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  When Christopher Angle went to school he was very naturally called “Angel” by his fellows. When, in after life, he established a reputation for tact, geniality, and a remarkable equability, of temper, he became “Angel, Esquire,” and, as Angel Esquire, he went through the greater portion of his adventurous life, so that on the coast and in the islands and in the wild lands that lie beyond the It’uri Forest, where Mr C. Angle is unknown, the remembrance of Angel, Esquire, is kept perennially green.




  In what department of the Government he was before he took up a permanent suite of rooms at New Scotland Yard it is difficult to say. All that is known is that when the “scientific expedition” of Dr Kauffhaus penetrated to the head waters of the Kasakasa River, Angel Esquire, was in the neighbourhood shooting elephants. A native messenger en route to the nearest post, carrying a newly-ratified treaty, countersigned by the native chief, can vouch for Angel’s presence, because Angel’s men fell upon him and beat him, and Angel took the newly-sealed letter and calmly tore it up.




  When, too, yet another “scientific expedition,” was engaged in making elaborate soundings in a neutral port in the Pacific, it was his steam launch that accidentally upset the boat of the men of science, and many invaluable instruments and drawings were irretrievably lost in the deeps of the rocky inlet. Following, however, upon some outrageous international incident, no less than the — but perhaps it would be wiser not to say — Angel was transferred bodily to Scotland Yard, undisguisedly a detective, and was placed in charge of the Colonial Department, which deals with all matters in those countries — British or otherwise — where the temperature rises above 103 degrees Fahrenheit. His record in this department was one of unabated success, and the interdepartmental criticism which was aroused by its creation and his appointment, have long since been silenced by the remarkable success that attended, amongst others, his investigations into the strange disappearance of the Corringham Mine, the discovery of the Third Slave, and his brilliant and memorable work in connection with the Croupier’s Safe.




  To Angel, Esquire, in the early spring came an official of the Criminal Investigation Department.




  “Do you know Congoland at all, Angel?” he asked.




  “Little bit of it,” said Angel modestly.




  “Well, here’s a letter that the chief wants you to deal with — the writer is the daughter of an old friend, and he would like you to give the matter your personal attention.”




  Angel’s insulting remark about corruption in the public service need not be placed on record.




  The letter was written on notepaper of unusual thinness.




  “A lady who has had or is having correspondence with somebody in a part of the world where the postage rate is high,” he said to himself, and the first words of the letter confirmed this view:




  “My husband, who has just returned from the Congo, where he has been on behalf of a Belgian firm to report on alluvial gold discoveries, has become so strange in his manner, and there are, moreover, such curious circumstances in connection with his conduct, that I am taking this course, knowing that as a friend of my dear father’s you will not place any unkind construction upon it, and that you will help me to get at the bottom of this mystery.”




  The letter was evidently hurriedly written. There were words crossed out and written in.




  “Humph,” said Angel; “rather a miserable little domestic drama. I trust I shall not be called in to investigate every family jar that occurs in the homes of the chief’s friends.”




  But he wrote a polite little note to the lady on his “unofficial” paper, asking for an appointment and telling her that he had been asked to make the necessary enquires. The next morning he received a wire inviting him to go to Dulwich to the address that had appeared at the head of the note. Accordingly he started that afternoon, with the irritating sense that his time was being wasted.




  Nine hundred and three Lordship Lane was a substantial-looking house, standing back from the road, and a trim maid opened the door to him, and ushered him into the drawingroom.




  He was waiting impatiently for the lady, when the door was flung open and a man staggered in. He had an opened letter in his hand, and there was a look on his face that shocked Angel. It was the face of a soul in torment — drawn, haggard, and white.




  “My God! my God!” he muttered: then he saw Angel, and straightened himself for a moment, for he started forward and seized the detective by the arm eagerly.




  “You — you,” he gasped, “are you from Liverpool? Have they sent you down to say it was a mistake?”




  There was a rustle of a dress, and a girl came into the room. She was little more than a girl, but the traces of suffering that Angel saw had aged her. She came quickly to the side of the man and laid her hand on his arm.




  “What is it — oh, what is it, Jack?” she entreated.




  The man stepped back, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, ver’ sorry,” he said dully, and Angel noticed that he clipped his words. “I thought — I mistook this gentleman for someone else.”




  Angel explained his identity to the girl in a swift glance.




  “This — this is a friend of mine,” she faltered, “a friend of my father’s,” she went on hesitatingly, “who has called to see me.”




  “Sorry — sorry,” he said stupidly. He stumbled to the door and went out, leaving it open. They heard him blundering up the stairs, and after a while a door slammed, and there came a faint “click” us he locked it.




  “Oh, can you help me?” cried the girl in distress. “I am beside myself with anxiety.”




  “Please sit down, Mrs Farrow,” said Angel hastily, but kindly. A woman on the verge of tears always alarmed him. Already he felt an unusual interest in the case. “Just tell me from the beginning.”




  “My husband is a metallurgist, and a year ago, he was commissioned by a Belgian company interested in gold-mining to go to the Congo and report on some property there.”




  “Had he ever been there before?”




  “No; he had never been to Africa before. It was against my wish that he went at all, but the fee was so temptingly high, and the opportunities so great, that I yielded to his persuasion, and allowed him to go.”




  “How did he leave you?”




  “As he had always been — bright, optimistic, and full of spirits. We were very happily married, Mr Angel—” she stopped, and her lips quivered.




  “Yes, yes,” said the alarmed detective; “please go on.”




  “He wrote by every mail, and even sent natives in their canoes hundreds of miles to connect with the mail steamers, and his letters were bright and full of particulars about the country and the people. Then, quite suddenly, they changed. From being the cheery, long letters they had been, they became almost notes, telling me just the bare facts of his movements. They worried me a little, because I thought it meant that he was ill, had fever, and did not want me to know.”




  “And had he?”




  “No. A man who was with him said he was never once down with fever. Well, I cabled to him, but cabling to the Congo is a heartbreaking business, and there was fourteen days’ delay on the wire.”




  “I know,” said Angel sympathetically, “the land wire down to Brazzaville.”




  “Then, before my cable could reach him, I received a brief telegram from him saying he was coming home.”




  “Yes?”




  “There was a weary month of waiting, and then he arrived. I went to Southampton to meet him.”




  “To Southampton, not to Liverpool?”




  “To Southampton. He met me on the deck, and I shall never forget the look of agony in his eyes when he saw me. It struck me dumb. ‘What is the matter, Jack?’ I asked. ‘Nothing,’ he said, in, oh, such a listless, hopeless way. I could get nothing from him. Almost as soon as he got home he went to his room and locked the door.”




  “When was this?”




  “A month ago.”




  “And what has happened since?”




  “Nothing; except that he has got steadily more and more depressed, and — and—”




  “Yes?” asked Angel.




  “He gets letters — letters that he goes to the door to meet. Sometimes they make him worse, sometimes he gets almost cheerful after they arrive; but he had his worst bout after the arrival of the box.”




  “What box?”




  “It came whilst I was dressing for dinner one night. All that afternoon he had been unusually restless, running down from his room at every ring of the bell. I caught a glance of it through his half-opened door.”




  “Do you not enter his room occasionally?”




  She shook her head. “Nobody has been into his room since his return; he will not allow the servants in, and sweeps and tidies it himself.”




  “Well, and the box?”




  “It was about eighteen inches high, and twelve inches square. It was of polished yellow wood.”




  “Did it remind you of anything?”




  “Of an electric battery,” she said slowly. “One of those big portable things that you can buy at an electrician’s.”




  Angel thought deeply.




  “And the letters — have you seen them?” he asked.




  “Only once, when the postman overlooked a letter, and came back with it. I saw it for a moment only, because my husband came down immediately and took it from me.”




  “And the postmark?”




  “It looked like Liverpool,” she said.




  He questioned her again on one or two aspects that interested him.




  “I must see your husband’s room,” he said decisively.




  She shook her head.




  “I am afraid it will be impossible,” she said.




  “We shall see,” said Angel cheerfully.




  Then an unearthly chattering and screeching met their ears, and the girl turned pale.




  “Oh, I had forgotten the most unpleasant thing — the monkey!” she said, and beckoned him from the room. He passed through the house to the garden at the back. Well sheltered from the road was a big iron cage, wherein sat a tiny Congo monkey, shivering in the chill spring air, and drawing about his hairy shoulders the torn half of a blanket.




  “My husband brought one home with him,” she said, “but it died. This is the fifth monkey we have had in a month, and he, poor beastie, does not look as if he were long for life.”




  The little animal fixed his bright eyes on Angel, and chattered dismally.




  “They get ill, and my husband shoots them,” the girl went on. “I wanted him to let a veterinary surgeon see the last one, but he would not.”




  “Curious,” said Angel musingly, and, after making arrangements to call the next morning, he went back to his office in a puzzled frame of mind.




  He duly reported to his chief the substance of his interview.




  “It isn’t drink, and it isn’t drugs,” he said. “To me it looks like sheer panic. If that man is not in mortal fear of somebody or something, I am very much mistaken.”




  The girl had given him some of the earlier letters she had received from Africa, and after dinner that night Angel sat down in his little flat in Jermyn Street to read them. In the first letter — it was dated Boma — occurred a passage that gave him pause. After telling how he had gone ashore at Flagstaff, and had made a little excursion up one of the rivers, the letter went on to say:




  “Apparently, I have quite unwillingly given deep offence to one of the secret societies — if you can imagine a native secret society — by buying from a native a most interesting ju-ju or idol. The native, poor beggar, was found dead on the beach this morning; and although the official view is that he was bitten by a poisonous snake, I feel that his death had something to do with the selling of the idol, which, by the way, resembles nothing so much as a decrepit monkey….”




  In his search through the letters he could find no other reference to the incident, except in one of the last of the longer epistles, where he found:




  “… the canoe overturned, and we were struggling in the water. To my intense annoyance, amongst other personal effects lost was the coast ju-ju I wrote to you about. A missionary who lives close at hand said the current, not being strong about here, the idol is recoverable, and has promised to send a boy down first, and if he finds it to send it on to me. I have given him our address at home in case it turns up….”




  “In case it turns up!” repeated Angel. “I wonder—”




  He knew of these extraordinary societies. He knew, too, how strong a hold they had in the country that lay behind Flagstaff. These dreadful organisations were not to be lightly dismissed. Their power was indisputable.




  “The question is, how far are they responsible for the present trouble,” he said, discussing the affair with his chief the next morning, “how far the arm of the offended ju-ju can reach. If we were on the coast I should not be surprised to find our young friend dead in his bed any morning. But we are in England — and in Dulwich to boot!”




  “The yellow box may explain everything,” said his chief thoughtfully.




  “And I mean to see it to-day,” said Angel determinedly. He did not see it that day, for on his return to his office he found a telegram awaiting him from Mrs Farrow:




  PLEASE COME AT ONCE. MY HUSBAND DISAPPEARED LAST NIGHT AND HAS NOT RETURNED. HE HAS TAKEN WITH HIM THE BOX AND THE MONKEY.




  He was ringing at the door of the house within an hour after receiving the telegram. Her eyes were red with weeping: and it was a little time before she could speak. Then, brokenly, she told the story of her husband’s disappearance. It was after the household had retired for the night she thought she heard a vehicle draw up at the door. She was half asleep, but the sound of voices roused her, and she got out of bed and looked through the Venetian blinds. Her room faced the road, and she could see a carriage drawn up opposite the gate. A man walking beside her husband, who carried a box, which she recognised as the yellow box, and in the strange man’s arms she could discern, by the light of the street lamp, a quivering bundle which proved to be the monkey.




  Before she could move or raise the window her husband entered the carriage, taking with him the monkey, and the other man jumped up by the side of the driver as the vehicle drove off, and, as he did, she saw his face. It was that of a negro.




  Angel suppressed the exclamation that sprang to his lips as he heard this. It was evident that she had not attached any importance to the story of the ju-ju, and he did not wish to alarm her.




  “Did he leave a message?”




  She handed him a sheet of paper without replying. Only a few lines were scrawled on the sheet: —




  “I am a moral coward, darling, and dare not tell you. If I come back, you will know why I have left you. If not, pray for me, and remember mo kindly. I have placed all my money to the credit of your hanking account.”




  The girl was crying quietly.




  “Let me see his room,” said Angel; and she conducted him to the little apartment that was half laboratory and half study. A truckle bed ran lengthways beneath, the window, and a heap of blackened ashes were piled up in the fireplace.




  “Nothing has been touched,” said the girl.




  Gingerly, Angel lifted the curling ashes one by one.




  “I’ve known burnt paper to…” — he was going to say “hang a man,” but altered it to “be of great service.”




  There were one or two pieces that the fire had not burnt, and some on which the letters were still discernible. One of these he lifted and carried to the window.




  “Hullo!” he muttered.




  He could not find a complete sentence, but, as he read it: … very bad … monkey … take you away … your own fault….




  There was a blotting pad upon the little table, and a square dust mark, where he surmised, the mysterious box stood. He lifted the pad; underneath were a number of strips of paper.




  He glanced at them carelessly, then:




  “What on earth?” he said.




  Indelibly printed on the slips before him were a dozen red thumb prints.




  He looked at them closely.




  The thumb prints were of blood!




  Then, in the midst of his mystification a light dawned on Angel, and he turned to the girl.




  “Has your husband bought a methylated spirit lamp lately?” he asked.




  She looked at him in astonishment.




  “Why, yes,” she said, “a fortnight ago he bought one.”




  “And has he been asking for needles?”




  She almost gasped.




  “Yes, yes, almost every day!”




  Angel looked again at the charred paper and smiled.




  “Of course, this may be serious,” he said; “but really I think it isn’t at all. If you will content your mind for a day, I will tell how serious it is; if you will extend your content for four days, I would almost undertake to promise to restore him to you.”




  He left her that afternoon in an agony of suspense, and three hours afterwards she received a telegram:




  FOUND YOUR HUSBAND — EXPECT HIM HOME TOMORROW.




  To his chief Angel explained the mystery in three minutes.




  “I thought the ju-ju had nothing to do with it,” he said cheerfully. “The whole thing illustrates the folly of a man who had never been further from home than Wiesbaden penetrating God’s primaeval forest. Farrow, on the Congo, surrounded on all sides by the disease, must needs be suddenly obsessed by the belief that he has sleeping-sickness. So home he comes, filled with dread forebodings, and visions of the madness that comes to the people, with trypanosomiasis. Buys microscopes — our yellow box — and jabs his finger day by day to examine his blood for microbes. As soon as I heard he had got the approved spirit lamp for sterilising purposes, I knew that. He corresponds with the Tropical Schools of Medicine in London and Liverpool, boring those poor people to death with his outrageous symptoms. Jabs his blood into monkeys, and when they die — of cold and bad feeding — fears the worst. So, at last, some wise doctor at the London School, after writing and telling him that he was an ass, that he couldn’t be very bad, and that the monkey’s death wasn’t any sign — except of cruelty to animals — offers to take him into hospital for a few days and put him under observation. So along comes the hospital carriage, with their nigger porter, and away goes our foolish hypochondriac, with his monkey and his box of tricks. They are turning him out of hospital tomorrow.”




  II. The Silver Charm
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  Angel, Esquire, has a little office at Scotland Yard, which is partly fitted as a laboratory and partly as a tiny museum; here he keeps strange drugs and, in glass-stoppered vessels, curious withered-looking plants with uncanny properties. There is a faint spicy odour everlastingly present in Angel’s office, which is something between the fragrance of freshly cut cedar wood and cloves.




  When the King of Kantee came to England on his ceremonial visit he was lionized by London society, and being a man of some European education, speaking English with a peculiar intonation, be became remarkably popular. The popularity of King O’fwa had the natural result of making him rather insufferable. One day the officials at the Colonial Office, showing him the sights of London, brought him to Scotland Yard, and in due course he swaggered into the Colonial Department and favoured Angel with a patronizing nod.




  “Ah, varry nace,” said the King amiably.




  “King,” said Angel, speaking the peculiar drawl of the Kantee people, “there is that here which is not so pleasant.”




  The native’s insolent eyes met Angel’s, and he dropped them before the calm gaze of the white man.




  “Shall I show you,” said Angel, still speaking in the vernacular, “something that the Kings of the Kantee people see but seldom?”




  He stretched out his hand and reached down a bottle; he carefully removed the stopper and drew forth a tiny pencil of cottonwool, which he as carefully unrolled. Inside was what looked like a dried twig, and the King smiled contemptuously.




  “Is it magic?” he asked, and held out his hand.




  The dry twig lay on the King’s palm, and he smiled again.




  “This is wood — a twig,” he said. Then he sprang back with a scream, his eyes wide with terror, and the little twig fluttered to the ground. Angel picked it up tenderly and wrapped it about with cottonwool, the King all the while, with his back against the wall, shaking in abject fear.




  “Is it good magic?” asked Angel carelessly; and the King’s voice was hoarse when he answered:




  “It is good — master!”




  Later came a fussy official, sorely puzzled and inclined to be querulous.




  “Look here!” he said — he was a Permanent UnderSecretary— “Mr. — Er — Angel: about this nonsensical thing you showed his Majesty — we are inclined to think that you overstepped the mark, sir — overstepped the mark.” He was a little pompous and a little ruffled, and wholly disagreeable.




  Angel inclined his head respectfully, but said nothing.




  “Mr. Secretary begs one to say,” said the official impressively, “that it is against all our conception of the — er — system for a great department like Scotland Yard, or or for any of its officers, however important or unimportant they may be, to practise — er — trickery and chicanery of the kind you introduced to his Majesty, and — er — in fact, we think it extremely reprehensible, sir!” And he looked his disapproval.




  “Mr. Masser,” said Angel quietly, “you and I do not view ‘his Majesty’ with a common eye. The last time I met the King he was dining off a relative who had displeased him; the last time I addressed the King was through the twisty rifling of a point three-naught-three. The little twig I showed him was a gentle reminder of an obligation.”




  The official was still more puzzled.




  “One of these fine days,” Angel went on calmly, “there will come a man to the King carrying such a stick as I showed. It may be Meta, the Congo man, or it may be Abiboo, the Kano man, or it may be the boy, Jack Fish, from the Monrovian coast; but, whosoever it is, you may be sure that when they meet the King will surely die.”




  How Angel, Esquire, came to know of the blood brotherhood that was sworn on the Oil River in ‘84 I do not pretend to know, nor do I know how he came to possess the fetish-stick — which answered the purpose of the broken sixpence so dear to the lads and lassies of civilization who plight their troth. But the circumstances of the passing of the King of the Kantees is well known, and forms the subject of Blue Book (Africa — Kantee Protectorate) 7432-07. They found the King’s body in the royal hut one morning; the knife was an N’Gombi knife, and the rope about his neck was Kano made, but the method of the killing was distinctly Monrovian, so the chances are that all three survivors of the blood-pact of ‘84 took part in the assassination.




  The part the fetish-stick played in the fortunes of at least three unimaginative City men is now well known; they were three stout, comfortable underwriters, as far removed from mysticism as is Clapham Common from Bassam.




  They do not come into this story. The outward and visible sign of their connection with the blind witchdoctor is the service of plate that adorns Angel’s sideboard, but there were days when the man of Basaka held their suburban fortunes in the hollow of his hand.




  In response to communications from Sir Peter Saintsbury, Angel travelled to Liverpool to see the millionaire controller of the Lagos Coastwise Line.




  There is no need to describe Sir Peter. The story of his meteoric career is common property. A short, swarthy man, With closely-cropped grey hair and black, piercing eyes, the years he lived on the Coast have tinted his face a dusky brown. There are people less charitable who ascribe another cause for his copper-coloured skin, people who point to his thick lips and the curious bluish tint of his fingernails.




  Sir Peter plunged straight into the matter in hand.




  “I have sent for you, Mr. Angel, because my board has decided that there is some other influence at work beside that which may be vaguely termed ‘bad luck’.”




  Angel duly noticed the thickness of the voice, and went over to the side of the uncharitable.




  “You are referring to the wreck of the Kinsassa?” said Angel.




  “Yes; and the Noki and the Bolobo,” said the great ship owner impatiently; “three ships in one year, three new ships, captained by some of my best men, and every one of them gone ashore in exactly the same spot.”




  The detective nodded gravely.




  “The last was under the command of Ryatt, the most competent skipper in the mercantile marine — a young man who knows his business from A to Z. It was he who discovered the shoal passage into Sierra Leone that cuts off fifty miles of sea travel on the homeward voyage.”




  “The weather?” asked Angel.




  “Here’s the log,” said Sir Peter. He took from a table a discoloured volume, and opened it. “Here you are: ‘nine-fifteen — course W. by W.N.W. — Sea smooth — wind light S.W. — No Fog’.”




  “Was that the correct course?” asked Angel.




  “Yes. I have compared all logs and questioned the commodore, and, of course, the Board of Trade has verified it.”




  “And she went ashore at ninethirty?”




  “Yes; and, apparently, if you will look at the log again, there was no sign of the shore.”




  “H’m,” said the detective. “You couldn’t very easily miss it — high, upstanding cliffs and mountains, so far as I remember. Who was at the wheel?”




  “A reliable quartermaster; the chief officer was on the bridge, and the captain himself was in his cabin, which is practically on the bridge. He had left word to be called at eleven o’clock, at which hour he intended changing the course a point or so west.”




  “And then?” questioned Angel.




  “And then,” said Sir Peter, with a despairing gesture, “before anybody seemed to realize the fact, the ship was close inshore — from what the chief officer said the mountains appeared as if by magic from the sea. The officer rang the engines astern, and put the helm over hard to port, but before the ‘way’ could get off the steamer, she was piled up. The captain was on the bridge in an instant and stopped the engines — in fact, put them ahead again, for he was afraid of backing off into deep water and foundering.”




  “And she is a total wreck?” queried Angel.




  “Absolutely; hard and fast on the teeth of a bad reef, with a hole in her you could drive a coach through.” The ship owner walked to his desk and took from one of the drawers an oblong box.




  “This is the peculiar feature of all the wrecks,” he said with a frown, and opened the box. What he took from it were three little crosses made of untrimmed wood and lashed across in their shapes by native grass string.




  Angel’s eyes lit as he saw them, and he stretched out his hand eagerly to take them.




  “Whew!” he whistled, and handled them gingerly.




  “On every wreck,” said Sir Peter impressively, “we found one of these things roughly nailed to the foredeck.”




  Angel’s face was grave as he carried the little emblem to the window; then:




  “You had better let me investigate this matter on the spot,” he said. “When does the next Coast boat leave Liverpool?”




  “One left yesterday,” said the ship owner; “another leaves In a fortnight.”




  “That will be too late,” said the detective decisively. “I can get a Union-Castle boat to Teneriffe, and pick up your ship there; to make sure, cable your people to hold the boat for my arrival.”




  He stopped at the door.




  “You know the Coast?” he asked.




  The great ship owner frowned.




  “Yes,” he said slowly; “as a young man I lived on the Coast — I was not always a wealthy man.”




  Angel nodded.




  “Have you offended any of these people in any way?”




  Sir Peter shrugged his shoulders.




  “There in no need to bring me personally into the matter,” he said gruffly.




  “I see,” said Angel, Esquire.




  A fortnight later he landed at Sierra Leone and transhipped to a coasting vessel en route for Bassam.




  *




  Going into Cabinda to land sixteen barrels of raw spirit for the civilization of Portuguese West Africa, the “second” of the Imagi found time to express his disgust at inquisitive passengers. The second officer was an excellent seaman, but had spent the greater part of his life “tramping”, and the occasional passenger was a source of intense annoyance. The solitary passenger of the Imagi had come aboard at S. Paul de Loanda, and had worked a slow and inquisitorial way up the coast. He was a man desirous of acquiring information on every conceivable subject, but mostly his eternal note of interrogation was set against the question of curious watch charms.




  He had buttonholed the entire messroom, from the skipper to the fourth engineer, buttonholed them at inconvenient moments, held them helpless against bulkheads and immovable cabin doors, whilst he threshed out the question of “curios”.




  He caught the purser, unaccustomed to a passenger list and in awe of his solitary charge, and reduced him to a condition of incoherence bordering on imbecility; led him — he protesting feebly — to the tiny purser’s office-cabin, domineered him into opening his desk and displaying his interesting collection of native table mats and crudely carved ivory napkin rings, and left him limp and perspiring.




  It is also on record that on the transparent pretence of inspecting the chief engineer’s domestic photographs — at his own artful suggestion — he insinuated himself into the chief’s most private domains, and, leading the conversation to native customs (by way of patent medicines and native doctors), he caused the stout chief, at great personal inconvenience to uncord a box which had lain snug for at least two voyages.




  On the ninth day of the voyage up from Loanda the steamer stood inshore.




  A strip of yellow beach, with the inevitable fringe of palm trees, showed up over the horizon, and a patch of white stood for a white man’s house — and civilization.




  The inquisitive passenger standing by the third officer set up his monotonous interrogation.




  “Basaka,” said the third brusquely; “we always put in here. If you are keen on curios, this is the place to get ‘em.”




  “What kind?”




  “Oh, any kind. There is an old chap who lives a couple of miles in the bush who’s the biggest medicine man on the Coast. Wait till the Kroo boys get ashore — you’ll see nothing of ’em for a couple of hours. They always make a point of a palaver with the old man. They get medicine and charms.”




  “Basaka!” mused Angel aloud. “Isn’t that where Sir Peter lived?”




  The mate grinned.




  “The governor! Yes.” He looked around for the presence of his superiors. “He lived here for ten years, did the old man, and a pretty tough nut he was, from all accounts. Made all his money in oil and rubber — as thick as thieves with old Chingo, the Basaka king.” He shook his head wisely.




  “Oh,” said Angel; and when the ship had anchored he went ashore.




  Paterson, the tired-looking man at the factory, gave him a chair in the deep veranda, mixed him a cocktail, and furnished him with some information.




  “Going into the bush!” he said in astonishment. “Man, you’re mad. We’re a British Protectorate, and all that sort of thing, we’ve got a company of Haussas along at Little Basaka — but it’s not safe.”




  He whistled a native, and the man came running.




  “Hi, Jim,” he said in the villainous lingo of the Coast, “dem massa, he like go for bush, you savvy? For O’saka by them ju-ju man. You fit for take ‘um?”




  The man looked at Angel sullenly.




  “I no be fit,” he said in a low voice: “them ju-ju be bad for white man.”




  “You hear?” said the host.




  Angel smiled.




  “I hear,” he said calmly, and addressed the man, speaking quickly and easily in the native tongue.




  “What is your name?” he asked.




  “Kosongo, master,” replied the man.




  “Why will you not take me into the bush?”




  “Because of the Blind Man’s Magic,” answered the other readily. “I am afraid.




  “Yet you shall show me the way. When the sun sets I will be by the big palm at the edge of the bush.”




  “I cannot come,” said the man sulkily.




  “By the dried heart of the goat you shall come,” said Angel quietly; and the man shrank down until his hands were fumbling in the dust.




  “I will come,” he whispered.




  Paterson looked on in amazement.




  “What have you said to the chap?” he asked wonderingly, “and how the deuce did you pick up the lingo?”




  Angel’s reply was plausible, but not exactly true. Angel dined ashore, first sending a runner to Little Basaka, carrying a few words scribbled on the torn leaf of a notebook.




  *




  The hut was set away from the village. It stood in a clearing of its own by a little lagoon. Behind it, on the land side, a semicircular screen of tall palms, all hubbly with the ball-like nests of weaver birds.




  The great throng that squatted in a circle about the hut kept a respectful distance. The sun had gone down — one by one they had stolen in from the shadows of the bush, sinking into their places silently, and as silently remained. No man approached the door of the hut, they waited patiently as though some appointed hour had been fixed, seemingly unconscious of one another’s presence, neither greeting the constantly arriving newcomer nor receiving greeting. Kroo men in tattered sailor dress, raw natives from the bush, here and there one who bore the fez or cowl that spoke of his faith in Islam. More than one was of the educated native class, and squatted gingerly in his immaculate white ducks. All of them were men — young men and old men.




  The moon came up over the still lagoon and lit the silent congregation with its yellow light. One wearing a turban about his head and a white jellab about his shoulders stole from the forest and made his way to the front rank. Suddenly from the hut came a noise like a pattering rain — practised ear would have detected it as the sound of little sticks played rapidly on the tightly stretched skin of a tom-tom. Then a deep voice from the crowd asked:




  “Who sits in the darkness?”




  The throng answered with one voice:




  “He who sees.”




  Again the deep voice:




  “Who sits in the silence?”




  And the whole congregation replied:




  “He who hears.”




  There was a pause, and someone within fumbled at the coarse native cloth that screened the doorway.




  Then from the dark interior of the hut a cracked old voice croaked:




  “Who hath the seeds of Death in his hand and the water of Life in his gourd?”




  With one accord the whole concourse led by one deep voice shouted, swaying their bodies as they sang:




  “Make as strong, oh Ju-ju-ba. Make us rich, oh Ju-ju, We are weak, we are poor, Give us of thy great surplus.”




  As they spoke a man came from the hut.




  He was old and tall and he came into the flood of yellow moonlight, staring with sightless eyes toward the lagoon. Medicine-man as he was, the streaked face and the mask and wig of his office were absent. A great scar ran down his withered cheeks as though from the blow of a knife, and yet another parted the white of his head. A staff was in his hand, and as the chant finished he struck the ground, and a silence fell upon the throng.




  Sightless he was, but by some extraordinary instinct he singled out men by name, and they came to him, blundering through the worshippers — for such they were — and breathing heavily like men who had run a distance. These fell at the feet of the blind old men, and so waited his pleasure. Supplicants as they were, he did not ask their business.




  “Nogi, of Emfeeta,” croaked the old man.




  “Master,”




  “What charm can make the mealies grow when the fire has been. What you ask is folly.”




  The man at his feet slunk away, and another took his place.




  “Who is this? Obero, the Kroo man, who has an enemy?”




  “Yes, master.”




  The man spoke in a strangled tone, for his mouth touched the dust. The old man loosened a charm from a string that hung over his bare shoulder.




  “Take this. He will die of the sickness, wasting away slowly.”




  One by one they crawled to his feet — bush man, Mohammedan, and Kroo boy; slave and slave owner, chief and subject — and, according to their needs, he served them. Hour after hour the play went on: the naming of men he could not see, the uprisings of the summoned man, the prostrations and the pleadings.




  Then it came to an end, and from the crowd he called two men. Unlike the rest, they rose and stood before him. He spoke to them by name.




  “N’Saka and Igobi — children of the stars.”




  “Master,” they murmured in unison.




  “Who gave you power of hand and eye?”




  “You, O master,” they said in a low voice.




  “Who gave you the magic of the silver charm?”




  “Master, it was you!”




  “Who taught you to gather sleep from the air — so!” — he waved his thin hands quickly— “who taught you the great magic that brings death to the living — death that is not death?”




  “Master, you taught us!”




  The old man bowed his head before he spoke again.




  “Go quickly,” he said, “as you went before. Show the white man the silver charm — the white man who stands in the palaver house of the great ship. Show him the charm so that the moonlight falls upon it, and when his heart is full of the little charm, wave your hands — so! Then you shall say to him three times in your own tongue: ‘The Nogi Rock is the open sea.’ Three times shall you say this; and you shall stay with the ship till the end, and leave the mark of the Ju-ju.”




  “It shall be so, master,” said the men, and they came back to the throng and sank silently in their places.




  The old man waited a moment, leaning on his stick, his blind eyes fixed on the glittering waters.




  Then he turned to go.




  Two paces he look towards the hut, then turned back swiftly.




  “What does he want?” he asked hoarsely. “What does he want — the white man who sits in the garb of an Arab?”




  A dead silence followed the question, then a man who sat on the inner edge of the circle rose to his feet.




  “I am he,” he said quietly; and a shiver ran through the people.




  The old man took a step towards him and craned his neck forward as though he would see the face of the man who had courted the terrible death.




  “I am he,” the stranger went on. “I have come — to learn.”




  The blind doctor of Basaka curled his lips like an old dog in his anger.




  “You shall learn,” he said, and raised his hand. “Strike!” he cried, and a hundred men rose to his bidding in silence.




  Quick as a flash, Angel sprang past the old man and gained the door of the hut. “The dried heart of the goat,” that symbol of Fantee mysticism, would avail him little here. This much he realized as he reached the dark interior of the hut. He would gain a little time by his action. He knew enough of the Coast to know the superstitious natives would not follow him to the medicine-man’s sanctuary. As he reached the middle of the hut and turned, revolver in hand, he heard the old man’s voice.




  “White man,” he wheezed mockingly, “come back to the quick death, lest death come all too slowly.”




  “In time,” Angel answered coolly.




  “Come, white man,” said the voice again; “come, eater of goats’ hearts! Ah, I know you!”




  Angel mentally consigned his unwilling guide to an early grave.




  “Come,” said the voice, “seeker of charms, who hath sipped the wisdom of the Blind Man of Basaka — the hour is at hand. Yet be sure I will send to him who sent you a sign that you have learnt what you have learnt — for I will send him your heart.”




  Angex set his teeth and softly pulled back the steel envelope of his Browning pistol.




  “Come for me,” he answered; “come, oh wise man, or will you send one whose life you hold lightly? Oh, people of Basaka, bushmen, and sons of mad mothers, who will lay his hand on the white man?”




  He heard a whispered order and a patter of bare feet, and the shadows of two men fell across the threshold.




  The first fell dead at the doorway, the second squirmed into the hut with a bullet through his brain, and the little hut was filled with the smell of powder.




  Angel waited for the inevitable rush.




  If they came by twos he could keep them at bay.




  He had slipped off the clinging Arab robe and turban. If the worst came to the worst, he could run.




  Again he heard the voice of the blind seer. It was hoarse with rage, and broken.




  He heard the order that meant his death, the hustle of the closed rank, and the rattle of spear shafts; and then a loud crack, and another and another, and over all the shrill call of a bugle and a great rush of feet.




  Through the doorway he saw the line of charging Haussas and heard the fresh voice of the young Englishman in command; then, as the throng of natives about the hut scattered, he leapt the bodies of the men in the doorway and caught the arm of the old man.




  The witchdoctor turned with a snarl, and, raising his iron-shod stick, struck at the detective with surprising force. Twice he struck, and twice Angel dodged the blow, then he slipped, and the old man was on him.




  For a moment Angel thought his last hour had come. Lean and old as the witchdoctor was, he was possessed of the strength of a maniac. He loosened one hand to fumble in the rags about his middle, and Angel, making a last despairing effort, threw himself over to where his fallen pistol lay.




  *




  “Dead?” said the Haussa captain, looking down at the fallen man.




  “I think not,” said Angel. “Phew!” He wiped the streaming perspiration from his forehead.




  “H’m,” said the officer looking at the prostrate witchdoctor. “So the Blind Wizard is finished. There will be an awful palaver over this.”




  Angel nodded.




  “He’s not blind,” he said quietly. “I found that out an hour ago. Some dreadful thing must have happened to his eyes — but he can see.”




  The old man groaned and looked up. He saw Angel and smiled. Then, to the detective’s amazement, he spoke in perfect English.




  “So now you know all about it — eh?”




  He spoke painfully.




  “Yes,” said Angel in English. “I know all about it.”




  The old man inclined his head.




  “The trick of mesmerism that I taught my men — it is simple to mesmerise a man who is looking at some bright object.”




  Angel nodded.




  “And as simple to suggest to the subject that the course that brings up at the Nogi Rock is the open sea,” he said.




  “I wanted to ruin Peter,” said the old native, “and when I had ruined him, I wanted to kill him. He is my brother.”




  He made the monstrous statement calmly and Angel believed him.




  The old medicine-man was silent for a while, then he resumed.




  “My younger brother — born of the same black mother — inheriting the same fortune. I was at Christ’s College, Cambridge,” he said inconsequently.




  “Peter took the money and the stores. He sent me to trade in the bush. Then he sent men after me to put out my eyes — because he was ambitious and looked down upon his blacker brother.”




  He was silent so long that they thought he was dead, but after a while he spoke again.




  “Christ’s College, Cambridge,” he murmured. Then in the native tongue he uttered the proverb of the Kantee people: “The river overflows but runs back to its bed.” Then he died.




  As for Sir Peter Saintsbury, the swarthy ship owner, he too died within the year, and I’saka, the Kroo boy who was with him when he died, was hanged at Liverpool a few months later.
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  There was a Minister of France — was it Necker? — who suggested on a memorable occasion that the people should eat grass. He was no vegetarian, he was just being rude; and when, on a subsequent occasion, an indignant populace slew him, in some grim way they decorated the body significantly.




  If it should happen that the lawless folk of Notting Dale should ever fall upon Police Constable Lee, I doubt not that the jibe with which they will assail him will have some reference to ‘sparrows,’ for to the mysterious agency of the ‘little sparrow’ is due a great deal of the worthy officer’s unpopularity amongst a certain class of people in his salubrious district.




  PC Lee, in mufti, stepped round to the marine store of Cokey Salem, and asked to see the proprietor.




  Cokey, so-called because of the commodity he runs as a side line to the rag-and-bone business, was not at home.




  He shouted down the stairs to his frowsy wife to that effect and PC Lee was not convinced.




  After a while, Cokey was induced to come down into the evilsmelling shop, and he did this with an ill grace.




  ‘Hullo,’ he said, gruffly, ‘what’s this — water rates?’




  ‘To be exact,’ said PC Lee, gently, ‘it’s a question of lead pipin’, feloniously removed from unoccupied premises, to wit, 914, Kensington Park Road.’




  ‘Ho!’ said the defiant Cokey, ‘an’ what’s that gotter do with me?’




  ‘If you’ll kindly step round to the station,’ said the police-constable, ‘I daresay you can explain the whole matter to our inspector in a few words.’




  ‘Suppose I don’t?’




  ‘In that case,’ said the thoughtful constable, ‘I shall be under the painful necessity of takin’ you.’




  Cokey choked back a wicked word, put on his coat and hat, and accompanied the constable.




  ‘Where did you nose this job?’ he asked, vulgarly.




  ‘A little sparrer,’ said the reflective PC, ‘happened—’




  ‘I’d like to get hold of that sparrer of yours,’ said Cokey, between his teeth, I’d wring his blanky neck.’




  On the occasion under review, Cokey did not convince a sceptical inspector of his innocence. Nor had he any better luck with a frozen-faced magistrate, who listened dispassionately to Cokey’s somewhat involved story. According to Cokey the lead piping found on his premises had




  ‘Fallen like the gentle rain from heaven, upon the place beneath.’




  This magistrate, who had never been known to smile, relaxed when Cokey adduced his crowning argument that the piping had been placed in his yard by the police, and committed Cokey to the Middlesex Sessions.




  The Chairman of that Court, aided by a bored jury, found Cokey guilty of receiving, and the Chairman having, figuratively speaking, said it would be as much as his place was worth to give him less, sent Cokey to prison with hard labour for nine calendar months.




  Whereupon the prisoner, affectionately addressing PC Lee, said that on some future occasion he would have the heart, lungs, and important blood vessels of the impassive officer — though exactly what he would do with them he did not say.




  I saw PC Lee some nine months later, and knowing that Cokey was at liberty, I expressed my surprise at finding him still alive.




  PC Lee smiled.




  ‘If the Government would give prisoners leave of absence on the day they are sentenced,’ he said, ‘I daresay he might have caused me inconvenience; but barrin’ that, I shall die a natural death. If a chap who had been sentenced heavily suddenly found himself pardoned, he’d be so overjoyed that he wouldn’t have any time to hate me or any other constable, an’ even a man who goes to a long term soon loses all the bad feelin’ he ever had, an’ comes out of “stir” full of a peace-on-earth-an’-goodwill feelin’.




  ‘In prison you’ve got a lot of time to think, an’ if a man isn’t a lunatic, he works out the situation reasonably an’ comes to the conclusion that the constable has only done his duty, an’ by the time the sentence is worked out, he’s lost all his dislike for the man who lagged him.




  ‘The only time I ever knew a man to bear animosity was in the case of the Newton Lane Robbery.




  ‘If you don’t remember the case. I’ll give it to you in a few words. A cashier from one of the Ladbroke Grove shops was goin’ back to his premises from the bank at Notting Hill Gate, when he was set upon by half-a-dozen roughs, knocked down an’ robbed. All this happened in broad daylight, but in an unfrequented little turning, an’ the assailants got away.




  ‘It so happened that I was off duty (I was in X Division at the time), but I got to hear of the case when I reported for duty that night.




  ‘The young fellow who was robbed had been taken to the hospital, but as he wasn’t so badly hurt, he was allowed to go home. Accordin’ to him, he wouldn’t be able to recognise any of the party.




  ‘Now, the detection of crime, as I see it, is a simple matter. The criminal is the obvious person. Don’t you believe these detective stories that tell you that the feller found with the diamonds in his pocket is the innocent hero — he’s only the innocent hero in story books. In real life he’s the feller that did the robbery.




  ‘When the police find a little sub-post-office has been robbed, an’ the postmaster lyin’ bound an’ gagged, or when they see a bank clerk lyin’ on the floor with the smell of chloroform hangin’ round an’ the safe open, they know it’s 33 to 1 that they’ve got the robber first pop, an’ that the enterprisin’ burglar, as the song says, is the young feller found in such a romantic attitude.




  ‘Unprofessional criminals spend too much of their time in preparin’ picturesque scenes, an’ professional criminals spend too much time in gettin’ ready alibis, an’ between one an’ the other the police have a fairly easy time.




  ‘So that it was only natural that our first suspicions fastened on the feller that had been robbed, an’ there were certain features of it that made this view likely. Nobody had seen him attacked, nobody had seen men comin’ away from the scene of the crime, an’ if he hadn’t been so badly injured there would have been no doubt whatever that he was the robber himself, an’ the whole ‘outrage’ a fake.




  ‘This might have been the case with the young cashier, only there was a remarkable flaw in the theory. He’d left the bank with five notes for a hundred pounds (which had been drawn for the purpose of sendin’ to Russia to settle an account), an’ this he placed in a big handbag which he carried, an’ which was found open an’ empty.




  ‘He was carefully searched, but no money was on him when he was found. He had been seen enterin’ the little street. One of the bank clerks, who happened to leave the bank at the same time, had walked with him to the entrance of the street, an’ nobody had been seen to leave at either end before he was discovered. If he’d stolen ’em himself — what had happened to the banknotes? He couldn’t bury ‘em. There was no place in the street itself where they could have been hidden — you may be sure that we searched every possible hidin’ place — an’ the police were forced to believe that his story was true.




  ‘The only thing against the man was that his firm had lost money before from their office. Ten, twenty, an’ fifty pound notes had vanished, but the cashier was so above suspicion, an’ had always insisted upon bein’ the first to be searched, that they had never dreamt of connectin’ him with any theft, an’ had discharged clerk after clerk in consequence.




  ‘It was such an interestin’ case that the Yard sent down Mr Angel — you wrote about him didn’t you? — a rare nice gentleman, who’s always pullin’ your leg, but very pleasant with it.




  ‘Our inspector was asked to tell off a man to accompany Mr Angel, an’ to my surprise I was chosen instead of some of our smart fellers.




  ‘“Lee,” says the inspector, “you go round with Mr Angel, an’ introduce him to some of the ‘heads’ in your neighbourhood.” So, in a manner of speakin’, I was put in charge of Angel.




  ‘But, bless you, he didn’t want any introducin’! He knew all the toughs: knew Nick Moss, an’ Percy Steel, an’ Jim the Fence; knew ’em as if he’d been brought up with ’em — an’ they knew him.




  ‘We might have saved ourselves the trouble, because we learnt very little from these chaps, except from Nick Moss.




  ‘“Hullo. Nick,” says Angel, Esquire, most cheerfully, “how is the ladder larceny business?”




  ‘Nick grinned a bit sheepish.




  ‘“I’m straight now, Mr Angel,” he says; “the other game’s a mug’s game.”




  ‘“Cutting out all your blessed platitudes,” says Angel, “which of your college companions did this last little job?”




  ‘“If I never move from here,” says Nick, most solemn, “if I die this very minute, if—”




  ‘“Havin’ been duly sworn,” says Mr Angel, “it is unnecessary to go any further — I gather from your interestin’, but altogether unnecessary, protestation that you don’t know.”




  ‘“That’s right, sir,” says Nick.




  ‘Mr Angel told me later that he quite believed Nick didn’t know for sure, but he thought that he had a suspicion.




  ‘We examined the street where the robbery was committed. It is a street with stables on one side an’ little houses on the other, an’ connects Portobello Road with Pembridge Road.




  ‘Nobody could give us any information about the robbery; in the majority of cases the first they knew about it was when the cashier had been found lyin’ on the sidewalk. Next we made a few inquiries about the cashier an’ found that he was a most respectable man, with money of his own in the bank, a churchwarden, an’ a member of the Young Men’s Christian Association. What was most important was, he’d got money of his own in the bank.




  “I’m afraid, Lee,” says Mr Angel, “that this case must go down to history as ‘The Notting Hill Mystery,’” and so it might have done but for the fact that one of the most curious coincidences happened that you could ever imagine.




  ‘You’ve heard me talk about my “little sparrow?” It’s a wheeze I work on the lads who want to know where I get all my valuable information from. This “cod” of mine got round to Mr Angel’s ears, an’ he remarked to me, in that jokin’ way of his:




  ‘“What a pity, Lee, your feathered friend can’t supply us with a brilliant word picture of what happened—”




  ‘He stopped short sudden, an’ frowned thoughtfully.




  ‘“By George!” says he, “I wonder if that is possible?”




  ‘I couldn’t see what he was gettin’ at, so I waited.




  ‘“We’ll go round an’ see our cashier friend,” says Angel, so off we went to a neat little house near Wormwood Scrubbs.




  ‘He was a bachelor, but rented a house, an’ he opened the door to us himself, an’ invited us in.




  ‘It was a comfortably furnished sittin’-room, an’ I saw Angel give a quick glance round as though sizing up the place. The only thing I noticed was that Mr Killun — that was his name — made a hasty attempt to fold up a newspaper that he’d been readin’.




  ‘Killun was a palefaced youth with uneven features an’ a shifty eye, an’ I disliked him from the first.




  ‘“Readin’, Mr Killun?” says Angel.




  ‘“Yes,” says Killun, quickly, “I’m naturally interested in learnin’ if the police have any clue as to the people who robbed me.”




  ‘Angel, Esquire nodded, but said nothin’.




  ‘By-an’-bye, he asked carelessly: “By the way, what are Southern Pacific Preferred?”




  ‘“Sixty-four,” said Killun, quick — then checked himself— “at least, I believe so — I don’t take much interest in Stock Exchange transactions.”




  ‘“I suppose not,” says Angel, an’ went on talkin’ about the robbery an’ about things in general. He touched on the Lincoln Handicap, but Mr Killun said he knew nothin’ about racin’, an’ that was probably so, because Angel referred to the Lincoln as a two mile race, an’ no racin’ man could have resisted the temptation to correct him.




  ‘We left, an’ Angel went away to London to make a few inquiries. He came back that night, an’ together we went to Killun’s house.




  ‘“I want to see the bag you carried the notes in,” says Angel.




  ‘To my surprise the man produced it. I was surprised, because the bag ought to have been in the possession of the police, an’ it only shows you how we are sometimes caught nappin’, for without that bag the robber might never have been caught.




  ‘Angel took the bag and examined it.




  ‘“This is an enormous bag to carry five hundred pound notes in?”




  ‘“It’s the only one I’ve got,” said the man, a little sullenly.




  ‘Angel took it under the light an’ inspected the inside. Then he laid a sheet of paper on the table an’ shook out the contents. There was nothin’ in it, except a few crumbs of tobacco, a little dust, an’ somethin’ that Angel, Esquire picked up an’ examined carefully.




  ‘It was a tiny grey feather, an’ he nodded slowly.




  ‘Then he turned to Killun.




  ‘“I shall take you into custody,” he said, “on a charge of stealin’ five hundred pounds, the property of your employer.”




  ‘“It’s a lie!” said Killun, hoarsely, an’ tried to bolt. But I caught him, an’ as he was inclined to be a little bit fresh, I put the handcuffs on him.




  ‘We took him down to the station, an’ then went back an’ searched the house. On the roof, in a cage, we found a pigeon.




  ‘“There’s your little bird, Lee,” says Angel, with a chuckle. “That’s one of the little birds that was in Mr Killun’s big bag. Not this chap, but others like him. A hundred-pound note fastened with an elastic band round each leg — an’ whiff! — goes five hundred. He must have sent three birds.”




  ‘Angel spent some time that night concoctin’ a message. He wrote it on a slip of thin paper an’ fitted it to the pigeon’s leg. Then he flew the pigeon.




  ‘Next mornin’, at eleven o’clock, we arrested an eminent bucket-shop* keeper, who turned up outside the Mansion House by appointment — Angel made the appointment.




  [* Bucket-shop: A fraudulent brokerage operation in which orders to buy and sell are accepted but no executions take place. Instead, the operators expect to profit when customers close out their positions at a loss.]




  ‘This,’ said PC Lee, impressively, ‘proves my words, that the real criminal is the obvious criminal. Killun had been speculatin’ an’ had got into difficulties with the bucket-shop. The man that ran the shop wanted the money, an’ bein’ a bit of a pigeon fancier, had suggested a way of gettin’ Killun out of his difficulties.




  ‘Killun would take the birds in his bag to the office, an’ whenever he could lay his hands on paper money, would nip out into the cloakroom, fix the note, an’ fly the bird through a window, an’ be back at his desk before anybody noticed his absence.’
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  Mr. William Spedding, of the firm of Spedding, Mortimer and Larach, Solicitors, bought the site in Lombard Street in the conventional way. The property came into the market on the death of an old lady who lived at Market Harborough, who has nothing to do with this story, and it was put up to auction in the orthodox fashion. Mr. William Spedding secured the site at 106,000, a sum sufficiently large to excite the interest of all the evening papers and a great number of the morning journals as well. As a matter of exact detail, I may add that plans were produced and approved by the city surveyor for the erection of a building of a peculiar type. The city surveyor was a little puzzled by the interior arrangement of the new edifice, but as it fulfilled all the requirements of the regulations governing buildings in the City of London, and no fault could be found either with the external appearance — its facade had been so artfully designed that you might pass a dozen times a day without the thought occurring that this new building was anything out of the common ruck — and as the systems of ventilation and light were beyond reproach, he passed the plans with a shrug of his shoulders.




  “I cannot understand, Mr. Spedding,” he said, laying his forefinger on the blue print, “how your client intends securing privacy. There is a lobby and one big hall. Where are the private offices, and what is the idea of this huge safe in the middle of the hall, and where are the clerks to sit? I suppose he will have clerks? Why, man, he won’t have a minute’s peace!”




  Mr. Spedding smiled grimly. “He will have all the peace he wants,” he said. “And the vaults — I should have thought that vaults would be the very thing you wanted for this.” He tapped the corner of the sheet where was inscribed decorously: “Plan for the erection of a New Safe Deposit.”




  “There is the safe,” said Mr. Spedding, and smiled again.




  This William Spedding, now unhappily no longer with us — he died suddenly, as I will relate — was a large, smooth man with a suave manner. He smoked good cigars, the ends of which he snipped off with a gold cigar-cutter, and his smile came readily, as from a man who had no fault to find with life. To continue the possibly unnecessary details, I may add further that whilst tenders were requested for the erection of the New Safe Deposit, the provision of the advertisement that the lowest tender would not necessarily be accepted was justified by the fact that the offer of Potham and Holloway was approved, and it is an open secret that their tender was the highest of all.




  “My client requires the very best work; he desires a building that will stand shocks.” Mr. Spedding shot a swift glance at the contractor, who sat at the other side of the desk. “Something that a footling little dynamite explosion would not scatter to the four winds.”




  The contractor nodded.




  “You have read the specification,” the solicitor went on — he was cutting a new cigar, “and in regard to the pedestal — ah — the pedestal, you know — ?”




  He stopped and looked at the contractor.




  “It seems all very clear,” said the great builder. He took a bundle of papers from an open bag by his side and read, “The foundation to be of concrete to the depth of twenty feet… The pedestal to be alternate layers of dressed granite and steel… in the centre a steel-lined compartment, ten inches by five, and half the depth of the pedestal itself.”




  The solicitor inclined his head. “That pedestal is to be the most important thing in the whole structure. The steel-lined recess — I don’t know the technical phrase — which one of these days your men will have to fill in, is the second most important; but the safe that is to stand fifty feet above the floor of the building is to be — but the safe is arranged for.”




  An army of workmen, if the hackneyed phrase be permitted, descended upon Lombard Street and pulled down the old buildings. They pulled them down, and broke them down, and levered them down, and Lombard Street grew gray with dust. The interiors of quaint old rooms with grimy oak panelling were indecently exposed to a passing public. Clumsy, earthy carts blocked Lombard Street, and by night flaring Wells’ lights roared amidst the chaos. And, bare-armed men sweated and delved by night and by day; and one morning Mr. Spedding stood in a drizzle of rain, with a silk umbrella over his head, and expressed, on behalf of his client, his intense satisfaction at the progress made. He stood on a slippery plank that formed a barrow road, and workmen, roused to unusual activity by the presence of “The Firm” — Mr. Spedding’s cicerone — moved to and fro at a feverish rate of speed.




  “They don’t mind the rain,” said the lawyer, sticking out his chin in the direction of the toiling gangs.




  “The Firm” shook his head. “Extra pay,” he said laconically, “we provided for that in the tender,” he hastened to add in justification of his munificence.




  So in rain and sunshine, by day and by night, the New Safe Deposit came into existence. Once — it was during a night shift — a brougham drove up the deserted city street, and a footman helped from the dark interior of the carriage a shivering old man with a white, drawn face. He showed a written order to the foreman, and was allowed inside the unpainted gate of the “works.” He walked gingerly amidst the debris of construction, asked no questions, made no replies to the explanations of the bewildered foreman, who wondered what fascination there was in a building job to bring an old man from his bed at three o’clock on a chill spring morning.




  Only once the old man spoke. “Where will that there pedestal be?” he asked in a harsh, cracked cockney voice; and when the foreman pointed out the spot, and the men even then busily filling in the foundation, the old man’s lips curled back in an ugly smile that showed teeth too white and regular for a man of his age.




  He said no more, but pulled the collar of his fur coat the tighter about his lean neck and walked wearily back to his carriage. The building saw Mr. Spedding’s client no more — if, indeed, it was Mr. Spedding’s client. So far as is known, he did not again visit Lombard Street before its completion — even when the last pane of glass had been fixed in the high gilded dome, when the last slab of marble had been placed in the ornate walls of the great hall, even when the solicitor came and stood in silent contemplation before the great granite pedestal that rose amidst a scaffolding of slim steel girders supporting a staircase that wound upward to the gigantic mid-air safe. Not quite alone, for with him was the contractor, awed to silence by the immensity of his creation.




  “Finished!” said the contractor, and his voice came echoing back from the dim spaces of the building.




  The solicitor did not answer.




  “Your client may commence business tomorrow if he wishes.”




  The solicitor turned from the pedestal. “He is not ready yet,” he said softly, as though afraid of the echoes. He walked to where the big steel doors of the hall stood ajar, the contractor following. In the vestibule he took two keys from his pocket. The heavy doors swung noiselessly across the entrance, and Mr. Spedding locked them. Through the vestibule and out into the busy street the two men walked, and the solicitor fastened behind him the outer doors.




  “My client asks me to convey his thanks to you for your expedition,” the lawyer said.




  The builder rubbed his hands with some satisfaction.




  “You have taken two days less than we expected,” Mr. Spedding went on. The builder was a man of few ideas outside his trade.




  He said again: “Yes, your client may start business tomorrow.”




  The solicitor smiled. “My client, Mr. Potham, may not — er — start business — for ten years,” he said. “In fact, until — well, until he dies, Mr. Potham.”




  II. The House in Terrington Square
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  A man turned into Terrington Square from Seymour Street and walked leisurely past the policeman on point duty, bidding him a curt “good night.” The other subsequently described the passer, as a foreign-looking gentleman with a short pointed beard. Under the light overcoat he was apparently in evening dress, for the officer observed the shoes with the plain black bow, and the white silk muffler and the crush hat supported that view. The man crossed the road, and disappeared round the corner of the railed garden that forms the centre of the square. A belated hansom came jingling past, and an early newspaper cart, taking a short cut to Paddington, followed; then the square was deserted save for the man and the policeman. The grim, oppressive houses of the square were wrapped in sleep-drawn blinds and shuttered windows and silence.




  The man continued his stroll until he came abreast of No. 43. Here he stopped for a second, gave one swift glance up and down the thoroughfare, and mounted the three steps of the house. He fumbled a little with the key, turned it, and entered. Inside he stood for a moment, then taking a small electric lamp from his pocket he switched on the current. He did not trouble to survey the wide entrance hall, but flashed the tiny beam of light on the inside face of the door. Two thin wires and a small coil fastened to the lintel called forth no comment. One of the wires had been snapped by the opening of the door.




  “Burglar-alarm, of course,” he murmured approvingly. “All the windows similarly treated, and goodness knows what pitfalls waiting for the unwary.”




  He flashed the lamp round the hall. A heavy Turkish rug at the foot of the winding staircase secured his attention. He took from his pocket a telescopic stick, extended it, and fixed it rigid. Then he walked carefully towards the rug. With his stick he lifted the corner, and what he saw evidently satisfied him, for he returned to the door, where in a recess stood a small marble statue. All his strength was required to lift this, but he staggered back with it, and rolling it on its circular base, as railway porters roll milk churns, he brought it to the edge of the rug. With la quick push he planted it square in the centre of the carpet. For a second only it stood, oscillating, then like a flash it disappeared, and where the carpet had lain was a black, gaping hole.




  He waited. Somewhere from the depths came a crash, and the carpet came slowly up again and filled the space. The unperturbed visitor nodded his head, as though again approving the householder’s caution.




  “I don’t suppose he has learnt any new ones,” he murmured regretfully,” he is getting very old.”




  He took stock of the walls. They were covered with paintings and engravings.




  “He could not have fixed the cross tire in a modern house,” he continued, and taking a little run, leapt the rug and rested for a moment on the bottom stair. A suit of half armor on the first landing held him in thoughtful attention for a moment.




  “Elizabethan body, with a Spanish bayonet,” he said regretfully; “that doesn’t look like a collector’s masterpiece.”




  He flashed the lamp up and down the silent figure that stood in menacing attitude with a raised battle-axe.




  “I don’t like that axe,” he murmured, and measured the distance.




  Then he saw the fine wire that stretched across the landing. He stepped across carefully, and ranged himself alongside the steel knight. Slipping off his coat, he reached up and caught the figure by the wrist. Then with a quick jerk of his foot he snapped the wire. He had been prepared for the mechanical downfall of the axe; but as the wire broke the figure turned to the right, and swish! came the axe in a semicircular cut. He had thought to hold the arm as it descended, but he might as well have tried to hold the piston-rod of an engine. His hand was wrenched away, and the razor-like blade of the axe missed his head by the fraction of a second. Then with a whir the arm rose stiffly again to its original position and remained rigid.




  The visitor moistened his lips and sighed.




  “That’s a new one, a very new one,” he said under his breath, and the admiration in his tone was evident. He picked up his overcoat, flung it over his arm, and mounted half a dozen steps to the next landing. The inspection of the Chinese cabinet was satisfactory. The white beam of his lamp flashed into corners and crevices and showed nothing. He shook the curtain of a window and listened, holding his breath.




  “Not here,” he muttered decisively, “the old man wouldn’t try that game. Snakes turned loose in a house in London, S.W., take a deal of collecting in the morning.”




  He looked round. From the landing access was gained to three rooms. That which from its position he surmised faced the street he did not attempt to enter. The second, covered by a heavy curtain, he looked at for a time in thought. To the third he walked, and carefully swathing the door-handle with his silk muffler, he turned it. The door yielded. He hesitated another moment, and jerking the door wide open, sprang backward. The interior of the room was for a second only in pitch darkness, save for the flicker of light that told of an open fireplace. Then the visitor heard a click, and the room was flooded with light. In the darkness on the landing the man waited; then a voice, a cracked old voice, said grumblingly:




  “Come in.” Still the man on the landing waited. “Oh, come in, Jimmy — I know ye.”




  Cautiously the man outside stepped through the entry into the light and faced the old man, who, arrayed in a wadded dressing-gown, sat in a big chair by the fire, an old man, with white face and a sneering grin, who sat with his lap full of papers. The visitor nodded a friendly greeting.




  “As far as I can gather,” he said deliberately, “we are just above your dressing-room, and if you dropped me through one of your patent traps, Reale, I should fetch up amongst your priceless china.”




  Save for a momentary look of alarm on the old man’s face at the mention of the china, he preserved an imperturbable calm, never moving his eyes from his visitor’s face. Then his grin returned, and he motioned the other to a chair on the other side of the fireplace.




  Jimmy turned the cushion over with the point of his stick and sat down.




  “Suspicious?” The grin broadened. “Suspicious of your old friend, Jimmy? The old governor, eh?”




  Jimmy made no reply for a moment, then— “You’re a wonder, governor, upon my word you are a wonder. That man in armour — your idea?”




  The old man shook his head regretfully. “Not mine entirely, Jimmy. Ye see, there’s electricity in it, and I don’t know much about electricity, I never did, except—”




  “Except?” suggested the visitor.




  “Oh, that roulette board, that was my own idea; but that was magnetism, which is different to electricity, by my way of looking.”




  Jimmy nodded.




  “Ye got past the trap?” The old man had just a glint of admiration in his eye.




  “Yes, jumped it.”




  The old man nodded approvingly. “You always was a one for thinkin’ things out. I’ve known lots of ’em who would never have thought of jumping it. Connor, and that pig Massey, they’d have walked right on to it. You didn’t damage anything?” he demanded suddenly and fiercely. “I heard somethin’ break, an’ I was hoping that it was you.” Jimmy thought of the marble statue, and remembered that it had looked valuable.




  “Nothing at all,” he lied easily, and the old man’s tense look relaxed.




  The pair sat on opposite sides of the fireplace, neither speaking for fully ten minutes; then Jimmy leant forward.




  “Reale,” he said quietly, “how much are you worth?”




  In no manner disturbed by this leading question, but rather indicating a lively satisfaction, the other replied instantly: “Two millions an’ a bit over, Jimmy. I’ve got the figures in my head. Reckonin’ furniture and the things in this house at their proper value, two millions, and forty-seven thousand and forty-three pounds — floatin’, Jimmy, absolute cash, the same as you might put your hand in your pocket an’ spend — a million an’ three — quarters exact.”




  He leant back in his chair with a triumphant grin and watched his visitor.




  Jimmy had taken a cigarette from his pocket and was lighting it, looking at the slowly burning match reflectively.




  “A million and three-quarters,” he repeated calmly, “is a lot of money.”




  Old Reale chuckled softly.




  “All made out of the confiding public, with the aid of me — and Connor and Massey-”




  “Massey is a pig!” the old man interjected spitefully.




  Jimmy puffed a cloud of tobacco smoke. “Wrung with sweat and sorrow from foolish young men who backed the tiger and played high at Reale’s Unrivalled Temple of Chance, Cairo, Egypt — with branches at Alexandria, Port Said, and Suez.”




  The figure in the wadded gown writhed in a paroxysm of silent merriment.




  “How many men have you ruined, Reale?” asked Jimmy.




  “The Lord knows,” the old man answered cheerfully; “only three as I knows of — two of ‘em’s dead, one of ‘em’s dying. The two that’s dead left neither chick nor child; the dying one’s got a daughter.”




  Jimmy eyed him through narrowed lids. “Why this solicitude for the relatives — you’re not going — ?”




  As he spoke, as if anticipating a question, the old man was nodding his head with feverish energy, and all the while his grin broadened.




  “What a one you are for long words, Jimmy! You always was. That’s how you managed to persuade your swell pals to come an’ try their luck. Solicitude! What’s that mean? Frettin’ about ‘em, d’ye mean? Yes, that’s what I’m doin’ — frettin’ about ‘em. And I’m going to make, what d’ye call it — you had it on the tip of your tongue a minute or two ago?”




  “Reparation?” suggested Jimmy.




  Old Reale nodded delightedly.




  “How?”




  “Don’t you ask questions!” bullied the old man, his harsh voice rising. “I ain’t asked you why you broke into my house in the middle of the night, though I knew it was you who came the other day to check the electric meter. I saw you, an’ I’ve been waitin’ for you ever since.”




  “I knew all about that,” said Jimmy calmly, and flicked the ash of his cigarette away with his little finger, “and I thought you would—”




  Suddenly he stopped speaking and listened.




  “Who’s in the house beside us?” he asked quickly, but the look on the old man’s face reassured him.




  “Nobody,” said Reale testily. “I’ve got a special house for the servants, and they come in every morning after I’ve unfixed my burglar-alarms.”




  He grinned, and then a look of alarm came into his face.




  “The alarms!” he whispered; “you broke them when you came in, Jimmy. I heard the signal. If there’s some one in the house we shouldn’t know it now.”




  They listened. Down below in the hall something creaked, then the sound of a soft thud came up.




  “He’s skipped the rug,” whispered Jimmy, and switched out the light. The two men heard a stealthy footstep on the stair, and waited. There was the momentary glint of a light, and the sound of some one breathing heavily Jimmy leant over and whispered in the old man’s ear. Then, as the handle of the door was turned and the door pushed open, Jimmy switched on the light.




  The newcomer was a short, thickset man with a broad, red face. He wore a check suit of a particularly glaring pattern, and on the back of his head was stuck a bowler hat, the narrow brim of which seemed to emphasize the breadth of his face. A casual observer might have placed him for a coarse, good — natured man of rude but boisterous humour. The ethnological student would have known him at once for what he was — a cruel man-beast without capacity for pity.




  He started back as the lights went on, blinking a little, but his hand held an automatic pistol that covered the occupants of the room.




  “Put up your hands,” he growled. “Put ’em up!”




  Neither man obeyed him. Jimmy was amused and looked it, stroking his short beard with his white tapering fingers. The old man was fury incarnate.




  He it was that turned to Jimmy and croaked:




  “What did I tell ye, Jimmy? What’ve I always said, Jimmy? Massey is a pig — he’s got the manners of a pig. Faugh!”




  “Put up your hands!” hissed the man with the pistol. “Put ’em up, or I’ll put you both out!”




  “If he’d come first, Jimmy!” Old Reale wrung his hands in his regret. “S’pose he’d jumped the rug — any sneak thief could have done that — d’ye think he’d have spotted the man in armor? If you’d only get the man in armor ready again.”




  “Put your pistol down, Massey,” said Jimmy I coolly, “unless you want something to play with. Old man Reale’s too ill for the gymnastics you suggest, and I’m not inclined to oblige you.”




  The man blustered. “By God, if you try any of your monkey tricks with me, either of you—”




  “Oh, I’m only a visitor like yourself,” said Jimmy, with a wave of his hand; “and as to monkey tricks, why, I could have shot you before you entered the room.”




  Massey frowned, and stood twiddling his pistol.




  “You will find a safety catch on the left side of the barrel,” continued Jimmy, pointing to the pistol; “snick it up — you can always push it down again with your thumb if you really mean business. You are not my idea of a burglar. You breathe too noisily, and you are built too clumsily; why, I heard you open the front door!”




  The quiet contempt in the tone brought a deeper red into the man’s face.




  “Oh, you are a clever ‘un, we know!” he began, and the old man, who had recovered his self-command, motioned him to a chair.




  “Sit down, Mister Massey,” he snapped; “sit down, my fine fellow, an’ tell us all the news. Jimmy an’ me was just speakin’ about you, me an’ Jimmy was. We was saying what a fine gentleman you was” — his voice grew shrill— “what a swine, what an overfed, lumbering fool of a pig you was, Mister Massey!”




  He sank back into the depths of his chair exhausted.




  “Look here, governor,” began Massey again — he had laid his pistol on a table by his side, and waved a large red hand to give point to his remarks— “we don’t want any unpleasantness. I’ve been a good friend to you, an’ so has Jimmy. We’ve done your dirty work for years, me an’ Jimmy have, and Jimmy knows it” — turning with an ingratiating smirk to the subject of his remarks— “and now we want a bit of our own — that is all it amounts to, our own.”




  Old Reale looked under his shaggy eyebrows to where Jimmy sat with brooding eyes watching the fire.




  “So it’s a plant, eh? You’re both in it. Jimmy comes first, he being the clever one, an’ puts the lay nice an’ snug for the other feller.”




  Jimmy shook his head. “Wrong,” he said. He turned his head and took a long scrutiny of the newcomer, and the amused contempt of his gaze was too apparent. “Look at him!” he said at last. “Our dear Massey! Does he look the sort of person I am likely to share confidence with?”




  A cold passion seemed suddenly to possess him.




  “It’s a coincidence that brought us both together.”




  He rose and walked to where Massey sat, and stared down at him. There was something in the look that sent Massey’s hand wandering to his pistol.




  “Massey, you dog!” he began, then checked himself with a laugh and walked to the other end of the room. There was a tantalus with a soda siphon, and he poured himself a stiff portion and sent the soda fizzling into the tumbler. He held the glass to the light and looked at the old man. There was a look on the old man’s face that he remembered to have seen before. He drank his whisky and gave utterance to old Reale’s thoughts.




  “It’s no good, Reale, you’ve got to settle with Massey, but not the way you’re thinking. We could put him away, but we should have to put ourselves away too.” He paused. “And there’s me,” he added.




  “And Connor,” said Massey thickly, “and Connor’s worse than me. I’m reasonable, Reale; I’d take a fair share—”




  “You would, would you?” The old man was grinning again. “Well, your share’s exactly a million an’ three-quarters in solid cash, an’ a bit over two millions — all in.” He paused to notice the effect of his words. Jimmy’s calm annoyed him; Massey’s indifference was outrageous.




  “An’ it’s Jimmy’s share, an’ Connor’s share, an’ it’s Miss Kathleen Kent’s share.” This time the effect was better. Into Jimmy’s inexpressive face had crept a gleam of interest.




  “Kent?” he asked quickly. “Wasn’t that the name of the man — ?”




  Old Reale chuckled. “The very feller, Jimmy — the man who came in to lose a tenner, an’ lost ten thousand; who came in next night to get it back, and left his lot. That’s the feller!”




  He rubbed his lean hands, as at the memory of some pleasant happening.




  “Open that cupboard, Jimmy.” He pointed to an old — fashioned walnut cabinet that stood near the door. “D’ye see anything — a thing that looks like a windmill?”




  Jimmy drew out a cardboard structure that was apparently a toy working-model. He handled it carefully, and deposited it on the table by the old man’s side. Old Reale touched it caressingly. With his little finger he set a fly — wheel spinning, and tiny little pasteboard rods ran to and fro, and little wooden wheels spun easily.




  “That’s what I did with his money, invented a noo machine that went by itself — perpetual motion. You can grin, Massey, but that’s what I did with it. Five years’ work an’ a quarter of a million, that’s what that little model means. I never found the secret out. I could always make a machine that would go for hours with a little push, but it always wanted the push. I’ve been a chap that went in for inventions and puzzles. D’ye remember the table at Suez?”




  He shot a sly glance at the men.




  Massey was growing impatient as the reminiscences proceeded. He had come that night with an object; he had taken a big risk, and had not lost sight of the fact. Now he broke in— “Damn your puzzles, Reale. What about me; never mind about Jimmy. What’s all this rotten talk about two millions for each of us, and this girl? When you broke up the place in Egypt you said we should stand in when the time came. Well, the time’s come!”




  “Nearly, nearly,” said Reale, with his death’s — head grin. “It’s nearly come. You needn’t have troubled to see me. My lawyer’s got your addresses. I’m nearly through,” he went on cheerfully; “dead I’ll be in six months, as sure as — as death. Then you fellers will get the money” — he spoke slowly to give effect to his words— “you, Jimmy, or Massey or Connor or the young lady. You say you don’t like puzzles, Massey? Well, it’s a bad look out for you. Jimmy’s the clever un, an’ most likely he’ll get it; Connor’s artful, and he might get it from Jimmy; but the young lady’s got the best chance, because women are good at puzzles.”




  “What in hell!” roared Massey, springing to his feet.




  “Sit down!” It was Jimmy that spoke, and Massey obeyed.




  “There’s a puzzle about these two millions,” Reale went on, and his croaky voice, with its harsh cockney accent, grew raucous in his enjoyment of Massey’s perplexity and Jimmy’s knit brows. “An’ the one that finds the puzzle out, gets the money.”




  Had he been less engrossed in his own amusement he would have seen a change in Massey’s brute face that would have warned him.




  “It’s in my will,” he went on. “I’m goin’ to set the sharps against the flats; the touts of the gamblin’ hell — that’s you two fellers — against the pigeons. Two of the biggest pigeons is dead, an’ one’s dying. Well, he’s got a daughter; let’s see what she can do. When I’m dead—”




  “That’s now!” bellowed Massey, and leant over and struck the old man.




  Jimmy, on his feet, saw the gush of blood and the knife in Massey’s hand, and reached for his pocket. Massey’s pistol covered him, and the man’s face was a dreadful thing to look upon.




  “Hands up! It’s God’s truth I’ll kill you if you don’t!” Jimmy’s hands went up.




  “He’s got the money here,” breathed Massey, “somewhere in this house.”




  “You’re mad,” said the other contemptuously. “Why did you hit him?”




  “He sat there makin’ a fool of me.” The murderer gave a vicious glance at the inert figure on the floor. “I want something more than his puzzle-talk. He asked for it.”




  He backed to the table where the decanter stood, and drank a tumbler half-filled with raw spirit.




  “We’re both in this, Jimmy,” he said, still keeping his man covered. “You can put down your hands; no monkey tricks. Give me your pistol.”




  Jimmy slipped the weapon from his pocket, and handed it butt foremost to the man. Then Massey bent over the fallen man and searched his pockets.




  “Here are the keys. You stay here,” said Massey, and went out, closing the door after him. Jimmy heard the grate of the key, and knew he was a prisoner. He bent over the old man. He lay motionless. Jimmy tried the pulse, and felt a faint flutter. Through the clenched teeth he forced a little whisky, and after a minute the old man’s eyes opened.




  “Jimmy!” he whispered; then remembering, “Where’s Massey?” he asked. There was no need to inquire the whereabouts of Massey. His blundering footfalls sounded in the room above.




  “Lookin’ for money?” gasped the old man, and something like a smile crossed his face. “Safe’s up there,” he whispered, and smiled again. “Got the keys?”




  Jimmy nodded. The old man’s eyes wandered round the room till they rested on what looked like a switchboard.




  “See that handle marked ‘seven’?” he whispered. Jimmy nodded again. “Pull it down, Jimmy boy.” His voice was growing fainter. “This is a new one that I read in a book. Pull it down.”




  “Why?”




  “Do as I tell you,” the lips motioned, and Jimmy walked across the room and pulled over the insulated lever.




  As he did there was a heavy thud overhead that shook the room, and then silence.




  “What’s that?” he asked sharply. The dying man smiled.




  “That’s Massey!” said the lips.




  Half an hour later Jimmy left the house with a soiled slip of paper in his waistcoat pocket, on which was written the most precious verse of doggerel that the world has known. And the discovery of the two dead men in the upper chambers the next morning afforded the evening press the sensation of the year.




  IV. Angel Esquire
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  Nobody quite knows how Angel Esquire came to occupy the position he does at Scotland Yard. On his appointment, “An Officer of Twenty Years’ Standing” wrote to the Police Review and characterized the whole thing as “a job.”




  Probably it was. For Angel Esquire had been many things in his short but useful career, but never a policeman. He had been a big game shot, a special correspondent, a “scratch” magistrate, and his nearest approach to occupying a responsible position in any police force in the world was when he was appointed a J.P. of Rhodesia, and, serving on the Tuli Commission, he hanged M’Linchwe and six of that black desperado’s companions.




  His circle of acquaintances extended to the suburbs of London, and the suburbanites, who love you to make their flesh creep, would sit in shivering but pleasurable horror whilst Angel Esquire elaborated the story of the execution.




  In Mayfair Angel Esquire was best known as a successful mediator.




  “Who is that old-looking young man with the wicked eye?” asked the Dowager Duchess of Hoeburn; and her vis-a-vis at the Honorable Mrs. Carter-Walker’s “sit-down tea” — it was in the days when Mayfair was aping suburbia — put up his altogether unnecessary eyeglass.




  “Oh, that’s Angel Esquire!” he said carelessly. “What is he?” asked the Duchess. “A policeman.” “India?” “Oh, no, Scotland Yard.”




  “Good Heavens!” said Her Grace in a shocked voice. “How very dreadful! What is he doing? Watching the guests, or keeping a friendly eye on the Carter woman’s spoons?”




  The young man guffawed. “Don’t despise old Angel, Duchess,” he said. “He’s a man to know. Great fellow for putting things right. If you have a row with your governor, or get into the hands of — er — undesirables, or generally, if you’re in a mess of any kind, Angel’s the chap to pull you out”




  Her Grace surveyed the admirable man with a new interest.




  Angel Esquire, with a cup of tea in one hand and a thin grass sandwich in the other, was the centre of a group of men, including the husband of the hostess. He was talking with some animation.




  “I held three aces pat, and opened the pot light to let ’em in. Young Saville raised the opening a tenner, and the dealer went ten better. George Manfred, who had passed, came in for a pony, and took one card. I took two, and drew another ace. Saville took one, and the dealer stood pat. I thought it was my money, and bet a pony. Saville raised it to fifty, the dealer made it a hundred, and George Manfred doubled the bet. It was up to me. I had four aces; I put Saville with a ‘full,’ and the dealer with a “flush.” I had the beating of that lot; but what about Manfred? Manfred is a feller with all the sense going. He knew what the others had. If he bet, he had the goods, so I chucked my four aces into the discard. George had a straight flush.”




  A chorus of approval came from the group. If “An Officer of Twenty Years’ Standing” had been a listener, he might well have been further strengthened in his opinion that of all persons Mr. Angel was least fitted to fill the responsible position he did.




  If the truth be told, nobody quite knew exactly what position Angel did hold.




  If you turn into New Scotland Yard and ask the janitor at the door for Mr. Christopher Angel — Angel Esquire by the way was a nickname affixed by a pert little girl — the constable, having satisfied himself as to your bona fides, would take you up a flight of stairs and hand you over to yet another officer, who would conduct you through innumerable swing doors, and along uncounted corridors till he stopped before a portal inscribed “647.” Within, you would find Angel Esquire sitting at his desk, doing nothing, with the aid of a Sporting Life and a small weekly guide to the Turf.




  Once Mr. Commissioner himself walked into the room unannounced, and found Angel so immersed in an elaborate calculation, with big sheets of paper closely filled with figures, and open books on either hand, that he did not hear his visitor.




  “What is the problem?” asked Mr. Commissioner, and Angel looked up with his sweetest smile, and recognizing his visitor, rose.




  “What’s the problem?” asked Mr. Commissioner again.




  “A serious flaw, sir,” said Angel, with all gravity. “Here’s Mimosa handicapped at seven stone nine in the Friary Nursery, when, according to my calculations, she can give the field a stone, and beat any one of ‘em.”




  The Commissioner gasped. “My dear fellow,” he expostulated, “I thought you were working on the Lagos Bank business.”




  Angel had a faraway look in his eyes when he answered— “Oh, that is all finished. Old Carby was poisoned by a man named — forget his name now, but he was a Monrovian. I wired the Lagos police, and we caught the chap this morning at Liverpool — took him off an Elder, Dempster boat.”




  The Police Commissioner beamed. “My congratulations, Angel. By Jove, I thought we shouldn’t have a chance of helping the people in Africa. Is there a white man in it?”




  “We don’t know,” said Angel absently his eye was wandering up and down a column of figures on the paper before him. “I am inclined to fancy there is — man named Connor, who used to be a croupier or something to old Reale.”




  He frowned at the paper, and picking up a pencil from the desk, made a rapid little calculation.




  “Seven stone thirteen,” he muttered.




  The Commissioner tapped the table impatiently. He had sunk into a seat opposite Angel.




  “My dear man, who is old Reale? You forget that you are our tame foreign specialist. Lord, Angel, if you heard half the horrid things that people say about your appointment you would die of shame!”




  Angel pushed aside the papers with a little laugh.




  “I’m beyond shame,” he said lightheartedly; “and, besides, I’ve heard. you were asking about Reale. Reale is a character. For twenty years proprietor of one of the most delightful gambling plants in Egypt, Rome — goodness knows where. Education — none. Hobbies — invention. That’s the ‘bee in his bonnet’ — invention. If he’s got another, it is the common or garden puzzle. Pigs in clover, missing words, all the fake competitions that cheap little papers run — he goes in for them all. Lives at 43 Terrington Square.”




  “Where?” The Commissioner’s eyebrows rose. “Reale? 43 Terrington Square? Why, of course.”




  He looked at Angel queerly. “You know all about Reale?”




  Angel shrugged his shoulders: “As much as anybody knows,” he said.




  The Commissioner nodded. “Well, take a cab and get down at once to 43 Terrington Square: Your old Reale was murdered last night.”




  It was peculiar of Angel Esquire that nothing surprised him. He received the most tremendous tidings with polite interest, and now he merely said, “Dear me!”




  Later, as a swift hansom carried him along Whitehall he permitted himself to be “blessed.”




  Outside No. 43 Terrington Square a small crowd of morbid sightseers stood in gloomy anticipation of some gruesome experience or other.




  A policeman admitted him, and the local inspector stopped in his interrogation of a white-faced butler bid him a curt “Good morning.” Angel’s preliminary inspection did not take any time. He saw the bodies, which had not yet been removed. He examined the pockets of both men, and ran his eye through the scattered papers on the floor of the room in which the tragedy had occurred. Then he came back to the big drawingroom and saw the inspector, who was sitting at a table writing his report.




  “The chap on the top floor committed the murder, of course,” said Angel.




  “I know that,” said Inspector Boyden brusquely.




  “And was electrocuted by a current passing through the handle of the safe.”




  “I gathered that,” the inspector replied as before, and went on with his work.




  “The murderer’s name is Massey,” continued Angel patiently, “George Charles Massey.”




  The inspector turned in his seat with a sarcastic smile. “I also,” he said pointedly, “have seen the envelopes addressed in that name, which were found in his pocket.”




  Angel’s face was preternaturally solemn as he continued— “The third man I am not so sure about.”




  The inspector looked up suspiciously. “Third man — which third man?”




  Well — simulated astonishment sent Angel’s eyebrows to the shape of inverted V’s.




  “There was another man in it. Didn’t you know that, Mr. Inspector?”




  “I have found no evidence of the presence of a third party,” he said stiffly; “but I have not yet concluded my investigations.”




  “Good!” said Angel cheerfully. “When you have, you will find the ends of three cigarettes — two in the room where the old man was killed, and one in the safe room. They are marked ‘Al Kam,’ and are a fairly expensive variety of Egyptian cigarettes. Massey smoked cigars; old Reale did not smoke at all. The question is” — he went on speaking aloud to himself, and ignoring the perplexed police official— “was it Connor or was it Jimmy?”




  The inspector struggled with a desire to satisfy his curiosity at the expense of his dignity, and resolved to maintain an attitude of superior incredulity.




  He turned back to his work.




  “It would be jolly difficult to implicate either of them,” Angel went on reflectively, addressing the back of the inspector. “They would produce fifty unimpeachable alibis, and bring an action for wrongful arrest in addition,” he added artfully.




  “They can’t do that,” said the inspector gruffly.




  “Can’t they?” asked the innocent Angel. “Well, at any rate, it’s not advisable to arrest them. Jimmy would—”




  Inspector Boyden swung round in his chair. “I don’t know whether you’re ‘pulling my leg,’ Mr. Angel. You are perhaps unused to the procedure in criminal cases in London, and I must now inform you that at present I am in charge of the ease, and must request that if you have any information bearing upon this crime to give it to me at once.”




  “With all the pleasure in life,” said Angel heartily. “In the first place, Jimmy—”




  “Full name, please.” The inspector dipped his pen in ink.




  “Haven’t the slightest idea,” said the other carelessly. “Everybody knows Jimmy. He was old Reale’s most successful decoy duck. Had the presence and the plumage and looked alive, so that all the other little ducks used to come flying down and settle about him, and long before they could discover that the beautiful bird that attracted them was only painted wood and feathers, ‘Bang! bang!’ went old Reale’s double-barrel, and roast duck was on the menu for days on end.”




  Inspector Boyden threw down his pen with a grunt. “I’m afraid,” he said in despair, “that I cannot include your parable in my report. When you have any definite information to give, I shall be pleased to receive it.”




  Later, at Scotland Yard, Angel interviewed the Commissioner. “What sort of a man is Boyden to work with?” asked Mr. Commissioner.




  “A most excellent chap — goodnatured, obliging, and as zealous as the best of ‘em,” said Angel, which was his way.




  “I shall leave him in charge of the case,” said the Chief.




  “You couldn’t do better,” said Angel decisively.




  Then he went home to his flat in Jermyn Street to dress for dinner. It was an immaculate Angel Esquire who pushed through the plate-glass, turntable door of the Heinz, and, walking into the magnificent old rose diningroom, selected a table near a window looking out on to Piccadilly.




  The other occupant of the table looked up and nodded.




  “Hullo, Angel!” he said easily.




  “Hullo, Jimmy!” greeted the unconventional detective. He took up the card and chose his dishes with elaborate care. A half-bottle of Beaujolais completed his order.




  “The ridiculous thing is that one has got to pay 7s. 6d. for a small bottle of wine that any respectable grocer will sell you for tenpence ha’penny net.”




  “You must pay for the magnificence,” said the other, quietly amused. Then, after the briefest pause, “What do you want?”




  “Not you, Jimmy,” said the amiable Angel, “though my young friend, Boyden, Inspector of Police, and a Past Chief Templar to boot, will be looking for you shortly.”




  Jimmy carefully chose a toothpick and stripped it of its tissue covering.




  “Of course,” he said quietly, “I wasn’t in it — the killing, I mean. I was there.”




  “I know all about that,” said Angel; “saw your foolish cigarettes. I didn’t think you had any hand in the killing. You are a I property criminal, not a personal criminal.”




  “By which I gather you convey the nice distinction as between crimes against property and crimes against the person,” said the other.




  “Exactly.” A pause. “Well?” said Jimmy.




  “What I want to see you about is the verse,” said Angel, stirring his soup.




  Jimmy laughed aloud. “What a clever little devil you are, Angel,” he said admiringly; “and not so little either, in inches or devilishness.”




  He relapsed into silence, and the wrinkled forehead was eloquent.




  “Think hard,” taunted Angel.




  “I’m thinking,” said Jimmy slowly. “I used a pencil, as there was no blotting paper. I only made one copy, just as the old man dictated it, and—”




  “You used a block,” said Angel obligingly, “and only tore off the top sheet. And you pressed rather heavily on that, so that the next sheet bore a legible impression.”




  Jimmy looked annoyed. “What an ass I am !” he said, and was again silent.




  “The verse?” said Angel. “Can you make head or tail of it?”




  “No” — Jimmy shook his head— “can you?”




  “Not a blessed thing,” Angel frankly confessed.




  Through the next three courses neither man spoke. When coffee had been placed on the table, Jimmy broke the silence— “You need not worry about the verse. I have only stolen a march of a few days. Then Connor will have it; and some girl or other will have it. Massey would have had it too.” He smiled grimly.




  “What is it all about?”




  Jimmy looked at his questioner with some suspicion. “Don’t you know?” he demanded.




  “Haven’t got the slightest notion. That is why I came to see you.”




  “Curious!” mused Jimmy. “I thought of looking you up for the very same purpose. We’ll all know in a day or two,” he went on, beckoning the waiter.




  “The old man said it was all in the will. He just told me the verse before he died. The ruling passion, don’t you know. ‘Learn it by heart, Jimmy,’ he croaked; ‘it’s two millions for you if you guess it’ ‘-and that’s how he died. My bill, waiter. Which way do you go?” he asked as they turned into Piccadilly.




  “To the ‘Plait’ for an hour,” said Angel.




  “Business?”




  “Partly; I’m looking for a man who might be there.”




  They crossed Piccadilly, and entered a side turning. The second on the left and the first on the right brought them opposite a brightly-lit hotel. From within came the sound of violins. At the little tables with which the spacious bar-room was set about sat laughing women and young men in evening dress. A haze of cigarette smoke clouded the atmosphere, and the music made itself heard above a babel of laughter and talk. They found a corner, and seated themselves.




  “You seem to be fairly well known here,” said Jimmy.




  “Yes,” replied Angel ruefully, “a jolly sight too well known. You’re not quite a stranger, Jimmy,” he added.




  “No,” said the other a little bitterly; “but we’re on different sides of the House, Angel. You’re in the Cabinet, and I’m in the everlasting Opposition.”




  “Muffled sobs!” said Angel flippantly. “Pity poor Ishmael who ‘ishes’ for his own pleasure! Pathos for a fallen brother! A silent tear for this magnificent wreck who’d rather be on the rocks than floating any day of the week. Don’t humbug yourself, Jimmy, or I shall be falling on your neck and appealing to your better nature. You’re a thief just as another man is a stamp collector or a hunter. It’s your blooming forte. Hi, Charles, do you ever intend serving me?”




  “Yessir; d’reckly, sir” Charles bustled up. “What is it to be, gentlemen? Good evening, Mr. Angel!”




  “I’ll take what my friend Dooley calls a keg of obscenth; and you?”




  Jimmy’s face struggled to preserve its gravity. “Lemonade,” he said soberly. The waiter brought him a whisky. If you do not know the “Plait” you do not know your London. It is one of the queer hostels which in a Continental city would be noted as a place to which the “young person” might not be taken. Being in London, neither Baedeker nor any of the infallible guides to the metropolis so much as mention its name. For there is a law of libel.




  “There’s ‘Snatch’ Walker,” said Angel idly. “Snatch isn’t wanted just now — in this country. There’s ‘Frisco Kate,’ who’ll get a lifer one of these days. D’ye know the boy in the mustard suit, Jimmy?”




  Jimmy took a sidelong glance at the young man. “No; he’s new.”




