the fact briefly. His visitor was a young woman dressed in a rather shabby black indoor dress, over which she wore an apron. She was without either hat or gloves. Her fingers were stained with purple copying ink, and her dark hair was untidily arranged.




  “I live two stories down below,” she announced, handing him a little card. “Miss Martha Grimes—that’s my name—typewriter and stenographer, you see. The waiter who brings our meals told me he thought you were some way literary, so I just stepped up to show you my prospectus. If you’ve any typewriting you want doing, I’m on the spot, and I don’t know as you’d get it done much cheaper anywhere else—or better.”




  There was nothing particularly ingratiating about Miss Martha Grimes, but, with the exception of a coloured waiter, she happened to be the first human being with whom Philip had exchanged a word for several days. He felt disinclined to hurry her away.




  “Come in,” he invited, holding the door open. “So you do typing, eh? What sort of a machine do you use?”




  “Remington,” she answered. “It’s a bit knocked about—a few of the letters, I mean—but I’ve got some violet ink and I can make a manuscript look all right. Half a dollar a thousand words, and a quarter for carbon copies. Of course, if you’d got a lot of stuff,” she went on, her eyes lighting hopefully upon the little collection of manuscript upon his table, “I might quote you a trifle less.”




  He picked up some of his sheets and glanced at them.




  “Sooner or later,” he admitted, “I shall have to have this typed. It isn’t quite ready yet, though.”




  He was struck by the curious little light of anticipation which somehow changed her face, and which passed away at his last words. Under pretence of gathering together some of those loose pages, he examined her more closely and realised that he had done her at first scant justice. She was very thin, and the expression of her face was spoilt by the discontented curve of her lips. The shape of her head, however, was good. Her dark hair, notwithstanding its temporary disarrangement, was of beautiful quality, and her eyes, though dull and spiritless-looking, were large and full of subtle promise. He replaced the sheets of manuscript.




  “Sit down for a moment,” he begged.




  “I’d rather stand,” she replied.




  “Just as you please,” he assented, smiling. “I was just wondering what to do about this stuff.”




  She hesitated for a moment, then a little sulkily she seated herself.




  “I suppose you think I’m a pretty forward young person to come up here and beg for work. I don’t care if you do,” she went on, swinging her foot back and forth. “One has to live.”




  “I am very pleased that you came,” he assured her. “It will be a great convenience to me to have my typing done on the premises, and although I am afraid there won’t be much of it, you shall certainly do what there is.”




  “Story writer?” she enquired.




  “I am only a beginner,” he told her. “This work I am going to give you is a play.”




  She looked at him with a shade of commiseration in her face.




  “Sickening job, ain’t it, writing for the stage unless you’ve got some sort of pull?”




  “This is my first effort,” he explained.




  “Well, it’s none of my business,” she said gloomily. “All I want is the typing of it, only you should see some of the truck I’ve had! I’ve hated to send in the bill. Waste of good time and paper! I don’t suppose yours is like that, but there ain’t much written that’s any good, anyway.”




  “You’re a hopeful young person, aren’t you?” he remarked, taking a cigarette from the mantelpiece and lighting it. “Have one?”




  “No, thank you!” she replied, rising briskly to her feet. “I’m not that sort that sits about and smokes cigarettes with strange young men. If you’ll let me know when that work’s going to be ready, I’ll send the janitor up for it.”




  He smiled deprecatingly.




  “You’re not afraid of me, by any chance, are you?” he asked.




  Her eyes glowed with contempt as she looked him up and down.




  “Afraid of you, sir!” she repeated. “I should say not! I’ve met all sorts of men and I know something about them.”




  “Then sit down again, please,” he begged.




  She hesitated for a moment, then subsided once more unwillingly into the chair.




  “Don’t know as I want to stay up here gossiping,” she remarked. “You’d much better be getting on with your work. Give me one of those cigarettes, anyway,” she added abruptly.




  “Do you live in the building?” he enquired, as he obeyed her behest.




  “Two flats below with pop,” she replied. “He’s a bad actor, very seldom in work, and he drinks. There are just the two of us. Now you know as much as is good for you. You’re English, ain’t you?”




  “I am,” Philip admitted.




  “Just out, too, by the way you talk.”




  “I have been living in Jamaica,” he told her, “for many years—clerk in an office there.”




  “Better have stayed where you were, I should think, if you’ve come here hoping to make a living by that sort of stuff.”




  “Perhaps you’re right,” he agreed, “but you see I am here—been here a week or two, in fact.”




  “Done much visiting around?” she enquired.




  “I’ve scarcely been out,” he confessed. “You see, I don’t know the city except from my windows. It’s wonderful from here after twilight.”




  “Think so,” she replied dully. “It’s a hard, hammering, brazen sort of place when you’re living in it from hand to mouth. Not but what we don’t get along all right,” she added, a little defiantly. “I’m not grumbling.”




  “I am sure you’re not,” he assented soothingly. “Tell me—to-night I am a little tired of work. I thought of going out. Be a Good Samaritan and tell me where to find a restaurant in Broadway, somewhere where crowds of people go but not what they call a fashionable place. I want to get some dinner—I haven’t had anything decent to eat for I don’t know how long—and I want to breathe the same atmosphere as other people.”




  She looked at him a little enviously.




  “How much do you want to spend?” she asked bluntly.




  “I don’t know that that really matters very much. I have some money. Things are more expensive over here, aren’t they?”




  “I should go to the New Martin House,” she advised him, “right at the corner of this block. It’s real swell, and they say the food’s wonderful.”




  “I could go as I am, I suppose?” he asked, glancing down at his clothes.




  She stared at him wonderingly.




  “Say, where did you come from?” she exclaimed. “You ain’t supposed to dress yourself out in glad clothes for a Broadway restaurant, not even the best of them.”




  “Have you been to this place yourself?” he enquired.




  “Nope!”




  “Come with me,” he invited suddenly.




  She arose at once to her feet and threw the remains of her cigarette into the grate.




  “Say, Mr. Ware,” she pronounced, “I ain’t that sort, and the sooner you know it the better, especially if I’m going to do your work. I’ll be going.”




  “Look here,” he remonstrated earnestly, “you don’t seem to understand me altogether. What do you mean by saying you’re not that sort?”




  “You know well enough,” she answered defiantly. “I guess you’re not proposing to give me a supper out of charity, are you?”




  “I am asking you to accompany me,” he declared, “because I haven’t spoken to a human being for a week, because I don’t know a soul in New York, because I’ve got enough money to pay for two dinners, and because I am fiendishly lonely.”




  She looked at him and it was obvious that she was more than half convinced. Her brightening expression transformed her face. She was still hesitating, but her inclinations were apparent.




  “Say, you mean that straight?” she asked. “You won’t turn around afterwards and expect a lot of soft sawder because you’ve bought me a meal?”




  “Don’t be a silly little fool,” he answered good-humouredly. “All I want from you is to sit by my side and talk, and tell me what to order.”




  Her face suddenly fell.




  “No good,” she sighed. “Haven’t got any clothes.”




  “If I am going like this,” he expostulated, “why can’t you go as you are? Take your apron off. You’ll be all right.”




  “There’s my black hat with the ribbon,” she reminded herself. “It’s no style, and Stella said yesterday she wouldn’t be seen in a dime show in it.”




  “Never you mind about Stella,” he insisted confidently. “You clap it on your head and come along.”




  She swung towards the door.




  “Meet you in the hall in ten minutes,” she promised. “Can’t be any quicker. This is your trouble, you know. I didn’t invite myself.”




  Philip opened the door, a civility which seemed to somewhat embarrass her.




  “I shall be waiting for you,” he declared cheerfully.
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  Philip stepped into his own little bedroom and made scanty preparations for this, his first excursion. Then he made his way down into the shabby hall and was seated there on the worn settee when his guest descended. She was wearing a hat which, so far as he could judge, was almost becoming. Her gloves, notwithstanding their many signs of mending, were neat, her shoes carefully polished, and although her dress was undeniably shabby, there was something in her carriage which pleased him. Her eyes were fixed upon his from the moment she stepped from the lift. She was watching for his expression half defiantly, half anxiously.




  “Well, you see what I look like,” she remarked brusquely. “You can back out of it, if you want to.”




  “Don’t be silly,” he replied. “You look quite all right. I’m not much of a beau myself, you know. I bought this suit over the counter the other day, without being measured for it or anything.”




  “Guess you ain’t used to ready-made clothes,” she observed, as they stepped outside.




  “You see, in England—and the Colonies,” he added hastily, “things aren’t so expensive as here. What a wonderful city this is of yours, Martha!”




  “Miss Grimes, please,” she corrected him.




  “I beg your pardon,” he apologised.




  “That’s just what I was afraid of,” she went on querulously. “You’re beginning already. You think because you’re giving me a meal, you can take all sorts of liberties. Calling me by my Christian name, indeed!”




  “It was entirely a slip,” he assured her. “Tell me what theatre that is across the way?”




  She answered his question and volunteered other pieces of information. Philip gazed about him, as they walked along Broadway, with the eager curiosity of a provincial sightseer. She laughed at him a little scornfully.




  “You’ll get used to all the life and bustle presently,” she told him. “It won’t seem so wonderful to you when you walk along here without a dollar to bless yourself with, and your silly plays come tumbling back. Now this is the Martin House. My! Looks good inside, don’t it?”




  They crossed the threshold, Philip handed his hat to the attendant and they stood, a little undecided, at the top of the brilliantly-lit room. A condescending maître d’hotel showed them to a retired table in a distant corner, and another waiter handed them a menu.




  “You know, half of this is unintelligible to me,” Philip confessed. “You’ll have to do the ordering—that was our bargain, you know.”




  “You must tell me how much you want to spend, then?” she insisted.




  “I will not,” he answered firmly. “What I want is a good dinner, and for this once in my life I don’t care what it costs. I’ve a few hundred dollars in my pocket, so you needn’t be afraid I shan’t be able to pay the bill. You just order the things you like, and a bottle of claret or anything else you prefer.”




  She turned to the waiter, and, carefully studying the prices, she gave him an order.




  “One portion for two, remember, of the fish and the salad,” she enjoined. “Two portions of the chicken, if you think one won’t be enough.”




  She leaned back in her place.




  “It’s going to cost you, when you’ve paid for the claret, a matter of four dollars and fifty cents, this dinner,” she said, “and I guess you’ll have to give the waiter a quarter. Are you scared?”




  He laughed at her once more.




  “Not a bit!”




  She looked at his long, delicate fingers—studied him for a moment. Notwithstanding his clothes, there was an air of breeding about him, unconcealable, a thing apart, even, from his good looks.




  “Clerk, were you?” she remarked. “Seems to me you’re used to spending two dollars on a meal all right. I’m not!”




  “Neither am I,” he assured her. “One doesn’t have much opportunity of spending money in—Jamaica.”




  “You seem kind of used to it, somehow,” she persisted. “Have you come into money, then?”




  “I’ve saved a little,” he explained, with a rather grim smile, “and I’ve— well, shall we say come into some?”




  “Stolen it, maybe,” she observed indifferently.




  “Should you be horrified if I told that I had?”




  “I don’t know,” she answered. “I’m one of those who’s lived honest, and I sometimes wonder whether it pays.”




  “It’s a great problem,” he sighed.




  “It is that,” she admitted gloomily. “I’ve got a friend—she used to live in our place, just below me—Stella Kimbell, her name is. She and I learnt our typewriting together and started in the same office. We stood it, somehow, for three years, sometimes office work, sometimes at home. We didn’t have much luck. It was always better for me than for Stella, because she was good- looking, and I’m not.”




  “I shouldn’t say that,” he remonstrated. “You’ve got beautiful eyes, you know.”




  “You stop it!” she warned him firmly. “My eyes are my own, and I’ll trouble you not to make remarks about them.”




  “Sorry,” Philip murmured, duly crushed.




  “The men were after her all the time,” the girl continued, reminiscently. “Last place we were at, a dry goods store not far from here, the heads of the departments used to make her life fairly miserable. She held out, though, but what with fines, and one thing or another, they forced her to leave. So I did the same. We drifted apart then for a while. She got a job at an automobile place, and I was working at home. I remember the night she came to me—I was all alone. Pop had got a three-line part somewhere and was bragging about it at all the bars in Broadway. Stella came in quite suddenly and almost out of breath.




  “‘Kid,’ she said, ‘I’m through with it.’




  “‘What do you mean?’ I asked her.




  “Then she threw herself down on the sofa and she sobbed—I never heard a girl cry like that in all my life. She shrieked, she was pretty nearly in hysterics, and I couldn’t get a word out of her. When she was through at last, she was all limp and white. She wouldn’t tell me anything. She simply sat and looked at the stove. Presently she got up to go. I put my hands on her shoulders and I forced her back in the chair.




  “‘You’ve got to tell me all about it, Stella,’ I insisted.




  “And then of course I heard the whole story. She’d got fired again. These men are devils!”




  “Don’t tell me more about it unless you like,” he begged sympathetically. “Where is she now?”




  “In the chorus of ‘Three Frivolous Maids.’ She comes in here regularly.”




  “Sorry for herself?”




  “Not she! Last time I saw her she told me she wouldn’t go back into an office, or take on typewriting again, for anything in the world. She was looking prettier than ever, too. There’s a swell chap almost crazy about her. Shouldn’t wonder if she hasn’t got an automobile.”




  “Well, she answers our question one way, then,” he remarked thoughtfully. “Tell me, Miss Grimes, is everything to eat in America as good as this fish?”




  “Some cooking here,” she observed, looking rather regretfully at her empty plate. “I told you things were all right. There’s grilled chicken—Maryland chicken—coming, and green corn.”




  “Have I got to eat the corn like that man opposite?” he asked anxiously.




  “You can eat it how you like,” she answered.




  “Watch me, if you want to. I don’t care. I ain’t tasted green corn since I can remember, and I’m going to enjoy it.”




  “You don’t like your claret, I’m afraid,” he remarked.




  She sipped it and set down the glass a little disparagingly.




  “If you want to know what I would like,” she said, “it’s just a Martini cocktail. We don’t drink wines over here as much as you folk, I guess.”




  He ordered the cocktails at once. Every now and then he watched her. She ate delicately but with a healthy and unashamed appetite. A little colour came into her cheeks as the room grew warmer, her lower lip became less uncompromising. Suddenly she laid down her knife and fork. Her eyes were agleam with interest. She pulled at his sleeve.




  “Say, that’s Stella!” she exclaimed excitedly. “Look, she’s coming this way! Don’t she look stunning!”




  A girl, undeniably pretty, with dark, red-gold hair, wearing a long ermine coat and followed by a fashionably dressed young man, was making her way up the room. She suddenly recognised Philip’s companion and came towards her with outstretched hand.




  “If it isn’t Martha!” she cried. “Isn’t this great! Felix, this is Miss Grimes—Martha Grimes, you know,” she added, calling to the young man who was accompanying her. “You must remember—why, what’s the matter with you, Felix?”




  She broke off in her speech. Her companion was staring at Philip, who was returning his scrutiny with an air of mild interrogation.




  “Say,” the young man enquired, “didn’t I meet you on the Elletania? Aren’t you Mr. Douglas Romilly?”




  Philip shook his head.




  “My name is Ware,” he pronounced, “Merton Ware. I have certainly never been on the Elletania and I don’t remember having met you before.”




  The young man whose name was Felix appeared almost stupefied.




  “Gee whiz!” he muttered. “Excuse me, sir, but I never saw such a likeness before—never!”




  “Well, shake hands with Miss Grimes quickly and come along,” Stella enjoined. “Remember I only have half an hour for dinner now. You coming to see the show, Martha?”




  “Not to-night,” that young woman declared firmly.




  The two passed on after a few more moments of amiable but, on the part of the young man, somewhat dazed conversation. Philip had resumed the consumption of his chicken. He raised an over-filled glass to his lips steadily and drank it without spilling a drop.




  “Mistook me for some one,” he remarked coolly.




  She nodded.




  “Man who disappeared from the Waldorf Astoria. They made quite a fuss about him in the newspapers. I shouldn’t have said you were the least like him—to judge by his pictures, anyway.”




  Philip shrugged his shoulders. He seemed very little interested.




  “I don’t often read the newspapers…. So that is Stella.”




  “That is Stella,” she assented, a little defiantly. “And if I were she—I mean if I were as good-looking as she is—I’d be in her place.”




  “I wonder whether you would?” he observed thoughtfully.




  “Oh! don’t bother me with your problems,” she replied. “Does it run to coffee?”




  “Of course it does,” he agreed, “and a liqueur, if you like.”




  “If you mean a cordial, I’ll have some of that green stuff,” she decided. “Don’t know when I shall get another dinner like this again.”




  “Well, that rests with you,” he assured her. “I am very lonely just now. Later on it will be different. We’ll come again next week, if you like.”




  “Better see how you feel about it when the time comes,” she answered practically. “Besides, I’m not sure they’d let me in here again. Did you see Stella’s coat? Fancy feeling fur like that up against your chin! Fancy—”




  She broke off and sipped her coffee broodingly.




  “Those things are immaterial in themselves,” he reminded her. “It’s just a question how much happiness they have brought her, whether the thing pays or not.”




  “Of course it pays!” she declared, almost passionately. “You’ve never seen my rooms or my drunken father. I can tell you what they’re like, though. They’re ugly, they’re tawdry, they’re untidy, when I’ve any work to do, they’re scarcely clean. Our meals are thrown at us—we’re always behind with the rent. There isn’t anything to look at or listen to that isn’t ugly. You haven’t known what it is to feel the grim pang of a constant hideousness crawling into your senses, stupefying you almost with a sort of misery—oh, I can’t describe it!”




  “I have felt all those things,” he said quietly.




  “What did you do?” she demanded. “No, perhaps you had luck. Perhaps it’s not fair to ask you that. It wouldn’t apply. What should you do if you were me, if you had the chance to get out of it all the way that she has?”




  “I am not a woman,” he reminded her simply. “If I answer you as an outsider, a passer-by—mind, though, one who thinks about men and women—I should say try one of her lesser sins, one of the sins that leaves you clean. Steal, for instance.”




  “And go to prison!” she protested angrily. “How much better off would you be there, I wonder, and what about when you came out? Pooh! Pay your bill and let’s get out of this.”




  He obeyed, and they made their way into the crowded street. He paused for a moment on the pavement. The pleasure swirl was creeping a little into his veins.




  “Would you like to go to a theatre?” he asked.




  She shook her head.




  “You do as you like. I’m going home. You needn’t bother about coming with me, either.”




  “Don’t be foolish,” he protested. “I only mentioned a theatre for your sake. Come along.”




  They walked down Broadway and turned into their own street. They entered the tenement building together and stepped into the lift. She held out her hand a little abruptly.




  “Good night!”




  “Good night!” he answered. “You get out first, don’t you? I’ll polish that stuff up to-night, the first part of it, so that you can get on with the typing.”




  Some half-developed fear which had been troubling her during the walk home, seemed to have passed. Her face cleared.




  “Don’t think I am ungrateful,” she begged, as the lift stopped. “I haven’t had a good time like this for many months. Thank you, Mr. Ware, and good night!”




  She stepped through the iron gates on to her own floor, and Philip swung up to his rooms. Somehow, he entered almost light-heartedly. The roar of the city below was no longer provocative. He felt as though he had stretched out a hand towards it, as though he were in the way of becoming one of its children.
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  A few nights later Philip awoke suddenly to find himself in a cold sweat, face to face with all the horrors of an excited imagination. Once more he felt his hand greedy for the soft flesh of the man he hated, tearing its way through the stiff collar, felt the demoniacal strength shooting down his arm, the fever at his finger tips. He saw the terrified face of his victim, a strong man but impotent in his grasp; heard the splash of the turgid waters; saw himself, his lust for vengeance unsatisfied, peering downwards through the dim and murky gloom. It was not only a physical nightmare which seized him. His brain, too, was his accuser. He saw with a hideous clarity that even the excuse of motive was denied him. It was a sense of personal loss which had driven him out on to that canal path, a murderer at heart. It was something of which he had been robbed, an acute and burning desire for vengeance, personal, entirely egotistical. It was not the wrong to the woman which he resented, had there been any wrong. It was the agony of his own personal misery. He rose from his bed and stamped up and down his little chamber in a fear which was almost hysterical. He threw wide open the windows, heedless of a driving snowstorm. The subdued murmur of the city, with its paling lights, brought him no relief. He longed frantically for some one who knew the truth, for Elizabeth before any one, with her soft, cool touch, her gentle, protective sympathy. He was a fool to think he could live alone like this, with such a burden to bear! Perhaps it would not be for long. The risks were many. At any moment he might hear the lift stop, steps across the corridor, the ring at his bell, the plainly-clad, businesslike man outside, with his formal questions, his grim civility. He fumbled about in his little dressing-case until he came to a small box containing several white pills. He gripped them in his hand and looked around, listening. No, it was fancy! There was still no sound in the building. When at last he went back to bed, however, the little box was tightly clenched in his hands.




  In the morning he went through his usual programme. He arose soon after eight, lighted his little spirit lamp, made his coffee, cut some bread and butter, and breakfasted. Then he lit a cigarette and sat down at his desk. His imagination, however, seemed to have burnt itself out in the night. Ideas and phrases were denied to him. He was thankful, about eleven o’clock, to hear a ring at the bell and find Martha Grimes outside with a little parcel under her arm. She was wearing the same shabby black dress and her fingers were stained with copying ink. Her almost too luxuriant hair was ill-arranged and untidy. Even her eyes seemed to have lost their lustre.




  “I’ve finished,” she announced, handing him the parcel. “Better look and see whether it’s all right. I can’t do it up properly till I’ve had the whole.”




  He cut the string and looked at a few of the sheets. The typing was perfect. He began to express his approval but she interrupted him.




  “It’s better stuff than I expected,” she declared grudgingly. “I thought you were only one of these miserable amateurs. Where did you learn to write like that?”




  Somehow, her praise was like a tonic.




  “Do you like it?” he asked eagerly.




  “Oh! my likes or dislikes don’t matter,” she replied. “It’s good stuff. You’ll find the account in there. If you’d like to pay me, I’d like to have the money.”




  He glanced at the neat little bill and took out his pocketbook.




  “Sit down for a minute,” he begged. “I’m stuck this morning—can’t write a line. Take my easy-chair and smoke a cigarette—I have nothing else to offer you.”




  For a moment she seemed about to refuse. Then she flung herself into his easy-chair, took a cigarette, and, holding it between her lips, almost scarlet against the pallor of her cheeks, stretched upwards towards the match which he was holding.




  “Stella and her boy were over to see me last night,” she announced, a little abruptly.




  “The young lady with the ermines,” he murmured.




  “And her boy, Felix Martin. It was through him they came—I could see that all right. He was trying all the time to pump me about you.”




  “About me?”




  “Oh! you needn’t trouble to look surprised,” she remarked. “I guess you remember the bee he had in his bonnet that night.”




  “Mistook me for some one, didn’t he?” Philip murmured.




  She nodded.




  “Kind of queer you don’t read our newspapers! It was a guy named Romilly— Douglas Romilly—who disappeared from the Waldorf Hotel. Strange thing about it,” she went on, “is that I saw photographs of him in the newspapers, and I can’t recognise even a likeness.”




  “This Mr. Felix Martin doesn’t agree with you, apparently,” Philip observed.




  “He don’t go by the photographs,” Martha Grimes explained. “He believes that he crossed from Liverpool with this Mr. Douglas Romilly, and that you,” she continued, crossing her legs and smoothing down her skirt to hide her shabby shoes, “are so much like him that he came down last night to see if there was anything else he could find out from me before he paid a visit to police headquarters.”




  There was a moment’s silence. Philip was apparently groping for a match, and the girl was keeping her head studiously turned away from him.




  “What business is it of his?”




  “There was a reward offered. Don’t know as that would make much difference to Felix Martin, though. According to Stella’s account, he is pretty well a millionaire already.”




  “It would be more useful to you, wouldn’t it?” Philip remarked.




  “Five hundred dollars!” Martha sighed. “Don’t seem to me just now that there’s much in the world you couldn’t buy with five hundred dollars.”




  “Well, what did you tell Mr. Felix Martin?”




  “Oh, I lied, sure! He’d found out the date you came into your rooms here— the day this man Romilly disappeared—but I told him that I’d known you and done work for you before then—long enough before the Elletania ever reached New York. That kind of stumped him.”




  “Why did you do that?” Philip demanded.




  “Dunno,” the girl replied, with a shrug of the shoulders. “Just a fancy. I guessed you wouldn’t want him poking around.”




  “But supposing I had been Douglas Romilly, you might at least have divided the reward,” he reminded her.




  “There’s money and money,” Martha declared. “We spoke of that the other day. Stella’s got money—now. Well, she’s welcome. My time will come, I suppose, but if I can’t have clean money, I haven’t made up my mind yet whether I wouldn’t rather try the Hudson on a foggy morning.”




  “Well, I am not Douglas Romilly, anyway,” Philip announced.




  She looked up at him almost for the first time since her entrance.




  “I kind of thought you were,” she admitted. “I might have saved my lies, then.”




  He shook his head.




  “You have probably saved me from more than you know of,” he replied. “I am not Douglas Romilly, but—”




  “You’re not Merton Ware, either,” she interrupted.




  “Quite right,” he agreed. “I started life as Philip Merton Ware the day I took these rooms, and if the time should come,” he went on, “that any one seriously set about the task of finding out exactly who I was before I was Merton Ware, you and I might as well take that little journey—was it to the Hudson, you said, on a foggy morning?—together.”




  They sat in complete silence for several moments, Then she threw the end of her cigarette into the fire.




  “Well, I’m glad I didn’t lie for nothing,” she declared. “I didn’t quite tumble to the Douglas Romilly stunt, though. They say he has left his business bankrupt in England and brought a fortune out here. You don’t look as though you were overdone with it.”




  “I certainly haven’t the fortune that Douglas Romilly is supposed to have got away with,” he said quietly. “I have enough money for my present needs, though—enough, by-the-by, to pay you for this typing,” he added, counting out the money upon the table.




  “Any more stuff ready?”




  “With luck there’ll be some this afternoon,” he promised her. “I had a bad night last night, but I think I’ll be able to work later in the day.”




  She looked at him curiously, at his face, absolutely devoid of colour, his eyes, restless and overbright, his long, twitching fingers.




  “Bad conscience or drugs?” she asked.




  “Bad conscience,” he acknowledged. “I’ve been where you have been—Miss Grimes. I looked over the edge and I jumped. I’d stay where you are, if I were you.”




  “Maybe I shall, maybe I shan’t,” she replied doggedly. “Stella wants to bring a boy around to see me. ‘You bring him,’ I said. ‘I’ll talk to him.’ Then she got a little confused. Stella’s kind, in her way. She came back after Mr. Martin had gone down the passage. ‘See here, kid,’ she said, ‘you know as well as I do I can’t bring any one round to see you while you are sitting around in those rags. Let me lend you—’ Well, I stopped her short at that. ‘My own plumes or none at all,’ I told her, ‘and I’d just as soon he didn’t come, anyway.’”




  “You’re a queer girl,” Philip exclaimed. “Where’s your father to-day?”




  “Usual place,” she answered,—“in bed. He never gets up till five.”




  “Let me order lunch up here for both of us, from the restaurant,” he suggested.




  She shook her head.




  “No, thanks!”




  “Why not?” he persisted.




  “I’m going round to the office to see if I can get any extra work.”




  “But you’ve got to lunch some time,” he persisted.




  She laughed a little hardly.




  “Have I? We girls haven’t got to eat like you men. I’ll call up towards the evening and see if you’ve anything ready for me.”




  She was gone before he could stop her. He turned back to his desk and seated himself. The sight of his last finished sentence presented itself suddenly in a new light. There was a suggestiveness about it which was almost poignant. He took up his pen and began to write rapidly.
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  It was a few minutes after six that evening when Philip was conscious of a knock at his door. He swung around in his chair, blinking a little.




  “Come in!”




  Martha Grimes entered. She was in outdoor apparel, that is to say she wore her hat and a long mackintosh. She remained standing upon the threshold.




  “Just looked up to see if you’ve got any more work ready,” she explained.




  He sprang to his feet and stood there, for a moment, unsteadily.




  “Come in and shut the door,” he ordered. “Look! Look!” he added, pointing to his table. “Thirty-three sheets! I’ve been working all the time. I’ve been living, I tell you, living God knows where!—not in this accursed little world. Here, let’s pick up the sheets. There’s enough work for you.”




  She looked at him curiously.




  “Have you been in that chair ever since?” she asked.




  “Ever since,” he assented enthusiastically.




  “Any lunch?”




  “Not a scrap. Never thought about it.”




  “You’ll make yourself sick, that’s what you’ll do,” she declared. “Go out and get something at once.”




  “Never even thought about lunch,” he repeated, half to himself. “Where have you been?”




  “Some luck,” she replied. “First place I dropped in at. Found there was a girl gone home for the day, fainted. Lots of work to do, so they just stuck me down in her chair. Three dollars they gave me. The girl’s coming back to- morrow, though, worse luck.”




  “When did you have your lunch?”




  “Haven’t had any. I’m going to make myself a cup of tea now.”




  He reached for his hat.




  “Not on your life” he exclaimed. “Come along, Miss Martha Grimes. I have written lines—you just wait till you type them! I tell you it’s what I have had at the back of my head for months. It’s there now on paper—living, flaring words. Come along.”




  “Where to?”




  “We are going to eat,” he insisted. “I am faint, and so are you. We are going to that same place, and we’ll have lunch and dinner in one.”




  “Nothing doing,” she snapped. “You’ll see some more people who recognise you.”




  He waved his hand contemptuously.




  “Who cares! If you don’t come along with me, I’ll go up town to the Waldorf or the Ritz Carlton. I’ll waste my money and advertise myself. Come along—that same little quiet corner. I don’t suppose your friends will be there again.”




  “Stella won’t,” she admitted doubtfully. “She’s going to Sherry’s. I’d just as soon be out,” she went on ruminatingly. “Shouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t bring that guy in, after all.”




  He had already rung the bell of the lift.




  “Look at me!” she exclaimed ironically. “Nice sort of an object I am to take out! Got a raincoat on—though it’s dry enough—because my coat’s gone at the seams.”




  “If you don’t stop talking like that,” he declared, “I’ll march into one of those great stores and order everything a woman wants to wear. Look at me. Did you ever see such clothes!”




  “A man’s different,” she protested. “Besides, you’ve got a way with you of looking as though you could wear better clothes if you wanted to—something superior. I don’t like it. I should like you better if you were common.”




  “You’re going to like me better,” he assured her, “because we are going to have a cocktail together within the next three minutes. Look at you—pale as you can stick. I bet you haven’t had a mouthful of food all day. Neither have I, except a slice of bread and butter with my tea this morning. We’re a nice sort of couple to talk about clothes. What we want is food.”




  She swayed for a moment and pretended that she tripped. He caught her arm and steadied her. She jerked it from him.




  “Have your own way,” she yielded.




  They reached the corner of the street, plunged into the surging crowds of Broadway, passed into the huge restaurant, were once more pounced upon by a businesslike but slightly patronizing maître d’hôtel, and escorted to a remote table in a sort of annex of the room. Philip pushed the menu away.




  “Two cocktails—the quickest you ever mixed in your life,” he ordered. “Quicker than that, mind.”




  The man was back again almost at once with two frosted glasses upon a tray. They laughed together almost like children as they set them down empty.




  “I know what I want, and you, too, by the look of you,” he continued—“a beefsteak, with some more of that green corn you gave me the other day, and fried potatoes, and Burgundy. We’ll have some oysters first while we wait.”




  She sighed.




  “I don’t mean to come here with you again,” she said, a little impatiently. “I don’t know why I give in to you. You’re not strong, you know. You are a weak man. Women will always look after you; they’ll always help you in trouble—I suppose they’ll always care for you. Can’t think why I do what you want me to. Guess I was near starving.”




  He laughed.




  “You don’t know much about me yet,” he reminded her.




  “You don’t know much about yourself,” she retorted glibly. “Why, according to your own confession, you only started life a few weeks ago. I fancy what went before didn’t count for much. You’ve been fretted and tied up somewhere. You haven’t had the chance of getting big like so many of our American men. What are you going to do with this play of yours?”




  “Miss Elizabeth Dalstan has promised to produce it,” he told her.




  She looked at him in some surprise.




  “Elizabeth Dalstan?” she repeated. “Why, she’s one of our best actresses.”




  “I understood so,” he replied. “She has heard the story—in fact I wrote out one of the scenes with her. She is going to produce it as soon as it’s finished.”




  “Well, all you poor idiots who write things have some fine tale to tell their typewriter,” she remarked. “You seem as though you mean it, though. Where did you meet Elizabeth Dalstan?”




  “I came over with her on the Elletania,” he answered thoughtlessly.




  She gave a little start. Then she turned upon him almost in anger.




  “Well, of all the simpletons!” she exclaimed. “So that’s the way you give yourself away, is it? Just here from Jamaica, eh! Nothing to do with Douglas Romilly! Never heard of the Elletania, did you! I’d like to see you on the grid at police headquarters for five minutes, with one of our men asking you a few friendly questions! You’d look well, you would! You ought to go about with a nurse!”




  Philip had all the appearance of a guilty child.




  “You see,” he explained penitently, “I am new to this sort of thing. However, you know now.”




  “Still ready to swear that you’re not Douglas Romilly, I suppose?”




  “On my honour I am not,” he replied.




  “Kind of funny that you should have been on the steamer, after all,” she jeered.




  “Perhaps so, but I am not Douglas Romilly,” he persisted.




  She was silent for a moment, then she shrugged her shoulders.




  “What do I care who your are?” she said. “Here, help me off with this raincoat, please. It’s warm in here, thank goodness!”




  He looked at her as she sat by his side in her plain black dress, and was impressed for the first time with a certain unsuspected grace of outline, which made him for the moment oblivious of the shabbiness of her gown.




  “You have rather a nice figure,” he told her with a sudden impulse of ingenuousness.




  She turned upon him almost furiously. Something in his expression, however, seemed to disarm her. She closed her lips again.




  “You are nothing but a child!” she declared. “You don’t mean anything. I’d be a fool to be angry with you.”




  The waiter brought their steak. Philip was conscious of something in his companion’s eyes which almost horrified him. It was just that gleam of hungry desire which has starvation for its background.




  “Don’t let’s talk,” he pleaded. “There isn’t any conversation in the world as good as this.”




  The waiter served them and withdrew, casting a curious glance behind. They were, from his point of view, a strange couple, for, cosmopolitan though the restaurant was, money was plentiful in the neighbourhood, and clients as shabby as these two seldom presented themselves. He pointed them out to a maître d’hôtel, who in his turn whispered a few words concerning them to a dark, lantern-jawed man, with keen eyes and a hard mouth, who was dining by himself. The latter glanced at them and nodded.




  “Thank you, Charles,” he said, “I’ve had my eye on them. The girl’s a pauper, daughter of that old fool Grimes, the actor. Does a little typewriting— precious little, I should think, from the look of her. The man’s interesting. Don’t talk about them. Understand?”




  The maître d’hôtel bowed.




  “I understand, Inspector. Not much any one can tell you, sir.”




  “Pays his bill in American money, I suppose?” the diner asked.




  “I’ll ascertain for you, Mr. Dane,” Charles replied. “I believe he is an Englishman.”




  “Name of Merton Ware,” the inspector agreed, nodding, “just arrived from Jamaica. Writes some sort of stuff which the girl with him typewrites. That’s his story. He’s probably as harmless as a baby.”




  Charles bowed and moved away. His smile was inscrutable.
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  New York became a changed city to Philip. Its roar and its turmoil, its babel of tongues speaking to him always in some alien language, were suddenly hushed! He was no longer conscious of the hard unconcern of a million faces, of the crude buildings in the streets, the cutting winds, the curious, depressing sense of being on a desert island, the hermit clutching at the sleeves of imaginary multitudes. A few minutes’ journey in a cable car which seemed to crawl, a few minutes’ swift walking along the broad thoroughfare of Fifth Avenue, where his feet seemed to fall upon the air and the passersby seemed to smile upon him like real human beings, and he was in her room. It was only an hotel sitting room, after all, but eloquent of her, a sitting room filled with great bowls of roses, with comfortable easy-chairs, furniture of rose-coloured satin, white walls, and an English fire upon the grate. Elizabeth was in New York, and the world moved differently.




  She came out to him from an inner room almost at once. His eyes swept over her feverishly. He almost held his breath. Then he gave a great sigh of satisfaction. She came with her hands outstretched, a welcoming smile upon her lips. She was just as he had expected to find her. There was nothing in her manner to indicate that they had not parted yesterday.




  “Welcome to New York, my dramatist!” she exclaimed. “I am here, you see, to the day, almost to the hour.”




  He stood there, holding her hands. His eyes seemed to be devouring her.




  “Go on talking to me,” he begged. “Let me hear you speak. You can’t think— you can’t imagine how often in the middle of the night, I have waked up and thought of you, and the cold shivers have come because, after all, I fancied that you must be a dream, that you didn’t really exist, that that voyage had never existed. Go on talking.”




  “You foolish person!” she laughed, patting his hands affectionately. “But then, of course, you are a little overwrought. I am very real, I can assure you. I have been in Chicago, playing, but there hasn’t been a night when I haven’t thought of the times when we used to talk together in the darkness, when you let me into your life, and I made up my mind to try and help you. Foolish person! Sit down in that great easy-chair and draw it up to the fire.”




  He sank into it with a little sigh of content. She threw herself on to the couch opposite to him. Her hands drooped down a little wearily on either side, her head was thrown back. Against the background of rose-silk cushions, her cheeks seemed unexpectedly pale.




  “I am tired with travelling,” she murmured, “and I hate Chicago, and I have worried about you. Day by day I have read the papers. Everything has gone well?”




  “So far as I know,” he answered. “I did exactly as we planned—or rather as you planned. The papers have been full of the disappearance of Douglas Romilly. You read how wonderfully it has all turned out? Fate has provided him with a real reason for disappearing. It seems that the business was bankrupt.”




  “You mustn’t forget, though,” she reminded him, “that that also supplies a considerable motive for tracking him down. He is supposed to have at least twenty thousand pounds with him.”




  “I have all the papers,” he went on. “They prove that he knew the state the business was in. They prove that he really intended to disappear in New York. The money stands to the credit of Merton Ware—and another at a bank with which his firm apparently had had no connections, a small bank in Wall Street.”




  “So that,” she remarked, “is where you get your pseudonym from?”




  “It makes the identification so easy,” he pointed out, “and no one knew of it except he. I could easily get a witness presently to prove that I am Merton Ware.”




  “You haven’t drawn the money yet, then?”




  “I haven’t been near the bank,” he replied. “I still have over a thousand dollars—money he had with him. Sometimes I think that if I could I’d like to leave that twenty thousand pounds where it is. I should like some day, if I could do so without suspicion, to let the creditors of the firm have it back again. What do you think?”




  She nodded.




  “I would rather you didn’t touch it yourself,” she agreed. “I think you’ll find, too, that you’ll be able to earn quite enough without wanting it. Nothing disturbing has happened to you at all, then?”




  “Once I had a fright,” he told her. “I was in a restaurant close to my hotel. I was there with a young woman who is typing the play for me.”




  She looked towards him incredulously.




  “You were there with a typewriter?” she exclaimed.




  “I suppose it seems queer,” he admitted. “It didn’t to me. She is a plain, shabby, half starved little thing, fighting her own battle bravely. She came to me for work—she lives in the flat below—and it seemed to me that she was just as hungry for a kind word as I was lonely, and I took her out with me. Twice I have taken her. Her name is Miss Grimes.”




  “I am not in the least sure that I approve,” she said, “but go on.”




  “A friend of hers came into the restaurant, a girl in the chorus of a musical comedy here, and she had with her a young man. I recognised him at once. We didn’t come across one another much, but he was on the steamer.”




  Elizabeth’s face was full of concern.




  “Go on.”




  “He asked me twice if I wasn’t Mr. Romilly. I assured him that he was mistaken. I don’t think I gave myself away. The next day he went to see the girl I was with, Martha Grimes.”




  “Well, what did she tell him?”




  “She told him that she had been typing my work for over a month, that I had come from Jamaica, and that my name was Merton Ware.”




  Elizabeth gazed into the fire for several moments, and Philip watched her. It was a woman’s face, grave and thoughtful, a little perturbed just then, as though by some unwelcome thought. Presently she looked back at him, looked into his eyes long and earnestly.




  “My friend,” she said, “you are like no one else on earth. Perhaps you are one of those horrible people who have what they call an unholy influence over my sex. You have known this girl for a matter of a few days, and she lies for you. And there’s five hundred dollars reward. I suppose she knew about that?”




  “Yes, she knew,” he admitted. “She simply isn’t that sort. I suppose I realised that, or I shouldn’t have been kind to her.”




  “It’s a puzzle,” she went on. “I think there must be something in you of the weakling, you know, something that appeals to the mothering instinct in women. I know that my first feeling for you was that I wanted to help you. Tell me what you think of yourself, Mr. Philip Merton Ware? Are you a faithful person? Are you conscientious? Have you a heart, I wonder? How much of the man is there underneath that strong frame of yours? Are you going to take just the things that are given you in life, and make no return? For the moment, you see, I am forgetting that you are my friend and that I like you. I am thinking of you from the point of view of an actress—as a psychical problem. Philip, you idiot!” she broke off, suddenly stamping her foot, “don’t sit there looking at me with your great eyes. Tell me you are glad I’ve come back. Tell me you feel something, for goodness’ sake!”




  He was on his knees before she could check him, his arms, his lips praying for her. She thrust him back.




  “It was my fault,” she declared, “but don’t, please. Yes, of course you have feelings. I don’t know why you tempted me to that little outburst.”




  “You’ll tempt me to more than that,” he cried passionately. “Do you think it’s for your help that I’ve thought of you? Do you think it’s because you’re an angel to me, because you’ve comforted me in my darkest, most miserable hours that I’ve dreamed of you and craved for you? There’s more than that in my thoughts, dear. It’s because you are you, yourself, that I’ve longed for you through the aching hours of the night, that I’ve sat and written like a man beside himself just for the joy of thinking that the words I wrote would be spoken by you. Oh! if you want me to tell you what I feel—”




  She suddenly leaned forward, took his head between her hands and kissed his forehead.




  “Now get back, please, to your chair,” she begged. “You’ve stilled the horrible, miserable little doubt that was tearing at my heartstrings. I just had it before, once or twice, and then—isn’t it foolish!—your telling me about this little typewriter girl! I must go and see her. We must be kind to her.”




  He resumed his seat with a little sigh.




  “She thought a great deal more of me and my work when I told her that you were probably going to act in my play.”




  Her expression changed. She was more serious, at the same time more eager.




  “Ah! The play!” she exclaimed. “I can see that you have brought some of it.”




  He drew the roll of manuscript from his pocket.




  “Shall I read it?” he suggested.




  She almost snatched it away. “No! I can’t wait for that. Give it to me, quickly.”




  She leaned forward so that the firelight fell upon the pages. Little strands of soft brown hair drooped over her face. In studying her, Philip almost forgot his own anxiety. He had known so few women, yet he had watched so many from afar off, endowed them with their natural qualities, built up their lives and tastes for them, and found them all so sadly wanting. To him, Elizabeth represented everything that was desirable in her sex, from the flowing lines of her beautiful body to the sympathy which seemed to be always shining out of her eyes. Notwithstanding her strength, she was so exquisitely and entirely feminine, a creature of silk and laces, free from any effort of provocativeness, yet subtly, almost clamorously human. He forgot, in those few moments, that she had become the arbitress of his material fate—that he was a humble author, watching the effect of his first attempts upon a mistress in her profession. He remembered only that she was the woman who was filling his life, stealing into every corner of it, permeating him with love, pointing him onwards towards a life indescribable, unrealisable….




  She swung suddenly towards him. There was a certain amount of enthusiasm in her face but even more marked was her relief.




  “Oh! I am so glad,” she cried. “You know, I have had qualms. When you told me the story in your own words, picking your language so carefully, and building it all up before me, well, you know what I said. I gave you more than hope—I promised you success. And then, when I got away into the hard, stagey world of Chicago, and my manager talked business to me, and my last playwright preached of technique, I began to wonder whether, after all, you could bring your ideas together like this, whether you would have a sense of perspective— you know what I mean, don’t you? And you have it, and the play is going to be wonderful, and I shall produce it. Why don’t you look pleased, Mr. Author? You are going to be famous.”




  He smiled.




  “I don’t care about fame,” he said. “And for the rest, I think I knew.”




  “Conceited!” she exclaimed.




  “It wasn’t that,” he protested. “It was simply when I sat down in that little room, high up over the roofs and buildings of a strange city, shut myself in and told myself that it was for you—well, the thoughts came too easily. They tumbled over one another. And when I looked away from my work, I saw the people moving around me, and I knew that I had made my dreams real, and that’s the great thing, isn’t it?… Elizabeth!”




  “Well?”




  “I am lonely in that little room.”




  “You lonely, taking out typewriters to dine!” she mocked tenderly.




  “It is lonely,” he repeated, “and I am afraid of you here in all this luxury. I am so far away. I come from my attic to this, and I am afraid. Do you know why?”




  She sat quite still for a moment. Dimly she felt the presage of a coming change in their relations. Up to now she had been the mistress, she had held him so easily in check with her practised skill, with an unfinished sentence, a look, a touch. And now the man was rising up in him, and she felt her powers weaken.




  “Shall I change my abode?” she murmured.




  “Ah! but you would be just as wonderful and as far away even if we changed places—if you sat in my attic and I took your place here. That isn’t why I torture myself, why I am always asking myself if you are real, if the things we talk about are real, if the things we feel belong to ourselves, well up from our own hearts for one another or are just the secondary emotions of other people we catch up without knowing why. This is foolish, but you understand— you do understand. It is because you keep me so far away from yourself, when my fingers are burning for yours, when even to touch your face, to feel your cheek against mine, would banish every fear I have ever had. Elizabeth, you do understand! I have never kissed you, I have never held you for one moment in my arms—and I love you!”




  He was leaning over her chair and she held him tightly by the shoulders. There was nothing left of that hidden fear in his dark eyes. They shone now with another light, and she began to tremble.




  “I wanted to wait a little, Philip, but if you feel like that—well, I can’t.”




  He took her silently into his arms. With the half closing of her eyes, the first touch of her responsive lips, himself dimly conscious of the change, he passed into the world where stronger men live.
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  Three months later, a very different Philip stood in the smaller of a handsome suite of reception rooms in a fashionable Fifth Avenue hotel. He was wearing evening clothes of the most approved cut and carried himself with a dignity and assurance entirely transforming. The distinction of birth and breeding, little apparent in those half-starved, passionate days of his misery, had come easily to the surface. His shoulders, too, seemed to have broadened, and his face had lost its cadaverous pallor.




  The apartment in which he stood was plainly but handsomely furnished as a small withdrawing room. On the oak chiffonier stood a silver tray on which were half a dozen frosted cocktails. Through the curtains was apparent a room beyond, in which a round table, smothered with flowers, was arranged for supper; in the distance, from the public restaurant, came the sound of softly played music. Philip glanced at the clock. The whole of the anxieties of this momentous evening had passed. Telephone messages had reached him every quarter of an hour. The play was a great success. Elizabeth was coming to him with her producer and a few theatrical friends, flushed with triumph. They were all to meet for the first time that night the man who for the last three months had lived as a hermit—Merton Ware, the author of “The House of Shams,” the new- found dramatist.




  A maître d’hôtel appeared in the space between the two rooms, and bowed.




  “Everything is quite ready, Mr. Ware,” he said, in the friendly yet deferential manner of an American head-waiter. “Won’t you take a cocktail, sir, while you are waiting?”




  “Very thoughtful of you, Louis. I think I will,” Philip assented, taking a little case from his pocket and lighting a cigarette.




  The man passed him a glass upon a small salver.




  “You’ll pardon the liberty, I am sure, sir,” he continued, dropping his voice a little. “I’ve just heard that ‘The House of Shams’ seems to be a huge success, sir. If I might take the liberty of offering my congratulations!”




  Philip smiled genially.




  “You are the first, Louis,” he said. “Thank you very much indeed.”




  “I think you will find the supper everything that could be desired, Mr. Ware,” the man went on. “Our head chef, Monsieur Raconnot, has given it his personal attention. The wine will be slightly iced, as you desired. I shall be outside in the corridor to announce the guests.”




  “Capital, Louis!” Ware replied, sipping his cocktail. “It will be another quarter of an hour yet before we see anything of them, I am afraid.”




  The man disappeared and left Philip once more alone. He looked through the walls of the room as though, indeed, he could see into the packed theatre and could hear the cries for “Author!” which even then were echoing through the house. From the moment when Elizabeth, abandoning her reserve, had given him the love he craved, a new strength seemed to have shone out of the man. Step by step he had thought out subtly and with infinite care every small detail of his life. It was he who had elected to live those three months in absolute seclusion. It was he, indirectly, who had arranged that many more photographs of Douglas Romilly, the English shoe manufacturer, should appear in the newspapers. One moment’s horror he had certainly had. He could see the little paragraph now, almost lost in the shoals of more important news:




  GHASTLY DISCOVERY IN A DERBYSHIRE CANAL




  Yesterday the police recovered the body of a man who had apparently been dead for some weeks, from a canal close to Detton Magna. The body was unrecognisable but it is believed that the remains are those of Mr. Philip Romilly, the missing art teacher from London, who is alleged to have committed suicide in January last.




  The thought of that gruesome find scarcely blanched his cheeks. His nerves now were stronger and tenser things. He crushed back those memories with all the strength of his will. Whatever might lie behind, he had struck for the future which he meant to live and enjoy. They were only weaklings who brooded over an unalterable past. It was for the present and the near future that he lived, and both, in that moment, were more alluring than ever before. Even his intellectual powers seemed to have developed in his new-found happiness. The play which he had written, every line of which appeared to gain in vital and literary force towards its conclusion, was only the first of his children. Already other images and ideas were flowing into his brain. The power of creation was triumphantly throwing out its tendrils. He was filled with an amazing and almost inspired confidence. He was ready to start upon fresh work that hour, to-morrow, or when he chose. And before him now was the prospect of stimulating companionship. Elizabeth and he had decided that the time had come for him to take his fate into his hands. He was to be introduced to the magnates of the dramatic profession, to become a clubman in the world’s most hospitable city, to mix freely in the circles where he would find himself in constant association with the keenest brains and most brilliant men of letters in the world. He was safe. They had both decided it.




  He walked to the mirror and looked at himself. The nervous, highly-strung, half-starved, neurotic stripling had become the perfectly assured, well- mannered, and well-dressed man of the world. He had studied various details with a peculiar care, suffered a barber to take summary measures with his overlong black hair, had accustomed himself to the use of an eyeglass, which hung around his neck by a thin, black ribbon. Men might talk of likenesses, men who were close students of their fellows, yet there was no living person who could point to him and say—“You are, beyond a shadow of doubt, a man with whom I travelled on the Elletania.” The thing was impossible.




  Louis once more made a noiseless appearance. There was the slightest of frowns upon his face.




  “A gentleman wishes a word with you before the arrival of your guests, Mr. Ware,” he announced.




  “A journalist?” Philip enquired carelessly.




  “I do not think so, sir.”




  Even as he spoke the door was opened and closed again. The man who had entered bowed slightly to Philip. He was tall and clean-shaven, self-assured, and with manner almost significantly reserved. He held a bowler hat in his hand and glanced towards Louis. He had the air of being somewhat out of place in so fashionable a rendezvous.




  “Good evening, Mr. Ware!” he began. “Could I have just a word with you?”




  Philip nodded to Louis, who at once left the room. The newcomer drew a little nearer.




  “My name, sir,” he said, “is Dane—Edward Dane.”




  Philip bowed politely. He was just a little annoyed at the intrusion, an annoyance which he failed altogether to conceal.




  “What do you want with me?” he asked. “I am expecting some friends to supper in about ten minutes.”




  “Ten minutes will perhaps be sufficient for what I have to say,” the other promised. “You don’t know me, then, Mr. Ware?”




  “Never saw you before, to the best of my knowledge,” Philip replied nonchalantly. “Are you a journalist?”




  The man laid his hat upon a corner of the table.




  “I am a detective,” he said, “attached to the Cherry Street headquarters. Your last rooms, Mr. Ware, were in my beat.”




  Philip nodded with some slight indication of interest. He faced his ordeal with the courage of a man of steel.




  “That so?” he remarked indifferently. “Well, Mr. Dane, I have heard a good deal about you American detectives. Pleased to meet you. What can I do for you?”




  The detective eyed Philip steadfastly. There was just the shadow of something that looked like admiration in his hard, grey eyes.




  “Well, Mr. Ware,” he said, “nothing that need disturb your supper party, I am sure. Over in this country we sometimes do things in an unusual way. That’s why I am paying you this visit. I have been watching you for exactly three months and fourteen days.”




  “Watching me?” Philip repeated.




  “Precisely! No idea why, I suppose?”




  “Not the slightest.”




  The detective glanced towards the clock. Barely two minutes had passed.




  “Well,” he explained, “I got on your tracks quick enough when you skipped from the Waldorf and blossomed out in a second-rate tenement house as Merton Ware.”




  “So I was at the Waldorf, was I?” Philip murmured.




  “You crossed from Liverpool on the Elletania,” the man continued, “registered at the Waldorf as Mr. Douglas Romilly of the Douglas Romilly Shoe Company, went to your room, changed your clothes, and disappeared. Of course, a disappearance of that sort,” he went on tolerantly, “might be possible in London. In New York, to even attempt it is farcical.”




  “Dear me,” remarked Philip, “this is very interesting. Let me ask you this question, though. If you were so sure of your facts, why didn’t you arrest me at once instead of just watching me?”




  The man’s eyes were like gimlets. He seemed as though he were trying, with curious and professional intensity, to read the thoughts in Philip’s brain.




  “There is no criminal charge against Douglas Romilly that I know of,” he said.




  “There’s a considerable reward offered for his discovery,” Philip reminded him.




  “I can claim that at any moment,” the man replied. “I have had my reasons for waiting. It’s partly those reasons that have brought me here. For one thing, Mr. Douglas Romilly was supposed to be able to put his hand on a matter of a hundred thousand dollars somewhere in New York. You haven’t shown many signs up till now, Mr. Ware, of having any such sum in your possession.”




  “I see,” Philip assented. “You wanted the money as well.”




  “The creditors of the Douglas Romilly Shoe Company are wanting it pretty badly,” the man proceeded, “but that wasn’t all. I wanted to find out what your game was. That I don’t know, even now. That is why I have come to you. Have I the pleasure of speaking to Mr. Douglas Romilly?”




  “I really don’t see,” Philip protested thoughtfully, “why I should go into partnership with you in this affair. You see, in the long run, our interests might not be altogether identical.”




  Mr. Dane smiled grimly.




  “That’s a fairly shrewd calculation, Mr. Ware,” he admitted. “You ain’t bound to answer any question you don’t want to. This is just a friendly chat and no more.”




  “Besides,” Philip continued, lighting another cigarette, “I think I understood you to say that you had already arrived at the conclusion that I was Douglas Romilly?”




  “Not precisely that,” the detective replied. “All that I discovered was that you were the man who registered at the Waldorf Hotel as Mr. Douglas Romilly.”




  “Well, the only name I choose to acknowledge at present is the name of Merton Ware,” Philip declared. “If you think there is any mystery about me, any connection with the gentleman whom I believe you call Mr. Douglas Romilly, well, the matter is one for your investigation. You will forgive me if I remind you that my guests will be here in a matter of a few minutes, and permit me to ask you one more question. Why do you come here to me in this very unofficial manner? If I am really an impostor, you are giving me every opportunity of clearing out.”




  Mr. Edward Dane shook his head. He was fingering the brim of his hat.




  “Oh, no, Mr. Ware!” he declared smoothly. “Our detective system may have some faults, but when a man’s name is put on the list where yours figures, he has not one chance in a million of leaving the country or of gaining any place of hiding. I shall know where you lunch to-morrow and with whom you dine, and with whom you spend your time. The law, sir, will keep its eye upon you.”




  “Really, that seems very friendly,” Philip said coolly. “Shall I have the privilege of your personal surveillance?”




  “I think not, Mr. Ware. To tell you the truth, this is rather a p.p.c. visit. I’ve booked my passage on the Elletania, sailing to-morrow from New York. I am taking a trip over to England to make a few enquiries round about the spot where this Mr. Douglas Romilly hails from—Detton Magna, isn’t it?”




  Philip made no reply, yet even his silence might well have been the silence of indifference.




  “At the last moment,” the detective concluded, “it flashed in upon me that there might be some ridiculous explanation of the few little points about your case which, I must confess, have puzzled me. For that reason, I decided to seek an interview with you before I left. You have, however, I gather, nothing to say to me?”




  “Nothing at all, Mr. Dane, except to wish you a pleasant voyage,” Philip declared. “I won’t detain you a moment longer. I hear my guests in the corridor. Good night, sir!” he added, opening the door. “I appreciate your call very much. Come and see me again when you return from England.”




  Mr. Dane lingered for a moment upon the threshold, hat in hand, a somewhat ominous figure. There was no attempt at a handshake between the two men. The detective was imperturbable. Philip, listening to Elizabeth’s voice, had shown his first sign of impatience.




  “I shall surely do that, Mr. Ware!” the other promised, as he passed out.




  The door closed. Philip stood for a moment in the empty room, listening to the man’s retreating footsteps. Then he turned slowly around. His cheeks were blanched, his eyes were glazed with reminiscent horror. He looked through the wall of the room—a long way back.




  “We shall find Mr. Ware in here, I expect.” He could hear the voices of his approaching guests.




  He ground his heel into the carpet and swung around. He anticipated Louis, threw open the curtain, and stood there waiting to welcome his guests, a smile upon his lips, his hands outstretched towards Elizabeth.
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  Elizabeth’s face was glowing with joy. For the first time Philip realised that she, too, had had her anxieties.




  “You dear, dear man!” she exclaimed. “To think what you have missed! It would have been the evening of your life. It’s a success, do you hear?—a great success! It was wonderful!”




  He seemed, almost to himself, to be playing a part, he was so calm yet so gracefully happy.




  “I am glad for both our sakes,” he said.




  She indicated the others with a little wave of the hand.




  “I don’t think you know a soul, do you?” she asked. “They none of them quite believe in your existence down at the theatre. This is my leading man, Noel Bridges. You should have seen how splendid he was as Carriston.”




  Mr. Noel Bridges, with a deprecating smile towards Elizabeth, held out his hand. He was tall and of rather a rugged type for the New York stage. Like the rest of the little party, his eyes were full of curiosity as he shook hands with Philip.




  “So you are something human, after all,” he remarked. “We began to think you lived underground and only put your head up every now and then for a little air. I am glad to meet you, Mr. Ware. I enjoy acting in your play very much indeed, and I hope it’s only the first of many.”




  “You are very kind,” Philip murmured cordially.




  Elizabeth glanced around the little group.




  “Dear me, I am forgetting my manners,” she declared. “I ought to have presented you to Sara Denison first. Sara is really the star of your play, Mr. Ware, although I have the most work to do. She loves her part and has asked about you nearly every day.”




  Miss Denison, a young lady of the smaller Gibson type, with large eyes and a very constant smile, greeted Philip warmly.




  “Do you know,” she told him, “that this is the first time I have ever been in a play in which the author hasn’t been round setting us to rights most of the time? I can’t imagine how you kept away, Mr. Ware.”




  “Perhaps,” observed Philip, “my absence has contributed to your success. I am sure I shouldn’t have known what to tell you. You see, I am so absolutely ignorant of the technique.”




  “I’ve got to shake hands with you, Mr. Ware,” a stout, middle-aged, clean- shaven man, with narrow black eyes and pale cheeks, declared, stepping forward. “These other folk don’t count for much by the side of me. I am the manager of the theatre, and I’m thundering glad that your first play has been produced at the ‘New York,’ sir. There’s good stuff in it, and if I am any judge, and I’m supposed to be, there’s plenty of better stuff behind. Shake hands, if you please, sir. You know me by name—Paul Fink. I hope you’ll see my signature at the bottom of a good many fat cheques before you’ve finished writing plays.”




  “That’s very nice of you, Mr. Fink,” Philip declared. “Now I am sure you all want your supper.”




  At a sign from Philip, the maître d’hôtel handed round the tray of cocktails. Mr. Fink raised his glass.




  “Here’s success to the play,” he exclaimed, “and good luck to all of us!”




  He tossed off the contents of the glass and they all followed his example. Then they took their places at the little round table and the service of supper began. The conversation somewhat naturally centered around Philip. The three strangers were all interested in his personality and the fact that he had no previous work to his credit. It was unusual, almost dramatic, and for a time both Elizabeth and he himself found themselves hard put to it to escape the constant wave of good-natured but very pertinent questions.




  “You’ll have a dose of our newspapermen to-morrow, sir,” Mr. Fink promised him. “They’ll be buzzing around you all day long. They’ll want to know everything, from where you get your clothes and what cigarettes you smoke, to how you like best to do your work and what complexioned typist you prefer. They’re some boys, I can tell you.”




  Philip’s eyes met Elizabeth’s across the table. The same instinct of disquietude kept them both, for a moment, silent.




  “I am afraid,” Elizabeth sighed, “that Mr. Ware will find it rather hard to appreciate some of our journalistic friends.”




  “They’re good fellows,” Mr. Fink declared heartily, “white men, all of them. So long as you don’t try to put ‘em off on a false stunt, or anything of that sort, they’ll sling the ink about some. Ed Harris was in my room just after the second act, and he showed me some of his stuff. I tell you he means to boost us.”




  Elizabeth laid her hand upon her manager’s arm.




  “They’re delightful, every one of them,” she agreed, “but, Mr. Fink, you have such influence with them, I wonder if I dare give you just a hint? Mr. Ware has passed through some very painful times lately. He is so anxious to forget, and I really don’t wonder at it myself. I am sure he will be delighted to talk with all of them as to the future and his future plans, but do you think you could just drop them a hint to go quietly as regards the past?”




  Mr. Fink was a little perplexed but inclined to be sympathetic. He glanced towards Philip, who was deep in conversation with Sara Denison.




  “Why, I’ll do my best, Miss Dalstan,” he promised. “You know what the boys are, though. They do love a story.”




  “I am not going to have Mr. Ware’s story published in every newspaper in New York,” Elizabeth said firmly, “and the newspaper man who worms the history of Mr. Ware’s misfortunes out of him, and then makes use of it, will be no friend of mine. Ask them to be sports, Mr. Fink, there’s a dear.”




  “I’ll do what I can,” he promised. “Mr. Ware isn’t the first man in the world who has funked the limelight, and from what I can see of him it probably wasn’t his fault if things did go a little crooked in the past. I’ll do my best, Miss Dalstan, I promise you that. I’ll look in at the club to-night and drop a few hints around.”




  Elizabeth patted his hand and smiled at him very sweetly. The conversation flowed back once more into its former channels, became a medley of confused chaff, disjointed streams of congratulation, of toast-drinking and pleasant speeches. Then Mr. Fink suddenly rose to his feet.




  “Say,” he exclaimed, “we’ve all drunk one another’s healths. There’s just one other friend I think we ought to take a glass of wine with. Gee, he’d give something to be with us to-night! You’ll agree with me, Miss Dalstan, I know. Let’s empty a full glass to Sylvanus Power!”




  There was a curious silence for a second or two, then a clamour of assenting voices. For a single moment Philip felt a sharp pang at his heart. Elizabeth was gazing steadily out of the room, a queer tremble at her lips, a look in her eyes which puzzled him, a look almost of fear, of some sort of apprehension. The moment passed, but her enthusiasm, as she raised her glass, was a little overdone, her gaiety too easily assumed.




  “Why, of course!” she declared. “Fancy not thinking of Sylvanus!”




  They drank his health noisily. Philip set down his glass empty. A curious instinct kept his lips sealed. He crushed down and stifled the memory of that sudden stab. He did not even ask the one natural question.




  “Say, where is Sylvanus Power these days?” Mr. Fink enquired.




  “In Honolulu, when last I heard,” Elizabeth replied lightly, “but then one never knows really where he is.”




  Philip became naturally the central figure of the little gathering. Mr. Fink was anxious to arrange a little dinner, to introduce him to some fellow workers. Noel Bridges insisted upon a card for the Lambs Club and a luncheon there. Philip accepted gratefully everything that was offered to him. It was no good doing things by halves, he told himself. The days of his solitude were over. Even when, after the departure of his guests, he glanced for a moment into the anteroom beyond and remembered those few throbbing moments of suspense, they came back to him with a curious sense of unreality—they belonged, surety, to some other man, living in some other world!




  “You are happy?” Elizabeth murmured, as she took his arm and they waited in the portico below for her automobile.




  He had no longer any idea of telling her of that disquieting visit. The touch of her hair blown against his cheek, as he had helped her on with her cloak, something in her voice, some slight diffidence, a queer, half expostulating look in the eyes that fell with a curious uneasiness before his, drove every thought of future danger out of his mind. He had at least the present! He answered without a moment’s hesitation.




  “For the first time in my life!”




  She gave the chauffeur a whispered order as she stepped into the car.




  “I have told him to go home by Riverside Drive,” she said, as they glided off. “It is a little farther, and I love the air at this time of night.”




  He clasped her fingers—suddenly felt, with the leaning of her body, her heart beating against his. With that wave of passion there was an instant and portentous change in their attitudes. The soft protectiveness which had sometimes seemed to shine out of her face, to envelop him in its warmth, had disappeared. She was no longer the stronger. She looked at him almost with fear, and he was electrically conscious of all the vigour and strength of his stunted manhood, was master at last of his fate, accepting battle, willing to fight whatever might come for the sake of the joy of these moments. She crept into his arms almost humbly.
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  The success of “The House of Shams” was as immediate and complete as was the social success of its author. After a few faint-hearted attempts, Philip and Elizabeth both agreed that the wisest course was to play the bold game—to submit himself to the photographer, the interviewer, and, to some judicious extent, to the wave of hospitality which flowed in upon him from all sides. He threw aside, completely and utterly, every idea of leading a more or less sheltered life. His photograph was in the Sunday newspapers and the magazines. It was quite easy, in satisfying the appetite of journalists for copious personal details, especially after the hints dropped by Mr. Fink, to keep them carefully off the subject of his immediate past. There had been many others in the world who, on attaining fame, had preferred to gloss over their earlier history. It seemed to be tacitly understood amongst this wonderful freemasonry of newspaper men that Mr. Merton Ware was to be humoured in this way. He was a man of the present. Character sketches of him were to be all foreground. But, nevertheless, Philip had his trials.




  “Want to introduce you to one of our chief ‘movie’ men,” Noel Bridges said to him one day in the smoking room of “The Lambs.” “He is much interested in the play, too. Mr. Raymond Greene, shake hands with Mr. Merton Ware.”




  Mr. Raymond Greene, smiling and urbane, turned around with outstretched hand, which Philip, courteous, and with all that charm of manner which was making him speedily one of the most popular young men in New York, grasped cordially.




  “I am very happy to meet you, Mr. Greene,” he said. “You represent an amazing development. I am told that we shall all have to work for you presently or find our occupation gone.”




  With a cool calculation which had come to Philip in these days of his greater strength, he had purposely extended his sentence, conscious, although apparently he ignored the fact, that all the time Mr. Raymond Greene was staring in his face with a bewilderment which was not without its humorous side. He was too much a man of the world, this great picture producer, to be at a loss for words, to receive an introduction with any degree of clumsiness.




  “But surely,” he almost stammered, “we have met before?”




  Philip shook his head doubtfully.




  “I don’t think so,” he said, “As a matter of fact, I am sure we haven’t, because you are one of the men whom I hoped some day to come across over here. I couldn’t possibly have forgotten a meeting with you.”




  Mr. Raymond Greene’s blue eyes looked as though they saw visions.




  “But surely,” he expostulated, “the Elletania—my table on the Elletania, when Miss Dalstan crossed—”




  Philip laughed easily.




  “Why,” he exclaimed, “are you going to be like the others and take me for— wasn’t it Mr. Romilly?—the man who disappeared from the Waldorf? Why, I’ve been tracked all round New York because of my likeness to that man.”




  “Likeness!” Mr. Raymond Greene muttered. “Likeness!”




  There was a moment’s silence. Then Mr. Greene knew that the time had arrived for him to pull himself together. He had carried his bewilderment to the very limits of good breeding.




  “Well, well!” he continued. “Fortunately, it’s six o’clock, and I can offer you gentlemen a cocktail, for upon my word I need it! Come to look at you, Mr. Ware, there’s a trifle more what I might term savoir faire, about you. That chap on the boat was a little crude in places, but believe me, sir,” he went on, thrusting his arm through Ware’s and leading him towards the bar, “you don’t want to be annoyed at those people who have mistaken you for Romilly, for in the whole course of my life, and I’ve travelled round the world a pretty good deal, I never came across a likeness so entirely extraordinary.”




  “I have heard other people mention it,” Noel Bridges intervened, “although not quite with the same conviction as you, Mr. Greene. Curiously enough, however, the photograph of Romilly which they sent out from England, and which was in all the Sunday papers, didn’t strike me as being particularly like Mr. Ware.”




  “It was a damned bad photograph, that,” Mr. Raymond Greene pronounced. “I saw it—couldn’t make head nor tail of it, myself. Well, the world is full of queer surprises, but this is the queerest I ever ran up against. Believe me, Mr. Ware, if this man Romilly who disappeared had been a millionaire, you could have walked into his family circle and been made welcome at the present moment. Why, I don’t believe his own wife or sister, if he had such appendages, would have been able to tell that you weren’t the man.”




  “Unfortunately,” Bridges remarked, as he sipped the cocktail which the cinema man had ordered, “this chap Romilly was broke, wasn’t he?—did a scoot to avoid the smash-up? They say that he had a few hundred thousand dollars over here, ostensibly for buying material, and that he has taken the lot out West.”




  “Well, I must say he didn’t seem that sort on the steamer,” Mr. Raymond Greene declared, “but you never can tell. Looked to me more like a schoolteacher. Some day, Mr. Ware, I want you to come along to my office—it’s just round the corner in Broadway there—and have a chat about the play.”




  “You don’t want to film us before we’ve finished its first run, surely?” Philip protested, laughing. “Give us a chance!”




  “Well, we’ll talk about that,” the cinema magnate promised.




  They were joined by other acquaintances, and Philip presently made his escape. One of the moments which he had dreaded more than any other had come and passed. Even if Mr. Raymond Greene had still some slight misgivings, he was, to all effects and purposes, convinced. Philip walked down the street, feeling that one more obstacle in the path of his absolute freedom had been torn away. He glanced at his watch and boarded a down-town car, descended in the heart of the city region of Broadway, and threaded his way through several streets until he came to the back entrance of a dry goods store. Here he glanced once more at his watch and commenced slowly to walk up and down. The timekeeper, who was standing in the doorway with his hands in his pockets, watched him with interest. When Philip approached for the third time, he addressed him in friendly fashion.




  “Waiting for one of our gals, eh?”




  Philip stifled his quick annoyance and answered in as matter-of-fact a tone as possible.




  “Yes! How long will it be before they are out from the typewriting department?”




  “Typewriting department?” the man repeated. “Well, that depends some upon the work. They’ll be out, most likely, in ten minutes or so. I guessed you were after one of our showroom young ladies. We get some real swells down here sometimes—motor cars of their own. The typists ain’t much, as a rule. It’s a skinny job, theirs.”




  “The young ladies from here appear to be prosperous,” Ware remarked. “I watched them last night coming out. My friend happened to be late, and I had to leave without seeing her.”




  “That’s nothing to go by, their clothes ain’t,” the man replied. “They spend all their money on their backs instead of putting it inside. If it’s Miss Grimes you’re waiting for, you’re in luck, for here she is, first out.”




  Philip drew a little into the background. The girl came down the stone passage, passed the timekeeper without appearing to notice his familiar “Good- evening!” and stepped out into the murky street. Philip, who saw her face as she emerged from the gloom, gave a little start. She seemed paler than ever, and she walked with her eyes fixed upon vacancy, as though almost unconscious of her whereabouts. She crossed the sidewalk without noticing the curbstone, and stumbled at the unexpected depth of it. Philip stepped hastily forward.




  “Miss Grimes!” he exclaimed. “Martha!… Why do you look at me as though I were a ghost?”




  She started violently. It was certain that she saw him then for the first time.




  “You! Mr. Ware! Sorry, I didn’t see you.”




  He insisted upon shaking hands. There was a little streak of colour in her cheeks now.




  “I came to meet you,” he explained. “I came yesterday and missed you. I have been to your rooms four times and only found out with difficulty where you were working. The last time I called, I rang the bell six times, but the door was locked.”




  “I was in bed,” she said shortly. “I can’t have gentlemen callers there at all now. Father’s gone off on tour. Thank you for coming to meet me, but I don’t think you’d better stop.”




  “Why not?” he asked gently.




  “Because I don’t want to be seen about with you,” she declared, “because I don’t want you to look at me, because I want you to leave me alone,” she added, with a little passionate choke in her voice.




  He turned and walked by her side.




  “Martha,” he said, “you were very kind to me when I needed it, you were a companion to me when I was more miserable than I ever thought any human being could be. I was in a quandary then—in a very difficult position. I took a plunge. In a way I have been successful.”




  “Oh, we all know that!” she replied bitterly. “Pictures everywhere, notices in the paper all the time—you and your fine play! I’ve seen it. Didn’t think much of it myself, but I suppose I’m not a judge.”




  “Tell me why you came out there looking as though you’d seen a ghost?” he asked.




  “Discharged,” she answered promptly.




  “Why?”




  “Fainted yesterday,” she went on, “and was a bit wobbly to-day. The head clerk said he wanted some one stronger.”




  “Brute!” Philip muttered. “Well, that’s all right, Martha. I have some work for you.”




  “Don’t want to do your work.”




  “Little fool!” he exclaimed. “Martha, do you know you’re the most obstinate, pig-headed, prejudiced, ill-tempered little beast I ever knew?”




  “Then go along and leave me,” she insisted, stopping short, “if I’m all that.”




  “You’re also a dear!”




  She drew a little breath and looked at him fiercely.




  “Now don’t be silly,” he begged. “I’m starving. I had no lunch so that I could dine early. Here we are at Durrad’s.”




  “I’m not going inside there with you,” she declared.




  “Look here,” he expostulated, “are we going to do a wrestling act on the sidewalk? It will be in all the papers, you know.”




  “Spoil your clothes some, wouldn’t it?” she remarked, looking at them disparagingly.




  “It would indeed, also my temper,” he assured her. “We are going to have a cocktail, you and I, within two minutes, young lady, and a steak afterwards. If you want to go in there with my hand on your neck, you can, but I think it would look better—”




  She set her feet squarely upon the ground and faced him.




  “Mr. Ware,” she said, “I am in rags—any one can see that. Listen. I will not go into a restaurant and sit by your side to have people wonder what woman from the streets you have brought in to give a meal to out of charity. Do you hear that? I can live or I can die, just by myself. If I can’t keep myself, I’ll die, but I won’t. Nothing doing. You hear?”




  She had been so strong and then something in his eyes, that pitying, half anxious expression with which he listened, suddenly seemed to sap her determination. She swayed a little upon her feet—she was indeed very tired and very weak. Philip took instant advantage of her condition. Without a moment’s hesitation he passed his arm firmly through hers, and before she could protest she was inside the place, being led to a table, seated there with her back to the wall, with a confused tangle of words still in her throat, unuttered. Then two great tears found their way into her eyes. She said nothing because she could not. Philip was busy talking to the waiter. Soon there was a cocktail by her side, and he was drinking, smiling at her, perfectly good-natured, obviously accepting her momentary weakness and his triumph as a joke.




  “Got you in, didn’t I?” he observed pleasantly. “Now, remember you told me the way to drink American cocktails—one look, one swallow, and down they go.”




  She obeyed him instinctively. Then she took out a miserable little piece of a handkerchief and wiped her eyes.




  “What’s gone wrong?” he asked briskly. “Tell me all about it.”




  “Father went off on tour,” she explained. “He left the rent owing for a month, and he’s been writing for money all the time. The agent who comes round doesn’t listen to excuses. You pay, or out you go into the street. I’ve paid somehow and nearly starved over it. Then I got this job after worrying about it Lord knows how long, and this evening I’m discharged.”




  “How much a week was it?” he enquired, with sympathy.




  “Ten dollars,” she replied. “Little enough, but I can’t live without it.”




  He changed his attitude, suddenly realising the volcanic sensitiveness of her attitude towards him and life in general. Instinctively he felt that at a single ill-considered word she would even then, in her moment of weakness, have left him, have pushed him on one side, and walked out to whatever she might have to face.




  “What a fool you are!” he exclaimed, a little brusquely.




  “Am I!” she replied belligerently.




  “Of course you are! You call yourself a daughter of New York, a city whose motto seems to be pretty well every one for himself. You know you did my typing all right, you know my play was a success, you know that I shall have to write another. What made you take it for granted that I shouldn’t want to employ you, and go and hide yourself? Lock the door when I came to see you, because it was past eight o’clock, and not answer my letters?”




  “Can’t have men callers now dad’s away,” she told him, a little brusquely. “It’s not allowed.”




  “Oh, rubbish!” he answered irritably. “That isn’t the point. You’ve kept away from me. You’ve deliberately avoided me. You knew that I was just as lonely as you were.”




  Then she blazed out. The sallowness of her cheeks, the little dip under her cheekbones—she had grown thinner during the last week or so—made her eyes seem larger and more brilliant than ever.




  “You lonely! Rubbish! Why, they’re all running after you everywhere. Quite a social success, according to the papers! I say, ain’t you afraid?”




  “Horribly,” he admitted, “and about the one person I could have talked to about it chucks me.”




  “I don’t know anything about you, or what you’ve done,” she said. “I only know that the tecs—”




  He laid his hand upon her fingers. She snatched them away but accepted his warning. They were served then with their meal, and their conversation drifted into other channels.




  “Well,” he continued presently, in a perfectly matter-of-fact tone, “I’ve found you now, and you’ve got to be sensible. It’s true I’ve had a stroke of luck, but that might fall away at any moment. I’ve typing waiting for you, or I can get you a post at the New York Theatre. You’d better first do my typing. I’ll have it in your rooms to-morrow morning by nine o’clock. And would you like something in advance?”




  “No!” she replied grudgingly. “I’ll have what I’ve earned, when I’ve earned it.”




  He sipped his claret and studied her meditatively.




  “You’re not much of a pal, are you?”




  She scoffed at him, looked him up and down, at his well-fitting clothes, his general air of prosperity.




  “Pal!” she jeered. “Look at you—Merton Ware, the great dramatist, and me— a shabby, ugly, bad-tempered, indifferent typewriter. Bad-tempered,” she repeated. “Yes, I am that. I didn’t start out to be. I just haven’t had any luck.”




  “It will all come some day,” he assured her cheerfully.




  “I think if you’d stayed different,” she went on thoughtfully, “if you hadn’t slipped away into the clouds … shows what a selfish little beast I am! Can’t imagine why you bother about me.”




  “Shall I tell you why, really?” he asked. “Because you saved me—I don’t know what from. The night we went out I was suffering from a loneliness which was the worst torture I have ever felt. It was there in my throat and dragging down my heart, and I just felt as though any way of ending it all would be a joy. All these millions of hard-faced people, intent on their own prosperity or their own petty troubles, goaded me, I think, into a sort of silent fury. Just that one night I craved like a madman for a single human being to talk to— well, I shall never forget it, Martha—”




  “Miss Grimes!” she interrupted under her breath.




  He laughed.




  “That doesn’t really matter, does it?” he asked. “You’ve never been afraid that I should want to make love to you, have you?”




  She glanced round into the mirror by their side, looked at her wan face, the shabby little hat, the none too tidily arranged hair which drooped over her ears; down at her shapeless jacket, her patched skirt, the shoes which were in open rebellion. Then she laughed, curiously enough without any note of bitterness.




  “Seems queer, doesn’t it, even to think of such a thing! I’ve been up against it pretty hard, though. A man who gives a meal to a girl, even if she is as plain as I am, generally seems to think he’s bought her, in this city. Even the men who are earning money don’t give much for nothing. But you are different,” she admitted. “I’ll be fair about it—you’re different.”




  “You’ll be waiting for the work at nine o’clock to-morrow morning?” he asked, as indifferently as possible.




  “I will,” she promised.




  He leaned back and told her little anecdotes about the play, things that had happened to him during the last few weeks, speaking often of Elizabeth Dalstan. By degrees the nervous unrest seemed to pass away from her. When they had finished their meal and drunk their coffee, she was almost normal. She smoked a cigarette and even accepted the box which he thrust into her hand. When he had paid the bill, she rose a little abruptly.




  “Well,” she said, “you’ve had your way, and a kind, nice way it was. Now I’ll have mine. I don’t want any politeness. When we leave this place I am going to walk home, and I am going to walk home alone.”




  “That’s lucky,” he replied, “because I have to be at the theatre in ten minutes to meet a cinema man. Button up your coat and have a good night’s sleep.”




  They left the place together. She turned away with a farewell nod and walked rapidly eastwards. He watched her cross the road. A poor little waif, she seemed, except that something had gone from her face which had almost terrified him. She carried herself, he fancied, with more buoyancy, with infinitely more confidence, and he drew a sigh of relief as he called for a taxi.
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  Elizabeth paused for breath at the top of the third flight of stairs. She leaned against the iron balustrade.




  “You poor dear!” she exclaimed. “How many times a day did you have to do this?”




  “I didn’t go out very often,” he reminded her, “and it wasn’t every day that the lift was out of order. It’s only one more flight.”




  She looked up the stairs, sighed, and raised her smart, grey, tailor-made skirt a little higher over her shoes.




  “Well,” she announced heroically, “lead on. If they would sometimes dust these steps—but, after all, it doesn’t matter to you now, does it? Fancy that poor girl, though.”




  He smiled a little grimly.




  “A few flights of stairs aren’t the worst things she has had to face, I’m afraid,” he said.




  “I am rather terrified of her,” Elizabeth confided, supporting herself by her companion’s shoulder. “I think I know that ultra-independent type. Kick me if I put my foot in it. Is this the door?”




  Philip nodded and knocked softly. There was a sharp “Come in!”




  “Put the key down, please,” the figure at the typewriter said, as they entered.




  The words had scarcely left Martha’s lips before she turned around, conscious of some other influence in the room. Philip stepped forward.




  “Miss Grimes,” he said, “I have brought Miss Dalstan in to see you. She wants—”




  He paused. Something in the stony expression of the girl who had risen to her feet and stood now facing them, her ashen paleness unrelieved by any note of colour, her hands hanging in front of her patched and shabby frock, seemed to check the words upon his lips. Her voice was low but not soft. It seemed to create at once an atmosphere of anger and resentment.




  “What do you want?” she demanded.




  “I hope you don’t mind—I am so anxious that you should do some work for me,” Elizabeth explained. “When Mr. Ware first brought me in his play, I noticed how nicely it was typewritten. You must have been glad to find it turn out such a success.”




  “I take no interest in my work when once it is typed,” Martha Grimes declared, “and I am very sorry but I do not like to receive visitors. I am very busy. Mr. Ware knows quite well that I like to be left alone.”




  Elizabeth smiled at her delightfully.




  “But it isn’t always good for us, is it,” she reminded her, “to live exactly as we would like, or to have our own way in all things?”




  There was a moment’s rather queer silence. Martha Grimes seemed to be intent upon studying the appearance of her visitor, the very beautiful woman familiar to nearly every one in New York, perhaps at that moment America’s most popular actress. Her eyes seemed to dwell upon the little strands of fair hair that escaped from beneath her smart but simple hat, to take in the slightly deprecating lift of the eyebrows, the very attractive, half appealing smile, the smart grey tailor-made gown with the bunch of violets in her waistband. Elizabeth was as quietly dressed as it was possible for her to be, but her appearance nevertheless brought a note of some other world into the shabby little apartment.




  “It’s the only thing I ask of life,” Martha said, “the only thing I get. I want to be left alone, and I will be left alone. If there is any more work, I will do it. If there isn’t, I can find some somewhere else. But visitors I don’t want and won’t have.”




  Elizabeth was adorably patient. She surreptitiously drew towards her a cane chair, a doubtful-looking article of furniture upon which she seated herself slowly and with great care.




  “Well,” she continued, with unabated pleasantness, “that is reasonable as far as it goes, only we didn’t quite understand, and it is such a climb up here, isn’t it? I came to talk about some work, but I must get my breath first.”




  “Miss Dalstan thought, perhaps,” Philip intervened diffidently, “that you might consider accepting a post at the theatre. They always keep two stenographers there, and one of them fills up her time by private work, generally work for some one connected with the theatre. In your case you could, of course, go on with mine, only when I hadn’t enough for you, and of course I can’t compose as fast as you can type, there would be something else, and the salary would be regular.”




  “I should like a regular post,” the girl admitted sullenly. “So would any one who’s out of work, of course.”




  “The salary,” Elizabeth explained, “is twenty-five dollars a week. The hours are nine to six. You have quite a comfortable room there, but when you have private work connected with the theatre you can bring it home if you wish. Mr. Ware tells me that you work very quickly. You will finish all that you have for him to-day, won’t you?”




  “I shall have it finished in half an hour.”




  “Then will you be at the New York Theatre to-morrow morning at nine o’clock,” Elizabeth suggested. “There are some parts to be copied. It will be very nice indeed if you like the work, and I think you will.”




  The girl stood there, irresolute. It was obvious that she was trying to bring herself to utter some form of thanks. Then there was a loud knock at the door, which was opened without waiting for any reply. The janitor stood there with a small key in his hand, which he threw down upon a table.




  “Key of number two hundred, miss,” he said. “Let me have it back again to- night.”




  He closed the door and departed.




  “Two hundred?” Philip exclaimed. “Why, that’s my old room, the one up above.”




  “I must see it,” Elizabeth insisted. “Do please let us go up there. I meant to ask you to show it me.”




  “You are not thinking of moving, are you, Miss Grimes?” Philip enquired.




  She snatched at the key, but he had just possessed himself of it and was swinging it from his forefinger.




  “I don’t know,” she snapped. “I was going up there, anyway. You can’t have the key to-day.”




  “Why not?” Philip asked in surprise.




  “Never mind. There are some things of mine up there. I—”




  She broke off. They both looked at her, perplexed. Philip shook his head good-naturedly.




  “Miss Grimes,” he said, “you forget that the rooms are mine till next quarter day. I promise you we will respect any of your belongings we may find there. Come along, Elizabeth.”




  “We’ll see you as we come down,” the latter promised, nodding pleasantly,




  “I don’t know as you will,” the girl retorted fiercely. “I may not be here.”




  They climbed the last two flights of stairs together.




  “What an extraordinary young woman!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “Is there any reason for her being quite so rude to me?”




  “None that I can conceive,” he answered. “She is always like that.”




  “And yet you took an interest in her!”




  “Why not? She is human, soured by misfortune, if you like, with an immense stock of bravery and honesty underneath it all. She has had a drunken father practically upon her hands, and life’s been pretty sordid for her. Here we are.”




  He fitted the key into the lock and swung the door open. The clear afternoon light shone in upon the little shabby room and its worn furniture. There were one or two insignificant belongings of Philip’s still lying about the place, and on the writing-table, exactly opposite the spot where he used to sit, a little blue vase, in which was a bunch of violets. Somehow or other it was the one arresting object in the room. They both of them looked at it in equal amazement.




  “Is any one living here?” Elizabeth enquired.




  “Not to my knowledge,” he replied. “No one could take it on without my signing a release.”




  They moved over to the desk. Elizabeth stooped down and smelt the violets, lifted them up and looked at the cut stalks.




  “Is this where you used to sit and write?” she asked.




  He nodded.




  “But I never had any flowers here,” he observed, gazing at them in a puzzled manner.




  Elizabeth looked at the vase and set it down. Then she turned towards her companion and shook her head.




  “Oh, my dear Philip,” she sighed, “you really don’t know what makes that girl so uncouth?”




  “You mean Martha? Of course I don’t. You think that she … Rubbish!”




  He stopped short in sudden confusion. Elizabeth passed her arm through his. She replaced the vase very carefully, looked once more around the room, and led him to the door.




  “Never mind,” she said. “It isn’t anything serious, of course, but it’s wonderful, Philip, what memories a really lonely woman will live on, what she will do to keep that little natural vein of sentiment alive in her, and how fiercely she will fight to conceal it. You can go on down and wait for me in the hall. I am going in to say good-by to Miss Martha Grimes. I think that this time I shall get on better with her.”
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  Philip waited nearly a quarter of an hour for Elizabeth. When at last she returned, she was unusually silent. They drove off together in her automobile. She held his fingers under the rug.




  “Philip dear,” she said, “I think it is time that you and I were married.”




  He turned and looked at her in amazement. There was a smile upon her lips, but rather a plaintive one. He had a fancy, somehow, that there had been tears in her eyes lately.




  “Elizabeth!”




  “If we are ever going to be,” she went on softly, “why shouldn’t we be married quietly, as people are sometimes, and then tell every one afterwards?”




  He held the joy away from him, struggling hard for composure.




  “But a little time ago,” he reminded her, “you wanted to wait.”




  “Yes,” she confessed, “I, too, had my—my what shall I call it—fear?—my ghost in the background?”




  “Ah! but not like mine,” he faltered, his voice unsteady with a surging flood of passion. “Elizabeth, if you really mean it, if you are going to take the risk of finding yourself the wife of the villain in a cause célèbre, why—why—you know very well that even the thought of it can draw me up into heaven. But, dear—my sweetheart—remember! We’ve played a bold game, or rather I have with your encouragement, but we’re not safe yet.”




  “Do you know anything that I don’t?” she asked feverishly.




  “Well, I suppose I do,” he admitted. “It isn’t necessarily serious,” he went on quickly, as he saw the colour fade from her cheeks, “but on the very night that our play was produced, whilst I was waiting about for you all at the restaurant, a man came to see me. He is one of the keenest detectives in New York—Edward Dane his name is. He knew perfectly well that I was the man who had disappeared from the Waldorf. He told me so to my face.”




  “Then why didn’t he—why didn’t he do something?”




  “Because he was clever enough to suspect that there was something else behind it all,” Philip said grimly. “You see, he’d discovered that I hadn’t used any of the money. He couldn’t fit in any of my doings with the reports they’d had about Douglas. Somehow or other—I can’t tell how—another suspicion seems to have crept into the man’s brain. All the time he talked to me I could see him trying to read in my face whether there wasn’t something else! He’d stumbled across a puzzle of which the pieces didn’t fit. He has gone to England- -gone to Detton Magna—gone to see whether there are any missing pieces to be found. He may be back any day now.”




  “But what could he discover?” she faltered.




  “God knows!” Philip groaned. “There’s the whole ghastly truth there, if fortune helped him, and he were clever enough, if by any devilish chance the threads came into his hand. I don’t think—I don’t think there was ever any fear from the other side. I had all the luck. But, Elizabeth, sometimes I am terrified of this man Dane. I didn’t mean to tell you this, but it’s too late now. Do you know that I am watched, day by day? I pretend not to notice it—I am even able, now and then, to shut it out from my own thoughts—but wherever I go there’s some one shadowing me, some one walking in my footsteps. I’m perfectly certain that if you were to go to police headquarters here, you could find out where I have spent almost every hour since I took that room in Monmouth House.”




  She gripped his fingers fiercely.




  “Philip! Philip!”




  He leaned forward, gazing with peculiar, almost passionate intentness, into the faces of the people as they swept along Broadway.




  “Look at them, Elizabeth!” he muttered. “Look at that mob of men and women sweeping along the pavements there, every kind and shape of man, every nationality, every age! They are like the little flecks on the top of a wave. I watched them when I first came and I felt almost reckless. You’d think a man could plunge in there and be lost, wouldn’t you? He can’t! I tried it. Is there anywhere else in the world, I wonder? Is there anywhere in the living world where one can throw off everything of the past, where one can take up a new life, and memory doesn’t come?”




  She shook her head. She was more composed now. The moment of feverish excitement had passed. Her shrewd and level common sense had begun to reassert itself.




  “There isn’t any such place, Philip,” she told him, “and if there were it wouldn’t be worth while your trying to find it. We are both a little hysterical this evening. We’ve lost our sense of proportion. You’ve played for your stake. You mustn’t quail; if the worst should come, you must brave it out. I believe, even then, you would be safe. But it won’t come—it shan’t!”




  He gripped her hands. They were slowing up now, caught in a maze of heavy traffic a few blocks from the theatre. His voice was firm. He had regained his self-control.




  “What an idiot I have been!” he exclaimed scornfully. “Never mind, that’s past. There is just one more serious word, though, dear.”




  She responded immediately to the change in his manner, and smiled into his face.




  “Well?”




  “My only real problem,” he went on earnestly, “is this. Dare I hold you to your word, Elizabeth? Dare I, for instance, say ‘yes’ to the wonderful suggestion of yours?—make you my wife and risk having people look at you in years to come, point at you with pity and say that you married a murderer who died a shameful death! Fancy how the tragedy of that would lie across your life- -you who are so wonderful and so courted and so clever!”




  “Isn’t that my affair, Philip?” she asked calmly.




  “No,” he answered, “it’s mine!”




  She turned and laughed at him. For a moment she was her old self again.




  “You refuse me?”




  His eyes glowed.




  “We’ll wait,” he said hoarsely, “till Dane comes back from England!”




  The car had stopped outside the theatre. Hat in hand, and with his face wreathed in smiles, the commissionaire had thrown open the door. The people on the pavement were nudging one another—a famous woman was about to descend. She turned back to Philip.




  “Come in with me,” she begged. “Somehow, I feel cold and lonely to-night. It hasn’t anything to do with what we were talking about, but I feel as though something were going to happen, that something were coming out of the shadows, something that threatens either you or me. I’m silly, but come.”




  She clung to him as they crossed the pavement. For once she forgot to smile at the little curious crowd. She was absorbed in herself and her feelings.




  “Life is so hard sometimes!” she exclaimed, as they lingered for a moment near the box office. “There’s that poor girl, Philip, friendless and lonely. What she must suffer! God help her—God help us all! I am sick with loneliness myself, Philip. Don’t leave me alone. Come with me to my room. I only want to see if there are any letters. We’ll go somewhere near and dine first, before I change. Philip, what is the matter with me? I don’t want to go a step alone. I don’t want to be alone for a moment.”




  He laughed reassuringly and drew her closer to him. She led the way down the passage towards her own suite of apartments. They passed one or two of the officials of the theatre, whom she greeted with something less than her usual charm of manner. As they reached the manager’s office there was the sound of loud voices, and the door was thrown open. Mr. Fink appeared, and with him a somewhat remarkable figure—a tall, immensely broad, ill-dressed man, with a strong, rugged face and a mass of grey hair; a huge man, who seemed, somehow or other, to proclaim himself of a bigger and stronger type than those others amongst whom he moved. He had black eyes, and the heavy jaw of an Irishman. His face was curiously unwrinkled. He stood there, blocking the way, his great hands suddenly thrust forward.




  “Betty, by the Lord that loves us!” he exclaimed. “Here’s luck! I was on my way out to search for you. Got here on the Chicago Limited at four o’clock. Give me your hands and say that you are glad to see me.”




  If Elizabeth were glad, she showed no sign of it. She seemed to have become rooted to the spot, suddenly dumb. Philip, by her side, heard the quick indrawing of her breath.




  “Sylvanus!” she murmured. “You! Why, I thought you were in China.”




  “There’s no place on God’s earth can hold me for long,” was the boisterous reply. “I did my business there in three days and caught a Japanese boat back. Such a voyage and such food! But New York will make up for that. You’ve got a great play, they tell me. I must hear all about it. Shake my hands first, though, girl, as though you were glad to see me. You seem to have shrunken since I saw you last—to have grown smaller. Didn’t London agree with you?”




  The moment of shock had passed. Elizabeth had recovered herself. She gave the newcomer her hands quite frankly. She even seemed, in a measure, glad to see him.




  “These unannounced comings and goings of yours from the ends of the earth are so upsetting to your friends,” she declared.




  “And this gentleman? Who is he?”




  Elizabeth laughed softly.




  “I needn’t tell you, Mr. Ware,” she said, turning to Philip, “that this dear man here is an eccentric. I dare say you’ve heard of him. It is Mr. Sylvanus Power, and Sylvanus, this is Mr. Merton Ware, the author of our play— ‘The House of Shams.’”




  Philip felt his hand held in a grasp which, firm though it was, seemed to owe its vigour rather to the long, powerful fingers than to any real cordiality. Mr. Sylvanus Power was studying him from behind his bushy eyebrows.




  “So you’re Merton Ware,” he observed. “I haven’t seen your play yet—hope to to-night. An Englishman, eh?”




  “Yes, I am English,” Philip assented coolly. “You come from the West, don’t you?”




  There was a moment’s silence. Elizabeth laughed softly.




  “Oh, there’s no mistake about Mr. Power!” she declared. “He brings the breezy West with him, to Wall Street or Broadway, Paris or London. You can’t shake it off or blow it away.”




  “And I don’t know as I am particularly anxious to, either,” Mr. Power pronounced. “Are you going to your rooms here, Betty? If so, I’ll come along. I guess Mr. Ware will excuse you.”




  Philip was instantly conscious of the antagonism in the other’s manner. As yet, however, he felt little more than amusement. He glanced towards Elizabeth, and the look in her face startled him. The colour had once more left her cheeks and her eyes were full of appeal.




  “If you wouldn’t mind?” she begged. “Mr. Power is a very old friend and we haven’t met for so long.”




  “You needn’t expect to see anything more of Miss Dalstan to-night, either of you,” the newcomer declared, drawing her hand through his arm, “except on the stage, that is. I am going to take her out and give her a little dinner directly. Au revoir, Fink! I’ll see you to-night here. Good-day to you, Mr. Ware.”




  Philip stood for a moment motionless. The voice of Mr. Sylvanus Power was no small thing, and he was conscious that several of the officials of the place, and the man in the box office, had heard every word that had passed. He felt, somehow, curiously ignored. He watched the huge figure of the Westerner, with Elizabeth by his side, disappear down the corridor. Mr. Fink, who had also been looking after them, turned towards him.




  “Say, that’s some man, Sylvanus Power!” he exclaimed admiringly. “He is one of our multimillionaires, Mr. Ware. What do you think of him?”




  “So far as one can judge from a few seconds’ conversation,” Philip remarked, “he seems to possess all the qualities essential to the production of a multimillionaire in this country.”




  Mr. Fink grinned.




  “Sounds a trifle sarcastic, but I guess he’s a new type to you,” he observed tolerantly.




  “Absolutely,” Philip acknowledged, as he turned and made his way slowly out of the theatre.
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  Philip’s disposition had been so curiously affected by the emotions of the last few months that he was not in the least surprised to find himself, that evening, torn by a very curious and unfamiliar spasm of jealousy. After an hour or so of indecision he made his way, as usual, to the theatre, but instead of going at once to Elizabeth’s room, he slipped in at the back of the stalls. The house was crowded, and, seated in the stage box, alone and gloomy, his somewhat austere demeanour intensified by the severity of his evening clothes, sat Sylvanus Power with the air of a conqueror. Philip, unaccountably restless, left his seat in a very few minutes, and, making his way to the box office, scribbled a line to Elizabeth. The official to whom he handed it looked at him in surprise.




  “Won’t you go round yourself, Mr. Ware?” he suggested. “Miss Dalstan has another ten minutes before she is on.”




  Philip shook his head.




  “I’m looking for a man I know,” he replied evasively. “I’ll be somewhere about here in five minutes.”




  The answer came in less than that time. It was just a scrawled line in pencil:




  “Forgive me, dear. I will explain everything in the morning, if you will come to my rooms at eleven o’clock. This evening I have a hateful duty to perform and I cannot see you.”




  Philip, impatient of the atmosphere of the theatre, wandered out into the streets with the note in his pocket. Broadway was thronged with people, a heterogeneous, slowly-moving throng, the hardest crowd to apprehend, to understand, of any in the world. He looked absently into the varying stream of faces, stared at the whirling sky-signs, the lights flashing from the tall buildings, heard snatches of the music from the open doors of the cafes and restaurants. Men, and even women, elbowed him, unresenting, out of the way, without the semblance of an apology. It seemed to him that his presence there, part of the drifting pandemonium of the pavement, was in a sense typical of his own existence in New York. He had given so much of his life into another’s hands and now the anchor was dragging. He was suddenly confronted with the possibility of a rift in his relations with Elizabeth; with a sudden surging doubt, not of Elizabeth herself but simply a feeling of insecurity with regard to their future. He only realised in those moments how much he had leaned upon her, how completely she seemed to have extended over him and his troubled life some sort of sheltering influence, to which he had succumbed with an effortless, an almost fatalistic impulse, finding there, at any rate, a refuge from the horrors of his empty days. It was all abstract and impersonal at first, this jealousy which had come so suddenly to disturb the serenity of an almost too perfect day, but as the hours passed it seemed to him that his thoughts dwelt more often upon the direct cause of his brief separation from Elizabeth. He turned in at one of the clubs of which he had been made a member, and threw himself gloomily into an easy-chair. His thoughts had turned towards the grim, masterful personality of the man who seemed to have obtruded himself upon their lives. What did it mean when Elizabeth told him she was engaged for to-night? She was supping with him somewhere—probably at that moment seated opposite to him at a small, rose-shaded table in one of the many restaurants of the city which they had visited together. He, Sylvanus Power, his supplanter, was occupying the place that belonged to him, ordering her supper, humouring her little preferences, perhaps sharing with her that little glow of relief which comes with the hour of rest, after the strain of the day’s work. The suggestion was intolerable. To-morrow he would have an explanation! Elizabeth belonged to him. The sooner the world knew it, the better, and this man first of all. He read her few lines again, hastily pencilled, and evidently written standing up. There was a certain ignominy in being sent about his business, just because this colossus from the West had appeared and claimed—what? Not his right!—he could have no right! What then?…




  Philip ordered a drink, tore open an evening paper, and tried to read. The letters danced before his eyes, the whisky and soda stood neglected at his elbow. Afterwards he found himself looking into space. There was something cynical, challenging almost, in the manner in which that man had taken Elizabeth away from him, had acknowledged his introduction, even had treated the author of a play, a writer, as some sort of a mountebank, making his living by catering for the amusements of the world. How did that man regard such gifts as his, he wondered?—Sylvanus Power, of whom he had seen it written that he was one of the conquerors of nature, a hard but splendid utilitarian, the builder of railways in China and bridges for the transit of his metals amid the clouds of the mountain tops. In the man’s absence, his harshness, almost uncouthness, seemed modified. He was a rival, without a doubt, and to-night a favoured one. How well had he known Elizabeth? For how long? Was it true, that rumour he had once heard—that the first step in her fortunes had been due to the caprice of a millionaire? He found the room stifling, but the thought of the streets outside unnerved him. He looked about for some distraction.




  The room was beginning to fill—actors, musicians, a few journalists, a great many men of note in the world of Bohemia kept streaming in. One or two of them nodded to him, several paused to speak.




  “Hullo, Ware!” Noel Bridges exclaimed. “Not often you give us a look in. What are you doing with yourself here all alone?”




  Philip turned to answer him, and suddenly felt the fire blaze up again. He saw his questioner’s frown, saw him even bite his lip as though conscious of having said a tactless thing. The actor probably understood the whole situation well enough.




  “I generally go into the Lotus,” Philip lied. “To-night I had a fancy to come here.”




  “The Lotus is too far up town for us fellows,” Bridges remarked. “We need a drink, a little supper, and to see our pals quickly when the night’s work is over. I hear great things of the new play, Mr. Ware, but I don’t know when you’ll get a chance to produce it. Were you in the house tonight?”




  “Only for a moment.”




  “Going stronger than ever,” Bridges continued impressively. “Yes, thanks, I’ll take a Scotch highball,” he added, in response to Philip’s mute invitation, “plenty of ice, Mick. There wasn’t a seat to be had in the house, and I wouldn’t like to say what old Fink had to go through before he could get his box for the great Sylvanus.”




  “His box?” Philip queried.




  “The theatre belongs to Sylvanus Power, you know,” Bridges explained. “He built it five years ago.”




  “For a speculation?”




  The actor fidgeted for a moment with his tumbler.




  “No, for Miss Dalstan,” he replied.




  Philip set his teeth hard. The temptation to pursue the conversation was almost overpowering. The young man himself, though a trifle embarrassed, seemed perfectly willing to talk. At least it was better to know the truth! Then another impulse suddenly asserted itself. Whatever he was to know he must learn from her lips and from hers only.




  “Well, I should think it’s turned out all right,” he remarked.




  Noel Bridges shrugged his shoulders.




  “The rent, if it were figured out at a fair interest on the capital, would be something fabulous,” he declared. “You see, the place was extravagantly built—without any regard to cost. The dressing rooms, as you may have noticed, are wonderful, and all the appointments are unique. I don’t fancy the old man’s ever had a quarter’s rent yet that’s paid him one per cent, on the money. See you later, perhaps, Mr. Ware,” the young man concluded, setting down his tumbler. “I’m going in to have a grill. Why don’t you come along?”




  Philip hesitated for a second and then, somewhat to the other’s surprise, assented. He was conscious that he had been, perhaps, just a little unresponsive to the many courtesies which had been offered him here and at the other kindred clubs. They had been ready to receive him with open arms, this little fraternity of brain-workers, and his response had been, perhaps, a little doubtful, not from any lack of appreciation but partly from that curious diffidence, so hard to understand but so fundamentally English, and partly because of that queer sense of being an impostor which sometimes swept over him, a sense that he was, after all, only the ghost of another man, living a subjective life; that, reason it out however he might, there was something of the fraud in any personality he might adopt. And yet, deep down in his heart he was conscious of so earnest a desire to be really one of them, this good- natured, good-hearted, gay-spirited little throng, with their delightful intimacies, their keen interest in each other’s welfare, their potent, almost mysterious geniality, which seemed to draw the stranger of kindred tastes so closely under its influence. Philip, as he sat at the long table with a dozen or so other men, did his best that night to break through the fetters, tried hard to remember that his place amongst them, after all, was honest enough. They were writers and actors and journalists. Well, he too was a writer. He had written a play which they had welcomed with open arms, as they had done him. In this world of Bohemia, if anywhere, he surely had a right to lift up his head and breathe—and he would do it. He sat with them, smoking and talking, until the little company began to thin out, establishing all the time a new reputation, doing a great deal to dissipate that little sense of disappointment which his former non-responsiveness had created.




  “He’s a damned good fellow, after all,” one of them declared, as at last he left the room. “He is losing his Britishness every day he stays here.”




  “Been through rough times, they say,” another remarked.




  “He is one of those,” an elder member pronounced, taking his pipe for a moment from his mouth, “who was never made for happiness. You can always read those men. You can see it behind their eyes.”




  Nevertheless, Philip walked home a saner and a better man. He felt somehow warmed by those few hours of companionship. The senseless part of his jealousy was gone, his trust in Elizabeth reestablished. He looked at the note once more as he undressed. At eleven o’clock on the following morning in her rooms!
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  Something of his overnight’s optimism remained with Philip when at eleven o’clock on the following morning he was ushered into Elizabeth’s rooms. It was a frame of mind, however, which did not long survive his reception. From the moment of his arrival, he seemed to detect a different atmosphere in his surroundings,—the demeanour of Phoebe, his staunch ally, who admitted him without her usual welcoming smile; the unanalysable sense of something wanting in the dainty little room, overfilled with strong-smelling, hothouse flowers in the entrance and welcome of Elizabeth herself. His eyes had ached for the sight of her. He was so sure that he would know everything the moment she spoke. Yet her coming brought only confusion to his senses. She was different— unexpectedly, bewilderingly different. She had lost that delicate serenity of manner, that almost protective affection which he had grown to lean upon and expect. She entered dressed for the street, smoking a cigarette, which was in itself unusual, with dark rings under her eyes, which seemed to be looking all around the room on some pretext or other, but never at him.




  “Am I late?” she asked, a little breathlessly. “I am so sorry. Tell me, have you anything particular to do?”




  “Nothing,” he answered.




  “I want to go out of the city—into the country, at once,” she told him feverishly. “The car is waiting. I ordered it for a quarter to eleven. Let us start.”




  “Of course, if you wish it,” he assented.




  He opened the door but before she passed through he leaned towards her. She shook her head. His heart sank. What could there be more ominous than this!




  “I am not well,” she muttered. “Don’t take any notice of anything I say or do for a little time. I am like this sometimes—temperamental, I suppose. All great actresses are temperamental. I suppose I am a great actress. Do you think I am, Philip?”




  He was following her down-stairs now. He found it hard, however, to imitate the flippancy of her tone.




  “The critics insist upon it,” he observed drily. “Evidently your audience last night shared their opinion.”




  She nodded.




  “I love them to applaud like that, and yet—audiences don’t really know, do they? Perhaps—”




  She relapsed into silence, and they took their places in the car. She settled herself down with a little sigh of content and drew the rug over her.




  “As far as you can go, John,” she told the man, “but you must get back at six o’clock. The country, mind—not the shore.”




  They started off.




  “So you were there last night?” she murmured, leaning back amongst the cushions with an air of relief.




  “I was there for a few moments. I wrote my note to you in the box office.”




  She shook the memory away.




  “And afterwards?”




  “I went to one of the clubs down-town.”




  “What did you do there?” she enquired. “Gossip?”




  “Some of the men were very kind to me,” he said. “I had supper with Noel Bridges, amongst others.”




  “Well?” she asked, almost defiantly.




  “I don’t understand.”




  She looked intently at him for a moment.




  “I forgot,” she went on. “You are very chivalrous, aren’t you? You wouldn’t ask questions…. See, I am going to close my eyes. It is too horrible here, and all through Brooklyn. When we are in the lanes I can talk. This is just one of those days I wish that we were in England. All our country is either suburban or too wild and restless. Can you be content with silence for a little time?”




  “Of course,” he assured her. “Besides, you forget that I am in a strange country. Everything is worth watching.”




  They passed over Brooklyn Bridge, and for an hour or more they made slow progress through the wide-flung environs of the city. At last, however, the endless succession of factories and small tenement dwellings lay behind them. They passed houses with real gardens, through stretches of wood whose leaves were opening, whose branches were filled with the sweet-smelling sap of springtime. Elizabeth seemed to wake almost automatically from a kind of stupor. She pushed back her veil, and Philip, stealing eager glances towards her, was almost startled by some indefinable change. Her face seemed more delicate, almost the face of an invalid, and she lay back there with half- closed eyes. The strength of her mouth seemed to have dissolved, and its sweetness had become almost pathetic. There were signs of a great weariness about her. The fingers which reached out for the little speaking-tube seemed to have become thinner.




  “Take the turn to the left, John,” she instructed, “the one to Bay Shore. Go slowly by the lake and stop where I tell you.”