  “Not so new either,” said Angel. “Budapest in the racing season, Jerusalem in the tourist season; a wealthy Hungarian nobleman travelling for his health all the time — that’s him.”




  “Ambiguous, ungrammatical, but convincing,” murmured Jimmy.




  “I want him, by the way!” Angel had suddenly become alert.




  “If you’re going to have a row, I’m off,” said Jimmy, finishing his drink.




  Angel caught his arm. A man had entered the saloon, and was looking round as though in search of somebody. He caught Jimmy’s eye and started. Then he threaded his way through the crowded room.




  “Hullo, Jim—’” He stopped dead as he saw Jimmy’s companion, and his hand went into his pocket.




  “Hullo, Connor!” Angel’s smile was particularly disarming. “You’re the man I want to see.”




  “What’s the game?” the other snarled. He was a big, heavily-built man, with a drooping moustache.




  “Nothing, nothing,” smiled Angel. “I want you for the Lagos job, but there’s not enough evidence to convict you. Make your mind easy.”




  The man went white under his tan; his hand caught the edge of the table before him. “Lagos!” he stammered. “What — what—”




  “Oh, never mind about that.” Angel airily waved the matter aside. “Sit down here.”




  The man hesitated, then obeyed, and dropped into a seat between the two. Angel looked round. So far as any danger of being overheard went, they were as much’ alone as though they sat in the centre of a desert.




  “Jimmy” — Angel held him by the arm— “you said just now you’d got a march when you admitted you’d seen old Reale’s puzzle verse. It wasn’t the march you thought it was, for I had seen the will — and so has Connor here.”




  He looked the heavy man straight in the eye. “There is somebody else that benefits under that will besides you two. It is a girl.”




  He did not take his eyes from Connor. “I was curious to see that young lady,” Angel went on, “and this afternoon I drove to CIapham to interview her.” He stopped again. Connor made no reply, but kept his eyes fixed on the floor.




  “I went to interview her, and found that she had mysteriously disappeared this very afternoon.” Again he stopped. “A gentleman called to see her, with a message from — who do you think, Connor?” he asked.




  The easy, flippant manner was gone, and Connor looking up, caught the steady stare of two wild blue eyes, and shivered.




  “Why,” Angel went on slowly, “it was a message from Inspector Angel — which is a damned piece of impudence, Connor, for I’m not an inspector — and the young lady drove away to Scotland Yard. And now, Connor, I want to ask you, What have you done with old Reale’s heiress?”




  Connor licked his lips and said nothing.




  Angel beckoned to a waiter and paid his score, then rose to go.




  “You will go at once and drive Miss Kathleen Kent back to the place you took her from. I shall call tomorrow and see her, and if one hair of her head is harmed, Connor—”




  “Well?” said Connor defiantly.




  “I’ll chance your alibis, and take you for the Lagos business,” and with a curt nod to Jimmy, he left the saloon.




  Connor turned in a fret of fury to the man at his side. “D’ye hear him, Jimmy? D’ye hear the dog—”




  “My advice to you,” interrupted the other, “is — do as Angel tells you.”




  “D’ye think I’m frightened by—”




  “Oh, no,” was the quiet response, “you are not frightened at what Angel may do. What he does won’t matter very much. What I will do is the trouble.”




  IV. The “Borough Lot”
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  It was not a bit like Scotland Yard as Kathleen Kent had pictured it. It was a kind of a yard certainly, for the grimy little street, flanked on either side with the blank faces of dirty little houses, ended abruptly in a high wall, over which were the gray hulls and fat scarlet funnels of ocean-going steamers. The driver of the cab had pulled up before one of the houses near the wall, and a door had opened. Then the man who had sat with her in glum silence, answering her questions in monosyllables, grasped her arm and hurried her into the house. The door slammed behind, and she realized her deadly peril.




  She had had a foreboding, an instinctive premonition that all was not well when the cab had turned from the broad thoroughfare that led to where she had imagined Scotland Yard would be, and had, taking short cuts through innumerable mean streets, moved at a sharp pace eastward. Ignorant of that London which begins at Trafalgar Square and runs eastward to Walthamstow, ignorant, indeed, of that practical suburb to which the modesty of an income produced by 4,000 pounds worth of Consols had relegated her, she felt without knowing, that Scotland Yard did not lay at the eastern end of Commercial Road. Then when the door of the little house slammed and a hand grasped her arm tightly, and a thick voice whispered in her ear that if she screamed the owner of the voice would “out” her, she gathered, without exactly knowing what an “outing” was, that it would be wiser for her not to scream, so she quietly accompanied her captor up the stairs. He stopped for a moment on the rickety landing, then pushed open a door. Before the window that would in the ordinary course of events admit the light of day hung a heavy green curtain; behind this, though she did not know it, three army blankets, judiciously fixed, effectively excluded the sunlight, and as effectually veiled the rays of a swing-lamp from outside observation.




  The girl made a pathetically incongruous figure, as she stood white, but resolute before the occupants of the room.




  Kathleen Kent was something more than pretty, something less than beautiful. An oval face with gray, steadfast eyes, a straight nose and the narrow upper lip of the aristocrat, her lips were, perhaps, too full and too human for your connoisseur of beauty.




  She looked from face to face, and but for her pallor she exhibited no sign of fear. Although she was unaware of the fact, she had been afforded an extraordinary privilege. By the merest accident, she had been ushered into the presence of the “Borough Lot.” Not a very heroic title for an organized band of criminals, but, then, organized criminals never take unto themselves generic and highfalutin’ titles. Our “Silver Hatchets” and “Red Knives” are boy hooligans who shoot off toy pistols. The police referred to them vaguely as the “Borough Lot”. Lesser lights in the criminal world have been known to boast that they were not unconnected with that combination; and when some desperate piece of villainy startled the world, the police investigating the crime started from this point: Was it committed by one of the Borough Lot, or was it not?




  As Kathleen was pushed into the room by her captor, a hum of subdued conversation ended abruptly, and she was the focus of nine pairs of passionless eyes that looked at her unsmilingly. When she had heard the voices, when she took her first swift glance at the room, and had seen the type of face that met hers, she had steeled herself for an outburst of coarse amusement. She feared — she did not know what she feared. Strangely enough, the dead silence that greeted her gave her courage, the cold stare of the men nerved her. Only one of the men lost his composure. The tall, heavy-looking man who sat at one end of the room with bowed, attentive head listening to a little cleanshaven man with sidewhiskers, who looked for all the world like an old-fashioned jockey, started with a muttered oath.




  “Upstairs!” he roared, and said something rapidly in a foreign tongue that sent the man who held the girl’s arm staggering back with a blanched face. “I… I..,” he stammered appealingly, “I didn’t understand.”




  The tall man, his face flushed with rage, pointed to the door, and hastily opening the door, her captor half dragged the bewildered girl to the darkness of the landing.




  “This way,” he muttered, and she could feel his hand trembling as he stumbled up yet another flight of stairs, never once relinquishing his hold of her.




  “Don’t you scream nor nothing, or you’ll get into trouble. You see what happened to me for takin’ you into the wrong room. Oh, he’s a devil is Connor — Smith, I mean. Smith’s his name, d’ye hear?”




  He shook her arm roughly. Evidently the man was beside himself with terror. What dreadful thing the tall man had said, Kathleen could only judge. She herself was half dead with fright. The sinister faces of these men, the mystery of this assembly in the shuttered room, her abduction, all combined to add terror to her position.




  Her conductor unlocked a door and pushed her in. This had evidently been prepared for her reception, for a table had been laid, and food and drink stood ready. The door was closed behind her, and a bolt was slipped. Like the chamber below, all daylight was kept out by a curtain. Her first thoughts were of escape.




  She waited till the footsteps on the rickety stairs had died away, then crossed the room swiftly. The drop from the window could not be very far; she would risk it. She drew aside the curtain. Where the window should have been was a sheet of steel plate. It was screwed to the joists. Somebody had anticipated her resolve to escape by the window. In chalk, written in an illiterate hand, was the sentence:




  “You wont be hert if your senserble. We want to know some questions then well let you go. Don’t make a fuss or it will be bad for you. Keep quite and tell us these questions and well let you go.”




  What had they to ask, or she to answer? She knew of nothing that she could inform them upon. Who were these men who were detaining her? During the next hours she asked herself these questions over and over again. She grew faint with hunger and thirst, but the viands spread upon the table she did not touch. The mystery of her capture bewildered her. Of what value was she to these men? All the time the murmur of voices in the room below was continuous. Once or twice she heard a voice raised in anger. Once a door slammed, and somebody went clattering down the stairs. There was a doorkeeper, she could hear him speak with the outgoer.




  Did she but know it, the question that perplexed her was an equal matter of perplexity with others in the house that evening. The notorious men upon whom she had looked, all innocent of their claim to notoriety, were themselves puzzled. Bat Sands, the man who looked so ill — he had the unhealthy appearance of one who had just come through a long sickness — was an inquirer, Vinnis — nobody knew his Christian name — was another, and they were two men whose inquiries were not to be put off.




  Vinnis turned his dull fish eyes upon big Connor, and spoke with deliberation. “Connor, what’s this girl business? Are we in it?”




  Connor knew his men too well to temporize. “You’re in it, if it’s worth anything,” he said slowly.




  Bat’s close-cropped red head was thrust forward. “Is there money in it?” he demanded.




  Connor nodded his head.




  “Much?” Connor drew a deep breath. If the truth be told, that the “Lot” should share, was the last thing he had intended. But for the blundering of his agent, they would have remained in ignorance of the girl’s presence in the house. But the very suspicion of disloyalty was dangerous. He knew his men, and they knew him. There was not a man there who would hesitate to destroy him at the merest hint of treachery. Candour was the best and safest course.




  “It’s pretty hard to give you any idea what I’ve got the girl here for, but there’s a million in it,” he began.




  He knew they believed him. He did not expect to be disbelieved. Criminals of the class these men represented flew high. They were out of the ruck of petty, boasting sneak-thieves who lied to one another, knowing they lied, and knowing that their hearers knew they lied. Only the strained, intent look on their faces gave any indication of how the news had been received.




  “It’s old Reale’s money,” he continued; “he’s left the lot to four of us, Massey’s dead, so that makes three.” There was no need to explain who was Reale, who Massey. A week ago Massey had himself sat in that room and discussed with Connor the cryptic verse that played so strange a part in the old man’s will. He had been, in a way, an honorary member of the “Borough Lot.”




  Connor continued. He spoke slowly, waiting for inspiration. A judicious lie might save the situation. But no inspiration came, and he found his reluctant tongue speaking the truth.




  “The money is stored in one safe. Oh, it’s no use looking like that, Tony, you might just as well try to crack the Bank of England as that crib. Yes, he converted every cent of a million and three-quarters into hard, solid cash — banknotes and gold. This he put into his damned safe, and locked. And he has left by the terms of his will a key.”




  Connor was a man who did not find speaking an easy matter. Every word came slowly and hesitatingly, as though the speaker of the story were loth to part with it.




  “The key is here,” he said slowly. There was a rustle of eager anticipation as he dipped his hand in his waistcoat pocket. When he withdrew his fingers, they contained only a slip of paper carefully folded.




  “The lock of the safe is one of Reale’s inventions; it opens to no key save this.”




  He hook the paper before them, then lapsed into silence.




  “Well,” broke in Bat impatiently, “why don’t you open the safe? And what has the girl to do with it?”




  “She also has a key, or will have tomorrow. And Jimmy …”




  A laugh interrupted him. “Curt” Goyle had been an attentive listener till Jimmy’s name was mentioned, then his harsh, mirthless laugh broke the tense silence.




  “Oh, Lord James is in it, is he? I’m one that’s for ruling Jimmy out.”




  He got up on his feet and stretched himself, keeping his eye fixed on Connor.




  “If you want to know why, I’ll tell ye. Jimmy’s a bit too finicking for my taste, too fond of the police for my taste. If we’re in this, Jimmy’s out of it,” and a mutter of approval broke from the men.




  Connor’s mind was working quickly. He could do without Jimmy, he could not dispense with the help of the “Lot.” He was just a little afraid of Jimmy. The man was a type of criminal he could not understand. If he was a rival claimant for Reale’s millions, the gang would “out” Jimmy; so much the better. Massey’s removal had limited the legatees to three. Jimmy out of the way would narrow the chance of his losing the money still further; and the other legatee was in the room upstairs. Goyle’s declaration had set loose the tongues of the men, and he could hear no voice that spoke for Jimmy. And then a dozen voices demanded the rest of the story, and amid a dead silence Connor told the story of the will and the puzzle-verse, the solving of which meant fortune to every man.




  “And the girl has got to stand in and take her share. She’s too dangerous to be let loose. There’s nigh on two millions at stake and I’m taking no risks. She shall remain here till the word is found. We’re not going to see her carry off the money under our very noses.”




  “And Jimmy?” Goyle asked.




  Connor fingered a lapel of his coat nervously. He knew what answer the gang had already framed to the question Goyle put. He knew he would be asked to acquiesce in the blackest piece of treachery that had ever disfigured his evil life; but he knew, too, that Jimmy was hated by the men who formed this strange fraternity. Jimmy worked alone; he shared neither risk nor reward. His cold cynicism was above their heads. They too feared him.




  Connor cleared his throat. “Perhaps if we reasoned—”




  Goyle and Bat exchanged swift glances. “Ask him to come and talk it over tonight,” said Goyle carelessly.




  “Connor is a long time gone.” Sands turned his unhealthy face to the company as he spoke. Three hours had passed since Connor had left the gang in his search for Jimmy.




  “He’ll be back soon,” said Goyle confidently. He looked over the assembly of men. “Any of you fellers who don’t want to be in this business can go.”




  Then he added significantly, “We’re going to settle with Jimmy.”




  Nobody moved; no man shuddered at the dreadful suggestion his words conveyed. “A million an’ three-quarters — it’s worth hanging for!” he said callously.




  He walked to a tall, narrow cupboard that ran up by the side of the fireplace and pulled open the door. There was room for a man to stand inside. The scrutiny of the interior gave him some satisfaction. “This is where some one stood” — he looked meaningly at Bat Sand— “when he coshed Ike Steen — Ike with the police money in his pocket, and ready to sell every man jack of you.”




  “Who’s in the next house?” a voice asked suddenly. Goyle laughed. He was the virtual landlord so far as the hiring of the house was concerned. He closed the cupboard door. “Not counting old George, it’s empty,” he said. “Listen!”




  In the deep silence there came the faint murmur of a voice through the thin walls. “Talkin’ to himself,” said Goyle with a grin; “he’s daft, and he’s as good as a watchman for us, or he scares away the children and women who would come prying about here. He’s—”




  They heard the front door shut quickly and the voices of two men in the passage below.




  Goyle sprang to his feet, an evil look on his face. “That’s Jimmy!” he whispered hurriedly. As the feet sounded on the stairs he walked to where his coat hung and took something from his pocket, then, almost as the newcomers entered the room, he slipped into the cupboard and drew the door close after him.




  Jimmy entering the room in Connor’s wake, felt the chill of his reception. He felt, too, some indefinable sensation of danger. There was an ominous quiet. Bat Sands was polite, even servile. Jimmy noticed that, and his every sense became alert. Bat thrust forward a chair and placed it with its back toward the cupboard.




  “Sit down, Jimmy,” he said with forced heartiness. “We want a bit of a talk.”




  Jimmy sat down. “I also want a bit of a talk,” he said calmly. “There is a young lady in this house, brought here against her will. You’ve got to let her go.”




  The angry mutter of protest that he had expected did not come, rather was his dictum received in complete silence. This was bad, and he looked round for the danger. Then he missed a face.




  “Where is our friend Goyle, our dear landlord?” he asked with pleasant irony.




  “He hasn’t been here today,” Bat hastened to say.




  Jimmy looked at Connor standing by the door biting his nails, and Connor avoided his eye.




  “Ah!” Jimmy’s unconcern was perfectly simulated.




  “Jimmy wants us to send the girl back.” Connor was speaking hurriedly. “He thinks there’ll be trouble, and his friend the ‘tec thinks there will be trouble too.”




  Jimmy heard the artfully-worded indictment unmoved. Again he noticed, with some concern, that what was tantamount to a charge of treachery was received without a word.




  “It isn’t what others think, it is what I think, Connor,” he said dryly. “The girl has got to go back. I want Reale’s money as much as you, but I have a fancy to play fair this journey.”




  “Oh, you have, have you,” sneered Connor. He had seen the cupboard door behind Jimmy move ever so slightly. Jimmy sat with his legs crossed on the chair that had been placed for him. The light overcoat he had worn over his evening dress lay across his knees. Connor knew the moment was at hand, and concentrated his efforts to keep his former comrade’s attentions engaged. He had guessed the meaning of Goyle’s absence from the room and the moving cupboard door. In his present position Jimmy was helpless. Connor had been nervous to a point of incoherence on the way to the house.




  Now his voice rose to a strident pitch.




  “You’re too clever, Jimmy,” he said, “and there are too many ‘musts’ about you to please us. We say that the girl has got to stay, and by — we mean it!”




  Jimmy’s wits were at work. The danger was very close at hand, he felt that. He must change his tactics. He had depended too implicitly upon Connor’s fear of him, and had reckoned without the “Borough Lot”.




  From which of these men did danger threaten? He took their faces in in one comprehensive glance. He knew them — he had their black histories at his fingertips. Then he saw a coat hanging on the wall at the farther end of the room. He recognized the garment instantly. It was Goyle’s. Where was the owner? He temporized.




  “I haven’t the slightest desire to upset anybody’s plans,” he drawled, and started drawing on a white glove, as though about to depart. “I am willing to hear your views, but I would point out that I have an equal interest in the young lady, Connor.”




  He gazed reflectively into the palm of his gloved hand as if admiring the fit. There was something so peculiar in this apparently innocent action, that Connor started forward with an oath.




  “Quick, Goyle!” he shouted; but Jimmy was out of his chair and was standing with his back against the cupboard, and in Jimmy’s ungloved hand was an ugly black weapon that was all butt and barrel.




  He waved them back, and they shrank away from him.




  “Let me see you all,” he commanded, “none of your getting behind one another. I want to see what you are doing. Get away from that coat of yours, Bat, or I’ll put a bullet in your stomach.”




  He had braced himself against the door in anticipation of the thrust of the man, but it seemed as though the prisoner inside had accepted the situation, for he made no sign.




  “So you are all wondering how I knew about the cupboard,” he jeered. He held up the gloved hand, and in the palm something flashed back the light of the lamp. Connor knew. The tiny mirror sewn in the palm of the sharper’s glove was recognized equipment.




  “Now, gentlemen,” said Jimmy with a mocking laugh, “I must insist on having my way. Connor, you will please bring to me the lady you abducted this afternoon.”




  Connor hesitated; then he intercepted a glance from Bat Sands, and sullenly withdrew from the room. Jimmy did not speak till Connor had returned ushering in the white-faced girl. He saw that she looked faint and ill, and motioned one of the men to place a chair for her.




  What she saw amidst that forbidding group was a young man with a little Vandyke beard, who looked at her with grave, thoughtful eyes. He was a gentleman, she could see that, and her heart leapt within her as she realized that the presence of this man in the fashionably-cut clothes and the most unfashionable pistol meant deliverance from this horrible place.




  “Miss Kent,” he said kindly.




  She nodded, she could not trust herself to speak. The experience of the past few hours had almost reduced her to a state of collapse. Jimmy saw the girl was on the verge of a breakdown.




  “I am going to take you home,” he said, and added whimsically, “and cannot but feel that you have underrated your opportunities. Not often will you see gathered together so splendid a collection of our profession.”




  He waved his hand in introduction. “Bat Sands, Miss Kent, a most lowly thief, possibly worse. George Collroy, coiner and a ferocious villain. Vinnis, who follows the lowest of all grades of dishonest livelihood — blackmailer. Here,” Jimmy went on, as he stepped aside from the cupboard, “is the gem of the collection. I will show you our friend who has so coyly effaced himself.”




  He addressed the occupant of the cupboard.




  “Come out, Goyle,” he said sharply. There was no response. Jimmy pointed to one of the ruffians in the — room. “Open that door,” he commanded. The man slunk forward and pulled the door open.




  “Come out, Goyle,” he growled, then stepped back with blank astonishment stamped upon his face. “Why — why,” he gasped, “there’s nobody there!”




  With a cry, Jimmy started forward. One glance convinced him that the man spoke the truth, and then —




  There were keen wits in that crowd, men used to crises and quick to act. Bat Sands saw Jimmy’s attention diverted for a moment, and Jimmy’s pistol hand momentarily lowered.




  To think with Bat Sands was to act.




  Jimmy, turning back upon the “Lot,” saw the life preserver descending, and leapt on one side; then, as he recovered, somebody threw a coat at the lamp, and the room was in darkness.




  Jimmy reached out his hand and caught the girl by the arm.




  “Into that cupboard,” he whispered, pushing her into the recess from which Goyle had so mysteriously vanished. Then, with one hand on the edge of the door, he groped around with his pistol for his assailants. He could hear their breathing and the creak of the floorboards as they came toward him.




  He crouched down by the door, judging that the “cosh” would he aimed in a line with his head. By and by he heard the swish of the descending stick, and “crash!” the preserver struck the wall above him.




  He was confronted with a difficulty; to fire would be to invite trouble. He had no desire to attract the attention of the police for many reasons. Unless the life of the girl was in danger he resolved to hold his fire, and when Ike Josephs, feeling cautiously forward with his stick, blundered into Jimmy, Ike suddenly dropped to the floor without a cry, because he had been hit a fairly vicious blow in that portion of the anatomy which is dignified with the title “solar plexus.”




  It was just after this that he heard a startled little cry from the girl behind him, and then a voice that sent his heart into his mouth. “All right! All right! All right!”




  There was only one man who used that tag, and Jimmy’s heart rose up to bless his name in thankfulness.




  “This way, Miss Kent,” said the voice, “mind the little step. Don’t be afraid of the gentleman on the floor, he’s handcuffed and strapped and gagged, and is perfectly harmless.”




  Jimmy chuckled. The mystery of Angel’s intimate knowledge of the “Lot’s” plans and of Connor’s movements, the disappearance of Goyle, were all explained.




  He did not know for certain that the occupant of the “empty” house next door had industriously cut through the thin party-walls that separated the two houses, and had rigged up a “back” to the cupboard that was really a door, but he guessed it.




  Then a blinding ray of light shot into the room where the “Borough Lot” still groped for its enemy, and a gentle voice said: “Gentlemen, you may make your choice which way you go — out by the front door, where my friend, Inspector Collyer, with quite large number of men, is waiting; or by the back door, where Sergeant Murtle and exactly seven plainclothes men are impatiently expecting you.”




  Bat recognized the voice. “Angel Esquire!” he cried in consternation. From the darkness behind the dazzling electric lamp that threw a narrow lane of light into the apartment came an amused chuckle.




  “What is it,” asked Angel’s persuasive voice, “a cop?”




  “It’s a fair cop,” said Bat truthfully.




  V. The Cryptogram
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  Mr. Spedding looked at his watch. He stood upon the marble-tiled floor of the Great Deposit. High above his head, suspended from the beautiful dome, blazed a hundred lights from an ornate electrolier. He paced before the great pedestal that towered up from the centre of the building, and the floor was crisscrossed with the shadows of the steel framework that encased it. But for the dozen chairs that were placed in a semicircle before the great granite base, the big hall was bare and unfurnished.




  Mr. Spedding walked up and down, and his footsteps rang hollow; when he spoke the misty space of the building caught up his voice and sent down droning echoes.




  “There is only the lady to come,” he said, looking at his watch again. He spoke to the two men who sat at either extreme of the crescent of chairs.




  The one was Jimmy, a brooding, thoughtful figure; the other was Connor, ill at ease and subdued. Behind the chairs, at some distance, stood two men who looked like artisans, as indeed they were: at their feet lay a bag of tools, and on a small board a heap that looked like sand.




  At the door a stolid-looking commissionaire waited, his breast glittering with medals.




  Footsteps sounded in the vestibule, the rustle of a woman’s dress, and Kathleen Kent entered, closely followed by Angel Esquire.




  At him the lawyer looked questioningly as he walked forward to greet the girl.




  “Mr. Angel has kindly offered me his help,” she said timidly — then, recognizing Connor, her face flushed— “and if necessary, his protection.”




  Mr. Spedding bowed. “I hope you will not find this part of the ceremony trying,” he said in a low voice, and led the girl to a chair. Then he made a signal to the commissionaire.




  “What is going to happen?” Kathleen whispered to her companion, and Angel shook his head.




  “I can only guess,” he replied in the same tone. He was looking up at the great safe wherein he knew was stored the wealth of the dead gambler, and wondering at the freakish ingenuity that planned and foresaw this strange scene.




  The creak of footsteps in the doorway made him turn his head. He saw a white-robed figure, and behind him a black-coated man in attendance, holding on a cushion a golden casket.




  Then the dread, familiar words brought him to his feet with a shiver:— “I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord; he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth and liveth in me shall never die.” The clergyman’s solemn voice resounded through the building, and the detective realized that the ashes of the dead man were coming to their last abiding-place.




  The slow procession moved toward the silent party. Slowly it paced toward the column; then, as the clergyman’s feet rang on the steel stairway that wound upward, he began the Psalm which of all others perhaps most fitted the passing of old Reale:— “Have mercy upon me, O God, after Thy great goodness… Wash me throughly from my wickedness: and cleanse me from my sin… Behold, I was shapen in wickedness… Deliver me from bloodguiltiness, O God… “ Halfway up the column a small gap yawned in the unbroken granite face, and into this the golden cabinet was pushed; then the workman, who had formed one of the little party that wound upward, lifted a smooth cube of polished granite.




  “Forasmuch as it hath pleased Almighty God of His great mercy to take unto Himself the soul of our dear brother here departed… “ The mason’s trowel grated on the edges of the cavity, the block of stone was thrust in until it was flush with the surface of the pedestal. Carved on the end of the stone were four words: —




  Pulvis Cinis et Nihil.




  It was when the workmen had been dismissed, and the lawyer was at the door bidding adieu to the priest whose strange duty had been performed, that Angel crossed to where Jimmy sat. He caught Jimmy’s grim smile, and raised his eyes to where all that was mortal of Reale had been placed.




  “The Latin?” asked Angel.




  “Surprising, isn’t it?” said the other quietly. “Reale had seen things, you know. A man who travels picks up information.” He nodded toward the epitaph.




  “He got that idea at Toledo, in the cathedral there. Do you know it? A slab of brass over a dead kingmaker, Portocarrero, ‘Hic iacet pulvis cinis et nihil’. I translated it for him; the conceit pleased him. Sitting here, watching his strange funeral, I wondered if ‘pulvis cinis et nihil’ would come into it.”




  And now Spedding came creaking back. The workmen had disappeared, the outer door was closed, and the commissionaire had retired to his room leading from the vestibule. In Spedding’s hand was a bundle of papers. He took his place with his back to the granite pedestal and lost no time in preliminaries.




  “I have here the will of the late James Ryan Reale,” he began. “The contents of this will are known to every person here except Miss Kent.”




  He had a dry humour of his own, this lawyer, as his next words proved.




  “A week ago a very clever burglary was committed in my office; the safe was opened, a private dispatch box forced, and my papers ransacked. I must do my visitor justice” — he bowed slightly, first in the direction of Connor, then toward Jimmy— “and say that nothing was taken and practically nothing disturbed. There was plenty of evidence that the object of the burglary was to secure a sight of this will.”




  Jimmy was unperturbed at the scarcely-veiled charge, and if he moved it was only with the object of taking up an easier position in the chair. Not even the shocked eyes of the girl that looked appealingly toward him caused him any apparent uneasiness.




  “Go on,” he said, as the lawyer paused as though waiting for an admission. He was quietly amused. He knew very well now who this considerate burglar was.




  “By copying this will the burglar or burglars obtained an unfair advantage over the other legatee or legatees.” The stiff paper crackled noisily as he unfolded the document in his hand. “I will formally read the will and afterwards explain it to such of you as need the explanation,” Spedding resumed. The girl listened as the lawyer began to read. Confused by the legal terminology, the endless repetitions, and the chaotic verbiage of the instrument, she yet realized as the reading went on that this last will and testament of old Reale was something extraordinary. There was mention of houses and estates, freeholds and bonds…




  “… and all the residue of any property whatsoever and wheresoever absolutely” that went to somebody. To whom she could not gather. Once she thought it was to herself, “to Francis Corydon Kent, Esquire, or the heirs of his body;” once it sounded as though this huge fortune was to be inherited by “James Cavendish Fairfax Stannard, Baronet of the United Kingdom.”




  She wondered if this was Jimmy, and remembered in a vague way that she had heard that the ninth baronet of that name was a person of questionable character.




  Then again it seemed as if the legatee was to be “Patrick George Connor.”




  There was a doggerel verse in the will that the lawyer gabbled through, and something about the great safe, then the lawyer came to an end.




  In the conventional declaration of the witnesses lay a sting that sent a dull red flush to Connor’s cheek and again provoked Jimmy’s grim smile. The lawyer read:— “Signed by the above James Ryan Reale as his last will and testament (the word ‘thief’ after ‘James Cavendish Fairfax Stannard, Baronet of the United Kingdom’ and the word ‘thief’ after ‘Patrick George Connor,’ in the twentieth and twenty-third lines from the top hereof, having been deleted), in the presence of us…”




  The lawyer folded the will perversely and put it in his pocket. Then he took four slips of paper from an envelope. “It is quite clear to you gentlemen.”




  He did not wait for the men’s reply, but went on addressing the bewildered girl.




  “To you, Miss Kent, I am afraid the will is not so clear. I will explain it in a few words. My late client was the owner of a gambling establishment. Thus he amassed a huge fortune, which he has left to form, if I may so put it, a large prize fund. The competitors are yourselves. Frankly, it is a competition between the dupes, or the heirs of the dupes, who were ruined by my late client, and the men who helped in the fleecing.”




  The lawyer spoke dispassionately, as though expounding some hypothesis, but there was that in his tone which made Connor wince.




  “Your father, my dear young lady, was one of these dupes many years ago — you must have been at school at the time. He became suddenly a poor man.”




  The girl’s face grew hard.




  “So that was how it happened,” she said slowly.




  “That is how it happened,” the lawyer repeated gravely. “Your father’s fortune was one of four great fortunes that went into the coffers of my late client.”




  The formal description of Reale seemed to lend him an air of respectability.




  “The other three have long since died, neither of them leaving issue. You are the sole representative of the victims. These gentlemen are — let use say — in opposition. This safe,” he waved his hand toward the great steel room that crowned the granite column, “contains the fortune. The safe itself is the invention of my late client. Where the lock should be are six dials, on each of which are the letters of the alphabet. The dials are ranged one inside the other, and on one side is a steel pointer. A word of six letters opens the safe. By turning the dials so that the letters come opposite the pointer, and form this word, the door is opened.”




  He stopped to wipe his forehead, for in the energy of his explanation he had become hot.




  Then he resumed— “What that word is, is for you to discover. My late client, who had a passion for acrostics I and puzzles and inventions of every kind, has left a doggerel verse which he most earnestly assured me contained the solution.”




  He handed a slip first to the girl and then to the others.




  For a moment the world swam before Kathleen’s eyes.




  All that hinged upon that little verse came home to her.




  Carefully conning each word, as if in fear of its significance escaping her, she read: —




  “Here’s a puzzle in language old, Find my meaning and get my gold. Take one Bolt — just one, no more — Fix it on behind a Door. Place it at a river’s Mouth East or west or north or south. Take some Leaves and put them whole In some water in a Bowl. I found this puzzle in a book From which some mighty truths were took.”




  She read again and yet again, the others watching her. With every reading she seemed to get further from the solution of the mystery, and she turned in despair to Angel.




  “I can make nothing of it,” she cried helplessly, “nothing, nothing, nothing.”




  “It is, with due respect to my late client, the veriest doggerel,” said the lawyer frankly, “and yet on that the inheritance of the whole of his fortune depends.”




  He had noticed that neither Connor nor Jimmy had read the slips he had handed to them.




  “The paper I have given you is a facsimile reproduction of the original copy, and that may be inspected at any time at my office.”




  The girl was scanning the rhyme in an agony of perplexity. “Ishall never do it,” she said in despair.




  Angel took the paper gently from her hand. “Don’t attempt it,” he said kindly. “There is plenty of time. I do not think that either of your rival competitors have gained anything by the advantage they have secured. I also have had in my possession a copy of the rhyme for the past week.”




  The girl’s eyes opened wide in astonishment. “You?” she said.




  Angel’s explanation was arrested by a singular occurrence.




  Connor sat at one end of the row of chairs moodily eying the paper.




  Jimmy thoughtfully stroking his beard at the other end, suddenly rose and walked to where his brooding confederate sat. The man shrunk back as he approached, and Jimmy, seating himself by his side, bent forward and said something in a low voice. He spoke rapidly, and Angel, watching them closely, saw a look of incredulous surprise come into Connor’s face. Then wrath and incredulity mingled, and Connor sprang up, striking the back of the chair with his fist.




  “What?” he roared. “Give up a chance of a fortune? I’ll see you—”




  Jimmy’s voice never rose, but he gripped Connor’s arm and pulled him down into his chair.




  “I won’t! I won’t! D’ye think I’m going to throw away—”




  Jimmy released the man’s arm and rose with a shrug of his shoulders. He walked to where Kathleen was standing.




  “Miss Kent,” he said, and hesitated. “It is difficult for me to say what I have to say; but I want to tell you that so far as I am concerned the fortune is yours. I shall make no claim to it, and I will afford you every assistance that lies in my power to discover the word that is hidden in the verse.”




  The girl made no reply. Her lips were set tight, and the hard look that Angel had noticed when the lawyer had referred to her father came back again.




  Jimmy waited a moment for her to speak, but she made no sign, and with a slight bow he walked toward the door. “Stop!” It was Kathleen that spoke, and Jimmy turned and waited.




  “As I understand this will,” she said slowly, “you are one of the men to whom my father owed his ruin.”




  His eyes met hers unfalteringly. “Yes,” he said simply.




  “One of the men that I have to thank for years of misery and sorrow,” she continued. “When I saw my father slowly sinking, a brokenhearted man, weighed down with the knowledge of the folly that had brought his wife and child to comparative poverty; when I saw my father die, crushed in spirit by his misfortunes, I never thought I should meet the man who brought his ruin about.”




  Still Jimmy’s gaze did not waver. Impassive, calm and imperturbable, he listened unmoved to the bitter indictment.




  “This will says you were a man of my father’s own class, one who knew the tricks by which a gentle, simple man, with a childish faith in such men as you, might be lured into temptation.”




  Jimmy made no reply, and the girl went on in biting tones— “A few days ago you helped me to escape from men whom you introduced with an air of superiority as thieves and blackmailers. That it was you who rendered me this service I shall regret to the end of my days. You! You! You!”




  She flung out her hand scornfully. “If they were thieves, what are you? A gambler’s tout? A decoy? A harpy preying on the weakness of your unfortunate fellows?”




  She turned to Connor. “Had this man offered me his help I might have accepted it. Had he offered to forego his claim to this fortune I might have been impressed by his generosity. From you, whom God gave advantages of birth and education, and who utilized them to bring ruin and disaster on such men as my father, the offer is an insult!”




  Jimmy’s face was deadly pale, but he made no sign. Only his eyes shone brighter, and the hand that twisted the point of his beard twitched nervously.




  The girl turned to Angel wearily. Her outburst and the tension of the evening had exhausted her. “Will you take me home, Mr. Angel?” she said. She offered her hand to the lawyer, who had been an interested observer of the scene, and ignoring the two men, she turned to go.




  Then Jimmy spoke. “I do not attempt to excuse myself, Miss Kent,” he said evenly; “for my life and my acts I am unaccountable to man or woman. Your condemnation makes it neither easier nor harder to live my life. Your charity might have made a difference.”




  He held out a detaining hand, for Kathleen had gathered up her skirts to move away. “I have considered your question fairly. I am one of the men to whom your father owed his ruin, insomuch as I was one of Reale’s associates. I am not one of the men, insomuch as I used my every endeavour to dissuade your father from taking the risks he took.”




  The humour of some recollection took hold of him, and a grim little smile came into his face. “You say I betrayed your father,” he said in the same quiet tone. “As a fact I betrayed Reale. I was at trouble to explain to your father the secret of Reale’s electric roulette table; I demonstrated the futility of risking another farthing.” He laughed. “I have said I would not excuse myself, and here I am pleading like a small boy, ‘If you please, it wasn’t me,’” he said a little impatiently; and then he added abruptly, “I will not detain you,” and walked away.




  He knew instinctively that she waited a moment hesitating for a reply, then he heard the rustle of her dress and knew she had gone. He stood looking upward to where the graven granite set marked the ashes of Reale, until her footsteps had died away and the lawyer’s voice broke the silence.




  “Now, Sir James—” he began, and Jimmy spun round with an oath, his face white with passion.




  “Jimmy,” he said in a harsh voice, “Jimmy is my name, and I want to hear no other, if you please.”




  Mr. Spedding, used as he was to the wayward phases of men, was a little startled at the effect of his words, and hastened to atone for his blunder. “I — I beg your pardon,” he said quickly. “I merely wished to say—”




  Jimmy did not wait to hear what he said, but turned upon Connor. “I’ve got a few words to say to you,” he said. His voice had gone back to its calm level, but there was a menace in its quietness. “When I persuaded Angel to give you a chance to get away on the night the ‘Borough Lot’ was arrested, I hoped I could get you to agree with me that the money should be handed to Miss Kent when the word was found. I knew in my inmost heart that this was a forlorn hope,” he went on, “that there is no gold in the quartz of your composition. You are just beast all through.”




  He paced the floor of the hall for a minute or two, then he stopped.




  “Connor,” he said suddenly, “you tried to take my life the other night. I have a mind to retaliate. You may go ahead and puzzle out the word that unlocks that safe. Get it by any means that suggest themselves to you. Steal it, buy it — do anything you wish. The day you secure the key to Reale’s treasure I shall kill you.”




  He talked like a man propounding a simple business proposition, and the lawyer, who in his early youth had written a heavy little paper on “The Congenital Criminal,” listened and watched, and, in quite a respectable way, gloated.




  Jimmy picked up his hat and coat from a chair, and nodding to the lawyer, strolled out of the hall. In the vestibule where the one commissionaire had been were six. Every man was a noncommissioned officer, and, as was apparent from his medals, had seen war service. Jimmy noted the belt about each man and the dangling revolver holster, and approved of the lawyer’s precaution.




  “Night guard, sergeant — major?” he asked, addressing one whose crowned sleeve showed his rank.




  “Day and night guard, sir,” replied the officer quietly.




  “Good,” said Jimmy, and passed out into the street. And now only the lawyer and Connor remained, and as Jimmy left, they too prepared for departure. The lawyer was mildly interested in the big, heavy criminal who walked by his side. He was a fairly familiar type of the bull-headed desperado.




  “There is nothing I can explain?” asked Spedding, as they stood together in the vestibule. Connor’s eyes were on the guard, and he frowned a little.




  “You don’t trust us very much,” he said.




  “I don’t trust you at all,” said the lawyer.




  VI. A the Red Envelope
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  Mr. Spedding, the admirable lawyer, lived on Clapham Common, where he owned the freehold of that desirable residence, “High Holly Lodge.” He was a bachelor, with a taste for bridge parties and Madeira. Curious neighbours would have been mystified if they had known that Mr. Spedding’s repair bill during the first two years of his residence was something well over three thousand pounds.




  What they did know was that Mr. Spedding “had the builders in” for an unconscionable time, that they were men who spoke in a language entirely foreign to Clapham, and that they were housed during the period of renovation in a little galvanized iron bungalow erected for the purpose in the grounds. A neighbour on visiting terms expressed his opinion that for all the workmen had done he could discern no material difference in the structure of the house, and from his point of view the house presented the same appearance after the foreign builders left, as it did before their advent. Mr. Spedding met all carelessly-applied questions concerning the extent of the structural alterations with supreme discretion. He spoke vaguely about a new system of ventilation, and hinted at warmth by radiation.




  Suburbia loves to show off its privately conceived improvements to property, but Mr. Spedding met veiled hints of a desire to inspect his work with that comfortable smile which was so valuable an asset of his business.




  It was a few evenings after the scene in the Lombard Street Deposit that Mr. Spedding sat in solitude before his modest dinner at Clapham. An evening newspaper lay by the side of his chair, and he picked it up at intervals to read again the paragraph which told of the release of the “Borough Lot.”




  The paragraph read: —




  “The men arrested in connection with the gambling raid at Poplar were discharged today, the police, it is understood, failing to secure sufficient evidence to justify a prosecution.”




  The lawyer shook his head doubtfully. “I rather like Angel Esquire’s definition,” he said with a wry smile. “It is a neat method of saving the face of the police, but I could wish that the ‘Borough Lot’ were out of the way.”




  Later he had occasion to change his opinion.




  A tap at the door preceded the entry of a sedate butler. The lawyer looked at the card on the tray, and hesitated; then, “Show him in,” he said.




  Jimmy came into the room, and bowed slightly to the elder man, who rose at his entrance. They waited in silence till the servant had closed the door behind him. “To what am I indebted?” began the lawyer, and motioned his visitor to a seat.




  “May I smoke?” asked Jimmy, and Mr. Spedding nodded.




  “It is in the matter of Reale’s millions,” said Jimmy, and allowed his eyes to follow the cloud of smoke he blew.




  “I thought it was understood that this was a subject which might only be discussed at my office and in business hours?” said the lawyer sharply, and Jimmy nodded again.




  “You will confess, Mr. Spedding,” he said easily, “that the Reale will is sufficiently unconventional to justify any departure from established custom on the part of the fortunate or unfortunate legatees.”




  Mr. Spedding made an impatient movement of his hand.




  “I do not inquire into your business,” Jimmy went on smoothly enough, “and I am wholly incurious as to in what strange manner you became acquainted with your late client, or what fees you received to undertake so extraordinary a commission; but I am satisfied that you are recompensed for such trifling inconveniences as — say — an after-dinner visit from myself.”




  Jimmy had a way of choosing his words, hesitating for the exact expression that would best convey every shade of his meaning. The lawyer, too, recognized the logic of the speech, and contented himself with a shrug which meant nothing.




  “I do not inquire into your motives,” Jimmy resumed; “it pleases me to believe that they are entirely disinterested, that your attitude is the ideal one as between client and agent.”




  His pause was longer this time, and the lawyer was piqued into interjecting an impatient— “Well?”




  “Well,” said Jimmy slowly, “believing all this, let us say, I am at a loss to know why at the reading of the will you gave us no indication of the existence of a key to this mysterious verse.”




  “There is no key,” said the lawyer quickly, and added, “so far as I know.”




  “That you did not tell us,” Jimmy went on, as though unconscious of any interruption, “of the big red envelope—”




  Spedding sprang to his feet white as death. “The envelope,” he stammered angrily, “what do you know — what envelope?”




  Jimmy’s hand waved him to his seat. “Let us have no emotions, no flights, no outraged honour, I beg of you, dear Mr. Spedding. I do not suggest that you have any sinister reasons for withholding information concerning what my friend Angel would call the ‘surprise packet’. In good time I do not doubt you would have disclosed its existence.”




  “I know of no red envelope,” said the lawyer doggedly.




  “I rather fancied you would say that,” said Jimmy, with a touch of admiration in his tone. “You are not the sort of fox to curl up and howl at the first bay of the hound — if you will permit the simile — indeed, you would have disappointed me if you had.”




  The lawyer paced the room. “Look here,” he said, coming to a halt before the semi-recumbent form that lay behind a haze of cigarette smoke in the armchair, “you’ve spent a great deal of your time telling me what I am, describing my many doubtful qualities, and hinting more or less broadly that I am a fairly representative scoundrel. May I ask what is is your ultimate object? Is it blackmail?” he demanded harshly.




  “No,” said Jimmy, by no means disconcerted by the brutality of the question. “Are you begging, or borrowing, or—”




  “Stealing?” murmured Jimmy lazily.




  “All that I have to say to you is, finish your business and go. Furthermore, you are at liberty to come with me tomorrow morning and search my office and question my clerks. I will accompany you to my banks, and to the strongroom I rent at the deposit. Search for this red envelope you speak about, and if you find it, you are at liberty to draw the worst deductions you will.”




  Jimmy pulled gently at his cigarette with reflective eyes cast upward to the ceiling. “Do you speak Spanish?” he asked.




  “No,” said the other impatiently.




  “It’s a pity,” said Jimmy, with a note of genuine regret. “Spanish is a very useful language — especially in the Argentine, for which delightful country, I understand, lawyers who betray their trust have an especial predilection. My Spanish needs a little furbishing, and only the other day I was practising with a man whose name, I believe, is Murrello. Do you know him?”




  “If you have completed your business, I will ring for the servant,” said the lawyer.




  “He told me — my Spaniard, I mean — a curious story. He comes from Barcelona, and by way of being a mason or something of the sort, was brought to England with some other of his fellow-countrymen to make some curious alterations to the house of a Senor in — er — Clapham of all places in the world.”




  The lawyer’s breath came short and fast.




  “From what I was able to gather,” Jimmy went on languidly, “and my Spanish is Andalusian rather than Catalonian, so that I missed some of his interesting narrative, these alterations partook of the nature of wonderfully concealed strongrooms — steel doors artfully covered with cheap wood carving, vaults cunningly constructed beneath innocent basement kitchens, little stairways in apparently solid walls and the like.”




  The levity went out of his voice, and he straightened himself in his chair.




  “I have no desire to search your office,” he said quietly, “or perhaps I should say no further desire, for I have already methodically examined every hole and corner. No,” he checked the words on Spedding’s lips, “no, it was not I who committed the blundering burglary you spoke of. You never found traces of me, I’ll swear. You may keep the keys of your strongroom, and I shall not trouble your bankers.”




  “What do you want?” demanded the lawyer shortly.




  “I want to see what you have got downstairs,” was the reply, and there was no doubting its earnestness, “and more especially do I want to see the red envelope.”




  The lawyer bent his brows in thought. His eyes were fixed unwaveringly on Jimmy’s. “Suppose,” he said slowly, “suppose that such an envelope did exist, suppose for the sake of argument these mysterious vaults and secret chambers are, as you suggest, in existence, what right have you, more than any other one of the beneficiaries under the will, to demand a private examination? Why should I give you an unfair advantage over them?”




  Jimmy rose to his feet and stretched himself before replying. “There is only one legatee whom I recognize,” he said briefly, “that is the girl. The money is hers. I do not want a farthing. I am equally determined that nobody else shall touch a penny — neither my young friend Connor “ — he stopped to give emphasis to the next two words— “nor yourself.”




  “Sir!” said the outraged Mr. Spedding.




  “Nor yourself, Mr. Spedding,” repeated Jimmy with conviction. “Let us understand each other thoroughly. You are, as I read you, a fairly respectable citizen. I would trust you with ten or a hundred thousand pounds without experiencing the slightest anxiety. I would not trust you with two millions in solid cash, nor would I trust any man. The magnitude of the sum is calculated to overwhelm your moral sense. The sooner the red envelope is in the possession of Angel Esquire the better for us all.”




  Spedding stood with bent head, his fingers nervously stroking his jaw, thinking.




  “An agile mind this,” thought Jimmy; “if I am not careful there will be trouble here.” He watched the lawyer’s face, and noticed the lines suddenly disappear from the troubled face, and the placid smile returning. “Conciliation and partial confession,” judged Jimmy, and his diagnosis was correct.




  “Well, Mr. Jimmy,” said Spedding, with some show of heartiness, “since you know so much, it may be as well to tell you more. As you have so cleverly discovered, my house to a great extent is a strongroom. There are many valuable documents that I could not with any confidence leave deposited at my office. They are safer here under my eye, so to speak. The papers of the late Mr. Reale are, I confess, in this house; but — now mark me — whether the red envelope you speak of is amongst these I do not know. There is a multitude of documents in connection with the case, all of which I have had no time to go through. The hour is late, but—” He paused irresolutely. “ — If you would care to inspect the mysteries of the basement “ — he smiled benevolently, and was his old self— “I shall be happy to have your assistance in a cursory search.”




  Jimmy was alert and watchful and to the point. “Lead the way,” he said shortly, and Spedding, after a moment’s hesitation, opened the door and Jimmy followed him into the hall.




  Contrary to his expectations, the lawyer led him upstairs, and through a plainly furnished bedroom to a small dressing room that opened off. There was a conventional wardrobe against the wall, and this Spedding opened. A dozen suits hung from hooks and stretchers, and the lawyer groped amongst these for a moment. Then there was a soft click, and the back of the wardrobe swung back. Spedding turned to his visitor with a quizzical smile.




  “Your friend Angel’s method of gaining admittance to the haunt of the ‘Borough Lot’ was not original. Come.”




  Jimmy stepped gingerly through into the darkness. He heard the snap of a button, and a soft glow of light revealed a tiny chamber, in which two men might comfortably stand upright. The back of the wardrobe closed, and they were alone in a little room about as large as an average cupboard. There was a steel lever on one side of the walls, and this the lawyer pulled cautiously. Jimmy felt a sinking sensation, and heard a faint, far-off buzzing of machinery.




  “An electric lift, I take it,” he said quietly.




  “An electric lift,” repeated the lawyer.




  Down, down, down they sank, till Jimmy calculated that they must be at least twenty feet below the street level. Then the lift slowed down and stopped at a door. Spedding opened this with a key he took from his pocket, and they stepped out into a chill, earthy darkness.




  “There’s a light here,” said the lawyer, and groped for the switch. They were in a large vaulted apartment lit from the roof. At one end a steel door faced them, and ranged about the vault on iron racks a number of black japanned boxes.




  Jimmy noted the inscriptions, and was a little surprised at the extent and importance of the solicitor’s practice. Spedding must have read his thoughts, for he turned with a smile.




  “Not particularly suggestive of a defaulting solicitor,” he said ironically.




  “Two million pounds,” replied Jimmy immediately, “that is my answer to you, Mr. Spedding. An enormous fortune for the reaching. I wouldn’t trust the Governors of the Bank of England.”




  Spedding may have been annoyed as he walked to the door in the wall and opened it, but he effectively concealed his annoyance. As the door fell backward, Jimmy saw a little apartment, four feet by six feet, with a roof he could touch with his hand. There was a fresh current of air, but from whence it came he could not discover. The only articles of furniture in the little cell were a writing table and a swing chair placed exactly beneath the electric lamp in the roof. Spedding pulled open a drawer in the desk.




  “I do not keep my desks locked here,” he said pleasantly enough. It was characteristic of him that he indulged in no preamble, no apologetic preliminaries, and that he showed no sign of embarrassment as he slipped his hand into the drawer, and drawing forth a bulky red envelope, threw it on to the desk. You might have forgotten that his last words were denials that the red envelope had existed.




  Jimmy looked at him curiously, and the lawyer returned his gaze.




  “A new type?” he asked.




  “Hardly,” said Jimmy cheerfully. “I once knew a man like you in the Argentine — he was hanged eventually.”




  “Curious,” mused the lawyer, “I have often thought I might be hanged, but have never quite seen why—” He nearly added something else, but checked himself.




  Jimmy had the red envelope in his hand and was examining it closely. It was heavily sealed with the lawyer’s own seal, and bore the inscription in Reale’s crabbed, illiterate handwriting, “Puzzle Ideas.”




  He weighed it and pinched it. There was a little compact packet inside.




  “I shall open this,” said Jimmy decisively. “You, of course, have already examined it.”




  The lawyer made no reply. Jimmy broke the seal of the envelope. Half his mind was busy in speculation as to its contents, the other half was engaged with the lawyer’s plans. Jimmy was too experienced a man to be deceived by the complaisance of the smooth Mr. Spedding. He watched his every move. All the while he was engaged in what appeared to be a concentrated examination of the packet his eyes never left the lawyer. That Spedding made no sign was a further proof in Jimmy’s eyes that the coup was to come.




  “We might as well examine the envelope upstairs as here,” said the lawyer. The other man nodded, and followed him from the cell. Spedding closed the steel door and locked it, then turned to Jimmy.




  “Do you notice,” he said with some satisfaction, “how skilfully this chamber is constructed?” He waved his hand round the larger vault, at the iron racks and the shiny black boxes.




  Jimmy was alert now. The lawyer’s geniality was too gratuitous, his remarks a trifle inapropos. It was like the lame introduction to a story which the teller was anxious to drag in at all hazards.




  “Here, for instance,” said the lawyer, tapping one of the boxes, “is what appears to be an ordinary deed box. As a matter of fact, it is an ingenious device for trapping burglars, if they should by any chance reach the vault. It is not opened by an ordinary key, but by the pressure of a button, either in my room or here.”




  He walked leisurely to the end of the vault, Jimmy following.




  For a man of his build Spedding was a remarkably agile man. Jimmy had underrated his agility. He realized this when suddenly the lights went out. Jimmy sprang for the lawyer, and struck the rough stone wall of the vault. He groped quickly left and right, and grasped only the air.




  “Keep quiet,” commanded Spedding’s calm voice from the other end of the chamber, “and keep cool. I am going to show you my burglar catcher.”




  Jimmy’s lingers were feeling along the wall for the switch that controlled the lights. As if divining his intention, the lawyer’s voice said—” The lights are out of control, Jimmy, and I am fairly well out of your reach.”




  “We shall see,” was Jimmy’s even reply.




  “And if you start shooting you will only make the atmosphere of this place a little more unbreathable than it is at present,” Spedding went on.




  Jimmy smiled in the darkness, and the lawyer heard the snap of a Colt pistol as his captive loaded.




  “Did you notice the little ventilator?” asked the lawyer’s voice again. “Well, I am behind that. Between my unworthy body and your nickel bullets there are two feet of solid masonry.”




  Jimmy made no reply, his pistol went back to his hip again. He had his electric lamp in his pocket, but prudently kept it there. “Before we go any further,” he said slowly, “will you be good enough to inform me as to your intentions?”




  He wanted three minutes, he wanted them very badly; perhaps two minutes would be enough. All the time the lawyer was speaking he was actively employed. He had kicked off his shoes when the lights went out, and now he stole round the room, his sensitive hands flying over the stony walls.




  “As to my intentions,” the lawyer was saying, “it must be fairly obvious to you that I am not going to hand you over to the police. Rather, my young friend, in the vulgar parlance of the criminal classes, I am going to ‘do you in’, meaning thereby, if you will forgive the legal terminology, that I shall assist you to another and, I hope, though I am not sanguine, a better world.”




  He heard Jimmy’s insolent laugh in the blackness.




  “You are a man after my own heart, Jimmy,” he went on regretfully. “I could have wished that I might have been spared this painful duty; but it is a duty, one that I owe to society and myself.”




  “You are an amusing person,” said Jimmy’s voice.




  “I am glad you think so. Jimmy, my young friend, I am afraid our conversation must end here. Do you know anything of chemistry?”




  “A little.”




  “Then you will appreciate my burglar catcher,” said Spedding, with uncanny satisfaction. “You, perhaps, noticed the japanned box with the perforated lid? You did? Good! There are two compartments, and two chemicals in certain quantities kept apart. My hand is on the key now that will combine them. When cyanide of potassium is combined with sulphuric acid, do you know what gas is formed?”




  Jimmy did not reply. He had found what he had been searching for. His talk with the Spanish builder had been to some purpose. It was a little stony projection from the wall. He pressed it downward, and was sensible of a sensation of coldness. He reached out his hand, and found where solid wall had been a blank space.




  “Do you hear, Jimmy?” asked the lawyer’s voice.




  “I hear,” replied Jimmy, and felt for the edge of the secret door. His fingers sliding down the smooth surface of the flange encountered the two catches.




  “It is hydrocyanic acid,” said the lawyer’s smooth voice, and Jimmy heard the snap of the button. “Goodbye,” said the lawyer’s voice again, and Jimmy reeled back through the open doorway swinging the door behind him, and carrying with him a whiff of air heavily laden with the scent of almonds.




  VII. What the Red Envelope Held
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  “My dear Angel,” wrote Jimmy, “I commend to you one Mr. Spedding, an ingenious man. If by chance you ever wish to visit him, do so in business hours. If you desire to examine his most secret possession, effect an entrance into a dreary-looking house at the corner of Cley’s Road, a stone’s-throw from ‘High Holly Lodge’. It is marked in plain characters ‘To Let,’ In the basement you will find a coal-cellar. Searching the coal-cellar diligently, you will discover a flight of stone steps leading to a subterranean passage, which burrows under the ground until it arrives at friend Spedding’s particular private vault. If this reads like a leaf torn from Dumas or dear Harrison Ainsworth it is not my fault. I visited our legal adviser last night, and had quite a thrilling evening. That I am alive this morning is a tribute to my caution and foreseeing wisdom. The result of my visit is this: I have the key of the ‘safe-word’ in my hands. Come and get it.”




  Angel found the message awaiting him when he reached Scotland Yard that morning. He too had spent sleepless hours in a futile attempt to unravel the mystery of old Reale’s doggerel verse.




  A telegram brought Kathleen Kent to town. Angel met her at a quiet restaurant in Rupert Street, and was struck by the delicate beauty of this slim girl with the calm, gray eyes. She greeted him with a sad little smile.




  “I was afraid you would never see me again after my outburst of the other night,” she said. “This — this — person is a friend of yours?”




  “Jimmy?” asked the detective cheerily. “Oh, yes, Jimmy’s by way of being a friend; but he deserved all you said, and he knows it, Miss Kent.”




  The girl’s face darkened momentarily as she thought of Jimmy. “I shall never understand,” she said slowly, “how a man of his gifts allowed himself to become—”




  “But,” protested the detective, “he told you he took no part in the decoying of your father.”




  The girl turned with open-eyed astonishment. “Surely you do not expect me to believe his excuses,” she cried.




  Angel Esquire looked grave. “That is just what I should ask you to believe,” he said quietly. “Jimmy makes no excuses, and he would certainly tell no lie in extenuation of his faults.”




  “But — but,” said Kathleen, bewildered, “he is a thief by his own showing — a bad man.”




  “A thief,” said Angel soberly, “but not a bad man. Jimmy is a puzzle to most people. To me he is perfectly understandable; that is because I have too much of the criminal in my own composition, perhaps.”




  “I wish, oh, how I wish I had your faith in him! Then I could absolve him from suspicion of having helped ruin my poor father.”




  “I think you can do that,” said the detective almost eagerly. “Believe me, Jimmy is not to be judged by conventional standards. If you ask me to describe him, I would say that he is a genius who works in an eccentric circle that sometimes overlaps, sometimes underreaches the rigid circle of the law. If you asked me as a policeman, and if I was his bitterest enemy, what I could do with Jimmy, I should say, ‘Nothing’. I know of no crime with which I could charge him, save at times with associating with doubtful characters. As a matter of fact, that equally applies to me. Listen, Miss Kent. The first big international case I figured in was a gigantic fraud on the Egyptian Bank. Some four hundred thousand pounds were involved, and whilst from the outsider’s point of view Jimmy was beyond suspicion, yet we who were working at the case suspected him, and pretty strongly. The men who owned the bank were rich Egyptians, and the head of all was a Somebody-or-other-Pasha, as great a scoundrel as ever drew breath. It is impossible to tell a lady exactly how big a scoundrel he was, but you may guess. Well, the Pasha knew it was Jimmy who had done the trick, and we knew, but we dare not say so. The arrest of Jimmy would have automatically ruined the banker. That was where I realized the kind of man I had to deal with, and I am always prepared when Jimmy’s name is mentioned in connection with a big crime to discover that his victim deserved all he got, and a little more.”




  The girl gave a little shiver. “It sounds dreadful. Cannot such a man as that employ his talents to a greater advantage?”




  Angel shrugged his shoulders despairingly. “I’ve given up worrying about misapplied talents; it is a subject that touches me too closely,” he said. “But as to Jimmy, I’m rather glad you started the conversation in that direction, because I’m going to ask you to meet him today.”




  “Oh, but I couldn’t,” she began.




  “You are thinking of what happened on the night the will was read? Well, you must forget that. Jimmy has the key to the verse, and it is absolutely imperative that you should be present this afternoon.”




  With some demur, she consented. In the sittingroom of Jimmy’s flat the three sat round a table littered with odds and ends of papers. The girl had met him with some trepidation, and his distant bow had done more to assure her than had he displayed a desire to rehabilitate himself in her good opinion.




  Without any preliminaries, Jimmy showed the contents of the packet. He did not explain to the girl by what means he had come into possession of them.




  “Of all these papers,” began Jimmy, tapping the letter before him, “only one is of any service, and even that makes confusion worse confounded. Reale had evidently had this cursed cryptogram in his mind for a long time. He had made many experiments, and rejected many. Here is one.”




  He pushed over a card, which bore a few words in Reale’s characteristic hand. Angel read: —




  “The word of five letters I will use, namely: 1. White every 24 sec. 2. Fixed white and red. 3. White group two every 30 sec. 4. Group occ. white red sec. 30 sec. 5. Fixed white and red.”




  Underneath was written:




  “No good; too easy.”




  The detective’s brows were bent in perplexity. “I’m blessed if I can see where the easiness comes in,” he said. “To me it seems so much gibberish, and as difficult as the other.”




  Jimmy noted the detective’s bewilderment with a quiet smile of satisfaction. He did not look directly at the girl, but out of the corner of his eyes he could see her eager young face bent over the card, her pretty forehead wrinkled in a despairing attempt to decipher the curious document.




  “Yet it was easy,” he said, “and if Reale had stuck to that word, the safe would have been opened by now.”




  Angel pored over the mysterious clue. “The word, as far as I can gather,” said Jimmy, “is ‘smock,’ but it may be—”




  “How on earth—” began Angel in amazement.




  “Oh, it’s easy,” said Jimmy cheerfully, “and I am surprised that an old traveller like yourself should have missed it.”




  “Group occ. white red sec. 30 sec.,” read Angel.




  Jimmy laughed.




  It was the first time the girl had seen this strange man throw aside his habitual restraint, and she noted with an unaccountable satisfaction that he was decidedly handsome when amused.




  “Let me translate it for you,” said Jimmy. “Let me expand it into, ‘Group occulting White with Red Sectors every Thirty Seconds.’ Now do you understand?”




  Angel shook his head. “You may think I am shockingly dense,” he said frankly, “but even with your lucid explanation I am still in the dark.”




  Jimmy chuckled. “Suppose you went to Dover tonight, and sat at the end of the Admiralty Pier. It is a beautiful night, with stars in the sky, and you are looking toward France, and you see — ?”




  “Nothing,” said Angel slowly; “a few ships’ lights, perhaps, and the flash of the Calais Lighthouse—”




  “The occulting flash?” suggested Jimmy.




  “The occ.! By Jove!”




  “Glad you see it,” said Jimmy briskly. “What old Reale did was to take the names of five famous lights — any nautical almanac will give you them: Sanda. Milford Haven. Orkneys. Caldy Island. Kinnaird Head. They form an acrostic, and the initial letters form the work ‘smock ‘; but it was too easy — and too hard, because there are two or three lights, particularly the fixed lights, that are exactly the same, so he dropped that idea.”




  Angel breathed an admiring sigh. “Jimmy, you’re a wonder,” he said simply.




  Jimmy, busying himself amongst the papers, stole a glance at the girl.




  “I am very human,” he thought, and was annoyed at the discovery.




  “Now we come to the more important clue,” he said, and smoothed a crumpled paper on the table. “This, I believe, to have a direct bearing on the verse.”




  Then three heads came close together over the scrawled sheet.




  “A picture of a duck, which means T,” spelt Angel, “and that’s erased; and then it is a snake that means T—”




  Jimmy nodded.




  “In Reale’s verse,” he said deliberately, “there are six words; outside of those six words I am convinced the verse has no meaning. Six words strung together, and each word in capitals. Listen.”




  He took from his pocketbook the familiar slip on which the verse was written:




  “Here’s a puzzle in language old, Find my meaning and get my gold. Take one BOLT — just one, no more — Fix it on behind a DOOR. Place it at a river’s MOUTH East or west or north or south. Take some LEAVES and put them whole In some WATER in a BOWL. I found this puzzle in a book From which some mighty truths were took.”




  “There are six words,” said Jimmy, and scribbled them down as he spoke:




  “Bolt (or Bolts). Leave (or Leaves). Door. Water. Mouth. Bowl. Each one stands for a letter — but what letter?”




  “It’s rather hopeless if the old man has searched round for all sorts of out-of-the-way objects, and allowed them to stand for letters of the alphabet,” said Angel.




  The girl murmured something, and met Jimmy’s inquiring eyes.




  “I was only saying,” she said hesitatingly, “that there seems to be a method in all this.”




  “Except,” said Jimmy, “for this,” and he pointed to the crossed-out duck.




  “By that it would seem that Reale chose his symbols haphazard, and that the duck not pleasing him, he substituted the snake.”




  “But,” said Kathleen, addressing Angel, “doesn’t it seem strange that an illiterate man like Mr. Reale should make even these rough sketches unless he had a model to draw from?”




  “Miss Kent is right,” said Jimmy quickly.




  “And,” she went on, gaining confidence as she spoke, “is there not something about these drawings that reminds you of something?”




  “Of what?” asked Angel.




  “I cannot tell,” she replied, shaking her head; “and yet they remind me of something, and worry me, just as a bar of music that I cannot play worries me. I feel sure that I have seen them before, that they form a part of some system—” She stopped suddenly. “I know,” she continued in a lower voice; “they are associated in my mind — with — with the Bible.”




  The two men stared at her in blank astonishment.




  Then Jimmy sprang to his feet, alight with excitement. “Yes, yes,” he cried. “Angel, don’t you see? The last two lines of Reale’s doggerel —




  “‘I found this puzzle in a book From which some mighty truths were took’”




  “Go on, go on, Miss Kent,” cried Angel eagerly. “You are on the right track. Try to think—”




  Kathleen hesitated, then turned to Jimmy to address the first remark she had directed to him personally that day.




  “You haven’t got — ?”




  Jimmy’s smile was a little hard. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Miss Kent, but I have got a copy,” he said, with a touch of bitterness in his tone.




  He walked to the bookcase at one end of the room and reached down the book — a well-worn volume — and placed it before her.




  The rebuke in his voice was deserved, she felt that. She turned the leaves over quickly, but inspiration seemed to have died, for there was nothing in the sacred volume that marshalled her struggling thoughts.




  “Is it a text?” asked Angel.




  She shook her head. “It is — something,” she said. “That sounds vague, doesn’t it? I thought if I had the book in my hand, it would recall everything.”




  Angel was intently studying the rebus. “Here’s one letter, anyway. You said that, Jimmy?”




  “The door?” said Jimmy. “Yes, that’s fairly evident. Whatever the word is, its second letter is ‘P’. You see Reale’s scribbled notes? All these are no good, the other letters are best, I suppose it means; so we can cut out ‘T,’ ‘O,’ and ‘K’. The best clue of all,” he went on, “is the notes about the ‘professor’. You see them:




  “Mem: To get the professor’s new book on it.




  “Mem: To do what the professor thinks right.




  “Mem: To write to professor about—’




  “Now the questions are: Who is the professor, what is his book, and what did he advise? Reale was in correspondence with him, that is certain; in his desire for accuracy, Reale sought his advice. In all these papers there is no trace of a letter, and if any book exists it is still in Sped — it is still in the place from whence this red envelope came.”




  The two men exchanged a swift glance.




  “Yes,” said Angel, as if answering the other’s unspoken thought, “it might be done.”




  The girl looked from one to the other in doubt.




  “Does this mean an extra risk?” she asked quietly. “I have not questioned you as to how this red envelope came into your possession, but I have a feeling that it was not obtained without danger.”




  Angel disregarded Jimmy’s warning frown. He was determined that the better side of his strange friend’s character should be made evident to the girl.




  “Jimmy faced death in a particularly unpleasant form to secure the packet, Miss Kent,” he said.




  “Then I forbid any further risk,” she said spiritedly. “I thought I had made it clear that I would not accept favours at your friend’s hands; least of all do I want the favour of his life.”




  Jimmy heard her unmoved. He had a bitter tongue when he so willed, and he chose that moment. “I do not think you can too strongly impress upon Miss Kent the fact that I am an interested party in this matter,” he said acidly. “As she refused my offer to forego my claim to a share of the fortune, she might remember that my interest in the legacy is at least as great as hers. I am risking what I risk, not so much from the beautifully quixotic motives with which she doubtless credits me, as from a natural desire to help myself.”




  She winced a little at the bluntness of his speech; then recognizing she was in the wrong, she grew angry with herself at her indiscretion.




  “If the book is — where these papers were, it can be secured,” Jimmy continued, regaining his suavity. “If the professor is still alive he will be found, and by tomorrow I shall have in my possession a list of every book that has ever been written by a professor of anything.” Some thought tickled him, and he laughed for the second time that afternoon. “There’s a fine course of reading for us all,” he said with a little chuckle. “Heaven knows into what mysterious regions the literary professor will lead us. I know one professor who has written a treatise on Sociology that runs into ten volumes, and another who has spoken his mind on Inductive Logic to the extent of twelve hundred closely-printed pages. I have in my mind’s eye a vision of three people sitting amidst a chaos of thoughtful literature, searching ponderous tomes for esoteric references to bolts, door, mouth, et cetera.”




  The picture he drew was too much for the gravity of the girl, and her friendship with the man who was professedly a thief, and by inference something worse, began with a ripple of laughter that greeted his sally.




  Jimmy gathered up the papers, and carefully replaced them in the envelope. This he handed to Angel. “Place this amongst the archives,” he said flippantly.




  “Why not keep it here?” asked Angel in surprise.




  Jimmy walked to one of the three French windows that opened on to a small balcony. He took a rapid survey of the street, then beckoned to Angel. “Do you see that man?” He pointed to a lounger sauntering along on the opposite sidewalk. “Yes.”




  Jimmy walked back to the centre of the room. “That’s why,” he said simply. “There will be a burglary here tonight or tomorrow night. People aren’t going to let a fortune slip through their fingers without making some kind of effort to save it.”




  “What people?” demanded the girl. “You mean those dreadful men who took me away?”




  “That is very possible,” said Jimmy, “although I was thinking of somebody else.”




  The girl had put on her wrap, and stood irresolutely near the door, and Angel was waiting. “Goodbye,” she said hesitatingly. “I — I am afraid I have done you an injustice, and — and I want to thank you for all you have undergone for me. I know — I feel that I have been ungracious, and—”




  “You have done me no injustice,” said Jimmy in a low voice. “I am all that you thought I was — and worse.”




  She held out her hand to him, and he raised it to his lips, which was unlike Jimmy.




  VIII. Old George
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  A stranger making a call in that portion of North Kensington which lies in the vicinity of Ladbroke Grove by some mischance lost his way. He wandered through many prosperous crescents and quiet squares redolent of the opulence of the upper middle classes, through broad avenues where neat broughams stood waiting in small carriage-drives, and once he blundered into a tidy mews, where horsy men with great hissings made ready the chariots of the Notting Hill plutocracy. It may be that he was in no particular hurry to arrive at his destination, this stranger — who has nothing to do with the story — but certainly he did not avail himself of opportunity in the shape of a passing policeman, and continued his aimless wanderings. He found Kensington Park Road, a broad thoroughfare of huge gardens and walled forecourts, then turned into a side street. He walked about twenty paces, and found himself in the heart of slumland. It is no ordinary slum this little patch of property that lies between Westbourne Grove and Kensington Park Road. There are no tumbled-down hovels or noisome passages; there are streets of houses dignified with flights of steps that rise to pretentious street doors and areas where long dead menials served the need of the lower middle classes of other days. The streets are given over to an army of squalling children in varying styles of dirtiness, and the halls of these houses are bare of carpet or covering, and in some the responsibility of leasehold is shared by eight or nine families, all pigging together. They are streets of slatternly women, who live at their front doors, arms rolled under discoloured aprons, and on Saturday nights one street at least deserves the pithy but profane appellation which the police have given it— “Little Hell.” In this particular thoroughfare it is held that of all sins the greatest is that which is associated — with “spying.” A “spy” is a fairly comprehensive phrase in Cawdor Street. It may mean policeman, detective, school — board official, rent collector, or the gentleman appointed by the gas company to extract pennies from the slot-meters.




  To Cawdor Street came a man who rented one of the larger houses. To the surprise of the agent, he offered his rent monthly in advance; to the surprise of the street, he took no lodgers. It was the only detached house in that salubrious road, and was No. 49. The furniture came by night, which is customary amongst people who concentrate their last fluttering rag of pride upon the respectability of their household goods. Cawdor Street, on the qui vive for the lady of the house, learns with genuine astonishment that there was none, and that the newcomer was a bachelor. Years ago No. 49 had been the abode of a jobbing builder, hence the little yard gate that flanked one side; and it was with satisfaction that the Cawdor Streeters discovered that the new occupant intended reviving the ancient splendour of the establishment. At any rate, a board was prominently displayed, bearing the inscription:




  J. JONES, BUILDER AND CONTRACTOR.




  and the inquisitive Mr. Lane (of 76), who caught a momentary vision of the yard through the gate, observed “Office” printed in fairly large letters over the side door. At stated hours, mostly in the evening, roughly-dressed men called at the “Office,” stayed a while, and went away. Two dilapidated ladders made their appearance in the yard, conspicuously lifting their perished rungs above the gate level.




  “I tried to buy an old builder’s cart and wheelbarrow today,” said “Mr. Jones” to a workman. “I’ll probably get it tomorrow at my own price, and it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get a few sacks of lime and a couple of cartloads of sand and bricks in, also a few road pitchers to give it a finishing touch.”




  The workman grinned. “You’ve got this place ready in time, Connor,” he said. Mr. Connor — for such “J. Jones, Builder and Contractor” was — nodded and picked his teeth meditatively with a match stick.




  “I’ve seen for a long time the other place was useless,” he said with a curse. “It was bad luck that Angel found us there last week. I’ve been fixing up this house for a couple of months. It’s a nice neighbourhood, where people don’t go nosing around, and the boys can meet here without anybody being the wiser.”




  “And old George?”




  “We’ll settle him tonight,” said the other with a frown. “Bat is bringing him over, and I want to know how he came to let Angel get at us.”




  Old George had always been a problem to the “Borough Lot.” He held the position of trust that many contended no demented old man should hold.




  “Was it safe or sane to trust him with the plate that had been so laboriously acquired from Roebury House, and the jewels of Lady Ivy Task-Hender, for the purloining of which one “Hog” Stander was at that very moment doing seven stretch? Was it wise to install him as custodian of the empty house at Blackwall, through which Angel Esquire gained admittance to the meeting-place of the “Borough Lot”? Some there were who said “Yes,” and these included the powerful faction that numbered “Bat” Sands, “Curt” Goyle, and Connor amongst them. They contended that suspicion would never rest on this halfwitted old gentleman, with his stuffed birds, his goldfish, caged rabbits and mice, a view that was supported by the fact that Lady Ivy’s priceless diamonds lay concealed for months in the false bottom of a hutch devoted to guinea pigs in old George’s strange menagerie, what time the police were turning London inside out in their quest for the property.”




  But now old George was under a cloud. Notwithstanding the fact that he had been found amongst his live stock securely bound to a chair, with a handkerchief over his mouth, suspicion attached to him. How had Angel worked away in the upper room without old George’s knowledge? Angel might have easily explained. Indeed, Angel might have relieved their minds to a very large extent in regard to old George, for in marking down the haunt of the “Borough Lot” he had been entirely deceived as to the part played by the old man who acted as “caretaker” to the “empty” house. In a four-wheeled cab old George, smiling foolishly and passing his hand from time to time over his tremulous mouth, listened to the admonitions of Mr. Bat Sands.




  “Connor wants to know all about it,” said Bat menacingly, “and if you have been playing tricks, old man, the Lord help you.”




  “The Lord help me,” smiled old George complacently. He ran his dirty lingers through his few scanty white locks, and the smile died out of his face, and his loose mouth dropped pathetically.




  “Mr. Sands,” he said, then stopped; then he repeated the name to himself a dozen times; then he rubbed his head again. Bat, leaning forward to catch what might be a confession, sank back again in his seat and swore softly.




  In the house of “J. Jones, Builder and Contractor,” were gathered in strength the men who composed the “Borough Lot.”




  “Suppose he gave us away,” asked Goyle, “what shall we do with him?”




  There was little doubt as to the feeling of the meeting. A low animal growl, startling in its ferocity, ran through the gathering.




  “If he’s given us away” — it was Vinnis with his dull fishlike eyes turned upon Connor who was talking— “why, we must ‘out’ him.”




  “You’re talking like a fool,” said Connor contemptuously. “If he has given us away, you may rest assured that he is no sooner in this house than the whole place will be surrounded by police. If Angel knows old George is one of us, he’ll be watched day and night, and the cab that brings him will be followed by another bringing Angel. No, I’ll stake my life on the old man. But I want to know how Mr. Cursed Angel got into the house next door.”




  They had not long to wait, for Bat’s knock came almost as Connor finished speaking. Half led, half dragged into the room, old George stood, fumbling his hat in his hand, smiling helplessly at the dark faces that met his. He muttered something under his breath. “What’s that?” asked Connor sharply. “I said, a gentleman—” began old George, then lapsed into silence. “What gentleman?” asked Connor roughly.




  “I am speaking of myself,” said the old man, and there came into his face a curious expression of dignity. “I say, and I maintain, that a gentleman is a gentleman whatever company he affects. At my old college I once reproved an undergraduate.” He was speaking with stately, almost pompous distinctness. “I said, ‘There is an axiom to which I would refer you, De gustibus non est disputandum, and — and—’”




  His shaking fingers went up again to the telltale mouth, and the vacant smile came back.




  “Look here,” said Connor, shaking his arm, “we don’t want to know anything about your damned college; we want to know how Angel got into our crib.”




  The old man looked puzzled. “Yes, yes,” he muttered; “of course, Mr. Connor, you have been most kind — the crib — ah! — the young man who wanted to rent or hire the room upstairs.”




  “Yes, yes,” said Connor eagerly.




  “A most admirable young man,” old George rambled on, “but very inquisitive. I remember once, when I was addressing a large congregation of young men at Cheltenham — or it may have been young ladies—”




  “Curse the man!” cried Goyle in a fury. “Make him answer, or stop his mouth.”




  Connor warned him back. “Let him talk in his own way,” he said.




  “This admirable person,” the old man went on, happily striking on the subject again, “desired information that I was not disposed to give, Mr. Connor, remembering your many kindnesses, particularly in respect to one Mr. Vinnis.”




  “Yes, go on,” urged Connor, and the face of Vinnis was tense.




  “I fear there are times when my usually active mind takes on a sluggishness which is foreign to my character — my normal character” — old George was again the pedant— “when the unobservant stranger might be deceived into regarding me as a negligible quantity. The admirable young man so far treated me as such as to remark to his companion that there was a rope — yes, distinctly a rope — for the said Mr. Vinnis.”




  The face of Vinnis was livid.




  “And,” asked Connor, “What happened next? There were two of them, were there?”




  The old man nodded gravely; he nodded a number of times, as though the exercise pleased him. “The other young man — not the amiable one, but another — upon finding that I could not rent or hire the rooms — as indeed I could not, Mr. Connor, without your permission — engaged me in conversation — very loudly he spoke, too — on the relative values of cabbage and carrot as food for herbaceous mammals. Where the amiable gentleman was at that moment I cannot say—”




  “I can guess,” thought Connor.




  “I can remember the occasion well,” old George continued, “because that night I was alarmed and startled by strange noises from the empty rooms upstairs, which I very naturally and properly concluded were caused—” He stopped, and glancing fearfully about the room, went on in a lower tone. “By certain spirits,” he whispered mysteriously, and pointed and leered first at one and then another of the occupants of the room. There was something very eerie in the performance of the strange old man with the queerly working face, and more than one hardened criminal present shivered a little.




  Connor broke the silence that fell on the room. “So that’s how it was done, eh? One held you in conversation while the other got upstairs and hid himself? Well, boys, you’ve heard the old man. What d’ye say?” Vinnis shifted in his seat and turned his great unemotional face to where the old man stood, still fumbling with his hat and muttering to himself beneath his breath; in some strange region whither his poor wandering mind had taken him he was holding a conversation with an imaginary person. Connor could see his eyebrows working, and caught scraps of sentences, now in some strange dead tongue, now in the stilted English of the schoolmaster. It was Vinnis who spoke for the assembled company.




  “The old man knows a darned sight too much,” he said in his level tone.




  “I’m for—” He did not finish his sentence. Connor took a swift survey of the men. “If there is any man here,” he said slowly, “who wants to wake up at seven o’clock in the morning and meet a gentleman who will strap his hands behind him and a person who will pray over him — if there’s any man here that wants a short walk after breakfast between two lines of warders to a little shed where a brand new rope is hanging from the roof, he’s at liberty to do what he likes with old George, but not in this house.”




  He fixed his eyes on Vinnis. “And if there’s any man here,” he went on, “who’s already in the shadow of the rope, so that one or two murders more won’t make much difference one way or the other, he can do as he likes — outside this house.”




  Vinnis shrank back. “There’s nothing against me,” he growled.




  “The rope,” muttered the old man, “Vinnis for the rope,” he chuckled to himself. “I fear they counted too implicitly upon the fact that I am not always quite myself — Vinnis—”




  The man he spoke of sprang to his feet with a snarl like a trapped beast.




  “Sit down, you.” Bat Sands, with his red head close cropped, thrust his chair in the direction of the infuriated Vinnis. “What Connor says is true — we’re not going to croak the old man, and we’re not going to croak ourselves. If we hang, it will be something worth hanging for. As to the old man, he’s soft, an’ that’s all you can say. He’s got to be kept close—”




  A rap at the door cut him short. “Who’s that?” he whispered.




  Connor tiptoed to the locked door. “Who’s there?” he demanded.




  A familiar voice reassured him, and he opened the door and held a conversation in a low voice with somebody outside. “There’s a man who wants to see me,” he said in explanation. “Lock the door after I leave, Bat,” and he went out quickly. Not a word was spoken, but each after his own fashion of reasoning drew some conclusion from Connor’s hasty departure.




  “A full meetin’,” croaked a voice from the back of the room. “We’re all asked here by Connor. Is it a plant?”




  That was Bat’s thought too. “No,” he said; “there’s nothin’ against us. Why, Angel let us off only last week because there wasn’t evidence, an’ Connor’s straight.”




  “I don’t trust him, by God!” said Vinnis. “I trust nobody,” said Bat doggedly, “but Connor’s straight—”




  There was a rap on the door. “Who’s there?”




  “All right!” said the muffled voice. Bat unlocked the door, and Connor came in. What he had seen or what he had heard had brought about a marvellous change in his appearance — his cheeks were a dull red, and his eyes blazed with triumph. “Boys,” he said, and they caught the infectious thrill in his voice, “I’ve got the biggest thing for you — a million pounds, share and share alike.”




  He felt rather than heard the excitement his words caused. He stood with his back to the half-opened door.




  “I’m going to introduce a new pal,” he rattled on breathlessly. “I’ll vouch for him.”




  “Who is he?” asked Bat. “Do we know him?”




  “No,” said Connor, “and you’re not expected to know him. But he’s putting up the money, and that’s good enough for you, Bat — a hundred pounds a man, and it will be paid tonight.” Bat Sands spat on his hand. “Bring him in. He’s good enough,” and there was a murmur of approval. Connor disappeared for a moment, and returned followed by a well-dressed stranger, who met the questioning glances of his audience with a quiet smile.




  His eyes swept over every face. They rested for a moment on Vinnis, they looked doubtfully at old George, who, seated on a chair with crossed legs and his head bent, was talking with great rapidity in an undertone to himself.




  “Gentlemen,” said the stranger, “I have come with the object of gaining your help. Mr. Connor has told me that he has already informed you about Reale’s millions. Briefly, I have decided to forestall other people, and secure the money for myself. I offer you a half share of the money, to be equally divided amongst you, and as an earnest of my intention, I am paying each man who is willing to help me a hundred pounds down.”




  He drew from one of his pockets a thick package of notes, and from two other pockets similar bundles. He handed them to Connor, and the hungry eyes of the “Borough Lot” focused upon the crinkling paper.




  “What I shall ask you to do,” the stranger proceeded, “I shall tell you later—”




  “Wait a bit,” interrupted Bat. “Who else is in this?”




  “We alone,” replied the man.




  “Is Jimmy in it?”




  “No.”




  “Is Angel in it?”




  “No” (impatiently).




  “Go on,” said Bat, satisfied.




  “The money is in a safe that can only be opened by a word. That word nobody knows — so far. The clue to the word was stolen a few nights ago from the lawyer in charge of the case by — Jimmy.” He paused to note the effect of his words.




  “Jimmy has passed the clue on to Scotland Yard, and we cannot hope to get it.”




  “Well?” demanded Bat.




  “What we can do,” the other went on, “is to open the safe with something more powerful than a word.”




  “But the guard!” said Bat. “There’s an armed guard kept there by the lawyer.”




  “We can arrange about the guard,” said the other.




  “Why not get at the lawyer?” It was Curt Goyle who made the suggestion.




  The stranger frowned. “The lawyer cannot be got at,” he said shortly. “Now, are you with me?”




  There was no need to ask. Connor was sorting the notes into little bundles on the table, and the men came up one by one, took their money, and after a few words with Connor took their leave, with an awkward salutation to the stranger.




  Bat was the last to go. “Tomorrow night — here,” muttered Connor.




  He was left alone with the newcomer, save for the old man, who hadn’t changed his attitude, and was still in the midst of some imaginary conversation.




  “Who is this?” the stranger demanded.




  Connor smiled. “An old chap as mad as a March hare. A gentleman, too, and a scholar; talks all sorts of mad languages — Latin and Greek and the Lord knows what. He’s been a schoolmaster, I should say, and what brought him down to this — drink or drugs or just ordinary madness — I don’t know.”




  The stranger looked with interest at the unconscious man, and old George, as if suddenly realizing that he was under scrutiny, woke up with a start and sat blinking at the other. Then he shuffled slowly to his feet and peered closely into the stranger’s face, all the time sustaining his mumbled conversation.




  “Ah,” he said in a voice rising from its inaudibility, “a gentleman! Pleased to meet you, sir, pleased to meet you. Omnia mutantur, nos et mutamur in illis, but you have not changed.” He relapsed again into mutterings.




  “I have never met him before,” the stranger said, turning to Connor.




  “Oh, old George always thinks he has met people,” said Connor with a grin.




  “A gentleman,” old George muttered, “every inch a gentleman, and a munificent patron. He bought a copy of my book — you have read it? It is called — dear me, I have forgotten what it is called — and sent to consult me in his — ah ! — anagram—”




  “What?” The stranger’s face was ashen, and he gripped Connor by the arm.




  “Listen, listen!” he whispered fiercely. Old George threw up his head again and stared blandly at the stranger.




  “A perfect gentleman,” he said with pathetic insolence, “invariably addressing me as the ‘professor’ — a most delicate and gentlemanly thing to do.”




  He pointed a triumphant finger to the stranger. “I know you!” he cried shrilly, and his cracked laugh rang through the room. “Spedding, that’s your name! Lawyer, too. I saw you in the carriage of my patron.”




  “The book, the book!” gasped Spedding. “What was the name of your book?” Old George’s voice had dropped to its normal level when he replied with extravagant courtesy— “That is the one thing, sir, I can never remember.”




  IX. The Great Attempt
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  There are supercilious critics who sneer at Scotland Yard. They are quite unofficial critics, of course, writers of stories wherein figure amateur detectives of abnormal perspicuity, unravelling mysteries with consummate ease which have baffled the police for years. As a matter of fact, Scotland Yard stands for the finest police organization in the world. People who speak glibly of “police blunders” might remember one curious fact: in this last quarter of a century only one man has ever stood in the dock at the Old Bailey under the capital charge who has escaped the dread sentence of the law. Scotland Yard is patiently slow and terribly sure.




  Angel in his little room received a letter written in a sprawling, uneducated hand; it was incoherent and stained with tears and underlined from end to end. He read it through and examined the date stamp, then rang his bell. The messenger who answered him found him examining a map of London.




  “Go to the Record Office, and get EB. 93”, he said, and in five minutes the messenger came back with a thick folder bulging with papers. There were newspaper cuttings and plans and dreadful photographs, the like of which the outside world do not see, and there was a little key ticketed with an inscription.




  Angel looked through the dossier carefully, then read the woman’s letter again …




  Vinnis, the man with the dead-white face, finishing his late breakfast, and with the pleasurable rustle of new banknotes in his trouser pocket, strolled forth into Commercial Road, E. An acquaintance leaning against a public-house gave him a curt nod of recognition; a bedraggled girl hurrying homeward with her man’s breakfast in her apron shrank on one side, knowing Vinnis to her sorrow; a stray cur cringed up to him, as he stood for a moment at the edge of the road, and was kicked for its pains. Vinnis was entirely without sentiment, and besides, even though the money in his pocket compensated for most things, the memory of old George and his babbling talk worried him.




  Somebody on the other side of the road attracted his attention. It was a woman, and he knew her very well, therefore he ignored her beckoning hand. Two days ago he had occasion to reprove her, and he had seized the opportunity to summarily dissolve the informal union that had kept them together for five years. So he made no sign when the woman with the bruised face called him, but turned abruptly and walked towards Aldgate. He did not look round, but by and by he heard the patter of her feet behind, and once his name called hoarsely. He struck off into a side street with a raging devil inside him, then when they reached an unfrequented part of the road he turned on her.




  She saw the demon in his eyes, and tried to speak. She was a penitent woman at that moment, and hysterically ripe for confession, but the savage menace of the man froze her lips.




  “So,” he said, his thin mouth askew, “so after what I’ve said an’ what I’ve done you follow me, do you. Showing me up in the street, eh!” He edged closer to her, his fist doubled, and she, poor drab, fascinated by the snakelike glare of his dull eyes, stood rooted to the spot. Then with a snarl he struck her — once, twice — and she fell a huddled, moaning heap on the pavement.