  They left the main road and travelled for some distance along a lane which, with its bramble-grown fences and meadows beyond, was curiously reminiscent of England. They passed a country house, built of the wood which was still a little unfamiliar to Philip, but wonderfully homelike with its cluster of outbuildings, its trim lawns, and the turret clock over the stable entrance. Then, through the leaves of an avenue of elms, they caught occasional glimpses of the blue waters of the lake, which they presently skirted. Elizabeth’s eyes travelled over its placid surface idly, yet with a sense of passive satisfaction. In a few minutes they passed into the heart of a little wood, and she leaned forward.




  “Stop here, close to the side of the road, John. Stop your engine, please, and go and sit by the lake.”




  The man obeyed at once with the unquestioning readiness of one used to his mistress’ whims. For several minutes she remained silent. She had the air of one drinking in with almost passionate eagerness the sedative effect of the stillness, the soft spring air, the musical country sounds, the ripple of the breeze in the trees, the humming of insects, the soft splash of the lake against the stony shore. Philip himself was awakened into a peculiar sense of pleasure by this, almost his first glimpse of the country since his arrival in New York. A host of half forgotten sensations warmed his heart. He felt suddenly intensely sympathetic, perhaps more genuinely tender than he had ever felt before towards the woman by his side, whose hour of suffering it was. His hand slipped under the rug and held her fingers, which clutched his in instantaneous response. Her lips seemed unlocked by his slight action.




  “I came here alone two years ago,” she told him, “and since then often, sometimes to study a difficult part, sometimes only to think. One moment.”




  She released her fingers from his, drew out the hatpins from her hat, unwound the veil and threw them both on to the opposite seat. Then she laid her hands upon her forehead as though to cool it. The little breeze from the lake rippled through her hair, bringing them every now and then faint whiffs of perfume from the bordering gardens.




  “There!” she exclaimed, with a little murmur of content. “That’s a man’s action, isn’t it? Now I think I am getting brave. I have something to say to you, Philip.”




  He felt her fingers seeking his again and held them tightly. It was curious how in that moment of crisis his thoughts seemed to wander away. He was watching the little flecks of gold in her hair, wondering if he had ever properly appreciated the beautiful curve of her neck. Even her voice seemed somehow attuned to the melody of their surroundings, the confused song of the birds, the sighing of the lake, the passing of the west wind through the trees and shrubs around.




  “Philip,” she began, clinging closely to him, “I have brought you here to tell you a story which perhaps you will think, when you have heard it, might better have been told in my dressing-room. Well, I couldn’t. Besides, I wanted to get away. It is about Sylvanus Power.”




  He sat a little more upright. His nerves were tingling now with eagerness.




  “Yes?”




  “I met him,” she continued, “eight years ago out West, when I was in a travelling show. I accepted his attentions at first carelessly enough. I did not realise the sort of man he was. He was a great personage even in those days, and I suppose my head was a little turned. Then he began to follow us everywhere. There was a scandal, of course. In the end I left the company and came to New York. He went to China, where he has always had large interests. When I heard that he had sailed—I remember reading it in the paper—I could have sobbed with joy.”




  Philip moved a little uneasily in his place. Some instinct told him, however, how greatly she desired his silence—that she wanted to tell her story her own way.




  “Then followed three miserable years, during which I saw little of him. I knew that I had talent, I was always sure of making a living, but I got no further. It didn’t seem possible to get any further. Nothing that I could do or say seemed able to procure for me an engagement in New York. Think of me for a moment now, Philip, as a woman absolutely and entirely devoted to her work. I loved it. It absorbed all my thoughts. It was just the one thing in life I cared anything about. I simply ached to get at New York, and I couldn’t. All the time I had to play on tour, and you won’t quite understand this, dear, but there is nothing so wearing in life as for any one with my cravings for recognition there to be always playing on the road.”




  She paused for a few minutes. There was a loud twittering of birds. A rabbit who had stolen carefully through the undergrowth scurried away. A car had come through the wood and swept past them, bringing with it some vague sense of disturbance. It was some little time before she settled down again to her story.




  “At the end of those three years,” she went on, “Sylvanus Power had become richer, stronger, more masterful than ever. I was beginning to lose heart. He was clever. He studied my every weakness. He knew quite well that with me there was only one way, and he laid his schemes with regard to me just in the same fashion as he schemed to be a conqueror of men, to build up those millions. We were playing near New York and one day he asked me to motor in there and lunch with him. I accepted. It was in the springtime, almost on such a day as this. We motored up in one of his wonderful cars. We lunched—I remember how shabby I felt—at the best restaurant in New York, where I was waited upon like a queen. Somehow or other, the man had always the knack of making himself felt wherever he went. He strode the very streets of New York like one of its masters and the people seemed to recognise it. Afterwards he took me into Broadway, and he ordered the car to stop outside the theatre where I am now playing. I looked at it, and I remember I gave a little cry of interest.




  “‘This is the new theatre that every one is talking about, isn’t it?’ I asked him eagerly.




  “‘It is,’ he answered. ‘Would you like to see inside?’




  “Of course, I was half crazy with curiosity. The doors flew open before him, and he took me everywhere. You know yourself what a magnificent place it is—that marvellous stage, the auditorium all in dark green satin, the seats like armchairs, the dressing rooms like boudoirs—the wonderful spaciousness of it! It took my breath away. I had never imagined such splendour. When we had finished looking over the whole building, I clutched his arm.




  “‘I can’t believe that it isn’t some sort of fairy palace!’ I exclaimed. And to think that no one knows who owns the place or when it is going to be opened!’




  “‘I’ll tell you all about that’ he answered. ‘I built it, I own it, and it will be opened just when you accept my offer and play in it.’




  “It all seemed too amazing. For a time I couldn’t speak coherently. Then I remember thinking that whatever happened, whatever price I had to pay, I must stand upon the stage of that theatre and win. My lips were quite dry. His great voice seemed to have faded into a whisper.




  “‘Your offer?’ I repeated.




  “‘Yourself,’ he answered gruffly.”




  There was a silence which seemed to Philip interminable. All the magic of the place had passed away, its music seemed no longer to be singing happiness into his heart. Then at last he realised that she was waiting for him to speak.




  “He wanted—to marry you?” he faltered.




  “He had a wife already.”




  Splash! John was throwing stones into the lake, a pastime of which he was getting a little tired. A huge thrush was thinking about commencing to build his nest, and in the meantime sat upon a fallen log across the way and sang about it. A little tree-climbing bird ran round and round the trunk of the nearest elm, staring at them, every time he appeared, with his tiny black eyes. A squirrel, almost overhead, who had long since come to the conclusion that they were harmless, decided now that they had the queerest manners of any two young people he had ever watched from his leafy throne, and finally abandoned his position. Elizabeth had been staring down the road ever since the last words had passed her lips. She turned at last and looked at her companion. He was once more the refugee, the half-starved man flying from horrors greater even than he had known. She began to tremble.




  “Philip!” she cried. “Say anything, but speak to me!”




  Like a flash he seemed to pass from his own, almost the hermit’s way of looking out upon life from the old-fashioned standpoint of his inherent puritanism, into a closer sympathy with those others, the men and women of the world into which he had so lately entered, the men and women who had welcomed him so warm-heartedly, human beings all of them, who lived and loved with glad hearts and much kindliness. The contrast was absurd, the story itself suddenly so reasonable. No other woman on tour would have kept Sylvanus Power waiting for three years. Only Elizabeth could have done that. It was such a human little problem. People didn’t live in the clouds. He wasn’t fit for the clouds himself. Nevertheless, when he tried to speak his throat was hard and dry, and at the second attempt he began instead to laugh. She gripped his arm.




  “Philip!” she exclaimed. “Be reasonable! Say what you like, but look and behave like a human being. Don’t make that noise!” she almost shrieked.




  He stopped at once.




  “Forgive me,” he begged humbly. “I can’t help it. I seem to be playing hide and seek with myself. You haven’t finished the story yet—if there is anything more to tell me.”




  She drew herself up. She spoke absolutely without faltering.




  “I accepted Sylvanus Power’s terms,” she went on. “He placed large sums of money in Fink’s hands to run the theatre. There was a wonderful opening. You were not interested then or you might have heard of it. I produced a new play of Clyde Fitch’s. It was a great triumph. The house was packed. Sylvanus Power sat in his box. It was to be his night. Through it all I fought like a woman in a nightmare. I didn’t know what it meant. I knew hundreds of women who had done in a small way what I was prepared to do magnificently. In all my acquaintance I think that I scarcely knew one who would have refused to do what I was doing. And all the time I was in a state of fierce revolt. I had moments when my life’s ambitions, when New York itself, the Mecca of my dreams, and that marvellous theatre, with its marble and silk, seemed suddenly to dwindle to a miserable, contemptible little doll’s house. And then again I played, and I felt my soul as I played, and the old dreams swept over me, and I said that it wasn’t anything to do with personal vanity that made me crave for the big gifts of success; that it was my art, and that I must find myself in my art or die.”




  The blood was flowing in his veins again. She was coming back to him. He was ashamed—he with his giant load of sin! His voice trembled with tenderness.




  “Go on,” he begged.




  “I think that the reason I played that night as though I were inspired was because of the great passionate craving at my heart for forgetfulness, to shut out the memory of that man who sat almost gloomily alone in his box, waiting. And then, after it was all over, the wonder and the glory of it, he appeared suddenly in my dressing-room, elbowing his way through excited journalists, kicking bouquets of flowers from his path. We stood for a moment face to face. He came nearer. I shrank away. I was terrified! He looked at me in cold surprise.




  “‘Three minutes,’ he exclaimed, ‘to say good-by. I’m off to China. Stick at it. You’ve done well for a start, but remember a New York audience wants holding. Choose your plays carefully. Trust Fink.’




  “‘You’re going away?’ I almost shrieked.




  “He glanced at his watch, leaned over, and kissed me on the forehead.




  “‘I’ll barely make that boat,’ he muttered, and rushed out.”…




  Philip was breathless. The strange, untold passion of the whole thing was coming to him in waves of wonderful suggestion.




  “Finish!” he cried impatiently. “Finish!”




  “That is the end,” she said. “I played for two years and a half, with scarcely a pause. Then I came to Europe for a rest and travelled back with you on the Elletania. Last night I saw Sylvanus Power again for the first time. Don’t speak. My story is in two halves. That is the first. The second is just one question. That will come before we reach home…John!” she called.




  The man approached promptly—he was quite weary of throwing stones.




  “Take us somewhere to lunch,” his mistress directed, “and get back to New York at six o’clock.”
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  It was not until they were crossing Brooklyn Bridge, on their way into the city, that she asked him that question. They crawled along, one of an interminable, tangled line of vehicles of all sorts and conditions, the trains rattling overhead, and endless streams of earnest people passing along the footway. Below them, the evening sunlight flashed upon the murky waters, glittered from the windows of the tall buildings, and shone a little mercilessly upon the unlovely purlieus of the great human hive. The wind had turned cool, and Elizabeth, with a little shiver, had drawn her furs around her neck. All through the day, during the luncheon in an unpretentious little inn, and the leisurely homeward drive, she had been once more entirely herself, pleasant and sympathetic, ignoring absolutely the intangible barrier which had grown up between them, soon to be thrown down for ever or to remain for all time.




  “We left our heroine,” she said, “at an interesting crisis in her career. I am waiting to hear from you—what would you have done in her place?”




  He answered her at once, and he spoke from the lesser heights. He was fiercely jealous.




  “It is not a reasonable question,” he declared. “I am not a woman. I am just a man who has led an unusually narrow and cramped life until these last few months.”




  “That is scarcely fair,” she objected. “You profess to have loved—to love still, I hope. That in itself makes a man of any one. Then you, too, have sinned. You, too, are one of those who have yielded to passion of a sort. Therefore, your judgment ought to be the better worth having.”




  He winced as though he had been struck, and looked at her with eyes momentarily wild. He felt that the deliberate cruelty of her words was of intent, an instinct of her brain, defying for the moment her heart.




  “I don’t know,” he faltered. “I won’t answer your question. I can’t. You see, the love you speak of is my love for you. You ask me to ignore that—I, who am clinging on to life by one rope.”




  “You are like all men,” she sighed. “We do not blame you for it—perhaps we love you the more—but when a great crisis comes you think only of yourselves. You disappoint me a little, Philip. I fancied that you might have thought a little of me, something of Sylvanus Power.”




  “I haven’t your sympathy for other people,” he declared hoarsely.




  “No,” she assented, “sympathy is the one thing a man lacks. It isn’t your fault, Philip. You are to be pitied for it. And, after all, it is a woman’s gift, isn’t it?”




  There followed then a silence which seemed interminable. It was not until they were nearing the theatre that he suddenly spoke with a passion which startled her.




  “Tell me,” he insisted, “last night? I can’t help asking. I was in hell!”




  He told himself afterwards that there couldn’t be any possible way of reconciling cruelty so cold-blooded with all that he knew of Elizabeth. She behaved as though his question had fallen upon deaf ears. The car had stopped before the entrance to the theatre. She stepped out even before he could assist her, hurried across the pavement and looked back at him for one moment only before she plunged into the dark passage. She nodded, and there was an utterly meaningless smile upon her lips.




  “Good-by!” she said. “Do you mind telling John he needn’t wait for me?”




  Then she disappeared. He stood motionless upon the pavement, a little dazed. Two or three people jostled against him. A policeman glanced at him curiously. A lady with very yellow hair winked in his face. Philip pulled himself together and simultaneously felt a touch upon his elbow. He glanced into the face of the girl who had accosted him, and for a moment he scarcely recognised her.




  “Wish you’d remember you’re in New York and not one of your own sleepy old towns,” Miss Grimes remarked brusquely. “You’ll have a policeman say you’re drunk, in a minute, if you stand there letting people shove you around.”




  He fell into step by her side, and they walked slowly along. Martha was plainly dressed, but she was wearing new clothes, new shoes, and a new hat.




  “Don’t stare at me as though you never saw me out of a garret before,” she went on, a little sharply. “Your friend Miss Dalstan is a lady who understands things. When I arrived at the theatre this morning I found that it was to be a permanent job all right, and there was a little advance for me waiting in an envelope. That fat old Mr. Fink began to cough and look at my clothes, so I got one in first. ‘This is for me to make myself look smart enough for your theatre, I suppose?’ I said. ‘Give me an hour off, and I’ll do it.’ So he grinned, and here I am. Done a good day’s work, too, copying the parts of your play for a road company, and answering letters. What’s wrong with you?”




  The very sound of her voice was a tonic. He almost smiled as he answered her.




  “Just a sort of hankering for the moon and a sudden fear lest I mightn’t get it.”




  “You’re spoilt, that’s what’s the matter with you,” she declared brusquely.




  “It never occurred to me,” he said gloomily, “that life had been over- kind.”




  “Oh, cut it out!” she answered. “Here you are not only set on your feet but absolutely held up there; all the papers full of Merton Ware’s brilliant play, and Merton Ware, the new dramatist, with his social gifts—such an acquisition to New York Society! Why, it isn’t so very long ago, after all, that you hadn’t a soul in New York to speak to. I saw something in your face that night. I thought you were hungry. So you were, only it wasn’t for food. It cheered you up even to talk with me. And look at you to-day! Clubs and parties and fine friends, and there you were, half dazed in Broadway! Be careful, man. You don’t know what it is to be down and out. You haven’t been as near it as I have, anyway, or you’d lift your head up and be thankful.”




  “Martha,” he began earnestly—




  “Miss Grimes!” she interrupted firmly. “Don’t let there be any mistake about that. I hate familiarity.”




  “Miss Grimes, then,” he went on. “You talk about my friends. Quite right. I should think I have been introduced to nearly a thousand people since the night my play was produced. I have dined at a score of houses and many scores of restaurants. The people are pleasant enough, too, but all the time it’s Merton Ware the dramatist they are patting on the back. They don’t know anything about Merton Ware the man. Perhaps there are some of them would be glad to, but you see it’s too soon, and they seem to live too quickly here to make friends. I am almost as lonely as I was, so far as regards ordinary companionship. Last night I felt the first little glow of real friendliness—just the men down at the club.”




  “You’ve put all your eggs into one basket, that’s what you’ve done,” she declared.




  “That’s true enough,” he groaned.




  “And like all men—selfish brutes!” she proceeded deliberately—“you expect everything. Fancy expecting everything from a woman like Miss Dalstan! Why, you aren’t worthy of it, you know.”




  “Perhaps not,” he admitted, “but you see, Miss Grimes, there is something in life which seems to have passed you by up till now.”




  “Has it indeed!” she objected. “You think I’ve never had a young man, eh? Perhaps you’re right. Haven’t found much time for that sort of rubbish. Anyway, this is where I hop on a trolley car.”




  “Wait a moment,” he begged. “Don’t leave me yet. You’ve nothing to do, have you?”




  “Nothing particular,” she confessed, “except go home and cook my dinner.”




  “Look here,” he went on eagerly, “I feel like work. I’ve got the second act of my new play in my mind. Come round with me and let me try dictating it. I’ll give you something to eat in my rooms. It’s for the theatre, mind. I never tried dictating. I believe I could do it to you.”




  “In your rooms,” she repeated, a little doubtfully.




  “They won’t talk scandal about us, Miss Grimes,” he assured her. “To tell you the truth, I want to be near the telephone.”




  “In case she rings you up, eh?”




  “That’s so. I said something I ought not to have done. I ought to have waited for her, but it was something that had been tearing at me ever since last night, and I couldn’t bear it.”




  “Some blunderers, you men,” Miss Grimes sighed. “Well, I’m with you.”




  He led her almost apologetically to the lift of the handsome building in which his new rooms were situated. They were very pleasant bachelor rooms, with black oak walls and green hangings, prints upon the wall, a serviceable writing- table, and a deep green carpet. She looked around her and at the servant who had come forward at their entrance, with a little sniff.




  “Shall you be changing to-night, sir?” he asked.




  “Not to-night,” Philip answered quickly. “Tell the waiter to send up a simple dinner for two—I can’t bother to order. And two cocktails,” he added, as an afterthought.




  Martha stared after the disappearing manservant disparagingly.




  “Some style,” she muttered. “A manservant, eh? Don’t know as I ever saw one before off the stage.”




  “Don’t be silly,” he remonstrated. “He has four other flats to look after besides mine. It’s the way one lives, nowadays, cheaper than ordinary hotels or rooms. Take off your coat.”




  She obeyed him, depositing it carefully in a safe place. Then she strolled around the room, finding pictures little to her taste, and finally threw herself into an easy-chair.




  “Are we going to work before we eat?” she asked.




  “No, afterwards,” he told her. “Have a cigarette?”




  She held it between her fingers but declined a match.




  “I’ll wait for the cocktails,” she decided. “Now listen here, Mr. Ware, there’s a word or two I’d like to say to you.”




  “Go ahead,” he invited listlessly.




  “You men,” she continued, looking him squarely in the face, “think a lot too much of yourselves. You think so much of yourselves that as often as not you’ve no time to think of other folk. A month or so ago who were you? You were hiding in a cheap tenement house, scared out of your wits, dressed pretty near as shabbily as I was, with a detective on your track, and with no idea of what you were going to do for a living. And now look at you. Who’s done it all?”




  “Of course, my play being successful,” he began—




  She broke in at once.




  “You and your play! Who took your play? Who produced it at the New York Theatre and acted in it so that people couldn’t listen without a sob in their throats and a tingling all over? Yours isn’t the only play in the world! I bet Miss Dalstan has a box full of them. She probably chose yours because she knew that you were feeling pretty miserable, because she’d got sorry for you coming over on the steamer, because she has a great big heart, and is always trying to do something for others. She’s made a man of you. Oh! I know a bit about plays. I know that with the royalties you’re drawing you can well afford rooms like these and anything else you want. But that isn’t all she’s done. She’s introduced you to her friends, she’s taken more notice of you than any man around. She takes you out automobile driving, she lets you spend all your spare time in her rooms. She don’t mind what people say. You dine with her and take her home after the play. You have more of her than any other person alive. Say, what I want to ask is—do you think you’re properly grateful?”




  “I couldn’t ever repay Miss Dalstan,” he acknowledged, a little sadly, “but- -“




  “Look here, no ‘buts’!” she interrupted. “You think I don’t know anything. Perhaps I don’t, and perhaps I do. I was standing in the door of the office when you two came in from your automobile drive this afternoon. I saw her come away without wishing you good-by, then I saw her turn and nod, looking just as usual, and I saw her face afterwards. If I had had you, my man, as close to me then as you are now, I’d have boxed your ears.”




  He moved uneasily in his chair. There was no doubt about the girl’s earnestness. She was leaning a little forward, and her brown eyes were filled with a hard, accusing light. There was a little spot of colour, even, in her sallow cheeks. She was unmistakably angry.




  “I’d like to know who you are and what you think yourself to make a woman look like that?” she wound up.




  The waiter entered with the cocktails and began to lay the cloth for dinner. Philip paced the room uneasily until he had gone.




  “Look here, my little friend,” he said, when at last the door was closed, “there’s a great deal of sound common sense in what you say. I may be an egoist- -I dare say I am. I’ve been through the proper training for it, and I’ve started life again on a pretty one-sided basis, perhaps. But—have you ever been jealous?”




  “Me jealous!” she repeated scornfully. “What of, I wonder?”




  There was a suspicious glitter in her eyes, a queer little tremble in her tone. His question, however, was merely perfunctory. She represented little more to him, at that moment, than the incarnation of his own conscience.




  “Very likely you haven’t,” he went on. “You are too independent ever to care much for any one. Well, I’ve been half mad with jealousy since last night. That is the truth of it. There’s another man wants her, the man who built the theatre for her. She told me about him yesterday while we were out together.”




  “Don’t you want her to be happy?” the girl asked bluntly.




  “Of course I do.”




  “Then leave her alone to choose. Don’t go about looking as though you had a knife in your heart, if you find her turn for a moment to some one else. You don’t want her to choose you, do you, just because you are a weakling, because her great kind heart can’t bear the thought of making you miserable? Stand on your feet like a man and take your luck…. Can I take off my hat? I can’t eat in this.”




  The waiter had entered with the dinner. Merton opened the door of his room and paced up and down, for a few moments, thoughtfully. When she reappeared she took the seat opposite Philip and suddenly smiled at him, an exceedingly rare but most becoming performance. Her mouth seemed at once to soften, and even her eyes laughed at him.




  “Here you ask me to dine,” she said, “because you are lonely, and I do nothing but scold you! Never mind. I was typewriting something of yours this morning—I’ve forgotten the words, but it was something about the discipline of affection. You can take my scolding that way. If I didn’t adore Miss Dalstan, and if you hadn’t been kind to me, I should never take the trouble to make myself disagreeable.”




  He smiled back at her, readily falling in with her altered mood. She seemed to have talked the ill-humour out of her blood, and during the service of the meal she told him of the comfort of her work, the charm of the other girl in the room, with whom she was already discussing a plan to share an apartment. When she came to speak, however remotely, of Miss Dalstan, her voice seemed instinctively to soften. Philip found himself wondering what had passed between the two women in those few moments when Elizabeth had left him and gone back to Martha’s room. By some strange miracle, the strong, sweet, understanding woman had simply taken possession of the friendless child. The thought of her sat now in Martha’s heart, an obsession, almost a worship. Perhaps that was why the sense of companionship between the two, notwithstanding certain obvious disparities, seemed to grow stronger every moment.




  They drank their coffee and smoked cigarettes afterwards in lazy fashion. Suddenly Martha sprang up.




  “Say, I came here to work!” she exclaimed.




  “And I brought you under false pretences,” he confessed. “My brain’s not working. I can’t dictate. We’ll try another evening. You don’t mind?”




  “Of course not,” she answered, glancing at the clock. “I’ll be going.”




  “Wait a little time longer,” he begged.




  She resumed her seat. There was only one heavily shaded lamp burning on the table, and through the little cloud of tobacco smoke she watched him. His eyes were sometimes upon the timepiece, sometimes on the telephone. He seemed always, although his attitude was one of repose, to be listening, waiting. It was half-past nine—the middle of the second act. They knew quite well that for a quarter of an hour Elizabeth would be in her dressing room. She could ring up if she wished. The seconds ticked monotonously away. Martha found herself, too, sharing that curiously intense desire to hear the ring of the telephone. Nothing happened. A quarter to ten came and passed. She rose to her feet.




  “I am going home right now,” she announced.




  He reached for his hat.




  “I’ll come with you,” he suggested, a little halfheartedly.




  “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” she objected, “or if you do, I’ll never come inside your rooms again. Understand that. I don’t want any of these Society tricks. See me home, indeed! I’d have you know that I’m better able to take care of myself in the streets of New York than you are. So thank you for your dinner, and just you sit down and listen for that telephone. It will ring right presently, and if it doesn’t, go to bed and say to yourself that whatever she decides is best. She knows which way her happiness lies. You don’t. And it’s she who counts much more than you. Leave off thinking of yourself quite so much and shake hands with me, please, Mr. Ware.”




  He gripped her hand, opened the door, and watched her sail down towards the lift, whistling to herself, her hands in her coat pockets. Then he turned back into the room and locked himself in.
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  The slow fever of inaction, fretting in Philip’s veins, culminated soon after Martha’s departure in a passionate desire for a movement of some sort. The very silence of the room maddened him, the unresponsive-looking telephone, the fire which had burned itself out, the dropping even of the wind, which at intervals during the evening had flung a rainstorm against the windowpane. At midnight he could bear it no longer and sallied out into the streets. Again that curious desire for companionship was upon him, a strange heritage for one who throughout the earlier stages of his life had been content with and had even sought a grim and unending solitude. He boarded a surface car for the sake of sitting wedged in amongst a little crowd of people, and he entered his club, noting the number of hats and coats in the cloakroom with a queer sense of satisfaction. He no sooner made his appearance in the main room than he was greeted vociferously from half a dozen quarters. He accepted every hospitality that was offered to him, drinking cheerfully with new as well as old acquaintances. Presently Noel Bridges came up and gripped his shoulder.




  “Come and have a grill with us, Ware,” he begged. “There’s Seymour and Richmond here, from the Savage Club, and a whole crowd of us. Hullo, Freddy!” he went on, greeting the man with whom Philip had been talking. “Why don’t you come and join us, too? We’ll have a rubber of bridge afterwards.”




  “That’s great,” the other declared. “Come on, Ware. We’ll rag old Honeybrook into telling us some of his stories.”




  The little party gathered together at the end of the common table. Philip had already drunk much more than he was accustomed to, but the only result appeared to be some slight slackening of the tension in which he had been living. His eyes flashed, and his tongue became more nimble. He insisted upon ordering wine. He had had no opportunity yet of repaying many courtesies. They drank his health, forced him into the place of honour by the side of Honeybrook, veteran of the club, and ate their meal to the accompaniment of ceaseless bursts of laughter, chaff, the popping of corks, mock speeches, badinage of every sort. Philip felt, somehow, that his brain had never been clearer. He not only held his own, but he earned a reputation for a sense of humour previously denied to him. And in the midst of it all the door opened and closed, and a huge man, dressed in plain dinner clothes, still wearing his theatre hat, with a coat upon his arm and a stick in his hand, passed through the door and stood for a moment gazing around him.




  “Say, that’s Sylvanus Power!” one of the young men at the table exclaimed. “Looks a trifle grim, doesn’t he?”




  “It’s the old man, right enough,” Noel Bridges murmured. “Wonder what he wants down here? It isn’t in his beat?”




  Honeybrook, the great New York raconteur, father of the club, touched Philip upon the shoulder.




  “Hey, presto!” he whispered. “We who think so much of ourselves have become pigmies upon the face of the earth. There towers the representative of modern omnipotence. Those are the hands—grim, strong-looking hands, aren’t they?— that grip the levers of modern American life. Rodin ought to do a statue of him as he stands there—art and letters growing smaller as he grows larger. We exist for him. He builds theatres for our plays, museums for our pictures, libraries for our books.”




  “Seems to me he is looking for one of us,” Noel Bridges remarked.




  “Some pose, isn’t it!” a younger member of the party exclaimed reverently, as he lifted his tankard.




  All these things were a matter of seconds, during which Sylvanus Power did indeed stand without moving, looking closely about the room. Then his eye at last lit upon the end of the table where Philip and his friends were seated. He approached them without a word. Noel Bridges ventured upon a greeting.




  “Coming to join us, Mr. Power?” he asked.




  Sylvanus Power, if he heard the question, ignored it. His eyes had rested upon Philip. He stood over the table now, looming before them, massive, in his way awe-inspiring.




  “Ware,” he said, “I’ve been looking for you.”




  Instinctively Philip rose to his feet. Tall though he was, he had to look up at the other man, and his slender body seemed in comparison like a willow wand. Nevertheless, the light in his eyes was illuminative. There was no shrinking away. He stood there with the air of one prepared to welcome, to incite and provoke storm whatever might be brewing.




  “I have been to your rooms,” Sylvanus Power went on. “They knew nothing about you there.”




  “They wouldn’t,” Philip replied. “I go where I choose and when I choose. What do you want with me?”




  Conversation in the room was almost suspended. Those in the immediate locality, well acquainted with the gossip of the city, held the key to the situation. Every one for a moment, however, was spellbound. They felt the coming storm, but they were powerless.




  “I sought you out, Ware,” Sylvanus Power continued, his harsh voice ringing through the room, “to tell you what probably every other man here knows except you. If you know it you’re a fool, and I’m here to tell you so.”




  “Have you been drinking?” Philip asked calmly.




  “Maybe I have,” Sylvanus Power answered, “but whisky can’t cloud my brain or stop my tongue. You’re looking at my little toy here,” he went on, twirling in his right hand a heavy malacca cane with a leaden top. “I killed a man with that once.”




  “The weapon seems sufficient for the purpose,” Philip answered indifferently.




  “Any other man,” Sylvanus Power went on, “would have sat in the chair for that. Not I! You don’t know as much of me as you need to, Merton Ware. I’m no whippersnapper of a pen-slinger, earning a few paltry dollars by writing doggerel for women and mountebanks to act. I’ve hewn my way with my right arm and my brain, from the streets to the palace. They say that money talks. By God! if it does I ought to shout, for I’ve more million dollars than there are men in this room.”




  “Nevertheless,” Philip said, growing calmer as he recognised the man’s condition, “you are a very insufferable fellow.”




  There had been a little murmur throughout the room at the end of Sylvanus Power’s last blatant speech, but at Philip’s retort there was a hushed, almost an awed silence. Mr. Honeybrook rose to his feet.




  “Sir,” he said, turning to Power, “to the best of my belief you are not a member of this club.”




  “I am a member of any club in America I choose to enter,” the intruder declared. “As for you writing and acting popinjays, I could break the lot of you if I chose. I came to see you, Ware. Come out from your friends and talk to me.”




  Philip pushed back his chair, made his way deliberately round the head of the table, brushing aside several arms outstretched to prevent his going. Sylvanus Power stood in an open space between the tables, swinging his cane, with its ugly top, in the middle of his hand. He watched Philip’s approach and lowered his head a little, like a bull about to charge.




  “If you have anything to say to me,” Philip observed coolly, “I am here, but I warn you that there is one subject which is never discussed within these walls. If you transgress our unwritten rule, I shall neither listen to what you have to say nor will you be allowed to remain here.”




  “And what is that subject?” Sylvanus Power thundered.




  “No woman’s name is mentioned here,” Philip told him calmly.




  Several of the men had sprung to their feet. It seemed from Power’s attitude as though murder might be done. Philip, however, stood his ground almost contemptuously, his frame tense and poised, his fists clenched. Suddenly the strain passed. The man whose face for a moment had been almost black with passion, lowered his cane, swayed a little upon his feet, and recovered himself.




  “So you know what I’ve come here to talk about, young man?” he demanded.




  “One can surmise,” Philip replied. “If you think it worth while, I will accompany you to my rooms or to yours.”




  Philip in those few seconds made a reputation for himself which he never lost. The little company of men looked at one another in mute acknowledgment of a courage which not one of them failed to appreciate.




  “I’ll take you at your word,” Sylvanus Power decided grimly. “Here, boys,” he went on, moving towards the table where Philip had been seated, “give me a drink—some rye whisky. I’m dry.”




  Not a soul stirred. Even Noel Bridges remained motionless. Heselton, the junior manager of the theatre, met the millionaire’s eye and never flinched. Mr. Honeybrook knocked the ash from his cigar and accepted the role of spokesman.




  “Mr. Power,” he said, “we are a hospitable company here, and we are at all times glad to entertain our friends. At the same time, the privileges of the club are retained so far as possible for those who conform to a reasonable standard of good manners.”




  There was a sudden thumping of hands upon the table until the glasses rattled. Power’s face showed not a single sign of anger. He was simply puzzled. He had come into touch with something which he could not understand. There was Bridges, earning a salary at his theatre, to be thrown out into the streets or made a star of, according to his whim; Heselton, a family man, drawing his salary, and a good one, too, also from the theatre; men whose faces were familiar to him—some of them, he knew, on newspapers in which he owned a controlling interest. The power of which he had bragged was a real enough thing. What had come to these men that they failed to recognise it?—to this slim young boy of an Englishman that he dared to defy him?




  “Pretty queer crowd, you boys,” he muttered.




  Philip, who had been waiting by the door, came a few steps back again.




  “Mr. Power,” he said, “I don’t know much about you, and you don’t seem to know anything at all about us. I am only at present a member by courtesy of this club, but it isn’t often that any one has reason to complain of lack of hospitality here. If you take my advice, you’ll apologise to these gentlemen for your shockingly bad behaviour when you came in. Tell them that you weren’t quite yourself, and I’ll stand you a drink myself.”




  “That goes,” Honeybrook assented gravely. “It’s up to you, sir.”




  Mr. Sylvanus Power felt that he had wandered into a cul-de-sac. He had found his way into one of those branch avenues leading from the great road of his imperial success. He was man enough to know when to turn back.




  “Gentlemen,” he said, “I offer you my apologies. I came here in a furious temper and a little drunk. I retract all that I said. I’ll drink to your club, if you’ll allow me the privilege.”




  Willing hands filled his tumbler, and grateful ones forced a glass between Philip’s fingers. None of them really wanted Sylvanus Power for an enemy.




  “Here’s looking at you all,” the latter said. “Luck!” he muttered, glancing towards Philip.




  They all drank as though it were a rite. Philip and Sylvanus Power set their glasses down almost at the same moment. Philip turned towards the door.




  “I am at your service now, Mr. Power,” he announced. “Good night, you fellows!”




  There was a new ring of friendliness in the hearty response which came from every corner of the room.




  “Goodnight, Ware!”




  “So long, old fellow!”




  “Good night, old chap!”




  There was a little delay in the cloakroom while the attendant searched for Philip’s hat, which had been temporarily misplaced. Honeybrook, who had followed the two men out of the room, fumbling for a moment in his locker and, coming over to Philip, dropped something into the latter’s overcoat pocket.




  “Rather like a scene in a melodrama, isn’t it, Ware,” he whispered, “but I know a little about Sylvanus Power. It’s only a last resource, mind.”
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  Philip fetched his hat, and the two men stepped out on to the pavement. A servant in quiet grey livery held open the door of an enormous motor car. Sylvanus Power beckoned his companion to precede him.




  “Home,” he told the man, “unless,” he added, turning to Philip, “you’d rather go to your rooms?”




  “I am quite indifferent,” Philip replied.




  They drove off in absolute silence, a silence which remained unbroken until they passed through some elaborate iron gates and drew up before a mansion in Fifth Avenue.




  “You’ll wait,” Sylvanus Power ordered, “and take this gentleman home. This way, sir.”




  The doors rolled open before them. Philip caught a vista of a wonderful hall, with a domed roof and stained glass windows, and a fountain playing from some marble statuary at the further end. A personage in black took his coat and hat. The door of a dining room stood open. A table, covered with a profusion of flowers, was laid, and places set for two. Mr. Sylvanus Power turned abruptly to a footman.




  “You can have that cleared away,” he directed harshly. “No supper will be required.”




  He swung around and led the way into a room at the rear of the hall, a room which, in comparison with Philip’s confused impressions of the rest of the place, was almost plainly furnished. There was a small oak sideboard, upon which was set out whisky and soda and cigars; a great desk, covered with papers, before which a young man was seated; two telephone instruments and a phonograph. The walls were lined with books. The room itself was long and narrow. Power turned to the young man.




  “You can go to bed, George,” he ordered. “Disconnect the telephones.”




  The young man gathered up some papers, locked the desk in silence, bowed to his employer, and left the room without a word. Power waited until the door was closed. Then he stood up with his back to the fireplace and pointed to a chair.




  “You can sit, if you like,” he invited. “Drink or smoke if you want to. You’re welcome.”




  “Thank you,” Philip replied. “I’d rather stand.”




  “You don’t want even to take a chair in my house, I suppose,” Mr. Sylvanus Power went on mockingly, “or drink my whisky or smoke my cigars, eh?”




  “From the little I have seen of you,” Philip confessed, “my inclinations are certainly against accepting any hospitality at your hands.”




  “That’s a play-writing trick, I suppose,” Sylvanus Power sneered, “stringing out your sentences as pat as butter. It’s not my way. There’s the truth always at the back of my head, and the words ready to fit it, but they come as they please.”




  “I seem to have noticed that,” Philip observed.




  “What sort of a man are you, anyway?” the other demanded, his heavy eyebrows suddenly lowering, his wonderful, keen eyes riveted upon Philip. “Can I buy you, I wonder, or threaten you?”




  “That rather depends upon what it is you want from me?”




  “I want you to leave this country and never set foot in it again. That’s what I want of you. I want you to get back to your London slums and write your stuff there and have it played in your own poky little theatres. I want you out of New York, and I want you out quick.”




  “Then I am afraid,” Philip regretted, “that we are wasting time. I haven’t the least intention of leaving New York.”




  “Well, we’ll go through the rigmarole,” Power continued gruffly. “We’ve got to understand one another. There’s my cheque book in that safe. A million dollars if you leave this country—alone—within twenty-four hours, and stay away for the rest of your life.”




  Philip raised his eyebrows. He was lounging slightly against the desk.




  “I should have no use for a million dollars, Mr. Power,” he said. “If I had, I should not take it from you, and further, the conditions you suggest are absurd.”




  “Bribery no good, eh?” Mr. Power observed. “What about threats? There was a man once who wrote a letter to a certain woman, which I found. I killed him a few days afterwards. There was a sort of a scuffle, but it was murder, right enough. I am nearer the door than you are, and I should say about three times as strong. How would a fight suit you?”




  Ware’s hand was in his overcoat pocket.




  “Not particularly,” he answered. “Besides, it wouldn’t be fair. You see, I am armed, and you’re not.”




  As though for curiosity, he drew from his pocket the little revolver which Honeybrook had slipped into it. Power looked at it and shrugged his shoulders.




  “We’ll leave that out, then, for the moment,” he said. “Now listen to me. I’m off on another tack now. Eight years ago I met Elizabeth Dalstan. I was thirty-eight years old then—I am forty-six now. You young men nowadays go through your life, they tell me, with a woman on your hands most of the time, waste yourself out in a score of passions, go through the same old rigmarole once a year or something like it. I was married when I was twenty-four. I got married to lay my hands on the first ten thousand dollars I needed. My wife left me fifteen years ago. You may have read of her. She was a storekeeper’s daughter then. She has a flat in Paris now, a country house in England, a villa at Monte Carlo and another at Florence. She lives her life, I live mine. She’s the only woman I’d ever spoken a civil word to until I met Elizabeth Dalstan, or since.”




  Philip was interested despite his violent antipathy to the man.




  “A singular record of fidelity,” he remarked suavely.




  “If you’d drop that play-acting talk and speak like a man, I’d like you better,” Sylvanus Power continued. “There it is in plain words. I lived with my wife until we quarrelled and she left me, and while she lived with me I thought no more of women than cats. When she went, I thought I’d done with the sex. Elizabeth Dalstan happened along, and I found I hadn’t even begun. Eight years ago we met. I offered her at once everything I could offer. Nothing doing. We don’t need to tell one another that she isn’t that sort. I went off and left her, spent a winter in Siberia, and came home by China. I suppose there were women there and in Paris. I was there for a month. I didn’t see them. Then America. Elizabeth Dalstan was still touring, not doing much good for herself. I hung around for a time, tried my luck once more—no go. Then I went back to Europe, offered my wife ten million and an income for a divorce. It didn’t suit her, so I came back again. The third time I found Elizabeth discouraged. If ever a man found a woman at the right time, I did. She is ambitious—Lord knows why! I hate acting and the theatres and everything to do with them. However, I tried a new move. I built that theatre in New York—there isn’t another place like it in the world—and offered it to her for a birthday present. Then she began to hesitate.”




  “Look here,” Philip broke in, “I know all this. I know everything you have told me, and everything you can tell me. What about it? What have you got to say to me?”




  “This,” Sylvanus Power declared, striking the desk with his clenched fist. “I have only had one consolation all the time I have been waiting—there has been no other man. Elizabeth isn’t that sort. Each time I was separated and came back, I just looked at her and I knew. That’s why I have been patient. That is why I haven’t insisted upon my debt being paid. You understand that?”




  “I hear what you say.”




  Power crossed the room, helped himself to whisky, and returned to his place with the tumbler in his hand. There was a brief silence. A little clock upon the mantelpiece struck two. The street sounds outside had ceased save for the hoot of an occasional taxicab. Philip was conscious of a burning desire to get away. This man, this great lump of power and success, standing like a colossus in his wonderful home, infuriated him. That a man should live who thought he had a right such as he claimed, was maddening.




  “Well,” Power proceeded, setting down the tumbler empty, “you won’t be bought. How am I going to get you out of the way?”




  “You can’t do it,” Philip asserted. “I am going to-morrow morning to Elizabeth, and I am going to pray her to marry me at once.”




  Power swayed for a single moment upon his feet. The teeth gleamed between his slightly parted lips. His great arm was outstretched, its bursting muscles showing against the sleeve of his dinner coat. His chest was heaving.




  “If you do it,” he shouted, “I’ll close the theatre to-morrow and sack every one in it. I’ll buy any theatre in New York where you try to present your namby-pamby play. I’ll buy every manager she goes to for an engagement, every newspaper that says a word of praise of any work of yours. I tell you I’ll stand behind the scenes and pull the strings which shall bring you and her to the knowledge of what failure and want mean. I’ll give up the great things in life. I’ll devote every dollar I have, every thought of my brain, every atom of my power, to bringing you two face to face with misery. That’s if I keep my hands off you. I mayn’t do that.”




  Philip shrugged his shoulders.




  “If I put you in a play,” he said, “which is where you really belong, people would find you humorous. Your threats don’t affect me at all, Mr. Power. Elizabeth can choose.”




  Power leaned over to the switch and turned on an electric light above Philip’s head.




  “Blast you, let me look at you!” he thundered. “You’re a white-faced, sickly creature to call yourself a man! Can’t you see this thing as I see it? You’re the sort that’s had women, and plenty of them. Another will do for you, and, my God! she is the only one I’ve looked at—I, Sylvanus Power, mind—I, who have ruled fate and ruled men all my life—I want her! Don’t be a fool! Get out of my path. I’ve crushed a hundred such men as you in my day.”




  Philip took up his hat.




  “We are wasting time,” he observed. “You are a cruder person than I thought you, Mr. Power. I am sorry for you, if that’s anything.”




  “Sorry for me? You?”




  “Very,” Philip continued. “You see, you’ve imbibed a false view of life. You’ve placed yourself amongst the gods and your feet really are made of very sticky clay…. Shall I find my own way out?”




  “You can find your way to hell!” Power roared. “Use your toy pistol, if you want to. You’re going where you’ll never need it again!”




  He took a giant stride, a stride which was more like the spring of a maddened bull, towards Philip. The veneer of a spurious civilisation seemed to have fallen from him. He was the great and splendid animal, transformed with an overmastering passion. There was murder in his eyes. His great right arm, with its long, hairy fingers and its single massive ring, was like the limb of some prehistoric creature. Philip’s brain and his feet, however, were alike nimble. He sprang a little on one side, and though that first blow caught him just on the edge of the shoulder and sent him spinning round and round, he saved himself by clutching at the desk. Fortunately, it was his left arm that hung helpless by his side. His fingers groped feverishly in the cavernous folds of his overcoat pocket. Power, who had dashed against the wall, smashing the glass of one of the pictures, had already recovered his balance and turned around. The little revolver, with whose use Philip was barely acquainted, flashed suddenly out in the lamplight. Even in that lurid moment he kept his nerve. He aimed at the right arm outstretched to strike him, and pulled the trigger. Through the little mist of smoke he saw a spasm of pain in his assailant’s face, felt the thundering crash of his other arm, striking him on the side of the head. The room spun round. There was a second almost of unconsciousness…. When he came to, he was lying with his finger pressed against the electric bell. Power was clutching the desk for support, and gasping. The sober person in black, with a couple of footmen behind, were already in the room…. Their master turned to them.




  “There has been an accident here,” he groaned, “nothing serious. Take that gentleman and put him in the car. It’s waiting outside for him. Telephone round for Doctor Renshaw.”




  For a single moment the major-domo hesitated. The weapon was still smoking in Philip’s hand. Then Power’s voice rang out again in furious command.




  “Do as I tell you,” he ordered. “If there’s one of you here opens his lips about this, he leaves my service to-morrow. Not a dollar of pension, mind,” he added, his voice shaking a little.




  The servant bowed sombrely.




  “Your orders shall be obeyed, sir,” he promised.




  He took up the telephone, and signed to one of the footmen, who helped Philip to the door. A moment afterwards the latter sank back amongst the cushions, a little dizzy and breathless, but revived almost instantly by the cool night air. He gave the chauffeur his address, and the car glided through the iron gates and down Fifth Avenue.




  CHAPTER XI




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  Philip was awakened the next morning by the insistent ringing of the telephone at his elbow. He took up the receiver, conscious of a sharp pain in his left shoulder as he moved.




  “Is this Mr. Merton Ware?” a man’s smooth voice enquired.




  “Yes!”




  “I am speaking for Mr. Sylvanus Power. Mr. Sylvanus Power regrets very much that he is unable to lunch with Mr. Ware as arranged to-day, but he is compelled to go to Philadelphia on the morning train. He will be glad to meet Mr. Ware anywhere, a week to-day, and know the result of the matter which was discussed last night.”




  “To whom am I speaking?” Philip demanded. “I don’t know anything about lunching with Mr. Power to-day.”




  “I am Mr. Power’s secretary, George Lunt,” was the reply. “Mr. Power’s message is very clear. He wishes you to know that he will not be in New York until a week to-day.”




  “How is Mr. Power?” Philip enquired.




  “He met with a slight accident last night,” the voice continued, “and is obliged to wear his arm in a sling. Except for that he is quite well. He has already left for Philadelphia by the early train. He was anxious that you should know this.”




  “Thank you very much,” Philip murmured, a little dazed.




  He sprang out of bed, dressed quickly, hurried over his coffee and rolls, boarded a cross-town car, and arrived at the Monmouth House flats just in time to meet Martha Grimes issuing into the street. She was not at all the same Martha. She was very neatly dressed, her shoes were nicely polished, her clothes well brushed, her gloves new, and she wore a bunch of fresh-looking violets in her waistband. She started in surprise as Philip accosted her.




  “Whatever are you doing back in the slums?” she demanded. “Any fresh trouble?”




  “Nothing particular,” Philip replied, turning round and falling into step with her. “I can’t see my way, that’s all, and I want to talk to you. You’re the most human person I know, and you understand Elizabeth.”




  “Gee!” she smiled. “This is the lion and the mouse, with a vengeance. You can walk with me, if you like, as far as the block before the theatre. I’m not going to arrive there with you, and I tell you so straight.”




  “No followers, eh?”




  “There’s no reason to set people talking,” she declared. “Their tongues wag fast enough at the theatre, as it is. I’ve only been there for one day’s work, and it seems to me I’ve heard the inside history of every one connected with the place.”




  “That makes what I have to say easier,” he remarked. “Just what do they say about Miss Dalstan and Mr. Sylvanus Power?”




  She looked at him indignantly.




  “If you think you’re going to worm things out of me—”




  “Don’t be foolish,” he interrupted, a little wearily. “How could you know anything? You are only the echo of a thousand voices. I could find out, if I went where they gossip. I don’t. In effect I don’t care, but I am up against a queer situation. I want to know just what people think of them. Afterwards I’ll tell you the truth.”




  “Well, they profess to think,” she said slowly, “that the theatre belongs to Miss Dalstan, and that she—”




  “Stop, please,” he interrupted. “I know you hate saying it, and I know quite well what you mean. Well, what about that?”




  “It isn’t my affair.”




  “It isn’t true,” he told her.




  “Whether it’s true or not, she is one of the best women in the world,” Martha declared vigorously.




  “There isn’t any doubt about that, either,” he assented. “This is the situation. Listen. Sylvanus Power has been in love with Elizabeth for the best part of his life. He built that theatre for her and offered it—at a price. She accepted his terms. When the time came for payment, he saw her flinch. He went away again and has just come back. She is face to face now with a decision, a decision to which she is partly committed. In the meantime, during these last few months, Elizabeth and I have become great friends. You know that I care for her. I think that she cares for me. She has to make up her mind. Martha, which is she to choose?”




  “How do you want me to answer that?” the girl asked, slackening her pace a little. “I’m not Miss Dalstan.”




  “From her point of view,” he explained eagerly. “This man Power is madly and I believe truly in love with her. In his way he is great; in his way, too, he is a potentate. He can give her more than luxury, more, even, than success. You know Elizabeth,” he went on. “She is one of the finest women who ever breathed, an idealist but a seeker after big things. She deserves the big things. Is she more likely to find them with me or with him?”




  “Power’s wife is still alive,” she ruminated.




  “And won’t accept a divorce at present,” he observed. “If ever she does, of course he will marry her. That has to be taken into account not morally but the temporal side of it. We know perfectly well that whatever Elizabeth decides, she couldn’t possibly do wrong.”




  Martha smiled a little grimly.




  “That’s what it is to be born in the clouds,” she said. “There is no sin for a good woman.”




  He looked at her appreciatively.




  “I wonder how I knew that you would understand this,” he sighed.




  Suddenly he clutched at her arm. She glanced up in surprise. He was staring at a passer-by. Her eyes followed his. In a neat morning suit, with a black bowler hat and well-polished shoes, a cigar in his mouth and a general air of prosperity, Mr. Edward Dane was strolling along Broadway. He passed without a glance at either of them. For a moment Philip faltered. Then he set his teeth and walked on. There was an ashen shade in his face. The girl looked at him and shook her head.




  “Mr. Ware,” she said, “we haven’t talked much about it, but there is something there behind, isn’t there, something you are terrified about, something that might come, even now?”




  “She knows about it,” he interposed quickly.




  “Would it be very bad if it came?”




  “Hideous!”




  “If she were your wife—?”




  “She would be notorious. It would ruin her.”




  “Do you think, then,” she asked quietly, “that you needed to come and ask my advice?”




  He walked on with his head high, looking upwards with unseeing eyes. A little vista of that undisturbed supper table on the other side of the marble hall, a dim perspective of those eight years of waiting, flitted through his brain. The lord of that Fifth Avenue Mansion was in earnest, right enough, and he had so much to offer.




  “It will break me if I have to give her up,” he said simply. “I believe I should have gone overboard, crossing the Atlantic, but for her.”




  “There are some women,” she sighed, “the best of all women, the joy of whose life seems to be sacrifice. That sounds queer, don’t it, but it’s true. They’re happy in misfortune, so long as they are helping some one else. She is wonderful, Elizabeth Dalstan. She may even be one of those. You’ll find that out. You’d better find out for yourself. There isn’t any one can help you very much.”




  “I am not sure that you haven’t,” he said. “Now I’ll go. Where did you get your violets, Martha? Had them in water since last night, haven’t you?”




  She made a little grimace at him.




  “A very polite young gentleman at the box office sent us each a bunch directly we started work yesterday. I’ve only had a few words with him yet, but Eva—that’s the other girl—she’s plagued to death with fellows already, so I’m going to take him out one evening.”




  Philip stopped short. They were approaching the theatre.




  “Not a step further,” he declared solemnly. “I wouldn’t spoil your prospects for worlds. Run along, my little cynic, and warm your hands. Life’s good at your age—better than when I found you, eh?”




  “You don’t think I am ungrateful?” she asked, a little wistfully.




  He shook his head.




  “You couldn’t be that, Martha…. Good luck to you!”




  She turned away with a little farewell wave of the hand and was lost at once in the surging stream of people. Philip summoned a taxicab, sat far back in the corner, and drove to his rooms. He hesitated for a moment before getting out, crossed the pavement quickly, hurried into the lift, and, arriving up- stairs, let down the latch of the outside door. Edward Dane was back in New York! For a moment, the memory of the great human drama in which he found himself a somewhat pathetic figure seemed swallowed up by this sudden resurrection of a grisly tragedy. He looked around his room a little helplessly. Against his will, that hideous vision which had loomed up before him in so many moments of depression was slowly reforming itself, this time not in the still watches of the night but in the broad daylight, with the spring sunshine to cheer his heart, the roar of a friendly city in his ears. It was no time for dreams, this, and yet he felt the misery sweeping in upon him, felt all the cold shivers of his ineffective struggles. Slowly that fateful panorama unfolded itself before his memory. He saw himself step out with glad relief from the uncomfortable, nauseous, third-class carriage, and, clutching his humble little present in his hand, cross the flinty platform, climb the long, rain-swept hill, keeping his head upraised, though the very sky seemed grimy, battling against the miserable depression of that everlasting ugliness. Before him, at least, there was his one companion. There would be kind words, sympathy, a cheerful fireside, a little dreaming, a little wandering into that world which they had made for themselves with the help of such treasures as that cheap little volume he carried. And then the last few steps, the open door, the room, its air at first of wonderful comfort, and then the queer note of luxury obtruding itself disquietingly, the picture on the mantelpiece, her coming. He had never been in love with Beatrice. He knew that now perfectly well. He had simply clung to her because she was the only living being who knew and understood, because they had mingled their thoughts and trodden the path of misery together. Removed now from that blaze of passion, smouldering perhaps in him through previous years of discontent, but which leaped into actual and effective life for the first time in those few moments, he realised a certain justice in her point of view, a certain hard logic in the way she had spoken of life and their relations. There had been so little real affection between them. So little had passed which might have constituted a greater bond. It was his passionate outburst of revolt against life, whose drear talons seemed to have fastened themselves into his very soul, which had sent him out with murder in his brain to seek the man who had robbed him of the one thing which stood between him and despair; the pent-up fury of a lifetime which had tingled in his blood and had given him the strength of the navvy in those few minutes by the canal side.




  He covered his face with his hands, strode around the room, gazing wildly out over the city, trying to listen to the clanging of the surface cars, the rumble of the overhead railway in the distance, the breaking of the long, ceaseless waves of human feet upon the pavement. It was useless. No effort of his will could keep from his brain the haunting memory of those final moments— the man’s face, handsome and well-satisfied at first, the careless greeting, the sudden change, the surprise, the apprehension, the ghastly fear, the agony! He heard the low, gurgling shriek of terror; he looked into the eyes with the fear of hell before them! Then he heard the splash of the black, filthy water.




  There was a cry. It was several seconds before he realised that it had broken from his lips. He looked around him like a hunted creature. There was another terror now—the gloomy court with its ugly, miserable paraphernalia— the death, uglier still, death in disgrace, a sordid, ghastly thing! And in his brain, too, there was so much dawning, so many wonderful ideas craving for fulfilment. These few months had been months of marvellous development. The power of the writer had seemed to grow, hour by hour. His brain was full of fancies, exquisite fancies some of them. It was a new world growing up around him and within him, too beautiful a world to leave. Yet, in those breathless moments, fear was the dominant sensation. He felt a coward to his fingertips…




  He walked up and down the room feverishly, as a man might pace a prison in the first few moments of captivity. There was no escape! If he disappeared again, it would only rivet suspicion the more closely. There was no place to which he could fly, no shelter save on the other side of the life which he had just begun to love. His physical condition began to alarm him. He felt his forehead by accident and found it damp with sweat. His heart was beating irregularly with a spasmodic vigour which brought pain. He caught sight of his terror-stricken face in the looking-glass, and the craving to escape from his frenzied solitude overcame all his other resolutions. He rushed to the telephone, spoke with Phoebe, waited breathlessly whilst she fetched his mistress to the instrument.




  “I want to see you,” he begged, as soon as he was conscious of her presence at the other end. “I want to see you at once.”




  “Has anything happened?” she asked quickly.




  “Yes!” he almost groaned. “I can’t tell you—”




  “I will be with you in ten minutes,” she promised.




  He set the receiver down. Those ten minutes were surely the longest which had ever ticked their way into Eternity! And then she came. He heard the lift stop and his door open. There was a moment’s breathless silence as their eyes met, then a little gathering together of the lines of her forehead, a half querulous, half sympathetic smile. She shook her head at him.




  “You’ve had one of those silly nervous attacks,” she declared. “Tell me at once why?”




  “Dane is back—I saw him on the pavement this morning!” he exclaimed. “He has been to England to find out!”




  She made him sit down and seated herself by his side.




  “Listen,” she said, “Dane came back on the Orinoco, the day before yesterday. I saw his name in the paper. If his voyage to England had been a success, which it could not have been, you would have heard from him before now.”




  “I didn’t think of that,” he muttered.




  “I have never asked you,” she went on, “to tell me exactly what happened behind there. I don’t want to know. Only I have a consciousness—I had from the first, when you began to talk to me about it—that your fears were exaggerated. If you have been allowed to remain safe all this time, you will be safe always. I feel it, and I am always right in these things. Now use your own common sense. Tell me truthfully, don’t you think it is very improbable that anything could be discovered?”




  “That anything could be proved,” he admitted eagerly, “yes!”




  “Then don’t be silly. No one is likely to make accusations and attempt a case unless they had a definite end in view. We are safe even from the Elletania people. Mr. Raymond Greene has ceased to talk of your wonderful resemblance to Douglas Romilly. Phoebe—the only one who could really know—will never open her lips. Now take me for a little walk. We will look in the shops in Fifth Avenue and lunch at the Ritz-Carlton. Go and brush yourself and make yourself look respectable. I’ll have a cigarette and read the paper…. No, I won’t, I’ll look over these loose sheets and see how you are getting on.”




  He disappeared into his room for a few minutes. When he returned she was entirely engrossed. She looked up at him with something almost of reverence in her face.




  “When did you write this?” she asked.




  “Yesterday, most of it,” he answered. “There is more of it—I haven’t finished yet. When you send me away this afternoon, I shall go on. That is only the beginning. I have a great idea dawning.”




  “What you have written is wonderful,” she said simply. “It makes me feel almost humble, makes me feel that the very best actress in the world remains only an interpretress. Yes, I can say those words you have written, but they can never be mine. I want to be something more than an intelligent parrot, Philip. Why can’t you teach me to feel and think things like that?”




  “You!” he murmured, as he took her arm and led her to the door. “You could feel all the sweetest and most wonderful things in heaven. The writer’s knack is only a slight gift. I put on paper what lives in your heart.”




  She raised her head, and he kissed her lips. For a moment he held her quite quietly. Her arms encircled him. The perfume of her clothes, her hair, her warm, gentle touch, seemed like a strong sedative. If she said that he was safe, he must be. It was queer how so often at these times their sexes seemed reversed; it was he who felt that womanly desire for shelter and protection which she so amply afforded him. She patted his cheek.




  “Now for our little walk,” she said. “Open the windows and let out all these bad fancies of yours. And listen,” she went on, as they stepped out of the lift a moment or two later, and passed through the hall towards the pavement, “not a word about our own problem. We are going to talk nonsense. We are going to be just two light-hearted children in this wonderful city, gazing at the sights and taking all she has to offer us. I love it, you know. I love the noise of it. It isn’t a distant, stifled roar like London. There’s a harsh, clarion-like note about it, like metal striking upon metal. And the smell of New York—there isn’t any other city like it! When we get into Fifth Avenue I am going to direct your attention to the subject of hats. Have you ever bought a woman’s hat, Philip?”




  “Never,” he answered, truthfully enough.




  “Then you are going to this morning, or rather you are going to help me to choose one,” she declared, “and in a very few moments, too. There is a little place almost underground in Fifth Avenue there, and a Frenchwoman—oh, she is so French!—and all her assistants have black hair and wear untidy, shapeless clothes and velvet slippers. It isn’t New York at all, but I love it, and I let them put their name on the programme. They really don’t charge me more than twice as much as they ought to for my hats. We go down here,” she added, descending some steps, “and if you make eyes at any of the young women I shall bring you straight out again.”




  They spent half an hour choosing a hat and nearly two hours over lunch. It was late in the afternoon before she dropped him at his rooms. Not a word had they spoken of Sylvanus Power or their future, but Philip was a different man. Only, as he turned and said good-by, his voice trembled.




  “I can’t say thank you,” he muttered, “but you know!”…




  The lift was too slow for him. He opened his door with almost breathless haste. He only paused to light a cigarette and change his coat and wheel his table round so as to catch the afternoon light more perfectly. Then, with his brain teeming with fancies, he plunged into his work.
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  Philip let the pen slip at last from his tired fingers. The light had failed. He had been writing with straining eyes, almost in the darkness. But there was something else. Had it been fancy or … This time there could be no mistake. He had not heard the lift stop, but some one was knocking softly at the door, softly but persistently. He turned his head. The room seemed filled with shadows. He had written for hours, and he was conscious that his limbs were stiff. The sun had gone down in a cloudy sky, and the light had faded. He could scarcely distinguish the articles of furniture at the further end of the room. For some reason or other he felt tongue-tied. Then, without any answer from him to this mysterious summons, the handle of the door slowly turned. As he sat there he saw it pushed open. A woman, wrapped in a long coat, stepped inside, closing it firmly behind her. She stood peering around the room. There was something familiar and yet unfamiliar in her height, her carriage. He waited, spellbound, for her voice.




  “Douglas!” she exclaimed. “Ah, there you are!”




  The words seemed to die away, unuttered, upon his lips. He suddenly thought that he was choking. He stared at her blankly. It was impossible! She came a step further into the room. Her hand was stretched out accusingly.




  “So I’ve found you, have I, Douglas?” she cried, and there was a note of bitter triumph in her words, “found you after all these months! Aren’t you terrified? Aren’t you afraid? No wonder you sit there, shrinking away! Do you know what I have come for?”




  He tried to speak, but his lips were as powerless to frame words as his limbs were to respond to his desire for movement. This was the one thing which he had not foreseen.




  “You broke your promise,” she went on, raising her voice a little in passionate reproach. “You left me there alone to face dismissal, without a penny, and slipped off yourself to America. You never even came in to wish me good-by. Why? Tell me why you went without coming near me?… You won’t, eh? You daren’t. Be a man. Out with it. I am here, and I know the truth.”




  For the first time some definite sound came from his lips.




  “Beatrice!” he gasped.




  “Ah!” she mocked. “You can remember my name, then? Douglas, I knew that you were a bad man. I knew that when you told me how you meant to cheat your creditors, how you meant to escape over here on the pretext of business, and bring all the money you could scrape together. I knew that, and yet I was willing to come with you, and I should have come. But there was one thing I didn’t reckon upon. I didn’t know that you had the heart or the courage to be a murderer!”




  The little cry that broke from his lips was stifled even before it was uttered.




  “I shall never forgive you!” she sobbed. “I never want to touch your bloodstained fingers! I have forgotten that I ever loved you. You’re horrible— do you hear?—horrible! And yet, I don’t mean to be left to starve. That’s why I’ve followed you. You’re afraid I am going to give you up to justice? Well, I don’t know. It depends…. Turn on the lights. I want to see you. Do you hear? I want to see how you can face me. I want to see how the memory of that afternoon has dealt with you. Do as I tell you. Don’t stand there glowering at me.”




  He crossed the room with stumbling footsteps.




  “You’ve learnt to stoop, anyhow,” she went on. “You’re thinner, too…. My God!”




  The room was suddenly flooded with light. Philip, rigid and ghastly, was looking at her from the other side of the table. She held up her hands as though to shut out the sight of him.




  “Philip!” she shrieked. “Philip!… Oh, my God!”




  Her eyes were lit with horror as she swayed upon her feet. For a moment she seemed about to collapse. Then she groped her way towards the door and stood there, clinging to the handle. Slowly she looked around over her shoulder, her face as white as death. She moistened her lips with her tongue, her eyes glared at him. Behind, her brain seemed to be working. Her first spasm of inarticulate fear passed.




  “Philip—-alive!” she muttered. “Alive!… Speak! Can’t you speak to me? Are you a ghost?”




  “Of course not,” he answered, with a calm which surprised him. “You can’t have forgotten in less than six months what I look like.”




  A new expression struggled into her face. She abandoned her grasp of the handle and came back to her former position.




  “Look here,” she faltered, “if you are Philip Romilly, where’s he— Douglas?… Where’s Douglas?”




  There was no answer. Philip simply looked at her. She began to shake once more upon her feet.




  “Where’s Douglas?” she demanded fiercely. “Tell me? Tell me quickly, before I go mad! If you are Philip Romilly alive, if it wasn’t your body they found, where’s Douglas?”




  “You can guess what happened to him,” Philip said slowly. “I met him on the towing-path by the side of the canal. I spoke to him—about you. He answered me with a jest. I think that all the passion of those grinding years of misery swept up at that moment from my heart. I was strong—God, how strong I was! I took him by the throat, Beatrice. I watched his face change. I watched his damned, self-satisfied complacency fade away. He lost all his smugness, and his eyes began to stare at me, and his lips grew whiter as they struggled to utter the cries for mercy which choked back. Then I flung him in—that’s all. Splash!… God, I can hear it now! I saw his face just under the water. Then I went on.”




  “You went on?” she repeated, trembling in every limb.




  “I picked up the pocketbook which I had shaken out of his clothes in that first struggle. I studied its contents, and it gave me an idea. I went to Liverpool, stayed at the hotel where he had engaged rooms, dressed myself in his clothes, and went on the steamer in his place. I travelled to New York as Mr. Douglas Romilly of the Douglas Romilly Shoe Company, occupied my room at the Waldorf under that name. Then I disappeared suddenly—there were too many people waiting to see me. I took the pseudonym which he had carefully prepared for himself and hid for a time in a small tenement house. Then I rewrote the play. There you have my story.”




  “You—murdered him, Philip!… You!”




  “It was no crime,” he continued calmly, filled with a queer sense of relief at the idea of being able to talk about it. “My whole life, up till that day, had been one epitome of injustice and evil fortune. You were my one solace. His life—well, you know what it had been. Everything was made easy for him. He had a luxurious boyhood, he was sent to college, pampered and spoilt, and passed on to a dissipated manhood. He spent a great fortune, ruined a magnificent business. He lived, month by month, hour by hour, for just the voluptuous pleasures which his wealth made possible to him. That was the man I met on the canal bank that afternoon. You know the state I was in. You know very well the grievance I had against him.”




  “You had no right to interfere,” she said dully. “If I chose to accept what he had to give, it was my business. There never had been over-much affection between you and me. We were just waifs together. Life wouldn’t give us what we wanted. I had made up my mind months before to escape whenever the opportunity came. Douglas brought it to me and I snatched at it. I am not accepting any blame.”




  He leaned towards her.




  “Neither am I,” he declared. “Do you remember we used to talk about the doctrine of responsibility? I am a pervert. I did what I had to do, and I am content.”




  She stood quite still for several moments. Then she took out the pins from her hat, banged it upon the table, opened her tweed coat, came round to the fireside, and threw herself into an easy-chair. Her action was portentous and significant.




  “Tell me how you found me out?” he asked, after a brief pause.




  “I was dismissed from Detton Magna,” she told him. “I had to go and be waiting-maid to Aunt Esther at Croydon. I took the place of her maid-of-all- work. I scrubbed for my living. There wasn’t anything else. I hadn’t clothes to try for the bolder things, not a friend in the world, but I was only waiting. I meant, at the first chance, to rob Aunt Esther, to come to London, dress myself properly, and find a post on the stage, if possible. I wasn’t particular. Then one day a man came to see me—an American. He’d travelled all the way from New York because he was interested in what he called the mysterious Romilly disappearance. He knew that I had been Douglas’ friend. He asked me to come out and identify—you! He offered me my passage, a hundred pounds, and to give me a start in life here, if I needed it. So I came out with him.”




  “With Dane,” he muttered.




  She nodded.




  “Yes, that was his name—Mr. Edward Dane. I came out to identify Douglas.”




  “You weren’t going to give him away?” Philip asked curiously.




  “Of course not. I should have made my bargain, and then, after I had scared Douglas for leaving me as he did, I should have said that it wasn’t the man. And instead—I found you!”




  He tapped the table with his fingers, restlessly. A new hope was forming in his brain. This, indeed, might be the end of all his troubles.




  “Listen,” he said earnestly, “Dane has always suspected me. Sometimes I have wondered whether he hadn’t the truth at the back of his head. You can make me safe forever.”




  She made no reply. Her eyes were watching his face. She seemed to be waiting to hear what else he had to say.




  “Don’t you understand?” he went on impatiently. “You have only to tell Dane that I am neither Douglas nor Philip, but curiously like both, and he will chuck the thing up. He must. Then I shall be safe. You see that, don’t you?”




  “Yes, I see that,” she admitted.




  “Well?”




  “Tell me exactly how much of Douglas’ money you have spent?” she demanded.




  “Only the loose money from the pocketbook. Not all of that. I am earning money now.”




  She leaned across the table.




  “What about the twenty thousand pounds?”




  “I haven’t touched it,” he assured her, “not a penny.”




  “On your honour?”




  He rose silently and went to his desk, unlocked one of the drawers, and drew from a hidden place a thin strip of paper. He smoothed it out on the table before her.




  “There’s the deposit note,” he said,—”Twenty thousand pounds to the joint or separate credit of Beatrice Wenderley and Douglas Romilly, on demand. The money’s there still. I haven’t touched it.”




  She gripped the paper in her fingers. The sight of the figures seemed to fascinate her. Then she looked around.




  “How can you afford to live in a place like this, then?” she demanded suspiciously. “Where does your money come from?”




  “The play,” he told her.




  “What, all this?” she exclaimed.




  “It is a great success. The theatre is packed every night. My royalties come every week to far more than I could spend.”




  She looked once more around her, gripped the deposit note in her fingers, and leaned back in her chair. She laughed curiously. Her eyes had travelled back to Philip’s anxious face.




  “Wonderful!” she murmured. “You paid the price, but you’ve won. You’ve had something for it. I paid the price, and up till now—”




  She stared at the paper in her hand. Then she looked away into the fire.




  “I can’t get it all into my head,” she went on. “I pictured him here, living in luxury, spending the money of which he had promised me a share … and he’s dead! That was his body—that unrecognisable thing they found in the canal. You killed him—Douglas! He was so fond of life, too.”




  “Fond of the things which meant life to him,” Philip muttered.




  “I should never have believed that you had the courage,” she observed ruminatingly. “After all, then, he wasn’t faithless. He wasn’t the brute I thought him.”




  She sat thinking for what seemed to him to be an interminable time. He broke in at last upon her meditations.




  “Well,” he asked, “what are you going to say to Dane?”




  “I shan’t give you away—at least I don’t think so,” she promised cautiously. “I shall see. Presently I will make terms, only this time I am not going to be left. I am going to have what I want.”




  “But he’ll be waiting to hear from you!” Philip exclaimed. “He may come here, even.”




  She shook her head.




  “He’s gone to Chicago. He can’t be back for five days. I promised to wire, but I shan’t. I’ll wait until he’s back. And in the meantime—”




  Her fingers closed upon the deposit note. He nodded shortly.




  “That’s yours,” he said. “You can have it all. I have helped myself to a fresh start in life at his expense. That’s all I wanted.”




  She folded up the paper and thrust it carefully into the bosom of her gown. Then she stood up.




  “Well,” she pronounced, “I think I am getting used to things. It’s wonderful how callous one can become. The banks are closed now, I suppose?”




  He nodded.




  “They will be open at nine o’clock in the morning.”




  “First of all, then,” she decided, “I’ll make sure of my twenty thousand pounds, and then we’ll see. I don’t think you’ll find me hard, Philip. I ought not to be hard on you, ought I?”




  She looked at him most kindly, and he began to shiver. Curiously enough, her very kindness, when he realised the knowledge which lay behind her brain, was hateful to him. He had pleaded for her forgiveness, even her toleration, but—anything else seemed horrible! She strolled across the room and glanced at the clock, took one of his cigarettes from a box and lit it.




  “Well, this is queer!” she murmured reflectively. “Now I want some dinner, and I’ll see your play, Philip. You shall take me. Get ready quickly, please.”




  He looked at her doubtfully.




  “But, Beatrice,” he protested, “think! You know why you came here? You know the story you will have to tell? We are strangers, you and I. What if we are seen together?”




  She snapped her fingers at him.




  “Pooh! Who cares! I am a stranger in New York, and I have taken a fancy to you. You are a young man of gallantry, and you are going to take me out…. We often used to talk of a little excursion like this in London. We’ll have it in New York instead.”




  He turned slowly towards the door of his bedroom. She was busy looking at her own eyes in the mirror, and she missed the little gleam of horror in his face.




  “In ten minutes,” he promised her.
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  Beatrice replaced the programme which she had been studying, on the ledge of the box, and turned towards Philip, who was seated in the background. There was something a little new in her manner. Her tone was subdued, her eyes curious.




  “You really are a wonderful person, Philip,” she declared. “It’s the same play, just as you used to tell it me, word for word. And yet it isn’t. What is it that you have gained, I wonder?—a sense of atmosphere, breadth, something strangely vital.”




  “I am glad you like it,” he said simply.




  “Like it? It’s amazing! And what an audience! I never thought that the people were so fashionable here, Philip. I am sitting right back in the box, but ten minutes after I have cashed my draft tomorrow I shall be buying clothes. You won’t be ashamed to be seen anywhere with me then.”




  He drew his chair up to her side, a little haggard and worn with the suspense of the evening. She laughed at him mockingly.




  “What an idiot you are!” she exclaimed. “You ought to be one of the happiest men in the world, and you look like a death’s-head.”




  “The happiest man in the world,” he repeated.




  “Beatrice, sometimes I think that there is only one thing in the world that makes for happiness.”




  “And what’s that, booby?” she asked, with some of her old familiarity.




  “A clear conscience.”




  She laid her hand upon his arm.




  “Look here, Philip,” she said, “the one thing I determined, when I threw up the sponge, was that whether the venture was a success or not I’d never waste a single moment in regrets. Things didn’t turn out too brilliantly with me, as you know. But you—see what you’ve attained! Why, it’s wonderful! Your play, the one thing you dreamed about, produced in one of the greatest cities in the world, and a packed house to listen to it, people applauding all the time. I didn’t realise your success when we talked this evening. I am just beginning to understand. I’ve been reading some of these extracts from the newspapers. You’re Merton Ware, the great dramatist, the coming man of letters. You’ve won, Philip. Can’t you see that it’s puling cowardice to grumble at the price?”




  He, for his part, was wondering at her callousness, of which he was constantly discovering fresh evidences. The whole shock of her discovery seemed already, in these few hours, to have passed away.




  “If you can forget—so soon,” he muttered, “I suppose I ought to be able to.”




  She made a little grimace, but immediately afterwards he saw the cold tightening of her lips.




  “Listen, Philip,” she said. “I started life with the usual quiverful of good qualities, but there’s one I’ve lost, and I don’t want it back again. I’m a selfish woman, and I mean to stay a selfish woman. I am going to live for myself. I’ve paid a fair price, and I’m going to have what I’ve paid for. See?”




  “Do you think,” he asked, “that it is possible to make that sort of bargain with one’s self and fate?”




  She laughed scornfully.




  “There’s room for a little stiffening in you, even now, Philip! No one but a weakling ever talks about fate. You’d think better of me, I suppose, if I stayed in my room and wept. Well, I could do it if I let myself, but I won’t. I should lose several hours of the life that belongs to me. You think I didn’t care about Douglas? I am not at all sure that I didn’t care for him as much as I ever did for you, although, of course, he wasn’t worthy of it. But he’s gone, and all the shudders and morbid regrets in the world won’t bring him back again. And I am here in New York, and to-morrow I shall have twenty thousand pounds, and to-night I am with you, watching your play. That’s life enough for me at present—no more, no less. I hate missing the first act, and I’m coming to see it again to-morrow. What time is it over?”




  “Soon after eleven,” he told her.




  She glanced at her watch.




  “You shall take me out and give me some supper,” she decided, “somewhere where there’s music.”




  He made no remark, but she surprised again something in his face which irritated her.




  “Look here, Philip,” she said firmly, “I won’t have you look at me as though I were something inhuman. There are plenty of other women like me in the world, even if they are not quite so frank about it. I want to live, and I will live, and I grudge every moment out of which I am not extracting the fullest amount of happiness. That’s because I’ve paid. It’s the woman’s bargaining instinct, you know. She wants to get value…. Now I want to hear about Miss Dalstan. Where did you meet her, and how did you get her to accept your play?”




  “She was on the Elletania,” he explained. “We crossed from Liverpool together. She sat at my table.”




  “How much does she know about you?” Beatrice asked bluntly.




  “Everything,” he confessed. “I don’t know what I should have done without her. She has been the most wonderful friend any one could have.”




  Beatrice looked at him a little critically.




  “You’re a queer person, Philip,” she exclaimed. “You’re not fit to go about alone, really. Good thing I came over to take care of you, I think.”




  “You don’t understand,” he replied. “Miss Dalstan is—well, unlike anybody else. She wants to see you. I am to take you round after the next act, if you would like to go.”




  Beatrice smiled at him in a gratified manner.




  “I’ve always wanted to go behind the scenes,” she admitted. “I’ll come with you, with pleasure. Perhaps if I decide that I’d like to go on the stage, she may be able to help me. How much is twenty thousand pounds in dollars, Philip?”




  “A little over a hundred thousand,” he told her.




  “I don’t suppose they think that much out here,” she went on ruminatingly. “The hotel where Mr. Dane sent me—it’s nice enough, in its way, but very stuffy as regards the people—is twice as expensive as it would be in London. However, we shall see.”




  The curtain rang up on the third act, and Beatrice, seated well back in the shadows, followed the play attentively, appreciated its good points and had every appearance of both understanding and enjoying it. Afterwards, she rose promptly to her feet, still clapping.




  “I’m longing to meet Miss Dalstan, Philip,” she declared. “She is wonderful. And to think that you wrote it—that you created the part for her! I am really quite proud of you.”




  She laughed at his embarrassment, affecting to ignore the fact that it was less the author’s modesty than some queer impulse of horror which seemed to come over him when any action of hers reminded him of their past familiarity. He hurried on, piloting her down the corridor to the door of Elizabeth’s dressing room. In response to his knock they were bidden to enter, and Elizabeth, who was lying on a couch whilst a maid was busy preparing her costume for the next act, held out her hand with a little welcoming smile.




  “I am so glad to see you, Miss Wenderley,” she said cordially. “Philip, bring Miss Wenderley over here. You’ll forgive my not getting up, won’t you? I have to rest for just these few minutes before the next act.”




  Beatrice was for a moment overpowered. The luxury of the wonderful dressing room, with its perfect French furniture, its white walls hung with a few choice sketches, the thick rugs upon the polished wood floor, the exquisite toilet table with its wealth of gold and tortoiseshell appurtenances—Elizabeth herself, so beautiful and gracious—even a hurried contemplation of all these things took her breath away. She felt suddenly acutely conscious of the poverty of her travelling clothes, of her own insignificance.




  “Won’t you sit down for a moment?” Elizabeth begged, pointing to a chair by her side. “You and I must be friends, you know, for Philip’s sake.”




  Beatrice recovered herself a little. She sank into the blue satin chair, with its ample cushions, and looked down at Elizabeth with something very much like awe.




  “I am sure Philip must feel very grateful to you for having taken his play,” she declared. “It has given him a fresh chance in life.”




  “After all he has gone through,” Elizabeth said gently, “he certainly deserves it. It is a wonderfully clever play, you know … don’t blush, Mr. Author!”




  “I heard the story long ago,” Beatrice observed, “only of course it sounded very differently then, and we never dreamed that it would really be produced.”




  “Philip has told me about those days,” Elizabeth said. “I am afraid that you, too, have had your share of unhappiness, Miss Wenderley. I only hope that life in the future will make up to you something of what you have lost.”




  The girl’s face hardened. Her lips came together in familiar fashion.




  “I mean it to,” she declared. “I am going to make a start to-morrow. I wish, Miss Dalstan, you could get Philip to look at things a little more cheerfully. He has been like a ghost ever since I arrived.”




  Elizabeth turned and smiled at him sympathetically.




  “Your coming must have been rather a shock,” she reminded Beatrice. “You came with the idea, did you not, that—you would find Mr. Douglas Romilly?”




  The girl nodded and glanced around for the maid, who had disappeared, however, into an inner apartment.




  “They were always alike,” she confided,—“the same figures, same shaped head and that sort of thing. Douglas was a little overfond of life, though, and Philip here hasn’t found out yet what it means. It was a shock, though, Miss Dalstan. Philip was sitting in the dark when I arrived at his rooms this evening, and—I thought it was Douglas.”




  Elizabeth shivered a little.




  “Don’t let us talk about it,” she begged. “You must come and see me, won’t you, Miss Wenderley? Philip will tell you where I live. Are you going back to England at once?”




  “I haven’t made up my mind yet,” the girl replied, with a slight frown. “It just depends.”




  Elizabeth glanced at the little clock upon her table, and Philip threw away his cigarette and came forward.




  “We must go, Beatrice,” he announced. “Miss Dalstan has to change her dress for this act.”




  He held out his hand and Elizabeth rose lightly to her feet. So far, no word as to their two selves had passed their lips. She smiled at him and all this sense of throbbing, almost theatrical excitement subsided. He was once more conscious of the beautiful things beyond. Once more he felt the rest of her presence.




  “You must let me see something of you tomorrow, Philip,” she said. “Telephone, will you? Good night, Miss Wenderley.”




  The maid, who had just returned, held the door open. Philip glanced back over his shoulder. Elizabeth blew him a kiss, a gesture which curiously enough brought a frown to Beatrice’s face.
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  The close of the performance left them both curiously tongue-tied. They waited until the theatre was half empty before they left their seats. Then they joined the little throng of stragglers at the end.




  “Your play!” she murmured, as they faced the soft night air. “I can’t believe it, even now. We’ve seen it together—your play—and this is New York! That’s a new ending, isn’t it?”




  “Absolutely,” he confessed. “The ending was always what bothered me, you know.”




  She laughed, not quite naturally. She was unexpectedly impressed.




  “So you’re a genius, after all,” she went on. “Sometimes I wondered—but never mind that now. Philip, do you know I am starving? We took exactly ten minutes over dinner!”




  He led her to a huge restaurant a few doors away, where they found a corner table. Up in the balcony an orchestra was playing light music, and a little crowd of people were all the time streaming through the doors. Beatrice settled herself down with an air of content. Few of the people were in evening dress, and the tone of the place was essentially democratic. Philip, who had learnt a little about American dishes, gave an order, and Beatrice sipped her cocktail with an air of growing appreciation.




  “Queer idea, this, but the stuff tastes all right,” she acknowledged. “I suppose, if you were taking your dear Miss Dalstan out, you’d go to a different sort of place, eh?”




  “We generally go further up town,” he admitted unthinkingly.




  She set her glass down quickly.




  “So you do take her out, do you?” she asked coldly. “You’d have been with her to-night, perhaps, if I hadn’t been here?”




  “Very likely.”




  She was half inclined to rally him, behind it all a little annoyed.




  “You’re a nice sort of person! Why, it’s only a few months ago since you pretended to be in love with me!”




  He looked at her, and her eyes fell before his.




  “I don’t think there was ever much question of our being in love with one another, was there? We simply seemed to have drifted together because we were both miserable, and then, as the time passed on—well, you came to be my only solace against the wretchedness of that life.”




  She nodded appreciatively. For a moment the sights and sounds of the noisy restaurant passed from her consciousness.




  “Do you remember how glad I was to see you? How we used to spend our holidays out in those dingy fields and hope and pray for better things some day? But it was all so hopeless, wasn’t it! You could barely keep yourself from starving, and I—oh, the misery of that awful Detton Magna and teaching those wretched children! There never were such children in the world. I couldn’t get their mothers to send them clean. They seemed to have inherited all the vice, the bad language, the ugly sordidness with which the place reeked. They were old men and women in wickedness before they passed their first standard. It’s a corner of the world I never want to see again. I’d rather find hell! Have you ordered any wine, Philip? I want to forget.”




  He pointed to the bottle which stood in the pail by their side, and summoned a waiter. She watched it being opened and their glasses filled.




  “This is like one of our fairy stories of the old days, isn’t it?” she said. “Well, I drink to you, Philip. Here’s success to our new lives!”




  She raised her glass and drained it. A woman had entered who reminded him of Elizabeth, and his eyes had wandered away for a moment as Beatrice pledged him. She called him back a little impatiently.




  “Don’t sit there as though you were looking at ghosts, Philip! Try and remember who I am and what we used to mean to one another. Let us try and believe,” she added, a little wistfully, “that one of those dreams of ours which we used to set floating like bubbles, has come true. We can wipe out all the memories we don’t want. That ought to be easy.”




  “Ought it?” he answered grimly. “There are times when I’ve found it difficult enough.”




  She laughed and looked about her. He realised suddenly that she was still very attractive with her rather insolent mouth, her clear eyes, her silky hair with the little fringe. People, as they passed, paid her some attention, and she was frankly curious about everybody.




  “Well,” she went on presently, “thank heavens I have plenty of will power. I remember nothing, absolutely nothing, which happened before this evening. I am going to tell myself that an uncle in Australia has died and left me money, and so we are here in New York to spend it. To-morrow I am going to begin. I shall buy clothes—all sorts of clothes—and hats. You won’t know me to-morrow evening, Philip.”




  His heart sank. To-morrow evening!




  “But Beatrice,” he expostulated, “you don’t think of staying out here, do you? You don’t know a soul. You haven’t a friend in the city.”




  “What friends have I in England?” she retorted. “Not one! I may just as well start a new life in a new country. It seems bright enough here, and gay. I like it. I shall move to a different sort of hotel to-morrow. You must help me choose one. And as to friends,” she whispered, looking up at him with a little provocative gleam in her eyes, “don’t you count? Can’t you do what I am going to do, Philip? Can’t you draw down that curtain?”




  He shivered.




  “I can’t!” he muttered.




  A waiter brought their first course, and she at once evinced interest in her food. She returned to the subject, however, later on, after she had drunk another glass of wine.




  “You’re a silly old thing, you know,” she declared. “You found the courage, somehow, to break away from that loathsome existence. You had more courage, even, than I, because you ran a risk I never did. But here you are, free, with the whole world before you, and your last danger disappearing with the knowledge that I am ready to be your friend and am sensible about everything that has happened. This ought to be an immense relief to you, Philip. You ought to be the happiest man on earth. And there you sit, looking like a death’s- head! Look at me for a moment like a human being, can’t you? Drink some more wine. There must be some strength, some manhood about you somewhere, or you couldn’t have done what you have done.”




  He filled his glass mechanically. She leaned across the table. Her eyes were bright, her cheeks delicately pink.




  “Courage, Philip,” she murmured. “Remember that what you did … well, in a way it was for my sake, wasn’t it?—for love of me? I am here now and we are both free. The old days are passed. Even their shadow cannot trouble us any longer. Don’t be a sentimentalist. Listen and I’ll tell you something—at the bottom of my heart I rather admire you for what you did. Don’t you want your reward?”




  “No,” he answered firmly, “I don’t!”




  She shrugged her shoulders and kept time with her foot to the music. Across the table, although she kept silence for a while, she smiled at him whenever she caught his eye. She was not angry, not even hurt. Philip had always been so difficult, but in the end so easily led. She had unlimited confidence in herself.




  “Don’t be a goose!” she exclaimed at last. “Of course you want your reward, and of course you’ll have it, some day! You’ve always lived with your head partly in the clouds, and it’s always been my task to pull you down to earth. I suppose I shall have to do the same again, but to-night I haven’t patience. I feel suddenly gay. You are so nice-looking, Philip, but you’d look ten times nicer still if you’d only smile once or twice and look as though you were glad.”




  The whole thing was a nightmare to him. The horror of it was in his blood, yet he did his best to obey. Plain speaking just then was impossible. He drank glass after glass of wine and called for liqueurs. She held his fingers for a moment under the table.




  “Oh, Philip,” she whispered, “can’t you forget that you have ever been a school-teacher, dear? We are only human, and did suffer so. You know,” she went on, “you were made for the things that are coming to us. You’ve improved already, ever so much. I like your clothes and the way you carry yourself. But you look—oh, so sad and so far away all the time! When I came to your rooms, at my first glimpse of you I knew that you were miserable. We must alter all that, dear. Tell me how it is that with all your success you haven’t been happy?”




  “Memories!” he answered harshly. “Only a few hours before you came, I was in hell!”




  “Then you had better make up your mind,” she told him firmly, “that you are going to climb up out of there, and when you’re out, you’re going to stay out. You can’t alter the past. You can’t alter even the smallest detail of its setting. Just as inevitably as our lives come and go, so what has happened is finished with, unchangeable. It is only a weak person who would spoil the present and the future, brooding. You used not to be weak, Philip.”




  “I don’t think that I am, really,” he said. “I am moody, though, and that’s almost as bad. The sight of you brought it all back. And that fellow Dane—I’ve been frightened of him, Beatrice.”




  “Well, you needn’t be any longer,” she declared. “What you want is some one with you all the time who understands you, some one to drive back those other thoughts when they come to worry you. It is really a very good thing for you, dear, that I came out to New York. Mr. Dane is going to be very disappointed when I tell him that I never saw you before in my life…. Don’t you love the music? Listen to that waltz. That was written for happy people, Philip. I adore this place. I suppose we shall find others that we like better, as time goes on, but I shall always think of this evening. It is the beginning of my task, too, Philip, with you—for you. What has really happened, dear? I can’t realise anything. I feel as though the gates of some great prison had been thrown wide- open, and everything there was to long for in life was just there, within reach, waiting. I am glad, so much gladder than I should have imagined possible. It’s wonderful to have you again. I didn’t even feel that I missed you so much, but I know now what it was that made life so appalling. Tell me, am I still nice to look at?”




  “Of course you are,” he assured her. “Can’t you understand that by the way people notice you?”




  She strummed upon the table with her fingers. Her whole body seemed to be moving to the music. She nodded several times.




  “I don’t want them to notice me, Philip,” she murmured. “I want you to look just for a moment as though you thought me the only person in the world—as you did once, you know.”




  He did his best to be responsive, but he was not wholly successful. Nevertheless, she was tolerant with his shortcomings. They sat there until nearly three o’clock. It was she at last who rose reluctantly to her feet.




  “I want to go whilst the memory of it all is wonderful,” she declared. “Come. Here’s a card with my address on. Drive me home now, please.”




  He paid his bill and they found a cab. She linked her arm through his, her head sank a little upon his shoulder. He made no movement. She waited for a moment, then she leaned back amongst the cushions.




  “Philip,” she asked quietly, “has this Elizabeth Dalstan been letting you make love to her?”




  “Please don’t speak of Miss Dalstan like that,” he begged.




  “Answer my question,” she insisted.




  “Miss Dalstan has been very kind to me,” he admitted slowly, “wonderfully kind. If you really want to know, I do care for her.”




  “More than you did for me?”




  “Very much more,” he answered bravely, “and in a different fashion.”




  In the darkness of the cab it seemed to him that her face had grown whiter. Her arm remained within his but it clasped him no longer. Her body seemed to have become limp. Even her voice, firm though it was, seemed pitched in a different key.




  “Listen,” she said. “You will have to forget Miss Dalstan. I have made up my mind what I want in life and I am going to have it. I shall draw my money to- morrow morning and afterwards I shall come straight to your rooms. Then we will talk. I want more than just that money. I am lonely. And do you know, Philip, I believe that I must have cared for you all the time, and you—you must have cared for me a little or you would never have done that for my sake. You must and you shall care, Philip, because our time has come, and I want you, please— shall I have to say it, dear?—I want you to marry me.”




  He wrenched himself free from her.




  “That is quite out of the question, Beatrice,” he declared.




  She laughed at him mockingly.




  “Oh, don’t say that, Philip! You might tempt me to be brutal. You might tempt me to speak horribly plain words to you.”




  “Speak them and have done with it,” he told her roughly. “I might find a few, too.”




  “I am past hurting,” she replied, “and I am not in the least afraid of anything you could say. You robbed me of the man who was bringing me to America- -who would have married me some day, I suppose. Well, you must pay, do you see, and in my way? I have told you the way I choose.”




  “You want me to marry you?” he demanded—“simply marry you? You do not care whether I have any love for you or whether I loathe you now.”




  “You couldn’t loathe me, could you?” she begged. “The thought of those long days we spent together in our prison house would rise up and forbid it. Kiss me.”




  “I will not!”




  Her lips sought his, in vain. He pushed her away.




  “Don’t you understand?” he exclaimed. “There is another woman whom I have kissed—whom I am longing to kiss now.”




  “But we are old friends,” she pleaded, “and I am lonely. Kiss me how you like. Don’t be foolish.”




  He kissed her upon the cheek. She pulled down her veil. The cab had stopped before the door of her hotel.




  “You are not to worry any more about ugly things, Philip,” she whispered, holding his hand for a moment as he rang the bell for her. “You are safe, remember—quite safe. I’ve come to take care of you. You need it so badly…. Good night, dear!”
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  Late though it was when Philip reached his rooms, he found on his writing table a message addressed to him from the telephone call office in the building. He tore it open:




  “Kindly ring up Number 551 Avenue immediately you return, whatever the time.”




  He glanced at the clock, hesitated, and finally approaching the instrument called up Elizabeth’s number. For a few moments he waited. The silence in the streets outside seemed somehow to have become communicated to the line, the space between them emptied of all the jarring sounds of the day. It was across a deep gulf of silence that he heard at last her voice.




  “Yes? Is that you, Philip?”




  “I am here,” he answered. “I am sorry it is so late.”




  “Have you only just come in?”




  “This moment.”




  “Has that girl kept you out till now?” she asked reprovingly.




  “I couldn’t help it,” he replied. “It was her first night over here. I took her to Churchill’s for supper.”




  “Is everything—all right with her? She doesn’t mean to make trouble?”




  The unconscious irony of the question almost forced a smile to his lips.




  “I don’t think so,” he answered. “She is thoroughly excited at the idea of possessing the money. I believe she thought that Douglas would have drawn it all. She is going straight to the bank, early in the morning, to get hold of it.”




  “What about the man Dane?”




  “He has gone to Chicago. He won’t be back for several days.”




  There was a moment’s pause.




  “Have you anything to ask me?” she enquired.




  “Nothing.”




  “I have had the most extraordinary letter from Sylvanus. You and he have met.”




  “Yes,” he admitted.




  “Philip, we must make up our minds.”




  “You mean that you must make up your mind,” he answered gently.




  There was another silence. Then she spoke a little abruptly.




  “I wonder whether you really love me, Philip…. No! don’t, please—don’t try to answer such a foolish question. Go to bed and sleep well now. You’ve had a trying day. Good night, dear!”




  He had barely time to say good night before he heard the ring off. He set down the receiver. Somehow, there was a sensation of relief in having been, although indirectly, in touch with her. The idea of the letter from Sylvanus Power affected him only hazily. The crowded events of the day had somehow or other dulled his power of concentrated thought. He felt a curious sense of passivity. He undressed without conscious effort, closed his eyes, and slept until he was awakened by the movements of the valet about the room.




  Philip was still seated over his breakfast, reading the paper and finishing his coffee, when the door was thrown suddenly open, and Beatrice entered tumultuously. She laughed at his air of blank surprise.




  “You booby!” she exclaimed. “I couldn’t help coming in to wish you good morning. I have just discovered that my hotel is quite close by here. Lucky, isn’t it, except that I am going to move. Good morning, Mr. Serious Face!” she went on, leaning towards him, her hands behind her, her lips held out invitingly.




  He set down his paper, kissed her on the cheek, and looked inside the coffeepot.




  “Have you had your breakfast?”




  “Hours ago. I was too excited to sleep when I got to bed, and yet I feel so well. Philip, where’s Wall Street? Won’t you take me there?”




  He shook his head.




  “I am expecting a visitor, and I have piles of work to do.”




  She made a grimace.




  “I know I shall be terrified when I march up to the counter of the bank and say I’ve come for twenty thousand pounds!”




  “You must transfer it to a current account,” he explained, “in your own name. Have you any papers with you—for identification, I mean?”




  She nodded.




  “I’ve thought of all that. I’ve a photograph and a passport and some letters. It isn’t that I’m really afraid, but I hate being alone, and you look so nice, Philip dear. I always loved you in blue serge, and I adore your eyeglass. You really have been clever in the small things you have done to change your appearance. Perhaps you are right not to come, though,” she went on, looking in the mirror. “These clothes are the best I could get at a minute’s notice. Mr. Dane was really quite nice, but he hadn’t the least idea how long it takes a woman to prepare for a journey. Never mind, you wait until I get back here this afternoon! I am going round to all the shops, and I am going to bring the clothes I buy away with me. Then I am going to lock myself in my room and change everything. I am going to have some of those funny little patent shoes, and silk stockings—and, oh, well, all sorts of things you wouldn’t understand about. And do try and cheer up before I get back, please, Philip. Twelve months ago you would have thought all this Paradise. Oh, I can’t stop a moment longer!” she wound up, throwing away the cigarette she had taken from the box and lit. “I’m off now. And, Philip, don’t you dare to go out of these rooms until I come back!”




  She turned towards the door—she was half-way there, in fact—when they were both aware of a ring at the bell. She stopped short and looked around enquiringly.




  “Who’s that?” she whispered.




  Philip glanced at the clock. It was too early for Elizabeth.




  “No idea,” he answered. “Come in.”




  The door opened and closed. Philip sat as though turned to stone. Beatrice remained in the middle of the room, her fingers clasping the back of a chair. Mr. Dane, hat in hand, had entered.




  “Good morning, Miss Wenderley!” he said. “Good morning, Mr. Ware!”




  Philip said nothing. He had a horrible feeling that this was some trap. Beatrice at first could only stare at the unexpected visitor. His sudden appearance had disconcerted her.




  “I thought you were in Chicago, Mr. Dane!” she exclaimed at last.




  “My plans were altered at the last moment,” he told her. “No, I won’t sit down, thanks,” he added, waving away the chair towards which Philip had pointed. “As a matter of fact, I haven’t been out of New York. I decided to wait and hear your news, Miss Wenderley.”




  “Well, you’re going to be disappointed, then,” she said bluntly. “I haven’t any.”




  Mr. Dane was politely incredulous. He was also a little stern.




  “You mean,” he protested, “that you cannot identify this gentleman—that you don’t recognise him as Mr. Douglas Romilly?”




  “I cannot identify him,” she repeated. “He is not Mr. Douglas Romilly.”




  “I have brought you all this way, then, to confront you with a stranger?”




  “Absolutely,” she insisted. “It wasn’t my fault. I didn’t want to come.”




  Mr. Dane’s expression suddenly changed. His hard knuckles were pressed upon the table, he leaned forward towards her. Even his tone was altered. His blandness had all vanished, his grey eyes were as hard as steel.




  “A stranger!” he exclaimed derisively. “Yet you come here to his rooms early in the evening, you stay here, you go to the theatre with him the same night, you go on to supper at Churchill’s and stay there till three o’clock in the morning, you are here with him again at nine o’clock—at breakfast time. A stranger, Miss Wenderley? Think again! A story like this might do for Scotland Yard. It won’t do for us out here.”




  She knew at once that she had fallen into a trap, but she was not wholly dismayed. The position was one which they had half anticipated. She told herself that he was bluffing, that it was simply the outburst of a disappointed man. On the whole, she behaved extraordinarily well.




  “You brought me out here,” she said, “to confront me with this man—to identify him, if I could, as Mr. Douglas Romilly. Well, he isn’t Mr. Douglas Romilly, and that’s all there is about it. As to my going out with him last evening, I can’t see that that’s any concern of any one. He was kind to me, cheered me up when he saw that I was disappointed; I told him my whole story and that I didn’t know a soul in New York, and we became friends. That’s all there is about it.”




  “That so?” the detective observed, with quiet sarcasm. “You seem to have a knack of making friends pretty easily, Miss Wenderley.”




  “It is not your business if I have,” she snapped.




  “Well, we’ll pass that, then,” he conceded. “I haven’t quite finished with you yet, though. There are just one or two more points I am going to put before you—and this gentleman who is not Mr. Douglas Romilly,” he added, with a little bow to Philip. “The first is this. There is one fact which we can all three take for granted, because I know it—I can prove it a hundred times over— and you both know it; and that is that the Mr. Merton Ware of to-day travelled from Liverpool on the Elletania as Mr. Douglas Romilly, occupied a room at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel as Mr. Douglas Romilly, and absconded from there, leaving his luggage and his identity behind him, to blossom out in an attic of the Monmouth tenement house as Mr. Merton Ware, a young writer of plays. Now I don’t think,” Mr. Dane went on, leaning a little further over the table, “that the Mr. Douglas Romilly who has disappeared was ever capable of writing a play. I don’t think he was a man of talent at all. I don’t think he could have written, for instance, ‘The House of Shams.’ Let us, however, leave the subject of Douglas Romilly for a moment. Let us go a little further back— to Detton Magna, let us say. Curiously enough, there was another young man who disappeared from that little Derbyshire village about the same time, who has never been heard of since. His name, too, was Romilly. I gathered, during the course of my recent enquiries, that he was a poor relation, a cousin of Mr. Douglas Romilly.”




  “He was drowned in the canal,” Beatrice faltered. “His body has been found.”




  “A body has been found,” Mr. Dane corrected, “but it was in an unrecognisable state. It has been presumed to be the body of Philip Romilly, the poor relation, a starving young art teacher in London with literary aspirations—but I hold that that presumption is a mistake. I believe,” the detective went on, his eyes fastened upon Philip, his voice a little raised, “that it was the body of Douglas Romilly, the shoe manufacturer, which was fished out from the canal, and that you, sir, are Mr. Philip Romilly, late art- school teacher of Kensington, who murdered Douglas Romilly on the banks of the canal, stole his money and pocketbook, assumed his identity in Liverpool and on the Elletania, and became what you are now—Mr. Merton Ware.”




  Philip threw away the cigarette which he had been smoking, and, leaning over the box, carefully selected another. He tapped it against the table and lit it.




  “Mr. Dane,” he said coolly, “I shall always be grateful to you for your visit this morning, for you have given me what is the most difficult thing in the whole world to stumble up against—an excellent idea for a new play. Apart from that, you seem, for so intelligent a man, to have wasted a good deal of your time and to have come, what we should call in English, a cropper. I will take you into my confidence so far as to admit that I am not particularly anxious to disclose my private history, but if ever the necessity should arise I shall do so without hesitation. Until that time comes, you must forgive me if I choose to preserve a certain reticence as to my antecedents.”




  Mr. Dane, in the moment’s breathless silence which followed, acknowledged to himself the perpetration of a rare mistake. He had selected Philip to bear the brunt of his attack, believing him to be possessed of the weaker nerve. Beatrice, who at the end of his last speech had sunk into a chair, white and terrified, an easy victim, had rallied now, inspired by Philip’s composure.




  “You deny, then, that you are Mr. Philip Romilly?” the detective asked.




  “I never heard of the fellow in my life,” Philip replied pleasantly, “but don’t go, Mr. Dane. You can’t imagine how interesting this is to me. You have sent me a most charming acquaintance,” he added, bowing to Beatrice, “and you have provided me with what I can assure you is almost pathetically scarce in these days—a new and very dramatic idea. Take a seat, won’t you, and chat with us a little longer? Tell us how you came to think of all this? I have always held that the workings of a criminologist’s brain must be one of the most interesting studies in life.”




  Mr. Dane smiled enigmatically.




  “Ah!” he protested, “you mustn’t ask me to disclose all my secrets.”




  “You wouldn’t care to tell us a little about your future intentions?” Philip enquired.




  Mr. Dane shook his head.




  “It is very kind of you, Mr. Merton Ware,” he confessed, “to let me down so gently. We all make mistakes, of course. As to my future intentions, well, I am not quite sure about them. You see, this isn’t really my job at all. It isn’t up to me to hunt out English criminals, so long as they behave themselves in this city. If an extradition order or anything of that sort came my way, it would, of course, be different.”




  “Why not lay this interesting theory of yours before the authorities at Scotland Yard?” Philip suggested. “I am sure they would listen with immense interest to any report from you.”




  “That’s some idea, certainly,” the detective admitted, taking up his hat from the table. “For the present I’ll wish you both good morning—or shall I say au revoir?”




  “We may look for the pleasure of another visit from you, then?” Philip enquired politely.




  The detective faced them from the doorway.




  “Sir,” he said to Philip, “I admire your nerve, and I admire the nerve of your old sweetheart, Miss Wenderley. I am afraid I cannot promise you, however, that this will be my last visit.”




  The door closed behind him. They heard the shrill summons of the bell, the arrival of the lift, the clanging of the iron gate, and its subsequent descent. Then Beatrice turned her head. Philip was still smoking serenely, standing with his back to the mantelpiece, his hands in his pockets. She rose and threw her arms around him.




  “Philip!” she cried. “Why, you are wonderful! You are marvellous! You make me ashamed. It was only for a moment that I lost my nerve, and you saved us. Oh, what idiots we were! Of course he meant to watch—that’s why he told me he was going to Chicago. The beast!”




  “He seems to have got hold of the idea all right, doesn’t he?” Philip muttered.




  “Pooh!” she exclaimed encouragingly. “I know a little about the law—so do you. He hasn’t any proof—he never can have any proof. No one will ever be able to swear that the body which they picked out of the canal was the body of Douglas Romilly. There wasn’t a soul who saw you do it. I am the only person in the world who could supply the motive, and I—I shall never be any use to them. Don’t you see, Philip?… I shall be your wife! A wife can’t give evidence against her husband! You’ll be safe, dear—quite safe.”




  He withdrew a little from her embrace.




  “Beatrice,” he reminded her, “there is another tragedy beyond the one with which Dane threatens us. I do not wish to marry you.”




  She suddenly blazed up.




  “Because—?”




  “Not because of any reason in the world,” he interrupted, “except that I love Elizabeth Dalstan.”




  “Does she want to marry you?”




  He was suddenly an altered person. Some of his confidence seemed to desert him. He shook his head doubtfully.




  “I am not sure. Sometimes I think that she would. Sometimes I fancy that it is only a great kindness of heart, an immense sympathy, a kind of protective sympathy, which has made her so good to me.”




  She looked at herself steadily for a moment in the mirror. Then she pulled down her veil.




  “Philip,” she said, “we find out the truth when we are up against things like this. I used to think I could live alone. I can’t. Whatever you may think of me, I was fond of Douglas. It wasn’t only for the sake of the money and the comfort. He was kind, and in his way he understood. And then, you know, misery didn’t agree with you. You were often, even in those few hours we spent together, very hard and cold. Anyway,” she added, with a little tightening of the lips, “I am going to get my money now. No one can stop that. You stay here and think it over. It would be better to marry me, Philip, and be safe, than to have the fear of that man Dane always before you. And wait—wait till you see me when I come back!” she went on, her spirits rapidly rising as she moved towards the door. “You’ll change your mind then, Philip. You were always so impressionable, weren’t you? A little touch of colour, the perfume of flowers, a single soft word spoken at the right moment—anything that took your fancy made such a difference. Well—just wait till I come back!”




  She closed the door. Philip heard her descend in the lift. He moved to the window and watched for her on the pavement. She appeared there in a moment or two and waited whilst the boy whistled for a taxicab, her face expectantly upraised, one hand resting lightly on her bosom, just over the spot where her pocketbook lay.
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  Philip was still gazing into vacancy and smoking cigarettes when Elizabeth arrived. She seemed conscious at once of the disturbed atmosphere. His hands, which she held firmly in hers, were as cold as ice.




  “Is that girl going to be troublesome?” she demanded anxiously.




  “Not in the way we feared,” he replied. “All the same, the plot has thickened so far as I am concerned. That fellow Dane has been here.”




  “Go on,” she begged.




  “He laid a trap for us, and we fell into it like the veriest simpletons. He let Beatrice think that he had gone to Chicago. Of course, he did nothing of the sort. He turned her loose to come to me, and he had us watched. He knew that we spent last evening together as old friends. She was here in my rooms this morning when he arrived.”




  “Oh, Philip, Philip!” she murmured. “Well, what does he suspect?”




  “The truth! He accused me to my face of being Philip Romilly. Beatrice did her best but, you see, the position was a little absurd. She denied strenuously that she had ever seen me before, that I was anything but a stranger to her. In the face of last evening, and his finding her here this morning, it didn’t sound convincing.”




  “What is Dane going to do?”




  “Heaven knows! It isn’t his affair, really. If there were any charge against me—well, you see, there’d have to be an extradition order. I should think he will probably lay the facts before Scotland Yard and let them do what they choose.”




  She made him sit down and drew a low chair herself to his side. She held his hand in hers.




  “Philip,” she said soothingly, “they can’t possibly prove anything.”




  “They can prove,” he pointed out, “that I was in Detton Magna that afternoon. I don’t think any one except Beatrice saw me start along the canal path, but they can prove that I knew all about Douglas Romilly’s disappearance, because I travelled to America under his name and with his ticket, and deliberately personated him.”




  “They can prove all that,” she agreed, “but they can’t prove the crime itself. Beatrice is the only person who could do that.”




  “She proposes to marry me,” he announced grimly. “That would prevent her giving evidence at all.”




  Elizabeth suddenly threw her arms around his neck and held her cheek to his.




  “She shan’t marry you!” she declared. “I want you myself!”




  “Elizabeth!”




  “Yes, I have made up my mind, Philip. It is no use. The other things are fascinating and splendid in their way, but they don’t count, they don’t last. They’re tinsel, dear, and I don’t want tinsel—I want the gold. We’ll face this bravely, wherever it leads, however far, however deep down, and then we’ll start again.”




  “You know what this means, Elizabeth?” he faltered. “That man Power—”




  She brushed the thought away.




  “I know. He’ll close the theatre. He’ll do all he can to harm us. That doesn’t matter. The play is ours. That’s worth a fortune. And the new one coming—why, it’s wonderful, Philip. We don’t want wealth. Your brain and my art can win us all that we desire in life. We shall have something sweeter than anything which Sylvanus Power’s millions could buy. We shall have our love— your love for me, dear, and mine for you.”




  He felt her tears upon his cheek, her lips pressed to his. He held her there, but although his heart was beating with renewed hope, he said nothing for a time. When she stepped back to look at his face, however, the change was already there.




  “You are glad, Philip!” she cried. “You are happy—I can see it! You didn’t ever care really for that girl, did you?”




  He almost laughed.




  “Not like this!” he answered confidently. “I never even for a single moment pretended to care in a great way. We were just companions in misfortune. The madness that came over me that day had been growing in my brain for years. I hated Douglas Romilly. I had every reason to hate him. And then, after all he had robbed me of—my one companion—”




  She stopped him.




  “I know—I know,” she murmured. “You need never try to explain anything to me. I know everything, I understand, I sympathise.”




  A revulsion of feeling had suddenly chilled him. He held her to him none the less tightly but there was a ring of despair in his tone.




  “Elizabeth, think what it may mean!” he muttered. “How can I drag you through it all? A trial, perhaps, the suspense, and all the time that guilty knowledge behind—yours and mine!”




  “Pooh!” she exclaimed lightly. “I am not a sentimentalist. I am a woman in love.”




  “But, Elizabeth, I am guilty!” he groaned. “That’s the horror of it! I’d take the risk if I were an innocent man—I’d risk everything. But I am afraid to stand there and know that every word they say against me will be true, and every word of the men who speak in my defence will be false. Can’t you realise the black, abominable horror of it? I couldn’t drag you into such a plight, Elizabeth! I was weak to think of it. I couldn’t!”




  “You’ll drag me nowhere,” she answered, holding him tightly. “Where I go my feet will lead me, and my love for you. You can’t help that. We’ll play the game—play it magnificently, Philip. My faith in you will count for something.”




  “But, dear,” he protested, “don’t you see? If the case ever comes into court, even if I get off, every one will know that it is through a technicality. The evidence is too strong. Half the world at least will believe me guilty.”




  “It shan’t come into court,” she proclaimed confidently. “I shall talk to Dane. I have some influence with the police authorities here. I shall point out how ridiculous it all is. What’s the use of formulating a charge that they can never, never prove?”




  “Unless,” he reminded her hesitatingly, “Beatrice—”




  “Beatrice! You’re not afraid of her?”




  “I am afraid of no one or anything,” he declared, “when you are here! But Beatrice has been behaving strangely ever since she arrived. She has a sudden fancy for remembering that in a sense we were once engaged.”




  “Beatrice,” Elizabeth announced, “must be satisfied with her twenty thousand pounds. I know what you are trying to say—she wants you. She shan’t have you, Philip! We’ll find her some one else. We’ll be kind to her—I don’t mind that. Very soon we’ll find her plenty of friends. But as for you, Philip— well, she just shan’t have you, and that’s all there is about it.”




  He took her suddenly into his arms. In that moment he was the lover she had craved for—strong, passionate, and reckless.




  “All the love that my heart has ever known,” he cried, “is yours, Elizabeth! Every thought and every hope is yours. You are my life. You saved me- -you made me what I am. The play is yours, my brain is yours, there isn’t a thought or a dream or a wish that isn’t for you—of you—yours!”




  He kissed her as he had never dreamed of kissing any woman. It was the one supreme moment of their life and their love. Time passed uncounted….




  Then interruption came, suddenly and tragically. Without knock or ring, the door was flung open and slammed again. Beatrice stood there, still in her shabby clothes, her veil pushed back, gloveless and breathless. Her clenched hand flew out towards Philip as though she would have struck him.




  “You liar!” she shrieked. “You’ve had my money! You’ve spent it! You’ve stolen it! Thief! Murderer!”




  She paused, struggling for breath, tore her hat from her head and threw it on the table. Her face was like the face of a virago, her eyes blazed, her cheeks were as pale as death save for one hectic spot of colour.




  “You are talking nonsense, Beatrice,” he expostulated.




  “Don’t lie to me!” she shouted. “You can lie in the dock when you stand there and tell them you never murdered Douglas Romilly! That makes you cringe, doesn’t it? I don’t want to make a scene, but the woman you’re in love with had better hear what I have to say. Are you going to give me back my money, Philip?”




  “As I stand here,” he declared solemnly, “I have not touched that money or been near the bank where it was deposited. I swear it. Every penny I have spent since I moved into this apartment, I have spent from my earnings. My own royalties come to over a hundred pounds a week—more than sufficient to keep me in luxury. I never meant to touch that money. I have not touched it.”




  His words carried conviction with them. She stood there for several seconds, absolutely rigid, her eyes growing larger and rounder, her lips a little parted. Bewilderment was now struggling with her passion.




  “Who in God’s name, then,” she asked hoarsely, “could have known about the money and forged his signature! I tell you that I’ve seen it with my own eyes, a few minutes ago, in the bank. They showed me into a little cupboard, a place without any roof, and laid it there before me on the desk—his cheque and signature for the whole amount.”




  Philip looked at her earnestly, oppressed by a sense of coming trouble.




  “Beatrice,” he said, “I wouldn’t deceive you. I should be a fool to try, shouldn’t I? I can only repeat what I have said. I have never been near the bank. I have never touched that money.”




  She shivered a little where she stood. It was obvious that she was convinced, but her sense of personal injustice remained unabated.




  “Then there is some one else,” she declared, “who knows everything—some one else, my man,” she added, leaning across the table and shaking her head with a sudden fierceness, “who can step into the witness box and tell the truth about you. You must find out who it is. You must find out who has stolen that money and get it back. I tell you I won’t have everything snatched away from me like this!” she cried, her voice breaking hysterically, “I won’t be robbed of life and happiness and everything that counts! I want my money. Are you going to get it back for me?”




  “Beatrice, don’t be absurd,” he protested. “You know very well that I can’t do that. I am not in a position to go about making enquiries. I shall be watched from now, day and night, if nothing worse happens. A single step on my part in that direction would mean disaster.”




  “Then take me straight to the town hall, or the registry office, or wherever you go here, and marry me,” she demanded. “A hundred pounds a week royalty, eh? Well, that’s good enough. I’ll marry you, Philip—do you hear?—at once. That’ll save your skin if it won’t get me back my twenty thousand pounds. You needn’t flatter yourself overmuch, either. I’d rather have had Douglas. He’s more of a man than you, after all. You are too self-conscious. You think about yourself too much. You’re too intellectual, too. I don’t want those things. I want to live! Any way, you’ve got to marry me—to-day. Now give me some money, do you hear?”




  He took out his pocketbook and threw it towards her. She smoothed out the wad of notes which it contained and counted them with glistening eyes.




  “Well, there’s enough here for a start,” she decided, slipping them into her bosom. “No one shall rob me of these before I get to the shops. Better come with me, Philip. I’m not going to leave you alone with her.”




  Elizabeth would have intervened, but Philip laid his hand upon her arm.




  “Beatrice,” he said sternly, “you are a little beside yourself. Listen. I don’t understand what has happened. I must think about it. Apparently that twenty thousand pounds has gone, but so far as regards money I recognise your claim. You shall have half my earnings. I’ll write more. I’ll make it up somehow. But for the rest, this morning has cleared away many misunderstandings. Let this be the last word. Miss Dalstan has promised to be my wife. She is the only woman I could ever love.”




  “Then you’ll have to marry me without loving me,” Beatrice declared thickly. “I won’t be left alone in this beastly city! I want some one to take care of me. I am getting frightened. It’s uncanny—horrible! I—oh! I am so miserable—so miserable!”




  She sank into a chair and fell forward across the table, sobbing hysterically.




  “I hate every one!” she moaned. “Philip, why can’t you be kind to me! Why doesn’t some one care!”
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  And, after all, nothing happened. Dane’s barely veiled threats seemed to vanish like the man himself into thin air. Beatrice, after the breakdown of her one passionate outburst, had become wonderfully meek and tractable. Sylvanus Power, who had received from Elizabeth the message for which he had waited, showed no sign either of disappointment or anger. After the storm which had seemed to be breaking in upon him from every quarter, the days which followed possessed for Philip almost the calm of an Indian summer. He had found something in life at last stronger than his turbulent fears. His whole nature was engrossed by one great atmosphere of deep and wonderful affection. He spent a part of every day with Elizabeth, and the remainder of his time was completely engrossed by the work over which she, too, the presiding genius, pored eagerly. Together they humoured many of Beatrice’s whims, treating her very much as an unexpected protegée, a position with which she seemed entirely content. She made friends with the utmost facility. She wore new clothes with frank and obvious joy. She preened herself before the looking- glass of life, developed a capacity for living and enjoying herself which, under the circumstances, was nothing less than remarkable.




  And then came the climax of Philip’s new-found happiness. His earnest protests had long since been overruled, and certainly no one could have accused him of posing for a single moment as the reluctant bridegroom. The happiness which shone from their two faces seemed to brighten the strangely unecclesiastical looking apartment, in which a cheerful and exceedingly pleasant looking American divine completed the formalities of their marriage. It was a queer little company who hurried back to Elizabeth’s room for tea— Elizabeth and Philip themselves, and Martha Grimes and Beatrice sharing the attentions of Noel Bridges. For an event of such stupendous importance, it was amazing how perfectly matter-of-fact the two persons chiefly concerned were. There was only one moment, just before they started for the theatre, when Elizabeth betrayed the slightest signs of uneasiness.




  “I sent a telegram, Philip,” she said, “to Sylvanus Power. I thought I had better. This is his answer.”




  Philip read the few typewritten words on the little slip of paper:




  “YOU WILL HEAR FROM ME WITHIN TWENTY-FOUR HOURS.”




  Philip frowned a little as he handed it back. It was dated from Washington.




  “I think,” Elizabeth faltered, “he might have sent his good wishes, at any rate.”




  Philip laughed confidently.




  “We have nothing to fear,” he declared confidently, “from Sylvanus Power.”




  “Nor from any one else in the world,” Elizabeth murmured fervently.




  Then followed the wonderful evening. Philip found Beatrice alone in the stage box when he returned from taking Elizabeth to her dressing-room.




  “Where’s Martha?” he asked.




  “Faithless,” Beatrice replied. “She is in the stalls down there with a young man from the box office. She said you’d understand.”




  “A serious affair?” Philip ventured.




  Beatrice nodded.




  “They are engaged. I had tea with them yesterday.”




  “We shall have to do something for you, Beatrice, soon,” he remarked cheerfully.




  A very rare gravity settled for a moment upon her face.




  “I wonder, Philip,” she said simply. “I thought, a little time ago, it would be easy enough to care for the right sort of person. Perhaps I am not really quite so rotten as I thought I was. Here comes Elizabeth. Let’s watch her.”




  They both leaned a little forward in the box, Philip in a state of beatific wonder, which turned soon to amazement when, at Elizabeth’s first appearance, the house suddenly rose, and a torrent of applause broke out from the floor to the ceiling. Elizabeth for a moment seemed dumbfounded. The fact that the news of what had happened that afternoon could so soon have become public property had not occurred to either her or Philip. Then a sudden smile of comprehension broke across her face. With understanding, however, came a momentary embarrassment. She looked a little pathetically at the great audience, then laughed and glanced at Philip, seated now well back in the box. Many of them followed her gaze, and the applause broke out again. Then there was silence. She paused before she spoke the first words of her part.




  “Thank you so much,” she said quietly.




  It was a queer little episode. Beatrice gripped Philip’s hand as she drew her chair back to his. There were tears in her eyes.




  “How they love her, these people! And fancy their knowing about it, Philip, already! You ought to have shown yourself as the happy bridegroom. They were all looking up here. I wonder why men are so shy. I’m glad I have my new frock on…. Fancy being married only a few hours ago! Tell me how you are feeling, can’t you, Philip? You sit there looking like a sphinx. You are happy, aren’t you?”




  “Happier, I think, than any man has a right to be,” he answered, his eyes watching Elizabeth’s every movement.




  As the play proceeded, his silence only deepened. He went behind at the end of each act and spent a few stolen moments with Elizabeth. Life was a marvellous thing, indeed. Every pulse and nerve in his body was tingling with happiness. And yet, as he lingered for a moment in the vestibule of the theatre, before going back to his box at the commencement of the last act, he felt once more that terrible wave of depression, the ghostly uprising of his old terrors even in this supreme moment. He looked down from the panorama of flaring sky-signs into the faces of the passers-by along the crowded pavement. He had a sudden fancy that Dane was there, watching. His heart beat fiercely as he stood, almost transfixed, scanning eagerly every strange face. Then the bell rang behind him. He set his teeth and turned away. In less than half an hour the play would be over. They would be on their way home.




  He found the box door open and the box itself, to his surprise, empty. There was no sign anywhere of Beatrice. He waited for a little time. Then he rang the bell for the attendant but could hear no news of her. His uneasiness increased as the curtain at last fell and she had not returned. He hurried round to the back, but Elizabeth, when he told her, only smiled.




  “Why, there’s nothing to worry about, dear,” she said. “Beatrice can take care of herself. Perhaps she thought it more tactful to hurry on home tonight. She is really just as kind-hearted as she can be, you know, Philip, underneath all that pent-up, passionate desire for just a small share of the good things of life. She has wasted so much of herself in longings. Poor child! I sometimes wonder that she is as level-headed as she seems to be. Now I am ready.”




  They passed down the corridor amidst a little chorus of good nights, and stepped into the automobile which was waiting. As it glided off she suddenly came closer to him.




  “Philip,” she whispered, “it’s true, isn’t it? Put your arms around me. You are driving me home—say it’s true!”




  Elizabeth sat up presently, a little dazed. Her fingers were still gripping Philip’s almost fiercely. The automobile had stopped.




  “I haven’t the least idea where we are,” she murmured.




  “And I forgot to tell you,” he laughed, as he helped her out. “I took the suite below mine by the week. There are two or three rooms, and an extra one for Beatrice. Of course, it’s small, but then with this London idea before us— ”




  “Such extravagance!” she interrupted. “Your own rooms would have done quite nicely, only it is a luxury to have a place for Phoebe. I hope Beatrice won’t have gone to bed.”




  “I am sure she won’t,” he replied. “She has done all the arranging for me— she and Phoebe together.”




  They crossed the pavement and entered the lift. The attendant grinned broadly as he stopped at the eighth floor, and held out his hand for the tip for which Philip had been fumbling. The door of the suite was opened before they could reach the bell. Elizabeth’s maid, Phoebe, came forward to take her mistress’ cloak, and the floor valet was there to relieve Philip of his overcoat. A waiter was hovering in the background.




  “Supper is served in the dining room, sir,” he announced. “Shall I open the wine?”




  Philip nodded and showed Elizabeth over the little flat, finally ushering her into the small, round dining room.




  “It’s perfectly delightful,” she declared, “but we don’t need nearly so much room, Philip. What a dear little dining table and what a delicious supper! Everything I like best in the world, from pâté de foie gras to cold asparagus. You are a dear.”




  The waiter disappeared with a little bow. They were alone at last. She held his hands tightly. She was trembling. The forced composure of the last few minutes seemed to have left her.




  “I am silly,” she faltered, “but the servants and everything—they won’t come back, will they?”




  He laughed as he patted her hand.




  “We shan’t see another soul, dear,” he assured her.




  She laid her cheek against his.




  “How hot your face feels,” she exclaimed. “Throw open the window, do. I shan’t feel it.”




  He obeyed her at once. The roar of the city, all its harshness muffled, came to them in a sombre, almost melodious undernote. She rested her hands upon his shoulder.




  “What children we are!” she murmured. “Now it’s you who are trembling! Sit down, please. You’ve been so brave these last few days.”




  “It was just for a moment,” he told her. “It seems too wonderful. I had a sudden impulse of terror lest it should all be snatched away.”




  She laughed easily.




  “I don’t think there’s any fear of that, dear,” she said. “Perhaps—”




  There was a little knock at the door. Philip, who had been holding Elizabeth’s chair, stood as though transfixed. Elizabeth gripped at the side of the table. It was some few seconds before either of them spoke.




  “It’s perhaps—Beatrice,” Elizabeth faltered.




  The knock was repeated. Philip drew a little breath.




  “Come in,” he invited.




  The door opened slowly towards them and closed again. It was Mr. Dane who had entered. From outside they caught a momentary glimpse of another man, waiting. Mr. Dane took off his hat. For a man with so expressionless a countenance, he was looking considerably perturbed.




  “Miss Dalstan,” he said, “I am very sorry, believe me, to intrude. I only heard of your marriage an hour ago. I wish I could have prevented it.”




  “Prevented it?” Elizabeth repeated. “What do you mean?”




  “I think that Mr. Philip Romilly could explain,” Dane continued, turning towards Philip. “I am sorry, but I have received an imperative cable from Scotland Yard, and it is my duty to arrest you, Philip Romilly, and to hold you, pending the arrival of a special police mission from England. I am bound to take note of anything you may say, so I beg of you not to ask me any particulars as to the charge.”




  The colour slowly faded from Elizabeth’s cheeks. She had risen to her feet and was gripping the mantelpiece for support. Philip, however, was perfectly calm. He poured out a glass of water and held it to her lips.




  “Drink this, dear,” he begged, “and don’t be alarmed. It sounds very terrible, but believe me there is nothing to be feared.”




  He swung suddenly round to Dane. His voice shook with passion.




  “You’ve kept me under observation,” he cried, “all this time. I haven’t attempted to escape. I haven’t moved from New York. I haven’t the slightest intention of doing so until this thing is cleared up. Can’t you take my parole? Can’t you leave me alone until they come from England?”




  Mr. Dane shook his head slowly. He was a hard man, but there was an unaccustomed look of distress in his face.




  “Sorry, Mr. Romilly,” he said regretfully. “I did suggest something of the sort, but they wouldn’t hear of it at headquarters. If we let you slip through our fingers, we should never hear the last of it from London.”




  Then there came another and a still more unexpected interruption. From outside they heard Beatrice’s voice raised in excitement. Mr. Dane stood on one side as the door was thrown open. Beatrice suddenly flung herself into the room, dragging after her a man who was almost breathless.




  “I say, Beatrice, steady!” the latter began good-naturedly.




  There followed the most wonderful silence in the world, a silence which was filled with throbbing, indescribable emotions, a silence which meant something different for every one of them. Beatrice, gripping her captive by the wrist, was looking around, striving to understand. Elizabeth was filled with blank wonder. Mr. Dane was puzzled. But Philip, who a moment before had seemed perfectly composed, was the one who seemed torn by indescribable, by horrible emotions. He was livid almost to the lips. His hands were stretched out as though to keep from him some awful and ghastly vision. His eyes, filled with the anguished light of supreme terror, were fastened upon the newcomer. His lips shook as he tried to speak.




  “Take him away!” he shrieked. “Oh, my God!”




  Beatrice, more coherent than any of them, scoffed at him.




  “Don’t be a fool!” she cried. “Take him away, indeed! He’s the most wonderful thing that ever happened. He’s the one man in life you want to see! So you’ve come for him, eh?” she went on, turning almost like a wild-cat on Dane. “You beast! You chose to-night, did you? Now get on with it, then, and I’ll give you the surprise of your life. What are you here for?”




  “I am here to arrest that man, Philip Romilly, for the murder of his cousin, Douglas Romilly, Miss Wenderley,” Dane announced gravely. “I am sorry.”




  Beatrice threw her head back and laughed hysterically.




  “You’ll never write a play like it, Philip!” she exclaimed. “There never was anything like it before. Now, Mr. Dane, what is it you say in America when you want to introduce anybody?—shake hands with Mr. Douglas Romilly—that’s it. Shake hands with the dead man here and then get on with your arresting. He must be dead if you say so, but he doesn’t look it, does he?”




  Philip’s face had become a more natural colour. His eyes had never left the other man’s. He swayed a little on his feet and his voice seemed to him to come from a long way off.




  “Douglas! It isn’t you, Douglas! … It isn’t you really?”




  “I wish you’d all leave off staring at me as though I were a ghost,” the other man answered, almost pettishly. “I’m Douglas Romilly, right enough. You needn’t look in such a blue funk, Philip,” he went on, his fingers mechanically rearranging his collar and tie, which Beatrice had disarranged. “I served you a beastly trick and you went for me. I should have done the same if I’d been in your place. On the other hand, I rather turned the tables on you by keeping quiet. Perhaps it’s up to me to explain.”




  Elizabeth, feeling her way by the mantelpiece, came to Philip’s side. His arm supported her, holding her as though in a vise.




  “Is that your cousin?” she whispered hoarsely. “Is that Douglas Romilly? Is he alive, after all?”




  Philip had no words, but his face spoke for him. Then they both turned to listen. The newcomer had dragged a chair towards him and was leaning over the back of it. He addressed Philip.




  “We met, as you know, on the canal path that beastly afternoon,” he began. “I was jolly well ashamed of myself for having made love to Beatrice, and all the rest of it, and you were mad with rage. We had a sort of tussle and you threw me into the canal. It was a nasty dark spot just underneath the bridge. I expect I was stunned for a moment, but it was only for a moment. I came to long before I choked, and when I remembered your grip upon my throat, I decided I was safer where I was. I could swim like a duck, you know, and though it was filthy water I took a long dive. When I came up again—gad, what disgusting water it was!—you were tearing off like a creature possessed. That’s the true history of our little fracas.”




  “But afterwards?” Philip asked wonderingly. “What happened afterwards?”




  “You just tell them all about it,” Beatrice ordered him sternly. “Go on, Douglas.”




  “Well, you see,” Douglas Romilly continued, “I was just going to scramble out on to the bank when my brain began to work, and I swam slowly along instead. You see, just then I was in a devil of a mess. I’d spent a lot of money, and though I’d kept the credit of the firm good, I knew that the business was bust, and the one thing I was anxious about was to get off to America without being stopped. I’ve explained this all to Beatrice, and why I didn’t send for her before. Anyway, I swam along until I met with an old barge. I climbed in and got two of the choicest blackguards you ever saw to let me spend an hour or two in their filthy cabin and to keep their mouths closed about it. Fortunately, I had another pocketbook, with sufficient to satisfy them and keep me going. Then I borrowed some clothes and came out to America, steerage. I had no difficulty in getting my money, as I had a couple of pals in Lynn whom I had fixed things up with before I started. They came and identified me as Merton Ware, and we all three started in business together as the Ford Boot and Shoe Manufacturing Company at Lynn in Massachusetts. Incidentally, we’ve done all right. Heaps more, of course, but that’s the pith of it. As for the body that was fished out of the canal, if you make enquiries, you’ll find there was a tramp missing, a month or so before.”




  Elizabeth had begun to sob quietly. Philip, who was holding her tenderly in his arms, whispered unheard things into her ears. It was Beatrice who remained in charge of the situation.




  “So now, Mr. Dane,” she jeered, “what about your little errand? I hope this will be a lesson to you not to come meddling in other people’s affairs.”




  Dane turned to the man who had brought this bombshell into their midst.




  “Do you swear that you are Douglas Romilly?” he asked.




  “I not only swear it but I can prove it, if you’ll come along with me to Murray’s,” he answered. “My partner’s there, waiting supper, and another man who has known me all his life.”




  The detective glanced interrogatively towards Philip.




  “That is my cousin, Douglas Romilly,” the latter pronounced.




  Dane took up his hat.




  “Mr. Merton Ware,” he said, “or Mr. Philip Romilly, whichever you may in future elect to call yourself, you may not believe it, but the end of this affairs is an immense relief to me. I offer you my heartiest congratulations. You need fear no more annoyance. Good night!”




  He passed out. They heard the sound of his footsteps and his companion’s, as they crossed the corridor and rang for the lift. Speech was a little difficult. It was still Beatrice who imposed conviction upon them.




  “I was seated in the box,” she explained, “when Philip went round to see you, Elizabeth. I had looking down into the stalls to find Martha, and all of a sudden I saw Douglas there. He, too, was staring at me. Of course, I thought it was some extraordinary likeness, but, whilst I was clutching at the curtain, he stood up and waved his hand. You should have seen me tear from the box! You know, ever since they showed me that signature at the bank I have had a queer idea at the back of my head. Luckily for him,” she went, patting his arm, “he sent home for me a fortnight ago, and sent a draft for my expenses out. You won’t mind, will you, if I take him off now?” she concluded, turning to Elizabeth. “They are waiting supper for us, but I wasn’t going to let Philip— ”




  “Did you know that Dane was going to be here?” Elizabeth asked.




  “Not an idea,” Beatrice declared. “I simply dragged Douglas along here, as soon as we’d talked things out, because I knew that it would be the one thing wanting to complete Philip’s happiness. We’ll leave you now. Douglas will bring me back, and we are going to be married in a few days.”




  Philip held out his hand a little diffidently.




  “You wouldn’t—”




  “My dear fellow,” Douglas interrupted, grasping it, “wouldn’t I! I’m thundering sorry for all you’ve been through. I suppose I ought to have let you know that I was still in the land of the living, but I was waiting until things blew over in England. That’s all right now, though,” he went on. “I’ve turned over a new leaf and I am making money—making it after a style they don’t understand in England. I am going to pay my creditors twenty shillings in the pound before a couple of years have gone, and do pretty well for Beatrice and myself as well. You wouldn’t care, I suppose,” he added, as they stood there with locked hands, “to offer us just a glass of wine before we start out? Beatrice has been riddling me with questions and dragging me through the streets till I scarcely know whether I am on my head or my heels.”




  Philip emptied the contents of the champagne bottle into the glasses. Never was wine poured out more gladly.




  “Douglas,” he explained, “this is Miss Elizabeth Dalstan, whom you saw act this evening. We were married this afternoon. You can understand, can’t you, just what your coming has meant for us?”




  Douglas shook Elizabeth by the hand. Then he held up his glass.




  “Here’s the best of luck to you both!” he said heartily. “Very soon Beatrice and I will ask you to wish us the same. Philip, old chap,” he added, as he set his glass down and without the slightest protest watched it replenished, “that’s a thundering good play of yours I’ve seen this evening, but you’ll never write one to beat this!”




  Soon Beatrice and Douglas also took their departure. Elizabeth held out her arms almost as the door closed. The tear-stains were still on her cheeks. Her lips quivered a little, but her voice was clear and sweet and passionate.




  “Philip,” she cried, “it’s all over—it’s all finished with—the dread, the awful days! I am not going to be hysterical any more, and you—you are just going to remember that we have everything we want in the world. Sit down opposite to me, if you please, and fill my glass. I have only one emotion left. I am hungry—desperately hungry. Move your chair nearer so that I can reach your hand. There! Now you and I will drink our little toast.”




  It was an hour before they thought of leaving the table. A very perplexed waiter brought them coffee and watched them light cigarettes. Then the telephone bell rang. They both stared at the instrument. Philip would have taken off the receiver, but Elizabeth held out her hand.




  “I have an idea,” she said. “I believe it is from Sylvanus Power. Let me answer it.”




  She held the receiver to her ear and listened.




  “Yes?” she murmured. “Yes?… At what time?”




  Her face grew more puzzled. She listened for a moment longer.




  “But, Sylvanus,” she expostulated, “what do you mean?… Sylvanus?… Mr. Power?”




  The telephone had become a dumb thing. She replaced the receiver.




  “I don’t understand,” she told Philip. “All that he said was—‘You will receive my present at five o’clock this morning!’”




  “Does he think we are going to sit up for it?” Philip asked.




  “He is the strangest man,” she sighed….




  * * * * *




  After all, some queer fancy awoke Philip at a little before five that morning and drew him to the window. He sat looking out over the still sleeping city. All sound now was hushed. It was the brief breathing space before the dawn. In the clear morning spring light, the buildings of the city seemed to stand out with a new and marvellous distinctness. Now and then from the harbour came the shriek of a siren. A few pale lights were still burning along the river way. From one of the city clocks the hour was slowly tolled. Philip counted the strokes—one, two, three, four, five. Then, almost as he was preparing to leave his post, there came a terrific roar. The window against which he leaned shook. Some of the buildings in the distance trembled. One, with its familiar white cupola, seemed for a moment to be lifted from the ground and then split through by some unseen hand. The roar of the explosion was followed by the crashing of falling masonry. Long fingers of fire suddenly leapt up into the quiet, cool air. Fragments of masonry, a portion, even, of that wonderful cupola, came crashing down into the street. He heard Elizabeth’s voice behind him, felt her fingers upon his shoulder.




  “What is it? Philip, what is it?”




  He pointed with steady finger. The truth seemed to come to him by inspiration.




  “It is Sylvanus Power’s message to you,” he replied. “The theatre!”




  There were flames now, leaping up to the sky. Together they watched them and listened to the shrieking of sirens and whistles as the fire engines galloped by from every section of the city. There was a strange look in Elizabeth’s face as she watched the curling flames.




  “Philip,” she whispered, “thank God! There it goes, all his great offering to me! It’s like the man and his motto—‘A man may do what he will with his own.’ Only last night I felt as though I would give anything in the world never to stand upon the stage of that theatre again. He doesn’t know it, Philip, but his is a precious gift.”




  He passed his arm around her and drew her from the window.




  “‘A man may do what he will with his own,’” he repeated. “Well, it isn’t such a bad motto. Sylvanus Power may destroy a million-dollar theatre for a whim, but so far as you and I are concerned—”




  She sighed with content.




  “We do both need a holiday,” she murmured. “Somewhere in Europe, I think.”
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  A MAN stalwart, tall, distinguished, slowly descended the steps of the Metropole Hotel and turned his face westward. The doorkeeper, who had bowed low at his exit, raised his whistle to his lips.




  “Hansom, sir?”




  The man shook his head.




  “No thanks! I prefer to walk!” he said, shortly.




  His clothes were perfectly correct, and his carriage was commanding, but amongst Londoners it is always easy enough to mark the stranger. His cheeks were bronzed with the heat of a tropical sun, and his bushy black beard, carefully trimmed though it was, suggested at once the colonial. As he walked slowly up Northumberland Avenue, he glanced frequently around him. Once or twice he made a brief inquiry of a policeman. Yet he had the air of one who revisits a locality perfectly familiar to him at some time or other during his life.




  The month was May, and the sky was blue, dotted here and there with fragments of fleecy broken clouds. The waters in the fountains at Trafalgar Square glittered like little specks of molten silver in the clear sunlight. The air was soft and warm. At every corner women were selling great bunches of yellow primroses and fragrant violets. One, more energetic than the rest, planted herself in his way, holding out a bunch of the purple blossoms so that their sweetness forced itself upon him.




  “Sweet violets, sir? Only tuppence a bunch! ‘Ave a bunch? ‘Ave a buttonhole, sir?”




  He stopped short and stood in the middle of the pavement while she fastened them deftly in the buttonhole of his immaculate frock coat. When she had finished he dropped something in her palm, at which she started, and, being by chance honest, called after him. He only waved his hand.




  “It is quite right,” he said. “I have not smelt English violets for ten years. You are welcome.”




  His eyebrows contracted slightly at her shrill volley of excited thanks, and he passed on a little more rapidly. The girl, with the instincts of her class, tested the little piece of gold between her white teeth. There was no doubt about it. It was perfectly good. She commenced to discuss her good fortune volubly with her fellow-sellers until a neighbouring policeman separated and moved them on.




  Meanwhile the man to whom the perfume of English violets had seemed so sweet a thing passed along Pall Mall and into Piccadilly. Here his leisurely walk became a saunter. Everything he saw seemed to interest him. He looked into the faces of the passers-by as though they were the faces of a people from whom he had drifted apart, and with whom he found it no ordinary pleasure to be once more in touch. The shops, too, attracted him, especially the art and picture shops, before every one of which he lingered. London was full—full of the keen, throbbing vitality of her best season, and the whirl and bustle of it all seemed to possess a distinct and curious fascination for him. He was evidently only an onlooker at present, yet in his strangeness there was no touch of gaucherie. He moved like a man accustomed to rule and to be obeyed. Even in the thoroughfare, whose pavements are pressed every day during certain halcyon months by the footsteps of the most distinguished-looking men in Europe, his presence attracted some attention. He had the air of being somebody. His face, with its clean-cut features, its firm mouth and dark bright eyes, was the face of a ruler. Even the deep bronze of his cheeks was, in its way, becoming. A good many people wondered who he was.




  With perfect unconsciousness of sundry turned heads, he pursued his leisurely way, until he came to a standstill before the massive front of one of the great clubs. He asked a question of a passer-by, and slowly mounted the broad steps. The glass doors flew open before him. He came to a standstill upon the marble and mosaic tiles of a luxurious circular hall. An elderly man in quiet livery came forward in answer to his interrogative glance around. He produced a letter and a card from his pocket.




  “Is the secretary of the club, Colonel Welland, in?” he inquired.




  The steward shook his head.




  “He is not in at present, sir. We expect him here about four o’clock today. Can I give him any message, sir?”




  “You can give him this note and card. I will call again, perhaps this afternoon, or to-morrow.”




  He was turning away when the man glanced at the card. An instant change took place in his manner. Before he had been quietly civil, now he was deeply respectful. The alteration was subtle but significant.




  “I beg your pardon, sir. I have special instructions about you in case you should arrive during Colonel Welland’s absence. He desired me to say that he would have called upon you, but you did not mention your hotel.”




  “It is of no consequence.”




  “Colonel Welland sent me out to make inquiries, sir, but I could not find you. You are a visiting member here for as long as you choose, sir. Will you allow me to show you over the club?”




  The visitor took off his hat.




  “I am very much obliged to Colonel Welland,” he remarked. “I may as well have some lunch here then. I won’t trouble you to show me over just now. Another time will do.”




  “Just as you please, sir,” the steward answered. “The luncheon room is this way, if you will be so good as to follow me, sir.”




  The steward opened a door leading into a room of magnificent proportions and appointments, where several men were lunching at small tables. If he had expected the newcomer to be impressed, he was disappointed. He glanced around and made his way to a round table near a window.




  “By the by, are there any letters for me?” he inquired of the steward, who still lingered by his side.




  The man smiled.




  “I believe so, sir,” he answered, and disappeared. In a few minutes he was back again, staggering beneath the weight of a huge paper-basket. The newcomer laid down his knife and fork and looked at its contents aghast.




  “Do you mean to say that all that lot is for me?” he exclaimed, with knitted brows. “There must be some mistake.”




  The steward bowed and thought not.




  “There is another basket which holds as many again, sir,” he announced, with the ghost of a polite smile still upon his lips. “I could not have carried it in myself. The bottom would have come out.”




  The man sat back in his chair with his hands stuck in his waistcoat pockets and looked up from the basket to the steward’s face. Evidently he was speaking the truth, and as to this mass of correspondence being intended for him, there could be no doubt about it. Francis Kernham, Esq., was staring up at him from a hundred different envelopes in a hundred different handwritings—envelopes square and long, perfumed and commercial, type-written, and traced in the most delicate of feminine characters. A good many men and women in very different stations of life seemed to have something to say to Mr. Francis Kernham.




  “I do not understand it,” he said, simply. “I do not know half a dozen people in London.”




  The man smiled openly.




  “Possibly not, sir, but all London knows you, sir,” he remarked.




  “Ridiculous! And how the deuce did all London know that I was coming to the Wanderer’s Club?” the newcomer protested.




  “Three or four of the society papers have announced the fact, sir,” the man answered. “It was in The World last week. The next morning we had over a hundred letters for you. You will find that quite half of them are begging letters and circulars, sir.”




  “And the remainder?”




  “The remainder are probably invitations, sir.”




  “But I told you just now that I did not know any one in London.”




  The steward smiled again, a gentle, deprecating smile.




  “That makes no difference at all, sir. You are famous. If you have only just arrived, perhaps you have not seen the papers lately. There has been a good deal written about you, sir, the last few days.”




  Mr. Francis Kernham leaned forward and recommenced his lunch. Evidently this was a phase of his home-coming which presented itself to him now for the first time.




  “Take them away,” he said, shortly; “they interfere with my appetite. I will arrange for a secretary, or something.”




  The steward withdrew with his burden, and the man who had become famous continued his lunch. It was a meal almost severely simple, but with his cheese he ordered a pint of the best Burgundy upon the wine list. He remained for some time sipping it and gazing meditatively out of the window. At last he rose, paid his bill, and walked slowly out into the streets again.




  Almost opposite was Hyde Park Corner, already alive with a brilliant stream of the fashionable world. But he turned away from the park, and set his face southwards. This time he asked no questions. He found his way as though by instinct. A change had come over him. He walked no longer as a stranger, sauntering along the highways of a great city, fairly curious, master of his time, indifferent as to his destination. The alertness of his wandering gaze, and the good-humoured smile upon his curving lips, had alike vanished. He walked now like a man dwelling in the past, yet having a fixed destination to which his feet bore him only too slowly. The lines of his face had relaxed. His soft, bright eyes had become the eyes of a dreamer. He had turned the key of a chamber in his thoughts across the portals of which the dust of many years lay thick and undisturbed. A storehouse of old memories had escaped from long confinement; they were thronging around him, they glided along by his side through the crowded streets, they whispered in his ear, caught at his heartstrings, and floated before his eyes. Ah, well! the hand of repression had lain heavy upon him all these years. It was lifted now. Of his own free will he was yielding himself up a willing victim to memories poignant enough still and touched with an inimitable sadness. Yet this was one of the luxuries which he had promised himself at the very crown of his success.




  He came to a standstill before a dark, gloomy house in the purlieus of Chelsea. His feet had led him there unerringly, without hesitation or uncertainty. He looked up at the windows. The old legend was still on hand, “Apartments to let.” He stretched out his hand and rang the bell.




  A girl with a pale sallow face and untidy gown answered it. He looked at her searchingly. She, at any rate, was not familiar.




  “Does Mrs. Seely live here still?” he asked.




  The girl shook her head.




  “Never heard of her. Is she a lodger?”




  “She used to let the apartments here,” he answered. “It was a long time ago. I daresay that she has left now.”




  “I guess so,” the girl answered. “We’ve lived here seven years. Our name’s Patchett. Did you wish for apartments?” she asked, doubtfully. His appearance was not quite the appearance of a man seeking lodgings in the back streets of Chelsea.




  “If you have the room I want, I might take it—for a short time,” he answered.




  Her face brightened.




  “The first floor is all to let,” she said briskly. “Won’t you step in and look at it?”




  He accepted her invitation, and the door was closed. But he did not follower her into the front room.




  “It is a room upstairs that I wanted to see,” he explained.




  “Upstairs! The best rooms are all down here.”




  “It is not the best rooms I want,” he answered. “It is a small room upon the fourth floor.”




  The girl’s face fell.




  “The fourth floor! Why there isn’t a room fit for you there, sir!” she exclaimed. “They’re mostly attics—tiny little holes!”




  “I know that they are not large,” he persisted; “but there is a room there which I am particularly anxious to take if it is unoccupied. I can show it to you if you will come upstairs with me. I am not particular about the price of it. You can charge me as much for it as the first floor, if you like!” he added, noticing her fallen face.




  She seemed puzzled, but became more cheerful.




  “Oh, they’re mostly empty,” she said, leading the way to the stairs. “Letting rooms is just starvation now. There’s all the cheap new flats to stop you from letting your best rooms, and the others don’t pay anyhow. I can’t see what folks see in flats,” she added, disconsolately. “I think they’re beastly!”




  He followed her in silence. He was sound in wind and limb, but his heart was beating fast when they reached the fourth floor. He led the way to a room at the end of the passage, and touched the handle.




  “This is the one,” he said. “Is it empty?”




  She nodded, and threw open the door.




  “You can have it for fifteen shillings a week,” she declared, boldly trebling the price.




  He pressed some money into her hand.




  “I will take it for a month,” he said. “Here is the rent in advance. I will go in and sit down if you will be so good as to leave me for a few minutes.”




  Three pounds! Her fingers closed upon the money. What a stroke of luck! A dull, brick-red streak of colour stained her cheek. Some latent spirit of covetousness was awakened by the sight of the gold.




  “There is no bed in the room, you know,” she said, looking around. “That will be extra if we put one in.”




  “Thank you. I shall not sleep here,” he answered.




  She left him then. He crossed the threshold and shut the door after her. Standing quite motionless just inside the room he listened to her retreating footsteps. When they had died away, when he was sure that he was absolutely alone, he looked around him.




  It was the same room. A particular crack in the falling paper running zigzag to the panel, a risen rafter in the uneven floor; a hole in the threadbare carpet where a cinder had dropped—some one of these things brought back, with a vividness which thrilled him through and through, the whole procession of heart-shattering memories. He sank into the hard horsehair easy-chair and sat there with drooped head, a figure curiously at variance with his shabby surroundings. The little drama of years ago rose up before his eyes. A bridge was thrown over to the past The life-labours of the man seemed but as the dreaming of a dream.
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  SHE was leaning back in that self-same chair, her eyes half closed, and her shabby little jacket thrown back. Her hat lay on the table where she had thrown it, while her ringless hands met clasped together behind her head in a tumbled mass of silky black hair. Neither the pallor of her cheeks nor the frowning contractions of her eyebrows, or the dejection of her posture, seemed to have any power to detract from a beauty at once singular and comprehensive. Something cruelly like starvation had laid its hand upon her wan features. Her cheeks were a trifle hollow. Her eyes were unnaturally bright and large. Her lips lacked the fresh ruddiness of youth. Yet of her beauty there could be no doubt.




  A man came to her out of the shadows of the ill-lit room—a young man with dark fiery eyes and pale-lined forehead. She looked up at him listlessly.




  “I did not hear you come in,” she remarked.




  “I was here waiting for you,” he answered. “I have been here for an hour.”




  “If you have been doing nothing for so long you might have come and met me.”




  “I wish I had. You are tired tonight, Marcia, It is a horrid walk from the Strand.”




  “Everything is horrid. Life is horrid. Death, I suppose, would be horrid too, or I would try it,” she murmured wearily.




  He came over to her and she saw his face more clearly in the dim candlelight. There were black lines under his eyes. If he had been a woman you would have said that he had been weeping. She looked at him and sat up in her chair.




  “You have heard from those people?”




  He clenched his teeth, but a little moan found its way out.




  “Ay, it is there, you see.”




  He pointed to a brown paper parcel lying in the distant corner upon the floor. Her dim eyes followed his shaking finger.




  “There lies the letter.” He pointed to a pile of white ashes upon the grate. “It was like all the rest. Damn them!”




  She nodded softly. Her eyes, as they rested upon him, spoke of pity. They spoke, too, of other things. An inscrutable look had come into her face.




  He commenced to walk restlessly up and down the narrow confines of the room. His eyebrows were drawn close together. He seemed to be interested in the pattern of the threadbare carpet.




  “It came back soon after you left,” he began. “Since then I have been thinking—I have been thinking many things.”




  “Yes,” she murmured. “Tell me about them.”




  “I have been a dreamer,” he said, slowly, “and my dreaming has been the dreaming of a fool. I have been following the old will-o’-the-wisp, like the veriest yokel who ever came up from the provinces to pick up gold in the streets of London. I have dreamed of fame and honour, of winning a share of the beautiful things of the world, of turning my back for ever upon the misery of these days—the grinding, sordid misery of empty pockets and an aching heart. And it has been all a fool’s dream.”




  “Not quite that,” she sighed. “You have done a little. You have had some encouragement. You have had promises.”




  He stopped and faced her now. A spot of colour flared in his sunken cheeks. His eyes were on fire.




  “It has been a fool’s dream,” he repeated, fiercely. “I have wasted my days and my nights. I have spent the labour of my hands and the labour of my brain in vain. I have promises,” he cried, a strain of infinite bitterness rising into his words. “What then? What do they mean? Years of strenuous toil, of semi-starvation, of physical suffering, of mental anguish, and then—what then? A place amongst the third-rate scribblers of the day, perhaps a provincial editorship, a villa at Tooting, a migration from the attics of starvation to the suburbanism of genteel poverty. Not for me! A pest upon such promises. If the would can pay me no better for my work than that, it can go to—the flames.”




  He stooped and flung the brown paper parcel onto the smouldering fire. She half rose as though to check him, but he snatched up the poker and held the package down until the curling flames arose from underneath it and around. A red glow lit up his stooping face. Decidedly he was very handsome. For the first time she saw in his features a suggestion of that subtlest and hardest to define of all the qualities which make men dear to women—power. She sighed and smoothed her ruffled hair.




  He stood up only when the manuscript had become a mass of smouldering grey ashes. It seemed to himself that he was holding himself more upright. There was a new glow in his eyes, a new curl to his lips. The white ashes, which a draught of wind from down the chimney sent floating into the room, were like the disintegrated atoms of his old life. Henceforth they marked an era to him.




  “Do you mean—that you will write—no more?” she asked, half fearfully.




  “No more!” he answered, firmly, and to her listening ears there was more of triumph than regret in his tone. “I have wasted two years of my life. Tonight I start afresh. To-night, Marcia—to-night, we must say—farewell!”




  It was like the loosening of an anchor to her. She was sad, unaccountably sad.




  “What are you going to do?” she whispered.




  He laughed




  “Do! I am going to join the vulgar hustling throng of those who rule the world—I am going to seek and find gold! Oh, it is all very well to rail at wealth, and the barbarisms of wealth, to write philosophy in a sumptuous library with a golden pen, to preach religion in a lawn surplice, to prate of the ethics of content with a well-filled bank-book in your pocket. It is all sham and humbug! There is only one philosophy and one religion, in this country at any rate, and that is gold. I must have it! I will have it!”




  His eyes flashed fires at her through the semi-darkness. She listened to him, fascinated, with bated breath.




  “I used to dream of art,” he cried. “What can art give to a starving man? What can it do but look down from the skies, and mock at him? Grant that I am an artist, that I have a desire for, and a keen appreciation of, the beautiful. I am the more miserable for it. I am more miserable than the dullest clerk who bends his back over a city desk, and sees no further into life than the pages of his ledger. I have no money. I am forced to eat coarse food, and loathe it. The luxuries of clean service, of glass and flowers, and seemly dress are all beyond me. I must spend my days within these hideous walls, where everything I look at is unlovely and stultifying. What can it do for me but deepen my miseries? True, I can go to the National Gallery amongst the great pictures, and lose myself for a little while if I can find a corner where the British sightseer is not munching sandwiches, or the Kensington schoolgirls giggling—and what then? I must come back here! My little dream of beauty is over. The darkness is greater than ever. It is the same with books, the same with that fascinating scribbling.” He pointed to the pulp of paper upon the fire. “A few hours’ escape only makes return the more miserable. I have done with it! I am young! I am strong! I am passionate! I will taste life or die! I am not content to find happiness in dreams, or to borrow fleeting glimpses of it through other people’s spectacles. And in the world there is but one royal road—wealth—which I have not but will have; and the capacity for life, which I have. I will fill my own cup, and my own hands shall hold it to my lips! I will do this or I will die!”




  She leaned towards him, her hands clasped, her eyes bright. His excitement was infectious. A spark had thrilled her.




  “It is true, what you say!” she cried. “Life without power is misery—misery deeper than ever for us who thirst for beautiful things. You will fight for wealth. You will join in the battle, and you will win! You are a man and you can do it. But what of me? I, too, loathe and shrink from poverty. I, too, desire to live. What of me? What can I do?”




  He looked at her with a sudden intentness. Hers was a problem indeed—harder to solve than his, deeper and swept with many strange currents.




  “You are prompt in solving your own fate,” she cried. “Solve mine! I am a woman without friends, without any particular talent, until to-night a minor actress at a minor theatre, with no hope of advancement, perfectly conscious of my own limitations. I have been cursed with education, and nature has chosen to instill into me a desire for the beautiful. What am I to do with it? I am a woman and I have been delicately bred. I have all a woman’s love of soft clothes, and fine linen, of dainty surroundings, of educated companionship, of freedom from the grosser cares of life! I have been earning twenty shillings a week, and living—here! To-night I am dismissed. Our play is a failure, and it has been withdrawn. Our manager is bankrupt. I do not know where to turn, even if I would, for another engagement. What can I do? What hope is there for me? You and I have drifted together here, and we have been friends for a little while. Give me your advice. Let me hear how my position sounds to some one else besides myself!”




  She rose suddenly from her chair, and swept across the room to his side. He turned and looked at her. In the half-lights the outline of her superbly graceful figure was softened—its angularities were toned down, the suppleness remained. Even the shabbiness of her gown was invisible. Her pale cheeks only served to heighten the beauty of her soft, dark eyes. He looked out into the lamp-lit streets and away into the darkness.




  “You are beautiful,” he said, coldly.




  She caught the restraint in his tone, and she was grateful for it. She laid her white, ringless fingers upon his arm. A quiver passed through his frame. She was so close to him that her warm breath fell upon his cheek.




  “Yes, I have that,” she answered, softly. “It is my one marketable commodity. It is the one key which could open the gate into the promised land. You have your sex and your strength—and I have my beauty. But, now tell me, how am I to use it? I am nearly twenty years old. I have been on the stage two or three years—quite sufficient to tell me that I am no use there! To-night has settled that finally. And yet—no one has offered—to marry me. There is no one who seems inclined to. I have been honoured with—other offers. There seem plenty of men who want a mistress—but not a wife. No! no! Don’t interrupt me! You are a novelist, or rather you were until a few hours ago. Look upon this as simply a situation—a psychological problem. Here am I dowerless and poverty-stricken, save for two gifts alone—my beauty and my honour. Frankly I cannot live this life any longer. I am half starved now, and from to-night I shall be penniless. Now, what shall I do? Mind, I do not pretend to be a moral woman at all. It is true that I have lived for years alone, and that I have refused all—offers. That has been simply a matter of self-respect. If a man came tonight, this moment for whom I could care, I would go to him. My destiny has never given me the chance of choosing between right and wrong. I should not hesitate a moment. I should go to him without a single qualm. But to become the tool of one of those creatures who come with gold in their hands to tempt—oh, it is hideous!—vile! vile! vile! I should loathe myself. I should feel that I had sunk to their level, that I had become a beast. To think of it even—and I have thought of it—is a nightmare. Yet, what am I to do? I have never seen one man for whom I cared a straw. Perhaps I have not the gift of caring. Perhaps I shall never love any man. Then what am I to do?”




  He kept his face turned from her. His voice trembled.




  “The lives of such as you and I are hard to shape,” he said. “You ask me a riddle. All that I can say must sound like mockery.”




  “I have been patient,” she went on. “I have lived here”—she waved her hand around the room—“for three dreary years. Who can say that I have not been patient? I have waited until my heart is growing old, and sometimes I feel that if I do not escape from it I must die! To-night when I received my dismissal, I was glad. At any rate, the crisis had come. Francis”—he felt her hand tighten upon his arm. Unwillingly he suffered himself to be drawn a little closer to her—“Francis, will you take me with you? I care not how. I am not afraid of any hardship. If you are going into a new country—well, I can work. We can be good comrades. It will not be any hindrance to you. Save me, Francis! If you leave me here alone—my God! don’t you see that I must—I must—”




  He held out his hands. Her sentence died away.




  “Marcia, I cannot!” he cried, vehemently. “I am going into a new world. I am going where you could not go. I am going to work as you could not work. For many years I shall not want to look into a woman’s face. You are the only thing that I have to regret in life—but we must part. I am bound for a wild, rough country, where other men have carved their way into future by the strength of their arms and the power of their will. And I shall follow in their footsteps. I shall do the same. But it would be no land for you, Marcia.”




  Her warm cheeks touched his. Her arms were around his neck.




  “I would work, Francis. Do not fear that I cannot work because my hands are soft and you have known me indolent.”




  He set his teeth, and almost roughly unyoked her arms.




  “You would be a hindrance to me every moment,” he cried, harshly “Where I am going no woman could follow. If she did it would be death to the man who brought her—and worse than death to her. No, I must have no drawbacks. I am going to start life free. We must part!”




  She left his side abruptly. He remained gazing out of the window. The dark clouds away westward were lightening with a faint lurid glow rising up from the centre of pleasure-seeking London. He watched it, fascinated. It was the one side of London he loved, of the joys he thirsted for. Wealth—wealth that was power, that could bring him freedom for ever from sordid cares and hideous surroundings. That was what he craved. That was what he would have; and behind him, in the shadow of the room, a woman sat gazing into the trembling fire, with sad, dull eyes, bidding farewell to the fragments of her past life; a tragic figure indeed: the type of those things at which men mock to-day and sorrow to-morrow. But he never glanced behind. What was passing in her bosom was hidden from him. Between them was a wall of darkness. He was young, and eager, and selfish; his foot planted firmly upon the threshold of his destiny, his strenuous eyes fixed upon the future. He was young, and eager, and selfish—and he was a man.
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  THE curtain had fallen. It was the end of the first scene in this little drama of reminiscence. The man rose from his uncomfortable seat and walked slowly around the room. At the blindless window he paused and gazed out into the gathering twilight with slow, lingering eyes. The past seemed suddenly to have been brought into marvellous proximity to the present. The effort of recollection had been complete. He could not believe that since that May evening, when he had stood on the same spot with swelling heart, a decade of years had fallen, lives had been lived and lost, others besides himself had measured will with ambition—some to fall, some, like him, to rise. In the grim, uncertain light, he almost fancied that those white arms were once again outstretched towards him, that once more the cry of her despair was in his ears. Often he had fancied that he could hear it, ringing across the grey ocean, throbbing through the dense forests which lay between him and the seaboard, wailing in the light winds which blew down the mountain-side. But in those days of enthralling work, when great schemes throve beneath his hands, and the destinies of a great new country seemed gradually to be gathered in under his control, they had never troubled him for long. Now it was different. That cry of his for wealth and power which had rang out so bitterly from within those shabby walls, had been answered a thousandfold. All and more than he had dreamed of had been accomplished. The world had listened to him. He stood in a position altogether unique and wonderful. And now, when the struggle was over, when the tension was relaxed and the pressure had fallen away, the romance of those early days was blossoming out afresh. A nightmare of conscience had suddenly laid hold of him. He looked back upon that night, and the joy of his triumphs paled. He had kept his word, he had won his battle. And she—




  He tore himself from the room, and, putting the key in his pocket walked slowly back to his hotel through the darkening streets. The men whom he passed on the way he regarded with indifference, but into every woman’s face he glanced with a sort of wistful earnestness. Somewhere in the bosom of the great city she doubtless was, but where—how? He shrank from all such thoughts. Certain words of hers seemed fixed into his memory. Every now and then he thought of them, and shuddered.




  Once or twice he wandered out of his way, and it was late when he reached his hotel. Dinner was already proceeding in the brilliantly-lit salon, and little groups of people, men in evening dress, and women in soft white opera cloaks, stood about in the hall sipping coffee and waiting for their carriages. He walked past them unnoticing, and took a letter from his bureau with his key. In the lift he tore it open. It was from the man on whom he had called earlier in the day.




  Wanderers’ Club,




  Piccadilly,




  May 7th.




  Welcome to England, my dear Kernham. You were not expected until the 10th. London will be taken by surprise. Whatever engagements you may have, put them off, and dine here with me at eight o’clock. A very distinguished person is coming in later in hope of meeting you. Be sure that you do not fail!




  Yours,




  Mortimer Welland.




  He threw the note on one side, and changed his clothes, assisted by a quiet, dark-faced servant, who had answered his ring. With his cloak upon his arm, he scribbled a few lines to Colonel Welland.




  Dear Colonel Welland,—I have to dine—with an old friend. It is an engagement of long standing. If I am not detained I will call upon you about twelve o’clock.




  Yours,




  Francis Kernham.




  He addressed the note, and handed it to the servant. Then he walked slowly downstairs, and stood upon the steps.




  “The Genoa Restaurant is still in existence, I suppose?” he said to the door-keeper.




  “The Genoa, sir? Certainly,” the man replied. “Shall I call you a hansom?”




  Kernham buttoned his coat and lighted a cigarette. “No, thanks. It is not far. I don’t care about driving.”




  He walked slowly through the streets, now thronged with men and women wending their way theatre-wards, and still he kept up that curious watch of his. Once or twice he half-stopped and glanced anxiously at a veiled face, or into eyes which sought his with significant readiness, and at such times a sharp pain shot to his heart, followed by a sense of inexpressible thankfulness. When he reached the restaurant he gave a little sigh of relief.




  Apparently the Genoa still maintained its rank. Outside a little string of carriages were waiting, and directly he passed the portals his coat and hat were taken from him by a footman in knee breeches and powdered hair. He made his way to the famous oak dining-room, and stood for a moment looking in upon the brilliant scene. An attendant came up to him.




  “I am afraid that you will have to wait a short time, sir,” he said, “unless you care for one of the smaller dining-rooms. Every table here and on the balcony is engaged to-night.”




  “I ordered table No. 34 for to-night by wire from Southampton,” Kernham answered. “My name is Kernham—Mr. Francis Kernham.”




  The man bowed low. “It is quite right, sir,” he said. “This way, if you please.”




  It was a very familiar way, though he had only been in the room once before in his life. Kernham followed him to a distant corner, where, upon a small, round table, was a card bearing his name, and the magic word “Engaged.” He sat down and drew a long breath.




  No waiter came to him for a minute or two, and he had time to collect himself. In a wild country, where men carried often their lives in their hands, and no one could be sure of seeing the morrow’s sun, he had been spoken of and written of as a man of iron nerve, of never-failing sangfroid and presence of mind. Yet from his corner he looked out upon the gay roomful of men and women with dimmed eyes, and a heart beating more tremulously than it had ever done in the presence of death, or when, between the hours of dawn and noon, working with torn shirt, and half-naked beneath a boiling sun, he had drawn from the earth, a spade in one hand and a revolver in the other, a great fortune. A sudden memory of that day, the crowd of envious, scowling faces, himself knee-deep in a trench of rocky sand, parted his lips as he glanced around him. It was odd to think that he was living in the same world. Rose-shaded electric lights were burning in dainty lamps on every table, flashing out from the dark oak walls upon the jewelled hair and white shoulders of beautiful women, shining upon the silver and glass, and upon the soft banks of perfumed flowers. The hum of pleasant conversation, varied with little trills of feminine laughter, filled the air. Waiters moved noiselessly over the thick Oriental carpet. There was no rattling of plates, no disturbing sounds; everything was noiseless, deft, perfect. It was just the same as he remembered it. There was no change. Ten years ago on a May evening he had looked out upon just such a scene as this, only the most beautiful woman in the room sat in that empty chair, with her dark eyes flashing unutterable things upon him over the scarlet flowers at her bosom, and a faint tinge of colour in her cheeks.




  A waiter came to him, and he wrote out his dishes, choosing them with a mechanical effort of memory, and selecting his wine at random. They brought him his food, and he ate like the others, and drank. But she was there, his guest had come. He heard the soft swish of her skirts as she sank into her chair, her strange little laugh as their eyes met. He saw her cloak fall away from her white shoulders on to the back of the chair, and that marvellous colour steal into her cheeks as the wine, strange to both of them, glided through her veins, and the heat of the room increased. The sweet caress of her voice was in his ears. She looked at him and spoke.
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  HER glass was raised to her lips. The wine was foaming to the rim.




  “To our farewell, and your future,” she murmured. “Drink with me, Francis.”




  “To the future, yes,” he answered; “but to our farewell, no.”




  “Yet, to-night—we part—for ever.”




  He backed away from her, and swept an angry glance around the room.




  “I could curse these people for their laughter and their happiness and their money,” he said. “I am almost sorry we came. What a ghastly farce it is!”




  She laughed at him gaily.




  “Don’t say that, Francis! It was a brilliant idea to spend our last night like this. Let us eat and drink and be merry, for to-morrow we die. Isn’t it fascinating to think of? I would not be without the memory of to-night for anything in the world.”




  He filled his glass and drank, looking at her with growing admiration. She became conscious under his keen scrutiny.




  “You mustn’t look at me like that,” she laughed. “Is there anything particularly wrong with my toilette. Of course my gown is very old-fashioned, but it was a good one once, and I have done my hair well, haven’t I? You haven’t paid me a single compliment, sir.”




  “You are the most beautiful woman here—the most beautiful in London,” he declared. “Every one looks at you. You know it. You have tried to make yourself beautiful to-night. Was it to madden me, I wonder?”




  She laughed softly. Her eyes spoke to him across the tiny table. He set his teeth.




  “My beauty, you know, is to be my stock-in-trade.”




  He writhed in his chair under the sting of her calm words. His eyes were flashing dark lightning out upon the little groups of well-bred, insouciant men, and the gay, smiling women. What a mockery the festivity was! He looked back at her, and the ethical horror of this great, black gulf loomed at her very feet, made his heart feel sick and his blood run cold.




  “Not that!” he whispered. “Not that! God! I cannot bear to think of it.”




  She was suddenly grave. She bent towards him.




  “Will you take me with you, then?”




  “Marcia, how can I?” he answered hoarsely. “I have not enough money for our passages.”




  “You have yours, and I can sell enough for my own,” she went on, eagerly. “Take me, Francis! Won’t you save me?”




  His moment of indecision had passed away. The thing was altogether out of the question. He shook his head doggedly.




  “I must have a free hand when I get there, and I must go alone.”




  She shrugged her white shoulders, white as alabaster against that band of black velvet. Her sudden gravity was gone. The brilliant smile of a few minutes ago played once more upon her lips.




  “It is settled then,” she said, lightly. “Don’t look so tragical, my dear Francis. I will not tease you any more. Let us keep to our compact. Let us forget that to-morrow exists. Nothing makes me want to be rich so much as cookery like this. The salad is perfect. I wonder how—Why, it is Lord Mallingford!”




  She held out her fingers, and flashed a smile of welcome at the newcomer, a tall young man, who had been passing down the room. He dropped his eyeglass in surprise, and came to a standstill before her.




  “Miss Goring, by all that is wonderful!” he exclaimed. “Why, I—I thought that you never came out,” he added, with a glance at her companion and a shade of reproach in his tone.




  “You mean because I would not come out with you,” she remarked. “Ah well, my acquaintance with you was very slight wasn’t it, when you first asked me. Do you come here often?”




  “Pretty well,” he answered. “The supper they give you is awfully good, but It’s just a little out of the way. I have never seen you here before.”




  “I have never been here before. Everything must have a beginning you know, and an ending. This promises to be both in my case.”




  He moved on with a bow, and a careless glance at Francis Kernham. He recognized him at once as the good-looking boy who generally met Marcia at the stage door and took her home. Probably a brother or relation of some sort he imagined. With Francis the recognition was mutual, and he was boiling with rage.




  “Confounded ass!” he muttered under his teeth. “I wonder you could speak to him, Marcia, after the way you used to snub him coming out of the theatre. Didn’t you tell me once that he had been rude to you, and you hated him?”




  “In future,” she said “I shall hate all men. I shall probably have cause to.”




  He rose from his chair. The perspiration was standing out upon his forehead.




  “Come out upon the balcony,” he said. “This room is stifling. I can’t breathe.”




  They strolled outside, and leaned against the stone parapet. The murmur of voices seemed suddenly to fade away into a far distant sound. The red tips of cigarettes burning like glowworms here and there upon the balcony alone reminded them that the solitude was peopled. A mild breeze was rustling in the pine-trees. As yet there was no moon, and the stars gave no light. She leaned over with her eyes fixed upon the river.




  “It is the end, then,” she said, softly, without looking at him. “It is all over.”




  He tried to answer her, but he could not. His throat was thick with sobs.




  “Light a cigarette,” she whispered. “You look too much in earnest. People will notice.”




  He obeyed her in silence. It was a relief to be doing something. He struck a match and smoked.




  “Are you going back to Chelsea?” she asked.




  He shook his head. “No. My things are all at Waterloo. I shall find a bed somewhere for the night. To-morrow I go to Southampton.”




  “They will think that we have left together,” she remarked.




  He stopped smoking, and looked at her. Her face was turned away. He could only see the outline of her delicate profile gleaming white through the darkness.




  “Do you mean that you are not going there?” he asked.




  There was a full minute’s silence. A burst of laughter floated out from the room. A man seated close to them struck a match. By its fitful light Francis saw his face. It was Lord Mallingford, and he was watching them closely. Then she answered him.




  “No, I am not going back.”




  “And—to-night?”




  “I do not know. I have not decided. It is for fate to decide.”




  He trembled from head to foot as though some one had struck him a blow in a vital part. He tried to look at her, but she kept her face averted. Another wave of distant laughter came floating out from the long dining-room. Then there was silence. He could hear his heart beat against his side.




  “Marcia!”




  She raised her eyes and looked into his. There was a scarlet flush upon her cheeks. She looked away almost immediately. The hand which played with the fastening of her cloak shook.




  “Come,” he whispered.




  She followed him back into the room. He paid the bill, and walked out through a different entrance. They were in the hotel.




  She stood beside a tall palm tree whilst he went into the office. People who passed by looked at her curiously. Her cloak and her dinner gown were simple and a little old-fashioned, and she had not a single jewel upon her person, but her beauty was paramount and extraordinary. The colour in her face kept coming and going. Her eyes were soft and brilliant. She held herself like a queen.




  He came back to her and whispered in her ear.




  “Tell me where to send for some of your things.”




  There was a writing-table in the centre of the marble hall. She moved towards it and, taking up a pen, wrote a few lines with unfaltering hand. He passed them on to a commissionaire. For a moment they were alone.




  “Marcia,” he whispered, “you have no regret? You are perfectly sure?”




  Her eyes dropped before his, but he caught their light for a moment and he did not doubt.




  “None. Why should I? Don’t you know that I love you?”




  He stepped across the hall and rang the bell for the lift.




  There was a sudden commotion in the brilliantly lit room. A man who had been sitting alone at a small table had suddenly dropped his glass with a low, moaning cry. The wine in a little river was running across the table. The man was leaning back in his chair, as pale as death.




  “Shall I fetch a doctor, sir?” whispered the waiter in his ear.




  The man opened his eyes and set his teeth hard.




  “I am not ill, only a little faint,” he said. “Give me your arm. I want fresh air. I will get out on to the balcony.”




  He rose up slowly, and disappeared through the broad open window, leaning upon the waiter’s arm. Conversation was renewed at once. The incident was forgotten. A man had felt a little faint. That was all. And outside, on the balcony, the man was leaning over the parapet with half-closed eyes, and a pain at his heart like death. It was the end of the second scene in the little drama of his memory, the second and the last.
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  “THAT,” said a great painter to a girl who stood by his side, “is success—the heart and core of success. You and I, Miss Fanshawe, are only upon the borderland.”




  They were standing together in a recess looking out upon Lady Widnerton’s drawing-room. She raised her eyes and looked steadily at the man towards whom her companion had inclined his head. She looked at him searchingly and with curiosity, for she knew by the world’s report that the painter’s words were true.




  “It is the head of a conqueror,” she said, thoughtfully. “I should like to paint him.”




  The man by her side smiled.




  “That is how we all feel,” he said; “but it is useless. He will not sit to any of us. He declined an offer from the President only the other day. I should not like to be sure, Miss Fanshawe—it is a good deal to say of any one now-a-days—but so far as my judgment goes, the man is honest. He is entirely without vanity.”




  “A man, and without vanity,” she murmured. “Is that really possible?”




  “I am almost convinced that it is so—in this case,” he continued “He has made a great name, and he carries his honours with dignity and with modesty. I daresay that you saw his baronetcy gazetted last night. I know for a fact that he refused a peerage, and was very averse to accepting a title of any sort.”




  His companion nodded. As a matter of fact she had not been listening. She had scarcely removed her eyes from the man whom they were discussing.




  “He has an interesting face,” she remarked, “especially for a successful man!”




  “Why the addendum?” he asked. “Isn’t success generally interesting?”




  She shook her head.




  “No! Success so often means content and content is absolutely fatal. It is different with this man. He has one trait in common with all the men who have done great things since the days of Moses. There is a German word which nearly expresses it I cannot transcribe it.”




  “You mean—”




  “I mean that he is unhappy. He has been disappointed, or he is nursing a vain desire. Perhaps he has still greater ambitions than he has been able to gratify. One cannot tell. But he is not satisfied. He is very far from being contented. My sex will find him charming. He has just that air of languor freed from affectation which they love, only in his case I should say that it was heart languor—heart weariness.”




  “You know him so well that you must know him better,” the painter remarked, smiling. “I will present him to you. We must be quick, though, or he will be gone. He never stays anywhere longer than a few minutes.”




  They crossed the room, and by an opportune turn came face to face with Kernham. A slanting ray of sunlight which had somehow eluded the holland blinds and the closely drawn venetians, touched the girl’s head as they came to a standstill, and a few loose threads of hair, escaped from underneath her hat, shone like threads of gold. Kernham, on whose lips the words of farewell were already framed, stopped short in his progress towards the door. He held out his hand to the painter with more than his usual cordiality.




  “I did not know that you were here, Treganon,” he said. “I was just going.”




  He glanced at the girl who stood between them. Treganon hastened to utter a few words of introduction. Kernham heard her name with more than ordinary interest.




  “You are an artist too, Miss Fanshawe, are you not?” he asked, after the customary formalities had passed between them.




  “I think that I may venture to call myself one—in a very small way,” she answered, smiling.




  He seemed more interested than the simple fact warranted. Following a half-unconscious movement of his, they detached themselves from the little group by which he had been surrounded, and moved a few steps apart. The slightly wearied air which they had both remarked upon some few moments ago had vanished. The lines of his mouth no longer drooped, his eyes were keen and bright.




  “There is a picture—no, not a picture, a study—of a woman’s head in the New Gallery,” he said, turning to the girl. “It is signed A. H. Fanshawe. I wonder, is it yours?”




  “I have several small things there,” she replied, “and one is a head, I believe.”




  “Can you tell me, was it sketched from life?”




  “No doubt.”




  “From a model?”




  She considered for a moment or two.




  “I really am not quite sure,” she said. “I had several heads there a few weeks ago, and I transferred some to a smaller exhibition. I could tell, of course, if I saw it, but I am afraid that I did not give my instructions as to the transferring very clearly; and I could not say which have been removed. I am going to see for my own satisfaction though, and if you like I can let you know.”




  “You are very good indeed. I shall consider it a special favour,” Kernham declared, warmly. “And will you forgive me for asking, is it for sale? If so, I should be happy to become a purchaser.”




  The girl laughed, her head thrown slightly back, and her white teeth gleaming for a moment. It was a musical little trill, but perfectly natural.




  “For sale! Of course it is! Do you think that I am an amateur? I can assure you that I paint for my daily bread. If only the price were not in the gallery book, I should double it. We always do for millionaires, you know, and you are a millionaire, aren’t you?”




  “Whatever the price is, it is mine if you will do me the honour to sell it to me,” he said. “The fact is that something in the pose, or in the face itself—I am not sure which—reminds me of some one whom I once knew, whose present whereabouts I am most anxious to discover.”




  A shade fell upon the girl’s face. She felt unaccountably disappointed. After all, then, his interest in the picture was bounded by the fact that it reminded him of a woman he had known. She knew something of the lives of most of her models—certainly of the two or three who were old enough for him to have met before he left England. Was he like that? She looked at him and sighed. He had seemed different.




  “I shall be passing Regent Street very shortly,” she said. “I will look in then, and see if I can recall the study.”




  “We were going there now, were we not?” Mr Treganon interposed.




  “Why should not Sir Francis Kernham walk down with us? You can let him know on the spot then.”




  Kernham waited for her reply with a quiet deference which pleased her.




  “Certainly, if you care to,” she said, turning to him. “I can tell you the price of the picture at the same time.”




  “A most admirable suggestion,” he declared.
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  THEY passed from the somewhat faint atmosphere of green tea and roses and Bond Street perfumery, into the light, open space of the sunlit square. Kernham raised his hat for a moment, and drew a deep breath of relief.




  “I wonder why we, any of us, go to afternoon receptions—especially on fine afternoons!” he exclaimed.




  “Flaccidity of the moral caliber,” Mr. Treganon suggested, “resulting in a want of firmness to stay away.”




  “A desire to see what other women are wearing,” Miss Fanshawe remarked, looking down at her own perfectly made gown. “But as for you men, what you go for I cannot imagine.”




  “Neither can I,” Kernham assented fervently.




  They both laughed. No one cared about driving, so Kernham sent his carriage away. They walked together towards Regent Street, a noticeable trio, the artist with his white, curly hair and beard and grey frock coat, and Adela Fanshawe, tall, pale, distinguished, with large, earnest eyes and toilette elegant indeed, but stamped with an individuality which triumphed easily over fashion where it did not coalesce with it. Kernham, who walked by her side, was of another type, of another world. Yet in a sense, he harmonised.




  They talked on the way, almost continuously. Kernham, his old habit of self-restraint strong upon him, effectually concealed his impatience to reach their destination. She asked him a question or two concerning the country of which he had been in effect the ruler and organiser and he answered her readily. What he said was interesting presently, stimulated by her sympathetic appreciation and unusual knowledge of the subject it became fascinating. When they reached the New Gallery, one, if not two, of the little party had forgotten their destination. It was Treganon who brought them to a standstill. The girl drew a quick breath, and looked at the man.




  “That was life!” she said, suddenly. “And to think that you were content to come to this, to the puppet show of the world.”




  His dark eyes flashed out upon her. Something in them seemed to have leaped into life at the sting of her words. Her eyes fell before his. The man was masterful.




  “Ten years is a lifetime there,” he said, quietly. “I have made more money than I can ever spend, more money than I know what to do with. I have made the way a little easier for those who follow me. Life may be tame here, but I need rest.”




  And the girl laughed. Once more, she stepped across the pavement, the sunlight smote her hair into red-gold and fire.




  “There is life here too to be tasted,” she said. “A psychologist would tell you that the human drama of Regent Street is deeper and more subtle than the drama of life and death on the banks of the Gold river.”




  “We fight for our lives there every day,” he said, grimly.




  “And we for our souls every hour, here,” she answered, with a little quiver in her tone. “We are blocking the way. Let us go in.”




  Neither of them missed Treganon when he stopped to speak to some friends in the doorway. Kernham was suddenly conscious of a new interest in the girl who walked by his side. The environment of her fashionable attire, the faint perfume of her clothes, the drooping lace of her parasol, the faultless fit of her grey Suede gloves, the soft, clinging folds of her gown, and the gentle swish of silk and lace as she moved—his consciousness of these things faded away. He looked into her eyes, at the curve of her lips, and like a flash he seemed to be brought once more into touch with that wilder, freer life from which he had so lately passed. Here was a woman who was no puppet, a woman of flesh and blood, a woman who was born to live. His heart gave a quick leap. The memory of that moment became an era to him. He was never altogether able to escape from it.




  They had mounted to the gallery side by side, and he had led the way to the furthermost corner. A yard or two from the end he paused. A woman was standing before the little group of pictures towards which he was bound. The girl, who was a little in front turned round. Her face had cleared. A smile was parting her lips.




  “How odd!” she exclaimed. “That is the head you meant, is it not? I ought to have remembered. It is just a study for a portrait I was to have painted, and curiously enough my subject is here looking at it.”




  At the sound of her voice the woman turned round. She was tall and superbly handsome. Her toilette was perfect and her carriage was the carriage of a queen. She smiled and greeted the girl with gentle patronage.




  “Pray do not think me vain,” she said. “I had no idea that the head was here until I looked for your things in the catalogue. I am only sorry now that I cannot stay in England for the rest. It is admirably flattering.”




  “I am glad you think so,” Adela answered, quietly. “I have just sold it.”




  The woman frowned.




  “Sold it! I hope not,” she said. “I see that you have ten guineas upon it. I am quite willing to give you fifty.”




  “And although I shall deeply regret depriving any one else of its possession, I am bound to remind Miss Fanshawe that I have the first offer, and I am willing to give a thousand,” Kernham interposed, with a note of irritation in his voice.




  The woman turned her head for the first time, and looked towards him. The man looked at the woman. Then his fingers locked like steel into the banisters by his side. A light like the dawn broke across her face. She took half a step towards him and stopped. With a magnificent effort she stood quite still. The sound of his drawn breath passing between his clenched teeth choked back a cry. There was no one else in the corner. It was all over in a second, and it was between those three. The girl was bewildered, but in a sense she understood. She knew that a little drama of emotion and repression was played out before her eyes in those few seconds. The woman was as pale as death, and the man, whose bravery had become the household word of a nation, was white and shaken.




  “You will let me present Sir Francis Kernham to you, Princess,” Adela said, gravely. “Sir Francis Kernham—the Princess of Hohenmahn.”




  The man and the woman looked into each other’s eyes. He read her bidding, and he was silent.




  “The name has been made very familiar,” she said, with a brilliant smile. “I think that I must be the last woman in London to bid you welcome home, Sir Francis. We have been on the Continent for a month or two—one always misses something.”




  He bowed over her outstretched hand. Adela turned away, ostensibly to find Mr. Treganon.




  “Not now,” she whispered. “Come to me to-morrow at four. You will find my house—Park Lane. Ah! Mr. Treganon, how do you do? I saw your sister in Rome, and she gave me a message for you. Will you see me to my carriage? and I will tell you all about it.”




  She swept past them with a gracious smile. The man and the girl were left alone.




  “It is something like her, is it not?” the girl remarked, looking at the head. “Yes, I should say that the likeness is good.”




  “There is a certain resemblance,” he admitted. She looked after him.




  “After all, I think that you will agree with me, some day,” she said quietly. “There is plenty of dramatic interest in life, even in this humdrum capital. The puppet show is fair, and the men and women are wooden enough to look at. But if one stirs the water a little one finds out.”




  “If one stirs the water a little,” he repeated, slowly. “Yes.”
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  “LIFE,” the princess said, with her eyes fixed upon the green swaying branches of the trees in the park, “is a matter of volition. We have proved it.”




  “Yet after all, it is a burdensome matter,” the man answered. “We accomplish our desires, and then we are forced to pause. We have our will, and we do not know what to do with it.”




  Her dark eyes gleamed softly at him through the golden twilight.




  “That is only a momentary feeling,” she said, “an interlude. To a man who has conquered as you have conquered, all things are possible.”




  He looked into her face and sighed.




  “Ten years ago,” she continued, “I was a third-rate actress without an engagement, on the threshold of despair. You were penniless and disheartened. We lived in miserable lodging in a miserable street. There seemed to be no future for either of us. To-day you are one of the world’s conquerors, you are more talked about than any man in England, you have wealth, rank, fame, and honour And I—I—”




  “You are a princess,” he said, gravely.




  “Yes, I am a princess,” she repeated. “Since you came I have been wondering. Is it fancy, or are you disappointed to find me—like this?”




  “It is not disappointment,” he answered. “To find you as you are is a relief so great that I could not hope to make you understand how I feel about it. It is immeasurable. Yet you must remember that I am ignorant of many things.”




  “That is true. To you I must seem an adventuress. Do not shake your head. It is true. Yet tell me this. Which was the best? To have thrown myself on the mercy of the world, which has no mercy, to have sunk lower and lower and lower, to have given my body mortgage upon my soul—oh, I may as well say it—to have become the stained puppet of debauchery, or to have lied a little, and schemed a little for this? Which is the greater degradation, I wonder?”




  “There can be no question about that,” he declared. “I can answer it from my own sensations. Since I returned and found the money which I had sent untouched, my advertisement unanswered, I have suffered, God only knows what I have not suffered! Last night I felt that a load had passed away.”




  “You thought of me, then,” she said, gently. “I am glad of that!”




  “For ten years from the day I left to the day I landed again in England the only thoughts I had of any woman were of you. I want to be honest. Listen. When, that morning I awoke and found you gone without a word of farewell, with only that little strip of orange ribbon for a memory, I was glad. I was drunk with my desire to fight the world. Your flight seemed to me to relieve me of all responsibility concerning you. Later on it came back. Later on I suffered terribly. Whilst the fever of my struggle was upon me the thing remained in the background. Directly it was over it came back. When I returned to London the first visit I made was to that house in Chelsea. I stood in your old room, and the passion seemed born again. The past seemed to rise up, and my own black selfishness was there, plain, clear, ugly. From that moment until yesterday I have known no peace. And now—”




  “And now?” she repeated, softly.




  “I feel as though the cloud had passed away.”




  “Tell me,” she said, “is that all you feel?”




  He looked out of the high window across the darkening park. The perfume of spring flowers floated into the room from the heavily laden boxes. He was conscious that her eyes were following him.




  “What am I to say to you?” he answered in a low tone. “I came home with the feeling that you belonged to me, that your future was my future, and my fortune yours. But all that is changed. You do not need my help, You are not free.”




  “It may alter events,” she said, calmly. “It can not alter sensations. Do you want me to think that it was a sense of responsibility only which troubled you, that for me—the woman—you cared no longer? There was a time when you loved me surely?”




  “I do not understand,” he said. “Would you have me love you still?”




  “There was never a woman in the world,” she murmured, “who parted with a man’s love without regret.”




  He turned towards her, so close that a wave of her silky hair touched his cheek, filling him with half-forgotten memories. He took her hand. She did not draw it away. Her eyes were soft and dim.




  “Do you mean that I am to claim you even now?” he said, softly. “I want to do what is right between you and me. In the sight of God you belong to me, and to no other man. But there is your husband. What of him?”




  She withdrew her hand. The quiver upon her lips had ceased; her face was clouded. Instinctively he felt that he had blundered.




  “You are right to remind me of him,” she said, quietly. “So far as he is concerned, this is the position. When he pressed me to marry him, I told him—of you. I told him the exact truth, but I added a lie. I said that you were dead. And, knowing all, but believing that you were dead, he still persisted, and I married him.”




  “And if he knew that I was alive?”




  “He would probably insist on a separation,” she said, coolly. “He is not so much in love with me as he was. There is a dancing girl at one of the halls—I forget her name—but they say that he has taken her to Paris. It is very likely. He is old enough and foolish enough.”




  Kernham was silent for a moment or two.




  “I feel like a stranger in a strange world,” he said, in a low tone. “It seems to me that there have been many changes here during the ten years of my exile.”




  “It is true,” she answered. “There is a little less hypocrisy and a little more freedom. Women are not quite the slaves they were. It is bad enough as it is!”




  “Marriage, I presume, is still in vogue?” he inquired with bland satire.




  “Marriage is an incident,” she answered. “Love alone makes epochs, and of love there is very little left in the world. You come from your great new country, almost a stranger, into the shallows and whirlpools of our more complex life. I wonder how it seems to you. I wonder—”




  A carriage laden with luggage drew up below. A man descended and entered the house. The princess leaned forward, and her face darkened. Kernham, who watched it was troubled. She was looking downwards with curling lip.




  “It is the prince—my husband,” she remarked. “He is home several days earlier than I expected. Probably Suzette—I think it is Suzette—was not amiable. You will have the opportunity of making his acquaintance. In small matters he is most punctilious. He will pay his respects to me before he goes to his room.”




  Kernham half rose. “Would you rather I went away?” he suggested.




  She motioned him back again.




  “By no means. Sooner or later you would have to meet him. Much better now.”




  There was a knock at the door. A footman entered.




  “His Highness the Prince has returned,” he announced, bowing. “Is your Highness receiving?”




  She half closed her eyes.




  “Certainly!”




  The prince followed close behind. Kernham rose from his chair as he approached. The princess languidly held out her hand, but scarcely turned her head.




  “Back again already?” she remarked. “Was Paris dull?”




  He took her hand and held it to his lips. He was short of stature, grey, and smooth-shaven. For the rest there was little to be seen of him. From head to foot he was enveloped in a huge fur coat.




  “Paris,” he said, bowing over her hand, “is never dull. I, on the contrary, am never anything else when—”




  “When you are not with me, of course,” she concluded abruptly. “How charmingly you say those things! Don’t you see that I am not alone? Let me present you to my husband. Sir Francis. Maurice, this is Sir Francis Kernham—the Prince of Hohenmahn.”




  The two men bowed




  “My wife is fortunate in having made the acquaintance of so distinguished a man,” the prince remarked with cold cordiality. “One hears much of Sir Francis Kernham nowadays. Are you home for long?”




  “For good, I hope,” Kernham answered. “I have no present intention of going back again. My work is over.”




  The prince bowed again as he turned on his heel.




  “In that case I trust to have the pleasure of seeing more of you, Sir Francis,” he remarked. “Are you dining at home to-day?” he added, turning to the princess.




  “I have not the least idea,” she answered. “Let your man ask Celeste. She knows. I am sure I do not.”




  “I will inquire,” the prince said. “If you are not I can easily go to my club.”




  The door was closed again. They were alone.




  “I was going to ask you to stay and dine with me whether I had any engagement or not,” she said. “Perhaps it is better not. Perhaps you would not have thought it discreet?”




  He stood up and looked down at her. There was a very stern look in his face.




  “I have not deserved that,” he said. “I do not understand you. You have talked to me in riddles. You have shown me an enigma, and you have withheld the key. Forgive me if I am blunt. As you say, life and morals have become a little complex here. I am not in touch with either. Listen. You have married that man. In a sense you have given yourself to him. Yet you belonged to me first. Who has the better claim to you—your husband or I? Choose for yourself, and for your own happiness. If you are content to stay with him—well, stay, and I will remain the most devoted of your friends. If you are not content to stay with him, put on your things, and come away with me now—this moment. I will take you to whatever country of the world you like. As for laws, I can buy them. I will buy you your divorce if you care for it. I cannot make you a princess, but anything else that the world has to offer I can give you. Will you come?”




  She leaned back in her chair and laughed—a slow, rippling laugh.




  “Oh, you are delightful she exclaimed. This is the sort of wooing women love. Only persevere and you will be adored. Now, go away, please.”




  “Then you do not choose to come?” he persisted, unmoved. “You choose to stay! You consider yourself bound!”




  “To no man on earth,” she replied quickly. “Now you must please go away. Come and see me to-morrow—no, not to-morrow. I shall be away. Come on Friday. I may have something to say to you then.”




  He held her white fingers for a moment; she offered him the hand which the prince had not touched, and be looked into her eyes. After all she was not mocking him. A tear was trembling on her eyelid. She brushed it away proudly.




  “Whatever you decide I—shall be content,” he said simply. She walked slowly to her room and locked the door. In an hour she opened it to her maid. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyeballs burned, her crumpled hair fell about her forehead. But what had passed in that hour she alone knew.
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  SHE was leaning from an open window looking across a wilderness of housetops. The street below was uninspiring and dreary; opposite were the mews from a row of larger houses; away beyond slate roofs and chimney tops of every conceivable shape and pattern. But the girl was high up, on the sixth story of a block of small flats, and bounding the wilderness of suburbanism. She could catch faint glimpses of the spring sunshine upon the green trees of the park, melting away in the distance to a canopy of soft blue sky So she leaned there watching with half-closed eyes and listless manner. The light was good and there was plenty for her to do. Only the will was wanting. She leaned out of the window and watched the sunshine.




  “Adela, come back to your work!” a shrill voice cried from the interior of the room. “You are unsettling when you moon about, and gaze and dream, in the daytime too with such a light. Come and work before I too am made lazy!”




  Adela turned from the window and walked slowly back to her easel, but she did not take up her brush. The girl who had addressed hex dark, keen-eyed, untidy, stopped painting and watched her for a moment or two unnoticed.




  “Adela,” she said, in a softened tone, “what is the matter with you these last few days? You are distrait You do no work. Are you planning a new picture, or are you not well dear?”




  Adela took up her brush and yawned.




  “I am well, but lazy, little one!” she declared. “A trifle low-spirited, perhaps. You see the conception of my work is finished now. It is all execution, mostly mechanical, and it becomes a little monotonous. Everything is monotonous. I wonder that any one lives long enough to do anything. It really does not seem worth while!”




  The other girl looked across at her with wide-open eyes. “Pshaw! what rubbish you do talk!” she exclaimed, “This is the result of going out into fashionable society, I suppose. And you are a worker, too! I should be ashamed to talk such vapid twaddle. Fancy if the men and women who have done great things in the world had encouraged such morbidness—your hero Kernham, for instance!”




  Adela looked up quickly. There was a faint flush on her pale cheeks.




  “My hero!” she repeated, sharply “What do you mean, child? He is nothing to me!”




  The keen black eyes sought hers and fixed them. Adela commenced to work again. The other girl leaned back upon her stool.




  “Well, I never!” she exclaimed. “You are cranky to-day. I’ve called him your hero heaps of times, and you haven’t stopped me. Haven’t you read about him in the papers, and praised him and compared him with all these town men who saunter through life yawning and making vapid epigrams? Why I was beginning to get almost tired of him.”




  “Oh, he is different, of course,” Adela admitted, without looking up. “He may be a hero. I daresay he is. Only don’t call him my hero.”




  The other girl smiled. The corners of her mouth twitched maliciously.




  “Oh, very well. By the by, I was going to ask you. You have been out so much lately. I wonder if you have met him?”




  Adela bent a little closer over her work.




  “Yes,” she said, indifferently. “I met him at Lady Widnerton’s a fortnight ago. Mr. Treganon introduced me. He has bought my head at the New Gallery, I believe. Since you seem so curious about him,” Adela continued, painting steadily on without change of countenance, “you may be interested to know that I saw him yesterday at the Clawsons’, Tuesday at the Montagues’, Monday at the New Arts Club, Friday in the park, and—oh, a few more times.”




  The girl laid down her brush, and her lips gathered themselves slowly together. It was not ladylike, but she certainly whistled.




  “And you never told me one word!” she exclaimed. “Are you disappointed in him, then?”




  Adela threw down her brush.




  “Oh, don’t tease me, child!” she cried. “Don’t you see that I am in a vile temper? And don’t ask me any more questions about Sir Francis Kernham. He is not a nice man. I do not want to see him, or hear him spoken of again! I want—oh, God! what do I want?”




  She stood up in the middle of the room, her arms raised, her head thrown back. Her plain black gown buttoned close up to the throat, showed every line of her slim but perfectly graceful figure. Her hair, bronze and copper-coloured in the shadows, waved around her face and forehead like dull gold. Her eyes were suddenly flashing, her lips parted, her delicate nostrils quivering. The other girl, being an artist, forgot for a moment to wonder. She looked at her in admiration.




  “I cannot tell, Adela,” she said. “You have so much. You have fame. The critics are talking about you. You sell your pictures. The future is all bright before you. I cannot tell what it is that you do want!”




  “Nor I, nor any one!” Adela cried with a sudden passionate outburst. “Only I know that I hate everything! My pictures sell, you say; the critics are talking of me. Well, that is good. Painting is good, but it is not life. Art is great, but it is not life. You and I who spend our days painting a little, walking a little, visiting and drinking tea—good God! we do not live. We do not know what life is. There are women whom anything seems to content. I am not one of them. I do not know what life is, but it is not this; it is not a little mild fame; it is not made or marred by a critic’s word; it is not a succession of tea-parties blended with the occasional dissipation of talking to a young man with a turn-down collar and a green tie. Oh! I am so sick of it all—sick to death of our humdrum spinsterhood. I do not know what life is, but I want it—I want it!”




  The other girl sighed. “Is it any man in particular?” she asked, quietly.




  Adela walked to the window and back again.




  “Oh, I don’t care!” she cried, recklessly. “You won’t make me simper and blush. Why shouldn’t we be honest sometimes? I suppose I do want to care for some one. I daresay every girl feels the same now and then, if only she had the pluck to say so. I used not to. You know that I used to talk a lot of rubbish at Girton about a woman’s career, and her independence, and all the rest of it. It’s a pack of lies! Woman has no career—alone. The world isn’t made for her. She isn’t made for the world. To talk of a girl’s career may do for mawkish schoolgirls and ignorant children. A woman finds out that there is something else. This isn’t life. I want to live, to take deep draughts of life, to feel it bubbling in my veins and burning in my heart. I have passion, I have emotion. I am weary of having them stirred at second hand by Bernhardt on the stage, and Patti, and the fire of poetry. I want to live poetry for myself. There! It may sound immodest child, but at any rate it’s honest. Don’t look so frightened.”




  The other girl left her work and came over to Adela, She threw her arms around her neck.




  “You do frighten me, Adela. You are so strong and so daring. When you love it will be the love that men have died for, and I am afraid—I am afraid of whom it may be—of where it may lead you.”




  “You are afraid that I am not orthodox, child,” she said, laughing. “Perhaps I am not. You are afraid that if I were tempted I might dare to make my own laws and abide by them. Very likely I might. I cannot tell. But you see there is nothing to fear yet. There is nobody who cares for me. As yet the sky is clear. There is no mischief brooding.”




  The other girl sighed. “One cannot tell I have never seen you like this. Something has happened the last few days. I am sure of it. You have been ever so odd and snappy. You have done no work. You have done nothing but read and dream, and you have been horribly restless. Tell me, dear—is it that man?”




  Adela laughed gaily.




  “You are afraid that the seed has been sown, then, little one!” she cried, mockingly. “You are waiting for the harvest!”




  There was a knock at the door. It was opened almost immediately. A man, tall, dark, debonair, came slowly across the threshold, hat in hand. When he bowed his lips parted in a faint smile. The perfume of the violets in his faultless frock-coat seemed to fill the bare little room.
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  FOR once Adela was not entirely mistress of herself. The man’s advent was so entirely unexpected and yet so congruous with what had been passing between the two girls. She stood in the centre of the room, with a scarlet flush in her cheeks mounting slowly almost to the temples, and the other girl, who had never seen her friend blush, stood by her side, looking from one to the other with only half-comprehending eyes.




  The man showed no embarrassment. He was simply a little perplexed.




  “I am not quite sure whether I ought to have come up here,” he said. “These flats are a mystery to me. I wanted to see you, and Treganon gave me your address. He said that you were at home on Wednesdays so I came. I asked the commissionaire for your studio, and he said, ‘sixth floor,’ and vanished. So I came up. Ought I to have waited anywhere?”




  He spoke slowly, and it flashed into Adela’s mind that he was making his explanation all the longer, that she might have time to recover herself. The idea stimulated her.




  “Under the circumstances you couldn’t very well do anything else,” she said, laughing. “It is true that we receive on Wednesdays, but it is from two until four, and our proper studio is on the third floor. This is just a workshop where we indulge in dishabille, and don’t as a rule, see anybody!”




  “I am exceedingly sorry,” he said, gravely. “You will allow me—”




  “Oh, since you are here you needn’t go away. Kate, this is Sir Francis Kernham. Sir Francis Kernham—Miss Kate Mayne.”




  He noticed her for the first time, and bowed. She inclined her head and went on with her work.




  “You have a very good light here,” he remarked, looking around. “May I see what you are doing?”




  Adela threw a cloth over her easel.




  “Certainly not The work we have for exhibition we keep down stairs. Miss Mayne may have something to show you,” she added, with a touch of malice.




  The girl looked up from her canvas for a moment. “Certainly not,” she declared, coldly. “I do not show my unfinished work to any one.”




  He laughed good-humouredly and remained perfectly at his ease.




  “I must say that you are neither of you very encouraging to a pictureless man, whose chief desire in life is to become a patron of the arts. I did not understand that this was an amateur studio.”




  “An amateur studio!” Adela exclaimed indignantly. “What an insult!”




  “May I be permitted to remark that you brought it upon yourselves,” he said, with suave good humour. “I tell my friend Treganon that I want to buy some pictures, and ask him how to set about it. He tells me to avoid the dealers, and visit the studios. I obey him, and here I am!”




  “If you wish to see our work it is downstairs,” the other girl remarked, calmly. “You will find us there any Wednesday between two and four.”




  “I regret to see,” he said, looking at his watch, “that it is now half past five. Perhaps, as I am a stranger though, Miss Fanshawe will pardon my being a little late, and take me downstairs?”




  Adela laughed and took a latch-key from the shelf.




  “You are very persistent,” she said, “and a little rash. However, we are not going to turn away a buyer. Won’t you come, Kate?”




  The girl shook her head. “No, thanks. There is no need for both of us to go. You can show Sir Francis Kernham anything of mine he wishes to see.”




  Adela nodded and left the room followed by Kernham. They went down several flights of stairs, and she unlocked a door.




  “I suppose,” she remarked, “that you really came about that study?”




  He shook his head.




  “I took that home a week ago. The princess admitted that I had a prior claim.”




  “Then you came only to buy pictures?”




  “I came without any definite purpose at all, except to see you,” he said, slowly. “I am afraid that I have got into the bad habit of expecting to have my own way always. You were not in the park and I wanted to see you. Treganon, whom I met there, told me that it was your ‘at home’ day. So I came straight on here. The picture-buying came to me as an inspiration, when I found that my visit needed an explanation. Is your friend always so amiable?”




  Adela smiled. She had meant to be angry, but somehow, it was not easy.




  His manner was so natural, and he was so obviously in earnest.




  “Kate is an odd girl,” she remarked. “Won’t you sit down?”




  “Thanks, since I am here I should like to look at the pictures,” he said “I really want a few.”




  The room they were in was half studio, half drawing-room. A score or so of pictures were hanging on the walls and distributed on easels. Sir Francis looked at them carefully one by one, with his pocket-book in his hand. Now and then he made a few remarks; several he passed at once after a casual glance. When he had finished he had thirteen entries.




  “I like your odd little friend’s work better, a great deal, than I expected to,” he said, frankly. “Those two little landscapes, the ‘Apple Orchard’ and the ‘Moorland Scene,’ are charming. Next to your Girl’s Head,’ I prefer them to anything here. Have you nothing else to show me?”




  “Nothing. Haven’t you seen enough?”




  “I heard something of a picture of yours in last year’s Academy. Was it sold, or is it among those I have looked at?”




  She hesitated. “No.”




  “Then may I see it?”




  She pointed to a picture with its face to the wall.




  “Will you help me turn it round?” she said.




  Together they dragged it out and placed it where the light was best. He retreated a few steps and stood looking at it. For several minutes he was silent. Then he spoke without looking away from the picture.




  “What did you call it?” he asked in a low tone.




  “I call it ‘Despair,’” she answered.




  He remained silent, his eyes fixed upon the central figure in the painting. A man’s face, scarred, lined, aged, yet in a sense redeemed by the high forehead, piercing eyes, and a certain nobility of pose, looked out at him from a background of lurid, misty twilight. His feet were on a mountain-top. Above him was nothing but clouds and space. Below, dimly seen through wreaths of mountain mist, was a little phantasmagoria obviously allegorical. The path by which he had climbed was faintly denoted, and from its sides the white arms and passionate faces of golden-haired women were stretched upward towards that dark, lone figure, whose averted eyes swept the clouds. There was a palace from which he had come, a crown cast away in his haste, men stricken low lying by the wayside, a wasted world of triumphs seemed to lie forgotten behind him. And with his back to these things, yet with their undying marks written into the lines of his face, the man’s fierce eyes still unquenched, seemed to look out into the open spaces by which he was surrounded, with a fire wholly unresigned, yet full of the most ineffable and absolute despair. To Kernham, that steadfast, half-scornful gaze seemed almost like a challenge. He stood in the centre of the room with folded arms, handsome dark, determined, his eyes riveted upon that branded face, and as he gazed his cheeks paled, the corners of his firm mouth came together in rigid lines, a flash of answering fire seemed to be kindled in his own passionate eyes. Yet his heart was chilled. The man was mocking him. He, too, had triumphed. Him, too, the world of rest and pleasure, in one long sweet chorus, many-tongued and thrilling, was whispering into her embrace. Yet it had come already. Like the first dim premonitions of a dread disease he had felt it stir within him—that horrible heart-hunger, that strange shadow of depression thrown before—sure token of the eternal despair which the eyes of that man in the picture were flashing out upon him.




  And the woman who stood looking into his face read his thoughts, and felt a sudden, deep remorse. The critics had spoken of her work as irreligious, pagan, a product of lassitude and pessimism. The memory of their words came back to her now, and cut her like a knife. If a fervent wish could have done it she would have rent the canvas before his eyes. She moved closer to his side. Her warm breath fell upon his cold cheek. The low cadence of her voice was like a sudden, sweet music cleaving the darkness.




  “You are not afraid of that,” she cried, softly—“not you! That can only come to men whose hearts have been gnawed and eaten up with sin. For all others sorrows pass! For all others there is hope!”




  A flash of sunlight came darting zigzag into the room. The face of the man in the picture was blurred and lost. Kernham looked away into the face of the girl who bent towards him.




  * * * * *




  The world of mild conventions and social masks seemed suddenly to have rolled away from beneath their feet. At a single step they had passed into vivid and sympathetic communion. And for that girl there came in that same second the crown of her desires. She lived—lived with every fibre of her being. The world went quivering around her with a strange new music. Her face caught a sudden light and held it. He looked at her and wondered.




  “It is my fear,” he said, in a low tone; “sometimes I feel that it may be my fate. Sometimes I seem to feel it moving on towards me. I am like that man! I have spent all my ambitions.”




  “There are other things—besides ambitions,” she murmured.




  “There are other things for other men,” he answered. “They will not come to me.”




  “You cannot tell. Time is young yet with you. You have only just entered upon your second life. Oh, if I were a man! If I were you I would not suffer such thoughts to come to me. You have youth and wealth and fame. Life is full of possibilities.”




  He pointed silently to the picture. “He, too, had youth and wealth and fame. Yet he became—that! And he was no sensualist. It was not that you meant!”




  She threw a cloth over the canvas.




  “Do you want to make me sorry that I showed it to you?” she said softly. “Can’t you see his greatest suffering? It is loneliness.”




  “And who is more lonely than I?” he exclaimed bitterly.




  “You need not be lonely,” she answered. “The world which rings with your praises will find you many friends.”




  “Parasites and hypocrites.” he cried, scornfully “It is the same world at which I looked from a garret window ten years ago, unknown and friendless. I was very near starvation then, and the world was quite content to let me starve. I think the seeds of what you call my morbidness were sown in those days. Poverty is a bitter taskmaster!”




  She sighed. “I, too, know what it is,” she said, wistfully. “I was poor once, but I owe the world no grudge for that.”




  He looked at her in admiration. Before he had not thought of her as beautiful. He was bewildered by this new light in her face, and the magic of her soft, wonderful eyes raised so frankly to his.




  “Ah, if I had known you then!” he exclaimed. “We might have been friends now.”




  “Is it too late? There is the future.”




  His hands clasped upon hers. She yielded them without reserve.




  “It is more than I deserve, more than I have a right to,” he said, and he forgot to release her hands.




  When she drew them gently away, he watched them pass out of his keeping regretfully. They were ringless, white, and soft, not by any means small, but delicate and shapely. Their touch had given him a peculiar pleasure.




  “I am going to exercise my rights at once,” she said, briskly, moving a little way from him, and keeping her face in the shadows. “Give me your pocketbook, please.”




  He handed it over to her. She looked at the list of pictures he had written in, and drew her pencil through half of them.




  “You must be content with these, please,” she said. “The others are not worth your buying. I have left Miss Mayne’s two landscapes and four others—and I have charged you full prices.”




  “The prices are ridiculous,” he said; “but there is one other picture here which I must have.”




  He lifted the edge of the cloth which hung over it. She shook her head resolutely.




  “I would rather not sell you that one,” she said; “not as it is now, at any rate.”




  “I want it!” he declared, firmly. “I want it if for nothing else, as a memento of to-day.”




  She swept the cloth away, and looked at it for a moment or two.




  “Well, you shall have it,” she said, “but not just now. I must alter it a little.”




  “As you will, so long as I have it,” he answered. “Do you know that you have done me good already? I am feeling less despondent. After all, there must be things in the world which gratify.”




  “Try and keep in that faith,” she said, gently; “and good-bye. You must really go away. You have been here more than an hour.”




  She took leave of him with a certain curious shyness, utterly strange to her, and when he had gone she sat for some time in the room alone. Somehow she shrank from facing the other girl and her questions. And he walked home through the crowded streets with a feint smile upon his lips, and a new buoyancy in his spirits—a buoyancy which lasted until he reached his rooms, and found upon his table a letter with a coronet, addressed to him in a handwriting rapidly becoming familiar. He opened it quickly, and read—




  Why did you not call this afternoon? I had something to say to you, and waited in for an hour. Come to-morrow without fail. By the by, where were you? You were not in the park. I shall be at the Opera tonight, and at the Marchioness of Downshire’s afterwards. Perhaps we may come across one another.




  The note fluttered out of his fingers and into the fire. He watched it burn into white ashes. If only men could dispose of their past like that.
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  ADELA threw down her brush. She was pale, and there were dark rims under her eyes.




  “I have a headache and I cannot work!” she cried. “Come, we have not had a holiday for a long time. Let us walk in the Park. I have a new gown, and I want to wear it before it becomes old-fashioned. It is already a week old.”




  The other girl rose with a half-regretful glance at her work.




  “As you will, Adela,” she said. “The sun is hot in here, and you do not look fit to work. Only remember that I have no new gown, and I am very shabby; Fortunately no one will look at me while I am with you.”




  “Nonsense, child! Your magenta looks very well indeed. Don’t try and put me off. Kensington Gardens will not do for me this afternoon. I want the real thing. I am going to play at being a woman of fashion.”




  They set off together, walking slowly towards Hyde Park Corner. Adela’s pallor soon vanished. The new gown was a success. Even when they joined the ranks of the promenaders near the Corner she was still a distinguished figure in the little crowd. Her friend looked at her once or twice admiringly.




  “Poor dowdy little me!” she exclaimed, gaily. “How dainty and cool you look! It is quite the prettiest dress in the park, but it must have cost you an awful lot of money.”




  Adela smiled. “Well, I don’t often spend much money on dress,” she remarked. “This one was a little expensive, of course. I am glad that it is a success. Let us rest for a moment or two. There are two chairs just by you.”




  They sat down. It was a little late in the season, but the park was still without any signs of thinning. The girls amused themselves by singling out their friends and acquaintances. Suddenly there was a rattle of a coach close to the railing. Adela looked up, and the colour faded beneath her veil. Sir Francis Kernham was driving, and by his side was the Princess of Hohenmahn.




  His team was going well, and as he passed he glanced down the walk. Something in Adela’s pose seemed to attract him. He looked again, and raised his hat. The coach was past in a second, with a whirl of yellow wheels and a cloud of dust. The girls were silent. Kate looked after it with a frown upon her forehead. She had watched her friend, and her heart was very sore. This was the cause, then, of Adela’s pallor and headache. She felt inclined to cry. The pity of it was so great.




  A voice from behind broke the silence.




  “There goes the luckiest fellow in Europe,” a man drawled. “Thirty-five years old, a millionaire, famous, and that most mysterious of all things—the fashion. All the women rave about him.”




  “Married?” inquired his friend tersely.




  “No. The society papers are doing their best to arrange it for him every week, but I haven’t heard anything definite. I should say myself that he was not a marrying man—a fact which I should think must cause the Prince of Hohenmahn some anxiety at times.”




  “The princess and he are a good deal talked about are they not?”




  Kate rose with an indistinct remark about the heat.




  “Let us walk on and have some tea somewhere,” she suggested.




  But Adela sat and shook her head.




  “I am tired,” she said. “I prefer to rest. We will go presently.”




  The man’s voice reached them again from behind.




  “The princess is the very last woman in the world whom one would have suspected of indiscretion. For years people used to call her the proudest woman in London. She was literally without a single admirer, and now this man comes along and, ‘pon my word, it looks like a case of Veni, vidi, vici! I happen to know that the prince is awfully savage. Serve him right! He’s a wretched bad lot himself, and she must know all about it. All the same, I should think it likely that there’ll be a big burst up there before long. I—hush! Here he is—and alone too!”




  Adela looked up and found him standing before her, hat in hand. She greeted him with a word of surprise.




  “I thought that I saw you drive by just now,” she remarked, calmly.




  “I did go by, and I saw you,” he answered. “I have left my coach at the corner. I wanted to come and speak with you. Will you walk a few yards?”




  Adela looked toward her companion.




  “Do you mind?” she said.




  The girl shook her head. Adela rose, and they walked slowly down the broad path. The colour had come back to her cheeks. She was carrying herself well, and her eyes were very bright.




  “It is three weeks and a day since I saw you,” he commenced.




  “How strange that you should remember,” she answered, fingering the lace of her parasol for a moment. “The princess is a very handsome woman.”




  He looked at her in some surprise at the apparent irrelevancy of her remark. Then a light seemed to break in upon him. He frowned, and just then his face was not a pleasant one to look upon.




  “You have been hearing things—gossip, I suppose, about her,” he said. “I know that women love to talk it. I did not fancy that you would be a willing listener.”




  “As it happens, I was an unwilling listener,” she replied. “I am sorry I mentioned her name. Consider my remark unspoken, if you please.”




  “I have wanted to come and see you,” he said. “I have wanted for three weeks and a day.”




  She raised her eyebrows. There was the faintest possible curl upon her lips, a shade of mocking sympathy in her tone.




  “Dear me! Have you had so many engagements? How wearisome it must be to find one’s self a man of fashion and a celebrity! I am sorry.”




  He looked away. She glanced at him, and her heart sank. He was looking white and ill. There was a change in him already.




  “It has not been that—exactly,” he said, after a moment’s hesitation. “In fact my engagements have had nothing at all to do with it. There has been something else.”




  At least he was sincere. Woman-like she forgot herself and her wistful waiting.




  “You do not look well,” she said, kindly. “I hope you have not been imbibing any more morbid fancies.”




  He laughed shortly.




  “You are persuaded that they are morbid. Well, I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about it now. When may I come and see you?”




  “Exactly whenever you choose,” she answered, smiling. “Forgive me if I was disagreeable just now. Frankly, I expected you to come before. I have been expecting you every day for three weeks and a day, and when you did not come I was disappointed. You know we were to be friends.”




  “At least, do not imagine that I have not thought of that,” he said, earnestly. “If I have kept away it has been at my own expense. I have had fancies. Some day I may be able to laugh at them, and then I will tell you. May I come to-morrow?”




  “I shall be at home all day,” she answered. “Come about four, and I will give you some tea. Here is Mr. Treganon, and I want to speak to him. Do you mind if we turn back?”




  He assented silently. She walked between the two men, talking mostly to Mr. Treganon, but every now and then appealing to Kernham. Her little friend was walking slowly a few yards in front of them with some friends. When the little group came together they were in the shadow of a coach. The prince looked down from the box seat with an air of relief.




  “Here, Kernham!” he called out, “come and drive your own horses, for God’s sake! Your wheeler’s got a mouth like a brick. I wouldn’t have the holding in of such a team if you were to give them to me.”




  Kernham made his adieu, without any particular hurry, and clambered up the side of the coach. The princess, who was looking a little bored, glanced down at the group through her gold lorgnettes, and bowed to Adela languidly.




  “That little artist girl looks quite good style,” she remarked to Kernham, as he took up the reins. “By the by, didn’t I see you talking to her?”




  “Probably. I have been talking to her,” Kernham answered, shaking out the reins.




  The princess gently closed her eyeglasses, and looked down with uplifted eyebrows. After all, the girl had very little presence. Her figure was too thin, and her hat was quite two months old.




  “She is a little dowdy,” the princess remarked, with a slight yawn. “But then those sort of people go in for that kind of thing don’t they? It is so hard to hit the mean, though, between untidiness and artistic effects. That girl wants a maid to show her how to do her hair.”




  “Would you care to take one more turn,” he asked, “or shall I drive you home?”




  “Home, by all means,” she decided. “The roads are so horribly dusty, and I want my tea.”




  Sir Francis touched his leaders with the whip, the horn was blown, and they drove off smartly. Adela and Mr. Treganon watched them side by side in the shade of the lime trees.




  “He has soon settled down into London life,” Treganon remarked. “Do you remember that it is scarcely six weeks since I pointed him out to you at Lady Widnerton’s, and he had not been in England a month then! His star has not commenced to wane yet. Six weeks; it seems longer than that doesn’t it?”




  The coach was passing out the gate. Adela watched it disappear.




  “Yes—it seems longer,” she answered.
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  THE Prince of Hohenmahn for the first time during the season dined tête-à-tête with his wife. An unexpected death had broken up a great dinner party. Left with the choice of his club or his wife’s company, he might possibly have chosen the former, but he was forestalled.




  “I have ordered dinner at home for both of us,” she remarked, looking in at his rooms on her way downstairs. “You have no other engagement until later, at any rate, and there is a matter which I wish to discuss with you.”




  She was gone before he could frame any objection. On thinking it over, he decided not to attempt any. A few minutes later he joined her in the drawing-room.




  “This is quite an unexpected pleasure,” he remarked, as he gave her his arm. “I hope we shall not bore one another to death.”




  “I do not think that you will suffer much in that way,” she answered, smiling. And somehow he did not like that smile.