  You may do things in Commercial Road, E., after “lighting-up time” that are not permissible in the broad light of the day, unless it be Saturday, and the few people who had been attracted by the promise of a row were indignant but passive, after the manner of all London crowds. Not so one quiet, middle-aged man, who confronted Vinnis as he began to walk away.




  “That was a particularly brutal thing to do,” said the quiet man. Vinnis measured him with his eye, and decided that this was not a man to be trifled with.




  “I’ve got nothing to say to you,” he said roughly, and tried to push past, but an iron grip was on his arm.




  “Wait a moment, my friend,” said the other steadily, “not so fast; you cannot commit a brutal assault in the open street like that without punishment. I must ask you to walk with me to the station.”




  “Suppose I won’t go?” demanded Vinnis.




  “I shall take you,” said the other. “I am Detective-Sergeant Jarvis from Scotland Yard.”




  Vinnis thought rapidly. There wasn’t much chance of escape; the street they were in was a cul-de-sac, and at the open end two policemen had made their appearance. After all, a “wife” assault was not a serious business, and the woman — well, she would swear it was an accident. He resolved to go quietly; at the worst it would be a month, so with a shrug of his shoulders he accompanied the detective. A small crowd followed them to the station. In the little steel dock he stood in his stockinged feet whilst a deft jailer ran his hands over him. With a stifled oath, he remembered the money in his possession; it was only ten pounds, for he had secreted the other, but ten pounds is a lot of money to be found on a person of his class, and generally leads to embarrassing inquiries. To his astonishment, the jailer who relieved him of the notes seemed in no whit surprised, and the inspector at the desk took the discovery as a matter of course. Vinnis remarked on the surprising number of constables there were on duty in the charge room. Then— “What is the charge?” asked the inspector, dipping his pen. “Wilful murder!” said a voice, and Angel Esquire crossed the room from the inspector’s office. “I charge this man with having on the night of the 17th of February… “ Vinnis, dumb with terror and rage, listened to the crisp tones of the detective as he detailed the particulars of an almost forgotten crime. It was the story of a country house burglary, a manservant who surprised the thief, a light in the dark, a shot and a dead man lying in the big drawingroom. It was an ordinary little tragedy, forgotten by everybody save Scotland Yard; but year by year unknown men had pieced together the scraps of evidence that had come to them; strand by strand had the rope been woven that was to hang a coldblooded murderer; last of all came the incoherent letter from a jealous woman — Scotland Yard waits always for a jealous woman — and the evidence was complete.




  “Put him in No. 14”, said the inspector. Then Vinnis woke up, and the six men on duty in the charge room found their time fully occupied. Vinnis was arrested, as Angel Esquire put it, “in the ordinary way of business.”




  Hundreds of little things happen daily at Scotland Yard in the ordinary way of business which, apparently unconnected one with the other, have an extraordinary knack of being in some remote fashion related. A burglary at Clapham was remarkable for the fact that a cumbersome mechanical toy was carried away in addition to other booty. A street accident in the Kingsland Road led to the arrest of a drunken carman. In the excitement of the moment a sneak-thief purloined a parcel from the van, was chased and captured. A weeping wife at the police station gave him a good character as husband and father. “Only last week he brought my boy a fine performin’ donkey,” An alert detective went home with her, recognized the mechanical toy from the description, and laid by the heels the notorious “Kingsland Road Lot.”




  The arrest of Vinnis was totally unconnected with Angel’s investigations into the mystery of Reale’s millions. He knew him as a “Borough man,” but did not associate him with the search for the word. None the less, there are certain formalities attached to the arrest of all bad criminals. Angel Esquire placed one or two minor matters in the hands of subordinates, and in two days one of these waited upon him in his office. “The notes, sir,” said the man, “were issued to Mr. Spedding on his private account last Monday morning. Mr. Spedding is a lawyer, of the firm of Spedding, Mortimer and Larach.”




  “Have you seen Mr. Spedding?” he asked. “Yes, sir. Mr. Spedding remembers drawing the money and paying it away to a gentleman who was sailing to America.”




  “A client?”




  “So far as I can gather,” said the subordinate, “the money was paid on behalf of a client for services. Mr. Spedding would not particularize.”




  Angel Esquire made a little grimace. “Lawyers certainly do queer things,” he said dryly. “Does Mr. Spedding offer any suggestion as to how the money came into this man’s possession?”




  “No, sir. He thinks he might have obtained it quite honestly. I understand that the man who received the money was a shady sort of customer.”




  “So I should imagine,” said Angel Esquire. Left alone, he sat in deep thought drawing faces on his blotting — pad. Then he touched a bell.




  “Send Mr. Carter to me,” he directed, and in a few minutes a bright-faced youth, lingering an elementary moustache, was awaiting his orders.




  “Carter,” said Angel cautiously, “it must be very dull work in the fingerprint department?”




  “I don’t know, sir,” said the other, a fairly enthusiastic ethnologist, “we’ve got-”




  “Carter,” said Angel more cautiously still, “are you on for a lark?”




  “Like a bird, sir,” said Carter, unconsciously humorous.




  “I want a dozen men, the sort of men who won’t talk to reporters, and will remain ‘unofficial’ so long as I want them to be,” said Angel, and he unfolded his plan. When the younger man had gone Angel drew a triangle on the blottingpad. “Spedding is in with the ‘Borough Lot’”, he put a cross against one angle.




  “Spedding knows I know,” he put a cross at the apex. “I know that Spedding knows I know,” he marked the remaining angle. “It’s Spedding’s move, and he’ll move damn quick.”




  The Assistant Commissioner came into the room at that moment.




  “Hullo, Angel!” he said, glancing at the figures on the pad. “What’s this, a new game?”




  “It’s an old game,” said Angel truthfully, “but played in an entirely new way.”




  Angel was not far wrong when he surmised that Spedding’s move would be immediate, and although the detective had reckoned without an unknown factor, in the person of old George, yet a variety of circumstances combined to precipitate the act that Angel anticipated. Not least of these was the arrest of Vinnis. After his interview with old George, Spedding had decided on a waiting policy. The old man had been taken to the house at Clapham. Spedding had been prepared to wait patiently until some freak of mind brought back the memory to the form of cryptogram he had advised. A dozen times a day he asked the old man— “What is your name?”




  “Old George, only old George,” was the invariable reply, with many grins and noddings.”




  “But your real name, the name you had when you were a professor.” But this would only start the old man off on a rambling reminiscence of his “munificent patron.”




  Connor came secretly to Clapham for orders. It was the night after Vinnis had been arrested. “We’ve got to move at once, Mr. Connor,” said the lawyer. Connor sat in the chair that had held Jimmy a few nights previous.




  “It is no use waiting for the old man to talk, the earlier plan was best.”




  “Has anything happened?” asked Connor. His onetime awe of the lawyer had merged in the familiarity of conspiratorship.




  “There was a detective at my office today inquiring about some notes that were found on Vinnis. Angel Esquire will draw his own conclusions, and we have no time to lose.”




  “We are ready,” said Connor. “Then let it be tomorrow night. I will withdraw the guard of commissionaires at the safe. I can easily justify myself afterwards.”




  An idea struck Connor. “Why not send another lot of men to relieve them? I can fix up some of the boys so that they’ll look like commissionaires.”




  Spedding’s eyes narrowed. “Yes,” he said slowly, “it could be arranged — an excellent idea.” He paced the room with long, swinging strides, his forehead puckered. “There are two reliefs,” he said, “one in the morning and one in the evening. I could send a note to the sergeant of the morning relief telling him that I had arranged for a new set of night men — I have changed them twice already, one cannot be too careful — and I could give you the necessary authority to take over charge.”




  “Better still,” said Connor, “instruct him to withdraw, leaving the place empty, then our arrival will attract no notice. Lombard Street must be used to the commissionaires going on guard.”




  “That is an idea,” said Spedding, and sat down to write the letter.




  The night of the great project turned out miserably wet. “So much the better,” muttered Connor, viewing the world from his Kensington fastness. The room dedicated to the use of the master of the house was plainly furnished, and on the bare deal table Connor had set his whisky down whilst he peered through the rain-blurred windows at the streaming streets.




  “England for work and Egypt for pleasure,” he muttered; “and if I get my share of the money, and it will be a bigger share than my friend Spedding imagines, it’s little this cursed country will see of Mr. Patrick Connor.”




  He drained off his whisky at a gulp, rubbed the steam from the windows, and looked down into the deserted street. Two men were walking toward the house. One, well covered by a heavy mackintosh cloak, moved with a long stride; the other, wrapped in a new overcoat, shuffled by his side, quickening his steps to keep up with his more energetic companion.




  “Spedding,” said Connor, “and old George. What is he bringing him here for?” He hurried downstairs to let them in. “Well?” asked Spedding, throwing his reeking coat off.




  “All’s ready,” answered Connor. “Why have you brought the old man?”




  “Oh, for company,” the lawyer answered carelessly. If the truth be told, Spedding still hoped that the old man would remember. That day old George had been exceedingly garrulous, almost lucidly so at times. Mr. Spedding still held on to the faint hope that the old man’s revelations would obviate the necessity for employing the “Borough Lot,” and what was more important, for sharing the contents of the safe with them. As to this latter part of the program, Mr. Spedding had plans which would have astonished Connor had he but known. But old George’s loquacity stopped short at the all-important point of instructing the lawyer on the question of the cryptogram. He had brought him along in the hope that at the eleventh hour the old man would reveal his identity. Unconscious of the responsibility that lay upon his foolish head, the old man sat in the upstairs room communing with himself.




  “We will leave him here,” said the lawyer, “he will be safe.”




  “Safe enough. I know him of old. He’ll sit here for hours amusing himself.”




  “And now, what about the men?” asked the lawyer. “Where do we meet them?”




  “We shall pick them up at the corner of Lombard Street, and they’ll follow me to the Safe Deposit.”




  “Ah!” They turned swiftly on old George, who with his chin raised and with face alert was staring at them. “Safe Deposit, Lombard Street,” he mumbled. “And a most excellent plan too — a most excellent plan.”




  The two men held their breath. “And quite an ingenious idea, sir. Did you say Lombard Street — a safe?” he muttered. “A safe with a word? And how to conceal the word, that’s the question. I am a man of honour, you may trust me.” He made a sweeping bow to some invisible presence. “Why not conceal your word thus?” Old George stabbed the palm of his hand with a grimy forefinger.




  “Why not? Have you read my book? It is only a little book, but useful, sir, remarkably useful. The drawings and the signs are most accurate. An eminent gentleman at the British Museum assisted me in its preparation. It is called — it is called—” He passed his hand wearily over his head, and slid down into his chair again, a miserable old man muttering foolishly.




  Spedding wiped the perspiration from his forehead. “Nearly, nearly!” he said huskily. “By Heavens! he nearly told us.”




  Connor looked at him with suspicion.




  “What’s all this about the book?” he demanded. “This is the second time old George has spoken like this. It’s to do with old Reale, isn’t it?”




  Spedding nodded.




  “Come,” said Connor, looking at his watch, “it’s time we were moving. We’ll leave the old man to look after the house. Here, George.”




  Old George looked up. “You’ll stay here, and not leave till we return. D’ye hear?”




  “I hear, Mr. Connor, sir,” said old George, with his curious assumption of dignity, “and hearing, obey.”




  As the two men turned into the night the rain pelted down and a gusty northwesterly wind blew into their faces.




  “George,” said Connor, answering a question, “oh, we’ve had him for years. One of the boys found him wandering about Limehouse with hardly any clothes to his back, and brought him to us. That was before I knew the ‘Borough Lot,’ but they used him as a blind. He was worth the money it cost to keep him in food.”




  Spedding kept the other waiting whilst he dispatched a long telegram from the Westbourne Grove Post Office. It was addressed to the master of the Polecat lying at Cardiff, and was reasonably unintelligible to the clerk. They found a hansom at the corner of Queen’s Road, and drove to the Bank; here they alighted and crossed to the Royal Exchange. Some men in uniform overcoats who were standing about exchanged glances with Connor, and as the two leaders doubled back to Lombard Street, followed them at a distance.




  “The guard left at four o’clock,” said Spedding, fitting the key of the heavy outer door. He waited a few minutes in the inky black darkness of the vestibule whilst Connor admitted the six uniformed men who had followed them.




  “Are we all here?” said Connor in a low voice. “Bat? Here! Goyle? Here! Lamby? Here!” One by one he called them by their names and they answered.




  “We may as well have a light,” said Spedding, and felt for the switch. The gleam of the electric lamps showed Spedding as pure a collection of scoundrels as ever disgraced the uniform of a gallant corps.




  “Now,” said Spedding in level tones, “are all the necessary tools here?”




  Bat’s grin was the answer. “If we can get an electric connection,” he said, “we’ll burn out the lock of the safe in half—”




  Spedding had walked to the inner door that led to the great hall, and was fumbling with the keys. Suddenly he started back. “Hark!” he whispered. “I heard a step in the hall.”




  Connor listened. “I hear nothing,” he began, when the inner door was thrown open, and a commissionaire, revolver in hand, stepped out.




  “Stand!” he cried. Then, recognizing Spedding, dropped the muzzle of his pistol.




  White with rage, Spedding stood amidst his ill-assorted bodyguard. In the searching white light of the electric lamps there was no mistaking their character. He saw the commissionaire eying them curiously.




  “I understood,” he said slowly, “that the guard had been relieved.”




  “No, sir,” said the man, and the cluster of uniformed men at the door of the inner hall confirmed this.




  “I sent orders this afternoon,” said Spedding between his teeth.




  “No orders have been received, sir,” and the lawyer saw the scrutinizing eye of the soldierly sentry pass over his confederates. “Is this the relief?” asked the guard, not attempting to conceal the contempt in his tone.




  “Yes,” said the lawyer.




  As the sentry saluted and disappeared into the hall Spedding drew Connor aside.




  “This is ruin,” he said quickly. “The safe must be cleared tonight. Tomorrow London will not hold me.”




  The sentry reappeared at the doorway and beckoned them in. They shuffled into the great hall, where in the half darkness the safe loomed up from its rocky pedestal, an eerie, mysterious thing. He saw Bat Sands glancing uncomfortably around the dim spaces of the building, and felt the impression of the loneliness.




  A man who wore the stripes of a sergeant came up.




  “Are we to withdraw, sir?” he asked.




  “Yes,” said Spedding shortly.




  “Will you give us a written order?” asked the man.




  Spedding hesitated, then drew out a pocketbook and wrote a few hasty words on a sheet, tore it out, and handed it to the man. The sergeant looked at it carefully.




  “You haven’t signed it or dated it either,” he said respectfully, and handed it back. Spedding cursed him under his breath and rectified the omissions.




  “Now you may go.” In the half-light, for only one solitary electrolier illuminated the vast hall, he thought the man was smiling. It might have been a trick of the shadows, for he could not see his face.




  “And am I to leave you alone?” said the sergeant.




  “Yes.”




  “Is it safe?” the noncommissioned officer asked quietly.




  “Curse you, what do you mean?” cried the lawyer.




  “Well,” said the other easily, “I see you have Connor with you, a notorious thief and blackmailer.” The lawyer was dumb. “And Bat Sands. How d’ye do, Bat? How did they treat you in Borstal, or was it Parkhurst?” drawled the sergeant.




  “And there’s the gentle Lamby trying hard to look military in an overcoat too large for him. That’s not the uniform you’re used to wearing, Lamby, eh?” From the group of men at the door came a genuinely amused laugh.




  “Guard the outer door, one of you chaps,” said the sergeant, and turning again to Spedding’s men, “Here we have our respected friend Curt Goyle.” He stooped and picked up a bag that Bat had placed gingerly on the floor. “What a bag of tricks,” the sergeant cooed, “diamond bits and dynamite cartridges and — what’s this little thing, Bat — an ark? It is. By Jove, I congratulate you on the swag.”




  Spedding had recovered his nerve and strode forward. He was playing for the greatest stake in the world. “You shall be punished for this insolence,” he stormed.




  “Not at all,” said the imperturbable sergeant.




  Somebody at the door spoke. “Here’s another one, sergeant,” and pushed a queer old figure into the hall, a figure that blinked and peered from face to face.




  He espied Spedding, and ran up to him almost fawning.




  “The Safe Deposit — in Lombard Street,” he cackled joyously. “You see, I remembered, dear friend; and I’ve come to tell you about the book — my book, you know. My munificent patron who desired a puzzle word—”




  The sergeant started forward. “My God!” he cried, “the professor.”




  “Yes, yes,” chuckled the old man, “that’s what he called me. He bought a copy of my book — two sovereigns, four sovereigns he gave me. The book — what was it called?” The old man paused and clasped both hands to his head.




  “A Study — a Study,” he said painfully, “on the Origin of — the Alphabet. Ah!”




  Another of the commissionaires had come forward as the old man began speaking, and to him the sergeant turned.




  “Make a note of that, Jimmy,” the sergeant said.




  Spedding reeled back as though he had been struck.




  “Angel!” he gasped.




  “That’s me,” was the ungrammatical reply.




  Crushed, cowed, beaten and powerless, Spedding awaited judgment.




  What form it would take he could not guess, that it would effectively ruin him he did not doubt. The trusted lawyer stood self-condemned; there was no explaining away his companions, there could be no mistaking the meaning of their presence.




  “Send your men away,” said Angel. A wild hope seized the lawyer. The men were not to be arrested, there was a chance for him. The “Borough Lot” needed no second ordering; they trooped through the doorway, anxious to reach the open air before Angel changed his mind.




  “You may go,” said Angel to Connor, who still lingered.




  “If the safe is to be opened, I’m in it,” was the sullen reply.




  “You may go,” said Angel; “the safe will not be opened tonight.”




  “I—”




  “Go!” thundered the detective, and Connor slunk away.




  Angel beckoned the commissionaire who had first interrogated Spedding.




  “Take charge of that bag, Carter. There are all sorts of things in it that go off.” Then he turned to the lawyer. “Mr. Spedding, there is a great deal that I have to say to you, but it would be better to defer our conversation; the genuine guard will return in a few minutes. I told them to return at 10 o’clock.”




  “By what authority?” blustered Spedding.




  “Tush!” said Angel wearily. “Surely we have got altogether beyond that stage. Your order for withdrawal was expected by me. I waited upon the sergeant of the guard with another order.”




  “A forged order, I gather?” said Spedding, recovering his balance. “Now I see why you have allowed my men to go. I overrated your generosity.”




  “The order,” said Angel soberly, “was signed by His Majesty’s Secretary of State for Home Affairs” — he tapped the astonished lawyer on the shoulder— “and if it would interest you to know, I have a warrant in my pocket for the arrest of every man jack of you. That I do not put it into execution is a matter of policy.”




  The lawyer scanned the calm face of the detective in bewilderment.




  “What do you want of me?” he asked at length.




  “Your presence at Jimmy’s flat at ten o’clock tomorrow morning,” replied Angel.




  “I will be there,” said the other, and turned to go.




  “And, Mr. Spedding,” called Jimmy, as the lawyer reached the door, “in regard to a boat you have chartered from Cardiff, I think you need not go any further in the matter. One of my men is at present interviewing the captain, and pointing out to him the enormity of the offence of carrying fugitives from justice to Spanish-American ports.”




  “Damn you!” said Spedding, and slammed the door.




  Jimmy removed the commissionaire’s cap from his head and grinned. “One of these fine days, Angel, you’ll lose your job, introducing the Home Secretary’s name. Phew!”




  “It had to be done,” said Angel sadly. “It hurts me to lie, but I couldn’t very well tell Spedding that the sergeant of the commissionaires had been one of my own men all along, could I?”




  X. Some Bad Characters
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  It happened that on the night of the great attempt the inquisitive Mr. Lane, of 76 Cawdor Street, was considerably exercised in his mind as to the depleted condition of his humble treasury. With Mr. Lane the difference between affluence and poverty was a matter of shillings. His line of business was a humble one. Lead piping and lengths of telephone wire, an occasional doormat improvidently left outside whilst the servant cleaned the hall, these represented the scope and extent of his prey. Perhaps he reached his zenith when he lifted an overcoat from a hatstand what time a benevolent old lady was cutting him thick slices of bread and butter in a basement kitchen. Mr. Lane had only recently returned from a short stay in Wormwood Scrubbs Prison. It was over a trifling affair of horsehair abstracted from railway carriage cushions that compelled Mr. Lane’s retirement for two months. It was that same affair that brought about his undoing on the night of the attempt. For the kudos of the railway theft had nerved him to more ambitious attempts, and with a depleted exchequer to urge him forward, and the prestige of his recent achievements to support him, he decided upon burglary. It was a wild and reckless departure from his regular line, and he did not stop to consider the disabilities attaching to a change of profession, nor debate the unpropitious conditions of an already overstocked labour market. It is reasonable to suppose that Mr. Lane lacked the necessary qualities of logic and balance to argue any point to its obvious conclusion, for he was, intellectually, the reverse of brilliant, and was therefore ill-equipped for introspective or psychological examination of the circumstances leading to his decision. Communing with himself, the inquisitive Mr. Lane put the matter tersely and brutally.




  “Lead pipin’s no go unless you’ve got a pal to r work with; telephone wires is so covered up with wood casin’ that it’s worse’n hard work to pinch twopenn’oth. I’m goin’ to have a cut at Joneses.”




  So in the pelting rain he watched “Joneses” from a convenient doorway. He noted with satisfaction the “workmen” departing one by one; he observed with joy the going of “Jones” himself; and when, some few minutes afterwards, the queer-looking old man, whom he suspected as being a sort of caretaker, came shuffling out, slamming the gate behind him, and peering left and right, and mumbling to himself as he squelched through the rain, the watcher regarded the removal of this final difficulty as being an especial act of Providence. He waited for another half hour, because, for some reason or other, the usually deserted street became annoyingly crowded. First came a belated coal cart and a miserably bedraggled car-man who cried his wares dolefully. Then a small boy, escaping from the confines of his domestic circle, came to revel in the downpour and wade ecstatically but thoroughly through the puddles that had formed on the uneven surface of the road. Nemesis, in the shape of a shrill-voiced mother, overtook the boy and sent him whining and expectant to the heavy hand of maternal authority.




  With the coast clear Mr. Lane lost no time. In effecting an entrance to the headquarters of the “Borough Lot,” Mr. Lane’s method lacked subtlety. He climbed over the gate leading to the yard, trusting inwardly that he was not observed, but taking his chance. Had he been an accomplished burglar, with the experience of any exploits behind him, he would have begun by making a very thorough inspection of likely windows. Certainly he would never have tried the “office” door. Being the veriest tyro, and being conscious, moreover, that his greatest feats had connection with doors carelessly left ajar, he tried the door, and to his delight it opened. Again the skilled craftsman would have suspected some sort of treachery, and might have withdrawn; but Mr. Lane, recognizing in the fact that the old man had forgotten to fasten the door behind him only yet another proof of that benevolent Providence which exerts itself for the express service of men “in luck,” entered boldly. He lit a candle stump and looked around. The evidence of that wealth which is the particular possession of “master-men” was not evident. Indeed, the floor of the passage was uncarpeted, and the walls bare of picture or ornament. Nor was the “office,” a little room leading from the “passage,” any more prolific of result. Such fixtures as there were had apparently been left behind by the previous tenant, and these were thick with dust. “Bah!” said the inquisitive Mr. Lane scornfully, and his words echoed hollowly as in an empty house. With the barren possibilities of his exploit before him, Mr. Lane’s spirits fell. He was of the class, to whom reference has already been made, that looked in awe and reverence toward the “Borough Lot” in the same spirit as the youthful curate might regard the consistory of bishops. In his cups — pewter cups they were with frothing heads a-top — he was wont to boast that his connection with the “Borough Lot” was both close and intimate. A rumour that went around to the effect that the “mouthpiece” who defended him at the closing of the unsatisfactory horsehair episode had been paid for by the “Borough Lot” he did not trouble to contradict. If he had known any of them, even by sight, he would not at that moment have been effecting a burglarious entry into their premises. Room after room he searched. He found the ill-furnished bedroom of Connor, and the room where old George slept on an uncleanly mattress. He found, too, the big room where the “Lot” held their informal meetings, but nothing portable. Nothing that a man might slip under his coat, and walk boldly out of the front door with.




  He heard another voice speaking in a lower tone.




  “What are we worth? You’re a fool! What d’ye think we’re worth? Ain’t we the ‘Borough Lot’? Don’t he know enough to hang two or three of us… It’s Connor and his pal the lawyer…”




  ‘The Borough Lot’! The paralyzing intelligence came to Mr. Lane, and he held on to the bare mantelshelf for support. Spies! Suppose they discovered him, and mistook him for a spy! His hair rose at the thought. He knew them well enough by repute. Overmuch hero-worship had invested them with qualities for evil which they may or may not have possessed. There might be a chance of escape. The tumult below continued. Scraps of angry talk came floating up. Mr. Lane looked out of the window; the drop into the street was too long, and there was no sign of rope in the house. Cautiously he opened the door of the room. The men were in the room beneath that in which he stood. The staircase that led to the street must take him past their door. Mr. Lane was very anxious to leave the house. He had unwittingly stepped into a hornets’ nest, and wanted to make his escape without disturbing the inmates. Now was the time — or never. Whilst the angry argument continued a creaking stair board or so might not attract attention. But he made no allowance for the gifts of these men — gifts of sight and hearing. Bat Sands, in the midst of his tirade, saw the uplifted finger and head-jerk of Goyle. He did not check his flow of invective, but edged toward the door; then he stopped short, and flinging the door open, he caught the scared Mr. Lane by the throat, and dragging him into the rom, threw him upon the ground and knelt on him.




  “What are ye doing here?” he whispered fiercely.




  Mr. Lane, with protruding eyes, saw the pitiless faces about him, saw Goyle lift a life-preserver from the table and turn half-round the better to strike, and fainted.




  “Stop that!” growled Bat, with outstretched hand. “The little swine has fainted. Who is he? Do any of you fellers know him?”




  It was the wizened-faced man whom Angel had addressed as Lamby who furnished the identification. “He’s a little crook — name of Lane.”




  “Where does he come from?”




  “Oh, hereabouts. He was in the Scrubbs in my time,” said Lamby. They regarded the unconscious burglar in perplexity.




  “Go through his pockets,” suggested Goyle. It happened — and this was the most providential happening of the day from Mr. Lane’s point of view — that when he had decided upon embarking on his career of high-class crime he had thoughtfully provided himself with a few homemade instruments. It was the little poker with flattened end to form a jemmy and the centre-bit that was found in his pocket that in all probability saved Mr. Lane’s life. Lombroso and other great criminologists have given it out that your true degenerate has no sense of humour, but on two faces at least there was a broad grin when the object of the little man’s visit was revealed.




  “He came to burgle Connor,” said Bat admiringly. “Here, pass over the whisky, one of ye!” He forced a little down the man’s throat, and Mr. Lane blinked and opened his eyes in a frightened stare.




  “Stand up,” commanded Bat, “an’ give an account of yourself, young feller. What d’ye mean by breaking into—”




  “Never mind about that,” Goyle interrupted savagely. “What has he heard when he was sneaking outside — that’s the question.”




  “Nothin’, gentlemen!” gasped the unfortunate Mr. Lane, “on me word, gentlemen! I’ve been in trouble like yourselves, an’—” He realized he had blundered.




  “Oh,” said Goyle with ominous calm, “so you’ve been in trouble like us, have you?”




  “I mean—”




  “I know what you mean,” hissed the other; “you mean you’ve been listenin’ to what we’ve been saying, you little skunk, and you’re ready to bleat to the first copper.” It might have gone hard with Mr. Lane but for the opportune arrival of the messenger. Bat went downstairs at the knock, and the rest stood quietly listening. They expected Connor, and when his voice did not sound on the stairs they looked at one another questioningly. Bat came into the room with a yellow envelope in his hand. He passed it to Goyle. Reading was not an accomplishment of his. Goyle read it with difficulty.




  “Do the best you can,” he read. “I’m lying’ doggo.’”




  “What does that mean?” snarled Goyle, holding the message in his hand and looking at Bat.




  “Hidin’, is he — and we’ve got to do the best we can?”




  Bat reached for his overcoat. He did not speak as he struggled into it, nor until he had buttoned it deliberately.




  “It means — git,” he said shortly. “It means run, or else it means time, an’ worse than time.”




  He swung round to the door. “Connor’s hidin’,” he stopped to say. “When Connor starts hiding the place is getting hot. There’s nothing against me so far as I know, except—”




  His eyes fell on the form of Mr. Lane. He had raised himself to a sitting position on the floor, and now, with dishevelled hair and outstretched legs, he sat the picture of despair.




  Goyle intercepted the glance. “What about him?” he asked.




  “Leave him,” said Bat; “we’ve got no time for fooling with him.”




  A motorcar came buzzing down Cawdor Street, which was unusual. They heard the grind of its brakes outside the door, and that in itself was sufficiently alarming. Bat extinguished the light, and cautiously opened the shutters. He drew back with an oath.




  “What’s that?” Goyle whispered. Bat made no reply, and they heard him open his matchbox.




  “What are you doing?” whispered Goyle fiercely.




  “Light the lamp,” said the other. The tinkle of glass followed as he removed the chimney, and in the yellow light Bat faced the “Borough Lot.” “U — P spells ‘up,’ an’ that’s what the game is,” he said calmly.




  He was searching his pockets as he spoke. “I want a light because there’s one or two things in my pocket that I’ve got to burn — quick!”




  After some fumbling he found a paper. He gave it a swift examination, then he struck a match and carefully lit the corner.




  “It’s the fairest cop,” he went on. “The street’s full of police, and Angel ain’t playing ‘gamblin’ raids’ this time.”




  There was a heavy knock on the door, but nobody moved.




  Goyle’s face had gone livid. He knew better than any man there how impossible escape was. That had been one of the drawbacks to the house — the ease with which it could be surrounded. He had pointed out the fact to Connor before.




  Again the knock. “Let ’em open it,” said Bat grimly, and as though the people outside had heard the invitation, the door crashed in, and there came a patter as of men running on the stairs.




  First to enter the room was Angel. He nodded to Bat coolly, then stepped aside to allow the policemen to follow.




  “I want you,” he said briefly.




  “What for?” asked Sands.




  “Breaking and entering,” said the detective. “Put out your hands!”




  Bat obeyed. As the steel stirrup-shaped irons snapped on his wrists he asked —




  “Have you got Connor?”




  Angel smiled. “Connor lives to fight another day,” he said quietly. The policemen who attended him were busy with the other occupants of the room.




  “Bit of a field-day for you, Mr. Angel,” said the thin-faced Lamby pleasantly.




  “Thought you was goin’ to let us off?”




  “Jumping at conclusions hastily is a habit to be deplored,” said Angel sententiously. Then he saw the panic-stricken Mr. Lane.




  “Hullo, what’s this?” he demanded. Mr. Lane had at that moment the inspiration of his life. Since he was by fortuitous circumstances involved in this matter, and since it could make very little difference one way or the other what he said, he seized the fame that lay to his hand. “I am one of the ‘Borough Lot,’” he said, and was led out proud and handcuffed with the knowledge that he had established beyond dispute his title to consideration as a desperate criminal.




  Mr. Spedding was a man who thought quickly. Ideas and plans came to him as dross and diamonds come to the man at the sorting table, and he had the faculty of selection. He saw the police system of England as only the police themselves saw it, and he had an open mind upon Angel’s action. It was within the bounds of possibility that Angel had acted with full authority; it was equally possible that Angel was bluffing. Mr. Spedding had two courses before him, and they were both desperate; but he must be sure in how, so far, his immediate liberty depended upon the whim of a deputy-assistant-commissioner of police. Angel had mentioned a supreme authority. It was characteristic of Spedding that he should walk into a mine to see how far the fuse had burned. In other words, he hailed the first cab, and drove to the House of Commons. The Right Honorable George Chandler Middleborough, His Majesty’s Secretary of State for Home Affairs, is a notoriously inaccessible man; but he makes exceptions, and such an exception he made in favour of Spedding. For eminent solicitors do not come down to the House at ten o’clock in the evening to gratify an idle curiosity, or to be shown over the House, or beg patronage and interest; and when a business card is marked “most urgent,” and that card stands for a staple representative of an important profession, the request for an interview is not easily refused.




  Spedding was shown into the minister’s room, and the Home Secretary rose with a smile. He knew Mr. Spedding by sight, and had once dined in his company, “Er—” he began, looking at the card in his hand, “what can I do for you at this hour?” he smiled again




  “I have called to see you in the matter of the late — er — Mr. Reale.” He saw and watched the minister’s face. Beyond looking a little puzzled, the Home Secretary made no sign.




  “Good!” thought Spedding, and breathed with more freedom.




  “I’m afraid—” said the minister.




  He got no further, for Spedding was at once humility, apology, and embarrassment. What! had the Home Secretary not received his letter? A letter dealing with the estate of Reale? You can imagine the distress and vexation on Mr. Spedding’s face as he spoke of the criminal carelessness of his clerk, his attitude of helplessness, his recognition of the absolute impossibility of discussing the matter until the Secretary had received the letter, and his withdrawal, leaving behind him a sympathetic minister of State who would have been pleased — would have been delighted, my dear sir, to have helped Mr. Spedding if he’d received the letter in time to consider its contents.




  Mr. Spedding was an inventive genius, and it might have been in reference to him that the motherhood of invention was first identified with dire necessity.




  Out again in the courtyard, Spedding found a cab that carried him to his club.




  “Angel bluffed!” he reflected with an inward smile. “My friend, you are risking that nice appointment of yours.” He smiled again, for it occurred to him that his risk was the greater. “Two millions!” he murmured. “It is worth it: I could do a great deal with two millions.” He got down at his club, and tendered the cab-man the legal fare to a penny.




  XI. The Quest of the Book




  

    Table of Contents

  




  When Piccadilly Circus, a blaze of light, was thronged with the crowds that the theatres were discharging, a motorcar came gingerly through the traffic, passed down Regent Street, and swinging along Pall Mall, headed southward across Westminster Bridge. The rain had ceased, but underfoot the roads were sodden, and the car bespattered its occupants with black mud. The chauffeur at the wheel turned as the car ran smoothly along the tramway lines in the Old Kent Road and asked a question, and one of the two men in the back of the car consulted the other.




  “We will go to Cramer’s first,” said the man. Old Kent Road was a fleeting vision of closed shops, of little knots of men emerging from public-houses at the potman’s strident command; Lewisham High Road, as befits that very respectable thoroughfare, was decorously sleeping; Lea, where the hedges begin, was silent; and Chislehurst was a place of the dead. Near the common the car pulled up at a big house standing in black quietude, and the two occupants of the car descended and passed through the stiff gate, along the gravelled path, and came to a stop at the broad porch.




  “I don’t know what old Mauder will say,” said Angel as he fumbled for the bell; “he’s a methodical old chap.” In the silence they could hear the thrill of the electric bell. They waited a few minutes, and rang again. Then they heard a window opened and a sleepy voice demand —




  “Who is there?”




  Angel stepped back from the porch and looked up. “Hullo, Mauder! I want you. I’m Angel.”




  “The devil!” said a surprised voice. “Wait a bit. I’ll be down in a jiffy.”




  The pleasant-faced man who in dressing-gown and pajamas opened the door to them and conducted them to a cosy library was Mr. Ernest Mauder himself.




  It is unnecessary to introduce that world-famous publisher to the reader, the more particularly in view of the storm of controversy that burst about his robust figure in regard to the recent publication of Count Lehoff’’s embarrassing “Memoirs.” He made a sign to the two men to be seated, nodding to Jimmy as to an old friend.




  “I am awfully sorry to disturb you at this rotten hour,” Angel commenced, and the other arrested his apology with a gesture.




  “You detective people are so fond of springing surprises on us unintelligent outsiders,” he said, with a twinkle in his eye, “that I am almost tempted to startle you.”




  “It takes a lot to startle me,” said Angel complacently.




  “You’ve brought it on your own head,” warned the publisher, wagging a forefinger at the smiling Angel. “Now let me tell you why you have motored down from London on this miserable night on a fairly fruitless errand.”




  “Eh?” The smile left Angel’s face.




  “Ah, I thought that would startle you! You’ve come about a book?”




  “Yes,” said Jimmy wonderingly.




  “A book published by our people nine years ago?”




  “Yes,” the wonderment deepening on the faces of the two men.




  “The title,” said the publisher impressively, “is A Short Study on the Origin of the Alphabet, and the author is a half-mad old don, who was subsequently turned out of Oxford for drunkenness.”




  “Mauder,” said Jimmy, gazing at his host in bewilderment, “you’ve hit it — but—”




  “Ah,” said the publisher, triumphant, “I thought that was it. Well, your search is fruitless. We only printed five hundred copies; the book was a failure — the same ground was more effectively covered by better books. I found a dusty old copy a few years ago, and gave it to my secretary. So far as I know, that is the only copy in existence.”




  “But your secretary?” said Angel eagerly. “What is his name? Where does he live?”




  “It’s not a ‘he,’” said Mauder, “but a ‘she.’”




  “Her name?”




  “If you had asked that question earlier in the evening I could not have told you,” said Mauder, obviously enjoying the mystery he had created, “but since then my memory has been refreshed. The girl — and a most charming lady too — was my secretary for two years. I do not know what induced her to work, but I rather think she supported an invalid father.”




  “What is her name?” asked Angel impatiently.




  “Kathleen Kent,” replied the publisher, “and her address is—”




  “Kathleen Kent!” repeated Jimmy in wide-eyed astonishment. “Angels and Ministers of Grace defend us!”




  “Kathleen Kent!” repeated Angel with a gasp. “Well, that takes the everlasting biscuit! But,” he added quickly, “how did you come to know of our errand?”




  “Well,” drawled the elder man, wrapping his dressing-gown round him more snugly, “it was a guess to an extent. You see, Angel, when a man has been already awakened out of a sound sleep to answer mysterious inquiries about an out-of-date book—”




  “What,” cried Jimmy, jumping up, “somebody has already been here?”




  “It is only natural,” the publisher went on, “to connect his errand with that of the second midnight intruder.”




  “Who has been here? For Heaven’s sake, don’t be funny; this is a serious business.”




  “Nobody has been here,” said Mauder, “but an hour ago a man called me up on the telephone—”




  Jimmy looked at Angel, and Angel looked at Jimmy.




  “Jimmy,” said Angel penitently, “write me down as a fool. Telephone! Heavens, I didn’t know you were connected.”




  “Nor was I till last week,” said the publisher, “nor will I be after tomorrow. Sleep is too precious a gift to be dissipated—”




  “Who was the man?” demanded Angel.




  “I couldn’t quite catch his name. He was very apologetic. I gathered that he was a newspaper man, and wanted particulars in connection with the death of the author.”




  Angel smiled. “The author’s alive all right,” he said grimly. “How did the voice sound — a little pompous, with a clearing of the throat before each sentence?”




  The other nodded.




  “Spedding!” said Angel, rising. “We haven’t any time to lose, Jimmy.”




  Mander accompanied them into the hall.




  “One question,” said Jimmy, as he fastened the collar of his motor-coat. “Can you give us if any idea of the contents of the book?”




  “I can’t,” was the reply. “I have a dim recollection that much of it was purely conventional, that there were some rough drawings, and the earlier forms of the alphabet were illustrated — the sort of thing you find in encyclopaedias or in the back pages of teachers’ Bibles.”




  The two men took their seats in the car as it swung round and turned its bright headlamps toward London.




  “‘I found this puzzle in a book From which some mighty truths were took,’ “ murmured Angel in his companion’s ear, and Jimmy nodded. He was at that moment utterly oblivious and careless of the fortune that awaited them in the great safe at Lombard Street. His mind was filled with anxiety concerning the girl who unconsciously held the book which might tomorrow make her an heiress. Spedding had moved promptly, and he would be aided, he did not doubt, by Connor and the ruffians of the “Borough Lot.” If the book was still in the girl’s possession they would have it, and they would make their attempt at once. His mind was full of dark forebodings, and although the car bounded through the night at full speed, and the rain which had commenced to fall again cut his face, and the momentum of the powerful machine took his breath away, it went all too slowly for his mood.




  One incident relieved the monotony of the journey. As the car flew round a corner in an exceptionally narrow lane it almost crashed into another car, which, driven at breakneck speed, was coming in the opposite direction. A fleeting exchange of curses between the chauffeurs, and the cars passed. By common consent, they had headed for Kathleen’s home. Streatham was deserted.




  As they turned the corner of the quiet road in which the girl lived, Angel stopped the car and alighted. He lifted one of the huge lamps from the socket and examined the road.




  “There has been a car here less than half an hour ago,” he said, pointing to the unmistakable track of wheels. They led to the door of the house. He rang the bell, and it was almost immediately answered by an elderly lady, who, wrapped in a loose dressing-gown, bade him enter.




  “Nobody seems to be surprised to see us tonight,” thought Angel with bitter humour.




  “I am Detective Angel from Scotland Yard,” he announced himself, and the elderly lady seemed unimpressed.




  “Kathleen has gone,” she informed him cheerfully.




  Jimmy heard her with a sinking at his heart.




  “Yes,” said the old lady, “Mr. Spedding, the eminent solicitor, called for her an hour ago, and” — she grew confidential— “as I know you gentlemen are very much interested in the case, I may say that there is every hope that before tomorrow my niece will be in possession of her fortune.”




  Jimmy groaned. “Please, go on,” said Angel.




  “It came about over a book which Kathleen had given her some years ago, and which most assuredly would have been lost but for my carefulness.”




  Jimmy cursed her “carefulness” under his breath.




  “When we moved here after the death of Kathleen’s poor father I had a great number of things stored. There were amongst these an immense quantity of books, which Kathleen would have sold, but which I thought—”




  “Where are these stored?” asked Angel quickly.




  “At an old property of ours — the only property that my poor brother had remaining,” she replied sadly, “and that because it was in too dilapidated a condition to attract buyers.”




  “Where, where?” Angel realized the rudeness of his impatience. “Forgive me, madam,” he said, “but it is absolutely necessary that I should follow your niece at once.”




  “It is on the Tonbridge Road,” she answered stiffly. “So far as I can remember, it is somewhere between Crawley and Tonbridge, but I am not sure. Kathleen knows the place well; that is why she has gone.”




  “Somewhere on the Tonbridge Road!” repeated Angel helplessly.




  “We could follow the car’s tracks,” said Jimmy.




  Angel shook his head. “If this rain is general, they will be obliterated,” he replied.




  They stood a minute, Jimmy biting the sodden finger of his glove, and Angel staring into vacancy.




  Then Jimmy demanded unexpectedly— “Have you a Bible?”




  The old lady allowed the astonishment she felt at the question to be apparent. “I have several.”




  “A teacher’s Bible, with notes?” he asked.




  She thought. “Yes, there is such an one in the house. Will you wait?”




  She left the room.




  “We should have told the girl about Spedding — we should have told her,” said Angel in despair.




  “It’s no use crying over spilt milk,” said Jimmy quietly. “The thing to do now is to frustrate Spedding and rescue the girl.”




  “Will he dare — ?”




  “He’ll dare. Oh, yes, he’ll dare,” said Jimmy. “He’s worse than you think, Angel.”




  “But he is already a ruined man.”




  “The more reason why he should go a step further. He’s been on the verge of ruin for months, I’ve found that out. I made inquiries the other day, and discovered he’s in a hole that the dome of St. Paul’s wouldn’t fill. He’s a trustee or something of the sort for an association that has been pressing him for money. Spedding will dare anything “ — he paused then— “but if he dares to harm that girl he’s a dead man.”




  The old lady came in at that moment with the book, and Jimmy hastily turned over the pages. Near the end he came upon something that brought a gleam to his eye. He thrust his hand into his pocket and drew out a notebook. He did not wait to pull up a chair, but sank on his knees by the side of the table and wrote rapidly, comparing the text with the drawings in the book.




  Angel, leaning over, followed the work breathlessly. “There — and there — and there!” cried Angel exultantly. “What fools we were, Jimmy, what fools we were.”




  Jimmy turned to the lady. “May I borrow this book?” he asked. “It will be returned. Thank you. Now, Angel,” he looked at his watch and made a move for the door, “we have two hours. We will take the Tonbridge Road by daybreak.”




  Only one other person did they disturb on that eventful night, and that was a peppery old Colonel of Marines, who lived at Blackheath. There, before the hastily-attired old officer, as the dawn broke, Angel explained his mission, and writing with feverish haste, subscribed to the written statement by oath. Whereupon the Justice of the Peace issued a warrant for the arrest of Joseph James Spedding, Solicitor, on a charge of felony.




  XII. What Happened at Flairby Mill
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  Kathleen very naturally regarded the lawyer in the light of a disinterested friend. There was no reason why she should not do so; and if there had been any act needed to kindle a kindly feeling for the distant legal adviser it was this last act of his, for no sooner, as he told her, had he discovered by the merest accident a clue to the hidden word, than he had rushed off posthaste to put her in possession of his information. He had naturally advised immediate action, and when she demurred at the lateness of the hour at which to begin a hunt for the book, he had hinted vaguely at difficulties which would beset her if she delayed.




  She wanted to let Angel know, and Jimmy, but this the lawyer would not hear of, and she accounted for the insistence of his objection by the cautiousness of the legal mind. Then the excitement of the midnight adventure appealed to her — the swift run in the motorcar through the wild night, and the wonderful possibilities of the search at the end of the ride.




  So she went, and her appetite for adventure was all but satisfied by a narrowly-averted collision with another car speeding in the opposite direction. She did not see the occupants of the other car, but she hoped they had had as great a fright as she. As a matter of fact, neither of the two men had given a second thought to their danger; one’s mind was entirely and completely filled with her image, and the other was brooding on telephones.




  She had no time to tire of the excitement of the night — the run across soaking heaths and through dead villages, where little cottages showed up for a moment in the glare of the headlights, then faded into the darkness. Too soon she came to a familiar stretch of the road, and the car slowed down so that they might not pass the tiny grass lane that led to Flairby Mill. They came to it at last, and the car bumped cautiously over deep cart ruts, over loose stones, and through long drenched grasses till there loomed out of the night the squat outlines of Flairby Mill.




  Once upon a time, before the coming of cheap machinery, Flairby Mill had been famous in the district, and the rumble of its big stones went on incessantly, night and day; but the wheel had long since broken, its wreck lay in the bed of the little stream that had so faithfully served it; its machinery was rust and scrap iron, and only the tiny dwelling-house that adjoined was of value. With little or no repair the homestead had remained watertight and weatherproof, and herein had Kathleen stored the odds and ends of her father’s household. The saddles, shields, spears, and oddments he had collected in his travels, and the modest library that had consoled the embittered years of his passing, were all stored here. Valueless as the world assesses value, but in the eyes of the girl precious things associated with her dead father. The tears rose to her eyes as Spedding, taking the key from her hand, fitted it into the lock of a seventeenth-century door, but she wiped them away furtively.




  Spedding utilized the acetylene lamp of the car to show him the way into the house.




  “You must direct me, Miss Kent,” he said, and Kathleen pointed the way. Up the oaken stairs, covered with dust, their footsteps resounding hollowly through the deserted homestead, the two passed. At the head of the stairs was a heavy door, and acting under the girl’s instructions, the lawyer opened this. It was a big room, almost like a barn, with a timbered ceiling sloping downward. There were three shuttered windows, and another door at the farther end of the room that led to a smaller room.




  “This was the miller’s living room,” she said sadly. She could just remember when a miller lived in the homestead, and when she had ridden up to the door of the mill accompanied by her father, and the miller, white and jovial, had lifted her down and taken her through a mysterious chamber where great stones turned laboriously and noisily, and the air was filled with a fine white dust.




  Spedding placed the lamp on the table, and cast his eyes round the room in search of the books. They were not difficult to discover; they had been unpacked, and were ranged in three disorderly rows upon roughly constructed bookshelves. The lawyer turned the lamp so that the full volume of light should fall on the books. Then he went carefully over them, row by row, checking each copy methodically, and half muttering the name of each tome he handled. There were school books, works of travel, and now and again a heavily bound scientific treatise, for her father had made science a particular study.




  The girl stood with one hand resting on the table, looking on, admiring the patience of the smooth, heavy man at his task, and, it must be confessed, inwardly wondering what necessity there was for this midnight visitation. She had told the lawyer nothing about the red envelope, but instinctively felt that he knew all about it.




  “Anabasis, Xenophon,” he muttered; “Iosephus, Works and Life; Essays of Elia; Essays, Emerson; Essays, De Quincey. Wliat’s this?”




  He drew from between two bulky volumes a thin little book with a discoloured cover. He dusted it carefully, glanced at the title, opened it and read the title-page, then walked back to the table and seated himself, and started to read the book.




  The girl did not know why, but there was something in his attitude at that moment that caused her a little uneasiness, and stirred within her a sense of danger. Perhaps it was that up till then he had shown her marked deference, had been almost obsequious. Now that the book had been found he disregarded her. He did not bring it to her or invite her attention, and she felt that she was “out of the picture,” that the lawyer’s interest in her affairs had stopped dead just as soon as the discovery was made. He turned the leaves over carefully, poring over the introduction, and her eyes wandered from the book to his face. She had never looked at him before with any critical interest. In the unfriendly light of the lamp she saw his imperfections — the brutal strength of his jaw, the unscrupulous thinness of the lip, the heavy eyelids, and the curious hairlessness of his face. She shivered a little, for she read too much in his face for her peace of mind. Unconscious of her scrutiny, for the book before him was all-engrossing, the lawyer went from page to page.




  “Don’t you think we had better be going?” Kathleen asked timidly.




  Spedding looked up, and his stare was in keeping with his words.




  “When I have finished we will go,” he said brusquely, and went on reading.




  Kathleen gave a little gasp of astonishment, for, with all her suspicions, she had not been prepared for such a complete and instant dropping of his mask of amiability. In a dim fashion she began to realize her danger, yet there could be no harm; outside was the chauffeur, he stood for something of established order. She made another attempt.




  “I must insist, Mr. Spedding, upon your finishing your examination of that book elsewhere. I do not know whether you are aware that you are occupying the only chair in the room,” she added indignantly.




  “I am very well aware,” said the lawyer calmly, without raising his eyes.




  “Mr. Spedding!”




  He looked up with an air of weariness. “May I ask you to remain quiet until I have finished,” he said, with an emphasis that she could not mistake, “and lest you have any lingering doubt that my present research is rather on my own account than on yours, I might add that if you annoy me by whining or fuming, or by any such nonsensical tricks, I have that with me which will quiet you,” and he resumed his reading.




  Cold and white, the girl stood in silence, her heart beating wildly, her mind occupied with schemes of escape. After a while the lawyer looked up and tapped the book with his forefinger.




  “Your precious secret is a secret no longer,” he said with a hard laugh. Kathleen made no answer. “If I hadn’t been a fool, I should have seen through it before,” he added, then he looked at the girl in meditation. “I have two propositions before me,” he said, “and I want your help.”




  “You will have no help from me, Mr. Spedding,” she replied coldly.




  “Tomorrow you will be asked to explain your extraordinary conduct.”




  He laughed. “Tomorrow, by whom? By Angel or the young swell-mobsman who’s half in love with you?” He laughed again as he saw the colour rising to the girl’s cheeks. “Ah! I’ve hit the mark, have I?”




  She received his speech in contemptuous silence.




  “Tomorrow I shall be away — well away, I trust, from the reach of either of the gentlemen you mention. I am not concerned with tomorrow as much as today.” She remembered that they were within an hour of daybreak.




  “Today is a most fateful day for me — and for you.” He emphasized the last words. She preserved an icy silence.




  “If I may put my case in a nutshell,” he went on, with all his old-time suavity, “I may say that it is necessary for me to secure the money that is stored in that ridiculous safe.” She checked an exclamation. “Ah! you understand? Let me be more explicit. When I say get the money, I mean get it for myself, every penny of it, and convert it to my private use. You can have no idea,” he went on, “how comforting it is to be able to stand up and say in so many words the unspoken thoughts of a year, to tell some human being the most secret things that I have so far hidden here,” he struck his chest. “I had thought when old Reale’s commission was entrusted to me that I should find the legatees ordinary plain, everyday fools, who would have unfolded to me day by day the result of their investigations to my profit. I did not reckon very greatly on you, for women are naturally secretive and suspicious, but I did rely upon the two criminals. My experience of the criminal classes, a fairly extensive one, led me to believe that with these gentry I should have no difficulty.” He pursed his lips. “I had calculated without my Jimmy,” he said shortly. He saw the light in the girl’s eye. “Yes,” he went on, “Jimmy is no ordinary man, and Angel is a glaring instance of bad nomenclature. I nearly had Jimmy once. Did he tell you how he got the red envelope? I see he did not. Well, I nearly had him. I went to look for his body next morning, and found nothing. Later in the day I received a picture postcard from him, of a particularly flippant and vulgar character?” He stopped as if inviting comment.




  “Your confessions have little interest for me,” said the girl quietly. “I am now only anxious to be rid of your presence.”




  “I am coming to that,” said the lawyer. “I was very rude to you a little while ago, but I was busily engaged, and besides I desired to give you an artistic introduction to the new condition. Now, so far from being rude, I wish to be very kind.”




  In spite of her outward calm, she trembled at the silky tone the lawyer had now adopted.




  “My position is this,” he said, “there is an enormous sum of money, which rightly is yours. The law and the inclination of your competitor — we will exclude Connor, who is not a factor — give you the money. It is unfortunate that I also, who have no earthly right, should desire this money, and we have narrowed down the ultimate issue to this: Shall it be Spedding or Kathleen Kent? I say Spedding, and circumstances support my claim, for I have you here, and, if you will pardon the suspicion of melodrama, very much in my power. If I am to take the two millions, your two millions, without interruption, it will depend entirely upon you.”




  Again he stopped to notice the effect of his words.




  The girl made no response, but he could see the terror in her eyes.




  “If I could have dispensed with your services, or if I had had the sense to guess the simple solution of this cursed puzzle, I could have done everything without embarrassing you in the slightest; but now it has come to this — I have got to silence you.”




  He put forward the proposition with the utmost coolness, and Kathleen felt her senses reel at all the words implied.




  “I can silence you by killing you,” he said simply, “or by marrying you. If I could think of some effective plan by which I might be sure of your absolute obliteration for two days, I would gladly adopt it; but you are a human woman, and that is too much to expect. Now, of the alternatives, which do you prefer?”




  She shrank back against the shuttered window, her eyes on the man.




  “You are doubtless thinking of the chauffeur,” he said smoothly, “but you may leave him out of the reckoning. Had your ears been sharp, you would have heard the car going back half an hour ago — he is awaiting our return half a mile away. If I return alone he will doubtlessly be surprised, but he will know nothing. Do you not see a picture of him driving me away, and me, at his side, turning round and waving a smiling farewell to an imaginary woman who is invisible to the chauffeur? Picture his uneasiness vanishing with this touch. Two days afterwards he would be on the sea with me, ignorant of the murder, and curious things happen at sea. Come, Kathleen, is it to be marriage — ?”




  “Death!” she cried hoarsely, then, as his swift hand caught her by the throat, she screamed. His face looked down into hers, no muscle of it moved. Fixed, rigid, and full of his dreadful purpose, she saw the pupils of his pitiless eyes contract Then of a sudden he released hold of her, and she fell back against the wall. She heard his quick breathing, and closing her eyes, waited. Then slowly she looked up. She saw a revolver in his hand, and in a numb kind of way she realized that it was not pointed at her.




  “Hands up!” She heard Spedding’s harsh shout. “Hands up, both of you!”




  Then she heard an insolent laugh. There were only two men in the world who would laugh like that in the very face of death, and they were both there, standing in the doorway, Angel with his motor goggles about his neck and Jimmy slowly peeling his gloves.




  Then she looked at Spedding. The hand that held the revolver did not tremble, he was as self-possessed as he had been a. few minutes before.




  “If either of you move I’ll shoot the girl, by God!” said Spedding through his teeth.




  They stood in the doorway, and Jimmy spoke. He did not raise his voice, but she heard the slumbering passion vibrating through his quiet sentences.




  “Spedding, Spedding, my man, you’re frightening that child; put your gun down and let us talk. Do you hear me? I am keeping myself in hand, Spedding, but if you harm that girl I’ll be a devil to you. D’ye hear? If you hurt her, I’ll take you with my bare hands and treat you Indian fashion, Spedding, my man, tie you down and stake you out, then burn you slowly. Yes, and, by the Lord, if any man interferes, even if it’s Angel here, I’ll swing for him. D’ye hear that?”




  His breast heaved with the effort to hold himself, and Spedding, shuddering at the ferocity in the man’s whole bearing, lowered his pistol.




  “Let us talk,” he said huskily.




  “That’s better,” said Angel, “and let me talk first. I want you.”




  “Come and take me,” he said.




  “The risk is too great,” said Angel frankly, “and besides, I can afford to wait.”




  “Well?” asked the lawyer defiantly, after a long pause. He kept the weapon in his hand pointed in the vicinity of the girl. Angel exchanged a word in an undertone with his companion, then— “You may go,” he said, and stepped aside.




  Spedding motioned him farther away. Then slowly edging his way to the door, he reached it. He paused for a moment as if about to speak, then quick as thought raised his revolver and fired twice. Angel felt the wind of the bullets as they passed his face, and sprang forward just as Jimmy’s arm shot out. Crack, crack, crack! Three shots so rapid that their reports were almost simultaneous from Jimmy’s automatic pistol sped after the lawyer, but too late, and the heavy door crashed to in Angel’s face, and the snap of the lock told them they were prisoners.




  Angel made a dart for a window, but it was shuttered and nailed and immovable. He looked at Jimmy, and burst into a ringing laugh. “Trapped, by Jove!” he said.




  Jimmy was on his knees by the side of the girl. She had not fainted, but had suddenly realized her terrible danger, and the strain and weariness of the night adventure had brought her trembling to her knees. Very tenderly did Jimmy’s arm support her. She felt the strength of the man, and, thrilled at his touch, her head sank on his shoulder and she felt at rest.




  Angel was busily examining the windows, when a loud report outside the house arrested his attention. “What is that?” asked the girl faintly.




  “It is either Mr. Spedding’s well-timed suicide, which I fear is too much to expect,” said Angel philosophically, “or else it is the same Mr. Spedding destroying the working parts of our car. I am afraid it is the latter.”




  He moved up and down the room, examined the smaller chamber at the other end, then sniffed uneasily.




  “Miss Kent,” he said earnestly, “are you well enough to tell me something?”




  She started and flushed as she drew herself from Jimmy’s arms, and stood up a little shakily. “Yes,” she said, with a faint smile, “I think I am all right now.”




  “What is there under here?” asked Angel, pointing to the floor.




  “An old workshop, a sort of storehouse,” she replied in surprise.




  “What is in it?” There was no mistaking the seriousness in Angel’s voice. “Broken furniture? Mattresses?”




  “Yes, I think there are, and paints and things. Why do you ask?”




  “Jimmy,” said Angel quickly, “do you smell anything?”




  Jimmy sniffed. “Yes,” he said quickly. “Quick, the windows!”




  They made a rapid search of the room. In a corner Jimmy unearthed a rusty cavalry sabre.




  “That’s the thing,” said Angel, and started to prise loose the solid shutter; but the wood was unyielding, and just as they had secured a purchase the blade snapped.




  “There is an old axe in the cupboard,” cried the girl, who apprehended the hidden danger.




  With a yell of joy Angel dragged forth an antiquated battle-axe, and attacked the shutter afresh. With each blow the wood flew in big splinters, but fast as he worked something else was moving faster. Angel had not mistaken the smell of petrol, and now a thin vapour of smoke flowed into the room from underneath the door, and in tiny spirals through the interstices of the floorboards.




  Angel stopped exhausted, and Jimmy picked up the axe and struck it true, then after one vigorous stroke a streak of daylight showed in the shutter. The room was now intolerably hot, and Angel took up the axe and hacked away at the oaken barrier to life.




  “Shall we escape?” asked the girl quietly.




  “Yes, I think so,” said Jimmy steadily.




  “I shall not regret tonight,” she faltered.




  “Nor I,” said Jimmy in a low voice, “whatever the issue is. It is very good to love once in a lifetime, even if that once is on the brink of the grave.”




  Her lips quivered, and she tried to speak. Angel was hard at work on the window, and his back was toward them, and Jimmy bent and kissed the girl on the lips.




  The window was down! Angel turned in a welter of perspiring triumph.




  “Outside as quick as dammit!” he cried. Angel had found a rope in the smaller room in his earlier search, and this he slipped round the girl’s waist.




  “When you get down run clear of the smoke,” he instructed her, and in a minute she found herself swinging in mid-air, in a cloud of rolling smoke that blinded and choked her. She felt the ground, and staying only to loose the rope, she ran outward and fell exhausted on a grassy bank. In a few minutes the two men were by her side. They stood in silence contemplating the conflagration, then Kathleen remembered.




  “The book, the book!” she cried.




  “It’s inside my shirt,” said the shameless Angel.




  XIII. Connor Takes a Hand
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  It is an axiom at Scotland Yard, “Beware of an audience.” Enemies of our police system advance many and curious reasons for this bashfulness. In particular they place a sinister interpretation upon the desire of the police to carry out their work without fuss and without ostentation, for the police have an embarrassing system of midnight arrests. Unless you advertise the fact, or unless your case is of sufficient importance to merit notice in the evening newspapers, there is no reason why your disappearance from society should excite comment, or why the excuse, put forward for your absence from your accustomed haunts, that you have gone abroad should not be accepted without question.




  Interviewing his wise chief, Angel received some excellent advice.




  “If you’ve got to arrest him, do it quietly. If, as you suggest, he barricades himself in his house, or takes refuge in his patent vault, leave him alone. We want no fuss, and we want no newspaper sensations. If you can square up the Reale business without arresting him, by all means do so. We shall probably get him in — er — what do you call it, Angel? — oh, yes, ‘the ordinary way of business.’”




  “Very good, sir,” said Angel, nothing loth to carry out the plan.




  “From what I know of this class of man,” the Assistant-Commissioner went on, fingering his grizzled moustache, “he will do nothing. He will go about his daily life as though nothing had happened; you will find him in his office this morning, and if you went to arrest him you’d be shot dead. No, if you take my advice you’ll leave him severely alone for the present. He won’t run away.”




  So Angel thanked his chief and departed. Throughout the morning he was obsessed by a desire to see the lawyer. By midday this had become so overmastering that he put on his hat and sauntered down to Lincoln’s Inn Fields.




  “Yes, Mr. Spedding was in,” said a sober clerk, and — after consulting his employer— “Mr. Spedding would see him”




  The lawyer was sitting behind a big desk covered with beribboned bundles of papers. He greeted Angel with a smile, and pointed to a chair on the other side of the desk.




  “I’ve been in court most of the morning,” he said blandly, “but I’m at liberty for half an hour. What can I do for you?”




  Angel looked at him in undisguised admiration. “You’re a wonderful chap,” he said with a shake of his head.




  “You’re admiring me,” said the lawyer, fingering a paperknife, “in very much the same way as an enthusiastic naturalist admires the markings of a horned viper.”




  “That is very nicely put,” said Angel truthfully.




  The lawyer had dropped his eyes on to the desk before him; then he looked up. “What is it to be?” he asked.




  “A truce,” said Angel.




  “I thought you would say that,” replied Spedding comfortably, “because I suppose you know—”




  “Oh, yes,” said Angel with nonchalant ease, “I know that the right hand which is so carelessly reposing on your knee holds a weapon of remarkable precision.”




  “You are well advised,” said the lawyer, with a slight bow.




  “Of course,” said Angel, “there is a warrant in existence for your arrest.”




  “Of course,” agreed Spedding politely.




  “I got it as a precautionary measure,” Angel went on in his most affable manner.




  “Naturally,” said the lawyer; “and now—”




  “Oh, now,” said Angel, “I wanted to give you formal notice that, on behalf of Miss Kent, we intend opening the safe tomorrow.”




  “I will be there,” said the lawyer, and rang a bell.




  “And,” added Angel in a lower voice, “keep out of Jimmy’s way.”




  Spedding’s lips twitched, the only sign of nervousness he had shown during the interview, but he made no reply. As the clerk stood waiting at the open door, Spedding, with his most gracious smile, said— “Er — and did you get home safely this morning?”




  “Quite, thank you,” replied Angel, in no wise perturbed by the man’s audacity.




  “Did you find your country quarters — er — comfortable?”




  “Perfectly,” said Angel, rising to the occasion, “but the function was a failure.”




  “The function?” The lawyer bit at the bait Angel had thrown.




  “Yes,” said the detective, his hand on the door, “the house-warming, you know.”




  Angel chuckled to himself all the way back to the Embankment. His grim little jest pleased him so much that he must needs call in and tell his chief, and the chief’s smile was very flattering.




  “You’re a bright boy,” he said, “but when the day comes for you to arrest that lawyer gentleman, I trust you will, as a precautionary measure, purge your soul of all frivolities, and prepare yourself for a better world.”




  “If,” said Angel, “I do not see the humorous side of being killed, I shall regard my life as badly ended.”




  “Get out,” ordered the Commissioner, and Angel got.




  He realized as the afternoon wore on that he was very tired, and snatched a couple of hours’ sleep before keeping the appointment he had made with Jimmy earlier in the day. Whilst he was dressing Jimmy came in — Jimmy rather white, with a surgical bandage round his head, and carrying with him the pungent scent of iodoform.




  “Hullo,” said Angel in astonishment, “what on earth have you been doing?”




  Jimmy cast an eye round the room in search of the most luxurious chair before replying.




  “Ah,” he said with a sigh of contentment as he seated himself, “that’s better.”




  Angel pointed to the bandage. “When did this happen?”




  “An hour or so ago,” said Jimmy. “Spedding is a most active man.”




  Angel whistled. “Conventionally?” he asked.




  “Artistically,” responded Jimmy, nodding his bandaged head. “A runaway motorcar that followed my cab — beautifully done. The cabhorse was killed and the driver has a concussion, but I saw the wheeze and jumped.”




  “Got the chauffeur?” asked Angel anxiously.




  “Yes; it was in the City. You know the City police? Well, they had him in three seconds. He tried to bolt, but that’s a fool’s game in the City.”




  “Was it Spedding’s chauffeur?”




  Jimmy smiled pityingly. “Of course not. That’s where the art of the thing comes in.”




  Angel looked grave for a minute. “I think we ought to ‘pull’ our friend,” he said.




  “Meaning Spedding?”




  “Yes.”




  “I don’t agree with you,” said Jimmy. “It would be ever so much more comfortable for you and me, but it will be ever so much better to finish up the Reale business first.”




  “Great minds!” murmured Angel, remembering his chief’s advice. “I suppose Mr. Spedding will lay for me tonight.”




  “You can bet your life on that,” said Jimmy cheerfully.




  As he was speaking, a servant came into the room with a letter. When the man had gone, Angel opened and read it. His grin grew broader as he perused it.




  “Listen!” he said. “It’s from Miss Kent.”




  Jimmy was all attention.




  “Dear Mr. Angel, Spedding has trapped me again. Whilst I was shopping this afternoon, two men came up to me and asked me to accompany them. They said they were police officers, and wanted me in connection with last night’s affair. I was so worried that I went with them. They took me to a strange house in Kensington… For Heaven’s sake, come to me!…”




  Jimmy’s face was so white that Angel thought he would faint.




  “The hounds!” he cried. “Angel, we must—”




  “You must sit down,” said Angel, “or you’ll be having a fit.”




  He examined the letter again. “It’s beautifully done,” he said. “Scrawled on a torn draper’s bill in pencil, it might very easily be her writing.”




  He put the missive carefully in a drawer of his desk, and locked it.




  “Unfortunately for the success of that scheme, Mr. Spedding, I have four men watching Miss Kent’s house day and night, and being in telephonic communication, I happen to know that that young lady has not left her house all day.” He looked at Jimmy, white and shaking. “Buck up, Jimmy,” he said kindly. “Your bang on the head has upset you more than you think.”




  “But the letter?” asked Jimmy.




  “A little fake,” said Angel airily, “Mr. Spedding’s little ballon d’essai, so foolishly simple that I think Spedding must be losing his nerve and balance. I’d like to bet that this house is being watched to see the effect of the note.” (Angel would have won his bet.) “Now the only question is, what little program have they arranged for me this evening?”




  Jimmy was thoughtful. “I don’t know,” he said slowly, “but I should think it would be wiser for you to keep indoors. You might make me up a bed in your sittingroom, and if there is any bother, we can share it.”




  “And whistle to keep my courage up?” sneered Angel. “I’ll make you up a bed with all the pleasure in life; but I’m going out, Jimmy, and I’ll take you with me, if you’ll agree to come along and find a man who will replace that conspicuous white bandage by something less bloodcurdling.”




  They found a man in Devonshire Place who was a mutual friend of both. He was a specialist in unpronounceable diseases, a Knight Commander of St. Michael and St. George, a Fellow of the two Colleges, and the author of half a dozen works of medical science. Angel addressed him as “Bill”




  The great surgeon deftly dressed the damaged head of Jimmy, and wisely asked no questions. He knew them both, and had been at Oxford with one, and he permitted himself to indulge in caustic comments on their mode of life and the possibilities of their end.




  “If you didn’t jaw so much,” said Angel, “I’d employ you regularly; as it is, I am very doubtful if I shall ever bring you another case.”




  “For which,” said Sir William Farran, as he clipped the loose ends of the dressing, “I am greatly obliged to you, Angel Esquire. You are the sort of patient I like to see about once a year — just about Christmas-time, when I am surfeited with charity toward mankind, when I need a healthy moral corrective to tone down the bright picture to its normal grayness — that’s the time you’re welcome, Angel.”




  “Fine!” said Angel ecstatically. “I’d like to see that sentence in a book, with illustrations.”




  The surgeon smiled good-humouredly. He put a final touch to the dressing.




  “There you are,” he said. “Thank you, Bill,” said Jimmy. “You’re getting fat.”




  “Thank you for nothing,” said the surgeon indignantly.




  Angel struck a more serious tone when he asked the surgeon in an undertone, just as they were taking their departure. “Where will you be tonight?”




  The surgeon consulted a little engagement book. “I am dining at the ‘Ritz’ with some people at eight. We are going on to the Gaiety afterwards, and I shall be home by twelve. Why?”




  “There’s a gentleman,” said Angel confidentially, “who will make a valiant attempt to kill one of us, or both of us tonight, and he might just fail; so it would be as well to know where you are, if you are wanted. Mind you,” added Angel with a grin, “you might be wanted for him.”




  “You’re a queer bird,” said the surgeon, “and Jimmy’s a queerer one. Well, off you go, you two fellows; you’ll be getting my house a bad name.”




  Outside in the street the two ingrates continued their discussion on the corpulence that attends success in life. They walked leisurely to Piccadilly, and turned towards the circus. It is interesting to record the fact that for no apparent reason they struck off into side streets, made unexpected excursions into adjoining squares, took unnecessary short cuts through mews, and finally, finding themselves at the Oxford Street end of Charing Cross Road, they hailed a hansom, and drove eastward rapidly.




  Angel shouted up some directions through the trap in the roof.




  “I am moved to give the two gentlemen who are following me what in sporting parlance is called ‘a run for their money,’” he said. He lifted the flap at the back of the cab, glanced through the little window, and groaned. Then he gave fresh directions to the cabman.




  “Drive to the ‘Troc,’” he called, and to Jimmy he added, “If we must die, let us die full of good food.”




  In the thronged grill-room of the brightly-lighted restaurant the two men found a table so placed that it commanded a view of the room. They took their seats, and whilst Jimmy ordered the dinner Angel watched the stream of people entering. He saw a dapper little man, with swarthy face and coal-black eyes, eyebrows and moustache, come through the glass doors. He stood for a breathing space at the door, his bright eyes flashing from face to face. Then he caught Angel’s steady gaze, and his eyes rested a little longer on the pair. Then Angel beckoned him. He hesitated for a second, then walked slowly toward them. Jimmy pulled a chair from the table, and again he hesitated as if in doubt; then slowly he seated himself, glancing from one to the other suspiciously.




  “Monsieur Callvet, ne c’est pas?” asked Angel.




  “That is my name,” the other answered in French.




  “Permit me to introduce myself,”




  “I know you,” said the little man shortly. “You are a detective.”




  “It is my fortune,” said Angel, ignoring the bitterness in the man’s tone.




  “You wish to speak to me?”




  “Yes,” replied Angel. “First, I would ask why you have been following us for the last hour?”




  The man shrugged his shoulders. “Monsieur is mistaken.”




  Jimmy had been very quiet during the evening. Now he addressed the Frenchman. “Callvet,” he said briefly, “do you know who I am?”




  “Yes, you are also a detective.”




  Jimmy looked him straight in the eyes. “I am not a detective, Callvet, as you well know. I am” — he felt an unusual repugnance at using the next words— “I am Jimmy of Cairo. You know me?”




  “I have heard of you,” said the man doggedly.




  “What you are — now — I do not know,” said Jimmy contemptuously. “I have known you as all things — as an ornament of the young Egypt party, as a tout for Reale, as a trader in beastliness.”




  The conversation was in colloquial French, and Jimmy used a phrase which is calculated to raise the hair of the most brazen scoundrel. But this man shrugged his shoulders and rose to go. Jimmy caught his sleeve and detained him.




  “Callvet,” he said, “go back to Mr. Spedding, your employer, and tell him the job is too dangerous. Tell him that one of the men, at least, knows enough about you to send you to New Caledonia, or else—”




  “Or else?” demanded the man defiantly.




  “Or else,” said Jimmy in his hesitating way, “I’ll be sending word to the French Ambassador that ‘Monsieur Plessey’ is in London.”




  The face of the man turned a sickly green.




  “Monsieur — je n’en vois pas la ncessit,” he muttered.




  “And who is Plessey?” asked Angel when the man had gone.




  “A murderer greatly wanted by the French police,” said Jimmy, “and Spedding has well chosen his instrument. Angel, there will be trouble before the evening is over.”




  They ate their dinner in silence, lingering over the coffee. The Frenchman had taken a table at the other side of the room. Once when Angel went out he made as though to leave, but seeing that Jimmy did not move, he changed his mind. Angel dawdled through the sweet, and took an unconscionable time over his coffee. Jimmy, fretting to be gone, groaned as his volatile companion ordered yet another liqueur.




  “That’s horribly insidious muck to drink,” grumbled Jimmy.




  “Inelegant, but true,” said Angel. He was amused at the obvious efforts of the spy at the other table to kill time also. Then suddenly Angel rose, leaving his drink untasted, and reached for his hat.




  “Come along,” he said briskly.




  “This is very sudden,” remarked the impatient Jimmy.




  They walked to the desk and paid their bill, and out of the corner of his eye Angel could see the dapper Frenchman following them out. They stepped out along Shaftesbury Avenue; then Jimmy stopped and fumbled in his pocket. In his search he turned round, facing the direction from which he had come. The dapper Frenchman was sauntering toward him, whilst behind him came two roughly-dressed men. Then Jimmy saw the two men quicken their pace. Passing one on each side of Callvet, each took an arm affectionately, and the three turned into Rupert Street, Angel and Jimmy following. Jimmy saw the three bunched together, and heard the click of the handcuffs. Then Angel whistled a passing cab. The captive’s voice rose. “Stick a handkerchief in his mouth,” said Angel, and one of the men obeyed. The two stood watching the cab till it turned the corner.




  “There is no sense in taking unnecessary risks,” said Angel cheerfully. “It is one thing being a fool, and another being a silly fool. Now we’ll go along and see what else happens.”




  He explained as he proceeded: “I’ve wanted Callvet for quite a long time — he’s on the list, so to speak. I lost sight of him a year ago. How Spedding got him is a mystery. If the truth be told, he’s got a nodding acquaintance with half the crooks in London… had a big criminal practice before he went into the more lucrative side of the law.”




  A big crowd had gathered at the corner of the Haymarket, and with one accord they avoided it.




  “Curiosity,” Angel prattled on, “has been the undoing of many a poor soul. Keep away from crowds, Jimmy.”




  They walked on till they came to Angel’s flat in Jermyn Street.




  “Spedding will duplicate and triplicate his schemes for catching us tonight,” said Jimmy.




  “He will,” agreed Angel, and opened the door of the house in which his rooms were. The narrow passageway, in which a light usually burned day and night, was in darkness.




  “Oh, no,” said Angel, stepping back into the street, “oh, indeed no!”




  During their walk Jimmy had had a suspicion that they had been followed. This suspicion was confirmed when Angel whistled, and two men crossed the road and joined them.




  “Lend me your lamp, Johnson,” said Angel, and taking the bright little electric lamp in his hand, he entered the passage, followed by the others. They reached the foot of the stairs, then Angel reached back his hand without a word, and one of the two men placed therein a stick. Cautiously the party advanced up the stairway that led to Angel’s room.




  “Somebody has been here,” said Angel, and pointed to a patch of mud on the carpet. The door was ajar, and Jimmy sent it open with a kick; then Angel put his arm cautiously into the room and turned on the light, and the party waited in the darkness for a movement. There was no sign, and they entered. It did not require any great ingenuity to see that the place had been visited. Half-opened drawers, their contents thrown on the floor, and all the evidence of a hurried search met their eyes. They passed from the little sittingroom to the bedroom, and here again the visitors had left traces of their investigations.




  “Hullo!” Jimmy stopped and picked up a soft felt hat. He looked inside; the dull lining bore the name of an Egyptian hatter. “Connor’s!” he said.




  “Ah!” said Angel softly, “so Connor takes a hand, does he?”




  One of the detectives who had followed them in grasped Angel’s arm.




  “Look, sir!” he whispered.




  Half-hidden by the heavy hangings of the window, a man crouched in the shadow.




  “Come out of that!” cried Angel.




  Then something in the man’s attitude arrested his speech. He slipped forward and pulled back the curtain.




  “Connor!” he cried. Connor it was indeed, stone dead, with a bullet hole in the centre of his forehead.
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  The four men stood in silence before the body. Jimmy bent and touched the hand. “Dead!” he said. Angel made no reply, but switched on every slight in the room. Then he passed his hands rapidly through the dead man’s pockets; the things he found he passed to one of the other detectives, who laid them on the table.




  “A chisel, a jemmy, a centre-bit, lamp, pistol,” enumerated Angel. “It is not difficult to understand why Connor came here; but who killed him?”




  He made a close inspection of the apartment. The windows were intact and fastened, there were no signs of a struggle. In the sittingroom there were muddy footmarks, which might have been made by Connor or his murderer. In the centre of the room was a small table. During Angel’s frequent absences from his lodgings he was in the habit of locking his two rooms against his servants, who did their cleaning under his eye. In consequence, the polished surface of the little table was covered with a fine layer of dust, save in one place where there was a curious circular clearing about eight inches in diameter. Angel examined this with scrupulous care, gingerly pulling the table to where the light would fall on it with greater brilliance. The little circle from whence the dust had disappeared interested him more than anything else in the room. “You will see that this is not touched,” he said to one of the men; and then to the other, “You had better go round to Vine Street and report this — stay, I will go myself.”




  As Jimmy and he stepped briskly in the direction of the historic police station, Angel expressed himself tersely. “Connor came on his own to burgle; he was surprised by a third party, who, thinking Connor was myself, shot him.”




  “That is how I read it,” said Jimmy. “But why did Connor come?”




  “I have been expecting Connor,” said Angel quietly. “He was not the sort of man to be cowed by the fear of arrest. He had got it into his head that I had got the secret of the safe, and I he came to find out.”




  Inside the station the inspector on duty saluted him.




  “We have one of your men inside,” he said pleasantly, referring to the Frenchman; then, noticing the grave faces of the two, he added, “Is anything wrong, sir?”




  Briefly enough the detective gave an account of what had happened in Jermyn Street. He added his instructions concerning the table, and left as I the inspector was summoning the divisional surgeon.




  “I wonder where we could find Spedding?” asked Angel.




  “I wonder where Spedding will find us?” added Jimmy grimly.




  Angel looked round in surprise. “Losing your nerve?” he asked rudely.




  “No,” said the cool young man by his side slowly; “but somehow life seems more precious than it was a week ago.”




  “Fiddlesticks!” said. Angel. “You’re in love.”




  “Perhaps I am,” admitted Jimmy in a surprised tone, as if the idea had never occurred to him before. Angel looked at his watch.




  “Ten o’clock,” he said; “time for all good people to be in bed. Being myself of a vicious disposition, and, moreover, desirous of washing the taste of tragedy out of my mouth, I suggest we walk steadily to a place of refreshment.”




  “Angel,” said Jimmy, “I cannot help thinking that you like to hear yourself talk.”




  “I love it,” said Angel frankly.




  In a little underground bar in Leicester Square they sat at a table listening to a little string band worry through the overture to Lohengrin. The crowded room suited their moods. Jimmy, in his preoccupation, found the noise, the babble of voices in many tongues, and the wail of the struggling orchestra, soothing after the exciting events of the past few hours. To Angel the human element in the crowd formed relaxation. The loudspeaking men with their flashy jewellery, the painted women with their automatic smiles, the sprinkling of keen-faced sharps he recognized, they formed part of the pageant of life — the life as Angel saw it. They sat sipping their wine until there came a man who, glancing carelessly round the room, made an imperceptible sign to Angel, and then, as if having satisfied himself that the man he was looking for was not present, left the room again. Angel and his companion followed.




  “Well?” asked Angel.




  “Spedding goes to the safe tonight,” said the stranger.




  “Good,” said Angel.




  “The guard at the safe is permanently withdrawn by Spedding’s order.”




  “That I know,” said Angel. “It was withdrawn the very night the ‘Borough Lot’ came. On whose behalf is Spedding acting?”




  “On behalf of Connor, who I understand is one of the legatees.”




  Angel whistled. “Whew! Jimmy, this is to be the Grand Finale.”




  He appeared deep in thought for a moment.




  “It will be necessary for Miss Kent to be present,” he said after a while.




  From a neighbouring district messenger office he got on by the telephone to a garage, and within half an hour they were ringing the bell at Kathleen’s modest little house.




  The girl rose to greet them as they entered. All sign of the last night’s fatigue had vanished.




  “Yes,” she replied, “I have slept the greater part of the day.”




  Angel observed that she studiously kept her eyes from Jimmy, and that that worthy was preternaturally interested in a large seascape that hung over the fireplace.




  “This is the last occasion we shall be troubling you at so late an hour,” said Angel, “but I am afraid we shall want you with us tonight.”




  “I will do whatever you wish,” she answered simply. “You have been, both of you, most kind.”




  She flashed a glance at Jimmy, and saw for the first time the surgical dressing on his head. “You — you are not hurt?” she cried in alarm, then checked herself.




  “Not at all,” said Jimmy loudly, “nothing, I assure you.”




  He was in an unusual panic, and wished he had not come.




  “He tripped over a hearthrug and fell against a marble mantelpiece,” lied Angel elaborately. “The marble has been in the possession of my family for centuries, and is now badly, and I fear irretrievably, damaged.”




  Jimmy smiled, and his smile was infectious. “A gross libel, Miss Kent,” he said, recovering his nerve. “As a matter of fact—”




  “As a matter of fact,” interrupted Angel impressively, “Jimmy was walking in his sleep!”




  “Be serious, Mr. Angel,” implored the girl, who was now very concerned as she saw the extent of Jimmy’s injury, and noticed the dark shadows under his eyes.




  “Was it Spedding?”




  “It was,” said Angel promptly. “A little attempt which proved a failure.”




  Jimmy saw the concern in the girl’s eyes, and, manlike, it cheered him.




  “It is hardly worth talking about,” he said hastily, “and I think we ought not to delay our departure a second.”




  “I will not keep you a moment longer than I can help,” she said, and left the room to dress herself for the journey.




  “Jimmy,” said Angel, as soon as she had gone, “cross my hand with silver, pretty gentleman, and I will tell your fortune.”




  “Don’t talk rot,” replied Jimmy.




  “I can see a bright future, a dark lady with big gray eyes, who—”




  “For Heaven’s sake, shut up!” growled Jimmy, very red; “she’s coming.”




  They reached the Safe Deposit when the bells of the city were chiming the half-hour after eleven.




  “Shall we go in?” asked Jimmy.




  “Better not,” advised Angel. “If Spedding knows we have a key it might spoil the whole show.”




  So the car slowly patrolled the narrow length of Lombard Street, an object of professional interest to the half-dozen plainclothes policemen who were on duty there. They had three quarters of an hour to wait, for midnight had rung out from the belfries long before a big car came gliding into the thoroughfare from its western end. It stopped with a jerk before the Safe Deposit, and a top-hatted figure alighted. As he did so, Angel’s car drew up behind, and the three got down.




  Spedding, professionally attired in a frockcoat and silk hat, stood with one foot on the steps of the building and his hand upon the key he had fitted. He evinced no surprise when he saw Angel, and bowed slightly to the girl. Then he opened the door and stepped inside, and Angel and his party followed. He lit the vestibule, opened the inner door, and walked into the darkened hall. Again came the click of switches, and every light in the great hall blazed. The girl shivered a little as she looked up at the safe, dominating and sinister, a monument of ruin, a materialization of the dead regrets of a thousand bygone gamblers. Solitary, alone, aloof it rose, distinct from the magnificent building in which it stood — a granite mass set in fine gold. Old Reale had possessed a good eye for contrasts, and had truly foreseen how well would the surrounding beauty of the noble hall emphasize the grim reality of the ugly pedestal. Spedding closed the door behind them, and surveyed the party with a triumphant smile.




  “I am afraid,” he said in his smoothest tones, “you have come too late.”




  “I am afraid we have,” agreed Angel, and the lawyer looked at him suspiciously.




  “I wrote you a letter,” he said. “Did you get it?”




  “I have not been home since this afternoon,” said Angel, and he heard the lawyer’s little sigh of relief.




  “I am sorry,” Spedding went on, “that I have to disappoint you all; but as you know, by the terms of the will the fortunate person who discovers the word which opens the safe must notify me, claiming the right to apply the word on the combination lock.”




  “That is so,” said Angel.




  “I have received such a notification from one of the legatees — Mr. Connor,” the lawyer went on, and drew from his pocket a paper, “and I have his written authority to open the safe on his behalf.”




  He handed the paper to Angel, who examined it and handed it back.




  “It was signed today,” was all that he said.




  “At two o’clock this afternoon,” said the lawyer. “I now—”




  “Before you go any further, Mr. Spedding,” said Angel, “I might remind you that there is a lady present, and that you have your hat on.”




  “A thousand pardons,” said the lawyer with a sarcastic smile, and removed his hat. Angel reached out his hand for it, and mechanically the lawyer relinquished it. Angel looked at the crown. The nap was rubbed the wrong way, and was covered with fine dust.




  “If you desire to valet me,” said the lawyer, “I have no objection.”




  Angel made no reply, but placed the hat carefully on the mosaic floor of the hall.




  “If,” said the lawyer, “before I open the safe, there is any question you would like to ask, or any legitimate objection you would wish to raise, I shall be happy to consider it.”




  “I have nothing to say,” said Angel.




  “Or you?” addressing Jimmy.




  “Nothing,” was the laconic answer.




  “Or Miss Kent perhaps — ?”




  Kathleen looked him straight in the face as she answered coldly— “I am prepared to abide by the action of my friends.”




  “There is nothing left for me to do,” said the lawyer after the slightest pause, “but to carry out Mr. Connor’s instructions.”




  He walked to the foot of the steel stairway and mounted. He stopped for breath halfway up. He was on a little landing, and facing him was the polished block of granite that marked where the ashes of old Reale reposed.




  Pulvis Cinis et Nihil




  said the inscription. “‘Dust, cinders and nothing,’” muttered the lawyer, “an apt rebuke to one seeking the shadows of vanity.”




  They watched him climb till he reached the broad platform that fronted the safe door. Then they saw him pull a paper from his pocket and examine it. He looked at it carefully, then twisted the dials cautiously till one by one the desired letters came opposite the pointer. Then he twisted the huge handle of the safe. He twisted and pulled, but the steel door did not move. They saw him stoop and examine the dial again, and again he seized the handle with the same result. A dozen times he went through the same process, and a dozen times the unyielding door resisted his efforts. Then he came clattering down the steps, and almost reeled across the floor of the hall to the little group. His eyes burnt with an unearthly light, his face was pallid, and the perspiration lay thick upon his forehead.




  “The word!” he gasped. “It’s the wrong word.”




  Angel did not answer him.




  “I have tested it a dozen times,” cried the lawyer, almost beside himself, “and it has failed.”




  “Shall I try?” asked Angel.




  “No, no!” the man hissed. “By Heaven, no! I will try again. One of the letters is wrong; there are two meanings to some of the symbols.” He turned and remounted the stairs.




  “The man is suffering,” said Jimmy in an undertone.




  “Let him suffer,” said Angel, a hard look in his eyes. “He will suffer more before he atones for his villainy. Look, he’s up again. Let the men in, Jimmy, he will find the word this time — and take Miss Kent away as soon as the trouble starts.”




  The girl saw the sudden mask of hardness that had come over Angel’s face, saw him slip off his overcoat, and heard the creaking of boots in the hall outside. The pleasant, flippant man of the world was gone, and the remorseless police officer, inscrutable as doom, had taken his place. It was a new Angel she saw, and she drew closer to Jimmy. An exultant shout from the man at the safe made her raise her eyes. With a flutter at her heart, she saw the ponderous steel door swing slowly open. Then from the man came a cry that was like the snarl of some wild beast.




  “Empty!” he roared. He stood stunned and dumb; then he flung himself into the great steel room, and they heard his voice reverberating hollowly. Again he came to the platform holding in his hand a white envelope. Blindly he blundered down the stairs again, and they could hear his heavy breathing.




  “Empty!” His grating voice rose to a scream. “Nothing but this!” He held the envelope out, then tore it open. It contained only a few words —




  “Received on behalf of Miss Kathleen Kent the contents of this safe.”




  “(Signed) JAMES CAVENDISH STANNARD, Bart.




  CHRISTOPHER ANGEL.”




  Dazed and bewildered, the lawyer read the paper, then looked from one to the other.




  “So it was you,” he said. Angel nodded curtly.




  “You!” said Spedding again. “Yes.”




  “You have robbed the safe — you — a police officer.”