  Dinner in the presence of the servants passed with a little languid conversation. The prince, to whom it was the one serious event of a generally misspent day, bestowed upon it his undivided attention. His wife, eating very little, leaned back in her chair and watched her lord through half-closed, scornful eyes. He was old and small and ugly. With every glass of wine he took—and he took a good many—his face grew redder. He had none of the physical qualities which endear a man to her sex. Yet he was a prince, the head of a noble house, and a millionaire. He represented to her at once her salvation and her bondage, but even for that salvation she could not summon up one spark of gratitude. She knew very well what it was in her that had attracted him. She watched him with disgust. Truly she had paid a great price.




  With the last course he had lit a cigarette. They were dining in one of the smaller rooms at a little round table. With the arrival of the dessert he turned his chair round to the fire.




  “My brougham at ten o’clock, Jean,” he ordered, sipping his curaçao.




  The man bowed and withdrew. They were alone. He looked through the faint mist of tobacco smoke at his wife, and wondered whether anything unpleasant was coming. She, too, had turned her chair round, and was gazing into the fire. The white swansdown and lace at her bosom was gently rising and falling, and the fire of half hidden diamonds flashed from her hair and throat. Decidedly she was a very handsome woman, only so cold, so disappointingly, impenetrably cold. Not his style at all. He preferred something more chic. He thought of Mademoiselle Suzette, and glanced at his watch. It was barely half-past nine.




  “Maurice!”




  He shut his watch with a snap. It had come, then.




  “I have a few words to say to you.”




  “I am entirely at your service, for half an hour,” he said, politely.




  “Half an hour will, I think, be quite sufficient. Listen, then. We have been married now for eight years; a little longer, I believe. This is the first time I have spoken to you upon a subject which few women would have left so long untouched. During that time I think that you will admit that I have kept the promises I made to you faithfully. I never pretended to love you. I never have done. But I think you will admit that you have had no cause to find fault with me.”




  “None whatever,” he admitted. “We have got on well together, have we not? I have never complained.”




  She shot a single glance at him, before which his eyes fell. Such ineffable contempt stung even him.




  “You complained! What I wish to remark is that I have borne in silence from you what very few women would be content to bear without reprisals. I refer, of course, to your continual and notorious infidelities.”




  He moved a little uncomfortably in his chair, and lit a fresh cigarette.




  “Do I understand that you are bringing this forward as a charge against me?”




  “I bring no charge,” she interrupted, calmly. “I will do you the justice to admit that you have never attempted to conceal your—what do you call them?—amours. They have been the talk of the clubs, and the scandal of the society papers. I, your wife, have had them brought to my notice with wearisome persistence. To tell you the truth, I am a little tired of them.”




  “My impression is,” he remarked, looking across at her, “that they scarcely form a profitable topic of conversation between you and me. If you will kindly be a little more explicit.”




  “I am on the point of being remarkably explicit. What I was about to say is, that for eight years I have been passive, notwithstanding unfaithfulness on your part which has been both gross and flagrant. This is the end. From to-night I am adopting a new policy.”




  “A new policy!” he gasped.




  “Exactly! A policy of reprisals.”




  He half rose from his chair, but sat down again. For several moments he was silent watching her, and taking short thick breaths. The unhealthy flush had partly left his face, under his eyes there was a livid streak of white. He was scarcely master of himself.




  “You must explain what you mean a little more clearly,” he said, closing his sentence with a quick gasp.




  She shrugged her shoulders. “How is that possible, I wonder. I intend to follow your example. What can be clearer?”




  “You dare not,” he muttered. “Your position—”




  “There are plenty of women in my position,” she said, calmly, “who have done and are doing, every day what I propose to do. My wit is as good as theirs. What they do I can do. If I valued my position that much—I could retain it.”




  Her white, jewelled hand had flashed out between them in a gesture of contempt. The vein on his forehead grew larger.




  “You would not dare!” he cried, thickly. “I would have you exposed. I would drag you into the Divorce Court. You would be an outcast. The doors of society would be closed upon you.”




  She smiled pityingly at him. “You are hopelessly behind the times,” she remarked. “Divorces are rather the fashion just now. I am afraid there is no chance for me, though. I do not know much about the law, but as regards the Divorce Court, you yourself have, unfortunately, a somewhat tarnished record. They do not grant divorces to men who have lived such lives as you. But after all, that does not interest me.”




  He tossed off a glass of curaçao, and come and stood over her.




  “Look here, Marcia, you’re talking nonsense. You’ve been reading some damned rubbish about new women and new laws and all the rest of it. Take my advice. I’m a man of the world. I know what I’m talking about. There may be no justice about it; I’m not defending it, but there are things a man may do and a woman may not do. I admit my unfaithfulness. But ask yourself this. Have I had no excuse? You yourself have presented me with one. Only a moment ago you said that you did not love me, and that you never had loved me.”




  She raised her eyes to his. “And those creatures—have they loved you?” she asked, with infinite contempt.




  “They have pretended, and that is all a man wants!” he answered, bluntly. “But never mind that. That isn’t for you to hear about. What I want you to understand is this. There is a license given to a man, rightly or wrongly, mind, but there is none to a woman. I may deceive you every day of my life, and no one thinks the worse of me for it. But you, you have only to compromise yourself once, and the women will hound you down. Trust them to do it. The higher your position, the more they will go for you. It’s in the blood; sort of sporting instinct, I suppose. But they’ll do it! Damn it they’ll do it! I’m speaking the truth. If it’s a woman, it’s ruin. If it's a man, well, it’s his license.”




  “It is the license of brutes, not of men!” she answered scornfully. “You and such as you have no right to call yourselves men. I am sick and ashamed to have lived so long with so unclean a thing. When I leave you I shall feel an honester and purer woman. Oh, I’m not going to rail. I’m not an apostle. Don’t be afraid. But I know this, that my purity is more sullied by the touch of the tips of your fingers, even though you are my husband, than by the arms of the man I love!”




  He fell back from her. Was this the interpretation? Then he laughed hoarsely, but without mirth.




  “The man you love,” he repeated. “Bah! you do not know what love is. You are not a woman of flesh and blood at all. You are as cold as ice. Heart! you haven’t one. Passion! you don’t know what it is!”




  She suddenly rose up before him. A rush of colour had flooded her cheeks and throat. Her eyes were soft and brilliant. He looked at her stupefied. It was a new woman standing there in the rose-shaded light. Her bosom was swelling, her eyes were afire. No; he could not say that the woman had no passion.




  “Maurice, you remember when you pressed me to marry you, I made a confession?”




  So it was the memory of that which had changed her. He nodded.




  She leaned over and whispered in his ear. Again that vein stood out like whipcord. His face was purple.




  “It is false!” he cried. “He was dead! You swore it!”




  “He was not dead!” she answered, fiercely. “Never mind whether I lied or not. He has come back. I love him! I have always loved him! I belong to him; never—never to you. I belong to him, and if he will have me I shall go to him.”




  He held out his hands despairingly. “Consider—the disgrace.”




  She laughed in scorn. “Disgrace and the world’s censure are tiny weeds beside the great tree of love!” she answered. “I have tried them and they have given me nothing. For eight years I have wearied myself by playing at being alive, and all the while I have known that the cup of life had never once touched my lips, that I was an ignoble creature of type and habit. There is no word which you can say that can stop me. I am your wife no longer. I am free of you. Be off to your dancing girl. It is ten o’clock!”




  “Tell me the man’s name!” he cried fiercely. “I will know it!”




  She laughed. “Why? You cannot fight him. Duelling is out of fashion. Don’t be foolish. You are quite powerless. Hush!”




  A servant stood upon the threshold.




  “His Highness’ brougham is at the door,” he announced. “Sir Francis Kernham is in the hall. He inquires for Madam the Princess.”




  “You can show Sir Francis in here,” she answered. “Maurice, it is ten minutes past ten.”




  He stood in the centre of the room with clenched hands. The man, with his cloak on his arm, stood respectfully by his side. After all, how lovely she was! He was blind with passion, mingled with a curious resurrection of his old admiration of her. He waved the man away.




  “Marcia,” he cried, in a broken voice. “I will give Suzette up! Send that fellow away. We will go abroad. I will be a better husband. I will reform. I swear it!”




  “My dear Prince,” she said, with a brilliant smile, “your little speech is exactly eight years too late. That is all I have to say to you!”




  She touched the bell. The servant reappeared, followed by Sir Francis Kernham. The prince turned on his heel.
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  SIR FRANCIS looked from the closed door to the princess’s face. “Something is wrong with your husband,” he remarked, gravely. “He did not speak to me; he did not look in a fit state to speak to any one. Had you not better see what is the matter before he goes out?”




  She shook her head. There was a flaring spot of colour in her cheek. She was standing in the centre of a little rose-shaded halo from the lamplight and his first thought was curiously enough the counterpart of the prince’s last one. A new beauty seemed to have blossomed out in her. Even the lines and curves of her superb figure seemed to have become softer and more voluptuous. He looked into her face and wondered. A flash of the old Marcia seemed to be lighting up those dark eyes. A curious little thrill of recollection warmed his blood.




  “He will take care of himself,” she said. “He is very angry, and he has not very much self-control. It is possible that he may come back again. If he does, do not quarrel with him. He is not a man. He is not worth it. Leave me to deal with him.”




  “But why should he want to quarrel with me?”




  “Come into my room, and I will tell you,” she answered. “I cannot stay here. Even the odour of his cigarette sickens me. It is suffocating. Come!”




  She looked at him over her shoulder as she passed—one of those looks by which a woman knows so well how to express a good deal. His heart leaped up and sank like lead. He followed her across the great hall, and when she lingered for a moment by a tall palm a sudden vision rose up before his eyes, forbidden memories burst the seal which he had placed upon them. Lower down, near the front entrance, three servants, footmen in powdered hair and in the livery of the house of Hohenmahn, stood at attention. So he followed her in silence across the marble tiles, upstairs and down a long corridor. She led him to a room where he had never been before—a room of heterogeneous appointments, half French, half Oriental, with pale green hangings.




  “This is my own sanctum,” she said, “and you are the first man who has ever set his foot in it. Come here by the fire and talk, or rather listen. I have a good deal to say to you.”




  He sank into an easy-chair, apprehensive, yet curiously tongue-tied. Between this woman and the woman of a few hours ago there was a change—a subtle marvellous change. The cadence of her voice, the soft, dreamy light in her eyes, even the rhythmic movements of her body bespoke a new and frank abandonment. Despite his will, those old memories were not altogether to be controlled. For him that one dream of love, the one passionate effort of his life, remained amongst those things of his earlier days from which time had irrevocably severed him. His sense of responsibility concerning it had never left him. It was as poignant and real to-day as on the morning when she had drifted from him into what seemed like certain destruction. The passion itself was a dead thing, yet he was a man, stronger a little, and purer a little than most men, yet a man, and she was very beautiful, and there was between them that common consciousness of a past, shrouded indeed, but never without its thrilling suggestions. That she should desire its resurrection or the resurrection of any part of it, he had never seriously believed since he had heard her name and looked into her face amongst the pictures of the New Gallery. Even now he was only bewildered with a terrible suspicion. To-night he was called upon to meet it face to face. It was true that her husband was an evil liver, that her married life in some respects must be an unholy one. Yet he could not seriously bring himself to believe that she would ever be likely to accept that offer wrung from him on his first visit to her. Since that day she had never alluded to it. He had prayed that it might be forgotten. What he had said to her then had seemed to him the right thing to say. Yet, after all, she was the wife of another man, and that man, however great a sinner, had been the means of her salvation. He was a simple-minded man, and he had no vanity. He could not believe that the passion which was dead in his own heart still burned in hers. She was the wife of the Prince of Hohenmahn, a fact which, rendering her all the more desirable to most men, to him made her sacred. In the wide world of honeycombed morals he was almost a purist. And yet behind all his reasoning there lurked sometimes an awful apprehension. He had spent sleepless nights grappling with it; it hung about him like a nameless fear. To-night, at her altered manner it had leaped up.




  She sank into an easy chair close to his. The light of the fire played upon her profile, and flashed upon the jewelled hand so close to his.




  “You thought,” she commenced, “that my husband looked at you strangely. I want to remind you of something. Before I consented to marry him, I told him—you know what!”




  With a curious shyness he dropped his eyes before hers. She laughed a low sweet laugh, sweet with the spice of the daintiest mockery.




  “It made no difference. He would marry me. He thought himself very much in love. But, as you know, I told him a lie. To-night I have confessed. To-night he knows that you are alive!”




  He looked up quickly.




  “You have told him that I was the man?”




  “He knows it—and more than that—he knows that I am going to leave him. I have borne the shackles of my serfdom long enough. You are a man. You have heard of the manner of his life.”




  “I have heard it spoken of,” he admitted, gravely. “I had hoped that it might not have been true—that at least there might be exaggerations.”




  “Believe me, there are none. Do you think it right for a self-respecting woman to live with a man like that?”




  He was troubled. These were matters hard to solve, and he knew that his ideas, the ideas of his youth, had long ago been laughed to scorn—that they had become the world’s derision.




  “I do not know;” he said hesitatingly. “You are his wife!”




  “My God! Do you think, then, that because the law has joined us together, the bonds which he has cast off like ropes of sand are to remain sacred to me? Do you think that I am bound to live still with a man who gives himself up to debauchery after debauchery? What hideous rubbish! Can I give my lips to his fresh from the lips of his courtesans, and retain a single grain of self-respect? No! I have borne it too long! To-night it is over—and he knows it!”




  “And the future?” he murmured.




  She came and knelt down by his side. Her head was bowed before his.




  “Francis, when I think of your life through all these years and of mine, I am ashamed, miserably ashamed. Your words are always haunting me. Through all your long exile, when you were carving your way to fame and to fortune, no other woman’s face came before you to drive out the memory of—of mine. You were faithful. And when your task was ended, and you had won your triumph—when you came back it was before my picture that I found you, and you were there to buy it at any price!”




  She took his hand and smoothed it in hers. He looked into the fire with blank, unseeing eyes. His lips were sealed.




  “What did you think of me when you knew that I had married another man?”




  “I was glad,” he answered, simply. “Remember the threat which you uttered, the terrible misery of those days, the future which you deliberately proposed for yourself. Yes, I was glad!”




  She shuddered a little. “What I threatened then—I meant!” she said in a low tone. “Do you know what it was that saved me? It was you. That morning when I stole away and left you, I felt that the thing had become impossible. Sooner the river, any sort of death. I felt that I belonged to you. The old life had passed away. I started again, and I endured many things before I married that man—but your kisses were last upon my lips. There was no one else. There could not have been. I married him, and all that I promised he has had from me. Then you came back, and when I looked into your face, the old feeling returned with a rush. I was glad! I would not crush it. It was like a live sweet thing. The horror of living with him became suddenly unbearable. I know why it was. It was because you were here, and, Francis, I had not forgotten that I loved you.”




  Her voice sank to a whisper. She had moved as though insensibly a little nearer to him. He had only to stretch out his arms to enclose her. But he did not move. He sat still looking into the fire. The pressure of her hand was like a weight of lead to him.




  “To-night,” she whispered—“to-night I have broken my bonds. I am a free woman. It is like the dawn of a fresh life to me, dear. And you have been so patient so noble. You are glad. Tell me that you are glad.”




  He thrust her away from him, roughly, feverishly. His bronze cheeks had paled. This then was retribution.




  “Hush!” he cried. “You are forgetting—you have not thought! You are a princess. Your name, your rank—your honour!”




  She smiled upon him brilliantly. She was so sure of him. It was his great love for her, this hesitation. He was so strong.




  “Some day you will understand how small all these things seem to a woman compared with love,” she whispered, softly. “Women are not frightened by bugbears now. The greatest shame is the shame of living with such a man as the Prince of Hohenmahn. It is to you I belong. To you I have always belonged. There is not any shame in love. Oh, Francis!” she cried, with a sudden wonderful light sweeping into her face, “I want to be loved. I am famished for love. I have been so heartsick and so weary all these years, that if you had not come, if I had lost you, I think that I should have died. Have you ever imagined, I wonder, that I dared not think of you—of our little page of love? Oh, you are wrong! I gloried in it! I gloried in thoughts of it! It made you mine! It made me yours! It gave us to one another for all eternity! If it was sin—thank God for it! Kiss me, dear!”




  Still for a moment he paused. He looked away out of that dainty chamber with its silken hangings and indescribable odour of voluptuousness. He looked into the sweet clear face of that other woman, and there was a sound of wailing in the air, and in his heart. He closed his eyes. It must go. The yoke of those soft, white arms was around his neck, her silky hair with its faint perfume brushed his cheeks. Her kiss burned upon his lips like a brand of an everlasting slavery.
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  ADELA was sitting alone gazing at her picture. She had had an hour or two of hard work, and there was an idea in her brain. She was thinking it out, her hands clasped round her knee, her faced turned towards the easel where the picture, unframed, was undergoing a transformation. The dark eyes which looked out at hers through the semi-twilight spoke of some subtle and mysterious change. A touch of genius had blended with that despairing gaze, some flashes of the fire of hope. And the solitude of the man had passed away. By his side was the sketch of another figure coming out from the dark background with outstretched arms—and it was of this figure she was thinking.




  The lights of the room had burnt low, her companion had gone to bed an hour ago. Midnight a mile westward was accepted as the pivot of the day—in Coombes’ Flats every one respectable seemed to have gone to bed. A silence almost depressing reigned throughout the building and in the street below. Adela sat and thought.




  The silence of the street was suddenly broken by the trampling of horses’ feet. They stopped below. The front door of the place was opened and shut. Adela was only partly aroused from her little dream. She was not curious. That some one had come home late did not concern her. But in another moment she sprang to her feet startled. There was a knock at the door. Before she could answer it was opened and closed again. A man was standing upon the threshold with a long travelling coat over his evening clothes—a man into whose face she looked for a moment without any recognition. Only when he had taken a quick step forward, a little cry burst from her lips. “Sir Francis!” she exclaimed. “You here—at this time! Is anything the matter?”




  He caught hold of both her hands and held them in his.




  “Look at me, and ask yourself that,” he answered, with a dash of fierceness in his tone. “I was right! It has come!”




  She looked into his face, and her heart grew faint and anxious. For it was the face of the man in the picture. Line for line the sorrows which she had conceived seemed branded in his haggard features. Before the black fire of his hollow eyes her own felt dim and wet with tears. Had it come to him so soon then, this despair whose shadows had haunted him, and from whose cold clasp he had shrunk with such horror? Since the afternoon there was a change. He had been pale and languid then, but at the sight of her his face had lit up, the languor seemed to have fallen away. He looked at her now with a fierce despair of one beyond the pale of hope. Something had happened.




  “What is it?” she murmured. “You are in trouble. Can I help?”




  “You can save me,” he answered, wildly; “you only! You can save me—if you will—at a great cost.”




  “I do not understand,” she answered, gently. “You are ill. Sit down and tell me all about it. Tell me everything!”




  “I can tell you nothing,” he answered, doggedly.




  “But I do not understand. If you do not tell me, how can I help you?”




  He threw his hat upon the table, and thrust back the masses of black hair from his square high forehead. The night was chilly, but the perspiration stood upon his forehead like beads.




  “Listen,” he cried. “My carriage is outside. The train leaves for Dover in an hour. Put on your hat and cloak and come with me. Make up your mind never to set foot in this country again. Come with me where I shall take you. You shall choose your own home—anywhere so long as it is far enough away. I will build you a palace—I will buy you a kingdom; but you must come with me to-night, now, without farewells, and you must trust me. We can be married in an hour at Paris. If you care for me, you will come. If you do not I am lost body and soul. No! I am not raving! You look at me as if you thought I were mad. I am not. Feel my pulse. It is steady enough. I tell you that I stand upon the border line between salvation and hell. It is you who must save me, you only can do it.”




  The colour had flooded her cheeks, and her heart was beating. She faced him with dim eyes and trembling lips.




  “I do care for you,” she said, softly. “I think that you must know it or you would not come to me like this. I care for you so much that I will even do what you ask.”




  A light leaped into his face. He held out his arms with a low cry of joy. She kept him from her with gentle force.




  “I will do what you ask,” she continued, “on one condition. You must satisfy me that there is no other way. You must trust me as you ask me to trust you. Don’t think that I am trifling with you. Satisfy me, and I will leave this house with you for ever in ten minutes.”




  His hands dropped to his side. “If I tell you, you will not come,” he said, despairingly. “I have sinned, and I would fly from the harvest. If I tell you, you will not come.”




  “If you do not tell me, I shall not come,” she reminded him, firmly. “You need not fear. I shall not be a harsh judge!”




  “I will take my chance!” he cried. “Listen. Ten years ago, when I was young and poor and desperate, there was a girl who cared for me. She was an actress, and she was as poor and lonely as I. We were in this great city. I had tried my hand at writing and I had failed. She had tried to act, and she had failed. And one night we looked black despair in the face hand in hand, and a fire rose up in my heart. I burned my manuscripts, I turned everything I had into gold, and I swore that I would find success and wealth, the desire of the world, in a virgin country, even if I had to wrest it from the hands of fate. And she too was desperate. She, too, took a desperate resolve, and in the face of our misery and our hopelessness I had no other words with which to dissuade her. Then, somehow, in that hour of our joint despair and our joint resolution, at the parting of our ways, each on the threshold of our new lives, something in our loneliness, our isolation and our parting—what was it?—God knows—something must have fired my imagination and she—she must have cared for me even before, in those days when she was nothing to me but another waif whom chance had brought near. Women when they are lonely give their hearts so easily. On the night of our parting she gave herself to me body and soul, and on the morrow I sailed away and for ten years she was dead and buried to me.”




  White and breathless he paused for a moment. A cinder dropped upon the hearth. There was no other sound. Adela was silent but her face was pale as death. Some part of his despair seemed to have fallen upon her.




  “I can’t make you understand. How should I? I can’t understand it myself. When the glamour of it had faded away, I cursed that meeting with her night and day. But we were on the brink of despair. There seemed no foreground for our lives. I was going away out of her life, and it seemed for ever—and she cared for me. To you it must seem like sin. But it was not sin of hers, at any rate; and as for me—I have paid the penalty. In those lonely hours when I lay under the stars outside my tent my sense of responsibility was born. I sent money. It never reached her. What had become of her—oh, the torture I have suffered from that thought I felt like a murderer, only it was a soul that I had murdered. And when I came back my triumph was clouded and my success hung like a millstone about my neck. I haunted all the places where the lost souls of women congregate. I never passed one without looking into her face with fear and horror. When at last I found her my heart leaped up for joy. She had saved herself. I laughed aloud with the joy of it. It was freedom. The burden of years was rolled away. But I was a fool. My freedom was an illusion. The bonds are there still, they are there for ever unless you cut them—unless you set me free—.”




  And again he paused, and again she did not speak. To the bitter end she had moaned to herself. And she waited.




  “I had counted myself free because she was married. It was the bitterest of all illusions. The shadow of it had been growing blacker before me. Tonight I have had my final awakening. To-night I have heard read the sentence of my doom. She had saved herself after my departure because she loved me. The precipice at her feet she had recoiled from because of the memory of our farewell. Our sin had been her salvation. She faced the world again. She became a governess. She married—married a blackguard but—a prince!”




  She would not help him on. She would not let him see her face. She waited.




  “To-night she has told me of her misery. She turns to me to save her from degradation. ‘I am yours,’ she cries. ‘Our union was above the marriage laws of men. I gave myself to you first and I have loved you and only you. Take me away! I am unhappy!’”




  “Adela, I have never loved her. I never knew what love was until you taught me. Am I bound to go to her? She is waiting now—to-night. Come away with me this moment. Leave England with me and cut this cursed knot. She is still with her husband. It will be the same to her as though I were dead, as though I had never come back. She is married to him. To come to me is sin. Save her! Save me! You will come! Quick! The time is flying!”




  She leaned upon the mantelpiece, her face buried in her hand. The sound of her low sobbing drove him mad.




  “For the love of God turn round and give me your hands!” he cried, wildly. “I will make you happy. On my soul I swear that you shall never repent.”




  She turned and looked at him. There was white dumb misery in her face. She was like a woman suddenly aged. Yet before her clear eyes the passion of his heart sank down.




  “You must make her happy, not me. It is your duty. I cannot come. I cannot be anything to you. I cannot take her place. She has first claim!”




  “You to say that!” he cried. “You, to send me to a woman who sins against the laws of God from the moment she leaves her husband. You can justify that to yourself!”




  “Alas, yes. A woman who lives like that sins when she lives with any other man, even though he be her husband. She gave herself to you and you belong to her. I am outside your life forever. God help us both! Goodbye!”




  He caught her roughly in his arms. His eyes blazed with a sudden triumph. He did not say anything for a moment but he held her like a vice, and rained hot kisses upon her pale cheeks and hair and lips. The she raised her eyes to him.




  “Stoop down, love,” she whispered, “and I will kiss you.”




  The fire on his lips grew cold. There was something of reverence in that short embrace.




  “You must let me go, dear.”




  He stood apart from her, breathless. She leaned against the table with her face turned towards him.




  “Good-bye.”




  A sob rose up in his throat as he turned away. He walked to the door like a blind man. She moved to the window, and, clutching at the curtains with both hands, watched his carriage drive away into the night.
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  SPRING passed, summer came and lingered. The rhododendrons in the park were over, the greenness had gone from the trees, everything was white with dust. The fashionable parts of London were peopled with a new and unfamiliar throng. But in Kensington things were much the same. Adela was there, pale and heavy-eyed, fighting her battle with despair. For her the summer days were dark, the light of the sun had gone out. From early morning till dark she sat in her studio and painted. There was nothing else left. She was alone. Her little friend, after many sad protests, had packed her easel and gone to the sea. Who but a broken-hearted woman would stay in London during a fiery September? It was afternoon, and Adela, fearless lest her solitude might bring a return of those maddening thoughts which had made many a night a little cycle of horror, was working with a feverish, unnatural concentration.




  And in the midst of it the door opened and a woman walked in. Adela’s brush slipped from her nerveless fingers. The pallor of her face was like the pallor of death. She rose to her feet at once. She confronted her visitor with burning eyes and unshaken dignity.




  “What do you want?” she asked, quickly. “Why are you here?”




  The princess laughed softly. It was a slow, maddening laugh. She looked around her with a faint show of curiosity, at the plain walls, the plaster casts, the somewhat bare appointments of the by no means luxurious studio. Last of all, she looked at the pale, slight figure of the girl who stood before her. The eyes of the two women met. Adela’s were like still fires of passionate aversion. The princess’s were curious and a little wistful.




  “Why have I come?” she repeated, slowly. “Really I am not quite sure even now I wished to see you. I wanted—”




  Adela moved towards the bell.




  “You will forgive me,” she said, quietly “I have been ill I am not well enough to see visitors. Will you go away?”




  The princess sank into a low chair near the window. Then, as the flood of clear northern daylight fell upon her face, Adela stayed her hand. The face was scarcely the face of a triumphing woman. She gazed at it fascinated. As usual the toilette of the princess was perfect. Her gown was of the newest shade, and its fit was exquisite. Her hat with its fresh roses, was a miracle of dainty simplicity. In the shabby little room she was like a suggestion of another world. But Adela was a woman, and she saw beyond these things.




  “Tell me why you have come?” she begged. “Tell me, and go away!”




  “I have come,” the princess said, smoothing out her gown, “to tell you a little story. After I have told it I shall be as anxious to go as you are to get rid of me. It has cost me a good deal to come, and it will cost me a great deal more to tell my story. You have suffered, and I have suffered. All women are born to suffer. Remember that—and don’t interrupt me.”




  Adela held her peace and listened with bowed head. The voice of the princess was sunk lower, but every syllable was thrillingly distinct. Every word seemed charged with woe.




  “It is a little history. There was a woman, lonely, friendless, and desperate, who loved a man. They were young, but they were miserably poor, and they were forced to part. The woman, who saw in the future the shadows of darker things crossing her life, gave herself to the man before they parted, that she might have at least one thing, one memory to cherish, one moment in the past common and dear to both of them. They parted. He went into exile to measure his strength with the world’s forces, and won his battle. She, galvanised into life by the memory of him, and the sudden vigour of her passionate love, abandoned her more unworthy resolves, shook herself free from the fatalism which had brought her to the brink of destruction, and worked out her own emancipation. After a time she married.




  “This man came back, and commenced to search for the woman. His return was the greatest joy she had ever known. She was a proud woman and she made a terrible mistake. She did not doubt but that his love had lived as hers had done. That was wrong, as you will see. Her husband was everything that is depraved and loathsome. The bonds of her marriage were as ropes of sand to her. She had given herself first to this man. It seemed to her that she was his, body and soul. She never hesitated as to what she should do. She offered herself to the man. She bade him find a home for her. She was coming to him.”




  She paused. Adela’s face was hidden. The princess commenced nervously pulling to pieces the lace border of the handkerchief which had been rolled up in her hand.




  “The woman’s mistake was hideous. She had believed in the man’s love. But the man never loved the woman. It was his sense of responsibility which had made him undertake that feverish search for her. It was purely a matter of conscience. That sounds strange, does it not, in connection with a man? But this is a true story. He heard her proposition and was silent. The stain upon her soul was his. It remained for him to save her from worse things. But when all their plans were made on the very night of their leaving the country together, the man fell ill. It was in her house that he fell ill, and the woman nursed him. And one horrible night he raved and he told her the truth. She leaned over his couch, sick with horror and despair, and she gathered his story from the hot passionate words which leaped out into the dark room. There was another woman!”




  “Ah!”




  The cry came from Adela, and rang through the bare chamber. The princess rose. The floor around her was strewn with the fragments of that lace handkerchief.




  “I have come like the heroine of a silly story, to take you to him,” she said. “Get ready quickly. I might change my mind.”




  Adela held out her hand with a passionate gesture. The princess shook her head.




  “No,” she said, calmly. “Don’t make a hypocrite of me. I hate you! I shall always hate you. You have spoilt my life! You, too—what fools men are! I am handsomer than you, and God knows that you cannot love him as I do. Yet he loves you. Don’t make any mistake. What I do, I do for his sake not yours. I shall hate the very sight of your face as long as I live. Get ready, child!”




  Adela crossed to her side.




  “But you,” she said, softly. “What will you do?”




  The princess pointed out of the window. The prince was smoking a cigar in her victoria below. He wore a large button-hole, and he looked very well. On the whole he did not regret Suzette.




  “My husband will be getting impatient,” she said, calmly, “do get your things on.”




  THE END
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  On her first night out, the boat steamed full into the tail- end of a storm, and there was no doubt about it that she developed a very marked and uncomfortable roll. Neither was there any doubt about the result of this unusual motion upon Nicolas Grodin, occupying Suite de Luxe Number Seven. He became very violently seasick, to his own great discomfort and to the mild annoyance of his fellow-traveller, Joseph Likinski, who acted frequently as his secretary and at all times as his political confidant. Nicolas Grodin, although he may have been a brave man under ordinary circumstances, bore this affliction badly. He lay upon his bed uttering moans of agony interspersed with outpourings of blasphemy in a language which no one but his companion understood.




  “He do seem bad, don’t he?” the steward, whom the latter had summoned, remarked. “I can’t say that I know what he says but it sounds horrible.”




  Joseph Likinski coughed.




  “Amongst other things,” he confided, “he is demanding, a doctor. I think,” he added, opening the cabin door, “I had better go and fetch him.”…




  The doctor had been called away for a moment and Likinski seated himself in the consultant’s chair and waited for him. He was a thin, sallow-complexioned man of diminutive stature, who would have been insignificant but for his somewhat prominent forehead, his keen, ferret-like eyes, his thin lips and calculating mouth. As was his habit, he spent the period of his waiting in taking keen note of his surroundings. The doctor had evidently disappeared in a hurry, for his cupboard door stood open and three rows of drugs of various sorts were displayed. Glancing at them idly at first, Likinski’s long, scraggy neck was suddenly extended. His under-lip fell. He leaned forward in his chair. He stared at one particular bottle in the corner of the bottom shelf and his little eyes danced with something which was almost excitement.




  “God!” he muttered. “It cannot be—”




  He raised himself slowly to his feet and then sat down again. The doctor had suddenly made his way from the inner room and was looking inquiringly at him. He was a sandy-haired, middle-aged man with a pleasant voice but tired lines around, his mouth and eyes.




  “What can I do for you, sir?” he asked briefly.




  “It is on behalf of my fellow-passenger—Nicolas Grodin—that I have come,” Likinski explained. “He is suffering violently from seasickness. I wonder whether you could make me up a draught of some sort?”




  “Certainly,” the doctor answered. “I will give you something harmless that will probably stop the vomiting at once.”




  He moved towards the cupboard. Likinski leaned a little forward in his chair.




  “You do not happen, I suppose, doctor,” he inquired nervously, “to have any of this marvellous new drug—Texacon—on board?”




  The doctor turned suddenly around. He was obviously surprised.




  “Texacon?” he repeated. “If I had any I shouldn’t part with it. What do you know about Texacon?”




  “I have taken a medical degree,” Likinski confided. “I spent some years lately in the laboratory of an analytical chemist.”




  “Then you must know that you can’t fool about with an undiluted drug like that,” was the doctor’s curt comment.




  “I should not dream of using it undiluted,” Likinski replied. “I have a medicine chest of my own on board and I should mix a drop or two of it with some other drugs I possess.”




  “I have half a dozen remedies for seasickness here,” the doctor said, “and I will come and see your friend, if you like, but the small quantity of Texacon which I do possess does not belong to me and none of it leaves this surgery. I will make you up something that will stop the sickness and I will give you some drops to make him sleep which can be taken at the same time.”




  “Very good, doctor, if you will not part with just a phial of the Texacon,” Likinski sighed.




  “Not on your life, I won’t,” was the emphatic reply. “What country are you from, might I ask, sir, that you know about that particular drug? I should have said that there were only two laboratories in the world where the real stuff could be found.”




  “It does not matter,” Likinski answered. “Give me the draught, please, and the drops. I will not worry you any more.”




  The doctor disappeared for a moment and returned with two small bottles. He handed them over to his caller.




  “Five drops is the limit, mind,” he enjoined. “Repeat in a couple of hours’ time, if necessary. The draught you can give him at once. If he goes to sleep after that, I shouldn’t give him the drops.”




  “Number Seven de Luxe is the cabin,” Likinski confided as he took his leave. “My name is Joseph Likinski and my friend’s is Nicolas Grodin.”




  The doctor nodded.




  “I will come and see him if it is necessary,” he promised.




  Likinski made his way back to the cabin. He poured the draught down his exhausted fellow-passenger’s throat and was gratified to note a marked improvement in the patient’s condition within a few minutes.




  “You feel better, Nicolas?” he asked.




  “Yes, I am better,” was the surly answer. “It is the worst turn I have ever had, all the same. It is that rich food you make me eat.”




  Likinski smiled faintly.




  “You area greedy old man,” he said, “and if you were not feeling so badly I would tell you a few things. As it is, I am not sure that your attack was not rather a stroke of luck.”




  Nicolas Grodin’s rejoinder, although in an obscure tongue, was obviously blasphemous.




  “Steady now,” his companion checked him. “I will tell you why it was not a bad thing that I had to go and see the doctor for you. Do you know what he has got on his shelf there?”




  “No—and I do not care.”




  “Yes, you do. He possesses a bottle half full of Texacon.”




  Then, for a moment, Nicolas Grodin forgot all about his seasickness.




  “The drug Professor Kopoff discovered in Moscow and which we tried to get in New York?” he asked eagerly.




  “The same. It must have come from either that German laboratory or from our own hospital. He has it all right and from what I could see, it seems to be the real stuff.”




  Nicolas Grodin, who had now left off groaning, sat upright.




  “Does he work alone—the doctor?”




  “He does. The steerage and tourist class have two doctors of their own at the other end of the ship.”




  Grodin rose to his feet, poured some brandy into a glass and drank it.




  “I am better,” he declared. “I feel fine, Joseph. A shock like this is good for one sometimes. You know what we were planning to do with that stuff if we could get hold of any in New York?”




  “Do I not!”




  “Did you ask for some of it?”




  “I did, but the doctor was not having any nonsense. He seems to know what he has got hold of and he would not part with a drop.”




  “Silly fellow,” Grodin murmured.




  “Yes, he is that,” Likinski replied with an evil chuckle, “but of course he did not understand and I was not likely to tell him. He is not parting with any in the ordinary way. If he really knows about it he would be a fool if he did. All the same, it is there in an unprotected cupboard, without even a bolt on the door And to think that our Moscow friends keep their little stock in a certain place we know of in the innermost of three safes!”




  Nicolas Grodin heaved a ponderous sigh.




  “Moscow! That seems a long way away,” he added wistfully.




  “A city of unforgiving men,” Likinski reflected. “Even now—I wonder, Nicolas. They have secretly confirmed your appointment as Minister to the Court of St. James’s, but tell me—if you were recalled, if you were summoned back for a conference with the great man—could you cross the frontier and feel light-hearted, have no fear?”




  Nicolas Grodin leaned over for the brandy flask, helped himself liberally and drank. He brushed aside Likinski’s question.




  “I sleep now,” he announced. “To-morrow we make plans. My stomach is tired. Somehow or other we must get hold of that bottle of Texacon. Alexander is on board alone, except for that Cossack manservant of his. We shall never have a chance like this again, Joseph.”




  His companion left him, turning into his own inside cabin. Long before he closed the communicating doors, Nicolas Grodin was snoring ponderously. Likinski himself lay with his eyes wide open. He was one of those strange mortals who had learnt to do without sleep.




  * * * * *




  It was a quarter to five in the morning, still pitch dark outside and a heavy sea running, when a thin, insignificant-looking figure stole into the passageway leading to the doctor’s quarters. He was on the lee side of the ship and through an open hatchway he caught a momentary glimpse of the white-topped mass of turbulent waters. A few drops of spray stung his cheeks. He bent his head and staggered on. Suddenly a light flashed into his face. A tall figure emerged from a passage-way. Likinski recognised the uniform at once. It was one of the night watchmen of the ship.




  “Have you lost your way, sir?” the man asked quietly.




  “I do not think so,” was the prompt reply. “I am on my way to the doctor. The red light at the bottom is the surgery, is it not?”




  “Anybody ill, sir?”




  “My travelling companion has had two fainting fits,” Likinski explained. “He started by being violently seasick. I was down here an hour ago. The doctor is going to give me some more drops.”




  “I beg your pardon, sir,” the watchman said, stepping respectfully on one side. “I just thought you might have lost your way or been one of those sleep-walkers. The doctor’s room is the end one on the right. What is the number of your room, sir?”




  “My friend and I are occupying Number Seven de Luxe,” Likinski told him.




  The other made a note.




  “Thank you very much,” he said. “Good night, sir.”




  Likinski passed on until he reached the door of the surgery. He halted there with his fingers upon the handle and looked behind. The night watchman had disappeared. There was no one else in sight. He drew a key from the pocket of his dressing-gown. It turned easily in the lock. He pushed the door open. A shaded light was burning from a lamp in the ceiling, otherwise the room was in darkness. The door of the sleeping apartment communicating was open, but secured by a hook. From the dark gulf beyond, Likinski could hear the doctor snoring. He listened for a moment, then he stretched out his arm towards the switch, extinguished the ceiling light and drew from his pocket a small but powerful electric torch. Shielding this with his hand, he stole towards the cupboard, opened it with noiseless fingers and flashed his torch along the line of bottles. It was there—the third from the end. Almost as his fingers touched it he heard a sound from inside the sleeping apartment. The snoring had ceased. There was the creak of a bedstead—a moment’s silence. Then the snoring recommenced on a slightly different note. The doctor had turned over on his side…




  Likinski extinguished the torch and waited in breathless silence. The snoring became regular again. He felt for the bottle and took it into his hand. His nerves were apparently in excellent order. He drew out the cork with steady fingers, selected a small phial from a row of empty ones and filled it to the brim from the bottle he was holding. He corked up his phial and slipped it into his pocket, replaced the bottle and closed up the cupboard. He permitted himself a breath of relief. He had succeeded. It was almost impossible to detect the inch or so of lower level in the bottle which he had returned to its place. The phial in his pocket contained all that he needed. Cautiously he turned round towards the door. Then like a flash the room, seemed ablaze with light. The doctor, with tumbled hair, sleepy eyes, but angry voice, was facing him on the threshold of his room.




  “What the hell are you doing there?” he demanded.




  Likinski swallowed hard. The fingers of his left hand stole into the pocket of his dressing-gown and grasped the phial. Whatever happened, he had no intention of parting with that. With his right hand he slipped back the torch and in its place gripped the butt of a small revolver. Slowly he drew it from his pocket.




  “Doctor,” he confessed in a muted tone, “I have taken a few drops of your precious Texacon. I am going to keep it. Sooner than part with it I shall kill you. Do not come any nearer. Think carefully. I have only taken a small phialful. I will give you five hundred dollars cash for it in the morning, provided you get back into bed and consider this a nightmare. If you do that you are safe. If you move towards a bell or towards me or call out, you are a dead man. What about it?”




  Likinski, in everyday life, was a small man of undistinguished appearance. As a semi-tragic figure, in his dressing-gown and pyjama jacket open at the throat, with his feet emerging from worn leather mules, his lips protruding, he was somewhat ridiculous. But the hand that held that gun was as steady as a rock and the words which he had spat across the room reeked of the truth. The doctor’s hesitation was only momentary.




  “It’s a hell of a price to pay for a small phial of an untried drug,” he said. “Get back to your room and bring me the five hundred dollars in the morning.”




  Likinski moved towards the threshold. His eyes, never left the doctor, his outstretched gun never once faltered. At the door he looked back. The gun was still firmly held in his hand and directed with hideous precision.




  “Were you thinking of ringing the bell as I opened the door?” he asked.




  “Not on your life!” the doctor assured him.




  “You will return to bed?”




  “I surely shall.”




  Likinski accepted the risk. He opened the door and closed it again quietly. Then with the phial in his hand he put the gun well out of sight and retraced his steps. The watchman was standing just where he had first found him. Likinski held up the phial.




  “I got my draught, you see,” he pointed out.




  “That’s good, sir,” the man replied. “Hope your friend will be better. Good night, sir.”
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  From the moment of her boarding the boat at New York, Anna Prestnoff, who was best known to fame as a scene painter and dress designer to the Russian ballet, performances of which had been occupying the boards of a prominent New York theatre for the last two months, found herself exposed to the whole gamut of more or less courteous devices adopted by the travelling male of amorous proclivities towards making her acquaintance. Cosmopolitan though she was, she had ideas of her own on this subject and set herself sedulously to the task of proving to as many of the other sex as ventured in her direction how obnoxious a really agreeable girl can make herself when harried into a defensive frame of mind. The task, however, apart from being somewhat exhausting, had its disadvantages. A table alone in the saloon meant an uncomfortable and ill-served locality. Absence from the bar smoke-room entailed lukewarm cocktails on deck, and Anna Prestnoff had never developed a taste for lukewarm cocktails. On the second morning of the voyage, she retired to the greater seclusion of the boat deck prepared to renew the contest, but this time the attack upon her solitude assumed a different shape. It was an intrusion, of course, but of a more direct type. She heard the footsteps approaching and had proceeded with her reading unperturbed. No use, however. The footsteps had paused. She found herself addressed by name.




  “You have chosen a pleasant corner, Anna Prestnoff. I had some difficulty in finding you.”




  The voice seemed somehow familiar, but softer and more pleasant than her memory of it. She was taken by surprise and lowering her book she looked up. She drew a quick, startled little breath. It was surely the impossible that had happened. She threw aside her rug and made an attempt to rise to her feet. The newcomer, a tall, slim but powerfully built man of early middle-age, pushed her gently back in her place.




  “But surely—” she began, the astonishment lingering in her eyes.




  “You are quite right,” he interrupted, “but will you please do as I ask? Will you remember that I am a fellow-traveller upon the boat by chance and that my name is Mr. Alexander? You will allow me, perhaps, as a compatriot,” he went on, dragging a chair to her side and sitting down, “to have the great pleasure of cultivating your further acquaintance.”




  “It will give me much happiness,” she acknowledged. “There are several things I should like to know which only you can tell me.”




  “Well?”




  “I read in the papers that you were in New York for the purpose of launching an American edition of the European Review. Were you successful?”




  “Quite. I have arranged for a simultaneous publication in New York and in London.”




  “It was from you, then,” she went on, “that I received those mystifying instructions only a week ago.”




  “It is the truth, but please forget it,” he begged. “I trust that your recall to London has not seriously interfered with your plans.”




  The slight agitation of her manner had passed but something of the surprise still lingered in her beautiful eyes.




  “I am glad to go back to London,” she confided. “My work in New York was unsatisfactory.”




  “The ballet is an acquired taste for Anglo-Saxons,” he remarked.




  “New York is scarcely an Anglo-Saxon city,” she reminded him, “but it certainly showed little appreciation of my work. Even Nikoli was a comparative failure there.”




  “The success or failure of the season of ballet,” he observed calmly, “is a matter of slight importance. Its establishment there was not wholly for artistic reasons, as you know. Will you permit me?”




  He drew a thin gold cigarette-case from his pocket and offered it to her. She took out a cigarette, which she lit with his lighter.




  “You will be happier in London,” he went on, after a brief pause. “You will find yourself amidst more sympathetic surroundings.”




  She smoked for a moment, obviously enjoying the fine quality of the tobacco. Then she turned towards him.




  “It is not, of course, to place me in more sympathetic surroundings or for my happiness alone that I. am being sent back to London,” she said.




  “There are other considerations, beyond a doubt,” he admitted gravely. “They will develop in time.”




  The girl was silent for several minutes, then she turned slightly in her chair, facing him more directly. “So you are really Alexander?”




  He drew a small morocco leather case from his inside pocket, shook out a visiting card and slipped it into the oblong space at the back of the chair. She leaned over and looked at it.




  “Mr. Alexander,” she repeated. “Rather a curt sort of card, is it not? Not even an address.”




  “Does that surprise you?” he asked. “For the last few years I have been a vagrant. That will not last for ever.”




  She sighed.




  “It is bad for all of us,” she said. “I, too, would like a settled home. People are getting so tired of us. Outside the ballet we seem—our menkind especially—to have embraced all the dishonourable professions in the world. I do not mean you, of course,” she went on hastily. “Your establishment of the European Review has been a great triumph. Some of your articles, too, have been a joy to us.”




  “I am not a writer by profession,” he observed. “It is hard sometimes to express oneself.”




  “You succeeded in doing it,” she assured him. “A famous American statesman came to one of our evening parties at the studio only a week or so ago. We were talking about the Russian censorship—”




  “We will not discuss these things in public, Anna, Prestnoff,” he interrupted. “I have written only the truth.”




  “Yes, but you have written it as no one else has done,” she persisted eagerly. “You have written it with moderation. If any of those who have had the opportunity—Kerensky, Leon Trotsky and many others—had exercised the same gift, our country would not be in the condition it is now.”




  “Nevertheless,” he said, “the pen is not my weapon. I could serve my country more easily with my sword.”




  “For a man with brains,” she declared, “that seems to me so senseless. All fighting is brutal and uncivilised. It is worse—it is illogical.”




  “Illogical, I grant you,” he admitted. “But man will have become a bloodless creature when the time comes that he no longer wants to fight.”




  “Will you explain this to me, then,” she begged. “The world has gradually come to recognise the fact that women are equal to men so far as regards intelligence. Supposing this were to happen—that the political governments of the world fell into the hands of women—do you think then that there would be any more war? Do you think that women would find no other way to express themselves except by machine-guns and bombing aeroplanes?”




  “I am afraid that my imagination is not sufficiently elastic,” he admitted gravely enough, but with a twinkle in his eyes. “I cannot conceive such a situation as you suggest. In any case, we are working,” he went on, after a moment’s hesitation, “for the future of our own times. We are working to right the balance of the world without bloodshed.”




  “Are you satisfied with your progress?” she asked calmly.




  “We have so few means of knowing,” he pointed out, “how far our progress has gone. Would you like to make an expedition to Moscow and try to find out?”




  She shuddered.




  “I should like to but I should be afraid,” she confessed frankly.




  The deck steward made a sudden appearance. He was breathless and his manner was urgent.




  “Excuse me, sir,” he said, “but would you be so kind as to go down to your cabin? You are wanted there at once.”




  Alexander rose to his feet.




  “Who is it that wants me?” he asked.




  The man hesitated.




  “It is your servant, sir, who insisted that you should be sent for,” he confided.




  “You will excuse me?” Alexander begged, turning to the girl.




  “Of course.”




  She leaned forward in her chair to watch him as he hurried away. She was finding it hard to realise that this person with the deep, pleasant voice and easy manners with whom she had been conversing during the last ten minutes, was indeed the shadowy, dramatic figure behind the curtain of her life since she had been enrolled one of the workers on the European Review. His movements had been shrouded all the while in so much mystery—it was, indeed, the first time that she had ever seen him face to face. Certain vague prejudices which she had once conceived were already almost entirely dissipated. He carried himself, she was forced to admit, as a man should. His head and shoulders were finely set and there was an air of restrained vigour about his movements which suggested strength of limb and body. She noticed that people whom he passed looked at him with respect, that the cabin steward who accosted him raised his cap and remained uncovered while they spoke for a few moments. Then he disappeared and she found herself reassembling her impressions of him with almost feverish energy.


  





  Alexander’s first sensation as he entered his cabin was one of mild amusement. Likinski was seated bolt upright upon the edge of the only easy chair. Towering over him stood Paul, who had very much the air of a bulldog guarding his captive.




  “What has happened?” Alexander asked simply.




  “I returned from the pressing-room a few minutes ago,” his servant explained. “I found this person in possession here.”




  “What were you doing in my cabin?” Alexander demanded, turning towards the intruder.




  “Absolutely nothing,” was the prompt reply. “Your servant is mad, as most Cossacks are. I explained that a friend had asked me to visit him. I understood that the number of his cabin was twenty-seven and I came here. I was perhaps misinformed. While I was hesitating, your servant enters and he refuses to allow me to leave.”




  “You permit me to speak, monsieur?” Paul inquired.




  “Certainly.”




  “This gentleman says that he mistook the number of the cabin. For a man who had made such a mistake his behaviour was peculiar. When I came in he was examining the fastenings of the portholes.”




  “What were you doing that for?” Alexander asked curiously.




  “Tell me the reason yourself; if you can,” the man in the chair replied. “What interest could I have in the portholes of your stateroom? I simply raised myself up a little to look out, because I fancied I heard the fog signal.”




  “The sun was shining,” Paul observed stolidly. “Furthermore, monsieur, the drawer of your desk was open. It was closed when I left the room a few minutes before.”




  “That is a foolish thing to say,” Likinski declared. “Am I likely to be a thief?”




  “Very likely indeed, I should think,” Alexander remarked.




  “You say that to me—a stranger!” Likinski cried angrily.




  “You may be something of a stranger—although I know about you—but your companion most certainly is not,” was the calm rejoinder.




  “Who, Nicolas Grodin?”




  “A thoroughly bad lot,” Alexander observed.




  “You are in a state of ignorance,” Likinski scoffed. “You talk of one about whom you know nothing. I will let you into a secret—if it does not appear upon to-day’s news. Nicolas Grodin is at the present moment the accredited Minister to the English Court.”




  “You astonish me! To think that our government should have fallen as low as that!”




  Likinski rose to his feet. He was still a little afraid, but he was also very angry. There were points of fire in his small eyes.




  “I shall not stay here to be insulted myself or to hear my friend insulted,” he declared. “My presence in your cabin—Mr. Alexander if that is what you call yourself—was accidental. I shall now leave it.”




  Paul glanced towards his master. Alexander, standing with his back to the door, was looking down at the intruder thoughtfully.




  “I am wondering,” he confided, “whether I ought not to insist upon searching you first.”




  Likinski buttoned up his coat.




  “If you lay a finger upon me,” he threatened, “I shall go to the commander and shall charge you with assault.”




  Alexander’s smile was one of kindly indifference.




  “That would be a very foolish thing to do,” he said. “See that he remains where he is, Paul, for a moment.”




  He strolled across to the desk, looked at the contents of the open drawer and made a cursory examination of several of the others. He picked up a pocket-book and glanced through it. Then he swung round.




  “Nothing missing here,” he admitted. “You were quite right, Paul, to send for me. You can go now, Likinski, only listen. Do not make this mistake again. I do not like strangers in my cabin.”




  Likinski seemed on the point of an outburst, but the open door was too much for him. He made a rapid and undignified exit. Paul watched him with an air of dissatisfaction. His master remained a little puzzled.




  “You did quite right to send for me, Paul,” he repeated, “but I cannot think what on earth the fellow was after. He must know that I should never be likely to leave any papers of importance lying about.”




  “He is a bad man,” the servant said simply. “I do not believe that he found his way here by accident, any more than I believe that England would accept his master as a Minister.”




  “His Excellency Nicolas Grodin,” Alexander murmured with a faint smile. “It does not sound right, Paul. I almost wish I had searched the fellow.”




  Along the corridor-way, Likinski, hurrying to the refuge of his cabin, was busy mopping the moisture from his forehead.
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  It was the custom of the passengers to dine early, and at eight o’clock that evening there were barely a score of people in the smaller cocktail bar attached to the smoke-room. Amongst them were Nicolas Grodin and Joseph Likinski, seated together in a remote corner. Alexander, arriving alone and unnoticed, stood for a few seconds upon the threshold glancing around. He was not a man with whom anyone would associate the idea of indecision, but there was about him that evening, as he lingered there and again hesitated before an empty table, a suggestion of irresolution. In time, however, he made up his mind. He crossed the room and approached the table at which the two men were seated. There was something furtive in Likinski’s manner as he looked up and, recognising the newcomer, shrank a little back into his place. The other, partially recovered from his indisposition, a thick-set, burly man, with close-cropped black hair, and imperial, flaccid cheeks, a heavy jowl and a determined expression which seemed somehow out of keeping with the cruel upward curve of his mouth, frowned as though inclined to resent the approach of a stranger. It was he whom Alexander addressed.




  “You will forgive my intrusion,” he begged. “We are all three known to one another so I will not waste time in useless introductions.”




  “I do not think that you know who I am,” the man whom he addressed declared.




  “I could more easily forget my own personality,” Alexander continued in a calm, even tone, “than the personality of Nicolas Grodin, the budding diplomatist, the one man in his country who is supposed to possess the complete confidence of his master. As for you, sir,” he went on, turning to Likinski, “I will admit that I know little about you except that I remember you as an underling at Moscow University and later as a secretary to a statesman now leading a retired life in Mexico. You still call yourself, I believe, Joseph Likinski.”




  “The immediate question, sir,” Grodin suggested, “is why you have addressed us and what it is that you have to say.”




  “It is a poor game that you are playing,” Alexander observed. “I shall not weary you with the repetition of my name because you know it very well already, but this is to let you know, my friends—or perhaps I should say my enemies—that you may have my room searched, or even my person or my trunks in the hold. You may take out the cushions from my automobile and cut them to pieces, you may do the same with my mattress. You can find your way into my private apartments when we arrive at our destination—in comprehensive words you may search, search, search, but you will never find in my possession a single line of writing likely to be of the slightest interest to you. Furthermore, if ever I should find you loitering in my cabin again, taking an interest in the fastenings of my portholes, without any fear of the consequences, I shall shoot you on sight. Even in this centre of civilisation I shall find means to justify myself.”




  “We have a madman for company on this pleasant voyage,” Nicolas Grodin declared. “It is of no import. Continue, sir, I beg of you. My friend and I have talked enough good sense for the day. Let us listen further to your ravings.”




  “Alas, I have not much more to say,” Alexander concluded. “Only this, which may perhaps interest you. I paused for a few minutes on my way here to write a letter—a thing I seldom do—to the purser of this ship. I have informed him of your names, of the presence of Likinski in my cabin, and two other facts concerning you both which should be enough to set the wireless busy for an hour or so if ever the time comes for the letter to be opened. It is to be delivered only in the event of anything untoward happening to me in my sleep or hours of relaxation. A whim, perhaps, the writing of it at all, but I feel that it will make the voyage a pleasanter one for me and I feel, too, that with the knowledge of the price you would have to pay for expediting my departure from this world, you will probably wait until we are on dry land.”




  “I myself have been called wordy,” Grodin said. “You, sir, are worse. You are prolix—you are inexplicable.”




  “Crazy,” his companion echoed. “Without a doubt, crazy.”




  Alexander smiled and turned away with a farewell bow in which there was a touch of irony.




  “The letter,” he assured them, “is by this time, in safe hands.”




  He left them both looking after him. Nicolas Grodin shook his head.




  “He is hard to deal with, that one,” he muttered. “He knows too much. The trouble of it is that the authorities are always on his side. He is powerfully protected.”




  “What does it matter?” Likinski asked softly, in a voice which sounded like a whisper after his companion’s throaty tone. “Some day he, too, will make the foolish mistake that others have made. There is a lamp, my friend, hung over the frontier of our country and sooner or later they come to it like moths, and then—”




  “And then,” Grodin muttered with a cruel gleam in his eyes, “they disappear—as he will. Fate has played us a kindly trick in this matter, Joseph. It has given us the means of leading him towards the menacing light. That will be your task. I would it were mine.”




  Likinski stroked his upper lip thoughtfully.




  “It will need much manoeuvring,” he said, “but I have faith in the workings of the drug. It will be a joy to watch his will grow weaker and weaker, to have him like a puppet obeying my directions.”




  Grodin glanced at the speaker and there was a. grudging respect in his small eyes.




  “I think, Joseph,” he said, “you have more courage than I gave you credit for. It is a serious task that you have chosen.”




  “I have faith in the drug,” Likinski repeated. “To-morrow I do not think that the great nobleman will be stalking proudly about the ship. He will be cowering in his cabin. His poise will be broken. He will obey the bidding of even poor Joseph Likinski. He will follow me on to the freight steamer which sails from Southampton to Rotterdam on the day after our arrival. He will cross Europe with me. He will come to where the lamp is burning.”




  Grodin chuckled with amusement.




  “You make for yourself eloquent words, Joseph,” he declared. “You speak like a prophet.”


  





  Alexander diverted his passage through the crowded dining-room and paused before the small table at which Anna Prestnoff had just taken her place.




  “I do not like the situation you have chosen,” he remarked with a little bow.




  “Neither do I,” she rejoined. “I did not choose it, however. It was thrust upon me. The ship is very crowded, you see, and I dislike very much being at a table with other people.”




  “If a single harmless person could be tolerated,” he proposed, “it would give me great pleasure to offer you the vacant seat at mine.”




  She rose to her feet without hesitation.




  “You see how quickly I accept your offer.”




  He led the way to his own very desirable corner, installed her in his place and took the vacant chair by her side. Anna smiled as she realised, from the respect with which he was greeted by the chief steward and the head waiter who came hurrying up, how little his incognito had availed him.




  “It is better, this?” he asked.




  “Infinitely,” she replied.




  “And for me also,” he assured her with a faint but very attractive smile.




  The ordering of dinner, over which Anna had been hesitating, became a simple affair—a suggestion or two from the head waiter, an amendment by Alexander, a courteous reference to her, and the thing was arranged. They exchanged a few commonplace remarks over their hors d’oeuvres, then he lowered his voice slightly and leaned towards her.




  “You are asking yourself a question. What is it?”




  “How clever of you!” she murmured. “Well, I was really wondering why you chose to single me out for this undeserved honour. Why, to be quite frank, you thought it wise to let anyone on the boat who might be interested see us on apparent terms of intimacy.”




  “You are old-fashioned, Anna Prestnoff,” he said. “Not in your clothes or your coiffure or your contemptuous disuse of cosmetics, but in your outlook upon the present conditions. You think that because I am the instigator of the European Review and am known to be a serious person devoted to the task of liberating my country, and because you have some connection with the Russian circle in London and are a contributor to my paper, we should remain apart.”




  “You should go a little further than that,” she rejoined. “Part of my work, with which you, too, are connected, is done behind the curtain of these people’s eyes. It is, in a sense, secret service, you know. Some of them might guess at our interest.”




  “Precisely,” he admitted, “and yet what does it matter? The modern spies, the most successful ones, have adopted modern methods. They have their own names printed on their visiting-cards, they patronise the popular restaurants and they have a flair for baffling the enemy by sheer candour.”




  She sipped appreciatively the Berncastler Doctor which had been poured into her glass from a tall, yellow-tinted bottle.




  “An intriguing outlook,” she acknowledged, “but I wonder if it is sound. For instance, there are people in the world who know that the European Review is not only the name of a’ justly famous monthly publication, but amongst its many outside activities it controls, under your guidance, the secret watch over Europe by means of which you who are interested obtain your information of what is going on in Russia. It is one of the most secret of secret associations, that. You are its chief and its inspiration. I have the honour, and I am proud of it, to be a contributor. There you are. That is why I wonder that I should be in this place at your table. There are two very crafty and dangerous members of the Russian Administration on the boat at the present moment.”




  His eyes twinkled.




  “Crafty is the word,” he admitted. “If Likinski knows that you are a member of our inner circle it will mean nothing to him that we are here as comrades. If he is not assured of the fact he will doubt it when he sees us together in this fashion.”




  “It is a brave outlook,” she said. “I like it and I am the gainer. I subscribe to it willingly. Have you, by the by, congratulated Nicolas Grodin upon his new appointment?”




  Alexander shook his head.




  “I shall neither congratulate him nor shall I believe as yet that the authorities in Moscow have dared to send him to the English Court as a representative of the Russian nation. I treat the appointment as a jest.”




  “Well, I dare say you are right,” she agreed.




  “At the same time,” he continued, “Grodin and Likinski between them are a dangerous pair of knaves. Likinski had the bland impertinence to rummage about in my stateroom amongst my belongings this morning. Fortunately, Paul caught him there. That is why I had to leave you so abruptly on the boat deck.”




  “A little crude for a front-rank conspirator,” she observed.




  Alexander shrugged his shoulders.




  “It was probably just one small piece of information he was in search of,” he remarked. “When Paul caught him, however, he was examining the fastenings of my portholes.”




  She laughed musically.




  “That does not seem very formidable.”




  “Neither is Likinski,” he declared. “He is not exactly formidable. Grodin I fear more. There is a man who might do us great harm.”




  “Please go on,” she begged. “The more I understand the easier it is to work.”




  “Grodin’s appointment as Minister to England could mean only one thing,” Alexander proceeded earnestly. “Whether the man who gave him the appointment realises it or not, it will be Grodin’s ambition to stir up ill-will between his country and Great Britain. Personally, I think that his outlook is a short-visaged one. He is angry because Great Britain permits the establishment and the continuance of the European Review in its capital. It is against us that he wants to strike. I am already taking precautions.”




  “Would it matter very much if we had to move to Paris?” she asked.




  “Enormously,” he answered. “We should be at the mercy of one of these ever-changing governments. Besides, however much we may regret it, we cannot conceal from ourselves that France and Russia are far nearer to one another politically than Great Britain and Russia. Our establishment in Paris would not be popular. I doubt whether its continuance would be possible.”




  “And there is no other place from which we could work?”




  “Nowhere in Europe,” he answered.




  “You have considered the question then?”




  “I have been obliged to. There are obvious objections to every one of the other great capitals. I have a scheme in my mind for solidifying our position in London without alienating in any way France’s sympathies…Now I think that we have talked seriously long enough. Will you join me in the lounge for a cigarette and coffee?”




  “With great pleasure,” she replied.
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  Alexander, a man who had never known fear, lay panting upon his bed in the early hours of the following morning, a new, unanalysable sense of terror chilling his blood. He was breathing in short, laboured gasps, at the back of his head was a feeling of giddiness, a strange lack of control which he had never before in his life experienced. A sense of terrible weakness and depression was upon him. He had an almost overmastering impulse to close his eyes, lean back amongst his pillows and court sleep, forgetfulness, to step out of the world of action the nearest and the easiest way. The thing came in waves, followed by faint reactions during which his will made frantic efforts to reassert itself. It was during one of these that he realised what was happening and with a mighty effort plunged into battle, a battle with himself. He sat up in bed and turned on the light. He looked around him in amazement. All three portholes were firmly closed. There was a slight mist in the room, a curious sickly and yet not altogether unpleasant odour, and a faint hissing sound in his ears. He crawled out of bed and staggered to his feet. By the side of the lamp which he had just turned on was an ordinary medicine bottle, from the cork’ of which protruded a tube of rubber. Something in the bottle was bubbling. Out of the end of the tube came little spirals of the grey mist. He laid his thumb upon the bell. Almost immediately, he felt a curious desire to withdraw it and crawl back to bed. He set his teeth. His thumb remained rigid. In the background of his mind he knew that there was something to be done. He began to ask himself furiously what it was—something outside the room—something to be done even while this nightmare laid its clammy fingers about him. A knock at the door. He called out, although he failed to recognise his own voice.




  “Come in!”




  The handle was turned. The door was locked from the outside. Alexander rose to his feet, though his knees trembled. He tightened the muscles all through his body and moved towards the door.




  “Passkey! Use passkey!”




  When the steward entered he found his passenger half upon the floor gasping.




  “Open port—open port—”




  The man looked around the room and grasped at any rate the obvious part of what was happening. He hurried to the portholes, struggled with them for a few moments, flung them open and hooked them up. A fresh breeze swept into the room. Even with its first breath, Alexander felt relieved. He pointed to the bottle.




  “The bath,” he cried. “Take the cork out of the bottle. Turn on the water.”




  The steward was a man who had his wits about him. He himself was already coughing but he gripped the bottle, flung open the bathroom door and in a few seconds there was the sound of rushing water. He came back to find his passenger standing up without support, a ghastly colour but steadily breathing in the fresh air.




  “What’s it all about, sir?” he asked. “Someone’s been fiddling about with them portholes.”




  Alexander was grasping his forehead. There was something he had to do. It was there at the back of his mind. Something—




  “God!” he muttered. “Three hundred and two, steward. Hurry to number three hundred and two.”




  “That’s the young Russian lady’s room, sir.”




  “Hurry! Get there quickly. Break open the door if you have to. I will come after you as soon as I can.”




  The man nodded.




  “You had better lie down, sir,” he cried. “I’ll go and see if the lady’s all right.”




  With a sudden access of strength, Alexander pushed past him. The two men made their way down the corridor. A word from the steward to the night watchman whom they found doing his accustomed promenade, and the latter followed behind. They reached the door of three hundred and two. Even as they stood there, Alexander fancied that he could detect that ghastly sickly odour. The steward knocked. There was no reply. He knocked again.




  “Passkey!” Alexander cried.




  He himself was first in the cabin. Notwithstanding that clogged sense which seemed to deprive him of everything except a sort of instinct, he felt a throb of relief as he realised that Anna’s ordeal had been a shorter one than his. There was a mist in the room but only in little spirals. She was awake, her frightened eyes staring at them as they entered, her breath coming in quick, convulsive jerks. The steward threw open the portholes. Alexander seized the bottle with its hissing liquid which stood by her bedside.




  “The bath,” he cried, “the bath. Turn on the water.”




  The watchman nodded and holding the bottle gingerly in his hand disappeared into the inner room. Alexander grasped Anna’s cold hands and held them tightly in his.




  “You are all right?” he asked anxiously. “How long have you been awake?”




  She shook her head.




  “I do not know,” she moaned. “It hurts me to breathe. Oh, the air!”




  He lifted her into his arms and carried her to a porthole, staggering unexpectedly, but recovering his strength. The wind blew through her hair. Her breathing was instantly more regular. Her head fell back.




  “Keep me here,” she begged. “Hold me closer to the wind.”




  He obeyed, although his knees were tottering beneath him. He called to the steward.




  “Get some brandy.”




  The man hurried off. The girl’s cold fingers were clasped round Alexander’s neck, her head moved slightly from side to side, her eyes were half closed.




  “I cannot remember what happened,” she faltered. “I was asleep and when I awoke I was stifling. There was someone closing the portholes. I tried to call out but he was close to the switch and it was all dark.”




  “How long ago?” he asked.




  “I do not know. Then you came—I am tired.”




  The steward brought the brandy. Alexander forced a little between her lips, then he gulped some down himself.




  “There is an empty stateroom opposite,” the steward told them. “The stewardess has it all prepared—hot-water bottles, anything else the young lady would like.”




  “That is excellent,” Alexander replied. “Lock up this stateroom as soon as we have left it.”




  He carried her into the cabin across the alleyway. The stewardess threw back the bedclothes and placed a hot-water bottle at her feet.




  “The poor young lady!” she exclaimed curiously. “Has she had a shock or something, sir?”




  Alexander shook his head. He was leaning against the wall recovering his own breath slowly. The breeze was streaming in at the open portholes. The air of the room, fragrant with ozone, was like wine to him.




  “She will soon be all right in this atmosphere,” he said.




  The night watchman prepared to take his leave.




  “Do you wish me to report anything, sir?” he asked.




  “Not yet,” Alexander replied. “Wait until the morning.”




  The man departed and the steward followed a moment later. The stewardess bent over her charge. Anna was looking round and there was trouble in her now wide-open eyes.




  “Please do not leave me,” she whispered to Alexander.




  He forced a little more brandy between her lips.




  The stewardess, whose hour it was for going off duty, felt her pulse.




  “The young lady is quite all right now, sir,” she reported. “Is there anything more I can do?”




  “You had better stay. I shall have to remain till she goes to sleep. You can lie down on the other bed for a time.”




  She breathed a sigh of resignation, folded her arms and sat in the easy chair.




  “Send her away,” the girl whispered. “I do not like her being here. I like to be alone with you. I am afraid something has happened to my brain. I feel different. What is it?”




  “Nothing that you will not easily get over,” he assured her.




  “You, too,” she went on. “You look strange.” He forced a smile.




  “Never mind. We will talk about it all in the morning. Can you sleep?”




  “Perhaps. If you do not go away.”




  Ten minutes passed. Alexander himself was desperately sleepy. He closed his eyes and opened them with a start to find her hands holding him more tightly and her eyes wide open.




  “Send that woman away,” she begged once more. “I cannot bear her here. Please.”




  Her distress was manifest in her twitching features. He motioned to the stewardess.




  “You can go,” he directed. “If we need you again I will ring.”




  She rose promptly to her feet.




  “Ring the bell twice if it is urgent, sir,” she enjoined. “I will come or send my relief.”




  The woman departed, closing the door. The girl’s eyes followed her. She smiled when at last they were absolutely alone. Her other arm stole round his neck.




  “Lean down more,” she begged. “What has happened to me, Alexander? I can only feel that I must have you there. Do not go away.”




  “I will stay so long as you are afraid,” he promised.




  “I am not afraid now,” she said. “Only I do not understand myself. I cannot think. Do you believe anything has happened to my head?”




  “Nothing that will not have passed in the morning,” he assured her. “Have you any pain?”




  “None whatever. I just feel—comfortable, almost happy. You will not go? You will not leave me here all alone?”




  “Of course I will not,” he promised.




  “You are very cold, Alexander. You are very far away,” she whispered.




  “You must close your eyes,” he insisted. “You must sleep, Anna Prestnoff. Hear me tell you that, please—you must sleep.”




  There was a faint indication of the little pout that he had once or twice admired. She closed her eyes but her grip upon him tightened. He looked at the clock. It was ten minutes to four. She began to breathe more naturally. At six o’clock he opened his eyes. He looked around the cabin in amazement—moved a little. Her arms fell away slowly. He stood up and looked down at her, he himself aching in every limb. She was asleep. He rang the bell twice and opened the door softly.




  “You stay with her,” he told the stewardess who answered him. “Listen—you will receive a present from me later on, but you must not leave until you see me again or hear from me.”




  “I quite understand, sir,” the woman said. “Mrs. Hanner told me that the young lady had been ill. I will not leave her alone.”




  Alexander staggered off. He made his way back to his own room. The fresh air was sweeping in and through the portholes there was a gleam of sunshine. He threw himself down and slept.


  





  He was awakened a few hours later by the steward, who brought him his usual cup of tea. Directly he opened his eyes and looked around him he remembered what had happened. He had no definite feeling of illness but a deadly sense of inanition. It was a trouble to answer the man. It was almost agony to contemplate rising. He set his teeth and fought.




  “How is the young lady, James?” he asked.




  “Still sleeping, sir. Mrs. Hanner went round some time ago. We thought you might like the few drops of what was left in the bottles kept. Anyhow, I have them in my pantry.”




  “Excellent. Turn on my bath and send Paul to me.”




  “How are you feeling yourself, sir?” the steward asked a little curiously.




  “Quite well, thank you. You need not wait.”




  Alexander dressed and made his way out on deck. The sky was grey and a thin, drizzling rain was falling. He mounted to the upper deck, wrapped his mackintosh around him and walked steadily for over an hour. When at last he sank exhausted into a chair, he felt the blood once more warm in his veins. There was a slight glow in his cheeks. He knew that he was winning. He made his way into the saloon, drank some coffee and made a light breakfast. Then, with the bottle which the steward had given him in his hand, he presented himself at the surgery.




  “What can I do for you, Mr. Alexander?” the doctor asked, rising at once to his feet.




  “Tell me the contents of this bottle,” Alexander replied, handing it over.




  The doctor smelt it, moistened his finger with it and tasted it. He shook his head.




  “I am not a chemist,” he confessed. “I have no means on board for making an intricate analysis. Why do you ask me?”




  “Because something which requires explanation has happened upon this boat,” was the calm reply. “May I ask if you are in possession of any drugs, the properties of which might be described as unusual?”




  The doctor’s expression of polite indifference was suddenly changed. He had the appearance of a man who had received an unexpected shock. He stared at his visitor wonderingly.




  “Good God!” he exclaimed.




  Alexander waited—stonily silent. The doctor recovered himself in a few seconds.




  “I have parted with, to a passenger,” he confided, “a very small quantity of a drug I know nothing about and which has a similar odour. Here is the remainder of the bottle.”




  He opened the cupboard, withdrew the bottle labelled Texacon, and handed it to his visitor. Alexander held the bottle up to the light, drew out the cork and smelt the contents. He returned it to the doctor.




  “Would you care to tell me how you came into possession of this stuff?” he asked.




  “In a somewhat curious manner,” the doctor explained. “Professor Hartlow, who is President of the Society of Analysts, Chairman of the Metropolitan Hospital in New York, and a very famous scientist, brought this bottle on board an hour or so before we left. It was wrapped up in a brown paper parcel and sealed. He brought a letter of introduction from a friend even more famous than himself and a request that I should convey it to Southampton and hand it over to someone whose name was given. It was explained to me that the drug was extraordinarily scarce, it had only recently been discovered and it was likely to revolutionise certain classes of medicine. The Society did not wish to trust it to any ordinary method of transmission, so they asked me to put it in my surgery cupboard and, as I have said, hand it over to someone who would be waiting for it at Southampton.”




  “And you agreed?”




  “Wait a moment,” the doctor begged. “I agreed, but thank God, although I was very rushed, I insisted upon putting the matter before the commander first. We went to see him. He, of course, was terribly busy, as we were just sailing, but he listened to what my visitor had to say and he gave permission. He insisted upon it, however, that the parcel be unsealed and the bottle placed with my other medicines in my cupboard. Naturally enough, he could not countenance anything which looked in the least like smuggling.”




  “It was apparently, then, only in your charge,” Alexander remarked. “How did you come to part with any?”




  The doctor told his story in a few words.




  “I am a married man,” he concluded. “My insurance policy has just lapsed. I have two children, and the man into whose revolver I had to look meant business. A small phialful of the drug as against a man’s life. I do not pretend I played the part of a hero but I did what ninety-nine men out of a hundred would have done. I accepted his offer of five hundred dollars and he marched off with the phial.”




  Alexander reflected for a moment.




  “I wonder how the fellow knew that you had it on board,” he remarked.




  “I think that I can explain that,” the doctor said. “He paid me a visit on behalf of a seasick friend and the door of my cupboard was open. He could see the label on the bottle from where he was seated.”




  “Have you ever heard of a new drug,” Alexander asked, “which is powerful enough to paralyse at the same time mind and body, to destroy the human will, and to induce a complete lack of resistance to all the ordinary energies of life?”




  “There was an article in the Lancet last month,” the doctor acknowledged, “about a new drug which they said had been discovered in the Kremlin Laboratory at Moscow.”




  “Well, that drug, or something very much like it, thanks to your parting with the phial of the preparation you were taking to Southampton,” Alexander said, “was administered last night to myself and another person on board. I have been through the whole of the symptoms and I am still suffering from exhaustion. My fellow-sufferer did not inhale the fumes as long as I did and I hope her recovery, too, will be complete.”




  The doctor was evidently thunderstruck. He reached for his cap and glanced at his watch.




  “This is terrible news, Mr. Alexander,” he declared. “I must face it out at once. Will you come with me to the commander?”




  Alexander held out his hand.




  “Wait a few moments, please,” he begged. “This is a serious matter and I do not wish to act rashly. I know the man to whom you delivered the phial, of course, and I can guess at his motive. I know the man with whom he is travelling, also. I have been watching them ever since we started on the voyage.”




  “In any case, sir,” the doctor pointed out, “I feel sure you will agree with me that it is necessary to interview the commander at once.”




  “That is naturally the obvious course,” Alexander meditated, “but sometimes the obvious course is not the best. So far, only the young lady and I have been the sufferers by your action. We may decide that we would prefer to deal with the matter in our own way.”




  The doctor was frankly puzzled.




  “But I don’t understand,” he exclaimed.




  “Is it necessary for you to understand?” Alexander asked gently. “You must be content when I tell you that in dealing with this matter there are larger issues at stake than the attempted destruction of any two human beings. The young lady and myself are alone concerned. We may decide that it is better to act upon our own initiative.”




  “But what action could you take?” the doctor protested. “You could not even have the fellow put out of harm’s way for the rest of the voyage.”




  “Could you?” Alexander asked shrewdly. “No one saw him put this abominable preparation in our cabins, nor could anyone identify the drug which you supplied to him. I cannot prevent your reporting the affair to the commander, if you choose, but my advice would be that you leave it alone for a few hours. Suppose you come and pay the young lady a ‘professional visit?”




  The doctor acquiesced with alacrity. He had steeled himself to face the inevitable, but if there was any chance of escaping that interview with the commander he was all for it.




  “We will go round at once,” he proposed.




  Anna Prestnoff was still in bed when the two men were admitted to her stateroom, but she confessed wearily that it was an intense laziness which kept her there. She was wearing a dressing jacket negligee and had taken her coffee. She was singularly colourless, however, and the easy vivacity of her manner seemed temporarily to have departed. She took no notice whatever of his companion but she held out both hands to Alexander.




  “Give me something to make me want to get up, doctor,” she begged, without even glancing in his direction, “and you, please, you must not leave me alone like this,” she went on, her fingers tightening on Alexander’s wrists. “I have had a long sleep but I am too lazy to sleep any more. Can you understand that, doctor?”




  “It is unusual,” he admitted. “Forgive me.”




  He took her pulse and blood pressure, asked her a few questions and stood for a moment deep in thought.




  “Young lady,” he pronounced, “your symptoms seem to indicate that you have taken an overdose of some strong narcotic. I should advise you to get up at once and go on deck. This feeling of exhaustion of which you complain is unnatural. It would be better for you to fight it.”




  “Very well, I will get up presently. Do not go away, please,” she begged Alexander as he showed signs of leaving.




  “I will come back soon,” he promised, following the doctor out into the passage.




  “Well?” he asked.




  “The symptoms are a little puzzling,” the other confessed, “but there is absolutely nothing the matter which will not pass off in a matter of hours, I should think.”




  “Very well,” Alexander said. “We will let the matter rest, if you please, doctor, for the present.”




  “At your request, sir,” the doctor assented cheerfully. “Remember, I am perfectly willing to face the music.”




  “We will see about that later on. I will take the responsibility of your silence for the moment.”


  





  Alexander returned to his place by Anna’s side. She took his hands in hers and stroked them. There was a revealing tenderness in her tone and manner which at the same time thrilled and embarrassed him.




  “I think the doctor’s advice was good,” he said. “You must get up, Anna Prestnoff. I will ring for the stewardess.”




  “Five minutes,” she begged. “I am far too exhausted to dress. Could we not sit down here and talk for a time? Why do you look so stern? I would like you to be a little kinder.”




  “I can assure you,” he declared cheerfully, “I never felt more kindly disposed towards anyone in my life. All the same, what you need and what you are going to have, is a salt-water bath with a spray almost cold afterwards and then a brisk walk on deck.”




  She shivered.




  “You are being very stern with me,” she complained.




  “I am behaving like a sensible person,” he assured her.




  “I have behaved like a sensible person all my life,” she went on. “Just now I feel—”




  He rang the bell for the stewardess. A shadow of the old petulant grimace lightened and then darkened her expression.




  “You should offer to be lady’s maid,” she suggested sleepily. “The stewardess is so clumsy.”




  “I am afraid that I should be much worse. I will come down for you in half an hour.”




  “And you will not leave me all the rest of the day?” she begged.




  “That is hard to promise. And when you get up and walk about you will feel differently. I must do some writing.”




  “I will be your secretary,” she declared eagerly. “It is quite time I, too, did some work.”




  The stewardess bustled in. She set the bath running and remained waiting. Alexander slipped away and hurried to the doctor’s quarters.




  “For God’s sake can you not give us some sort of a tonic, doctor?” he begged. “Both the young lady and I seem to be getting a little weak in the head.”




  “I cannot give you any sort of direct antidote,” the other confessed as he shook up one or two bottles and prepared a concoction, “because I have no knowledge of the drug itself. This cannot do you harm. It ought to give you strength to fight the inertia. Drink your dose off now.”




  Alexander obeyed. The doctor poured the rest of the mixture into a phial and handed it to his patient.




  “I cannot claim that it is anything very original,” he continued. “The best cure for you and the young lady is sea air, and heaps of it. Eat whatever you feel like and alcohol won’t do you any harm, but if you take my advice you will hurry Mademoiselle up on the top deck, set her with her face to the wind and both of you do breathing exercises for as long as you can stick it. Perhaps I shall hear from you later in the day,” he added a little wistfully.




  “I will give you a call,” Alexander promised. “I do not think you need worry unduly about this,” he added with a pleasant though rather forced smile. “We are on the fringe of a very serious matter but your personal share in it exposes you to little blame. No man can be censured for saving his own life.”




  The doctor produced a roll of notes from his pocket.




  “The five hundred dollars,” he explained. “They were left on my table this morning.”




  Alexander waved them away.




  “Put them back and forget all about it, doctor,” he advised.
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  “I am better,” Anna Prestnoff declared two hours later. “I believe that I am quite as well as you are. We have recovered. I think that we are very fortunate.”




  “So do I,” he assented.




  She pressed his arm. They had just finished a vigorous promenade on the boat deck and were seated side by side with the wind in their faces.




  “You were so quick,” she said. “You did everything so wonderfully. It was quite an adventure—yes?”




  “It might have been a very serious one.”




  “Just now,” she confided, “I feel physically almost myself. The trembling has left my knees. I am not so depressed, yet I feel somehow stirred up. Something has happened to my mind. I do not know what it is. Perhaps I have lost what they used to call my poise. Do I look any different?”




  “Not at all,” he declared, regarding her critically. “You are very good-looking, Anna Prestnoff, and you know it.”




  She laughed musically.




  “Well, if it is the drug that has made you say that,” she said, “I have something to be thankful for. You never looked at me before as though you remembered that I was a woman and that you were a man. I think I rather like that you should see me sometimes that way, my noble chief.”




  “Bad for the work,” he assured her laconically.




  “What do you mean?” she demanded. “Bad for the work. What is the most important part of my work, then?”




  “To attract bad men who may be working against our country,” he explained. “To find out their secrets, to convert those that are worth converting, to hand over the unregenerate to me, then to use that clever pen of yours in writing articles to proclaim the truth to people of other countries.”




  “That part of it I do not mind,” she confided, “but I do not wish to make myself attractive to anyone—only to you.”




  “But I am already a convert,” he reminded her. “Very soon you and I will be looking into the future with the same eyes. Then our work will begin in earnest. Our close contact during these few days will be of immense importance.”




  “Work,” she repeated a little petulantly. “It is always work. Is there nothing else, then, worth a thought in life?”




  “Many things,” he assured her, “and as they come to us, Anna Prestnoff, so shall we deal with them. Just now we have been through purgatory together. We have to remember—”




  “I am always remembering,” she interrupted. “You are a tiresome man, but, in the most respectful of fashions, I am very fond of you. Now I have done all that you told me. I have had a hot sea bath and a cold one afterwards. I have taken my tonic, I have gulped down this sea air for one hour, I have walked for half an hour, I have been preached to all the time. Now we will have a cocktail—yes? Just in that corner of the lounge bar.”




  “I suppose that until you are perfectly recovered,” he reflected, “you must have your own way.”




  “In that case I will have a champagne cocktail,” she decided. “I am beginning to live again. That walk—it was wonderful. When do we talk seriously, my friend? When do we really discuss what has happened to us?”




  “No hurry,” he answered. “There are several considerations to be taken into account.”




  They found a retired corner in the bar lounge. The cocktails were ordered and served. She drew, close to him.




  “Now, my master,” she said, “for I suppose I must call you that, I shall tell you what I have been thinking, since I was able to think again. What happened to us, in a small degree—has it not occurred to you?—is exactly what has happened to Adek and Morodkinto all those other men.”




  He remained silent.




  “A man like Adek—brilliant, a great speaker, a man of brains—to plead guilty, to remain a dumb white figure in the dock, a nervous wreck in the hands of his accusers,” she continued. “Is it common sense? He acted as I felt for a few hours, as I should still be feeling if you had not rescued me. Do you believe in that theory that those Moscow men were drugged whilst they were in their cells, drugged so that they lost their nerve and their will and had to be helped into court?”




  He passed her a cigarette and lit one himself. She threw back her head and inhaled luxuriously. Alexander began to wonder whether this period of convalescence was not in its way a dangerous time. He was uneasily conscious of the warmth of her presence, of the pleasure of listening to her speech with its slight foreign accent so much more pronounced than his, and the thrill which her changed manner, the sudden breaking down of the barriers between them, gave him. Stretched out in her chair, with her fur cape thrown back from her throat and her closely-fitting dress which followed so seductively the lines of her delicate figure, he became conscious of what he had felt so seldom in life—the joy of that sense of proprietorship which, since their adventure together, he seemed, without any definite reason, to have acquired.




  “You have instinct as well as intelligence, Anna Prestnoff,” he admitted. “I believe that what you suggest is the truth. There are two of the most dangerous men who were ever born in Russia on board this ship. They are aware of the work I have already begun and the chain of workers I am trying to establish through Europe. Without a doubt last night’s attempt came through them—indeed, I am absolutely convinced of it. I am hesitating as to what steps to take. We are safe from anything except blatant assassination and that is not the way of these men. But all the same, Likinski and Grodin are here to do us a mischief if they can.”




  She sipped her cocktail thoughtfully and took another luxurious puff of her cigarette.




  “Oh dear!” she exclaimed, “and I thought this was going to be such a dull voyage. What are you going to do?”




  “I have not made up my mind,” he told her. “The circumstantial evidence against Likinski is overwhelming, but of definite proof we have none. They are already under suspicion—Grodin because his dossier is an open book for anyone’s inspection, even though he has been appointed Minister to Great Britain, and Likinski because—he does not look as though he had the courage, does he?—he forced the doctor here, at the point of a revolver, to give him a phialful of that foul drug which he is conveying to Southampton.”




  “Where did the drug come from?” she asked breathlessly.




  “A laboratory in New York which Likinski has visited several times lately,” he told her. “He had an introduction from the principal chemist at the Kremlin Laboratory but he never seemed to win the confidence of the people in America. I do not believe, as a matter of fact, that they trusted him.”




  “You think that it is the same drug—that the Americans, too, have discovered the formula, or that it has been passed on to them from Moscow?” she asked eagerly.




  He touched her arm and she broke off in her speech. Likinski and Grodin were passing through the room together. Grodin caught Alexander’s eye and bowed an unctuous good morning. His companion passed them without apparent recognition. They continued their progress towards the bar. Alexander looked after them, a queer, almost contemptuous, smile parting his lips.




  “They have not much luck, those two,” he observed.




  “Explain, please,” she begged.




  “I have no certain knowledge, but I believe that Grodin is on his way back from an unsuccessful journey to Mexico. If news of that journey ever reaches Moscow, I should think that his appointment to London would be cancelled.”




  “And the little one?”




  “He took his chance with us and he failed,” Alexander reminded her. “Fate does not treat too kindly in these days the men who fail.”




  “Grodin has brains and vision of a sort,” she remarked. “Of the two, he is the one I fear.”




  Alexander watched them for a moment. Grodin was drinking champagne out of a pewter mug; Likinski was imbibing some cloudy mixture through a straw.




  “Dangerous fellows,” Alexander exclaimed with sudden emphasis, “both of them, although of a different genus. One should deal with them severely. There are times when civilisation is too fettered.”




  She smiled at his so readily kindled anger.




  “You should be a Dictator,” she said. “How would you like that? Sit on a throne of iron, try your prisoners logically and according to the facts and wave them off to execution. Yet when our own country does that same thing—do not be angry with me—you find it barbaric.”




  He looked at her in surprise.




  “Are you serious?” he asked coldly.




  “Not altogether,” she admitted. “The trouble is that you fancy you would destroy crime by destroying the criminal. It is not good logic, my friend.”




  “You would turn the world into a huge reformatory, perhaps?” he suggested.




  She yawned slightly.




  “Perhaps it is the effect of the poison still in my veins,” she said. “Perhaps it is because I have once or twice known great men who were also criminals.”




  “Are you judging them by the deed or the motive?” he asked.




  She hesitated.




  “I shall go carefully with you,” she warned him. “You are trying to lure me into a cul-de-sac. Nevertheless, to kill a man because you have a personal grievance against him—say jealousy—is murder. To kill a man because he has a foul disease, whether of the mind or the body, which is poisoning the world, is justifiable.”




  “If I ever have the slightest ambition to be a Dictator, it is not because unlimited power would give me the least pleasure,” he said. “It is simply because if I saw clearly and had the power to act, I should be cleansing the world of all these burdens of evil government.”




  “I am beginning to believe that I have stumbled upon the truth,” she sighed. “You are ambitious to join those others. You wish to become one of those autocrats—the dread figures of Europe.”




  He leaned back in his chair smiling.




  “I was right,” he declared. “The poison is still lingering in your veins.”




  She laughed—a vibrant, delicate little gesture, musical and intriguing—then she met his eyes with their critical, uneasy light and the impulse of mockery passed.




  “I think you did not say that seriously,” she said, “but it was a wise speech, nevertheless. I am not myself. You are not quite yourself this morning. We will be serious no longer. I will break the stern habits of my long life of comparative abstinence. We will have another cocktail. Please do not say no, my master.”




  “I had no idea of discouraging you,” he assured her. “I should say this was the one morning in your life when wine was good for you.”




  He touched the bell and gave the barman an order. Presently they walked on the main deck until the lightly falling rain drove them into shelter. They sat in a small alcove close to the Marconi office. Overhead was a rustling and crackling of electricity. Closer at hand two of the operators were bending over their work, and they could hear the harsh, uneven ticking of the instruments.




  “Someone has a great deal to say to our ship this morning,” Anna observed.




  “Perhaps,” he meditated, “the news is already being flashed in black headlines on the front pages of the American papers:




  

    “‘The owner of the mightiest vehicle of thought in the western world—the European Review—has joined hands with its most wonderful contributor.’


  




  “How does that sound?”




  She drew her long fingers through his.




  “Entrancing,” she murmured.
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  The big boat was hove to outside Cherbourg waiting for mails and to disembark passengers. The commander glared disapprovingly down from his bridge as the white launch, flying the French flag and a silken burgee of the Yacht Club of France, drew up at the foot of the gangway.




  “No visitors allowed on board, Francis,” he growled to his first officer.




  “I’ll pass down word, sir,” the latter replied.




  He returned a few minutes later. The launch still remained at the foot of the gangway.




  “Sorry, sir,” he reported, “but the gentleman on board announces himself as the Prince de Chambordine. He has a permit to board the vessel from the company’s agent here and also a letter from the Admiralty asking for your consideration. A great man, the Prince, sir, if you will forgive my reminding you. His daughter would have been the Czarina of Russia, if the present debâcle had not arrived.”




  “Invite him on board,” the commander ordered brusquely. “Show him the usual civilities. If he asks for me I shall be in my cabin presently.”




  The officer returned to the head of the gangway and signalled permission to disembark to the occupants of the waiting launch. A tall, slim man of dignified appearance, wearing yachting clothes and casquette with the badge of the Yacht Club of France, mounted the gangway, followed closely by a most attractive young lady, who was obviously enjoying the adventure. Her figure, although girlish, possessed already lines of distinction. Her smile was the smile of contented youth, with that fascinating suspicion of provocative inquiry which seems to be the special heritage of the young French woman. Under her neatly worn tam-o’-shanter were full coils of rich brown hair. The Prince exchanged greetings with the first officer and addressed him courteously.




  “You have my card, I trust,” he said. “I am anxious to have a few words with a friend and relative who is travelling on this steamer.”




  “Certainly, sir,” the officer replied. “Whom shall I send for?”




  Alexander at that moment made his appearance. He approached the two bareheaded, his hands outstretched in welcome. He stooped and kissed the girl on both cheeks. The Prince took his arm affectionately.




  “I am delighted that you have returned from that grim enterprise,” he said. “I received your cable and I am here—also Simone, who is enchanted at the idea of seeing you. Where is it that we can have this talk which you desire?”




  “I have a small sitting-room attached to my cabin,” Alexander suggested. “The lounge just now is rather noisy.”




  He led the way to his suite. The deck and companionways were crowded with disembarking passengers and they scarcely exchanged a word until they reached the door of number twenty-seven. The girl gave a little exclamation of delight as they were ushered in.




  “What luxury!” she cried. “Dear cousin, for a man travelling alone, you have a quite excellent idea of comfort.”




  Alexander pointed to the piles of papers and books upon the table, the volumes on the bookshelves, many of them a little dreary in appearance. Notwithstanding the flowers, which still survived, there was an air of industry about the apartment.




  “You forget, my dear Simone,” he said, “that I am an arduous worker. I have to address several very important meetings as soon as I am re-established in England—one within a week. Then there is my monthly open letter to my countrypeople—in the European Review—which is due for publication a few days after we land.”




  “Marvellous idea, those letters,” the Prince declared, as he laid his hand affectionately on the young man’s shoulder. “How on earth you manage to get a single copy of the Review across the frontier I cannot imagine. But, my dear nephew, you should be careful. There is a gnashing of teeth, there is fierce anger against you amongst the ruling members of the Government. If you had not sent for me to meet you I should have come—if only to warn you that our enemies have representatives of the secret police in every capital in Europe. In their black lists you are the most prominent figure. You remember Arminoff?”




  “The old General?” Alexander exclaimed. “Of course I remember him. His last article which we published was splendid.”




  The Prince shook his head solemnly.




  “Too splendid,” he sighed. “He left his home ten days ago for his usual evening apéritif at the Café de la Liberté. He was seen there talking to some strangers—Russians, it was believed. He left the place with them at his usual time. He has not been seen or heard of since.”




  “Another victim,” Alexander muttered with a frown. “What had the French police to say about that?”




  The Prince shook his head once more.




  “Nothing that gives us any hope,” he confessed.




  “Listen, Alexander. You must keep away from France—from Paris, especially. It is only in London that you are safe.”




  “And when I want him so much to come!” Simone declared petulantly.




  “I have a better idea,” Alexander confided smiling. “I shall discuss it presently with your father. Now, what can I order for you, Prince?”




  “Too early, mon ami,” he regretted. “You retain your splendid health, I am glad to see. I was afraid that you might find the States strenuous.”




  “I found plenty to do there, but nothing of any real importance,” Alexander admitted. “The Review is to be published in New York but it will be censored in Washington. The measure of our success will depend upon what the gentleman with the long scissors does to us, of course. Tell me, have you received any news from private sources?”




  “Nothing very encouraging,” the Prince acknowledged gravely. “You had your radio messages, naturally.”




  “Shocking!”




  “They say that Adek was arrested with a smile upon his lips,” the Prince continued. “If so, it must have been a bitter gesture. The news which I have for you, dear nephew, is certainly not good.”




  “It must be told,” Alexander sighed.




  The Prince considered for a minute.




  “It is somewhat vague, as yet,” he announced. “Although there is no doubt whatever that the secret council of the present Moscow Government consider that they have effectually swept away all that was imminently dangerous to their authority, a crusade of a different order is being organised throughout the country.”




  “That sounds interesting,” Alexander murmured, accepting a cigarette from the Prince’s case and lighting it. “A crusade—yes?”




  “The scanty news that we have has cost good men their lives,” the Prince said. “‘We lost three invaluable adherents within a week. No trial for them. They were arrested at ten o’clock one night and shot before morning. One was a woman.”




  “Not Vera—” Alexander exclaimed, “not Vera Marchevsky?”




  The other nodded.




  “It is a shock, of course,” he said, “but it is necessary that you know how we stand. She was staunch to the end. Not a word passed her lips.”




  “And Serge?”




  “Real drama,” the Prince declared with a flash in his eye. “Serge was commanding a squadron of heavy armoured aeroplanes within sixty miles of the Polish frontier when he heard the news by telephone. They were starting on an experimental flight the next morning and his plane was all conditioned. He left barracks secretly at two o’clock, got away successfully and came down in Hanover. How he managed the rest of his exploit I do not know, but he is in London to-day.”




  “A military deserter,” Alexander frowned. “That may mean complications.”




  The Prince smiled.




  “You can call him that,” he observed. “He has been a happy and a hard-working traitor to the government in whose army he was enrolled since the day he received his flying certificate. As the brother of Vera Marchevsky he was a doomed man if he had remained where he was for another twenty-four hours.”




  “And this crusade makes progress?” Alexander asked eagerly.




  “An uphill business, I fear,” the Prince sighed. “There is no doubt whatever that the Russian Government is well served by its spies. As I was saying, with the arrest of Adek and his friends, they have struck a deadly blow at the new party in Russia, the party who had finally decided that capital is as necessary to the country as is bread to the peasant. And now, by some means or other, they have word of our own movement. As yet we have made little progress in Russia itself. Not a single meeting has been called at which our doctrines have been preached, not a single journal published in Russia has dared even to discuss the question of any form of democratic government as against the distorted Communism of the Soviet. The whole of our strength still lies scattered in Europe. This crusade of which I have spoken, is an attempt to assist our followers to become a corporate body. A list of the spies who are working against it together with the cities and countries to which they are allotted, is in existence, but, alas, none of our agents know where. If Vera had lived, we should have had it. Since her murder—shooting without a trial is murder—there has been a blank wall of silence. We do not know who is left. We only know that every place in Europe where we had established ourselves is threatened.”




  “Life will not be pleasant for a time,” Alexander said wearily. “It will be like camping out when you have to lift the mats and carpets every day to search for scorpions. And France—tell me about France.”




  The Prince lifted his hand in a helpless gesture.




  “How can anyone speak for France?” he exclaimed. “Her character is the character of her women—she is wanton, she is cruel, she is changeable. At the least excuse she rushes to extremes. Taking her seriously, she is the most Communistic of all the countries of Europe outside Russia.”




  “Mais, mon père,” Simone remonstrated, “you exaggerate. It is simply that the wrong people are making themselves heard. The spirit of France is for good.”




  “I agree with Simone,” Alexander declared. “France is everything that she seems to be on the surface, but she possesses a basic solidity of national purpose which few people in the world appreciate at the moment, Prince, and this is the most important thing I have had it in my mind to say to you: Paris is no place for you. You have a great house standing empty in London. You have many influential friends there. You have many enemies amongst these Russian spies who would do their utmost, knowing of your position with us, to involve you in trouble. We need you in London. I want you to remain there.”




  “ALexander is right,” Simone declared regretfully. “We know already, dear cousin, more than my father has told you about the plots all around us, the way we are spied upon. Our house in the Bois is watched night and day. My father cannot go so far as his club without being followed.”




  “Is this true, Prince?” Alexander asked.




  De Chambordine nodded sadly.




  “I am afraid it is,” he admitted. “The only place where I can speak a single word to a friend without fear of being overheard is in the sanctity of the Jockey Club. And there there is no one who is anxious to hear what I have to say.”




  “The position I feared has already arrived then,” ALexander declared. “I beg, my dear Prince, that you will not hesitate. You must come to London.”




  “He shall come,” Simone cried joyously, springing to her feet. “For us Paris becomes more triste every day. You shall give me some work to do in London, dear cousin. There I shall be happy.”




  The Prince glanced at the clock and rose to his feet.




  “It is a great idea that you have put before me, Alexander,” he admitted. “In a day or two you will hear from me. Meanwhile, I was warned not to linger on board. Your commander is restless to be off. For a few days everything remains as before—my house, my club, our method of communication. It is for you to let me know from London if the situation is in any way changed.”




  “That I shall not fail to do,” Alexander promised. De Chambordine glanced at the clock once more. He laid his hand upon his nephew’s shoulder.




  “Our conversation,” he said, “has taken a curious turn. I came on board to greet you, Alexander, with different things in my mind. I had made up my mind during the last few weeks that it was my duty to speak to you seriously. You are still a young man and your life is being dedicated to a weary task. For one of my generation it is no matter, for I know well that the light will not come in my time. I feel, though, that it is my duty to warn you that you may be giving your youth to a hopeless cause.”




  Alexander smiled.




  “No cause that is good is hopeless,” he declared. “There has been a great unsettlement in the world and the Russian Government has surprised us all by making sane and steady progress in many directions. Nevertheless, its doctrines are founded upon a fallacy. The great structure which it has reared, is built upon the sand. It is doomed to collapse and it will collapse.”




  Simone took her cousin’s arm as they passed through the door into the companionway.




  “But I do not wish,” she remonstrated earnestly, “that you give your whole life to this tiresome business of working for other people. Is there to be no golf, then, no polo, no little parties in the south, no shooting the high pheasants at Rambouillet, no Scotland, no Cowes? Alexander, you must not be so serious.”




  “My time for frivolities will come, I hope,” he answered smiling, “but not just yet. Ah, this is a friend who arrives, Simone.”




  They came face to face with Anna Prestnoff at the corner of the gangway. She stopped short as she saw them. Alexander detained her.




  “Anna Prestnoff,” he said, “I wish you to know my relatives. The Prince de Chambordine, the Princesse Simone de Chambordine. Mount with us, please. My friends are on the point of leaving.”




  The two girls fell behind. The Prince took Alexander’s arm as they reached the upper deck.




  “If I had a son,” he said quietly, “he would have been as you are—entirely Russian on his mother’s side. Nevertheless, I should have advised him as I advise you—to let ill alone. I believe like you that some day the Russian government will inevitably crumble into dust, simply because no nation can exist and flourish without a soul. Yet in arms and in cunning they are very powerful. A few scattered individuals against them are helpless. You are wealthy, you have a position in the world—I pray of you, before you commit yourself to any definite enterprise, that you spend a month or two with us in seclusion. We shall be at my Argonne château for the summer. Come to us there, Alexander, if only for a few weeks.”




  Simone came eagerly forward. They were awaiting the officer in control at the head of the gangway.




  “Alexander,” she said, “my father invites—I insist. You must come. A few weeks delay will make no difference and afterwards we will come to London. You are going to plunge yourself into all sorts of dangers and just now it is useless. The time has not arrived. Remember, no one in the world has been a more vehement upholder of the old traditions than my father. The very idea of any other form of government in Russia has sent him into a fury, and yet it is he now who begs that you have caution. It is he now who is growing into the belief that the present government is tying a rope around its own neck. Before we go, promise me that you will make no rash movement.”




  She raised her eyes to him beseechingly. He took her hands and held them tightly. Nevertheless he answered her in a lighter tone.




  “When the time for holidays comes I will fly to Argonne,” he promised. “I am not a fanatic. Like other men, I enjoy a respite from work. But that time is not yet. My work is only half-accomplished. I am needed in London. I may soon be needed elsewhere. The European Review and its organisation has become the greatest stumbling-block those who plan the ruin of our country have yet encountered. Whatever the risks may be, I am prepared to face them.”




  The Prince sighed. He was no longer a young man. He, too, loved his late wife’s country. He loved his daughter. He loved Alexander, and he regarded him a little wistfully from the French parent’s point of view. He was one of the few remaining noblemen of Europe who would be a suitable and desirable son-in-law. He realised the impossibility, however, of moving him from his purpose.




  “In that case, my dear nephew,” he said, “if the mountain will not come to Mahomed, Mahomed will come to the mountain. I will send orders at once to the steward of Kensington House. The place shall be prepared. We will be with you within a fortnight.”




  A deafening blast came from the tug. The two departing visitors hurried off to their launch. Simone had lost some of the gaiety with which she had mounted the gangway. The Prince, still dignified and debonair, seemed suddenly to have aged.




  “That girl friend of Alexander’s is Russian,” Simone said to her father peevishly. “I do not trust her.”
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  It was during the second call of the dinner bugle that evening that the doctor at last succeeded in his search. He found Alexander and Anna Prestnoff sitting on the sheltered side of the ship watching the lights of the channel.




  “No further tragedies to report, I hope, doctor?” Alexander inquired curiously.




  “I am hoping you won’t find it so,” was the anxious reply. “It has been a shock to me, I can assure you. I have just left the purser’s office. That fellow Likinski and his companion left the ship at Cherbourg.”




  Alexander threw his cigarette into the sea and watched it for a moment thoughtfully.




  “Clever of them,” he remarked. “How did they manage that?”




  “Simple enough. I insisted upon having Likinski’s passport until you made up your mind whether or not to report the affair of the Texacon to the commander. I have it still.”




  “Do you mean that he left the ship without a passport at all?” Alexander asked.




  “He did indeed. They tell me at the Marconi office that Likinski sent off two long cables yesterday—one to an unknown person in. Paris and the other to Cherbourg. They were either in Russian or some code—quite unintelligible. Anyhow, just as you were seeing your friends off, Nicolas Grodin and Likinski left in a police launch on the starboard side of the ship. The officer in charge there had no instructions to interfere with them and the police commissioner at Cherbourg met them on the dock and presented them with a note granting them permission to land with or without passports, and signed by the French Minister of the Interior. No one was in a position to make any objection, so off they went. They left a note for the purser and the usual fee for the steward, instructing the latter to pack their belongings and send them to the Russian Consulate in London. I hope you will understand, Mr. Alexander,” the doctor went on earnestly, “that I was entirely ignorant of their projected departure. I knew nothing about it until a few minutes ago.”




  Alexander smiled reassuringly.




  “My dear doctor,” he said, “your news is really a relief. To tell you the truth, I was exceedingly puzzled as to what steps to take about Likinski, which would not involve me in any way with Grodin, his companion. The difficulty has solved itself.”




  The doctor drew a long breath.




  “I don’t pretend to understand anything about the matter, sir,” he said, “but I must confess that your attitude is an immense relief to me. I was glad to notice at luncheon-time that you and the young lady seem to have made a complete recovery. You are feeling all right, Miss Prestnoff?”




  “Absolutely,” she answered. “All the same, I think we ought to have done something about it.”




  “I was the person to blame,” the doctor confessed, “but I felt compelled to do exactly as Mr. Alexander wished. They would never have been allowed to leave the ship, though, except for the French police launch fetching them off with an official permit.”




  “Entirely my fault,” Alexander admitted, “but it really is of very little moment, doctor. I am content to let the matter drop. Neither Mademoiselle nor I have suffered, beyond the discomfort of the first few hours, and that is the end of the matter.”




  “Your attitude, sir, is most generous. As you can understand, the affair would not have happened at all if the commander had not insisted that the packet be opened and the bottle put in my cupboard as though it belonged to the ship’s store.”




  “What have you done with it now?” Alexander asked.




  “It is packed up again and addressed to a Dr. Wilkinson who is to call for it at Southampton. I understand it to be your wish, sir, that the matter is not to be mentioned to anyone.”




  “Not even to the commander, if you please,” Alexander begged. “Dismiss the whole affair from your memory. Blot it out. We have had our warning and that is something.”




  The doctor saluted as he turned away.




  “Nothing that has ever happened to me in life,” he assured them earnestly, “will be forgotten more readily.”


  





  It was about ten minutes later when the astonishing thing happened. Alexander was explaining to his companion the immense importance of de Chambordine’s coming to England, an event which for some reason or other Anna Prestnoff seemed to contemplate without enthusiasm, when suddenly he broke off in the middle of a sentence. He gazed at an approaching figure coming along the deck towards them. The man was short, stout, but with the broad shoulders of a prize-fighter. He wore a camel-hair overcoat which increased his girth, a brown Homburg hat and he was smoking a long cigar. He walked with the uneven, jerky footsteps of a man unused to taking any form of exercise. As he drew near, Anna touched her companion’s sleeve.




  “Why, see who this is—coming down the deck!” she cried.




  “It is Grodin—Nicolas Grodin—or the devil himself!” Alexander exclaimed.




  To their amazement Grodin came to a standstill before them. He raised his hat in salutation and paused for a moment to take breath. There were drops of perspiration upon his pale forehead.




  “I am addressing, I believe, the gentleman travelling on the boat under the name of Mr. Alexander. The young lady’s name,” he added with an awkward bow in her direction, “I have not heard.”




  “Well?” was the curt response.




  Nicolas Grodin replaced his hat.




  “Mine may be known to you,” he went on. “It is Nicolas Grodin. If permitted, I have a word of explanation to offer to you and the young lady.”




  Alexander possessed to the fullest extent the gift of chilling silence. He made no reply. In his eyes there was a faint expression of disdainful surprise. Grodin was not a sensitive man. He proceeded untroubled.




  “I understand that my late travelling companion, Joseph Likinski, has been guilty of what I choose to regard as a clumsy practical joke, directed against you, sir, and the young lady. His confession of the fact led to words between us. I requested him to leave my company. I will cut a long story short. I myself conducted him to the railway station at Cherbourg and left him there.”




  “Most interesting,” was Alexander’s sarcastic comment. “The exploit of your friend, however, sir, lacked one redeeming quality. The perfect practical joke should be imbued with a sense of humour. Personally, the only trace of that quality I can find in his effort is in your explanation of it.”




  Grodin knocked the ash from his cigar on to the deck.




  “Pardon,” he begged. “I speak English quite well, I think, but there are times when I lose myself. I gather, though, that you consider Likinski’s a very bad joke. I agree. We have parted company. I am here to present my apologies.”




  “Quite unnecessary,” Alexander assured him. “The young lady and I have been very much interested. Let me ask you a question, if I may. The drug with which our two cabins were sprinkled in that playful fashion—was it Russian in origin? Was it by any chance the discovery of a Moscow chemist?”




  Grodin glanced down at the cigar which he was holding between his fingers. There was a brief silence. He looked up and met his questioner’s inquiring gaze.




  “To tell you the truth, Mr. Alexander,” he confessed, his voice thicker and more guttural than ever, “I have not one idea. I was suffering from seasickness at the time.”




  “You have quite recovered, I trust?”




  “I thank you, yes.”




  “I have known you by name and reputation for some years, Nicolas Grodin,” Alexander continued. “The reason for this so-called explanation of yours, I must confess, however, puzzles me. You must consider Mademoiselle and me a couple of naive children. Or you have some purpose in addressing us that you have not explained. Perhaps you have something more to say?”




  One of Nicolas Grodin’s fists was deep down in the pocket of his bulky coat; with the other hand, the fingers of which held his cigar, he made a little deprecatory wave in the air.




  “You are being sarcastic, Mr. Alexander,” he regretted. “You do not take me seriously.”




  “Pardon me, I take you very seriously indeed. That is why, having said your little piece, I beg that you will now leave us undisturbed and go on your way.”




  “You object to my presence,” Grodin grunted. “You do not know, perhaps, of the new official position which I hold.”




  “Your first surmise was correct,” Alexander said. “I do very strongly object to your presence.”




  “We are fellow-countrymen,” Grodin insisted. “I have heard that you are supposed to be a patriot and friend of all Russians, and all those who work for our country’s welfare.”




  “I do not count you amongst that number.”




  “I am the accredited Minister of Russia to the Court of St. James’s,” Grodin declared, his small, bright eyes glittering.




  “Not yet,” Alexander replied. “It is an audacious gesture on the part of your master, but you have yet to be received.”




  Grodin was imperturbable. He stood facing them, squat and immovable. It seemed as though the lash of words was wasted upon him.




  “Very well,” he said, “it is like this you choose to receive me. You wield an eloquent pen, you present yourself to the world as a friend of Russia. I, too, am a friend of Russia. It is a pity that we cannot be friends.”




  “I am weary of you, Grodin,” Alexander confided, with the first touch of irritation in his tone. “The Russia which I serve is not the Russia to which you belong. Leave us, I beg of you.”




  Very slowly Alexander rose from his seat. Grodin looked up at him from his squat position upon the deck. His stock of bravado was exhausted. He obeyed the outstretched arm. He stumped off towards the companion-way. Alexander held out his hand to Anna.




  “Quick!” he exclaimed. “We must purify the air. A promenade upon the boat deck!”
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  Alexander and Anna Prestnoff, one morning shortly after their landing in England, issued from the block of flats in Chelsea where Anna had a studio and walked across the courtyard side by side.




  “You are satisfied with your new abode?” he asked her.




  “It is wonderful,” she exclaimed enthusiastically. “The studio is fast becoming the joy of my life. I have already planned out the tableaux for The Forest Lovers. I shall probably begin to design the dresses to-morrow.”




  “There is only one drawback of which I should warn you,” he told her, pointing across the tree-shaded thoroughfare. “That house.”




  “But it is charming!” she cried. “Even though one can see so little of it. I caught a glimpse of the gardens the other day through the postern gate. They are beautiful.”




  “The drawback is perhaps with the owner,” he said. “It is where I live most of the time when I am in London.”




  She looked at him in astonishment.




  “You live there?”




  He nodded.




  “Paul and I will invite you to dinner in a few night’s time,” he promised. “It is really an attractive little place. It is built for solitude and I think that it achieves it.”




  “I do not imagine that I shall find it a drawback to have you for a neighbour,” she smiled.




  “There are times when I have late visitors,” he warned her.




  “My studio is on the other side,” she told him. “Anyhow, I hope that some day you will show me your domain…For what you have done for me I am very, very grateful. You have so much on your mind that it is wonderful to think of such an unimportant person.”




  “And Leopold? You are permitting him your acquaintance?”




  “I do as you say, but he is tiresome. He will come to a bad end, that young man. He is eaten up with conceit. Soon that conceit will begin to prey upon his genius. He will have a failure and he will go crazy.”




  “You know that Grodin has been accepted?” he asked her abruptly.




  She nodded.




  “The British Government is long suffering. I wonder what has become of Likinski.”




  Alexander made no reply. Through the leaves of the trees opposite he seemed to be watching a barge being towed down the river. The time had not yet arrived for him to tell Anna Prestnoff what had become of Likinski…It was a warm and pleasant morning. The Embankment was crowded with loiterers, the river itself with many small craft. He felt a sudden desire to breathe the perfume of the limes.




  “Come and walk in my garden,” he invited. “You do not need a hat—or do you?”




  “To cross this little strip of road?” she laughed. “I will love to come. Have you flowers?”




  “You will see.”




  He led the way to the green postern gate set in the high brick wall. They passed through and Anna gave a cry of delight. There was a vista of green lawns, flowering shrubs, beds of standard roses, brilliantly scarlet geraniums. They left the house, larger than it looked from the outside, on their right, and crossed the gardens to where a thick avenue of limes sheltered them from the Embankment. They sat down. She half-closed her eyes with the pleasure of it.




  “I never knew that lime trees smelt like this,” she murmured. “Even the geraniums have an odour and your roses are too wonderful. I could have imagined a hundred places where you might have lived, my friend, Burt never here.”




  “I have owned this house for a great many years,” he told her. “Ever since I was at Oxford University. I must confess, though, that I have a more banal dwelling elsewhere—a small suite at a block of flats which I seldom enter. There are times when it is necessary. It is here, or at my rooms at European House, that I think out my plans.”




  “Tell me about them,” she invited.




  “It is hard to say,” he replied, offering her his case and lighting a cigarette himself. “My immediate plans within the course of the next few days will take me, it seems, to Germany.”




  “That is not so bad,” she declared. “Germany is a safe country. Still, one wonders why you should go there yourself.”




  “One of our agents is not giving us complete satisfaction,” he confided. “I have been making a few inquiries about him and think that it will be necessary for me to follow them up. As you remark, Germany is a safe country. A great many of our direct communications with friends in Russia come to us through Germany. My secretary—”




  “I should like to be your secretary,” she interrupted. “I do not think that you would. Besides, your present work is too valuable.”




  “Anyone can paint scenery or design clothes.”




  “It is not only that,” he told her. “You will find that when the rehearsals commence of The Forest Lovers you will come more into touch with the other members of the ballet. There are two people you will have to watch even more closely, one in particular.”




  “Leopold?”




  He nodded.




  “You could not do anything of that sort if you were my secretary,” he pointed out. “Besides which, my secretary has to be deaf and dumb and blind, and I do not think that I should like you to be deaf and dumb and blind.”




  “I want to come to European House and sit with you one day and watch you at your work.”




  “You would probably find it exceedingly dull,” he assured her, “and if you did not find it dull you might perhaps find it exceedingly dangerous. We have a strange lot of people who visit us at European House. There have been so many stupid plots framed for our destruction that we have even to keep a guard in the cellars to be assured that no one is planning to blow us up. And the number of riffraff that we get from the ragged Far East of Europe would astonish you. We are getting quite friendly with Scotland Yard. We handed them over one of the cleverest manufacturers of illicit weapons from the Far East the other day.”




  “Why should these people come to you?”




  “I suppose they associate us,” he reflected, “with the powers we are out to destroy. We have made up our minds to destroy the present Russian Government, but, you see, we do not propose to do it with bombs.”




  “England is stupid!” she exclaimed. “Why does she, a clean and healthy-minded nation, accept a man like Grodin as Minister here? Why should you have anything to do with the dregs of humanity?”




  “They are not quite that, Anna Prestnoff,” he remonstrated. “There are brilliant men in Russia. There are probably as many idealists as in any country of the world, only the pity of it is they are following the false light. Now we are talking politics. We are becoming foolish. You have seen my garden, you know what the fragrance of sweet smelling flowers is like even in the heart of London. Now I shall show you my dining-room and my study and give you a wonderful apéritif—sherry I laid down when I was at the university. Afterwards, you must go to your woman’s lunch, which is generally a silly thing and not a luncheon at all, and I must go to a Russian lunch which is also silly but errs on the side of excess.”




  They walked across the lawn to the house. Paul, who had seen them coming, threw open some well-guarded french windows.




  “The Tio Pepe sherry,” his master commanded. “We will take it in the study.”




  Paul asked him a rapid question in an undertone. Alexander shook his head.




  “I am lunching at Kensington House.”




  “The Prince has arrived then?” Anna Prestnoff asked.




  “Last week. This is a luncheon he gives to celebrate his taking up his position as vice-president of the European Review.”




  “And the Princesse?”




  “La petite Simone is here, too,” he told her. “Also her duenna, the Duchesse de la Motte. I will bring them to see you before long. Simone saw some panels of yours in the Paris Exhibition. I think they were for Les Cygnes. She was fascinated.”




  “They were good,” Anna said simply. “I will show anything I have of my work to your friends whenever you like and I shall welcome you at any time.”




  They lifted their glasses. He hummed a Russian toast under his breath. Anna dropped him a little mock curtsy.




  “Shall I see you again before you go to Germany?” she asked.




  “It is doubtful,” he answered. “I might be going at any moment.”




  “Where shall you stay?”




  “The Avalon. I need not remind you, however, that our Association does not write letters.”




  “The great and holy Chief need have no fear,” she replied. “His toilers will remain at their tasks. If one should wander as far as Germany it would never be in anything more than thought.”




  He took her fingers in his—exquisite white fingers, shapely and of exceeding delicacy—and raised them to his lips. The glancing sunlight coming into the room, with its stately old-fashioned furniture and slightly faded, wonderful rugs, touched her hair for a moment with almost a Titian light. She was wearing a dress buttoned closely up around her throat and fastened there with a small but beautiful little crucifix of engraved silver. The dress itself flowed around her amply but in lines of unbroken simplicity. It might almost have been a studio gown for her work.




  “You are very lovely, Anna Prestnoff,” he said. “You are so entirely a creature of the Renaissance School. What some of those old painters, who were short enough of models in those days—Andrea del Sarto, Raphael or Murillo—would have made of you! Even the little monk Fra Lippo Lippi might have left his wife out of the picture for once.”




  She set down her glass. Her eyes were soft. There was music in her tone.




  “Are you trying to turn my head? Your words have more power to do it, you know, than even your wonderful wine.”




  “I would rather,” he told her with a little bow and a curious note of earnestness in his tone, “that they reached your heart.”




  Paul was standing upon the threshold. Alexander turned round to receive his announcement.




  “The automobile attends Monsieur. One would remind him that luncheon is for one-fifteen at Kensington House.”




  Anna made her escape through the window and crossed the road with flying footsteps. Alexander looked after her for a moment and then surrendered himself to Paul, who was waiting for him with hat, coat and gloves.




  “This afternoon,” he announced, “I have an appointment at the rooms in Buckingham Court. Be there in case I need you, at five o’clock.”




  “At that hour I shall await Monsieur,” was the toneless reply.
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  Alexander found himself inclined to smile at the first question asked by his neighbour after they had settled down to lunch at Kensington House. The Princesse Sophia was a daughter of one of the reigning Houses of Europe—popular, versatile and beautiful. She was also a distant connection of Alexander himself.




  “There is an air of expectation about this party,” she remarked as she toyed with her caviare. “Are we celebrating anything, do you know?”




  “Only, I think, the return of the de Chambordines to London,” he answered. “There is no better host in the world than de Chambordine and no one who so thoroughly understands the mixing up of various nationalities.”




  “I am sure you are right,” his neighbour assented.




  “Who but a social genius would dream of placing my madcap cousin, Francis Joseph, side by side with Helene de Bourdon?”




  “Or a Hohenzollern,” the girl pointed out, “even though he is not in the direct line, side by side with my beautiful but far too sad aunt, Olga Brushoff?”




  “If it comes to that,” he went on, “what about us? You who pass more than half your time in a royal palace and I who am at the best only a Pretender and who have not even the lands which go with a single one of my titles.”




  “Not just at this moment,” she murmured, “but you know, my dear friend—my not too distant cousin—if all that people whisper about you is the truth I think you are more to be envied than any of these exiled monarchs, any of these wandering scions of nobility in a sheltered country.”




  “Why?”




  “Because you are the champion of a strong and beautiful cause. You have great and powerful friends. You are working dangerously, without a doubt, but towards a wonderful end.”




  He raised his eyebrows slightly.




  “Are we not becoming transgressors?” he asked. “It was the Prince’s delicately hinted suggestion that this was not to be in any way a political gathering. It is a social party, a meeting of old friends, a very delightful reunion.”




  She nodded.




  “I forgot for a moment, but I said just what I feel, all the same. You are right about our host’s suggestion. We are not supposed to be interested in politics. Some of us who are struggling to keep our places in the world, and a sprinkling of those who have lost them for ever, and a fine splendid handful who are working for the future—still, de Chambordine was right, without a doubt. No politics. That is, I suppose, why he dared to give a luncheon-party of fifty, nearly every one of whom is a connection of Russia, and not invite this new Minister…How pretty Simone has grown!”




  Alexander glanced towards where the girl was seated a few places away. She was talking gaily to the Polish Ambassador, whose son was a tennis champion.




  “Simone will be a great beauty,” he prophesied.




  “Will be?” his neighbour repeated. “My dear man, she is twenty-one. For a French girl about whom there is as yet no talk of marriage, that is a great age.”




  He ‘nodded.




  “You are right, it is. I saw so much of Simone, however, when she was between the ages of ten and fourteen, before I had settled down to steady work, and it is hard for me to think of her as grown-up.”




  “Then it is quite time you began to do so.”




  “Why?”




  “I must be careful not again to transgress,” she reflected. “I am to keep from politics. Still, you two are almost all there is left in the direct line.”




  He sighed.




  “Even at your tender years,” he complained, “you have imbibed one of the vices of your sex. You have become a matchmaker.”




  “One thinks of these things,” she remarked. “Simone’s mother was in the direct line of succession, of course, and you are the accepted choice of all your countrypeople. Still, that is of the future. Is it true what we all hear of this great uneasiness in Russia?”




  “I cannot discuss these things even with you,” he replied. “Through our organisation we have news every way. Some of it is true, some of it is false. It takes us a long time sometimes to ascertain the facts for ourselves.”




  She leaned back in her chair with the air of one seeking another outlet of conversation. She addressed, indeed, a few remarks to her other neighbour, but although he was a very distinguished person, she found it difficult. Alexander, finding one of the last of the veritable grand-duchesses on his other side engaged in a desperate flirtation with the Hungarian Minister, leaned back in his chair and devoted himself to an interested survey of the guests. De Chambordine had known what he was about, he decided. They were almost all representative of the great families of Europe and nearly every one of them was some connection of his own country. There was no one present of the new regime, yet the conversation to which he listened and in which he occasionally joined, was entirely free from any political significance. Not one word was spoken of the agonies which might be going on on the other side of that eastern frontier. What was happening there seemed to be taken as a matter of course, and yet all the time, Alexander, with his quick instincts, was one of the first to realise that there was a real purpose in this gathering. No one knew better than the Prince de Chambordine and Alexander himself how near the crisis was. The very failure of their recent attempts to get correct views from the right people was an indication of what was happening. Messengers crossed the frontier, commercial travellers, financiers, tourists, self-declared political agents, philanthropists—some of them with famous names—but they did not return. Something of what was happening was known now to the men who were working night and day at European House, but the news which reached them never passed outside its doors. There were others in the room who belonged to the organisation, but Alexander and the Prince were the only two who knew the whole truth. There was to be another luncheon-party in a fortnight’s time, if it could be arranged—the same crowd, with perhaps a little more of the cosmopolitan element and a few statesmen of the old-fashioned type. Alexander found himself wondering if he would be there or whether his time would have come. The Princesse leaned towards him.




  “Even if we discuss folk-songs or the ballet or any of the side-shows, let us talk for a little time,” she begged. “I believe that you think that I am a chatterbox. I can assure you that I am not. Our present host gave me luncheon, last time he was over, at European House, where you have never once invited me. He has not, of course, your fascination or your knowledge of what is going on, but he did try to interest me and he often succeeded.”




  “A fortunate man,” Alexander sighed, “and I—”




  “Do not be foolish,” she interrupted. “Every word you speak I hang upon. I love to hear you talk of the things which are dear to both of us. I am a little peevish sometimes because I feel something is going on of which we know so little. We are so outside everything. However, you have your reasons. I will possess my soul in patience.”




  He smiled very pleasantly at her.




  “My dear cousin,” he said, “believe me, there is nothing definite which I can tell you of what is going on at the present moment, although I will admit, perhaps, that we see a little more behind the curtain than the general world. We have plans and they are maturing. Our only trouble is that the wholesale slaughter of our spies, many of whom are perfectly harmless people, which goes on all the time makes it difficult for us to sort out our information.”




  She shuddered.




  “That sounds very terrible.”




  “It is not,” he assured her. “We find that no spy who crosses the frontier really and honestly expects to come back again. They seem to have imbibed a special form of fatalism. They make their effort because they must. But notwithstanding this lull in the news, I think myself that we are on the brink of movement of some sort…There, have I been rash? I do not care. You are a faithful and devoted adherent to our cause, so I risk a slight indiscretion.”




  She took his hand and pressed it in hers.




  “I thank you so much,” she said. “You see, the Duchesse has designs upon us. I am so glad that I recovered from my fit of sulks just in time.”




  She left him with a little smile.


  





  In the chapel-like lounge of Kensington House the luncheon-party broke up into groups of old friends and intimates. Alexander found himself literally torn away from the small gathering of more serious members of the company who were grouped around de Chambordine. Simone led him into a small room adjoining, so obviously feminine in its decoration and atmosphere that it was clearly her own retreat. She gave him some coffee, laid a box of cigarettes on the table and invited him to sit by her side on the divan which stood in one of the curved bay windows overlooking the gardens.




  “I am obliged to be stern with you, dear cousin,” she said. “You are so elusive. Now that we are here all alone we talk a little—yes?”




  He smiled, but with a measure of deprecation in the gesture.




  “There were others who had the same idea, I fancy,” he remarked, “but I am not the one to complain. You are very charmingly established here, dear Simone. Tell me that you do not regret Paris. I feel to a certain extent responsible for your coming to London.”




  “I do not regret Paris,” she replied, “so long as I see you sometimes.”




  “Are you trying,” he asked, “to turn my head?”




  “I am always trying,” she sighed, “but it is very difficult. You keep your head so straight that I cannot twist it. And your heart also—is that invulnerable?”




  “What do children like you know about hearts?”




  “I could show you, if you insisted,” she threatened. He patted her hand contentedly.




  “This is the end of a serious luncheon-party, Simone,” he declared. “We must remain in the atmosphere.”




  “Very well,” she agreed, “I will be serious. Tell me what is coming—the great events. One feels the shadows cast before them. Everyone is a little serious. It is something to do with the European Review. There is no talk of war, no movement of troops anywhere. What is it really that is happening?”




  He shook his head.




  “You are ahead of the time, Simone,” he told her. “Your senses are quickened, you feel the future even before it has gathered shape.”




  “I think I should make a good prophetess,” she agreed composedly. “There is a touch of the Joan of Arc in my blood. I should like to go marching back into our torn and mutilated country with you at my side.”




  “Russia, at the present moment, is no place for women,” he assured her a little sadly. “When I go back, Simone, if ever I do go, there will be no woman in my entourage unless conditions are entirely changed. I can promise you that.”




  “Not Anna Prestnoff?”




  “Certainly not.”




  Simone sighed contentedly.




  “Well, that is something, at any rate,” she declared. “Do you see her every day?”




  “I saw her this morning,” he confided, “for almost the first time since we landed.”




  “Better and better. I become again light-hearted. Anna Prestnoff is too beautiful and too dangerous. You must not see a great deal of her, Alexander. You and I together—we stand for Russia.”




  “Anna Prestnoff is also Russian,” he reminded her. “Yes, but she is not the same.”




  “Anna Prestnoff is also of noble birth.”




  “That may be. She is not in the direct line.”




  “Why do you bother your head about these things?” he asked gravely.




  “Because you have spoilt me and I am jealous,” she cried. “I have never, never seen you look at a woman with interest before in my life. She works for you and I cannot. When you think of Russia I want you to think of me and of nobody else.”




  “Then you are very foolish,” he told her. “Russia just now, and perhaps for many years to come, is a man’s affair.”




  She was silent for a few moments. Some of the light seemed to have gone from her face. The eyes which were watching the restless rustling of tenderly green leaves in the elm trees opposite appeared to have become deeper set than ever during the last minute or two.




  “Is it that there is a crisis close at hand, Alexander, which makes you so stern and far away?” she asked, and her voice, too, seemed to have lost something of its music.




  “I do not think,” he told her, patting her hand tenderly, “that there is any great change in me, little Simone. You seem to have the gift of looking away into the future. Perhaps then you are right. Perhaps there is a graver time ahead for all of us.”




  “For you, especially. Perhaps for me.”




  The door behind them was thrown open. De Chambordine entered with two or three of his guests. The Duchesse brought up the rear. They were all talking very happily. Alexander, a few minutes later, made his escape.
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  The door of the salon in Alexander’s small suite at Buckingham Court, which he held for his occasional occupancy, was thrust open from the outside. A very young and exceedingly handsome man had made precipitate entrance, slamming back the door in a matter of seconds. He stood there, livid and breathless, the palm of one hand pressed against the panel, his long white fingers searching frantically for key or bolt. The former he found and at the sound of its click his panting for the moment ceased. Even then, he stood feverishly listening, his dark eyes flaming with terror, his breath still coming fast, his slim, elegant body shaken as though seized with a paroxysm of fear. Alexander, who was standing on the hearthrug, a cigarette in his mouth, the evening paper in his hand, looked across at his visitor with a smile half-amused, half-contemptuous.




  “Is it a regiment which pursues you, Leopold?” he inquired-“I hear no trampling of feet, nor even the rattling of sabres.”




  The young man listened intently, then, as though with reluctance, his hand left the door. He peered down to see that the lock was in place, then he partially straightened himself and turned towards Alexander. His voice was hoarse and weak as though from shock.




  “It was Grodin, sir,” he gasped. “He was at the desk, talking to the concierge. He was turning his head as I stepped into the lift.”




  “Nicolas Grodin?” Alexander repeated. “Well, why not?”




  “Here, in this block of Hats!”




  “Again, why not?” Alexander demanded. “Grodin is much too clever a man to encourage all the people with whom he has dealings to visit him at the Embassy. Besides which, I understand that the rooms there are not all ready for him. You will find that he is in Flat 70, 71, 72, and 73, two floors down—a very handsome suite of apartments.”




  “You knew that he was coming?”




  “Of course I knew,” Alexander replied. “Why else do you suppose I am here? I not only knew that he was coming, but I could tell you pretty well how he will spend his time, what he will seek to discover and how far he will succeed. Hold up your head, my friend. Grodin is no superman. He has done plenty of foul work for his master and done it successfully, but that was before he received his present appointment. You must know that now lie has to walk warily.”




  Leopold took a deep breath. He was exceedingly well dressed and his figure, which was really amazing, permitted of all the extravagances affected by the young man of fashion. His black bow, although large, was faultlessly tied, his soft-fronted shirt was beautifully pleated and his pearl studs priceless. His silk socks and patent shoes were irreproachable. As he came dubiously a little farther into the room, his movements had all the grace of a panther. His pale oval face, his deep-set dark eyes and his thick black hair, completed a tout ensemble which the fashionable photographers and a crowd of neurotic women had made famous.




  “I ask myself whether by chance he saw me,” he faltered.




  “What if he did?” Alexander demanded. “On the top floor there are no fewer than four members of the ballet in their little nests. Lower down there is Gregoire, the musical director, and any one of these might be expecting a visit from you. I was rather surprised to find that you were not staying here yourself.”




  Leopold shivered.




  “Banal,” he muttered. “Hundreds of rooms, a herd of tourists—abominations. In such surroundings my genius would wither.”




  “Compose yourself, Leopold,” Alexander enjoined. “What can I offer you?”




  “I will smoke one of your cigarettes and drink a glass of water,” the young man replied.




  Alexander pointed to the opened box of cigarettes, the cut-glass pitcher of water and the siphon upon the sideboard.




  “If that contents you let us proceed,” he said. “You paid your visit to Mademoiselle?”




  “This afternoon.”




  “Well?”




  “I had my usual success,” he announced a little wearily as he sank into an easy chair, a tumbler of water in one hand and a cigarette in the other. “That was not difficult. Mademoiselle, however, did not talk freely. I am to dine with her on Thursday evening. I shall introduce her to a small place in Mayfair where I am well known and where the food is excellent.”




  “She had news to tell you of the march of events in Moscow?”




  Leopold waved his cigarette with an airy gesture.




  “She was not communicative,” he admitted. “She had little to say on serious subjects. I fancy,” he went on, with a reminiscent light of pleasure in his extraordinary eyes, “that she was perhaps a trifle—what shall I say?—unbalanced. It was my first visit. She did not expect me. At the theatre she knows of my peculiarities. She realises how seldom I approach any members of the cast. My appearance at her studio was a surprise to her.”




  “Do you think that that is why she was so uncommunicative?”




  The young man nodded languidly.




  “I myself proceeded with caution,” he confided. “I wished my visit to seem just a friendly call.”




  “All persons of genius,” Alexander observed, “possess the gift of penetration. They have the instinct for judging others. Tell me your opinion, Leopold—is Anna Prestnoff to be trusted?”




  “After Thursday I shall answer your question definitely,” the other promised. “At present I can trust only to what you term instinct. I noticed her twice in the theatre at Moscow when she came to make notes for some scenery I required. She did not impress me. To-day, I should say that she had developed. She has become a woman of great attraction. That may be because she knows more of the world than she did two years ago. She has lost some of her simplicity. She has the air to me of having gone through some experience. I find that it makes her more interesting.”




  Alexander, whose eyes scarcely left his visitor’s during his last speech, had the appearance of one who is gently amused. He smiled to himself for several moments, then he rose suddenly to his feet.




  “Well, that is enough, Leopold,” he said. “There is one thing more I want to ask you. You remember a young man, a graduate from Oxford he was a few years ago, a young man of strange views, who used to be continually paying visits to the ladies of the ballet until he embraced what he called the higher life and disappeared?”




  “Ambrose Stornoway!” Leopold exclaimed. “Yes, I remember him. I thought he had joined the staff of the European Review!”




  “That was a year or so ago,” Alexander assented. “He only stayed with us a very short time, however. He wanted to do independent work. We had a vacant post in Germany and he has been sending us occasional reports from there. You never hear from him now?”




  “Never.”




  “Or of him?”




  Leopold shook his head.




  “Sometimes there are people who call me a little mad,” he said, leaning further back in his chair and resting his delicate long fingers upon his throat.




  “That is because I am eccentric. It is not madness with me. I do not flatter myself when I say that it is genius.”




  “Capital,” Alexander murmured. “I hate all people with an inferiority complex.”




  “Stornoway,” Leopold continued, “developed even more pronounced eccentricities. I should not be surprised to hear that he was in an asylum by this time. He was a wild and excitable fellow who, in my opinion, is not to be trusted.”




  Alexander lit a cigarette gravely.




  “Why do you think that, Leopold?” he asked.




  “In Berlin,” the young man confided, “he came to me—it was in the midst of one of my greatest successes—he proposed that I should join him in some crazy new enterprise. I could not make out even what he was talking about but we were to give all our money to what he kept on calling The Cause. We were to live in poverty and cast aside refinement, culture, art—everything which makes life bearable—for the sake of the masses. He would have had me forget even that I was a Russian.”




  “He found you a little unsympathetic, I should think,” Alexander observed.




  Leopold waved his beautiful hands. There was no doubt about the lack of sympathy.




  “I let him talk and I escaped. He came to the theatre again but I never saw him. That was the end of Stornoway.”




  Alexander rang the bell.




  “My coat and hat,” he ordered from Paul. “Can I drop you anywhere, my young friend?” he asked. “Your conversation has been so interesting that you have revived all my interest in Anna Prestnoff. I must go to Chelsea at once and call upon her. Can I drop you anywhere?”




  “Anywhere you will,” Leopold replied, rising to his feet, “but do not leave me alone in this hideous block of flats frequented by the brutal Grodin. I do not wish to meet him.”




  Alexander took his hat and coat from Paul and rested his hand upon his visitor’s shoulder as they left the room.




  “I will escort you safely off the premises,” he promised.


  





  Alexander found the young woman of whom he was in search perched upon a step-ladder at the far end of her studio, painting in the midst of a dazzling beam of artificial light.




  “Who is that?” she asked without turning her head.




  “Alexander,” he replied. “A very apologetic intruder.”




  She came swiftly down the steps, laid down her brush and palette and turned off the light. She ran towards him across the bare floor with her hands outstretched and a welcoming glow in her eyes.




  “You are here again so soon,” she cried joyfully. “I am beginning really to forgive you for this blank fortnight.”




  “I have stayed away from you because I thought it was wise,” he said. “I have contented myself with asking questions about you from the amazing Leopold. This morning I decided that to hear from you indirectly was no longer sufficient. I decided that it was time I came and talked to you myself. Now I come again because I have a real question to ask.”




  She pressed the bell and they sank on to a large divan.




  “There is news, perhaps?”




  “None,” he answered, “or rather, none that we could discuss. Yet I have a queer feeling that things are happening and that there is a great movement going on. Reports which we used to get two or three times a week are failing us. Tell me, Anna Prestnoff,” he went on, “and this is what I came to see you about, do you remember Stornoway—Ambrose Stornoway—a wild young man of good birth?”




  “Of course I remember him,” she acquiesced. “I went to one of his parties when he was at Oxford. I have heard him talk the most beautiful and convincing Christlike socialism and deride it within an hour. I have heard him expound a new theory that every form of government of one human being by another is imbecility, and a few hours afterwards I have heard him declare that a despotic monarchy was the only logical form of control. Next time I hear from him I expect to be told that he is in an asylum.”




  “Worse than I thought,” Alexander groaned. “We sent him to do work for us in Berlin some time before I went to the States, and our communications with him since have been very unsatisfactory. Now he is trying all the time to get me over there for some purpose or other. I think I had better see what he is up to.”




  “I should not,” she advised promptly, “unless you go there to get rid of him. He could not be of any use to anyone as a serious helper. He is fanatically religious, if you like, but you could not trust him an inch. A very dangerous type of young man.”




  “All the more reason for not letting him run loose,” Alexander reflected. “Let us have done with the fellow…Anna Prestnoff, let me congratulate you. You have achieved a great triumph. You have contrived to interest the impregnable, the marvellous Leopold!”




  “Have I?” she answered drily.




  “I have my doubts about Leopold, as you know,” he continued, “and for that reason I let him fancy that I am interested in reports he brings me about people in the ballet and their visitors, including yourself. He is beginning to imagine himself an important figure in international politics, but his chief concern seems to be that he himself keeps out of any danger. I asked him questions about you, Anna. I gathered that you met with his approval.”




  She laughed softly.




  “Leopold would never be of any use to you, or able to do you any great harm,” she declared. “I am not so sure about Stornoway. Why do you waste your time upon such people? You keep me here employed in the most foolish of all fashions, when I would much rather be doing serious work, however dangerous it was.”




  “When the time comes, Anna Prestnoff,” he said, “When there is great work to be done, I will see that you take your share in it, even though there is also a risk, but I will not have you take a part in this minor plotting which is even more dangerous and which might place you, at any moment, in a humiliating position.”




  “Why will you not?” she asked.




  He laid his hand upon hers and she felt the swift response of everything in her being towards this new seriousness.




  “Because you represent something to me, Anna, which some day I think will be the greatest influence in my life,” he told her simply. “That is as much as I ought to say just now.”




  “It is enough if you promise one thing.”




  “Well?”




  “Promise me that before you face any great danger—anything that might separate us—you will, when we are sitting like this alone and shut out from the world, take me into your arms, if it is only for ten seconds, let me feel your lips on mine, give me the embrace which, if you never come back, will be the last I shall ever have from any man.”




  “I hope that you realise what that means, Anna,” he said after a moment’s pause.




  “I do,” she confessed.




  He leaned towards her and took her into his arms. He kissed her fondly and yet with a joyous passion that thrilled every fibre of her body. Then he drew away.




  “Anna, my dear,” he murmured as he led her towards the door, “every time I face danger I shall repeat that little sacrament until the days of danger are past. I kiss you now, and again and again,” he added, as he kissed her eyes, “because to-night I am obeying an urgent summons and going at once to Germany to look after that fellow Stornoway.”




  “I guessed that was corning,” she declared. “Wait…” She unlocked a drawer in her writing-cabinet and drew out a small packet. “This is for you,” she told him, placing it in his hand. “It is not very important but it might be of service. Do not open it until you are in Berlin. Promise.”




  “I promise,” he assured her, thrusting it into his pocket.




  Alexander crossed the road to his garden-encircled house and rang the bell for his servant, who had accompanied him in the car from Buckingham Court.




  “Paul,” he said, “pack two lounge suits and some morning clothes. Telephone to Heston. Tell them to find my pilot. He will be in his room. He is to have a plane ready at seven o’clock.”




  “For a long journey, monsieur?” the man asked.




  “To Berlin.”
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  The Baron Adolf von Hertzfeldt, who held an important permanent post in the government of his country, sat in his private bureau, high up in a massive block of buildings fronting the most famous thoroughfare of Berlin, awaiting a visitor. The note from his Chief containing certain secret instructions, written in the departmental code for use amongst its officials only, lay torn into small pieces in the waste-paper basket. The air immediately around him was fragrant with the perfume of a cigarette which he had just lit. A somewhat difficult position, this, which he was called upon to face…




  There was a tap at the door. An orderly, obeying the invitation to enter, made his way swiftly to the desk, saluted and stood at attention.




  “The gentleman who sent in his card of entrée a short time ago, Baron,” he announced.




  Alexander, dressed in morning clothes as though for an official visit, entered the room. The Baron rose from his chair and bowed stiffly. The orderly departed, closing the door behind him. Alexander accepted the chair which had been placed in readiness for him.




  “I had hoped,” the latter said, “to have been received by your Chief. As that does not seem to be possible I am happy to find myself with an old acquaintance.”




  Von Hertzfeldt bowed once more.




  “The Chief decided with regret,” he confided, “that during the present period of strained relations between various European Powers, it would be better if he received no visitors of your nationality. He desired me, however, to express his friendliness and he has placed considerable powers in my hands. Will you explain what we can do for you?”




  “Willingly,” Alexander assented, accepting a cigarette from the box which the other had passed to him. “There is very little secret about my position. Here it is in plain words. I am not a disciple of the gentleman who has sought exile in Mexico, although that is the impression in some quarters. I stand for a new line of thought and action which I pray that Russia may before long adopt.”




  “You are a revolutionary so far as the present government is concerned?” the Baron, who was anxious to keep the conversation within certain limits, inquired.




  “The present government is in difficulties,” Alexander replied. “To you who are at any rate a little way behind the scenes that is a known fact. The great and from many points of view the worthy experiment of which my country has been the unfortunate victim, has met with very qualified success. It is my aim to direct her into a position where she can hold her own in dignity and honour amongst the other European nations.”




  “As a Fascist country?” the Baron asked bluntly.




  “The fundamentals of every modern political faith have been, during the last twenty years, torn to ribbons,” Alexander pointed out, “therefore I shall not accept the terms of any one of them as a definition of our new faith. The existing system has reduced its citizens to bondage. It will be the scheme of the party I represent to set them free.”




  “Those matters are not for our discussion,” the Baron said, although his gesture was one of sympathy. “You will understand that under the circumstances it would be indiscreet for the Chief to accord you an audience. Tell me what we can do for you. Within the bounds of diplomatic propriety my instructions are to assist you.”




  “You can give me a card, signed by yourself as the head of the department,” Alexander replied, “rendering me immune from police arrest whilst in your country.”




  “You ask for a great deal,” was the Baron’s doubtful comment.




  “Not really,” Alexander declared. “Your Chief is convinced of my bona fides. I am a friend of your country, but I think you know yourself that your city is suffering from a plague of spies. To perform my work here, which is not work for the benefit of my soon to be re-created country only but on behalf of every civilised nation, I need protection.”




  The Baron remained thoughtful.




  “We have no secret tribunals in this country,” he reminded Alexander. “Everything that is done here is done in the open.”




  “I give you my word of honour,” Alexander assured him calmly, “that the use of my—shall we call it laissez-passer?—here, if ever I do use it, will, be justifiable even at Geneva.”




  “You have an agent, I understand, in this city,” the Baron asked, “whose function it is to convey literature and even, if possible, propaganda of other sorts into Russia and to receive communications?”




  “I shall not attempt to deny or conceal the fact.”




  “You will realise,” the Baron continued, “that while I agree that our present relations with Russia are strained and difficult, under certain circumstances we might be compelled to deal with your agent and his activities under the provisions of international law.”




  “I admit that,” Alexander acquiesced, “and I am content to take the risk.”




  The Baron reflected for several minutes longer, then he drew a sheet of paper from a drawer of his desk, and grasping a fountain-pen in his pudgy, over-manicured fingers, scribbled a few lines in bold scrawling caligraphy. He blotted them, read them through carefully, placed the note in an envelope and handed it to= Alexander.




  “There is your protection,” he said. “Make use of it only in case of necessity.”




  “Easily promised,” was the confident reply. “I am, a man who does not seek trouble.”




  The Baron rose to his feet. His visitor followed suit..




  “So far as I may say so and preserve my official position,” the former declared, “I wish you fortune. Every thinking and patriotic German desires the re-establishment of Russia. I bid you good morning, sir.”




  “I offer you my thanks,” Alexander rejoined with a bow.




  “I am gratified to have served you,” was the formal response.




  Alexander drove back to the famous hotel where he had engaged a small suite. Paul, who was waiting for him in some anxiety, was standing on guard in the little salon.




  “I will change my clothes,” his master announced. “An English tourist, you understand, Paul. A brown or grey tweed, not too new, a Homburg hat, and negligé shirt. You have the idea?”




  Paul acquiesced with a faint gesture of disapproval. He had filled many roles besides that of a valet but he still had a dislike of anything slovenly in his master’s attire.




  “There have been no callers?” the latter asked. “No callers, no telephone—only this.”




  He handed an envelope to Alexander, who glanced at it with a frown. It was a very cheaply made envelope and looked as though it had been dropped in the mud. There was no name upon it, only the number of his room. He tore it open. There was inside a half-sheet of thin, pinkish paper such as a servant girl might use. There was a big blot at the bottom of the page and across the paper was scrawled one word:




  

    “BELOVED.”


  




  Alexander’s first expression of supercilious curiosity faded from his face. Its lines had suddenly become rigid. He looked once more at the envelope, he looked once more at the half-sheet of pink notepaper. Then he tore both carefully into small pieces.




  “Who left this extraordinary communication, Paul?” he asked.




  The man shook his head.




  “All my time,” he explained, “has been spent between this room and the sleeping apartment. When I returned here from pressing your trousers I found this in the cage letter-box. There was no sign of where it had come from. I only know that it could not have been there five minutes.”




  Alexander submitted himself silently to Paul’s ministrations, refilled his pockets with the articles he had left upon the dressing-table, added to them a small but sinister-looking weapon, the loading of which he carefully examined, glanced at the clock and picked up his hat.




  “Monsieur will return for déjeuner?” Paul asked.




  “If the good chance remains with me,” was the cheerful reply.
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  So into the streets again and another taxi, this time soon threading its way through a denser traffic into the business quarter of the city. Alexander sat with folded arms and a slight contraction of his eyebrows. He noticed very little of the thoroughfares through which he passed. Before his eyes all the while was that pink half-sheet of notepaper, the word “BELOVED”, the blot at the bottom of the page, and that little memorandum book of code messages to be used only in times of danger, which Anna had thrust into his hands some hours before. The taxicab, after what seemed to be an interminable drive, pulled up half-way down a busy narrow street in the northern part of the city. There were warehouses on either side, heavy motor vans seemed to form a continual chain delivering and receiving bales of merchandise. The building before which Alexander descended and, after a casual glance around, entered, announced itself as a restaurant and hotel for commercial travellers, but on the right there were doors, on one of which was a small brass plate inscribed with the name:




  

    “AMBROSE STORNAWAY—Leather and Skins.”


  




  Alexander opened the door, which automatically rang a bell, and stepped into a warehouse of considerable size. The place was stacked almost to the ceiling with bales of goatskins. At the further end was a counting-house. From it issued the person whom Alexander had last seen, a well-groomed, somewhat supercilious young man about town, at a luncheon party at the Ritz. He wore over his clothes a linen duster, and a pair of heavy spectacles shielded his eyes. He seemed thinner and gaunter than ever and as he removed his spectacles to greet his visitor he disclosed sunken, feverish-looking eyes and features which seemed as though they had been ravaged by some disease.




  “You will come into the counting-house?” he invited. “There is no one there. I keep only a typist-clerk and I have sent him out to lunch early.”




  “In a moment,” Alexander replied, looking round and sniffing distastefully. “So you have gone into business, Stornoway.”




  “A commission agent,” the latter confided. “The business is concerned with the importation of Russian goatskins. I have visitors from Russia everyday. It seemed to me a good opportunity.”




  “Excellent,” Alexander agreed. “Do you know anything about the trade?”




  “Not much,” Stornoway admitted, “but I took over the clerk from the old business. Between us we manage. Within the last month we have exported two hundred bales of woollen goods in part payment of skins we have taken and nearly every one of them has contained half a dozen of your new pamphlets from European House. I get reports from our agent in specially marked bales of skins. As soon as I have been established a little longer I shall be able to take a journey into Russia.”




  “You have made friends here in the city?” Alexander asked.




  “It is not easy,” Stornoway replied. “There is bitter enmity on every side towards Russia.”




  “You have no opportunity of making known our own views to a few sympathisers?”




  The young man shook his head.




  “Too dangerous to attempt to form a circle. There are Russian spies everywhere. On the slightest suspicion that we were sending Fascist or Anti-Communist pamphlets into the country we should be in trouble. The authorities here might be in sympathy with our views but they would close us up all the same. If you do not mind I think you had better step into the counting-house. I cannot pretend to be showing you goods and this is an inquisitive country.”




  Alexander followed him into the small office and ensconced himself in a swivel wooden chair in front of the desk. Stornaway drew a cane settee up to his visitor’s side and sank on to it wearily.




  “What are your political views exactly nowadays, Stornoway?” Alexander asked abruptly.




  An unhealthy hectic flush streamed across the young man’s face. It passed quickly, leaving him paler than ever.




  “I am as much a hater of the present form of government in Russia as ever I was,” he confided. “At its inauguration its sponsors had a great chance. They lost it. They have failed. Even where they have succeeded they have failed.”




  “Explain yourself,” Alexander directed.




  “On the return of my clerk, who has gone out for lunch and who has the keys of our hidden safe,” Stornoway promised, “I will show you my latest pamphlet. It is like this,” he went on, drawing a piece of paper towards him. “On this side I have a column headed ‘Mines’. Opposite that I put down the number of miners at work, the approximate number of tons of coal, iron, tin, quicksilver and the gallons of petrol the workers produce. I put down the value of their output monthly, less working expenses. On the other side I put down what the government has paid in wages. The difference is gigantic, inconceivable. I address myself to the Russian workman, the slave of the present administration. I remind him that he is supposed to be an enemy of capitalism. I ask him—where has that vast sum of money disappeared to? Some of it may have gone in armaments, aircraft, guns. Where is the rest? That pamphlet is called The New Capitalism, I know for a fact that five thousand copies have gone to the mines.”




  “A very good pamphlet,” Alexander agreed, “but it has its weak point. It is purely destructive. Your business, Stornoway, is to indicate the more logical, the more humane system of government which we propose.”




  Stornoway remained silent. His visitor’s eyes never for a moment left his face.




  “What I should like to see,” Alexander went on; “is some of your propaganda starting on the theses that the present system of government in Russia has failed, and putting forward our schemes for its overthrow. I ask you once more, what are your views exactly?”




  Stornoway was again silent.




  “I will show you my pamphlets,” he mumbled, “but it must be when my clerk returns. He has the keys. He has gone out to lunch.”




  Alexander nodded.




  “There appears to be a restaurant in this building,” he said.




  Stornoway rose to his feet and threw off his duster.




  “Let me invite you there,” he begged. “You shall see the Russian trader in his best clothes, at his hungriest and worst. This is the Russian section of the city, you know. Such trade as Germany permits is done about here.”




  Alexander hesitated. He was inclined to be fastidious and the atmosphere of the place was unpleasant. Nevertheless, he remembered Stornoway’s dossier—the younger son of a member of the peerage, a family of great antiquity. He remembered that he had started writing obscure but beautiful verse for a magazine devoted to such dilettante performances. He rose to his feet.




  “Very well,” he agreed. “I shall at least see a few of my fellow-countrymen. Pin a notice on your door telling the clerk to come for us on his return.”




  Stornoway did as he was bidden, then they both crossed the tiled hall outside and entered the restaurant of the hotel. The place was crowded with men talking loudly, eating and drinking noisily, smoking between their courses vigorously. The smell of hot coarse foods, the lack of ventilation and the clamour of voices were all nauseous. Nevertheless, Alexander took his place at the table to which he was led, affected to ignore the stained tablecloth of rough linen and took up a paper menu written in Russian. Stornoway, for some reason or other, seemed nervous and excited. His eyes were blazing and only his voice, in which his companion noticed with some amusement the remains of that high and nasal Oxford accent, remained calm.




  “It is best to choose one of the dishes that are ready,” he advised. “Cod’s roe and veal and beer—yes? There is no wine to be had.”




  “Thank you, that will do for me,” Alexander acquiesced. “A glass of vodka first, perhaps—the old if they have any—and with your permission I will smoke a cigarette.”




  Stornoway ate little but smoked incessantly. He talked, now, in vague, somewhat incoherent fashion. Alexander was for the most part silent, but he listened attentively, with the air of one weighing in his mind every word his companion uttered. Towards the end of the meal, when mugs of coffee stood before them, a thin, shabby-looking man, bareheaded, pushed his way to their table and handed a written message to Stornoway. The latter glanced it through rapidly.




  “My clerk,” he announced, looking up. “Two merchants with whom I have affairs have arrived. One of them is chiefly responsible for the distribution of our pamphlets in certain directions. You will perhaps have a few words with him?”




  “Certainly,” Alexander replied. “In fact I think I should prefer to talk to anyone in the world than to drink this coffee.”




  “We come at once,” Stornoway told the clerk.




  He laid dawn the money for the bill. A moment or two later they passed through the crowded room. There was not a single woman in evidence and the men were evidently of the type of small merchants or commis voyageurs. The bare floors were anything but clean, the three huge gilt mirrors which adorned the inside wall were each one of them cracked and unpolished. There was no ventilation and the stale odour and harsh conflict of voices suggested a chamber in an ill-kept menagerie rather than a restaurant. Alexander followed his guide across the shabby entrance hall outside with a sensation of relief. He had no sooner passed through the door on which was the small brass plate—




  

    AMBROSE STORNOWAY—Leather and Skins


  




  and heard the click of the key behind him, than he realised that he was faced now with something worse than squalor. First amongst the thoughts which flashed through his mind was an impulse of gratitude towards the sender of that half-sheet of pink notepaper.




  “Are these your two merchant friends, Stornoway?” he asked.




  Stornoway, swinging the key of the door upon his little finger, slouched into the foreground. His head was bent forward, his mouth had taken to itself an embittered curve. He still retained, however, something of that classical accent.




  “They are not exactly merchants, these men, Mr. Alexander,” he said. “They are officials of a Russian organisation you may have heard of. Captain Savinkoff and Major Kuskova of the Russian Ogpu Police.”




  “Indeed,” Alexander exclaimed. “They have business with me?”




  The two men wore civilian clothes but their carriage was military. The tone of the elder was brusque but not altogether unpleasant. He had the air of an official who was not to be trifled with but who desired to be conciliatory.




  “If your name is Alexander, as I am given to understand,” he said, “my comrade and I are on a mission here which concerns you. We have with us an authorisation calling upon you, as a Russian citizen, to return with us to Moscow and to give evidence at the trial of various political prisoners which is to take place within a few days.”




  “That,” Alexander replied, “would be inconvenient. I am afraid it would be impossible. I regret, gentlemen, that I have other affairs on hand. I cannot accompany you.”




  The smaller man coughed. He produced a paper.




  “This,” he indicated, “is the order demanding your presence. It is signed by the President of the Court. We have no alternative but to insist upon it that you, as a loyal Russian comrade, should submit to the summons.”




  “You have nothing to fear,” his companion added calmly. “You are not, strictly speaking, under arrest. Accommodation will be provided for you close to the scene of the trial and your return journey will be arranged for.”




  “It is just my return journey that I would be a little anxious about. Whereabouts would they consider my home to be, I wonder?”




  “Those are not affairs,” the man who answered to the name of Major Kuskova acknowledged, “with which we are concerned.”




  “This business, Stornoway,” Alexander asked, “has been arranged by you?”




  “Yes,” was the hectic reply. “Do not ever believe that I came here to preach your bourgeois doctrines. I am a good sound anarchist. If I have a fault to find with the present form of government it is that they are too easy and slack. They do not go far enough. Faute de mieux they have my sympathy, but I look forward to the time when a bolder and more daring organisation succeeds them.”




  “This, then, I perceive is a trap,” Alexander said, and his voice had changed so that the words poured from his lips with a queer biting crispness. “Put up your hands, the three of you!” he went on, as his right hand, which had strayed for a moment towards his hip pocket, flashed out and his revolver covered Savinkoff, the nearest one. “Up with them! To hell with you, then,” he added.




  Savinkoff, for a heavy man, had felt for his hip pocket quickly but not quickly enough. Without even a cry, he doubled up and fell upon his face, the bullet from Alexander’s revolver in his chest. His comrade’s arms were already high up. Stornoway had followed suit. The Russian, for the moment, Alexander ignored. He covered the other steadily.




  “Stornoway,” he ordered, “drop that key upon the floor and kick it towards me.”




  The young man hesitated for a second. A glance into the speaker’s face, however, was enough. He dropped the key and did as he was told. Stooping down an inch or two at a time, with his right hand always outstretched, Alexander picked it up and held it in his left hand.




  “Ambrose Stornoway,” he said, “you are a traitor.”




  “Not to my real party,” was the angry retort. “I am a Communist to the finger-tips, an anarchist, if you will. You are an aristocrat. You are worse even than the capitalists.”




  “Nevertheless, you joined my party,” Alexander reminded him, “and you laid a cunning plot to get me into the hands of these men. You knew very well what would have happened to me in Russia. I should have stood in the dock and not in the witness-box.”




  “You would have stood with your back to the wall,” Stornoway cried fiercely, “when you left the courthouse. You would have gone where all your slobbering crowd belong.”




  “You are a traitor, Stornoway, and you are about to die,” was the calm response. “Have you anything to say?”




  The young man moistened his dry lips.




  “I am unarmed,” he faltered.




  “So should I have been when I stood with my back to the wall,” Alexander reminded him. “Ten more seconds, Stornoway.”




  Stornoway gave a shout which rang through the room. He crouched and sprang at Alexander. The bullet crashed into his brain. He lay doubled up upon the floor, an unpleasant-looking sight, with his twisted mouth and lips still quivering.




  “More comfortable, this,” Alexander said, stepping a little backwards and confronting the other man, whose hands were still steadily uplifted. “Where is your gun, Major?”




  “I am not armed,” was the gruff reply. “We did not expect this. We were told that you were a man of peace. Savinkoff carries a gun night and day. He has enemies who follow him everywhere. With me it is different.”




  “Turn round and lift up your coat,” Alexander enjoined.




  The man obeyed. His hip pocket was obviously empty.




  “Now take off your coat and throw it towards me.”




  He did so. Alexander felt the garment with his foot. There was nothing but a pipe, tobacco, papers and a bottle.




  “You are a very lucky man, Major Kuskova,” Alexander assured him pleasantly. “What does that bottle contain?”




  “A drug. We did not expect that you would come with us without a little trouble. A tablespoonful of that, however, and you would have had no will left. You would have come where you were taken. You would have confessed to any crime. You call me lucky. I think it is you who have the chance up till now.”




  “You may be right,” Alexander admitted. “But I have had a dose of that stuff before. What the devil are you doing?” he asked, suddenly catching sight of the clerk who was standing on the threshold of the office, also with his hands well over his head.




  “I saw it all from in here,” the man declared. “I have done no wrong, sir, and I would not hurt anyone.”




  “Then you have nothing to fear,” Alexander told him. “Bring me the ledger with the names of your correspondents in Russia.”




  The clerk hurried away, grey and characterless. He looked like a little rat as he came out with a book under his arm.




  “This is all that we have, sir,” he explained with chattering teeth. “Mr. Stornoway would keep no books. He destroyed every letter. He always said it was according to orders from headquarters.”




  “Where is your stock of pamphlets which go out in the bales of wool you send away?”




  The clerk shook his head.




  “I never knew, sir,” he declared. “Mr. Stornoway used to fetch them as they were required. He would drive down in a droshky with two or three big packets of them. He had a strong-room at the bank. They may be there. If I may say so, sir, I do not believe that they were the pamphlets which he was expected to send.”




  Alexander considered for a moment.




  “As this is Germany, not France,” he reflected, “I cannot see that it makes much difference where they are. Follow me.”




  With the little man trotting behind, Alexander opened the ledger and glancing through several pages, each one of which recorded transactions with the European Review, led the way to the great stove which stood in the centre of the warehouse.




  “Where do you put in the fuel?” he asked.




  The clerk showed him. He picked up an iron implement and opened the door.




  “Put this in,” Alexander directed.




  He obeyed with obvious delight. He closed the door again and sniffed.




  “Oh, it will smell—it will smell a great deal. People in the building will wonder what we are doing. What else can I do, sir?”




  Alexander glanced at the two bodies upon the floor. The little clerk turned his head but he pressed his filthy hands over his eyes.




  “Two men,” he sobbed, “both dead. The master, he was mad, but he is dead.”




  “A regrettable necessity,” Alexander said coldly. “Listen to me.”




  The man listened, shivering with fear.




  “You have a heavy knife somewhere, I suppose, that you use for cutting the ropes of these skins?”




  “It is there, sir, hanging on the wall.”




  “Fetch it.”




  The clerk obeyed, handing it over with quivering fingers.




  “Come into the office,” Alexander directed. “Good. What on earth are you shivering for all the time?”




  “I am afraid,” the little man confessed. “I heard the gun go off and I saw the master’s face all twisted, and there he lies—dead. I am afraid.”




  “Take the knife and cut that telephone wire,” Alexander ordered.




  The other did as he was told.




  “You will not hurt me, sir,” he begged. “I have a wife and a large family. I will do you no harm. I will never say I saw you fire the shots. I will forget what you are like.”




  “You need not worry,” Alexander told him. “What I have done was just a trifling act of justice. There is no law can touch me.”




  He crossed the room and picked up the bottle which lay by the side of the discarded coat. He turned to Kuskova, who was all the time standing with folded arms.




  “You may keep the rest of your belongings, my friend,” he said. “I am curious, however, about the contents of this bottle. I shall have it analysed.”




  “It took the cleverest chemist in the world three years to handle that drug even after he had discovered it,” the man assured him earnestly. “You would have been with us as quiet as a lamb by this time, on our way back to Russia, if things had gone as we planned them.”




  Alexander turned towards the door.




  “No, you are not to come with me,” he told him, holding out his hand. “I am going to lock the door on the outside. You will stay here and keep the clerk company. If you shout and hammer loudly enough I expect you will soon be free.”




  “Who are you?” the man asked, with a sudden burst of curiosity, “are you used to killing men like sheep? How do you think you are going to escape?”




  Alexander smiled.




  “I imagine that if the German police find out that you are a member of the Russian Ogpu,” he remarked, “and that you were thinking of arresting me and then dosing me with this drug, you are a great deal more likely to get into trouble than I am. You see,” he added, fitting the key into the door, “I leave you now. I shall lock you in and keep the key as a memento of this little visit. Au revoir.”




  He stepped out into the entrance hall, locked the door behind him and made his way into the street. He found an empty taxi almost at once. In two hour’s time his plane was a speck in the sky sailing westwards.
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  Anna Prestnoff was lying stretched upon a divan, her elbow upon a cushion, her head resting upon her hand, studying with intense concentration mingled with a certain amount of disapprobation, a large canvas which stood upon her easel a dozen yards away. The stumps of two extinct cigarettes were in the ash-tray by her side. She lit a third.




  “To think that that fool could see quite clearly what he wants, that he could explain it perfectly, and yet I cannot produce it,” she muttered.




  Once more her whole attention was riveted upon the canvas. There was a knock at the door.




  “Come in,” she invited impatiently.




  She half-turned her head. A tall figure had crossed the threshold and was closing the door behind him. There was something familiar about his movements even in that little pool of darkness. She sat up with a start as he came towards her.




  “Alexander!” she exclaimed.




  “Why not? Surely the first visit I pay on my return should be to you?”




  She swung round to a sitting position. Her eyes watched his approach. It was ridiculous that his coming should be so disturbing. Still, he was back, he was unharmed and she realised that she was conscious of an immense sense of relief.




  “Why should it be to me?” she asked quietly.




  “Because your little pink message with the blot at the bottom of the page saved me from my besetting fault of over-confidence. I kiss your fingers, dear Anna,” he said, raising them to his lips. “Thanks to your warning I slipped a small plaything into my pocket and I killed the men who had it in their minds to make away with me.”




  “Killed them?” she repeated.




  “It was absolutely necessary,” he went on as he seated himself beside her. “Theirs was quite a clever scheme and I was walking into the trap with all the folly of a credulous jackass. I ought to have known better, too. I never had any real confidence in Stornoway. That is why I made that trip to Berlin. He came down from Oxford a do-or-die revolutionary. Our creed was like milk and water to him. It was only because he loathed the present government so much that he joined us to make use of our machinery to distribute his own propaganda. However, all’s well that ends well.”




  “It did end well, then?”




  He smiled.




  “Behold me, I am alive,” he pointed out, “and Stornoway is dead. So also is a smooth-tongued, deceitful rogue who announced himself as Captain Savinkoff—an Ogpu agent with a warrant in his pocket to take me back to Moscow.”




  She looked away and there was a shadow of reflective sadness in her tone.




  “Ambrose Stornoway,” she murmured. “Full of passionate life, the last time I saw him—all aflame with his schemes, his wild, mad schemes for purging the world. Death seems a sudden end.”




  “Death is only merciful when it is sudden,” Alexander reminded her. “Anna, my dear, this drama in which you and I are taking part has to be played out according to the laws of necessity. We make our own right and wrong. We are responsible only to our own consciences. Both those men asked for their fate and deserved it. Stornoway was betraying me to a Moscow prison and death. The other man, well, it is true he was only an official but it was his life or mine. He had to go.”




  “But you,” she asked him, “did you just have your will with these men and leave Berlin without trouble?”




  “Thanks to you again,” he acknowledged, “I went to see an old friend of mine, a man who stands in the shadow of the Dictator himself. He gave me a laissez-passer which brought me out of the country as easily as I entered it. But tell me, Anna, for it is I now who am curious. You slipped into my hand, just as I was leaving, that packet which contained the code signals of imminent danger, but how the mischief did you get the warning into the room of my hotel in Berlin?”




  She reflected for a moment.




  “Is it a wise question, that?”




  “Wise or not, I beg you for an explanation.”




  “The night you left I telephoned to a connection of mine who—do not be shocked, please—was a General in the army of the Grand Duke twenty-five years ago, although he is now night watchman at the hotel where you stayed. I told him to search the shops until he found one that would sell him pink notepaper. I told him to write the word ‘BELOVED’ in the middle of half a page and to be sure to drop a blot of ink below it, to place it in an envelope and deliver it to you. That is how you got it. It is quite simple. My friend is known at the hotel by the name of Urnoff. He would do a great deal for me. He would do a great deal for you. He would give his life for the cause that we stand for although he has often lately been in danger of starvation.”




  “How can I find words to thank you?” Alexander asked simply.




  “Do not try,” she begged. “We will not speak further about it.”




  “But this man Urnoff? He could probably be of use to us. We have a list at European House of such people. He would be freed from the danger of want.”




  She shook her head.




  “It would be too dangerous,” she said. “After years of struggling he has found a post where he has a living wage—even more than that—enough for his small luxuries, his tobacco and his glass of wine. He has wretched health and he is not very clever. If it were discovered that he was receiving money from outside he would lose his post immediately. Leave him alone, please.”




  “It shall be as you wish, of course,” he acquiesced…“And now tell me—how have you been faring? Life has not been too grim?”




  “It is very hard to find amusement in this great city,” she confided, “but you sent me Leopold.”




  “Leopold for amusement! Why, I should not think that he would bring a smile even to the lips of a clown!” She laughed appreciatively.




  “I think I will admit that never in this world have I come across a human being so egregiously devoid of all sense of humour. Ten minutes after he had paid me his first visit he unbent so far as to offer to open the gates of Paradise for me. The only thing that I must not expect was fidelity. He belonged to the world, he was too great a gift for any one woman. He belonged to the world and to his art!”




  “I wonder to whom he would belong if he sprained his ankle,” Alexander meditated.




  The telephone tinkled noisily. Anna lifted the receiver, from the instrument on the small table by her side and listened for a few moments almost in silence.




  “Alas, my dear Lydia,” she said at last, “it is impossible. At this very time there is here with me a gentleman who has called to invite me out to dinner. I cannot come. To-morrow I shall be working here. After that it is uncertain…Parfaitement. A sept heures et demie.”




  She rang off.




  “Where is the gentleman who is waiting to take you out to dinner?” Alexander demanded.




  “Is not that to be your tribute of gratitude for my having saved your life?” she asked. “Or is it too great a price to pay? I am not an expensive girl. There are small restaurants close by, where one is sufficiently hidden, where one eats cheaply or dines moderately.”




  He rose and made her a little bow.




  “If you will do me the honour of dining with me, Anna,” he said, “it will give me the utmost pleasure. Life, however, is too short for cheap meals. I will give myself the happiness of fetching you,” he added, glancing at the clock, “at eight o’clock.”




  “Are you not a little overpowering?” she smiled. “I do not know that I have a frock for a great occasion.”




  “I will risk it.”




  “And will you, please,” she implored, as she strolled with him towards the door, her hand resting lightly upon his arm, “withdraw your Terpsichorean sleuth with his haunting violet eyes and insolent manner at the same time? My studio here will seem to me purer when it is freed from his perfumes.”




  Alexander hesitated.




  “I would like you to keep in touch with him,” he decided, “but I promise that he shall trouble you no more. Till eight o’clock then.”


  





  The breeze from the river tempted him as he stood outside looking at his own green postern gate, and instead of crossing the street he walked slowly down towards the Embankment. The window-boxes and public gardens were gay with flowers. Outside the mansion of a famous portrait painter he lingered for a moment to inhale the sweetness of the roses and a little farther along he lingered again as he passed a flaming border of geraniums. The slight mist over the river was blue-tinged, the Houses of Parliament, serene and stately, seemed to have gained a new beauty softly but sharply defined in the luminous haziness. He walked slowly and in that very rare humour into which he had drifted he seemed to attain as nearly as possible to complete relaxation. The hard, firmly outlined angles of life, with their grimly immovable finger-posts, seemed to fade away. The world of puppets, the men and women whom he met day by day, fell back into a sort of gentle chaos. After all, he wondered, must the purpose of existence be always so grim and steadfast a thing? Must he be always girding up his loins to struggle with giants? Left alone, they would topple from their high places in time. Without a doubt, he acknowledged to himself in those few minutes, he was missing much of the music of life, much of its beauty, many of its joys…He crossed the broad meeting of the ways of Parliament Square and continued his somewhat melancholy progress along the Embankment. Soon he was opposite the great block of flats where his temporary abode was situated. He felt reluctant to cross the road. He sank on to a seat and watched the gulls drifting downwards on the freshening breeze, listened without hearing to their sad cry. He counted backwards. For eleven years he had sacrificed ambition, all personal feelings, risked dangers, courted trouble and loneliness, by reason of that deep, passionate impulse which he had never been able wholly to understand, which prompted him to devote all that he had or was capable of to the liberation of a country which, after all, he had first quitted as a boy. Now, in these few minutes, he seemed to have reached one of the halting-places at which one sometimes pauses to breathe and reflect. He looked down the carefully defined avenue of his future and with the influence of those last few days upon him he was grimly conscious of his waning enthusiasms. Life, after all, was a precious gift, something to be prized and treasured, not to be risked in that almost flamboyant manner which he seemed lately to have adopted. Years ago, a boy of sixteen, he had ridden into battle, his sabre in his hand, the courage of a young lion in his heart, without fear or question. That was a different thing. In these days he was risking not only death but ignominy. All the time that chill doubt was torturing him. Was it worth while? He whose political convictions should have made him the complete individualist was suddenly grimly doubtful both of himself and of the whole structure of his future.
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  Alexander reached the end of his turbulent promenade at last, climbed a short but famous hill and made his way to his small flat in Buckingham Court. There he found that for once in his life Paul had flatly disobeyed him. Lounging in an easy chair in the sitting-room, studying some photographs in an illustrated paper, was Leopold.




  “What the devil,” Alexander inquired, “are you doing here, young man?”




  Leopold made not the slightest attempt to rise. He threw the illustrated journal on one side, however, and knocked the ash from his cigarette.




  “I telephoned and found that you were back,” he said. “I wished to see you.”




  “You should have waited until you were sent for, then,” was the curt reply.




  Leopold shivered a little. Men who lived outside the world of culture, he reflected, were so crude in their speech.




  “How could you tell that I wished to see you?” he argued gently. “It concerns Anna Prestnoff.”




  “I am satisfied about her,” Alexander declared. “You need bring me no further reports.”




  “But I am not satisfied,” Leopold explained pathetically. “When the hour arrived for that little dinner I told you of, Anna Prestnoff sent me a note to say that she had a headache and was unable to leave the studio. I sent flowers and I called there—no reply. I see her at last at the theatre. She is talking all the time with our director. When I present myself for a few minutes conversation she—it may seem incredible but it is nevertheless true—she had the air of one who was thinking about something else. Anna Prestnoff is not well, or something has happened to her. I am glad that you are home again. I should be glad if you would tell her that I am not angry—the dinner was only postponed. I am free for two evenings next week—Tuesday and Thursday—and either is at her disposal.”




  “Perhaps she does not want to go out with you,” Alexander suggested.




  The young man stared at him.




  “I am not altering any of my plans,” he said. “I shall be giving up nothing. You could say that it will give me pleasure to meet her.”




  A gentle buzzing came from the telephone instrument by Alexander’s side. He took off the receiver. For a moment or two he answered in monosyllables. Finally he glanced at the clock.




  “In five minutes,” he said, “I shall be disengaged, if you will do me the honour of paying your visit, Madame. My room is number two hundred…Very good. I shall expect you.”




  He hung up the receiver.




  “Perhaps,” he suggested, turning to his visitor, “it would be as well if you tore yourself away, my young friend. You evidently have nothing more to report to me at the moment. See me after Wednesday—say Friday morning.”




  “The morning,” Leopold declared peevishly, “does not exist for me. I rise at two, and as regards Anna Prestnoff—”




  “All right, come along here at three, then,” Alexander interrupted. “As regards Anna Prestnoff, you can leave her alone for a time. I do not wish to hurry you now,” he added, as the young man rose languidly to his feet, “but my visitor bears a somewhat terrifying name. You would doubtless like to avoid meeting her.”




  “Who is she?”




  “Madame Grodin.”




  Leopold snatched up his hat. He seemed on the point of hysteria.




  “Madame Grodin!” he repeated. “Olga Sherbatoff of the Grand Opera. The Holy Saints! She is worse than her husband. She has sent more men to the firing-squad than anyone alive. She is a sadist. She loves and she kills She is coming here? You receive her—alone?”




  “My reputation will support even that danger,” Alexander assured him.




  The young man’s fingers were already clasping the handle of the door.




  “I go above,” he explained. “I pay a visit to the little Anita, who will lose her head, but what matter? I shall rest there until I can leave this awful place.”




  Alexander made no reply. He closed the door behind his departing guest and looked in through the connecting door to his bedroom.




  “Paul!”




  The man, who was busy at one of the wardrobes, turned around.




  “Monsieur?”




  “Why the devil did you let that young popinjay into my rooms?”




  Paul smiled deprecatingly.




  “Monsieur,” he explained, “I found him out in the passage trying the handle of the door, and frightened to death. He begged me for shelter. He said that he had important business with you and he was afraid of being discovered here by some very dangerous person or other. I thought he was so harmless that it did not matter.”




  “You are quite right, as it happens,” Alexander admitted. “But listen.”




  “Monsieur.”




  “A lady is visiting me—at once.”




  “Bien, Monsieur.”




  “An old acquaintance, Paul. You knew her as Olga Sherbatoff.”




  The man straightened himself.




  “Monsieur will have a care,” he ventured.




  “And you will keep out of the way, Paul. Lock the door of the room on your side and do not unlock it unless it is I myself who speak. You are a link with the old days. You remain unseen. It is understood?”




  “It is understood, Monsieur.”




  Alexander nodded and left him. A few seconds after he had closed the door, he heard the key turned. Almost immediately afterwards there came a low mysterious tapping at the outside entrance. Alexander smiled as he listened. It was odd, he thought, how much a woman could convey by the mere touch of her knuckles against mahogany.




  “Enter,” he invited.




  The door was opened and closed. He paused for a moment as he confronted his visitor on the threshold of the salon—a tall, very elegant woman with dark sad eyes, a creamy-white complexion and with a figure which defied the discipline of her perfectly cut travelling clothes. She drew back half a step and curtsied, a faint irony in the smile which played about her mouth. He frowned at her. Then she held out her hands. He raised them to his lips.




  “Say that you are glad to see me,” she insisted.




  “Madame,” he answered, “you are welcome. This is the first time I have the privilege of receiving you in such a fashion.”




  He closed the door behind her. She sank into the chair to which he pointed.




  “It might well have been Olga, my own name, with which you greeted me,” she complained. “My marriage was, as you might divine, something of a farce. It is for the sake of the British passport.”




  “Grodin, as I remember him—” Alexander began.




  “Be quiet, if you please,” she interrupted. “I did not come here to talk of him—not until later, at any rate.”




  “That is as you wish,” he replied, handing her cigarettes. “The marvel to me is that you should have come here to talk with me about anything or anybody.”




  She looked at him with steady, inquiring eyes. He would be difficult, this man. She knew something of him from the past. He had not changed. Her task suddenly seemed to her impossible.




  “I do not know why I came,” she confessed with a perfectly genuine feeling of helplessness. “Simply I knew that you were here so close under the same roof and, after all, I may call myself, may I not, an old friend, an old acquaintance, if you will?”




  “My dear Olga,” he said lightly, “I have very charming memories of our brief past before you became famous, in the days before the mutterings of the storm. Alas, that world has slipped away. You, they tell me, are a very important figure in the new Russia.”




  “That is because I am the only woman whom the Dictator will permit to have a permanent residence within the boundaries,” she confided. “I am the only woman in whom he has any trust.”




  “Something to be proud of, that,” he observed. “Tell me, Madame, you still work for your country?”




  She looked at him steadily from underneath her slightly lowered eyelids.




  “What do you mean?” she asked.




  “It is not necessary for me to explain.”




  “You mean that you still think, even now that I suppose I rank above any other woman in Russia, that I am still a spy?”




  “You were a very excellent one in the old days,” he reflected. “I remember having a narrow escape from a firing-squad myself some six years ago. A poor student in the Nevsky Prospekt, you know, who had friends above his station and a weakness for Kerensky.”




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “If you care to believe it,” she said. “All the same, it is not true. No one can say that I ever betrayed a friend. Your intimacy with Kerensky was known to others besides myself.”




  “Oh, finish with all this talk of betrayal, Madame,” he begged. “We are in London, the freest spot in the freest country in the world. How you contrived to have your husband appointed Minister to the Court of St. James’s, is not my business. Why you pay me this visit, on the other hand, I have the right to ask.”




  She had the air of a woman pained, a little humiliated. Her eyes drooped before him. One might have conceived that she was trying to hide from him the slight mistiness which for the moment obscured their beauty.




  “It was my husband’s wish that I came,” she said. “He is in a difficult position. I may tell you facts. They are simply for you to consider.”




  “But your object in telling me anything?” he asked. “That is what I should like to know.”




  “Our old friendship,” she replied. “My husband’s belief in your great gifts as a leader of men.”




  “He flatters me,” Alexander murmured.




  “He does not. He would have liked to talk to you upon the steamer. He would like to meet you himself, but in his position there are difficulties.”




  “Still Lord High Executioner of a wavering people, is he not?”




  If he was trying to sting her into a retort he failed. “My husband has been Chief of the Ogpu.”




  “Of whom the whole world is in fear,” he said simply.




  “He is now,” she went on unruffled, “the representative of the Russian people in Great Britain. His position affords him great opportunities. He is perhaps the first man of brains belonging to his party who realises that underneath a mask of seeming prosperity this greatest experiment the world has ever known has not met with complete success…Beyond the limits of his own powers he looks into the future. He sees the coming of a new dynasty, the triumph of a new school of thought. It is being preached now vigorously enough from without, by no one more eloquently than you. There is one place from which it could be preached from within, hasten the end and be the salvation of hundreds of thousands of lives.”




  “You interest me, Madame,” Alexander said quietly.




  “I should.”




  “And that place?”




  “By one holding the post of Field-Marshal of the Red Army,” she answered, “hand in hand with his Chief of the Staff, sole director of the military operations in case of war.”




  There was a silence prolonged, it seemed to the woman, almost beyond human endurance. All the time he sat with his eyes fixed upon her as though seeking to penetrate to the thoughts at the back of her brain. From below, through the half-open window, came the subdued sound of the hum and bustle of the street traffic punctuated with the hooting of motor horns. When at last he spoke it was as if his words possessed a gimlet-like quality. Olga was a woman of great experience but she felt herself on the borderland of fear. No situation she had ever been called upon to handle had given her such a thrill.




  “Is this an offer?” he asked at last.




  “Yes.”




  “A serious offer?”




  “In a sense, yes,” she repeated. “It is a proposition.”




  “Does it come, I wonder, from the man whose name we so seldom mention, or from your husband? If it comes from the latter alone it means that the invincible, indomitable Grodin is qualifying for a post amongst the next gang of political miscreants whom the great man’s spies herd into the Court.”




  She could bear his scrutiny no longer. She threw away her cigarette and sprang to her feet. She walked restlessly to the window and back again. He remained silent and rigid in his chair. The fingers of her right hand rested lightly upon her hip. She walked with a scarcely discernible sway, a gesture which half the feminine world had sought, and sought in vain, to imitate since the days of her first appearance on the stage.




  “You forget,” she pointed out, “that it is my husband himself who is chief of all the spies who are working for the government. Besides, he is in London.”




  She came to a standstill on the hearthrug, her elbow upon the broad mantelpiece, her eyes now seeking Alexander’s once more.




  “You have grown colder and harder than in the old days,” she sighed. “It has been my fate to bring you this wonderful offer. It does not move you—no? Can you not realise that it does away with twenty years of delay, of plots and counterplots? The government can hold its own against any form of political opposition. Against the army it is powerless.”




  He changed his attitude with the rapid facility which can be inspired by genius alone. He became the artist brought face to face with perfection. A different light shone in his eyes.




  “You are a very beautiful woman, Olga,” he pronounced.




  “What has that to do with the matter of this moment?” she asked with impatience, almost anger, in her tone. “Do you realise that I have put before you an offer which might change the face of Europe?”




  “I have just that curious type of brain,” he apologised, “which wanders. I think hard and then I rest.”




  “I would rather know the result of your thinking hard than receive your flattery—at this moment,” she told him.




  “Be reasonable, dear Olga,” he begged. “You surely never expected to hear the final result in something less than ten minutes.”




  “You were always a man of quick decisions,” she reminded him. “Over-impetuous we used to consider you.”




  “Perhaps I have learnt wisdom,” he smiled.




  “You never made a mistake.”




  “Even that remains to be proved. There was a time when I held a revolver within a few yards of the great man’s heart. I spared him because at that time, although I loathed his principles, it seemed to me that he was modifying them month by month. Was that a mistake, I wonder?”




  “It is not a question for me to answer.”




  He rose to his feet, approached her and stood by her side. She remained motionless. Emotion of a sort she was without a doubt feeling. Her eyes were a little distended. She caught his hand as he stretched it out, and kissed it passionately.




  “Alexander,” she murmured. “Alexander—this is a great moment.”




  “Was that the kiss of betrayal, Olga?” he asked her.




  “Very likely,” she admitted. “The message I bring comes from one who has betrayed others. This time I tell you honestly that I do not know. Nicolas Grodin is a man who is as secret with his wife as he is with the world—whose thoughts no one yet has been able to read. Vulgar and even rough as he is in appearance he has qualities which the public knows nothing of.”




  He led her towards the door.




  “In other words,” he said, “I must take my chance while it is there.”




  “Precisely. Whatever you may think of me, Alexander, I have at least been frank with you. You have asked me whether this is a genuine offer or one meant for your betrayal. I have answered that I do not know. Comes through my husband—that is all I can tell you. It may be that he or his master are afraid of you and are choosing this way of getting you the other side of the frontier so that they may deal with you as they think well. On the other hand, it may be that it is a perfectly genuine, wise and generous offer which as a patriotic Russian you should accept.”




  “What is your advice?” he asked.




  She dropped him a little mocking curtsy.




  “Who am I to offer advice to you? When will you give me your answer?”




  “Is a week too much to ask for?”




  “It was my husband’s suggestion. Shall I came to you?”




  “If you will.”




  She looked at him thoughtfully.




  “I should like to come to your secret pagoda in Chelsea,” she said.




  He shook his head.




  “Alas,” he regretted, “there is nothing very secret about it, but it is my resting-place. I receive no visitors there.”




  She shrugged her shoulders slightly.




  “Here, then—at the same time?”




  “If you will.”




  He held open the door. To the last minute his puzzled eyes seemed to be questioning her. Then she passed out, and although the question persisted she evaded the response he sought.
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  Anna Prestnoff, from her comfortable chair at the well- chosen but remote corner table in the fashionable restaurant of the moment watched the rapidly filling room with interest. She watched, too, Alexander as he wrote out his order and handed it to the maitre d’hôtel who had taken charge of them upon their entrance.




  “I am feeling rather guilty,” she confessed. “To tell you the truth, this is not at all the sort of thing I had in my mind. I imagined that you might have stayed on for a time at the studio, that I should have mixed you one of my not very good and never quite cold enough apéritifs and that we should have gone out together to one of those little restaurants close at hand.”




  “This is a feast of gratitude,” he told her. “When I think of that exceedingly unpleasant fellow who came all the way from Moscow to take me back with him and remember that most noxious mixture with which he was planning to dope me and which we know something about already, my gratitude to you is more than a dozen such dinners as this could repay.”




  She shivered momentarily as she raised the glass containing the amber-coloured cocktail to her lips.




  “Horrible stuff,” she murmured. “Sometimes I wake up with a start in the night and fancy I can smell that slimy vapour stealing up my nostrils. Only a few nights ago I had to get up and throw my windows wide open to get rid of the idea.”




  “When one is living under the conditions we have to tolerate just now,” he said, “fate makes no allowances. The weakling has to be destroyed and replaced. Without a doubt, Leopold Zadaruski had a hand in that little affair in Berlin and hoped that he had seen the last of me.”




  Her silence was sufficient answer. Alexander, after a moment or two, continued.




  “What unspeakable ignominy,” he exclaimed, “to have been sent to death by such means! It is true that the young man is a mass of nerves. He is also a terrible coward. He heard the other day that Grodin had arrived to take up a temporary abode at Buckingham Court and he nearly fainted from the shock.”




  “Why was he ever admitted into the ‘circle?” Anna asked.




  “Because he was the only person who had a free entree backwards and forwards between Moscow and the rest of the world,” he explained. “One thing I must say for our misguided countrypeople: even under the lash of the present form of government they have kept their love of music, the opera and especially the ballet. They speak of this creature, Zadaruski, with bated breath. He can walk the streets of Moscow with impunity, where either you or I would be whisked off to a fortress in a minute. The government may send out to the execution squad its littérateurs, its men of science, its philosophers, its great soldiers, but it dare not lay a finger upon Leopold Zadaruski. That is why we are obliged to take the risk of employing a possible traitor.”




  “It seems to me,” she observed, “that the question is not what the government of Russia, who have not yet found him out, might do to him, so much as what you are going to do.”




  He smiled.




  “My dear companion,” he said, “I have such courage as a man of action must possess, but I shall not interfere with Leopold Zadaruski. One cannot set one’s heel upon every gnat that stings.”




  The service of their dinner commenced. Anna sighed with exaggerated content as she was served with hot toast and the caviare. She approved most heartily of the vodka.




  “Like all Russians,” she confided, “I am a little greedy.”




  “And I more than a little,” he confessed. “A truce to serious conversation.”




  “Willingly,” she agreed. “You have taken a load from my mind already. If anything happens to Leopold, the ballet in London will come to an end and a great deal of my work be wasted.”




  “You need have no fear,” he assured her. “I may have my own ideas about the association which existed between Leopold and Ambrose Stornoway, but I shall make no effort to discover the truth. It simply does not matter.”




  The room was now almost full. Alexander had exchanged greetings with a few acquaintances, Anna with no one. Nevertheless, she had attracted a considerable amount of attention. She was perhaps the most simply dressed woman in the room and she wore no jewellery except a small but beautiful ivory cross. Notwithstanding that, more than one woman had whispered the magic name of Chanel as they studied the lines of her black gown…Alexander, towards the end of their little banquet, gave way at last to an impulse which, half-developed, he had been carrying with him ever since he had climbed the hill from the Embankment a few hours earlier.




  “Anna Prestnoff,” he confided, “when I left your studio I did not return to my own little retreat. I walked slowly to my apartment at Buckingham Court. I gave myself the luxury of an hour’s quiet reflection.”




  She looked at him with a soft smile upon her, lips and invitation in her eyes.




  “You will confide in me?” she murmured.




  “Why should I not? Tell me your idea of what the men might do who are diplomats, politicians or men of affairs, at a certain period of their lives as they grow tired, when the things which seemed to them as they started life so magnificently worth all the turmoil of effort and struggle appear suddenly pointless?”




  Anna shook her head, this time without comment.




  “If they are not careful they fade away into the shadows,” he continued. “I am the head of a society of men and women banded together for a common purpose. It has no name and few people in the world know of its existence. We have worked with one idea—to bring back sane government to our mutilated country, to re-establish her as one of the nations in the forefront of civilisation. And now to me personally has come calamity. I have a disturbance of the spirit, a mental malaise, a black thought depresses me. I feel that I am wearying of my task.”




  “I do not believe it!” she cried.




  “But I am,” he persisted. “Eleven years, almost the best years of a man’s life, and our country to-day is where it was.”




  “That is not true,” the girl contradicted eagerly. “This is just your Russian temperament which must every now and then assert itself. The whole world is beginning to realise that Communism in its present accepted form can never be applied as an active principle to a nation. The system has failed. You think that it is not a great work to make that clear?”




  “But consider the situation,” he pointed out. “I grant you the failure and doom of the present regime is at hand. Have we any prepared scheme to offer in its place? Where is our University of men of moderate principles who might act as successors to the present illogical form of government? How can we reach this great immobile mass of men and women who ache to be shown the truth? The prophets are not there and it is only when we are driven to it that we know why. The rulers of Russia, since three years after the revolution, have taken the only sane way of keeping themselves in their position. They have swept away their scholars, their embryo statesmen, their intellectuals who rebelled against the grim fetters of arbitrary despotism, to the fortresses and prisons and execution yards of the country. Look at that long list of men who might have helped in our great work—murdered, many of them starved to death. Think of Adek, the genius who might have rallied the country. Anna Prestnoff, I am terrified that I may declare myself weary of it all.”




  She looked at him in dismay. She knew that strong man though he was, he was also temperamental, and that he was opening up his soul to her under the influence of a wave of depression. She was terrified.




  “But what could you do, Alexander?” she protested. “You have gone so far. You have thrown so much of your life into the work—”




  “Listen,” he interrupted. “I have two courses open. One is a certain road to death. It is an offer from Grodin to accept a Field-Marshalship in the Red Army and the post of Commander-in-Chief of the entire Russian forces.”




  “You would not accept,” she implored with growing agitation in her voice. “It is a trap! Grodin is not to be trusted. It is a trap to get you into the country.”




  He smiled a little sadly.




  “You are clear-headed, my friend,” he acknowledged. “It is the truth. But listen—supposing I should take the chance, I might pave the way so that they were compelled to give me time. I might announce myself and my policy and my hopes boldly so that the world would know them. I realise the cunning of those men, Anna. They would wait until the world had passed on to its next chapter of living a year, two years, perhaps, and then all of a sudden, at the dead of night, an arrest, a fortress, a court-martial—death. The only thing to be considered is that I should have been able to go far enough, if they gave me time to light the torch so that the work would go on.”




  “They would not,” she declared firmly. “The idea is madness. You and I both know that if you crossed the frontier of Russia even if they give you a year or two years’ respite, it would be eventually to enter a fortress, to have your system poisoned with that horrible drug until you crawled into court to a sham trial and joined the others. You are mad to dream of such a sacrifice.”




  “I am a little mad,” he admitted, “because during all these years I have never once felt the call of life as I feel it to-day.”




  A wave of wondering emotion checked back the words upon her lips, a sense of amazing happiness was creeping through her blood, her eyes glowed. They went on talking a little uncertainly but everything that needed to be said seemed to be there like music floating between them.




  “I will tell you what it is that I have felt,” he went on. “I have felt that I am weary of the routine of patriotism, weary of this life of intrigue and of the people who stand in the way of my happiness. I want to live as a human being, thinking of myself and for myself and through myself—of you, Anna. I want the good and desirable things of life. I am tempted to become an individualist pure and simple. You know why.”




  “Oh, you must tell me,” she begged.




  “I have given so much to others,” he said. “I could love as other men have loved. I could love you.”




  All the glory of her worship glowed in her eyes. Her hand fell upon his. She was speechless. She felt herself being carried by irresistible forces into another sweeter and loftier world…Then banality. The old jargon of meaningless words upon their ears. The empty space which had secured for them complete privacy suddenly invaded. Men and women, a large party of guests, were standing around the as yet unoccupied long table. The hostess, a very great lady indeed in the peerage and society, with a card in her hand was directing her followers to their places. Greetings from one or two, travelled across to Alexander’s table. The Prince de Chambordine, stately and dignified, permitted himself an expression of slight surprise as he waved his hand to Alexander. Leopold with an air of sleek insouciance, was taking his place between two middle-aged ladies of petting proclivities, and gradually recovering from the shock he had suffered a few minutes before in the ante-room of the restaurant when he had come face to face with the Grodins and found that they were fellow-guests. Grodin, who had come on to the opera after a semiofficial dinner of recognition, was wearing orders and decorations. His wife was quietly elegant in a black satin toilette, her only jewellery a marvellous necklace of emeralds. Simone de Chambordine, in dazzling white, had thrown one glance of ill-concealed disturbance towards Alexander and subsided into her chair. The hostess, after looking at him for a moment, waved her hand.




  “I hope we shan’t crowd you out,” she cried pleasantly.




  “Not in the least,” he assured her. “In any case, we were early diners. We are leaving almost at once.”




  The Prince, with a word of apology to his hostess, came over and after a formal salute to Anna laid his hand upon Alexander’s shoulder.




  “I rang up a few days ago,” he said. “No one could tell me where you were. I inquired at Heston and found that your plane was out.”




  “I have been on the Continent,” Alexander replied. “You will hear my report on Thursday. Very likely the end of my voyaging for a time. Tell me, what on earth is that fellow Grodin doing in your galère?” The Prince shrugged his shoulders.




  “I imagine that his chief claim to being one of the guests is that he is the husband of his wife. Olga Sherbatoff, as you must remember, was the greatest Diva of her day and my hostess’s friends are chosen always from the world of music. We have even, as you may have noticed, that young cub from the ballet in our midst.”




  Alexander nodded.




  “Olga Sherbatoff will always remain a notable figure,” he observed, “but her husband—where did all the decorations and medals come from?”




  De Chambordine smiled.




  “He is an official person nowadays, Alexander,” he reminded his nephew. “He has, as a matter of fact, been attending an official dinner in his honour at one of the Embassies, and came on to the opera late. Will you dine at Claridge’s to-morrow night just Simone and me?”




  Alexander shook his head gently.




  “I will let you have word,” he promised. “I fear that I may ask to be excused, though.”




  “I must see you,” the Prince persisted.




  He looked around. Everyone was settling down into their places. Anna was leaning back in her chair contemplating herself in the small mirror which she had drawn from her bag. He dropped his voice and spoke in rapid French.




  “My friend,” he said, “there are curious rumours leaking across the frontier. I have been twice to-day to European House. Everything points towards a crisis. Besides, I want to hear of your visit abroad. It is a time for action.”




  “You are right,” Alexander agreed, almost under his breath, “but it is also a time for restraint. A single false move might throw us back for years. A proposition has been made to me within the last few hours. I cannot decide whether it is a serious one or not. To-morrow I shall be at headquarters all day. We shall certainly meet there.”




  “My dear Prince!” his hostess called out to him in remonstrance.




  She pointed to the empty place on her right. De Chambordine reluctantly moved away and Alexander resumed his seat.




  “I was thinking,” he said to Anna, his wonderfully modulated voice sinking almost to a whisper, “of proposing a cabaret. Nothing could be better than this, however, for a few minutes. The curtain has risen and we occupy the front row of stalls. We can see how Leopold behaves in high society. We can listen to the most accomplished hostess in London or Paris drawing her guests together. We can watch the German Ambassador looking askance at us from behind those horn-rimmed spectacles of his. We can amuse ourselves watching the porpoise-like efforts of Grodin to adapt himself to his new surroundings.”




  “And we can look, too, at that exquisite child, Simone de Chambordine,” Anna observed, “sitting between a Royal Prince who looks as though he had nothing to say, and a great genius who dreams only of music. Neither of them have opened their mouths yet and she looks at us enviously all the time.”




  “Simone is only a child,” he remarked.




  Anna glanced across the table and there was a gleam of faint pity in her eyes.




  “Children leave the convent too young, nowadays,” she sighed. “I was like that myself not so very long ago.”




  “Still, you do not regret?”




  “Regret what?”




  “Your womanhood. The passing from that nebulous state of sentimental dreams to the world of real emotions.”




  “A few minutes ago,” she told him almost shyly, “I was glad. I think that a time will come when I shall be glad again.”


  





  Alexander, several times during the remainder of the evening, was inclined to believe that he would never altogether recapture the moment of mental abandon which the coming of de Chambordine and his friends had interrupted. An hour afterwards, when, in the shadow of Anna’s dimly-lit studio, he had taken her into his arms and embraced her fondly and tenderly, she herself was tortured by vague doubts. It seemed to her that there was a leaven of wistfulness in his caresses, against which she instinctively rebelled.




  “You meant it?” she whispered passionately.




  He smoothed back her hair and looked into her eyes—never more beautiful.




  “I meant it. I spoke then at a moment when words are born, not made, and all that I said was true. But Ann?—”




  “There is to be a but?” she cried.




  “Not to my love for you,” he assured her. “That will never change. The only question which remains is a simple but vital one.”




  “What is there more vital than our two selves?” she demanded.




  “Nothing,” he answered. “But you heard de Chambordine. There is a great change in him. He is all keyed up for action. Anna, I believe that he is right. The time is close upon us. Now that we are seated like this side by side and I can hold you in my arms I feel that I can think clearly.”




  “I can think only of you,” she whispered in his ear.




  Her lips sought his once more. She was happy because she felt the passion still there. Presently, however, he drew a little away.




  “You know, Anna,” he said, “you were right. One cannot throw up a life’s work in a moment. I ask myself whether I ought not to take up this challenge and accept the command of the Russian Army. Remember that it is through the soldiers alone that Russia can find what she has never yet found—freedom.”




  She was for a moment distracted.




  “But Alexander,” she cried, “surely you are not deceived by that offer of Grodin’s? You do not believe in it? You must know that it is simply an effort to get you across the frontier. You are the only man—you and one other, Molonieff—of whom they are afraid. You cannot believe that this is a serious offer, Alexander? They want you there not to direct their armies—you will never be allowed to go near them. They want you there to ply you with their drugs, to bring you to another of their mock trials, and from there to the execution squad.”




  He smiled.




  “I am not deceived,” he assured her. “A child would know that that is their idea. On the other hand, it is not mine.”




  “But what can you do?”




  “Appear to swallow the bait,” he explained with growing eagerness, “and then take a few precautions which will probably lead them to move more slowly. For instance, I would insist upon the Press of Europe announcing the fact of my appointment. I could stipulate that I took three aides-de-camp of my own choosing. I should arrange that they made reports to their countries—two would probably be English and one German—of my safe arrival at Moscow and the commencement of my work. If I were to disappear my aides-de-camp would disappear. There would be a blank wall of silence and it is my belief, Anna, that the civilised world has had enough of these mock trials and bloodthirsty executions, and Russia, at the present moment, is not in a position to face concerted pressure from the whole world…I should also remind Grodin that I had my own espionage system in Moscow, and that it would not be possible to have me disappear there without the news leaking out. They would have to temporise with the situation, they would have then to let me take up my post, and I promise you that once there I should not lose a moment. They might find the tables turned. It might be I who would be holding the court martials!”




  “I will not let you go,” Anna declared, dragging him down to her.




  “You little revolutionary!”




  “I have what you do not possess,” she insisted.




  “It is common sense. Your scheme is sheer madness. The minute you cross the frontier you will be encircled by a ring of iron. They will never let you escape. At the first moment of pressure from outside they will shoot you. Then what does it matter however many nations protest? The world will have lost a hero, our country its saviour, and I shall have lost my lover.”




  “I do not think so,” he said confidently.




  Once more he yielded to her embraces, yielded to and returned them. The hours slipped by. When at last she moved away and with a low laugh of joy turned up the light and looked at herself in the mirror, she knew that the happiness of her life was established. There was a shadow of anxiety in her eyes but there was a softness in her expression, a gentleness in her voice, which seemed to have brought with them a new and exquisite charm.




  “When do you decide?” she asked, her head once more upon his shoulder.




  “Not in a hurry, I can promise you,” he assured her. “I have to see de Chambordine first. I must summon a meeting at European House. I shall have to find my aides-de-camp, there will be some formalities to go through at the War Office here, and of course we shall have to get the reply to my conditions.”




  “You promise that you will not leave without seeing me—here in this room?”




  “I promise.”




  She walked down with him to the door.




  “I cannot talk any more,” she sighed. “It is useless. I know that I have not the power to move you. Your promise must content me for to-night.”




  “I shall not break it,” he assured her. “And listen, Anna, I will make a confession. I am not so indifferent about life or death as I was a short time ago. You have weakened my fatalism. You have given me desire for life.”




  A faint smile flickered about her lips. She gripped him by the shoulders as they stood for a moment in the night air listening to the rustling of the elm trees in the garden opposite.




  “Thank you for those last words,” she whispered. “You were beginning to frighten me. I like to think of you as human.”




  He took her once more into his arms. There was a drizzling rain falling outside, a policeman with he light from the standard gleaming on his soaked cape, passed round the corner, a wan fragment of the moon peeped from behind a line of jagged clouds. Alexander’s good-night kiss thrilled the girl almost to madness. A great joy took the place of those few minutes of icy depression. Nothing could take him away from her. Her lips moved. He leant forward to catch her words—a passionate fragment of Russian verse. Her eyes were shining as she looked up at him.




  “Just a promise to our two selves and our love.”
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  The Prince de Chambordine was the first of the larger party to notice the quiet but unhurried departure of their neighbours. He was just in time to wave his hand in farewell as Alexander looked back from the door.




  “Your friend,” his hostess remarked, “seems to be a man of great distinction. His face is familiar to me but I cannot for the moment recall his name.”




  “He is a relative of my wife’s and one of her cornpatriots,” the Prince confided. “As for his name, he has discarded it. I have known him ever since he was a boy. We have met often in Paris, in London, and in New York. This is the first time I have ever seen him either dining or lunching alone with any woman—almost the first time, indeed, that I have seen him in a fashionable restaurant.”




  “What a record!” his hostess, who had been an anxious collector of attractive members of the opposite sex throughout her life-time, sighed. “And he looks so charming! Tell me more about him.”




  The Prince shook his head.




  “I have so much affection for my young relative,” he said, “that I even fall in with his whims. He dislikes very much to be talked about, to obtrude, however harmlessly, into public notice. He comes of a noble family and in his quiet, earnest way he works even now for the good of a country which, thank God, he never visits.”




  Madame Grodin leaned across the narrow table. Her eyes, too, had followed Alexander as he made his departure, and there was a misty light of recollection in their beautiful depths. For a few seconds she had once more breathed the atmosphere of Olga Sherbatoff—the atmosphere of sweet memories and sad regrets.




  “I have my own wonderful recollections of the gentleman who has just left,” she confided. “Not so many years ago, when I first sang at Covent Garden, his flowers were the most beautiful I received. I think I dare even say that they gave me the most pleasure, because he was not one who sent flowers carelessly. They were Gloire de Dijon roses,” she added, addressing her hostess more directly, “the same shade as those with which your dinner-table is decorated now.”




  “He is like myself,” the Prince observed, “a man of sentiment. I must tell him, with your permission, of your memory, Madame. He will, I am sure, appreciate it.”




  She sighed.




  “He has become a very serious person since those days,” she said. “I myself am surprised to see him with a companion.”




  “I have met the young lady,” the Prince remarked. “She travelled home on the same boat from New York. You remember her, Simone, I am sure.”




  “Perfectly well,” the girl assented. “I recognised her directly we entered the room.”




  “If you are curious,” Leopold drawled, leaning across the table, “I can tell you who she is. She is Russian and an artist tolerably well known. She is painting the scenes for my new ballet. I occasionally visit her studio. Her name is Prestnoff—Anna Prestnoff:”




  “There is something about her,” the Prince meditated, “which reminds one of Russia—the Russia of the old days, I mean.”




  “For myself,” his hostess observed, “I should have taken her for a Parisian. She does not interest me—women seldom do. Why this mystery about your distinguished-looking relative, my friend?” she asked the Prince.




  He smiled.




  “I always respect an incognito when it is an honest one,” he replied.




  She glanced across at Olga Grodin.




  “And you, Madame?”




  “I have always looked upon the Prince, though our acquaintance has been a slight one, as a model of courtliness and good taste,” she said. “Where he leads I follow.”




  The hostess raised her eyebrows slightly. If she was annoyed she concealed the fact. The conversation drifted into other channels. Nevertheless, for one woman at least amongst her guests, the evening had become one of disturbing memories.




  The spell of those memories persisted. Hours later, when her maid was about to prepare her for the night, Olga Grodin threw herself instead upon the divan.




  “Give me some cushions before you go,” she ordered, “and move the lamp over by my side. Make up the fire, too. I may read.”




  The woman obeyed and departed. Her mistress, however, had no intention of reading. She lay quite still and her eyes were looking into a fully peopled world although a far distant one. At the sound of the opening of her door she turned her head in surprise:




  “Nicolas!” she exclaimed, as her husband entered smoking a cigar. “What is the matter?”




  “Nothing,” he answered. “I came to have a word with you.”




  “Do not come a step nearer smoking that cigar,” she insisted. “Take it out of the room, please. You may smoke one of my cigarettes if you wish.”




  He threw the cigar into the fire with a little grunt and lit a cigarette. He dragged up a chair to the side of her couch.




  “Since you are here,” she said, “I have something to ask you.”




  Grodin pulled down his waistcoat. He was conscious that his stomach was becoming somewhat protuberant. Nevertheless, about his full mouth and solid jaw there was an air of strength even if combined with cruelty. He had caught the spirit of the times in which he lived.




  “What is it?” he asked.




  “It concerns Alexander.”




  “Well?”




  “I told you of our conversation,” she said. “I did your bidding. I told you the truth. I came away unable to make up my mind whether or no he believed that the offer I brought him was a genuine one.”




  “And again—well?”




  She turned her head and looked into his restless beady eyes.




  “Was it?”




  “Is that your business?” he replied. “I told you what to say. I trusted to the genius that you have in such matters to make the affair plausible. You asked no questions at the time.”




  “Quite true,” she acquiesced. “Since then I have developed a curiosity.”




  “The man was once your lover, I believe,” he snarled.




  “You flatter me,” was the contemptuous rejoinder. “At the time I knew him, any woman living would have been proud to have been his mistress.”




  “Be careful,” he warned her. “I am your husband, remember.”




  “You are my husband,” she admitted, “but we are not in Moscow. To tell you the truth, Nicolas,” she went on, “I am not sure whether I shall ever return to Moscow with you. I should be afraid.”




  He laughed silently—a not altogether pleasant gesture, for his frame shook although his lips remained rigid.




  “I think you will,” he said.




  “Answer my question, please.”




  He shook his head.




  “It is not your concern.”




  “Perhaps it has become so,” she told him. “I have thought over this matter since my visit to Alexander. I know that you and your comrades are afraid of the army and I cannot believe that you would hand over its destinies, even for a week, to Alexander. There is something behind the curtain in that invitation of yours.”




  “Indeed!” he mocked. “Well, if there is, is will stay there. Let that be sufficient for you-and Olga, have a care when you cross words with me. You are not squeamish. You know what has happened to other men, and women, too, who have failed to carry out my wishes. If I give the word, neither your beautiful looks nor that exquisite body of yours would save you.”




  She swung round upon the divan. Her eyes were blazing with anger.




  “Answer my question and get out of my room!” she ordered.




  He made no effort of movement. He permitted himself only a little contemptuous grunt. She rose to her feet and stood with her finger upon the bell. He lit another cigarette.




  “If you ring that bell,” he said, “I shall have you thrown out of the place. I do not take a woman round with me who disobeys, even though she is my wife. If you want to know about your lover you shall. You made him the offer. If he accepts it you may have sent him to the execution squad. I do not know, you do not know, nobody knows what may happen to anyone when they cross the frontier into Russia. But listen. If you communicate with him in any way you know very well that I shall hear of it. I hear of everything. My spies make no mistakes. And as sure as you are alive to-night, so surely will you be dead in a week. Take that to bed with you and think it out.”




  He rose from his chair with another grunt. Olga stood motionless, her finger still upon the bell. From the door Grodin looked back. There was something a little satyr-like about his expression, a smile that resembled a leer about his thick lips. She pressed the bell and he heard it tinkling down the corridor. Even while he hesitated the maid was in the room.




  “You can prepare me for bed now, Moura,” her mistress directed. “Lock the door as soon as Monsieur has left.”




  The woman opened the door and glanced respectfully at her employer. He paused for a single moment, then he passed out and they heard the door of his room noisily closed. Moura turned the key and hurried to her mistress. Her eyes were full of fear. Olga laughed at her and slipped out of her negligée with a gesture of weariness.




  “He fatigues me, that man!” she exclaimed.




  “Madame should have a care,” Moura warned her anxiously. “In our country there is not a soul who does not fear him.”
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  The doors of the Counsellors’ Chamber were locked, the windows, as always, hermetically sealed. Ventilation was only possible through the ceiling in a fashion which science called ‘air conditioning’. Not a sound was heard from the street below. Ingress or egress to the apartment, except at the will of the man who sat at the end of the table with a bunch of keys before him, was an impossibility. There were twenty-two men present, including the Prince de Chambordine and Alexander, who presided. It was a secretly-called meeting of the directors who were responsible for the existence of European House, and the most important meeting that had ever been held. The men who sat around in conference were of various nationalities. The majority were Russians of high rank who had preserved in their exile a passionate devotion to the land from which they were outcasts. There was a famous American known everywhere as a great international statesman even in these latter days of his life. There were the two Pretenders to the throne of France, also an Austrian and a German, both men of royal birth who had withdrawn from the world as disaster came to their countries. There were three Englishmen, one of whom—Professor Leonard, a scholar and political economist of great distinction—had been made welcome in Russia until the arrival of the present dynasty. It was he who, breaking a somewhat prolonged silence, had just made the astonishing suggestion which had fallen like a bombshell amongst his auditors.




  “There are probably,” he said, looking round with a quiet smile which was seldom absent from his lips but which was at no time an indication of any form of mirth, “two people outside Moscow who know the truth about this astounding invitation which Alexander has just laid before us. One is Nicolas Grodin. I have known Grodin for thirty years and it is my opinion that there does not exist a man present who could know at any time whether he was telling the truth or not. Personally I have found him, whenever we have come into contact, a shrewd and brilliant diplomat; also, when it suited him, an egregious, a convincing and a wicked liar. I have also known times when with seeming risk to himself he has told the bare and unvarnished truth. The other is a man who I believe at the present moment is a semi-prisoner under this roof—Marc Zaritsch. To appeal to Grodin would be a ridiculous waste of breath. It is otherwise with Zaritsch.”




  “Zaritsch,” the Prince de Chambordine observed from the lower end of the table, “has been absent from his own country for many months. How do you consider it is possible for him, Professor, to know the truth about so vital a matter?”




  “Because, Prince,” he answered, “I am quite sure that this offer to Alexander is not the inspiration of a moment. It has been in the Dictator’s mind for a longtime. It is its fruition only which has just arrived.”




  “That,” Alexander admitted, “is a possibility.”




  “In my opinion,” the Professor continued, “Marc Zaritsch is a man who has played for high stakes and lost. His mission to Mexico has cost him a fortune in money and also his safety in his own country. You, Alexander, are a man who seldom speaks his whole mind, yet I have sometimes fancied that it is not only to keep Zaritsch away from his friends but to preserve him from those who were his friends and who are now his enemies that you have given him safe quarters within the walls of this establishment.”




  Alexander shrugged his shoulders. Those who knew him best were of the opinion that the gesture was an admission.




  “I suggest,” the Professor concluded, “that we put the question to Zaritsch: does he believe this to be a genuine invitation or not?”




  “It is an idea,” Alexander reflected.




  The Professor subsided into his habitual silence. Alexander, who sat at the head of the table, followed his usual custom when there was a subject for discussion. He asked each member of the Council in turn his opinion. The Prince had precedence.




  “I look upon the question as dangerous and unnecessary,” he announced without hesitation. “Zaritsch’s answer would certainly be that he believed in the genuineness of the invitation. The man has a world-wide reputation which he has amply verified in his writing—a reputation for deceit and dishonesty, when the exercise of such qualities is for the good of his country. Notwithstanding the generosity of our leader towards him, he would be proud for ever if he had been the one to cost us the great hope of our existence.”




  Alexander passed on without comment to the Prince’s neighbour. More than half of the audience agreed wholeheartedly with the Professor. The American was in favour of the question but only as a matter of curiosity. Two others thought it not worth while asking, because honest words had never yet passed Zaritsch’s lips. A small minority were against any communication with Zaritsch. The time came for Alexander to give his decision.




  “As you know, my friends,” he reminded them, “however democratic my ideas may be in matters of State, in matters of this sort I am an autocrat. I have listened with respect and attention to all that you have had to say. I promise you that I shall not consider myself bound by the result, but I shall take an opportunity of asking Zaritsch his views sometime to-day.”




  De Chambordine flashed a glance of anger at the Professor.




  “I shall pin my every hope to your common sense, then, Alexander,” he said. “If that fails you will go to your doom.”




  Baron Gurdenoff, who had been Russian Ambassador to the Court of St. James’s at the time of the Revolution, rose to his feet and stood patiently waiting. They were well disciplined, this handful of men. To address the company it was necessary to stand silent until they were invited by the president to speak. Alexander hesitated only for a moment, then he made an affirmative gesture with his hand.




  “I am in agreement to a certain extent with my friend Professor Leonard,” Gurdenoff began. “I believe Zaritsch, if he chose, could tell us whether that appeal from my country to our president was a genuine one or not, but I beg that Alexander, and you who are his Counsellors, will remember also that the truth is not in that man. He is a man of culture and abundant literary gifts but he is also an opportunist of the rankest type. There is a price on Alexander’s head and Zaritsch would gladly earn it.”




  He resumed his seat. One by one, with three or four exceptions, the others took his place, only to re-echo his convictions. In the end Alexander summed the matter up.




  “My decision must be two-fold,” he announced. “I have to decide first of all whether to follow the Professor’s suggestion and interview Zaritsch. Secondly I have to decide whether, having done so, I should follow his counsel. As to the first, my mind, as I have told you, is already made up. I shall seek Zaritsch, I shall listen to what he has to say, but, my friends, do not be prematurely alarmed. I shall not pledge myself to believe him. If he says ‘go’, I may go, but it will not be only because he has advised it. If he shakes his head at the proposition, I may discard it, but it will not be solely because he is against it. I seek truth in this business and I shall hope to find it not from the lips or counsel of any man but from inspiration.”




  De Chambordine rose to his feet and stood patiently for several moments. Then Alexander nodded.




  “In a single sentence I would remind you, sir,” the former pointed out, “that brave men have been carried to their doom with that idea.”




  He resumed his seat. Damasdri followed him, next in the line of the royal succession, agile in body, supple in mind, but with the worn face of the man who has sought life too furiously and discarded his conceptions of it too often.




  “I would ask a question, sir. Now and then we have had indirect communication with Molonieff. Has any word been received from him in confirmation of this message?”




  “At present, none,” Alexander acknowledged. “Inter-communication has ceased. We wait hopefully for its re-establishment.”




  “I suggest,” Damasdri concluded, “that without word from Molonieff the message be disregarded.”




  Alexander made no reply. He himself rose to his feet. It was the signal that the meeting was over. The doors to a large reception-room behind his chair were slowly rolled back. The little company of men trooped in. It was at such moments that the strange gift which Alexander possessed of withdrawing from any sort of kinship with his friends and supporters showed itself so distinctly. He stood almost like a statue as they passed him one by one or in small groups—a person completely apart, removed from the ordinary intimacies of friendship or even acquaintanceship. De Chambordine would have followed the others, but Alexander detained him for a moment with a touch upon his arm.




  “I shall seek Zaritsch at once,” he confided. “Afterwards we will perhaps walk across to Buckingham Court.”
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  Marc Zaritsch, surrounded by books of reference in many languages, journals and reviews of comparatively recent date, was seated before a writing-table in a small, simply furnished sitting-room when Alexander entered. Perhaps the atmosphere of the place, where the latter reigned supreme, perhaps the consciousness of the danger which awaited him outside, had in some way inspired a change of attitude. He pushed back his chair and rose to his feet when Alexander appeared. No evidence of respect, however, was manifest in his tone as he addressed him.




  “I am honoured indeed,” he said. “Is it my death sentence that has arrived? Am I to be thrown to the wolves?”




  Alexander subsided into the one easy chair which the room afforded, lit a cigarette and gazed thoughtfully at the man whom he had come to visit. Externally he was by no means an inspiring sight. His small face was puckered up with lines and almost hidden behind his huge spectacles. His hair was unkempt and over long. His voice, however, notwithstanding a certain petulance, was not unpleasant.




  “No doubt that will be your end, Zaritsch,” he admitted, “but for the present we are making use of you. Your last article was good. A few sentences removed and it will appear in the next issue of the Review.”




  “I am honoured indeed,” Zaritsch observed again sarcastically. “At your customary rate of payment, I trust?”




  “We keep you alive and in safety,” Alexander pointed out. “Surely that should count for something.”




  “Even in prison criminals earn their pocket money.”




  “I thought that you great littérateurs who write for the benefit of society,” Alexander remarked, “scorned payment. Nevertheless, if you apply to Professor Leonard you will find yourself a richer man by a hundred guineas or so, as soon as the next issue of the Review goes into circulation.”




  “It is not much,” Zaritsch grumbled.