  “Yes,” said Angel, not removing his eyes from the man. He motioned to Jimmy, and Jimmy, with a whispered word to the girl, led her to the door. Behind him, as he returned to Angel’s side, came six plainclothes officers.




  “So you think you’ve got me, do you?” breathed Spedding.




  “I don’t think,” said Angel, “I know.”




  “If you know so much, do you know how near to death you are?”




  “That also I know,” said Angel’s even voice. “I’m all the more certain of my danger since I have seen your hat.”




  The lawyer did not speak.




  “I mean,” Angel went on calmly, “since I saw the hat that you put down on a dusty table in my chambers — when you murdered Connor.”




  “Oh, you found him, did you — I wondered,” said Spedding without emotion.




  Then he heard a faint metallic click, and leapt back with his hand in his pocket. But Jimmy’s pistol covered him. He paused irresolutely for one moment; then six men flung themselves upon him, and he went to the ground fighting.




  Handcuffed, he rose, his nonchalant self, with the full measure of his failure apparent. He was once again the suave, smooth man of old. Indeed, he laughed as he faced Angel.




  “A good end,” he said. “You are a much smarter man than I thought you were. What is the charge?”




  “Murder,” said Angel.




  “You will find a difficulty in proving it,” Spedding answered coolly, “and as it is customary at this stage of the proceedings for the accused to make a conventional statement, I formally declare that I have not seen Connor for two days.”




  Closely guarded, he walked to the door. He passed Kathleen standing in the vestibule, and t she shrank on one side, which amused him. He clambered into the car that had brought him, followed by the policemen, and hummed a little tune. He leaned over to say a final word to Angel.




  “You think I am indecently cheerful,” he said, “but I feel as a man wearied with folly, who has the knowledge that before him lies the sound sleep that will bring forgetfulness.” Then, as the car was moving off, he spoke again— “Of course I killed Connor — it was inevitable.”




  And then the car carried him away. Angel locked the door of the deposit, and handed the key to Kathleen. “I will ask Jimmy to take you home,” he said. “What do you think of him?” said Jimmy.




  “Spedding? Oh, he’s acted as I thought he would. He represents the very worst type of criminal in the world; you cannot condemn, any more than you can explain, such men as that. They are in a class by themselves — Nature’s perversities. There is a side to Spedding that is particularly pleasant.”




  He saw the two off, then walked slowly to the City Police Station. The inspector on duty nodded to him as he entered.




  “We have put him in a special cell,” he said. “Has he been well searched?”




  “Yes, sir. The usual kit, and a revolver loaded in five chambers.”




  “Let me see it,” said Angel. He took the pistol under the gaslight. One chamber contained an empty shell, and the barrel was foul. That will hang him without his confession, he thought.




  “He asked for a pencil and paper,” said the inspector, “but he surely does not expect bail.”




  Angel shook his head. “No, I should imagine he wants to write to me.”




  A door burst open, and a bareheaded jailer rushed in.




  “There’s something wrong in No. 4,” he said, and Angel followed the inspector as he ran down the narrow corridor, studded with iron doors on either side.




  The inspector took one glance through the spyhole.




  “Open the door!” he said quickly. With a jangle and rattle of bolts, the door was opened. Spedding lay on his back, with a faint smile on his lips; his eyes were closed, and Angel, thrusting his hand into the breast of the stricken man, felt no beat of the heart. “Run for a doctor!” said the inspector. “It’s no use,” said Angel quietly, “the man’s dead.” On the rough bed lay a piece of paper. It was addressed in the lawyer’s bold hand to Angel Esquire. The detective picked it up and read it.




  “Excellent Angel,” the letter ran, “the time has come when I must prove for myself the vexed question of immortality. I would say that I bear you no ill will, nor your companion, nor the charming Miss Kent. I would have killed you all, or either, of course, but happily my intentions have not coincided with my opportunities. For some time past I have foreseen the possibility of my present act, and have worn on every suit one button, which, coloured to resemble its fellows, is in reality a skilfully moulded pellet of cyanide. Farewell.”




  Angel looked down at the dead man at his feet. The top cloth-covered button on the right breast had been torn away.
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  If you can understand that all the extraordinary events of the previous chapters occurred without the knowledge of Fleet Street, that eminent journalists went about their business day by day without being any the wiser, that eager news editors were diligently searching the files of the provincial press for news items, with the mystery of the safe at their very door, and that reporters all over London were wasting their time over wretched little motorbus accidents and gas explosions, you will all the easier appreciate the journalistic explosion that followed the double inquest on Spedding and his victim.




  It is outside the province of this story to instruct the reader in what is so much technical detail, but it may be said in passing that no less than twelve reporters, three subeditors, two “crime experts,” and one publisher were summarily and incontinently discharged from their various newspapers in connection with the “Safe Story.” The Megaphone alone lost five men, but then the Megaphone invariably discharges more than any other paper, because it has got a reputation to sustain. Flaring contents bills, heavy black headlines, and column upon column of solid type, told the story of Reale’s millions, and the villainous lawyer, and the remarkable verse, and the “Borough Lot”. There were portraits of Angel and portraits of Jimmy and portraits of Kathleen (sketched in court and accordingly repulsive), and plans of the lawyer’s house at Clapham and sketches of the Safe Deposit.




  So for the three days that the coroner’s inquiry lasted London, and Fleet Street more especially, revelled in the story of the old croupier’s remarkable will and its tragic consequences. The Crown solicitors very tactfully skimmed over Jimmy’s adventurous past, were brief in their examination of Kathleen; but Angel’s interrogation lasted the greater part of five hours, for upon him devolved the task of telling the story in full.




  It must be confessed that Angel’s evidence was a remarkably successful effort to justify all that Scotland Yard had done. There were certain irregularities to be glossed over, topics to be avoided — why, for instance, official action was not taken when it was seen that Spedding contemplated a felony.




  Most worthily did Angel hold the fort for officialdom that day, and when he vacated the box he left behind him the impression that Scotland Yard was all foreseeing, all wise, and had added yet another to its list of successful cases.




  The newspaper excitement lasted exactly four days. On the fourth day, speaking at the Annual Congress of the British Association, Sir William Farran, that great physician, in the course of an illuminating address on “The first causes of disease,” announced as his firm conviction that all the ills that flesh is heir to arise primarily from the wearing of boots, and the excitement that followed the appearance in Cheapside of a converted Lord Mayor with bare feet will long be remembered in the history of British journalism. It was enough, at any rate, to blot out the memory of the Reale case, for immediately following the vision of a stout and respected member of the Haberdasher Company in full robes and chain of office entering the Mansion House insufficiently clad there arose that memorable newspaper discussion “Boots and Crime,” which threatened at one time to shake established society to its very foundations.




  “Bill’s a brick,” wrote Angel to Jimmy. “I suggested to him that he might make a sensational statement about microbes, but he said that the Lancet had worked bugs to death, and offered the ‘no boots’ alternative.”




  It was a fortnight after the inquiry that Jimmy drove to Streatham to carry out his promise to explain to Kathleen the solution of the cryptogram. It was his last visit to her, that much he had decided. His rejection of her offer to equally share old Reale’s fortune left but one course open to him, and that he elected to take.




  She expected him, and he found her sitting before a cosy fire idly turning the leaves of a book. Jimmy stood for a moment in an embarrassed silence.




  It was the first time he had been alone with her, save the night he drove with her to Streatham, and he was a little at a loss for an opening.




  He began conventionally enough speaking about the weather, and not to be outdone in commonplace, she ordered tea.




  “And now, Miss Kent,” he said, “I have got to explain to you the solution of old Reale’s cryptogram.”




  He took a sheet of paper from his pocket covered with hieroglyphics.




  “Where old Reale got his idea of the cryptogram from was, of course, Egypt. He lived there long enough to be fairly well acquainted with the picture letters that abound in that country, and we were fools not to jump at the solution at first. I don’t mean you,” he added hastily. “I mean Angel and I and Connor, and all the people who were associated with him.”




  The girl was looking at the sheet, and smiled quietly at the faux pas.




  “How he came into touch with the ‘professor — !”




  “What has happened to that poor old man?” she asked.




  “Angel has got him into some kind of institute,” replied Jimmy. “He’s a fairly common type of cranky old gentleman. ‘A science potterer,’ Angel calls him, and that is about the description. He’s the sort of man that haunts the Admiralty with plans for unsinkable battleships, a ‘minus genius’ — that’s Angel’s description too — who, with an academic knowledge and a good memory, produced a reasonably clever little book, that five hundred other schoolmasters might just as easily have written. How the professor came into Reale’s life we shall never know. Probably he came across the book and discovered the author, and trusting to his madness, made a confidant of him. Do you remember,” Jimmy went on, “that you said the figures reminded you of the Bible? Well, you are right. Almost every teacher’s Bible, I find, has a plate showing how the alphabet came into existence.” He indicated with his finger as he spoke. “Here is the Egyptian hieroglyphic. Here is a ‘hand’ that means ‘D,’ and here is the queer little Hieratic wiggle that means the same thing, and you see how the Phoenician letter is very little different to the hieroglyphic, and the Greek ‘delta’ has become a triangle, and locally it has become the ‘D’ we know.”




  He sketched rapidly. “All this is horribly learned,” he said, “and has got nothing to do with the solution. But old Reale went through the strange birds, beasts and things till he found six letters, S P R I N G, which were to form the word that would open the safe.”




  “It is very interesting,” she said, a little bewildered.




  “The night you were taken away,” said Jimmy, “we found the word and cleared out the safe in case of accidents. It was a very risky proceeding on our part, because we had no authority from you to act on your behalf.”




  “You did right,” she said. She felt it was a feeble rejoinder, but she could think of nothing better.




  “And that is all,” he ended abruptly, and looked at the clock.




  “You must have some tea before you go,” she said hurriedly. They heard the weird shriek of a motor-horn outside, and Jimmy smiled.




  “That is Angel’s newest discovery,” he said, not knowing whether to bless or curse his energetic friend for spoiling the tte — tte.




  “Oh!” said the girl, a little blankly he thought.




  “Angel is always experimenting with new noises,” said Jimmy, “and some fellow has introduced him to a motor-siren which is claimed to possess an almost human voice.” The bell tinkled, and a few seconds after Angel was ushered into the room.




  “I have only come for a few minutes,” he said cheerfully. “I wanted to see Jimmy before he sailed, and as I have been called out of town unexpectedly—”




  “Before he sails?” she repeated slowly. “Are you going away?”




  “Oh, yes, he’s going away,” said Angel, avoiding Jimmy’s scowling eyes. “I thought he would have told you.”




  “I—” began Jimmy.




  “He’s going into the French Congo to shoot elephants,” Angel rattled on; “though what the poor elephants have done to him I have yet to discover.”




  “But this is sudden?” She was busy with the tea things, and had her back toward them, so Jimmy did not see her hand tremble.




  “You’re spilling the milk,” said the interfering Angel. “Shall I help you?”




  “No, thank you,” she replied tartly.




  “This tea is delicious,” said Angel, unabashed, as he took his cup. He had come to perform a duty, and he was going through with it. “You won’t get afternoon tea on the Sangar River, Jimmy. I know because I have been there, and I wouldn’t go again, not even if they made me governor of the province.”




  “Why?” she asked, with a futile attempt to appear indifferent.




  “Please take no notice of Angel, Miss Kent,” implored Jimmy, and added malevolently, “Angel is a big game shot, you know, and he is anxious to impress you with the extent and dangers of his travels.”




  “That is so,” agreed Angel contentedly, “but all the same, Miss Kent, I must stand by what I said in regard to the ‘Frongo.’ It’s a deadly country, full of fever. I’ve known chaps to complain of a headache at four o’clock and be dead by ten, and Jimmy knows it too.”




  “You are very depressing today, Mr. Angel,” said the girl. She felt unaccountably shaky, and tried to tell herself that it was because she had not recovered from the effects of her recent exciting experiences.




  “I was with a party once on the Sangar River,” Angel said, cocking a reflective eye at the ceiling. “We were looking for elephants, too, a terribly dangerous business. I’ve known a bull elephant charge a hunter and—”




  “Angel!” stormed Jimmy, “will you be kind enough to reserve your reminiscences for another occasion?”




  Angel rose and put down his teacup sadly. “Ah, well!” he sighed lugubriously, “after all, life is a burden, and one might as well die in the French Congo — a particularly lonely place to die in, I admit — as anywhere else. Goodbye, Jimmy!” He held out his hand mournfully.




  “Don’t be a goat!” entreated Jimmy. “I will let you know from time to time how I am; you can send your letters via Sierra Leone.”




  “The White Man’s Grave!” murmured Angel audibly.




  “And I’ll let you know in plenty of time when I return.”




  “When!” said Angel significantly. He shook hands limply, and with the air of a man taking an eternal farewell. Then he left the room, and they could hear the eerie whine of his patent siren growing fainter and fainter.




  “Confound that chap!” said Jimmy. “With his glum face and extravagant gloom he—”




  “Why did you not tell me you were going?” she asked him quietly. She stood with a neat foot on the fender and her head a little bent.




  “I had come to tell you,” said Jimmy.




  “Why are you going?”




  Jimmy cleared his throat. “Because I need the change,” he said almost brusquely.




  “Are you tired — of your friends?” she asked, not lifting her eyes.




  “I have so few friends,” said Jimmy bitterly. “People here who are worth knowing know me.”




  “What do they know?” she asked, and looked at him.




  “They know my life,” he said doggedly, “from the day I was sent down from Oxford to the day I succeeded to my uncle’s title and estates. They know I have been all over the world picking up strange acquaintances. They know I was one of the” — he hesitated for a word— “gang that robbed Rahbat Pasha’s bank; that I held a big share in Reale’s ventures — a share he robbed me of, but let that pass; that my life has been consistently employed in evading the law.”




  “For whose benefit?” she asked.




  “God knows,” he said wearily, “not for mine. I have never felt the need of money, my uncle saw to that. I should never have seen Reale again but for a desire to get justice. If you think I have robbed for gain, you are mistaken. I have robbed for the game’s sake, for the excitement of it, for the constant fight of wits against men as keen as myself. Men like Angel made me a thief.”




  “And now — ?” she asked.




  “And now,” he said, straightening himself up, “I am done with the old life. I am sick and sorry — and finished.”




  “And is this African trip part of your scheme of penitence?” she asked. “Or are you going away because you want to forget—” Her voice had sunk almost to a whisper, and her eyes were looking into the fire.




  “What?” he asked huskily.




  “To forget — me,” she breathed.




  “Yes, yes,” he said, “that is what I want to forget.”




  “Why?” she said, not looking at him.




  “Because — oh, because I love you too much, dear, to want to drag you down to my level. I love you more than I thought it possible to love a woman — so much, that I am happy to sacrifice the dearest wish of my heart, because I think I will serve you better by leaving you.” He took her hand and held it between his two strong hands.




  “Don’t you think,” she whispered, so that he had to bend closer to hear what she said, “don’t you think I — I ought to be consulted?”




  “You — you,” he cried in wonderment, “would you—”




  She looked at him with a smile, and her eyes were radiant with unspoken happiness. “I want you, Jimmy,” she said. It was the first time she had called him by name. “I want you, dear.”




  His arms were about her, and her lips met his. They did not hear the tinkle of the bell, but they heard the knock at the door, and the girl slipped from his arms and was collecting the tea-things when Angel walked in. He looked at Jimmy inanely, fiddling with his watch chain, and he looked at the girl.




  “Awfully sorry to intrude again,” he said, “but I got a wire at the little post-office up the road telling me I needn’t take the case at Newcastle, so I thought I’d come back and tell you, Jimmy, that I will take what I might call a ‘cemetery drink’ with you tonight.”




  “I am not going,” said Jimmy, recovering his calm.




  “Not — not going?” said the astonished Angel.




  “No,” said the girl, speaking over his shoulder, “I have persuaded him to stay.”




  “Ah, so I see!” said Angel, stooping to pick up two hairpins that lay on the hearthrug.




  The End
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  South of Florence by some sixty miles, and west of Rome by almost thrice the distance, upon three hills, is Siena, the most equable of the cities of Tuscany.




  On the Terzo di Città in I know not what contrada, is the Palazzo Festini.




  It stands aloof in its gloomy and dilapidated magnificence, and since it dates from the adjacent Baptistery of S. Giovanni, it leaves the impression of being a crumbling and disgruntled fragment of the sacred edifice that has wandered away in sullen rage to decay at its leisure.




  Here, in penurious grandeur, dwelt the Festinis, who claimed descent from none other than Guido Novello, of whom Compagni, the arch-apologist, wrote: “Il conte Guido non aspettò il fine, ma senza dare colpo di spada si parti.”*




  [* Count Guido did not wait for the end, but departed without a stroke of his sword.]




  The Festini was a family to the name of which the Italian nobility listened with immobile faces. And if you chose to praise them they would politely agree; or if you condemned them they would listen in silence; but if you questioned them as to their standing in the hierarchy, you might be sure that, from Rome to Milan, your inquiry would be met by an immediate, but even, change of subject.




  The Festinis, whatever might be their relationship with Guido the Coward, effectively carried on the methods of the Polomei, the Salvani, the Ponzi, the Piccolomini, and the Forteguerri.




  The vendettas of the middle ages were revived and sustained by these products of nineteenth century civilization, and old Salvani Festini had, as was notoriously evident, gone outside the circumscribed range of his own family grievances, and had allied himself, either actively or sympathetically, with every secret society that menaced the good government of Italy.




  It was a hot June afternoon, in the year ‘99, when a man and two youths sat at their midday meal in the gloomy diningroom of the Palazzo.




  The man who sat at the head of the table was, despite his age, a broad-shouldered man of apparent vitality; a leonine head surmounted by a mane of grey hair would have distinguished him without the full beard which fell over his black velvet waistcoat.




  Yet, for all his patriarchal appearance, there was something in the seamed white face, in the cold eyes which stared from under his busy brows, which was sinister and menacing.




  He ate in silence, scarcely troubling to answer the questions which were put to him.




  The boy on his right was a beautiful lad of seventeen; he had the ivory complexion, the perfect, clean-cut, patrician features which characterized the Italian nobility. His lustrous brown eyes, his delicate mouth, his almost effeminate chin, testified for the race from which he sprang.




  The young man sitting opposite was four years older. He was at the stage when youth was merging into manhood, with disastrous consequences to facial contours. He seemed thin, almost hollow-jawed, and only the steady quality of his grave eyes saved him from positive ugliness.




  “But, father,” asked the younger lad, “what makes you think that the Government suspects that you know about the ‘Red Hand’?”




  The older youth said nothing, but his inquiring eyes were fixed upon his father.




  Salvani Festini brought his mind back to the present with a start.




  “Eh?” he asked.




  His voice was gruff, but not unkindly, as he addressed the boy; and the light of unconscious pride which shone in his eyes as he looked at the youth, softened the forbidding expression of his face.




  “I am very well informed, my son,” he said with a gentle growl. “You know we have excellent information. The carbineers are pursuing their investigations, and that infernal friend of yours” — he turned to the elder son— “is at the head of the inquisitors.”




  The youth addressed smiled.




  “Who is this?” he asked innocently.




  The old man shot a glance of suspicion at his son.




  “Tillizini,” he said shortly. “The old fool — why doesn’t he keep to his books and his lectures?”




  “He has been very kind to me,” said the younger man. He spoke thoughtfully, reflectively. “I am sorry he has annoyed you, father; but it is his business — this investigation of crime.”




  “Crime!” roared the old man. “How dare you, a son of mine, sitting at my own table, refer to the actions of the ‘Red Hand’ as crime!”




  His face went red with rage, and he cast a glance of malevolence at his heir which might well have shocked a more susceptible man.




  But Antonio Festini was used to such exhibitions. He was neither embarrassed nor distressed by this fresh exhibition of his father’s dislike. He knew, and did not resent, the favouritism shown to Simone, his brother. It did not make him love his brother less, nor dislike his father more.




  Antonio Festini had many qualities which his countrymen do not usually possess. This phlegmatic, philosophical attitude of mind had been bred in him. Some remote ancestor, cool, daring, possibly with a touch of colder blood in his ancestry, had transmitted to this calm youth some of the power of detachment.




  He knew his father hated the old professor of anthropology at Florence; for the Festinis, even to this day, preserved the spirit of antagonism which the Sienese of half a thousand years ago had adopted to the Florentine.




  There were schools enough in Siena; a college most famous for its lawyers and its doctors.




  Simone was graduating there, and what was good enough for Simone should surely be good enough for Antonio.




  But the elder son had chosen Florence with that deliberation which had always been his peculiarity, even from his earliest childhood, and in face of all opposition, in defiance of all the Festini tradition, it was to Florence he went.




  Tillizini, that remarkable scientist, had conceived a friendship for the boy; had taken him under his wing, and had trained him in his own weird, irregular, and inconsequent way.




  Tillizini was a master of crime, and he possessed an encyclopaedic knowledge of men. He was at the beck and call of the secret police from one end of Italy to the other, and, so rumour said, was in receipt of retaining fees from the governments of other nations.




  It was Tillizini who had set himself to work to track down the “Red Hand” which had terrorized the South of Italy for so many years, and had now extended its sphere of operations to the north.




  And it was a hateful fact that his work had been crowned with success. His investigations had laid by the heels no less a person than the considerable Matteo degli Orsoni, the Roman lawyer, who, for so many years, had directed the operations of one of the most powerful sections of the “Red Hand.”




  There was something like fear in the old man’s breast, though he was too good a Festini to display it; and it was fear which leavened his rage.




  “You shall hear a different tale of this Tillizini,” he growled, “mark you that, Antonio. Some day he will be found dead — a knife in his heart, or his throat cut, or a bullet wound in his head — who knows? The ‘Red Hand’ is no amusing organization.” He looked long and keenly at his son. Simone leant over, his elbows on the table, his chin resting on his hands, and eyed his brother with dispassionate interest.




  “What does Tillizini know of me?” asked the old man suddenly. “What have you told him?”




  Antonio smiled.




  “That is an absurd question, father,” he said; “you do not imagine that I should speak to Signor Tillizini of you?”




  “Why not?” said the other gruffly. “Oh! I know your breed. There is something of your mother in you. Those Bonnichi would sell their wives for a hundred lira!”




  Not even the reference to his mother aroused the young man to anger. He sat with his hands thrust into the pockets of his riding breeches, his head bent a little forward, looking at his father steadily, speculatively, curiously.




  For a few minutes they stared at one another, and the boy on the other side of the table glanced from father to brother, from brother to father, eagerly.




  At last the old man withdrew his eyes with a shrug, and Antonio leant across the table, and plucked two grapes from a big silver dish in the centre, with a hand to which neither annoyance nor fear contributed a tremor.




  The old man turned to his favourite.




  “You may expect the birri here to-day or tomorrow,” he said. “There will be a search for papers. A crowd of dirty Neapolitans will go rummaging through this house. I suppose you would like me to ask your friend, Tillizini, to stay to dinner?” he said, turning to the other with a little sneer.




  “As to that, you must please yourself, father; I should be very delighted if you did.”




  “By faith, you would,” snarled the old man. “If I had an assurance that the old dog would choke, I’d invite him. I know your Tillizini,” he said gratingly, “Paulo Tillizini.” He laughed, but there was no humour in his laughter.




  Antonio rose from the table, folded his serviette into a square and placed it neatly between the two Venetian goblets which were in front of him.




  “I have your permission to retire?” he said, with a ceremonious little bow.




  A jerk of the head was the only answer.




  With another little bow to his brother, the young man left the room. He walked through the flagged and gloomy hall to the ponderous door of the Palazzo.




  A servant in faded livery opened the door, and he stepped out into the blinding sunlight. The heat struck up at him from the paved street as from a blast furnace.




  He had no definite plans for spending the afternoon, but he was anxious to avoid any further conflict with his father; and though he himself did not approve of the association which his house had formed with the many desperate, guilty bands which tyrannized over Italy, yet he was anxious to think out a method by which the inevitable exposure and disgrace might be avoided.




  There was no question of sentiment as far as he was concerned. He had reached the point where he had come to regard not only his father, but his younger brother, so eager to assist and so anxious for the day when he would be able to take an active part in the operations of the League, as people outside the range of his affections.




  It was natural that he should gravitate towards the Piazza del Campo. All Siena moved naturally to this historic fanlike space, with its herringboned brick pavement, and its imperishable association with the trials and triumphs of Siena.




  He stood by the broad central pavement which marks the course of the Pallio, deep in thought, oblivious of the many curious glances which were thrown in his direction. For despite the heat of the day, all Siena was abroad.




  Had he been less engrossed by his thoughts, he might have regarded it as curious that the Sienese, who hold this hour sacred to the siesta, should have so thronged the square and the street, on a hot June afternoon.




  Standing there, absorbed by his thoughts, he heard his name spoken softly behind him, and turned.




  He snatched off his soft felt hat with a smile, and extended his hand.




  “I did not expect to see you, Signor Tillizini,” he said.




  The pleasure of the meeting, however, was overclouded a second later, as he realized with a sense of apprehension that the old professor’s visit was not without gloomy significance to his house.




  Professor Tillizini, at that time, was in his eightieth year. As straight as a die, his emaciated and aesthetic face was relieved by two burning eyes in which the soul of the man throbbed and lived.




  He took the arm of his pupil and led him across the piazza at a slow pace.




  “Antonio mio,” he said with grave affection, “I am come because the Government desires certain information. You know, although I have not told you, that we are inquiring into a certain organization.”




  He laid his thin white hand upon the other’s shoulder, and stopped, peering down into the boy’s face with keen attention.




  “Antonio,” he said slowly, “that investigation is to be directed toward your father and his actions.”




  The other nodded. “I know,” he said simply.




  “I am glad you know,” said Tillizini, with a little sigh of relief. “It has rather worried me. I wanted to tell you some time ago that such an inquiry was inevitable, but I did not think I would be doing my duty to the State if I gave that information.”




  Antonio smiled a little sadly.




  “It does not matter, Signor,” he said; “as a matter of fact, my father knows, and is expecting you.”




  Tillizini nodded.




  “That I expected too,” he said, “or rather let me be frank — I hoped he would be; for a policeman expected is a policeman defeated,” he smiled.




  They walked a little way in silence, then —




  “Are you satisfied in your mind that my father is concerned in all these outrages?” asked Antonio.




  The old man looked at him sharply.




  “Are you not also?” he asked.




  The heir of the Festinis made no reply. As if by mutual consent they changed the subject and spoke of other matters.




  The old man was awaiting the arrival of the police officers; that much Antonio guessed.




  They spoke of the college at Florence and of mutual friends. Then, by easy stages, the professor approached his favourite subject — the subject of his life-work.




  “It is a thousand pities, is it not?” he said, “that, having got so far, the good God will not give me another hundred years of life?”




  He smiled and shrugged his shoulders.




  “At the end of which time I should require another hundred,” he said philosophically. “It is as well, perhaps, that we cannot have our desires. “It would have satisfied me,” he continued, “had I a son to carry on my work. Here again I am denied. I have not, I admit,” he said, with that naiveté which was his charm, “even in my life provided myself with a wife. That was an oversight for which I am now being punished.”




  He stopped as a tall officer in the uniform of the carbineers came swinging across the Piazza del Campo, and Antonio Festini instinctively stepped away from his master’s side.




  The two spoke together, and by and by, with a little nod of farewell and a fleeting shadow of pity in his eyes, Tillizini accompanied the tall officer in the direction of the Palazzo Festini.




  Antonio watched him until he was out of sight. Then he resumed his aimless pacing up and down the Piazza, his hands behind his back, his head sunk forward on his breast.




  Tillizini accompanied the tall officer to the Festini Palace. He pulled the rusty bell that hung by the side of the great door, and was admitted.




  He was conducted with all the ceremony which his obvious rank demanded — for was not there an officer of carbineers accompanying him, and did not that officer treat him with great deference? — to the big salon of the Festinis.




  It was an apartment bleak and bare. The ancient splendours of the painted ceiling were dim and dingy, the marble flagged floor was broken in places, and no attempt had been made to repair it. The few chairs, and the French table which had been pushed against the wall, seemed lost in that wilderness of chilly marble.




  In a few moments Count Festini came in. He was still dressed in his velvet coat and waistcoat, and the riding breeches and boots which he and his sons invariably wore, for they were great horsemen, and had but that one taste in common.




  He favoured Tillizini with a bow, which the professor returned.




  “I am at your Excellency’s disposition,” he said formally, and waited.




  “Count Festini,” said Tillizini, “I have come upon an unpleasant mission.”




  “That is regrettable,” said Count Festini shortly.




  “It is my duty to ask you to allow me to conduct a personal examination of your papers.”




  “That is not only unfortunate, but outrageous,” said Festini, yet without the sign of irritation which the carbineer officer, his fingers nervously twitching the whistle which would summon his men, had expected.




  “It is not my wish,” Tillizini went on, “to make this visit any more disagreeable to your Excellency than is necessary, therefore I ask you to regard me rather as a friend who desires to clear your name from aspersions which — —”




  “You will spare me your speeches,” said Count Festini shortly. “I know you, Paulo Tillizini. I thought you were a gentleman, and entrusted you with the education of my son. I find you are a policeman. In these days,” he shrugged his shoulders—” the Italian nobility — and if I remember aright, you come from the house of one Buonsignori? — —”




  Tillizini bowed.




  “In these days,” Festini went on, “it is necessary, I presume, for our decaying nobility to find some means of providing portions for their marriageable daughters.”




  “In my case,” said Tillizini, “that is unnecessary.”




  He spoke suavely and calmly: every word which Count Festini had uttered was, by the code which both men understood, a deadly insult. Yet Tillizini preserved the same outward show of unconcern which Festini had seen so disastrously reproduced in his son.




  “I can only add,” the old man went on, “this one fact — that to whatever depths a member of a noble house may sink in assisting the State to bring justice to the men who are setting the laws of the country at defiance, it is possible, Signor, for a man to sink still, lower, and to be one of those whose dreadful acts, and whose cruel practices, set the machinery of the law in motion.”




  He spoke in his passionless, even tones, and a red flush crept over the Count’s face.




  “You may search as you wish,” he said. “My house is at your disposition. Here are my keys.”




  He produced from his pocket a steel ring on which a dozen keys hung.




  Tillizini made no attempt to take them.




  “If you will conduct me to your bedroom,” he said, “I shall not trouble you with any further search.”




  For a second only Count Festini hesitated. A swift cloud of apprehension passed across his face. Then with a bow he extended his hand to the door.




  He followed them into the hall and led the way up the stairs. His room was a large one, facing the road. It was as poorly furnished as the remainder of the house. Tillizini closed the door behind him, and the officer stood, barring all egress.




  “Here are my keys.”




  Again Count Festini held out the polished bunch.




  “Thank you, I do not want them,” said Tillizini. He stood squarely before the man. “I think it is as well, Count,” he said gently, “that I should tell you what I know. Four days ago a man was arrested in the act of placing a bomb on the railway line between Rome and Florence. He was apparently a new recruit, but after he was arrested it was discovered that he was a man who stood very high in the councils of the Florentine branch of your excellent society.”




  Festini said nothing. He listened with every interest.




  “In some way,” Tillizini went on, “this man had discovered many secrets which I am sure the ‘Red Hand’ had no intention of revealing. He may have acted as secretary to one of the heads of your Order. At any rate, he knew that documents incriminating yourself and a very large number of influential people in Italy were secreted in this house.”




  “Indeed!” said Festini, coldly. “You have the keys; you may verify for yourself the truth of your informant’s statement.” Again Tillizini made no attempt to take the keys from him.




  “He knew more than I have told,” he said slowly. “He indicated to me a hiding-place which I gather is known only to you and to the leaders of your band.”




  He walked to the end of the room, where four long windows lit the apartment. Between the second and the third hung a picture in a deep gold frame. He passed his hand gingerly over the scroll-work on the left side of the frame.




  Presently he found what he wanted, and pressed.




  The bottom half of the rich carving opened like a narrow drawer.




  Festini watched him, motionless, as he took a bundle of papers from the secret recess behind the hinge moulding.




  Tillizini examined them briefly at the window and placed them carefully in the inside pocket of his coat. He looked at Festini long and earnestly, but before he could speak the door was opened and Simone Festini came in quickly.




  He walked to his father.




  “What is it?” he asked, and bent his angry brows upon the old professor.




  “It is nothing, my son,” said Count Festini.




  He laid his hand upon the boy’s head and smiled.




  “You must go downstairs until I have finished my business with his Excellency.”




  The boy hesitated.




  “Why should I go?” he asked.




  He scented the danger and was hard to move. He looked round from one to the other, alert, suspicious, almost catlike.




  “If anything should happen to me, Simone,” said Count Festini softly, “I beg you to believe that I have provided for you handsomely, and there is a provision which is greater than any I can offer you — the protection and the friendship, and as I hope one day, the leadership, of comrades who will serve you well. And now you must go.”




  He bent down and kissed the young man on the cheek.




  Simone went out, dry-eyed, but full of understanding. In the hall below he came face to face with his brother, who had returned from the Piazza.




  “Come this way, Antonio,” said the boy gravely.




  He walked first into the diningroom where an hour ago they had been seated together at their meal.




  “Our father is under arrest, I think,” he said, still coolly, as though he were surveying a commonplace happening. “I also think I know what will happen next. Now, I ask you, which way do you go if I take up our father’s work?”




  His eyes were bright with suppressed excitement; he had grown suddenly to a man in that brief consciousness of impending responsibility.




  Antonio looked at him sorrowfully.




  “I go the straight way, Simone,” he said quietly. “Whichever way is honest and clean and kindly, I go that way.”




  “Buono!” said the other. “Then we part here unless God sends a miracle — you to your destiny and I to mine.”




  He stopped and went deadly white, and looking at him, Antonio saw the beads of sweat upon his brow.




  “What is the matter?” he asked, and stepped forward to his side, but the boy pushed him back.




  “It is nothing,” he said, “nothing.”




  He held himself stiffly erect, his beautiful face raised, his eyes fixed on the discoloured decorations of the ceiling.




  For he had heard the pistol shot, muffled as it was by intervening doors and thick walls, that told the end for Count Festini.




  Tillizini, hurrying down to break the news to him, found him fully prepared.




  “I thank your Excellency,” said the boy. “I knew. Your Excellency will not live to see the result of your work, for you are an old man, but if you did, you will behold the revenge which I shall extract from the world for this murder, for I am very young, and, by God’s favour, I have many years to live.” Tillizini said nothing, but he went back to Florence a sad man.




  Three months afterwards he again visited Siena, and in the Via Cavour, in broad daylight, he was shot down by two masked men who made good their escape; and, in his chair, at the College of Anthropology at Florence, there reigned, in good time, Tillizini the younger.
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  It was absurd to call the affair “the Red Hand Trial,” because the “Red Hand” had played no part in the case so far as the burglary was concerned.




  It was a very commonplace burglary with a well-known, albeit humble member of Burboro’s community in the dock. He had been found in a house in the early hours of the morning, he had given an incoherent explanation to the alert butler who had captured him, and, beyond a rigmarole of a story that some mysterious Italian had sent him thither, there was no hint of the workings of the extraordinary association which at the moment agitated the law-abiding people of Britain.




  It was equally absurd and grossly unfair to accuse the newspapers who referred to it as “the Red Hand Case,” of unjustifiable sensationalism. After all, there was an Italian mentioned in connexion with the charge — quite enough in those days of panic to justify the reference.




  The Session House was crowded, for the case had excited more than usual interest. All the county was there. Lady Morte-Mannery occupied a seat on the Bench, as was her right. Most of the house-party from East Mannery had driven over and was seated in privileged places, to the no small inconvenience of the Bar and the representatives of the Press, the latter of whom bitterly and indignantly resented this encroachment upon their already restricted domain.




  But Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery, the Chairman of the Session, had a short way with critics and professed, though his practice did not always come into line with his theory, that the Press might be ignored and impressed with a sense of its own unworthiness.




  The Pressmen in the Session House at Burboro’ were constantly undergoing that mysterious process which is known as “being put in their place.” They desired, most earnestly, that the principle should be applied now, for their places were occupied by the guests of the Chairman.




  Hilary George, K.C., sat with his colleagues, though only as a spectator. He was curious to see in operation the workings of justice, as Sir Ralph conceived it.




  Sir Ralph’s sentences were notorious, his judgments had before now come up for revision. He was, perhaps, the best hated man in the country. Mothers frightened their obstreperous children with references to Sir Ralph. He was the bogey man of the poacher, a moral scarecrow to tramps, people who slept out at night, and suchlike dangerous characters.




  A little man, spare and bony, his clothes, though carefully fitted, seemed to hang upon him; his face was long and white, and solemn; his lips drooped mournfully at each corner. A pair of gold-mounted pince-nez struck an angle on his pendulous nose as to suggest that they were so placed in order not to obstruct his line of vision. His hair was white and thin; he had two dirty-grey tufts of sidewhisker, and affected a Gladstonian collar. His voice, when he spoke, was querulous and complaining; he gave the impression that he felt a personal resentment toward the unfortunate prisoner in the dock, for having dragged him from his comfortable library to this ill-ventilated court.




  Sir Ralph was a man hovering about the age of sixty. His wife, who was looking supremely lovely in her black velvet cloak and her big black hat, which one white feather lightened, was nearly thirty years his junior. A beautiful woman by some standards. Junoesque, imperial, commanding; her lips in repose were thin and straight, and if the truth be told, a little repellent. Some people found them so. Hilary George, for one, a daring rider to hounds, and wont to employ the phraseology of the field, confessed that he never saw those lips tighten but a voice within him uttered the warning, “‘Ware! ‘ware!”




  She was a beautiful woman, and a disappointed woman. She had married Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery, five years before, in the supreme faith that she had emerged for ever from that atmosphere of penury which had surrounded her girlhood; that she had said “goodbye” to the strivings, the scrimpings and the make-believe of shabby gentility with which a mother with social aspirations and an income of a £150 a year had enclouded her.




  But Vera Forsyth found she had moved from an atmosphere of penury enforced by circumstances to an atmosphere of penury practised for love of it. Sir Ralph was a mean man, he was little short of a miser, and he had the settled conviction that, in taking care of the pennies, he was appointed as by divine right, the natural heir to hundreds.




  It seemed to her, in her first year of marriage, that she could never escape from the eternal account book. He was a man who believed in domestic stocktaking. He knew, better than she, the prevalent price of potatoes, and he noted with pain any advance in the grocer’s bill, and set himself the congenial task of discovering the cause for any such swollen expenditure.




  Now she looked along the Bench at her husband curiously; he was always a source of interest to her. She needed some such interest to sustain her in her everyday acquaintance with this man.




  He was summing up with gross partiality. Though he had had one or two bad raps from the Court of Criminal Appeal, he was not to be turned from his set purpose, which was to rid the country of those who showed a disinclination to distinguish the difference between meum and teum.




  All who knew the circumstances realized that the summing up was in the veriest bad taste. The young man, white of face, who stood by the dock’s edge, his shaking hands clasping and unclasping the iron rail before him, was being tried for burglary, and the burglary was at Sir Ralph’s own place.




  “He has told you, Gentlemen of the Jury,” went on Sir Ralph in his speech, “that a mysterious Italian asked him to break into the house, where somebody would be waiting to give him an equally mysterious packet. He did not intend to steal, so he tells you; he was merely carrying out the instructions of this mythical — perhaps I ought not to say ‘mythical,’” said Sir Ralph hastily, with the recollection of a Lord Chief Justice’s comments on a judgment of his— “but which may to you, Gentlemen of the Jury, appear to be a mythical person.




  “He tells you that he was induced by his poverty to go to Highlawn at midnight, to effect an entrance through the kitchen, and there to wait until some cloaked, masked individual brought him a packet which he was to bring away. He tells you that he had no intention whatever of robbing the owner. He was merely being the accomplice of some person in the house.”




  Sir Ralph leant back with a little contemptuous smile.




  “Well, Gentlemen of the Jury,” he said, throwing out his hands, with pseudo goodnature, “if you believe that, of course you still must convict the man on the charge of being an accomplice. As you know, there is in this house a very valuable collection of Renaissance jewellery; and when the Counsel for the Crown tells you, as he has told you, that the inference to be drawn from the man’s presence in the kitchen, where the butler discovered him, is that he intended to make a raid upon that jewellery, you are, perhaps, as justified in believing that suggestion as you are in believing that of the prisoner’s Counsel — that he was merely acting as an innocent agent in the matter.”




  He said a few more words, summarized such of the evidence as had not come under his previous purview, and commended the jury to their deliberations with the air of benevolence which invariably enwrapped the peroration of his more malignant speeches.




  The jury tramped out, and a buzz of conversation overhung the court. The prisoner lingered a little by the rails; he looked down at the delicate face of his girl-wife, this woman of seventeen, who had sat throughout the trial tense and haggard, listening to the evidence.




  “It can’t be helped, dear,” he said. He was a man of the working classes, but his voice showed an unusual culture.




  The girl could only raise her piteous eyes to his; her lips trembled, she could frame no answer. She knew that her young husband spoke the truth. Poverty had ground them down to desperation, but to whatever end it might drive them, it would never make her man a thief.




  The jury were back in five minutes. They shuffled into the box, and answered to their names, keeping their eyes averted from the prisoner at the Bar. The Clerk of Assizes put his questions to them.




  “Do you find the prisoner ‘Guilty’ or ‘Not Guilty’ of the crime of burglary?”




  “Guilty,” said the foreman, in a high, nervous voice.




  Sir Ralph nodded his head approvingly. He turned to the prisoner as the Clerk said, “Have you anything to say before the sentence is passed?”




  The man in the dock took a swift glance at the drooping figure of his wife. She had fainted, and a kindly policeman was lifting her to carry her from the court.




  “The story I have told,” he said, speaking clearly and without hesitation, “was a true story. I had no idea of burgling your house, Sir Ralph. I merely went there because I thought I was acting as the agent of somebody who was carrying on some sort of — —” he hesitated. “I hardly like to say it — some sort of intrigue,” he continued boldly, “and did not want this fact to leak out.”




  His eyes roved round the Bench and halted when they met those of Lady Morte-Mannery. They looked at each other; she calmly, incuriously, he hopefully, with a wondering, puzzled stare.




  “It is my first offence,” he went on. “I have never been in this position before, and although the jury have found me ‘Guilty,’ my lord, I do hope that you will take a lenient view of my offence, not only for my own sake, but for the sake of my wife and unborn child.” His voice shook a little as he pleaded. It was the only sign of emotion he had given.




  Sir Ralph nodded again. It was a grim nod. It put a period to the prisoner’s speech. The Chairman adjusted his gold pince-nez, and bent his head from left to right, consulting his colleagues.




  “Your offence, George Mansingham,” he said, “is peculiarly abhorrent to me. I do not consider the fact that the house burgled was my own. Fortunately I am unaffected by personal considerations, and the fact that I, myself, was away from home that night enables me to try this case in an unprejudiced spirit.”




  He looked down at the paper on his desk musingly. Then he suddenly jerked his head up.




  “You will be kept in penal servitude for seven years,” he said.




  Something like a gasp ran through the court. Hilary George, monocle in eye, half started to his feet, then sank back again. The man in the dock stood dazed.




  “Seven years,” he repeated, and shook his head as though he could not understand it, then turned and stepped down the stairs which led to the cells below.




  Hilary George was a stout man; he had a large fresh face, and eyes that told plainly of his immense vitality and joy of life. Seeing him you thought of an overgrown boy, and the monocle, as a friend had remarked, seemed out of place in one so young. He had one of the biggest practices at the Bar; he was a skilful lawyer and a brilliant debater.




  You might think him an easy man to manage, with his parted lips that showed two rows of white even teeth and that look of surprise and delight which shone in his eyes. But no man who had ever tried to persuade Hilary George against his will or against his better judgment, had ever repeated the attempt.




  He stood now, an immaculate figure, on the steps of the Session House. He was not smiling, he looked as grave as his facial conformation would allow. Very slowly, very deliberately, he buttoned the white gloves over his huge hands. He looked at his watch, and, as he did so, the East Mannery party came out, Lady Morte-Mannery a little ahead, Sir Ralph following with two or three of his guests.




  “Will you drive over in the car with us, or will you take the wagonette,” asked Sir Ralph, pleasantly. He was rather in awe of the big barrister — as much in awe as he could be of anybody — and he invariably cloaked his uneasiness with a certain perkiness of manner which passed with Sir Ralph for good-humour.




  “I’m not coming over, Ralph,” said Hilary George, quietly.




  The Chairman raised his brows.




  “Not coming over?” he repeated. “What do you mean?”




  “I’m going back to town,” said Hilary, slowly as before.




  “But why? What has happened? I thought you were keen on the shooting.”




  “I’d rather not say why,” said Hilary. “If you’ll be good enough to tell my man to bring my boxes to the station — I’ll amuse myself in Burboro’ for another hour.”




  “But what is the reason?” persisted Sir Ralph. “Have you had any news? Is there any necessity for your going back to town?”




  Hilary scratched his chin reflectively.




  “I’ll tell you,” he said, and faced the other squarely. “You’ve just sentenced a man to seven years penal servitude.”




  “Yes?” replied Sir Ralph, wonderingly.




  “It was a perfectly beastly sentence,” said the K.C., and every word cut like a knife. “A perfectly beastly, malicious, vindictive, unjust sentence,” he repeated, “and I would not stay another hour in the house of the man who passed it.




  “More than this!” he said, with a sudden accession of fierceness and benevolent malignity, if the paradox may be allowed, which almost paralyzed his hearer, “I will not rest until that sentence is reduced. My solicitors shall take it to the Court of Appeal.”




  “You — you — how dare you!” spluttered Sir Ralph.




  “A perfectly beastly sentence,” repeated the other, with annoying deliberation. “Don’t talk to me, Sir Ralph, I’m not a tyro, I’m a barrister. I know the game better than you. I know what sentence was justifiable there. I know exactly how your own personal prejudice stepped in to confine this man — this young man, a first offender — to a living hell.”




  He spoke with vehemence, his plump face growing redder and redder as his anger rose.




  “I will never forgive you, Hilary,” cried Sir Ralph, shaking with anger. “You have mortally offended me. You know I believe in long sentences.”




  “I don’t care a damn what you believe in,’’ said the other, and his very calmness emphasized the strength of his language. “I bid you good morning.”




  He walked over to where Lady Morte-Mannery stood watching them.




  “I am sorry, Lady Morte-Mannery,” he said, a little stiffly. “I shall not be coming back to the house. An important engagement has called me to London.”




  She murmured her sorrow conventionally, though she was by no means displeased to see the back of a man whom at first she had regarded as one who might easily be influenced to her views. Her views, it may here be remarked, were peculiar.




  “Why has he gone?” she asked her husband, as the car drove through the main street of Burboro’.




  Sir Ralph, who was glowering with rage, vouchsafed a snarling answer.




  “How do I know? Why do you ask ridiculous questions? Because he’s a fool,” he went on viciously. “Because he’s a blackguard. He’s grossly insulted me, and I’ll never forgive him.” He was in a white heat of temper, and for the whole day brooded on the affront which had been offered him.




  Vera made one or two ineffectual attempts to smooth his ruffled plumage. She was particularly anxious to get him into a good mood. She had one or two requests to make, which in his present frame of mind she knew would be rejected without thought. Her efforts were unavailing.




  “I wish you wouldn’t potter round,” he growled, when she went into the library on the pretext of tidying away some books which had been left out by some careless guest.




  “Oh, come here,” he said, as she was going out of the room. “Here’s a bill from Burt’s. How many packets of prepared oats did we have in last week?”




  “I forget, dear,” she said.




  “Six,” he growled. “Do you know we have never had more than four before?”




  “Mr. George liked it for breakfast,” she answered.




  “Mr. George!” he almost shouted. “Don’t mention that man’s name. Why is Bulgered charging 1s. 0½ d. a pound for his beef? It’s monstrous — change the butcher. I wish to goodness you’d show some interest in the conduct of your house, Vera.”




  He scowled at her under his white shaggy brows.




  “You go on as if I was made of money. Practise some sense of economy. My dear girl, before you were married you counted every penny. Imagine they are your mother’s, and count mine.”




  With a shrug, she left him. He was utterly impossible in these moods. She went into the drawingroom wondering how she should approach her lord on the subject which lay uppermost in her mind. A girl sat in one of the windows, reading. She looked up with a smile as Vera entered.




  “Isn’t it a bore?” she said. “They’ve just told me that Mr. George has gone back to town. He played such beautiful piquet. Why has he gone?”




  She rose lazily, putting her book down. She was a tall, beautiful girl, of that exquisite colouring which is the English gentlewoman’s heritage. The well-poised head was crowned with a luxurious mass of russet gold hair. Her eyebrows, two delicate lines of jet black, were set over a pair of the loveliest eyes that man ever looked into. At least, so thought many a man who knew her. Even Sir Ralph, self-engrossed and contemptuous, he said, of beauty, had commented upon their liquid loveliness.




  A straight nose, and a firm, rebellious chin, a perfectly calm mouth, completed the picture. As she moved she displayed the grace of her slender figure. Every movement suggested the life of freedom — freedom of field and road — eloquently, as did her complexion of the softening qualities of her native Ireland.




  “The horrible thing about being a poor relation,” she said, as she dropped her strong hand affectionately on the other’s shoulder, “is that one can’t command the friends of one’s rich relations. I should have told Hilary George: ‘You cannot go to London, however pressing your business may be, because my niece Marjorie, wants somebody to play piquet with her.’”




  Vera shook the hand from her shoulder with a scarcely perceptible movement.




  “Don’t be silly, Marjorie,” she said a little tartly. “Ralph’s very worried. Hilary has been awfully rude to your uncle.”




  The girl’s eyebrows rose.




  “Rude?” she repeated. “Why, I thought they were such good friends.”




  “He has been very rude,” she said again. “By the way,” she said, “your man is coming down to-day, isn’t he?”




  The girl’s face flushed. She drew herself up a little.




  “I wish you wouldn’t say that sort of thing, Vera,” she said. “I do try to be nice to you, and you never lose an opportunity of speaking unkindly.”




  Vera laughed, and strolled across to the piano. “I didn’t know that was unkind,” she said, as she seated herself, and pulled out some music from the rack at her side.




  The girl followed her, her hands behind her back; she stood behind her.




  “Do you like me, Vera?” she asked.




  Vera looked round, and stared at her.




  “My dear child,” she said, “don’t be absurd. I don’t dislike you.”




  “But you do,” persisted the other. “I have seen it so often. I’ve had such convincing evidence, and it makes me a little unhappy.” She drew up a chair by the side of the piano and sat down.




  “Don’t play,” she said, “just let us have a heart-to-heart talk.”




  “That’s the kind of talk I loathe. I’ve just been having a heart-to-heart talk about Quaker oats,” said the other. “But this young man — what’s his name?”




  “Gillingford — Frank Gillingford,” said Marjorie, steadily.




  “You are rather keen on him, aren’t you?”




  “I am hoping that he is rather keen on me,” said the girl, her sense of humour getting the better of her resentment.




  “What is he, an engineer or something?” asked Vera, touching the keys lightly with her sensitive hands.




  “Something of the sort.” And Marjorie changed the conversation. “Didn’t uncle rather — rather” — she hesitated for a simile— “as Mr. George would say, ‘whack it into’ that unfortunate person?”




  “You mean the burglar?”




  Marjorie nodded.




  “I don’t think he got any more than he deserved,” said Vera.




  “Do you really think he came after uncle’s collection?




  “Why not?” asked Vera, without looking round. “It is a very valuable one. There are medallions there worth three or four hundred pounds each — there is one there worth a thousand, at least,” she added quickly. “I believe that is so.”




  “But what use would they be to him?” persisted the girl.




  “Well — —” Vera shrugged her shoulders.




  “You are asking me to give a psychological survey of a burglar’s mind,” she said, “and that I am not prepared to do.”




  Marjorie walked back to the window and looked out on to the dismal landscape. It had been raining for the last hour, and the trees looked especially miserable, half enveloped as they were by a mist which was driving up from the Medway valley.




  “I shouldn’t advise you to discuss the question of that sentence with your uncle,” said Vera across her shoulder. “He is rather sore; I think that was the cause of his quarrel with Hilary George.”




  The girl made no reply. She could not understand Vera. She had always been an enigma to her. That she was a disappointed woman, Marjorie knew. She had expected to inherit a life of luxurious calm; instead, she had merely succeeded the housekeeper, whom Sir Ralph had thoughtfully discharged, and had, moreover, dated his discharge as from the date of his wedding.




  Vera was an ambitious woman. She had set no limit upon her possibilities. She had come, as she had thought, into a wider world, to a larger life, with scope for the exercise of her undoubted genius, but had found herself restricted to the prosaic duties of housekeeping for a querulous and a mean old man.




  Marjorie’s reverie was cut short by the sudden cessation of the music. There was a little pause, and then Vera’s voice asked— “Where could I raise five hundred pounds?”
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  Marjorie turned with a start.




  “Five hundred pounds?” she repeated.




  Vera nodded.




  “I want that sum,” she said, “for a purpose. You understand that this is confidential?”




  “Oh, quite,” said Marjorie, “but it is a lot of money. Couldn’t you get it from Uncle Ralph?”




  “Uncle Ralph,” repeated the other, contemptuously. “He wouldn’t give five hundred potatoes! A demand for five hundred pounds would estrange us for the rest of our lives.”




  She gave a bitter little laugh.




  Marjorie knit her pretty brows in thought.




  “I can’t think of anybody,” she said slowly.




  “Then don’t,” said Vera, briskly. “I don’t know exactly why I asked you.”




  Further discussion of the subject was made impossible by the arrival of Sir Ralph himself.




  He had evidently forgotten that any strained relations existed between himself and his wife, or that her iniquitous extravagance in prepared oats had ever come between them.




  “Vera,” he said, going towards her, “did you notice a man in the court to-day, a peculiarly foreign-looking man?”




  She thought a moment.




  “Yes, there was a person sitting near—” she nearly said Hilary George, but deemed it tactful to mention another barrister who had been engaged in the case.




  “How did he impress you?” he asked.




  “I should like to say that he did not impress me at all,” she said, with a smile. She was most anxious to restore him to good-humour. “But unfortunately, I did take particular notice of him; rather a distinguished-looking man, cleanshaven and with a lined, thoughtful face.”




  Sir Ralph nodded.




  “That’s the man,” he said. “I’ve just had a note from him. I didn’t know he was in Burboro’. That is Tillizini.”




  He said this impressively. At the moment, Tillizini’s name was in the mouth of half the population of England.




  He nodded.




  “None other,” he said. “I had a note from one of the under secretaries of the Home Office saying that he was coming down. I don’t know why our little burglary should have attracted his attention, but at any rate he could not have been very interested, for he did not turn up until to-day. He has just sent a note to tell me that he is staying at the George, and I have written to ask him to come up to dinner tonight.”




  She made a little face.




  “He’s a detective or something, isn’t he?” she asked.




  “More than a detective.”




  Sir Ralph was rather inclined to be irritable if you did not rise to his values. It was better to overestimate them than to underestimate them in any case.




  “Surely you have read the papers?” he went on, with his best magisterial air. “You couldn’t very well escape his name nowadays. He is the man whom the English Government brought over as a sort of consultant, to deal with this terrible outbreak of crime.”




  “I’ve heard something about it,” said his wife, carelessly. “The ‘Black Hand’ or the ‘Red Hand’ — I forget exactly what colour it is.”




  Sir Ralph frowned.




  “You must not treat these matters frivolously, Vera,” he said, coldly. “I’ve had reason to speak to you before on similar occasions. The ‘Red Hand’ is a very mysterious organization, which is striking at the very heart of our domestic security. Any man, and I may add any woman, should be extremely grateful to those who, by their gifts of divination, are endeavouring to shield the innocent victims of a band of organized criminals.”




  Vera hated her husband when he made speeches to her. She knew more about the “Red Hand” and its workings than she was prepared to discuss with Sir Ralph.




  It was a pose of hers, as it was a pose of certain members of her class, to profess a profound ignorance upon matters which were engaging the attention of newspaper readers. The pose of ignorance is a popular one with members of the leisured classes; popular, because it suggests their superiority to the influences which surround them; because it signalizes their independence of chronicled facts, and because, too, it is the easiest of all poses to assume and to sustain.




  Vera had caught the trick and found it a profitable one. It lent her an overpowering naivete, which had a paralysing effect upon the better-informed but socially inferior members of the community, and it precluded one being bored by a long recital of the news which one had read in the morning papers in a more concise or a more accurate form. Her interest in the great Italian detective for the moment was a conventionally domestic one, for she rose from the music-stool.




  “I shall have to tell Parker to set another place,” she said.




  “If he accepts,” interjected Marjorie.




  Vera raised her eyebrows with a little smile.




  “Don’t be absurd, Marjorie, of course he will accept.”




  “What do we call him — Inspector or Sergeant or something?” she asked of Sir Ralph.




  The spirit of revolt was stirring within her, and she permitted herself a facetiousness of attitude which ordinarily she would not have expressed. And this, despite the subconscious desire to soothe him into a complaisant mood.




  She never for one moment imagined that he would advance her the money she required, but he might let her have a portion of it if she could only invent a story sufficiently plausible. The truth was out of the question. She smiled to herself at the thought. She was an imaginative woman but not sufficiently so to picture Sir Ralph in that moment of confession. She needed the money as she had never needed money before. It was not for herself — her own wants were few and her tastes simple. She might, perhaps, induce her husband to let her have a hundred if she could invent a good reason — and it would have to be a superlatively good reason to induce Sir Ralph to part with his money.




  Somehow the old weariness of it all, the old distaste for the life she was living, came over her, and induced her to treat the subject in a manner in which she knew her husband would heartily disapprove.




  “You will call him Doctor Tillizini,’ said Sir Ralph sternly. “He is a professor of anthropology in the Florentine School of Medicine. He is a gentleman, Vera, and I shall expect you to treat him as such.”




  Marjorie, who had been an interested spectator of the passage between husband and wife, had discreetly withdrawn to her book and her chair by the window. As Sir Ralph turned to go, she rose.




  “I say, what fun,” she said. “Is he really coming, Uncle?”




  Sir Ralph nodded.




  “I hope so. I can do no more than invite him, but he is such a busy man that he may probably have to go back to town. At any rate, I am certain,” he said, a little pompously, “that he will approve most heartily of my treatment of that rascal to-day. I think it is monstrous the way Hilary George went on…”




  He was still sore over his treatment by his whilom friend, and he launched forth into a sea of explanation and justification, and, incidentally, gave the girl a fairly garbled version of the scene which had occurred outside the Session House — a scene in which he had played, by his account, a dignified and proper part, and in which Hilary had lost his temper to a distressing degree.




  The fire of Sir Ralph’s eloquence burnt itself down to glowerings and splutterings of incoherent disapproval.




  “Hilary George,” he said, “will regret this.” He spoke in the satisfied tone of one who had made special arrangements with Providence to that end.




  Marjorie was following her uncle from the room, when a glance from Vera brought her back. The older woman waited until the door had closed behind her husband.




  “Marjorie,” she said, in the mild and honeyed tone which the girl recognized as her “At Home” voice, “I want you to do something for me.”




  “With pleasure, dear,” said the girl warmly.




  Lady Morte-Mannery fingered the little silver ornaments on one of the tables which abounded in the drawingroom, and placed them as though they were pawns in a new game she was playing. She seemed to be concentrating her attention upon this pastime as she spoke.




  “I want you to do something very special for me,” she repeated. “Of course, I know I can trust you about that money, and now I want to ask you to help me with a little ruse. This man who is coming to-day,” she said, “this Italian person, is really not the kind of man I want to meet. I hate detectives and all those crude, melodramatic individuals. They talk about crime and things, and besides,” she hesitated, “I can trust you, can’t I?”




  She looked up sharply.




  “Yes,” said the girl gravely, wondering what was coming.




  “Well, you know, dear,” said Vera slowly, and still playing her mysterious game with the comfit boxes and Dutch silver, “I’m a member of a club. It’s a ladies’ club; you won’t find it in Whittaker because we do not care to advertise our existence, although of course we are registered. Well, we had rather a bother there, two or three months ago. We — we. Why should I deceive you?” she said in a burst of confidence, and with her rare smile. “We were raided! You see, dear, we played rather heavily. We did not confine ourselves to the prosaic game of Bridge. Some woman — I forget her name — introduced baccarat, and we had a little wheel too; you know.”




  She shrugged her shoulders.




  “It was awfully fascinating, and one lost and won quite a considerable sum. And then there was a bother, and the police came in one night quite unexpectedly. Your dear Uncle Ralph was in town for the May Meetings, and I had quite a lot of time on my hands.




  “It was very fortunate I escaped any serious consequences of my rashness. I gave a false name, and was brought up the next morning at Bow Street with the rest of the women — you remember, the case created quite a sensation — and I was bound over in a false name. Nobody recognized me and nobody but you is any the wiser.”




  She stopped again, and shot a swift, sidelong glance at the girl.




  “Oh, you needn’t be shocked,” she said, the acid in her tone asserting itself. “It wasn’t so very dreadful, only this Tillizini man was in court that day, and I think he may have recognized me.”




  “How awkward!” said Marjorie. “Really, Vera, I’m not a bit shocked, and it’s not for me, any way, to sit in judgment on your actions. What do you want me to do?”




  “I want you to help me when I tell Sir Ralph that I am too ill to entertain this person. I’ll go straight away to bed, and I want you, like an angel, to do the honours.”




  “Why, with pleasure,” said Marjorie, with a little smile.




  “Anyway,” said Vera, a little hardly, “Ralph won’t bully you before visitors, nor will he refer pointedly to your needless extravagance in potatoes. Ralph is rather a fanatic on the question of potatoes,” she said. “There is a standard by which he judges all phases of domestic economy.”




  Marjorie was filled with an infinite pity for the girl. She was not more than seven or eight years older than herself, still young enough to find joy in the colour and movement of life.




  “I will do anything I can,” she said. For the second time that day she laid her hand upon the other’s shoulder.




  “Don’t paw me, dear,” said Vera, with sudden asperity, and the warm, generous heart of the girl was chilled. Vera saw this, and tried to make amends.




  “Please don’t bother about me, dear,” she said, in a softer tone. “I am rather jagged; too jagged, indeed, to meet this—”




  At that point the door of the drawingroom was opened, and William, the butler, came in importantly. He stood by the open door.




  “Professor Tillizini,” he announced.
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  It seemed to Marjorie that Vera shrank back at the name.




  The girl waited for her to go forward and greet the newcomer, but as she made no move Marjorie realized that she was called upon, even now, to perform the duties of hostess.




  The man in the doorway was tall; he looked taller, perhaps, because of his slimness. He was clad from head to foot in black, and the big flowing tie at his neck was of the same sober hue. He carried in his hand a black soft felt hat, from which the butler had made several ineffectual attempts to detach him.




  His face was long and thin, sallow and lined; his eyes were big and grey, and steady. They were terribly alive and expressive, Marjorie thought. They gave the impression that the whole process of life was comprehended in their depths. His hair was black and was brushed smoothly behind his ears. He was neither handsome nor ugly. His face was an unusual one, attractive, because of its very character and strength. The mouth was big and sensitive; the ungloved hands were long and white, and as delicate as a surgeon’s.




  He gave a quick glance from one to the other.




  “I am so sorry to intrude upon you,” he said. There was no trace of any foreign accent in his voice. “I expected to find Sir Ralph. He is out — yes?”




  He had a quick, alert method of talking. He was eager to the point of anticipating the reply. Before the girl could answer he had gone on.




  “He has kindly asked me to dine tonight. I am so sorry I cannot. I must be back in London in an hour or two. There are one or two interviews of importance which I have arranged.”




  His smile was a dazzling one; it lit up the whole of his face, and changed him from a somewhat morose, funereal figure, to a new and radiant being.




  Marjorie noticed that he was almost handsome in his amusement. The smile came and went like a gleam of sunshine seen through a rift of storm-cloud.




  “You are Miss Marjorie Meagh,” he said, “and you, madam,” with a little bow, “are Lady Morte-Mannery.” His head twisted for a moment inquiringly. That, and the bow, were the only little signs he gave of his continental origin.




  Vera forced a smile to her face. She came forward, a little embarrassed. She had hoped to escape without an introduction and to have developed a convenient headache to keep out of his way.




  “I saw you in court,” said Tillizini, quickly. “It was an interesting case, was it not? That poor man!”




  He threw out his arms with a gesture of pity.




  “I do not know why you sympathize with him,” said Vera.




  “Seven years!” Tillizini shook his head. “It is a long time, Madam, for a man — innocent.”




  Again the little shrug. The tall man paced the room nervously.




  “You have heard his story. He said that he came to this house to meet an individual who would give him a packet.”




  “But surely you do not believe that?” said the other, with amused contempt.




  “Yes, I believe that,” said Tillizini, calmly and gravely. “Why should I not? The man’s every attitude, every word, spoke eloquently to me, of his sincerity.”




  “Do you believe, then, in this mysterious Italian?” said Vera.




  “Oh, Vera, don’t you remember?” Marjorie broke in suddenly, and with some excitement, “there was an Italian in the town. We saw him the day before the robbery. Don’t you remember?” she asked again. “A very short man, with a long Inverness cape which reached to his heels. We passed him in the car on the Breckley road, and I remarked to you that he was either an Italian or a Spaniard because of the peculiar way he was holding his cigarette.”




  “Ah, yes!”




  It was Tillizini, tremendously vital, all aquiver like some delicately strung zither whose strings had been set vibrating by a musician’s hand.




  “He was short and stout, and was dressed in black,” said the girl.




  “A moustache — no?” said Tillizini.




  The girl shook her head.




  “He was cleanshaven.”




  “You were going the same direction — yes?”




  Again the girl nodded, with a smile at the man’s eager question.




  “And did he turn his face towards you or from you? From you?”




  Again the girl nodded.




  “He did not want you to see his face?” Tillizini himself shook his head in answer.




  “What rubbish, Marjorie!” broke in Vera, petulantly. “I don’t remember anything of the sort. There are always organ-grinders with monkeys and things of that sort coming through the village, or ice-cream people who come down from Chatham. You are letting your imagination run away with you.” Marjorie was amazed. She remembered now the incident most distinctly. She had spoken of it to Vera in the evening, at dinner. It was amazing that she herself had forgotten it until this moment.




  “But you must remember,” she said.




  “I don’t remember,” answered the other shortly. “Besides, you are very wrong to give Mr. Tillizini a false clue. There can be no doubt that this man, Mansingham, burgled the house for no other reason than to steal Sir Ralph’s collection.”




  “Instigated by the Italian,” said Tillizini. “Oh, you English people,” he said, with a despairing shrug, “I am desolated when I speak with you. You have such a fear of melodrama. You are so insistent upon the fact that the obvious must be the only possible explanation!”




  He shook his head again in humorous resignation. From any other man the outburst might have sounded as a piece of unpardonable impertinence. But Tillizini had the extraordinary gift of creating an atmosphere of old-established friendship. Even Vera, frankly antagonistic, had a vague sense of having discussed this matter before in identical terms with the man who spoke so disparagingly of her compatriots.




  He looked at his watch.




  “I must see Sir Ralph before I go back. Where shall I find him?”




  Vera had a shrewd idea that at that moment Sir Ralph was engaged in a heated interview with the offending butcher who had put a halfpenny upon the price of beef, but she did not think it fair to her husband, or consonant with her own dignity, to admit as much.




  “He’ll return very soon,” she said.




  He looked at her sharply, for no reason as far as she could see. There had been nothing in her tone to justify the look of quick interest which came to his face.




  “I have met you before somewhere, Lady Morte-Mannery,” he said quickly, “and it is very unusual for me that I cannot for the moment recall the circumstance.”




  “Really?” said Vera, in a tone which suggested that she had no interest in the matter, “one does have these queer impressions — you’ll excuse me now, won’t you, doctor,” she said, “I have got rather a bad headache and I thought of lying down. Miss Meagh will entertain you till Sir Ralph returns.”




  He stepped quickly to the door and opened it for her, and favoured her with a little bow as she passed. Then he closed the door and walked slowly back to Marjorie.




  “Where, where, where?” he said, tapping his chin and looking solemnly at the girl.




  She laughed.




  “You must not confuse me with the Oracle,” she said. “You know, doctor, we ask such questions of you.”




  Again that beautiful smile of his illuminated the sombre countenance.




  “I was asking this Oracle,” he said, tapping his breast. “And now I remember. There was a raid on a gambling house. It was run by one of my compatriots, and I was in court.”




  “I hope you will forget that, Doctor Tillizini,” said Marjorie, quietly. “Lady Morte-Mannery may have been very foolish to have been found in such a place, but it would not be kind to remember—”




  She stopped when she saw the look of astonishment on the other’s face.




  “My dear lady,” he said, with his winning smile, “you do not suggest that Lady Morte-Mannery was in any way complicated? It would be wicked, it would be absurd, it would be villainous,” he said extravagantly, “to associate such a lady with so sordid a business.”




  “This was a very commonplace raid,” he went on, “they were mostly Italians engaged, and mostly people of very low origin, and my interest in the case was merely the hope of identifying some of the participants as gentlemen who had another interest for me. Lady Mannery was in court, certainly, but she was in court as the guest of the magistrate, Mr. Curtain, the Metropolitan Police Magistrate, who, I think, is some relation of Sir Ralph.” This was so, as Marjorie knew. Then why had Vera lied to her? She understood how easy it was for her to make up the story; but why give that as an excuse for not wanting to meet Tillizini?




  “There is Sir Ralph,” she said suddenly. She had seen the car go past the window. “Do you mind staying here alone, while I go and tell him you are here?”




  He opened the door for her, with his quaint little bow. She met Sir Ralph in the hall, and explained the fact that the visitor was waiting.




  “Where is Vera?” he asked.




  “She has gone to lie down,” said Marjorie, “she has a very bad headache.”




  Sir Ralph swore under his breath.




  It was her main weapon of defence — that headache. A convenient, but, to his mind, grossly unfair method of evading her responsibilities. He was more incensed now because he felt that not only had she failed to do the honours of his house towards a man for whose position he had an immense respect, but she had escaped from the just consequence of her carelessness. He had discovered that it was entirely due to her that the extra halfpenny had been put upon beef. She had acquiesced to the imposition in a letter which the butcher had triumphantly produced to vindicate his character.




  He was, therefore, at the disadvantage which every man must be, half of whose mind is occupied by a private grievance, when he met Tillizini.




  The two men went off to the library for about a quarter of an hour.




  At the end of that time they returned to the drawingroom — Tillizini to take his leave of the girl — and Sir Ralph to see him to his waiting fly.




  Marjorie saw that the Chairman of the Burboro’ Sessions was considerably ruffled. His face was red, his thin grey hair untidy — ever a sign of perturbation. He was, too, a little stiff with his guest.




  As for Tillizini, he was the same imperturbable, cool, masterful man. Yes, that was the word which Marjorie sought. This man was masterful to an extent which she could not divine.




  “Some day I shall meet you again,” said Tillizini, as he took the girl’s hand in his own. She was surprised at the strength of his grip. “I would not go so soon, but Sir Ralph has kindly given me permission to see this man, Mansingham, who was convicted to-day.”




  “I think your labours are entirely misdirected, Professor,” said Sir Ralph, gruffly. “You will learn nothing from him but a pack of lies.”




  “Ah, but lies!” said Tillizini, with an ecstatic gesture. “They are so interesting, Sir Ralph, so much more interesting than the commonplace truth, and so much more informative.”




  The elder man, who prided himself in post-prandial speeches upon being a plain, blunt Englishman, and inferentially typical of all that was best in an Englishman, had no mind for paradoxes. He grunted unsympathetically.




  “You are an Italian,” he said. “I suppose these things amuse you. But here in England we believe in the obvious. It saves a lot of trouble and it is generally accurate. You know,” he said testily, “these stories of mysterious organizations are all very well for novels. I admit that in your country you have the Camorra, and the possession of that factor probably unbalances your judgment; but I assure you “ — he laid his hands with heavy and paternal solicitude upon the younger man’s shoulder— “nothing of that sort.”




  They were standing by the window; the dusk was beginning to fall, and the gas had not yet been lit. He got so far, when of a sudden a pane of glass, on a level with Tillizini’s head, splintered with a crash. It seemed to splinter three times in rapid succession, and simultaneously from without came a thick staccato “Crack! crack! crack!”
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  Sir Ralph felt the whiz of bullets as they passed him, heard the smash of the picture they struck on the opposite wall, and jumped back, white and shaking. Tillizini reached out his hand and thrust the girl back to cover with one motion.




  In an instant he was down on his knees, crawling quickly to the window. He reached up his hands, threw up the sash, and leant out suddenly. For a second he stood thus, and then a jet of flame leapt from his hand, and they were deafened with the report of his Browning. Again he fired, and waited. Then he turned, and came back to them, a beatific smile illuminating his face.




  “You were saying,” he said calmly, “that these things do not happen in England?”




  His voice was even and unshaken. The hand that raised a spotless white handkerchief to wipe a streak of blood from his forehead, did not tremble.




  “What happened?” asked Sir Ralph, in agitation. “It must have been a poacher or something. Those beggars hate me!”




  “Poachers do not use Mauser pistols,” said Tillizini quietly. “If you take the trouble to dig out the bullets from your wall, which I am afraid is somewhat damaged, you will discover that they bear no resemblance whatever to the pellets which, I understand, filled the cartridges of your friends. No,” he smiled, “those shots were not intended for you, Sir Ralph. They were very much intended for me.”




  He looked wistfully out of the window.




  “I’m afraid I didn’t hit him,” he said. “I saw him fairly distinctly as he made his way through the trees.”




  “Who was it?” asked Sir Ralph anxiously.




  Tillizini looked at him with an expression of slyness.




  “Who was it?” he answered, deliberately. “I think it was the Italian who sent William Mansingham to your house to receive a packet.”




  “But from whom?” asked Sir Ralph.




  “That we shall know some day,” replied the other, evasively.




  *




  Sir Ralph went down to the railway station to meet Tillizini and to see him off. He was consumed with curiosity as to the result of the interview which he had granted the detective.




  Whether he had the right of instructing the warders of the local gaol to admit Tillizini was a moot point; but since the Italian had such extraordinarily wide powers deputed to him by the Home Office, it was probable that the interview would have taken place even without Sir Ralph’s permission.




  The Chairman had hinted that it would be graceful, if not decent, for Tillizini to see the prisoner in his presence, but the Italian had artistically overlooked the suggestion.




  It was five minutes before the train left that Tillizini sprang out of the fly which brought him to the station entrance. He was smoking a long, thin cigar, and was, as Sir Ralph judged, tremendously pleased with himself, for between his clenched teeth he hummed a little tune as he strode through the booking-hall on to the platform.




  “Well?” asked the Chairman, curiously, “what had our friend to say for himself?”




  “Nothing that you do not know,” replied the other, brightly. “He merely repeated the story that he told in the dock about my mysterious fellow-countryman. He gave me one or two details, which were more interesting to me than they would be to you.”




  “Such as?” suggested Sir Ralph.




  “Well,” Tillizini hesitated. “He told me that his instructor had informed him that the packet would be small enough to put in his waistcoat pocket.”




  Sir Ralph smiled sarcastically.




  “There are a dozen objects in my collection which might be carried in a man’s waistcoat pocket. No!” he corrected himself, “there are at least fifty. By the way,” he said suddenly, “you’ve never asked to see my collection.”




  Tillizini shook his head vigorously, amusement in his eyes.




  “That would be unnecessary,” he said. “I know every article you have, Sir Ralph, its size, its origin, almost the price you paid for it.”




  Sir Ralph turned to him in surprise.




  “But how?” he asked wonderingly. “I have only my private catalogue, and no copy exists outside my house.”




  “Very good,” said Tillizini. “Let me enumerate them.”




  He told them off on his hands, finger by finger.




  “Number 1, an Egyptian locket from the Calliciti collection — gold, studded with uncut rubies — value, £420. Number 2, a plaque of Tanagra ware, rather an unusual specimen in a frame of soft gold, inscribed with Syrian mottoes. Number 3, a crystal medallion, taken by Napoleon from Naples, on the inverse side a bust of Beatrice D’Este, on the reverse side Il Moro, the Duke of Milan, value — by the way, I didn’t give you the previous value because I don’t know it — £600. Number 4, a Venetian charm in the shape of a harp—”




  “But,” gasped Sir Ralph, “these facts, regarding my collection are only known to me.




  “They are also known to me,” said the other.




  The train had come in as they were speaking. Tillizini walked towards an empty carriage, and entered it. He closed the door behind him, and leant out of the window.




  “There are many things to be learnt, and this is not the least of them,” he said. “Between the man with the secret, and the man who knows that secret, there are intermediaries who have surprised the first and informed the second.”




  Sir Ralph was puzzling this out when the train drew out of the station, and its tail lights vanished through the tunnel which penetrates Burboro’ Hill.




  Left to himself, Tillizini locked both doors and pulled down all the blinds of his carriage. He had no doubt as to the sinister intentions of the man or men who had dogged his footsteps so persistently since he had left London. If he was to be killed, he decided that it should not be by a shot fired by a man from the footboard.




  It was a fast train from Burboro’ to London, and the first stop would be at London Bridge. He took the central seat of the carriage, put his feet up upon the opposite cushions, laid his Browning pistol on the seat beside him, and composed himself to read. He had half a dozen London papers in the satchel which was his inseparable companion.




  One of these he had systematically exhausted on the journey down; he now turned his attention to another. His scrutiny was concentrated upon the advertisement columns. He did not bother with the agonies, because he knew that no up-to-date criminal would employ such method of communication.




  One by one he examined the prosaic announcements under the heading “Domestic Servants Wanted.” He reached the end without discovering anything exciting. He laid the paper down and took up another.




  Halfway down the “Domestic Wants” column his eye was arrested by a notice. To the ordinary reader it was the commonplace requirement of an average housewife. It ran: —




  




  “Cook-General; Italian cooking preferred. Four in family. Fridays; not Thursdays as previously announced. State amount willing to give.”




  




  The address was an advertising agency in the City. He read it again; took a little penknife from his waistcoat pocket, and carefully cut it from the paper.




  There were many peculiarities about that announcement. There was a certain egotism in the “Fridays, not Thursdays as previously announced,” which was unusual in this type of advertisement. Who cared whether it was Thursday or Friday that had been previously given, presumably, as the evening “out”?




  But the glaring error in the advertisement lay in the last paragraph. The average advertiser would be more anxious to know what wages the newcomer would require, and would most certainly never suggest that the “Cook-General” whose services were sought, should contribute, in addition to her labour, anything in the nature of payment for the privilege.”




  Tillizini looked up at the roof of the carriage in thought. To-day was Monday. Something had been arranged for Thursday. It had been postponed till the following day. For that something a price was to be paid, possibly an advance on the original price agreed upon was demanded. The advertiser would hardly undertake to perform the service without some previous agreement as to price.




  He did not in any way associate the announcement with the recent events at Highlawn; they were but part of the big game which was being played. The emissaries of that terrible society whose machinations he had set himself to frustrate were no doubt travelling by the same train. He was so used to this espionage that he ignored it, without despising it. He was ever prepared for the move, inevitable as it seemed to him, which would be made against his life and against his security.




  It was too much to expect that the “Red Hand” would forgive him the work he had accomplished in America. He had cleared the United States from the greatest scourge of modern times.




  It was no fault of his that they had taken advantage of the lax emigration laws of England to settle in the Metropolis.




  He replaced the papers in his satchel, and just before the train ran into London Bridge he let up the spring blinds of the compartment. It was dark, and wet, and miserable. He made no attempt to alight at the station. It was not a safe place, as he knew by experience, for a threatened man to end his journey.




  There were dark tunnels which led to the main entrance of the station — tunnels in which a man might be done to death, if by chance he were the only passenger negotiating the exit; and no one would be any the wiser for five minutes or so, sufficient time, that, to allow these professional murderers to escape.




  Outside Waterloo he pulled the blinds down again. He did these things automatically, without any fear. He took the same precaution as the everyday citizen takes in crossing the road. He looked from left to right before crossing this dangerous highway of his.




  Flush with the railway bridge which crosses the river to Charing Cross station is a footpath, Old Hungerford footbridge.




  Three men were waiting there at intervals that wet and blusterous night to watch the Burboro’ train come in. They saw it from a position which enabled them, had the opportunity presented, of shooting into the carriage.




  Tillizini did not know this, but he could guess it. It was not an unlikely contingency.




  On the crowded station of Charing Cross he was safe enough. Moreover, there were two men, who had spent the afternoon unostentatiously wandering about the station, who picked him up as he came through the barrier.




  He gave one of them a little nod, which none but the keenest observer would have noticed.




  The two Scotland Yard men, whose duty it was to shadow him in London, walked closely behind him, and remained upon the pavement outside until he had entered the waiting electric brougham.
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  Professor Antonio Tillizini is a name around which has centred the fiercest controversy. No scientist is ever likely to forget his extraordinary paper read before the Royal Society at Sheffield. It was entitled prosaically, “Some Reflections upon the Inadequacy of the Criminal Code,” and was chiefly remarkable from the layman’s point of view in that the professor in the course of his address calmly admitted that he had found it necessary to kill ten criminals at various stages of his career. He was sufficiently discreet to offer no further information on the subject, and, though his enemies endeavoured, on the clue he had offered them, to bring at least one crime home to the Italian, they were unsuccessful.




  More significant of the trend of public opinion, Tillizini was not deprived of his chair of Anthropology at the Florence University, nor did London society bar its doors to the foreigner who was a self-confessed slayer of men.




  More than this, it is known that in preparing their Criminal Law Amendment Bill of 19 — , the Government sought the advice of this extraordinary man.




  But it was in connexion with the remarkable outburst of crime of a peculiar character that the young man who spent six months of the year in England and six months in his beloved Italy, and of whom the epigram had been perpetrated, that he thought in English and acted in Italian, that he first came largely into the public eye.




  It was said of him that all the secrets of the Borgias were known to him; there were dark hints amongst the superstitious of necromancy, and this reputation, generally held among the Italian colony in London, served him in good stead when the days came for him to tackle the “Red Hand.”




  The organization known as the “Red Hand” had been driven from America by the heroism and resourcefulness of Teum, the famous Cincinnati detective. Laws, drastic to the point of brutality, had been instituted; the system of inquiry known as the “Third Degree” had been elaborated so that it only stopped short of the more extreme methods of the Spanish Inquisition, to cope with the increase in blackmail and murder in which the “Red Hand” specialized.




  There was a lull in this type of crime after the electrocution of the Seven Men of Pittsburg, but the silence of the “Red Hand” was broken at last.




  It was in December, 19 — , that Carlo Gattini, a wealthy Italian living in Cromwell Square Gardens, received a curt typewritten request that he should place a thousand pounds in banknotes under a certain seat in Hyde Park. The hour and the date were mentioned, and the letter was signed by a small red hand, evidently impressed by a rubber stamp.




  Mr. Gattini smiled and handed the letter to the police.




  At their suggestion he replied through the agony columns of The Times, agreeing to the request; a package was made up and placed beneath the seat described, and four Scotland Yard men waited through the whole of one dismal evening for the “Red Hand” messenger. He did not come. He either suspected or knew; so there the matter should have ended by the severe and unromantic police code.




  But on the following morning another letter came to the Italian. It was brief: —




  “We give you another chance. Go to the police again and you are a dead man. Place £2,000 in notes in an envelope and leave it under the first bush in your garden.”




  In alarm, Gattini went to the police. They poohpoohed any suggestion of danger. Plainclothes men were concealed in the house and in the garden; other secret service men were stationed in the house opposite, but again the messenger did not come, nor did the Italian receive any further communication.




  On Christmas Eve Mr. Gattini returned from the City after a busy day. He was a widower, and lived alone, save for four servants — an elderly woman who acted as cook, a housemaid, and two menservants.




  At 7.30 his valet went to his room to announce dinner. Gattini’s door was locked.




  The man knocked, but received no answer. He knocked again, without result.




  He returned to the servants’ hall and announced his failure, and he and the chauffeur went to the front of the house and looked up at the window of Mr. Gattini’s room.




  It was in darkness.




  It happened providentially that a Scotland Yard man had called in at that moment in connexion with the threatening letters, and the servants confided their apprehensions.




  The three men went to the door of Gattini’s room and knocked loudly. There was no reply, and, putting their shoulders to the door, they burst it open.




  One of them switched on a light.




  At first they saw nothing; the room was apparently empty… then they saw.




  The unfortunate man had been struck down as he sat at his dressing-table. The knife that had cut short his life was missing, but it was evident that he had died without a cry.




  This was the first murder — there were others to follow.




  The request for money came to Sir Christoforo Angeli, a rich banker, and a naturalized Britisher. He treated the threat as lightly as Gattini had done … he was shot dead as he stood at his window one Spring afternoon, and no man but he saw the murderer.




  Again there came a lull, but it was evident to the police, ransacking Europe for a clue, that the apparent inactivity was less significant of a cessation on the part of the gang, as it was of their successes. Men in terror of their lives were paying and keeping information away from the police. A reign of terror was in progress, when, exhausting the wealthier members of the Italian colony, the gang turned its attention to other sources of income.




  Henry S. Grein, a wealthy Chicago broker, and known throughout Europe for his art collections, received the stereotyped demand. He ‘phoned the police, and Scotland Yard sent its best man to interview the millionaire at the Fitz Hotel, where he was staying.




  “I pay nothing,” said the millionaire. He was tall and hardfaced, with a mouth like a rat trap, and the secret service man knew that here the “Red Hand” had come up against a tough proposition. “It is your business to see that I do not get killed; you may make what arrangements you like, but I am going to offer a reward of $20,000 for the arrest of the gang, or the leader.”




  Then began that extraordinary feud which first opened the eyes of the public to the condition of affairs which existed.




  The history of Grein’s fight with his assassins on the roof of the Fitz Hotel, his shooting down of the man Antonio Ferrino who had gained admission to his bedroom, the abortive attempt to blow up the Fitz Hotel by dynamite; all these facts are so much history. It was on the morning that Henry S. Grein’s body was found floating on the Thames off Cleopatra’s Needle that the Government turned to Tillizini.




  On the evening of his return from Burboro’ Tillizini sat at his broad desk working out a side issue of the problem. The red glow from the shaded lamp by his side gave his face a sinister appearance which ordinarily it did not possess. It was a thin and deeply-lined face, a little sallow and a shade bluish about the jaw and upper lip; the nose was long and pinched, the eyebrows black and arched; but whatever unpleasant impression the somewhat Mephistophelean features may have produced, that impression was forgotten in the pleasant shock which came to the observer who saw Tillizini’s eyes.




  Italian as he was in every feature, his eyes were almost Irish in their soft greyness; big and clear and luminous, the long black lashes which shaded them gave them an added beauty.




  With his left hand resting on his book to keep the stiff volume open at the page, he reached across the table to a gold cigarette box, took a long, thin cigarette, and lit it at the small electric lamp which stood at his elbow.




  The room wherein he sat was lofty and spacious. The ceiling and the fireplace were as Adam’s magic art had left them. The walls were half panelled in dark oak and, save for a small watercolour sketch of a woodland scene on the left of the fireplace, they were innocent of pictures.




  Along one wall ran a bookshelf that stretched from the outer wall to a door near the window.




  The windows were long and narrow and were hung with dull red curtains. There was cosiness in the big gilt screen by the fire, in the roomy club chair, the soft thick carpet and the tiny clock that ticked musically over the mantelshelf.




  Tillizini read steadily, the smoke of his cigarette rising in blue coils to the ceiling.




  Suddenly he closed the book with a snap and rose noiselessly.




  He glanced at the clock: it was an idle glance, for he knew the time. He had an eerie subconsciousness of the hour, be it day or night.




  He walked to one of the three windows and looked out upon the Embankment.




  He saw a crescent of cold lights that stretched towards Blackfriars and was intersected dimly by the bulk of Waterloo Bridge. Across the river was an illuminated sign imploring him to drink somebody’s wine at his own expense; farther down a tall tower of reappearing and vanishing light urged him to the consumption of the only whisky worth while.




  The professor watched without a smile.




  Suddenly a bright splash of light started, and was as suddenly extinguished. Again it flamed — dazzling, white, palpitating light — and again vanished.




  Tillizini stepped back quickly. From a cupboard he took a strange-looking lamp and a coil of wire. He rapidly affixed the plugged end with a connexion in the wall, then he switched out all the lights of the room, and waited. Again the bright light flickered on the opposite bank.




  The professor touched a key at the base of the lamp, and from its conical-shaped projector shot a swift beam of soft blue light.




  Twice he did this, when the light on the other bank began to wink furiously and at a breakneck pace. Long wink, short wink, long, short; without a pause it raced onward with its urgent message.




  As the lamp spoke Tillizini answered it shortly. He read the message as easily as though it were in a printed book, for he knew English as well as he knew his mother tongue, and, moreover, he was an expert in such matters.




  The light on the other shore ceased talking, and Tillizini closed the window at which he had been standing, replaced his projector in his cupboard, and the little table on which it had stood against the wall. Then he drew down the blind and switched on the ceiling light.




  He stood over his desk and wrote rapidly the purport of the message he had received. It was written in small cramped signs which might have been, and probably were, a shorthand which he alone understood. He had scarcely finished when the musical thrill of an electric bell arrested him. He pressed an electric push inserted in the leg of the table, hastily slipped his notebook into a drawer, and turned as the door opened.




  The neatly-dressed manservant ushered in a visitor.




  “Inspector Crocks,” he announced.




  Crocks was short and stout and jovial. His head was as bald as a billiard ball, his peaked beard was shot with grey; he was a bourgeois of the bourgeois; yet, for all his unpromising appearance, Tillizini had no delusions where this smart policeman was concerned.




  “Sit down, inspector” — he indicated a chair. “A cigarette?”




  The inspector smiled.




  “Too subtle for me,” he said, “I’m a pipe smoker.”




  “Fill up,” said the professor, with a little smile.




  He did not insult his visitor by offering him tobacco, for he knew that it was an attention which all pipe-smokers resent, calling into question as it does their own discrimination and judgment.




  “Well?” he asked, as the other slowly filled his polished briar.




  “Your countrymen — if you will pardon me — are not helpful, they are a little — er—”




  “They are liars,” said the young professor calmly. “All men are liars when they are afraid, and I tell you these poor devils are afraid in a way you cannot understand. Not for themselves, but for their children, their wives and their old mothers and fathers.” He rose from the table and walked slowly up and down the room.




  “These men you want are merciless — you don’t know what I mean by merciless. It is a word which to you signifies a certain unjust harshness, cruelty, perhaps. But, my friend… cruelty!” He laughed, a bitter little laugh. “You don’t know what cruelty is, not the type of cruelty which flourishes on the shores of the Adriatic. I won’t tell you, it would spoil your night’s sleep.”




  The detective smiled.




  “I know — a little,” he said quietly, puffing a cloud of smoke and watching it disperse with a thoughtful eye.




  “Your idea,” the professor continued, “is to catch them — very good. And when you have caught them to secure evidence against them — very good again,” he said drily; “one is as easy as the other. Now my view is that they are vermin, society’s rats, to be exterminated without trial and without remorse.”




  He spoke quietly; there was no trace of emotion in his voice nor in his gesture. The hand that went searching for a cigarette in the gold box was steady; yet Crocks, no sentimentalist, shivered.




  “I know that is your view,” he said, with a forced smile, “yet it is not the view which finds favour in this country; it is a view which would get you into serious trouble with the authorities and might even bring you to the Old Bailey on the capital charge.”




  The professor laughed — a low, musical laugh. He ran his fingers through his grey-streaked hair with a characteristic gesture, then sank into the padded chair by the desk.




  “Well!” he said briskly, “what have you discovered?”




  The detective shook his head.




  “Nothing,” he said, “that is, nothing worth while. The gang is unreachable — the people who can give information are dumb brutes; they are either afraid, or in league with the ‘Red Hand.’ I’ve tried threatening them; I’ve tried bribing them; neither is of the least use.”




  Tillizini laughed softly.




  “And the ‘Red Hand’ — have they made any further move?”




  The detective’s hand went to his pocket. He drew forth a bundle of papers enclosed in an elastic band. From this he extracted a letter.




  “This has been addressed to the Sa’ Remo Ambassador,” he said. “I won’t trouble to read it to you; it is the usual sort of thing. Only this time it is a child who is threatened.”




  “A child!”




  Tillizini’s black brows met in an ugly frown. “That is their principal card,” he said slowly, “I wondered how long they would keep their hands off the children; what does he threaten, our unknown?”




  “Abduction first — murder afterwards, if the abduction fails.”




  Tillizini took the letter from the other’s hand and read it carefully. He held the paper to the light.




  “This is the American gang — I thought we’d wiped them out, but it was evidently a bigger organization than I credited.”




  The musical little bell rang overhead. Tillizini raised his eyes, listening. After the shortest interval the bell rang again.




  The professor nodded. A big black box stood at one corner of the table — he unlocked it, the detective watching him curiously. With the turning of the key and the lifting of the lid, the front fell away, revealing three sedate rows of crystal phials.




  Tillizini took one from the front, slipped it in his pocket, then bent down and pressed the bell in the table.




  The door opened to admit a servant, followed by a fresh-coloured young man evidently of the working class. Crocks looked at him, saw he was an Englishman, and wondered in what way the two men had become acquainted. The young man accepted a seat at the invitation of Tillizini.




  “Well, my friend,” said the professor pleasantly, “you are willing to go on with this matter?”




  “Yes sir,” said the other, firmly.




  Tillizini nodded.




  “I got your message,” he said. He turned to the detective.




  “This man’s name is Carter,” he said briefly; “he is an out-of-work plumber, unmarried, without family, and prepared to take risks. You have been in the army, I think?” he said.




  The newcomer nodded. He sat uneasily on the edge of his chair as though unused to good society, and with obvious embarrassment.




  “I advertised,” Tillizini went on, “for a man who was willing to risk his life; I’m paying him two hundred pounds, and he is earning it.”




  Crocks was mystified.




  “Exactly what does he do?” he asked.




  “That,” said Tillizini, with a slow smile, “is exactly what he does not know.”




  He turned to the other man, who grinned sheepishly.




  “I carry out instructions,” he said, “and I’ve had a hundred pounds.”




  “Lucid enough, Mr. Crocks; he does nothing except live in a lodging in Soho, make his way to a wharf over there,” he pointed out of the window, “every evening at about this hour, signal to me a fairly unintelligible message, and afterwards walk slowly across Westminster Bridge, along the Embankment, up Vilhers Street, and so to my house.”




  He paced the room with long swinging strides.




  “He has taken his life in his hands, and he knows it,” he said. “I have told him that he will probably be assassinated, but that does not deter him.”




  “In these hard times,” said the soldier, “a little thing like that doesn’t worry you; it is better to be assassinated than to be starved to death, and I have been out of work for twelve months until Mr. Tillizini gave me this job.”




  “He receives two hundred pounds,” Tillizini went on, “by contract. I have paid him one hundred, I shall pay him another hundred tonight and his expenses. Probably,” he said, with a little smile, “he may escape with minor injuries, in which case I shall congratulate him heartily.”




  He turned briskly to the man.




  “Now let me have all the papers you have got in that pocket. Put them on the table.”




  The man dived into his various pockets and produced scraps of paper, memorandum, pocketbooks — all the literary paraphernalia of his class.




  From his pocket Tillizini took the phial he had removed from the medicine chest. He unstoppered it, and a pungent, sickly odour filled the room. With the moist tip of the stopper he touched each article the man had laid on the table.




  “You will get used to the smell,” he said, with a smile; “you won’t notice it after a while.”




  “What is it?” asked Crocks, curiously.




  “You will be surprised when I tell you,” said the other. “It is double distilled attar of roses, the vilest smell in the world in its present stage, and this bottle I have in my hand is worth commercially, twentyfive pounds.”




  At a nod from Tillizini, Carter gathered up his papers and replaced them in his pockets.




  “You have a revolver?” asked the professor.




  “Yes, sir,” replied the man. “I’m just getting used to it. I don’t understand these automatic pistols, but I went down to Wembley the other day and had some practice.”




  “I hope that no occasion will arise for you to have practice nearer at hand,” said Tillizini, dryly.




  He rang the bell, and the servant came.




  “Get Mr. Carter some supper,” he ordered. He nodded to the man as he left.




  “What is the meaning of this?” asked Crocks.




  “That you shall see,” said the other.




  “But I don’t understand,” said the bewildered detective. “Why should you give this man so large a sum to do nothing more than send electric signals to you every evening?”




  Tillizini sat down at his desk.




  “Mr. Crocks,” he said, “it would be false modesty on my part if I pretended that my movements escape the notice of the ‘Red Hand.’ I am perfectly satisfied in my own mind that I do not go in or out of this house without the organization being aware of the fact. Every step I take is watched; every action of mine is considered in the light of a possible menace to the society.




  “This society knows that every evening I am engaged in the exchange of messages with a man south of the Thames. The very mysteriousness will naturally appeal to the Latin temperament, and its significance will be magnified. On the second night you may be sure that Carter was located. You may also be sure that he was watched from the wharf and followed to this house.”




  A light began to dawn upon the detective. “Then Carter is a decoy?”




  “A two hundred pound decoy,” said the other, gravely. “He knows the risk, I am paying him a big sum; fortunately he is something of a signaller, and so he is able to tell me through a code of our own what is happening on the other side of the river. I freely admit,” he smiled, “that so far nothing has happened worth recording.”




  “They will kill him,” said Crocks.




  “They will try,” said the other quietly; “he is a pretty resourceful man, I think. I am hoping that nothing worse will happen than that they will seek a gentler method of solving the mystery which surrounds him. Hallo!” The door was thrust open suddenly, and the servant flew in.




  “I’m very sorry, sir — —” he stammered.




  “What’s the matter?” Tillizini was on his feet. “Is it Carter?”




  “No, sir — he’s in the kitchen. I heard a ring at the bell, and the girl” — he went on incoherently— “a girl sort of fell in. What am I to do, sir?”




  “Fell in?” Tillizini stepped quickly past him, and went down the broad stairs, two at a time, to the hall.




  The man had had sufficient presence of mind to close the door after the strange visitor’s appearance.




  Lying on the carpeted floor of the hall was the form of a woman. Tillizini, practised as he was in every subtle move of the gang, stepped forward cautiously. She lay under an overhanging light, and he was able to see her face. He lifted her and walked quickly back up the stairs with his burden.




  Crocks was standing in the doorway of the room.




  “What is it?” he asked.




  Tillizini made no reply. He carried the limp figure and laid it on the settee by the wall.




  “What happened?” he asked the man shortly.




  “I heard the bell ring, sir,” said the agitated servant, “and I went to the door thinking it was—”




  “Never mind all that — be brief,” said Tillizini.




  “Well, I opened the door, sir, and she must have fainted against it. I’d just time to catch her and to drag her into the hall before she went off.”




  “Did you see anybody outside?”




  “No, sir,” said the man.




  “You closed the door behind you, I see,” said Tillizini approvingly. “Really, I shall make something of you, Thomas.”




  From his medicine case he took a slender phial, removed the stopper, and wetted the tip of his finger with the contents. He brushed this along the lips of the unconscious girl.




  “She has only fainted,” he said, while with a quick, deft hand he felt the pulse, and his sensitive fingers pressed the neck ever so slightly.




  The drug he had given her had a marvellously rapid effect.




  She opened her eyes almost immediately and looked round. Then she caught sight of Tillizini’s face.




  “Don’t try to speak,” he said, gently. “Just wait. I will get you a little wine, though I don’t think you will require it.”




  She tried to sit up, but his firm hand restrained her.




  “Lie quietly for a little while,” he said. “This gentleman is a detective from Scotland Yard. You need have no fear.”




  “Are you Dr. Tillizini?” she asked.




  He nodded.




  “My husband — you’ve seen him?” she whispered.




  Tillizini nodded again.




  “Yes, yes. He was the man who was sentenced at Burboro’.”




  A look of pain passed across the white-faced girl.




  “Yes, he was sentenced,” she said, weakly. “He was innocent, but he was sentenced.” Tears welled into her eyes.




  Tillizini had the narrow blue phial in the palm of his hand. Again he tilted it, and again the tip of his little finger swept across the lips of the girl. She knit her brows.




  “What is that?” she said. “It is very sweet stuff.”




  The professor smiled.




  “Yes, it is very sweet, my child,” he said, “but it will do you a lot of good.”




  His prediction was verified, for in a few minutes she sat up — calm and collected.




  “I heard you had been to see my husband,” she said. “I wanted to talk to you, but you had gone; and then I thought I would write to you, and I was starting my letter when a gentleman came.”




  “Which gentleman?” asked Tillizini.




  “The Italian gentleman,” she replied— “the one my husband said had asked him to go to Highlawn. Oh, I knew it wasn’t true that he burgled Sir Ralph. Poor as we were, he would never have done such a thing.”




  Tillizini nodded, he raised his hand with a reproving little smile.




  “Yes, the Italian came, and what did he want?”




  She was calm again.




  “He gave me some money,” said the girl, “and told me that he would see that my husband was released, and I was so grateful because I felt so sure that he would go to Sir Ralph and tell him, and George would be let out of gaol.”




  She was little more than a child, and the men who listened were too full of pity to smile at her naive conception of Sir Ralph’s power.




  “And then,” she went on, “he asked me a dreadful thing.”




  She shuddered at the thought.




  “He asked me to do that for which my husband was convicted.”




  “To go to the house?”




  “Yes,” she nodded.




  “And to take a package?”




  Again the girl nodded.




  “And you were to do this on Friday night?”




  His eyes were blazing with excitement.




  “Yes,” she said. “How do you know?”




  A little look of fear came into her face. She was out of her depth in these plots and machinations, this simple country girl, who had entered into the responsibilities and trials of marriage at an age when most girls were at school.




  “I know,” said Tillizini.




  He walked up and down the apartment, his hands thrust in his pockets, his head bent.




  “You won’t be able to do it now. They’ve watched you come up here; I suppose that’s why you came to me?”




  “Yes,” she said. “I am so afraid of these men. We are quiet country folk. We have never been mixed up in anything like this.”




  Tillizini considered a moment; then he took down the telephone receiver and gave a number. He had a brief conversation with somebody in Italian and he spoke with an air of authority. He hung the receiver up again.




  “I have telephoned for a lady to come here to take you to her house,” he said. “I don’t think these people will bother you at all, because you know nothing which can possibly affect them one way or the other. I suppose,” he said, turning to Crocks, “that you can give me a couple of men to look after this girl till she reaches the house where I am sending her?”




  Crocks nodded.




  “I’ll take her myself,” he said, jovially. “I am worth two men.”




  Tillizini smiled.




  “I sometimes think,” he said, “that you are worth three. The one you are, the one you can be, and the one you never appear to be!”




  Crocks chuckled.




  VI. The Three
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  If you walk from London Bridge along Tooley Street, through Rotherhithe, you come to Lower Deptford. Passing through this, you reach Deptford proper, and leading off from the left you will find a long straight road which crosses the Ravensbourne, and connects Greenwich — the one quaint corner of London which steadfastly refuses to be entirely modernized — with its more busy neighbour.




  The connecting road once accommodated the well-to-do middle class of Deptford, in the days when Deptford was a prosperous port, and when swarthy seafaring men with gold earrings recalled the brave days when the Great Peter himself worked in the shipyard and lived in a piggish fashion at Evelyn House.




  The houses are narrow-fronted and of a set pattern. There are overhanging wooden canopies to each of the doors; in some one finds traces of oak panelling, but usually the present-day tenants have utilized such of the wood as they can detach for the purpose of lighting their fires. For what was once Deptford’s glory is now Deptford’s slum. The great houses ring with the shrill voices of innumerable children. Floor after floor is let out in tenements, and in some cases a dozen families occupy the restricted space which, in olden times, barely sufficed to accommodate the progeny of opulent ship chandlers.




  When Mill Lane was Rowtonized, its hovels, its insanitary dens and its quaint little cottages pulled down by a wise borough architect, the Italian colony which had made its home in that unsalubrious neighbourhood moved northward and distributed itself along the road of ancient respectability.




  In the main the Italian made a good neighbour, quiet, sober, inoffensive; his piano-organ stalled in the confined area of the back yard, was, perhaps, a nuisance to men who loved to sleep far into the morning, but he gave little offence otherwise.




  In one of these houses, on an upper floor, three men were sitting round a table. A large fiasco of Chianti occupied the place of honour upon the table, and glasses had been set for the men by one who was evidently the host. The windows were heavily curtained and shuttered, the door itself had been edged with felt by the careful tenant, and as a further precaution against interruption there sat outside the door, two steps down the narrow stairs, the dark figure of a man, whose duty it was to see that the conference was not disturbed.




  The host was a tall man, immensely powerful; his black hair was cropped short; his face, lined and seamed, was half hidden by a bushy black beard.




  His shirt opened to show a patch of hairy chest, and the powerful arms revealed by the rolled-up sleeves spoke of enormous strength. They spoke truly, for Tommasino Patti bore in his own country the nickname “Il Bue,” which signifies, “The Ox.”




  It was as “Il Bue” that his companions knew him, though there was nothing bovine in the evil but intelligent face, nor in his lithe, quick movements.




  The man on his left was short and stout; cleanshaven save for a black moustache, carefully twisted to a curl at either end. He was short of breath, and spoke like one with chronic asthma, in deep, rumbling, wheezy tones.




  Facing Il Bue was a young man who contrasted remarkably with his companions. For, whilst the giant was careless to the point of slovenliness in his attire, and the stout man but little better, this third member of the council was dressed with exquisite care.




  He was a slim and graceful young man of medium height; handsome, with his olive skin, his fine forehead, and his slight dark moustache. He wore a suit of simple cut, which fitted him perfectly. His cravat was of dull black silk, and the only jewellery he wore was a black pearl in his cravat, and a thin gold chain across his waistcoat.




  He was a man who had been carefully valeted, and, from the dove-grey spats on his boots to his manicured fingertips, he was correctness personified. His silk-lined overcoat lay carefully folded over the back of the chair, with a soft black felt hat on top. He himself lounged in the one comfortable chair which the room boasted — and his legs thrown over the arm of the chair displayed a glimpse of grey silk socks. He looked little more than twenty, though he was in reality much older.




  His attitude towards the others was one of amused curiosity. From time to time he examined his beautiful nails with solicitude, as though he found them much more interesting than the conversation. And yet the talk was startling enough.




  The stout man had finished the story of his adventure.




  “And Signors,” he said appealingly, “I, myself, could have secured this jewel, but for the restrictions which your Excellencies placed on me.”




  He spoke alternately to Il Bue and the young man at the foot of the table.




  “Why?” he asked, in extravagant despair, “why is it necessary that you should employ a third person — one without finesse, like this man, Mansingham, who blunders through the house, awakes the servants, and is arrested? It was tempting Providence, Signors; it would be almost as much a temptation to employ the girl.”




  The young man smiled.




  “You are a fool,” he said.




  They were speaking in liquid Italian, and the youth’s voice was soft and melodious.




  “Have we no example of the folly of acting otherwise?”




  He raised his eyebrows, and for a moment a baleful light shone in his eyes, changing the whole character of his face.




  “Listen, my little man.” He tapped the table before him, and spoke with quiet emphasis. “What may seem simple to you is not so simple to us. It is the rule of ‘Our Friends,’ when such a raid is carried out, that the person who abstracts and the person who immediately receives shall be unknown to one another. Moreover,” he said, carefully choosing his words, “it is necessary, since a certain happening which you may remember, that the medallion, if medallion it be, shall be received by two of our brethren, and not by one.”




  He smiled.




  “I repeat,” he said, “And not by one.”




  He looked at Il Bue, still smiling, and then at the stout man.




  “A year ago,” he said, “we had marked down something we required. It was a medallion. One of those two medallions, I know, contains a secret which will make us rich. We commissioned a brother skilled in scientific abstraction to remove that jewel. It follows, my dear Pietro, that the same set of brains which can wield, with great skill, a set of tools for the removal of locks or the forcing of glass cases may be entirely inefficient or inadequate when it comes to the removal and the safeguarding of the treasure. In stealing, as in all other sciences, the specialist has the advantage; we instruct one specialist to take the medallion from its case — wherever it may be — we employ two other specialists jointly to receive that jewel and to take it to a place of safety — watching each other the while. You follow me?”




  The stout man nodded grudgingly, and the young man went on.




  “The gentleman,” he said, with grim humour, “who received that precious relic of which the society stood in the greatest need, disappeared with it. He was false to his oath, false to his kin; he demonstrated the falsity of the English adage, that there was honour amongst thieves — and indeed there is not — and, although eventually we found him, we never found the jewel.”




  He took a flat gold cigarette case from his pocket, took out a cigarette and lit it.




  “It would have been no satisfaction to us to remove this erring friend. It was fortunate that he saved us the trouble by removing himself. We did not find the jewel,” he repeated. “That most desirable thing he had, in his panic, handed to some peasant or other. That peasant we have at last located.”




  He exchanged a swift glance with Il Bue, and the big man nodded emphatically.




  “Whether we shall get the jewel remains to be seen,” continued the exquisite young man, puffing rings of smoke at the ceiling.




  “At any rate, the necessity for taking precautions in the matter of receiving these articles which are so precious to us, and which are located with such great pains and with such labour, must be fairly obvious.”




  He looked at his watch.




  “Now, I have little time to spare. Let me see what is to be seen.”




  The big man rose and walked heavily across the room. He put his hand under the pillow of a truckle bed which stood in the corner, and pulled out a long, flat box. He brought it to the other, and opened it with a key which hung with a crucifix about his neck.




  It was a curious collection which met the young man’s eyes. The box was almost filled with lockets of every conceivable shape and description. There were lockets of gold and of silver, lockets carved from crystal, lockets so encrusted with jewels that it was impossible to tell what was the subsidiary metal. Some bore a painted miniature, others were brilliant with enamels.




  The young man fingered them with quick and skilful hands. He lifted them one by one from their box, laid them in the palm of his hand, and turned them; and, as he examined, he rejected.




  He finished his labours at last.




  “They are very valuable,” he said, “but not of the value I hoped. We have to search still further. I believe that the locket which is in the possession of this foolish man Morte-Mannery is more likely to be the one we seek than any other. We must lose no time and spare no pains to secure it.”




  He took a flat leather wallet from his inside coat pocket, opened it and removed a sheet of paper. There was a drawing in pencil.




  “This is it,” he said, “if any is.”




  He passed the design to the stout man.




  “You observe those curious arabesques, that cupid, that tiny hoofed devil? That is the master’s own work.”




  He spoke with enthusiasm. For one moment the sinister object of the chase was lost sight of in his artistic appreciation of the design.




  “There are two such lockets in the world.”




  He spoke more quickly now.




  “One we may secure tonight. The other on Friday. We must make some arrangements. If necessary I will go down myself and receive the locket. This drawing,” he pointed to the paper, “almost decides me. We can afford to slacken our efforts elsewhere and concentrate them upon Burboro’. By the way, what money is wanted?”




  “A thousand English pounds,” said the stout man, breathlessly.




  The young man laughed.




  “It is absurd to ask for a thousand pounds for something which may be of no value whatever,” he said. “You must promise her — where is she, by the way?”




  “She will be in town tonight, Signor,” said Pietro.




  The young man nodded.




  “She is very faithful and enthusiastic,” he said; “a curious woman, our Lisa,” he mused, as he rose.




  Il Bue jumped to his feet and assisted him with his overcoat.




  “You will probably find her useful, tonight.”




  “Why don’t you trust her to get the jewel from this pig’s house?” asked the tall man gruffly.




  The young exquisite smiled.




  “My poor man,” he said, “if I do not trust a brother, why should I trust—”




  “No,” he said, a little harshly, as he stood by the door buttoning his coat, “I take no more risks. My father warned me against any such folly, and I neglected his warning. I have had to pay the price for my neglect. Who is outside?” he asked suddenly.




  “Beppo,” said Il Bue. “I had to have somebody who was reliable. Beppo loves the dark.”




  “He is an unwholesome beast,” said the young man, lightly. “He would cut my throat or yours for a piastre.”




  “That may be,” said the other, with a growl, “but a man whose neck is in danger, and whose life depends upon keeping faith, is one to employ for such work.”




  They opened the door, the brawny host leading the way, carrying a handlamp. A figure sat crouched on the stairs, his knees drawn up and his head bent low.




  “A pretty sentry! He’s asleep!” said the young man.




  Il Bue leant down, and grasped the man by the neck.




  “Wake up, you dog,” he hissed. “Is this the way?”




  Then he stopped, for the head fell back jerkily, and a handle of a dagger protruding from his heart gave them a complete explanation of his silence.




  Yes! there he lay — this man, who had perjured himself clear of the scaffold in two countries — this jackal of a villainous confederacy — and the three men stared at him in amazement and horror.




  The former state only could be applied to the young man, who, without any pause, without any sign of emotion, continued buttoning his gloves.




  “There is only one man who could have done that,” he said, thoughtfully, “and that man is Antonio Tillizini.”




  VII. The Golden Antonio
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  “Signor — for the love of Heaven!” The Strand was crowded with a matinee throng, and the idle folk which promenade that famous thoroughfare before the Easter holiday filled the sidewalks.




  To the man in a hurry the name of the loitering, sauntering pleasureseekers was anathema. Frank Gallinford was that man in a hurry, for the 6.30 Burboro’ express waits for no man, and, though Charing Cross was in sight, there remained only two minutes to get through the crowd, into the station, and on to the platform.




  He cursed the idlers deeply and earnestly as he elbowed and pushed his way forward. To leave the pavement was to court disaster, for the roadway was blocked with traffic, and moreover an intelligent authority had had it dug up at its busiest portion and railed off to half its width for “repairs.”




  Frank Gallinford had stepped from the kerb into the roadway, and from the roadway on to the kerb again, dodging between the hawkers who vended their wares; he had sprung away from the wheels of devastating motorcars, and buffeted stout and leisurely gentlemen in his effort to reach the station on time, but he seemed as far from his objective as ever.




  Then he suddenly felt his sleeve clutched and the words —




  “Signor, in the name of Mary!”




  They were gasped rather than spoken, and the language employed was Italian.




  Frank stopped and looked round with a bewildered frown. Who spoke to him in Italian in this most English Strand — and who knew that he was acquainted with the language?




  The man at his elbow was unquestionably Latin. His long, cadaverous face, covered with a week’s growth of beard, was working almost convulsively in his agitation. The big black eyes that stared at him from beneath two shaggy brows blazed as only Southern eyes can blaze.




  In a moment the Englishman’s anxiety to catch his train was forgotten. The soft accents which he knew so well, and loved so well, came to his ears like the first sigh of the breeze that ripples the Adriatic on summer nights. It stirred memories of a simple and charming peasantry, it brought visions of the marble palaces of the old Venetian nobility.




  “Well, my friend?” he asked, kindly.




  “I cannot speak to you here,” said the man, dropping his voice and speaking quickly. “You remember me, Signor? — Romano — I was your foreman on the harbour works at Cattaro.”




  Frank remembered, and his hand dropped in a friendly salute on the other’s shoulder.




  “Remember you, Miguelo mio!” he laughed, “why, however could I forget you! You were the man who swam out to me when I was seized with cramp — confound you, you saved my life!”




  A faint smile flickered across the lips of the little Italian, and then the look of anxiety came again.




  “Follow me,” he whispered, “this is urgent, you do not know, you cannot understand.”




  With no other word, he plunged into the throng, and Frank Gallinford, keeping him in sight, followed.




  Romano turned the first corner he reached. It was a steep street which led down into the Adelphi.




  Here the stream of traffic dried up. Into the gloomy depths only the most experienced travellers, who knew this contributed a short cut to the District Railway station, ventured, and the two men had the thoroughfare to themselves.




  When they had gone fifty yards the Italian stopped, and Frank observed that he chose a spot midway between two street-lamps where the light was dimmest and most uncertain.




  “Signor,” he said, speaking rapidly, almost incoherently, “you know me a little. I am a mason, and I was brought to London to work on the new Italian restaurant in Regent Street. I have no friend in London, no one to whom I can turn — and I am in despair “ — he wrung his hands, and his voice, though he kept it low by sheer effort of control, was shrill,— “and then I saw your face — your strong, calm English face in that great crowd, Signor — like a saint, Signor….”




  Frank was too accustomed to the extravagance of the Italian compliment to feel embarrassed, though he had never overcome the sense of shyness which comes to the more phlegmatic Anglo-Saxon in face of florid flattery.




  “I am not feeling particularly angelic, Miguelo,” he said, with a rueful smile as the recollection of his lost train occurred to him.




  “Listen, Signor,” the man went on. “Years ago, when I was younger, I was in New York — and for a joke, Signor — I swear it was no more than a youthful jest — I joined a Society. I took oaths — I thought nothing of it. Then I went away to my own country, later to Montenegro, then to Italy again — and now to London. And, Signor, they have found me, my Society. And they tell me I must do horrible things — horrible — horrible.”




  He covered his face with his hands and groaned. Frank was puzzled. He knew of these secret societies, had indeed seen their milder manifestations. He had endured an exasperating strike on more occasions than one as a result of some offence given to an official of a society. But never had he glimpsed the tragedy, the underlying horror of these mysterious associations.




  He laid his hand gently on the other’s arm.




  “My friend,” he said, soothingly, “you need not worry — this is England. These things do not happen here. If you are threatened, go to the police.”




  “No, no, no!” protested the man, frantic with terror; “you do not understand. My only hope is to get away … if I could reach the Argentine — come — come!”




  He dragged the other with him to the nearest street-lamp, fumbling in his pocket the while.




  “They want me for many reasons,” he said, “and for this most of all.”




  His coat was one of those heavy cloth coats which Italian labourers wear, the corners of the pockets ornamented with tiny triangles of rusty black velvet. From the depths of a pocket the man produced a little case. It looked like a jewel case, and the Englishman observed that it was very new. Romano’s trembling hand sought for the catch. He found it after a while, and the satin-lined lid flew open. On a bed of dark blue velvet lay a little medallion.




  “San Antonio,” said the Italian, in a hushed, eager voice.




  It was a beautiful piece of work. The back ground was made up of small diamonds, the Saint with the Babe was in gold relief. This was no stamped and minted impression, but a piece of rare and delicate carving.




  “Signor,” said Miguelo, “a month ago a man who was a friend of mine brought this to me — how it came to him I do not know. He asked me to take care of it, and in time — these were his words, Signor — to restore it—”




  A motorcar came swiftly down the street, and the Italian looked round apprehensively.




  “Take it!”




  He thrust the case into Gallinford’s hands, clicking it close as he did it.




  “But—”




  “Take it — ah!”




  The car drew up abreast of them and, as the lacquered door swung open, Romano shrank back against the railings.




  Two men alighted, and they were followed by a woman.




  She was tall, slim, graceful. Frank could not see her face, for it was thickly veiled, but her voice was low and sweet.




  “This is the man,” she said, and pointed to the cowering Italian.




  The two men sprang at Romano and caught him by the arms. There was the click of handcuffs.




  “What is the meaning of this?” asked Gallinford, though, with a sinking heart, he anticipated the answer.




  “This man has taken a jewel of mine,” the lady replied.




  “What does she say — what does she say?” asked the Italian. The conversation had been in English; Frank translated.




  “It is a lie — a lie! — —” screamed Romano, struggling desperately as they dragged him toward the car; “save me, for God’s sake, Signor!”




  The Englishman hesitated. He had all the national repugnance of a “scene.” He knew that the Italian would at any rate be safe at the police station — and if he were guilty, as it seemed probable, he needed no protection. The whole story was a cock-and-bull invention.




  “Where are you taking him?” he asked.




  “To Marlborough Street,” said one of the men gruffly.




  “Go quietly, Miguelo,” said Frank, turning to the struggling man, “I will follow you.”




  But the prisoner had gone limp, he had fainted.




  They lifted him into the car and the men jumped in after. The woman waited expectantly. Then Frank saw a second car behind. As the first car manoeuvred to turn, he heard voices in altercation. Miguelo had recovered from his swoon; there was a scuffle, and the Italian’s head appeared at the window.




  “Signor!” there was agony in his voice, “tell Signor Tillizini—”




  A hand was placed over his mouth, and he was dragged back as the car rolled up the hill and into the slow-moving traffic.




  Frank waited. He half expected the woman to speak. Then it occurred to him that she would regard him, if not as an accomplice, at least as a friend of the arrested man, and he went red.




  She stepped lightly into the second car. This did not turn, but made its way downhill.




  It was on the point of moving off when he remembered with a shock that, if he was not the thief, he was all unwillingly a receiver. The jewel was still in his pocket.




  The car was on the move when he realized this and sprang to the door of the carriage.




  “Madame,” he said, “a word — I have something to say — I have—”




  Through the open window of the car he saw the woman draw back.




  “I want you — —” he began, and jumped back as he saw the flash of descending steel.




  He was just in time.




  The thin stiletto aimed at him struck the edge of the window, and Frank, temporarily dazed, stumbled to his knees in the muddy road as the car jerked ahead and vanished round the corner of Adam Street.




  One glimpse he got of a white hand still clasping the hilt of the quivering poignard — a white hand on a finger of which glowed a square black opal.




  He rose slowly to his feet, dumbfounded. He was furiously angry. She had evidently mistaken him for a robber.




  He brushed the mud from his knees with a handkerchief, and collected his thoughts, swearing softly.




  Here was he, a prosaic young engineer on his way to meet his fiancee in prosaic Burboro’, engaged in an adventure which was three parts melodrama and one part comedy.




  “This comes from listening to plausible Italians?” he said, savagely. He made his way to the Strand and hailed a taxicab.




  “Marlborough Street Police Station,” he directed.




  He would rid himself of this infernal jewel and clear himself, at any rate.




  The sergeant returned his greeting curtly, taking in the mud-stained figure with professional suspicion.




  “Romano,” he said. “No, we haven’t a Romano here.”




  “He has just been arrested by two of your men,” said Frank.




  “No warrant has been executed for a man of that name,” said the sergeant, shaking his head. “Just wait a minute and I’ll ask Bow Street.”




  He went into an adjoining room, and Frank heard the tinkle of a telephone.




  By and by the officer returned.




  “Neither Bow Street nor Vine Street know anything about it,” he said.




  Briefly the young man told the story of the arrest, omitting only the fact that the jewel reposed in his pocket. He had no desire to find himself detained. With Miguelo to confirm his story and with the prosecutrix present to identify the jewel, it would be different. And he had, too, an overpowering desire to explain to the murderous lady, in person, his honourable intentions.




  “No sir,” the sergeant went on, “we’ve no Italians — we’ve had enough of them since the ‘Red Hand’ started operations in England. But since Mr. Tillizini began working for Scotland Yard, they haven’t been so busy.”




  “Tillizini?” cried Frank, with a start.




  The sergeant nodded.




  “That’s the gentleman,” he said, complacently; “if you want to know anything about Italian criminals, you’d better see him — 108, Adelphi Terrace; anyway, you’d best come back again — the C.I.D. men may be working independently.”




  Frank walked in the neighbourhood of the station until ten o’clock that night. He sent a wire to his host and dined at a Piccadilly restaurant.




  The clock was striking the hour when he again mounted the steps of Marlborough Street Station.




  The sergeant was not alone. Three overcoated men were talking together in one corner of the room.




  “Here he is,” said the sergeant, and the three turned and surveyed the young engineer gravely.




  “What was the name of that Italian you were inquiring about?” asked the sergeant.




  “Miguelo della Romano,” replied Frank. “Have you found him?”




  The officer nodded grimly.




  “Picked him up in the Embankment Gardens — an hour ago,” he said.




  “Where is he?” asked Frank.




  “In the mortuary,” said the sergeant, “with twentyfive knife-wounds in his body.”




  VIII. The Rare Collection
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  Marjorie Meagh sat at breakfast with her uncle.




  Sir Ralph was in an unusually irritable mood. Breakfast was never a pleasant meal for him, but his fault-finding was generally concentrated upon the domestic shortcomings of his wife and the quality of the food.




  Now they took a wider range. He put down his paper suddenly and savagely.




  “I wish to Heaven Vera wouldn’t go dashing off to town,” he said.




  Although he was a domestic tyrant of a common type, he stood in some little awe of his young wife. On three occasions in their lives she had startled him by the vehemence of her rebellion, and with every explosion he had grown less self-confident and less satisfied with his own capacity for commanding the situation.




  Marjorie looked up from her letters.




  “Vera is making a serious study of the drama,” she said. “You must remember, uncle, that if by any chance she does succeed as a playwright it will mean an immense income to her.”




  She was very tactful. She knew that monetary considerations influenced her uncle. It was Vera’s career, which she had discovered two years before, when a little play, written for a charitable entertainment, had met with recognition at the hands of the critics.




  Though it had pleasantly surprised her husband to the possibility of his having discovered a self-supporting wife, it had been also a source of constant irritation to him. It meant expense, constant visits to the Metropolis, the cost of seats at a theatre, though this latter expense had happily been spared him of late by the discovery of a relation engaged in newspaper work, who had provided complimentary tickets.




  But it meant opening the flat in town; it meant the detachment of a servant from a household where the domestic arrangements, as planned by Sir Ralph, were so devised as to fully occupy every moment of the time of every person engaged.




  Sir Ralph took up the paper only to put it down again a moment later.




  “That scoundrel, Mansingham, has appealed,” he said. “It is monstrous.”




  The institution of the Court of Criminal Appeal was a sore point with Sir Ralph. He felt that its creation had been expressly designed for the purpose of annoying him. He had written letters to Times about it, and had expressed himself, at such public functions as gave him opportunity, in no gentle terms. It was remarkable, under the circumstances, that the Court of Appeal continued to sit.




  “It is monstrous,” he said again. “It is a slight upon the men who are engaged in carrying out the work of administering criminal law.”




  His anger came in little spasms. He had a fresh grievance every few moments. Again his paper came down after an interval.




  “That young man, Gallinford, did not arrive last night, Marjorie,” he said, severely. “The young men of to-day seem to be lamentably deficient in good manners.”




  “He wired, uncle,” protested the girl. “He said that he was detained in town.”




  “Bah!” snapped her uncle, “that isn’t good enough. I am a man of the world, Marjorie. These flimsy excuses do not suffice for me, and I advise you, if you desire to be happy — and the only way to be happy,” he said parenthetically, “is to be without illusions — to view these unsupported excuses with suspicion. He is a young man,” he went on, elaborating his grievance, “newly arrived in England after a long absence in a barbarous country—”




  “In Italy, uncle,” she murmured, “it isn’t exactly barbarous, is it?”




  “Barbarous?” he said explosively. “Why, here are two Italian murders in one day!” He flourished the paper in support of his contention.




  “Of course it is barbarous! And he comes back to civilization after a long absence, to a beautiful girl, and I admit that you are that, Marjorie,” he said comfortably, with an air of one who was partly responsible for her beauty, “and instead of rushing, as he should, and as young men did in my day, to his fiancee, he breaks his journey in town! It is perfectly inexcusable!”




  She did not defend her lover. She knew how valueless such arguments were with her uncle. He was entirely without inclination to reason — at breakfast-time, at any rate.




  For the rest of the meal he grumbled spasmodically behind the paper. He reminded her irresistibly of a dog with a bone. From time to time he fired little sentences at her — sentences which had neither beginning nor end, and were generally associated with the Government’s shortcomings.




  Suddenly she heard the grind of carriage wheels coming up the carriage drive, and jumped from the table. She gave one glance through the window and, without a word to her uncle, flew from the room.




  He glared after her in astonishment. In a few minutes she came back, with a delicate flush on her face and laughter in her eyes, leading a tall, broad-shouldered young man, brown of face and smiling a little uneasily, for he did not contemplate the coming interview with any great sense of joy.




  “This is Mr. Gallinford, uncle,” said the girl. “You have met him before, haven’t you?”




  Sir Ralph not only had met him before, but did not wish to meet him then. He was in no mood for introductions to strange people. He had, moreover, a grievance against this young man who had so slighted his hospitality. He greeted Frank Gallinford with a grunt in which he expressed in his bluff, hearty English way, as he imagined it, at once his welcome and a foretaste of the reprimand which was coming.




  “I am glad to meet you, sir,” said Frank.




  He held out a big, hearty hand and shook Sir Ralph’s.




  “I owe you an apology for not having come last night.”




  Sir Ralph inclined his head. There was no doubt whatever about the apology being due.




  “I had a little adventure,” Frank went on, and proceeded to relate the chief events of the previous evening.




  In spite of the fact that he had made up his mind to accept no explanation as being adequate, Sir Ralph found himself listening with keen interest. The girl’s face showed her concern.




  “Oh, Frank,” she said, in a shocked voice, “how terrible! Was he killed?”




  Frank nodded.




  “I had an interview with the famous detective — what is his name?”




  “Tillizini?” said Sir Ralph.




  “Yes,” said Frank, “that was his name. A remarkable chap. Of course I handed the locket over to the police, and Tillizini has it now.”




  “It’s very extraordinary,” said Sir Ralph, with a puzzled frown. “Your description of the locket sounds very much like one I have in my collection.”




  A sudden panic of fear passed over him. What if this was the famous locket? What if it had been abstracted without his noticing it?




  “Excuse me,” he said.




  Halfway to the door he turned. “Will you come along with me? — perhaps your description of the medallion may be useful. I have got a fear—”




  He shook his head.




  “You don’t think it’s yours?” said the girl.




  “I don’t know,” said Sir Ralph. He was obviously agitated. They followed him from the room to his study — a handsome combination between that and the library. From a steel drawer in his desk he took a key and led the way again upstairs.




  Sir Ralph was more than an amateur collector. Whatever his judgments might be on the Bench, there were few who could dispute his knowledge of those articles of virtue which it was his delight to collect. The Morte-Mannery collection, though a small one, was famous. It was Sir Ralph’s pleasure, from time to time during the year, to show his treasures to the great connoisseurs of Europe.




  The joy of possessing something which nobody else had, or if they had, only in a minor degree and in a less valuable form; and, moreover, to hold these wonders of dead craftsmen which were coveted by less fortunate people, and which is the basis of every true collector’s pride, was the great passion of Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery’s life.




  He had devoted forty years to securing and arranging the hundred and fifty lockets which formed his collection. The room in which they lay had been specially constructed with a view to resisting fire and burglars.




  It was an open secret that, in rebuilding Highlawns after he had acquired it, the whole scheme of renovation had circled about the collection room. It was more like a prison than a museum, thought Frank, as he followed his conductor through the narrow entrance guarded with steel doors faced with rosewood.




  It was lighted by a large window, heavily barred, and the glass itself being set with strong steel network. Burglar alarms of the most ingenious character rendered entrance without detection almost impossible. Floors, wall and roof were of reinforced concrete. One long case ran the length of the room, a strip of carpet on each side forming the only attempt that had been made at comfort. The cases themselves were under heavy wooden shutters, and these Sir Ralph unlocked.




  It was a disappointing display to the average man. Row after row of medallions, dull gold, silver, jewels, enamels. There was nothing to excite the enthusiasm of any other than a connoisseur.




  Very quickly, one by one, Sir Ralph unshuttered the cases, his anxious eyes running over the neatly-ticketed rows.




  “No,” he said, after a survey, “nothing has gone. I thought from your description that my Leonard….”




  The fire of the enthusiast came to his eyes. With hands that shook a little he unlocked one case, and lifted out a small gold medallion.




  “Why!” exclaimed Frank in astonishment as he took it in his hand, “this is the very locket which the man gave me!”




  Sir Ralph smiled.




  “That is impossible,” he said. “Impossible! Only two such lockets were known, and one has been irretrievably lost.” He held the little jewel in his hand gingerly. “This and its fellow were made by the greatest artist that the world has ever known, Leonardo da Vinci. The date is probably 1387, and the design is Leonardo’s own. It expresses something of the master’s genius. As you know, he was a man who was not satisfied with painting pictures; there was no branch of art, from sculpture, to the very mixing of paint, in which he did not interest himself. He was a doctor and a chemist of no mean qualities, and it was after the great plague in Milan in 1386 that he made the two lockets, of which this is the only one extant.




  “One he gave to his patron, Il Moro, the usurper of the Duchy, and the other he gave a year or two subsequently to Caesar Borgia. They were both commemorations of his patron’s escape from the plague. You will observe on the back” — he turned the jewel over gently— “there is an allegorical representation. You see the picture of the little fiend? “ — he pointed it out with his little finger— “that represents the sickness which visited the whole of Italy. You see the angel? — that must represent his ‘unconquerable patrons.’ What the other signs are—” he smiled, and this cheerless room saw all the smiles that Sir Ralph was prepared to bestow upon the world— “are incomprehensible to me. Probably Leonardo was a Futurist.”




  He chuckled at his own harmless jest, and the girl listened to him wonderingly, for he was a different man in this atmosphere. She had never seen him so before; he was human, and tender and keen.




  “The other medallion,” Sir Ralph went on, “was stolen from the Dublin museum. The thief was traced, after a great deal of trouble, to a cross-Channel boat; he was seen to go on the boat to cross from Harwich to the Hook of Holland. There must have been some of his confederates on board, for in the night a great outcry was heard in one of the cabins, and the detective who watched him saw him fleeing along the deck pursued by two foreigners. Before they could either arrest the men who were following or capture the man himself, he had leapt overboard, and with him, it was presumed, had passed the second medallion.”




  “What was the meaning of it all?” asked Frank.




  Sir Ralph shook his head.




  “We don’t know. It was supposed at the time that he was endeavouring to give the jewel to some of his confederates, and that in the act of doing so he was seen. The men who were chasing him that night on the ship gave a plausible explanation; they said they thought he was mad and endeavouring to commit suicide, and they were trying to prevent him.”




  He turned the jewel over again, and looked at it lovingly before he replaced it in its case.




  “Whatever it was your unfortunate man had,” he said, “it was not the fellow to this.” Outside, he was himself again, cold, hard, commonplace, but that little glimpse of his true character revealed much to Marjorie.




  She understood now the ferocity of the sentence he had passed upon Mansingham. His collection was more than wife or child, more precious than ambition; his passion was strong enough to override his sense of justice.




  He looked at his watch with a frown. He had remembered one of the unpleasant facts of life.




  “Vera has not returned. I thought she would have come down by the same train as you.”




  “I was the only passenger for Burboro’, as far as I can remember,” said Frank.




  Sir Ralph looked at his watch again.




  “There’s another train in by now,” he said, “she ought to be here.”




  He had hardly spoken the words when Vera’s voice was heard in the hall below, making inquiries of the servants.




  “Oh, there you are,” she cried.




  She looked up as the party descended the broad stairway into the hall. For a moment a look of wonder came into her eyes at the sight of Frank.




  “You have never met Mr. Gallinford, have you?” asked Marjorie, as she introduced them.




  “I am very glad to meet you now, at any rate,” said Vera, cheerfully.




  She was glad, too, that there was some other interest to temper her husband’s annoyance. That he should be annoyed she took for granted. It was the atmosphere which invariably met her on her return from town.




  He looked again at his watch and then at her, and she understood the significance of the examination.




  “I am so sorry,” she said, carelessly. “I lost the fast train and had to take the slow one. It was very annoying. I think my watch must have been wrong.”




  Vera had a very beautiful voice, low and rich, and full of beautiful qualities.




  “You’ve been seeing our wonderful collection?” she said.




  Sir Ralph snorted. He hated any claim to partnership in respect to his medallions, and Vera knew it. It was her oblique reply to his unspoken attack.




  “You haven’t seen the best of them; you ought to see the belts,” she said.




  “That is a collection which is not sufficiently complete,” interrupted Sir Ralph stiffly, “to be examined. Really, Vera, I wish you would not embarrass me by these references.”




  He strode off to the library, leaving them alone.




  She laughed softly.




  “He’s a great trial sometimes,” she said, half to herself.




  Then she turned to the girl, and Marjorie noticed with pleasure that the moodiness and depression of yesterday was entirely dissipated. She was at her brightest, her ready smile came and went.




  In a few moments she was chatting with Frank Gallinford about Italy as though she had known him all her life.




  “It must be a quaint country,” she said. “You know, I’ve a peculiar affection for the land, I am half Italian myself.”




  “Are you really?”




  It was Marjorie who asked the question with girlish delight. “Oh, I say, how romantic! Don’t you ever want to stab uncle with a stiletto or something?”




  She laughed, but Frank’s smile was a trifle grim. He had too vivid a recollection of somebody striking at him with a stiletto to derive the full amount of amusement out of the question. That was part of the story which he had not deemed it necessary to tell.




  “Oh, no,” drawled Vera, “I never feel sufficiently bloodthirsty.”




  Suddenly Frank’s face went drawn and grey. He stepped back with a little cry.




  “What is the matter?” asked Marjorie, in alarm.




  He passed his hand over his eyes.




  “But really — aren’t you ill?”




  He shook his head.




  “No, it’s a little passing giddiness,” he muttered. He was seized with an overpowering anxiety to get away.




  “I forgot,” said the girl, sympathetically, “you’ve had such a trying night. I’ll see if your room is ready; perhaps if you were to lie down for an hour or two you would be better.”




  He nodded, and, raising his head, met Vera’s curious eyes.




  “If you will forgive the impertinence,” he said, slowly, “that is a curious ring of yours.”




  She turned white and put her hands quickly behind her back; but too late — he had seen the square black opal — for the second time in twentyfour hours.




  IX. Count Festini
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  “Why, Miss Meagh, how perfectly delightful!”




  Marjorie turned with a start. She was leaving Victoria Station, and had stopped at a bookstall to buy a few magazines.




  She had been visiting Ida Mansingham, the wife of the convict, who was in a nursing home. She had had a bad nervous breakdown, and it was due to the generosity of George Hilary and Tillizini that she had been placed in comfort.




  A young man was standing before her, his white teeth showing in a smile of sheer delight.




  “How extraordinary! I have not seen you for two months. Where have you been hiding?”




  She offered her hand with some embarrassment. Her last parting with Count Festini had been such that it seemed that they could never meet again on terms of commonplace friendship. His passionate declaration still rang in her ears. He had come to Ireland for the hunting, had fallen — so he declared — hopelessly in love with her, and had declared his passion.




  He had stormed and raved when she had gently refused him; yes, this wellbred and perfectly-mannered young man had behaved more like a madman than a sane product of twentieth century civilization.




  And here he was as though nothing had happened.




  “I tried to find where you were,” he said.




  His eyes had the tender softness of the South. His voice was without any trace of foreign accent. He was, as usual, she observed, faultlessly dressed, with none of the ostentation or errors in taste which so often in the foreigner mar the good tailor’s best efforts.




  “I have been away in the country,” she said, a little hurriedly.




  She was expecting Frank at the station. He might come up at any moment. She wondered what would be the effect on this volcanic young man if she introduced the big Englishman as her fiancé.




  “And I have been tied to town,” he said. “Oh, what a deplorable place London is for those whose business keeps them there! It is delightful to the visitor, to the dilettante, but for the unfortunate dweller by compulsion, terrible.”




  He threw out his hands in mock despair.




  “London is a bad habit,” he went on, “and the ideal one, for it is a bad habit one can get away from when one likes.”




  “Few bad habits are like that,” she smiled.




  He had apparently completely recovered from his infatuation and was genial only to a point of correctness.




  Some thought occurred to her, and she smiled.




  “Do I amuse you?” he said, with a twinkle in his dark eyes.




  “I was thinking,” she said, “how curious it is that I seem to have met nothing but Italians — to have lived almost in an atmosphere of Renaissance the last few days.”




  His eyes steadied.




  “That is very curious,” he said, quietly. “I could have almost said the same. And who are the Italians who have been favoured by association with the most lovely lady in England?”




  She raised her hand.




  “Please,” she said, softly, “let us forget.”




  “I could never forget,” he said.




  He spoke calmly enough for her ease and comfort.




  “But I have agreed myself to forego hope. After all,” his shoulders rose imperceptibly, “one cannot have all the things one wants in this world. I have most of them, yet one which is more than all the others together, is denied me. That is my punishment.”




  He smiled again. “But you did not answer me.”




  She hesitated. She had no wish to talk of Tillizini. He was one of those mysterious individuals engaged in a business of such a character that it seemed that any reference to him would be a betrayal. She saw the absurdity of this view almost as quickly as she formulated the idea.




  “One of them,” she said, “was Professor Tillizini.”




  His cigarette was half way to his mouth. He checked its course for the fraction of a second.




  “Signor Tillizini,” he drawled. “How very interesting. And what had the great Antonio to tell you? Did he ask for your fingerprints, or take a sample of your blood, or express any desire to measure your head?”




  “Oh, no,” she said, with a laugh. “He didn’t do anything so dreadful. Do you know him?”




  “Slightly,” he said, carelessly. “Everybody in Italy, of course, knows Tillizini, and I should imagine almost everybody in England is similarly informed. And where did you meet this great man?” he bantered.




  “At Burboro’,” she said. “He came to visit my uncle.”




  “At Burboro’?”




  Again she noticed the slight emphasis to his words.




  He was looking at her steadily, speculatively, she thought. He was quick to realize that his attitude was a little more than disinterested, for he gave a short laugh.




  “You think I am inquisitive, do you not?” he said. “But don’t you know that everything associated with you has immense interest for me? You see,” he said, apologetically, “I have never met your uncle. I didn’t know that you had such a relative — though most people have. At any rate, I have discovered where you are staying,” he said, with laughing menace. “I have only to run to ground this uncle of yours, and the rest will be easy. I shall come to Burboro’,” he threatened, with one slim finger raised in mock earnestness, and go round asking ‘Has anybody seen Miss Marjorie’s uncle?’ It will create a little sensation, will it not?”




  “I will save you that trouble,” she smiled. “My uncle is Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery.”




  “Oh, indeed,” he nodded his head. “I thought it might be.”




  “Why?”




  “Well, you know, he is a great man; one hears of him. He is a judge; and something of a collector, too.”




  She had seen a tall form walking towards them, and went pink again.




  “I want to introduce you, Count Festini,” she said, “to my fiancé, Mr. Frank Gallinford.”




  She averted her eyes from his face, and did not see the sudden tightening of his lips, nor the curious, quick droop of his eyelids.




  “This is Count Festini,” she said.




  The big Englishman put out his hand, and grasped the other’s heartily. He was almost head and shoulders above the dapper young man, but, to Frank’s surprise, it was no soft, effeminate grasp which was returned. It was a grip which reminded him of the vice-like grip of Tillizini’s.




  Frank was a typical Englishman — tall, broad-shouldered, lean of face and limb; grey, honest eyes shone with pleasure to meet a friend of his beloved.




  “I wish you would bring us just a handful of your beautiful Italian sunshine, Count,” he said. “In this city of gloom, and depression, and inquests—”




  “Inquests?” interrupted Marjorie.




  Frank nodded.




  “Yes, on that unfortunate man who was murdered. I have got to give evidence to-day.”




  “Which man is this?” asked the Count, interested.




  “The man who was found in the Embankment Gardens.”




  “Oh!”




  It was only an ejaculation, but Frank looked at him in surprise.




  “Did you know him?” he asked.




  “I only know what I have read in the papers,” said the other, calmly. “May I ask, Mr. Gallinford, exactly what part you played in that tragedy?”




  “I was the man that was with him when he was kidnapped,” said he. “I have felt awful ever since. If I could only have kept with him I might have saved his life.”




  “Or lost your own,” said the Count. “These people are not particular to a life or two. You have lived long enough in my country to realize that we do not place the exaggerated value upon human life that you Northerners do.”




  “You cannot have an exaggerated value on human life,” said Frank, gravely. “It is the most precious thing in the world.”




  The Count shrugged his shoulders.




  “That is a point of view,” he said. “It is not mine. For my part I regard life as the least valuable of our possessions. It is a huge gramophone record on which all the strident and unpleasant sounds of life are received and held at one and the same time. And the whole makes a tremendous discord,” he said, speaking half to himself. “The music of life is drowned, overwhelmed, deadened by the harsher notes of strife and ambition. For me,” he smiled, “I think that the clean record is best.”




  “What is the ‘clean record’?” asked Frank.




  “Sleep,” said the other, a little bitterly, “or death. It is one and the same.”




  He offered his hand with a charming smile.




  “I am keeping you both,” he said. “Where may I have the pleasure of seeing you again, Miss Meagh?”




  “I shall be staying with my uncle for another month,” she said.




  He nodded pleasantly to Frank, and, turning, walked quickly away. He stopped at a little cigarette kiosk on the station, and watching them out of the corners of his eyes, he saw that they were passing slowly from the station. He turned, when they had disappeared through one of the exits. His face had no longer that pleasant, soft quality which had distinguished it a few minutes before. It was hard and set, and his eyes glowed angrily. He stood watching the exit through which they had disappeared, then he went to a telephone box. From this he emerged in five minutes, collected, suave and cheerful.




  It was Thursday, the night before the attempt would be made. If the locket was not abstracted, he thought he knew a way by which it might be attained — and it was a pleasant way to him. The only fear he had in his mind was whether he would resist the temptation which would arise in the experiment. Whether his love of gain would overmaster the growing passion which fired his breast for this cold, beautiful Englishwoman.




  He had learnt enough now to know that the second locket was in the possession of Tillizini. It was a house which, under ordinary circumstances, might be burgled; but now it was Tillizini’s. The name inspired awe amongst the lawless men who were working for their illicit profits.




  Before now the very sight of this professor’s thin, refined face had stayed the assassin’s dagger, from very fright. The very mention of Tillizini was sufficient to cause a stir of uneasiness amongst these villains, in whom the dictates of fear and pity were dead.




  But the name had no such effect upon Count Festini. He was superior to fear of any man. He came from a line of men who, for hundreds of years, had dominated one secret society or the other. The Festinis went back to the bad old days of Italian history, when assassination was a quick and easy method of ridding members of his family from embarrassment.




  It was in his blood. It was part of his composition. Young as he was, he had been the directing force of the terrorizing organization which had worked the Eastern States of America into a ferment of terror.




  Tillizini, swift and terrible in his working, wise in his judgment, had broken that organization.




  Festini was no fool. He had recognized that the game was up in America. There was no use in running his head against a brick wall. He had foreseen the possibility of transplanting the strength of his government to England. They were a soft people, used to crime of a certain type, crime which was generally without violence. It was the last stand of the “Red Hand.” Its members had been driven from every country in Europe. It was only a matter of time when lethargic England would drive and stamp the organization out of existence.




  But, in that short space of time, Festini was preparing his coup — the greatest and most terrible of his wicked plans. He would strike, not individuals, for that was too dangerous — he would blackmail the nation, but first he must obtain possession of those lockets.




  He sprang into a cab outside the station, and drove to a little street in Soho. It was a tiny restaurant where he knew he would find Il Bue. There was no time to be lost.




  The man he sought had not arrived, and the Count sat down and waited, ordering a plate of soup from the obsequious head-waiter.




  The big man came in shortly afterwards.




  “Talk in English as much as you can,” said Festini.




  “The man is a brother,” replied the other.




  “That does not matter,” said the Count. “Talk in English, if you please. You have sent your men to Burboro’?”




  The other nodded.




  “You have followed my instructions?”




  “Yes, fair one. The men I have sent looked like Englishmen. They are the best we can get.”




  “Trustworthy?”




  The other nodded, and smiled crookedly.




  “As trustworthy as men could be who are up to their eyes….” He gave a significant little gesture, and Festini smiled a little.




  “I don’t think we shall have any difficulty,” he said. “When you get the locket, bring it straight to me. You will be at the station to receive them. Take it from their hands; do not leave the station until you have it in your hand. I shall be waiting for you at Deptford. Now, what of Tillizini?”




  A look of fear came into the big man’s eyes.




  “Tillizini?” he said, uneasily.




  “Yes,” said the other, impatiently. “What do you fear? He is only a man, my Ox. One of the lockets is in his possession. It is in that big room of his that overlooks the Thames Embankment. Now, can that be secured?”




  The big Italian shook his head vigorously.




  “Signor,” he said, earnestly, “it cannot be done. There is not one of our men who would dare to. You know he is no man — this Tillizini — he is a devil. Remember Beppo Ferosti! Only the other night, killed on the stairs, by a man who heard all we said. And we none the wiser! It is not possible, Signor, to trap this man. We have tried.




  “Did we not try in New York?” he went on, vehemently. “We bribed the waiter of his hotel, we drugged him, we went to his room at night and dragged him out of bed, wrapped him in a sheet and threw him down the elevator shaft. Signor, he dropped eight stories,” he said, impressively, “and when we went later to see him at the bottom, it was not him at all. It was poor Antonio Barricci — the man who had been in charge of all the arrangements — who had planned his death. We had not seen his face in the dark, because we dared not carry lights. We simply took the drugged form from the bed and carried it to the elevator shaft.




  “Do you remember how we sent the man from Florence to kill him? We never saw that man again,” the big man’s voice shook a little, for the man from Florence had been his brother. “Tillizini sent me his hand — that is all — by parcel post! Just the hand of the man from Rome, with the rings of the brotherhood still upon his finger. No name to identify the sender, and the postmark ‘Paris.’




  “It cannot be done, I tell you,” he said, “the man is not human.”




  Festini was listening with an amused smile.




  “He is sufficiently human, my friend,” he said, softly, “only he is more clever than the men who have been pitted against him. Now I propose, myself, to arrange matters with Signor Tillizini. I have tried every one of our agents, and they have all failed. I must take up my share of the work. Here is a dangerous enemy, who may spoil our plans. Tonight, whilst our friends are reconnoitring the ground at Burboro’, I myself will work independently.”




  “Shall I come with you?” asked the other, eagerly. “Signor, I would give my life for you.”




  He spoke with sincerity. There was no questioning the honesty of the doglike faithfulness of this big man.




  Again Festini smiled.




  “I will work alone, my good friend,” he said, and tapped the other on the shoulder with his white hand, approvingly. “These things must be done with subtlety if they are to succeed.”




  He rested his head upon his hands for a few minutes, deep in thought. The other waited patiently, his deepset eyes filled with love and admiration for the master whose house he had served all his life.




  “There is a man,” said Festini, suddenly, “who is a sort of agent of this Tillizini. Now, you shall go to him and kill him.”




  He spoke as though it were a very ordinary transaction which he had asked the other to undertake.




  Il Bue nodded.




  “It will be simple,” he said. “I can do it tonight.”




  Festini was still thinking.




  “No,” he said, after a while, “do not kill him. Take him away to the house by the river. You know where I mean?”




  The other nodded.




  “When you have got him safe, send a letter to Tillizini saying that you have him, and demanding a ransom — say of 500, and leave the rest to me.”




  The big man rose.




  “I will see about this at once, Signor,” he said. “God prosper you.”




  With which commendation he left the restaurant.




  X. A Way of Tillizini’s
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  Tillizini was sitting in his room, examining a number of photographs that he had received that morning from Florence, when the note came to him.




  He opened and read it.




  It was brief and to the point.




  “We have taken your spy. You will give us five hundred English pounds, and he shall be released. By Order of The Red Hand.”




  He folded it carefully.




  “Is the messenger still waiting?” he asked.




  “No, sir,” said the servant, “it was a boy who handed it in.”




  Tillizini examined the note again, and smiled. He rose from the table and went to the telephone which stood on a small bracket near the wall. He gave a Treasury number which is not in the telephone book, it is only to be found in the small volume issued to Cabinet Ministers and to public officials, and in a few seconds he was connected with Inspector Crocks.




  “They have taken my man,” he said; “at least they say they have, and I suppose they are speaking the truth. They demand £500 for his immediate release.”




  “What are you going to do?” asked the inspector’s voice.




  “I’m going to release him,” said the other, “though I have my doubts as to whether they really want the money.”




  In a few minutes they were driving to Smith’s lodgings. The landlady gave him all the information he required, and another hour’s search revealed the place where his man had been captured. As he thought, it was on the wharf from whence he usually set his make-believe flash-signals. There were signs of a little struggle. Some children, playing in the dark street from which the wharf was gained, had seen four men, very drunk as they thought, staggering to a waiting motorcar.




  *




  There is a little club in Soho where men, with certain political views, may be found between the hours of eleven at night and five in the morning.




  At a quarter to twelve the stout man Pietro, who had formed the third at the Deptford conference, entered the club and, after a fruitless inspection of its members, came out again.




  He walked through Soho, crossed Oxford Street, and entered one of the slummy thoroughfares which abound in the neighbourhood of Tottenham Court Road.




  He let himself into a gloomy house with a key, and closed the door behind him.




  His room was on the ground floor. He unlocked the door, went in, and again closed and locked it before he struck a match.




  His hands were fumbling with a matchbox when there was a quick, blinding flash, and he found himself standing in a circle of light thrown by an electric light.




  “Don’t move,” said a voice, “or I will kill you.”




  The intruder spoke in Italian.




  “You may light the gas,” said the unknown.




  The circle of light followed the alarmed man, as he moved to the centre of the room, reached up and ignited an incandescent burner.




  “Tillizini!” he gasped.




  “It is I,” said the other easily. “Your doors are shut — yes. Your windows are shuttered, of course. Sit down.”




  Shaking in every limb, the man obeyed. The revolver in the professor’s hand was an excellent excuse for obedience.




  “Where have you been tonight?”




  “That is no business of yours,” growled the other. “You have no right to come into my room. What have you stolen?”




  “Don’t be foolish,” said Tillizini, calmly. “Stand up again, put your hands above your head. Thank you, Signor.”




  His deft fingers searched the other, removed a revolver from the hip-pocket and a knife from inside the waistband of his trousers. These he laid on the table, first jerking open the chamber of the revolver scientifically. There was a little clatter of cartridges as they fell on the floor.




  “Now I want your hand,” he said. “Hold it out.”




  Hesitatingly, the other man obeyed, his fearful eyes fixed upon the calm face of the other.




  Tillizini leant over and raised the hand to his face. His sensitive nostrils dilated. He had no difficulty in detecting the scent of the attar of roses with which his spy’s papers had been impregnated.




  “Yes,” he said, “you are the man I want.”




  The fear deepened in the stout man’s eyes.




  “What do you mean?” he gasped.




  He had a superstitious dread of this undefeatable man. With the ignorance of his kind he had endowed him with powers which were almost supernatural.




  “I want the man you helped to kidnap tonight, or if you did not help to kidnap, assisted in searching,” said the Italian, pleasantly.




  “It’s a lie,” said the other. “I know nothing about a kidnapped man.”




  “The man you searched tonight,” continued Tillizini, unemotionally, “whose pockets you ransacked, whose papers you examined. Where is he?”




  The look of fear in the man’s face was ludicrous.




  “How do you know?” he gasped.




  “I know,” said Tillizini. “That is sufficient.”




  He waited for the stout man to speak, but in whatever fear he stood of the detective, his terror of reprisal from his comrades was a greater factor.




  “I can tell you nothing — nothing,” he said, sullenly.




  “Then you shall come a little journey with me,” said Tillizini. “We will leave the light, if you don’t mind. Get up.”




  He went to the door and, standing with his back against it, unlocked it.




  “You will go first,” he said.




  Outside the street was deserted, save for a number of children who were playing noisily in the roadway.




  “To the right,” said Tillizini, curtly.




  The man obeyed.




  Drawn up by the opposite side of the pavement a little way along was a pair-horse brougham. Opposite this Pietro waited till Tillizini’s voice stopped him.




  “Get in.”




  Again the man obeyed and Tillizini followed. He closed the door, and the prisoner noted that he gave no instructions as to where the man was to drive. Evidently that had already been arranged. His wonder was dissipated when he found the carriage driving along the Thames Embankment. He was going to Tillizini’s house. He pulled himself together. He was half losing his nerve. After all, Tillizini could not torture him here, in the heart of London, and he a Government official.




  It was to Adelphi Terrace that the carriage drove and pulled up before the detective’s house.




  “Get out.”




  The map followed his instructions. Tillizini’s ring was instantly answered by a servant. The two men stepped into the hall.




  “Has anybody been?” asked the detective, in English.




  “No, sir, except a man called with a parcel for you.”




  “A parcel?” He looked thoughtful. “A large parcel?” he asked, idly.




  “No, sir, a smallish parcel,” replied the man. “He would not leave it until I signed for it.”




  “I see,” said the detective, “and so you left him at the hall door whilst you went down to get a pencil?”




  The man smiled.




  “Oh, no, sir, I took the parcel from him — there it is on the hall table. I wouldn’t leave the door.”




  Tillizini’s lips twitched. In the most tragic moments of his life he could find sources of amusement. He scarcely gave the parcel more than a passing glance. Instead, his eyes rapidly surveyed the floor. He opened the door, and looked at the lock. It was a patent lock with a small catch. From the slot into which the bevelled snap caught he extracted two little threads. He examined them briefly and kept them between the finger and thumb of his left hand. All the time he kept his hold upon his revolver, though the servant did not observe it.




  “Very good, Thomas,” he said, as he closed the door again, “you may go. Marchez, mon ami.”




  This last was to his prisoner. Pietro obeyed. He mounted the broad staircase to the dark landing above, and Tillizini stepped close to his prisoner.




  “Go through that door,” he said.




  Pietro did so.




  He flung the door open, hesitated a moment, then stepped in. When the Italian’s hand was on the knob of the door, Tillizini spoke. He was addressing apparently a person below.




  “All right, Thomas,” he said loudly, “you may bring up that parcel now.”




  Then he pushed Pietro into the room. It was in complete darkness, as he expected. The captive stood hesitating in the doorway for a fraction of a second, Tillizini behind him, waiting. He had only to wait for an infinitesimal space of time. From the darkness in the room four shots rang out in rapid succession and Pietro pitched forward on his face, a dying man.




  Tillizini had moved swiftly under cover of the doorway. He offered no view of himself to his hidden enemy. He heard the quick steps of Thomas. In the hall below were governing switches by which any room in the house could be illuminated. A quick order from Tillizini, and the lights blazed up in his room.




  He sprang in, leaping over the twitching form of the fallen man. The room was empty; it offered no cover to any person in hiding. There was no need to search beyond the open window. The man who had waited there had already prepared and carried into effect his escape.




  Tillizini shut down the switch and the room was in darkness again. He flew to the window. A slender rope had been fastened to the leg of his heavy writing table. It extended across the room, through the open window, and now swung to and fro in the breeze below.




  The street was empty. There was no profit in searching farther. He closed down the window and ‘phoned the police.




  The man on the floor was too far gone for help. He was dying when Tillizini reached his side. With the help of the servant and a hastily-summoned policeman he was laid on the settee, where a few nights before the helpless and innocent victim of the “Red Hand’s” plotting had lain.




  Tillizini’s busy hands plucked phial after phial from his medicine chest… the man revived a little, but it was evident, long before the police surgeon came, that he had no chance. He looked up at Tillizini’s emotionless face with a faint smile.




  “Signor,” he said, in Italian, “I ought to have known better — it was thus you trapped others. I have certain monies at the bank” — he named the institution— “I wish that money to go to my sister, who is a widow at Sezzori.”




  “That I will send, Pietro.”




  “You know my name,” said the dying man.




  “I know you very well,” said Tillizini.




  The man looked at him bleakly.




  “Some day,” he said, at last — his voice was growing fainter— “they will have you, our brave ‘Red Hand,’ Signor, and there will be a great killing.”




  He checked himself and looked round at the uncomprehending policeman, who could not understand the language, and at the servant, obviously English and agitated by the extraordinary character of the evening.




  Then he half whispered.




  “There is something I wish to tell you, Signor.”




  His voice was now difficult to hear. Tillizini bent his head to catch the words, and in that moment the dying man mustered his last reserve of strength; by sheer effort of malignant will he called into play all the vital forces which were left alive within him. As Tillizini’s head sank lower and lower, Pietro’s hand crept to his side.




  “Signor,” he whispered, “take that!” Quick as he was, Tillizini was quicker. As he whipped round, his vice-like grip held the other’s wrist, and the gleaming knife fell with a clatter to the polished floor. Then with a quick jerk he flung the man’s hand down on the settee and stood up, smiling.




  “How like a rat, Pietro, how like a rat!” And the dying man, unrepentant of his many villainies, of the sorrow and the suffering he had brought to so many people, saw with the glaze of death filming his eyes, the lips of Tillizini part in an amused and contemptuous smile.




  *




  An hour later Tillizini sat in the private office of Inspector Crocks, of Scotland Yard.




  “It was a narrow squeak for you,” said the inspector, admiringly.




  “There were two,” said Tillizini, dryly. “Which one do you mean?”




  “The first, I think, was the most serious,” said the Englishman.




  “Now it’s strange that you should say that,” said Tillizini. “I think the second was — the dagger was poisoned. I discovered that soon after.”




  “Poisoned?”




  “Yes, with a poison that is not a particularly pleasant one — tetanus,” he said.




  “Good God!” said the inspector, genuinely shocked. “That’s the germ of lockjaw, isn’t it?”




  Tillizini nodded.




  “That is it,” he said, cheerfully. “A pleasant end especially planned for me. I tell you these men are scientists in a crude way. I knew he was upstairs waiting, the first man. An old trick that, you’ve probably had it played on innocent suburban folk of this city hundreds of times.”




  The inspector agreed with a gesture.




  “When the amiable Thomas closed the door, our friend who delivered the parcel quickly put up a piece of canvas paper backed with a strong silk fabric. The door caught in the staple, but so did the strong silk. When he considered the coast was clear and he judged Thomas to be out of the way, he had but to pull the projecting end—”




  “I know the trick,” said the inspector. “I’ve seen it done a score of times.”




  “I suspected something of the sort,” said Tillizini, “but mostly I suspected a parcel. I thought, too, that the kidnapping of Smith was a ruse to get me out so that a warm welcome might be prepared for me when I came back.”




  “Have you found the man?”




  “He’ll be found,” said Tillizini, “by tomorrow morning.”




  “I’ve got men out now hunting for him,” said Crocks. “It’s rather a difficult job, Tillizini, dealing with your people.”




  Tillizini smiled.




  “They are somewhat different to the average English criminal,” he said. “One of these days when you are in Florence, Inspector, you must come to my museum and I’ll show you the skulls of typical criminals of all countries. I will explain then to you just why our Southern men are more dangerous to handle, and if you would be patient with me,” he favoured the policeman with his little bow, “I would then as briefly as possible give you the basis by which you may forejudge men’s actions.”




  “In other words,” said the Inspector, jovially, “you’ll give me elementary lessons in necromancy.”




  “Something of the sort,” said Tillizini. He had had half an hour with Crocks and with the Commissioner. Another crime had been laid at the door of the “Red Hand.” A worrying business for the English police, however satisfactory it might be to Tillizini.




  He rose from his chair and looked at his watch; it was nearly twelve. The inspector followed his example.




  “Where are you going now?”




  “I’m going back to my house,” he said, “will you come?”




  “I have an hour to spare,” said the other, “and I like your room, it’s rather restful. If I shan’t be in the way I’ll come round and get a few particulars at first hand.”




  “Come along,” said Tillizini.




  He passed through the broad corridors of Scotland Yard, down the stone stairway, and out by the entrance near the arch. The policeman on duty at the door saluted him respectfully.




  They strolled together leisurely back to the house in Adelphi Terrace. Tillizini rang; it was an act of laziness on his part that he did not find his key. There was no reply, and he rang again. Then he opened the door himself and stepped in. The two hall lights were burning, but there was no sign of Thomas.




  Tillizini closed the door behind him. Thomas was usually to be found in the basement. He walked to the end of the passage and called over the stairs, but again without reply. Neatly folded on a little dumb waiter, placed for better security beneath a glass, was a note. Tillizini pulled it out, took it up and read it. It explained much. It was addressed to the man, Thomas.




  “I have been arrested in connexion with to-day’s crime,” it said; “please bring my overcoat at once to Bow Street.”




  It was signed, “Antonio Tillizini.”




  Without a word he handed the wire to the English detective.




  “We will now go and discover things,” he said, and led the way upstairs.




  He did not trouble to arm himself because he knew the ways of the “Red Hand” too well to believe that any of the organization were present. They had probably had half an hour after Thomas had hurried away with the necessary overcoat. They would do what they wanted to do in ten minutes.




  He opened the door of his room and walked in without fear. He switched on the light. The room was in confusion. There had been a diligent and damaging search. The drawers of his desk had been ripped open and the floor was covered with papers and splinters of rosewood.




  Not even the chairs and the settee had escaped attention. They had been cut open and their stuffings pulled out. The legs of one chair had been lopped off as by a machette. Strangely enough, the little case of medicines, which still stood open on his desk, had been left intact. The “Red Hand” had too great a respect for Tillizini’s knowledge of chemistry, and they had had such illuminating lessons of his knowledge of high explosives, that they had left this severely alone, excepting that there was plenty of evidence that each phial had been carefully and cautiously lifted from its velvet-lined well and examined.




  With a quick glance at the damage done, the Italian walked with rapid strides across the room, lifted up one corner of the carpet and slipped back a narrow panel in the floor. It had been cunningly constructed by Tillizini’s own hand. It would be almost impossible for anybody not in the secret to know that such a receptacle existed. He thrust in his hand, and felt for a little while with a grim smile, then his hand slowly withdrew. The detective saw that he held a paper.




  




  “For the locket, thanks,” he read; “now you shall hear from us, Tillizini.”




  




  The Italian said nothing. He stood in the middle of the room, his hands clasped on his breast, his head sunk in thought.




  “They have taken the locket,” said Inspector Crocks, aghast.




  Tillizini did not reply.




  There came a knock at the door, and Thomas, still with his master’s overcoat on his arm, entered.




  “I’m sorry, sir; did you?” he began.




  Tillizini raised his head.




  “Thomas,” he said, “I have told you under no circumstances must you leave this house. Your failure to carry out my instructions, however, is mainly my fault. Tomorrow I will draw you a little sign which you will see on any letter or wire I send, and know that it comes from me.”




  “I’m very sorry, sir,” said Thomas. Tillizini waved his apologies away.




  “It is nothing,” he said, “all this; rather,” he smiled, “I owe you an apology. You have a little child, have you not?”




  “Yes, sir,” said Thomas, wonderingly. “You carry his portrait in a locket, do you not?”




  “Oh, yes, sir,” replied Thomas. “Why, you know I do, sir. I brought you the locket to see the other day.”




  “I am sorry to say, Thomas,” said Tillizini, gravely, “that I have lost it — I hope it may be recovered. I put it in a safe place, I assure you.”




  “Oh, it’s nothing, sir,” said Thomas. “I can get another. It wasn’t worth half a crown.”




  “A token of a father’s love is invaluable,” said Tillizini, the corners of his lips turning up.




  He took his revolver from his pocket, pressed a spring near the trigger guard, and a little silver lid flew open in the butt. He held his hand under it and shook it, and something fell out wrapped in silver tissue. He unrolled the paper and handed the contents to Crocks.




  “I am almost inclined to ask you to keep this in Scotland Yard,” he said, “yet I don’t think they will burgle me again.”




  It was the medallion!




  “As for that which they have stolen,” Tillizini went on, “it is regrettable. I feel I shall never forgive myself for losing that charming locket of yours.”




  His voice was filled with gentle mockery, and the servant grinned a little sheepishly, mumbling his depreciation of any fuss at so small a loss.




  “I’m not at all annoyed, sir,” he said, awkwardly.




  What was true of Thomas was not true of the two leaders of the “Red Hand” who at that moment were sitting in a little room in Deptford examining with consternation and chagrin the plump and smiling features of a healthy child of two.




  XI. Lady Morte-Mannery Helps a Friend
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  Sir Ralph Morte-mannery was in an amiable mood. He had just read a most complimentary reference to his own perspicacity and genius in a French journal devoted to the interests of collectors. His gaiety had affected the other members of the little dinner party, and had tempered somewhat the natural annoyance of the quashing of George Mansingham’s conviction.




  That unfortunate man had been released, not because the judges of the Appeal Court thought that his sentence was excessive, but because, in summing up, Sir Ralph had outraged most of the canons of good taste which it is possible for a judge to outrage.




  In giving judgment their lordships had said many bitter things about Sir Ralph; indeed, so unkind had been some of their comments, that Hilary George, listening with that air of delighted wonder which was his normal attitude toward life, had felt a sinking of his heart as he thought of the humiliation which by his efforts he had brought upon his sometime friend.




  Hilary was too good a man and too good a sportsman to exult in his victory. He was a strong man, too. None but a strong man would have taken the first train to Burboro’ and carried the news of the result to a man who would consider himself as being almost within his legal rights in slaying the messenger.




  There had been a stiff little meeting in the library; later, something like a reconciliation. Hilary, in terms which his old friendship permitted, gave the result of the finding, toning down the more vigorous of the judges’ remarks, and inwardly praying that The Times, in its record of the case, would subedit it as mercifully.




  Sir Ralph had been prepared for some such upset. He himself was an excellent lawyer where his prejudices did not interfere with his judgment. The lawyer in him had told him that his sentence had been excessive, just as the collector in him demanded as emphatically that the man should have been hung. But Hilary, with his baby face and his babbling humour, and his readiness to laugh at jokes against himself, had broken down the reserve of the older man, and had been invited to stay on.




  Over the dinner-table Sir Ralph even drank his health in facetious terms. The host’s humour was not of a great quality. But it was quite sufficient, as indeed it is in the case of all men whose flashes of humour are few and far between. He insisted on referring to Hilary as the “enemy” or “my oppressor,” and it gave him considerable amusement to do so.




  “Now, Hilary,” he said, with heavy jocularity, “you must give us all the news of the best criminal circles. What are the ‘Red Hand’ doing? Really, they are killing as many people as the motorbuses.”




  “Those people who know best,” said Hilary, gravely, “are viewing the inactivity of the ‘Red Hand’ with some apprehension. I happen to know the Government is rather worried about it. These men are brilliantly organized, and they will stop at nothing.”




  “Has anybody discovered,” asked Marjorie, “why they are rifling the collections? There was an article in the Post Herald about it the other day.”




  Hilary shook his head.




  “I’m blessed if I can understand it,” he said, “there’s something behind it. I don’t want to bother you, Ralph,” he went on, “but doesn’t it ever strike you, as a lawyer and as a man of keen perceptions, that there really might have been some ‘Red Hand’ move behind that burglary of yours?”




  Sir Ralph shook his head.




  “I shouldn’t think it was likely; of course, it might be so,” he conceded graciously, though in his heart of hearts he was perfectly satisfied that it was nothing of the sort.




  “Their latest exploit,” said Hilary, “was to kidnap one of Tillizini’s agents. The man was taken away overnight and turned up whole and hearty in the morning. For some reason they’d given an order for his release, being, I think, under the impression that they’d killed Tillizini and there was no necessity to retain his agent. The man could give very little account of his movements, except that he had been more or less stupefied by the administration of a drug which somewhat dulled his powers of recollection. He was unable to assist the police in locating the house where he had been taken. He was found in a dazed condition sitting on one of the seats on London Bridge in the early hours of the morning, and has been in a more or less semiconscious condition ever since.”




  “That’s very interesting.” Frank, who was seated next to Marjorie, leant across the table. “I’ve seen men like that in Italy; it’s a sort of opium preparation that some of the peasants take. There is a slang term for it in Italian, an abbreviation of non mi ricordo.”




  “He remembers nothing, any way,” said Hilary, “except — —” He stopped.




  “Except what?” asked Vera.




  She had been a silent listener to the conversation. She was looking very beautiful tonight, Hilary thought. She wore a dress of grey chiffon velvet, one big pink rose in her corsage.




  “I forget now,” said Hilary. He remembered that he had received his information in confidence and that he himself might be associated in the case at a later period.




  “By the way,” he went on, “I saw you in town the other day.”




  Vera reused her delicate eyebrows.




  “Really,” she drawled, “that was awfully clever of you. Where was I?”




  “You were in Oxford Street,” said Hilary. “That was an awfully swagger motorcar you were driving in; was it Festini’s?”




  She looked at him steadily.




  “Festini?” she repeated.




  “I thought I saw you with Festini,” he said hastily.




  For a man with such a wide knowledge of human creatures and, moreover, so versed in the ways of society, he seemed to be making an unusual number of faux pas.




  “I do not know Festini,” she said, “if you mean Count Festini, whose name one sees through the medium of the public press as moving in exalted circles; nor have I ever been in a motorcar in Oxford Street since I drove with Sir Ralph to Buzzard’s last Christmas.”




  “I am sorry,” murmured the barrister.




  Vera changed the subject with an easy grace. She was a perfect hostess, though she required all her self-control to prevent her showing the anger she felt.




  “Go on telling us something about the ‘Red Hand’,” she said. “What is this immense coup one hears about? I am awfully keen to know.”




  “Nobody seems to have any information on that subject,” said Hilary, “not even Tillizini.”




  “Not even Tillizini?” she repeated in mock amazement.




  “Not even Tillizini,” repeated Hilary. “He seems to be as much in the dark as any of us.”




  “People are getting a little jumpy,” said Sir Ralph, as, at a signal from Vera, the two women rose from the table. “There was another article in this morning’s paper. I know the journalists who are generally behind the scenes in these things expect something pretty big to happen. The police are guarding all the public buildings, and every Cabinet Minister is being shadowed with as much care as though the ‘Red Hand’ was a suffragist organization.”




  The party laughed politely at Sir Ralph’s little gibe.




  “I can confirm that,” said Frank, as he selected a cigar from the box which Marjorie offered him. “The various corporations responsible for their safety have asked a number of engineers to make an inspection of the bridges.”




  “Across the Thames?”




  He nodded. “There’s a water-guard every night for these,” he said; “all the signs are pretty ominous.”




  Sir Ralph and Hilary strolled away. They were both interested in the collection, and Vera joined the other two.




  “I am not going to stay long with you,” she smiled; “don’t look so alarmed, Mr. Gallinford.”




  She was genuine in her desire to propitiate him. His attitude towards her was a little strange and stiff. If she knew the reason, she gave no indication. In a way, he amused her. He was so open and so English. She experienced the resentment of her remote ancestry stirring within her at his dogged, unwavering honesty. Her attitude to the distress of Marjorie was at once polite and antagonistic. She, Marjorie, had remonstrated with him without effect. With all her pride in her lover, she desired that he should stand well with others and should inspire in them the same admiration which she herself felt for him.




  Vera’s attempt at conciliation on this occasion was crowned with no greater success than her previous effort. After a while she yawned slightly behind her hand. She apologized laughingly.




  “Do not think you poor people are boring me,” she said, “but I’ve had some rather trying nights lately. Where are you going?” she asked.




  “I am going into the billiard-room to play Marjorie a hundred up,” said Frank, with an heroic attempt to be genial.




  Vera nodded.




  “And I’ve got my accounts to bring up to date.”




  She made a wry little face. “Pity me,” she demanded, with a smile.




  “Can I help you, dear?” asked Marjorie.




  Vera shook her head.




  “Accounts,” she said, with thinly-veiled acrimony, “are mysteries into which I trust your future husband will never initiate you.”




  With a nod she passed out of the room. She returned a few minutes later as though she had left something behind, and found the room empty. She made her way to the billiard-room; the game had just started, so they were settled for at least half an hour.




  She looked at the jewelled watch on her wrist; it wanted five minutes to ten. She came back to the hall and went up the stairs slowly, and as slowly walked past the museum. The iron door was closed, but its rosewood covering stood ajar. Ralph was engaged in an argument on the respective values of Renaissance artists which would last for at least an hour. She quickened her steps. At the other end of the corridor her own room was situated. Highlawns had been reconstructed to suit Sir Ralph’s convenience. In a sense it was convenient to her too, for she had chosen a small room in a wing which was never fully occupied unless Sir Ralph had an unusually large house-party.




  She closed the door behind her and locked it. It was a pretty room, furnished with taste, though it contained little that could by any stretch of imagination be termed valuable. Sir Ralph had his own views on the luxury of the age, and the simplicity, not to say the meanness, of his domestic arrangements, was a concrete expression of his disapproval of modern luxurious tendencies.




  The room possessed, what is unusual in English country houses, long French windows which opened on to a balcony. She looked at her watch again, then drew a heavy curtain across her door. The gas was burning dimly. The room might have been a sittingroom but for the big white bed which stood in an alcove, screened from view by thick silk curtains.




  She did not trouble to turn up the light. She looked at it for a moment in doubt, and then walked to the window. Again she looked at the light hesitatingly, and, walking back, turned it out. She opened the window and stepped out on to the balcony.




  It was a mild, pleasant night. The moon was hidden behind a bank of clouds, but there was sufficient light to distinguish the more prominent objects in the big, sweet-smelling garden below. She looked carefully left and right, and saw nothing. She went back to her room to get a rug, and resumed her vigil. The clock of the village church had struck ten in its lugubrious tones when she heard a slight sound in the garden below.




  She walked back to her room quickly, opened a cupboard, and took out a silk ladder; there was a hook attached, and this she fastened with deft fingers to a socket in the balcony, fixed in the wall, ostensibly to support the sunblinds when their cover was necessary.




  She dropped, the ladder over. A dark form rose from the shadow of the portico beneath and mounted the swaying cordage. He leapt lightly over the balustrade, and stopped for a moment to pull up the ladder after him, and to lay it on the floor of the balcony.




  She took his hand and led him into the room, closed the windows, shuttered them, and pulled the velvet curtains across. Then she lit the gas and returned to him. She laid her two hands upon his shoulders, and looked hungrily into his face.




  Beautiful as she was, the love which shone in her eyes transfigured her face and intensified her loveliness.




  “It is you!” she breathed. “Oh, thank you for coming yourself! I was afraid that you would send one of those wretched men of yours.”




  Festini smiled kindly. He patted her cheek caressingly.




  “I had to come,” he said, “though it is not long since I saw you.”




  “It is two days,” she said, reproachfully.




  He nodded.




  “So it is,” he smiled. “You got my letter?”




  For answer she took a crumpled envelope from her breast.




  “You ought to burn that,” he said, half seriously. “It is a very dangerous thing to keep letters, even though they are apparently innocent.




  “You have come alone?” she asked.




  He inclined his head. The hand that rested in his was shaking, but not from fear.




  “I have missed you so. I hate this place,” she said, vehemently. “It is a prison to me. It eats out my heart — this life. Festini,” she said, and again her two hands were laid on his shoulder, and her face searched his, “you cannot understand what an existence this is.”




  “It is only for a little while, my child,” he said.




  She was older than he, but his paternal manner was perfect.




  “Later we will go away, and leave this dull land for a more pleasant one. Leave these grey skies, for the blue of our Italy, and these drab, drizzling fields for the sun-washed vineyards of our own land.”




  He kissed her lightly again. He was anxious to get to business. None knew the relations of these two, for Festini kept his secret well. Even in the innermost council of his association, he spoke of her as though she were the veriest stranger.




  “I want to go somewhere,” she said, moodily, “out of this! I planned to see you in Ireland last year, and at the last moment Ralph would not let me go.”




  She turned suddenly to him.




  “You must have met Marjorie there.”




  “Marjorie?” he said, innocently.




  “We were going together,” she went on, “and when I found she had to go alone — after all my planning—”




  She shook her head with a sad little smile. “I dared not send a letter by her, or give you an excuse for falling in love with her,” she rallied him.




  “I don’t remember her. What was she like?” said Festini, calmly.




  “She remembered you,” said Vera. “She maddened me by her chatter of you. I am happy to say that she did not like you very much.”




  Festini smiled.




  “So few people do,” he said.




  He slipped off his overcoat.




  “We are perfectly safe from interruption here?” he asked.




  She inclined her head.




  “There is no danger whatever.”




  “Now then,” he said, briskly, “let us talk for quite five minutes, dear.”




  They sat head to head, talking. Five minutes became ten. The young man spoke quickly, vehemently; and she answered in monosyllables. It was nothing to her that he asked so much. She would have sacrificed more than her husband’s possessions to please him.




  Every law in the world, save the law of gravitation, is suspended in the woman in love. Faith, honour, every known principle went by the board. She had no sense of right or wrong where he was concerned. Only a desire to serve him.




  “You had best make the attempt between three and four,” he said. “I will be here in the garden, waiting. I have a cycle hidden near by, and a car will be waiting for me on the London road.”