  “Your friend Grodin has increased his staff in this country,” Alexander said with apparent irrelevance. Zaritsch shivered palpably. For a moment his voice lost its covert note of insolence.




  “I was on the roof the other day,” he confided. “The same two are on watch. There is another one, the man who used to be in Berlin—Harkoff is his name. I recognised him through my field glasses. He was there apart from the others. He stopped as though to ask them for a light.”




  “Grodin wants you very badly indeed, I think,” Alexander observed.




  “Did you come here to tell me that?” Zaritsch demanded.




  “By no means. I came here seeking your advice.”




  “You will be very foolish if you take it,” was the cynical retort.




  “I please myself as to that. You may be interested to hear that I have received a courteous invitation from the other side of the frontier to take up a position with my friend Molonieff, a position of some importance in the Russian army. What do you think of that?”




  Zaritsch’s unpleasant lips parted in what seemed to be a smile of pure sarcasm. The smile, however, broadened. He laughed quietly in genuine though evil mirth.




  “The invitation has come through Grodin?” he asked at last, taking off his glasses and wiping his eyes.




  “Through His Excellency Nicolas Grodin,” Alexander assented.




  Zaritsch recommenced to laugh. Suddenly he stopped and looked up at his visitor suspiciously.




  “Why are you here to tell me that?” he demanded. “What has it to do with me? I am not responsible. As you know, I am a prisoner in this building.”




  “A prisoner entirely in your own interests, Zaritsch.”




  “Quite true,” the man agreed hastily. “If I were an ordinary person with ordinary sentiments I suppose I should be grateful. Grodin would have had me long ago drugged and across the frontier but for your protection. I am not denying that. You think that I am nervous, cowering here all the time. It is not that. I am not even such a coward as you think me. The only thing that I fear is that I may be done away with before I have had a chance to kill Grodin.”




  “A trifle bitter,” Alexander observed.




  There was a curious glitter in Zaritsch’s eyes, freed for a moment from the shelter of his spectacles.




  “Yes,” he admitted, “I am bitter. Grodin and I have been associates for several years. We have never disputed, because our interests have been identical. He knew that my lecture tour in the States was bogus and a fake. He knew that I never visited half the places I was supposed to. He knew that I made that journey to Mexico which was the real purpose of my visit to the States. He knew that the journey was a failure, and he knew the reason. There was no object in deceiving him. Then, for the first time, our interests might be said to have clashed. Grodin, Nicolas Grodin, never hesitated. He sent a secret report of my actual doings to Moscow by that jackal of his whom he took to America. Then came the letter of recall. I knew what that meant. I knew very well indeed.”




  “You are getting somewhat long-winded, Zaritsch,” his listener complained. “We both know that your letter of recall meant the firing-squad. With the most supreme assurance you appealed to the European Review for protection. Here you are writing your articles in luxury, safely housed, waiting for the breakup eastwards. Now tell me, Zaritsch. You have a subtle mind and not only that—you have a clear comprehension of the brain of the man who is ruling Russia to-day. Is this a genuine appeal to me or does it mean the firing-squad?”




  The answer came unhesitating, tense and brutal in its directness.




  “The firing-squad. Death for you and a chance to get rid of Molonieff. If you are mad enough to go, leave word with such sane men as there may be in your organisation that I have warned you against it. Do not let me be liable for even a reflected shadow of the blame.”




  Alexander glanced at his companion and there was a gleam in his eyes of something almost like admiration.




  “What sublime egoism!” he muttered.




  “Well, that is life,” Zaritsch snapped out. “I do not care whether you live or die, but I do not want to be thrown out on the streets from here because your people think I advised you to go. I advise you to stay where you are.”




  “I will make a point of mentioning the fact,” Alexander assured him as he rose to his feet.


  





  De Chambordine and Alexander strolled arm in arm from the offices of the European Review to the block of flats in which the latter owned an apartment. Outside the closed door of the small lounge leading into the salon they found Paul standing as though on guard. He was plainly disturbed and as they approached him he indicated with a little gesture of despair that trouble of some sort was awaiting them. His master was momentarily puzzled. Paul never took liberties, never made mistakes. It was impossible to divine what could have happened.




  “There is a lady who awaits monsieur,” he announced gravely.




  Alexander raised his eyebrows.




  “A lady? You have admitted her to my room, Paul?” he asked, and although his tone was mild there was something in the words which hurt.




  “It is the Diva,” the man explained helplessly.




  Alexander frowned, but he understood. Olga Sherbatoff was to Paul the enshrined goddess of his lifetime. He had heard her sing at a time when the world was at her feet, and although Alexander had been his god, music had been the joy of his existence.




  “I could not deny her,” Paul muttered.




  Alexander dismissed the whole matter with a nod.




  “It was difficult for you, Paul,” he acknowledged kindly. “I understand. It is Madame Grodin,” he added, turning to the Prince. “Needless to say, I did not expect her. Will you listen to what she has to say?”




  The Prince picked up his hat in haste.




  “I will not,” he declared, “no, no, no. It is heresy perhaps to say so, Alexander, but I am not sure that I trust the wife of such a man as Grodin. Even in Paris, where the old craze for everything Russian shows signs of springing up again, Grodin is not a welcome visitor. Still, this visit must be dealt with. It is your affair.”




  He took back his stick and gloves from the servant and laid his hand impressively upon Alexander’s shoulder.




  “Weigh every word that woman says,” he begged. “Remember what your loss would mean to us, full now of newly-awakened hopes. We know your courage, but if your judgment fails courage will not save you.”




  “I will not be rash,” Alexander promised.




  He found Olga installed upon his divan, a little table drawn up to her side on which reposed a cup of highly-scented tea. A haze of cigarette smoke hung about the room. She held out her hands to him, a familiar gesture, and withdrew them reluctantly after he had touched them with his lips.




  “You are not to be angry with Paul,” she told him. “We are old friends, you know. I wished to enter and he was powerless.”




  “But why, Madame?” he asked. “My time is not up. I am to let you have my decision on Saturday.”




  She waved her hand. It was a trifle, the enterprise to which he referred, the enterprise which was to cost him his life or bring him eternal fame! Her careless gesture dismissed it as of no importance.




  “I have left Nicolas Grodin,” she announced. “I have lived with him for three years. It is enough. I need purification. I come here to you.”




  “But you were at that dinner with him the other night.”




  “It was afterwards that he came to my room,” she confided. “We had a dispute and I turned him out. I have lived with him for three years, legally his wife, actually never anything but his mistress. He has no other ideas about women—even women who have reached the high places, as I have.”




  “But why have you come here?”




  “I was disturbed and upset after the dinner-party,” she told him. “What were you doing there alone with that young woman?”




  “Madame!” he remonstrated.




  “Oh, I know that she was well enough. She is Russian, she is of noble family, she is well enough for anyone but you—”




  “For anyone save me?” he interrupted. “Explain yourself.”




  “The words are simple ones, the reason you can divine. I want you for myself.”




  His reply was already upon his lips, then a rare thing happened to him. He hesitated. He left his place and seated himself on the divan by her side.




  “You want me for yourself,” he repeated. “Yet a short time ago you came to me as your husband’s ambassadress. You came to me with a very tempting offer. But, Olga Sherbatoff, tell me this. Is it not true that that offer would have committed me to an enterprise which would have sent me to my death?”




  “You cannot take that for granted,” she cried passionately. “If you accept the offer which the Russian Government has made you will become the saviour of your country.”




  “Do you believe that?” he asked steadily.




  She had been lying curled up on the divan with all the graceful abandon of a cat. She suddenly swung herself into a sitting position and leaned towards him. Her hands rested one upon each shoulder. She drew his face close to hers.




  “What do you think it means,” she demanded, “when I tell you that I have left Grodin? I come here to tell you that before anyone else in the world. Do you believe that now I am free I should send you to your death?”




  He patted her cheek with a light caressing touch and looked unflinchingly into her eyes, beautiful but almost painfully wicked.




  “Why should I trust you, Olga?” he asked smilingly. “You have green eyes. No woman with green eyes should be trusted. You are as beautiful as Circe herself. No man could resist you for long.”




  “Then why try?” she answered. “If you go to Russia you are not to start for some days. I am here. I have told you that I am free. Have you so little confidence in your power to hold, Alexander—you who have been the despair of so many women—that you think, when the time came, I should send you to your death?”




  He sighed gently without lament, an almost airy gesture.




  “Dear Olga,” he bewailed, “women lend themselves to every law of the world except reason. There have been women in history, you know, who have sent their lovers to the lions for the joy of seeing them torn to pieces. I always feel that those women, Poppaea, for instance, must have had green eyes.”




  She drew a little away from him.




  “Alexander,” she said, “why are you talking to me like this? Are you making a jest of this moment—of my visit?”




  “How could I take you seriously, dear friend, until I know? Wait until I have travelled safely into Russia, wait until I have galvanised that great army into life, built up anew in them the love of their country, shown them the path of honour and where glory lies. Wait until we meet again in Moscow. Then I will talk to you differently.”




  He felt her hands slip away from his shoulders. What, a moment or two before, had seemed like the clutch of a wild fit of passion, died away. He saw something in her eyes for a second which the bravest man in the world has never seen without a thrill of fear. He saw the passionate hunger for possession turn into the light of hate. Her little laugh was unrecognisable.




  “Do you remember the night I sang ‘Iseult’?” she asked, with the air of a woman flinging herself back into another life. “We will drink together once before I g?—vodka—yes? You and I are Russians—men and women who know how to love and how to hate, and also how to drink.”




  He rang the bell. In a way, his victory seemed scarcely worth while, a victory of words over a woman. He ordered the vodka, ice and the tall glasses. They drank until her empty glass slipped from her fingers. Then, with almost studied deliberation, she pressed her lips to his. She drew away breathless and crossed the room so swiftly that he was only just in time to open the door.




  “In the night,” she warned him with a little gesture, a curious expression which remained utterly unanalysable, “you may wake and dream that I held an asp between my lips.”
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  At half-past nine on the following day, a brief colloquy took place between Alexander and his faithful servant. The latter, who was engaged in pressing some clothes in a small room of the flat devoted to that purpose, looked around from his task to find his master standing by his side.




  “Paul,” he said, “you are looking pale this morning. You have the air of one to whom a few hours holiday would be welcome.”




  The man left his task and donned his coat which was hanging up behind the door.




  “Good luck to you, Paul,” Alexander continued quietly. “Whatever I am doing during the day, I shall be back here at seven o’clock.”




  “It is understood.”




  In half an hour’s time, dressed in a quiet-patterned suit of grey tweed, wearing a bowler hat and carrying an umbrella, Paul issued from the back premises of the block of flats and made his way City-wards. His idea of a brief vacation seemed to be of a peculiar order. He first of all filled a well-worn pipe with particularly strong tobacco and then set out to walk steadily. He walked with occasional pauses until he reached London Bridge. Here he spent a quarter of an hour watching with apparent interest the progress of the shipping, betraying also at times a slight interest in the passers-by. Presently he boarded an omnibus and with restless eyes took careful note of the various passengers. At London Bridge Station he alighted, made his way down the steps and strolled along Tooley Street. At the third arch he paused and had his shoes polished by one of the boys stationed there. Again he took some slight interest in the passers-by. When he stepped back into the main thoroughfare, he walked with a little more decision. Finally, he turned down Market Street and plunged into a small open space. He lifted the latch of a warehouse on which was painted the name:




  

    STEFAN DVORAK—Dealer in Foreign Goatskins.


  




  Paul opened the warehouse door and entered. A man wearing heavy glasses, a long smock and with the air of a foreigner, stepped down from an open desk and came to meet him. The two shook hands. They conversed for a few minutes, after the fashion of business-associates, then Paul grunted in assent to his companion’s proposition, refilled his pipe and sat upon an unopened bale of leather.




  “I will examine these skins,” he said, “but I must tell you that the last lot had many defects.”




  “There are a hundred thousand of these pelts and they are flawless,” the agent declared. “Wait, my friend, while I fetch a knife.”




  The business of fetching a knife seemed a little complicated. Stefan Dvorak visited every corner of the warehouse, looked into the counting-house, which was empty, opened the door leading into the street and apparently satisfied himself that there were no loiterers. Then he scribbled on a small card ‘Back at twelve o’clock’, pinned it on the outside door, closed and locked it on the inside and returned to where Paul sat waiting. The latter seemed to find nothing unusual in the agent’s proceedings. He sat smoking his pipe in stolid silence.




  “All is well,” Stefan Dvorak reported, producing a knife. “We can proceed, I think.”




  Paul rose to his feet, watched the cutting of the ropes and the slow removal of the skins. Under their breaths the two men counted. At eleven they paused. Dvorak lifted the twelfth skin with care. He turned it round so that the place where the goat’s head had been was visible. They stooped over it. With his knife Dvorak cut away a few invisible stitches, thrust his hand into a narrow space and drew out a neatly-tied little packet wrapped in a strip of yellow oilskin. There was a guttural murmur as Paul took it into his hand. He crammed it into his pocket and stood back. The agent continued his task and they counted again. When they had gone as far as eleven, Dvorak paused once more. He raised the twelfth skin with meticulous care. In the same place he made a slight incision with his knife. Again he drew out a little packet also enclosed in a sheet of yellow oilskin. He pointed to the outside.




  “It is marked with a cross,” he said. “That means there is nothing else. Nevertheless, it is well, perhaps, to continue.”




  Paul nodded his assent. The second packet had joined the first in his pocket. They counted again to eleven, then examined the twelfth skin without result. The agent brushed his hands together.




  “It is finished,” he announced quietly. “Will you come into the counting-house?”




  He led the way there. Paul looked over his shoulder towards the door.




  “It is locked,” Dvorak assured him. “No one can enter. The place is empty. Sit at the desk there. Here is pen and ink and paper. The stove outside is lit.”




  Paul nodded, seating himself in the chair indicated. He opened the packets, drew out several thin but tough strips of paper covered with fine handwriting, and commenced decoding an irrelevant stream of Russian words, committing them to memory at the same time. It was an hour before he had finished. He had gone over every page from beginning to end twice, muttering to himself the result as he attained it. When he had finished he rose to his feet, looked out into the warehouse through the glass top of the door, turned the key, made his way towards the stove, tore in pieces the papers he was carrying and thrust them into the embers. When nothing was left but ashes he closed the stove, stretched himself as though with relief and went back to where the agent was completing his task of tying up the bale.




  “All is well?” Dvorak demanded.




  “All is well. And the two skins?”




  “We will deal with them,” was the prompt reply.




  The bale was rolled back into its original position. The two skins which had been used as depositories for the messages Dvorak spread out upon the counter and carefully cut out the spots which had served as hiding-places. He went over to the stove and dropped the fragments inside. The two skins he threw behind a pile of others in a distant corner of the warehouse. Then he stood up, and on the faces of both the men was an expression of relief.




  “Is there news?” the agent inquired.




  “There is news,” Paul admitted. “You are best to remain ignorant of it, my friend.”




  “Things go well?” Stefan Dvorak asked anxiously.




  “They go as we might wish,” Paul replied. “The news which I have just read will help the master to come to a great decision.”




  The agent grunted.




  “Ach, then we take a bottle of beer together, Paul.”




  “It will be good for the throat,” the other responded.




  The warehouse was locked up, a fresh card was pinned upon the door. The two men turned into Market Street and made their way to a public-house. They sat in the saloon bar and they solemnly toasted one another in a mixture of Guinness’ stout and a local beer which was the favourite drink of the quarter. Then without anything further in the way of conversation, they passed outside and shook hands in farewell.




  “God be with you,” Stefan Dvorak said earnestly. “May your household be blessed,” Paul replied as he wrung his hand.




  Paul retraced his steps as far as London Bridge Station. Here he entered the dining-room, ordered a huge steak and another tankard of mixed beer and stout. He exchanged amenities with the barmaid, selected his own steak from the grill, slipped sixpence into the hand of the white-hatted chef and established himself in a corner with a very black cigar of nauseous odour. After all, it was his day’s holiday.


  





  Alexander, a little weary that afternoon after a medley of semi-official calls, a visit from the representative of the department of the European Review which had its private wire to Warsaw, a brief but harassing conversation with a very important though timid agent who hated the idea of taking any responsibility whatever, returned to his rooms at Buckingham Court to find Paul changed once more into the sober clothes of the perfect manservant, none the worse for his day’s vacation. Alexander’s eyes flashed a question and the response was swift and illuminating.




  “There were two messages,” Paul announced. “Both of them I decoded and have clearly in my memory.”




  “You have not put pen to paper?” Alexander asked quickly. “You have trusted wholly to memory?”




  Paul was a little hurt.




  “When have I been known to disobey the orders of my master? Not a sentence, not a word has been even spoken out loud. Silently I decoded, keeping the words in my brain. In solitude and without utterance I committed them to my memory. Afterwards I opened the stove in Dvorak’s warehouse. I saw all that had reached me disappear into ashes. Later on, the portion of the skins into which the letters were sewn was also burnt and the skins thrown with a pile of others.”




  Alexander smiled disarmingly.




  “Forgive me, Paul,” he begged simply. “This afternoon has been a weary time. Everyone in authority is restless and nervous. There is an idea that all is not well in Moscow. It disturbs one’s ideas about this mission of Grodin’s. You understand, I am sure.”




  “I never seek to understand,” the man replied. “Yours is the brain, I am the machine. I do what I am told. Here is the position as outlined by the nameless one and forwarded to you.”




  Alexander turned the keys of the two doors, then he returned and listened.




  “There is a rumour that Molonieff was arrested at midnight a fortnight ago by a strong company of the Dictator’s private bodyguard and conveyed with the utmost secrecy to the Noblensky Fortress. No word of the arrest has been breathed in Moscow. There has been no announcement of any trial. There has been no news or message from the fortress into which, fifteen days ago, Molonieff is supposed to have been taken. The idea in our correspondent’s head is that the Dictator’s courage failed him and that Molonieff is still alive. The second message,” Paul continued, “was from him whom we do not mention. He reports that a deep unrest is spreading amongst the staff officers and the intelligentsia of the Red Army. Ten arrests have been made and many officers in high positions have been ordered to send in their resignations. The book-store secretly carried on in a cellar for the last year has been raided; twenty-five copies of the European Review were seized and destroyed. The owner of the store and every one of his assistants, seven in number, have been executed. The Review of last year’s recruits ordered by the Dictator has been pronounced impossible as the men are undisciplined and disaffected. A full colonel, a man of great distinction who signed this protest, has been arrested and deprived of his post. A pamphlet boldly accusing the government of having themselves taken the place of the capitalists has been widely distributed within the last few weeks and has created an enormous sensation. Every man found with a copy of the pamphlet is sentenced to be shot at sight. Every café is filled with spies and, in the case of any political discussion arising, is closed at once. The streets of the city are filled with uneasy crowds who, if they could find a leader, are known to be in a dangerous mood. The Press censorship is redoubling its severity. Those were the last words of the messages.”




  “Great news to cross Europe in a bale of goatskins,” Alexander observed.




  Paul tapped his forehead.




  “An addendum, if you please, monsieur,” he said. “This bale of skins was ‘represented as being a sample of one hundred thousand now being collected in Georgia and the Ukraine. The local branches of the Russian Government in those districts are urgently in need of cash. The skins were represented as being saleable at once to rich English merchants, and they were collected and crossed Europe from our agents in less than twelve days. That enables one, monsieur, to fix the date when the conditions described existed.”




  Alexander unlocked the doors.




  “Prepare my bath, Paul,” he directed. “I must consult once more with the Prince.”




  Paul hesitated for a moment with his hand upon the bathroom door.




  “You excuse, monsieur,” he begged, “if I venture upon a word?”




  “You know everything there is to be known, my friend,” Alexander replied. “Speak freely.”




  “The messages, monsieur, show us without a doubt that the hour of crisis for the present government approaches. What it dreads, what the great man himself dreads, is not an uprising of the people to smash the present organisation and distribute its assets, but the saner re-establishment of more moderate principles of government. That being so, is it likely that Grodin’s proposal to you is a genuine one? I say myself that save for personal reasons, the Dictator would welcome the return of any of the exiles before he would summon you to command his army. I believe, monsieur, that you and those who are with you—but you especially—are the new force which is dreaded by the present government. I have fought in the Red Army. I am a deserter from it at this moment. I know what I think of those millions. Your touch upon the levers of their mentality—and their enthusiasm might blaze up. They want nothing to do with anarchy. They want peace.”




  “You do not believe in Grodin’s mission, then, Paul?”




  “I do not, monsieur. I am your humble servant and I beg you to listen to my conviction. I have mixed with the peasants of Russia as one of themselves and later as a spy. I am of peasant birth myself, but so is the Dictator. I can read his mind. I can realise his cunning. Evil events are crowding in upon him. It is you, as a representative of the old order and the new civilisation, whom he dreads.”




  “I have always found your counsel good, Paul,” his master said thoughtfully, “yet here it seems to me that you might very well be misled. What I confess I do not understand is why, when every hour is bringing’ them nearer their moment of crisis, if your view of the situation is really correct Grodin does not throw international complications to the devil and come to me personally.”




  Paul had suddenly the appearance of a man who has received a blow. He hung his head.




  “Monsieur,” he murmured, “I admit my fault. Nothing but the burning conviction that is in my mind has kept me from my duty. Now I must tell you that Serge Orloff, the secretary and companion of Grodin, was here an hour ago. He knows that you repose some confidence in me. He was wishful not to make another visit. He asked for an interview, on behalf of his master, to-night.”




  “Grodin, Grodin himself!” Alexander repeated. “You kept this from me, Paul?”




  “Master, I am ashamed,” the man confessed, “but as God knows, it was to save your life.”




  Alexander was silent for several moments. There was no anger in his tone when he spoke.




  “Nothing can wholly excuse a breach of duty, Paul,” he said. “Never again forget that I am the master and am the guardian of my own destiny. Is that understood?”




  “I will not offend again.”




  “Did this man Orloff say in what way he wished me to communicate with him?”




  “He wishes you to do so openly, monsieur. Telephone to the Embassy and name your own hour to-night. Nicolas Grodin has, Orloff confided to me, a friendship for a dancer in the ballet—Mademoiselle Dubinski—who has a flat close by. His presence in this part of the building, therefore, will pass unnoticed. She is not dancing to-night.”




  “Make the engagement for eight, nine, or ten o’clock,” Alexander directed. “And now quick,” he went on with a sudden change of tone. “A bath immediately. This is a time when things may happen.”
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  At eight o’clock precisely Nicolas Grodin presented himself at Alexander’s apartment. Paul answered his knock at the outside door and ushered him in. Alexander, who was standing at the opposite end of the room, contented himself with a nod and a motion of his head towards a chair.




  “Good evening, Nicolas Grodin,” he said, ignoring the latter’s tentatively extended hand. “Will you sit down there? You are on your way to dine, I understand. Paul will offer you a cocktail in a moment.”




  Grodin accepted the chair and crossed his legs, leaning back with an assumption of being more at his ease than he felt. He presented himself entirely at his worst. His soft silk shirt already resembled a sponge and he seemed to have ignored the fact that diamond studs were scarcely a fit appendage to such a garment. His dinner-coat was cut so long as to be almost grotesque. His collar lay flat upon his short thick neck and in its entourage the man’s head, with his scowling mouth, his small inset eyes and rather protuberant ears, resembled the head of a frog. None of these drawbacks, however, interfered with a certain impression of strength which the man seemed to give out instinctively.




  “I will drink a cocktail with you, Alexander,” he said coolly, “although you do not offer me your hand. Perhaps you are right. A man who tries to steal another man’s wife does best to refrain from pretensions of friendship.”




  “My attempt having been unsuccessful,” Alexander observed, “it can, I think, be ignored. Your wife is nothing to me, Grodin. You are. You have brains, brains enough I should imagine to convince you that the truth is worth half a dozen falsehoods in your profession. Is this offer you bring me an honest one or is it an attempt to land me before your execution squad?”




  “It would give me immense pleasure to see you before that execution squad,” Grodin declared with enthusiasm. “Those who have sent me, however, think otherwise.”




  “Who is responsible for your coming?”




  “Not the great man himself,” was the surly reply. “He gave a reluctant, unwilling consent. It is Molonieff who will have you. There is trouble brewing over Russia. You are the man they think might avert the storm—you and Molonieff together.”




  “But I have heard a rumour,” Alexander pointed out, “something more than a rumour, in fact, that Molonieff himself is in trouble.”




  The conversation was momentarily interrupted by the entrance of Paul with cocktails and various zakuski upon a silver salver. Grodin fell upon the latter greedily. The cocktail he only sipped. He waited until Paul had left the room.




  “You may disregard that rumour,” he said as soon as the door was closed. “If Molonieff is in a fortress it is at his own request and for his own protection. You yourself have been responsible for some of the mischief that is brewing,” he went on, “with your blasted European Review and your pamphlets. It is not the workers in the mines, factories and timber forests you have succeeded in upsetting. The men who were serfs we have made into machines. They never lift their heads. They are safe. It is in the army where your poison has begun to tell.”




  “Capital!” Alexander exclaimed cheerfully. “The workers upon the land will join in, too, though. Nothing like fresh air for giving a nation a taste for liberty.”




  “No student talk, if you please,” Grodin scoffed. “Our Dictator is no fool. Neither am I, nor is Molonieff. Neither are you, although you are a sentimentalist. You and I are both clever men and that is why we can talk together. Perhaps Communism does not work out in practice exactly as we had hoped. Too much variation in human nature. We are finding it out slowly. You and your kind are barking outside the gates all the time. Come in and see what you can do about it. That is the invitation I have brought to you in plain words.”




  “What about Molonieff?”




  “He gives up his baton,” Grodin announced. “You are to take his place, or work side by side with him. In any case, you are to be the lord paramount of all the armies. The execution squads, in future, will operate only when you give the word. You are to be the Czar of all the Russias, in effect back again in your sheep’s clothing. The army will trust you. You are to work hand in hand with the industrialists. Profit sharing schemes are to take the place of the government appropriations. There are a few hundred millions in the secret exchequers which, when we have had our dig into them, can go back to the workers.”




  “This all sounds marvellously attractive,” Alexander reflected. “Have you any securities to offer? I should suggest,” he went on with a smile, “that you offered yourself as one of my sureties. Say you establish yourself for the next three months in my château south of Moscow, surrounded by my people. There are enough of them left to know how to treat you if anything goes wrong with me. What about that, Grodin?”




  Nicolas Grodin grinned, disclosing an irregular row of teeth which had rather the appearance of fangs.




  “No thank you, Alexander,” he said. “I shall be needed over here for some time yet before I return to say good-bye to Russia and buy a province of my own.”




  “Why did you send your wife to see me first and then come yourself?” Alexander asked casually as he lit a cigarette.




  “For two reasons,” was the prompt reply. “One is that things have grown more desperate during the last few days and international proprieties need no longer be so closely observed. The next is,” he added with another of his unpleasant grins, “I thought that Olga might prove more persuasive.”




  “Which shows how short-sighted you are,” Alexander told him. “I find your arguments much more to the point. Your wife is one of the most beautiful women in the world and one of the most seductive, but when I consider such an offer as this, only my brain and my perceptions—my instinct of self- preservation, shall we say?—come into the matter.”




  “Well, you have the proposal,” Grodin said with all the blunt directness of an honest man. “Make up your mind about it. We are all sick of words. You can take two aides-de-camp, English, American or Russian, whoever you choose, if, after further consideration you think it necessary. You can fly to Berlin in your own plane, if you prefer it, and on from there to Moscow, where Molonieff will meet you. Your passport and safe conduct have been signed by the great man himself. I will not guarantee your life. I should think you are very likely to lose it in the long run. There is a lot of talk in your pamphlets of giving your life for your country. Here is your chance. Go and do it.”




  Grodin stretched out his hand, grabbed at the dish of delicatessen and swept a couple of caviare sandwiches into his mouth. He ate them greedily and poured himself out another cocktail from the frosted shaker which stood in front of him. Alexander watched him amiably.




  “You have made a good impression on me, Grodin,” he acknowledged. “I despise you at the present moment less than I have ever done before. You could never be a human being, but you are a more tolerable brute than I should have imagined possible.”




  “I do not want your compliments,” his visitor sneered. “Are you man enough to take on this job, and if so, will you start on Sunday? Would you like to look through your passport and safe conduct? We have them both at the Embassy. If it had not been for the German safe conduct you wheedled out of von Hertzfeldt in Berlin, you would have been sitting in chains by now whilst we made up our minds what to do with you.”




  “I do not like chains,” Alexander admitted. “I have seen the inside of one or two of your fortresses and I do not like them either. You see, the trouble is, Grodin, that notwithstanding your professed passport, your safe conduct signed by the great one, your promise that Molonieff will meet me, your hint at a triumphal entry into Moscow, I have to take all these things on trust, and I ask you, Grodin, what man in his senses would trust a swine like you?”




  Grodin glanced greedily at the empty plate before him. He finished his cocktail and lit a cigarette.




  “There is no trust about it,” he said blandly. “You have your spies in Russia and you know what is happening there. Your brain, if you have any, will tell you that our offer is honest enough because it is merely our last attempt to save the situation, to get time to scuttle out. I would not trust us an inch, if I were you. I never indulge my feelings, but I cannot think of a single man on the face of the earth whom I would rather see hobble across the prison courtyard in chains to face the execution squad. All the same, you will never be there if I can help it. You will be busy clearing up the mess we have made.”




  “More and more I am beginning to tolerate you,” Alexander declared. “It was Tolstoy himself who said, T believe, that there is some spark of virtue left in the vilest body if it can still appreciate the beauty of truth. Go and eat and drink and frivol with your little Dubinski. In other words, you can send me that passport and my safe conduct.”




  “What about those aides-de-camp?”




  Alexander shook his head.




  “Nothing for them, I thank you,” he replied. “I have thought it over and I have given up the idea of taking anyone else with me into the shambles. If I go, I shall go alone.”




  Grodin glanced at the clock. He struggled to his feet.




  “You are right,” he said. “Dubinski is one who grows impatient. If you go alone it will give us less trouble. The documents shall be sent to you before midnight. Send word to the Embassy after eleven o’clock when you have fixed upon the time of your departure. News must be sent to Moscow. You must be fittingly received.”




  “See to it, then,” Alexander enjoined. “I offer you the farewell benediction of the Cossack warriors: ‘May you be shot before you are hanged’!”




  Grodin took his leave, a lascivious smile upon his thick lips as he brooded upon the joys in store for him. Alexander summoned his faithful servant.




  “Clear away all that stuff,” he directed, pointing to the table at which Grodin had sat. “Be careful to destroy the glass. Serve me with a cocktail in a fresh shaker. I must reflect for a few minutes.”




  “Is it that we go to Russia, master?” Paul asked.




  “It begins to appear like it,” Alexander assented. “I believe that probably for the first time in his life that man was speaking the truth.”
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  There was, without a doubt, a savour of comedy in the meeting of Anna Prestnoff and Olga Grodin next day. Unfortunately, there was no one present to appreciate it. They neither of them attempted any of the usual courtesies. Anna did not remove her hands from the little astrakhan muff she was carrying, and Olga Grodin did not even trouble to rise from the divan upon which she was lying. She pointed to a chair.




  “So you are the little scene painter whom Alexander took out to dinner the other night,” she observed. “Sit with your face to the light, there, will you?” she added. “I should like to look at you.”




  “Fortunately,” Anna replied cheerfully, “I can stand the light. It is better to avoid it when one reaches riper years.”




  Olga’s eyes flashed.




  “Youth has always the privilege of being impertinent,” she remarked. “I consented to receive you because I was curious to see what you looked like in the daylight. I am more than satisfied. You can now tell me precisely why you asked for an interview with me.”




  “With much pleasure,” was Anna’s prompt acquiescence. “I bring you your death warrant. I hope you have lived a good life. It will be some satisfaction to you in your last hours.”




  Olga Grodin was momentarily bewildered.




  “My death warrant? What rubbish are you talking?” she demanded.




  “It is not rubbish at all,” Anna assured her simply. “I have all the papers in my possession. I am able to prove to your husband or anyone else you like, that you have been in communication with a certain person from the time he left Russia until, say, the day before yesterday. You have supplied him with all the facts which have made him such a dangerous columnist and you are a member of his secret party established in Norway which plans to assassinate the present Dictator and bring him back to power.”




  Olga, with a sudden leap, sprang to her feet.




  “You are a lying drab!” she cried.




  “Oh no, I am not,” Anna replied. “You are a member of the Circle, every one of which, known or anonymous, the Russian Courts have sentenced to death. Eleven of them have already been executed in the last two batches of prisoners brought up to stand their trial for undisclosed offences. There are not so many of you left, but you are one of them all right, and in plain English or American parlance, Olga Grodin, you are for it!”




  “What do you mean by ‘for it’?”




  “That you will discover for yourself before long,” was the quiet rejoinder. “I am not sure that plotting against the life of a ruler does not entitle him to demand your extradition, even though England and Russia have no more than a bowing acquaintance. But there is also this—there is a branch of the Russian Secret Police, no longer the Ogpu but Commissioners of National Safety, established in London. They can take care of you quite well. You will just disappear and that will be the ugly end of you, Olga Grodin.”




  The woman shivered.




  “Supposing this were true,” she asked a little wildly, “why are you my enemy? Is it because of the man Alexander? You can have him. In these days he means nothing to me.”




  “Do not be too impetuous. I can tell you more about yourself which is interesting. You called yourself Frieda Wurtz during the war and in those days you were a German spy. You did some serious work then. One hundred thousand francs, I believe, was offered by the French Government for Frieda Wurtz, and they were never claimed. They might be claimed now, if you escaped from your other troubles.”




  Olga was livid.




  “You little hell cat!” she cried. “Where did you find this sackful of stale rubbish? I was only eighteen years old when the Treaty of Versailles was signed.”




  “But at sixteen,” Anna reminded her with a pleasant smile, “you were doing excellent work for the Germans. The year afterwards, it is true, their bureau broke down. There was no more money, but your name was still on their list and you had done—oh, some quite excellent work. The French would be very pleased indeed, even after all these years, to hear of Frieda Wurtz. No more Chanel dresses then, you know. No more suites at the Ritz or Meurice. A few feet of ground under the bricks of one of their fortresses. You would be very welcome there, Olga Grodin. Nowhere else.”




  “You little devil!” the tortured woman exclaimed. “What is it you want—money?”




  “No. I have money.”




  “Alexander? You can have him.”




  “Not as a gift from you,” was the scornful reply.




  “Then what is it you want?”




  “Your famous husband’s mission to London,” Anna said calmly, “has been excellently camouflaged, but it has one object and one object only. That is to get Alexander back again into Russia. Any excuse, any pretext, any patchwork of lies or misrepresentations or appeals to his patriotism, any means whatsoever which can take him across that frontier, would make your husband stand first in the favour of the Dictator and would cancel all your own delinquencies. No wonder you have worked hard to bring this about.”




  “Listen,” Olga Grodin cried, “I will be honest with you. We have tried to persuade Alexander to return to Russia. The Dictator has offered him the complete control of the army.”




  “And he will go?”




  “He will go,” was the eager assent. “Why should you wish to stop him? He will in due course be nominated Dictator. Even if Czardom is not reestablished he will become the great man of Russia. He is a patriot—he will get what he desires.”




  “He believes that?”




  “He does, because it is the truth. All that has been promised to Alexander will be fulfilled. He will find the general staff ready to take the oath, he will wield more power than any man in Russia.”




  “Excellent,” Anna said. “And now I will tell you why I have come, Olga Grodin. You had better pull yourself together for this is to be a matter of life or death. You have persuaded Alexander to go. It is necessary that I persuade him to stay, and I shall persuade him. Listen, my friend—look at me,” she went on. “It is necessary that you hand over to, me the secret instructions your husband has as to what really is to happen to Alexander after he has crossed the frontier.”




  Olga shrank back in her place. She was a stricken woman.




  “Who are you, Anna Prestnoff?” she gasped.




  “I am just a little scene painter for the ballet,” Anna replied, a hard smile forming at the corners of her lips. “I am also, amongst other things, at the head of the Secret Service Intelligence Bureau established by a paper called the European Review, which carries on a great work, the details of which are unsuspected, some of them even by Alexander himself. We have a wonderful staff and we are well served, but what we do not know is the nature of these secret instructions. The very fact that you hold them is proof to us that your offer spells treachery.”




  “It is not so!”




  “Alexander is determined to go—he is a truth-loving man and he is always hard to convince that others are trying to deceive him. That is why I must have those despatches.”




  “I know nothing of them,” Olga protested violently. “I swear that I am speaking the truth. They do not exist. My husband would not deceive me in this matter. Alexander is to go straight to the barracks in Moscow and the army is his. It is a lie to say that there is treachery. Before the Holy Virgin I swear it. Something of religion has lingered in my blood ever since the days of the convent. I swear before all the saints that I know nothing of any secret instructions to bring harm upon Alexander.”




  There was a brief silence. Anna’s eyes never left the anguished face of the woman whom she had come to visit. This was to be a difficult business, after all. Slowly and against her will she was convinced. This woman was telling the truth.




  “Calm yourself; Olga Grodin,” she said. “Let us talk further together and let God judge between us if we fail to speak the truth. You have sworn that yours was an honest effort to induce Alexander to accept a genuine offer from the ruler of Russia to come to the help of his country. Do you believe me when I tell you that your husband deceived you?”




  “I begin to feel that I must,” Olga replied unwillingly.




  “You have convinced Alexander,” Anna continued. “He is making his plans to leave for Russia. Now what shall you do?”




  Olga considered for several moments.




  “I shall send for him,” she decided. “I shall tell him all that you have told me. I shall tell him that I believe you. I shall beg him to change his mind. I shall tell him what you tell me—that he will be going to his death if he crosses the frontier.”




  “It is not enough,” Anna declared.




  “What do you mean—it is not enough?” the other cried despairingly. “What more can I do? I will tell him that I was deceived. I will tell him I have since heard that it was an evil plot and that he must not go.”




  “It is not enough,” Anna repeated.




  “What more can I do?”




  “You must possess yourself of the secret instructions your husband holds as to the disposition of Alexander the moment he arrives. You must give them to me or place them in Alexander’s hands yourself in my presence. Nothing less than that will convince him.”




  Olga wrung her hands. She was in a state bordering upon hysteria.




  “How can I possess myself of his secret papers?” she demanded. “We have just quarrelled. He believes that I am leaving him. He believes that I love Alexander and he would keep those documents away from me more than from anyone in the world. I do not know where they are. I am powerless.”




  “No, you are not powerless,” Anna told her. “The man has still a foolish passion for you. Then there is Serge Orloff, his secretary—he knows where those documents would be. Is it not true that years ago you were known as the Sorceress of Moscow?”




  Olga shrugged her shoulders.




  “It was folly, that,” she declared. “Men have always been easy for me.”




  “Men have always been easy for you,” Anna repeated. “Get to your task, then, Olga Grodin. I require those papers, or such of them as will convince Alexander, before forty-eight hours have passed.”




  “But it is impossible,” Olga protested. “My husband will not give them to me. I cannot steal them because I do not know where they are.”




  “Within forty-eight hours,” Anna insisted. “Otherwise you will find yourself, I fear, between two fires. The great man of Russia will know that you have been in communication with his mortal enemy since a fortnight after he settled in Norway and that you received from him a letter written with his own hand during last week. Furthermore, the French Secret Service will know that you are the woman who, as Frieda Wurtz, worked in their employ, deceiving them time after time and costing them the lives of many French officers.”




  “You are a devil!” Olga shrieked.




  “I do not think so,” Anna said quietly, rising to her feet. “I have a great affection for Alexander and if I fail to save him I shall probably kill myself. I can only save him, it seems to me, through you. You know your task. If you fail and I fail—well, there may be another world for us to explore. I am inclined to doubt it but we shall very soon know.”




  She laid a card upon the table.




  “My studio number,” she concluded. “I go now. Think out your plans, please. Get to work quickly. Forty-eight hours is not an eternity, but after forty-eight hours eternity will seem a very long time.”
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  Nicolas Grodin, dining tête-á-tête with his wife that evening, had eaten too much. He had also drunk too much and the result was not a pleasant one. Olga, when the obsequious maitre d’hôtel and his deft myrmidons had wheeled away the serving table and cleared the sideboard of its impedimenta, felt her courage waver at the task before her, and yet—more terrible still was the thought of that cold-eyed, cold-tongued young woman who had spoken so calmly of death and many other ugly matters. She lit a cigarette and looked across at her husband pensively. It was on an occasion something like this that he had unlocked the coffer which he carried always with him and had given her at last the desire of her life—the emeralds stolen from the Crown Jewels. If anything, she knew that she had grown in attraction, even in his eyes, since those days. She had become the most desired woman in the secret circles of Russia. She had been, as a matter of fact, glad to escape for a while from the turbulent passions she had inspired in some of those men who had so little to offer. If she made no false step, she told herself, failure would be impossible. She turned to the maitre d’hôtel.




  “We will take our coffee a little nearer to the fire,” she told him, “On the divan there. Draw up a small table, please. Monsieur will take his brandy there. Be sure that it is in a large glass, first frozen and then warmed gently. I myself shall drink Kummel.”




  “Bien, Madame,” the man replied.




  “Rather spoiling me, are you not?” Grodin observed uxoriously when the orders had been carried out and he had moistened his lips with the first touch of the brandy.




  She smiled.




  “After all,” she said, “London is a dreary city if one is left alone by a faithless husband. I do not wish you to be faithless, Nicolas. I do not like that little Dubinski danseuse under the same roof. You are sure that you dined at the Embassy last night?”




  Grodin, who had been a trifle disappointed with Dubinski who, after all, was nothing at all compared with this magnificent wife of his, hastened to re-affirm his falsehood.




  “At the Embassy, my dear, I assure you, to meet some interesting new arrivals. Prince Madziwill was there from Warsaw. A dinner for men only. It was tedious but in its way interesting. There will be much movement, before long, in eastern Europe.”




  “One expects that,” she murmured.




  She was leaning back in her place. Her eyes were fixed on the fire, her fingers were playing absently with his thick stubby hand.




  “Would you like to hear a confession, Nicolas?” she asked.




  He turned his head towards her. His small eyes were lit with jealous fury, his underlie was thrust forward.




  “Last night—Alexander?” he demanded.




  “Yes,” she murmured, drooping her head a little. He became very angry indeed, and restraint was not amongst his good qualities.




  “That is the sort of woman you are!” he shouted. “You can get nothing from a man unless you give. Another woman with a promise could have succeeded as well as you, but you—it is because you are faithless in your heart. At a time like this you must give—give what belongs to me. You think that I am easy. We will see. My God, we will see! So this is what happens while I am away on my business, working and planning that you may be rich, that you may have jewels and marvellous clothes. I beg for your help and you give it at the expense of my honour and yours. I think—I think I shall kill you, Olga.”




  With difficulty he staggered to his feet. The veins of his forehead were swollen, his clenched fist, the hand which he had snatched away from her, was a horrible sight.




  “You shall never be beautiful again,” he snarled. “Your lover—”




  “Stop!” she cried. “If you say a word more you will be sorry. Mark that, Nicolas. You will be very sorry indeed. Calm yourself. My confession is bad enough, but it is not that.”




  He stood there, dubious, breathing heavily, the victim of a consuming jealousy.




  “Not that?” he repeated.




  “I told you that I had a confession to make,” she continued. “Here it is. Nicolas, he was hard to persuade but at the moment when everything was in the balance, I—I was trying so hard that I think I lost control of myself. I held out my arms to him. A man like Alexander knows I was his for the taking then. I was unfaithful, Nicolas, but it was only in my thought, and it was for you. What happened then?—I can see your eyes asking me. What happened was this. I suffered the greatest degradation a woman can know. I was refused.”




  “Alexander was not your lover?” he asked incredulously, yet with an undertone of exultation.




  “I have told you. He refused me. Even as he spoke, as he moved away, I knew that what I thought was affection on my part was nothing of the sort. It was a lesser thing—a momentary impulse. It became, even as he spoke, hatred. It is hatred now. Nicolas, I must have my revenge on that man.”




  He sank back again upon the divan. His arm went clumsily around her neck. Olga knew then that her battle was half won. It was only necessary to keep her head, to keep the loathing out of her eyes.




  “Do you not understand, Nicolas,” she went on, “what that means to a woman? You have known so many and you have known them so well. Believe me, if the moment had come I should have hated it. I should probably have made my escape. He does not know that. He lives and he believes that I offered him everything that I had to give, and that he refused it. Nicolas, I must have my revenge upon that man. And you, too, should feel like that. I loathe him!”




  Grodin drew from his pocket an over-perfumed handkerchief and wiped the drops of sweat from his forehead.




  “You shall have your revenge, Olga,” he promised her.




  “When? How?” she begged, drawing nearer to him. “Tell me, Nicolas—tell me, my husband. After all, then, perhaps something may happen to him after he has crossed the frontier?”




  He smiled a slow, ugly smile. His words were grim, but the after-note of triumph was there.




  “He will be met, as we promised, by Molonieff. They will both of them be escorted with great honour to the barracks. The guns will be booming in the city but they will enter by the private way. There will be a demonstration there. There will be wild shooting. There will be other shooting which will not be wild. Molonieff and Alexander will die. The great one will take then the army into his own keeping. His staff is already nominated. The danger will be past.”




  Olga sprang to her feet. It was a magnificent effort of histrionics. Her face seemed lit with joy.




  “Show me the decree,” she cried. “Show me the decree, Nicolas, and I will be your slave for life. Let me see it down in writing. Let me see the seal.”




  His air of superabundant triumph was a little crushed.




  “You cannot see that,” he replied. “You must believe me. It is the truth.”




  “But I must see it,” she insisted. “Of course I believe, but the joy is in seeing. If I could, I would be there at the top windows looking down to see them fall. That is impossible, so I must see the decree. Where is it, Nicolas? Do not deny me this.”




  “You cannot see it,” he repeated stubbornly. “It lies—never mind where it lies.”




  “I know,” she cried, “I know where it is. It is downstairs in the manager’s strong-room. You have the key to it, Nicolas. Let us go down together—you and I. You can show it me. We can read it down there, then you can put it back. I should be the happiest woman on earth. Nicolas, I shiver when I think what I shall be to you—my husband. You will give me the greatest joy of my life.”




  “You must accept my word,” he begged hoarsely. “I never visit the strong-room. There are spies here in the flats. I tell you that the copy of the decree is there for my endorsement. Orloff will take it by the same plane. He knows what to do with it. There is no possibility of any hitch. Alexander is doomed to death. Soon he will be a dead man.”




  Not a shadow of disappointment in her face, no anxiety, no fear. With every word he spoke she seemed happier.




  “It is you who are the king of men,” she sighed. “Come, Nicolas, come, my dear husband. Fetch your keys. We will go down together to the strongroom. I will read the decree. What joy! The thought of it is ecstasy. Nicolas, hasten! I shall ring for my cloak. You will come as you are. We descend. Soon I shall be the happiest woman in the world and a little later—yes?—you will be the happiest man.”




  Grodin struggled once more to his feet. He was like a man doped.




  “The decree is there,” he muttered. “Why is that not enough?”




  “Do not rob me of half the joy,” she pleaded. “I must see the great seal. I must see it in writing—that he is to die. Moura,” she went on, turning to the woman who had come from the adjoining apartment, “a cloak, my cloak, the green one with the chinchilla collar. My bag, give me my bag. I will carry that—nothing else. We are not leaving the building, Moura. We shall be back in a quarter of an hour. Prepare my room. I shall retire early—soon after we return.”




  She flashed a swift glance at Grodin and those amazing eyes of hers called him to her side. She took his arm and clung to it.




  “To the lift, Nicolas!” she exclaimed. “Come. I feel like singing. To-night, when the lights are out, I shall sing to you.”




  “All the same,” he muttered uneasily, “it should have been enough when I told you.”




  She leaned over and stopped his lips with a kiss.




  “I must see the seal,” she cried.




  The lift arrived. She stepped lightly into it, but Nicolas remained immovable. It was obvious that he was thinking deeply.




  “Come back,” he ordered. “There is something to be said.”




  Olga obeyed reluctantly. He motioned for the lift to remain.




  “Listen,” he said, “you are having your way with me, but this thing must be done as I direct. I do not wish that you and I should go to the manager’s office and descend together into the strong-room. He will have that against me for the rest of his life if there should be trouble. He will know that we made this expedition together. You will go back to your room and wait. In less than ten minutes, say quarter of an hour, I shall be here and I shall bring the box with me and the keys. You shall see me open it and you shall see—aye, more than you expect. You shall see the warrant for the execution of Alexander. Will that suffice?”




  “Suffice? It is a hundred times better.” She was full of secret exultation. Nevertheless, she merely shrugged her shoulders. “I only wished to come,” she told him, “because I was afraid that without me you might change your mind. If you swear to return with the box and the keys I will go back to my room.”




  “I swear.”




  Olga nodded, watched him step into the lift, then made her way to her room. She threw off her cloak and opened her marvellous toilette box which stood upon the dressing-case. She lifted out the top tray with its bewildering array of gold-topped bottles and searched for a while underneath. Then she drew out a small bottle, shook two tablets into her hand, locked up the case and came back to the table where their two glasses were standing. She poured more of the brandy into his, some of the Kummel into hers, then dropped the two tablets into the brandy and stirred them a little to aid in their dissolution. To her joy the spirit remained clear. She carried the glasses through into her room, set them on the table, sank into an easy chair and waited.
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  It was barely a quarter of an hour after her husband’s departure before Olga heard his blundering footsteps in the corridor and his knuckles upon the door. She threw it open immediately and stood there to greet him, a radiant figure. She drew him into the room, closed and locked the door behind him.




  “Let me carry the case,” she begged, taking it from his hand. “Why, how light it is, Nicolas, and yet it looks as though it were made of metal.”




  “It is a new preparation,” he confided. “Our chemists discovered it working near the mines at Oblensk. It is harder than steel and lighter than aluminium.”




  He crossed the room to the other door and locked it, then he took the case from Olga and drew three curiously curved keys from his pocket, all on one ring. She followed closely the complicated unlocking of the case, how each numbered key fitted into a certain one of the three locks and was turned once, twice or three times. The lid flew open. The inside was lined with black cloth. There was apparently only one document inside—a document of stiff parchment, an enormous seal at the bottom. Pinned to it was an envelope on which was no address.




  “Read,” he ordered thickly. “There is my promise fulfilled. Read.”




  No need to tell her. The parchment was in her hands. There was a single page of firm, marvellously clear handwriting. She read, gripping the stiff parchment on either side. When she came to the names a slow smile parted her lips. She gazed at the seal as though in transports. When she had finished she drew a deep sigh.




  “You have kept your word, Nicolas,” she acknowledged.




  She took his face between her hands and kissed him on both cheeks.




  “One moment,” she begged. “One moment.”




  She leaned over for their glasses. She gave him his brandy and lifted her own glass to her lips.




  “We drink to my gratitude, dear Nicolas,” she said. “You will not be sorry that you did this for me. I drink to you as we Russians know how to drink—”




  The sombre light was gone from his eyes. He gave a little grunt of satisfaction and followed her example. They threw the empty glasses into the fire, then she held out her arms.




  “Nicolas,” she asked softly, the false glow already in her eyes, “you have not deceived me? There will be no reprieve?”




  “There will be no reprieve,” he assured her. “This man will die. God, how close this room is! Help me off with my coat.”




  Olga led him towards his bed. Already his speech was becoming confused. She pushed him for the last yard or two, lifted his legs from the floor and threw the counterpane over him. He was already half comatose. She waited for a moment, breathing heavily after her efforts, then made her way back to where the box stood upon the table, seized the parchment and held it to her bosom. She looked around. His eyes were closed. She turned out the light. Already he had commenced the strangled snoring of a man of his build. She groped her way to the spot where she had thrown her cloak, covered herself with it, holding the precious parchment underneath, and stood by the side of his bed looking at him by the light of the fire. He lay perfectly motionless, his mouth open, his eyes fast closed. She stepped away with a little shudder, let herself out and fled down the passage.


  





  When Grodin awoke, it was to the sound of the clatter of tea-cups. There was someone moving about the room. He opened his eyes. By his side was a small tea equipage, strong tea poured into a cup steaming hot, just as he liked it. Bending over Olga’s bed was Moura in her black gown and white linen collar. She looked up at the sound of his movement and wished him a happy good morning.




  “Madam still sleeps,” she remarked with a smile.




  Grodin struggled into a sitting position. What a hell of a nuisance that he could never drink old brandy which he loved more than anything else in the world, without these headaches! He drank the tea noisily and thirstily. When he set the cup down it was empty.




  “What time is it?” he asked the maid.




  “Ten o’clock,” she answered. “Shall I wake Madame?”




  “Yes,” he grunted. “Then go through to my room and turn on my bath. See that Stefan is there.”




  He looked down in disgust at his clothes. To go to bed like that! He struggled with an effort of memory. Slowly it came back. He rolled out of bed.




  “Wake Madame,” he ordered. “Wake her quickly.”




  He stood up, grasping the brass framework of his bedstead. The box was on the table exactly as he had left it. He put his hand to his head. He could not remember for a moment having locked it.




  “Wake madame at once,” he repeated.




  Moura bent over her mistress and touched her with light fingers. Olga sat up sleepily. She drew the silk bedclothes over her knees, shook out the crumpled pillow and gazed in puzzled fashion around her. She was one of those fortunate women who remain beautiful in the morning.




  “Nicolas,” she cried softly. “You are still there? You remained all night like that?”




  “It was that infernal brandy,” he muttered. “It was strong, that brandy.”




  Looking marvellously fresh and well, she laughed at him mockingly.




  “What gallantry!” she exclaimed. “Pass me my tea, Moura.”




  She raised the cup to her lips and drank. All the time her eyes were following his movements. He was standing by the table now, bending over the box. The keys on their ring lay on the floor by his feet. He suddenly noticed them, stooped and picked them up. Olga set down her cup softly. Resting on the palms of her hands, she sat up in bed and watched him. He turned the keys and looked into the box. There was no exclamation, no word of any sort, not a movement of the head. He closed the box. Then he turned round to meet Olga’s gently inquiring eyes. He was wide-awake enough, now—an ugly sight for the early morning, his low collar squashed up, both his studs parted company with the buttonholes, his white waistcoat merely a rag. His hard, spiky hair, lying in violent disarray, did nothing to conceal the bald spot on the top of his head. She waited for him to speak. His silence perplexed her. His gaze seemed to become more intense. He still said nothing, and she felt a nervous fear creeping through her veins. Silence like this was worse than a torrent of words and questions.




  “What is the matter with you, my dear Nicolas?” she asked.




  Still no word. There was a telephone on the same table as the case. He turned slowly away and caught up the receiver.




  “The reception office,” he demanded. “Yes. It is Nicolas Grodin who speaks…Yes, I am in my apartment—seventy. Be so good as to send at once to me the house detective…Never mind—the house detective, I said…In five minutes? Very well.”




  He laid down the receiver. Still he had not spoken one word to his wife. He started for the communicating door, holding the case in his hand.




  “Have you no morning greetings for me, Nicolas?” she cried.




  He paused for a second, then retraced his steps. Olga was grateful at that moment for Moura, standing discreetly in the background. Grodin placed his foot on the side of the bed, laid the case across it and turned the keys. She looked into it and her scream rang through the apartment.




  “The warrant is gone! What have you done with it, Nicolas? Do you mean to cheat me?”




  He closed the case and returned the keys to his pocket.




  “No,” he said, “I am not one who cheats.”




  “What have you done, then, with the warrant?” she demanded.




  There was a flicker of admiration in his eyes as he looked at her, but there was also something else far more terrifying.




  “The warrant seems to have flown away,” he confided. “Some besotted fool must have turned the keys and disclosed its presence here to a person whom he trusted. It is a sad event, Olga. The end of the affair will also be very sad.”




  “But—I do not understand,” she faltered.




  “Then I have the advantage,” he replied, “for I do. I understand, Olga Grodin. I can only repeat that the end of this matter will be sad.”




  He stumped away with the box in his hand. He asked no question, he uttered no threat, but the woman who was still sitting up in bed was afraid…Presently she heard voices in the next room. The detective, then, had already arrived. She beckoned to Moura.




  “My bath,” she ordered. “Leave the door open while you fill it. And Moura—”




  “Madame?”




  “Do not leave me unless I send you away. I myself am nervous this morning.”




  “It is of Monsieur that Madame has fear?”




  “It is of Monsieur,” was the softly-spoken admission. “He thinks that I have stolen something.”




  “How could Madame have stolen anything?” the woman replied. “She has not left the room.”




  Olga followed her into the bathroom. Voices were still audible.




  “Wait outside,” Olga enjoined.




  She made good use of the half-hour and composed herself. It was going to be difficult. It had all seemed so simple. When she had stolen downstairs and passed out into the courtyard in the trail of a little crowd of departing guests from a very Bohemian party, the concierge’s back had been turned. Coming back, too, she had met no one. She had run lightly up the stairs instead of ringing for the lift. Not a soul had been about on her floor. She had stripped off her clothes and crept between her silken sheets. There had been no sound anywhere save the heavy snoring of her husband. It was like harsh music to her ears. She had closed her eyes. By degrees the trembling of her pulses had subsided. She had drifted off into happy slumber…




  The voices again. A knock at the door. She folded her peignoir about her and stepped back into her bedroom.




  “What is the trouble, Moura?” she asked.




  “It is the detective, Madame. He is waiting outside to speak to you.”




  “He can wait, then,” she answered sharply. “Does he expect to interview ladies as they come from the bath?”




  The knocking at the door was more insistent. Olga controlled herself with an effort.




  “Tell him to wait in the salon,” she directed. “I will see him as soon as I have made my toilette.”




  Again the knocking. Moura opened the door cautiously but not cautiously enough. A man’s foot was placed in the aperture. Moura was swung gently on one side. A small, neatly dressed man pushed unobtrusively past her into the room.




  “Madame,” he said, bowing to Olga, “I offer you my sincere apologies. I am here by your husband’s instructions and in my capacity of detective of the flats I am forced sometimes to appear ill-mannered.” Olga promptly but ungraciously capitulated.




  “Give me a dressing-gown to put on over this, Moura,” she directed. “And now,” she went on, as Moura returned with a more voluminous garment, “what is this trouble, please? My husband left the room half an hour ago without a word of explanation. What has happened?”




  “A serious theft, Madame,” the man replied. “A document of immense importance was abstracted from your husband’s despatch-case during the night.”




  “And who does he suppose has abstracted it?” she asked scornfully. “No one has entered or left the room. I am a very light sleeper and it would have been impossible for anyone to have committed a theft in here without my knowledge.”




  “It certainly would have been difficult,” the detective admitted. “But to satisfy your husband I must ask a few questions and look round a little. It is my unfortunate duty, Madame. I hope that you will realise that.”




  Olga threw herself into a corner of the divan. “Ask your questions,” she invited.




  “Your husband tells me that he brought a metal box into this room last night and showed you a document which was in it.”




  “That is true.”




  “Afterwards you had a good-night drink together and your husband tells me that he slept in this room.”




  “Quite true. He was not in a condition to hear anything but I was. No one has been near.”




  “With reference to that drink,” the detective continued, “I do not see that there are any glasses here.”




  “Of course not. The maid has been in the room with the tea. So naturally took out the used glasses with her.”




  “But the maid who brought your tea denies that she did anything of the sort,” he pointed out. “I have already interviewed her. Those two glasses seem to have disappeared.”




  She laughed contemptuously.




  “Why not ask my husband what became of them?”




  “I have done so, Madame,” was the prompt reply. “He has no recollection.”




  “That is because he had drunk too much,” she scoffed. “He has no recollection! Ask him once more and he will probably remember that he followed an old Russian custom when one drinks a serious toast. We threw our glasses into the fire. Look, the maid has removed the ashes, I see, but in the corner there—what is that?”




  The detective stooped down.




  “It is a portion of the stem of a wine glass,” he admitted, picking it up.




  “If you search amongst the ashes,” she told him, “you will find the remaining fragments.”




  “I am sure it will not be necessary,” the man said smoothly. “Your husband will remember the circumstances. You permit me to make a brief search of the room?”




  “Certainly. Am I, by the way, a prisoner?”




  The young man held up his hands in horror. “How could you think such a thing, Madame? You are free to come and go as you will.”




  “Then I will have my coffee in the salon,” she said. “Moura will unlock anything if necessary. When you finish rummaging about amongst my belongings perhaps you will let me know. I wish to leave the place shortly. I have an early appointment with my dressmaker.”




  “There is nothing in the world to prevent your leaving when you choose,” he assured her.




  Olga handed her keys to Moura, made her way into the salon and rang for her breakfast. The coffee tasted excellent. The tobacco in the cigarette which she lit afterwards had never seemed more appealing. What a fool that young man was, even though he were a detective. Did he think it likely that she would conceal a paper of such great importance amongst her clothes? There came once more that little tap at the door. This time she answered fearlessly enough.




  “Come in.”




  The detective entered, Moura protesting in the rear. He carried Olga’s discarded opera cloak on one arm and held a pair of satin shoes in the other hand.




  “Madame,” he said, “I shall have to ask you to explain why your opera cloak is still damp with last night’s rain and why your slippers here—new ones, evidently—are ruined and splashed with mud. You left Buckingham Court last night. It is quite useless to deny it.”




  Olga remained silent for several moments. Her eyes were fixed upon the ruined slippers and the opera cloak with the marks of the raindrops upon it.




  “Where did you find those?” she asked at last.




  “In your maid’s room, Madame. It was naturally my first duty to examine the clothes you wore last night. Your maid protested but I followed her to her chamber. I regret the necessity, Madame, but the fact is now established. You left the building last night, probably with the document your husband has lost.”




  “What are you going to do about it?” she demanded.




  “I must consult with your husband,” he told her. “It is his affair.”




  “He will kill me,” she said simply. “Go away, Moura,” she added a moment later. “I will ring when I want you.”




  The woman obeyed. The young man stood immovable. His eyes were fixed upon the cloak. Olga stood with her back to him, her hands clenched. This was more terrible than anything she had imagined. Her fears were closing in upon her. If Nicolas knew the truth it was the end. He was not one who forgave.




  “Listen,” she implored, clasping and unclasping her hands. “I have very little money but I have jewels—any quantity of them. There is my case in the room there. Moura has the keys. She is discreet. They are worth at least a hundred thousand pounds. Help yourself to what you want. I shall never complain. Leave me the cloak and the shoes and take the emerald necklace that belonged to the Czarina—or anything you like.”




  She paused and listened for a moment. There was no reply. Silence. She turned round. She was alone in the room. She hastened to the door and opened it. Her bedroom, too, was empty. She heard the clang of the lift at the end of the corridor and knew that he had gone.
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  For a man to whom self-restraint had become almost a habit, Alexander appeared to be in an unusually restless and uneasy frame of mind from the moment he entered Anna Prestnoff’s studio that evening. Anna herself; on the other hand, had found in the quality of silence a new form of strength. She refused to smoke, she listened to her visitor’s somewhat staccato efforts at conversation with grave but uncritical attention. She waited until he had arrived at the threshold of the one portentous piece of news he had come to disclose and then she stopped him.




  “I have seen Baron Gurdenoff to-day, Alexander,” she told him, “and I have been to headquarters and talked with Professor Leonard. They neither of them told me anything, yet they were neither of them able to deny what has been my great fear during the last few days. You have definitely decided to accept this invitation from Russia.”




  “I had to, Anna,” he answered.




  “You know the risk you run?”




  “I know that there is a great risk,” he admitted. “Anna, how can we proceed further in our work unless we run risks? How do you think it could become possible to liberate a country bound in such shackles as exist at the present moment without the sacrifice of lives? On the other hand, here is a distinct and definite issue to be considered with regard to this expedition of mine. There is a chance that Molonieff and I may get in our blow before the plot against us—if there is one—has time to develop. I admit the danger. I accept it. Our country will never be set free by men who fear death.”




  Anna rose to her feet. His eyes followed her as she crossed the room, lingered upon her unhurried, graceful movements with an artist’s appreciation. She opened a drawer and drew out a stiff roll of paper which had been pressed into her hands the night before by a breathless, terrified woman, the rain upon her face and cloak, the sound of her taxicab beating in the street outside.




  “You had better read this, Alexander,” she said. “You will know then that it is not a question of risk. It is a question of certainty. You are to go to your death a few hours after you have crossed the frontier. There will be no time for you to appeal to the army.”




  He read those cruel directions word by word. He read, as few men have had the chance to do before and live, the warrant for his summary death. He studied the signature. Some hidden sense told him that the document was genuine.




  “Where did you find this, Anna?” he asked. “It is from Olga Grodin.”




  “Good God!”




  He was silent for a moment or two, clutching the terrible parchment in his hand.




  “How exactly did it come into your possession?” he demanded.




  “She gave it to me.”




  “But why—why on earth should she?”




  “The fear of death. She may die now, if her husband discovers what she has done. If she had been left to my tender mercies I should have given information in Paris which would have brought her, without the shadow of a doubt, to the secret scaffold. Olga Grodin never showed more clearly her genius than when she slipped out of her life as a dangerous spy and married Grodin, but, you see, I knew the truth. I gave her the choice of handing me this document or denouncing her. I have the document. You have read it, Alexander. Now will you promise me,” she begged, raising her eyes to his, “that you will not go?”




  He made no answer. She let him alone—watching intently. Word by word he read over again the directions to the chief of his escort. Word by word he read over the death warrant.




  “Anna,” he said, “it is a great feat, this, which you have accomplished.”




  “Let it not go unrewarded, then,” was the prompt reply.




  “I must remind you of this,” he pointed out. “There is a difference between going blindly into the field of danger and entering it prepared with foreknowledge of what is planned against you.”




  “There is no difference in this case,” she answered eagerly. “They have been too clever for that. The whole affair will be finished so soon. You will never have a chance to speak to those million men, Alexander. You will never have the chance to light that torch you could have lifted to the skies. Death—ugly and sinister—is waiting for you there. Of what use is a dead man to a suffering nation? Cannot you see what this means, Alexander? The Dictator is weakening. He is tottering in his place. All that we have to do is to go on as we are doing, pour in our pamphlets, feed the list of officers and sergeants and that great mass of dissatisfied men with the manna of truth. The army is ripening for revolt. That we know. If you give your life fruitlessly before the time has come, there will be no one to lead them. The allegorical knout of the Dictatorship, which is worse than the knout of the Czars, will crack once more and they will shrink back into their old selves. They must have living men to lead them. You and Molonieff, alive, can free Russia. You will never do it by rushing upon your death like this.”




  He suddenly astonished her. He drew her into his arms, kissed her eyes and her lips. She yielded them tremblingly. It was such unexpected joy. Only a few moments before he had seemed so stern, so far-removed.




  “It is you,” he whispered, “who have reawakened in me the desire for life as other men see it and feel it—a human, joyous love for life. You, Anna, you have done this. I do not wish to throw away what you have made precious. For twenty-four hours I shall consider, but you must help me.”




  “If I help you,” she smiled happily, “you will never leave me. We are twin souls in one thing at least, Alexander. I, too, love our country. It is because of that, as much as because I love you, that I will not let you throw yourself away in those shambles. Your life is too precious, dear one.”




  He pointed to the document.




  “Meanwhile?” he asked.




  She nodded. For a moment she listened attentively. It was only the sound, however, of a car which passed in the street below.




  “The hue and cry amongst Grodin’s foxes will soon be started,” she admitted. “You had better take advantage of your opportunity.”




  His hesitation was only momentary. He placed the document in the inside pocket of his coat.




  “How did his wife come into possession of it?” he asked.




  “She was barely here sixty seconds,” Anna told him. “She was shivering with fear. I think that she had teased Grodin into showing it to her, then drugged him, slipped from his arms, taken the document, stolen away from their rooms and brought it to me.”




  “But why to you?” he asked, bewildered.




  “As I have told you, because I had been to her and threatened her with certain disclosures of her past life,” she replied. “I told her that unless I had the document within forty-eight hours I should visit the Quai d’Orsay.”




  “But how did you know,” he ‘demanded, “that the warrant had been signed, that there was treachery in Grodin’s offer to me?”




  She was silent.




  “I will tell you that,” she said, “when Russia is at last a free country.”




  He sprang to his feet and paced the room.




  “Do not think that I am ungrateful,” he cried, “but remember what that document means to the man who has allowed it to be stolen from him.”




  “I know,” she admitted.




  “Olga may have paid already for her visit to you with her life,” he went on. “Grodin is a disciple of his master, at heart. A dozen lives would mean nothing to him. Supposing he learns the truth?”




  “Nothing more probable, I should think,” she acknowledged. “I have no feeling one way or the other about the woman. I do not care whether she lives or dies.”




  The sharp summons of an electric bell broke the silence. Alexander’s eyebrows were gently upraised as he turned towards Anna.




  “My outside door,” she told him.




  “A caller?”




  “Apparently.”




  He glanced at the clock. It was twenty minutes to eight.




  “You had better let me answer it,” he suggested. She shook her head.




  “Wait.”




  She rang down on the telephone to the concierge.




  Fortunately he was in his office and answered at once.




  “Tell me,” she said. “My outside door-bell has rung. Have you passed any visitor up?”




  “It is the young artist, Mademoiselle, who dances in the ballet. He has visited you before, or I would not have let him pass.”




  “Is he alone?”




  “He arrived in a car with someone else,” the man told her. “The car is still outside. I think it is another gentleman.”




  “Do not let anyone else up,” she directed, ringing off.




  The bell of the flat rang again.




  “It is Leopold,” she told Alexander. “Shall we hear what he has to say?”




  “By all means,” he assented.




  She went to the outside door which led up a little passage into the studio and by a door, on the right-hand side, into her other apartment. Leopold was standing upon the door-mat. He wore a silk hat and a black overcoat drawn in at the waist. His white muffler was beautifully tied. He carried a gold-knobbed malacca cane and there was a gardenia in his buttonhole. There was an air of fatigue in his face and his tone was peevish.




  “You keep me waiting, Anna Prestnoff,” he complained. “That I do not like.”




  “I cannot for the moment remember having invited you to call here,” she replied.




  “This,” he said, “is not an ordinary visit.”




  She opened the inner door. Leopold removed his hat and followed her in. When he saw Alexander he stopped short.




  “I did not understand,” he faltered, “that you were not alone.”




  “Is it necessary for me to inform you?” she asked. “You say that you wish to see me. Come in. Let me hear what you have to say.”




  “Before—your visitor?”




  She laughed scornfully.




  “Why not?”




  “It is impossible,” was the uneasy reply.




  Leopold turned to the door but Anna was standing with her back against it.




  “I suspect,” she said quietly, “that you have brought me a message from Nicolas Grodin.”




  He looked across his shoulder at Alexander.




  “I have nothing to say to you, under the present circumstances,” he declared. “You should have told me that you were not alone.”




  Alexander smiled good-humouredly.




  “Come, come, Leopold Zadaruski,” he said, “you are wasting time. The young lady did not invite your visit. You came on your own account. You have a message to give her. She asks you to give it before me. Out with it, please. To tell you the truth, we are both of us anxious to get rid of you.”




  “The message is a private one,” Leopold declared sullenly.




  Alexander lounged slowly across the room. He towered over the young man. Anna remained with her back to the door.




  “A pretty toy, that, which you are carrying, my little ballet dancer,” he remarked. “Let me look at it.”




  Leopold shrank away.




  “Leave me alone,” he insisted.




  With a turn of the wrist, Alexander possessed himself of the cane. He swung it gently in the air.




  “Excellent,” he declared. “As good as a whip, this. Take off your overcoat.”




  The young man was white with terror.




  “How dare you?” he exclaimed. “Anna Prestnoff, stand away from that door. Let me go.”




  He swung round, but Alexander’s hand was upon the collar of his overcoat. He shook him gently.




  “I will be your valet,” he said. “See how easy it is.”




  He caught one sleeve of the coat and with its soft silk lining it slipped from Leopold’s shoulders. Alexander kicked it into the corner.




  “Now,” he declared, “we can proceed. Give the young lady your message.”




  “The message is only from myself,” was the terrified reply. “I came to ask her to take supper with me.”




  “That is a lie,” Alexander asserted. “Even you, I think, would scarcely have so much audacity. I do not wish to hurt you unless I am obliged, my little dancing man, but if you do not tell us from whom you came and give Anna Prestnoff the message you bear, I shall give you a thrashing with this cane of yours that will stop your dancing for many nights to come.”




  “You dare not,” the young man shouted. “Do you realise to whom you are talking? I am Leopold Zadaruski. I dance at Covent Garden. The house is sold out for weeks. Thousands come there over and over again to watch me dance. If you lay a hand on me they will kill you.”




  “Who?”




  “My public. The worshippers of my art.”




  Alexander laughed quietly.




  “Do you know,” he said, “that you are quite the stupidest person I ever met? You are so stupid that I shall give you one more chance before I take off your other coat and give you a thrashing. It will be a shock to your admirers, when you are well enough to dance again, to see the weals underneath.”




  Leopold was shaking all over. He turned frantically to Anna.




  “Say something to this madman!” he cried. “He is out of his senses—he is mad!”




  “I do not think that he is mad, Leopold,” Anna replied. “But listen. Tell us both who is downstairs in the car with you. Perhaps Alexander may be very kind and let you off if you tell us that instead of giving me the message.”




  “Reinforcements downstairs,” Alexander observed. “Well, this poor little rat needs them. Who is your companion to-night?”




  Leopold hesitated. Anything was better than the present situation. There was a terrible air of seriousness about Alexander notwithstanding the banter in his tone. Somehow or other, Leopold felt a conviction that he was very near indeed to that horrible torture.




  “It is Nicolas Grodin,” he confided.




  Alexander’s lips shaped themselves for a whistle.




  “Downstairs in the car—he came here with you?”




  “We came to invite Anna Prestnoff to sup with us,” Leopold announced, recovering a little of his courage.




  “And where,” his questioner persisted, “is Grodin proposing to give this feast?”




  Leopold moved uneasily upon his feet. Once more the subject was veering round towards danger.




  “I have no idea,” he declared earnestly. “I know nothing of that. Nicolas Grodin wishes for a conversation with Anna Prestnoff in private. That is all I know.”




  Alexander reflected for a moment, then he turned to Anna.




  “I suggest,” he said, “that you telephone down to your hall porter and ask him to invite the gentleman in the car to mount.”




  “I will go and tell him,” Leopold proposed hastily.




  Alexander shook his head.




  “No, I do not think that would do at all. Nicolas Grodin has courage of a sort, no doubt, but I think that the last person whom he would wish to see just now is myself. If you descend you will tell him that I am here and your car and both of you will vanish. I think that the hall porter will be the best one to give the message.”




  Anna moved to the telephone and took up the receiver.




  “Will you invite the gentleman who is in the car outside to mount to my apartment,” she said.




  She waited a minute and then turned to Alexander. Her voice was steady but she was a little afraid.




  “He is coming,” she announced. “You know, do you not, what sort of man he is?”




  Alexander smiled.




  “I am aware of his reputation. I have never been quite sure whether it was justified or not. In a few minutes we may know.”




  From outside came once more the tinkling of the bell.
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  There was an air of suspicion about Grodin as he followed Anna into the room, but it was suspicion largely tempered with curiosity. The sight of Alexander lounging against the back of the divan was obviously a complete and amazing surprise. He stopped short, dumbfounded. His lips were parted but for the moment he had lost the power of speech. His shifty eyes darted restlessly from one to the other. Finally, they remained fastened as though against his will upon Alexander.




  “What is the meaning of this?” he asked thickly.




  Alexander waved his hand towards a chair.




  “Is it such a shock to find me here, Nicolas Grodin?” he inquired with mild sarcasm. “Anna Prestnoff is an old friend of mine. Surely you remember seeing us together upon the steamer.”




  “Why did you not tell me who was here before you asked me to mount, you blasted young fool?” Grodin demanded of Leopold.




  “It was not I who spoke,” the other replied.




  His voice seemed to have cracked. It had a falsetto note about it which was really the hallmark of a devouring fear. Grodin turned away from him with an exclamation of contempt. Like all cowards, he had a profound contempt for others who shared his weakness.




  “I came to talk with Anna Prestnoff,” he announced. “I have warned the police of my visit. They are following me. They may be here at any moment.”




  “Dear me, how inconvenient!” Alexander exclaimed. “I hope they will not arrive just yet. Such an admirable opportunity, this, for a little farewell conversation with you.”




  “What do you mean by farewell?” Grodin asked suspiciously. “I am not going anywhere that I know of.”




  Alexander sighed.




  “That is just the worst of it,” he observed. “In those unsettled days we are never quite sure where or when we are going—whether to Paradise or the other place, when or how. I appreciate your situation, Grodin. I gather, then, that you are not accompanying me to Russia?”




  “Accompanying you where?” Grodin demanded.




  “To Russia. I thought you already understood that I am accepting your offer. I shall be ready to start to-morrow morning.”




  Grodin was thunderstruck. His piercing little eyes flashed round upon Anne. It was not easy to read her expression. Perhaps—perhaps, after all, that detective had made a mistake, or the taxi driver or someone. Perhaps it had not been to Anna that his wife had brought that document in the middle of the night. It would seem almost too good to be true, but apparently this terrible Alexander knew nothing of the plot for his destruction. His faint hopes, however, received a sudden shock.




  “Alexander,” Anna exclaimed, “what are you saying? Have you suddenly gone mad? Of course you are not going to Russia.”




  Alexander looked mildly distressed.




  “Now I wonder what gives you that idea, Anna,” he protested. “You, of all people, should know how I hate to change my mind. I have abandoned the idea of taking my own small staff with me, but—”




  Grodin’s brain was working swiftly. Perhaps, even if Anna had received that stolen paper, she had not yet shown it to him, had not told him that the whole business was a trap. She had not even mentioned that death warrant, probably, with the signature of the Dictator scrawled across the seal. How to separate those two till he could find out the truth? It was obvious that Anna herself was bewildered.




  “The plans remain unchanged?” he asked. “All is in order?”




  “Certainly,” Alexander agreed. “I thought it was already understood that I was going. I warn you that there may be differences of opinion between my own views and those of the others when I arrive there. Everything may not go quite smoothly at first but in the end, ah well, I think that it may work out all right.”




  Leopold coughed hysterically. He pulled out his thin gold watch.




  “I must go,” he announced. “I have an engagement.”




  “Do not break up our little party, Zadaruski,” Alexander begged. “I was thinking of asking you all to supper with me. A farewell feast, you know. What do you say, Anna?”




  “Anything you wish,” she answered tonelessly. “I should rather we were alone. At the present moment I do not entirely understand you.”




  He scribbled a few lines on a page torn from his pocket-diary and handed it to her.




  “Use the hall porter’s telephone,” he directed. She nodded and hastened from the room.




  “I cannot come,” Leopold declared, speaking in a tone that for him was unexpectedly firm. “Since Anna Prestnoff has engagements I shall keep my promise. I shall sup with the Duchess.”




  “And you, Grodin?”




  Grodin had a cunning brain but he was perplexed. He pulled out his underlip and stood for a few seconds in thoughtful silence. Alexander continued.




  “You will come, of course, Grodin,” he said. “You must have some last messages to send, some final instructions to give.”




  “You go to Russia, then?” Grodin repeated.




  “Most certainly.”




  Leopold picked up his hat.




  “In any case,” he announced, “I take leave of you, my friends.”




  Alexander shook his head with a smile. It was not a smile of pleasure—there was, in fact, nothing pleasant about it. He had changed his position slightly and was standing now with his back to the door.




  “I have other plans for you all,” he said. “We are taking supper to-night with my friend the Prince de Chambordine and his daughter Simone, whom you, Grodin, will doubtless remember as the hereditary Grand Duchess of Georgia since her mother’s death. The Grand Duchess, whom we are to know as the Princesse Simone de Chambordine, and her father, are anxious to have a few last words with us before we start on our perhaps history-making expedition?”




  “This is not my affair,” Leopold cried. “I was once presented to the Grand Duchess at a dinner-party. She was rude to me. I take my leave.”




  “You stay where you are and do as you are told,” Alexander ordered.




  “Why do you speak of ‘our’ journey to Russia?” Grodin demanded. “I have recently been appointed Minister here, as you know, and here I mean to stop.”




  “Have I really omitted to mention the one condition under which I undertake the journey?” Alexander replied. “I apologise. It is that you accompany me, Grodin. I dislike travelling alone. I take you by plane to Berlin and on from there to Moscow. This is, I understand, what you had arranged.”




  “I will follow you,” Grodin assented after a moment’s reflection. “It would not be possible for me to leave my post at the present time. I have work to finish and besides, you speak of starting to-morrow morning. I am not equipped. It would be necessary for me to obtain leave.”




  “All these things we shall discuss more easily at supper time,” Alexander told him.




  “I have no acquaintance with the Prince de Chambordine,” Grodin protested. “There was even a time when he refused to make my acquaintance.”




  “That is of no consequence now,” was the other’s suave assurance. “He understands the great work you have accomplished on behalf of Russia. You will be a welcome guest.”




  Grodin’s expression was that of a wounded animal driven into a corner.




  “I am not going to be ordered about in this fashion,” he declared sturdily. “Out of the way—I am leaving this apartment.”




  His quick step forward was checked. He was looking straight into the barrel of a very deadly-looking weapon.




  “Please excuse,” Alexander murmured. “My car is waiting below. We will leave together—the four of us. That will be very pleasant.”


  





  There was an awning in front of the great mansion of the Prince de Chambordine, a footman on the kerbstone, a vague impression of luxury and splendour in the great hall beyond. Alexander, and Paul who was in attendance upon his master, walked one on either side of Grodin until they had passed into the winter garden. Anna and Leopold followed a few yards behind, watched over by a servant. Anna, with a little wave of the hand, disappeared in the hall.




  “A bientôt,” Alexander cried. “A great supper-party this is to be, Anna Prestnoff.”




  She turned towards him a little defiantly. She was still very pale.




  “Before I join in such a ghastly celebration,” she said, “you must explain.”




  “And if I cannot?” he asked wistfully.




  “Then I, too, come to Russia,” she declared.




  He made no reply but turned away to his already suspicious companions.




  “This way, Grodin,” he announced. “The supper-room is in the other wing.”




  Grodin was disturbed. He had whispered a word in Leopold’s ear and the latter was shaking with fright.




  “We must know the meaning of this festival,” Grodin demanded. “Why are we dragged to the house of a man who we know is not favourably disposed towards us?”




  “Compose yourself,” Alexander begged. “You are under the roof of one of the greatest noblemen in the world. What harm do you suppose is likely to come to you? It is only obstinate ones who look for trouble. If you insist upon it I shall use sterner measures, but I have no wish to do so. All will be well if you do as you are told.”




  “I do not desire to accept hospitality from the Prince de Chambordine,” Grodin declared doggedly.




  “Nor I,” Leopold echoed. “I wish to keep an engagement.”




  “A taxicab is all I need,” Grodin insisted.




  “I will share it,” Leopold cried eagerly.




  The lights in the winter garden were suddenly lowered. The place seemed full of shadows. There was a hand on Grodin’s right shoulder and another on his left—the hands of a man of great strength. Alexander’s rather tired voice had suddenly lost its courteous inflexion.




  “No immediate harm is coming to you, Grodin, nor to you, dancing man, but whilst you are under this roof you must do as you are told. There are certain plans to be made for my journey to Russia which are not concluded. You are here to discuss them. In due course supper will be served. In the meantime you remain where you are.”




  A door had opened in front of them. They were gently hustled inside a square, impressive-looking apartment suddenly flooded with light. It was handsomely furnished, the walls were lined with bookcases, but it had one peculiarity—the whole of the illumination came from the ceiling. There was not a window in the room, no possible means of egress except by the door through which they had passed. There were comfortable easy chairs, books and magazines of all sorts upon a round table. There were also boxes of cigars and cigarettes.




  “Unless you like to tear the books to pieces,” Alexander continued, “there is no mischief you can perpetrate here, but you will have some little time to wait. Make yourselves at home, I beg of you. It is no use trying to bribe the servant whom I shall leave in a far corner of the room. He will only be angry and he is apt to be bad-tempered. Read and smoke and talk as you will. When the time comes, you will be fetched.”




  “It is outrageous!” Leopold cried. “I am due to take supper with the Duchess of Bodmin at the Ritz.”




  “A message shall be telephoned there,” Alexander promised. “Excuse me now, if you please. I have important affairs of my own to attend to in connection with this journey ahead.”




  Notwithstanding his height, he had the gift of swift movement. Before they realised it the two were alone, save for that grim, motionless figure who stood with folded arms in the corner of the room. They heard the key turned in the lock. Leopold began to sob.




  “Why did you ever drag me into your wretched bureau?” he moaned. “My art was enough for me. I hate politics. I should loathe to go back to Russia.”




  Grodin stumped across the room, thrust his hand into a box of cigars, drew one out, clipped and lit it. He turned his back upon his companion.




  “These are the cigars of a prince,” he muttered, “although it is indeed the house of a madman.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




  

    Table of Contents


  




  

    


  




  Moura, dark, heavy-browed, sullen, stood in front of her mistress, a confection of black lace upon her arm.




  “Madame should permit me to conclude her toilette,” she urged. “It is useless to remain half-clothed. Monsieur may return at any moment. You heard what he said, Madame. It was only a brief visit of adieu to an old friend.”




  Olga Grodin rose wearily to her feet. She stretched herself and the negligée slipped from her white shoulders.




  “Moura,” she said, looking at herself in the glass, “I am too beautiful to kill. You think so, too? Tell me that you think so.”




  “No harm of that sort could come to Madame,” the maid told her bitterly. “No men are brave enough to do more than lash with words the creatures they feed their desires upon, as Monsieur does with Madame. You are quite safe. You have only to smile. The movement of your little finger is sufficient. Monsieur would forgive even infidelity sooner than lose you.”




  Olga, in black lingerie, the design of a famous male dressmaker, suffered the gown to be slipped over her shoulders. For a moment or two her maid occupied herself in drawing the stockings up her mistress’s long graceful legs. Suddenly she paused. The muffled telephone bell was ringing.




  “Be careful, Moura,” Olga enjoined. “The detective—I will not see him again. I am ill—away. If it should be anyone else, you are not sure.”




  Moura lifted the receiver.




  “It is the apartment of Madame Grodin,” she said. Someone spoke. She listened and held the instrument away.




  “It is Monsieur Alexander, Madame.”




  Olga sprang to her feet. There was a new light flashing in her eyes.




  “He wishes to speak to me? I come,” she declared.




  “He waits below,” Moura announced. “He begs for a brief interview.”




  “Tell him to mount—to mount at once,” her mistress cried. “Let him know that I am here alone.”




  The woman spoke and replaced the instrument. “He comes, Madame.”




  Olga Grodin for a moment was like a woman expecting her first lover. She was round the room like a whirlwind—scented powder, a touch of a new lipstick, very faint.




  “The gown, Moura. I think I will wear the negligée. Have I time to take this off?”




  The woman shook her head.




  “Madame is better as she is,” she advised. “The gown is ravishing.”




  The bell of the outside door of the flat rang.




  “Show him in here, Moura. Tell him I am engaged at my toilette but I will see him.”




  The maid disappeared and a few seconds later Alexander stepped lightly into the room. A gleam of anticipation shone in his eyes, but it was not the anticipation which she desired.




  “Alexander,” she gasped, holding out her hand, “and I am alone! Where is—Nicolas? I thought that he was hunting you.”




  “He is all right for the present,” he answered. “I have him locked up, waiting. I come to you for help, Olga, for help. With your aid I may succeed in something very dear to me.”




  “My love!” Olga whispered passionately, her arms round his neck. “I am your slave. I would do anything in the world you ask me. I adore you now as I have done all my life. What can I do?”




  He disengaged her arms gently.




  “Olga,” he confided, “I am leaving in a few hours for Russia. When I get there, either your husband or I will be up against the firing-squad.”




  “Then let it be Nicolas,” she cried. “Alexander, I hate that man as I worship you.”




  He was silent for a moment.




  “You must do this thing,” he said, “for the sake of our country, Olga, not for my sake. I can give nothing, I can promise nothing.”




  “But my love,” she whispered, “my dear love, is there no little corner in your life into which I could steal, for however short a time?”




  “Olga,” he told her softly, “the engines of my plane are already beating. Everything is being prepared for a great effort. A few hours after I cross the frontier I shall either be dead or the great work of salvation will have commenced. I plead for your help, without conditions. I plead to you as a daughter of Russia.”




  Her eyes were filled with tears. He bent softly and touched them with his lips.




  “You see, Olga,” he went on, “I am not altogether of stone, but every second that passes is against us. I want Grodin’s—I want your husband’s—despatch-case and the key. Without it I shall never drag him into Russia.”




  “When he comes back,” she said quietly, “he will kill me. You know that the infamous paper is no longer there.”




  “I know,” he answered, “but nevertheless I want the case and the key to it. Give them to me and you will have nothing to fear. Your husband shall not return without my permission. I pledge my word for your safety.”




  “Give me your heart,” she cried passionately, “if only for a moment. You can keep your word. You can do what you like with Nicolas Grodin.”




  He glanced at the clock.




  “Every one of those seconds spells danger,” he reminded her. “Will you give me the case?”




  Olga threw open the door and called to her maid.




  “Moura—my cloak.”




  She flung it over her shoulders.




  “I will be as quick as possible,” she promised. “Wait here.”




  Those were moments each one of them vibrant with anxiety to hold back the clock. Yet Alexander, standing just as she had left him, was amazed at the swiftness of her return. She came into the room panting, a wonderful colour in her cheeks, the joy of a woman who risks everything for the man she loves shining in her eyes.




  “Take it,” she tried, placing the metal box on the table by his side. “Here are the keys. You know how to use them?”




  “Please tell me,” he begged.




  She gave him the three keys on one ring which were stamped separately one, two and three.




  “You see,” she pointed out, “the three locks. In lock number one you turn key number three three times; in lock number two you turn key number one once; in lock number three you turn key number two twice. If you turn more often the lock fastens again automatically. You will remember?”




  “Perfectly,” he answered. “Olga, if I could only tell you—”




  She pressed her lips to his.




  “Do not try,” she whispered. “One moment just one moment—”




  He held her in his arms. She seemed almost to swoon.




  “It is for you, Alexander,” she murmured. “God save my heart from breaking—”




  There was silence in the room. She opened her eyes. “I am happy,” she breathed.
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  In the sitting-room of the apartment allotted to him in European House, Marc Zaritsch sat at work. With a queer staccato touch he was hammering into type, by means of a small portable machine, a chapter of the autobiography which was later to amaze and terrify an incredulous public. At the sound of the opening of the door he swung round in his chair. He peered at the newcomer through his heavy glasses, then he removed them and rose to his feet. He looked at Alexander in surprise. The latter was quiet and composed as usual but there was about his sudden entrance and his brisk clear speech a note of urgency.




  “Put your typewriter away, Zaritsch,” he ordered. “You have more important work coming to you.”




  Zaritsch’s forehead was wrinkled, his small eyes were contracted, his head was a little on one side. He had rather the appearance of a listening ferret.




  “There is one subject,” Alexander went on, “which it has never been necessary for me to discuss with you, Zaritsch. There is no need for us to comment upon it even now. I have to remind you only of the six months you spent in the St. Petersburg branch of the German Bank after you had completed your university course.”




  Zaritsch was a little frightened, more than a little puzzled.




  “What have you to say to me about that?” he asked. “You left that position,” Alexander continued, speaking more rapidly than usual, “at a moment’s notice. You disappeared. There remains to this day, or rather there would be if the books had not been destroyed, a memorandum of your marvellous work upon some foreign bonds.”




  Zaritsch stiffened. Words left his lips with a certain quality of iciness.




  “I was a forger,” he admitted. “You knew that when you gave me my place there. What of it?”




  “You are going to put your very marvellous gift to a marvellous use,” Alexander told him, placing the despatch-box he was carrying upon the corner of the table, drawing the keys from his pocket and calmly unlocking it. “You are going to make a certain alteration in a document I have here.”




  Zaritsch’s neck was strained a little forward. There was a gurgle in his throat.




  “By the Holy Angels, you have the despatch-box of Grodin!”




  “Quite true,” Alexander acquiesced. “It is the despatch-box of Nicolas Grodin. I have had occasion to borrow it. I leave to-night for Moscow, Zaritsch.”




  “Well?”




  “Nicolas Grodin accompanies me.”




  Zaritsch shook his head.




  “That he would never do.”




  “He may not be quite convinced of it in his own mind,” Alexander continued calmly, “but Nicolas Grodin accompanies me. Here is a document, Zaritsch, and an envelope prepared for its reception. The document is here. Read it.”




  Zaritsch spread it out. It was not very long. He stared at that name and once more the little gurgle came from his throat. The palm of his hand was pressed upon the parchment. He turned round and looked wonderingly up into the face of the man by his side.




  “You are carrying your own death warrant,” he muttered. “It is a triumph of melodrama, this. You carry your own death warrant to the escort who will meet you.”




  “In a sense you are right,” Alexander agreed. “The only thing is that when you have finished with that document, Zaritsch, and you have obeyed my instructions with regard to it, it will not be my death warrant. It will be the death warrant of another man.”




  Already Zaritsch was beginning vaguely to understand. His professional instincts of years ago were aroused. He passed his forefinger lightly over the surface of the parchment. He held it up to the light and spelt out the words to himself.




  “You wish your name deleted?” he asked.




  Alexander leaned over to the stationery rack, drew out a sheet of paper and scribbled a name.




  “Exactly,” he acquiesced, passing over the half-sheet of notepaper, “and the name which I have written there substituted.”




  Zaritsch held the paper a short distance away. A start which seemed like an electric shock set his whole body quivering. He sat there, his lips parted, staring with fascinated eyes at the name which his companion had scribbled. Then with a sudden movement he folded his arms, leaned forward and drooped over the table. His shoulders began to shake. Alexander looked at him in wonder.




  “You understand me, Zaritsch?” he demanded.




  There was no answer. The man at the desk seemed to have become a prey to some uncontrollable emotion. His visitor grasped him by the shoulder.




  “You understand what I wish?” he repeated imperatively.




  Very slowly Zaritsch raised his head. The horrible gurgling noise was still coming from his throat, there was sweat upon his forehead, his mouth had taken a peculiar twist, he shook all over. Alexander suddenly understood. He was watching the most demoniacal exhibition of mirth it was possible to conceive…




  “Sit up, man!” Alexander ordered. “Time is precious. You can do it?”




  Zaritsch wiped the moisture from his eyes.




  “Of course I can do it.”




  “You are willing?”




  “Happily—joyously.”




  He spread open the parchment once more. He studied the signature. He nodded confidently.




  “I need one or two little appliances and a chemical. I have them here in the drawer. There is no difficulty at all. I commence—yes?”




  He was already fishing out a queer collection of knives and some powder from a drawer in front of him. He held a bottle of ink up to the light and then set it by his side.




  “How long, Zaritsch?” Alexander questioned.




  “I can fan my work dry,” Zaritsch meditated. “Half an hour.”




  Alexander drew the evening paper and his cigarette-case from his pocket. He threw himself into an easy chair.




  “I wait,” he announced.


  





  For forty minutes Zaritsch indulged in a breathless, silent orgy of concentrated effort. He had stooped lower and lower until his eyes were within a few inches of the parchment on which he worked. He had drawn down the green shaded lamp until under its concentrated rays his features seemed ghastly and inhuman. He was breathing heavily as he swung round in his chair.




  “It is finished!” he exclaimed.




  Alexander rose quickly to his feet and looked down at the yellow sheet with its strange Russian characters, its flourishes, its concise and deadly brevity. When he had finished reading he uttered a word of approval.




  “Your hand has not lost its cunning.”




  Zaritsch grinned at him.




  “It has been a labour of love,” he said.




  With thin inhuman fingers he folded the parchment in its original creases and, with the envelope, handed it to Alexander.




  “There is no living man,” he said, “who would believe that this had been tampered with. I wish you good fortune with it. It may bring you great success. It may bring to me escape.”




  “You are not a prisoner,” Alexander reminded him.




  Zaritsch wiped his eyes and spectacles.




  “I am a prisoner of necessity,” he said. “You probably know what I know—that I have only to leave the shelter of this building for an hour and I am finished. Grodin is afraid of me. I know too much. I know far too much. I owe my life to the shelter of this place.”




  Alexander locked up the document in the despatch-case. He looked for a moment or two curiously at the speaker.




  “You are a marvellous example, Zaritsch,” he confided, “of the philosophy of predestination. Many a time since the morning when Leonard told me that he had given you quarters here I wondered why we should have been the instrument of your preservation. It was for the best, Zaritsch. However soon you may quit this world or however unpleasant your end may be, you have at least justified yourself to-night. Ring for some of your beloved vodka. Order what you will. You are free of the place, Zaritsch. In three days time crawl out on to the roof and listen. Watch the sun rise over the river and listen. You can imagine that you hear either the joybells of deliverance or the deep-throated guns. Lift your head up that morning, Zaritsch. You are one of the few of the Russian intelligentsia of these days who have imagination. You might have done marvellous things with it. See that it does not play you false now that the great day is coming.”




  There was a momentary responsive flash in Zaritsch’s eyes. Alexander left him there, passing along the silent but well-guarded corridors of the great building towards the outer world. Ten minutes later he was striding up the canopied way which stretched from the massive front door of Kensington House to the kerbstone. He crossed the hall with swift footsteps, passed that scattered line of sombre-looking servants solemnly springing to attention at his approach and with the air of one familiar with the place entered a delightful little room filled with flowers. Anna and Simone were seated there alone. Simone threw him a kiss and disappeared through a door at the further end of the apartment. Anna’s dark eyes were full of questions as she half rose from her seat on the divan. He waved back and took the place by her side.




  “So far, I have succeeded,” he announced quietly.




  His tone knew little of triumph. In her expression there was something almost of terror.




  “You mean, then, that you really go?” she asked, as though she had been clinging to a last hope.




  “We leave in a few hours. We should arrive at the frontier almost at the scheduled time. Everything now will depend upon Molonieff. If I am in time, everything will go as it should. There will be no more savage beasts like Grodin gnawing away at the heart of Russia. She will become what she has never been yet—a free country. And that is all there is to be said, Anna, except that for these few moments we are alone together. You see, I am no longer the prophet. I am down on the earth. I am prepared to strike the great blow. If I succeed, and I shall succeed, there will be two prizes for me—the freedom of Russia will be the prize from heaven, and you, Anna, will be my prize on earth.”




  She crept into his arms, her warm lips clinging to his, her long fingers wound feverishly around his neck. There was a sweet and memorable silence. Only the little French clock on Simone’s writing-table ticked gaily, the flames in the small open fireplace hissed around the pine logs they were devouring. Outside, in the rainswept streets, no one was stirring. Anna drew back a little. The fire of his firm lips, his smile with all it signified, filled her heart with deep and passionate content.




  “You will succeed, Alexander. I feel it. I know it.”




  Her voice was joyful, almost triumphant. Again she stole into his embrace…Then he rose to his feet at the sound of voices outside. He stooped from his great height and kissed her upon the forehead. The door had opened. The Prince stood upon the threshold looking in upon them. It was the end of one of his precious dreams, but side by side with the great issues of these few hours his own disappointment seemed of small import.




  “I think,” he suggested, “that the feast had better begin. That fellow Grodin is smoking all my cigars.”
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  Grodin, although shaking with terror, made some attempt at bravado when Alexander led him with Leopold into the great reception-room. The Prince stepped forward and bowed. Simone came swiftly towards Alexander with outstretched hands. Anna, too, greeted him silently from the background.




  “I appeal to you, Prince,” Grodin said savagely. “I have been brought here against my will—I, an accredited envoy from a friendly country! And with a revolver pressed against my side the whole of the way. Is it you who give countenance to such Chicago gangster methods?”




  “Calm yourself, Excellency,” the Prince replied. “If my nephew chooses to bring you that way I am sure that he had a reason—and there is our young friend from the ballet, too. I look upon you, according to your desire, as unwilling guests. You see, I do not offer my hand. I beg, however, that you will join us at the supper which will presently be served.”




  “But why?” Grodin demanded. “I know very well that the sound of my name is loathsome to you. Why am I brought here?”




  “And I,” Leopold cried shrilly. “Why am I brought here a prisoner? I will not eat food or drink wine in this house.”




  “You will do as you are told, young man,” Alexander said calmly. “Do you really wish to know why you are here?”




  “If you do not tell me at once what you mean by this conduct,” Grodin threatened, “I shall appeal to the servants. I will insist upon telephoning to the police. You cannot keep me here against my will.”




  “Well, we shall see,” the Prince observed. “There shall be no misunderstanding. I look upon you, Nicolas Grodin, as a dangerous traitor to your country and it would give me great pleasure to offer you poison instead of food. As to your companion, I know nothing of him except that he is an exceedingly unprepossessing type of young man whom I regret having to entertain. But the facts are these. My nephew finds it necessary to keep you both cut off from the world, safe even from the telephone, until a certain hour. He appeals to me, knowing the facility my household affords. These are the conditions under which I am receiving you. I beg that you will accept them, and I shall try my best to be a considerate host.”




  “I refuse to accept them,” Grodin declared loudly, as the butler entered with a tray of cocktails. “I will not eat or drink here. Let the servants listen to what I have to say,” he added, looking round and standing a little more squarely on his feet as he noticed’ the two footmen following the butler. “I have been brought here against my will and threatened with assassination on the way. Someone will pay very dearly for this. The one who telephones to Scotland Yard and insists upon a detective being sent here at once will earn a hundred pounds reward and save his skin.”




  “Dry Martini or vodka, monsieur?” the butler asked as he presented the tray.




  There was something in the man’s voice, perfectly modulated and controlled, which had an instantly chilling effect upon Grodin’s impulse of bravado. He looked at the other two menservants bearing sandwiches and various forms of savoury. There was not a flicker of interest, not a sign of their having heard. Grodin took a glass from the tray mechanically, but his fingers were trembling.




  “You must understand, my reluctant guest,” the Prince explained, “that every servant in this house is Russian, every one of them realises only too well that it is renegades of your type who have been responsible for their position here as servitors and exiles. I am not proposing that you should come to a violent end under my roof, unless your behaviour asks for it, but amongst the twenty or thirty of my people by whom you are surrounded, there is not one who would not gladly facilitate your departure from this world if they were permitted to do so.”




  Grodin listened to those icy words and he knew that he was listening to the truth. There was a chair behind him and he sank into it.




  “Do you mean that you are keeping us in prison here?” he asked. “The thing is absurd. You will have to let us go sometime. What then?”




  “What your young friend may care to say or to whom he may care to say it really does not seem to me to matter very much,” the Prince observed as he lit a cigarette. “He would find it, I think, a little difficult to obtain a hearing from anyone of importance. What you will say will make even less difference, because I imagine that in a little over thirty-six hours you will be across the frontier of Russia. From what I heard to-day, it is extremely improbable that the passport authorities will welcome your re-entrance into the country.”




  “Quite right,” Alexander said. “They censored one of your last letters to a banker in New York.”




  Grodin set down his caviare sandwich. He had temporarily lost his appetite.




  “Is there a private plot behind all this?” he demanded. “Do none of you understand that I am the accredited representative to this country of one of the strongest nations in the world?”




  “There is no private plot at all,” the Prince answered.




  “The Grand Duke Alexander here, in whom are vested all the hopes of exiled Russians, is risking his life at your instigation. We want to be perfectly certain that if anything happens to him someone will remain who can be held responsible. In other words, you are travelling with him as his hostage. If the situation should develop exactly as you have explained it, all will be well, but if there should be a trap of any sort, if you should be found guilty of an attempt to hand him over to one of those fining-squads, you will find your future position here somewhat involved.”




  “And what about me?” Leopold demanded, his voice reaching a higher note still as his fear became intensified.




  “Oh, you are a person of no importance,” the Prince remarked pleasantly. “The only trouble about you is that you are an informer of the lowest grade. That, however, is not our affair. The only way in which you might make yourself a nuisance is by publishing the fact that Nicolas Grodin has been kept here for a few hours against his will.”




  “I shall do that, anyway.”




  “Perhaps, then, we may have to keep you a day longer,” de Chambordine continued. “Disagreeable for us, of course, but necessary. When Grodin has reached Russia you can bark away to your heart’s content.”




  The servants were throwing open the folding doors at the end of the room. Grodin buried his face in his hands.




  “I do not wish to eat,” he declared.




  “It will do you no good to remain here,” the Prince assured him. “The servants will be left to guard you, and my servants, although they appear well-mannered, let me warn you, have something of the Tartar underneath their suaveness.”




  Grodin rose to his feet and followed the others into the supper-room.


  





  Even to a man of Grodin’s lack of sensibility, there was something dramatic, almost awesome, in that leisurely, luxurious meal with its epicurean setting and its grim background of sombre magnificence. The servants moved like ghouls in the shadow-land beyond the table, upon which the whole of the illumination of the room seemed to be directed. There was something menacing in the atmosphere. Grodin could feel that, for all his thickness of hide, Yet it was a madman’s threat which had been made. Every moment he felt more light-hearted as he realised the absurdity of the situation. It was not possible that he should be conducted from this well-known mansion through the streets of London into the plane, kept silent during the change at Berlin, silent on the long journey to Moscow. He watched the face of the man seated between Anna and Simone, talking in turn to both of them, speaking now and then wits the careless levity of one about to take a brief expedition into an adjoining country. He watched, also, his host, seated in an enormous high-backed chair at the head of the table, so far away that his fine patrician face, in the shadowy illumination, seemed more like a waxen impression than the face of a human being. He broke through the silence, however, as the meal progressed.




  “Tell me, Nicolas Grodin,” he said, “to what do you attribute this weakening of the present Russian régime?”




  “I do not admit that it is weakening,” was the brusque rejoinder. “The Dictator would welcome a pause. This application of the new scheme of life has left the nation a little breathless. Thinking men and women, even of the lower orders, are beginning to ask inconvenient questions.




  “And a good many of those who have ventured to put those inconvenient questions into print,” Alexander observed, “have had to creep out of the country or face the firing-squad.”




  “The Dictator has his own methods,” was the sullen reply.




  “He has shown us what a peasant can do in the way of barbaric ruthlessness,” the Prince reflected. “Before we are many years older, Nicolas Grodin, we may hear the cry of those peasants again. This time the cry will be worse than any that has gone before. It will be the cry of a people hungering for revenge upon those who have betrayed them.”




  Grodin moved uneasily in his seat. He drank a full glass of champagne.




  “If you think that the time has not yet come,” he demanded, “why do you encourage Alexander to go? I simply delivered my message. It was a great offer.”




  “Is it a genuine one?” the Prince asked.




  “No man can read the mind of another.”




  “A discreet answer,” the Prince acknowledged, “but remember, I know my nephew well. He is taking his life into his hands. He is not letting you out of his sight until he has met Molinieff. You do not seem to me the type of man likely to commit suicide.”




  Grodin was visibly shivering.




  “If he is afraid,” he muttered, “he had better not go. I will cancel all the instructions. I will tell the Dictator that I have failed.”




  “Too late,” de Chambordine sighed. “Alexander is an obstinate man. He has set his heart on going. They tell me that you have an espionage system here, but I do not think it is as good as the one we have been conducting under the auspices of the European Review. It is the nature of our reports which has induced us to consider your offer so seriously. We do believe that Russia is on the verge of a new upheaval.”




  “It is comprehensible, that,” Grodin confessed. “Mistakes have been made. The Chief has made his share of them. Some of Russia’s most hopeful sons have been sentenced to the firing squads. Hence the mission of your nephew. If he is afraid, it is not too late even now. No man can carry through a great work with fear in his heart.”




  The Prince laughed quietly. The voice of Leopold, shrill and petulant, was like a sudden discord.




  “Grodin,” he called out, “why do you not assert yourself? You are an ambassador, you have diplomatic rights. There is some evil in this house. We must leave.”




  Alexander rose quietly to his feet. He called the butler and whispered a word in his ear. With expressionless face the latter approached Leopold.




  “Permit me, monsieur,” he said. “If you will please come this way.”




  The young man stood up.




  “Where are you taking me?” he asked suspiciously. “I wish for a taxicab.”




  There was not even a scuffle, for the servant was a giant and Leopold, except for his marvellous legs, an infant. He was borne passively from the room, speechless with fright. The Prince made a sign to Simone. She rose and led Anna away. The two men closed around Grodin. In the background, like grim sentinels, two of the waiting servants stood by the door.




  “Grodin,” Alexander began, “I am taking you from here to a flying-ground into my plane and we shall start in a short time for Berlin. You will not leave the flying-grounds. We shall go on again to Moscow as soon as the plane has been filled up and prepared. I ask you—are you willing to go with me without making a disturbance either here in London, the flying-ground, or in Germany? Are you willing to give me your parole?”




  Grodin drank down another glass of champagne and felt something which passed for courage in his veins.




  “I do not wish to go to Russia,” he replied. “I refuse to accompany you. I shall shout for help at every street corner, to every policeman I see. You bluffed me in that short drive from Chelsea. You would not dare to use any weapon against me. This is a law-abiding city.”




  “It would be better,” Alexander meditated, “to make a friendly arrangement with you, Grodin. I do not care about a corpse as a fellow-passenger, or a man so deeply drugged as to resemble one. Still, you are going with me to Russia.”




  Grodin had another thought.




  “It would be useless my attempting the journey. I have no passport. If I left behind me the papers which I have collected on behalf of the Russian Government which are now in my despatch-box I should myself be arrested.”




  Another of those mysterious figures was standing in the background and he hurried forward at a signal from Alexander. He carried in his hand a metal despatch-box. Grodin stared at it for a moment in stupefaction, then he leaped forward and there was such vigour in his movement that his coat was ripped. He very nearly broke away but he just failed. His behaviour was that of a madman.




  “I must have that case!” he cried. “If anyone tampers with it there will be war. I must have my papers. My passport is there.”




  “Compose yourself,” Alexander begged. “The case shall be yours when we arrive at Moscow.”




  Grodin suddenly ceased to struggle. He took off his spectacles, covered his eyes with his hand and leaned forward. His was the attitude of a man praying. His body was still quivering, his breath coming heavily.




  “Well?” Alexander asked.




  Grodin stood up. He replaced his spectacles. His voice was weak and faint.




  “Where did you get that despatch-box?” he demanded.




  “A simple form of burglary,” Alexander admitted. “It came from your room at Buckingham Court. It shows my consideration for you, Grodin. I felt sure that you would not care to travel without it. I wrote a note to your wife and applied for it on your behalf, explaining that you were making the journey with me. There you are.”




  Grodin strained forward.




  “Turn it round,” he directed the servant who was holding it.




  The man glanced at Alexander, who nodded assent.




  “Let him examine it,” the latter said. “He may do everything but touch it.”




  Grodin stared hard at the box with blank eyes. He motioned with his hand and the man turned it so that the three locks were exposed. The box ‘was, to all appearance, intact. There was not a scratch upon the locks.




  “You are hard to convince,” Alexander continued. “I will go even further with you to show how little I fear anything that you can do. You may open the box. Here are the keys.”




  Grodin shrank back.




  “Open it here?” he asked harshly.




  “It is permitted,” Alexander consented. “Satisfy yourself with your own eyes that all the papers you have in your mind are there. Touch nothing, but see for yourself.”




  Grodin’s right hand was trembling to such an extent that he could scarcely fit the keys into the locks.




  “Calm yourself, Grodin,” Alexander advised. “You will see nothing unexpected.”




  Grodin bent over his task. The lid of the box flew open. He leaned over it, stared and stretched out his hand. Alexander gripped his wrist in a clutch of iron.




  “I told you that you might look, Nicolas Grodin,” he said. “No more. You may not touch. There is what seems to be your passport. There is a very official-looking document. I give you my word that nothing has been stolen.”




  Grodin thought hard. His face was distorted with evil imaginings. He drooped his head so that the cunning light in his eyes might not be seen. There, without a doubt, was the long envelope, and the document with the chocolate-coloured seal. It was still there. Olga must have lost her nerve!




  “All seems to be there,” he acknowledged. “If I go with you quietly to Russia that box will be handed to me or to the authorities upon arrival?”




  “That is my promise,” Alexander replied.




  Grodin stood for a moment deep in thought. He was still breathing unpleasantly but he had the appearance of a long-confined prisoner who suddenly sees the daylight.




  “I do not wish to make the journey,” he said. “I shall have to face trouble when I arrive, but on your terms I will come. If we are to start now, give me first some brandy.”




  At a sign from Alexander the servants fell back. They returned to the table. The butler approached from the sideboard with a beautifully shaped glass half filled with golden liquor.




  “It is 1878 Armagnac, monsieur,” he announced.




  Grodin tasted it. He was free again. It was true that the doors were guarded, but he was free. The word had been passed—on arrival at Moscow the box and its contents would be handed over to the authorities, would be theirs to open and read. There was the faint commencement of a Satanic smile at the corners of his full lips.




  “This is good,” he said as he twisted the liquor round in his glass and lifted it once more to his lips. “If it is to be, then, I will go with you to Russia.”
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  Alexander, bent double and a little breathless, slammed the door behind him and stumbled back into the small, oak-panelled saloon of his famous plane. Grodin, fast asleep, lay back in one of the fixed easy chairs. Paul, from the other side of the aisle, watched him ceaselessly.




  “The wireless?” Paul asked.




  “Official only,” his master replied. “There is a new landing-place for, planes. We are to descend almost at the entrance to the barracks. Look below, Paul.”




  Paul rubbed the glass with his sleeve. He gave a little gasp. It seemed as though the heavens had been turned upside down with every star shining. As far as he could see on that great plain below, pin-pricks of fire were burning. Grodin stirred uneasily in his place. He sat up with a start. He needed shaving. His hair was unkempt. There was an empty brandy bottle upon the table.




  “Where are we?” he demanded drowsily.




  “The air you are breathing,” Alexander replied, “is that of Russia. We are dropping now about a hundred feet a minute. We are to descend, according to wireless instructions, close to the new barracks.”




  “It is important,” Grodin declared, “that we land at the Kronsmeer Flying Fields. A patrol will be looking out for me there.”




  “That is precisely where we are bound for,” Alexander confided. “We will probably find the patrol waiting for us.”




  They were sweeping now in vast circles. From where Alexander stood looking downwards he watched the rockets rising like toy fireworks from the earth. As he counted them he smiled.




  “You had better get ready, Grodin,” he advised. “The weather is clear and if our landing is perfect we should be outside in ten minutes. What about your passport and papers?”




  Grodin’s arms encircled his despatch-box. He drew it nearer to him, clutching it jealously.




  “It is our bargain,” he reminded him. “I open it only upon landing.”




  “A bargain is a bargain,” Alexander assented. “I am simply warning you to be prepared. We shall have to pass into the inspection yard before we enter the barracks proper.”




  Grodin chuckled grimly.




  “I shall be prepared. They will not keep me long.”




  “Are you not going to tidy up at all?” Alexander asked, looking at him distastefully.




  Grodin shook his head.




  “In an hour I shall be at my flat,” he explained with an added truculency already in his tone. “There I have servants, a warm bath, a coiffeur—ah, that will be good!”




  With scarcely a jerk they touched the ground, ran smoothly along and came at last to a standstill. The three men looked around in wonder. The whole square, as far as ore could see, seemed thronged with soldiers drawn up in close formation. Alexander stood for a moment upon the steps. A little group of men in uniform was waiting for him. Close behind was Grodin, gripping his despatch-box. There was a curious silence everywhere, an almost sinister silence, although the smile never left Alexander’s lips. He returned the salutes of the two officers who had stepped forward to greet him. Grodin would have stood by his side but was drawn firmly back. Words passed backwards and forwards between Alexander and the officers of the guard. Alexander nodded acquiescence. They turned and walked to the great shed barely fifty yards away. The doors were flung wide open. Again there were salutes. Grodin looked about him irritably. He spoke to the officer who seemed to have appointed himself his guard.




  “I am Nicolas Grodin,” he announced. “I carry despatches. Is it known who I am?”




  “The colonel on duty will salute you, Nicolas Grodin. He will also examine your papers.”




  The hall, too, was crowded with soldiers. At a table at the far end a man was seated whom Grodin obviously recognised. His expression had changed. He smiled and carried himself with more confidence. They arrived at the table. He greeted genially the officer in charge, drawing his keys from his pocket and unfastening the despatch-box. Alexander and Paul had fallen a little behind.




  “Here,” Grodin declared, throwing it open, “is my passport. This,” he went on, raising his voice and passing over the document with the huge seal, “you will know how to deal with.”




  The officer brushed the passport on one side. He had risen to his feet. He spread out the parchment and read it through. When he had finished he frowned slightly and looked at Grodin’s evil, expectant face.




  “Do you know what this document is which you have passed into my hands, Nicolas Grodin?”




  “I do,” was the triumphant reply. “It is an order signed by the Dictator for the prompt shooting, immediately he arrives upon Russian soil, of Alexander, nephew and heir of the Grand Duke Nicolas, arch enemy of Russia, the last of the aristocrats who has ventured here, Colonel. I have brought you the order under his own nose, in his own plane. The warrant dealing with General Molonieff you have already received. It is for you to act.”




  There was a long pause. The man in the uniform of a colonel looked at Grodin with cold disdain. Then he summoned an officer who stood close by.




  “Nicolas Grodin,” he said, “the order you have passed me is one for the summary death not of the persons you mention, but of Nicolas Grodin immediately he sets foot on Russian soil.”




  Grodin, for a moment, seemed dazed. Then he tried to snatch at the document but firm arms were restraining him.




  “It is a lie!” he cried out. “The order came to me. It has never left my possession. I have read it word by word. It is Alexander who is to be shot. It is to secure his death that I have brought him back.”




  “Quite a mistake, my friend,” Alexander intervened with a quiet smile. “Not even a matter for argument, Now that this little affair is concluded,” he went on, turning to the officer who stood by his side, “you can conduct me, if you please, to the quarters of General Molonieff.”




  A horrible cry rang out from the shed, silenced almost immediately. An officer to whom the Colonel had spoken gave the word of command. The footsteps of the platoon of soldiers marching back into the square broke step for a moment. They were obliged to half carry their prisoner.


  





  Molonieff’s quarters were bare enough, but to Alexander they were as a chamber in Paradise. There was Molonieff, the great Molonieff, his hand extended. There was warmth, there were lights, a further forest of extended hands, a roar of voices. He was amongst his friends. There was more than a sprinkling of the old régime, who had struggled for their places and kept them. Their shouts filled the room as one by one they saluted. Soon that changed. It was all handshakes joy.




  “Eight hundred thousand men,” Molonieff told him with his arm around his shoulder, “have taken the oath to serve the new Russia. By to-morrow there will be a million. There has not been a shot fired. To-morrow you will hear the cannons roar, but in salute only. You will see the bonfires all round the city. There will be rejoicings, not battle.”




  “And the Dictator?”




  “He sits in his room,” Molonieff continued sternly. “Half his bodyguard have deserted him. A few remain. Escape is impossible, but we waited for you.”




  “You did honourably and well,” Alexander said with emphasis. “Let him stay there till after the meeting you have called. The army must be supreme, but for a few days only. There are statesmen still left to mingle with us. Russia has been an autocracy too long. Soon we will show the world the meaning of true liberty.”




  Alexander asked one more question.




  “How is the Dictator occupying himself during these hours?”




  Molonieff smiled.




  “Indulging in a rare bout of commonsense,” he replied. “He has called a meeting of the professors and his economic advisors. He is over there,” he added, pointing to the dome of a building close at hand. “We shall hear the results of that meeting before long. Meanwhile, we are as safe as though we were in England. So far as you can see, every house and building is occupied by soldiers. Practically the whole of the western army is encamped around this square. There is no hurry, my dear friend—the people are waiting. I propose that we, too, wait. Before long we shall hear something from this conference.”


  





  The conference, although it was a dreary proceeding, had its dramatic side. The Dictator sat alone behind the bare table in the chamber from which he had ruled his country. The auditorium was filled with a nervous, hustling group of men who only a few days before had thought themselves the favoured ones of the earth. Their master, in a voice which rang through the building, was calling them up one by one, pelting them with a rain of questions fast and furious. By the side of him was one of those confiscated copies of the European Review. Every now and then he referred to it.




  “Professor Comrade Dennikoff!” he called out.




  A pale-faced young man with brown hair already streaked with grey, rose to his feet. The Dictator pointed with thick forefinger to where he was standing.




  “The Council of Agriculture,” he barked. “Fourteen million peasants have been at work in the various States. What are the results?”




  “The poorest crops since before the Revolution.”




  “Where is the money?”




  “The State has it.”




  “What is the condition of the peasants?”




  “Mostly starving.”




  “Why was I not told of their condition? Here, it seems, the report is published in this magazine which is read by all Europe and I was kept in ignorance.”




  “Those were the orders of the Council,” was the brief reply.




  The Dictator moved menacingly in his chair and waved the young professor aside.




  “Professor Comrade Sorloff!”




  A short, alert-looking man sprang to his feet.




  “You are responsible for a large section of the mines,” the Dictator said. “What is the situation?”




  “Production has been on an enormous scale,” was the prompt reply. “The estimated value of metal brought to the surface ready for home use or for export is something like two hundred millions in excess of the cost of production.”




  “And the miners?”




  “The medical report declares that they have lost twenty-five per cent of their physique through either living underground or without sufficient shelter in the sheds and huts provided. A hundred thousand of them at least are practically starving.”




  “Your report,” the Dictator said, “was published in this review for all Europe to read. Why was it not sent to me?”




  “My Department knows nothing of that.”




  The Dictator waved him away.




  “Professor Comrade Dassen!” he called out.




  An unkempt, haggard-looking man rose to his feet.




  “What about the timber?” the Dictator demanded.




  “The timber results show enormous profits and vast stocks,” was the dismal reply, “but thousands of the workers have died, unable to bear the hardships of climate and production or poisoned by the poor Food supplied by the State commissariat.”




  The Dictator called to a man who had been standing gloomily with folded arms a little outside the circle. He tapped the copy of the European Review.




  “Comrade Prossop,” he said, “have you read a copy of this?”




  The man pushed his way to the front. He was tall and scraggy with masses of long, untidy hair. He had a lean face and a hungry look in his eyes.




  “Yes,” he acknowledged, “I have read it. That is the journal which has spread the knowledge of our miserable state throughout the world. The damnable part of it all is that it speaks the truth.”




  The Dictator was moved to fury. He crashed his fist upon the table.




  “Do you mean to tell me,” he shouted, “that you who have preached the doctrines of pure Communism since the building of your university, that you who have been a worshipper of Karl Marx, cannot explain these failures?”




  “Easily,” was the scornful reply.




  The Dictator leaned forward, moved on one side a file of papers and disclosed the revolver lying on the table. He caressed it as a child might play with a toy.




  “Get on with it, then,” he ordered.




  “Bad administration, evil thinking, ignorant committees, carelessness, greed, rapacity everywhere. These peasants and miners and tillers of the soil have dragged up the wealth of our country for idle loafers to dissipate or store in your coffers. The bogey of the old world was Capitalism. Capitalism is a shining virtue compared with present-day administration.”




  The Dictator rose to his feet. The man to whom he had been listening laughed as he watched the revolver gripped in those swarthy fingers.




  “One more or less—what good will it do?” he sneered. “If you had sought the truth earlier you could have found it. If it stings now that you hear it you will gain nothing by bringing yourself a little nearer hell.”




  A door in the distance banged. A touch of his old authority seemed to come back to the Dictator. Still brandishing the revolver in his hand, his voice, harsh and penetrating through the room:




  “Away—all of you,” he ordered. “To-morrow I shall call a meeting of the General Council.”




  There was no disposition amongst the little body of men to linger. As the room became clear, servants and clerks streamed in from unseen places. The Dictator’s secretary approached the long table, carrying an official-looking envelope in his hand.




  “A letter from military headquarters, master.”




  “Read it to me,” the other snapped. “Tell me what it says.”




  The secretary cut open the envelope. There were only half a dozen lines written on the strip of paper he drew out. He shook his head gravely as he read.




  “Your bodyguard, master, has been disbanded and disarmed. They are confined to barracks but will be released on taking the oath of allegiance to Alexander and General Molonieff.”




  “What else?”




  “General Molonieff reports that the city is under martial law from six o’clock. He requests your abdication. A train is being prepared which will transport you to Georgia at midnight.”




  “Repeat that,” the Dictator ordered.




  The secretary read the words slowly once more, then folded up the paper.




  “A committee from the army is in possession of the State premises,” he announced. “The appointments are signed by Alexander, as Commander-in-Chief of all the Russian forces under arms, and Molonieff, as Chief of the Staff. The orders are that not a single shot is to be fired except in cases of dire necessity.”




  The Dictator leaned forward. His voice was hoarse and eager.




  “I agree to abdicate,” he declared. “Tell me the conditions.”




  “This paper says that you are free to go into Georgia,” the secretary continued. “Every officer of your personal staff except three has been discharged. The Chief of the Police is missing. There is no disorder in the city. A verbal message from Alexander and Molonieff to you and a proclamation already upon the walls of the cathedral, announce the formation of a new government with a free Press and the frontiers open to correspondents from every country in the world. Those of us who are left of your late supporters implore you to sign.”




  The Dictator took up the pen and scrawled his signature across the parchment sheet. He glanced around him, then beckoned the secretary a little closer.




  “Stradinoff,” he muttered, “you remember it is only a fortnight ago that I signed the death warrants of Alexander and Molonieff. What has become of them?”




  The secretary shook his head.




  “I fancy, master,” he replied, “the answer to that question will become part of the unwritten history of the world. The staff officer of the day refused to receive the death warrant of General Molonieff and at his order it was destroyed. The death warrant which was presented this morning and had your signature upon it bore only the name of Nicolas Grodin, who arrived in the plane with Alexander. The warrant was executed ten minutes after Grodin himself had handed it to the patrol specially appointed a week ago.”




  A curious change suddenly took place in the Dictator’s overwrought features.




  “Grodin was shot?” he cried.




  “Your own warrant, master,” the secretary answered. “The last, I fancy, that you will ever sign…”




  There was terror outside in the streets, rapidly abating, but still terror. In every room of the palace were little groups of shivering servants and employees. No one knew what was to come. Fear had hung so long about the place that it had become like a pestilential fever. Even the secretary, who was blotting his master’s signature, was as pale as death. He looked up with a start. It seemed to him that the man who had once been great was calling out as though in some paroxysm. Then he realised the truth. Amidst all the wild upheaval by which he was surrounded, the man who had just signed away what he had boastfully called his destiny, was laughing softly to himself as at some huge joke.




  “Nicolas Grodin shot!” he choked. “Tell me, Stradinoff, how did he face the firing-squad?”




  The secretary held out his hand, shook his head and hurried away shivering into the shadows.


  





  All over the world the wireless was flashing and crackling, the amazing news was pouring from every loud-speaker. The long-distance telephones were besieged, the newspapers were frantically issuing special editions bespattered with headlines in italics. A veritable orgy of news seemed to have descended upon the world which turned every house and hotel, railway train and even the streets themselves into a rustling chaos of journals scarcely dry from the Press.




  “RUSSIA DISCARDS HER GOVERNMENT”…“DOOM OF THE PRESENT DYNASTY”…“THE BLOODLESS REVOLUTION”…“THE DICTATOR PLEADS IGNORANCE OF PRESENT CONDITIONS, AND ACCEPTS BANISHMENT TO GEORGIA”…“THE ARMY IN CONTROL”…“THE GRAND DUKE ALEXANDER AND GENERAL MOLONIEFF TWIN DICTATORS”…“ALL EUROPE INVITED TO SEND NEWSPAPER CORRESPONDENTS”…“A HUNDRED MILES of TRAINS EN ROUTE FOR THE RUSSIAN FRONTIER”…“THE SKIES BLACK WITH AEROPLANES”…“PROCLAMATION ISSUED BY NEW RULERS ESTABLISHES FREEDOM OF SPEECH AND PROMISES RETURN OF HUGE HOARDS OF CAPITAL AMASSED BY LATE GOVERNMENT TO THE WORKERS.”


  





  “PEOPLE TO ELECT A GOVERNING ASSEMBLY NEXT MONTH”…“GOVERNMENT PRESSES WORKING ON VOTING PAPERS”…“ADVISORY COMMITTEE OF MODERATES ALREADY BEING FORMED”…“MOLONIEFF DECLARES THAT LATE GOVERNMENT HAS ROBBED THE PEASANTS OF COUNTLESS MILLIONS ALL OF WHICH WILL BE RESTORED”…“FIRE OF REJOICINGS THROUGHOUT RUSSIA”…“LATE GOVERNMENT LEADERS RECEIVING EXILE PAPERS BUT NO EXECUTIONS”…“COURTS OF JUSTICE THROWN OPEN”…“A NATION IN HYSTERICS”…“LATE DICTATOR BELIEVED IGNORANT OF MANY OF THE RECENT EXECUTIONS LEAVES FOR GEORGIA TO-MORROW.”


  





  “FURTHER NEWS OF THE BLOODLESS REVOLUTION”…“GRAND DUKE ALEXANDER THE IDOL OF THE PEOPLE”…“in BRIEF PROCLAMATIONS HE ANNOUNCES THAT NEW GOVERNMENT WILL BE FRAMED ON LIMITED MONARCHY LINES AND WILL COMMENCE BY OFFERING TO WORLD A SCHEME FOR UNIVERSAL PEACE”…“NEW GOVERNMENT ALREADY DISPLAYING MARVELLOUS POWERS OF ORGANISATION”…“NO SCENES OF VIOLENCE OR EXCESS”…“CROWDS HYSTERICAL WITH JOY THRONGING STREETS AND SINGING ANCIENT HYMNS”…“CHURCHES AND CATHEDRALS PACKED WITH SOBBING MULTITUDES”…“CENSORSHIP OF PRESS ENTIRELY REMOVED”…“NAVY UNANIMOUSLY ACCEPT NEW GOVERNMENT.”


  





  Simone drove down to Chelsea on the evening of the third day. Anna and her maid were both on their knees before trunks and the room was strewn with clothes.




  “What does it mean?” Simone exclaimed. “What are you doing?”




  Anna looked around with a radiant smile. A wireless message fluttered between her fingers. “Packing,” she answered happily.




  THE END
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  “You may not care for the play,” Ellison said eagerly. “You are of the old world, and Isteinism to you will simply spell chaos and vulgarity. But the woman! well, you will see her! I don’t want to prejudice you by praises which you would certainly think extravagant! I will say nothing.”




  Matravers smiled gravely as he took his seat in the box and looked out with some wonder at the ill-lit, half-empty theatre.




  “I am afraid,” he said, “that I am very much out of place here, yet do not imagine that I bring with me any personal bias whatever. I know nothing of the play, and Isteinism is merely a phrase to me. To-night I have no individuality. I am a critic.”




  “So much depends,” Ellison remarked, “upon the point of view. I am afraid that you are the last man in the world to have any sympathy with the decadent.”




  “I do not properly understand the use of the word ‘decadent,’” Matravers said. “But you need not be alarmed as to my attitude. Whatever my own gods may be, I am no slave to them. Isteinism has its devotees, and whatever has had humanity and force enough in it to attract a following must at least demand a respectful attention from the Press. And to-night I am the Press!”




  “I am sorry,” Ellison remarked, glancing out into the gloomy well of the theatre with an impatient frown, “that there is so bad a house to-night. It is depressing to play seriously to a handful of people!”




  “It will not affect my judgment,” Matravers said.




  “It will affect her acting, though,” Ellison replied gloomily. “There are times when, even to us who know her strength, and are partial to her, she appears to act with difficulty,—to be encumbered with all the diffidence of the amateur. For a whole scene she will be little better than a stick. The change, when it comes, is like a sudden fire from Heaven. Something flashes into her face, she becomes inspired, she holds us breathless, hanging upon every word; it is then one realizes that she is a genius.”




  “Let us hope,” Matravers said, “that some such moment may visit her to-night. One needs some compensation for a dinnerless evening, and such surroundings as these!”




  He turned from the contemplation of the dreary, half-empty auditorium with a faint shudder. The theatre was an ancient and unpopular one. The hall-mark of failure and poverty was set alike upon the tawdry and faded hangings, the dust-eaten decorations and the rows of bare seats. It was a relief when the feeble overture came to an end, and the curtain was rung up. He settled himself down at once to a careful appreciation of the performance.




  Matravers was not in any sense of the word a dramatic critic. He was a man of letters; amongst the elect he was reckoned a master in his art. He occupied a singular, in many respects a unique, position. But in matters dramatic, he confessed to an ignorance which was strictly actual and in no way assumed. His presence at the New Theatre on that night, which was to become for him a very memorable one, was purely a matter of chance and good nature. The greatest of London dailies had decided to grant a passing notice to the extraordinary series of plays, which in flightier journals had provoked something between the blankest wonderment and the most boisterous ridicule. Their critic was ill—Matravers, who had at first laughed at the idea, had consented after much pressure to take his place. He felt himself from the first confronted with a difficult task, yet he entered upon it with a certain grave seriousness, characteristic of the man, anxious to arrive at and to comprehend the true meaning of what in its first crude presentation to his senses seemed wholly devoid of anything pertaining to art.




  The first act was almost over before the heroine of the play, and the actress concerning whose merits there was already some difference of opinion, appeared. A little burst of applause, half-hearted from the house generally, enthusiastic from a few, greeted her entrance. Ellison, watching his companion’s face closely, was gratified to find a distinct change there. In Matravers’ altered expression was something more than the transitory sensation of pleasure, called up by the unexpected appearance of a very beautiful woman. The whole impassiveness of that calm, almost marble-still face, with its set, cold lips, and slightly wearied eyes, had suddenly disappeared, and what Ellison had hoped for had arrived. Matravers was, without doubt, interested.




  Yet the woman, whose appearance had caused a certain thrill to quiver through the house, and whose coming had certainly been an event to Matravers, did absolutely nothing for the remainder of that dreary first act to redeem the forlorn play, or to justify her own peculiar reputation. She acted languidly, her enunciation was imperfect, her gestures were forced and inapt. When the curtain went down upon the first act, Matravers was looking grave. Ellison was obviously uneasy.




  “Berenice,” he muttered, “is not herself to-night. She will improve. You must suspend your judgment.”




  Matravers fingered his programme nervously.




  “You are interested in this production, Ellison,” he said, “and I should be sorry to write anything likely to do it harm. I think it would be better if I went away now. I cannot be blamed if I decline to give an opinion on anything which I have only partially seen.”




  Ellison shook his head.




  “No, I’ll chance it,” he said. “Don’t go. You haven’t seen Berenice at her best yet. You have not seen her at all, in fact.”




  “What I have seen,” Matravers said gravely, “I do not like.”




  “At least,” Ellison protested, “she is beautiful.”




  “According to what canons of beauty, I wonder?” Matravers remarked. “I hold myself a very poor judge of woman’s looks, but I can at least recognize the classical and Renaissance standards. The beauty which this woman possesses, if any, is of the decadent order. I do not recognize it. I cannot appreciate it!”




  Ellison laughed softly. He had a marvellous belief in this woman and in her power of attracting.




  “You are not a woman’s man, Matravers, or you would know that her beauty is not a matter of curves and colouring! You cannot judge her as a piece of statuary. All your remarks you would retract if you talked with her for five minutes. I am not sure,” he continued, “that I dare not warrant you to retract them before this evening is over. At least, I ask you to stay. I will run my risk of your pulverization.”




  The curtain rang up again, the play proceeded. But not the same play—at least, so it seemed to Matravers—not the same play, surely not the same woman! A situation improbable enough, but dramatic, had occurred at the very beginning of the second act. She had risen to the opportunity, triumphed over it, electrified her audience, delighted Ellison, moved Matravers to silent wonder. Her personality seemed to have dilated with the flash of genius which Matravers himself had been amongst the first to recognize. The strange pallor of her face seemed no longer the legacy of ill-health; her eyes, wonderfully soft and dark, were lit now with all manner of strange fires. She carried herself with supreme grace; there was not the faintest suspicion of staginess in any one of her movements. And more wonderful than anything to Matravers, himself a delighted worshipper of the beautiful in all human sounds, was that marvellously sweet voice, so low and yet so clear, expressing with perfect art the highest and most hallowed emotions, with the least amount of actual sound. She seemed to pour out the vial of her wrath, her outraged womanhood in tones raised little above a whisper, and the man who fronted her seemed turned into the actual semblance of an ashamed and unclean thing. Matravers made no secret now of his interest. He had drawn his chair to the front of the box, and the footlights fell full upon his pale, studious face turned with grave and absolute attention upon the little drama working itself out upon the stage. Ellison in the midst of his jubilation found time to notice what to him seemed a somewhat singular incident. In crossing the stage her eyes had for a moment met Matravers’ earnest gaze, and Ellison could almost have declared that a faint, welcoming light flashed for a moment from the woman to the man. Yet he was sure that the two were strangers. They had never met—her very name had been unknown to him. It must have been his fancy.




  The curtain fell upon the second and final act amidst as much applause as the sparsely filled theatre could offer; but mingled with it, almost as the last words of her final speech had left her lips, came a curious hoarse cry from somewhere in the cheaper seats near the back of the house. It was heard very distinctly in every part; it rang out upon the deep quivering stillness which reigns for a second between the end of a play which has left the audience spellbound, and the burst of applause which is its first reawakening instinct. It was drowned in less than a moment, yet many people turned their startled heads towards the rows of back seats. Matravers, one of the first to hear it, was one of the most interested—perhaps because his sensitive ears had recognized in it that peculiar inflection, the true ring of earnestness. For it was essentially a human cry, a cry of sorrow, a strange note charged in its very hoarseness and spontaneity with an unutterable pathos. It was as though it had been actually drawn from the heart to the lips, and long after the house had become deserted, Matravers stood there, his hands resting upon the edge of the box, and his dark face turned steadfastly to that far-away corner, where it seemed to him that he could see a solitary, human figure, sitting with bowed head amongst the wilderness of empty seats.




  Ellison touched him upon the elbow.




  “You must come with me and be presented to Berenice,” he said.




  Matravers shook his head.




  “Please excuse me,” he said; “I would really rather not.”




  Ellison held out a crumpled half-sheet of notepaper.




  “This has just been brought in to me,” he said.




  Matravers read the single line, hastily written, and in pencil:—




  

    “Bring your friend to me.—B.”


  




  “It will scarcely take us a moment,” Ellison continued. “Don’t stop to put on your coat; we are the last in the theatre now.”




  Matravers, whose will was usually a very dominant one, found himself calmly obeying his companion. Following Ellison, he was bustled down a long, narrow passage, across a bare wilderness of boards and odd pieces of scenery, to the door of a room immediately behind the stage. As Ellison raised his fingers to knock, it was opened from the inside, and Berenice came out wrapped from head to foot in a black satin coat, and with a piece of white lace twisted around her hair. She stopped when she saw the two men, and held out her hand to Ellison, who immediately introduced Matravers.




  Again Ellison fancied that in her greeting of him there were some traces of a former knowledge. But nothing in her words or in his alluded to it.




  “I am very much honoured,” Matravers said simply. “I am a rare attendant at the theatre, and your performance gave me great pleasure.”




  “I am very glad,” she answered. “Do you know that you made me wretchedly nervous? I was told just as I was going on that you had come to smash us all to atoms in that terrible Day.”




  “I came as a critic,” he answered, “but I am a very incompetent one. Perhaps you will appreciate my ignorance more when I tell you that this is my first visit behind the scenes of a theatre.”




  She laughed softly, and they looked around together at the dimly burning gas-lights, the creaking scenery being drawn back from the stage, the woman with a brush and mop sweeping, and at that dismal perspective of holland-shrouded auditorium beyond, now quite deserted.




  “At least,” she said, “your impressions cannot be mixed ones. It is hideous here.”




  He did not contradict her; and they both ignored Ellison’s murmured compliment.




  “It is very draughty,” he remarked, “and you seem cold; we must not keep you here. May we—can I,” he added, glancing down the stone passage, “show you to your carriage?”




  She laughed softly.




  “You may come with me,” she said, “but our exit is like a rabbit burrow; we must go in single file, and almost on hands and knees.”




  She led the way, and they followed her into the street. A small brougham was waiting at the door, and her maid was standing by it. The commissionaire stood away, and Matravers closed the carriage door upon them. Her white, ungloved hand, loaded—overloaded it seemed to him—with rings, stole through the window, and he held it for a moment in his. He felt somehow that he was expected to say something. She was looking at him very intently. There was some powder on her cheeks, which he noted with an instinctive thrill of aversion.




  “Shall I tell him home?” he asked.




  “If you please,” she answered.




  “Madam!” her maid interposed.




  “Home, please,” Berenice said calmly. “Good-by, Mr. Matravers.”




  “Good night.”




  The carriage rolled away. At the corner of the street Berenice pulled the check-string. “The Milan Restaurant,” she told the man briefly.




  Matravers and Ellison lit their cigarettes and strolled away on foot. At the corner of the street Ellison had an inspiration.




  “Let us,” he said, “have some supper somewhere.”




  Matravers shook his head.




  “I really have a great deal of work to do,” he said, “and I must write this notice for the Day. I think that I will go straight home.”




  Ellison thrust his arm through his companion’s, and called a hansom.




  “It will only take us half an hour,” he declared, “and we will go to one of the fashionable places. You will be amused! Come! It all enters, you know, into your revised scheme of life—the attainment of a fuller and more catholic knowledge of your fellow-creatures. We will see our fellow-creatures en fête.”




  Matravers suffered himself to be persuaded. They drove to a restaurant close at hand, and stood for a moment at the entrance looking for seats. The room was crowded.




  “I will go,” Ellison said, “and find the director. He knows me well, and he will find me a table.”




  He elbowed his way up to the further end of the apartment. Matravers remained a somewhat conspicuous figure in the doorway looking from one to another of the little parties with a smile, half amused, half interested. Suddenly his face became grave,—his heart gave an unaccustomed leap! He stood quite still, his eyes fixed upon the bent head and white shoulders of a woman only a few yards away from him. Almost at the same moment Berenice looked up and their eyes met. The colour left her cheeks,—she was ghastly pale! A sentence which she had just begun died away upon her lips; her companion, who was intent upon the wine list, noticed nothing. She made a movement as though to rise. Simultaneously Matravers turned upon his heel and left the room.




  Ellison came hurrying back in a few moments and looked in vain for his companion. As he stood there watching the throng of people, Berenice called him to her.




  “Your friend,” she said, “has gone away. He stood for a moment in the doorway like Banquo’s ghost, and then he disappeared.”




  Ellison looked vaguely bewildered.




  “Matravers is an odd sort,” he remarked. “I suppose it is one of the penalties of genius to be compelled to do eccentric things. I must have my supper alone.”




  “Or with us,” she said. “You know Mr. Thorndyke, don’t you? There is plenty of room here.”
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  Matravers stood at an open window, reading a note by the grey dawn light. Below him stretched the broad thoroughfare of Piccadilly, noiseless, shadowy, deserted. He had thrown up the window overcome by a sudden sense of suffocation, and a chill, damp breeze came stealing in, cooling his parched forehead and hot, dry eyes. For the last two or three hours he had been working with an unwonted and rare zest; it had happened quite by chance, for as a rule he was a man of regular, even mechanical habits. But to-night he scarcely knew himself,—he had all the sensations of a man who had passed through a new and altogether unexpected experience. At midnight he had let himself into his room after that swift, impulsive departure from the Milan, and had dropped by chance into the chair before his writing-table. The sight of his last unfinished sentence, abruptly abandoned in the centre of a neatly written page of manuscript, had fascinated him, and as he sat there idly with the loose sheet in his hands, holding it so that the lamplight might fall upon its very legible characters, an idea flashed into his brain,—an idea which had persistently eluded him for days. With the sudden stimulus of a purely mental activity, he had hastily thrown aside his outdoor garment, and had written for several hours with a readiness and facility which seemed, somehow, for the last few days to have been denied to him.




  He had become his old self again,—the events of the evening lay already far behind. Then had come a soft knocking at the door, followed by the apologetic entrance of his servant bearing a note upon which his name was written in hasty characters with an “Immediate” scrawled, as though by an after-thought, upon the left-hand corner. He had torn it open wondering at the woman’s writing, and glanced at its brief contents carelessly enough,—but since then he had done no work. For the present he was not likely to do any more.




  The cold breeze, acting like a tonic upon his dazed senses, awoke in him also a peculiar restlessness, a feeling of intolerable restraint at the close environment of his little room and its associations. Its atmosphere had suddenly become stifling. He caught up his cloak and hat, and walked out again into the silent street; it seemed to him, momentarily forgetful of the hour, like a city of the dead into which he had wandered.




  As he turned, from habit, towards the Park, the great houses on his right frowned down upon him lightless and lifeless. The broad pavement, pressed a few hours ago, and so soon to be pressed again by the steps of an innumerable multitude, was deserted; his own footfall seemed to awaken a strange and curiously persistent echo, as though some one were indeed following him on the opposite side of the way under the shadow of the drooping lime trees. Once he stopped and listened. The footsteps ceased too. There was no one! With a faint smile at the illusion to which he had for a moment yielded, he continued his walk.




  Before him the outline of the arch stood out with gloomy distinctness against a cold, lowering background of vapourous sky. Like a man who was still half dreaming, he crossed the road and entered the Park, making his way towards the trees. There was a spot about half-way down, where, in the afternoons, he usually sat. Near it he found two chairs, one on top of the other; he removed the upper one and sat down, crossing his legs and lighting a cigarette which he took from his case. Then in a transitory return of his ordinary state of mind he laughed softly to himself. People would say that he was going mad.




  Through half-closed eyes he looked out upon the broad drive. With the aid of an imagination naturally powerful, he was passing with marvellous facility into an unreal world of his own creation. The scene remained the same, but the environment changed as though by magic. Sunshine pierced the grey veil of clouds, gay voices and laughter broke the chill silence. The horn of a four-in-hand sounded from the corner, the path before him was thronged with men and women whose rustling skirts brushed often against his knees as they made their way with difficulty along the promenade. A glittering show of carriages and coaches swept past the railings; the air was full of the sound of the trampling of horses and the rolling of wheels. With a mental restraint of which he was all the time half-conscious, he kept back the final effort of his imagination for some time; but it came at last.




  A victoria, drawn by a single dark bay horse, with servants in quiet liveries, drew up at the paling, and a woman leaning back amongst the cushions looked out at him across the sea of faces as she had indeed looked more than once. She was surrounded by handsomer women in more elaborate toilettes and more splendid equipages. Her cheeks were pale, and she was undoubtedly thin. Nevertheless, to other people as well as to him, she was a personality. Even then he seemed to feel the little stir which always passed like electricity into the air directly her carriage was stayed. When she had come, when he was perfectly sure of her, and indeed under the spell of her near presence, he drew that note again from his pocket and read it.




  

    “18, Large Street, W.




    “12.30.




    “I told you a lie! and I feel that you will never forgive me! Yet I want to explain it. There is something I want you to know! Will you come and see me? I shall be at home until one o’clock to-morrow morning, or, if the afternoon suits you better, from 4 to 6.




    “Berenice.”


  




  A lie! Yes, it was that. To him, an inveterate lover of truth, the offence had seemed wholly unpardonable. He had set himself to forget the woman and the incident as something altogether beneath his recollection. The night, with its host of strange, half-awakened sensations, was a memory to be lived down, to be crushed altogether. For him, doubtless, that lie had been a providence. It put a stop to any further intercourse between them,—it stamped her at once with the hall-mark of unworthiness. Yet he knew that he was disappointed; disappointment was, perhaps, a mild word. He had walked through the streets with Ellison, after that meeting with her at the theatre, conscious of an unwonted buoyancy of spirits, feeling that he had drawn into his life a new experience which promised to be a very pleasant one.




  There were things about the woman which had not pleased him, but they were, on the whole, merely superficial incidents, accidents he chose to think, of her environment. He had even permitted himself to look forward to their next meeting, to a definite continuance of their acquaintance. Standing in the doorway of the brilliantly lighted Milan, he had looked in at the vivid little scene with a certain eager tolerance,—there was much, after all, that was attractive in this side of life, so much that was worth cultivating; he blamed himself that he had stood aloof from it for so long.




  Then their eyes had met, he had seen her sudden start, had felt his heart sink like lead. She was a creature of common clay after all! His eyes rested for a moment upon her companion, a man well known to him, though of a class for whom his contempt was great, and with whom he had no kinship. She was like this then! It was a pity.




  His cigarette went out, and a rain-drop, which had been hovering upon a leaf above him, fell with a splash upon the sheet of heavy white paper. He rose to his feet, stiff and chilled and disillusioned. His little ghost-world of fancies had faded away. Morning had come, and eastwards, a single shaft of cold sunlight had pierced the grey sky.
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  At ten o’clock he breakfasted, after three hours’ sleep and a cold bath. In the bright, yet soft spring daylight, the lines of his face had relaxed, and the pallor of his cheeks was less unnatural. He was still a man of remarkable appearance; his features were strong and firmly chiselled, his forehead was square and almost hard. He wore no beard, but a slight, black moustache only half-concealed a delicate and sensitive mouth. His complexion and his soft grey eyes were alike possessed of a singular clearness, as though they were, indeed, the indices of a temperate and well-contained life. His dress, and every movement and detail of his person, were characterized by an extreme deliberation; his whole appearance bespoke a peculiar and almost feminine fastidiousness. The few appointments of his simple meal were the most perfect of their kind. A delicate vase of freshly cut flowers stood on the centre of the spotless table-cloth,—the hangings and colouring of the apartment were softly harmonious. The walls were hung with fine engravings, with here and there a brilliant little water-colour of the school of Corot; a few marble and bronze statuettes were scattered about on the mantelpiece and on brackets. There was nothing particularly striking anywhere, yet there was nothing on which the eye could not rest with pleasure.




  At half-past ten he lit a cigarette, and sat down at his desk. He wrote quite steadily for an hour; at the end of that time he pinned together the result of his work, and wrote a hasty note.




  

    “113, Piccadilly.




    “Dear Mr. Haslup,—




    “I went last night to the New Theatre, and I send you my views as to what I saw there. But I beg that you will remember my absolute ignorance on all matters pertaining to the modern drama, and use your own discretion entirely as to the disposal of the enclosed. I do not feel myself, in any sense of the word, a competent critic, and I trust that you will not feel yourself under the least obligation to give to my views the weight of your journal.




    “I remain,


    “Yours truly,


    ”John Matravers.”


  




  His finger was upon the bell, when his servant entered, bearing a note upon a salver. Matravers glanced at the handwriting already becoming familiar to him, recognizing, too, the faint odour of violets which seemed to escape into the room as his fingers broke the seal.




  

    “It is half-past eleven and you have not come! Does that mean that you will not listen to me, that you mean to judge me unheard? You will not be so unkind! I shall remain indoors until one o’clock, and I shall expect you.




    “Berenice.”


  




  Matravers laid the note down, and covered it with a paper-weight. Then he sealed his own letter, and gave it, with the manuscript, to his servant. The man withdrew, and Matravers continued his writing.




  He worked steadily until two o’clock. Then a simple luncheon was brought in to him, and upon the tray another note. Matravers took it with some hesitation, and read it thoughtfully.




  

    “Two o’Clock.




    “You have made up your mind, then, not to come. Very well, I too am determined. If you will not come to me, I shall come to you! I shall remain in until four o’clock. You may expect to see me any time after then.




    “Berenice.”


  




  Matravers ate his luncheon and pondered, finally deciding to abandon a struggle in which his was obviously the weaker position. He lingered for a while over his coffee; at three o’clock he retired for a few moments into his dressing-room, and then descending the stairs, made his way out into the street.




  He had told himself only a few hours back that he would be wise to ignore this summons from a woman, the ways of whose life must lie very far indeed from his. Yet he knew that his meeting with her had affected him as nothing of the sort had ever affected him before—a man unimpressionable where women were concerned, and ever devoted to and cultivating a somewhat unnatural exclusiveness. Her first note he had been content to ignore,—she might have written it in a fit of pique—but the second had made him thoughtful. Her very persistence was characteristic. Perhaps after all she was in the right—he had arrived too hastily at an ignoble conclusion. Her attitude towards him was curiously unconventional; it was an attitude such as none of the few women with whom he had ever been brought into contact would have dreamed of assuming. But none the less it had for him a fascination which he could not measure or define,—it had awakened a new sensation, which, as a philosopher, he was anxious to probe. The mysticism of his early morning wanderings seemed to him, as he walked leisurely through the sunlit streets, in a sense ridiculous. After all it was a little thing that he was going to do; he was going to make, against his will, an afternoon call. To other men it would have seemed less than nothing. Albeit he knew he was about to draw into his life a new experience.




  He rang the bell at Number 18, Large Street, and gave his card to the trim little maidservant who opened the door. In a minute or two she returned, and invited him to follow her upstairs; her mistress was in, and would see him at once. She led the way up the broad staircase into a room which could, perhaps, be most aptly described as a feminine den. The walls, above the low bookshelves which bordered the whole apartment, were hung with a medley of water-colours and photographs, water-colours which a single glance showed him were good, and of the school then most in vogue. The carpet was soft and thick, divans and easy chairs filled with cushions were plentiful. By the side of one of these, which bore signs of recent occupation, was a reading stand, and upon it a Shakespeare, and a volume of his own critical essays.




  To him, with all his senses quickened by an intense curiosity, there seemed to hang about the atmosphere of the room that subtle odour of femininity which, in the case of a man, would probably have been represented by tobacco smoke. A Sèvres jar of Neapolitan violets stood upon the table near the divan. Henceforth the perfume of violets seemed a thing apart from the perfume of all other flowers to the man who stood there waiting, himself with a few of the light purple blossoms in the buttonhole of his frock coat.
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  She came to him so noiselessly, that for a moment or two he was unaware of her entrance. There was neither the rustle of skirts nor the sound of any movement to apprise him of it, yet he became suddenly conscious that he was not alone. He turned around at once and saw her standing within a few feet of him. She held out her hand frankly.




  “So you have come,” she said; “I thought that you would. But then you had very little choice, had you?” she added with a little laugh.




  She passed him, and deliberately seated herself amongst a pile of cushions on the divan nearest her reading stand. For the moment he neglected her gestured invitation, and remained standing, looking at her.




  “I was very glad to come,” he said simply.




  She shook her head.




  “You were afraid of my threat. You were afraid that I might come to you. Well, it is probable, almost certain that I should have come. You have saved yourself from that, at any rate.”




  Although the situation was a novel one to him, he was not in the least embarrassed. He was altogether too sincere to be possessed of any self-consciousness. He found himself at last actually in the presence of the woman who, since first he had seen her, months ago, driving in the Park, had been constantly in his thoughts, and he began to wonder with perfect clearness of judgment wherein lay her peculiar fascination! That she was handsome, of her type, went for nothing. The world was full of more beautiful women whom he saw day by day without the faintest thrill of interest. Besides, her face was too pale and her form too thin for exceptional beauty. There must be something else,—something about her personality which refused to lend itself to any absolute analysis. She was perfectly dressed,—he realized that, because he was never afterwards able to recall exactly what she wore. Her eyes were soft and dark and luminous,—soft with a light the power of which he was not slow to recognize.




  But none of these things were of any important account in reckoning with the woman. He became convinced, in those few moments of deliberate observation, that there was nothing in her “personnel” which could justify her reputation. On the whole he was glad of it. Any other form of attraction was more welcome to him than a purely physical one!




  “First of all,” she began, leaning forward and looking at him over her interlaced fingers; “I want you to tell me this! You will answer me faithfully, I know. What did you think of my writing to you, of my persistence? Tell me exactly what you thought.”




  “I was surprised,” he answered; “how could I help it? I was surprised, too,” he added, “to find that I wanted very much to come.”




  “The women whom you know,” she said quietly,—“I suppose you do know some,—would not have done such a thing. Some people say that I am mad! One may as well try to live up to one’s reputation; I have taken a little of the license of madness.”




  “It was unusual, perhaps,” he admitted; “but who is not weary of usual things? I gathered from your note that you had something to explain. I was anxious to hear what that explanation could be.”




  She was silent for a moment, her eyes fixed upon vacancy, a faint smile at the corners of her lips.




  “First,” she said, “let me tell you this. I want to have you understand why I was anxious that you should not think worse of me than I deserved. I am rather a spoilt woman. I have grown used to having my own way; I wanted to know you, I have wanted to for some time. We have passed one another day after day; I knew quite well all the time who you were, and it seemed so stupid! Do you know once or twice I have had an insane desire to come right up to your chair and break in upon your meditations,—hold out my hand and make you talk to me? That would have been worse than this, would it not? But I firmly believe that I should have done it some day. So you see I wrote my little note in self-defence.”




  “I do not know that I should have been so completely surprised after all,” he said. “I, too, have felt something of what you have expressed. I have been interested in your comings and your goings. But then you knew that, or you would never have written to me.”




  “One sacrifices so much,” she murmured, “on the altars of the modern Goddess. We live in such a tiny compass,—nothing ever happens. It is only psychologically that one’s emotions can be reached at all. Events are quite out of date. I am speaking from a woman’s point of view.”




  “You should have lived,” he said, smiling, “in the days of Joan of Arc.”




  “No doubt,” she answered, “I should have found that equally dull. What I was endeavouring to do was, first of all to plead some justification for wanting to know you. For a woman there is nothing left but the study of personalities.”




  “Mine,” he answered with a faint gleam in his eyes, “is very much at your service.”




  “I am going to take you at your word,” she warned him.




  “You will be very much disappointed. I am perfectly willing to be dissected, but the result will be inadequate.”




  She leaned back amongst the cushions and looked at him thoughtfully.




  “Listen,” she said; “I can tell you something of your history, as you will see. I want you to fill in the blanks.”




  “Mine,” he murmured, “will be the greater task. My life is a record of blank places. The history is to come.”




  “This,” she said, “is the extent of my knowledge. You were the second son of Sir Lionel Matravers, and you have been an orphan since you were very young. You were meant to take Holy Orders, but when the time came you declined. At Oxford you did very well indeed. You established a brilliant reputation as a classical scholar, and you became a fellow of St. John’s.




  “It was whilst you were there that you wrote Studies in Character. Two years ago, I do not know why, you gave up your fellowship and came to London. You took up the editorship of a Review—the Bi-Weekly, I think—but you resigned it on a matter of principle. You have a somewhat curious reputation. The Scrutineer invariably alludes to you as the Apostle of Æstheticism. You are reported to have fixed views as to the conduct of life, down even to its most trifling details. That sounds unpleasant, but it probably isn’t altogether true.... Don’t interrupt, please! You have no intimate friends, but you go sometimes into society. You are apparently a mixture of poet, philosopher, and man of fashion. I have heard you spoken of more than once as a disciple of Epicurus. You also, in the course of your literary work, review novels—unfortunately for me—and six months ago you were the cause of my nearly crying my eyes out. It was perhaps silly of me to attempt, without any literary experience, to write a modern story, but my own life supplied the motive, and at least I was faithful to what I felt and knew. No one else has ever said such cruel things about my work.




  “Woman-like, you see, I repay my injuries by becoming interested in you. If you had praised my book, I daresay I should never have thought of you at all. Then there is one thing more. Every day you sit in the Park close to where I stop, and—you look at me. It seems as though we had often spoken there. Shall I tell you what I have been vain enough to think sometimes?




  “I have watched you from a distance, often before you have seen me. You always sit in the same attitude, your eyebrows are a little contracted, there is generally the ghost of a smile upon your lips. You are like an outsider who has come to look upon a brilliant show. I could fancy that you have clothed yourself in the personality of that young Roman noble whose name you have made so famous, and from another age were gazing tolerantly and even kindly upon the folly and the pageantry which have survived for two thousand years. And then I have taken my little place in the procession, and I have fancied that a subtle change has stolen into your face. You have looked at me as gravely as ever, but no longer as an impersonal spectator.




  “It is as though I have seemed a live person to you, and the others, mummies. Once the change came so swiftly that I smiled at you,—I could not help it,—and you looked away.”




  “I remember it distinctly,” he interrupted. “I thought the smile was for some one behind me.”




  She shook her head.




  “It was for you. Now I have finished. Fill in the blanks, please.”




  He was content to answer her in the same strain. The effect of her complete naturalness was already upon him.




  “So far as my personal history is concerned,” he told her, “you are wonderfully correct. There is nothing more to be said about it. I gave up my fellowship at Oxford because I have always been convinced of the increasing narrowness and limitations of purely academic culture and scholarship. I was afraid of what I should become as an old man, of what I was already growing into. I wanted to have a closer grip upon human things, to be in more sympathetic relations with the great world of my fellow-men. Can you understand me, I wonder? The influences of a university town are too purely scholarly to produce literary work of wide human interest. London had always fascinated me—though as yet I have met with many disappointments. As to the Bi-Weekly, it was my first idea to undertake no fixed literary work, and it was only after great pressure that I took it for a time. As you know, my editorship was a failure.”




  He paused for a moment or two, and looked steadily at her. He was anxious to watch the effect of what he was going to say.




  “You have mentioned my review upon your novel in the Bi-Weekly. I cannot say that I am sorry I wrote it. I never attacked a book with so much pleasure. But I am very sorry indeed that you should have written it. With your gifts you could have given to the world something better than a mere psychological debauch!”




  She laughed softly, but genuinely.




  “I adore sincerity,” she exclaimed, “and it is so many years since I was actually scolded. A ‘psychological debauch’ is delightful. But I cannot help my views, can I? My experiences were made for me! I became the creature of circumstances. No one is morally responsible for their opinions.”




  “There are things,” he said, “which find their way into our thoughts and consciousness, but of which it would be considered flagrantly bad taste to speak. And there are things in the world which exist, which have existed from time immemorial, the evil legacy of countless generations, of which it seems to me to be equally bad taste to write. Art has a limitless choice of subjects. I would not have you sully your fine gifts by writing of anything save of the beautiful.”




  “This is rank hedonism,” she laughed. “It is a survival of your academic days.”




  “Some day,” he answered, “we will talk more fully of this. It is a little early for us to discuss a subject upon which we hold such opposite views.”




  “You are afraid that we might quarrel!”




  He shook his head.




  “No, not that! Only as I am something of an idealist, and you, I suppose, have placed yourself amongst the ranks of the realists, we should scarcely meet upon a common basis. But will you forgive me if I say so—I am very sure that some day you will be a deserter?”




  “And why?”




  “I do not know anything of your history,” he continued gently, “nor am I asking for your confidence. Only in your story there was a personal note, which seemed to me to somehow explain the bitterness and directness with which you wrote—of certain subjects. I think that you yourself have had trouble—or perhaps a dear friend has suffered, and her grief has become yours. There was a little poison in your pen, I think. Never mind! We shall be friends, and I shall watch it pass away!”




  “Friends,” she repeated with a certain wistfulness in her tone. “But have you forgotten—what you came for?”




  “I do not think,” he said slowly, “that it is of much consequence.”




  “But it is,” she insisted. “You asked me distinctly where I wished to be driven to from the theatre, and I told you—home! All the time I knew that I was going to have supper with Mr. Thorndyke at the Milan! Morally I lied to you!”




  “Why?” he asked.




  “I cannot tell you,” she answered; “it was an impulse. I thought nothing of accepting the man’s invitation. You know him, I daresay. He is a millionaire, and it is his money which supports the theatre. He has asked me several times, and although personally I dislike him, he has, of course, a certain claim upon my acquaintance. I have made excuses once or twice. Last night was the first time I have ever been out anywhere with him. I do not of course pretend to be in the least conventional—I have always permitted myself the utmost liberty of action. Yet—I had wanted so much to know you—I was afraid of prejudicing you.... After all, you see, I have no explanation. It was just an impulse. I have hated myself for it; but it is done!”




  “It was,” he said, “a trifle of no importance. We will forget it.”




  A gleam of gratitude shone in her dark eyes. Her head drooped a little. He fancied that her voice was not quite so steady.




  “It is good,” she said, “to hear you say that.”




  He looked around the room, and back into her face. Some dim foreknowledge of what was to come between them seemed to flash before his eyes. It was like a sudden glimpse into that unseen world so close at hand, in which he—that Roman noble—had at any rate implicitly believed. There was a faint smile upon his face as his eyes met hers.




  “At least,” he said, “I shall be able to come and talk with you now at the railing, instead of watching you from my chair. For you were quite right in what you said just now. I have watched for you every day—for many days.”




  “You will be able to come,” she said gravely, “if you care to. You mix so little with the men who love to talk scandal of a woman, that you may never have heard them—talk of me. But they do, I know! I hear all about it—it used to amuse me! You have the reputation of ultra exclusiveness! If you and I are known to be friends, you may have to risk losing it.”




  His brows were slightly contracted, and he had half closed his eyes—a habit of his when anything was said which offended his taste.




  “I wonder whether you would mind not talking like that,” he said.




  “Why not? I would not have you hear these things from other people. It is best to be truthful, is it not? To run no risk of any misunderstandings.”




  “There is no fear of anything of that sort,” he said calmly. “I do not pretend to be a magician or a diviner, yet I think I know you for what you are, and it is sufficient. Some day——”




  He broke off in the middle of a sentence. The door had opened. A man stood upon the threshold. The servant announced him—Mr. Thorndyke.




  Matravers rose at once to his feet. He had a habit—the outcome, doubtless, of his epicurean tenets, of leaving at once, and at any costs, society not wholly agreeable to him. He bowed coldly to the man who was already greeting Berenice, and who was carrying a great bunch of Parma violets.




  Mr. Thorndyke was evidently astonished at his presence—and not agreeably.




  “Have you come, Mr. Matravers,” he asked coldly, “to make your peace?”




  “I am not aware,” Matravers answered calmly, “of any reason why I should do so.”




  Mr. Thorndyke raised his eyebrows, and drew an afternoon paper from his pocket.




  “This is your writing, is it not?” he asked.




  Matravers glanced at the paragraph.




  “Certainly!”




  Mr. Thorndyke threw the paper upon the table.




  “Well,” he said, “I have no doubt it is an excellent piece of literary work—a satire I suppose you would call it—and I must congratulate you upon its complete success. I don’t mind running the theatre at a financial loss, but I have a distinct objection to being made a laughing stock of. I suppose this paper appeared about two hours ago, and already I can’t move a yard without having to suffer the condolences of some sympathizing ass. I shall close the theatre next week.”




  “That is naturally,” Matravers said, “a matter of complete indifference to me. In the cause of art I should say that you will do well, unless you can select a play from a very different source. What I wrote of the performance last night, I wrote according to my convictions. You,” he added, turning to Berenice, “will at least believe that, I am sure!”




  “Most certainly I do,” she assured him, holding out her hand. “Must you really go? You will come and see me again—very soon?”




  He bowed over her fingers, and then their eyes met for a moment. She was very pale, but she looked at him bravely. He realized suddenly that Mr. Thorndyke’s threat was a serious blow to her.




  “I am very sorry,” he said. “You will not bear me any ill will?”




  “None!” she answered; “you may be sure of that!”




  She walked with him to the open door, outside which the servant was waiting to show him downstairs.




  “You will come and see me again—very soon?” she repeated.




  “Yes,” he answered simply, “if I may I shall come again! I will come as soon as you care to have me!”
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  Matravers passed out into the street with a curious admixture of sensations in a mind usually so free from any confusion of sentiments or ideas. The few words which he had been compelled to exchange with Thorndyke had grated very much against his sense of what was seemly; he was on the whole both repelled and fascinated by the incidents of this visit of his. Yet as he walked leisurely homewards through the bright, crowded streets, he recognized the existence of that strange personal charm in Berenice of which so many people had written and spoken. He himself had become subject to it in some slight degree, not enough, indeed, to engross his mind, yet enough to prevent any feeling of disappointment at the result of his visit.




  She was not an ordinary woman—she was not an ordinarily clever woman. She did not belong to any type with which he was acquainted. She must for ever occupy a place of her own in his thoughts and in his estimation. It was a place very well defined, he told himself, and by no means within that inner circle of his brain and heart wherein lay the few things in life sweet and precious to him. The vague excitement of the early morning seemed to him now, as he moved calmly along the crowded, fashionable thoroughfare, a thing altogether unreal and unnatural. He had been in an emotional frame of mind, he told himself with a quiet smile, when the sight of those few lines in a handwriting then unknown had so curiously stirred him. Now that he had seen and spoken to her, her personality would recede to its proper proportions, the old philosophic calm which hung around him in his studious life like a mantle would have no further disturbance.




  And then he suffered a rude shock! As he passed the corner of a street, the perfume of Neapolitan violets came floating out from a florist’s shop upon the warm sunlit air. Every fibre of his being quivered with a sudden emotion! The interior of that little room was before him, and a woman’s eyes looked into his. He clenched his hands and walked swiftly on, with pale face and rigid lips, like a man oppressed by some acute physical pain.




  There must be nothing of this for him! It was part of a world which was not his world—of which he must never even be a temporary denizen. The thing passed away! With studious care he fixed his mind upon trifles. There was a crease in his silk hat, clearly visible as he glanced at his reflection in a plate-glass window. He turned into Scott’s, and waited whilst it was ironed. Then he walked homewards and spent the remainder of the day carefully revising a bundle of proofs which he found on his table fresh from the printer.




  On the following morning he lunched at his club. Somehow, although he was in no sense of the word an unpopular man, it was a rare thing for any one to seek his company uninvited. The scholarly exclusiveness of his Oxford days had not been altogether brushed off in this contact with a larger and more spontaneous social life, and he figured in a world which would gladly have known more of him, as a man of courteous but severe reserve.




  To-day he occupied his usual round table set in an alcove before a tall window. For a recluse, he always found a singular pleasure in watching the faces of the people in that broad living stream, little units in the wheeling cycle of humanity of which he too felt himself to be a part; but to-day his eyes were idle, and his sympathies obstructed. Although a pronounced epicure in both food and drink, he passed a new and delicate entrée, and not only ordered the wrong claret, but drank it without a grimace. The world of his sensations had been rudely disturbed. For the moment his sense of proportions was at fault, and before luncheon was over it received a further shock. A handsomely appointed drag rattled past the club on its way into Piccadilly. The woman who occupied the front seat turned to look at the window as they passed, with some evident curiosity—and their eyes met. Matravers set down the glass, which he had been in the act of raising to his lips, untasted.




  “Berenice and her Father Confessor!” he heard some one remark lightly from the next table. “Pity some one can’t teach Thorndyke how to drive! He’s a disgrace to the Four-in-hand!”




  It was Berenice! The sight of her in such intimate association with a man utterly distasteful to him was one before which he winced and suffered. He was aware of a new and altogether undesired experience. To rid himself of it with all possible speed, he finished his lunch abruptly, and lighting a cigarette, started back to his rooms.




  On the way he came face to face with Ellison, and the two men stood together upon the pavement for a moment or two.




  “I am not quite sure,” Ellison remarked with a little grimace, “whether I want to speak to you or not! What on earth has kindled the destructive spirit in you to such an extent? Every one is talking of your attack upon the New Theatre!”




  “I was sent,” Matravers answered, “with a free hand to write an honest criticism—and I did it. Istein’s work may have some merit, but it is unclean work. It is not fit for the English stage.”




  “It is exceedingly unlikely,” Ellison remarked, “that the English stage will know him any more! No play could survive such an onslaught as yours. I hear that Thorndyke is going to close the theatre.”




  “If it was opened,” Matravers said, “for the purpose of presenting such work as this latest production, the sooner it is closed the better.”




  Ellison shrugged his shoulders.




  “It is a large subject,” he said, “and I am not sure that we are of one mind. We will not discuss it. At any rate, I am very sorry for Berenice!”




  “I do not think,” Matravers said in measured tones, “that you need be sorry for her. With her gifts she will scarcely remain long without an engagement. I trust that she may secure one which will not involve the prostitution of her talent.” Ellison laughed shortly. He had an immense admiration for Matravers, but just at present he was a little out of temper with him.




  “You admit her talent, then?” he remarked. “I am glad of that!”




  “I am not sure,” Matravers said, “that talent is the proper word to use. One might almost call it genius.”




  Ellison was considerably mollified.




  “I am glad to hear you say so,” he declared. “At the same time I am afraid her position will be rather an awkward one. She will lose some money by the closing of the theatre, and I don’t exactly see what London house is open for her just at present. These actor-managers are all so clannish, and they have their own women.”




  “I am sorry,” Matravers said thoughtfully; “at the same time I cannot believe that she will remain very long undiscovered! Good afternoon! I am forgetting that I have some writing to do.”




  Matravers walked slowly back to his rooms, filled with a new and fascinating idea which Ellison’s words had suddenly suggested to him. If it was true that his pen had done her this ill turn, did he not owe her some reparation? It would be a very pleasant way to pay his debt and a very simple one. By the time he had reached his destination the idea had taken definite hold of him.




  For several hours he worked at the revision of a certain manuscript, polishing and remodelling with infinite care and pains. Not even content with the correct and tasteful arrangement of his sentences, he read them over to himself aloud, lest by any chance there should have crept into them some trick of alliteration, or juxtaposition of words not entirely musical. In his work he gained, or seemed to gain, a complete absorption. The cloudy disquiet of the last few hours appeared to have passed away,—to have been, indeed, only a fugitive and transitory thing.




  At half-past four his servant brought in a small tea-equipage—a silver tray, with an old blue Worcester teapot and cup, and a quaintly cut glass cream-jug. He made his tea, and drank it with his pen still in his hand. He had scarcely turned back to his work, before the same servant re-entered carrying a frock coat, an immaculately brushed silk hat, and a fresh bunch of Neapolitan violets. For a moment Matravers hesitated; then he laid down his pen, changed his coat, and once more passed out into the streets, more brilliant than ever now with the afternoon sunshine. He joined the throng of people leisurely making their way towards the Park!
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  For nearly half an hour he sat in his usual place under the trees, watching with indifferent eyes the constant stream of carriages passing along the drive. It seemed to him only a few hours since he had sat there before, almost in the same spot, a solitary figure in the cold, grey twilight, yet watching then, even as he was watching now, for that small victoria with its single occupant whose soft dark eyes had met his so often with a frank curiosity which she had never troubled to conceal. Something of that same perturbation of spirit which had driven him then out into the dawn-lit streets, was upon him once more, only with a very real and tangible difference. The grey half-lights, the ghostly shadows, and the faint wind sounding in the tree-tops like the rising and falling of a midnight sea upon some lonely shore, had given to his early morning dreams an indefiniteness which they could scarcely hope to possess now. He himself was a living unit of this gay and brilliant world, whose conversation and light laughter filled the sunlit air around him, whose skirts were brushing against his knees, and whose jargon fell upon his ears with a familiar and a kindly sound. There was no possibility here for such a wave of passion,—he could call it nothing else,—as had swept through him, when he had first read that brief message from the woman, who had already become something of a disturbing element in his seemly life. Yet under a calm exterior he was conscious of a distinct tremor of excitement when her carriage drew up within a few feet of him, and obeying her mute but smiling command, he rose and offered his hand as she stepped out on to the path.




  “This,” she remarked, resting her daintily gloved fingers for a moment in his, “is the beginning of a new order of things. Do you realize that only the day before yesterday we passed one another here with a polite stare?”




  “I remember it,” he answered, “perfectly. Long may the new order last.”




  “But it is not going to last long—with me at any rate,” she said, laughing. “Don’t you know that I am almost ruined? Mr. Thorndyke is going to close the theatre. He says that we have been losing money every week. I shall have to sell my horses, and go and live in the suburbs.”




  “I hope,” he said fervently, “that you will not find it so bad as that.”




  “Of course,” she remarked, “you know that yours is the hand which has given us our death-blow. I have just read your notice. It is a brilliant piece of satirical writing, of course, but need you have been quite so severe? Don’t you regret your handiwork a little?”




  “I cannot,” he answered deliberately. “On the contrary, I feel that I have done you a service. If you do not agree with me to-day, the time will certainly come when you will do so. You have a gift which delighted me: you are really an actress; you are one of very few.”




  “That is a kind speech,” she answered; “but even if there is truth in it, I am as yet quite unrecognized. There is no other theatre open to me; you and I look upon Istein and his work from a different point of view; but even if you are right, the part of Herdrine suited me. I was beginning to get some excellent notices. If we could have kept the thing going for only a few weeks longer, I think that I might have established some sort of a reputation.”




  He sighed.




  “A reputation, perhaps,” he admitted; “but not of the best order. You do not wish to be known only as the portrayer of unnatural passions, the interpreter of diseased desires. It would be an ephemeral reputation. It might lead you into many strange byways, but it would never help you to rise. Art is above all things catholic, and universal. You may be a perfect Herdrine; but Herdrine herself is but a night weed—a thing of no account. Even you cannot make her natural. She is the puppet of a man’s fantasy. She is never a woman.”




  “I suppose,” she said sorrowfully, “that your judgment is the true one. Yet—but we will talk of something else. How strange to be walking here with you!”




  Berenice was always a much-observed woman, but to-day she seemed to attract more even than ordinary attention. Her personality, her toilette, which was superb, and her companion, were all alike interesting to the slowly moving throng of men and women amongst whom they were threading their way. The attitude of her sex towards Berenice was in a certain sense a paradox. She was distinctly the most talented and the most original of all the “petticoat apostles,” as the very man who was now walking by her side had scornfully described the little band of women writers who were accused of trying to launch upon society a new type of their own sex. Her last novel was flooding all the bookstalls; and if not of the day, was certainly the book of the hour. She herself, known before only as a brilliant journalist writing under a curious nom de plume, had suddenly become one of the most marked figures in London life. Yet she had not gone so far as other writers who had dealt with the same subject. Marriage, she had dared to write, had become the whitewashing of the impure, the sanctifying of the vicious! But she had not added the almost natural corollary,—therefore let there be no marriage. On the contrary, marriage in the ideal she had written of as the most wonderful and the most beautiful thing in life,—only marriage in the ideal did not exist.




  She had never posed as a woman with a mission! She formulated nowhere any scheme for the re-organization of those social conditions whose bases she had very eloquently and very trenchantly held to be rotten and impure. She had written as a prophet of woe! She had preached only destruction, and from the first she had left her readers curious as to what sexual system could possibly replace the old. The thing which happened was inevitable. The amazing demand for her book was exactly in inverse proportion to its popularity amongst her sex. The crusade against men was well! Admittedly they were a bad lot, and needed to be told of it. A little self-assertion on behalf of his superior was a thing to be encouraged and applauded. But a crusade against marriage! Berenice must be a most abandoned, as well as a most immoral, woman! No one who even hinted at the doctrine of love without marriage could be altogether respectable. Not that Berenice had ever done that. Still, she had written of marriage,—the usual run of marriages,—from a woman’s point of view, as a very hateful thing. What did she require, then, of her sex? To live and die old maids, whilst men became regenerated? It was too absurd. There were a good many curious things said, and it was certainly true, that since she had gone upon the stage her toilette and equipage were unrivalled. Berenice looked into the eyes of the women whom she met day by day, and she read their verdict. But if she suffered, she said not a word to any of it.




  They passed out from the glancing shadows of the trees towards the Piccadilly entrance. Here they paused for a moment and stood together looking down the drive. The sunlight seemed to touch with quivering fire the brilliant phantasmagoria. Berenice was serious. Her dark eyes swept down the broad path and her under-lip quivered.




  “It is this,” she exclaimed, with a slight forward movement of her parasol, “which makes me long for an earthquake. Can one do anything for women like that? They are not the creations of a God; they are the parasitical images of type. Only it is a very small type and a very large reproduction. Why do I say these things to you, I wonder? You are against me, too! But then you are not a woman!”




  “I am not against you in your detestation of type,” he answered. “The whole world of our sex as well as yours is full of worn-out and effete reproductions of an unworthy model. It is this intolerable sameness which suffocates all thought. One meets it everywhere; the deep melancholy of our days is its fruit. But the children of this generation will never feel it. The taste of life between their teeth will be neither like ashes nor green figs. They are numbed.”




  She flashed a look almost of anger upon him.




  “Yet you have ranged yourself upon their side. When my story first appeared, its fate hung for days in the balance. Women had not made up their minds how to take it. It came into your hands for review. Well! you did not spare it, did you? It was you who turned the scale. Your denunciation became the keynote of popular opinion concerning me. The women for whose sake I had written it, that they might at least strike one blow for freedom, took it with a virtuous shudder from the hands of their daughters. I was pronounced unwholesome and depraved; even my personal character was torn into shreds. How odd it all seems!” she added, with a light, mirthless laugh. “It was you who put into their hands the weapon with which to scourge me. Their trim, self-satisfied little sentences of condemnation are emasculated versions of your judgment. It is you whom I have to thank for the closing of the theatre and the failure of Herdrine,—you who are responsible for the fact that these women look at me with insolence and the men as though I were a courtesan. How strange it must seem to them to see us together—the wolf and the lamb! Well, never mind. Take me somewhere and give me some tea; you owe me that, at least.”




  They turned and left the park. For a few minutes conversation was impossible, but as soon as they had emerged from the crowd he answered her.




  “If I have ever helped any one to believe ill of you,” he said slowly, “I am only too happy that they should have the opportunity of seeing us together. You are rather severe on me. I thought then, as I think now, that it is—to put it mildly—impolitic to enter upon a passionate denunciation of such an institution as marriage when any substitute for it must necessarily be another step upon the downward grade. The decadence of self-respect amongst young men, any contrast between their lives and the lives of the women who are brought up to be their wives, is too terribly painful a subject for us to discuss here. Forgive me if I think now, as I have always thought, that it is not a fitting subject for a novelist—certainly not for a woman. I may be prejudiced; yet it was my duty to write as I thought. You must not forget that! So far as your story went, I had nothing but praise for it. There were many chapters which only an artist could have written.”




  She raised her eyebrows. They had turned into Bond Street now, and were close to their destination.




  “You men of letters are so odd,” she exclaimed. “What is Art but Truth? and if my book be not true, how can it know anything of art? But never mind! We are talking shop, and I am a little tired of taking life seriously. Here we are! Order me some tea, please, and a chocolate éclair.”




  He followed her to a tiny round table, and sat down by her side upon the cushioned seat. As he gave his order and looked around the little room, he smiled gravely to himself. It was the first time in his life,—at any rate since his boyhood,—that he had taken a woman into a public room. Decidedly it was a new era for him.
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  An incident, which Matravers had found once or twice uppermost in his mind during the last few days, was recalled to him with sudden vividness as he took his seat in an ill-lit, shabbily upholstered box in the second tier of the New Theatre. He seemed almost to hear again the echoes of that despairing cry which had rung out so plaintively across the desert of empty benches from somewhere amongst the shadows of the auditorium. Several times during the performance he had glanced up in the same direction; once he had almost fancied he could see a solitary, bent figure sitting rigid and motionless in the first row of the amphitheatre. No man was possessed of a smaller share of curiosity in the ordinary sense of the word than Matravers; but the thought that this might be the same man come again to witness a play which had appealed to him before with such peculiar potency, interested him curiously. At the close of the second act he left his seat, and, after several times losing his way, found himself in the little narrow space behind the amphitheatre. Leaning over the partition, and looking downwards, he had a good view of the man who sat there quite alone, his head resting upon his hand, his eyes fixed steadily upon a soiled and crumpled programme, which was spread out carefully before him. Matravers wondered whether there was not in the clumsy figure and awkward pose something vaguely familiar to him.




  An attendant of the place standing by his side addressed him respectfully.




  “Not much of a house for the last night, sir,” he remarked.




  Matravers agreed, and moved his head downwards towards the solitary figure.




  “There is one man, at least,” he said, “who finds the play interesting.”




  The attendant smiled.




  “I am afraid that the gentleman is a little bit ‘hoff,’ sir. He seems half silly to talk to. He’s a queer sort, anyway. Comes here every blessed night, and in the same place. Never misses. Once he came sixpence short, and there was a rare fuss. They wouldn’t let him in, and he wouldn’t go away. I lent it him at last.”




  “Did he pay you back?” Matravers asked.




  “The very next night; never had to ask him, either. There goes the bell, sir. Curtain up in two minutes.”




  The subject of their conversation had not once turned his head or moved towards them. Matravers, conscious that he was not likely to do so, returned to his seat just as the curtain rose upon the last act. The play, grim, pessimistic, yet lifted every now and then to a higher level by strange flashes of genius on the part of the woman, dragged wearily along to an end. The echoes of her last speech died away; she looked at him across the footlights, her dark eyes soft with many regrets, which, consciously or not, spoke to him also of reproach. The curtain descended, and her hands fell to her side. It was the end, and it was failure!




  Matravers, making his way more hurriedly than usual from the house, hoped to gain another glimpse of the man who had remained the solitary tenant of the round of empty seats. But he was too late. The man and the audience had melted away in a thin little stream. Matravers stood on the kerbstone hesitating. He had not meant to go behind to-night. He had a feeling that she must be regarding him at that moment as the executioner of her ambitions. Besides, she was going on to a reception; she would only be in a hurry. Nevertheless, he made his way round to the stage door. He would at least have a glimpse of her. But as he turned the corner, she was already stepping into her carriage. He paused, and simultaneously with her disappearance he realized that he was not the only one who had found his way to the narrow street to see the last of Berenice. A man was standing upon the opposite pavement a little way from the carriage, yet at such an angle that a faint, yellow light shone upon what was visible of his pale face. He had watched her come out, and was gazing now fixedly at the window of her brougham. Matravers knew in a moment that this was the man whom he had seen sitting alone in the amphitheatre; and almost without any definite idea as to his purpose, he crossed the street towards him. The man, hearing his footstep, looked up with a sudden start; then, without a second’s hesitation, he turned and hurried off. Matravers still followed him. The man heard his footsteps, and turned round, then, with a little moan, he started running, his shoulders bent, his head forward. Matravers halted at once. The man plunged into the shadows, and was lost amongst the stream of people pouring forth from the doors of the Strand theatres.




  At her door an hour later Berenice saw the outline of a figure now become very familiar to her, and Matravers, who had been leaving a box of roses, whose creamy pink-and-white blossoms, mingled together in a neighbouring flower-shop, had pleased his fancy, heard his name called softly across the pavement. He turned, and saw Berenice stepping from her carriage. With an old-fashioned courtesy, which always sat well upon him, he offered her his arm.




  “I thought that you were to be late,” he said, looking down at her with a shade of anxiety in his clear, grave face. “Was not this Lady Truton’s night?”




  She nodded.




  “Yes; don’t talk to me—just yet. I am upset! Come in and sit with me!”




  He hesitated. With a scrupulous delicacy, which sometimes almost irritated her, he had invariably refrained from paying her visits so late as this. But to-night was different! Her fingers were clasping his arm,—and she was in trouble. He suffered himself to be led up the stairs into her little room.




  “Some coffee for two,” she told her woman. “You can go to bed then! I shall not want you again!”




  She threw herself into an empty chair, and loosened the silk ribbons of her opera cloak.




  “Do you mind opening the window?” she asked. “It is stifling in here. I can scarcely breathe!”




  He threw it wide open, and wheeled her chair up to it. The glare from the West End lit up the dark sky. The silence of the little room and the empty street below, seemed deepened by that faint, far-away roar from the pandemonium of pleasure. A light from the opposite side of the way,—or was it the rising moon behind the dark houses?—gleamed upon her white throat, and in her soft, dim eyes. She lay quite still, looking into vacancy. Her hand hung over the side of the chair nearest to him. Half unconsciously he took it up and stroked it soothingly. The tears gushed from her eyes. At his kindly touch her over-wrought feelings gave way. Her fingers closed spasmodically upon his.




  He said nothing. The time had passed when words were necessary between them. They were near enough to one another now to understand the value of silence. But those few moments seemed to him for ever like a landmark in his life. A new relation was born between them in the passionate intensity of that deep quietness.




  He watched her bosom cease to heave, and the dimness pass from her eyes. Then he took up the box which he had been carrying, and emptied the pink-and-white blossoms into her lap. She stooped down and buried her face in them. Their faint, delicate perfume seemed to fill the room.




  “You are very good,” she said abruptly. “Thank God that there is some one who is good to me!”




  The coffee was in the room, and Berenice threw off her cloak and brought it to him. A fit of restlessness seemed to have followed upon her moment of weakness. She began walking with quick, uneven steps up and down the room. Matravers forgot to drink his coffee. He was watching her with a curious sense of emotional excitement. The little chamber was full of half lights and shadows, and there seemed to him something almost unearthly about this woman with her soft grey gown and marble face. He was stirred by her presence in a new way. The rustle of her silken skirts as she swept in and out of the dim light, the delicate whiteness of her arms and throat, the flashing of a single diamond in her dark coiled hair,—these seemed trivial things enough, yet they were yielding him a new and mysterious pleasure. For the first time his sense of her beauty was fully aroused. Every now and then he caught faint glimpses of her face. It was like the face of a new woman to him. There was some tender and wonderful change there, which he could not understand, and yet which seemed to strike some responsive chord in his own emotions. Instinctively he felt that she was passing into a new phase of life. Surely, he, too, was walking hand and hand with her through the shadows! The touch of her interlaced fingers had burned his flesh.




  Presently she came and sat down beside him.




  “Forgive me!” she murmured. “It does me so much good to have you here. I am very foolish!”




  “Tell me about it!”




  She frowned very slightly, and looked away at a star.




  “It is nothing! It is beginning to seem less than nothing! I have written a book for women, for the sake of women, because my heart ached for their sufferings, and because I too have felt the fire. I wonder whether it was really an evil book,” she added, still looking away from him at that single star in the dark sky. “People say so! The newspapers say so! Yet it was a true book! I wrote it from my soul,—I wrote it with my own blood. I have not been a good woman, but I have been a pure woman! When I wrote it, I was lonely; I have always been lonely. But I thought, now I shall know what it is like to have friends. Many women will understand that I have suffered in doing this thing for their sakes! For it was my own life which I lay bare, my own life, my own sufferings, my own agony! I thought, they will come to me and they will thank me for it! I shall have sympathy and I shall have friends.... And now my book is written, and I am wiser. I know now that woman does not want her freedom! Though they drag her down into hell, the chains of her slavery have grown around her heart and have become precious to her! Tell me, are those pure women who willingly give their souls and their bodies in marriage to men who have sinned and who will sin again? They do it without disguise, without shame, for position, or for freedom, or for money! yet there are other women whom they call courtesans, and from whose touch they snatch away the hem of their skirts in horror! Oh, it is terrible! There can be no corruption worse than this in hell!”




  “Yours has been the common disappointment of all reformers,” he said gravely. “Gratitude is the rarest tribute the world ever offers to those who have laboured to cleanse it. When you are a little older you will have learnt your lesson. But it is always very hard to learn.... Tell me about to-night!”




  She raised her head a little. A faint spot of colour stained her cheek.




  “There was one woman who praised me, who came to see me, and sent me cards to go to her house. To-night I went. Foolishly I had hoped a good deal from it! I did not like Lady Truton herself, but I hoped that I should meet other women there who would be different! It was a new experience to me to be going amongst my own sex. I was like a child going to her first party. I was quite excited, almost nervous. I had a little dream,—there would be some women there—one would be enough—with whom I might be friends, and it would make life very different to me to have even one woman friend. But they were all horrid. They were vulgar, and one woman, she took me on one side and praised my book. She agreed, she said, with every word in it! She had found out that her husband had a mistress,—some chorus-girl,—and she was repaying him in his own coin. She too had a lover—and for every infidelity of his she was repaying him in this manner. She dared to assume that I—I should approve of her conduct; she asked me to go and see her! My God! it was hideous.”




  Matravers laid his hand upon hers, and leaned forward in his chair.




  “Lady Truton’s was the very worst house you could have gone to,” he said gently. “You must not be too discouraged all at once. The women of her set, thank God, are not in the least typical Englishwomen. They are fast and silly,—a few, I am afraid, worse. They make use of the free discussions in these days of the relations between our sexes, to excuse grotesque extravagances in dress and habits which society ought never to pardon. Do not let their judgments or their misinterpretations trouble you! You are as far above them, Berenice, as that little star is from us.”




  “I do not pretend to be anything but a woman,” she said, bending her head, “and to stand alone always is very hard.”




  “It is very hard for a man! It must be very much harder for a woman. But, Berenice, you would not call yourself absolutely friendless!”




  She raised her head for a moment. Her dark eyes were wonderfully soft.




  “Who is there that cares?” she murmured.




  He touched the tips of her fingers. Her soft, warm hand yielded itself readily, and slid into his.




  “Do I count for no one?” he whispered.




  There was a silence in the little room. The yellow glare had faded from the sky, and a night wind was blowing softly in. A clock in the distance struck one. Together they sat and gazed out upon the darkness. Looking more than once into her pale face, Matravers realized again that wonderful change. His own emotions were curiously disturbed. He, himself, so remarkable through all his life for a changeless serenity of purpose, and a fixed masterly control over his whole environment, felt himself suddenly like a rudderless ship at the mercy of a great unknown sea. A sense of drifting was upon him. They were both drifting. Surely this little room, with its dim light and shadows and its faint odour of roses, had become a hotbed of tragedy. He had imagined that death itself was something like this,—a dissolution of all fixed purposes. And with it all, this remnant of life, if it were but a remnant, seemed suddenly to be flowing through his veins with all the rich, surpassing sweetness of some exquisite symphony!




  “You count for a great deal,” she said. “If you had not come to me, I think that I must have died.... If I were to lose you ... I think that I should die.”




  She threw herself back in her chair with a gesture of complete abandonment. Her arms hung loosely down over its sides. The moonlight, which had been gradually gathering strength, shone softly upon her pale face and on the soft, lustrous pearls at her throat. Her dark, wet eyes seemed touched with smouldering fire. She looked at him. He sprang to his feet and walked restlessly up and down the room. His forehead was hot and dry, and his hands were trembling.




  “There is not any reason,” he said, halting suddenly in front of her, “why we should lose one another. I was coming to-morrow morning to make a proposition to you. If you accept it, we shall be forced to see a great deal of one another.”




  “Yes?”




  “You perhaps did not know that I had any ambitions as a dramatic author. Yet my first serious work after I left Oxford was a play; I took it up yesterday.”




  “You have really written a play,” she murmured, “and you never told me.”




  “At least I am telling you now,” he reminded her; “I am telling you before any one, because I want your help.”




  “You want what?”




  “I want you to help me by taking the part of my heroine. I read it yesterday by appointment to Fergusson. He accepted it at once on the most liberal terms. I told him there was one condition—that the part of my heroine must be offered to you, if you would accept it. There was a little difficulty, as, of course, Miss Robinson is a fixture at the Pall Mall. However, Fergusson saw you last night from the back of the dress circle, and this morning he has agreed. It only remains for you to read, or allow me to read to you the play.”




  “Do you mean to say that you are offering me the principal part in a play of yours—at the Pall Mall—with Fergusson?”




  “Well, I think that is about what it comes to,” he assented.




  She rose to her feet and took his hands in hers.




  “You are too good—much too good to me,” she said softly. “I dare not take it; I am not strong enough.”




  “It will be you, or no one,” he said decidedly. “But first I am going to read you the play. If I may, I shall bring it to you to-morrow.”




  “I want to ask you something,” she said abruptly. “You must answer me faithfully. You are doing this, you are making me this offer because you think that you owe me something. It is a sort of reparation for your attack upon Herdrine. I want to know if it is that.”




  “I can assure you,” he said earnestly, “that I am not nearly so conscientious. I wrote the play solely as a literary work. I had no thought of having it produced, of offering it to anybody. Then I saw you at the New Theatre; I think that you inspired me with a sort of dramatic excitement. I went home and read my play. Bathilde seemed to me then to speak with your tongue, to look at me with your eyes, to be clothed from her soul outwards with your personality. In the morning I wrote to Fergusson.”




  “I want to believe you,” she said softly; “but it seems so strange. I am no actress like Adelaide Robinson; I am afraid that if I accept your offer, I may hurt the play. She is popular, and I am unknown.”




  “She has talent,” he said, “and experience; you have genius, which is far above either. I am not leaving you any choice at all. To-morrow I shall bring the play.”




  “You may at least do that,” she answered. “It will be a pleasure to hear it read. Come to luncheon, and we will have a long afternoon.”




  Matravers took his leave with a sense of relief. Their farewell had been cordial enough, but unemotional. Yet even he, ignorant of women and their ways as he was, was conscious that they had entered together upon a new phase of their knowledge of each other. The touch of their fingers, the few conventional words which passed between them, as she leaned over the staircase watching him descend, seemed to him to savour somehow of mockery. He passed out from her presence into the cool, soft night, dazed, not a little bewildered at this new strong sense of living, which had set his pulses beating to music and sent his blood rushing through his body with a new sweetness. Yet with it all he was distressed and unhappy. He was confronted with the one great influence of life against which he had deliberately set his face.
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  Matravers began to find himself, for the first time in his life, seriously attracted by a woman. He realized it in some measure as he walked homeward in the early morning, after this last interview with Berenice; he knew it for an absolute fact on the following evening as he walked through the crowded streets back to his rooms with the manuscript of the play which he had been reading to her in his pocket. He felt himself moving in what was to some extent an unreal atmosphere. His senses were tingling with the excitement of the last few hours—for the first time he knew the full fascination of a woman’s intellectual sympathy. He had gone to his task wholly devoid of any pleasurable anticipation. It spoke much for the woman’s tact that before he had read half a dozen pages he was not only completely at his ease, but was experiencing a new and very pleasurable sensation. The memory of it was with him now—he had no mind to disturb it by any vague alarm as to the future of their relationship.




  In Piccadilly he met Fergusson, who turned and walked with him.




  “I have been to your rooms, Matravers,” the actor said. “I want to know whether you have arranged with your friend?”




  “I have just left her,” Matravers replied. “She appears to like the play, and has consented to play Bathilde.”




  The actor smiled. Was Matravers really so simple, or did he imagine that an actress whose name was as yet unknown would hesitate to play with him at the Pall Mall Theatre. Yet he himself had been hoping that there might be some difficulty,—he had a “Bathilde” of his own who would take a great deal of pacifying. The thing was settled now however.




  “I should like,” he said, “to make her acquaintance at once.”




  “I have thought of that,” Matravers said. “Will you lunch with me at my rooms on Sunday and meet her? that is, of course, if she is able to come.”




  “I shall be delighted,” Fergusson answered. “About two, I suppose?”




  Matravers assented, and the two men parted. The actor, with a little shrug of his shoulders and the air of a man who has an unpleasant task before him, turned southwards to interview the lady who certainly had the first claim to play “Bathilde.” He found her at home and anxiously expecting him.




  “If you had not come to-day,” she remarked, “I should have sent for you. I want you to contradict that rubbish.”




  She threw the theatrical paper across at him, and watched him, whilst he read the paragraph to which she had pointed. He laid the paper down.




  “I cannot altogether contradict it,” he said. “There is some truth in what the man writes.”




  The lady was getting angry. She came over to Fergusson and stood by his side.




  “You mean to tell me,” she exclaimed, “that you have accepted a play for immediate production which I have not even seen, and in which the principal part is to be given to one of those crackpots down at the New Theatre, an amateur, an outsider—a woman no one ever heard of before.”




  “You can’t exactly say that,” he interposed calmly. “I see you have her novel on your table there, and she is a woman who has been talked about a good deal lately. But the facts of the case are these. Matravers brought me a play a few days ago which almost took my breath away. It is by far the best thing of the sort I ever read. It is bound to be a great success. I can’t tell you any more now,—you shall read it yourself in a day or two. He was very easy to deal with as to terms, but he made one condition: that a certain part in it,—the principal one, I admit,—should be offered to this woman. I tried all I could to talk him out of it, but absolutely without effect. I was forced to consent. There is not a manager in London who would not jump at the play on any conditions. You know our position. ‘Her Majesty’ is a failure, and I haven’t a single decent thing to put on. I simply dared not let such a chance as this go by.”




  “I never heard anything so ridiculous in my life,” the lady exclaimed. “No, I’m not blaming you, Reggie! I don’t suppose you could have done anything else. But this woman, what a nerve she must have to imagine that she can do it! I see her horrid Norwegian play has come to utter grief at the New Theatre.”




  “She is a clever woman,” Fergusson remarked. “One can only hope for the best.”




  She flashed a quiet glance at him.




  “You know her, then,—you have been to see her.”




  “Not yet,” Fergusson answered. “I am going to meet her to-morrow. Matravers has asked me to lunch.”




  “Tell me about Matravers,” she said.




  “I am afraid I do not know much. He is a very distinguished literary man, but his work has generally been critical or philosophical,—every one will be surprised to hear that he has written a play. You will find that there will be quite a stir about it. The reason why we have no plays nowadays which can possibly be classed as literature, is because the wrong class of man is writing for the stage. Smith and Francis and all these men have fine dramatic instincts, but they are not scholars. Their dialogue is mostly beneath contempt; there is a dash of conventionality in their best work. Now, Matravers is a writer of an altogether different type.”




  “Thanks,” she interrupted, “but I don’t want a homily. I am only curious about the man himself.”




  Fergusson pulled himself up a little annoyed. He had begun to talk about a subject of peculiar interest to him.




  “Oh, the man himself is rather an interesting personality,” he declared. “He is a recluse, a dilettante, and a very brilliant man of letters.”




  “I want to know,” the lady said impatiently, “whether he is married.”




  “Married! certainly not,” Fergusson assured her.




  “Very well, then, I am going there to luncheon with you to-morrow.”




  Fergusson looked blank.




  “But, my dear girl,” he protested, “how on earth——”




  “Don’t be foolish, Reggie,” she said calmly. “It is perfectly natural for me to go! I have been your principal actress for several seasons. I suppose if there is a second woman’s part in the piece, it will be mine, if I choose to take it. You must write and ask Matravers for permission to bring me. You can mention my desire to meet the new actress if you like.”




  Fergusson took up his hat.




  “Matravers is not the sort of man one feels like taking a liberty with,” he said. “But I’ll try him.”




  “You can let me know to-night at the theatre,” she directed.
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  Nothing short of a miracle could have made Matravers’ luncheon party a complete success; yet, so far as Berenice was concerned, it could scarcely be looked upon in any other light. Her demeanour towards Adelaide Robinson and Fergusson was such as to give absolutely no opportunity for anything disagreeable! She frankly admitted both her inexperience and her ignorance. Yet, before they left, both Fergusson and his companion began to understand Matravers’ confidence in her. There was something almost magnetically attractive about her personality.




  The luncheon was very much what one who knew him would have expected from Matravers—simple, yet served with exceeding elegance. The fruit, the flowers, and the wine had been his own care; and the table had very much the appearance of having been bodily transported from the palace of a noble of some southern land. After the meal was over, they sat out upon the shaded balcony and sipped their coffee and liqueurs,—Fergusson and Berenice wrapt in the discussion of many details of the work which lay before them, whilst Matravers, with an effort which he carefully concealed, talked continually with Adelaide Robinson.




  “Is it true,” she asked him, “that you did not intend your play for the stage—that you wrote it from a literary point of view only?”




  “In a sense, that is quite true,” he admitted. “I wrote it without any definite idea of offering it to any London manager. My doing so was really only an impulse.”




  “If Mr. Fergusson is right—and he is a pretty good judge—you won’t regret having done so,” she remarked. “He thinks it is going to have a big run.”




  “He may be right,” Matravers answered. “For all our sakes, I hope so!”




  “It will be a magnificent opportunity for your friend.”




  Matravers looked over towards Berenice. She was talking eagerly to Fergusson, whose dark, handsome head was very close to hers, and in whose eyes was already evident his growing admiration. Matravers was suddenly conscious of an odd sense of disturbance. He was grateful to Adelaide Robinson for her intervention. She had risen to her feet, and glanced downwards at the little brougham drawn up below.




  “I am so sorry to go,” she said; “but I positively must make some calls this afternoon.”




  Fergusson rose also, with obvious regret, and they left together.




  “Don’t forget,” he called back from the door; “we read our parts to-morrow, and rehearsals begin on Thursday.”




  “I have it all down,” Berenice answered. “I will do my best to be ready for Thursday.”




  Berenice remained standing, looking thoughtfully after the little brougham, which was being driven down Piccadilly.




  Matravers came back to her, and laid his hand gently upon her arm.




  “You must not think of going yet,” he said. “I want you to stay and have tea with me.”




  “I should like to,” she answered. “I seem to have so much to say to you.”




  He piled her chair with cushions and drew it back into the shade. Then he lit a cigarette, and sat down by her side.




  “I suppose you must think that I am very ungrateful,” she said. “I have scarcely said ‘thank you’ yet, have I?”




  “You will please me best by never saying it,” he answered. “I only hope that it will be a step you will never regret.”




  “How could I?”




  He looked at her steadily, a certain grave concentration of thought manifest in his dark eyes. Berenice was looking her best that afternoon. She was certainly a very beautiful and a very distinguished-looking woman. Her eyes met his frankly; her lips were curved in a faintly tender smile.




  “Well, I hardly know,” he said. “You are going to be a popular actress. Henceforth the stage will have claims upon you! It will become your career.”




  “You have plenty of confidence.”




  “I have absolute confidence in you,” he declared, “and Fergusson is equally confident about the play; chance has given you this opportunity—the result is beyond question! Yet I confess that I have a presentiment. If the manuscript of ‘The Heart of the People’ were in my hands at this moment, I think that I would tear it into little pieces, and watch them flutter down on to the pavement there.”




  “I do not understand you,” she said softly. “You say that you have no doubt——”




  “It is because I have no doubt—it is because I know that it will make you a popular and a famous actress. You will gain this. I wonder what you will lose.”




  She moved restlessly on her chair.




  “Why should I lose anything?”




  “It is only a presentiment,” he reminded her. “I pray that you may not lose anything. Yet you are coming under a very fascinating influence. It is your personality I am afraid of. You are going to belong definitely to a profession which is at once the most catholic and the most narrowing in the world. I believe that you are strong enough to stand alone, to remain yourself. I pray that it may be so, and yet, there is just the shadow of the presentiment. Perhaps it is foolish.”




  Their chairs were close together; he suddenly felt the perfume of her hair and the touch of her fingers upon his hand. Her face was quite close to his.




  “At least,” she murmured, “I pray that I may never lose your friendship.”




  “If only I could ensure you as confidently the fulfilment of all your desires,” he answered, “you would be a very happy woman. I am too lonely a man, Berenice, to part with any of my few joys. Whether you change or no, you must never change towards me.”




  She was silent. There were no signs left of the brilliant levity which had made their little luncheon pass off so successfully. She sat with her head resting upon her elbow, gazing steadily up at the little white clouds which floated over the housetops. A tea equipage was brought out and deftly arranged between them.




  “To-day,” Matravers said, “I am going to have the luxury of having my tea made for me. Please come back from dreamland and realize the Englishman’s idyll of domesticity.”




  She turned in her chair, and smiled upon him.




  “I can do it,” she assured him. “I believe you doubt my ability, but you need not.”




  They talked lightly for some time—an art which Matravers found himself to be acquiring with wonderful facility. Then there was a pause. When she spoke again, it was in an altogether different tone.




  “I want you to answer me,” she said, “it is not too late. Shall I give up Bathilde—and the stage? Listen! You do not know anything of my circumstances. I am not dependent upon either the stage or my writing for a living. I ask you for your honest advice. Shall I give it up?”




  “You are placing a very heavy responsibility upon my shoulders,” he answered her thoughtfully. “Yet I will try to answer you honestly. I should be happier if I could advise you to give it up! But I cannot! You have the gift—you must use it. The obligation of self-development is heaviest upon the shoulders of those whose foreheads Nature’s twin-sister has touched with fire! I would it were any other gift, Berenice; but that is only a personal feeling. No! you must follow out your destiny. You have an opportunity of occupying a unique and marvellous position. You can create a new ideal. Only be true always to yourself. Be very jealous indeed of absorbing any of the modes of thought and life which will spring up everywhere around you in the new world. Remember it is the old ideals which are the sweetest and the truest.... Forgive me, please! I am talking like a pedagogue.”




  “You are talking as I like to be talked to,” she answered. “Yet you need not fear that my head will be turned, even if the success should come. You forget that I am almost an old woman. The religion of my life has long been conceived and fashioned.”




  He looked at her with a curious smile. If thirty seemed old to her, what must she think of him?




  “I wonder,” he said simply, “if you would think me impertinent if I were to ask you to tell me more about yourself. How is it that you are altogether alone in the world?”




  The words had scarcely left his lips before he would have given much to have recalled them. He saw her start, flinch back as though she had been struck, and a grey pallor spread itself over her face, almost to the lips. She looked at him fixedly for several moments without speaking.




  “One day,” she said, “I will tell you all that. You shall know everything. But not now; not yet.”




  “Whenever you will,” he answered, ignoring her evident agitation. “Come! what do you say to a walk down through the Park? To-day is a holiday for me—a day to be marked with a white stone. I have registered an oath that I will not even look at a pen. Will you not help me to keep it?”




  “By all means,” she answered blithely. “I will take you home with me, and keep you there till the hour of temptation has passed. To-day is to be my last day of idleness! I too have need of a white stone.”




  “We will place them,” he said, “side by side.”
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  Matravers’ luncheon party marked the termination for some time of any confidential intercourse between Berenice and himself. Every moment of her time was claimed by Fergusson, who, in his anxiety to produce a play from which he hoped so much before the wane of the season, gave no one any rest, and worked himself almost into a fever. There were two full rehearsals a day, and many private ones at her rooms. Matravers calling there now and then found Fergusson always in possession, and by degrees gave it up in despair. He had a horror of interfering in any way, even of being asked for his advice concerning the practical reproduction of his work. Fergusson’s invitations to the rehearsals at the theatre he rejected absolutely. As the time grew shorter, Berenice became pale and almost haggard with the unceasing work which Fergusson’s anxiety imposed upon her. One night she sent for Matravers, and hastening to her rooms, he found her for the first time alone.




  “I have sent Mr. Fergusson home,” she exclaimed, welcoming him with outstretched hands, but making no effort to rise from her easy chair. “Do you know that man is driving me slowly mad? I want you to interfere.”




  “What can I do?” he said.




  “Anything to bring him to reason! He is over-rehearsing! Every line, every sentence, every gesture, he makes the subject of the most exhaustive deliberation. He will have nothing spontaneous; it is positively stifling. A few more days of it and my reason will go! He is a great actor, but he does not seem to understand that to reduce everything to mathematical proportions is to court failure.”




  “I will go and see him,” Matravers said. “You wish for no more rehearsals, then?”




  “I do not want to see his face again before the night of the performance,” she declared vehemently. “I am perfect in my part. I have thought about it—dreamed about it. I have lived more as ‘Bathilde’ than as myself for the last three weeks. Perhaps,” she continued more slowly, “you will not be satisfied. I scarcely dare to hope that you will be. Yet I have reached my limitations. The more I am made to rehearse now, the less natural I shall become.”




  “I will speak to Fergusson,” Matravers promised. “I will go and see him to-night. But so far as you are concerned, I have no fear; you will be the ‘Bathilde’ of my heart and my brain. You cannot fail!”




  She rose to her feet. “It is,” she said, “The desire of my life to make your ‘Bathilde’ a creature of flesh and blood. If I fail, I will never act again.”




  “If you fail,” he said, “the fault will be in my conception, not in your execution. But indeed we will not consider anything so improbable. Let us put the play behind us for a time and talk of something else! You must be weary of it.”




  She shook her head. “Not that! never that! Just now it is my life, only it is the details which weary me, the eternal harping upon the mechanical side of it. Will you read to me for a little? and I will make you some coffee. You are not in a hurry, are you?”




  “I have come,” he said, “to stay with you until you send me away! I will read to you with pleasure. What will you have?”




  She handed him a little volume of poems; he glanced at the title and made a faint grimace. They were his own.




  Nevertheless, he read for an hour, till the streets below grew silent, and his own voice, unaccustomed to such exercise, lost something of its usual clearness. Then he laid the volume down, and there was silence between them.




  “I have been thinking,” he said at last, “of a singular incident in connection with your performance at the New Theatre; it was brought into my mind just then. I meant to have mentioned it before.”




  She looked up with only a slight show of interest. Those days at the theatre seemed to her now to be very far behind. There was nothing in connection with them which she cared to remember.




  “It was the night of my first visit there,” he continued. “There is a terrible scene at the end of the second act between Herdrine and her husband—you recollect it, of course. Just as you finished your denunciation, I distinctly heard a curious cry from the back of the house. It was a greater tribute to your acting than the applause, for it was genuine.”




  “The piece was gloomy enough,” she remarked, “to have dissolved the house in tears.”




  “At least,” he said, “it wrung the heart of one man. For I have not told you all. I was interested enough to climb up into the amphitheatre. The man sat there alone amongst a wilderness of empty seats. He was the picture of abject misery. I could scarcely see his face, but his attitude was convincing. It was not a thing of chance either. I made some remark about him to an attendant, and he told me that night after night that man had occupied the same seat, always following every line of the play with the same mournful concentration, never speaking to any one, never moving from his seat from the beginning of the play to the end.”




  “He must have been,” she declared, “a person of singularly morbid taste. When I think of it now I shiver. I would not play Herdrine again for worlds.”




  “I am very glad to hear you say so,” he said, smiling. “Do you know that to me the most interesting feature of the play was its obvious effect upon this man. Its extreme pessimism is too much paraded, is laid on altogether with too thick a hand to ring true. The thing is an involved nightmare. One feels that as a work of art it is never convincing, yet underneath it all there must be something human, for it found its way into the heart of one man.”




  “It is possible,” she remarked, “that he was mad. The man who found it sufficiently amusing to come to the theatre night after night could scarcely have been in full possession of his senses.”




  “That is possible,” he admitted; “but I do not believe it. The man’s face was sad enough, but it was not the face of a madman.”




  “You did see his face, then?”




  “On the last night of the play,” he continued. “You remember you were going on to Lady Truton’s, so I did not come behind. But I had a fancy to see you for a moment, and I came round into Pitt Street just as you were driving off. On the other side of the way this man was standing watching you!”




  She looked at him with a suddenly kindled interest—or was it fear?—in her dark eyes. The colour had left her cheeks; she was white to the lips.




  “Watching me?”




  “Yes. As your carriage drove off he stood watching it. I don’t know what prompted me, but I crossed the street to speak to him. He seemed such a lone, mournful figure standing there half dazed, shabby, muttering softly to himself. But when he saw me coming, he gave one half-frightened look at me and ran, literally ran down the street on to the Strand. I could not follow,—the police would have stopped him. So he disappeared.”




  “You saw his face. What was he like?”




  Berenice had leaned right back amongst the yielding cushions of her divan, and he could scarcely see her face. Yet her voice sounded to him strange and forced. He looked at her in some surprise.




  “I had a glimpse of it. It was an ordinary face enough; in fact, it disappointed me a little. But the odd part of it was that it seemed vaguely familiar to me. I have seen it before, often. Yet, try as I will, I cannot recollect where, or under what circumstances.”




  “At Oxford,” she suggested. “By the bye, what was your college?”




  “St. John’s. No, I do not think,—I hope that it was not at Oxford. Some day I shall think of it quite suddenly.”




  Berenice rose from her chair with a sudden, tempestuous movement and stood before him.




  “Listen!” she exclaimed. “Supposing I were to tell you that I knew or could guess who that man was—why he came! Oh, if I were to tell you that I were a fraud, that——”




  Matravers stopped her.




  “I beg,” he said, “that you will tell me nothing!”




  There was a short silence. Berenice seemed on the point of breaking down. She was nervously lacing and interlacing her fingers. Her breath was coming spasmodically.




  “Berenice,” he said softly, “you are over-wrought; you are not quite yourself to-night. Do not tell me anything. Indeed, there is no need for me to know; just as you are I am content with you, and proud to be your friend.”




  “Ah!”




  She sat down again. He could not see her face, but he fancied that she was weeping. He himself found his customary serenity seriously disturbed. Perhaps for the first time in his life he found himself not wholly the master of his emotions. The atmosphere of the little room, the perfume of the flowers, the soft beauty of the woman herself, whose breath fell almost upon his cheek, affected him as nothing of the sort had ever done before. He rose abruptly to his feet.




  “You will be so much better alone,” he said, taking her fingers and smoothing them softly in his for a moment. “I am going away now.”




  “Yes. Good-by!”




  At the threshold he paused. She had not looked up at him. She was still sitting there with bowed head and hidden face. He closed the door softly, and went out.
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  The enthusiasm with which Matravers’ play had been received on the night of its first appearance was, if anything, exceeded on the night before the temporary closing of the theatre for the usual summer vacation. The success of the play itself had never been for a moment doubtful. For once the critics, the general press, and the public, were in entire and happy agreement. The first night had witnessed an extraordinary scene. An audience as brilliant as any which could have been brought together in the first city in the world, had flatly refused to leave the theatre until Matravers himself, reluctant and ill-pleased, had joined Fergusson and Berenice before the footlights; and now on the eve of its temporary withdrawal something of the same sort was threatened again, and Matravers only escaped by standing up in the front of his box, and bowing his acknowledgments to the delighted audience.




  It was a well-deserved success, for certainly as a play it was a brilliant exception to anything which had lately been produced upon the English stage. The worn-out methods and motives of most living playwrights were rigorously avoided; everything about it was fresh and spontaneous. Its sentiment was relieved by the most delicate vein of humour. It was everywhere tender and human. The dialogue, to which Matravers had devoted his usual fastidious care, was polished and sprightly; there was not anywhere a single dull or unmusical line. It was a classic, the critics declared,—the first literary play by a living author which London had witnessed for many years. The bookings for months ahead were altogether phenomenal. Fergusson saw a certain fortune within his hands, and Matravers, sharing also in the golden harvest, found another and a still greater cause for satisfaction.




  For Berenice had justified his selection. The same night, as the greatest of critics, speaking through the columns of the principal daily paper, had said, which had presented to them a new writer for the stage, had given them also a new actress. She had surprised Matravers, she had amazed Fergusson, who found himself compelled to look closely to his own laurels. In short, she was a success, descended, if not from the clouds, at least from the mists of Isteinism, but accorded, without demur or hesitation, a foremost place amongst the few accepted actresses. Her future and his position were absolutely secured, and her reputation, as Matravers was happy to think, was made, not as the portrayer of a sickly and unnatural type of diseased womanhood, but as the woman of his own creation, a very sweet and pure English lady.




  The house emptied at last, and Matravers made his way behind, where many of Fergusson’s friends had gathered together, and where congratulations were the order of the day. A species of informal reception was going on, champagne cup and sandwiches were being handed around and a general air of extreme good humour pervaded the place. Berenice was the centre of a group of men amongst whom Matravers was annoyed to see Thorndyke. If he could have withdrawn unseen, he would have done so; but already he was surrounded. A little stir at the entrance attracted his attention. He turned round and found Fergusson presenting him to a royal personage, who was graciously pleased, however, to remember a former meeting, and waved away the words of introduction.




  It chanced, without any design on his part, that Berenice and he left almost at the same time, and met near the stage door. She dropped Fergusson’s arm—he had left his guests to see her to her carriage—and motioned to Matravers.




  “Won’t you see me home?” she asked quietly. “I have sent my maid on, she was so tired, and I am all alone.”




  “I shall be very pleased,” Matravers answered. “May I come in with you?” Fergusson lingered for a moment or two at the carriage door, and then they drove off. Berenice, with a little sigh, leaned back amongst the cushions.




  “You are very tired, I am afraid,” he said gently. “The last few weeks must have been a terrible strain upon you.”




  “They have been in many ways,” she said, “the happiest of my life.”




  “I am glad of that; yet it is quite time that you had a rest.”




  She did not answer him,—she did not speak again until the carriage drew up before her house. He handed her out, and opened the door with the latch-key which she passed over to him.




  “Good night,” he said, holding out his hand.




  “You must please come in for a little time,” she begged. “I have seen you scarcely at all lately. You have not even told me about your travels.”




  He hesitated for a moment, then seeing the shade upon her face, he stepped forward briskly.




  “I should like to come very much,” he said, “only you must be sure to send me away if I stay too long. You are tired already.”




  “I am tired,” she admitted, leading the way upstairs, “only it will rest me much more to have you talk to me than to go to bed. Mine is scarcely a physical fatigue. My nerves are all quivering. I could not sleep! Tell me where you have been.”




  Matravers took the seat to which she motioned him, and obeyed her, watching, whilst she stooped down over the fire and poured water into a brazen coffee-pot, and took another cup and saucer from a quaint little cupboard. She made the coffee carefully and well, and Matravers, as he lit his cigarette, found himself wondering at this new and very natural note of domesticity in her.




  All the time he was talking, telling her in a few chosen sentences of the little tour for which she really was responsible—of the pink-and-white apple-blossoms of Brittany, of the peasants in their quaint and picturesque garb, and of the old time-worn churches, the exploration of which had constituted his chief interest. She listened eagerly; every word of his description, so vivid and picturesque, was interesting. When he had finished, he looked at her thoughtfully.




  “You too,” he said, “need a change! You have worked very hard, and you will need all your strength for the autumn season.”




  “I am going away,” she said, “very soon. Perhaps to-morrow.”




  He looked at her surprised.




  “So soon!”




  “Why not? What is there to keep me? The theatre is closed. London is positively stifling. I am longing for some fresh air.”




  He was silent for a moment or two. It was so natural that she should go, and yet in a sense it was so unexpected. Looking steadily across at her as she leaned back amongst the cushions of her chair, her dark eyes watching his face, her attitude and expression alike convincing him in some subtle way of her satisfaction at his presence, he became suddenly conscious that the time which he had dimly anticipated with mingled fear and pleasure was now close at hand. His heart was beating with a quickened throb! He was aghast as he realized with quick, unerring truth the full effect of her words upon him. He drew a sharp little breath and walked to the open window, taking in a long draught of the fresh night air, sweetly scented with the perfume of the flowers in her boxes. Her voice came to him low and sweet from the interior of the room.




  “There is a little farmhouse in Devonshire which belongs to me. It is nothing but a tumbledown, grey stone place; but there are hills, and meadows, and country lanes, and the sea. I want to go there.”




  “Away from me!” he cried hoarsely.




  “Will you come too?” she murmured.




  He turned back into the room and looked at her. She was standing up, coming towards him; a faint tinge of pink colour had stained her cheek—her bosom was heaving—her eyes were challenging his with a light which needed no borrowed brilliancy. Go with her! The man’s birthright, his passion, which through the long days of his austere life had lain dormant and undreamt of swept up from his heart. He held out his arms, and she came across the room to him with a sweet effort of self-yielding which yet waited for while it invited his embrace.