  “I wanted to say something to you,” she said suddenly. “I hate admitting a failure, and, dearie, I tried so hard.”




  His quick intuition divined her meaning. “Oh, the money,” he said, lightly. “Don’t let that bother you. I managed to get some. We’ve been out of luck lately. This infernal man, Tillizini, has dammed our usual sources. We had a windfall last week, and in a month’s time,” he said, and she saw the soft light die from the eyes and the delicate mouth harden in one straight line, “in a month’s time!” he repeated, “we shall be very rich. And England will be very sore.”




  With lightning change he brightened again, and was his own insouciant self.




  “Don’t let the money worry you. We have quite a lot now,” he said. “I, somehow, didn’t fancy you’d be able to raise the five hundred.”




  He rose to go and she assisted him with his coat.




  “By the way,” he said, “that niece of yours — what did you say her name was?”




  “Marjorie.”




  “That is the name,” he nodded. “I seem to remember her. Where is she now?” He put the question carelessly.




  “She’s in the house,” replied Vera.




  “What a curious coincidence!” he smiled. “She doesn’t speak about me nowadays, I suppose?” he asked.




  Vera shook her head. It had occurred to the young man that the girl might have referred to their meeting at Victoria.




  “Why, of course, how stupid of me!” he said, suddenly. “I saw her the other day — on some station — I remember her now. A tall, healthy-looking, robust person.”




  His description was not flattering to Marjorie, but it was eminently pleasing to the woman, who was jealous of every other interest he had in life.




  “That is not kind,” she smiled, “but I think it more or less describes her.”




  “She was with a tall man, I remember.”




  “He is in the house too,” she said.




  He looked at her thoughtfully.




  “He is in the house too,” he repeated, and his voice was hard.




  She thought he was tired, and moved to the window. Her hand was on the curtain. She stood waiting, then, with a little sigh, she nestled close to him.




  “I want you so,” she breathed. “My God, I do so want you! You don’t know what it means — what I feel….”




  He laughed, a gentle, tolerant laugh.




  He held out his arms, for a second she lay on his breast, her heart beating wildly — perfectly and divinely happy.




  “I must go now,” he said, gently. “I am afraid of being caught.”




  With some reluctance she opened the window. He stood for a moment on the balcony, reconnoitring the position.




  The coast was clear. In a second he was over the balustrade, and had slipped noiselessly to the ground.




  XII. The Second Medallion
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  She waited till he disappeared in the shadow of the garden; then pulled up the ladder and placed it in a drawer within the wardrobe, from whence she had extracted it, and closed the windows.




  He had left very definite instructions, and she went over them in her mind to make absolutely sure.




  The medallion she knew. She had prepared a drawing especially for this man whose influence was the guiding and dominant thing in her life.




  She looked round carefully to remove all trace of the visitor’s presence. Then she unlocked the door and went out.




  As she passed the little museum, Sir Ralph and his guest emerged. He looked at her in some surprise.




  “Hello, Vera,” he said pleasantly, for him, “I thought you were with the others.”




  “I’ve been doing my accounts,” she said, with a little grimace.




  Sir Ralph chuckled. In his more pleasant moods he took a humorous view of his own economies.




  He was fastening the door of the museum, when Vera intervened.




  “I’d like to see those medallions of yours again,” she said.




  Sir Ralph was pleased. Vera took too little interest in his collection to satisfy him. It was one of his grievances that she did not enter into what he termed the “larger side of his life.”




  “Come along, come along,” he said, “only do not provoke Hilary to a discussion on art, because he is the veriest Philistine.”




  He chuckled again.




  The museum was the one room in the house lighted by electricity. Here once more Sir Ralph had been guilty of an extravagance which was entirely foreign to his nature. He had had a storage battery installed especially for the illumination of his treasure house.




  The girl looked at the medallions with more than usual interest. She had seen them before, and recently, though this Sir Ralph did not know. She had a twofold object in asking for this inspection. Her husband had grown nervous as a result of the activity of the “Red Hand,” and had signified his intention of changing all the locks. She wanted to make certain that he had not carried out his plans.




  Her first glance reassured her. They had not been altered, nor had he changed the position of the medallions.




  “They are very beautiful,” she said.




  In point of fact she thought them very uninteresting, but it was not politic to express this view.




  “They grow on you, do they not?” said Sir Ralph, enthusiastically. “I shall make a connoisseur of you in time, Vera.”




  She went downstairs ahead of the two men, in a thoughtful mood.




  It was after midnight when the little party broke up, and retired to their rooms.




  Frank was one of the last to go upstairs. He passed through the drawingroom, and found Vera tidying away the chessmen with which Sir Ralph and Hilary had been amusing themselves.




  He would have gone straight on, but something induced him to stop.




  “Good night, Lady Morte-Mannery,” he said.




  She was bending over the table and did not trouble to raise her head.




  “Good night, Mr. Gallinford,” she said.




  He still waited.




  “I feel that I ought to explain something that is in my mind,” he said, a trifle uncomfortably. He had no great command of language, and was somewhat embarrassed.




  “I shouldn’t, if I were you,” she said, quietly. “Let matters go as they are, and be charitable.”




  She was in a melting mood tonight. For no reason that she could think of, she felt a desire to stand well with the world, and especially with that section of the world which this goodlooking English youth represented.




  “There is a key-word,” she said, “which explains the most contradictory situations — the most unlikely and unthinkable follies. You may know that key-word.”




  “I only know one,” he said, gently, “and that is ‘Love.’”




  Vera smiled at him. It was a dazzling, human smile, that revealed in a flash the deeps of her nature.




  “That is the word,” she said, and went on with her tidying.




  He stood a second longer; then, with another “Good night” he left her, puzzled and a little ashamed of his own attitude towards her.




  At the head of the stairs Marjorie was waiting to say “Goodnight,” and in a moment all thought of the woman he had left in the drawingroom below, and her cryptic utterances, were obliterated from his mind.




  *




  Vera had been reading before her bedroom fire. She had spent the whole of the night reading and thinking. The reading had been mechanical; she could not recall a single sentence or one situation from the thrilling novel which lay upon her knee.




  She looked up at the little clock over the mantelpiece. The hands pointed to a quarter to four.




  She rose and took from a hanging cupboard a long dark raincoat, and this she put on over her dressing-gown, buttoning it carefully so that it should not inconvenience her movements.




  She unlocked and opened a drawer of her writing-table and took out a red morocco case.




  This she again unlocked with a key attached to a bunch she had taken from under her pillow. The case was apparently empty, but she pressed a spring and the bottom of the box flew up.




  Three beautifully fashioned keys lay on the velvet in the false bottom. She took them in her hand, closed the box, and extinguished the light.




  She waited by the door for a moment or two, listening. Then she opened it and stepped out into the dark corridor.




  She had twenty or thirty yards to walk, but her mocassined feet made no sound upon the thick carpet. The house lay wrapped in slumber, as silent as death.




  She could hear nothing save the rattle within the wainscot of a foraging mouse. She walked on until she came to the museum. Here she halted again, listening.




  Sir Ralph slept in a room on the farther side and, fortunately, was a heavy sleeper. Hilary had the room on the other.




  She inserted the key, opened the rosewood door, took the other key and turned it in the steel door.




  Noiselessly the well-oiled lock shot back. She pushed the door open and entered, closing both doors behind her. She could not lock them from the inside, but there was no chance of a casual passer observing that it had been opened — even if casual wanderers were likely at this hour of the morning.




  She took from the pocket of her raincoat a tiny electric lamp, and flashed it over the cases. She found the one she wanted, unshuttered it deftly, opened the glass case, and lifted out the medallion.




  She made a quick inspection of it, to make sure that she had the right jewel.




  Noiselessly she slipped through the door, locked it behind her, and fastened the outer covering quickly.




  Then she turned to retrace her steps to her room.




  She took one step and then stopped, rooted to the ground with terror and dismay, for, confronting her, she saw a bulky form.




  There was not enough light to show her his face, but she knew it was Hilary George.




  “Who’s there?” he asked, softly.




  She was paralysed with terror. She could not force her tongue to speak.




  “Who is that?” he asked, and his voice rose.




  With a superhuman effort she recovered her self-possession.




  If he spoke louder he would wake Sir Ralph, and that would be the end of things.




  “It is I,” she said, speaking in the same tone.




  “Lady Morte-Mannery? I am sorry,” he whispered. “I thought I heard somebody in the grounds, and I listened, but heard nothing more, so I got a little uneasy.




  “It’s all right,” she said, speaking in the same tone as before. “I have been to Sir Ralph’s room to get a little veronal. I cannot sleep.”




  With a whispered apology he went back to his room.




  It was on the other side of the treasure house, and she wondered if she had made any noise. Had he seen her come out? His next words lifted a weight from her heart.




  “I couldn’t see where you came from,” he said, “or who you were. I hope I didn’t frighten you?”




  “Oh, no,” she said, lightly.




  With another apology he went into his room, and closed the door softly behind him.




  She flew along the passage to her room, her heart beating wildly. Once in the room, she locked the door and drew the curtain across it. Then she lit the gas with an unsteady hand. She caught a glimpse of her face in the mirror over the fireplace, and was shocked at its drawn and haggard appearance.




  There was still part of the work to be done.




  Hilary had heard somebody in the garden. That would be Festini. She looked to make sure that she had the jewel, then she turned out the light again, opened the shutters, and crept out on to the balcony.




  She saw a dark figure standing in the shadow of some bushes. The man came forward as she appeared.




  “Catch!” she whispered.




  He held out his hand as she threw.




  He caught the medallion neatly, and put it in his pocket, then turned without a word and plunged into the bushes.




  She stood for a moment — a little disappointed feeling in her heart. After all she had risked, all she had dared, she had hoped for some word of thanks.




  She was turning to reenter the room when a sibilant voice held her.




  Her heart bounded. He had come back. She looked down at the dark figure beneath. “Did you get it?” he whispered, in a low tone.




  “Get it?” she said, in bewilderment, “I have just given it to you.”




  “Given it to me?” his voice was harsh. “You have given me nothing. I have been waiting here for half an hour.”




  She staggered back against the balustrade, half sick with fear.




  “Tell me, tell me,” said the voice impatiently, growing louder. “Who was it you gave it to?”




  “I gave it to a man,” she said, faintly.




  “Which way did he go?”




  “Through those bushes,” she said. Without another word he ran in the direction the other man had taken.




  She had time to get back to the room, close the shutters and pull the curtains, before she fell half-swooning upon the ground.




  Festini was light of foot, quick, and with the almost catlike ability of picking his way in the dark. He had not gone twenty yards before he saw the man ahead.




  There was no time for finesse.




  Fortunately for him, Festini had changed his plans. He had dropped the idea of coming by cycle, and his car now stood, purring gently, in a little lane which adjoined the house.




  As he sighted the man ahead, he whipped out his automatic pistol and fired twice.




  Without a sound the man sank to the ground.




  Festini had no time to examine his victim. He knew that he was still alive, as he bent over him and searched his waistcoat pockets.




  In one of these he had hoped to find the jewel, but it was not there.




  But it was in the clasped hand of the stricken man.




  Festini found it, wrenched open the fingers, and possessed himself of the prize.




  “Now! Do your worst,” he hissed, as he swung round and shook his fist, as at a world that was at war with him, “do your worst!”




  The sound of the shot had awakened the people of the house. Lights appeared in two or three rooms.




  Vera, lying on the floor, was roused to consciousness by a loud knocking at her door.




  She got up slowly. Her head was still dizzy, and she staggered as she walked.




  “Who is there?” she asked.




  “It is I,” said her husband’s voice. “Open the door. Are you hurt?”




  She plunged her hands into a jug of water that stood on the washstand, and passed them over her face. The touch of the chilly water revived her. She dabbed her face with a towel with one hand as she opened the door with the other.




  “What is it?” she asked.




  She was steadying herself. She had heard the shot, and she was prepared for the worst.




  Sir Ralph was in his dressing-gown.




  “Where was the firing?” he asked.




  “I heard no firing,” she said, steadily.




  “Somebody fired a pistol in the garden,” said Sir Ralph.




  She heard Hilary’s voice in the passage.




  “Are you all right, Lady Morte-Mannery?” said his voice.




  “I am quite all right,” she replied. “What is wrong?”




  Her voice was shaky and high-pitched, but in a dull way she knew that her agitation would be excusable. There had been shots in the garden, somebody had been shot — who? At that moment there came to her a quick pang of fear.




  “Somebody is shot?” she asked, tensely. “Who is shot?”




  “There was a man in the garden, trying to enter the house,” said Hilary’s voice. “Possibly he was detected.”




  Sir Ralph crossed the room, and, opening the shutters, went out on to the balcony. Two men were already on the lawn below.




  “Have you found anything?” he called. He was addressing the two hastily-aroused servants who were conducting the search outside.




  Vera listened; her heart almost stopped beating, when the groom’s voice replied —




  “There’s a man shot in the shrubbery, Sir Ralph. He looks like a foreigner.”




  She clenched her hands and waited — rigid — expressionless.




  “What sort of man?” asked Sir Ralph, testily. “What do you mean by a foreigner, Philip?”




  “Well, he’s a cleanshaven gentleman,” said the servant. “I don’t think he’s badly hurt. A tall man.”




  A great joy surged over the woman.




  It was not he; whoever it was, whether this wounded man lived or died — it was not Festini.




  She listened. There was a new voice.




  “It’s all right, Sir Ralph,” it said.




  She recognized it, and set her teeth. Part of the conversation came to her in little gusts.




  “It was just a little clip of a bullet across the temple… that is the second time they have missed me…. I’m afraid you’ve lost something….”




  It was the voice of Tillizini.




  In the big hall they assembled, a dishevelled assembly, hastily garmented.




  Tillizini’s wound was a superficial one. The bullet had struck behind his ear, glancing over the parietal bone and temporarily stunning him. He was very cheerful.




  “I only came down tonight by car,” he said, “because I received information which led me to believe that the attempt would be made upon you. Now,” he said, “I am ready.”




  He stood up.




  “I want to examine your little museum,” he said, “and discover what is lost.”




  “Oh, I couldn’t have lost anything from there,” said Sir Ralph, confidently. “There are alarms in every window, and almost every pane.”




  “There are no alarms on the door, are there?” asked Tillizini.




  Sir Ralph looked surprised.




  “They are not necessary,” he said.




  He led the way, and the others followed.




  He opened the treasure house, and they flocked in behind him. He was a little in advance of Tillizini, and he turned in the doorway to switch on the light.




  At that moment Vera saw the evidence of her criminal folly. On the top of one of the shuttered cases was the little jewelled electric lamp which Sir Ralph had in a fit of unusual generosity given her.




  Tillizini saw it too. He was as quick as she, and quicker to move. With one step he stood between the telltale lamp and the gaze of the half-awake people in the doorway. His hand went out and covered it.




  When Sir Ralph turned the lamp had disappeared.




  There was a quick inspection.




  “It’s gone!” cried the knight. “They have taken the Leonardo!”




  “I thought they had,” said Tillizini calmly, “and I thought I should be able to restore it — but, for the moment, that pleasure is denied me.”




  “But is it possible?” said Sir Ralph, bewildered. “Nobody could have got in here without my knowing!”




  He was almost tearful in his grief.




  “It was invaluable,” he said. “It cannot be replaced. It is the only one of the kind in the world. What does it mean — what does it mean, Tillizini? You must tell me everything! I insist upon knowing! I won’t be kept in the dark!”




  He raved and stormed as though Tillizini had been responsible for the theft. It was some time before he became calmer, and then the Italian was by no means informative.




  Vera, silent and watchful, waited. Whatever happened, Festini was safe! By now he would be far on his way to London. He had the parcel, that was enough: she had served him, she asked for no more.




  From the moment that Tillizini had put out his hand and covered the lamp she knew that he had guessed her secret. Would he betray her? To her surprise and relief he made no reference to what he must have seen and known.




  Yet he was distressed and worried — she saw that — but it was with the greater issue, with the danger which confronted civilization.




  He walked up and down the hall — a remarkable figure, with the white bandage encircling his head, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, his chin blue and unshaven, his eyes tired, with an infinite weariness.




  He took no part in the fruitless discussion as to how the thief effected an entry. He had all the information he required on that subject. He paused in his walk and took from his pocket a shining object — laid it in the palm of his hand and examined it.




  Sir Ralph, attracted by the glow of dull gold in his hand, stepped forward with a startled cry.




  “Why, that is the locket!” he cried.




  Tillizini shook his head.




  “It is one very much like it,” he said, “but it is not the one. It is the famous locket that was stolen from the Dublin collection, and which is at the present moment supposed to be at the bottom of the North Sea. It was given to a fellow-passenger on that boat to guard and to return to me. You remember I was charged with the investigation of its disappearance?”




  He walked to the fireplace.




  There were two overhanging gas-brackets which gave a clear light.




  He held the medallion with both hands, using only two fingers of each. He gave it a sharp twist and it fell in two.




  Sir Ralph uttered an exclamation.




  “Why, I did not know that these things opened!” he said wonderingly.




  “I could most devoutly wish that they did not,” said Tillizini grimly.




  He damped his finger a little, and drew forth from the locket’s interior what looked like four discs of paper, as indeed they were. They were covered with fine writing — so fine that it was almost impossible to read them without the aid of a reading glass.




  “Do you understand Italian?” asked Tillizini.




  “A little,” said Sir Ralph, “but not enough to read this.”




  “Take a good look at it,” said the other; “it is from the hand of the greatest genius that ever lived since Jerusalem was a vassal state of Rome.”




  He spoke reverently — almost adoringly — of his famous compatriot.




  “That is the hand of Leonardo da Vinci,” he said in a hushed voice.




  “And what is it all about?” asked Frank, “and isn’t it written backwards?”




  He had been examining the microscopic writing with his keen eyes.




  Tillizini smiled.




  “The master wrote with his left hand invariably — always working back to the left. This will help you.”




  He drew from his pocket a tiny mirror in a leather case.




  “Read,” said Tillizini.




  Frank carried the little discs nearer to the light, and brought them with the mirror closer to his eyes. Marjorie, watching him, saw his lips move as he read the Italian, saw his brows pucker in a puzzled frown, then her lover looked up suddenly.




  “Why,” he said, “this is all about a plague.” Tillizini nodded.




  “The Great Plague,” he said, “or, as modern scientists call it, the Fourth Plague, which broke out simultaneously in Italy and Ireland in the same year. It was the one plague which our modern doctors are unable to understand or fathom. As a matter of fact, the only man who understood it was Leonardo da Vinci. He was, as you know well, Sir Ralph, more than a painter. He had the scientific mind perfectly developed. He was the first to foresee the coming of the aeroplane and the armoured ship. He was an engineer, a sculptor, a chemist, and—”




  He spread out his hands.




  “What is the use? I cannot enumerate his qualities,” he said. “He was so above the heads of his contemporaries that they were unable to realize what kind of genius was in their midst. Even posterity can hardly do him justice. He alone understood the Fourth Plague — its meaning and its cause.




  “That plague came into existence by the cultivation of a germ, though this, of course, he did not know because the microscope was denied him, but he guessed it — with that wonderful, Godlike intuition of his, he guessed it,” said Tillizini, his face glowing with enthusiasm and pride.




  “The conditions under which the plague came into being, conditions which were undreamed of, even by those who saw them under their eyes, were revealed to Leonardo da Vinci. Ordinarily,” he went on, “they would in this year of grace be produced.”




  “What do you mean by that?” asked Sir Ralph.




  “Under the modern system,” said Tillizini, “that plague could never appear again. But there are six drugs which you might find in the British Pharmacopoeia,” he continued, “which, if you were to mix them, would produce a gas.”




  He spoke impressively, and with the assurance of the practical scientist.




  “That gas, passed through a filter of vegetable matter, would set up conditions which made the plague of 1500 possible.”




  “Good God!” said Frank. “Do you mean to say that you can produce a plague synthetically?”




  Tillizini nodded.




  “That is exactly what Leonardo da Vinci discovered. This is the secret.”




  He held the flimsy discs in his hands.




  “There is no doubt that Leonardo did produce a plague synthetically, two years after. At any rate, some such outbreak occurred in the town where his laboratory was situated. It is believed that, as a result of that plague, Mona Lisa Gioconda lost her life.”




  “Oh, that is the woman in the picture,” said Marjorie.




  “That is the woman in the picture,” repeated Tillizini, “the one woman in the world whom Leonardo ever loved. The one great softening influence that ever came into his life. His investigations into the cause of the plague he set forth, concisely, on these little filaments. The lockets he fashioned himself. One, as you know—”




  “I know the history,” said Sir Ralph. “I was telling Mr. Gallinford only the other day. How extraordinary it is that that old-world story should be revived.”




  “But why do the ‘Red Hand’ want these lockets?”




  “They only want one. Either one will do,” said Tillizini. “Don’t you realize? Tomorrow, with the aid of a man with even the most elementary knowledge of chemistry, they could devastate London — and not only London, but the whole of England, or, if it please them, the whole of Europe, working from different centres.”




  As the little party stood stricken to silence, the full horror of the danger dawning upon them, Tillizini heard a long-drawn sigh.




  Vera had stumbled forward in a dead faint, and Frank had just time to catch her before she fell.




  XIII. The Abduction of Marjorie
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  It was a week after the burglary at Highlawns that a perfectly happy man went whistling to his work. He walked with a brisk step, carrying his lunch in a gaily-coloured handkerchief, with a tin can full of tea for his breakfast. George Mansingham raised his eyes to the sky, which was just turning grey, in thankfulness at his freedom.




  Work had been found for him through the medium of Hilary George, at a little farm outside the town. He and his wife had been installed in a tiny cottage on Sir Ralph’s estate. To give Sir Ralph his due, he had freely admitted the injustice of the sentence he had passed; if not to the man, at least to himself, which was something; and it needed little pleading on the part of Hilary George, who had taken an interest in the case, to induce him to let his untenanted cottage to the man he had wronged.




  Early as the hour was, he found his employer and his son up and about. There is much work to be done before the sun comes up over the edge of the world. There are horses to be fed and groomed, sheep and cattle that require attention, cows to be milked, and milk to be carried.




  The sky grew lighter, the sun came up, it seemed to him with a rush, but he was too busy to notice the progress of the time. At half-past eight nature called him to breakfast. He sat down to his frugal meal, first placing two nosebags on the heads of the horses, for he was now engaged in ploughing the ten-acre lot Farmer Wensell farmed. His meal quickly disposed of, he pulled a bulky book from the inside of his jacket pocket and began to read. He had a passion for selfeducation, and at the moment Merejowski’s Forerunner, which Marjorie had lent him, had a special significance, not only for him, but for the whole of England. He was so intent upon the pages of this wonderful romance that he did not notice the girl who was crossing the field with such free strides.




  He heard his name called and looked up; then he sprang to his feet, hat in hand.




  “You’re very absorbed, Mansingham,” smiled Marjorie.




  “Yes, miss,” said the other, “it’s a wonderful book, and he’s a wonderful man. I’m not surprised all the world’s talking about him just now.”




  “It’s not because of his genius that they are speaking of him,” said the girl, gravely.




  She carried a paper under her arm; in fact she had been down to Burboro’ Station to get the journal.




  “It’s a terrible business, miss,” said the man. He put the book down. “It doesn’t seem possible, in a civilized age, and in a country like England. Is there any fresh news this morning, miss?”




  She nodded gravely.




  “The ‘Red Hand’ have addressed the Premier,” she said, “and they have demanded ten million pounds, an act of indemnity passed by the House of Commons, and freedom to leave the country.”




  The man looked incredulous.




  “Why, they’ll never get that, will they, miss?” he asked. “It’s against all reason, a demand like that! Suppose it’s not true, suppose they haven’t discovered this plague—”




  She shook her head.




  “There’s no doubt about it, Mansingham,” she said. “Mr. Gallinford knows it to be true. He has been investigating, looking up old documents relating to the plague of 1500. These men have it in their power to decimate the whole of England.”




  The subject they were discussing filled the minds of men throughout Great Britain that day; nay, throughout Europe. Wherever civilized people foregathered, the cable and the telegraph had carried the news of the threat which overhung the country. It was the final demand of the “Red Hand,” a demand which at first had been poohpoohed, and had been discussed by Government officials as a problem which called for immediate solution.




  The “Red Hand” had acted swiftly. Three days after the locket had disappeared from Burboro’ a startling proclamation of the “Red Hand,” printed in blood-red characters, had covered the hoardings and the walls of London. Then it was for the first time that England woke to a realization of the terrible danger which threatened her. It was incomprehensible, unbelievable. It was almost fantastic. Men who read it smiled helplessly as though they were reading something which was beyond their understanding. And yet the proclamation was clear enough. It ran: —




  




  To the People of London.




  We, the Directors of the “Red Hand,” demand of the English Government —




  (a) The sum of Ten Million Pounds.




  ( b) An act of indemnity releasing every member of the Fraternity from all and every penalty to which he may be liable as a result of his past actions.




  (c) A safe conduct to each and every Member of the “Red Hand,” and facilities, if so required, for leaving the country.




  In the event of the Government’s refusing, after ten days’ grace, we, the Directors of the “Red Hand,” will spread in London the Plague which was known as the Fourth Plague, and which destroyed six hundred thousand people in the year 1500. The bacillus of that plague is in our possession and has been synthetically prepared and tested.




  Citizens! Bring pressure on your Government to accede to our demands, and save us the necessity for inflicting this terrible disease upon you!




  




  It bore no signature or seal. It was absurd, of course. Evening papers, necessarily hurried and having little time to analyse its true meaning, made fun of it. But a different note appeared in the comments of the morning papers. Every known scientist and doctor of note who was reachable had been interviewed, and they one and all agreed that there was more than an idle threat in the pronouncement.




  The papers called it variously, “The Terror,” “The Threat of the ‘Red Hand,’ “Blackmailing London,” and their columns were filled with every available piece of data concerning the terrible scourge which had swept through Italy and Ireland in the year of desolation.




  “It’s a terrible business,” said Mansingham again. “I am afraid there is something in it.”




  The girl nodded.




  With a courtesy which is not usually found in men of his class, he accompanied her to the end of the field, and assisted her across the rough stile leading on to the road. She had made a detour from the little station to speak to Mansingham. She was interested in him, and it was a pact between the barrister and herself that she should keep, as he put it, a friendly eye upon his protégé.




  It was a glorious morning; the world was flooded with the lemon sunlight of early spring. The trees were bright with vivid green, and primroses and wild violets flowered profusely by the hedgerows. She shook away the gloom and depression to which the thought of this terrible menace had subjected her, and stepped out briskly, humming a little tune.




  Halfway across the field, Mansingham, retracing his steps, picked up one of the papers she had been carrying, and hurried after her.




  She had a twenty minutes’ walk before she reached Highlawns, which stood some quarter of a mile from the town’s limits, but she was of an age, and it was such a morning, when one’s feet seem to move without effort, and song comes unbidden to the lips.




  She heard the whirl of a motorcar behind her, and moved closer to the hedge to allow it to pass. Unconsciously she turned to see who was the occupant. At that moment the car jarred itself to a standstill at her side. A young man, dressed from head to foot in a white linen dustcoat, sprang out.




  “Count Festini!” she cried in amazement.




  “Count Festini,” he repeated, with his most charming smile. “I wanted to see you, won’t you get in? I am going up to the house?” he said.




  She hesitated. She would much rather have walked that morning. But it would have been an act of rudeness to have refused his offer of a lift, and besides, it occurred to her that she was already overdue for breakfast, and Sir Ralph’s temper of late had not been of the best.




  She stepped into the car, and at that moment Mansingham, a little out of breath, broke through the hedge behind it.




  “What a curious idea,” Marjorie said, as Festini took his place beside her.




  “What is a curious idea?” he asked.




  “A closed car on a day like this,” she said. “Why, I thought you Italians loved the sun.”




  “We love the sun,” he said, “untempered by such winds as you seem to produce exclusively in England.”




  He stepped forward and pulled down a red blind which hid the chauffeur and the road ahead from view. She watched him without understanding the necessity for his act. Then with a quick move he pulled the blinds down on each side of the car. It was now moving forward at a great pace. At this rate, she felt, they must be very near indeed to Highlawns. They had, in fact, passed the house, as the embarrassed Mansingham, clinging to the back of the car and waiting for it to slow up so that he could restore the girl’s paper, saw to his bewilderment.




  “Why do you do that?” the girl asked coldly. “If you please, Count Festini, let those blinds up.”




  “In a little while,” he said.




  “I insist,” she stamped her foot. “You have no right to do such a thing.”




  She was hot and angry in a moment as the full realization of his offence came to her.




  “In a moment,” he repeated; “for the present we will have the blinds down, if you don’t mind.”




  She stared at him in amazement.




  “Are you mad?” she asked, angrily.




  “You look very pretty when you’re angry,” he smiled.




  The insolent assurance in his tone made her feel a sudden giddiness. They must have passed Highlawns by now.




  “Stop the car,” she demanded.




  “The car will stop later,” he said; “in the meantime,” he caught her hand as she attempted to release the blind, “in the meantime,” he repeated, holding her wrist tightly, “you will be pleased to consider yourself my prisoner.”




  “Your prisoner!” exclaimed the affrighted girl. Her face had gone very white.




  “My prisoner,” said Festini, pleasantly. “I am particularly desirous of holding you to ransom. Don’t you realize,” his eyes were blazing with excitement, “don’t you realize,” he cried, “what you are to me? I do. In these last few days,” he went on, speaking rapidly, “I have seen all the wealth that any man could desire. And it is nothing to me. Do you know why? Because there is one thing in the world that I want more than anything, and you are that thing.”




  Both his hands were holding her now. She could not move.. She was as much fascinated by his deadly earnestness as paralysed by the grip on her arms.




  “I desire you,” he said. His voice dropped until it thrilled. “You, more than anything in the world — Marjorie. You are unattainable one way; I must secure you in another.”




  The girl shrank back into a corner of the car, watching the man, fascinated. She tried to scream, but no sound came. Festini watched her, his eyes glowing with the fire of his passion. His hot hand was closed over hers almost convulsively.




  “Do you know what I’m doing!” he said, speaking rapidly, “do you know what I’m risking for you? Can’t you realize that I am imparting a new danger to myself and to my organization by this act? But I want you; I want you more than anything in the world,” he said passionately.




  She found her voice.




  “You are mad,” she said, “you are wickedly mad.”




  He nodded.




  “What you say is true,” he answered moodily, “yet in my madness I am obeying the same laws which govern humanity. Something here,” he struck his breast, “tells me that you are the one woman for me. That is an instinct which I obey. Is it mad? Then we are all mad; all animated creation is mad.”




  The fierce joy of possession overcame him; she struggled and screamed, but the whir of the engine drowned her voice. In a moment she was in his arms, held tightly to him, his hot lips against her cheeks. He must have caught a glimpse of the loathing and horror in her face, for of a sudden he released her, and she shrank back, pale and shaking.




  “I’m sorry,” he said, huskily, “you — you say I am mad — you make me mad.”




  His moods changed as swiftly as the April sky. Now he was pleading; all the arguments he could muster he advanced. He was almost cheerful, he swore he would release her, reached out his hand to signal the driver, and repented his generosity.




  Then he spoke quickly and savagely of the fate which would be hers if she resisted him. It was the memory of that tall, handsome lover of hers that roused him to this fury. He was as exhausted as she when the car turned from the main road, as she judged by the jolting of the wheels. After ten minutes’ run, it slowed down and finally stopped.




  He jumped up, opened the carriage door and sprang out, then turned to assist her. A cold, sweet wind greeted her, a wind charged with the scent of brine. She stood upon a rolling down, within a hundred yards the sea stretched greyly to the horizon. There was no house in sight save one small cottage. About the cottage stood two or three men. She uttered a cry of thankfulness and started off towards them, when a laugh from Festini stopped her.




  “I’ll introduce you myself,” he said sarcastically.




  She turned to run towards the sea, but in two strides he was up to her and had caught her by the arm. Then a huge hand gripped his neck, with a quick jerk he was spun round. His eyes blazing with anger, he turned upon his assailant. George Mansingham, tall and broad, grimed with the dust of the road, for he had maintained an uncomfortable position hanging on to the back of the car for two hours, met the vicious charge of Festini with one long, swinging blow, and the Italian went down to the ground stunned.




  The girl was dazed by the suddenness of the rescue, until Mansingham aroused her to action.




  “This way, miss!” he said.




  He caught her unceremoniously round the waist, swung her up as if she were a child, and leapt across a ditch which drained this section of the downs.




  “Run!” he whispered. He too had seen the men and guessed they were in the confederacy. The girl gathered up all her reserve of strength and ran like the wind, Mansingham loping easily at her side.




  The wind carried the voices of their pursuers. One staccato shot rang out, a bullet whistled past them, then some one in authority must have given the order to stop firing. And indeed it was more dangerous for the men than for the fugitives.




  There was a coastguard station half a mile along the cliff road, and, although neither the girl nor Mansingham realized the fact, they instinctively felt that the coastline offered the best means of escape. Then suddenly Marjorie tripped and fell. Mansingham stopped in his stride and turned to lift her. As he raised her to her feet he uttered an exclamation of despair.




  Facing him were two men, indubitably Italians, and their revolvers covered him. He had come against the “Red Hand” outpost.




  It was all over in ten minutes. The pursuers came up, the girl was snatched from his protecting arms. He fought well; man after man fell before his huge fists. Then a knife, deftly thrown, struck him by the haft full between the eyes and he went down like a log.




  Festini, breathless, his face marred by an ugly redness which was fast developing into a bruise, directed operations.




  “If you make a sound,” he said, “or attempt to attract the attention of any person you see, you will have that person’s death on your hands, and probably your own.”




  He spoke curtly, impersonally, as though she herself were Mansingham.




  “Do not hurt him,” she gasped. She referred to the prostrate form of the farm-labourer, now stirring to life. Festini made no answer. He was of a race which did not readily forgive a blow.




  “Take her away,” he said.




  He remained behind with his two familiars. “I think we will cut his throat, Signor,” said Il Bue, “and that will be an end to him.”




  “And an end to us,” said Festini; “this coast is patrolled, the man will be found, and the whole coastline searched.”




  He walked a dozen paces to the edge of the cliff and looked down. There was a sheer fall here of two hundred feet, and the tide was in.




  “There is twenty feet of water here,” he said, significantly.




  They carried the reviving man by the head and feet to the edge of the cliff. They swung him twice and then released their hold, his arms and legs outstretched like a starfish. Round and round he twirled in that brief space of time, Festini and the other watching. Then the water splashed whitely and the dark figure disappeared.




  They waited a little while, there was no reappearance, and Festini and his lieutenant retraced their footsteps to the cottage, the third man following.




  XIV. Tillizini Leaves a Mark




  

    Table of Contents

  




  The period of ultimatum was drawing to a close. For four days longer England had the opportunity of agreeing to the terms which the “Red Hand” had laid down.




  In his big library at Downing Street, occupying the chair which great and famous men had occupied for the past century, the Prime Minister, grave and preoccupied, sat in conference with Tillizini.




  The Italian was unusually spick and span that morning. He had dressed himself with great care, an ominous sign for the organization he had set himself to exterminate. For this was one of his eccentricities, and it had passed into a legend among the criminal classes in Italy, that a neat Tillizini was a dangerous Tillizini. There is a saying in Florence, “Tillizini has a new coat — who is for the galleys?”




  The Prime Minister was fingering his pen absently, making impossible little sketches upon his blotting pad.




  “Then you associate the disappearance of Miss Marjorie Meagh with the operations of the ‘Red Hand’?”




  “I do,” said the other.




  “And what of the man, Mansingham?”




  “ That, too,” said Tillizini. “They were seen together in a field where Mansingham was working, his book and his coat were found as he had left them, and then he and she walked together to the stile. He is seen by another labourer to walk back slowly across the field, to suddenly stoop and pick up something, probably the lady’s handkerchief or bag, it is immaterial which. He runs back to the stile, jumps over, and evidently follows the lady. From that moment neither he nor she are seen again. One woman I questioned at a cottage by the roadside remembers a big car passing about that time. I place the three circumstances together.”




  “But surely,” said the Prime Minister, “they would hardly take the man. What object had they? What object in taking the lady so far as that was concerned?” Tillizini looked out of the window. From where he sat he commanded a view of Green Park, a bright and spirited scene. The guard had just been relieved at the Horse Guards, and they were riding across the parade ground, their cuirasses glittering in the sun, their polished helmets so many mirrors reflecting the rays of light. He watched them sadly, and the great crowd that marched on either side of them. Not all the arms of England, all her military and naval strength, her laws and splendid institutions, could save her from the malignity of the “Red Hand.”




  He turned with a start to the Prime Minister, and found that gentleman regarding him curiously.




  “In a sense,” he said, “I do not mind this abduction, always providing that neither of these people are injured. I cannot understand why they should have bothered; but it is these side issues of private vengeance which invariably bring the big organizations to grief.”




  “Seriously, Professor Tillizini,” said the Premier, “do you think that these men will carry their threat into execution?”




  “Seriously, I do,” said Tillizini. “Your experts scoffed at the idea of the ‘Red Hand’ being able to cultivate this particular germ. The ‘Red Hand’s’ reply must have been a little startling to them.” He smiled. “If I remember rightly they sent a little of the culture to your Bacteriological Institute. Animals which were inoculated died with all the symptoms which have been described by the fifteenth-century writers.”




  The Premier nodded his head.




  “We cannot give the money, that is impossible; you recognize that, Professor?” Tillizini assented.




  “It would mean the negation of all law; it would create a precedent which would put an end to all the authority of civilization; it were better that all England should be ravaged by this disease than that a single penny should leave the Treasury. That is my view. I am prepared,” he said quietly, “to accept not only the responsibility of that action, but the first consequence of these men’s machinations. This I have intimated through the public press. The only hope is that we may secure the culture, and not only secure it, but locate the laboratory where the cultivation is being made. It is a hope,” he shrugged his shoulders. “I know you are doing all you can, Tillizini,” he said quickly, “and Scotland Yard—”




  “Scotland Yard is working splendidly,” said Tillizini. “Your police organization is rather wonderful.”




  He rose to his feet.




  “Four days,” he said, “is a very long time.” “You will take any steps you deem necessary for the public safety?”




  “You may be sure of that, sir,” said Tillizini.




  The Premier twisted his blotter in his preoccupation.




  “They say of you, Professor,” he said deliberately, “that you do not hesitate to commit what in the eyes of the law-abiding world might be considered as criminal acts, in order to further justice.”




  “I have never hesitated,” said Tillizini, “if you mean—”




  “I mean nothing in particular,” said the Premier; “only I tell you this, if you deem it necessary to go outside the law to administer preventive punishment, I assure you that I will secure you the necessary indemnity from Parliament.”




  Tillizini bowed.




  “I have to thank your Excellency for that,” he said, “and you may be sure I shall not abuse the power, and that no crime I commit will ever need an act of indemnity.”




  The Premier looked up in astonishment.




  “Why?”




  “Because,” said Tillizini, with his sweetest smile, “my crimes are never brought home to me.”




  With another bow he left the room.




  Outside the house in Downing Street. Inspector Crocks was waiting.




  “I got you some telegrams,” he said, genially. “I am rapidly deteriorating into a private secretary’.”




  Tillizini smiled. A feeling of affection had grown up between these two men, so differently constituted, so temperamentally apart. When Crocks had been detailed to assist Tillizini in his work, there were many sceptical people who smiled behind their hands, for anybody more unlike the detective of fiction than the inspector could not easily be imagined. Yet he was a shrewd, clever man, subtle to a point of brilliancy. A rapid and effective organizer, with a knowledge of the criminal underworld which few men possess.




  Tillizini tore open the telegrams; he read them twice, then he crumpled them into a ball and thrust them into his coat pocket. The letters, after glancing at the address and the postmark, he placed unopened in the inside pocket of his frock coat.




  “I didn’t show you the telegrams,” he said to the other, “because they were in code.”




  In a few words he communicated the gist of their contents. Tillizini’s codebook was in his head.




  “I am going to see my decoy now.”




  “Is he still alive?” asked the inspector with simulated surprise.




  “He was, a few minutes ago,” said Tillizini. For once he did not treat the subject facetiously, and the inspector knew that the question he had put in good-humour had a serious application.




  “I secured him a position,” said Tillizini suddenly; “he is an outside porter at Victoria, It will afford him an excellent opportunity of becoming acquainted with contrary humanity.”




  “And at the same time he will be able to give you a little information,” said Crocks. “I think it is an excellent scheme. He doesn’t look clever, and I don’t think he is particularly clever, but he has got the power which so few police officers possess, unfortunately. The moment a man begins to look important his value decreases.”




  Tillizini laughed.




  “Oh, unimportant man!” he said cryptically.




  A few minutes later the two parted. The detective went back to Scotland Yard and Tillizini hailed a cab and drove to an address in South London.




  At half-past twelve that day the fast train from Burboro’ to Victoria steamed slowly into the big terminus. Vera Morte-Mannery was one of the first to descend. Her foot touched the platform almost before the train stopped.




  She walked quickly through the barrier into the large space at the end of the station.




  She looked round anxiously, and then up at the clock. The man she sought was not there. She strolled aimlessly from one side of the station to the other, and was returning to the bookstall, when Festini, with rapid strides, came into the station.




  She caught his eye and he checked himself and turned about carelessly. He walked out of the station and she followed. At his uplifted finger a car came out of the rank and drew alongside the pavement.




  Without a word she got in and he followed. They drove in silence until the car turned into Hyde Park and slowed down in obedience to the regulations.




  Then she turned to him suddenly and, with a breaking voice, asked —




  “Where is Marjorie Meagh?”




  He raised his eyebrows.




  “Marjorie Meagh?” he asked. “You do not mean to tell me that you have brought me to London to ask me a question like that?”




  “ Where is Marjorie Meagh?” she asked again.




  “How on earth should I know?”




  “Festini,” she said, pleadingly, “let us be frank with one another. Marjorie has been taken by the ‘Red Hand.’ You are the ‘Red Hand.’”




  “Hush!” he muttered, savagely; “don’t shout, people could hear you on the sidewalks!”




  His manner to her had changed. It was a little cold, a little impatient, more than a little intolerant. She had detected the changed atmosphere the moment she had met him.




  She pressed her lips tightly together and remained silent for a little while.




  “What is your object in taking her?” she asked.




  “That is hidden from you. Do you not trust me?”




  “Trust you!” she laughed bitterly. “Have I not trusted you to the fullest extent?” she asked. “That question should rather come from me. You do not trust me, Festini.”




  It was less a statement than a pleading. She wanted him to deny it, but no denial came.




  “There are things which it is not right for me to tell you.”




  “Why?” she asked; “is there any secret of the ‘Red Hand’ which I do not know?”




  He smiled a little uneasily.




  “You did not know anything about the Fourth Plague,” he said, softly.




  “I do not complain of that,” she said, “it was too great a thing to trust with any man or woman. But there is nothing so subtle in this kidnapping of Marjorie Meagh.”




  He spread out his hands with a gesture of helplessness.




  “I cannot tell you,” he said. “There is something behind this which you cannot know.”




  “There is something behind it which I can guess!” she said fiercely. “You love Marjorie — you have taken her because you love her. Don’t deny it. I can see it in your face. Oh, you liar! You liar!”




  He had never seen her like this. It was a new force he was encountering, one which at once pleased and piqued him.




  She had been all softness, all yielding to him before, an easy conquest for this handsome man, with his soft voice and his eloquent eyes.




  In her anger she was a little terrible, but she did not terrify him. He was used to opposition, and had a quick way with it. There was enough of woman in him to appreciate her feelings. But, like the autocrat he was, he resented her revolt, and in his resentment said more than it was wise, under the circumstances, to say.




  “Yes, it is true,” he said, coolly. “I do love her. Why should I deny it? I do not love you any less because I love her. She is on a different plane to you and I.”




  Vera was breathing quickly; her bosom rose and fell with the intensity of her pent up rage. She did not speak again for a minute; she was conquering an insane desire to throw herself from the car, to run anywhere out of his sight, as she had gone, she knew, out of his heart. The fires of humiliation and jealousy burnt too fiercely within her for words.




  Again and again she checked the wild torrent of speech that rose to her lips and choked in the checking.




  And this was the end! The end of her dream, the reward for all her work, for all her treachery to those who loved her, the last stretch of the happy road which she had fondly thought led to eternity.




  From time to time he looked at her out of the corner of his eye.




  “I understand,” she said at last, speaking composedly, “your great plan has come to fruition. You have no further use for me?”




  “Do not say that, Vera,” he said.




  He was immensely relieved to discover how well she had taken the news, which, coldblooded as he was, he had no desire, and if the truth be told, no intention of telling her.




  “You are indispensable,” he said. He tried to take her hand, but she withdrew it. “It is only the exigencies of the scheme we have in hand which has prevented me from taking you more fully into my confidence. As to Marjorie, I want you to be generous,” he said. “I want you to realize—”




  “Oh, I understand,” she said, wearily. “Were you ever sincere, Festini, were you ever faithful?”




  She looked at him searchingly.




  “I swear,” he began.




  “Don’t swear,” she said. “I think I understand.” She smiled bravely. “I’ll get out here,” she said. “I’d like a little walk. This was not exactly the outcome of the morning’s meeting that I expected,” she went on; “although I was jealous, I never realized that my suspicions were true.”




  He tried by argument to persuade her to remain with him, but she was determined. She tapped the window and the car drew up. As she alighted, he assisted her. She held out her hand.




  “Goodbye, Festini,” she said. His eyes narrowed.




  “You must see me again, there is no goodbye with me,” he said, abruptly. “I have told you you are indispensable — I mean that.”




  She made no reply. Gently she relaxed her clasp, and her hand fell listlessly to her side. Then she turned abruptly and walked away.




  He stood watching her until she was out of sight. Could he trust her? He had a large knowledge of men, a larger of women. He had weighed all the chances; she would not betray him, he thought. These English people love to suffer in silence, to hug to their secret hearts their greatest griefs.




  He smiled, shrugged his shoulders, and, turning to the driver, directed him to a fashionable restaurant. For men, even great conspirators, must lunch.




  He stopped the car in Oxford Street to buy an evening newspaper. It was filled, as had been the morning journals, with speculations on the Fourth Plague. Would the “Red Hand” put their threat into execution? One journal had found a scientist who had discovered a specific, another gave a perfect pen picture of Tillizini. Wild and improbable rumours found prominence, there was nothing of any real account. He was closing the paper when a little paragraph which had evidently been inserted to fill up caught his eye at the bottom of the column.




  




  “The unfortunate man, Mansingham, who has added to the tragic variety of his career by being associated with the disappearance of Miss Marjorie Meagh, was an expert swimmer, and at the annual meeting of the Burboro’ Aquatic Club last night sympathetic references were made to his disappearance.”




  




  Festini frowned. A swimmer? Of course it was absurd. But there might have been grave danger in throwing him into the water. He was stunned, though, and three days had passed without any sign of his reappearance.




  He knew, by careful inquiry, that nobody had been picked up on the coast, but it sometimes happened that weeks elapsed before the sea gave up its dead. It was absurd to bother about that. But throughout his luncheon he found the thought intruding in his mind. Suppose this man turned up? It would have been better to have followed out the suggestion of Il Bue and have killed him right away.




  The waiter brought him his bill, and he paid, tipping the servant lavishly.




  He walked out of the hall into the big vestibule of the restaurant, selected a cigar at the little cigar counter, and strolled out into Piccadilly.




  His car, driven by a trusted member of the “Red Hand,” followed him along the broad, crowded thoroughfare at a snail’s pace.




  At the corner of Piccadilly Circus he suddenly came face to face with Frank Gallinford.




  The Englishman was looking ill; the strain of the past few days was telling on him. The loss of his fiancée was preying on his mind; he had not slept. His agents were searching the country from end to end. He had also established a little police organization of his own, for Frank Gallinford was a fairly wealthy man.




  The two men stopped, staring at each other for the fraction of a second, then Festini held out his hand with a suave smile.




  “How do you do Mr. Gallinford?” he said.




  Frank was in no mood for conversation or condolence. He uttered a few conventional words, shook hands hurriedly and passed on, leaving Festini to finish his stroll.




  Frank had not gone twenty yards before somebody pressed his arm softly. He looked round. A tall man was standing at his side. At first he did not recognize him in his rough workman’s kit and his little moustache, but when he spoke he knew him.




  “Go back after Festini,” said Tillizini quickly. “Talk to him about anything you like, hold him in conversation for a few minutes,” he turned and walked back with the other a little way, “and when you get into St. James’ Street turn off to the right. The street is up. Induce him by any art in your power to go to the other end of that street.”




  “But why?”




  “No, do not ask, ‘Why,’” said Tillizini. He gave one of his rare gestures of impatience. “Do as I tell you.”




  Frank nodded. Though he had no heart for the job, he quickened his steps and overtook Festini.




  Tillizini watched them. He saw them strolling aimlessly along, and turn into the street he had indicated. The waiting car on the other side of the road entered the street and then stopped; the road was up, and beyond halfway down there was no thoroughfare. The chauffeur looked round anxiously. He had to back out and make a detour by the way of the lower end of Regent Street and Piccadilly. He had another alternative, which was to wait. He looked undecided. He was assisted in his decision as to what he should do by the gesture of a policeman, who ordered him back to the main street.




  Very slowly the car backed out. It was a minute or two before he could bring the long Napier into the stream of traffic moving up towards Piccadilly Circus. There was a block here, and another wait ensued.




  Tillizini had posted himself where he could watch every movement. He saw the look of anxiety on the chauffeur’s face. The opportunity he had been waiting for for the last two hours now presented itself. He threaded his way through the block of traffic and passed the car. He took something from his pocket and, bending over the rear wheel, pressed down his hand upon it. A broad strip of rubber with a steel clamp at either end.




  Deftly he fixed it over the wheel. In its centre an arrow head projected. It had been carefully prepared and only the expert, interested in the accessories of cars, would have thought it unusual.




  With one glance to see that his work had been well done, he slipped through the traffic, and gained the other side of the road. He walked a little way down Regent Street, from thence he saw the two men talking. Festini was walking back. He had missed the car and had understood why it had failed to follow him.




  Tillizini saw him take a hurried farewell of Frank and walk quickly up the street. The professor smiled. It appealed to him, this spectacle of Festini and his car playing hide-and-seek with one another.




  He did not attempt to rejoin Frank, instead he called a cab, which came reluctantly, for this man in working clothes did not inspire confidence, and drove straight to Scotland Yard.




  That night every police station in England received a notification, and in the early hours of the morning, policemen on foot, cyclists and mounted men were searching the wet roads for the track of a motor car which displayed an arrow at regular intervals.




  XV. The House by the River




  

    Table of Contents

  




  From her window Marjorie could see the broad and sluggish river. When the fog did not veil every object from sight, she caught a glimpse of big ships passing up and down; fussy little tugs drawing strings of lighters, brown-sailed barges that went with stately leisure to the sea. In the foreground was marshland, uncultivated.




  The sluggish river, for such it was at a distance of a quarter of a mile, was the River Thames; the marshland was that unlovely stretch of swamp on its north bank, between Southend and Barking.




  By putting her face close to the window she could see a small, low-roofed building, tarred and weatherproof, from which men in white overalls came and went.




  The house she was in was an old one, as houses go. It was built of brick; the rooms were lofty and cold and a little damp.




  Even in the room which had been allotted to her use, the paper had peeled off the wall in great pieces, and not even the fire, which the hardfaced Italian woman who attended her kept fed, dispelled the chilly dreariness of the apartment.




  She had been brought here by night from the house on the cliff. She had lain down to sleep after supper in her Kentish prison and had awakened to find herself lying in the room she now tenanted.




  The knowledge that they must have drugged her food filled her with panic.




  The day following her arrival she had refused to eat or drink, and now it was not until the Italian woman had partaken from the dishes she supplied, before Marjorie’s eyes, that the girl consented to touch the food.




  Fortunately, she numbered amongst her accomplishments a working knowledge of Italian. Of late she had polished up her acquaintance with the language. Frank’s work mainly lay in Italy, and she had seen the necessity for becoming proficient.




  But she received no satisfactory reply to any of her inquiries. She had not seen Festini since that day on the cliff, though she had heard his voice often enough.




  She guessed rather than knew that in the little low-roofed house near by, was being prepared that terrible culture which was to bring England to her knees in submission.




  Everything that Festini could do to relieve the monotony of her life, he had done.




  She was plentifully supplied with books and papers, and to serve her table he had secured a perfect Italian cook.




  The only man she had spoken to was a tall giant of a man, whom she had seen on the cliff with Festini.




  He answered her questions gruffly, and in monosyllables.




  He had merely come into the room, she gathered, to see to the security of the bars which had been fixed outside the window. She was ill with anxiety; she dare not give her imagination its rein.




  It was Frank she thought of — Frank, whom she knew would be distracted with grief; and at night she alternately wept and prayed for the strength and sanctuary of his arms.




  It was on the third day following her abduction. She was sitting trying to read by the window, when the click of the lock brought her to her feet.




  She heard the voice of Festini outside, and in a moment he had come into the room, locking the door behind him.




  They stood confronting one another. She had walked swiftly to the centre of the room, and placed the table between them.




  “Well?” he said, with his pleasant smile, “I hope you have everything you want.”




  She made no reply at once. Then —




  “I want my freedom,” she said.




  “That,” he said, with a little bow, “I am sorry I cannot grant you. It is necessary for my health and security that you should stay a little longer. Afterwards, I hope to make you the wife of one of the richest men in Europe.”




  “That will never be,” she said, steadily. “I would sooner be the first victim of the plague you threaten, than endure that humiliation.”




  He winced at the words.




  “It is no humiliation,” he said, a little haughtily. “In my veins runs the best blood of Italy. It is an honour to be the chosen bride of Festini.”




  She was amazed at the unexpected vanity of the man.




  She had never regarded him, even at the most friendly period of their relationship, as more than a rather goodlooking, well-mannered member of the middle classes. That he should esteem his birth as being sufficient to make him superior to censure was a strange point of view.




  She looked at him, in spite of herself, with an added interest.




  “I ask you to be my wife,” he said.




  He emphasized the words.




  “You ought to realize that, in addition to doing you an honour, I am also acting with great magnanimity. You are here alone,” he said, “entirely and absolutely at my mercy. You are surrounded by men and women who would question no act of mine, however barbarous it might seem to you. Do you understand?”




  She understood too well.




  She was safe unless she made quasi-friendly relationships impossible. She had need to temporize.




  He may have guessed what was passing in her mind.




  “Understand,” he said, “there is no escape from here, except as my wife. I will be patient without you. I have been patient with you,” he went on. “Tomorrow a priest will marry us according to the rights of my Church.”




  “Tomorrow!” she gasped.




  “Tomorrow,” he said, a little mockingly. “It is rather soon, is it not? And you have no trousseau!”




  He waved the objection away.




  “That is a detail which can either be arranged or can be overridden.”




  He made no attempt to touch her.




  “May I sit down?” he asked.




  She nodded, and he drew a chair forward to the table and seated himself.




  “I think I ought to take you a little into my confidence,” he said, in his pleasant, matter-of-fact manner. “It is necessary to expedite matters. Your friend — how do you pronounce his name — Mansingham? — was picked up by a fishing smack. I think he swam out to sea and picked up the smack, but it is immaterial. He is alive, and, I have reason to believe, talkative.”




  He saw the look of hope spring up in her face, and smiled.




  “The fact that he will be able to identify me with this act of abduction,” he went on, “embarrasses me, but, fortunately, our scheme is so far advanced that there is no longer any necessity for me to disguise my association with the ‘Red Hand.’”




  “The only thing which is a trifle annoying is that I must stay in this deadly place a few more days. All the work that is to be done my agents can do. But for your presence here it would be an impossible situation. Not for all the gold in England could I rusticate by the banks of the Thames — alone.”




  His dazzling smile bewildered the girl. He had a trick of discussing the most outrageous propositions with a serious and convincing air. It was all superficial, but then his superficiality bit deeper into him than into most men.




  At heart she knew him to be a coldblooded and remorseless man, who would stop at nothing to gain his ends. It was only that the veneer of civilization was thicker, that the brute within him did not lie so close to the surface, which distinguished him from his comrades.




  But the streak of cruelty was there, as he showed.




  “By the way,” he said, “I met Mr. Gallinford the other day, and condoled with him upon your disappearance.”




  “You brute!” she flamed. “How dare you mock me!”




  “I like you when you are like that,” he said, admiringly. “You almost tempt me to continue to tell how ill and worn he looks.”




  He laughed, but there was no note of merriment in the sound.




  “A singularly thickheaded man! Had he been an Italian he would have known by my face, by the change in my eyes when your name was mentioned, that it was I” — he pointed to himself— “who had robbed him. But then these Englishmen are so phlegmatic! They soon forget. You must not worry very much about your Frank,” he said, as he rose to go. “In a year or two he will have married some comfortable Englishwoman, and have settled down to a life made up with shooting pheasants and discussing defective drainage.”




  She was incapable of reply.




  He went out of the room and locked the door behind him, leaving her alone, with her head on her arms — weeping from very anger.




  He found Il Bue in the room below with two men who had just come in from the laboratory he had arranged in the wooden shed.




  “Well?” he asked, moodily, as he flung himself into a chair at the head of the table. “What are the developments?”




  “Signor,” said one of the men, “everything is ready. We have secured perfect cultures, even more perfect than those dispatched to the Bacteriological Institution.” Festini nodded.




  “Tomorrow I shall receive the Government’s reply. I have asked them to advertise that reply in the columns of a newspaper.”




  “And what will it be?” asked Il Bue, his eyes fixed upon Festini’s face.




  Festini shrugged.




  “Who knows?” he said. “I think at the eleventh hour they will agree to my terms.”




  One of the assistants in white was a thickset man with a sour, bad-tempered face. He took no part in the subsequent discussion on the methods to be adopted for the distribution of the plague.




  Festini had made elaborate precautions and had issued exhaustive literature for distribution amongst the members of the “Red Hand.”




  He was sincere in his desire that the agents of his organization should escape the consequences of their own villainy.




  When the discussion was finished, the surly man jerked his head round to Festini. He was sitting on his right hand, his elbows on the table, his big, fleshy hands clasped.




  “What about this woman, Signor Festini?” he asked.




  The young man looked at him steadily.




  “‘ This woman ‘?” he repeated, softly, “I do not know who you mean.”




  The stout man jerked his head upwards. He was the kind of man who moved in jerks.




  “She who is upstairs,” he said.




  Festini got up very slowly from the table.




  “You will understand, Gregorio,” he said, in his honeyed tones, “that you will never refer to that lady in such a way. Indeed,” he said, carefully, “you will never refer to her at all.”




  “There are no secrets from the brethren,” grumbled the man. “We all want to know what is the plan with regard to her.” Without a word Festini’s hand leapt out; his quick, strong fingers caught the other by the throat; with a sidelong twist he forced the man’s head back over the table.




  Festini was a strong man despite his frail physique.




  “You dog!” he hissed in the man’s purple face. “Must I answer to you for all I do?” The man struggled to recover his balance, but a long bright blade flashed in front of his eyes.




  Festini hesitated, then he released his grip, and the man staggered up to his feet.




  “Remember this,” said the Count. “Remember it all your life, Gregorio. It may serve you well one day — the recollection.” The man was livid and shaking.




  “I’m sorry, Signor,” he said, humbly; “it was thoughtless. I did not intend to offend your Excellency.”




  With a curt nod Festini dismissed him.




  “And understand,” he said, “that I will not spare any man who speaks slightingly or lightly of the lady who is to be the Countess Festini. There is my plan, if you wish to know it. That is enough — too much, perhaps — certainly enough. I give you my best — you must give me obedience and faith. That is all I ask.”




  He was in no mood of tolerance.




  George Mansingham had arrived in England, and by this time Tillizini knew what he had already guessed. London was unsafe for Festini, and he was the type of man who scorned any disguise.




  He must fret away his time in this Godforsaken spot; the fulfilment of his plans demanded it.




  He stopped in the house long enough to don the white overall which had distinguished his companions, and went into the long wooden shed, Il Bue and the two men joining him at the entrance of the hut.




  The only light came through a big skylight. House and shed had formed part of a boatbuilder’s establishment, long since bankrupt and fallen into decay. It suited his purpose admirably. It was far enough away from the high road to obtain seclusion. He had a plausible excuse for the presence of his men. The premises were ostensibly part of the properties of a little company he had formed some time before for the manufacture of synthetic rubber.




  There is something about synthetic rubber and its manufacturers and inventors which keep an amused public at bay.




  The shed was divided into two parts. In the first there were a number of test tubes, retorts and scientific apparatus upon a large bench.




  The entrance to the second room was obtained through a stout door, which was fastened by two padlocks.




  These the big man unfastened. Before he opened the door he pulled up from his chin an antiseptic mask, which he brought over his face and secured to the hood of his white gown.




  The others followed his example.




  They took up rubber gloves from the bench in the outer room and drew them on. Il Bue pulled the door open and a faint sweet scent came out to greet them.




  In the centre of the inner and smaller compartment was a long narrow table on which, at intervals, rested four deep porcelain dishes under glass bell-covers.




  They were no more to the sight than narrow strips of glass coated with a light-brown gelatinous substance, but each glass case held death in a terrible form.




  Festini looked at them curiously. It was almost impossible to believe that these innocent-looking strips of dull glass could play so powerful a part.




  “That is all?” said he, half to himself.




  “That is all, Signor,” said Il Bue.




  His big face was twisted in a puzzled grin.




  “It seems a very simple thing,” he said, suspiciously; “why, I could smash it out of existence with a blow of my fist.”




  The man with the sour face looked up at him sideways.




  “You would die very soon,” he said.




  He was the chemist of the party, a brilliant man with strange gifts, who had been brought into association with the “Red Hand” and found an outlet in their operations for the lawless and perverse spirit within him.




  Festini turned and led the way from the room. He waited till Il Bue re-padlocked the door, then he stepped out of the shed, slipping down his mask.




  The fresh air came to him like a sweet, refreshing draught; it seemed to him that he had tasted the very atmosphere of death and desolation in that tiny room; that it was already tainted with the plague he was about to spread wide-cast.




  He made no other attempt to see the girl; he was satisfied with that one interview. He remained in his room, reading by the aid of a portable electric lamp such comments of the Press upon the “Red Hand” as his agents had collected.




  At ten o’clock there were two new arrivals. In one of these Festini was particularly interested; it was the priest he had secured for the marriage ceremony.




  Psychologists have endeavoured to get at the state of Festini’s mind; to analyse by set formula the exact proportions. Was he wholly villain? Were the fantastic acts of chivalry, preposterous as they were, remembering the circumstances in which they were displayed, indications of a better nature?




  Tillizini, in his exhaustive analysis of the man’s character, had attributed such acts as this contemplated marriage as merely evidence of habit. Festini’s long association with men and women of his class had endowed him with an habitual respect for certain conventions. This was Tillizini’s estimate, and was probably an accurate one, for he knew the man.




  The priest he had chosen had been brought posthaste from Italy, and had travelled night and day. He was a man known to the association as being “safe”: he himself was suspected of complicity in certain outrages which had shocked Italy in the year before the great trial. He himself had stood with the other sixty prisoners in a cage in the criminal court, but, thanks to ingenious perjury, he had escaped punishment.




  Festini greeted him without cordiality, with the grave respect which a true son of the Church shows to his spiritual superior, and with the faint hint of patronage which the greater intellect instinctively adopts towards the lesser.




  He gave orders for the priest’s accommodation, and, after the brief interview, was again left alone.




  It was near midnight when Festini threw himself down on a truckle bed to snatch a few hours’ sleep. In the early horns of the morning his spies would bring him news of the Premier’s reply. He fell into an uneasy, fitful sleep, a sleep disturbed by bad dreams, such as were not usual with him.




  There came a light knock and he went to the door. Il Bue was waiting.




  “What is it?” asked Festini.




  “One of the brethren has just come in,” said the man, who was palpably disturbed. “He came on his cycle from where he has been watching the London road, and he says that some soldiers are marching from London.”




  Festini made a gesture of impatience.




  “Did you wake me to tell me that?” he asked, irritably. “Haven’t you been long enough in England, my friend, to know that soldiers have nothing whatever to do with police work? This is not Italy, it is England. Go — tell your scout to return to his post, to watch not for the army, but for Tillizini and his friends.”




  He went back to his room and again lay on the bed, pulling a soft, camel-hair rug over him. He tossed from side to side but could not sleep; he got up after a little while, and went out. A man was keeping guard outside the door.




  “Go to Catrina,” he said, “and tell her to make me some chocolate.”




  A few minutes later the woman brought him in a steaming bowl on a tray. She set it before him and he acknowledged it with a curt word of thanks, when a thought occurred to him.




  “Catrina,” he said, calling her back, “your lady is well?”




  “Yes, padrone,” she replied. “I saw her two hours ago, before she was asleep.”




  Festini nodded.




  “See her again now,” he said, “I will go up with you.”




  Taking a lamp from the bracket in the narrow passage of the house, the woman led the way upstairs, and Festini followed.




  He waited outside the door whilst the woman unlocked it and entered. He heard a smothered exclamation.




  “Padrone!” cried the woman, wildly. “Padrone!”




  He rushed into the room. The little bed in the corner was empty. The window was open and three of the bars were missing. Marjorie Meagh had gone!




  XVI. Tillizini Addresses the House
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  Though it was past midnight the streets of London were alive with people; shops were open, lights blazed from windows which ordinarily would have been in darkness. The motor services which carried the Londoner to and from his home were still running; special editions of the evening papers were on sale in the streets, and about the House of Commons, where the crowd grew in intensity, they found a ready sale.




  Between Whitehall and Victoria Street some thirty thousand people had assembled, but the police had no difficulty in controlling the assembly or in securing a passage way for the constant stream of cars which were passing to and from the House of Commons. The character of the crowd was an interesting one. These were no idle sightseers, attracted by the chance of a little excitement; it was the silk-hatted middle class of England, overcoated, muffled, bespectacled, waiting patiently for news which meant all the difference between life and death to them.




  For once in its history the House of Commons was sitting in secret session. At eleven o’clock that night, by the Speaker’s direction, the galleries had been cleared, and strangers had been excluded, not only from the lobby, but from the precincts of the House. Parliament had resolved itself into a National Jury.




  At five minutes after twelve a great car, covered with dust, came slowly along Whitehall. It bore three small lamps on its radiator, arranged in the form of a triangle. Unchallenged the car passed Bridge Street and into Palace Yard. About the entrance of the House were a crowd of policemen, but they made a way for the tall man in the dusty coat who sprang from the seat by the side of the driver. Two men were waiting for him; Hilary George, M.P., was one, and Inspector Crocks the other.




  The three passed into the interior of the House and made their way to a small Committee room which had been prepared for them.




  “Well?” asked Crocks. His face was of an unusual pallor, and he spoke with the irritability which is peculiar to the man undergoing a great nervous strain.




  Tillizini slowly divested himself of his great coat, laid it across a chair, and walked to the fire. He stood for a while, warming his hands at the blaze; then he spoke.




  “I have located them,” he said, “definitely.”




  “Thank God!” said Crocks.




  “There is no doubt?” asked Hilary. Tillizini shook his head. He took a book from his inside pocket, opened it, and extracted three slips of paper. They were advertisements cut from a newspaper of the week before.




  “I don’t know,” he said, “whether you have noticed these?”




  They bent over the table, the three heads together, reading the advertisement.




  “I cannot understand it,” said Hilary; “this is an advertisement offering good prices for pigeons.” He examined the other. “This is the same,” he said.




  “They’re all the same,” said Tillizini, quietly. “Do you notice that they advertise that they want old pigeons?”




  Hilary nodded.




  “The address is at a place in London. The man who advertised had thousands of replies, and has made thousands of purchases, too. Throughout the week basket after basket of birds has come consigned to him at the various London termini; they have been collected by the agents of the ‘Red Hand’ and forwarded to Festini.”




  “But why?” asked Crocks, puzzled. “He’s not going to start a pigeon-shooting competition?”




  Tillizini laughed. He had walked back to the fire and was bending over it, his hands almost touching the flames.




  “If you will believe me,” he said, “I have been looking for that advertisement for quite a long time.” He straightened himself and stood with his back to the fire, his hands behind him. Then he asked suddenly: “How is the ‘Red Hand’ to distribute the germs of this plague? Has that thought ever occurred to you? How can they, without danger to themselves, spread broadcast the seeds of the Black Death?”




  “Good Heavens!” said Hilary, as the significance of the move suddenly dawned upon him.




  “Tomorrow morning,” Tillizini went on, “if the Premier’s reply is unfavourable, they will release these thousands of pigeons, and release also, in a portable form, sufficient of the culture to spread death in whichever neighbourhood the pigeon lands. Naturally, being old birds, they will fly straight back to the homes they have left. It is very ingenious. They might of course have done the same thing by post, but there was a certain amount of risk attached to that. The present method is one which would appeal to Festini. I arrested a man this afternoon who has been collecting the birds. He is obviously one of the ‘Red Hand,’ though he protests against such an imputation.”




  “What is to be done?” asked Hilary. “You had better see the Prime Minister at once.”




  The door opened and a young man came in hurriedly.




  “Is Professor Tillizini here?” he asked.




  Hilary indicated the detective.




  “Will you come at once, Professor? The Prime Minister wishes you to stand at the bar of the House to explain to the honourable members exactly the position.”




  Tillizini nodded.




  He followed his conductor along the broad corridor, across the lobby, through two swing doors. He suddenly found himself in a large chamber; it gave him the impression of being dimly lighted. On either side he saw row after row of faces rising in tiers. At the further end, behind a big table surmounted by a gold mace, sat a wigged and gowned figure on a canopied chair. Near the table on his left a man rose and spoke to the Speaker. Tillizini could not hear the words he said. The moment afterwards the grave figure in the wig and gown invited him forward.




  Tillizini knew something of the august character of this legislative assembly; he knew, since it was his business to know, with what jealousy it guarded its doors against the unelected stranger, and he experienced a feeling of unreality as he walked along the floor of the House and made his way, at the invitation of the Premier’s beckoning finger, to a place on the Front Bench.




  The House was in silence. A faint murmur of “Hear, Hear,” had greeted him, but that had died away. A strange figure he made, still powdered with the fine dust of the road, unshaven, grimy.




  He sank down on the cushioned bench by the Premier’s side, and looked with curious eyes at the Mother of Parliaments.




  Amidst dead silence the Prime Minister rose and addressed the Speaker.




  “Mr. Speaker,” he said, “it is within my province, had I so desired, to have asked you to vacate the chair and for the House to resolve itself into a Committee. Under those circumstances we should have had extensive powers, one such power being our right to summon any stranger before us to give evidence.




  “But the time is so very short, and the issues are so very serious, that I have asked you to rule, as an extraordinary ruling, that Professor Tillizini be allowed to address the House from this place.”




  The Prime Minister sat down, and the bearded man in the chair looked at Tillizini, and nodded again. For a moment the professor did not understand its significance; then a whispered word from the Premier at his side brought him to his feet, a little embarrassed, a little bewildered.




  He spoke hesitatingly, halting now and then for a word, thanking the House for its indulgence and for the remarkable privilege it had granted him.




  “The Prime Minister,” he went on, “has asked me to give you a brief outline of the history of the ‘Red Hand.’ He thinks, and I agree, that you should be made fully aware of one fact only that the ‘Red Hand’ threatens to perform.”




  For five minutes he traced the history of the organization; its growth from the famous Three Finger Society of Sicily; he spoke briefly of its crimes, both on the Continent and in America, for he had the details at his fingertips, and he himself had been engaged in unravelling many of the mysteries which had surrounded the work of these men.




  “I do not know,” he said, “what plans this Parliament has formed for ridding the country of so dangerous and so terrible a force. No plan,” he spoke earnestly and emphatically, and punctuated his speech with characteristic gestures, “which you may decide upon, can be effective unless it includes some system of physical extermination. I do not make myself clear, perhaps,” he said, hurriedly, “although I have a very large acquaintance with your language.” He emphasized his point with one finger on the palm of his hand. “These men are going to destroy you and your kind. Believe me, they will have no compunction; the plague will be spread throughout England unless you take the most drastic steps within the next few hours. There is no existing law on the statute books which exactly provides for the present situation. You must create a new method to deal with a new crime, and, Mr. Speaker, whatever this House does, whatever steps it takes, however dreadful may be the form of punishment which it, in its wisdom, may devise, it cannot be too drastic or too severe to deal with the type of criminal organization which the ‘Red Hand’ represents. I can, if I wish,” he said, with a smile, “arrest fifty members of the ‘Red Hand’ tonight. I could, with a little care, succeed in assassinating Festini.”




  He spoke in a matter-of-fact tone, as though assassination were everyday work, and a little shiver ran through the House. He was sensible to such undefinable impressions in others.




  “You do not like the word?” he said, with a smile, “and neither do I. I used it because I felt that it was a word which would be more in keeping with the facts from your point of view. To me, some removals are justified; they are more, they are necessary. One must meet cunning with cunning, crime with crime. The law does not adequately meet all modern crime, even the English law. Science has produced a new type of criminal; but the modern parliaments of the world have not as yet devised a new type of punishment. The criminal code requires drastic revisions, as drastic as those which it received when it erased from its statute book such awful and vindictive punishments as were accorded to sheep-stealers.”




  He went on to tell as much of his later discoveries as he felt it was expedient to announce to the House. He could never overcome his suspicion of crowds. The House of Commons, with its serried ranks of members, was a crowd to him, an intellectual, a sympathetic and brilliant crowd, but a crowd nevertheless, which might contain, for aught he knew, one man who would betray his plans to the enemy.




  The House gasped when told the story of the pigeons.




  “I understand,” he said, “that you have an Act in contemplation; the terms of that Act have been briefly communicated to me, and I can tell you, Mr. Speaker, and the members of this House, that there is no provision in that measure which is not justified by the circumstances. Within seven days,” he said, solemnly, “this country will be ravaged by the most malignant form of epidemic disease that has been known in modern history. The horrors of the great plague of London will be multiplied, the ports of every foreign country will be closed to your commerce; you will be shunned by every grain-bearing ship that sails the sea.




  “You are face to face, not only with death in its most terrible form, but with starvation, with anarchy, with civil war perhaps. And yet, knowing this, I tell you that you would be false to your great traditions if you paid one single penny to this infamous confederacy.”




  He sat down amidst a murmured cheer.




  In a few minutes he had walked out behind the Speaker’s chair, and was in the Prime Minister’s sittingroom. That statesman came in soon afterwards.




  “The Act will pass tonight,” he said; “the Lords are sitting, and I hope to get the Assent early in the morning. Can you rest tonight, Professor?”




  Tillizini shook his head.




  “There is no rest for me tonight,” he said.




  He looked at his watch. The hands pointed a quarter after twelve. An attendant brought in a tray with coffee. After he had retired, the Prime Minister asked —




  “You are satisfied with such steps as we have taken?”




  Tillizini nodded.




  “Yes, I think the number will be sufficient.”




  “We have sent four infantry brigades by route march tonight,” said the Premier. “The cavalry and artillery are coming from Colchester.”




  “The destroyers?” asked Tillizini.




  “They left Chatham at sunset tonight with orders to steam slowly up the river.” Tillizini nodded again.




  “There will be one waiting for you at Tilbury,” said the Prime Minister, “that was in accordance with your wishes.”




  A few minutes later Tillizini entered his car, wrapped in his great coat, and the great Mercedes sped noiselessly out through the guarded gate, through the press of people in Whitehall, into Trafalgar Square, then turned to the right along the Strand. It slowed down to pass a market van, which had emerged from the street leading from Waterloo Bridge. As it did so a man walked quickly from the sidewalk and leapt on to the footboard of the car.




  He was a middle-aged man, poorly dressed, and he was apparently Italian, for it was in that language he said —




  “Signor Tillizini?”




  “Yes,” said Tillizini, in the same language.




  The man made no reply. His hand went up with a lightning jerk. Before his fingers had closed on the trigger, Tillizini’s had grasped the pistol near the trigger guard, He half rose to his feet and, with a quick swing of his body such as wrestlers employ, he pulled the man into the car. It was all over in a second. Before the passersby and the loungers about the sidewalk realized what had happened, the man was in the car, his pistol reposed in Tillizini’s pocket, and the Italian detective’s foot was pressing lightly but suggestively on his throat.




  “Keep very still,” said Tillizini, bending over. “Put your hands up, so.”




  The man obeyed with a whimper of pain; then something hard and cold snapped around his wrists.




  “Now you may sit up,” said Tillizini.




  He dragged the man to his feet and threw him into a corner seat. From his breast pocket he produced a little electric lamp and flashed it in the man’s face.




  “Oh, yes,” said Tillizini, with a little laugh. “I think I have seen you before.”




  He recognized him as one of the many thousand of agents which the “Red Hand” possessed.




  “What are you going to do with me, Signor?” asked the man sullenly.




  “That I will tell you later,” replied the other.




  In the East India Dock Road he stopped the car at a police-station and bundled the captive out. The inspector was inclined to resent the spectacle of a strange-looking foreign gentleman hauling a handcuffed compatriot into the charge-room. But at a word from Tillizini he became obsequiousness itself.




  “Search him,” said Tillizini.




  He unlocked the handcuffs, a pair of his own, and two constables, with scientific deftness born of experience, made a quick but careful examination of the man’s possessions. He seemed to be well supplied with money, Tillizini noticed; he had no papers of any kind. A pencil and two stamps and some unaddressed telegraph forms, comprised the sum of his property.




  Tillizini carried the telegraph forms to the inspector’s desk and examined them carefully. They were innocent of address or writing, but he saw impressions which showed that another telegram had been written on top of one of them with pencil. He looked at it closely but he could detect nothing. From his pocket he took a soft crayon and gently rubbed the impression over. Gradually the words came to light. The address was unintelligible. It had evidently been written upon a harder substance. There were two words in Italian, and Tillizini had little difficulty in deciphering them.




  “Lisa goes,” he read.




  He looked at the man.




  “Who is Lisa?” he asked. But before the prisoner could shake his head in pretended ignorance, Tillizini knew, and smothered an exclamation that came to his lips.




  Vera had gone to her sometime lover. Here was a complication indeed.




  XVII. Marjorie Crosses the Marsh
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  Marjorie had retired for the night at eleven o’clock. She had given up an attempt to bar the door against intruders, for her efforts to barricade herself in had been resented by the woman, and, moreover, they had been so ineffectual as to render the attempt a waste of time and energy.




  The house boasted one storey, the ground and the first floor; her room was on the upper floor at the back of the house. It had been chosen partly for the reason that it was undoubtedly the most habitable of the apartments which the ramshackle dwelling boasted, and partly because from this position she could see little or nothing of the movements of those members of the “Red Hand” who were engaged in the nefarious work of preparing the culture.




  The night was an unusually clear one, and when, after half an hour of sleeplessness, she arose to escape from the tumult of thought which assailed her, her steps turned instinctively to the one outlet upon the world which the room afforded. She leant her arms on the old-fashioned windowsill and looked wistfully out to the twinkling points of light upon the river.




  No sound broke the stillness of the night, the house was wrapped in silence. Now and then there came to her the faint echo of a siren farther down the river. She stood for some time, and then, with a shiver, realized that the night was by no means warm.




  Festini and his servants had provided her with a long black cloak. She took it down from its peg on the wall and wrapped it about her. Her fingers were still busy with the fastening at her throat, when a little sharp, metallic tap at the window made her turn with a start.




  Her heart beat quickly as she stood motionless, watching. She waited nearly a minute before it came again. It was as though somebody were at the window…. There could be nobody there, she told herself. She walked softly to the window and opened it. The bars had been so placed that they came almost flush with the brickwork. It was impossible for her to see who stood directly below.




  She waited a little while longer and heard a hiss. She stood back. She did not know why, but it seemed that the unknown was warning her. Then something fell on the floor at her feet.




  She stooped and ran her hand lightly along the uncarpeted boards. Presently she found what she sought. It was a little pebble, but she was led to it by catching her fingers in a thin piece of twine, and by and by she had drawn up to the window a piece of thicker string.




  She understood its meaning now. Rapidly she drew it in. There was a heavier weight at the end of it, and presently she came upon a stout, closely-woven hemp rope. This was the end of the series. Somebody on the ground without held the rope with gentle firmness.




  Her hands trembling with excitement, she knotted the end about one of the bars of the window, and felt the man outside test the strength of it. Again and again he pulled as she watched anxiously the amateur knots she had tied.




  To her delight they showed no signs of slipping.




  The rope went taut again. There was a steady strain on it. She heard no sound, and it was with a startling suddenness that the bare head of a man appeared above the windowsill; he reached up and clasped a bar and came to rest sitting lightly on the ledge without.




  “Don’t make a sound,” he whispered. He went to work methodically. The bars had been screwed on to a square of wood fitted into the window space, stapled and morticed into the brickwork itself.




  She could not see his face, and he spoke too low for her ordinarily to recognize his voice; but this was Tillizini, and she knew it. He lost no time. A little electric lamp showed him the method by which the bars were fastened. They had been screwed on from the outside, sufficient security for the girl within, though offering no serious obstacle to a man armed with a screwdriver without.




  Tillizini worked at fever heat. Clinging on to one bar, with one of his thin legs thrust through into the room, he had two bars out in ten minutes.




  As he removed them he handed them to the girl, and she placed them quietly upon the bed.




  He stepped lightly into the room, re-tied the rope to one of the remaining bars, fastened one end about her waist, and assisted her through the window.




  “Stay at the bottom until I come,” he said.




  She had not long to wait; whilst her fingers were still unfastening the knot around her waist Tillizini was coming down the rope hand over hand.




  “Wait!” he whispered. He disappeared into the darkness in the direction of the shed. Piled up alongside was basket after basket of a pattern. He walked swiftly along, unfastening the trap-fronts as he did so. Soon it would be light, and at the first sign of dawn the pigeons would begin their homeward flight. He returned to the girl.




  “Move very slowly,” he whispered, “and follow me.”




  They crouched down, and almost at a crawl crossed the big yard, the limits of which were still defined. They gained the marsh which lay between them and the river.




  Still Tillizini showed no signs of abandoning his caution, and the girl, cramped and aching from her unaccustomed exertions, wondered why he still moved almost on hands and knees when the danger seemed to be past.




  The ground underfoot was swampy, with every step she went ankle deep into liquid mud, she was breathing with difficulty, and her back ached with an intolerable, nagging pain. She felt she could go no farther; it seemed to her that she had been moving for hours across miles of country, although, in fact, she had not gone two hundred yards from the house, when Tillizini stopped, and motioned her forward.




  “Stay here,” he whispered.




  Although the marsh was apparently a dead level, there were little hummocks and rises at irregular intervals, and toward one of the former he moved stealthily.




  She thought she saw the black figure of a man sitting on the one dry space in the marsh, but fancy plays strange tricks on a dark and starless night, and her heart had beaten wildly a dozen times during that agonizing crawl at imaginary figures contesting her way of escape.




  The man on the hummock was no figment of imagination, however; he sat cross-legged like a tailor, a big sheepskin rug about his shoulders, a long-barrelled revolver on his knee.




  The duty of outpost in this direction had fallen to Gregorio, the sour-faced man who had aroused Festini’s anger earlier during the day.




  The “Red Hand” had established a system of sentries to preclude any surprises, and from where he sat Gregorio could keep a clear lookout upon the river approaches to the house.




  He sat wide awake and alert, his fingers touching the trigger of his revolver. All this Tillizini guessed rather than saw. He knew that any act of violence, unless it was unexpected and deadly, would produce an alarm. The bold way was the only means possible. He rose and straightened himself, and went squelching forward across the oozy ground.




  Gregorio heard him and sprang to his feet.




  “Who’s there?” he asked, softly.




  “It is I, Brother,” said Tillizini in Italian.




  He yawned.




  “Is anything wrong?” asked Gregorio, peering forward in the darkness to distinguish the newcomer.




  Tillizini’s answer was to yawn again loudly and prodigiously, as one who had been recently wakened from his proper sleep and had reluctantly obeyed the summons.




  His yawn extended for the half a dozen paces that separated him from the sentry.




  Gregorio had no suspicion. His finger mechanically went from the trigger to the butt of the revolver, which now hung loosely at his side.




  “What d — ?” he began again.




  Then like a bolt from a crossbow Tillizini launched himself at the man’s throat. His left hand gripped the revolver, he wrenched it from the man’s hand. In that motion he had him by the throat, and the two men were rolling on the ground.




  The sentry’s yell for help was strangled in his throat.




  Marjorie, a dozen yards away, kneeling in the cold marsh with clasped hands and parted lips, heard the sound of the struggle and heard, too, a stifled cry, and then a silence.




  A few seconds later Tillizini came back to her.




  “You may get up,” he said softly, “there is no need for any further concealment.”




  He gave her his arm and assisted the half-fainting girl the remainder of the journey.




  At the water’s edge he found the little Canadian canoe that had carried him across the river, and helped her into it. He followed, and, seizing his paddle, with two strokes he sent the little craft swiftly into the stream.




  XVIII. The Woman
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  Festini stared dumbfounded at the window. He saw the dangling rope, and knew in what deadly peril he stood.




  The girl had been rescued from the outside; he saw the bars laid on the bed, and the little heap of twine and cord beneath the window told its own story.




  With a curse of rage he ran from the room.




  In a moment he had the house roused.




  In the rooms below a dozen trusted members of the “Red Hand” were sleeping; another dozen were out watching the roads.




  “They cannot have gone far,” said Festini. “On your life see that they are captured.”




  He himself went with a man in the direction of the river, the most likely way of escape. He knew every position his scouts occupied, and he half walked and half ran through the clogging marsh to where Gregorio had been posted. He was the most reliable of all the men who were on duty.




  He came to the foot of the little hummock, and called softly.




  Gregorio made no reply.




  Festini ran up the gentle slope. He flashed his lamp over a prostrate form.




  “Turn him over,” he said calmly.




  He looked down at the dead man’s face, and a weary foreboding of defeat oppressed him. Without a word he turned and walked slowly back to the house.




  Every step he took said, “Tillizini! Tillizini! Tillizini!”




  This was the end. He knew it. His mind was less occupied with thoughts of escape than with a riot of plans to make his exit memorable.




  The Premier had refused.




  He did not require the arrival of a messenger to tell him that. Tillizini had located the laboratory, that fact was evident. How, Festini could not guess, but the last card of the “Red Hand” was not played. He had still the germs of this terrible disease. They themselves would be the first victims and leave behind their dreadful heritage to humanity.




  He wondered why the professor had not struck at him. Surely at this, the eleventh hour, he felt no compunction? Festini dismissed the possibility with a smile. He knew the breed too well to imagine that pity or any tender sentiment could influence the anthropologist.




  Then he remembered the girl. She explained all. It would be Tillizini’s first care to place her in safety.




  He left word that the guard should be narrowed to a smaller circle about the house. He went to his room, searched his pockets and found letters which he had no desire should fall into the hands of the enemy. He burnt them, and sat down to the table to write a letter. He was in the midst of this when Il Bue came in.




  “Our men have found a woman,” he said.




  “A woman!” Festini jumped to his feet, his eyes kindling.




  “It is not your lady, Signor,” said the man, and the other’s heart sank like a plummet.




  “Where did you find her? What was she doing?”




  “Making her way to the house,” said Il Bue.




  “Bring her here.”




  In a few minutes the man returned and ushered a woman into the room.




  Festini, dapper and handsome in his well-fitting greatcoat, his feet covered with the mud of the marsh, stood, his hand resting on the bare table, an electric reading-lamp the only illumination the room possessed.




  It was innocent of furniture; save for the dull glow of the fire in the broken hearth, it was cheerless. The damp had stripped the walls of its paper, there was an indefinable air of decay in the room.




  The woman standing in the doorway took all this in as she advanced slowly towards him, her eyes fixed on his face.




  “Vera!” he gasped, and stared.




  She nodded.




  “Let your man go away,” she said.




  At a sign from Festini the big man withdrew, closing the door behind him.




  “Why have you come? How did you get here? How did you know I was here?” He fired the questions at her.




  She made no reply, taking off her long fur coat deliberately.




  “I have come,” she said at last, “to be with you at the great moment.”




  His brows knit. “What do you mean?” he said.




  “You are doomed, Festini. I discovered it last night. Sir Ralph had confidential information from the Government, ordering him to be present at the end.”




  “‘The end ‘?” he repeated. “I don’t understand. When is the end to be?”




  “To-day,” she answered steadily.




  “But you, you,” he said, “why have you come?”




  She did not speak for a moment, her eyes were still fixed on his.




  “I have served you well,” she said slowly, “let me serve you to the end.”




  “But there may be danger for you.”




  “There will be danger,” she said.




  “I cannot allow this; go back to your friends. Leave me to fight this out alone.”




  She shook her head with a little smile.




  “We fight this out together, Festini. I have come to stay. They have traced you.”




  “Tillizini?” he asked, without resentment. She nodded.




  “He saw your car in town, suspected you, fastened a band to the wheel. That band bore a particular mark. I did not know this until last night. The police all over the country have been examining the roads for signs of that car. Tillizini did the rest.”




  “I see. What is happening?”




  “The place is surrounded,” she said.




  “Surrounded?” he did not raise his voice. He was not, apparently, alarmed. He put the question eagerly; it seemed to her that his interest in the method which had been employed to trap him was greater than any dread of the consequence.




  “How do you mean?”




  She led him to the window of the room. It was on the opposite side of the house to that which Marjorie had been confined, and commanded an uninterrupted view of the country for six or seven miles. The overnight mists had cleared away and it was a calm, still night. The low hills of the horizon could be easily distinguished.




  He saw a sprinkling of lights that were familiar to him. They were the lights of a hamlet, two miles distant, and at intervals a flickering gleam told him where the road lay.




  They watched in silence. Then, of a sudden, they saw a new light. It was whiter than the others; it flickered three times, and was dark. Flickered again with irregular intervals, and kept winking and winking, as though it were a candle blown by the wind.




  “I understand,” he said, “that is a signal lamp. Are there soldiers?”




  She nodded.




  “There are a dozen regiments on this side alone,” she said.




  “Infantry?” he asked.




  “Yes,” she replied, “and horse soldiers, and I saw guns coming through Witham.”




  “And on the river side?” he asked.




  “I think they have some torpedo boats. They came up from Chatham last night.”




  He walked round to the other side of the house, but could see nothing. He went back to his room and found a pair of night glasses, and searched the river with a long and steady scrutiny.




  Then he distinguished the lowlying hulls of the destroyers, anchored in midstream, their lights out — no sign of life.




  He nodded slowly.




  “I understand,” he said, for the second time. “Come back with me.”




  He put his hand on her shoulder affectionately, and she thrilled at the touch.




  She had not asked about Marjorie, but now the thought occurred to her. He divined it before she spoke.




  “The girl is gone,” he said. “Tillizini released her less than half an hour ago; he also released some pigeons,” he said, with a quiet smile.




  He told her what had happened.




  “I think it is best,” she said, gravely.




  There was no resentment in her heart against his treachery, nor did he feel it necessary to explain his act, or express his contrition.




  Those two had much in common — as he had always realized. They took things for granted.




  “I suppose,” he said, after he had sat at the table, his head in his hands, deep in thought, “there is no question of surrender?”




  She shook her head.




  “They will accept no surrender,” she said. “They have come to exterminate you. They dare not take you for fear of your disseminating the plague.”




  “They are very wise,” he said; “but yet I think….”




  He bit his knuckles thoughtfully.




  “Perhaps,” he began again, then shrugged his shoulders.




  He walked with a firm step to the door and called in Il Bue. In a few words he made the position clear.




  “Get the rifles out of the cellar,” he said, “and serve out ammunition to the men. We are going to make a fight for it, but I tell you there is no chance of escape. The least we can do is to leave behind a little souvenir of our earnestness and bona fides.”




  When the man had gone, he turned to Vera. “Dear,” he said, gently, “you must go back.”




  “I have come to stay,” she said. “I want no better end than this.”




  He looked at her thoughtfully, tenderly. Then he took her face in both his hands, and kissed her on the lips.




  “As you will,” he said; “it will strengthen me as nothing else could strengthen me, to have you by me.”




  He kissed her again, and her head fell on his shoulder, her arms stole about his neck.




  She was happy. Whatever other joys life had held for her, they were as nothing to this.




  *




  An hour before dawn Festini left the woman who had braved so much for him, and went the rounds. A new sentry had been posted in the place of Gregorio. Festini was returning and crossing the room which had served as a common room and office for the band, when the tinkle of a bell held him. He turned back.




  He had had the house connected by telephone, but an hour before the arrival of Tillizini, though he did not know this, the wires had been cut. He walked to the instrument and took down the receiver. Was it possible that by some chance they had overlooked the wire, and that he could communicate with the agents of the “Red Hand” in London? The thought had not occurred to him before, but at the first word which reached him his lips curled in an ironic smile.




  “Is that you, Festini?” said the voice.




  “Yes,” replied the Count, “my friend Tillizini, I think?”




  “It is I,” said the voice calmly. “Have you nothing to say to me?”




  Festini bent his head. For a long time he remained silent.




  “I have nothing to say,” he said. “You have won and I have lost; that is too obvious to need any labouring.”




  “Nothing else?” asked the voice.




  Festini thought he detected a note of sadness.




  “Nothing else,” he replied firmly. “What can I say? Except that I lose with a good heart. After all, I have so frequently laid down my creed in regard to such trivial matters as life and death, that even now, confronting the supreme crisis of my life, I can find no more comforting thought than that creed offers.”




  He heard Tillizini’s voice break into a little laugh; a low, amused, yet despairing little laugh.




  “How like you, Festini!” he said. “How like you!”




  “What else?” asked the Count. “You did not expect me to recant or to offer you terms? You would have despised me as much as I should despise you if you proffered me a way of escape. I suppose,” he asked, “you are speaking from some place of security?”




  “I am speaking from one of the destroyers,” said the other. “We have tapped your wire—”




  “Which is cut, I presume,” said Festini, coolly.




  “Which is cut,” repeated the other. “What of Vera?” asked Tillizini suddenly.




  “I would rather not discuss that,” said Festini, a little haughtily.




  “She is with you?”




  “Yes, she is here,” replied Festini, after a little hesitation. “In justice to myself, I have tried to persuade her to go back. I can conduct her outside these lines without any difficulty.”




  “And she refuses?”




  “Yes, she refuses,” said Festini. “And I think it is better so.”




  He stood with his elbow against the wall, his feet crossed; one who was not acquainted with the circumstances might have thought he was conducting a very ordinary and commonplace conversation, which involved more than ordinary thought, but that had not more than ordinary consequences.




  There was another long silence, which Festini broke.




  “In all your philosophy, Tillizini,” he said, “and I concede you a vast and interesting knowledge of human affairs, has it ever occurred to you how wonderful a thing is a woman? Put out of your mind the passions and the follies of life, and come down to the essentials and the utilitarian part of existence. Is there anything so devoted, so self-effacing, so purely noble? I think,” Tillizini heard him laugh — a bright, happy, joyous laugh— “I think that all the bother and stress and scheming of my life, all the crime, as you would call it, all the endeavour and disappointment was worth this: here is my reward, probably more tangible and beautiful than the ten millions we ask from your Government — by the way, I suppose they have adopted you now?” he added, mockingly.




  “It is worth much,” said Tillizini.




  “It is worth all,” said Festini, and his voice vibrated; “without this philosophy is futile, life has been wasted.”




  There was another long pause.




  “You have nothing else to say?” asked Tillizini.




  “Nothing,” said Festini. “Nothing more than I have said. “Is not that enough?” he asked. “What a glutton you are, Tillizini,” he bantered him. “What do you desire — a tearful repentance? An admission of my manifold sins and wickednesses? A plea for mercy? King’s Evidence?” He laughed again. “You never expected that, my friend?”




  “No, I never expected that,” said Tillizini’s voice. “I don’t know exactly what I did expect. I think that is all.”




  “I will say au revoir,” said Festini.




  “Farewell,” said the other’s voice suddenly.




  There was such a long wait now that Festini thought the other must have hung up his receiver.




  He was on the point of following his example, when Tillizini’s voice spoke again.




  “And bon voyage!” it said.




  Festini laughed, and the receivers clicked together.




  XIX. The Working of the Act




  

    Table of Contents

  




  The dawn came up greyly over Essex.




  Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery, wrapped in furs, dozing in his car, was awakened by the arrival of a pannikin of coffee.




  A young officer, greatcoated to his ears, held the carriage door open, and smilingly offered it to the other.




  “I am afraid it isn’t much, Sir Ralph,” he said, “but it is all we can give you.”




  “Is it time?” asked Sir Ralph.




  “Nearly,” said the other.




  Sir Ralph sipped the coffee, and, handing the cup to the waiting orderly, stepped out of the carriage on to the road.




  Left and right he saw troops standing under arms — khaki-clad infantry men — line upon line of them. Behind, on a rise, the horses of a field battery were being harnessed to the limbers. In the centre of the river the grim little destroyers lay anchored, a cable’s length from one another, and were swinging with the tide.




  In the centre of the flat green plain was a house. A long, low-roofed shed was in close proximity. There was no sign of life save for the lazy smoke which rose from the one chimney of the house.




  Two mounted officers came cantering up to where the knight stood. One saluted him.




  “Good morning, Sir Ralph; your justices are waiting.”




  He dismounted, and handing the horse to a waiting soldier, the two men walked along the road.




  They reached the line of soldiers which were nearest to the house. A long table had been set up in the centre of the road — a table covered with green baize, which was set about by a heterogeneous collection of chairs, commandeered from the neighbouring village.




  A man in a tall hat and a fur coat was pacing up and down as Sir Ralph came up. He turned and raised his hat.




  “Sir Ralph Morte-Mannery,” he said, formally, “I am commissioned by His Majesty’s Government to hand you a copy of the Act which was passed last night by the House of Commons and which has received the Assent in the early hours of this morning.”




  He handed the document to Sir Ralph, who took it with a little bow.




  “You will find yourself specified here as the Commissioner to execute the provisions of this Act.”




  Sir Ralph opened the envelope and took out four closely-printed sheets of paper.




  They bore the inscription— “The Preservation of Law Act.”




  He read the preamble. It was an Act which had been called into existence by the danger which threatened England. He came to that part which defined the Commissioner’s duties, and mastered it. Then he stood up by the table, and four men took their places, two on either side.




  Sir Ralph removed his hat, and faced the gloomy house.




  He read from the document in his hand, and his voice was a little shrill and shaky.




  Frank Gallinford, standing a little apart with Tillizini, watched the extraordinary scene with breathless interest. The sense of the tragedy of that moment oppressed him.




  He heard the knight’s voice quiver as he read the short sentence: —




  “…. Whereas I, Ralph Morte-Mannery, His Majesty’s Commissioner, by this Act appointed, declare all those persons who at present inhabit and sojourn in the place known as Falley’s Wharf, in the county of Essex, are persons without benefit of Law, and whereas I declare them to be guilty of a crime, which by this Act is specified as deserving of the punishment of death, now I, by virtue of the power and authority vested in me do pass upon them all, jointly and severally, the sentence which the Law demands, that they shall be shot until they are dead, and their bodies shall afterwards be burnt….”




  His voice broke a little. When he had finished reading they saw his lips moving as if in prayer.




  Then from the house came the first challenge of the “Red Hand.”




  There was a distant “click-clock,” and Sir Ralph pitched forward over the table — dead.




  Festini had seen the ceremony, and guessed its import. He was an excellent marksman….




  For twentyfive minutes the fight raged. The Infantry, by short rushes occupying every scrap of cover which the flat plain offered, opened a vigorous fire upon the shed.




  Three minutes after the infantry attack had begun the 73rd Battery of the Field Artillery came into action. And simultaneously the destroyers began dropping their tiny shells into the doomed house.




  But the “Red Hand” died hard. Shot after shot came from the building. The hut was in flames — part of the house itself was shot away, exposing its bare interior.




  Then Frank gripped Tillizini’s arm.




  “My God!” he said. “Look!”




  On the roof-top two figures had suddenly appeared — a man and a woman. The man stood calmly regarding the destructive host that was advancing before him. The woman, Frank saw through his glasses, had her hand upon his shoulder.




  Frank reeled back.




  “It’s Vera!” he gasped.




  Tillizini nodded.




  “So it seems,” he said. “She is a greater woman than I thought.”




  That was his only comment.




  They stood there — a mark for all — but the presence of the woman brought the rifles of the advancing soldiers down. Unscathed they stood. They saw Festini’s hand go up in defiance. Then he suddenly tumbled and swayed.




  The woman sprang to his side and caught him, holding him close to her breast.




  What was plain to be seen by the land force was hidden from the men on the torpedo boats.




  Suddenly — right above her head — a shrapnel shell burst — and the two, clasped in one another’s arms, sank out of sight as the roof of the burning building collapsed.




  Frank turned to Tillizini. The man’s face was whiter than usual, and his eyes were wide open, staring.




  The Englishman could not speak; he wiped his streaming brow with a handkerchief, and his hand was trembling.




  “England owes you something, Professor Tillizini,” said Frank, aghast, looking with wonder at the silent figure.




  Tillizini made no reply.




  When, later in the day, weary and ill-looking, he presented himself at the Premier’s house and received the congratulations which the Minister felt were his due, he was more inclined to appraise the part he had played.




  “The detection of this gang,” said the Premier warmly, “and the destruction of the most dangerous man in Europe, is due entirely to you, Signor Tillizini. You have frustrated him at every turn. It might almost seem,” he smiled, “that you were inside his mind and knew what he would do next.”




  “That is very likely,” said Tillizini, absently. “I knew Festini well, and his methods extremely well. I know something of his boyhood — something of his parents — the conditions of his life.




  “Old Count Festini had two sons; the elder, for some reason or other, he hated, the younger he petted and spoiled. Count Festini had always been a leader in this type of organization. It is said that he had pursued a vendetta for two hundred years. The old man had put a period to it by destroying the last of the opposition factors.




  “It is not the fault of the man who died to-day,” he said slowly, “that he was what he was. He was reared and trained to the work — was a ready and willing tool for the ‘Red Hand,’ until by his very genius he became their master.”




  “What happened to the elder brother?” asked the Premier curiously.




  “I am the elder brother,” said Tillizini, and he smiled, a little crookedly.
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  Brian Pallard wrote to his uncle:




  “Dear Uncle Peter, — Though I have never seen you, I have heard my father speak so highly of your many qualities that I am looking forward to seeing you and my cousins, on my visit to England. As you know, I was born in Kent, though everybody here regards me as Australian bred. Is that a tribute to my temporary sojourn at Oxford, or is it not?




  Anyway, I will let you know just when I arrive. I am sending this to your office, because I do not know your address. I have been having a great time in Melbourne. — Yours ever,




  Brian P.”




  Mr Peter Callander wrote back.




  It was a letter carefully considered, and as carefully worded; every comma was in its place, every ‘t’ was crossed. It was the type of letter you might suppose that a conservative Englishman doing a conservative business would write.




  It was a letter harmonizing with his correct frockcoat of conservative cut, his plain trousers, his cloth spats and his heavy watchguard. It was a letter one would expect from a thin-faced man with grey hair, straight black eyebrows, cold, suspicious eyes that queries your bona fides through gold-rimmed glasses, and lips a trifle thin and tightly pressed.




  It ran:




  “Dear Sir, — I have your letter (undated) addressed from the Sporting Club of Melbourne, and I note its contents. I am gratified to learn that your poor father had so high an opinion of me, and I am sure no man held him in greater esteem than myself. I shall be glad to see you if you will write making an appointment, but I am a very busy man.




  Unfortunately, you are not without fame — or perhaps I should say — notoriety. The halfpenny press, in its anxiety to disseminate rather the sensational than the useful, has made no secret of your transactions on the Australian turf. Such headlines as ‘Pallard the Punter wins another fortune’, or ‘Pallard the Punter’s sensational bet’, neither edify nor please me. Frankly, they fill me with a sense of humiliation and shame that one, who is my kinsman, should have so far descended the slippery path of Sin that ends in Ruin and Despair, and that one so gifted with Fortune should embark upon a gambler’s career. Of all forms of gambling perhaps horse-racing is, to my mind, the most abhorrent. That so beautiful a creature as the horse — the friend of man — should be debased so that he becomes the enemy of man is at once pitiable and, I speak in all solemnity, degrading.




  I shall, as I say, be prepared to meet you, but I regret that I am unable to offer you the hospitality of a home which shelters my son, untouched by the world, and my daughter who has inherited all her father’s instinctive distaste for those forms of amusement which appeal to you.




  Yours very faithfully,




  Peter Callander.”




  This letter, Mr Callander read and approved, lifting his pen deliberately to put a comma here and dot an ‘i’ there. When he had finished it, he folded it neatly and inserted it into an envelope. He licked the envelope down, stuck a stamp on the northwest corner, and rang his bell.




  “Post this,” he said. “Has Mr Horace called?”




  “Yes, sir,” said the clerk who had answered the summons; “come and gone. He said he would call back — he has gone on to meet Miss Callander.”




  “That will do, thank you, Mr Russell,” said Peter Callander, with a courteous nod of his head.




  That was a trait in which he took the greatest pride. He was an intensely courteous man to his dependents. He invariably raised his hat to the salutation of the porter who guarded the entrance of Callander & Callander’s. The meanest officeboy that ever stole stamps was sure of a kindly nod and a friendly pat on the head. He addressed his junior clerks as ‘Sir’, and carried with him that air of genial benevolence which so admirably suits white hair and plaid trousers.




  It is true that he paid his clerks at a poorer rate and worked them longer hours than any other employer of his standing in the City of London. It is true that he visited the officeboy, when his peculations were discovered, with the utmost rigour of the law, and was adamantine to the weeping mother and pleading father. It is equally true that he was always setting mean traps to test the honesty of the juniors to whom he said ‘Sir’; but in all things he was courteous.




  Having disposed of his immoral relative to his own satisfaction, Mr Callander proceeded to deal with weightier matters, such as the one-sixteenth rise in Anglo-Japanese Rubbers, the report of the Siamese Railways, the fluctuations of the Russian Threes, and the iniquitous rig in West Suakim Gold Syndicates, so ruthlessly, fearlessly, and disinterestedly exposed by the public-spirited editor of The Gold Share Review.




  It may be said that this gentleman had persistently refrained from publishing the advertisements of the W.S.G.S., because the syndicate had so persistently refrained from sending those advertisements to him.




  Mr Callander read the slashing attack with peculiar pleasure. For one reason, he hated doubledealing and trickery; for another reason, he had sold all his West Suakims before the depreciation had set in.




  He had finished the review with a shake of his head, which signified his complete agreement with the writer, and was noting down some personal transactions of the day in his private ledger — a little red book with a Yale lock — when his son was announced. He looked up with a smile of welcome.




  Horace Callander was a slight young man of middle height, with a full, effeminate chin, large eyes, well shaded with long lashes, a well-proportioned face, and a trim figure. He had as trim a moustache, so trim, in fact, that it had the appearance of having been painted on his face by Michael Angelo — this is the view of one who did not love Horace Callander.




  Symmetrical is the word that described his appearance, deferential his attitude. His voice was musical and well-pitched, being neither too loud nor too soft.




  The girl who entered the room behind him — it would have struck the observer as strange that this perfect young gentleman did not open the door for her and allow her to enter before him — was made on different lines.




  She was fair and tall, taller than her brother. Her figure was slim, and she moved with the freedom of one who loved the field and the road. Her head was well set on a pair of graceful shoulders and crowned with magnificent hair of that hue which halts midway between gold and russet-brown. Two big grey eyes set in a face of delicate colour; a pair of generous lips and a straight little nose, she resembled her brother only in respect to the quality of her voice.




  “Well, my dear?” said Mr Callander. It was his son he addressed in such tones of affectionate pride. “So you’ve been to fetch this sister of yours? And how is Gladys, eh?”




  She bent down to kiss his cheek, and he submitted to the indignity with great resignation. It was his practice to address her always in the third person. It was a practice which had began in banter and ended by becoming a custom.




  “Dear Gladys was annoyed,” said Horace, with habitual tenderness, “and really it is very distressing—”




  “Distressing!” She did not wait for her father’s invitation, but seated herself in one of the luxurious armchairs of the room. “It is abominable that a man, having any pretensions to decency, should get himself talked about, and not only himself, but us!”




  Mr Callander looked from one to the other in perplexity, and Horace drew a neatly folded evening newspaper from his pocket.




  “It is Pallard,” he explained in a hushed voice.




  “Confound the fellow!” gasped Mr Callander, “what has he been doing — and, as you say, surely I am not mentioned?”




  He seized the paper and wrenched it open.




  It was a common evening paper published at a price which alone proclaimed its infamy, and the news had evidently been extracted from a morning paper.




  Mr Callander gasped again.




  In the most prominent part of the front page, sandwiched between an interesting inquest and the no less fascinating particulars of a divorce case, were the headlines




  PALLARD THE PUNTER’S PARTING COUP.


  WINS TWENTY THOUSAND POUNDS


  “TO PAY HIS EXPENSES HOME.”


  CAREER OF THE GREAT TURF SPECULATOR.




  




  And if this, and the cablegram which followed, was not bad enough, there was a subjoined paragraph:




  “Mr Brian Pallard, who has made turf history in Australia, has earned distinction in other branches of sport; he won the middleweight at the Public Schools Competitions-Amateur lightweight; he is reported to be enormously wealthy. He is a near relative of Mr P. Callander, of the well-known City firm of agents.”




  “Infamous!” said Mr Callander. He said it without heat, but with great intensity. “I am not so sure that this isn’t libellous, Horace.”




  Horace shook his head doubtfully, thereby expressing his opinion that he wasn’t sure either.




  “It isn’t libellous,” said the girl, her straight brows puckered in a frown; “but it’s awfully uncomfortable for us, father. I wish these newspapers wouldn’t publish such things.”




  “It’s a craze,” said Horace thoughtfully. “A man I know in the City — you know, Willock, father — he’s the president of our Art Circle, and knows all these journalist people.” Mr Callander nodded his head. “He says that things were awfully dull, and one of the big dailies was struck with the idea of working the colonies up and all that sort of thing. So it cabled all its correspondents, and Pallard happened just then to be the best talked of man in Melbourne, so the correspondent wired about him.”




  Mr Callander rose from his desk, smoothing his coat.




  “It is simply deplorable,” he said.




  “Thank goodness he’s in Australia!” added his daughter with a note of relief.




  Mr Callander looked at her for a long time.




  “He’s not in Australia, or, at any rate, he won’t be for long; he’s coming home.”




  “Coming home!” exclaimed Gladys in horror, and Horace allowed himself to say, “Confound it!”




  “Yes, he’s coming home,” said Mr Callander moodily. “I had a letter from him only this morning — and can’t you read? ‘Parting coup. Expenses for his trip home’ — that’s England. All these Colonial fellows call England home.”




  “Infernal cheek!” murmured Horace.




  “Coming home?” said the girl in distress. “Oh, surely not!”




  “We can’t know that sort of man, father.” Horace and his proud parent smiled.




  “You shall not know him, my dear,” he said. “I shall meet him here, alone.”




  He waved his hand round the room heroically. It was as though he anticipated a worrying time with a tiger.




  “I know the kind of person he is,” he said. “I have to meet all types. He is probably a stout, coarse, young man, with a loud voice and a louder suit — if you will forgive the vulgarism. I know these hard-drinking, hard-swearing ruffians. I hate to say it of my own sister’s child, but I must be just.” He took his umbrella from the stand by the wall, smoothed his glossy silk hat, and carefully adjusted it to his head. “Now, my dear, I am ready,” he said.




  He took his son’s arm and walked to the door. It opened before he reached it, and his confidential clerk handed him a telegram.




  “Excuse me,” he said, and opening it, read:




  “please contradict statement in this morning’s papers that I won money yesterday at flemington. cable is a fake. i left melbourne weeks ago.”




  Mr Callander read the wire again and groaned. It was inscribed, “Handed in at Southampton Docks.”




  Pallard the Punter had arrived.




  II. And a Visitor
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  Mr Peter Callander lived near Sevenoaks in a lovely old Georgian house, big enough and important enough to be referred to as a ‘seat’, surrounded by grounds sufficiently extensive to be referred to as an ‘estate’.




  He had the ordering of its furniture, which meant that it was severe and comfortable. There was no Mrs Callander. She had died when Gladys was a baby of embarrassing diminutiveness. She had been many years younger than her husband, and Gladys often indulged in the disloyal speculation whether her mother had worried herself to death trying to understand her husband, or whether she understood him too well and accepted oblivion cheerfully.




  For Gladys had no illusions about her father. Worthy man as he was, admirable pillar of society, she never deceived herself as to his limitations.




  Three days after the coming of the telegram which announced the arrival of the infamous Pallard, she was walking up and down the lawn before Hill View — so Mr Callander’s country called — awaiting her father.




  Horace was amusing himself with a croquet mallet. He was passionately fond of croquet, and was one of the best players in the county: this game and painting were his two known vices. He was of the pre-Raphaelite School and specialized in willowy maidens with red hair.




  Now he threw down his mallet and came across the lawn to his sister, his hands thrust deeply into the pockets of his grey flannel trousers.




  “Aren’t we going to have tea or something?” he asked.




  “Father promised to be here by five,” she said; “but if you can’t wait, I will get something sent out to you.”




  “Oh, don’t bother!” he said. He took a silver case from his pocket, selected a Virginian cigarette and lit it. “I wonder if father has seen that man?” he asked.




  “I shouldn’t imagine so,” she answered dryly. “I hardly think that his enthusiasm for meeting us would survive father’s letter.”




  “Yes, it was pretty warm,” admitted Horace admiringly. “The governor can be awfully cutting. By the way, Gladys dear, did you speak to him about — you know?”




  A little frown of annoyance gathered on her forehead.




  “Yes,” she said shortly, “and I wish I hadn’t. Why don’t you ask him yourself?”




  “I’ve had my allowance, and, to be perfectly frank, I’ve used it up,” he confessed. “Wouldn’t he let you have any money?”




  “No,” she said.




  “You didn’t say it was for me?”




  “Oh, don’t be afraid,” she said coldly. “If I had said it was for his dear chickabiddy, I should have got it. You had better ask yourself.”




  The young man threw his cigarette away.




  “You’re very unfair, Gladys,” he said with a reproving shake of his head; “very unfair. Father thinks no more of me than he does—”




  “Fiddlesticks!” interrupted the girl, with a little smile. “Why don’t you own up like a Briton? And why don’t you tell me what you want the money for? Father isn’t a niggard where you are concerned. He paid twenty pounds into your account not much more than a week ago. The bills for all your pastime material go straight to him; you do not even pay for your clothes or cigarettes.”




  “I have a lot of expenses you know nothing about,” he began roughly, when the hoarse boom of Mr Callander’s motor hom sounded on the road without, and in a second or so his handsome car came into view round the clump of laurels which hid the lodge end of his restricted drive. He descended with the weary air of a man who had done a day’s work and was conscious of the fact.




  At the sound of the motor horn two servants had hurried from the house, the one with a silver teatray, laden with the paraphernalia for afternoon tea, another with a wickerwork table.




  Horace collected three chairs, and into one of these his father sank.




  “Ah!” he said gratefully.




  “Well, father,” said the girl, as she handed him his tea, “we are anxious to hear the news. Did you see our terrible cousin?”




  Mr Callander, sipping his tea, shook his head. “I did not, but I spoke to him.” He put down his cup. “You would not imagine that, after receiving such a letter as I sent him at his hotel, he would wish to communicate with me again. Yet this morning he rang me up — actually rang me up!”




  “Impertinence!” murmured Horace.




  “So I thought, and the voice!” Mr Callander raised his hand in despair. “Coarse, uneducated, raucous. ‘Is that Callander’s’, he said: ‘it’s Misther Pallard of the Great West Central spakin’. I want to get through to ye’re boss.’”




  Mr Callander was an excellent mimic, and Gladys shuddered as he faithfully reproduced the conversation.




  “Before he could get any farther,” said Mr Callander solemnly, “I said, ‘Understand once and for all, Mr Pallard, that I want to have nothing to do with you.’ ‘It’s the boss I’m wanting’, said the voice. ‘I am the boss’, I said — it is a word I hate, but I used it. In reply there came a profane expression of surprise, which I will not repeat. I put the receiver on, and there was an end to the conversation.”




  “And an end to him,” said Horace decisively. “What a brute!”




  Gladys said nothing. She was conscious of a sense of disappointment. Without definite reason she had expected that Pallard, rascal as he undoubtedly was, would have cut a more heroic figure; somehow the description her father gave did not tally with the picture she had formed of this gambler from his letter. She had hoped at worst only to be shocked by her erratic relative; as it was, both her taste and her principles were offended.




  Mr Callander went into the house to change. It was his practice to play a game or two of croquet with his heir before dinner, and since Horace had returned to his mallet, Gladys was left to her own devices.




  She was debating in her mind whether she should go into the drawingroom and relieve her boredom with the elusive Grieg, or whether she should inspect the farm, when an exclamation from her brother arrested her.




  “I say,” he said, looking at his watch, “I’m expecting a man to dinner — Willock; you’ve heard me speak of him. Could you drive down and meet him, Glad? He’s coming to the village station, and he’ll be there in a quarter of an hour.”




  She nodded.




  “I’ll walk down,” she said. “I want something to do.”




  “I’d go myself, but father is very keen on this game.”




  “Don’t bother. I dare say Mr Willock will survive the shock of being met by a girl. What is he like?”




  “Oh, he’s a very decent chap,” said Horace vaguely.




  She ran into the house to get her hat and a stick, and in a few minutes was swinging across the fields, taking the short cut to the station.




  It was a glorious evening in early summer, and as she walked she whistled musically, for Gladys Callander had many accomplishments of which her father never dreamt.




  She reached the station in good time. The train was ten minutes late, and she had time to get to the village to re-post a little parcel which had come to her that morning.




  She hated doing so, for the parcel had contained an Indian shawl of the most beautiful workmanship. With it had come a card: “From Brian to his cousin.”




  She could do no less than return it; it was a lovely shawl, and she sighed resentfully as she affixed the stamps which would carry it back to the donor.




  She came to the station platform just as the train steamed in. Only one passenger alighted and instinctively she knew that this was her visitor.




  He was a man a little above medium height, straight shoulders, and erect. There was nothing of the artist in his appearance, though the face was intellectual and the humorous blue eyes, no less than the well-shaped, sensitive lips, told of imagination. He was cleanshaven, and might as well have been an actor, a barrister, or a doctor as an artist.




  He saw her coming and walked to meet her with outstretched hands.




  “I am Miss Callander,” she said demurely. “My brother asked me to meet you.”




  “Gladys Callander, eh?” he said, with a smile. “I’m jolly glad to see you.”




  His greeting was a trifle warm, but one forgives the artistic temperament much.




  “I’ll send a man for your things,” she said. “You don’t mind walking?”




  “Love it,” he said briefly.




  They were chatting as if they had known one another all their lives before they had left the village. There was something very fresh and delightful about him. He invigorated her by his very vitality. She found herself laughing at his dry comments on railway travelling — he had come by a slow train — and fascinated by his terse judgment. Very slowly they walked across the fields, and, to her amazement, she found herself exchanging confidences with this unknown artist.




  “I suppose Horace has told you about our cousin,” she said. “Oh, yes, I remember, he told me he had; isn’t it annoying?”




  “I’m afraid I don’t know all your cousins,” he smiled apologetically; “but whichever one annoyed you deserves something with boiling oil in it.”




  He was so sincere in his bloodthirsty allocation of punishment that she flushed and was, for a moment, confused.




  “Lead me to our cousin,” he said, and struck a little attitude which turned her confusion into laughter. “Let me at him!”




  “Really, you are very ridiculous!” she laughed, “and I hardly know what you will think of me allowing you to behave like this.”




  “I exonerate you from blame,” said the visitor cheerfully. “Nobody can be responsible for what I do, except me — and I am superior to all criticism.”




  “Indeed,” she said, with polite incredulity. She felt it difficult to maintain a conventional gravity under the influence of his boyish nonsense.




  “I am, indeed,” he went on seriously. “I am Fortune’s favoured child: criticism and reprobation trickle off my back as water from a duck’s. A sense of my rectitude, combined with a spirit of toleration for the unrighteousness of others, gives me that lofty feeling which is the peculiar possession of the philosopher.”




  “You’ve been reading Shaw,” she said reproachfully.




  “He wouldn’t thank you for mentioning it,” he said. “No, my absurd view of life is my very own.”




  They were approaching the house now. A side wicket, which opened on to the field — Mr Callander called it a ‘paddock’ — gave them access to the grounds.




  She unlocked the door with a key she took from her chatelaine, and invited him in. They walked through the shrubbery at the side of the house on to the lawn.




  Horace and his father were playing croquet, and an interested spectator was a stern young man with a straggling beard. A wild thought struck Gladys for an instant that possibly this was the dreadful cousin, but a second glance reassured her.




  The stranger was much too respectable.




  Horace looked up as she crossed the lawn.




  “Hello, Gladys,” he said with a smile, “had your journey for nothing, eh? Mr Willock came by the fast train to Sevenoaks and drove out. Permit—”




  He was introducing the stern stranger when he saw the look of anguished embarrassment on his sister’s face.




  Simultaneously Callander senior demanded in his most benevolent tone:




  “And who is Gladys’s friend?”




  She looked round at the young man, who, hat in hand, stood awaiting introduction to the family circle.




  He, at any rate, was neither embarrassed nor abashed, for he walked forward with a smile and grasped the outstretched hand of Mr Callander.




  “I really believe you don’t remember me, Uncle Peter,” he said reproachfully. “I am Brian Pallard, and I must say it was immensely decent of you to send my cousin to meet me.”




  III. Mr Pallard Does Not Stay
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  There was an awful silence.




  The speechless Mr Callander stood shaking his nephew’s hand mechanically. Horace, struck dumb with amazement, could only stare, and Gladys looked from one to the other helplessly.




  “I’m afraid,” began Mr Callander, summoning his reserve of dignity, “that this visit—”




  “Quite so, quite so.” Brian patted him affectionately on the shoulder. “Very upsetting, very upsetting.”




  “I wrote to you—” Mr Callander made another attempt.




  “I know, I know,” soothed the youth kindly. “Let bygones be bygones; never,” he said, impressively raising his hand, “never let the incident be referred to again.”




  Mr Callander was left with the sense that he was distinctly forgiven.




  “And this is Horace?” smiled Brian, and took the limp hand of the other. “I have heard of you. I was reading something about you in one of the magazines—’the man with the Rossetti touch’, wasn’t that it?”




  Horace blushed and coughed. This dreadful man was not so bad.




  “This is Mr Willock.” He introduced his friend awkwardly. “President of our Art Club, you know.”




  “Charmed to meet you — the Gresham Art Club, of course,” said Brian Pallard. “Let me see, you became president last year, didn’t you, after Tyler?”




  Mr Willock, who was not so fierce as he looked, was visibly gratified.




  “A very interesting club,” said Brian admiringly; “one of the most progressive of the art clubs, if I may be allowed to say so” — Mr Willock bowed— “and one,” Brian went on enthusiastically, “that has rendered no small service to the country. Its work in connection with the purchase of the Morby Valasquez will, I think, be remembered for some time.”




  “Really,” murmured Horace in his sister’s ear, “this chap is a great deal smarter than we gave him credit for. Really—”




  She made no reply. Her cousin’s easy progress was fascinating. Nor was Horace the only one affected by this presentable young man. Mr Callander senior found his feelings undergoing revolution. From the chaos of mind induced by the sudden apparition of the Banned Relative there was emerging a certain irritable approval. For, villain as the man was (he told himself), he, at least, had a mind capable of appreciating Horace and his work. There was, perhaps, thought Mr Callander, something in him.




  “H’m, Brian,” he said mildly, “we are, of course — er — glad to see you, though you will understand, of course, that — er, our ways are not exactly — in fact — nor your ways.”




  “That I understand, Uncle Peter,” said Brian soberly; “and I will endeavour to remember it. If you detect even a suspicion of unconscious superiority in my tone, I beg that you will give me, so to speak, a moral kick under the table. I am conscious,” he added, “of my own weaknesses.”




  “Very proper, very proper,” said Mr Callander in a haze; “but there is one subject — just a moment.”




  He caught his nephew’s arm and led him out of earshot of the others.




  “As men of the world,” he murmured, “we will agree to taboo — er — horses?”




  “Horses?”




  Brian raised his eyebrows.




  “Racehorses,” urged Mr Callander; “we won’t talk of them, at dinner, you know.”




  “Oh, I see,” Brian smiled. “You wish me not to say anything about my horses?”




  “Exactly,” beamed Mr Callander.




  “Why, of course, I shan’t,” declared the young man heartily. “I’m awfully particular about that sort of thing.”




  “Quite right, quite right.”




  “One gasses about a horse at a friend’s table,” the other went on virtuously, “and before you know where you are, he’s stepped into the ring and spoilt your market. No, sir, I shall not talk about horses.”




  Again Mr Callander did not know whether to be annoyed or pleased. He was very thoughtful when they rejoined the party. He knew little about racing, but he knew enough to realize the significance of market spoliation. He took little part in the discussion that followed for many reasons, not the least being sheer inability to follow his smooth-tongued nephew in his appreciation of Watts, Rossetti, and other mysterious creatures.




  “You will, of course, stay the night,” he ventured to interrupt.




  “Oh, indeed, yes,” said the cheerful Brian. “I thought of staying a few days.”




  “Oh, yes,” said Mr Callander weakly.




  The party made a move inside to dress, and Gladys, who had been a silent listener to her eloquent cousin, found herself walking in the rear with him whilst he expatiated on the brilliancy of the pre-Raphaelite School.




  “They give us form,” he was saying, with his curious intensity; “they give us thought — it isn’t only the colour. Excuse me.” He sneezed violently, and in grabbing a handkerchief from his pocket, he pulled out two little books.




  Before he realized it she had stooped and picked them up. She glanced at the titles, and a smile struggled for expression at the corners of her mouth.




  He took the books from her hand and hastily pocketed them.




  “Then again,” he went on, “look at the spirituality of Watts—”




  “Humbug!” she said in a low voice.




  “Eh?”




  “Blatant hypocrite and humbug,” she said.




  He stopped. “May I ask why you thus upbraid me?” he demanded sternly.




  “You come here talking like a Christy’s catalogue,” she said, “with a Directory of British Art Schools in one pocket and a little handbook on the pre-Raphaelite painters in the other.”




  “Why not?” he asked, unashamed.




  “Until this morning you never heard of the pre-Raphaelites, and were ignorant of the existence of the Gresham Art School. You swotted them up in the train.”




  He met the accusation without flinching.




  “Perhaps you’re right,” he said, “though you are wrong to say I know nothing of the pre-Raphaelites. I once had a horse called Dan Rossetti — he was by Raphaelite, from the dam of St. Artist, and she was by a son of Toxophilite out of Queen Nudge by Birdcatcher—”




  “You came here deliberately intending to get into father’s good graces—”




  “You are wrong,” he said quietly. “Whether I am in your father’s good books or not is a matter which does not concern me. After his rudeness to my Irish valet this morning — a man who has descended from the kings of Ireland — I nearly let your father slide.”




  “Then why did you come?” she challenged.




  “It is a case of self-discipline,” he replied. “I was determined that I should like your father. I did not care whether I was in his good books; I was determined that he should be in mine.”




  “I think you are very horrid,” she flamed.




  “Moreover,” he continued, “I am a rich man. I must have an heir. My solicitor chap told me the other day that I ought to make a will. Now, I am very keen on making a will; it is one of the joys of life that has never been mine. But how can I make a will until I see who is worthy of inheriting my fortune?”




  She made no answer. They were in the big hall by now, alone, for the rest of the party had gone to their several rooms.




  “And I have decided,” he said.




  She pushed a bell by the side of the big open fireplace.




  “I am glad to hear it,” she said.




  “I shall leave everything to you,” he said deliberately.




  “Don’t you dare!” she said with some violence.




  “When the mourners have returned,” he went on sadly, “and they are sitting round the darkened room drinking my port and eating my biscuits, the lawyer will read the one simple, but touching clause: ‘To my beloved cousin, Gladys Mary—’”




  “My name isn’t Mary.”




  She could have bitten her tongue at her folly.




  “I don’t know your second name,” he said calmly, “but I will find out—’To my beloved and ever gentle cousin, Gladys Blank Callander, I bequeath the residue of my estate as a slight recompense—’”




  A servant made his appearance.




  “Show Mr Pallard to his room,” said Gladys. He followed the man upstairs and, reaching the first landing, he leant over and fired his parting shot. “You must hear the last paragraph,” he said, “after dinner. It is an injunction begging you to avoid gambling and—”




  She beat a hurried retreat.




  She was prepared to be very frigid and distant to him at dinner — so she told herself as she dressed. The man was already on the borderline of insolence. His conceit was abnormal … Was it conceit? Or was he laughing at himself all the while?




  For there was, when he spoke, a dancing merriment in his Irish eyes, and through his mock, solemn speeches she detected the ripple of a little stream of laughter. Still he was distinctly the type of man to be suppressed.




  She smiled at her image in the glass as she recalled his glib art passages. He had discovered that Horace was interested in art, the magazine article had put him on the track, and with a pertinacity worthy of a better cause, he had read up the subject. A directory had told him all that he wanted to know about the Gresham School. “You succeeded Tyler,” the humbug had said, and poor Mr Willock had imagined that his Presidency was world-famous!




  She came down to the drawingroom three minutes before dinner and found a newcomer. She remembered with annoyance that this was the night that her father had invited Lord Pinlow to dinner.




  He was standing with his back to the fire as she came in.




  “How do, Miss Callander; hope I’m not keepin’ the fire from you; these June nights can be jolly chilly.”




  His lordship was a big young man, broad-shouldered and stout, and from the crown of his well-brushed head to the tip of his patent-leather shoes he was a picture of a perfectly dressed man-about-town. Lord Pinlow’s career had been a varied one. Starting life with an estate mortgaged to its utmost capacity, he had, by sheer perseverance and a magnetic personality, more than doubled its indebtedness. His imperial ‘I O U’s’ were held in every city of the Empire; his all-red route from London to Hong Kong, from Brisbane to Victoria, B. C., was studded with promises to pay which had never been fulfilled.




  But he had avoided bankruptcy, and he knew people. Moreover, he had a house in the neighbourhood and was useful to Mr Callander, for even a discredited peer has more influence than the bourgeoisie of unimpeachable integrity.




  Gladys gave him a little nod and looked round. Mr Callander was turning over the leaves of a book which had arrived that day, and Horace was looking over his father’s shoulder. There was nothing to do but to entertain the guest. Knowing his limitations, she kept to the well-beaten path of cub-hunting, retriever-training, and the puppies of the Vale Hunt.




  Her father looked at his watch and clicked his lips impatiently.




  “Your cousin is late,” he said severely. Gladys felt that the responsibility, not only for his tardiness but for his very relationship, was being thrust upon her, and resented it.




  “You probably know father’s nephew,” she said with malice. “You were in Australia, weren’t you?”




  “Twice, my dear lady, twice,” admitted the pleasant baron lazily. “But I met so many people.”




  “Brian Pallard?” she suggested.




  Lord Pinlow frowned a little.




  “Oh, that fellow!” he said contemptuously.




  The girl flushed red at his rudeness.




  “He is my cousin,” she said icily.




  “Oh, I’m awfully sorry,” apologized his lordship, without in any way appearing to be deeply affected; “rather a weird bird, isn’t he?”




  She made no answer. She was boiling with wrath, wrath at the man’s boorishness, wrath with Brian Pallard, firstly for coming, and secondly with being late. Five minutes passed, then Mr Callander rang the bell.




  “Go to Mr Pallard’s room and ask him — Oh, here you are!”




  For at that moment Brian came in.




  “I’m sorry to keep you,” he said graciously; “but a little oversight detained me.”




  He looked particularly handsome in his evening clothes.




  The tanned, clear-cut face was browner against the snowy expanse of shirt, the figure more graceful in the close-fitting coat.




  “Let us go in,” grumbled Mr Callander, and led the way to the diningroom.




  Gladys took one end of the table. On her left she placed Brian; on her right the untidy Mr Willock. Horace sat on his father’s left and Lord Pinlow on his right. This brought Pinlow next to Brian.




  “I had forgotten,” said the girl as she seated herself; “you don’t know Lord Pinlow.”




  “Oh, yes, I do,” responded Brian cheerfully; “we’re old acquaintances, aren’t we, Pinlow?”




  She noticed that he did not offer his hand to his fellow-guest.




  “We’ve met, I think,” growled the other, without turning his head.




  “I think we have,” said Brian carefully.




  “I’ve a private word for you,” he said, turning to the girl and lowering his voice.




  “I’d rather you hadn’t, Mr Pallard,” she said severely; “and I think that I ought to tell you that father was very annoyed with you. He is a stickler for punctuality—”




  “Quite right, so am I,” agreed the young man, “though punctuality is the thief of time. Think of the time one wastes turning up to meet a chap whose watch is ten minutes slow. But I couldn’t help being late for dinner.”




  Gladys stirred her soup, taking no advantage of the unspoken invitation to question him further.




  “I had a job of work to do,” he tempted her, and she fell.




  “Pre-Raphaelite study?”




  He shook his head.




  “‘You wrong me, Brutus, in every way you wrong me’,” he quoted, and leaning over he whispered, “Clothes!”




  She looked at him wonderingly.




  “Clothes,” he repeated. “Trousers, vest, coat, shirt, collar, tie, and magnificent pearl stud.”




  “What on earth do you mean?” she demanded.




  She looked for the ‘magnificent pearl stud’, womanlike, and observed its presence.




  He was laughing with his eyes at her bewilderment.




  “Fair lady,” he said; “railway station—’send a man to bring your bag’ — oh, cousin!”




  “And I didn’t send the man!” she said penitently. “Oh, I’m so sorry!”




  He waved her sorrow out of existence.




  “Don’t mention it,” he said magnanimously. “I enjoyed the walk across the fields. The wicket was closed, but I climbed the wall. Let us talk about art.”




  He raised his voice at the last sentence and beamed on Mr Willock.




  IV. An Old Acquaintance




  

    Table of Contents

  




  From thence onward the conversation at one end of the table, and diagonally so far as Horace was concerned, ran in the direction of ‘atmosphere’, ‘feeling’, ‘line’, and ‘tone’.




  Gladys listeners with the shocked admiration one directs to the prisoner who, in the witnessbox, details his long record of criminality.




  Now and then she interposed a question with, it must be admitted, no other object than to trip up the earnest young man on her left.




  “Have you ever studied art?” she asked sweetly.




  He shot a reproachful glance in her direction.




  “Not seriously,” he said, “though I have read a great deal on the subject.”




  She remembered the two little books and was silenced.




  Pinlow played no part in the conversation. He was a man who took his meals very seriously. He drank more than was usual, Gladys observed with apprehension. Lord Pinlow was inclined to sentiment under the genial influence of wine; he was also a little argumentative. They had reached the last course before Mammon, as represented by Mr Callander and his friend, co-mingled with art, and the talk ranged between the rubber boom and the Renaissance.




  In the midst of a learned dissertation by Mr Willock upon Light Value, Pinlow half turned in his chair so that he faced Brian.




  “I’ve met you somewhere, Pallard,” he said aggressively. “Now where was it? Racing, or at the Club?”




  “I forget exactly,” said Brian carelessly, and would have switched off in the direction of pictures.




  “Were you the man who owned Flying Fancy?” asked Pinlow.




  “I had an interest in her,” replied the other shortly.




  “Ah, I remember you put the yarn about that the filly was lame, and she won the Merchants’ Handicap. Rather clever!”




  “Very,” said Brian dryly. “She went lame in the morning and was apparently all right in the afternoon. I ran her because she had been backed by the public and I wanted them to have a run for their money.”




  “Yes, I know,” the tone of the big man was offensively sceptical. “I’m an old hand at the game, Pallard, my boy. She ran for your money too.”




  Brian heaved an impatient sigh.




  “I did not back her for a shilling,” he said shortly.




  Gladys made a frantic attempt to lead the conversation back to less contentious paths, but Pinlow was persistent.




  “You can do these things in Australia,” he said. “The stewards wink at them; but, take my advice, my friend, and don’t try the same game here.”




  Brian’s face went suddenly white, then red again, and the lines at the comers of his eyes went straight, and he looked at his tormentor from under his bent brows.




  “Lord Pinlow,” he said, “I could go back to Australia tomorrow and walk on to any course and be welcomed. Not every man who has stood on the members’ stand at Flemington could say the same.”




  His straight glance was a challenge which Lord Pinlow did not accept. Instead, he laughed, and refilled his glass.




  “Ah, well,” he said, “it is a curious world.”




  With which indefinite observation he contented himself for the time being.




  Brian turned and met the troubled eyes of the girl at his side with a smile.




  “In forbidden territory,” he excused himself; “but it really wasn’t my fault. Anyway, let us to our muttons.”




  But Pinlow had not finished. He chose the moment to discuss with Mr Callander the evils of racing. Scraps of the conversation floated down to the nervous girl who strove a little incoherently to prevent the conversation flagging.




  “No honest man can make racing pay,” drawled the insistent voice. “… fools make money by sheer luck, rogues by sheer swindling … in a country where stewards can be got at, of course it is easy to avoid exposure …”




  Mr Callander twisted uncomfortably in his chair. It did not lessen his discomfiture to realize that all Lord Pinlow said, he would at another time, and under happier circumstances, have most heartily endorsed.




  Dinner was through none too soon, and with visible relief Mr Callander caught the eye of his daughter and rose. Gladys had no time to do anything else than award the young men at her side the briefest of sympathetic smiles, then she escaped to the drawingroom.




  “We will have our coffee in the billiard-room,” said Mr Callander, and in twos and threes the party strolled off to that haven.




  Pinlow came in with his host, last of all.




  “I’d like you to be a little more gentle with my nephew, Pinlow,” said Mr Callander pleadingly. “After all, you know, he is my relative, and though I abominate his — er — eccentricity, I’ve got to — you understand.”




  “Oh, he won’t hurt,” said the other with a laugh. “I’ve got quite an account to settle with that young gentleman.” He swaggered into the billiard-room just as Brian was taking an experimental shot.




  “Do you play, Pallard?” he asked, and took up a cue.




  “I play,” said Brian, and looked at him curiously. “I will play you a hundred up for a fiver.”




  “No, thank you.”




  Lord Pinlow laughed.




  “Don’t play for money, I suppose; really you racing men—”




  Brian swung round, a little smile on his face.




  “We racing men,” he mocked; “aren’t you a racing man?”




  “Not exactly,” said Pinlow, knocking the ash off his cigar.




  “If by ‘not exactly’ you mean that you race under an assumed name,” said Brian, “I take you.”




  “My assumed name, as you call it,” retorted his lordship, growing red, “is registered and it is quite permissible.”




  “Quite,” said the other.




  He had turned to the table and was playing losing hazards off the red.




  “I heard you saying something about venal stewards to my uncle.” Brian put down his cue to face Lord Pinlow. “Did you tell him that I am steward of a little meeting outside Sydney?”




  “I gave him no information about you that all the world doesn’t know,” snarled the other.




  “Did you tell him that, as steward, I had you before me for pulling a horse; and that, because you were a visitor and we didn’t want a scandal, we did not warn you off.”




  “You’re a liar!” said Pinlow hoarsely.




  Brian laughed, and then suddenly:




  “We will adjourn this discussion till another day,” he said, for the billiard-room door had opened to admit Gladys.




  But Pinlow in his rage was in no mood for adjournment.




  “I was exonerated,” he cried, striking the edge of the table; “d’ye hear? You hadn’t that much evidence against me.”




  Brian shrugged his shoulders.




  “We warned off the jockey on the same evidence which exonerated you,” he said.




  “Stop!”




  It was Mr Callander. He had been an agitated spectator of the scene between the two men. Now, as a cumulative sense of outrage grew on him, his indignation got the better of his nervousness. It was monstrous! Here, in his house, was a man, forbidden to cross his threshold; a horse-racing, probably a cardsharping rascal, a — a …




  “You have gone too far, Mr Pallard,” he said, his voice trembling. “You have broken your word; you promised not to speak of horse-racing under my roof—”




  “Father!”




  Gladys, aghast at the injustice of the reproof, interrupted him.




  “Gladys will keep quiet,” said Mr Callander, now worked to a white heat of wrath, “or she will leave the room.” He turned to Brian: “Having made this promise, sir, you pick a quarrel over a vulgar horse-race with a guest, an honoured guest of mine!”




  He walked to the door and opened it dramatically.




  “My man will see to the packing of your bag,” he said. “There is a train back to London which I hope you will catch.”




  There was no smile on Brian’s face now; he looked a little white and drawn, and the girl’s heart throbbed painfully.




  “Very good,” he said. He put his cue back in the rack, and dusted his hands. “I’ve no right to complain, because I invited myself down,” he went on; “but I must confess I thought you would keep wholesome society.”




  He walked over to where Pinlow stood smiling.




  “Pinlow,” he said, “the Courts are immensely jealous of the honour of men like you, so if you care to sue me for slander you can.”




  “That is a matter on which I shall take advice, Pallard,” said the other.




  “I haven’t slandered you yet,” said Brian. “I say now, that you are—”




  He saw the girl’s imploring look and checked himself. With a little bow he strode from the room, up the stairs to his apartment. It did not take him long to change and pack; he did not even trouble to ring for the man.




  With his valise in his hand he came down the stairs to find the girl waiting.




  “Oh, I am so sorry,” she said, and laid her hand on his arm.




  For answer he took the fingers that rested on his sleeve and kissed them.




  “Au revoir, little cousin,” he said, and passed out into the night.




  He left the grounds by the front — it was too dark to negotiate the wall — and walked along the unlit lane that led to the village.




  Halfway down the hill he heard his name called and looked back, putting his suitcase carefully on one side of the road, for he recognized the voice.




  It was Pinlow.




  “Look here, Pallard,” he said fiercely, as he came up; “I’ve got a word to say to you: if ever you speak to me, or of me again, as you did tonight, I’ll break every bone in your infernal body.”




  Brian said nothing for a moment, then:




  “Pinlow” — his voice was very soft— “when you left Melbourne you took somebody with you.”




  “That’s no business of yours, damn you!”




  “You took the nicest and weakest woman in Australia, the wife of my dearest friend. Wait a bit — you left her stranded in California. You killed her, and you ruined her husband.”




  There was no mistaking the menace in his voice, and Pinlow sprang forward, striking wildly. But the man who faced him was a master of the art. He parried the blows in the darkness.




  “That’s for her,” he said, and his right fist went thudding to the man’s heart. He staggered back and left his face unguarded. Brian’s left swung under and caught him on the point of the jaw.




  “That’s for me,” he said, “to go on with.”




  He went back to London that evening irretrievably damned in the eyes of his relatives, but supremely happy.




  V. Pallard the Punter
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  “London had an opportunity yesterday of watching the methods of the sensational turfman, Mr B. Pallard,” wrote the racing correspondent of the Sporting Chronicle. “Mr Pallard, with whose exploits in Australia the average reader is acquainted, has recently arrived in this country. He lost little time in getting to work, for he had not been a week in this country when he took over the palatial private training establishment of the late Mr Louis Brenzer at Wickham, and, by private purchase, acquired most of the horses in training of Lord Willigat. These horses, which were to have come up at the December sales, were taken over with their engagements, and it was generally anticipated that one at least would run in their new owner’s colours at Sandown yesterday. Mr Pallard’s colours, by the way, are unique, being black and white diagonal stripe and emerald green cap. This is the first time diagonals have been registered as far as my recollection goes.




  In place of the expected Crambler, Mr Pallard was represented only by a three-year-old, Timberline, a brown colt by a son of Carbine out of a Galopin mare, the Norbury Selling Plate being the race selected.




  With a strange jockey up, and no indication that the horse was fancied, Reinhardt was installed a good favourite, opening at 5 to 2, and hardening to 11 to 8. The only horse to be backed against him was Mr Telby’s Curb Fel, 10 to 2 bar two being freely offered. The horses were on their way to the post when a move was made in favour of Timberline, all the 100 to 8’s and 10’s being absorbed for small money. Big sums went on at 100 to 12, and not satisfied with this, one commissioner took 1,000 to 140 twice. Smoothly as the commission was worked, there was a hitch, for money came tumbling in from the small rings, and the price shortened to 5 to 1 and to 7 to 2, in the shortest space of time. Then, when it seemed that the commissioners had had enough, and Timberline weakened to 4 to 1, there came another determined onslaught on the rings. Any price offered was taken, and at the death it was impossible to get a quotation, though one of the prominent bookmakers took 600 to 400 twice. The price returned was 5 to 4 on, but at flagfall it was impossible to trade at that price.




  The race, which was run over the Eclipse course, needs little description. Timberline lay up with the leaders till passing the paygate turn, where he took second place. Into the straight he was running on a light rein, and drawing away at the distance he won in a hack canter by four lengths.




  At the subsequent auction Mr Pallard, staving off all opposition, bought in the winner for 1,200 guineas.”




  Gladys Callander read this account with knit brows.




  Day after day, Charles, her groom, had smuggled this excellent journal into her room.




  “It is for the tennis, Charles; you know these sporting papers give so much more detail.”




  “Yes, miss,” said the innocent Charles.




  She read and re-read the account. Her ideas about the ‘market’ were vague. And what was the ring? She pictured a white-railed enclosure in which was penned a sinful body of men who shouted ‘Four to one!’ or ‘A hundred and eight!’ or whatever their outlandish cries were. But the mysteries of market fluctuation, the money that came ‘tumbling into the ring’, all this was beyond her. Did the money actually tumble into the ring, and would not dishonest people pick it up? She recognized that the ‘paygate turn’ was a piece of local topography, but who was the commissioner? And how did Brian benefit? And if he took 1,000 to 140, why did he do it twice, why not do it all at once?




  All these matters puzzled her and she determined to seek elucidation.




  She made a careless pilgrimage to the stables and found Charles hissing at a governess-car without any particular provocation. She stood watching him for a long time, then:




  “Charles,” she said.




  The man straightened his back and touched his hat.




  “Charles, do — do you ever bet?”




  Charles grinned and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.




  “Well, miss, I has a bet off an’ on.”




  “Do you ever bet a hundred and eight?” she ventured learnedly.




  “No, I don’t say as I do, miss,” said the staggered Charles.




  “Have you been to the races?”




  “Yes, miss, often. I used to drive a gentleman before I drove your father,” said Charles.




  She eyed him severely, but saw no offence in his face.




  “You mean you used to drive a leisured gentleman, Charles,” she corrected. “Did you ever see the ring?”




  “Yes, miss.”




  “And the money tumbling about in the ring?”




  “Yes, miss.”




  “Who gets it, Charles?”




  “The bookmakers, miss,” said Charles sadly.




  Gladys was as wise as ever. She had the paper folded small behind her and now she produced it.




  “I was reading about the cricket, Charles,” she said. “You know how awfully interested I am in cricket—”




  “I thought it was tennis, miss,” said Charles.




  “I mean tennis,” she said hastily. “Well, I was reading about the tennis and I saw this, and I can’t understand it a bit, Charles.”




  She pointed out the paragraph and Charles, wiping his moist hands on his breeches, took it from her.




  “Do you understand it?” she asked anxiously.




  “Oh, yes, miss,” responded Charles, confidently. “It means, miss, that this here gentleman, Mr Pallard, slipped a horse in an overnight seller, an’ he waited till the ring found something hot, then he dropped in his commissioners to back it. You see, miss, they are in all the rings! An’ the tick-tack men got the wheeze and sent it back to Tatts, and then Mr Pallard hung on for the horse to go out a bit; then he popped in again and laid the stuff on. Why, it’s as plain as print!” he added proudly.




  “Of course it is,” said the poor girl, and walked back to the house, her head whirling.




  Since the night of Brian’s abrupt departure, and the scene which had followed the reappearance of Lord Pinlow, a dusty figure, dazed and wild of speech, Brian Pallard was a person who neither figured in the conversations of Hill View, nor, as Mr Callander had hoped in the most emphatic terms, occupied the thoughts of his household.




  What control Mr Callander exercised over his children was in the main confined to a sphere outside mental influence, and it may be admitted that Gladys thought a great deal of her ‘courtesy’ cousin — for he was no more, she learnt, being the son of ‘my brotherin-law’s second wife’. This, her father had been at pains to inform her, deeming it necessary that she should not be afflicted with a sense of too close relationship.




  It was very wrong of Brian to strike Lord Pinlow so brutally.




  “I went after him to apologize for any unintentional rudeness,” exclaimed the aggrieved peer, “and whilst I was talking he gave me a most unexpected blow; as a matter of fact, my head was turned at the time.”




  Men, who know men best, believed him; Gladys was certain that he lied. To believe such a story would have meant the surrender of faith in her own judgment.




  With the paper in her hand she made her way to her room, there to carefully cut out the paragraph relating to this strange relative of hers, and to as carefully destroy the remainder of the journal.




  It was evident, she thought, that one can only understand racing by experience, and by bitter experience, too. She looked at the paper again. There was row after row of neat advertisements, and they were headed ‘Commission Agents’. She made a note of these; these were evidently the men who had done the extraordinary things she had read about.




  She was sitting at her solitary lunch, reading a book, when the familiar ‘hump-hump’ of her father’s car aroused her. She got up hastily, stuffing the book away under some cushions — for Mr Callander held very strong views on malnutrition and literature. It was unlike her father to return home so soon. Before she could reach the door her father was in the hall.




  “Ha, Gladys!” he said cheerfully, almost jovially; “has Gladys had her lunch, ‘m? Gladys is surprised to see her father? Well, well!”




  He was indeed most cordial, and followed her to the morning-room where she had been taking, her frugal meal, humming a little tune.




  “I’ve come home to speak to you,” he said, “on a little matter which affects us both very nearly.”




  He put on his pince-nez and carefully took out his pocketbook. From this he removed a slip of paper, carefully folded in two, as carefully written.




  “I have sent this to the Morning Post,” he said.




  She took the slip from his hand and read:




  “A marriage has been arranged between Miss Gladys Edith Callander, the only daughter of Mr Peter Callander, of Hill View Park, Sevenoaks, and Lord Pinlow of Brickleton.”




  She read it again, her brows knit. Then she looked up, a little pale, and asked quietly:




  “Who has arranged this?”




  Her father smiled. He was intensely satisfied with himself; his attitude, as he leant back in the big armchair into which he had sunk, spoke of that satisfaction.




  “I arranged it, of course.”




  “Of course,” she repeated, and nodded her head.




  “He has a very old title,” he went on, “and at heart he is a very worthy and admirable man — the ideal companion and protector for a young girl who knows very little of life. A man of the world—”




  “I suppose he asked you?” she said.




  All the brightness of the day had gone out at the sight of that slip of paper. Life had undergone a most revolutionary change.




  “Yes,” he said complacently, “he asked me. Of course, he is not in a position to marry, but it is part of the — er—”




  “Bargain,” she suggested.




  Mr Callander frowned.




  “Arrangement is a better word,” he said; “it is part of the arrangement — or, let me put it this way, I intend to make provision for you both.”




  She handed the slip back to him.




  “Father,” she said quietly, “you have mistaken the age in which we live; in these enlightened years a girl usually chooses her own husband.”




  “Gladys will take the husband I want her to take,” said Mr Callander icily, “and there is an end to it.”




  “Very well,” she replied, and left him with no other word.




  She went upstairs to her room, put on her hat and coat, and left the house without his realizing the fact that she had gone out. She was back again in a quarter of an hour, more cheerful.




  He did not return to the City that day, but saw nothing of Gladys till Horace returned from town. They were taking tea on the lawn before he spoke to his daughter again.




  “Pinlow is coming to dinner tonight,” he said; “he will want to speak to you.”




  “If he had spoken to me before,” she said, “he would have saved himself a great deal of trouble, and you a great humiliation. I would no more think of marrying Lord Pinlow than I should think of marrying your valet.”




  He stared at her dumbfounded, speechless.




  “But, but!” he spluttered angrily; “I have passed my word — it will be announced tomorrow.”




  “I have telegraphed to the paper to cancel the announcement,” she said simply.




  He was purple with rage. There was nobody present save the three, for Horace was a silent, if interested, spectator.




  “Gladys,” said Mr Callander, getting his temper under control with an effort, “I am used to being obeyed. You shall marry Pinlow, or you shall not remain under my roof. I — I will put you in a convent or something — I will, by God! I will not be — be browbeaten by a fool of a girl!”




  “Don’t be silly, Gladys,” murmured Horace.




  She caught a quick little sob in her throat.




  “I would not marry Lord Pinlow to save my life,” she said desperately.




  “Go to your room!” said the exasperated Mr Callander.




  VI. The Race at Windsor
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  Pinlow, calling that night, did not see her, guessed from the lame apologies offered by his prospective fatherin-law the reason for her absence, and was amused.




  “I like’em with a little fire,” he laughed; “don’t bother, Callander. She’s a bit annoyed; I ought to have asked her first.”




  “If she does not marry you,” said Mr Callander, “she is no daughter of mine.”




  It might have been an embarrassing meal but for Pinlow’s good spirits and, to employ Mr Callander’s words, ‘his generous magnanimity’.




  Halfway through dinner Pinlow interrupted a learned forecast as to the future of Penang Rubbers — his host had been buying these shares — with an inconsequent piece of information.




  “By the way, Callander, I’ve arranged to worry that nephew of yours” — this was Pinlow’s heavy form of pleasantry— “he’s running a horse at Windsor on Saturday. I’ve got a man down at his training quarters and I’ve found out the strength of the trial.”




  “And you will publish the facts, of course,” said Mr Callander, who had the haziest ideas about racing, and only imagined that his nephew had been detected in some act of gross dishonesty.




  “Not exactly,” laughed Pinlow, and condescended to explain.




  Pallard’s horse was entered in a sprint race. The horse had been galloped at the training quarters with another which was a well-known public performer, and in this gallop Fixture — such was the horse’s name — had beaten the known performer easily.




  “My tout had a deuce of a job to witness the trial,” said Pinlow. “Pallard has taken a big park at Wickham; it is surrounded by a high wall and there is no way of seeing what goes on except by climbing over the wall. But he saw the trial all right.”




  “Well, what does all this mean?” asked Callander a trifle impatiently.




  “It means that Pallard will take his horse to Windsor, and, adopting the tactics he employed yesterday — oh, I forget you aren’t a regular reader of racing news! Well, to put it briefly, he will wait till a market is primed for something else, then he will step in and back his own horse at a good price.”




  “I see,” said Callander, whose Stock Exchange experience enabled him to grasp the significance of the manoeuvre. “But, exactly, how can you worry this man Pallard? — and please do not refer to him as my nephew.”




  “I can worry him by stealing his market,” replied Pinlow, smiling; “whilst he is waiting for the psychological moment my commissioners will step in and back it. By the way, you have never been on a racecourse?”




  “Never,” said Mr Callander emphatically. “It is a sport of which I cannot say I approve. It has perhaps ruined more homes than drink; it attracts the most disreputable—”




  “Ease your arm,” said Pinlow coarsely; “there’s no need for us to talk that sort of rot — we’re all friends here.”




  Mr Callander was ruffled by the rudeness of the interruption, and showed it.




  “After all,” Pinlow went on, “we’re men of the world: Est modus in rebus, as dear old Horace said, eh? You needn’t approve of everything you witness. Come down to Windsor on Saturday and approve of that infernal brute’s discomfiture.”




  Pinlow left Hill View that night, having extracted a half-promise that the immaculate Mr Callander would, for the first time in his life, visit a racecourse.




  “And bring Gladys,” he said, as a brilliant afterthought.




  He left Mr Callander, shaking his head doubtfully. Gladys was in disgrace for two days. She sat under the shadow of her father’s displeasure, and, what was harder to bear, her amiable brother’s pity. There was something very annoying in the sorrow of Horace. He passed the butter with hateful solicitude, and his very matutinal greeting was as cheerful as a French éloge.




  “Gladys,” he said on the Friday morning, after her father had gone, “the governor is taking you to the races tomorrow.”




  “What!”




  She stared at him in open-eyed wonder, amazement and incredulity stamped on her beautiful face.




  “Now, don’t kick up a row about it,” he said crossly. “Father is only going to oblige Pinlow — we’ve had enough scenes here during the past month to last a lifetime. It puts me off my work, Gladys; really, you’re most awfully selfish. Willock was saying yesterday that my work has gone all to pieces lately, and it’s all your fault.”




  His artistic deterioration did not interest her, but the proposed visit to the racecourse did. Perhaps she would see …




  She went red suddenly, and was angry with herself.




  “Pinlow has got some game on,” continued Horace; “he is going to get even with this Pallard chap.”




  “How?”




  She was interested now.




  “Oh, I don’t understand much about it,” said Horace carelessly. “By the way, Gladys, I suppose you never saw father about that money?”




  She made a wry little face.




  “We haven’t been exactly on borrowing terms lately, have we?” she asked dryly. “I have a little money of my own — I received my dividends this week; but, then, so did you.”




  Both brother and sister had money bequeathed from their mother.




  “Yes,” said Horace reluctantly. “I had mine, but it was swallowed up; could you lend me fifty pounds?”




  She shook her head.




  “I could let you have twenty,” she said, “and really, Horace, I can’t understand why you want money.”




  He was silent for awhile.




  “Look here, Glad,” he said at last. “I don’t want you to tell anybody, but a fellow in the City and myself have been speculating in Russian butter. You know there was a scare that butter was going to be high owing to the drought. Well, we bought a lot for delivery hoping to make a ha’penny a pound profit.”




  “Well?”




  “Well, we sold at a ha’penny a pound loss and were lucky, for big supplies came on the market from Canada, and it nearly crippled us.”




  “But I don’t understand,” she said, bewildered. “How much did you buy?”




  “About a hundred tons,” said Horace ruefully.




  “We lost about five hundred pounds between us.”




  “But isn’t it gambling?”




  “Don’t talk rot!” he answered, roughly for him. “It is business. All businesses are speculative. You buy in the cheapest market and sell in the dearest. If you make a mistake and buy in the dearest and sell in the cheapest, you lose money. That is a law of commerce.”




  He was so glib in his explanation that she suspected him of having used the argument before.




  “Anyway, I’ll borrow the twenty pounds for a week or so,” he said. “I can fix up the people I owe the difference to; they’re pretty accommodating.”




  Gladys Callander was no business woman, but she understood that her brother had been venturing in realms with which she had only the faintest acquaintance.




  “Now what about Saturday?” he demanded. “Are you going to make a fuss, or are you going to be a sensible girl?”




  “I am going to be a sensible girl,” she said meekly.




  Mr Callander accepted her agreement to accompany him to Windsor as a sign of grace.




  “I am pleased to see that Gladys is recovering her reason,” he said to her. “Very glad, very gratified. She has distressed me greatly, given me many bad nights, robbing me of sleep which I can ill afford to lose.”




  It was a confirmed belief in his mind that he was a martyr to insomnia, though, in truth, he slept very well.




  Gladys said nothing. She was engaged in the elucidation of a problem which will appeal to every woman. She was deciding the knotty question summed up in the words, “What shall I wear?”




  It was in a costume of dove-grey and pearlpink that she found herself in her father’s car on the Saturday morning, and Mr Callander ventured the opinion that she looked very charming.




  Even to the artistic eye of Horace she was pleasing; to Pinlow, who awaited his guests on the little members’ lawn, she was a vision of loveliness. Neither of the men exaggerated her beauty, for she added to the symmetrical beauty of her face the buoyant carriage of a healthy body.




  “I have ordered lunch,” said Pinlow. The bruise on his face had almost disappeared, she observed. The members’ luncheon-room was crowded, for it was he Windsor meeting which follows Ascot, and the greater portion of the Ascot crowd had come in preparation for Ascot Sunday on the river. As she sat at table her eyes wandered over the gaily-dressed throng that filled the room. She hoped, or feared, to see Brian Pallard, but she was disappointed — or relieved — to find he was absent. As if guessing her thoughts, Pinlow turned to her.




  “You won’t see Pallard here; he doesn’t come racing for the fun of it, you know. With him ‘it’s your money we want’.”




  He had hardly spoken the words when the object of his sneer came in through the door.




  She felt the colour go to her face, for she liked the young man — in a sense.




  She placed that reserve upon her liking. In a sense, of course, he had behaved abominably and was unworthy of her second thought. And yet how had he behaved badly? He could do no more than what he had done at dinner that night. She did not believe Pinlow’s account of the meeting. She wanted very badly to hear from an independent source the true story of that encounter in the dark.




  He was dressed in grey, and wore the lightest of grey Terai hats. The broad-brimmed headgear suited him; she had time to notice that before his hat came off.




  Horace had seen him too.




  “Who is the lady, I wonder?” he said, sotto voce. Brian had paused at the door, and, after consulting the head waiter, had beckoned to somebody outside. There had entered in response a girl and a man. The girl was very pretty, Gladys observed, and seemed on excellent terms with him; the man was about the same age as Brian.




  Brian’s character was unexpectedly defined in the mind of Gladys. Swaying this way and that, now to his favour, now to his disadvantage, it was as last permanently and irrevocably fixed.




  She hated Brian. He had behaved disgracefully and had only himself to blame for any disaster which might come upon him. Let him take that wretched woman into his ring and shout ‘A hundred and eight’ at her. She was very pretty — Gladys conceded this regretfully. She could see her from where she sat. She had ‘large, languishing eyes’, Gladys told herself angrily — the very kind of woman that she would expect a man of Brian’s class to be on terms of friendship with. “A racecourse woman,” she said to herself, and shrugged her shoulders. Henceforth she saw Windsor racecourse from a superior plane.




  It is a pleasant sensation, this of superiority. It enables one to mix freely with inferior humanity and take no hurt.




  So Gladys thought as she made her way to the little stand to watch the first race. All this sort of thing bored her, so she told herself, but in truth she was interested; interested in the beautiful horses that seemed to be on springs as they prinked and pranced or went bounding over the soft turf on their way to the post.




  Pinlow found an apt pupil in her. He explained many things which had been so many mysteries to her. She found that the monotonous cry, which came from the crowded ring on her left, was quite intelligible. ‘Seven to one, bar two’, meant that, with the exception of two horses, you could find bookmakers who would lay you seven to one — and probably more — against any other horse in the race. There were curious inconsistencies. ‘Seven to four the field’, meant those odds against the favourite, but ‘a good field’ did not mean a good favourite, but a large number of runners. ‘Field’ was an elastic term; she made a note on her programme to that effect, and was annoyed with herself for having done so. After all, these racing terms were of no interest to her. She did not doubt that the girl with languishing eyes knew them by heart just as a common person like Charles would know them.




  “You don’t mind my running away, do you?” asked Pinlow, and Mr Callander gave a courteous little jerk of his head. “I dare say I shall be able to resist the wiles of the devil in your absence,” he said humorously.




  Horace had disappeared — Pinlow caught a glimpse of him in the paddock as he went hurrying through.




  The two men who awaited him were of that nondescript class from which the ‘horse-watcher’ is drawn. The one was stout and redfaced, the other thin and hungry-looking.




  “Good day, my lord,” said the stout man, touching his hat, and the other followed suit.




  “Now you are perfectly certain about this trial, Coggs?” asked Pinlow.




  “Certain, my lord. I saw it, an’ Gilly saw it, didn’t you, Gilly?”




  “I did with me very own eyes,” said the thin man slowly and emphatically.




  “Did you find out anything from the lads?” asked Pinlow, and his servant shook his head.




  “Can’t find anything from them, sir. He’s got Mr Colter for his private trainer, and the closest lot of stable lads you ever struck. He keeps men to ‘do’ the horses, old cavalry men, used to groomin’ an’ the like, an’ the boys do nothin’ but ridin’. But about this trial, my lord. Fixture, Telbury, an’ Cunning Lass were in it. The filly jumped off an’ took the lead from Telbury till about a furlong from home, when Fixture raced up an’, goin’ to the front, won anyhow.”




  “You’re sure of the horses?”




  “Certain, my lord. I’d know Telbury anywhere by his white face, and Cunning Lass is one of those bright bays you can’t mistake.”




  “How did you find out the name of the other — it hasn’t been raced in this country?”




  “I found that, my lord,” said Gilly in sepulchral tones, “after the gallop; they came near the bushes where me an’ Mr Coggs was hidin’, an’ one of the lads said, pattin’ the horse’s neck, ‘Bravo, Fixture, you’ll make ’em gallop on Saturday’.”




  Pinlow nodded.




  He drew a five-pound note from his pocket and handed it to the stout man.




  “Split that between you,” he said.




  Returning to the stand, he came face to face with Pallard. They met in the narrow paddock entrance and, after a moment’s hesitation, Brian drew back to allow him to pass.




  They were well matched, these two. Neither showed sign of embarrassment, and they passed without exchanging a word.




  Making his way up the stand, Lord Pinlow found his guests where he had left them.




  “I shall have to leave you again in a little while,” he said; “but I have found out all I want to know.”




  Mr Callander smiled. “Gladys and I were saying,” he said, “that if you wanted a thing, we did not doubt that you would get it.”




  As a matter of fact, Gladys had taken a very passive part in the conversation — the part of a listener who was not very greatly interested.




  “I am not easily baulked,” admitted Pinlow modestly.




  He told them what he had learnt, and the girl was all attention in an instant.




  “As soon as they start betting,” said Pinlow, “I shall step in and take the cream.”




  “But how will that affect Mr Pallard?” she asked.




  “Well,” he smiled, “he will have to take what I leave.”




  “But is that fair?”




  “Everything is fair,” he said generously.




  She had only the vaguest idea of what it all meant. She realized in some way that the effect of Lord Pinlow’s action would be to injure Brian — and it was very unfair.




  Pinlow was trying to persuade her father to venture a sovereign, and there was a goodnatured exchange of banter.




  Then a brilliant thought was born in her mind. The numbers were going up for the race, there was plenty of time.




  “Which is the paddock?” she asked, and Pinlow pointed out the entrance.




  “I am going to look at the horses,” she announced.




  Mr Callander looked dubious; he had no desire to enter the paddock himself. He was anxious to avoid publicity as far as possible. Already he imagined that the presence on a racecourse of the head of the reputable firm of Callander & Callander had found sensational copy for the newspaper she had no mean views concerning his own importance — and he dreaded meeting any of his City friends.




  “Will she be all right alone?” he asked.




  Pinlow nodded.




  “Nobody will bother you,” he said. “You will find your brother there.”




  She tripped down the steps of the stand with a heart that beat rapidly. She crossed the slip of lawn that separates the paddock from the members’ enclosure and passed through the gates. Would she find Brian there? She had an idea that this was the most likely place. She walked about the paddock like a lost sheep — so she told herself. There were little groups of men round each horse, watching the saddling operations. Suddenly she came upon Brian and stopped dead. He was watching a horse being led round in the ring, and with him was the pretty girl in blue.




  She hesitated for a moment, then Brian saw her and came with quick steps toward her.




  “I saw you before, but I dare not face the bodyguard,” he laughed, and gripped her hand tightly. “You must meet Dr Crane and his fiancée” — flick! a big featherbed of doubt was lifted from her soul— “and—”




  “I haven’t time,” she said hurriedly. “Father would be very angry if he knew I came, Mr Bri — Mr Pallard,” she went red; “but I felt that I ought to tell you — Lord Pinlow knows all about your horse.”




  “Fixture?” There was an amused glint in his eye.




  She nodded.




  “He knows the trials, or whatever you call them, and if you’re not careful he’ll get the — the cream of the market.”




  “He’s welcome,” responded Brian.




  “It is all gibberish to me,” she was half laughing; “but I didn’t want — oh, you must think I’m horribly forward to come to you like this; but, you know, I didn’t want a — a relative to suffer—”




  She held out her hand impulsively, and he took it in his strong grip.




  “Goodbye,” she said incoherently. And gently releasing her hand, she half walked, half ran, back to the stand.




  Pinlow was there, rather red, very triumphant. He had taken much more champagne with his lunch than was necessary.




  “Hark at ‘em!” he chuckled exultantly. From the ring came the cry.




  “I’ll take six to four — I’ll take six to four!”




  “That’s Fixture,” said Pinlow, “he’s an odds-on favourite, and I brought him there before Pallard’s men came into the ring.”




  “What does that mean?” she asked in perturbation. She had not succeeded, then, in saving Brian — what she was saving him from she did not know.




  “It means that I’ve got the greater part of a thousand pounds on his horse,” said Pinlow. “I’ve taken all the eights, the sixes, the fives and fours, and I’ve let the little punter into the secret. He’s so well backed that Pallard will not be able to get a shilling on him.”




  Up the stairs came Pallard, his prismatic glasses slung about his neck. Apparently not seeing the party, he took up his place a little to the front of them.




  An acquaintance hailed him from a higher tier.




  “Hullo, Pallard!” he said. “Your horse is favourite; I suppose you know all about it?”




  Brian smiled, and shot a swift glance at the field, now lined up before the quivering tapes of the starting gate.




  “I know it is favourite,” he said, “and I think I know why.”




  Pinlow was listening attentively.




  “We’ve been bothered by touts at Wickham,” said Brian slowly, “and although I’ve given instructions that horse-watchers are to be given every information and every facility for seeing the gallops, two of the gentry preferred to climb over the wall.”




  Pinlow was all attention now.




  “So we got up a spoof trial for them,” drawled Brian. “They had been shadowed to some bushes, and the head lad, leading the horse past, let drop the name of the trial winner.”




  “Wasn’t it Fixture?”




  Pinlow listened with clenched teeth.




  “Fixture?” Brian laughed. “Why Fixture wouldn’t beat a ‘bus-horse. You can buy Fixture if you will give me fifty pounds for him and promise to treat him kindly!”




  “They’re off!”




  It was too late now. Pinlow’s shaking hands raised his glasses. He sought the horse carrying the diagonal-striped jacket. It was toiling in the rear from the very start, and finished last.




  VII. The Colt by Grey Leg
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  Brian Pallard’s room at Knightsbridge was a large one, comfortably but not extravagantly furnished. It was the room of a man who sought the maximum of comfort with the minimum of ostentation. The walls were expensively papered, the carpet on the floor was Persian, woven in strange patterns of a subdued hue. Half a dozen prints hung on the walls, except on one wall, which was occupied from ceiling to floor with well-filled bookshelves. A divan filled the quaint bow-window looking out on to the park, two restful easychairs stood to right and left of the fireplace which, on this summer day, was a veritable bower of roses.




  Brian was a great lover of flowers — there was evidence of that. He was a great lover of horses — but no print hung on the wall to testify to the fact, and, with the exception of one or two works of reference, his bookshelves were innocent of sporting literature. He sat in his room eating a solitary chop. An evening newspaper was propped up against the cruet before him. A glass of Burgundy, untouched as yet, was at his elbow. A quick step sounded outside, and he looked up as Ernest Crane came in. The young doctor shared Brian’s loneliness. A tall, goodlooking man of thirty, cleanshaven, save for a little moustache, was Dr Ernest Crane.




  “Hello!” greeted Brian cheerfully; “how’s the butchering business?”




  “There are moments when you are monstrously offensive,” said the young doctor. “The butchering business flourisheth like the green bay-tree.”




  “I’ve never seen a bay-tree,” reflected Brian. “I suppose it has got something to do with bay rum.”




  “I shouldn’t be surprised,” said Ernest, seating himself, and taking down a pipe from the mantelpiece.




  Brian was silent for a long time, then he took a cigarette from a silver box on the table and laughed.




  “The joke?” asked Ernest, looking up.




  “It’s on me,” said Brian. “Do you remember a man I pointed out to you at Windsor?”




  “Pinlow?”




  Brian nodded.




  “That’s the bird,” he said. “He’s out for trouble in more ways than one.”




  He took a paper from the table and unfolded it.




  “You’ve never heard of Grey Timothy, I suppose?” he asked.




  “I do not know the gentleman from a crow,” confessed the doctor.




  “You wouldn’t — he’s not a gentleman except in manners. He’s a colt by Grey Leg out of Lady Timothy, and I bought him long before I ever thought of coming to England.”




  “Now you mention him,” said the doctor, “I’ve a vague idea that somebody told me something about him. What was it?”




  “Probably that he’s the favourite for the Stewards’ Cup at Goodwood — it’s the only antepost betting race at Goodwood apparently.”




  He rose from the table, walked to the other side of the flower-decked fireplace, and sank into a chair.




  “Favourite,” he repeated, “and entitled to be. He’s a three-year-old, and I tried him to beat Flame of Dawn — second in last year’s Derby — giving him seven pounds. And Flame of Dawn was well up with the leaders in the Royal Hunt Cup for six furlongs.”




  “What weight does he carry — that makes a bit of difference, doesn’t it?” asked the young doctor.




  “A little,” replied Brian dryly. “He’s got six-stone-ten.”




  “Oh!” said Ernest; “is that much or little?”




  Brian groaned, then he laughed.




  “It always seems rum to me that people don’t know all the rules and regulations of the racing game by heart,” he said. “I was born with ’em — six-ten is a very light weight, and if you were a betting man you would put that glossy shirt of yours on.”




  “Not being of the genus,” said Ernest, knocking out his pipe, “I shall not go shirtless to consultation.” He looked at his watch.




  Brian regarded him with mild curiosity.




  “Do people really consult you about things?” he demanded, with unpleasant incredulity; “or do you make all this up, like Sawbones and Company in ‘Pickwick’?”




  “You were saying something about Pinlow,” said the doctor, ignoring the insult. “What is he doing?”




  “He’s laying my horse,” said Brian. “In other words, he’s behind a bookmaker who is anxious to bet all and sundry that Grey Timothy will not win.”




  “Then of course he will lose his money,” said the doctor cheerfully.




  Brian shook his head.




  “He’s no fool,” he said. “Pinlow does not make sentimental bets. He’s laying against the horse because he’s certain it won’t win, and he can only be certain if he has got some little game on.”




  Ernest Crane frowned.




  “You don’t suggest that in this enlightened age a fellow would hobble a horse?” he began.




  “Nobble is the word you are groping after,” interrupted Brian. “Yes, I do suggest such a thing. I know men who would nobble their grandmothers if they could make something out of it.”




  The doctor’s disgust was apparent.




  “Racing must be a pretty rotten game if that sort of thing is done,” he said.




  “Why? My dear chap, aren’t stocks and shares nobbled? Have you ever heard of a stock called Beitjesfontein? I could tell you a nobbling story about that. Is there any business on the face of the earth that isn’t nobbled at times by a rival? Have you never heard of a doctor who nobbled another doctor — not with drugs or a hypodermic syringe, but with a little meaning smile and the shake of a head which bred distrust in a patient’s mind? Isn’t one half of the world engaged in nobbling, or attempting to nobble, the other half to prevent it winning?”




  “I’m sorry I cannot stay any longer, Demosthenes,” said the doctor. “I should like to hear your views on the world’s morality; but there is a patient of mine who is expecting me at eight.”




  “Forget him,” said Brian brutally; “don’t go — give the poor devil a chance of getting well.”




  The click of the door as it closed behind the other was his answer.




  It was half-past seven. Brian pushed the bell and the servant appeared.




  “Willis, I shall be going out in an hour; has that man come yet?”




  “Just came as you rang, sir; will you see him here?”




  Brian nodded, and the servant went out to return with the visitor.




  He was a man of stoutish build, with a heavy, florid face. His dress was loud, and his jewellery, of which he wore a profusion, shabby.




  Brian indicated a chair, and, with an apology, the visitor seated himself.




  Brian waited until the man had left the room before he spoke.




  “You know me, I think, Mr Caggley?”




  “Yes, me lord,” said the man effusively.




  “Don’t ‘me lord’ me,” said Brian. “You’re one of the three broad gang?”




  “There you’re mistaken, Mr Pallard,” said the visitor, with a pained smile. “It’s a game I know nothing of, I give you me word.”




  Brian reached out his hand lazily and took a black book that lay on the table.




  He turned the leaves slowly. Pasted on each was a number of newspaper cuttings.




  “‘Thomas Caggley, described as a traveller’ — that is you, I think?”




  Mr Caggley smiled again.




  “Bygones are bygones, and should remain so,” he said with emphasis.




  “‘Charged’,” read Brian, “‘with obtaining money by a trick—’”




  “Let it go at that,” said Mr Caggley with good humour; “no good, only ‘arm comes from digging forth from what I might term the misty past. ‘Let the dead bury the dead’, as the old song says.”




  “So,” said Brian agreeably, “I want us to understand each other; you want to give me some information—”




  “For a consideration,” interjected the other.




  “For a consideration,” agreed Brian. “Now the question is: Can you tell me anything I don’t already know?”




  “That,” said Mr Caggley, with elaborate politeness, “would be, in the language of France, ‘tray diffy seal’.” He paused, twisting a heavy watch chain with fingers that flashed expensively. “To get to business,” said Mr Caggley, after waiting for some financial encouragement; “as between men of the world, you know your horse is a favourite for the Stewards’ Cup?”




  Brian nodded and the man went on.




  “A certain party named P—”




  “Pinlow,” said Brian.




  “Pinlow, it is — well, he’s laying your horse to lose a packet. Does he chuck his money about? He don’t. Whatever wins, Grey Timothy won’t; if they can’t straighten the jockey, they’ll straighten the horse — you look out for that.”




  He nodded his head vigorously.




  “Pinlow knows a party named Fanks — he’s in the City and gets his money by thievin’-stocks an’ shares an’ things. He’s been in every big game I can remember, but he just manages to keep outside Bridewell. An’ Fanks, bein’ a dear pal of his lordship’s, can do anything, for Fanks knows every nut in London, see?”




  “I see,” said Brian. “I have heard of the gentleman.”




  “A gentleman he is,” said Caggley with a grin, “an’ if you gets your clock pinched, an’ you’re a pal of Fanks, you can get it back in a day or two. I tell you he knows everybody. Well, that there Fanks can lift his little finger, an’ whatever he wants done is done, see? If he lifted his little finger to me an’ said, ‘Cag, you’ve been puttin’ it on a pal of mine, an’ he’s screamin’, push over the stuff’, I’d have to do it.”




  “In other words,” said Brian, “if by your dexterity with the cards you relieved a friend of Mr Fanks’ of his cash, and he made a fuss about it—”




  “Izzackly,” nodded Caggley. “Well, suppose instead of wantin’ me to do somethin’ he wanted Smith, who done time for doctoring a horse, do you think Smith wouldn’t do it?”




  “I haven’t the slightest doubt,” said Brian, “if Smith is Tinker Smith, who had twelve months in Melbourne for getting at a horse.”




  Mr Caggley was for a moment nonplussed.




  “Seems to me,” he said, “you know as much about the little matter as I do. Tinker Smith it is, an’ he’s the nut you’ve got to watch. Now there’s another point about this Stewards’ Cup. There’s a horse in it that can, in a manner of speakin’, catch pigeons. Mildam, her name is. She’s a French filly. Ran twice as a two-year-old — nowhere. Went through her three-year-old days without runnin’. She’s in the race with a postage stamp, so to speak, in the matter of weight.”




  “Who owns her?” Brian was interested.




  “Mr Colvert,” said Caggley, with a grin. “You’ve heard of Mr Colvert?”




  “That’s Lord Pinlow’s assumed name,” said Brian, nodding.




  He paced the apartment deep in thought.




  “I don’t mind what they try to do with Grey Timothy,” he said. “I’ll look after them there; but I do not like this Mildam business. Has she been tried?”




  Mr Caggley nodded vigorously.




  “Tried a racin’ certainty,” he said. “She gave Petit Val a stone an’ slammed him. There’s a lad I know who’s in a stable at Chantilly, he rode in the trial.”




  Brian walked to the bookshelf and took down the neat blue ‘Chronique du Turf’, and rapidly turned the pages.




  “Um!” he said, and replaced the book; “if she gave Petit Val a stone—”




  “Six kilos, it was,” corrected the other.




  “Near enough,” said Brian. “She’ll win.”




  He laughed, and rubbed his hands.