  “You mean it?” he murmured, “you are sure?”




  She did not answer him. But indeed there was no need.
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  Matravers never altogether forgot the sensations with which he awoke on the following morning. Notwithstanding a sleepless night, he rose and made a deliberate toilet with a wonderful buoyancy of spirits. The change which had come into his life was a thing so wonderful that he could scarcely realize it. Yet it was true! He had found the one experience in life which had hitherto been denied him, and he was amazed at the full extent of its power and sweetness. He felt himself to be many years younger! Old dreams and enthusiasms were suddenly revived. Once more his foot seemed to be poised upon the threshold of life! After all, he had not yet reached middle age! He was surprised to find himself so young. Marriage, although so far as regarded himself he had never imagined it a possible part of his life, was a condition against which he held no vows. Instinctively he felt that with Berenice, existence must inevitably become a fuller and a richer thing. The old days of philosophic quietude, of self-contained and cultured ease, had been in themselves very pleasant, but his was altogether too large a nature to become in any way the slave of habit. He looked forward to their abandonment without regret,—what was to come would be a continuation of the best part of them set to the sweetest music. He was conscious of holding himself differently as he entered his breakfast-room! Was it his fancy, or was the perfume of his little bowl of roses indeed more sweet this morning, the sunshine mellower and warmer, the flavour of his grapes more delicate? At any rate, he ate with a rare appetite, and then whilst he smoked a cigarette afterwards, an idea came to him! The colour rose in his cheeks,—he felt like a boy. In a few minutes he was walking through the streets, smiling softly to himself as he thought of his strange errand.




  He found his way to a jeweller’s shop in Bond Street, and asked for pearls! They were the only jewels she cared for, and he made a deliberate and careful choice, wondering more than once, with a curious sort of shyness, whether the man who served him so gravely had any idea for what purpose he was buying the ring which had been the object of his first inquiry. He walked home with a little square box in his hand, and a much smaller one in his waistcoat pocket. On the pavement he had hesitated for a moment, but a glance at his watch had decided him. It was too early to go and see her yet. He walked back to his rooms! There was a little work which he must finish during the day. He had better attempt it at once.




  On his desk a letter was waiting for him. With a little tremor of pleasure he recognized her handwriting. He took it over to the tall sunny window, with a smile of anticipation upon his lips. He broke the seal and read:




  

    “My love, the daylight has come, and I am here where you left me, a very happy and yet a very unhappy woman! Is it indeed only a few hours since we parted? It all seems so different. The starlight and the night wind and the deep, sweet silence have gone! There is a great shaft of yellow light in the sky, and a bank of purple clouds where the sun has risen. Only the perfume of your roses lying crushed in my lap remains to prove to me that it has not all been a very sweet dream. Dearest, I have a secret to tell you,—the sorrow of my life. The time has come when you must, alas! know it. Last night it was enough for me to hear you tell me of your love! Nothing else in the world seemed worthy of a moment’s thought. But as you were leaving, you whispered something about our marriage. How sweetly it sounded,—and yet how bitterly! For, dear, I can never marry you. I am already married! I can see you start when you read this. You will blame me for having kept this secret from you. Very likely you will be angry with me. Only for the love of God pity me a little!




    “My story is so commonplace. I can tell it you in a few sentences. I married when I was seventeen at my father’s command, to save him from ruin. My husband, like my father, was a city merchant. I did not love him, but then I did not know what love was. My girlhood was a miserable one. My father belonged to the sect of Calvinists. Our home was hideous, and we were poor. Any release from it was welcome. John Drage, the man whom I married, had one good quality. He was generous. He bought me pictures, and books—things which I always craved. When my father’s command came, it did not seem a hardship. I married him. He was not so much a bad man, perhaps, as a weak one. We lived together for four years. I had one child, a little boy. Then I made a horrible discovery. My husband, whom I knew to be a drunkard, was hideously, debasingly false to me. The bald facts are these. I myself saw him drunk and helped into his carriage by one of those women whose trade it is to prey upon such creatures. This was not an exceptional occurrence. It was a habit.




    “There, I have told you. It would have hurt me less to have cut off my right hand. But there shall be no misunderstanding, nor any concealment between us. I left John Drage’s house that night. I took little Freddy with me; but when I refused to return, he stole the child away from me. Then I drew a sharp line at that point in my life. I had neither friend nor relation, but there was some money which had been left me soon after my marriage. I lived alone, and I began to write. That is my story. That is why I cannot marry you.




    “Dear, I want you, now that you know my very ugly history, to consider this. Whilst I was married, I was faithful to my husband; since then I have been faithful to my self-respect. But I have told myself always that if ever the time came when I should love, I would give myself to that man without hesitation and without shame. And that time has come, dear. You know that I love you! Your coming has been the great awakening joy of my life. Nothing that has gone before, nothing that the future may hold, can ever trouble me if we are together—you and I. I have suffered more than most women. But you will help me to forget it.




    “I sit here with my face to the morning, and I seem to see a new life stretching out before me. Is not love a beautiful thing! I am not ambitious any more. I do not want any other object in life than to make you happy, and to be made happy by you. I began this letter with a heavy heart and with trembling fingers. But now I am quite calm and quite happy. I know that you will come to me. You see I have great faith in your love. Thank God for it!




    “Berenice.”


  




  The letter fluttered from Matravers’ fingers on to the floor. For several minutes he stood quite still, with his hand pressed to his heart. Then he calmly seated himself in a little easy chair which stood by his side, with its back to the window. He had a curious sense of being suddenly removed from his own personality,—his own self. He was another man gazing for the last time upon a very familiar scene.




  He sat there with his head resting upon the palm of his hand, looking with lingering eyes around his little room, even the simplest objects of which were in a sense typical of the life which he was abandoning. He knew that that life, if even its influence had not been wide, had been a studiously well-ordered and a seemly thing. A touch of that ultra æstheticism, which had given to all his writings a peculiar tone and individuality, had permeated also his ideas as to the simplest events of living. All that was commonplace and ugly and vicious had ever repelled him. He had lived not only a clean life, but a sweet one. His intense love for pure beauty, combined with a strong dash of epicureanism, had given a certain colour to its outward form as well as to its inward workings. Even the simplest objects by which he was surrounded were the best of their kind,—carefully and faithfully chosen. The smallest details of his daily life had always been governed by a love of comely and kindly order. Both in his conversation and in his writings he had studiously avoided all excess, all shadow of evil or unkindness. His opinions, well chosen and deliberate though they were, were flavoured with a delicate temperateness so distinctive of the man and of his habits. And now, it was all to come to an end! He was about to sever the cords, to cut himself adrift from all that had seemed precious, and dear, and beautiful to him. He, to whom even the women of the streets had been as sacred things, was about to become the established and the open lover of a woman whom he could never marry. To a certain extent it was like moral shipwreck to him. Yet he loved her! He was sure of that. He had called himself in the past, as indeed he had every right to, something of a philosopher; but he had never tried to harden within himself the human leaven which had kept him, in sympathy and kindliness, always in close touch with his fellows. And this was its fruit! To him of all men there had come this....




  Soon he found himself in the street, on his way to her. Such a letter as this called for no delay. It was barely twelve o’clock when he rang the bell at her house. The girl who answered it handed him a note. He asked quickly for her mistress.




  She left an hour ago by the early train, he was told. She has gone into the country.




  She had made up her mind quite suddenly, and had not even taken her maid. The address would probably be in the letter.




  Still standing on the doorstep, he tore open the note and read it. There were only a few lines.




  

    “Dearest, can you take a short holiday? I have a fancy to have you come to me at my little house in Devonshire. London is stifling me, and I want to taste the full sweetness of my happiness. You see I do not doubt you! I know that you will come. Shall you mind a tiresome railway journey? The address is Bossington Old Manor House, Devonshire, and the station is Minehead. Wire what train you are coming by, and I will send something to meet you.




    “Berenice.”
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  Matravers walked back to his rooms and ordered his portmanteau to be packed. Then he went out, and after making all his arrangements for an absence from town, bought a Bradshaw. There were two trains, he found, by which he could travel, one at three, the other at half-past four. He arranged to catch the earlier one, and drove to his club for lunch. Afterwards he strolled towards the smoking-room, but finding it unusually full, was on the point of withdrawing. As he lingered on the threshold, a woman’s name fell upon his ears. The speaker was Mr. Thorndyke. He became rigid.




  “Why, yes, I gave her the victoria,” he was saying. “We called it a birthday present, or something of that sort. I supposed every one knew about that. Those little arrangements generally are known somehow!”




  The innuendo was unmistakable. Matravers advanced with his usual leisurely walk to the little group of men.




  “I beg your pardon,” he said quietly. “I understood Mr. Thorndyke to say, I believe, that he had given a carriage to a certain lady. Am I correct?”




  Thorndyke turned upon him sharply. There was a sudden silence in the crowded room. Matravers’ clear, cold voice, although scarcely raised above the pitch of ordinary conversation, had penetrated to its furthest corner.




  “And if I did, sir! What——”




  “These gentlemen will bear me witness that you did say so?” Matravers interrupted calmly. “I regret to have to use unpleasant language, Mr. Thorndyke, but I am compelled to tell you, and these gentlemen, that your statement is a lie!”




  Thorndyke was a florid and a puffy man. The veins upon his temples stood out like whipcord. He was not a pleasant sight to look upon.




  “What do you mean, sir?” he spluttered. “The carriage was mine before she had it. Everybody recognizes it.”




  “Exactly. The carriage was yours. You intended every one to recognize it. But you have omitted to state, both here and in other places, that the lady bought that carriage from you for two hundred and sixty guineas—a good deal more than its worth, I should imagine. You heard her say that she was thinking of buying a victoria, and you offered her yours—pressed her to buy it. It was too small for your horses, you said, and you were hard up. You even had it sent round to her stables without her consent. I have heard this story before, sir, and I have furnished myself with proofs of its falsehood. This, gentlemen,” he added, drawing some papers from his pocket, “is Mr. Thorndyke’s receipt for the two hundred and sixty guineas for a victoria, signed, as you will see, in his own handwriting, and here is the lady’s cheque with Mr. Thorndyke’s endorsement, cancelled and paid.”




  The papers were handed round. Thorndyke picked up his hat, but Matravers barred his egress.




  “With regard to the insinuation which you coupled with your falsehood,” he continued, “both are equally and absolutely false. I know her to be a pure and upright woman. A short time ago you took advantage of your position to make certain cowardly and disgraceful propositions to her, since when her doors have been closed upon you! I would have you know, sir, and remember, that the honour of that lady, whom last night I asked to be my wife, is as dear to me as my own, and if you dare now, or at any future time, to slander her, I shall treat you as you deserve. You can go.”




  “And be very careful, sir,” thundered the old Earl of Ellesmere, veteran member of the club, “that you never show your face inside these doors again, or, egad, I’m an old man, but I’ll kick you out myself.”




  Thorndyke left the room amidst a chilling and unsympathetic silence. As soon as he could get away, Matravers followed him. There was a strange pain at his heart, a sense of intolerable depression had settled down upon him. After all, what good had he done? Only a few more days and her name, which for the moment he had cleared, would be besmirched in earnest. His impeachment of Thorndyke would sound to these men then like mock heroics. There would be no one to defend her any more. There would be no defence. For ever in the eyes of all these people she was doomed to become one of the Magdalens of the world.




  It seemed a very unreal London through which Matravers was whirled on his way from the club to Paddington. But before a third of the distance was accomplished, there was a sudden check. A little boy, who had wandered from his nurse in crossing the road, narrowly escaped being run over by a carriage and pair, only to find himself knocked down by the shaft of Matravers’ hansom. There was a cry, and the driver pulled his horse on to her haunches, but apparently just a second too late. With a sickening sense of horror, Matravers saw the little fellow literally under the horse’s feet, and heard his shrill cry of terror.




  He leaped out, and was the first to pick the child up, immeasurably relieved to find that after all he was not seriously hurt. His clothes were torn, and his hands were scratched, and there, apparently, the mischief ended. Matravers lifted him into the cab, and turned to the frightened nurse-girl for the address.




  “Nine, Greenfield Gardens, West Kensington, sir,” she told him; “and please tell the master it wasn’t my fault. He is so venturesome, I can’t control him nohow. His name is Drage—Freddy Drage, sir.”




  And then once more Matravers felt that strange dizziness which had come to him earlier in the day. Again he had that curious sense of moving in a dream, as though he had, indeed, become part of an unreal and shadowy world. The renewed motion of the cab as they drove back again along Pall Mall, recalled him to himself. He leaned back and looked at the boy steadily.




  Yes, they were her eyes. There was no doubt about it. The little fellow, not in the least shy, and, in fact, now become rather proud of his adventure, commenced to prattle very soon. Matravers interrupted him with a question,—




  “Won’t your mother be frightened to see you like this?” The child stared at him with wide-open eyes.




  “Why, mammy ain’t there,” he exclaimed. “Mammy went away ever so long ago. I don’t think she’s dead, though, ’cos daddy wouldn’t let me talk about her, only just lately, since he was ill. You see,” he went on with an explanatory wave of the hand, “daddy’s been a very bad man. He’s better now—leastways, he ain’t so bad as he was; but I ’spect that’s why mammy went away. Don’t you?”




  “I daresay, Freddy,” Matravers answered softly.




  “We’re getting very near now,” Freddy remarked, looking over the apron of the cab. “My! won’t dada be surprised to see me drive up in a cab with you! I hope he’s at the window!”




  “Will your father be at home now?” Matravers asked.




  Freddy stared at him.




  “Why, of course! Dad’s always at home! Is my face very buggy? Don’t rub it any more, please. That’s Jack Mason over there! I play with him. I want him to see me. Hullo! Jack,” he shouted, leaning out of the cab, “I’ve been run over, right over, face all buggy. Look at it! Hands too,” spreading them out. “He’s a nice boy,” Freddy continued as the cab turned a corner, “but he can’t run near so fast as me, and he’s lots older. Hullo! here we are!” kicking vigorously at the apron.




  Matravers looked up in surprise. They had stopped short before a long row of shabby-genteel houses in the outskirts of Kensington. He took the boy’s outstretched hand and pushed open the gate. The door was open, and Freddy dragged him into a room on the ground floor.




  A man was lying on a sofa before the window, wrapped in an untidy dressing-gown, and with the lower part of his body covered up with a rug. His face, fair and florid, with more than a suggestion of coarseness in the heavy jaw and thick lips, was drawn and wrinkled as though with pain. His lips wore an habitually peevish expression. He did not offer to rise when they came in. Matravers was thankful that Freddy spared him the necessity of immediate speech. He had recognized in a moment the man who had sat alone night after night in the back seats of the New Theatre, whose slow drawn-out cry of agony had so curiously affected him on that night of her performance. He recognized, too, the undergraduate of his college sent down for flagrant misbehaviour, the leader of a set whom he himself had denounced as a disgrace to the University. And this man was her husband!




  “Daddy,” the boy cried, dropping Matravers’ hand and running over to the couch, “I’ve been run over by a hansom cab, and I’m all buggy, but I ain’t hurt, and this gentleman brought me home. Daddy can’t get up, you know,” Freddy explained; “his legs is bad.”




  “Run over, eh!” exclaimed the man on the couch. “It’s like that girl’s damned carelessness.”




  He patted the boy’s head, not unkindly, and Matravers found words.




  “My cab unfortunately knocked your little boy down near Trafalgar Square, but I am thankful to say that he was not hurt. I thought that I had better bring him straight home, though, as he has had a roll in the dust.”




  At the sound of Matravers’ voice, the man started and looked at him earnestly. A dull red flush stained his cheeks. He looked away.




  “It was very good of you, Mr. Matravers,” he said. “I can’t think what the girl could have been about.”




  “I did not see her until after the accident. I am glad that it was no worse,” Matravers answered. “You have not forgotten me, then?”




  John Drage shook his head.




  “No, sir,” he said. “I have not forgotten you. I should have known your voice anywhere. Besides, I knew that you were in London. I saw you at the New Theatre.”




  There was a short silence. Matravers glanced around the room with an inward shiver. The usual horrors of a suburban parlour were augmented by a general slovenliness, and an obvious disregard for any sort of order.




  “I am afraid, Drage,” he said gently, “that things have not gone well with you.”




  “You are quite right,” the man answered bitterly. “They have not! They have gone very wrong indeed; and I have no one to blame but myself.”




  “I am sorry,” Matravers said. “You are an invalid, too, are you not?”




  “I am worse than an invalid,” the man on the couch groaned. “I am a prisoner on my back, most likely for ever; curse it! I have had a paralytic stroke. I can’t think why I couldn’t die! It’s hard lines!—damned hard lines! I wish I were dead twenty times a day! I am alone here from morning to night, and not a soul to speak to. If it wasn’t for Freddy I should jolly soon end it!”




  “The little boy’s mother?” Matravers ventured, with bowed head.




  “She left me—years ago. I don’t know that I blame her, particularly. Sit down, if you will, for a bit. I never have a visitor, and it does me good to talk.”




  Matravers took the only unoccupied chair, and drew it back a little into the darker part of the room.




  “You remember me then, Drage,” he remarked. “Yet it is a long time since our college days.”




  “I knew you directly I heard your voice, sir,” the man answered. “It seemed to take me back to a night many years ago—I want you to let me remind you of it. I should like you to know that I never forgot it. We were at St. John’s then; you were right above me—in a different world altogether. You were a leader amongst the best of them, and I was a hanger-on amongst the worst. You were in with the gentlemen set and the reading set. Neither of them would have anything to do with me—and they were quite right. I was what they thought me—a cad. I’d no head for work, and no taste for anything worth doing, and I wasn’t a gentleman, and hadn’t sense to behave like one. I’d no right to have been at the University at all, but my poor old dad would have me go. He had an idea that he could make a gentleman of me. It was a mistake!”




  Matravers moved slightly in his chair,—he was suffering tortures.




  “Is it worth while recalling all these things?” he asked quietly. “Life cannot be a success for all of us; yet it is the future, and not the past.”




  “I have no future,” the man interrupted doggedly; “no future here, or in any other place. I have got my deserts. I wanted to remind you of that night when you came to see me in my rooms, after I’d been sent down for being drunk. I suppose you were the first gentleman who had ever crossed my threshold, and I remember wondering what on earth you’d come for! You didn’t lecture me, and you didn’t preach. You came and sat down and smoked one of my cigars, and talked just as though we were friends, and tried to make me see what a fool I was. It didn’t do much good in the end—but I never forgot it. You shook hands with me when you left, and for once in my life I was ashamed of myself.”




  “I am sorry,” Matravers said with an effort, “that I did not go to see you oftener.”




  Drage shook his head.




  “It was too late then! I was done for,—done for as far as Oxford was concerned. But that was only the beginning. I might easily have picked up if I’d had the pluck! The dad forgave me, and made me a partner in the business before he died. I was a rich man, and I might have been a millionaire; instead of that I was a damned fool! I can’t help swearing! you mustn’t mind, sir! Remember what I am! I don’t swear when Freddy’s in the room, if I can help it. I went the pace, drank, kept women, and all the rest of it. My wife found me out and went away. I ain’t saying a word against her. She was a good woman, and I was a bad man, and she left me! She was right enough! I wasn’t fit for a decent woman to live with. All the same, I missed her; and it was another kick down Hellward for me when she went. I got desperate then; I took to drink worse than ever, and I began to let my business go and speculate. You wouldn’t know anything of the city, sir; but I can tell you this, when a cool chap with all his wits about him starts speculating outside his business, it’s touch and go with him; when a chap in the state I was in goes for it, you can spell the result in four letters! It’s RUIN, ruin! That’s what it meant for me. I lost two hundred thousand pounds in three years, and my business went to pot too. Then I had this cursed stroke, and here I am! I may stick on for years, but I shall never be able to earn a penny again. Where Freddy’s schooling is to come from, or how we are to live, I don’t know!”




  “I am very sorry,” Matravers said gently. “Have you no friends then, or relations who will help you?”




  “Not a damned one,” growled the man on the couch. “I had plenty of pals once, only too glad to count themselves John Drage’s friends; but where they are now I don’t know. They seem to have melted away. There’s never a one comes near me. I could do without their money or their help, somehow, but it’s damned hard to lie here for ever and have not one of ’em drop in just now and then for a bit of a talk and a cheering word. That’s what gives me the blues! I always was fond of company; I hated being alone, and it’s like hell to lie here day after day and see no one but a cross landlady and a miserable servant girl. Lately, I can’t bear to be alone with Freddy. He’s so damned like his mother, you know. It brings a lump in my throat. I wouldn’t mind so much if it were only myself. I’ve had my cake! But it’s rough on the boy!”




  “It is rough on the boy, and it is rough on you,” Matravers said kindly. “I wonder you have never thought of sending him to his mother! She would surely like to have him!”




  The man’s face grew black.




  “Not till I’m dead,” he said doggedly. “I don’t want him set against me! He’s all I’ve got! I’m going to keep him for a bit. It ought not to be so difficult for us to live. If only I could get down to the city for a few hours!”




  “Could not a friend there do some good for you?” Matravers asked.




  “Of course he could,” Mr. Drage answered eagerly; “but I haven’t got a friend. See here!”




  He took a little account book from under his pillow, and with trembling fingers thrust it before his visitor.




  “You see all these amounts. They are all owing to me from those people—money lent, and one thing and another. There is an envelope with bills and I O U’s. They belong to me, you understand,” he said, with a sudden touch of dignity. “I never failed! My business was stopped when I was taken ill, but there was enough to pay everybody. Now some of these amounts have never been collected. If I could see these people myself, they would pay, or if I could get a friend whom I could trust! But there isn’t a man comes near me!”




  “I—am not a business man,” Matravers said slowly; “but if you cared to explain things to me, I would go into the city and see what I could do.”




  The man raised himself on his elbow and gazed at his visitor open-mouthed.




  “You mean this!” he cried thickly. “Say it again,—quick! You mean it!”




  “Certainly,” Matravers answered. “I will do what I can.”




  John Drage did not doubt his good fortune for a moment. No one ever looked into Matravers’ face and failed to believe him.




  “I—I’ll thank you some day,” he murmured. “You’ve done me up! Will you—shake hands?”




  He held out a thin white hand. Matravers took it between his own.




  In a few moments they were absorbed in figures and explanations. Finally the book was passed over to Matravers’ keeping.




  “I will see what I can do,” he said quietly. “Some of these accounts should certainly be recovered. I will come down and let you know how I have got on.”




  “If you would! If you don’t mind! And, I wonder,—do you take a morning paper? If so, will you bring it when you’ve done with it, or an old one will do? I can’t read anything but newspapers; and lately I haven’t dared to spend a penny,—because of Freddy, you know! It’s so cursed lonely!”




  “I will come, and I will bring you something to read,” Matravers promised. “I must go now!”




  John Drage held out his hand wistfully.




  “Good-by,” he said. “You’re a good man! I wish I’d been like you. It’s an odd thing for me to say, but—God bless you, sir.”




  Matravers stood on the doorstep with his watch in his hand. It was half-past three. There was just time to catch the four-thirty from Waterloo! For a moment the little street faded away from before his eyes! He saw himself at his journey’s end! Berenice was there to meet him! A breath of the country came to him on the breeze—a breath of sweet-smelling flowers, and fresh moorland air, and the low murmur of the blue sea. Yes, there was Berenice, with her dark hair blowing in the wind, and that look of passionate peace in her pale, tired face! Her arms were open, wide open! She had been weary so long! The struggle had been so hard! and he, too, was weary——




  He started! He was still on the doorstep! Freddy was drumming on the pane, and behind, there was a man lying on the couch, with his face buried in his hands. He waved his hand and descended the steps firmly.




  “Back to my rooms, 147, Piccadilly,” he told the cabman. “I shall not be going away to-day.”
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  A  man wrote it, from his little room in the heart of London, whilst night faded into morning. He wrote it with leaden heart and unwilling mechanical effort—wrote it as a man might write his own doom. Every fresh sentence, which stared up at him from the closely written sheets seemed like another landmark in his sad descent from the pinnacles of his late wonderful happiness down into the black waters of despair. When he had finished, and the pen slipped from his stiff, nerveless fingers, there were lines and marks in his face which had never been there before, and which could never altogether pass away.




  ... A woman read it, seated on a shelving slant of moorland with the blue sky overhead, and the soft murmur of the sea in her ears, and the sunlight streaming around her. When she had finished, and the letter had fallen to her side, crushed into a shapeless mass, the light had died out of the sky and the air, and the song of the birds had changed into a wail. And this was what the man had said to the woman:—




  

    “Berenice, I have had a dream! I dreamed that I was coming to you, that you and I were together somewhere in a new world, where the men were gods and the women were saints, where the sun always shone, and nothing that was not pure and beautiful had any place! And now I am awake, and I know that there is no such world.




    “You and I are standing on opposite sides of a deep, dark precipice. I may not come to you! You must not come to me.




    “I have thought over this matter with all the seriousness which befits it. You will never know how great and how fierce the struggle has been. I am feeling an older and a tired man. But now that is all over! I have crossed the Rubicon! The mists have rolled away, and the truth is very clear indeed to me! I shudder when I think to what misery I might have brought you, if I had yielded to that sweetest and most fascinating impulse of my life, which bade me accept your sacrifice and come to you. Berenice, you are very young yet, and you have woven some new and very beautiful fancies which you have put into a book, and which the world has found amusing! To you alone they have become the essence of your life: they have become by constant contemplation a part of yourself. Out of the greatness of your heart you do not fear to put them into practice! But, dear, you must find a new world to fit your fancies, for the one in which we are forced to dwell, the world which, in theory, finds them delightful, would find another and an uglier world if we should venture upon their embodiment! After all we are creatures of this world, and by this world’s laws we shall be judged. The things which are right are right, and the things which are pure are pure. Love is the greatest power in the world, but it cannot alter things which are unalterable.




    “Once when I was climbing with a friend of mine in the Engadine, we saw a white flower growing virtually out of a cleft in the rocks, high above our heads. My friend was a botanist, and he would have that flower! I lay on my back and watched him struggle to reach it, watched him often slipping backwards, but gradually crawling nearer and nearer, until at last, breathless, with torn clothes and bleeding hands, he grasped the tiny blossom, and held it out to me in triumph! Together we admired it ceaselessly as we retraced our steps. But as we left the high altitudes and descended into the valley, a change took place in the flower. Its petals drooped, its leaves shrank and faded. White became grey, the freshness which had been its chief beauty faded away with every step we took. My friend kept it, but he kept it with sorrow! It was no longer a beautiful flower.




    “Berenice, you are that flower! You are beautiful, and pure, and strong! You think that you are strong enough to live in the lowlands, but you are not! No love of mine, changeless and whole as it must ever be, could keep your soul from withering in the nether land of sin! For it would be sin! In these days when you are young, when the fires of your enthusiasm are newly kindled, and the wings of your imagination have not been shorn, you may say to yourself that it is not sin! You may say that love is the only true and sweet shrine before which we need keep our lives holy and pure, and that the time for regrets would never come!




    “Illusion! I, too, have tried to reason with myself in this manner! I have tried passionately, earnestly, feverishly. I have failed! I cannot! No one can! I know that to you I seem to be writing like a Philistine, like a man of a generation gone by! You have filled your little world with new ideals, you have lit it with the lamp of love, and it all seems very real and beautiful to you! But some day, though the lamp may burn still as brightly as ever, a great white daylight will break in through the walls. You will see things that you have never seen before, and the light of that lamp will seem cold and dim and ghostly. Nothing, nothing can ever alter the fact that your husband lives, and that your little boy is growing up with a great void in his heart. Some day he will ask for his mother; even now he may be asking for her! Berenice, would he ever look with large, indulgent eyes upon that little world of yours! Alas!




    “I have read my letter over to myself, Berenice, and I fear that it must sound to you very commonplace, even perhaps cold! Yet, believe me when I tell you that I have passed through a very fire of suffering, and if I am calm now it is with the calm of an ineffable despair! In my life at Oxford, and later, here in London, women have never borne any share. Part of my scheme of living has been to regard them as something outside my little cycle, an influence great indeed, but one which had passed me by.




    “Yet I am now one of the world’s great sufferers, one of those who have found at once their greatest joy linked with an unutterable despair. For I love you, Berenice! Never doubt it! Though I should never look upon your face again—which God in His mercy forbid—my love for you must be for ever a part and the greatest part of my life! Always remember that, I pray you!




    “It seems strange to talk of one’s plans with such a great, black cloud of sorrow filling the air! But the outward form of life does not change, even when the light has gone out and one’s heart is broken! I have some work before me which I must finish; when it is over I shall go abroad! But that can wait! When you are back in London, send for me! I am schooling myself to meet a new Berenice—my friend! And I have something still more to say to you!




    “Matravers.”
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  The week that followed the sending of his letter was, to Matravers, with his love for equable times and emotions, like a week in hell! He had set himself a task not easy even to an ordinary man of business, but to him trebly difficult and harassing. Day after day he spent in the city—a somewhat strange visitor there, with his grave, dignified manner and studied fastidiousness of dress and deportment. He was unversed in the ways of the men with whom he had to deal, and he had no commercial aptitude whatever. But in a quiet way he was wonderfully persistent, and he succeeded better, perhaps, than any other emissary whom John Drage could have employed. The sum of money which he eventually collected amounted to nearly fifteen hundred pounds, and late one evening he started for Kensington with a bundle of papers under his arm and a cheque-book in his pocket.




  It was his last visit,—at any rate, for the present,—he told himself with a sense of wonderful relief, as he walked through the Park in the gathering twilight. For of late, something in connection with his day’s efforts had taken him every evening to the shabby little house at Kensington, where his coming was eagerly welcomed by the tired, sick man and the lonely boy. He had esteemed himself a man well schooled in all manner of self-control, and little to be influenced in a matter of duty by his personal likes and dislikes. But these visits were a torture to him! To sit and talk for hours with a man, grateful enough, but peevish and commonplace, and with a curious lack of virility or self-reliance in his untoward circumstances, was trial enough to Matravers, who had been used to select his associates and associations with delicate and close care. But to remember that this man had been, and indeed was, the husband of Berenice, was madness! It was this man, whom at the best he could only regard with a kindly and gentle contempt, who stood between him and such surprising happiness, this man and the boy with his pale, serious face and dark eyes. And the bitterness of fate—for he never realized that it would have been possible for him to have acted otherwise—had made him their benefactor!




  Just as he was leaving the Park he glanced up at the sound of a carriage passing him rapidly, and as he looked up he stood still! It seemed to him that life itself was standing still in his veins. Berenice had been silent. There had come no word from her! But nothing so tragic, so horrible as this, had ever occurred to him! His heart had been full of black despair, and his days had been days of misery; but even the possibility of seeking for himself solace, by means not altogether worthy, had never dawned upon him. Nor had he dreamed it of her! Yet the man who waved his hand from the box-seat of the phaeton with a courtesy seemingly real, but, under the circumstances, brutally ironical, was Thorndyke, and the woman who sat by his side was Berenice!




  The carriage passed on down the broad drive, and Matravers stood looking after it. Was it his fancy, or was that, indeed, a faint cry which came travelling through the dim light to his ears as he stood there under the trees—a figure turned to stone. A faint cry, or the wailing of a lost spirit! A sudden dizziness came over him, and he sat down on one of the seats close at hand. There was a singing in his ears, and a pain at his heart. He sat there with half-closed eyes, battling with his weakness.




  Presently he got up, and continued his journey. He found himself on the doorstep of the shabby little house, and mechanically he passed in and told the story of his day’s efforts to the man who welcomed him so eagerly. With his pocket-book in his hand he successfully underwent a searching cross-examination, faithfully recording what one man had said and what another, their excuses and their protestations. He made no mistakes, and his memory served him amply. But when he had come to the end of the list, and had placed the cheque-book in John Drage’s fingers, he felt that he must get away. Even his stoical endurance had a measurable depth. But it was hard to escape from the man’s most unwelcome gratitude. John Drage had not the tact to recognize in his benefactor the man to whom thanks are hateful.




  “And I had no claim upon you whatever!” the sick man wound up, half-breathless. “If you had cut me dead, after my Oxford disgrace, it would only have been exactly what I deserved. That’s what makes it so odd, your doing all this for me. I can’t understand it, I’m damned if I can!”




  Matravers stood over him, a silent, unresponsive figure, seeking only to make his escape. With difficulty he broke in upon the torrent of words.




  “Will you do me the favour, Mr. Drage,” he begged earnestly, “of saying no more about it. Any man of leisure would have done for you what I have done. If you really wish to afford me a considerable happiness, you can do so.”




  “Anything in this world!” John Drage declared vehemently.




  Matravers thought for a moment. The proposition which he was about to make had been in his mind from the first. The time had come now to put it into words.




  “You must not be offended at what I am going to say,” he began gently. “I am a rich man, and I have taken a great fancy to your boy. I have no children of my own; in fact, I am quite alone in the world. If you will allow me, I should like to undertake Freddy’s education.”




  A light broke across the man’s coarse face, momentarily transfiguring it. He raised himself on his elbow, and gazed at his visitor with eager scrutiny. Then he drew a deep sigh, and there were tears in his eyes. He did not say a word. Matravers continued.




  “It will be a great pleasure for me,” he said quietly. “What I propose is to invest a thousand pounds for that purpose in Freddy’s name. In fact, I have taken the liberty of already doing it. The papers are here.”




  Matravers laid an envelope on the little table between them. Then he rose up.




  “Will you forgive me now,” he said, “if I hurry away? I will come and see you again, and we will talk this over more thoroughly.”




  And still John Drage said nothing, but he held out his hand. Matravers pressed the thin fingers between his own.




  “You must see Freddy,” he said eagerly. “I promised him that he should come in before you went.”




  But Matravers shook his head. There was a pain at his heart like the cutting of a knife.




  “I cannot stay another instant,” he declared. “Send Freddy over to my rooms any time. Let him come and have tea with me!”




  Then they parted, and Matravers walked through a world of strange shadows to Berenice’s house. Her maid, recognizing him, took him up to her room without ceremony. The door was softly opened and shut. He stood upon the threshold. For a moment everything seemed dark before him.
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  Berenice seemed to dwell always in the twilight. At first Matravers thought that the room was empty, and he advanced slowly towards the window. And then he stopped short. Berenice was lying in a crumpled heap on the low couch, almost within touch of his hands. She was lying on her side, her supple figure all doubled up, and the folds of her loose gown flowing around her in wild disorder. Her face was half hidden in her clasped hands.




  “Berenice,” he cried softly.




  She did not answer. She was asleep. He stood looking down upon her, his heart full of an infinite tenderness. She, too, had suffered, then. Her hair was in wild confusion, and there were marks of recent tears upon her pale cheeks. A little lace handkerchief had slipped from her fingers down on to the floor. He picked it up. It was wet! The glow of the heavily-shaded lamp was upon her clasped white fingers and her bowed head. He watched the rising and falling of her bosom as she slept. To him, so great a stranger to women and their ways, there was a curious fascination in all the trifling details of her toilette and person, the innate daintiness of which appealed to him with a very potent and insidious sweetness. Whilst she slept, he felt as one far removed from her. It was like a beautiful picture upon which he was gazing. The passion which had been raging within him like an autumn storm was suddenly stilled. Only the purely æsthetic pleasure of her presence and his contemplation of it remained. It seemed to him then that he would have had her stay thus for ever! Before his fixed eyes there floated a sort of mystic dream. There was another world—was it the world of sleep or of death?—where they might join hands and dwell together in beautiful places, and there was no one, not even their consciences, to say them nay. The dust of earthly passion and sin, and all the commonplace miseries of life, had faded for ever from their knowledge. It was their souls which had come together ... and there was a wonderful peace.




  Then she opened her eyes and looked up at him. There was no more dreaming! The old, miserable passion flooded his heart and senses. His feet were upon the earth again! The whole world of those strange, poignant sensations, stronger because of their late coming, welled up within him.




  “Berenice!”




  She was only half awake, and she held up her soft, white arms to him, gleaming like marble through the lace of her wide sleeves. She looked up at him with the faint smile of a child.




  “My love!”




  He stooped down, and her arms closed around him like a soft yoke. But he kissed her forehead so lightly that she scarcely realized that this was almost his first caress.




  “Berenice, you have been angry with me!”




  She sat up, and the lamplight fell upon his face.




  “You have been ill,” she cried in a shocked tone.




  “It is nothing. I am well. But to-night—I had a shock; I saw you with—Mr. Thorndyke!”




  Her eyes met his. The hideous phantom which had been dogging his steps was slain. He was ashamed of that awful but nameless fear.




  “It is true. Mr. Thorndyke has offered me an apology, which I am forced to believe sincere. He has asked me to be his wife! I was sorry for him.”




  “He is a bad man! He has spoken ill of you! He has already a wife!”




  “I am glad of it. I can obey my instincts now, and see him no more. Personally he is distasteful to me! I had an idea he was honest! It is nothing!”




  She dismissed the subject with a wave of the hand. To her it was altogether a minor matter. Then she looked at him.




  “Well!”




  “You never answered my letter.”




  “No, there was no answer. I came back.”




  “You did not let me know.”




  “You will find a message at your rooms when you get back.”




  He walked up and down the room. He knew at once that all he had done hitherto had been in vain. The battle was still before him. She sat and watched him with an inscrutable smile. Once as he passed her, she laid her hand upon his arm. He stopped at once.




  “Your white flower was born to die and to wither,” she said. “A night’s frost would have killed it as surely as the lowland air. It is like these violets.” She took a bunch from her bosom. “This morning they were fresh and beautiful. Now they are crushed and faded! Yet they have lived their life.”




  She threw them down upon the floor.




  “Do you think a woman is like that?” she said softly. “You are very, very ignorant! She has a soul.”




  He held out his hand.




  “A soul to keep white and pure. A soul to give back—to God!”




  Again she smiled at him slowly, and shook her dark head. “You are like a child in some things! You have lived so long amongst the dry bones of scholarship, that you have lost your touch upon humanity. And of us women, you know—so very little. You have tried to understand us from books. How foolish! You must be my disciple, and I will teach you.”




  “It is not teaching,” he cried; “it is temptation.”




  She turned upon him with a gleam of passion in her eyes.




  “Temptation!” she cried. “There spoke the whole selfishness of the philosopher, the dilettante in morals! What is it that you fear? It is the besmirchment of your own ideals, your own little code framed and moulded with your own hands. What do you know of sin or of purity, you, who have held yourself aloof from the world with a sort of delicate care, as though you, forsooth, were too precious a thing to be soiled with the dust of human passion and human love! That is where you are all wrong. That is where you make your great mistake. You have judged without experience. You speak of a soul which may be stained with sin; you have no more knowledge than the Pharisees of old what constitutes sin. Love can never stain anything! Love that is constant and true and pure is above the marriage laws of men; it is above your little self-constructed ideals; it is a thing of Heaven and of God! You wrote to me like a child,—and you are a child, for until you have learnt what love is, you are without understanding.”




  Suddenly her outstretched hands dropped to her side. Her voice became soft and low; her dark eyes were dimmed.




  “Come to me, and you shall know. I will show you in what narrow paths you have been wandering. I will show you how beautiful a woman’s love can make your life!”




  “If we can love and be pure,” he said hoarsely, “what is sin? What is that?”




  He was standing by the window, and he pointed westwards with shaking finger. The roar of Piccadilly and Regent Street came faintly into the little room. She understood him.




  “You have a great deal to learn, dear,” she whispered softly. “Remember this first, and before all, Love can sanctify everything.”




  “But they too loved in the beginning!”




  She shook her head.




  “That they never could have done. Love is eternal. If it fades or dies, then it never was love. Then it was sin.”




  “But those poor creatures! How are they to tell between the true love and the false?”




  She stamped her foot, and a quiver of passion shook her frame.




  “We are not talking about them. We are talking about ourselves! Do you doubt your love or mine?”




  “I cannot,” he answered. “Berenice!”




  “Yes!”




  “Did you ever tell—your husband that you loved him?”




  “Never!”




  “Did he love you?”




  “I believe, so far as he knew how to love anything,—he did.”




  “And now?”




  She waved her hand impatiently.




  “He has forgotten. He was shallow, and he was fond of life. He has found consolation long ago. Do not talk of him. Do not dare to speak of him again! Oh, why do you make me humble myself so?”




  “He may not have forgotten. He may have repented. He may be longing for you now,—and suffering. Should we be sinless then?”




  She swept from her place, and stood before him with flashing eyes.




  “I forbid you to remind me of my shame. I forbid you to remind me that I, too, like those poor women on the street, have been bought and sold for money! I have worked out my own emancipation. I am free. It was while I was living with him as his wife that I sinned,—for I hated him! Speak to me no more of that time! If you cannot forget it, you had better go!”




  He stretched out his hands and held hers tightly.




  “Berenice, if you were alone in the world, and there was some great barrier to our marriage, I would not hesitate any longer. I would take you to myself. Don’t think too hardly of me. I am like a man who is denying himself heaven. But your husband lives. You belong to him. You do not know whether he is in prosperity, or whether he has forgotten. You do not know whether he has repented, or whether his life is still such as to justify your taking the law into your own hands, and forsaking him for ever. Listen to me, dear! If you will find out these things, if you can say to yourself and to me, and to your conscience, ‘he has found happiness without me, he has ignored and forgotten the tie between us, he does not need my sympathy, or my care, or my companionship,’ then I will have no more scruples. Only let us be sure that you are morally free from that man.”




  She wrenched her hands away from his. There was a bright, red spot of colour flaring on her cheeks. Her eyes were on fire.




  “You are mad!” she cried; “you do not love me! No man can know what love is who talks about doubts and scruples like you do! You are too cold and too selfish to realize what love can be! And to think that I have stopped to reason, to reason with you! Oh! my God! What have I done to be humbled like this?”




  “Berenice!”




  “Leave me! Don’t come near me any more! I shall thrust you out of my life! You never loved me! I could not have loved you! Go away! It has been a hideous mistake!”




  “Berenice!”




  “My God! Will you leave me?” she moaned. “You are driving me mad! I hate you!”




  Her white hand flashed out into the darkness, as though she would have struck him! He bowed his head and went.
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  Matravers knew after that night that his was a broken life. Any future such as he had planned for himself of active, intellectual toil had now, he felt, become impossible. His ideals were all broken down. A woman had found her way in between the joints of an armour which he had grown to believe impenetrable, and henceforth life was a wreck. The old, quiet stoicism, which had been the inner stimulus of his career, was a thing altogether overthrown and impotent. He was too old to reconstruct life anew; the fragments were too many, and the wreck too complete. Only his philosophy showed him very plainly what the end must be. Across the sky of his vision it seemed to be written in letters of fire.




  Early in the morning, having made his toilette as usual with a care almost fastidious, he went out into the sunlit streets, moving like a man in a deep dream amongst scenes which had become familiar to him day by day. At his lawyer’s he made his will, and signed it, thankful for once for his great loneliness, insomuch as there was no one who could call the disposal of his property to a stranger an injustice—for he had left all to little Freddy; left it to him because of his mother’s eyes, as he thought with a faint smile. Then he called at his publisher’s and at the office of a leading review to which he was a regular contributor, telling them to expect no more work from him for a while; he was going abroad to take a long-earned holiday. He lunched at his club, speaking in a more than usually friendly manner to the few men with whom at times he had found it a pleasure to associate, and finally, with that sense of unreality growing stronger and stronger, he found himself once more in the Park, in his usual chair, looking out with the same keen sympathy upon the intensely joyous, beautiful phase of life which floated around him. The afternoon breeze rustled pleasantly among the cool green leaves above his head, and the sunlight slanted full across the shaded walk. On every hand were genial voices, cordial greetings, and light farewells. With a sense almost of awe, he thought of the days when he had sat there waiting for her carriage, that he might look for a few moments upon that pale-faced woman, whose influence over him seemed already to have commenced before even any words had passed between them. He sat there, gravely acknowledging the salutes of those with whom he was acquainted, wearing always the same faint and impenetrable smile—wonderful mask of a broken heart. And still the memories came surging into his brain. He thought of that grey morning when he had sat there alone, oppressed by some dim premonitions of the tragedy amongst whose shadows he was already passing, so that even the wind which had followed the dawn, and shaken the rain-drops down upon him, had seemed to carry upon its bosom wailing cries and sad human voices. As the slow moments passed along, he found himself watching for her carriage with some remnant of the old wistfulness. But it never came, and for that he was thankful.




  At last he rose, and walked leisurely back to his rooms. He gave orders to his servant to pack all his things for a journey; then, for the last time, he stood up in the midst of his possessions, looking around him with a vague sorrowfulness at the little familiar objects which had become dear to him, both by association and by reason of a certain sense of companionship which he had always been able to feel for beautiful things, however inanimate. It was here that he had come when he had first left Oxford, full of certain definite ambitions, and with a mind fixed at least upon living a serene and well-ordered life. He had woven many dreams within these four walls. How far away those days now seemed to be from him! He would never dream any more; for him the world’s great dream was very close at hand.




  He poured himself out a glass of wine from a quaintly cut decanter, and set it down on his writing-desk, emptying into it with scrupulous care the contents of a little packet which he had been carrying all day in his waistcoat pocket. He paused for a moment before taking up his pen, to move a little on one side the deep blue china bowl of flowers which, summer and winter alike, stood always fresh upon his writing-table. To-day it chanced, by some irony of fate, that they were roses, and a swift flood of memories rushed into his tingling senses as the perfume of the creamy blossoms floated up to him.




  He set his teeth, and, taking out some paper, began to write.




  

    “Berenice, farewell! To-night I am going on a very long journey, to a very far land. You and I may never meet again, and so, farewell! Farewell to you, Berenice, whom I have loved, and whom I dearly love. You are the only woman who has ever wandered into my little life to teach me the great depths of human passion—and you came too late. But that was not your fault.




    “For what I am doing, do you, at least, not blame me. If there were a single person in the world dependent upon me, or to whom my death would be a real loss, I would remain. But there is no one. And, whereas alive I can do you no good, dead I may! Berenice, your husband lives—in suffering and in poverty; your husband and your little boy. Freddy has looked at me out of your dark eyes, my love, and whilst I live I can never forget it. I hold his little hands, and I look into his pure, childish face, and the great love which I bear for his mother seems like an unholy thing. Leave your husband out of the question—put every other consideration on one side, Freddy’s eyes must have kept us apart for ever.




    “And, dear, it is your boy’s future, and the care of your stricken husband, which must bring you into closer and more intimate touch with the vast world of human sorrows. Love is a sacrifice, and life is a sacrifice. I know, and that knowledge is the comfort of my last sad night on earth, that you will find your rightful place amongst her toiling daughters. And it is because there is no fitting place for me by your side that I am very well content to die. For myself, I have well counted the cost. Death is an infinite compulsion. Our little lives are but the veriest trifle in the scale of eternity. Whether we go into everlasting sleep, or into some other mystic state, a few short years here more or less are no great matter, Berenice.”


  




  Again there came that curious pain at his heartstrings, and the singing in his ears. The pen slipped from his fingers; his head drooped.




  “Berenice!” he whispered. “Berenice!”




  And as though by a miracle she heard him, for she was close at hand. Whilst he had been writing, the door was softly opened and closed, a tall, grey-mantled figure stood upon the threshold. It was Berenice!




  “May I come in?” she cried softly. Her face was flushed, and her cheeks were wet, but a smile was quivering upon her lips.




  He did not answer. She came into the room, close to his side. Her fingers clasped the hand which was hanging over the side of his chair. The lamp had burnt very low; she could scarcely see his face.




  “Dear, I have come to you,” she murmured. “I am sorry. I want you to forgive me. I do love you! you know that I love you!”




  The pressure of her fingers upon his hand was surely returned. She stood up, and her cloak slipped from her shoulders on to the floor.




  “Why don’t you speak to me? Don’t you hear? Don’t you understand? I have come to you! I will not be sent away! It is too late! My carriage brought me here. I have told my people that I shall not be returning! Come away with me to-night! Let us start now! Listen! it is too late to draw back! Every one knows that I have come to you! We shall be so happy! Tell me that you are glad!”




  There was no answer. He did not move. She came close to him, so that her cheek almost touched his.




  “Tell me that you are glad,” she begged. “Don’t argue with me any more. If you do, I shall stop your mouth with kisses. I am not like you, dear! I must have love! I cannot live alone any longer! I have touched the utmost limits of my endurance! I will stay with you! You shall love me! Listen! If you do not, I swear—but no! You will save me from that! Oh, I know that you will! But don’t argue with me! Words are so cold, and I am a woman—and I must love and be loved, or I shall die.... Ah!”




  She started round with a little scream. Her eyes, frightened and dilated, were fixed upon the door. On the threshold a little boy was standing in his night-shirt, looking at her with dark, inquiring eyes.




  “I want Mr. Matravers, if you please,” he said deliberately. “Will you tell him? He don’t know that I’m here yet! He will be so surprised! Charlie Dunlop—that’s where I live—has the fever, and dad sent me here with a letter, but Mr. Matravers was out when we came, and nurse put me to bed. Now she’s gone away, and I’m so lonely. Is he asleep? Please wake him, and tell him.”




  She turned up the lamp without moving her eyes from the little white-clad figure. A great trembling was upon her! It was like a voice from the shadows of another world. And Matravers, why did he not speak?




  Slowly the lamp burned up. She leaned forward. He was sitting with his head resting upon his hand, and the old, faint smile parting his lips. But he did not look up! He did not speak to her! He was sitting like a carved image!




  “For God’s sake speak to me!” she cried.




  Then a certain rigidity in his posture struck her for the first time, and she threw herself on the ground beside him with a cry of fear. She pressed her lips to his, chafed his cold hand, and whispered frantically in his ear! But there was no answer—there never could be any answer. Matravers was dead, and the wine-glass at his side was untasted.




  Berenice did not faint! She did not even lose consciousness for a moment. Moaning softly to herself, but dry-eyed, she leaned over his shoulder and read the words which he had written to her, of which, indeed, the ink was scarcely dry. When she had finished, she took up the wine-glass in her own fingers, holding it so steadily that not a drop was spilt.




  Here was the panacea she craved! The problem of her troubled life was so easily to be solved. Rest with the man she loved!




  Her arms would fold around him as she sank to the ground. Perhaps he was already waiting for her somewhere—in one of those mystic worlds where the soul might shake itself free from this weary burden of human passions and sorrows. Her lips parted in a wonderful smile. She raised the glass!




  There was a soft patter across the carpet, and a gentle tug at her dress.




  “I am very cold,” Freddy cried piteously, holding out a little blue foot from underneath his night-shirt. “If you don’t want to wake Mr. Matravers, will you take me up to bed, please?”




  Through a mist of sudden tears, she looked down into her boy’s face. She drew a deep, quick breath—her fingers were suddenly nerveless. There was a great dull stain on the front of her dress, the wine-glass, shattered into many pieces, lay at her feet. She fell on her knees, and with a little burst of passionate sobs took him into her arms.




  There were grey hairs in the woman’s head, although she was still quite young. A few yards ahead, the bath chair, wheeled by an attendant, was disappearing in the shroud of white mist, which had suddenly rolled in from the sea. But the woman lingered for a moment with her eyes fixed upon that dim, distant line, where the twilight fell softly upon the grey ocean. It was the single hour in the long day which she claimed always for her own—for it seemed to her in that mysterious stillness, when the shadows were gathering and the winds had dropped, that she could sometimes hear his voice. Perhaps, somewhere, he too longed for that hour—a dweller, it might be, in that wonderful spirit world of the unknown, of which he had spoken sometimes with a curiously grave solemnity. Her hands clasped the iron railing, a light shone for a moment in the pale-lined face turned so wistfully seawards!




  Was it the low, sweet music of the sea, or was it indeed his voice in her ears, languorous and soft, long-travelled yet very clear. Somewhere at least he must know that hers had become at his bidding the real sacrifice! A smile transfigured her face! It was for this she had lived!




  Then there came her summons. A querulous little cry reached her from the bath chair, drawn up on the promenade. She waved her hand cheerfully.




  “I am coming,” she cried; “wait for me!”




  But her face was turned towards that dim, grey line of silvery light, and the wind caught hold of her words and carried them away over the bosom of the sea—upwards!




  THE END.
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  James Crawshay, Englishman of the type usually described in transatlantic circles as “some Britisher,” lolled apparently at his ease upon the couch of the too-resplendent sitting room in the Hotel Magnificent, Chicago. Hobson, his American fellow traveler, on the other hand, betrayed his anxiety by his nervous pacing up and down the apartment. Both men bore traces in their appearance of the long journey which they had only just completed.




  “I think,” Crawshay decided, yawning, “that I shall have a bath. I feel gritty, and my collar—heavens, what a sight! Your trains, Hobson, may be magnificent, but your coal is filthy. I will have a bath while your friend, the policeman, makes up his mind whether to come and see us or not.”




  His companion treated the suggestion with scant courtesy.




  “You will do nothing of the sort,” was his almost fierce objection. “We’ve got to wait right here until Chief of Police Downs comes along. There’s something crooked about this business, something I don’t understand, and the sooner we get to the bottom of it, the better.”




  The Englishman pacified himself with a whisky and soda which a waiter had just brought in. He added several lumps of ice and drained the contents of the tumbler with a little murmur of appreciation.




  “It will be confoundedly annoying,” he admitted quietly, “if we’ve had all this journey for nothing.”




  Hobson moistened his dry lips with his tongue. The whisky and soda and the great bucket of ice stood temptingly at his elbow, but he appeared to ignore their existence. He was a man of ample build, with a big, clean-shaven face, a square jaw and deep-set eyes, a man devoted to and wholly engrossed by his work.




  “See here, Crawshay,” he exclaimed, “if that dispatch was a fake, if we’ve been brought here on a fool’s errand, they haven’t done it for nothing. If they’ve brought it off against us, you mark my words, we’re left—we’re bamboozled—we’re a couple of lost loons! There’s nothing left for us but to sell candy to small boys or find a job on a farm.”




  “You’re such a pessimist,” the Englishman yawned.




  “Pessimist!” was the angry retort. “I’ll just ask you one question, my son. Where’s Downs?”




  “I certainly think,” Crawshay admitted, “that under the circumstances he might have been at the station to meet us.”




  “He wouldn’t even talk through the ‘phone,” Hobson pointed out. “I had to explain who we were to one of his inspectors. No one seemed to know a goldarned thing about us.”




  “They sent for him right away when you explained who you were,” Crawshay reminded his companion.




  Hobson found no comfort whatever in the reflection.




  “Of course they did,” he replied brusquely. “There’s scarcely likely to be a chief of police of any city in the United States who wouldn’t get a move on when he knew that Sam Hobson was waiting for a word. I haven’t been in the Secret Service of this country for fifteen years for nothing. He’ll come fast enough as soon as he knows I’m waiting, but all the same, what I want to know is, if that dispatch was on the square, why he wasn’t at the station to meet us, and if it wasn’t on the square, how the hell do we come out of this?”




  Their conversation was interrupted by the tinkle of the telephone which stood upon the table between them, the instrument which both men had been watching anxiously. Hobson snatched up the receiver.




  “Police headquarters speaking? Right! Yes, this is Sam Hobson. I’m here with Crawshay, of the English Secret Service. We got your dispatch.—What’s that?—Well?—Chief Downs is on the way, eh?—Just started? Good! We’re waiting for him.”




  Hobson replaced the receiver upon the instrument.




  “Downs is coming right along,” he announced. “I tell you what it is, Mr. Crawshay,” he went on, recommencing his walk up and down the apartment, “I don’t feel happy to be so far away from the coast. That’s what scares me. Chicago’s just about the place they’d land us, if this is a hanky-panky trick. We’re twenty hours from New York, and the City of Boston sails to-morrow at five o’clock.”




  The Englishman shook himself and rose from his recumbent position upon the sofa. He was a man of youthful middle-age, colourless, with pleasant face, a somewhat discontented mouth, but keen grey eyes. He had been sent out from Scotland Yard at the beginning of the war to assist in certain work at the English Embassy. So far his opportunities had not been many, or marked with any brilliant success, and it seemed to him that the gloom of failure was already settling down upon their present expedition.




  “You don’t believe, then, any more than I do, that when a certain box we know of is opened at the Foreign Office in London, it will contain the papers we are after?”




  “No, sir, I do not,” was the vigorous reply. “I think they have been playing a huge game of bluff on us. That’s why I am so worried about this trip. I wouldn’t mind betting you the best dinner you ever ate at Delmonico’s or at your English Savoy that that box with the broken seals they all got so excited about doesn’t contain a single one of the papers that we’re after. Why, those blasted Teutons wanted us to believe it! That’s why some of the seals were broken, and why the old man himself hung about like a hen that’s lost one of its chickens. They want us to believe that we’ve got the goods right in that box, and to hold up the search for a time while they get the genuine stuff out of the country. I admit right here, Mr. Crawshay, that it was you who put this into my head at Halifax. I couldn’t swallow it then, but when Downs didn’t meet us at the depot here, it came over me like a flash that you were right that we were being flimflammed.”




  “We ought, perhaps, to have separated,” the Englishman ruminated. “I ought to have gone to New York and you come here. On the other hand, you must remember that all the evidence which we have managed to collect points to Chicago as having been the headquarters of the whole organisation.”




  “Sure!” the American admitted. “And there’s another point about it, too. If this outsider who has taken on the job for them should really turn out to be Jocelyn Thew, I’d have banked on his working the scheme from Chicago. He knows the back ways of the city, or rather he used to, like a rat. Gee, it would be a queer thing if after all these years one were to get the bracelets on him!”




  “I don’t quite see,” Crawshay remarked, “how such a person as this Jocelyn Thew, of whom you have spoken several times, could have become associated with an affair of this sort. Both the Germans and the Austrians at Washington had the name of being exceedingly particular with regard to the status of their agents, and he must be entirely a newcomer in international matters. From the dossier you handed me, Jocelyn Thew reads more like a kind of modern swashbuckler spoiling for a fight than a person likely to make a success of a secret service job.”




  “Don’t you worry,” Hobson replied. “Jocelyn Thew could hold his own at any court in Europe with any of you embassy swaggerers. There’s nothing known about his family, but they say that his father was an English aristocrat, and he looks like it, too.”




  “It was you yourself who called him a criminal, the first time you spoke of him,” Crawshay reminded his companion.




  “And a criminal he is at heart, without a doubt,” the American declared impressively.




  “Has he ever been in prison?”




  “He has had the luck of Old Harry,” Hobson grumbled. “In New York they all believed that it was he who shot Graves, the Pittsburg millionaire. The Treasury Department will have it that he was the head of that Fourteenth Street gang of coiners, and I’ve a pal down at Baltimore who is ready to take his oath that he planned the theft of the Vanderloon jewels—and brought it off, too! But I tell you this, sir. When the trouble comes, whoever gets nabbed it’s never Jocelyn Thew. He’s the slickest thing that ever came down the pike.”




  “He is well off, then?”




  “They say that he brought half a million from Mexico,” Hobson declared. “How he brought money out of that country, neither I nor anybody else on the Force can imagine. But he did it. I know the stockbroker down-town who handles his investments.—Here’s our man at last!”




  The door was opened by the floor waiter, who held it while a thin, dark man, dressed in civilian clothes of most correct cut, passed in. Hobson gripped him at once by the hand.




  “Chief Downs,” he said, “this is my friend Mr. Crawshay, who is connected with the English Embassy over here. You can shake hands with him later. We’re on a job of business, and the first thing before us is to get an answer from you to a certain question. Did you send this dispatch or did you not?”




  Hobson handed over to the newcomer the crumpled telegraph form which he had just produced from his pocket. The latter glanced through it and shook his head.




  “It’s a plant,” he announced. “I’m sorry if the use of my name has misled you in any way, but it was quite unauthorised. I know nothing whatever about the matter.”




  Hobson remained for a moment silent, silent with sick and angry astonishment. Crawshay had glanced towards the clock and was standing now with his finger upon the bell.




  “Is it a big thing?” the Chicago man enquired.




  “It’s the biggest thing ever known in this country,” Hobson groaned. “It’s what is known as the Number Three Berlin plant.”




  “You didn’t get the stuff at Halifax, then?” Downs asked.




  “We didn’t,” Hobson replied bitterly. “We’ve sent a representative over to sit on the box with the broken seals till they can open it at the Foreign Office in London, but I never believed they’d find anything there. I’m damned certain they won’t now!”




  A waiter had answered the bell.




  “Don’t have our luggage brought up,” Crawshay directed. “We are leaving for New York to-night. That’s so, isn’t it, Hobson?” he added, turning to his companion.




  “You bet!” was the grim reply. “I’d give a thousand dollars to be there now.”




  “The Limited’s sold out,” the man told them. “There are two or three persons who’ve been disappointed, staying on here till to-morrow.”




  “I’ll get you on the train,” Downs promised. “I can do as much as that for you, anyway. I’ll stop and go on to the station with you from here. I’m very sorry about this, Hobson,” he continued, fingering the dispatch. “We shall have to get right along to the station, but if there’s anything I can do after you’ve left, command me.”




  “You might wire New York,” Hobson suggested, as he struggled into his overcoat. “Tell ‘em to look out for the City of Boston, and to hold her up for me if they can. I’ve got it in my bones that Jocelyn Thew is running this show and that he is on that steamer.”




  “Those fellows at Washington must have collected some useful stuff,” Chief Downs observed, as the three men left the room and stepped into the elevator. “They’ve been working on their job since before the war, and there isn’t a harbour on the east or west coast that they haven’t got sized up. They’ve spent a million dollars in graft since January, and there’s a rumour that the new Navy Department scheme for dealing with submarines, which was only adopted last month, is there among the rest.”




  “Anything else?” Crawshay asked indolently.




  The Chief of Police glanced first at his questioner and then at Hobson.




  “What else should there be?” he enquired.




  “No idea,” the Englishman replied. “Secret Service papers of the usual description, I suppose. By-the-by, I hear that this man Jocelyn Thew has stated openly that he is going to take all the papers he wants with him into Germany, and that there isn’t a living soul can stop him.”




  Hobson’s square jaw was set a little tighter, and his narrow eyes flashed.




  “That’s some boast to make,” he muttered. “Kind of a challenge, isn’t it? What do you say, Mr. Crawshay?”




  Crawshay, who had been gazing out of the window of the taxicab, looked back again. His tone was almost indifferent.




  “If Chief Downs can get us on the Limited,” he said, “and if we catch the City of Boston, I think perhaps we might have a chance of making Mr. Jocelyn Thew eat his words.”




  The Chief smiled. The taxicab had turned in through the entrance gates of the great station.




  “I have heard men as well-known in their profession as you, Hobson, and you too, Mr. Crawshay, speak like that about Jocelyn Thew, but when the game was played out they seem to have lost the odd trick. Either the fellow isn’t a criminal at all but loves to haunt shady places and pose as one, or he is just the cleverest of all the crooks who ever worked the States. Some of my best men have thought that they had a case against him and have come to grief.”




  “They’ve never caught him with the goods, because they’ve never been the right way about it,” Hobson declared confidently.




  “And you think you are going to break his record?” Downs asked, with a doubtful smile. “If you find him on the City of Boston, you know, the stuff you’re after won’t be in his pocketbook or in the lining of his steamer trunk.”




  The three men were hurrying out to the platform now, where the great train, a blaze of light and luxury, was standing upon the track. Captain Downs made his way to where the Pullman conductor was standing and engaged him in a brief but earnest conversation. A car porter was summoned, and in a few moments Crawshay and Hobson found themselves standing on the steps of one of the cars. They leaned over to make their adieux to Chief Downs. Crawshay added a few words to his farewell.




  “I quite appreciate all your remarks about Jocelyn Thew,” he said. “One is liable to be disappointed, of course, but I still feel that if we can catch that steamer it might be an exceedingly interesting voyage.”




  “If you’re on time you may do it,” was the brief reply. “All the same—”




  The gong had sounded and the train was gliding slowly out of the station. Crawshay leaned over the iron gate of the car.




  “Go on, please,” he begged. “Don’t mind my feelings.”




  Chief Downs waved his hand.




  “I’m afraid,” he confessed, “that my money would be on Jocelyn Thew.”
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  At just about the hour when Crawshay and Hobson were receiving the visit of Chief Downs in the Chicago hotel an English butler accepted with due respect the card of a very distinguished-looking and exceedingly well-turned-out caller at the big, brownstone Beverley house in Riverside Drive, New York.




  “Miss Beverley is just back from the hospital, sir,” the former announced. “If you will come this way, I will see that your card is sent to her at once.”




  The caller—Mr. Jocelyn Thew was the name upon the card—followed the servant across the white stone circular hall, with its banked-up profusion of hothouse flowers and its air of elegant emptiness, into a somewhat austere but very dignified apartment, the walls of which were lined to the ceiling with books.




  “I will let Miss Beverley have your card at once, sir,” the man promised him again, “if you will be so kind as to take a seat for a few moments.”




  The visitor, left to himself, stood upon the hearthrug with his hands behind his back, waiting for news of the young lady whom he had come to visit. At first sight he certainly was a most prepossessing-looking person. His face, if a little hard, was distinguished by a strength which for the size of his features was somewhat surprising. His chin was like a piece of iron, and although his mouth had more sensitive and softer lines, his dark-blue eyes and jet-black eyebrows completed a general impression of vigour and forcefulness. His figure was a little thin but lithe, and his movements showed all the suppleness of a man who has continued the pursuit of athletics into early middle-life. His hair, only slightly streaked with grey, was thick and plentiful. His clothes were carefully chosen and well tailored. He had the air of a man used to mixing with the best people, to eating and drinking the best, to living in the best fashion, recognising nothing less as his due in life. Yet as he stood there waiting for his visitor, listening intently for the sound of her footsteps outside, he permitted himself a moment of retrospection, and there was a gleam of very different things in his face, a touch almost of the savage in the clenched teeth and sudden tightening of the lips. One might have gathered that this man was living through a period of strain.




  The entrance of the young lady of the house, after a delay of about ten minutes, was noiseless and unannounced. Her visitor, however, was prepared for it. She came towards him with an air of pleasant enquiry in her very charming face—a young woman in the early twenties, of little more than medium height, with complexion inclined to be pale, deep grey eyes, and a profusion of dark brown, almost copper-coloured hair. She carried herself delightfully and her little smile of welcome was wonderfully attractive, although her deportment and manner were a little serious for her years.




  “You wish to see me?” she asked. “I am Miss Beverley—Miss Katharine Beverley.” “Sometimes known as Sister Katharine,” her visitor remarked, with a smile.




  “More often than by my own name,” she assented. “Do you come from the hospital?”




  He shook his head and glanced behind her to be sure that the door was closed.




  “Please do not think that my coming means any trouble, Miss Beverley,” he said, “but if you look at me more closely you will perhaps recognise me. You will perhaps remember—a promise.”




  He stepped a little forward from his position of obscurity to where the strong afternoon sunlight found its subdued way through the Holland blinds. The politely interrogative smile faded from her lips. She seemed to pass through a moment of terror, a moment during which her thoughts were numbed. She sank into the chair which her visitor gravely held out for her, and by degrees she recovered her powers of speech.




  “Forgive me,” she begged. “The name upon the card should have warned me—but I had no idea—I was not expecting a visit from you.”




  “Naturally,” he acquiesced smoothly, “and I beg you not to discompose yourself. My visit bodes you no harm—neither you nor any one belonging to you.”




  “I was foolish,” she confessed. “I have been working overtime at the hospital lately—we have sent so many of our nurses to France. My nerves are not quite what they should be.”




  He bowed sympathetically. His tone and demeanour were alike reassuring.




  “I quite understand,” he said. “Still, some day or other I suppose you expected a visit from me?”




  “In a way I certainly did,” she admitted. “You must let me know presently, please, exactly what I can do. Don’t think because I was startled to see you that I wish to repudiate my debt. I have never ceased to be grateful to you for your wonderful behaviour on that ghastly night.”




  “Please do not refer to it,” he begged. “Your brother, I hope, is well?”




  “He is well and doing famously,” she replied. “I suppose you know that he is in France?”




  “In France?” he repeated. “No, I had not heard.”




  “He joined the Canadian Flying Corps,” she went on, “and he got his wings almost at once. He finds the life out there wonderful. I never receive a letter from him,” she concluded, her eyes growing very soft, “that I do not feel a little thrill of gratitude to you.”




  He bowed.




  “That is very pleasant,” he murmured. “And now we come to the object of my visit. Your surmise was correct. I have come to ask you to redeem your word.”




  “And you find me not only ready but anxious to do so,” she told him earnestly. “If it is a matter—pardon me—of money, you have only to say how much. If there is any other service you require, you have only to name it.”




  “You make things easy for me,” he acknowledged, “but may I add that it is only what I expected. The service which I have come to claim from you is one which is not capable of full explanation but which will cause you little inconvenience and less hardship. You will find it, without doubt, surprising, but I need not add that it will be entirely innocent in its character.”




  “Then there seems to be very little left,” she declared, smiling up at him from the depths of her chair, “but to name it. I do wish you would sit down, and are you quite sure that you won’t have some tea or something?”




  He shook his head gravely and made no movement towards the chair which she had indicated. For some reason or other, notwithstanding her manifest encouragement, he seemed to wish to keep their interview on a purely formal basis.




  “Let me repeat,” he continued, “that I shall offer you no comprehensive explanations, because they would not be truthful, nor are they altogether necessary. In Ward Number Fourteen of your hospital—you have been so splendid a patroness that every one calls St. Agnes’s your hospital—a serious operation was performed to-day upon an Englishman named Phillips.”




  “I remember hearing about it,” she assented. “The man is, I understand, very ill.”




  “He is so ill that he has but one wish left in life,” Jocelyn Thew told her gravely. “That wish is to die in England. Just as you are at the present moment in my debt for a certain service rendered, so am I in his. He has called upon me to pay. He has begged me to make all the arrangements for his immediate transportation to his native country.” She nodded sympathetically.




  “It is a very natural wish,” she observed, “so long as it does not endanger his life.”




  “It does not endanger his life,” her visitor replied, “because that is already forfeit. I come now to the condition which involves you, which explains my presence here this afternoon. It is also his earnest desire that you should attend him so far as London as his nurse.”




  The look of vague apprehension which had brought a questioning frown into Katharine Beverley’s face faded away. It was succeeded by an expression of blank and complete surprise.




  “That I should nurse him—should cross with him to London?” she repeated. “Why, I do not know this man Phillips. I never saw him in my life! I have not even been in Ward Fourteen since he was brought there.”




  “But he,” Jocelyn Thew explained, “has seen you. He has been a visitor at your hospital before he was received there as a patient. He has received from various doctors wonderful accounts of your skill. Besides this, he is a superstitious man, and he has been very much impressed by the fact that you have never lost a patient. If you had been one of your own probationers, the question of a fee would have presented no difficulties, although he personally is, I believe, a poor man. As it is, however, his strange craving for your services has become a charge upon me.”




  “It is the most extraordinary request I ever heard in my life,” Katharine murmured. “If I had ever seen or spoken to the man, I could have understood it better, but as it is, I find it impossible to understand.”




  “You must look upon it,” Jocelyn Thew told her, “as one of those strange fancies which comes sometimes to men who are living in the shadowland of approaching death. There is one material circumstance, however, which may make the suggestion even more disconcerting for you. The steamer upon which we hope to sail leaves at four o’clock to-morrow afternoon.”




  The idea in this new aspect was so ludicrous that she simply laughed at him.




  “My dear Mr. Jocelyn Thew!” she exclaimed. “You can’t possibly be in earnest! You mean that you expect me to leave New York with less than twenty-four hours’ notice, and go all the way to London in attendance upon a stranger, especially in these awful times? Why, the thing isn’t reasonable—or possible! I have just consented to take the chairmanship of a committee to form field hospitals throughout the country, and—”




  “May I interrupt for one moment?” her visitor begged.




  The stream of words seemed to fall away from her lips. There was a touch of Jocelyn Thew’s other manner—perhaps more than a touch. She looked at him and she shivered. She had seen him look like that once before.




  “Your attitude is perfectly reasonable,” he continued, “but on the other hand I must ask you to carry your thoughts back some little time. I shall beg you to remember that I have a certain right to ask this or any other service from you.” “I admit it,” she confessed hastily, “but—there is something so outlandish in the whole suggestion. There are a score of nurses in the hospital to any one of whom you are welcome, who are all much cleverer than I. What possible advantage to the man can it be, especially if he is seriously ill, to have a partially-trained nurse with him when he might have the best in the world?”




  “I think,” he said, “I mentioned that this is not a matter for reasoning or argument. It is you who are required, and no one else. I may remind you,” he went on, “that this service is a very much smaller one than I might have asked you, and, so far as you and I are concerned, it clears our debt.”




  “Clears our debt,” she repeated.




  “For ever!”




  She closed her eyes for several moments. For some reason or other, this last reflection seemed to bring her no particular relief. When she opened them again, her decision was written in her face.




  “I consent, of course,” she acquiesced quietly. “Is there anything more to tell me?”




  “Very little,” he replied, “only this. You should send your baggage on board the City of Boston as early as possible to-morrow morning. Every arrangement has been made for transporting Phillips in his bed, as he lies, from the hospital to the boat. The doctor who has been in attendance will accompany him to England, but it is important that you should be at the hospital and should drive in the ambulance from there to the dock. I shall ask very little of you in the way of duplicity. What is necessary you will not, I think, refuse. You will be considered to have had some former interest in Phillips, to account for your voyage, and you will reconcile yourself to the fact that I shall not at any time approach the sick man, or be known as an acquaintance of his on board the ship.”




  His words disturbed her. She felt herself being drawn under the shadow of some mystery.




  “There is something in all this,” she said, “which reminds me of the time when Richard was your protégé, the time when we met before.”




  He leaned towards her, understanding very well what was in her mind.




  “There is nothing criminal in this enterprise—even in my share of it,” he assured her. “What there is in it which necessitates secrecy is political, and that need not concern you. You see,” he went on, a little bitterly, “I have changed my role. I am no longer the despair of the New York police. I am the quarry of a race of men who, if they could catch me, would not wait to arrest. That may happen even before we reach Liverpool. If it does, it will not affect you. Your duty is to stay with a dying man until he reaches the shelter of his home. You will leave him there, and you will be free of him and of me.”




  “So far as regards our two selves,” she enquired, “do we meet as strangers upon the steamer?”




  He considered the matter for a few moments before answering. She felt another poignant thrill of recollection. He had looked at her like this just before he had bent his back to the task of saving her brother’s life and liberty, looked at her like this the moment before the unsuspected revolver had flashed from the pocket of his dress-coat and had covered the man who had suddenly declared himself their foe. She felt her cheeks burn for a moment. There was something magnetic, curiously troublous about his eyes and his faint smile.




  “I cannot deny myself so much,” he said. “Even if our opportunities for meeting upon the steamer are few, I shall still have the pleasure of a New York acquaintance with Miss Beverley. You need not be afraid,” he went on. “In this wonderful country of yours, the improbable frequently happens. I have before now visited at the houses of some whom you call your friends.”




  “Why not?” she asked him. “I should look upon it as the most natural thing in the world that we were acquainted. But why do you say ‘your country’? Are you not an American?”




  He looked at her with a very faint smile, a smile which had nothing in it of pleasantness or mirth.




  “I have so few secrets,” he said. “The only one which I elect to keep is the secret of my nationality.”




  She raised her eyebrows.




  “Then you can no longer,” she observed, “be considered what my brother and I once thought you—a man of mysteries—for with your voice and accent it is very certain that you are either English or American.”




  “If it affords you any further clue, then,” he replied, “let me confide in you that if there is one country in this world which I detest, it is England; one race of people whom I abominate, it is the English.”




  She showed her surprise frankly, but his manner encouraged no further confidence. She touched the bell, and he bowed over her fingers.




  “My friend Phillips,” he said, in formal accents, as the butler stood upon the threshold, “will never live, I fear, to offer you all the gratitude he feels, but you are doing a very kind and a very wonderful action, Miss Beverley, and one which I think will bring its own reward.”




  He passed out of the room, leaving Katharine a prey to a curious tangle of emotions. She watched him almost feverishly until he had disappeared, listened to his footsteps in the hall and the closing of the front door. Then she hurried to the window, watched him descend the row of steps, pass down the little drive and hail a taxicab. It was not until he was out of sight that she became in any way like herself. Then she broke into a little laugh.




  “Heavens alive!” she exclaimed to herself. “Now I have to find Aunt Molly and tell her that I am going to Europe to-morrow with a perfect stranger!”
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  Mr. Jocelyn Thew descended presently from his taxicab outside one of the largest and most cosmopolitan hotels in New York—or the world. He made his way with the air of an habitué to the bar, the precincts of which, at that time in the late afternoon, were crowded by a motley gathering. He ordered a Scotch highball, and gently insinuated himself into the proximity of a group of newspaper men with whom he seemed to have some slight acquaintance. It was curious how, since his arrival in this democratic meeting-place, his manners and deportment seemed to have slipped to a lower grade. He seemed as though by an effort of will to have lost something of his natural air of distinction, to be treading the earth upon a lower plane. He saluted the barkeeper by his Christian name, listened with apparent interest to an exceedingly commonplace story from one of his neighbours, and upon its conclusion drew a little nearer to the group.




  “Say,” he exclaimed confidentially, “if I felt in the humour for it I could hand you boys out a great scoop.”




  They were on him like a pack of hungry though dubious wolves. He pushed his glass out of sight, accepted one of the drinks pressed upon him, and leaned nonchalantly against the counter.




  “What should you say,” he began, “to Miss Katharine Beverley, the New York society young lady—”




  “Sister Katharine of St. Agnes’s?” one of them interrupted.




  “Daughter of old Joe Beverley, the multi-millionaire?” another exclaimed.




  “Both right,” Jocelyn Thew acquiesced. “What should you say to that young woman leaving her hospital and her house in Riverside Drive, breaking all her engagements at less than twenty-four hours’ notice, to take a sick Englishman whom no one knows anything about, back to Liverpool on the City of Boston to-morrow?”




  “The story’s good enough,” a ferret-faced little man at his elbow acknowledged, “but is it true?”




  Jocelyn Thew regarded his questioner with an air of pained surprise.




  “It’s Gospel,” he assured them all, “but you don’t need to take my word. You go right along up and enquire at the Beverley house to-night, and you’ll find that she is packing. Made up her mind just an hour ago. I’m about the only one in the know.”




  “Who’s the man, anyway?” one of the little group asked.




  “Nothing doing,” Jocelyn Thew replied mysteriously. “You’ve got to find that out for yourself, boys. All I can tell you is that he’s an Englishman, and she has known him for a long time—kind of love stunt, I imagine. She wasn’t having any, but now he’s at death’s door she seems to have relented. Anyway, she is breaking every engagement she’s got, giving up her chairmanship of the War Hospitals Committee, and she isn’t going to leave him while he’s alive. There’s no other nurse going, so it’ll be a night and day job for her.”




  “What’s the matter with the chap, anyway?” another questioner demanded.




  “No one knows for sure,” was the cautious reply. “He’s been operated upon for appendicitis, but I fancy there are complications. Not much chance for him, from what I have heard.”




  The little crowd of men melted away. Jocelyn Thew smiled to himself on his way out, as he watched four of them climb into a taxicab.




  “That establishes Phillips all right as Miss Beverley’s protégé,” he murmured, as he turned into Fifth Avenue. “And now—”




  He stopped short in his reflections. His careful scrutiny of the heterogeneous crowd gathered together around the bar had revealed to him no unfamiliar type save the little man who at that moment was ambling along on the other side of the way. Jocelyn Thew slackened his pace somewhat and watched him keenly. He was short, he wore a cheap ready-made suit of some plain material, and a straw hat tilted on the back of his head. He had round cheeks, he shambled rather than walked, and his vacuous countenance seemed both good-natured and unintelligent. To all appearances a more harmless person never breathed, yet Jocelyn Thew, as he studied him earnestly, felt that slight tightening of the nerves which came to him almost instinctively in moments of danger. He changed his purpose and turned down Fifth Avenue instead of up. The little man, it appeared, had business in the same direction. Jocelyn Thew walked the length of several blocks in leisurely fashion and then entered an hotel, studiously avoiding looking behind him. He made his way into a telephone booth and looked through the glass door. His follower in a few moments was visible, making apparently some aimless enquiry across the counter. Jocelyn Thew turned his back upon him and asked the operator for a number.




  “Number 238 Park waiting,” the latter announced, a few moments later.




  Jocelyn Thew reentered the box and took up the receiver.




  “That you, Rentoul?” he asked.




  “Speaking,” was the guarded reply. “Who is it?”




  “Jocelyn Thew. Say, what’s wrong with you? Don’t go away.”




  “What is it? Speak quickly, please.”




  “You seem rather nervy up there. I’m off to Europe to-morrow on the City of Boston, and I should like to see you before I go.”




  There was a moment’s silence.




  “Why don’t you come up here, then?”




  “I’d rather not,” Jocelyn Thew observed laconically. “The fact of it is, I have a friend around who doesn’t seem to care about losing sight of me. If you are going to be anywhere around near Jimmy’s, about seven o’clock—”




  “That goes,” was the somewhat agitated reply. “Ring off now. There’s some one else waiting to speak.”




  Jocelyn Thew paid for his telephone call and walked leisurely out of the hotel with a smile upon his lips. The stimulus of danger was like wine to him. The little man was choosing a cigar at the stall. As he leaned down to light it, Jocelyn Thew’s practiced eye caught the shape of a revolver in his hip pocket.




  “English,” he murmured softly to himself. “Probably one of Crawshay’s lot, preparing a report for him when he returns from Chicago.”




  With an anticipatory smile, he entered upon the task of shaking off his unwelcome follower. He passed with the confident air of a member into a big club situated in an adjoining block, left it almost at once by a side entrance, found a taxicab, drove to a subway station up-town, and finally caught an express back again to Fourteenth Street. Here he entered without hesitation a small, foreign-looking restaurant which intruded upon the pavement only a few yards from the iron staircase by which he descended from the station. There were two faded evergreen shrubs in cracked pots at the bottom of the steps, soiled muslin curtains drawn across the lower half of the windows, dejected-looking green shutters which, had the appearance of being permanently nailed against the walls, and a general air of foreign and tawdry profligacy. Jocelyn Thew stepped into a room on the right-hand side of the entrance and, making his way to the window, glanced cautiously out. There was no sign anywhere of the little man. Then he turned towards the bar, around which a motley group of Italians and Hungarians were gathered. The linen-clad negro who presided there met his questioning glance with a slight nod, and the visitor passed without hesitation through a curtained opening to the rear of the place, along a passage, up a flight of narrow stairs until he arrived at a door on the first landing. He knocked and was at once bidden to enter. For a moment he listened as though to the sounds below. Then he slipped into the room and closed the door behind him.




  The apartment was everything which might have been expected, save for the profusion of flowers. The girl who greeted him, however, was different. She was of medium height and dark, with dark brown hair plaited close back from an almost ivory-coloured forehead. Her grey eyes were soft and framed in dark lines. Her eyebrows were noticeable, her mouth full but shapely. Her discontented expression changed entirely as she held out both her hands to her visitor. Her welcome was eager, almost passionate.




  “Mr. Thew!” she exclaimed.




  He held up his hand as though to check further speech, and listened for a moment intently.




  “How are things here?” he asked.




  “Quiet,” she assured him. “You couldn’t have come at a better time. Every one’s away. Is there anything wrong?”




  “I am being followed,” he told her, “and I don’t like it—just now, at any rate.”




  “Any one else coming?” she enquired.




  “Rentoul,” he told her. “He is in a mortal fright at having to come. They found his wireless, and they are watching his house. I must see him, though, before I go away.”




  “Going away?” she echoed. “When? When are you going?”




  “To-morrow,” he replied, “I sail for London.”




  She seemed for a moment absolutely speechless, consumed by a sort of silent passion that found no outlet in words. She gripped a fancy mat which covered an ornate table by her side, and dragged a begilded vase on to the floor without even noticing it. She leaned towards him. The little lines at the sides of her eyes were suddenly deep-riven like scars. Her eyes themselves were smouldering with fire.




  “You are going to England!”




  “That is what I propose,” he assented. “I am sailing on the City of Boston to-morrow afternoon.”




  “But the risk!” she faltered. “I thought that you dared not set foot in England.”




  “There is risk,” he admitted. “It is not easy to amuse oneself anywhere without it. I have been offered a hundred thousand pounds to superintend the conveyance of certain documents and a certain letter to Berlin. The adventure appeals to me, and I have undertaken it. Until I found this man following me this afternoon, I really believed that we had put every one off the track. I know for a fact that most of the American officials believe that the papers for which they have searched so long and anxiously are in that trunk with the broken seals which they found at Halifax.”




  “What about the Englishman, Crawshay, and Sam Hobson?” the girl asked.




  “They are not quite so credulous,” he replied, “but at the present moment they are in Chicago, and if we get off at four o’clock punctually to-morrow afternoon, I scarcely think I shall be troubled with their presence on the City of Boston.” “I have been reading about the trunk,” the girl said. “Is it really a fake?”




  “Entirely,” he assured her. “There is not a single document in it which concerns either us or our friends. Everything that is of vital importance will be on the City of Boston to-morrow and under my charge.”




  She looked at him wonderingly.




  “But, Mr. Thew,” she exclaimed, “you are clever, I know—even wonderful—but what possible chance have you of getting those things through—on an American steamer, too!”




  “I have to take my risks, of course,” he admitted coolly, “but the game is worth it. I can’t live without excitement, as you know, and it’s getting harder and harder to find on this side of the ocean. Besides, there is the money. I can think of several uses for a hundred thousand pounds.”




  She caught his wrist suddenly and leaned across the table.




  “Can I come with you?” she asked breathlessly.




  He shook his head.




  “I shouldn’t advise a sea voyage just now, Nora,” he said. “It isn’t exactly a picnic, nowadays. Besides, if you come on the City of Boston there will be more than one danger to be faced.”




  “Danger!” she exclaimed contemptuously. “Have I ever shown myself afraid? Have we any of us—my brother or father or I—hesitated to run any possible risk when it was worth while? This house has been yours, and we in it, to do what you will with. It isn’t a matter of danger—you know that. I come or go as you bid me.” He met the fierce enquiry of her eyes without flinching. Only his tone was a little kinder as he answered her.




  “I think, Nora,” he said, “that you had better stay.”




  There was a timid but persistent knocking at the door, and, in response to Nora’s invitation, a fat and bloated man entered the room hurriedly. He sank into a chair and mopped the perspiration from his forehead. Jocelyn Thew watched him with an air of contemptuous amusement.




  “You seem distressed, Rentoul,” he remarked. “Has anything gone wrong?”




  “But it is terrible, this!” the newcomer declared. “Anything gone wrong, indeed! Listen. The police have made themselves free of my house. My beautiful wireless—it was only a hobby—it has gone! They open my letters. They will ruin me. Never did I think that this would arrive! There has been some terrible bungling!”




  “And you,” Jocelyn Thew retorted, “seem to have been the arch bungler.”




  “I? But what have I done?” Rentoul demanded, wringing his hands. “I have always obeyed orders. Even a hint has been enough. I have spent a great deal of money—much more than I could afford. What have I done wrong?”




  “You have talked too much, for one thing,” was the cold reply, “but we haven’t time for recriminations now. How did you get here?”




  “I came in my car. You will perhaps say that it was not wise, but I could not have stood the subway. My nerves are all rotten.” Jocelyn Thew’s tone and gesture were smoothly disdainful.




  “You are quite right,” he agreed. “You have lost what you call your nerve. You had better send for the newspaper men, give them plenty of champagne, and explain what a loyal American citizen you are. Have you burnt everything?”




  “Every scrap of paper in the house which concerns a certain matter is burnt,” Rentoul declared.




  “It would be!”




  “But I am in the right,” the agitated man protested vigorously. “For five years we have worked and with good result. It is finished with us now for the present. There is no one who would dare to continue. Five long years, mind you, Mr. Jocelyn Thew. That is worth something, eh?”




  “Whatever it may be worth,” was the somewhat grim reply, “will be decided within the next fortnight. That doesn’t concern you, though.”




  “You are not staying over here now that the war has come?”




  “Not I! But listen. There is no need for you to know where I am going, and I am not going to tell you. There is no need for you to remember that you ever knew me in your life. There is no need for you to remember any of the work in which you have been engaged. Your propaganda has developed a few strong men in this country and discovered a good deal of pulp. You are part of the pulp. There is only one other thing. If you should be heard of, Rentoul, shall we say telephoning, or calling upon the police here, offering to sell—No, by God, you don’t!” The man’s furtive tug at his hip pocket was almost pathetic in its futility. Jocelyn Thew had him by the throat, holding him with one hand well away from him, a quivering mass of discoloured, terrified flesh.




  “Now you know,” he continued coolly, “why I sent for you, Rentoul. Now you know why I rather preferred to see you here to coming to your Fifth Avenue mansion. I don’t like traps—I don’t like traitors.”




  “I give you my word,” the breathless man began, “my word of honour—”




  “Neither would interest me,” the other interrupted grimly. “You are to be trusted just as far as you can be seen, just as far as your own safety and welfare depend upon your fidelity. You needn’t be so terrified,” he went on as, leaning over, he took the revolver from Rentoul’s pocket, drew out the cartridges and threw it upon the table. “You’ve earned any ugly thing that might be coming to you, but I should think it very probable that you will be able to go on over-feeding your filthy carcass for a few more years. First of all, though, perhaps you had better tell me exactly why you have an appointment with Mr. Harrison, from Police Headquarters, at eleven o’clock to-morrow morning?”




  Rentoul was white to the lips.




  “I wanted to explain about the wireless,” he faltered.




  “That sounds very probable,” was the contemptuous reply. “What else?”




  “Nothing!”




  Jocelyn Thew shrugged his shoulders. His victim cowered before him. For the first time the girl moved. She came a little nearer, and there was fury in her eyes as she looked down upon the terrified man.




  “We could keep him here,” she whispered. “Ned Grimes and some of the others will be in soon. There are plenty of ways of getting rid of him for a time.”




  “It wouldn’t be worth while,” Thew said simply. “One doesn’t commit crimes for such carrion.”




  Rentoul had struggled into a sitting posture. He was dabbing feebly at his forehead with an overperfumed handkerchief.




  “I wanted to make peace at Headquarters,” he whined. “I want to be left alone. I should not have told them anything.”




  “That may or may not be,” Jocelyn Thew replied. “All that I am fairly sure of is that you will keep your mouth shut now. You know,” he went on, his voice growing a shade more menacing, “that I never threaten where I do not perform. I may not be over here myself, but there will be a few men left in New York, and one word from your lips—even a hint—and your life will pay the forfeit within twenty-four hours. You will be watched for a time—you and a few others of your kidney—watched until the time has gone by when anything you could say or do would be of account.”




  “Have you anything more to say to me?” the man stammered. “I feel faint.”




  His persecutor threw open the door.




  “Nothing! Get into your car and drive home. Keep out of sight and hearing for a time. You are no particular ornament nor any use to any country, but remember that everything you have done, you have done when the country of your birth was in trouble and the country of your adoption was at peace. The situation is altered. The country of which you are a naturalised citizen is now at war. You had better remember it, and decide for yourself where your duty lies.”




  They listened to his heavy footsteps as he descended the stairs. Then the girl turned to her companion.




  “Mr. Thew,” she began, “you are not a German or an Austrian, yet you are doing their work, risking your life every day. Is it for money?”




  “No,” he replied, “in a general way it is not for money.”




  “What is it, then?” she asked curiously.




  He stood looking out across the roofs and at the distant skyscrapers. She watched him without speaking. She knew very well that his eyes saw nothing of the landscape. He was looking back into some world of his own fancy, back, perhaps, into the shadows of his own life, concerning which no word that she or any one else in the city had ever heard had passed his lips.
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  The two men—Crawshay and Sam Hobson—still a little breathless, stood at the end of the dock, gazing out towards the river. Around them was a slowly dispersing crowd of sightseers, friends and relations of the passengers on board the great American liner, ploughing her way down the river amidst the shrieks and hoots of her attendant tugs. Out on the horizon, beyond the Statue of Liberty, two long, grey, sinister shapes were waiting. Hobson glanced at them gloomily.




  “Guess those are our destroyers going to take the City of Boston some of the way across,” he observed. “To think, with all this fuss about, that she must go and start an hour before her time!”




  “It’s filthy luck,” the Englishman muttered.




  The crowd grew thinner and thinner, yet the two men made no movement towards departure. It seemed to Crawshay impossible that after all they had gone through they should have failed. The journey in the fast motor car, after a breakdown of the Chicago Limited, rushing through the night like some live monster, tearing now through a plain of level lights, as they passed through some great city, vomiting fire and flame into the black darkness of the country places. It was like the ride of madmen, and more than once they had both hung on to their seats in something which was almost terror. “How are we going?” Crawshay had asked perpetually.




  “Still that infernal half-hour,” was the continual reply. “We are doing seventy, but we don’t seem to be able to work it down.”




  A powerful automobile had taken them through the streets of New York, and lay now a wreck in one of the streets a mile from the dock. They had finished the journey in a taxicab, and the finish had been this—half an hour late! Yet they lingered, with their eyes fixed upon the disappearing ship.




  “I guess there’s nothing more we can do,” Hobson said at last grudgingly. “We can lay it up for them on the other side, and we can talk to her all the way to Liverpool on the wireless, but if there is any scoop to be made the others’ll get it—not us.”




  “If only we could have got on board!” Crawshay muttered. “It’s no use thinking of a tug, I suppose?”




  The American shook his head.




  “She’s too far out,” he replied gloomily. “There’s nothing to be hired that could catch her.”




  Crawshay’s hand had suddenly stolen to his chin. There was a queer light in his eyes. He clutched at his companion’s arm.




  “You’re wrong, Hobson,” he exclaimed. “There is! Come right along with me. We can talk as we go.”




  “Are you crazy?” the American demanded.




  “Not quite,” the other answered. “Hurry up, man.”




  “Where to?” “To New Jersey. I’ve got Government orders, endorsed by your own Secretary of War. It’s a hundred to one they won’t listen to me, but we’ve got to try it.”




  He was already dragging his companion down the wooden way. His whole expression had changed. His face was alight with the joy of an idea. Already Hobson, upon whom the germ of that idea had dawned, began to be infected with his enthusiasm.




  “It’s a gorgeous stunt,” he acknowledged, as he followed his companion into a taxicab. “If we bring it off, it’s going to knock the movies silly.”




  Katharine, weary at last of waving her hand to the indistinct blur of faces upon the dock, picked up the great clusters of roses which late arrivals had thrust into her arms at the last moment, and descended to her stateroom upon the saloon deck. She spent only a few minutes looking at the arrangement of her things, and then knocked at the door of the stateroom exactly opposite. A thick-browed, heavy-looking man, sombrely and professionally dressed, opened the door.




  “Are you wanting me, Doctor Gant?” she asked.




  The doctor shook his head.




  “The patient is asleep,” he announced in a whisper.




  Katharine stepped inside and stood looking down upon the pale, almost ghastly face of the man stretched at full length upon the bed.




  “Why, I remember him perfectly,” she exclaimed. “He was in Number Three Ward for some time. Surely he was a clerk at one of the drygoods stores down-town?”




  The doctor nodded.




  “Very likely.”




  “I remember the case,” Katharine continued,—“appendicitis, followed by pneumonia, and complicated by angina pectoris.”




  “You have it precisely.”




  Katharine’s eyes were full of perplexity.




  “But the man is in very poor circumstances,” she remarked. “How on earth can he afford a trip like this? He was on the free list at the hospital.”




  The doctor frowned.




  “That is not my business,” he said. “My fees are paid, and the steamer tickets appear to be in order. He probably has wealthy friends.”




  Katharine looked down once more at the sleeping man. His face was insignificant, his expression peevish, his features without the animation of any high purpose.




  “I really cannot understand,” she murmured, “how he became a friend—a friend—”




  “A friend of whom?” the doctor enquired.




  Katharine reflected and shook her head.




  “Perhaps I was indiscreet,” she confessed. “I dare say you know as much about him as I do. At what time would you like me to come and help you change the bandages?”




  “I shall change them alone,” the doctor replied.




  “I prefer to.”




  Katharine glanced up in surprise.




  “Surely you are not in earnest?” she asked. “What else am I here for? I suppose you realise that I am fully qualified?”




  The doctor unbent a little.




  “I am perfectly well aware of that. Miss Beverley,” he said, “and it may be that there are times when I shall be glad of your help, and in any case,” he went on, “I shall have to ask you to take a share in the night watching. But the surgical part of the case has been a great responsibility, and I couldn’t afford to have the slightest thing in the world happen to one of my bandages.”




  Katharine nodded.




  “You are thinking of Nurse Lynn,” she observed. “But really I am very careful.”




  “I am sure of it,” the doctor acknowledged, “but so long as I am here, with nothing else to do and a very heavy fee if by any chance I bring my man through, I may just as well see to these things myself. At any moment I might need your help, and I am very happy, Miss Beverley, to think that I shall have some one like you to fall back upon. My great hope,” he went on, “is that we may get him across without a touch of the angina.”




  “Will he ever get well?” she asked.




  The doctor shook his head doubtfully.




  “One can never tell,” he said. “It is just one of these cases which are very close to the borderland. With luck he may pull through, may even become a fairly strong man again, but he doesn’t look as though he had much of a physique. Sometime or other the day will come when life or death for him will depend entirely upon his will.”




  She nodded and moved away. “My stateroom is just opposite, if you want me at any time, doctor,” she said.




  He bowed and closed the door after her. Katharine made her way into her cabin, sat on her steamer trunk and looked around a little helplessly. The confusion of thought in which she had come on board was only increased by this introduction to doctor and patient. A presentiment of strange and imminent happenings kept her seated there long after the dressing bugle had sounded.




  The City of Boston was four hours out of harbour, with her course set direct for Liverpool. The passengers, of whom there were only a very moderate number, had taken possession of their staterooms, examined their lifebelts, eaten their first meal, and were now, at eight o’clock on a fine June evening, mostly strolling about the deck or reclining in steamer chairs. There was none of the old-time feeling that a six-days’ holiday was before them, a six-days’ freedom from all anxiety and care. Even in these first few hours of their enterprise a certain strain of suppressed excitement was almost universally noticeable. There was no escaping from grim facts, and the facts were brought home to them all the time by those two businesslike destroyers flying the Stars and Stripes, and whose decks were swept continually by a deluge of green salt water. Amongst the few people who conversed there was but one subject of conversation, a subject which every one affected to treat lightly, and yet which no one managed to discuss without signs of anxiety.




  “This thing will get on all our nerves before we are over,” Brand, a breezy newspaper man from the West, observed. “What with boat drill three times a day, and lifebelt parade going on all the time on the deck, one doesn’t get a chance to forget that we are liable to get a torpedo in our side at any moment.”




  “Oh, these little gnats of Uncle Sam’s will look after us!” a more cheerful confrère observed. “Come into the smoking room and I’ll buy you a drink.”




  A good deal of courage seemed to be sought in that direction, and presently, although the afterglow of the sunset was still brilliant, the decks were almost deserted. On the starboard side, only a man and a woman remained, and gradually, as though with a certain unwillingness, they drifted closer together. The woman, who wore a black and white check coat over her blue serge steamer dress, and a small black hat from which she had pushed back the veil, was leaning over the side of the steamer, her head supported by her hand, looking steadily into the mass of red and orange clouds. The man, who was smoking a cigar, with both hands in his ulster pockets, seemed as though he would have passed her, but without turning her head she held out her hand and beckoned him to her side.




  “I was beginning to wonder whether you were an absentee,” Katharine remarked.




  “I have been making friends with the captain,” Jocelyn Thew replied.




  “Please arrange my chair,” she begged. “I should like to sit down.”




  He did as he was asked, arranging her rugs with the care of an old traveler. All his movements were very deliberate, even the searching way in which his eyes swept the long row of empty chairs on either side of them, and the care with which he fastened two open portholes above their heads. Finally he accepted her invitation and sat by her side.




  “I have seen you once before,” she observed, “just before we started.”




  “Yes?” he murmured.




  “You were standing on the upper deck,” she continued, “a little away from the others. You had your glasses glued to your eyes and you watched the dock. You had the air of one looking for a late arrival. Do you know of any one who has missed the boat?”




  “I think so.”




  “A friend?”




  “No, an enemy,” he answered equably.




  She turned her head a little. It was obvious that he was speaking the truth.




  “So you have enemies?”




  “A great many,” he acknowledged, “one in particular just now. Perhaps,” he went on, “I should say an opponent.”




  “If that is so,” she remarked, after a moment’s pause, “you should be glad that he missed the boat.”




  Jocelyn Thew smiled.




  “I am,” he admitted. “It was part of my plan that he should miss it.”




  She moved uneasily in her chair.




  “So you haven’t finished with adventures yet?”




  “Not just yet.”




  There was a brief silence. Then she turned her head a little, leaning it still on the back of the chair but watching him as she spoke.




  “I have seen my patient,” she told him. “I have also had some conversation with the doctor.”




  “Well?”




  “I am beginning to think,” she continued, “that you must be a philanthropist.”




  “Why?”




  “You hinted,” she went on, “that your friend was in poor circumstances. You did not tell me, though, that you were paying the whole expenses of this trip, just so that the man should see his home and his family before he died.”




  “I told you that the care of him was a charge upon me,” Jocelyn Thew reminded her. “That amounts to the same thing, doesn’t it? I was clever enough, anyhow, to get a good nurse at a small fee.”




  “I am not at all sure,” she replied, “that I shall not charge you something outrageous. You are probably a millionaire.”




  “Whatever you charge me,” he promised, “I shall try to pay.”




  The two journalists, refreshed and encouraged by their libation, strolled past arm in arm.




  “Queer sort of voyage, this, for a man on the point of death,” the Westerner observed. “They brought a chap on here, an hour before we sailed, in an ambulance, with a doctor and a hospital nurse. Had to be carried every foot of the way.”




  “What’s wrong with him?” the other enquired.




  “He was only operated upon for appendicitis a fortnight ago, and they say that he has angina pectoris amongst other complications. They brought him straight from the hospital. Seems he’s crazy to get back to England to die.”




  The two men passed out of hearing. Jocelyn flicked the ash from the cigarette which he had lighted.




  “Sounds a queer sort of story, the way they tell it,” he observed, glancing at his companion.




  “Oh, I don’t know,” she replied. “Men have done this sort of thing before—but it isn’t often,” she went on, “that a man has done it for the sake of another man.”




  He smiled.




  “You have the old-fashioned idea of man’s devotion to woman. Can’t you believe that there may be ties between two men stronger even than between a man and the woman he loves?”




  “I can believe that,” she assented, “but the men must have something in common. I should find it hard to believe, for instance, that they existed between you and the man downstairs.”




  He shrugged his shoulders very slightly.




  “You forget,” he observed, “that a man does not look at his best after such an illness as Phillips has had. You find him, perhaps, a little insignificant. You are probably aware of his vocation and station in life.”




  “I am.”




  “And these things,” he went on, “make it difficult for you to believe that there is any great tie between us two. Yet it is the exception which proves the rule, you know. I will not say that your patient has ever saved my life or performed any immortal action, yet believe me he has courage and a grit you would scarcely believe in, and I am speaking seriously when I tell you that not only I but others are under deep obligations to him.”




  He rose to his feet with the air of one who has closed the subject. Katharine also threw off her rugs.




  “You are going to walk?” she asked. “Please take me with you. I don’t know why, but I feel restless this evening.”




  They paced side by side up and down the deck, pausing now and then to watch the destroyers and indulging in a very spasmodic conversation. At their fourth promenade, as they reached the stern extremity of their deck, the woman paused, and, holding to the railing with one hand, looked steadily back towards New York. The colour was fading slowly from the sky now, but it was still marvellously clear.




  “Are you homesick for what lies beneath those clouds?” he enquired lightly.




  She took no immediate account of his words. Her eyes were fixed upon one spot in that distant curtain of sky. Suddenly she pointed with her finger.




  “What’s that?” she asked. “No, the mast’s dipping now—you can’t see. There—the other side.”




  He followed her outstretched finger, and slowly his fine black eyebrows grew closer and closer together. Far away, at a certain spot in the clear evening sky, was a little speck of black, hidden every now and then by the mast of the ship as she rolled, but distinctly there all the time, a little smudge in an amber setting, too small for a cloud, yet a visible and tangible object. Katharine felt her companion’s arm tighten upon hers, and she saw his face grow like a piece of marble.




  “It’s a seaplane,” he muttered, “coming from the New Jersey coast.”




  Through that mysterious agency by means of which news travels on board ship as though supernaturally conveyed, the deck was crowded in a very few moments by practically every passenger and most of the officers. Every form of telescope and field-glass was directed towards the now clearly visible seaplane. Speculations were everywhere to be heard.




  “Come to warn us of a submarine,” was the first suggestion.




  “They’d use the wireless,” was the prompt reminder.




  “But seaplanes can spot the submarines under the sea,” one of the journalists reminded the bystanders. “They’re a better escort than any destroyer.”




  “She can’t come all the way across the Atlantic, though,” Brand observed.




  “It’s some new device of Uncle Sam’s they are testing, perhaps,” his friend suggested. “Gee! You can hear her now quite plainly. There are two of them in the car—a pilot and an observer. Wonder what the captain thinks about it.”




  The captain on the bridge was talking to his chief officer. Fragments of their conversation were apparently overheard, for it was soon rumoured around that the captain had expressed his opinion that this was simply part of some maneuvres they were carrying out from the New Jersey Aviation Station. Jocelyn Thew watched the blue fire about the mast.




  “I wonder whether that’s she talking to us,” he observed. “One would have to be pretty nippy with one’s fingers to work aboard on one of those small things.”




  “Do you suppose she is bringing us a message?” Katharine asked.




  He shook his head.




  “They could do that by wireless from the shore,” he replied. “Hullo, we’re slowing down!”




  The little crowd was now bubbling over with excitement. The speed of the steamer had, without a doubt, been slackened, and a boat was being lowered. Brand and his companion, immensely happy, were already dotting down their notes for the wireless. The seaplane was gently skimming the water almost alongside, and barely fifty yards away. The pilot and his companion were clearly visible. The passengers lined the whole length of the steamer, leaning over to watch the dénouement of this strange scene.




  “It’s a newspaper scoop,” one man suggested.




  The idea was not favourably entertained.




  “No newspaper would be allowed to make use of a Government seaplane,” Brand pointed out. “Apart from that, they wouldn’t dare to stop a steamer out here.”




  “There’s the boat!” some one else exclaimed, pointing to one of the ship’s lifeboats which had shot out towards the plane. “She must be going to pick one of the men up!”




  The steamer was merely drifting now, and its strange visitor had alighted upon the water, rushing along a little way in front and leaving two long, milky paths of white foam behind. Both the pilot and the passenger were drenched by every wave. They watched the latter as he was taken off, and their eyes followed the return of the lifeboat. Almost immediately afterwards the plane, increasing its speed, rushed across the surface of the water and rose again.




  “Prettiest sight I ever saw in my life,” Brand declared enthusiastically.




  “We live in wonderful times,” his friend agreed, looking longingly at the wireless office. “I guess we must get a look at this chap, anyway,” he added. “He’s the first man who has overtaken an American liner so far from land like this before.”




  The man who clambered a few minutes later up the ladder of the steamer had not the appearance of one who has performed a heroic action. His clothes had shrunk upon his body, and the sea water was oozing from him in all directions. His face was blue with cold and almost unrecognisable. Nevertheless, Jocelyn Thew, who was one of the most eager of the sightseers, attained a certain measure of conviction as he shut up his glasses with a snap and turned to his companion.




  “An Englishman,” he observed.




  “Do you know him?” she asked curiously.




  “I can’t go so far as that,” he admitted, “but—”




  “But he was the man for whom you were looking before the steamer started,” she declared confidently.




  “Seems a little rough luck to be caught up like this out in the ocean,” he grumbled. “I don’t know that the man’s likely to do me any particular harm,” he added, “but I’d just as soon he wasn’t on board.”




  Meanwhile, the captain had hurried his belated passenger into his room, and the ship saw no more of him that night. By degrees the excitement simmered down. Jocelyn escorted his companion to the gangway and bade her good night.




  “I am not at all sure,” she protested, “that I am ready to go down yet.”




  “You must show a little interest in your patient,” he insisted.




  “But the doctor has already as good as told me to keep away.”




  “Gant is a peculiar fellow,” he told her. “By this time he has probably changed his mind and needs your help. Besides, I am anxious to hear what they say in the smoking room concerning this extraordinary visitor.”




  She looked around. They were absolutely alone.




  “Who is he,” she asked, “and what does his coming mean to you?”




  “His name is Crawshay,” Jocelyn replied. “He is an ex-Scotland Yard man who came over here to work for the English Secret Service.”




  “What does he want here?” she whispered, a little hoarsely.




  Jocelyn raised his cap as he turned away.




  “Me,” he answered. “He’ll probably be disappointed, though.”
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  Crawshay found himself a popular hero when at a few minutes before eleven o’clock the next morning he made his appearance on deck. With little regard to the weather, which was fine and warm, he was clad in a thick grey suit and a voluminous overcoat. The fact that his borrowed hat was several sizes too large for him detracted a little from the dignity of his appearance, a misfortune for which he endeavoured to atone by a distinct aloofness of manner. The newspaper men, however, were not to be denied.




  “Say, Mr. Crawshay,” Brand began, stopping him as soon as he had emerged from the companionway, “I’d like to shake hands with you. My name’s Brand. I’m a newspaper man.”




  Crawshay shook hands, although he showed no particular enthusiasm about the proceeding.




  “And I am Clark, of the Minneapolis Record“ the small, dark man, who was generally by Brand’s side, added. “Put it there, sir.”




  Crawshay put it there with an incipient reluctance which the two men were not slow to note.




  “Kind of shock to you yesterday, no doubt,” Brand began. “It was a fine, plucky thing to do, sir. Ever flown before?”




  “Never,” Crawshay confessed. “The sensation was—er—entirely new to me. I found the descent upon the water most uncomfortable.” “Soaked your shore clothes, eh?” Brand observed.




  “I was not attired for the proceeding,” Crawshay admitted. “I was, in fact, very inappropriately dressed. I was wearing a thin flannel suit, which was completely ruined, and I do not think that I shall ever be warm again.”




  Mr. Brand glanced longingly at his wrist watch and sighed.




  “I make it a rule, sir,” he said, “never to drink before twelve o’clock, but there is no rule without an exception. If you think that a double jigger of gin, with a little lemon and—”




  “Stop!” Crawshay begged. “I have no sympathy with the weird compounds produced by your bartenders. As a matter of fact, I take nothing at all except with my meals. I am going to sit in this sunshine and try and recover my normal temperature.”




  “There are a few of the boys on board,” Brand continued insinuatingly, “who would like to join in our little chat, if you wouldn’t mind their stepping round.”




  “I have no desire for a chat with any one,” Crawshay objected. “I came up on deck to rest. Kindly ask me what you want to know and leave me alone for a time.”




  “Then what in thunder sent you here after an American liner on a seaplane?” Brand demanded. “That’s about the long and short of what we’re aching to know, I think.”




  “You’ve hit it, Ned, as usual,” Mr. Clark, of the Minneapolis Record, acquiesced. Crawshay drew his rug about him a little peevishly.
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