  “Well, I don’t mind,” he said. “This French lady has to fly to beat Timothy; I’ll stand my bets, and not hedge a ha’penny.”




  He sat down at a little desk in the comer of the room, unlocked a drawer, and took out a chequebook.




  He wrote rapidly, signed his name and tore out the cheque.




  Mr Caggley took it with hands that shook and glanced at the amount.




  “Captain,” he said, in a voice that shook with emotion, “you’re a gentleman if ever there was a gentleman. If ever I can render you a service — you’ll find, sir, that every word I have spoken unto you is gospel truth.”




  “I hope so,” said Brian, “for your sake — that cheque is postdated two days; if your information is unsound — and by the end of two days I shall know all about it — it will be stopped.”




  “I tumble,” said the appreciative Caggley. “You’re not only a gentleman, but you’re wide!”




  VIII. A Gamble in ‘Bits’
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  Mr Callander was displeased. Nothing went well with him, and if nothing went well with him, still less did it go well with his dependents.




  Mr Callander never raved, nor ranted, nor thumped the table. His rebukes were of a courteous character. He never forgot that he was a gentleman. His harrowed staff (row after row of bent black shoulders, over bright brown desks, a sedate, green-shaded electric lamp over each head) could have wished that his annoyance took another form of expression. His manager was summoned, and went to the soberly furnished ‘boardroom’ with despair in his heart.




  “Mr Grant,” said the head of the firm politely, “you will be distressed to learn that, by what might reasonably be called negligence, a consignment of Manchester goods have been shipped to Bombay without any advice having been forwarded to the consignee. In consequence, so my agent at Bombay informs me, the consignee has cancelled the order.”




  “I will inquire into the matter,” said the manager humbly. “It does not seem, if I may say so, sufficient justification for cancelling the order.”




  “You are entitled to your opinions, Mr Grant,” said the chief, with frigid politeness. “I have other views, distinctly opposite.”




  Later he had occasion to tell his cashier that he had been guilty of a grave error of judgment; “a very grave error indeed, Mr Everett!” And the accountants did not escape, nor the chief clerk, nor any clerk who had the misfortune to cross his path.




  The firm of Callander and Callander was in the main an imposing agency. It was the type of business that is frequently met with in the City of London, and is peculiar from the fact that it owes its rise or its decay to the Crimean War. ‘57 is a landmark with such businesses, and certainly ‘57 was a notable year in the case of Callander and Callander, for this was the year when the agency was at the height of its prosperity, though the number of clerks it employed was smaller and its premises less pretentious.




  Callanders bought and sold; that was the sum-total of its transactions. It bought in England and, through its agents, sold in India and elsewhere.




  It did, as I have said before, a conservative business — and the profits of conservative businesses decrease with the years.




  It was not the prosperity or otherwise of Callander and Callander that troubled the head of the firm. There was still a margin of profit large enough to justify the motorcar and the country house. If Mr Callander had employed fewer clerks and had paid higher wages the business might have increased in importance, but Mr Callander had arrived with an age when men gauged the importance of a business by the numbers of its employees.




  His main trouble, this bright and sunny summer morning, had its foundation in the extraordinary behaviour of certain South African shares. Now everybody in the City knows that Beitjesfontein Deeps are a speculation rather than an investment. It is a mine with exciting possibilities, and when ‘Bits’, as they are called by coarse City men, stood at two-and-a-quarter, Mr Callander had a quiet hint from a member of the board that they would go to twelve. A new leader had been opened, and the quartz assayed two ounces to one ton, which is very good. Years ago, in the boom time, ‘Bits’ went to twenty pounds, so in saying that they would reach twelve, his informant was well within the known limits of possibility. Mr Callander bought five hundred — a trifling investment that cost him about twelve hundred pounds. They rose in little kangaroo leaps to three-and-a-half. A small man would have sold at this price, for there is a wise saying in the City that no man was ever ruined by taking small profits. Mr Callander was not a small man, so he bought five thousand shares at three-and-a-half, and when they leapt to six pounds he invested in another five thousand. ‘Bits’ climbed slowly to seven. There they stuck, varying from six-seven-eights to seven-one-eighth.




  A friend advised him to sell.




  “Take your profits and clear out,” he said; “they’re a rum stock.”




  But Mr Callander had his eye upon twelve. Brian Pallard came to the City one morning to meet his broker — it was the morning when Mr Callander was in so bad a temper, for ‘Bits’ had dropped to five without any particular reason. Mr Callander bought another two thousand at that price.




  At the time when his uncle was consulting his own broker over the telephone, Brian was conducting an interview with him.




  “What do you say to some gilt-edged gold shares?” asked the broker, but Brian shook his head.




  “Gilt-edged playing cards,” he said flippantly. “I want safe investment for my money, Consols or horses.”




  In fact, one of the objects of his visit was to ‘get out’ of a shaky South American security.




  “You are not like Mr Callander — by the way, he’s your uncle, isn’t he?”




  Brian nodded.




  “Something of that sort. What about ‘him?”




  The broker laughed.




  “Oh, he’s in ‘Bits’, pretty heavily, I’m told. I can’t understand a man of his standing holding that stock.”




  “Beitjesfonteins?”




  Brian was serious in a minute. He had a fairly extensive knowledge of stocks. Moreover, he knew of this stock, and he recognized the danger.




  “Beitjesfonteins it is,” said the other carelessly. “They’re likely to go to pieces at any moment.”




  “That, I know,” said Brian quickly. “What are they?”




  “Five — you might find it difficult to sell at five. If this rumour that the new leader is a ‘blind’ is true, they’ll go to five shillings.”




  Brian rose and reached for his hat.




  “Get under that market and don’t let it sag,” he said. “I’m going to see the desperate old bird. I know Beitjesfonteins.”




  “It may cost you money,” warned the other, “if I hold the stock at five—”




  “You can hold till the cows come home,” said Brian, making for the door. “I’ll give you the tip when to remove your bruised shoulder.”




  “Up to how much?”




  “Fifty thousand,” said the young man, and left the stockbroker staring.




  Then he took up his silk hat and strolled across to the house. Business in the Kaffir market was brisk; there was a babel of talk, of offers, of acceptances.




  “I’ll sell ‘Bits’!” cried a strident voice. “I’ll sell at five!”




  Burton the broker listened absently, then:




  “‘Bits’! I’ll sell four-seven-eights!” said a voice.




  “I’ll buy!” said Burton quickly. “Five hundred?”




  “As many as you like,” was the quick response. “I’ll buy ‘Bits’ four-seven-eights!”




  “I’ll sell!” a dozen men clamoured at him, hands and notebooks waved to attract his attention.




  One by one he took them. They were small parcels.




  “I’ll buy ‘Bits’ four-seven-eights,” he called, but there was no response.




  “I’ll buy ‘Bits’ at five!”




  “I’ll sell!”




  Again the clamours, the hand-waving.




  He exhausted the supply, and again he was grateful that the parcels were small.




  Greatly daring, he raised his offer. By this time a rumour was through the house that the leader had made good. Burton was a big man in his profession, and he did not buy without cause.




  In the meantime Brian had reached his uncle’s office.




  “I will see if Mr Callander is in, sir,” said the prevaricating clerk. “What name shall I say?”




  “Just say that I have come about—” Brian hesitated. He knew that if he sent in his name his uncle would probably refuse to see him. At the same time he realized that it would not be advisable to give his business away to the clerks.




  He scribbled on a piece of paper the word ‘Beitjesfontein’.




  “Take that to Mr Callander and say that I wish to see him urgently.”




  The clerk went away, and in a few moments returned.




  “Mr Callander will see you, sir,” he said, and led the way.




  His uncle looked up as he entered and an angry frown gave points to his acid inquiry




  “What is the meaning of this?”




  Brian waited until the clerk had withdrawn.




  “I came to see you on the business indicated ‘Bits’,” said Brian calmly, “and if you’ll invite me to sit down I won’t keep you a minute.”




  “I prefer not to discuss any such matter,” said Mr Callander stiffly. “This interview is unsought by me.”




  “I haven’t been counting the hours exactly,” said the young man, and, uninvited, dropped into the nearest chair. “In fact, until a quarter of an hour ago I had no idea that I should see you. I see you now,” he added magnanimously, “in the interests of the family.”




  “Whose family?” demanded Mr Callander, and it was easy to see that his choler was rising.




  “Our family,” responded Brian sweetly. “After all, we are sort of related; but that’s nothing to do with the matter. What I want to speak to you about is ‘Bits’. You’re heavily in those, Mr Callander — oh! I know what you’re going to say,” he went on as his uncle prepared to explode, “it’s no business of mine — but I know ‘Bits’,” said Brian grimly. “I’ve got good reason to, and I know the rotten crowd behind it. Pinlow is in it—”




  “That is false,” said the elder man, his voice trembling with anger; “and if it were true—”




  “Oh, don’t worry, it’s true all right!” said Brian easily. “Pinlow is one of the gang that’s rigging the market — I’ll bet if Pinlow didn’t put you into things, it was a pal of Pinlow’s.”




  In a flash Callander remembered that it was Fanks, a close friend of Lord Pinlow, who had suggested his buying — only for an instant, then he dismissed the suspicion as unworthy. He mastered his wrath as best he could.




  “If that is all you have to say,” he said coldly, “we need not prolong the interview. I did not seek your advice in buying. I do not know how you were made aware that I had bought, and I shall certainly not seek your advice in selling — good morning.”




  “Look here, Mr Callander,” — Brian leant over the desk— “don’t for Heaven’s sake be guided by your prejudices. I know—”




  “Lord Pinlow,” announced a voice, and Pinlow came hurrying through the door, to stop dead at the sight of the man he hated best in the world, and who hated him no less.




  There was an awkward silence, which Brian broke.




  “Pinlow, my uncle is in Beitjesfonteins,” he said; “it’s up to you to get him out without loss, and if you don’t, look out for squalls.”




  “I don’t know what you mean,” said Pinlow, glaring at him.




  “You’ll know all right,” said Brian, with a meaning smile, as he took up his hat preparatory to departing.




  “Your threats do not worry me,” sneered Pinlow; “if I were to be affected by the things which are said of me by the hangers-on of the turf, by the sharps and the thieves—”




  “Cut it out,” implored Brian. “You make my ears ache. I only warn you that if ‘Bits’ drop another point I will send a post card to you at your club, which will be chastely inscribed ‘Lord Pinlow is a market rigger, a swindler, and a blackguard!’ By that time I shall perhaps have thought of something else to say. Good morning.”




  He left the two men speechless, and made his way back to Burton’s office. A ‘phone message recalled him from the house.




  “How are ‘Bits’?” he asked as Burton entered.




  “Strong,” replied the other ironically. “A courageous buyer has brought them to six.”




  Brian nodded.




  “They’ll stay there for a day, if I am any judge,” he said.




  IX. Mr Pallard Wins Heavily
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  Gladys Callander was preparing to make an afternoon call when the grind of motorcar wheels on the gravelled drive took her to the window. Before the house was a strange car, and alighting therefrom was a man who was no stranger, for it was her erratic cousin.




  She hurried downstairs to meet him, angry with herself that his coming should bring the blood to her face and make her heart beat faster.




  He was waiting in the drawingroom.




  “Have you got time for a little chat?” he asked quickly, and seeing that she hesitated, “It’s rather important,” he urged, “and I shan’t keep you more than half an hour.”




  “Come into the garden,” she said.




  They walked a little way before he spoke.




  “You know Lord Pinlow, of course,” he said. What made her make the reply she did, she could never afterwards understand.




  “Oh, yes, I am engaged to be married to him.” It was not true; she knew it was not true when she said it, but she said it.




  He stopped, and looked at her gravely, his lips tight, his eyebrows drawn level in a frown.




  “I’m sorry,” he said.




  Then he looked past her and seemed to be thinking.




  “None the less,” he went on after awhile, “I’ve got to say what I have to say: Pinlow and his friends have got your father in a nice mess.”




  “My father?” she asked in alarm.




  “Your father,” he repeated grimly.




  “But how?”




  “Speculation,” said Brian. “He’s been investing in a pretty unholy mining share. Pinlow is in it. It wasn’t a big rig; Pinlow had a respectable parcel to unload, and he unloaded them upon your innocent parent.”




  “But what does that mean?”




  “It means that unless a miracle happens your father will lose more money than it is good for any man to lose. I went to him yesterday to persuade him to sell. I’m afraid I wasn’t any too tactful.”




  “I don’t quite understand,” she said. “Has my father been making unwise investments?”




  “That’s a nice way of putting it,” he replied smilingly. “I tried to get him to drop them, but, acting on the advice of — of your fiancé” she winced— “he resolved to hold his stock.”




  “And now?”




  Brian shrugged his shoulders.




  “Now the shares he bought at six pounds he won’t be able to sell at three. I tried to hold ’em up, but as soon as I put ’em to six he bought again.”




  She was deep in troubled thought.




  “Will he lose much?” she asked.




  “That depends entirely upon when he sells and what he holds. My information is that he has about twenty thousand shares — if he loses three pounds a share he will lose sixty thousand pounds.”




  The girl went white.




  “You don’t mean that? Why, father couldn’t afford to lose as much. I — I don’t know much about his business, but I know that much. It would ruin us.”




  Brian nodded his head slowly.




  “So I think,” he said. “Now I’ll tell you why I’ve come down. To the man who can hold, and afford to hold, Beitjesfonteins, they are not a bad investment, always providing one can get rid of the present board. I am willing to buy your father’s interest at the price he paid. If I go into the market to buy them, I shall probably be getting Pinlow’s and his ‘precious friends’. As the stock stands to-day, and with the information I have about your father’s holdings, I should say that he stands to lose about forty-five thousand pounds.”




  She shook her head.




  “No,” she said quietly, “that would mean that the loss would fall on you.”




  “I know that,” he interrupted, “but so far as I am concerned the loss would not concern me — and I would take jolly good care that I lost nothing. Now the question is, have you sufficient influence with your father to induce him to sell to me?”




  “I have no influence,” she said sadly. “Father would be very angry if he knew that I had any communication with you; he would be furious if he knew the nature of the communication.”




  They had reached the little belt of pine wood that lies behind Hill View, and she turned.




  “Then it’s pretty hopeless,” he said, and she inclined her head.




  “You mustn’t think that I’m not grateful, and I half know that what you have said about Lord Pinlow is true. I am sure that man has an evil influence—”




  A look of amazement on his face stopped her. For a moment she looked around to see what had caused it, then blushed scarlet as she remembered.




  “You said you were engaged to Pinlow,” he said slowly.




  She was a picture of pretty confusion as she stood there twisting her handkerchief in her hand.




  “I — I am not exactly engaged,” she faltered. “He has asked father, and I have said I would sooner marry a — a sweep, and father was very annoyed — and I loathe Lord Pinlow—”




  “I see,” said Brian wisely. “You hate Pinlow like the dickens, and you’ll never marry him; but otherwise you’re engaged to him.”




  They both laughed together, and then suddenly, before she knew what had happened, Brian’s arms were round her waist, and Brian’s lips were pressing hers.




  She made the faintest resistance, murmured only a little at his temerity, and lay a passive and a happy creature in his strong arms.




  “All this is very wrong,” she found courage to say at last.




  “It would never occur to me,” he confessed; but she gently disengaged herself.




  “This is not what you came to talk about,” she smiled.




  “I’m not so sure,” he protested. “I had an idea that I might screw my courage to the point.”




  “I really must go back to the house; let me go, dear.”




  But it was a long time before they wended their way slowly back again.




  “I shall make an attempt to see your father,” he said. “I suppose he’ll be very annoyed. I mustn’t kiss you in front of the chauffeur … Perhaps if I come into the house you would give me a cup of tea?”




  She shook hands with him hastily.




  “I have given you enough to-day,” she said demurely, and took a safe farewell of him from the top of the steps.




  Brian sped back to town, singing all the way, to the scandal of his respectable chauffeur.




  He reached Knightsbridge to find his broker waiting for him. Burton was being entertained by the doctor with a sketchy dissertation on appendicitis.




  “Don’t go, Ernest,” said Brian, “there’s nothing you can’t know. Well, Burton, how is the great stock?”




  “Down to nothing,” said the broker. “Your little adventure has cost you a couple of thousand pounds. I sold all I could, but practically there is no market.”




  “Have you found out anything about Pinlow?”




  “He’s in it; they say in the City that he has cleared a small fortune.”




  “Um!” said Brian. “What say my scouts?”




  A dozen telegrams lay awaiting Brian on the table. He opened the first. It ran:




  “mildam came a good gallop to-day; looks like another trial. she is wonderfully well and a beautiful mover. — Carr.”




  Carr was the name of the watcher that Pallard had sent to report on his rival’s progress.




  He opened the second.




  “pinlow’s man laid your horse to lose him six thousand.” The wire was from his agent at one of the big clubs.




  The next wire was from his trainer, and was to the effect that Grey Timothy was well.




  He picked up the next telegram.




  “look out for pinlow, he’s got you taped. — Caggley.”




  “Ernest,” inquired Brian, looking up, “you are acquainted with the argot of this village; what does ‘taped’ mean?”




  “It means ‘marked down’,” said the doctor, as he read the telegram.




  “Got me marked down, has he?” said the other grimly.




  He looked at his watch.




  “I’ve a man coming to see me in ten minutes,” he said. “You fellows can clear out into the billiard-room when he comes. Burton, do you know the editor of the Market Review?”




  “Yes, a man named Garson.”




  “Straight?”




  “Absolutely — too straight; he’s fairly poor.”




  “That’s a healthy sign,” said Brian thoughtfully.




  When Garson called, Brian was alone. After a formal exchange of greetings, Brian came to the point.




  “Mr Garson, I have asked you to see me on a matter which I regard as important. I am a very busy man, and I am not going to beat about the bush. I want you to attack Beitjesfonteins — the board, the management, the general business. I will put you in possession of the facts — more facts than you possess perhaps.”




  “It is curious you should ask that,” said the editor. “The fact is, I have already got an article in type attacking the company. You know, of course, that the story of the discovery of a new leader was a lie?”




  “I shouldn’t be surprised at anything,” said the young man. “Now, I want you to make your article strong — in fact, libellous.”




  The editor shook his head doubtfully.




  “I own the paper,” he said, “and it isn’t a very paying property as it is — a libel would ruin me.”




  “I’ll indemnify you against all loss in that direction,” said Brian, “and I will give you a cheque for five hundred pounds on account — is it a bargain?”




  “It is a bargain,” said the other, after a few seconds’ hesitation. “You will tell me, of course, your own object in attacking the stock?”




  “I will tell you as much as it is necessary for you to know,” smiled Brian.




  And this he did in as few words as possible. The interview was a short one — it was shortened by the arrival of a telegram.




  Brian opened it and read the contents; then, as Mr Garson took his leave, he went to the telephone. He put through a number.




  “Is that the Vicfort Club?” he asked.




  “Yes? Will you tell Mr Levinger I wish to speak to him?”




  In a moment the voice of his commission agent came through.




  “That you, Levinger?” he demanded. “It is me — Pallard — speaking. What is the best you can get Grey Timothy?”




  “There are plenty of eights,” said the voice.




  “Get me another thousand on at the best price you can get,” said Brian; “and lay me Mildam to lose five thousand.”




  He heard the click of the receiver as Levinger hung it up, then he returned to the table and read the telegram again.




  “mildam is coughing. — Carr,” it ran.




  “Now, Pinlow,” he said, half to himself, “I think this will annoy you.”




  X. A Sharp Recovery in ‘Bits’
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  Lord Pinlow came in to breakfast in a cheerful frame of mind. He had told himself as he lay back in his chair under the hands of his skilful valet that he had never been so rich in his life, which was probably true.




  Beitjesfonteins had served him well — so had Callander. He smiled cheerfully as he thought of that astute man of business. He had other reasons to be pleased with himself. It was the Friday before Goodwood, and the week ahead held wondrous possibilities. He walked into his cheery diningroom and stood for a moment, his hands in his pockets, surveying, through the big window of his flat, the sun-bathed stretch of Pall Mall.




  Then he turned to his table, where a light breakfast was laid. On the plate by his side were two or three letters and a telegram.




  He opened the latter first and swore softly. “Mildam is coughing.”




  It was from his trainer and had been handed in at nine o’clock the previous night at Salisbury.




  He rang the bell furiously, and his man appeared.




  “When did this telegram arrive?” he asked.




  “This morning, m’lord,” said the man; “it had been delayed, so the boy said, owing to misdirection.”




  “That will do,” said his lordship curtly.




  Mildam coughing! That was a supreme catastrophe. Still his trainer was a close man, he would delay scratching the beast, and lay the money off. He opened his Sporting Chronicle and turned to the betting news. The headlines that met his eyes were startling:




  MILDAM PEPPERED.


  HEAVY LAYING AGAINST YESTERDAY’S FAVOURITE


  FOR THE STEWARDS’ CUP.


  GREY TIMOTHY BACKED.




  




  With livid face he read the introductory article that followed.




  “The feature of last night’s betting,” it said, “was the sensational attack made on Mildam, who receded from five to one to one hundred to seven (offered). It is reported that the filly, whose chance was highly esteemed, is coughing. Simultaneously there was a rush to get on Grey Timothy, who hardened from eight to one, to five to two. This was due to the investments of a well-known sporting owner, who has recently come amongst us. This gentleman, it is reported, laid Mildam to lose five thousand pounds.”




  Pinlow read the article again.




  “Pallard!” he muttered; “but, by heaven! he shall lose his money.”




  He left his breakfast untouched. His servant called him a taxicab, and he drove to the City. He found Mr Callander looking tired and ill. With him was Horace, an uneasy young man, twirling his moustache nervously.




  “I’m glad you’ve come, Pinlow,” said the elder man.




  He was obviously ill at ease.




  Pinlow took the chair which was offered to him.




  “I think I will dispense with you for a few moments, my dear,” said the old man, and Horace obediently departed.




  “I got your message last night,” said Pinlow. “What is the trouble?”




  The old man — and old he looked that morning — cleared his throat before speaking.




  “It is this — these wretched shares,” he said. “Do you know, Pinlow, I have lost a great deal more money than I can afford? I didn’t realize, you know, what a speculation they were, and your friend told me — and you yourself supported him — that they would go to twelve.”




  Pinlow concealed a smile at the almost pathetic entreaty in the other’s voice.




  “These things happen,” he said suavely; “one can never foretell. How much have you lost?”




  It was a superfluous question, for he knew almost to a penny.




  “Over forty thousand,” said Mr Callander.




  He put up his hand to hide a trembling lip. He knew that it was well over forty thousand; he knew too well how unprepared he was to stand such a loss.




  “I’ve always dabbled in stock a little,” he said; “but never anything like this.”




  Pinlow shrugged his shoulders.




  “It is very unfortunate. What can I do?”




  “I was wondering,” said the old man, “if — I’ve never done such a thing before, but I’ve some heavy calls and I hardly know which way to turn — do you think you could lend me twenty thousand?”




  “My dear good chap,” said the other impatiently, “I couldn’t and wouldn’t lend you twenty thousand shillings. It’s ridiculous your troubling about such a sum. Surely you can raise money on this business? I’ll float it for you, if you like.”




  The old man shook his head.




  “You cannot float a business on a falling balance sheet,” he said. “This business is declining rapidly. It was the recognition of the fact that made me take the risk I did.”




  Pinlow whistled softly.




  “Then if the business isn’t worth £20,000, how the devil can you ask me to lend you money?”




  “I thought a friend ..,” said Mr Callander, his voice broken.




  Pinlow laughed brutally.




  “One has no friends in business hours,” he said briefly. “It is unfair to expect such a loan. Why, I thought you were a rich man.”




  He said this in such a tone as to suggest that Mr Callander would never have been honoured with his acquaintance if he had thought otherwise. Perhaps the old man recognized the scorn in his voice, for of a sudden he gathered together the straggling threads of his dignity.




  “I am sorry to have bothered you,” he said quietly; “but seeing that you were in the syndicate which has inflated Beitjesfonteins, I—”




  “Who said I was in it?”




  Mr Callander picked up a paper that lay open on his desk and handed it to his visitor. It was the new issue of the Market Review.




  Pinlow skimmed the article which bore the heading “The Swindle in ‘Bits’,” and the farther he progressed the more purple became his face.




  “It’s a lie — a lie!” he muttered as he read. “Dang this fellow! I will have him for this!”




  Then he came to a passage which made him go white.




  “The remarkable thing about the rig is that quite a number of the shares on the market are issued without authority. They are as spurious as forged Bank of England notes. The truth is, that a large block of shares came into the possession of a wealthy Australian gentleman, a Mr Pallard, who regarded them as valueless and never bothered to apply for registration. The share capital of the company is £250,000 — a very small sum for a mining concern. Of these 200,000 are held by Mr Brian Pallard, whose exploits in another field of speculation are fairly well known. How comes it in these circumstances that share certificates to the extent of over 100,000 can be traced in the City of London alone?




  The explanation is, of course, that trusting that in some mysterious way the big block of shares held by Mr Pallard was swept off the face of the earth, the rascals behind ‘Bits’ have issued new certificates.




  Mr Pallard will be glad to hear from any unfortunate shareholder who holds certificates numbered 5,001 to 205,000.”




  Pinlow rose unsteadily.




  “All this is false,” he said hoarsely, “and I’ll make the man pay who has mixed my name in this; by the way, what have you done with your shares?”




  “I have handed them to a broker to sell,” said Mr Callander wearily.




  “Your own broker?”




  “No, to a Mr Burton who came to see me about their disposal.”




  “What is his address?”




  Mr Callander drew a card from his writing-case and handed it to the other.




  “I’ll see what I can do about these shares,” said Pinlow. He made an unceremonious exit. In the corridor outside he met Horace disconsolately walking up and down.




  “One moment, Pinlow,” said the youth. “I wanted to see you I’m in rather a hole—”




  “Hang you and your hole!” snarled his angry lordship. “Everybody is in a hole, and I’m in the biggest!”




  Burton’s office was little more than a stone’s throw, and Lord Pinlow sent in his card and was ushered into the office of the great broker.




  “I’ve come to see you about some ‘Bits’ you’re holding for Callander,” he said, as soon as he was seated.




  The broker nodded.




  “I’ve got a few,” he said; “about five thousand he bought at three pound ten; one thousand he bought at six pounds; and another five thousand he bought at five pounds.”




  “The purchase price doesn’t interest me,” said Pinlow. “I’ve come to make you an offer for them.”




  “I shall be interested to hear what it is,” said Mr Burton politely.




  “They stood at thirty shillings last night,” said Pinlow; “I will give you a flat thirty-five shillings for the lot.”




  The broker laughed.




  “You have heard the price Mr Callander paid,” he said. “That is the price at which I sell.”




  Pinlow glowered at him.




  “Are you mad?” he snapped; “do you expect me to buy at four times the market value?”




  “I expect nothing,” said the broker. “I didn’t even expect you. I did not ask you to buy them.”




  A light suddenly flashed on Pinlow’s mind.




  “You’re Pallard’s broker, I suppose.”




  “You are at liberty to suppose anything you like,” said the other comfortably; “but there is no harm in my telling you that I am Mr Pallard’s adviser in matters of this kind.”




  “I see.”




  Pinlow got up.




  “It is blackmail,” he said, “blackmail, pure and simple.”




  “You can put it just as you like,” said Mr Burton, unperturbed; “blackmail, whitemail or pinkmail; here is the fact. I have some twenty thousand shares to sell, numbered, ah! from 100,001 up 105,001, and so on and so forth. I did not invite you to tender for these, and I set my own price on them. I attempt to squeeze nobody. I ask a fair price, a price which will enable Mr Callander to sell without a loss. It is for you to buy or to leave.”




  “I shall certainly not buy,” said Pinlow.




  “Very good,” agreed the other. “If those shares are not sold by two o’clock this afternoon, there will be a rise of ten per cent, in their value.”




  Pinlow banged the door behind him.




  A taxicab carried him to the block of buildings near Liverpool Street Station, wherein were the offices of the Beitjesfontein Deep Gold Mining Company, Limited.




  He found three perturbed directors waiting: Freeberg, small and fat; Holmes, tall, cadaverous, and yellow; and Mr Augustus Fanks, that Bayard of Finance.




  He closed the door of the boardroom behind him more gently than he had closed the door of Mr Burton’s office.




  “Lock it,” said Freeberg; and he turned the key.




  “Have you seen the Review?” asked the voices in unison. Pinlow sat down heavily in one of the padded chairs by the table and nodded.




  “Well?”




  “Well?” he snapped. “What are you going to do?”




  “Can’t we square the Review?” suggested Holmes. “You know what these fellows are. A couple of thousand pounds … he can come out next week with an abject apology … ‘Very sorry, we have investigated the matter of Beitjesfonteins, and we find that there is no truth’, etc., etc.”




  By the nodded heads of the other men, Pinlow gathered that this was the plan the board had adopted.




  “You’ll not square the Review,” he said roughly. “Can’t you see that Pallard is behind it all?”




  “I don’t see what there is to be worried about,” said the pompous Fanks. He was a stout and hairless man.




  “We’ve bought in all the shares at dead meat prices, except our friend Callander’s, and you can manage that, can’t you, Pinlow?”




  “I cannot,” replied Pinlow shortly. “The old fool has handed them to Burton, of Burton and Freebody’s.”




  “Buy ‘em,” suggested Fanks.




  “I can buy them,” replied Pinlow grimly, “at a price — that’s what I have come to see you about. Burton will sell at the price Callander gave.”




  “What!” cried the indignant Freeberg. “Why, that’s robbery! It’s monstrous! The man ought to be prosecuted!”




  “In all my life,” said Mr Augustus Fanks deliberately, “I have never heard a more disgraceful thing; why, it’s blackmail!”




  Pinlow showed his teeth.




  “Disgraceful or not,” he said, “we’ve got to buy those shares and the less jaw there is about it the better. Even as it is we have — to run the risk of the Director of Public Prosecutions taking up the case. We have each to subscribe according to the amount we have made out of the stock.”




  “I’ll not subscribe a penny,” said Fanks.




  “Then I won’t trouble you any further,” said Pinlow, making as if to rise. “I shall write to all the financial papers saying that my attention has been called to the article in the Review, and that, having gone into the facts of the case, I am reluctantly forced to the conclusion that there is some truth in the charge — I shall then offer to refund—”




  “But you’re in it!” protested Fanks vigorously. “You’re as much in it as any of us.”




  “My name does not appear in any of the script,” said Pinlow pointedly, “and that is all that matters.”




  “There is no use in wrangling,” interrupted the cadaverous Holmes. “Sit down everybody, and we’ll work out the percentage.”




  That evening as Mr Callander was preparing with a heavy heart for his journey to Sevenoaks, Mr Burton was announced.




  “I have sold your shares,” he said.




  Mr Callander’s smile was a wry one. ‘Bits’ had closed weakly at twentyfive shillings.




  “I am greatly obliged to you,” he said. “I suppose you didn’t get thirty for them?”




  The broker shook his head.




  “No, I didn’t get thirty,” he said dryly. He pulled from his inside pocket a fat bundle of notes, and Mr Callander, who was used to doing business on a cheque basis, wondered.




  “It is all right,” laughed Burton. “I have just come from the bank. I did not trust the people I was doing business with, so I got an open cheque; you can have these notes, or my cheque in the morning.”




  “How much is there?”




  “A little over eighty thousand pounds,” said the unemotional broker.




  Mr Callander collapsed into his chair.




  “But — but how?” he asked weakly. “It is impossible — the shares were only twentyfive shillings — and—”




  “I don’t exactly know how it occurred,” said Mr Burton carefully, “but I strongly suspect that Pallard the Punter has punted to some purpose.”




  XI. Introduces Tinker Smith
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  Mr Augustus Fanks occupied the suite of rooms at the East Central Hotel. He had occupied the same rooms since ‘87 — so he said. He was a big man, big in body, big and square of head. Pale blue eyes looked at you from under his hairless eyebrows. His face was smooth, as smooth as his polished bald head. It had neither line nor crease. He looked like a great overgrown baby, and there was no vestige of hair to indicate his age. Only a certain fulness under each eye indicated that he had behind him a life which had been spent, well or ill.




  It was no exaggeration to say that he was a brilliant financier. If he had been as honest as he was brilliant, he might have risen to any position, but there was a crooked place in his composition that made him prefer those adventurous paths of finance which led through morasses and along the dizzy edges of disastrous precipices, where other men hesitated to go.




  The beaten track was never for him. There were all manners of short cuts to wealth which attracted him. Sometimes they led him over rocky paths and brought him, breathless but triumphant, to his goal. More often than not they brought him to a blank wall of rock, and he had the choice of climbing laboriously back to the place from whence he had started or risk a leap over the chasm which divides the legal from the illicit. He invariably leapt. Fanks had never been found out. That was his secret boast. Not once but many times the law had spread a cunning net for his undoing, but ever he had walked warily round the bait, sniffed at it and gone off to forage on less dangerous ground.




  Pinlow found him alone on the night following the meeting.




  The big man, looking more like a great baby than usual, lay in his big sittingroom, comfortably stretched on the sofa, smoking a huge cigar.




  “Shut the door, Pinlow,” he said; “always shut doors, Pinlow. You never know who is hanging about. Sit over there where I can see you; now let’s have this business out. Paid the cash yet?”




  “Yes, I’ve paid it — this thing looks like ruining me,” said Pinlow moodily.




  Fanks blew a thick cloud of pungent smoke before replying.




  “That’s a fool’s way of looking at things,” he said comfortably. “What is ruin? There’s no ruin except death, and death is preferable to insomnia.”




  “It’s all very well for you to be philosophical,” said the other irritably, “but I can’t afford to be; you’re a rich man—”




  Fanks laughed, and Pinlow noticed that no line appeared in his face when he laughed. He just opened his mouth without expression and emitted a chuckling gurgle of sound.




  “Rich, am I?” he asked. “I’m rich in credit. Pinlow, I owe nearly half a million.”




  He said this proudly.




  “And I shall never pay it,” he added, “and, what’s more, my creditors wouldn’t like me to pay it. I live on my liabilities, and am respected — any fool can live on twenty shillings in the pound.”




  “You are a wonderful man, Fanks,” said Pinlow testily. “I’ve paid the money, and it is now a question of getting some of it back. I want your help.”




  Fanks flicked the ash of his cigar on to the carpet.




  “Well,” he said slowly, “getting money back has never been a recreation of mine: I have always preferred new money, fresh money; there’s more satisfaction in getting somebody else’s money than getting your own.”




  “I think I told you,” said Pinlow, “that I had a horse in the Stewards’ Cup.”




  The other nodded twice.




  “I know — it’s coughing,” he said.




  “Everybody seems to know it,” replied Pinlow angrily. “Well, I backed my horse to win me a little fortune, and I’ve laid Pallard’s horse to lose me another little fortune — if Grey Timothy wins I’m out.”




  Again Mr Fanks puffed noisily.




  “Obviously,” he said slowly. “Grey Timothy must not win. I don’t profess to know much about racehorses — in fact, frankly, my dear Pinlow, I do not exactly approve of horse-racing” — he was a little pompous, and pompousness fitted him remarkably well— “but — er — I might be able to help you. I’m acquainted with a clever man who knows a great deal about horses. This is one Smith.”




  “Tinker Smith?” asked Pinlow carelessly. “Oh, yes, I wrote to him.”




  “Ah, yes, I see you remember that we have spoken of him before; but you understand that you will do nothing illegal, and that I am not introducing you with the object of promoting any illegal act — how much do you stand to lose?”




  “About twelve thousand,” said the other.




  “Ah, and to win a couple of thousand,” Fanks nodded at his own estimate, “and I stand in — how much?”




  “A monkey?” suggested Pinlow.




  Fanks smiled vaguely, staring up at the smoke wreaths above his head.




  “It will cost me that,” he said. “My friends are expensive friends, and I do not quite approve of Smith, now that I come to think of it. Do you know a Dr Jellis? You don’t, I can see.”




  “I don’t know him, and I’m bound to confess that I don’t want to have too many people in the business,” said Pinlow.




  Again Fanks smoked silently.




  “Well, we’ll try Smith, and if Smith fails, we’ll try Jellis — rum old boy, Jellis,” he said. He raised himself with a grunt, and sat up.




  He walked across the room with the slow enjoyable steps of a man who has realized that he was taking exercise without any serious inconvenience or discomfort, and rang the bell.




  His own servant answered the summons and assisted him into his boots.




  Though it was at the end of July and distinctly close, he donned an overcoat and wrapped up his throat carefully.




  “Call a taxi,” he commanded.




  “We’d better see Smith,” he said, when the servant had gone. “He’ll do most things I want.”




  They went down the lift, through the vestibule of the hotel to the street.




  “Drive us to Slippington Street, Somers Town — I’ll tell you where to stop.”




  On the journey Mr Fanks enlightened the other as to the character of the rendezvous where he hoped to find the redoubtable ‘Tinker’.




  “You’ve never heard of the Freedom Club, I suppose?” he asked. “It’s a sort of working men’s club run for men who don’t work.”




  He chuckled at his own little witticism.




  “After all, they are the people who require a club,” he said, shooting a sly look at the other. “A working-man ought to be at work. If he labours thoroughly and conscientiously he ought to be so tired at the end of the day that he should be fit for nothing but sleep. It’s the little man who does not work, who makes his living by his wits, who needs the mental refreshment which communion with his fellow-man alone can give him.”




  Fanks needed little encouragement to make a speech. Rhetoric was his long suit, and Pinlow, who knew his weakness, did not attempt to encourage him. Fortunately, no sooner had Fanks got well started on the subject of the brainfulness of criminals, than the car turned out of the Euston Road into Slippington Street.




  “We’ll stop here,” said Fanks, and leaning forward he knocked at the window of the taxi to call the driver’s attention. Dismissing the car, the two men walked a little way along the busy street.




  “This way,” said Fanks.




  He turned abruptly to the right, into a narrow side street, which was made up of little shops and high model dwellings. One such shop had a painted window and over the fanlight was inscribed modestly the words ‘Freedom Club’. Fanks pushed open the swing door and nodded to a man who sat in a tiny box in the passage.




  “Mr Smith in?” he asked.




  “Just gorn upstairs,” said the man, looking suspiciously at Pinlow.




  “A friend of mine,” explained Fanks.




  “Put his name in the book, sir, according to lor,” recited the man, and produced an old exercise-book in which Fanks scribbled indecipherably. He led the way up the narrow stairs.




  On the first landing was a little man with a straggling beard.




  He stood on the step-ladder placed carelessly in front of the closed door of the ‘front room’, and had a hammer in his hand.




  He glanced inquiringly round, recognized Fanks with a toothless grin and slowly descended the ladder.




  “Clever, eh?” muttered Fanks, “natural position: man doing some repairs outside the room, door locked because of the ladder. Suppose we were strangers or the police, he’d drop that hammer of his, and whilst he was clearing away the ladder and unlocking the door, the lads inside would be ‘clearing up’, eh?”




  The old man moved the ladder, knocked once on the door, and unlocked it.




  Following his conductor, Pinlow entered.




  The room was much larger than he had anticipated. There were a dozen men at or about one large table covered with green baize and marked off in squares, and in the centre a polished black roulette wheel.




  Nobody paid attention to the newcomers, yet every man saw them, with that curious, swift, peering glance with which the professional thief favours humanity.




  The two stood watching the twirling wheel, then a man who sat next to the croupier looked up and caught Fanks’ eyes.




  He sat quietly for a little while; then, whilst the players were staking their money on the green cloth, he rose, and the man who stood behind him took his place at the table.




  He made his way to where the two visitors stood.




  “Well, Smith,” said Fanks blandly, “and how are you?”




  The man nodded uncomfortably.




  He was a lean, wiry man, with a big, pale face. His big head seemed out of all proportion to his body, and there was an air of furtive secrecy about his every movement which suggested that he had at all times some enormous mystery locked up in his bosom.




  “Smith,” said Fanks, dropping his voice, “do you know a gentleman named Pallard?”




  “Racin’ feller?”




  “Yes.”




  Smith hesitated. He spoke grudgingly, as one whose words were precious.




  “Seen him,” he confessed.




  “Have you heard of Grey Timothy?”




  Smith nodded.




  “Ah — you don’t know my friend, of course?”




  Smith shot a swift glance at Pinlow.




  “Done a job for him in Melbourne,” he said laconically.




  “You were supposed to have done a job for me,” corrected Pinlow. “Oh, yes, Fanks I I’ve met Tinker before.”




  “Well, this is how it is,” Fanks went on. “My friend here stands to lose a lot of money over Grey Timothy; now, Smith, we all know how bad it makes a man feel to lose money — eh? Not a nice experience — um?”




  Smith shook his head.




  “Now, suppose,” said Fanks carefully, “suppose this horse isn’t as good as my friend thinks he is; suppose you and my friend had a look at him.”




  “Right,” said Smith, and shot a cunning glance at Pinlow. “Same’s we looked at Iron Pyrites,” he said.




  “Remember,” warned the virtuous Fanks, “I want to know nothing — I know nothing. You’ve got to make your own arrangements.” He looked at his watch. “We must be off soon. You’d perhaps like to have a few words in private.”




  He strolled across to the players and left them alone.




  “You understand, Smith,” said Pinlow, dropping his voice, “that this is a bigger business than Iron Pyrites — it’s neck or nothing with me. I shall have to clear out of England if Grey Timothy wins.”




  “He’ll win nothing,” said Smith, with decision. “Not if what you wrote to me is true: you’ve got the stable lad straightened.”




  “Yes — I’ve had two men down at Wickham Norton for a month, and they haven’t been idle.”




  He caught the other’s arm gently, and led him still further from the players.




  “Smith,” he said slowly, “this fellow Pallard is getting on my nerves; in the old days, for a pony, I could have got him—”




  “Done up?” suggested Smith, as Pinlow hesitated.




  He nodded.




  “You could get him done up now for a pony,” said Smith calmly; “for five an’ twenty pun’ you could get him, so that his own landlady wouldn’t know him.”




  For answer, Pinlow took a pocketbook from his inside pocket and counted out five five-pound notes into the other’s hand.




  Then he saw one of the players watching him.




  “Who is that man?” he asked quickly; “the man with the check suit?”




  “He’s nobody,” said Smith carelessly, “a broadsman by the name of Caggley.”
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  The Saturday afternoon before Goodwood, Brian spent at Hurst Park, an interested spectator of the racing. The presence of the ‘big punter’ was always a source of nervousness to the ring. Impossible horses were rushed to favouritism on the rumour that ‘Pallard had his maximum’ on that particular animal, only to be banished to obscurity when the rumour was disposed of.




  Brian had a wonderful eye for a horse.




  If you had stood at his shoulder, as the horses cantered to the post, and could have read the curious shorthand which he employed, you would observe him jotting down for future reference, against each horse’s name, some comment which was at once brief and illuminating. His race-card at the end of the day was covered with hieroglyphics which translated into ‘Fat’, ‘Untrained’, ‘Will stay’, ‘Ran well for five furlongs’, ‘Overtrained’, etc. He took racing seriously. It was a sport and an occupation, and for all the stories that have gone the rounds as to his reckless betting, the truth is that he was a most careful investor. He never backed a horse that was not his own property — at least, not to any amount. A sovereign was his limit on the tips which necessarily came to him, and these he only invested to give him a ‘gambling interest’ in a race.




  He loved racing for racing’s sake; he could enjoy a week at Newmarket without soiling the virgin leaves of his betting-book.




  But when he betted, he betted freely. No price was too short for him. His ravaging commissioners devoured the markets as locusts devour the land.




  And the public came in on his trail. There was never any secret about his fancy. “He comes late but often,” said the greatest of the bookmakers, “and he goes back heavily laden.”




  In other words, he waited till a ‘market had been formed’, till some other horse had been installed favourite; then he stepped in and took a hand in the proceedings.




  To-day he had only one horse engaged, and one which was not seriously fancied by him. It had been one of the horses with which Grey Timothy had been tried, and had finished a very bad last in the gallop.




  A friend strolled up to him in the paddock. “Fancy yours, Pallard?”




  Brian shook his head.




  “I’ve got a fiver on him,” he said; “but it would have been better to have given it to a charity.”




  Strolling round, he came upon Caggley, resplendent and glittering. The man, from his apparent uneasiness, was anxious to speak, and Brian stopped him.




  “Well, Caggley, you are still at large, I observe?” he said banteringly.




  Caggley grinned.




  “Still at liberty, Captain. If I might be so bold as to say, I have backed your horse in this race.”




  “If I might be so bold,” said Brian, “you are a fool: if this horse wins, I shall be a much-surprised man.”




  He was strolling on when:




  “Beg pardon, Captain,” said the man in a low voice, “you got my wire?”




  Brian nodded and passed on.




  He came to the members’ stand and took out his glasses.




  Whitefax, his own colt, was drawn on the extreme outside, the worst place in the world on the five-furlong course at Hurst Park. That settles him, thought Brian, and gave no more thought to the matter.




  He was chatting with Ernest, who had put in an unexpected appearance, when the sharp roar of the crowd told him that the race had started.




  The horses bunched together on the far side of the course, and something in green and red was making the running on the rails. The diagonal black-striped jacket, he saw with mild surprise, was in the fighting line.




  “Well, I’m dashed!” he said, in astonishment.




  “Why are you dashed?” asked Ernest.




  “My horse is going to win,” said Brian.




  And at the distance the black and white jacket went suddenly to the front and, though challenged left and right, passed the post a comfortable winner by a length.




  Brian put back his glasses and joined the throng making its way to the paddock.




  “Backed away,” he heard somebody say; “one of these wretched starting-price jobs, don’t you know.”




  Brian grinned to himself.




  In the paddock he met the man who had asked him about his horse’s chances.




  “You won, after all,” he said, with a meaning smile. “You beggar, why didn’t you tell me?”




  Brian heaved a deep sigh.




  “My dear, good friend,” he said patiently, “I told you all I knew.”




  “Had a good win?” persisted the other.




  Brian’s face went very red.




  “I have told you I had nothing on the horse, beyond a fiver — don’t you believe me?”




  His tone was sharp and threatening.




  “Oh, of course, if you say so—” protested the other hastily.




  Brian took Ernest by the arm and walked out to meet the winner as he returned to scale.




  “The only thing I have against the English racegoer,” he said, “is that he credits you with being a clever liar.”




  Whitefax, steaming and blowing, was being led through the gate of the paddock, and Brian fell in by the side of the horse.




  “What happened to all the other horses?” he asked the jockey.




  “I don’t know, sir,” said the lad. “We came a good gallop, and the horse was just a little better than the others at the finish.”




  Later, Brian sought out his trainer.




  Ebenezer Colter shared a distinction enjoyed by six out of every ten trainers of racehorses — in that he did not look like a man who had anything to do with horses. A spare man of fifty, with hair and moustache turning grey, he might have been a major of an infantry regiment, as indeed he was, for there was no more enthusiastic Territorial than the quiet man who presided over Pallard’s stable.




  He stroked his moustache gravely as Pallard expressed his surprise at the unexpected win.




  “You are not more surprised than I am,” he said. “The only consolation I have is knowing what Grey Timothy can do to this young fellow.”




  He always spoke of his horses as though they were human.




  “If Tim runs up to his trial,” Colter went on, “he’ll leave the field standing still.”




  “That reminds me,” said Brian; “you are taking every precaution against interference?”




  Mr Colter nodded.




  “Yes — but, seriously, do you expect trouble?”




  “Yes. I think you do, too.”




  “I do and I don’t,” said Mr Colter, a little perplexed. “The two men who Pinlow has sent to watch the horses have been attempting to ingratiate themselves with the lad in charge of the colt — there’s nothing remarkable in that. It’s a way the tout has. I have told the lad to humour them, to give them all the information they need, and if they become too pressing, to let me know.”




  “That is right,” agreed Brian, “and if there is any fun going, I hope you will not leave me out of it.”




  “I would not let you miss it for anything,” he said; “but, seriously, is Pinlow the sort of man — ?”




  “The sort of man! My dear chap, I could give you a list of Pinlow’s iniquities that would fill a volume as big as ‘Races to Come’. He did exactly the same thing in Australia. By the way, I have written to my uncle to come along and see the stable on Monday. Will it be convenient?”




  Mr Colter was surprised, and looked it.




  “Certainly,” he said; and then, “he wasn’t exactly the visitor I should have expected.”




  “I shan’t expect him myself till I see him,” confessed Brian. “He’ll probably bring — er — Miss Callander.”




  After which he changed the subject.




  He waited until just before the last race, and left the course in a taxi, driving to Hampton Court Station.




  There were very few passengers on the platform, for the last race of the day was the Vyner Handicap, an event which was rather popular with the racegoers.




  He walked along the platform till he came to an empty first-class carriage, and entered it.




  He was hardly seated before he heard the guard’s whistle blown, and simultaneously the door was pulled open, and five men tumbled in.




  The train was on the move as they seated themselves, and Brian looked at them over his paper.




  “A tough-looking crowd,” he thought.




  He noticed that each man had a clean white collar and an obviously new tie. This was interesting and ominous. They had been ‘got up’ for some occasion.




  The train had cleared the station when the man sitting in the corner opposite to him leant forward and bought his hand down heavily on Brian’s knee,




  “Hullo, Pallard,” he said familiarly, “how are yer?”




  “Fine,” said Brian, and as he spoke his terrible ‘left’ came round with a lightning swing.




  The man saw it coming, and lifted his hand to ward off the blow, but it was too late.




  It caught him on the point of the jaw, and he went down to the floor of the carriage with a thud. The man sitting next to the owner of Whitefax seized his left arm, but withdrew his hand with a howl of agony, for the heavy black barrel of a Browning pistol had rapped down on his knuckles.




  “And if any of you want trouble,” said Brian, leaning forward and sideways, “you can have it.”




  The wicked muzzle of the pistol waved uncertainly in his hand, and the gang shrank back before the seeming irresponsibility of its erratic movements.




  “Now, I don’t know whether it was Pinlow,” Brian went on carefully, “or one of his pals, who paid you to put me through the mill, but I think you’ll agree with me that it’s a tough job.”




  The man on the floor groaned and struggled into a sitting position. He blinked stupidly at the pistol.




  “Did you hit or shoot me?” he asked.




  “I believe I hit you,” smiled Brian; “but not to any extent.”




  “Can I get up?”




  “Yes — but you’ve got to behave. Give him a hand, you.”




  Brian indicated a man by the simple expedient of allowing the muzzle of his pistol to remain in one direction for a fraction of a minute; and the man hastily obeyed. For the remainder of the journey, the calm young man entertained them with a brief and pointed lecture on manners. Nearing Clapham Junction, he drew a handkerchief from his pocket:




  “Tie that to the handle outside,” he commanded, and one of the men obeyed.




  “No man will attempt to alight at Clapham,” he said cheerfully; “but at Vauxhall I will dispense with your attendance.”




  “What’s the game, governor?” growled one of the men. “What’s this handkerchief?”




  “That is a little joke,” said Brian politely.




  He kept them at Vauxhall just long enough for a dozen watchers who had waited all the afternoon to locate his carriage; then he dismissed them.




  “I have been expecting this,” were his parting words. “I have seen you following me round the paddock; I know that you came after me from the course. You will leave Vauxhall marked men; detectives will follow you to your homes, and by tomorrow morning I shall know much more about you than you know about yourselves. Good afternoon.”




  Cowed and beaten, they crept from the carriage. They bunched together, making for the stairs, one holding his bruised hand, another nursing his jaw.




  Brian watched them from the carriage window. He saw the unobtrusive shadows fall in behind, and returned to his seat.




  That night when Lord Pinlow returned to his flat, he found a package waiting for him marked ‘urgent’. He opened it and was puzzled, for it was no more than a snapshot photograph of five men walking along a station platform. Then, with a curse, he recognized the leader as a man whose services he had enlisted to settle his feud.




  What did it mean?




  He turned the photograph over. There was some writing.




  “Five friends of yours, I think. I had an idea that you would like to have them framed. — B. P.”




  For Brian had made his plans with great completeness, even to the extent of posting a photographer near the exit, and the cheery offensiveness of the inscription was pardonable, for Brian had received an interesting wire from his trainer.
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  Lord Pinlow was engaged in his study until very late that Saturday night. At eleven o’clock he sent for his valet.




  “Perks,” he said, “I am not feeling particularly well.”




  “I am sorry to hear that, m’lord,” replied the man.




  “I am going to bed and I shall want you to take a note to Watford for me — to a Dr Jellis.”




  “Yes, m’lord.”




  “You can have the car. The doctor will probably be in bed and asleep. All you have to do is to slip the note in his letterbox and come away. I don’t care what time you get back, but you are not to disturb me, do you understand?”




  “Quite, m’lord.”




  “I have not been sleeping too well, and I am taking a sleeping draught — if you wake me under any circumstances there will be trouble.”




  He dismissed the man and sat down to write a conventional note to the doctor. Then he returned to his room, locked the door, and changed quickly into an old suit. He waited till he heard the door of the flat click behind the valet, then he stepped into the darkened diningroom and watched his car departing.




  No sooner was it out of sight than he returned to his room, rumpled the bed to give it the appearance of having been slept in, and taking one or two necessary articles from a bureau, he switched off the light and left the room, locking the door behind him.




  In the hall he found a long dark overcoat and a cap.




  These he put on, turned off the light, and stepped out of the flat.




  He crossed Pall Mall, passed St. James’s Palace into the Mall, then turned sharp toward the Admiralty Arch.




  He took a brief survey of the Mall.




  Coming slowly in his direction was a big closed motorcar, remarkable, if for no other reason, from the fact that one headlight was white and one was barred with green stripes of glass.




  He waited till it was nearly abreast of him, then he raised his hand and the car stopped. Without a word to the muffled driver he opened the door and jumped in, and the car moved on.




  There was another occupant, a man who deferentially squeezed himself into one corner of the car as Lord Pinlow entered.




  “Is everything all right?” asked Pinlow, as the car ran swiftly along Whitehall.




  “Got everything,” replied the voice of Tinker Smith.




  There was a long pause.




  “What happened this afternoon — you made a mess of it, I suppose?” demanded Lord Pinlow.




  The man in the corner wriggled uncomfortably.




  “The lads did their best,” he said apologetically, “but he was wise to it, that Pallard. They followed him to the station and got him into the rattler nice and comfortable, an’ Timmy Gooler — who’s no mug-started puttin’ it acrost him. An’ Tim’s been boxing partner of some of the best men in the ring.”




  “Well?”




  “Well, that there Pallard, he didn’t wait for Tim to get busy; he caught him a hook under the jaw that put him to sleep, ‘fore, so to speak, he was properly awake. I’ve been down to his house at Nottin’ Dale to see him. In bed he is, with a face like a pincushion. That there Pallard can fight!”




  Pinlow wrinkled his nose unpleasantly in the darkness. He had some reason to know that ‘that there Pallard’ could fight.




  The car ran through Chelsea, and took the Kingston road. Through Kingston, past Sandown Park, it ran swiftly. Guildford was reached before one, and the car turned on the Petworth road.




  Wickham Norton lies on the downs to the north of Petworth.




  It is a tiny village, and the training establishment of Ebenezer Colter stands a mile and a half from the village.




  It had been bought by an African millionaire, improved beyond recognition, and was chiefly remarkable for the fact that it had six miles of high wall round it, rivalling in height and solidarity the famous walls of Petworth House.




  “Does the driver know who I am?” asked Pinlow, as the car turned cautiously into a treeshaded by-lane a quarter of a mile from the training establishment.




  “No, he’s all right. He’s the chap that drove the Birmingham crowd when they cleared out the jewellers in Corporation Street — it’s a reg’lar business with him.”




  The car came to a standstill and the driver tapped the window.




  Pinlow’s companion alighted and Pinlow followed.




  The chauffeur was engaged in extinguishing the lights of the big lamps.




  “Tell him to have the car turned round and waiting at the end of the lane,” instructed Pinlow.




  He walked briskly back to the high road followed by the other.




  Keeping to the side of the road, they stepped out together.




  “You are sure everything is right?” asked Lord Pinlow as they emerged from the shelter of the high trees that fringed the main road.




  “Certain, m’lord,” said the man. “They’ve got a stableman straightened, one of your chaps — Coggs, you know Coggs, m’lord? — has put everything right.”




  Pinlow nodded.




  “The last business Coggs did for me was none too satisfactory,” he said grimly, remembering his losses on Fixture.




  They walked on in silence, then the man at his side suddenly put out his hand and stopped.




  “Somebody ahead,” he whispered.




  He had seen two shadowy forms by the side of the road.




  He whistled, softly, a bar from a song which was the rage of the moment, and instantly and as softly the refrain was taken up.




  “It’s all right,” said the man in a low voice, “it’s Coggs and Gilly.”




  The two watchers came forward to meet them.




  “That you, Mr Smith?” asked the stouter of the two, and Pinlow’s companion answered.




  They stood talking for a little while.




  “This is Mr Vantine,” introduced Smith.




  Pinlow had his cap drawn down over his eyes, and from the lower part of his face hung a bushy beard. He had fixed it deftly before he had descended from the car.




  “Everything is all right,” said Coggs. “I have got a key to a wicket gate on the far side of the park, that’s this side. There will be no difficulty in getting into the stables — I’ve straightened one of the lads all right.”




  “Who is looking after the colt?” asked Pinlow.




  “One man,” said the other; “he sleeps up above the horse in a bunk above the manger.”




  “Let us get on,” said Pinlow.




  Led by Coggs they skirted the wall of the place. It was not a long walk. Coggs stopped before a little door and Smith flashed a light from an electric lamp whilst Coggs fitted a key to the lock.




  The door opened creakily, and the party passed through. They were a hundred yards from a block of buildings, the bulk of which showed blackly before them.




  Again Coggs led the way.




  With another key he opened a small door that took them into a dark courtyard.




  “Where is the trainer’s house?” whispered Pinlow.




  “The other side of this,” said the other in a low voice; “those are the new boxes Pallard built.”




  There was a deathly silence broken only by the occasional rattle of a chain, as some horse moved in his stall.




  “The first box on the right is empty,” whispered Coggs hoarsely; “the horse is in the second.”




  As they had entered the park, the party had drawn rubber goloshes over their boots, and the men made their way noiselessly to the door of the second box.




  Smith paused and looked round at his employer.




  “The dope or the knife?” he asked.




  “The knife,” said Pinlow promptly; “the other takes too long.”




  The man nodded.




  He tried the stable door cautiously.




  It moved to his touch. This was as had been arranged. He opened it a couple of inches, then he closed it again, and took a small flat leather case from his pocket. From this he extracted a surgeon’s scalpel. He opened it with a click and smoothed the wicked little blade on the palm of his hand.




  “You come in with me,” he whispered.




  Pinlow nodded and the man opened the door and slipped through, his master following.




  The box was in one corner of the stable. Throwing the beam of his light on the ground to show the way, Smith made for the box, and gently lifted the big latch.




  He saw the sheeted figure of the horse standing quietly.




  Very quickly he flashed the light on the near hind leg and chose the spot, a little above the fetlock.




  The horse stood remarkably still, and standing on one side to avoid the kick which would assuredly come, Smith drove the knife home with a quick scientific turn of his wrist.




  The scalpel snapped off short in his hand and he uttered an oath. As for the horse, it did not move.




  “What is wrong?” asked Pinlow sharply.




  “Wrong? — why, this is a wooden horse!” gasped the other.




  “What?” began Pinlow, when there was a ‘click’, and the stable was suddenly brilliantly illuminated.




  Three big incandescent lamps blazed in the roof and Pinlow stepped back quickly towards the door.




  “Don’t move,” said a quiet voice.




  Lying full length on the bunk above the manger, his head resting on his crooked arm, was a young man. In his other hand was the ugly black pistol that looked all barrel.




  “Don’t move,” said Mr Brian Pallard again, “because if you do I shall shoot, and I have no desire to miss a day’s racing to give evidence at your inquest.”




  Pinlow hung his head down. His big black beard hid the lower part of his face.




  “Be not so modest,” taunted the man in the bunk. “I think I have seen you before — Lord Pinlow, I believe?”




  “I don’t know what you mean?” said Pinlow gruffly.




  “You will know — and everybody will know — if you don’t keep still. For a pistol-shot may miss you, but the sound will arouse a strong body of police which is stationed in the park, and then, my dear chap, the fat will be in the fire.”




  He sat up in the bunk and lolled, his legs hanging over the edge easily and comfortably.




  “I suppose I’ve done wrong,” said Pinlow sullenly, removing his beard, “and I shall be misunderstood; but I only came to have a look at this champion of yours.”




  “Came from a fancy-dress ball, I suppose?” asked the other innocently. “Well, you can have a look at him. He’s made of wood, as your truthful lieutenant said. In fact, Pinlow, he’s the wooden horse that my friend Colter keeps to hang his harness on: the sort of thing you see in a saddler’s window, you know. Colter picked him up cheaply at a sale.”




  Pinlow said nothing.




  “We painted his hind legs white,” continued Brian, “in order to complete the illusion. Colter and I did it; the paint is not yet dry.”




  “What are you going to do?” growled Pinlow.




  Brian shook his head.




  “I’m blest if I know!” confessed his captor; “you’re much too innocent to be locked up. A man who would believe that he could straighten — that’s the word, isn’t it? — a stableman of mine, a man who has been with me for ten years, is more to be blamed than pitied!”




  With a reproving shake of his head, he stepped down from the bunk, alighted nimbly upon the broad back of the wooden horse, and walked along till he came to the tail, then he jumped lightly into the box.




  “I hardly know what to do with you,” he repeated, “except to give you some good advice.”




  “Dash your advice,” snarled the other, “you can do as you like: you’re brave enough with that pistol, Pallard; put it down for a bit and I’ll show you who’s the better man.”




  “I know who’s the better man,” said the other simply, “I need no further proof: there’s the door, you had better skip. You’ll find Messrs. Coggs and Gilly very sore outside the park, where my stablemen have put them — you didn’t hear the little scuffle outside, I suppose? Good morning — stay!”




  Pinlow was on his way to the door and turned back.




  “You’ve forgotten your whiskers,” said Brian gravely, and pointed to the telltale beard that lay on the floor.




  He followed the two men across the park, out through the little wicket on to the road.




  None of the three troubled to speak to two groaning men who lay by the wall, drenched through — there was a convenient duck-pond near where the irate stablemen had found Coggs and Gilly — and they left them sore and aching.




  The two walked quickly in the direction of the lane where the motorcar had been left.




  There was no sign of it and they looked about in bewilderment.




  Brian came up.




  “Looking for the car, I suppose?” he said. “It is halfway to London by now; the fact is, the driver had the choice of arrest or bolt — and he bolted.”




  He gave them time to realize the situation, then he went on:




  “A nice ten-mile walk will do you both good; you don’t get enough exercise, Pinlow; you’re getting fat. You’re nothing like the lithesome dapper conquestador I knew in Melbourne.”




  Blind rage choked the man he addressed. He half turned.




  “I’ll kill you one of these days, Pallard!” he hissed.




  “Then you’ll be hanged by a silken rope,” said the imperturbable man in the centre of the road; “for that, I understand, is the privilege of your caste.”




  He stood watching them till they were swallowed up in the night, then he walked back thoughtfully to the trainer’s house.




  “We ought to have had them arrested,” said Colter, as they sat in the long diningroom, hung from ceiling to floor with pictures.




  “What is the use?” Brian was sipping a cup of coffee. “It would only make a scandal, and that sort of thing does not do the game much good.”




  “It is curious you should have come down last night,” said the trainer thoughtfully; “for although this plot has been hatching for a week, I knew nothing about it till last evening when I came home from Hurst Park.”




  Brian smiled.




  “I have known all about it for a week,” he said; “it was to be the last resource.”




  “Do you think it is their last resource?” asked the trainer.




  Brian shook his head.




  “Honestly, I do not,” he said.




  And he was right.
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  Mr Callander thought the matter over a long time before he came to any decision: before he even consulted Horace, his son. Horace had been in low spirits and an object of his father’s solicitude. Gladys had been in an unaccountably good humour, which did not please Mr Callander at all.




  The trip might raise the drooping spirits of his son; it might even subdue the exuberance of his daughter.




  For Mr Callander was not altogether a fool. He had not lived his sixty years of life without making certain fundamental discoveries. He detected certain symptoms in his daughter’s attitude toward life: a certain joyousness of voice, buoyancy of carriage, a lightness and a freshness none of which were incompatible with the possibility that she was in love.




  He had thought for a very short space of time that it was Pinlow who was the object of her affection, and curiously enough the notion did not afford him the pleasure that it would have done a few weeks before. Pinlow had not — well, he had not shone. Mr Callander shook his head at the thought. No, Pinlow had decidedly fallen short.




  Was it Brian?




  Here again Mr Callander’s feelings had undergone a revolution.




  Brian was a rascal, an associate of rascals, and a brawler.




  A brawler, by Mr Callander’s strict code, was only once removed from a drunkard.




  Against which, Brian had done much for him. Nobody had explained, at least, nobody had attempted to give an adequate explanation of the remarkable conversion of his worthless shares into cash. Yet, without explanation, Mr Callander knew that, in some way, Brian was the author of the miracle.




  So whilst disapproving of his nephew and all his works, Mr Callander permitted himself to be tolerant.




  But not to the extent of encouraging his daughter in that folly — if Pallard were the man.




  He had an opportunity of consulting Horace on the Saturday night. Horace was apathetic, he was quite willing to do anything.




  The interview took place in Mr Callander’s study at Hill View, and Horace was ill at ease and feverishly anxious to come to another subject.




  “Father,” he said, when his parent had finished,




  “I want to tell you something: I’m sure you won’t mind — I hardly like to speak to you …”




  He stammered away so far and caught his father’s cold eye with something like a shudder.




  “It is not, I trust,” said the elder man softly, “another speculation in provisions?”




  Horace went pink and white and muttered a reluctant “No.”




  “I cannot tell you how grieved I was,” said Mr Callander, “to learn that you had been indulging in what I cannot but describe as a gamble — and with the people’s food. Oh, shame, Horace!”




  He was very sad, but he was also severe, and Horace invented a quick lie.




  “No, father, this — this is a matter — a friend of mine, an awfully good chap, in temporary difficulties, you know, and I thought you, that is I, might do something.”




  “Who is this friend?” asked Mr Callander with chilling politeness.




  “Oh, you wouldn’t know him!” said Horace vaguely; “he’s a man I know, and he’s got plenty of money coming along some day.”




  Mr Callander crossed his legs and put the tips of his fingers together.




  “I shall be glad to accommodate your friend,” he said.




  “Thank you, father,” said the gratified Horace.




  “To the extent of?” asked Mr Callander.




  “Two thousand.” His father nodded. “Must say, governor, it is really downright decent of you.”




  “I shall, of course, require security,” Mr Callander went on.




  “I — of course I’ll stand as security,” said Horace eagerly.




  “That will not do,” said his father, and Horace’s face fell. “I shall want convertible security, realizable security; that, of course, your friend will furnish.”




  Horace had fallen from his exaltation to the depth of gloom.




  “He can’t give you security, father,” he said with a touch of querulous impatience. “He could get money from a moneylender if he had security.”




  “He won’t get it from me without,” said Mr Callander decisively, “and I think we will not discuss the matter any further.”




  When Horace was in trouble he invariably sought his sister. He made no exception in this case. He found her in the drawingroom reading, and she did not need any information as to how the interview had gone. His face told of his despair. He flung himself down in a mild rage — Horace was never violent in anything he did.




  “What did father say?” she asked.




  “He wouldn’t,” he said sulkily.




  “Did you tell him everything?”




  He squirmed angrily on the settee.




  “No — well, I told him all he need know. As a matter of fact, I didn’t say I wanted it for myself; I asked him to let me have it for a friend of mine.”




  She was troubled at this.




  “I do not think that you ought to have said that,” she said gently. “Why not tell him the truth — after all, £500 isn’t much.”




  “I asked for two thousand,” he said.




  Her eyebrows rose.




  “Two thousand — why?” she asked, in consternation.




  “Because that happens to be the amount I want,” he said grimly enough.




  “But you told me it was only five hundred,” she persisted. “Oh, Horace, you don’t mean it?”




  He turned a weary face to her.




  “Now, please don’t sermonize me,” he begged. “I’ve had enough of it from father.”




  There was a long and painful silence which she broke:




  “Was it butter this time?” she asked meekly.




  “It was eggs, or were eggs,” he said. “We sold short, thinking we could get all the eggs we wanted from Morocco, and then that infernal Pretender person started kicking up a rumpus, and we had to buy elsewhere and through the nose.”




  “But why did you want to buy eggs?” she asked. “What were you going to do with them?”




  “Oh, eat them!” he snapped. “What do people do with things they buy? They sell them, of course.”




  He got up and began pacing the room.




  “I really don’t know what I shall do — I know!” He stopped suddenly as an idea came to him.




  “What?” she asked.




  “I’ll go to that fellow Pallard,” he said. “After all, though he’s a gambler, he’ll understand; and these people who bet are frightfully generous.”




  She was on her feet now, and her face was resolute.




  “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” she said quietly. “I absolutely forbid you to see Mr Pallard.”




  “What on earth do you mean?” he asked, astonished at her vehemence.




  “Exactly what I say,” she said. Her lovely eyes were ablaze with anger; she was in the mood that her less resolute brother liked least. “Have you no sense of dignity, Horace? How can you ask a man to help you for whom you have no good word; of whom you cannot speak without a sneer?”




  “Well, you needn’t get into a fit about it,” he growled. “You know the kind of chap he is.”




  He utterly mistook her attitude, for he went on:




  “After all, we are entitled to use those kind of people.”




  Her face was very pale, and had he been anybody but his confident self, he would have been warned by the clouds that were gathering on her brow.




  “That kind of person,” she repeated. “What do you mean by, ‘that kind of person’?”




  “Oh, well — a gambling chap,” he said.




  “And what are you but a — a gambling chap?” she asked sarcastically. “The only difference that I can see between you is that whilst Mr Pallard gambles on the horses he understands, you gamble on eggs and butter that you know nothing about.”




  Horace eyed her severely.




  “You are talking nonsense, Gladys,” he said sharply. “It is ridiculous to compare a business man with a horse-racing person.”




  “It is utterly ridiculous,” she retorted, “to compare you with Mr Pallard.”




  “You are infernally offensive,” he said hotly; “and if I do not go to Pallard, I shall go to Pinlow.”




  “That is your affair,” she replied, unmoved by his threats;— “but if you dare ask Mr Pallard—”




  “Don’t dare me, please!” he began angrily, when the door opened to admit his father.




  “Ah, here you are both together,” said Mr Callander, the seeds of whose geniality fell upon stony places at the moment. “I have come to see Gladys about this trip on Monday.”




  “Trip, father?” she asked. “What trip is this?”




  Mr Callander composed himself into an easychair before replying.




  “I have been asked if I will take you both to — er — a training establishment, and really I am in two minds about the matter.”




  “A training establishment?”




  She had a dim idea that it was something to do with railways.




  “Yes, Gladys. I have had a letter from your — er — Cousin Brian.”




  He saw the red come to her face and groaned inwardly. At that moment he resolved upon his course of action.




  “I have also had a letter from the trainer of his horses — a very well-expressed letter, though I dare say it was written for him; these people can afford secretaries — seconding the invitation.”




  Her heart was beating quickly with mingled delight and apprehension. Delight at the prospect of seeing the horses, and apprehension lest her father refused.




  “I think we will go,” he said; and Horace looked up in astonishment. “I think you ought to see the kind of people that your cousin — er — makes friends of.”




  That was the brilliant idea which had occurred to Mr Callander. He knew by hearsay the type she was likely to meet.




  “Vice, unfortunately,” said Mr Callander oracularly, “wraps itself in such pleasant garb that, seen from a distance, it looks like sober virtue. The blaze of the footlights, so to speak, conceals rather than emphasizes the tawdriness of the stage. Young and romantic persons,” he looked very hard at his daughter, and she became more confused in her endeavour to appear unconcerned, “are often deceived by the glamour of distance. I think it is only fair that we should take the opportunity of a closer view what say you, Horace?”




  Horace had much to say, but he contented himself with expressing the view that he thought the visit ill-advised. Mr Callander hesitated. He had a great respect for the opinion of his son — other than on matters of finance.




  “Ill-advised, Horace?” repeated Gladys sweetly.




  “Yes,” he said sulkily. “I don’t want you to meet these gambling people — at any rate, I shan’t come.”




  “Of course, my dear,” hastened his father, “if you take that view — I would never go against your conscience.”




  “Oh, do come, Horace!” pleased the girl, and there was a dangerous glitter in her eye; “it will be so good for you; besides, if you do not care to see the horses, you can go to the nearest farm and ask them about your hobby.”




  “Hobby?” Mr Callander was puzzled.




  “Yes, father; didn’t you know that Horace was awfully keen on poultry farming?”




  It was mean of her, and she knew it; but there was a force working within her which was stronger than she was.




  “Horace is very interested in poultry, aren’t you?” — she turned to the glowering youth “in chickens, and butter, and eggs—”




  “Oh, I’ll come!”




  He mumbled his surrender, in which entreaty and rage were equally blended.




  “If you’d rather not,” his father still hesitated. “I should not like to think that I had persuaded you against your will.”




  “It’s not against my will,” growled the other ungraciously. “I’d rather like to see this fellow’s horses.”




  Mr Callander nodded.




  “Well, that’s settled,” he said, and turned his attention to his daughter. “I think,” he said, in his best quizzical manner, “I rather think that you will find your visit an experience.”




  “I’m sure I shall, father,” she replied fervently.




  “I once visited such an establishment,” mused Mr Callander, “many years ago, when I was a young man. I am not sure whether it was a horse-racing stable or a trotting stable — the two are not synonymous, you will be surprised to learn,” he explained. “At any rate, it was — er — an adventure. The trainer was a terrible man, somewhat on an intellectual level with Charles, the groom. I believe most trainers are of the same class. You may expect to meet some rather curious people.”




  He checked himself saying too much. It would be as well if Gladys saw these things with her own eyes. It might be a mistake to prepare her.




  “I shan’t be at church tomorrow, father,” said Horace.




  Mr Callander looked over his glasses in pained surprise.




  “Not at church, Horace?” he repeated reprovingly.




  “No; the fact is, I have promised to go to town,” said Horace. “I’ve got to see a man who is sailing for South Africa on Monday.”




  His father nodded slowly.




  “It cannot be helped, I suppose,” he said, “though I must confess that I am adverse to Sunday travelling.”




  Horace did not pursue his excuse. He meant to see Pinlow, though he despaired of convincing him to a sense of his urgent need.




  Pinlow had not exactly been sympathetic on the one occasion when he had sought his assistance. In fact, his lordship had not given him an opportunity of explaining his position.




  That, at any rate, was a comfort. Pinlow did not know, and therefore had not refused his help.




  The following morning Horace left for London by a slow train. He reached town soon after one, and lunched in the Haymarket.




  He came to Lord Pinlow’s flat in Pall Mall a little before three. Lord Pinlow was out, said the man. “Will you wait, sir?”




  He knew Horace as a friend of Pinlow’s. “Is he likely to be long?”




  “I don’t know, sir,” said the man. “He had a very bad night, and went over to see his doctor — at least, not his lordship’s doctor, but a Dr Jellis.”




  Horace decided to wait.




  After an hour’s stay he rang the bell.




  “I’ll go for a little walk in the Park,” he said. “Will you tell his lordship that I wish to see him urgently, and that I will return in an hour?”




  It was a little more than the hour before he came back.




  Pinlow had not returned, and Horace was debating in his mind whether he would go out again when the bell rang, and his quarry entered.




  Pinlow looked tired; there were dark shadows under his eyes, and hard lines at the corners of his mouth. He favoured Horace with an involuntary scowl.




  “Hello, Callander!” he said, in no friendly tone; “what the devil do you want?”




  Horace observed that he carried a little black box in his hand, and carried it gingerly. It was about two inches square, and looked what it was, a very ordinary cartel such as is employed for packing medicinal powders.




  Horace observed that his host placed this very carefully on the top shelf of a bookcase before turning his attention to him.




  “What do I want?” repeated Horace, attempting the jocular. “Well, I want many things, but most immediately I require some money.”




  Pinlow stared at him.




  “You don’t mean it?” he said.




  “I do,” said the youth. “Fact is, I have been speculating, and I’ve lost two thousand.”




  Pinlow laughed long and loud. It was the first amusing thing that had happened to him for two days.




  “You poor devil!” he said; “you poor devil! I never thought you were so human — and what horse did you lose it on?”




  “I never back horses,” said Horace, with dignity. “I hope I am not such a fool as to back horses.”




  “It doesn’t matter very much how you lost it,” said the other sarcastically, “so long as you have been fool enough to lose it. How did it happen?”




  Thereupon Horace related the sad story of the speculation in provisions. Pinlow heard him through, and then burst into a fit of immoderate laughter.




  “What a mug!” he laughed, wiping his eyes. “What an easy mug! Oh, you innocent child! Now what do you want me, or expect me, to do?”




  “I thought you might lend me the money,” said Horace stiffly. He saw nothing amusing in his cruel dilemma.




  “Lend it to you? — don’t talk nonsense,” said Pinlow, coming back to the seriousness of his own affairs with a snarl. “If I’d any luck, I could have lent it to you, but I’m—”




  He stopped.




  “Are you a friend of Pallard’s?” he asked.




  Horace shrugged his shoulders.




  “You know perfectly well I’m not,” he said; “I’ve never forgiven him—”




  “Never mind about your forgiveness,” said Pinlow impatiently; “are you on visiting terms with him?”




  This was a heavensent opportunity, thought Pinlow. All the way from Watford he had been wondering how the essential part of his scheme could be carried into effect. And here at hand was the instrument.




  Seeing Horace hesitate, he repeated his question.




  “Well, I’m not exactly on visiting terms,” replied the other; “as a matter of fact, I never see him, and besides, I can’t ask him. There are some things a fellow can’t do, and that is one of them.”




  He said this heroically enough, but he confounded his sister as he said it. It would have been so easy to get the money from Brian.




  Pinlow’s face darkened again.




  “Oh!” he growled.




  “I shall be seeing him on Monday,” Horace went on; “but I shall have no chance then, and besides—”




  “Seeing him on Monday!” asked Pinlow quickly. “Where?”




  “He has asked father down to his stables.”




  “To Wickham?”




  There was a bright light in Pinlow’s eyes as he eagerly put the question.




  Horace nodded.




  Pinlow was wondering how he could broach the subject.




  “Look here, Callander,” he said, after a while, “you’re not a bad little chap, though somewhat of a mug — I think I might manage the two thousand for you.”




  “No, could you really?” asked the delighted Horace. “My dear fellow, you are really too good — I could pay you back, and give you interest; I want to do things on a business footing.”




  “I can’t do it myself,” Pinlow went on; “but I’ve got a friend in the City who can manage these things — and please don’t thank me, for I am going to ask you to do something for me.”




  “If,” said Horace, speaking with pardonable emotion, “there is anything in the world I can do, command me.”




  “When are you going to Wickham?”




  “On Monday; why?”




  “Do you know by what train?”




  Horace shook his head.




  “I can find out,” he said.




  “Could you telephone to me here?”




  “Certainly.”




  “Good. You will go from London Bridge or Victoria — but stay, you’ve got a car.”




  “We’re going by train,” said Horace, “the governor does not like cross-country journeys by car.”




  “Excellent! You must let me know which station you are going from. Find an excuse for going into the refreshment-room — I will ‘phone you which one, and I will be there and I will give you something.”




  “The money?” said Horace eagerly, nodding his head.




  “Oh, hang! no, not the money! but something which is worth money to me.”




  He pointed to the shelf where the little box reposed.




  “That is the thing I shall give you — that small box, and I shall want you to put it into your pocket, and carry it till you come to Wickham. And when you are being shown Grey Timothy — that’s a horse by the way — I want you to slip that box out of your pocket, take off the lid, and shake the contents on the nearest heap of refuse. If you can, open it inside the stable.”




  “But I don’t understand,” said Horace, and, indeed, his bewilderment was plain; “you are not asking me to do something that is wrong?”




  Pinlow turned a shocked face to the young man.




  “My young friend,” he said indignantly, “do you imagine that I should ask you to do anything wrong? Sit down and I will tell you all about it.”




  Horace sat and Pinlow wandered about the room deep in thought; as well he might be, for he had less than sixty seconds to invent a lie which would be at once plausible and convincing.




  “Inside that box,” he said, “are a number of green leaves. You are not superstitious, are you? That is because you are not a racing man, my dear Horace. Well, I am superstitious. My good luck has invariably been associated with green, my unlucky number is ten. Inside that box are ten green leaves. You probably know the legend that if a man leaves a token of his bad luck in the vicinity of a man who is having all the good luck, the luck will turn.”




  “But surely, my dear Pinlow,” expostulated Horace with a tolerant smile, “you don’t believe in that sort of thing?”




  Pinlow nodded sadly.




  “I do, most emphatically,” he said; “so much so that I was thinking of paying a surreptitious visit to Wickham to leave my bad luck behind. Now, will you do this for me?”




  “Why, of course; but let me take the box now.”




  The other shook his head.




  “That would not do,” he said quickly. “I — I must keep my bad luck by me as long as I can — till the very last moment, in fact.”




  Horace rose to go.




  “You may depend upon me,” he said good-humouredly, “though really I thought better of you.”




  “We all have our little weaknesses,” said his benefactor, “and I shall depend upon you not to betray mine to a soul.”




  “You may trust me,” said Horace, in his magnanimity, and a few minutes later was walking down Pall Mall, whistling a gay little tune, though the Sabbath bells cried shame upon his levity.




  Pinlow, watching from his window, was whistling cheerfully too.




  XV. In the Stables
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  Coming up to London on the Monday morning Mr Callander found his inclination to enlighten his daughter on the manners and morals of ‘horse-racing’ folk so strong, that it quite overpowered his anxiety to allow the brutal truth to come upon her with a rush.




  “Gladys does not know,” he said, adopting his favourite method of address — the third person singular; “and Gladys would probably never realize how much her father knows of these worldly matters.”




  Gladys was much too happy even to speculate upon the amount of original sin in her father’s composition.




  She murmured a polite expression of surprise and admiration.




  “Yes,” continued Mr Callander. “I have had to meet and frequently to combat some extraordinary people — I had hoped that you would be spared the experience.”




  “Perhaps they aren’t so bad, father,” she protested mildly.




  “You may probably be a little shocked by the crudeness of the men we meet to-day, but unless they are outrageous you must endure them. They will discuss matters which will probably make you uncomfortable, but here again you will be wise to direct your thoughts to some other channel, and ignore them as far as possible.”




  “I’m sure I shall, father,” she agreed absently.




  “Coarseness,” began her parent, when they ran into London Bridge Station, and the discussion was postponed.




  Mr Callander was obsessed with the idea that he knew London much better than any other man. He took credit for London, as one who had invented it. So with many voluble explanations as to which was the nearest way from the South Eastern to the London and Brighton station he led the way.




  Horace had been engrossed on the journey up, burying his face in the paper, and taking little or no interest in the conversation. He followed his father submissively and waited whilst the tickets were purchased.




  There was a quarter of an hour to wait before the train left, and seizing the moment when his relatives were engaged in buying papers for the journey — Mr Callander always made large literary purchases when he was travelling on any but his own line — he strolled off and made his way to the refreshment-room.




  Pinlow was waiting with the package.




  “Don’t touch the box until you are ready to empty it,” he said. “You’ve got a dustcoat on your arm; let me slip it into your pocket.”




  Horace opened the wide pocket of his Burberry, and Pinlow carefully inserted his ‘luck’.




  “Don’t crush it,” he warned. “Lay your coat lightly on the hat-rack and take it down when you get to Burnham Junction.”




  “What about the money?” asked Horace. “I’ve had another letter from the brokers this morning, the beggars are getting cheeky.”




  “That will be all right,” said Pinlow, “Now run off and join your people — I don’t want them to see me.”




  His father was looking round helplessly when Horace came up.




  “Oh, here you are!” said Mr Callander. “I wondered where on earth you had got to. Come along, come along.”




  He hurried them up the platform, hastily found a carriage and bundled them in.




  “It is better to be too early than too late,” he said with that sententiousness which parents employ towards their children, under the impression that they can do so with impunity.




  The remark was called forth by the discovery that there was still ten minutes to wait.




  The journey down was all too long for Gladys, all too short for her father.




  She had not met Brian since that wonderful day. She had had surreptitious messages from him. Little unexpected telephone calls, little notes which arrived in her father’s absence. Once there had come a magnificent basket of roses, the presence of which would have required some explaining away but for the fact that she pressed every available vase into her service and made her room a veritable bower — as Brian had hoped she would. She wanted to see him badly — and yet she was nervous of meeting him. Their friendship — if you called it no more — was founded on such shifting ground.




  She would be a little cold to him, she thought, a little distant, wilfully inattentive. But that would hurt him, and of all things in the world she desired least to give him pain.




  But if she were too friendly and met him halfway or more than halfway, he might misunderstand. There was no explaining away the kiss in the garden — to do her justice she never tried to — and perhaps he might think she had been too complaisant. In fact, she by turns tortured and delighted herself with hopes half formed, fears half rejected, and speculations which went round in a circle, as girls have hoped and feared and speculated, since life was life.




  “… the thing to do, of course,” Mr Callander was saying, “is to take a firm step at once. If you put a man in his place at the very outset, he remains there. I feel I ought to tell Gladys this, because she may think I am a little brusque with this Bolter—”




  “Colter,” she came out of her dreams to correct him.




  “Ah, yes, Colter!” Mr Callander accepted the correction with a gracious smile. “Gladys will see as she gets older how necessary it is to check the familiarities of one’s inferiors — at the beginning. That is essential. I once knew a man, very well respected in the City, who allowed himself — and he was really greatly to blame — to get on terms of friendship with a sporting person. And one day Clark — it was Clark of Clark, Hansun and Timms, a very good firm — was going into the Royal Exchange when this person came up to him and smacked him on the back! In the very centre of the City!”




  Gladys wanted to laugh, but she preserved her gravity with an effort.




  “Did anything happen?” she asked innocently.




  “Nothing,” said Mr Callander impressively; “except that Clark, Hansun and Timms lay under some suspicion for a long time.”




  He gave some other instances of the disastrous effects of undesirable acquaintanceship, but Gladys was not listening.




  She woke from her reverie, as the train slowed for Burnham. She followed her father to the platform and went very red. For there was Brian, buoyant and smiling, waiting to receive her.




  She was frigid against her will, but Brian did not seem to be abashed. He was in excellent spirits. He shook hands more heartily with Mr Callander than that gentleman had been accustomed to and was almost effusive with the silent Horace.




  “This is Mr Colter,” he introduced.




  It came as a little shock to Mr Callander to discover that the trainer was a neat gentleman, straight of back, grave of eye, infinitely self-possessed.




  Mr Callander, however, made it a rule of life never to judge people by their looks. In plain English, this meant that he never gave people credit for their favourable appearances.




  “I can’t tell you how glad I am you’ve come,” Brian was saying. He walked ahead with the girl, down the steps that led to the tunnel under the line. In the darkness she felt her arm gently squeezed and pretended not to notice.




  “Father was most anxious to come,” she said primly and untruthfully.




  “I knew he would be,” Brian said.




  “You must not shock him,” she warned.




  “You must help me,” he said cryptically.




  Mr Callander, walking behind with the trainer, was engaged in putting that calm individual in his place.




  “You have not seen a racing stable before?” asked Mr Colter politely.




  “No,” answered Mr Callander shortly.




  “Do you know this county at all?” asked the other.




  “No,” said Mr Callander.




  “It’s rather a fine county — I’m particularly fond of it: my father and my grandfather lived here in the same house I now occupy.”




  “Indeed?” said Mr Callander.




  A motorcar waited outside the station, and Brian climbed into the driver’s seat and helped the girl to the seat by his side. Mr Callander, his son, and Ebenezer Colter took their seats behind.




  “Do you hunt?” persevered the trainer.




  “No,” said Mr Callander.




  Mr Colter sighed, but made one more effort.




  “You are not related to the Callanders of Warwick, I suppose?” he asked.




  Now the Callanders of Warwick were the most illustrious branch of the Callander family, being related through a female branch to a real duke.




  “Yes,” admitted the other reluctantly; “do you know them?”




  “Yes,” said Mr Colter unconcernedly. “They were tenants of my father’s for many years.”




  “Really?” said Mr Callander, impressed. “I trust,” he added, moved to humour in spite of himself, “that they were good tenants.”




  “Fairly,” said Mr Colter cautiously.




  Mr Callander was on his mettle.




  “Did you ever meet the Duke of Glazebury?” he asked.




  “Oh, yes; I’ve met him,” said Mr Colter. “We were at Eton together, and a fairly useless sort of ass he was.”




  Mr Callander was on the point of informing his companion that the Duke — as he was always referred to by the family — was a relative of his, but changed his mind.




  He began to revise his views about trainers.




  “Do you not think my nephew is rather reckless?” he asked.




  “A little,” said the other. “But he will grow out of that — Oh, you probably mean as a bettor?”




  Mr Callander nodded.




  “No, he’s anything but careless — thought you were referring to his driving. We skimmed that corner rather sharply.”




  Mr Callander tried again.




  In the shortest space of time he had discovered himself so far from dominating the situation as to be making conversation with the trainer. The road passed through a little village, and mounted steeply to the Downs. Across a clear stretch of open heath-land, the car sped until the high red walls of Mr Colter’s home came in sight. They ran into the park through the opened gates of wrought-iron, and pulled up before the quaint porch of the house.




  It was a beautiful old dwelling. The house was a smother of climbing roses, and as the visitors descended they caught a glimpse of an old-world garden.




  “You must see my gardens,” said Colter, after his guests had been relieved of their dustcoats, and a servant had brushed away the dust of travel.




  “Let the man take your coat, Mr Callander.”




  “Thank you,” said Horace hastily, “I will carry it on my arm. I — I am not staying long. I have a friend living in the neighbourhood—”




  Mr Callander stared at his son in surprise.




  “What I mean,” said Horace desperately — he had no proper gift for lying— “is that I think I know a man about here; anyway, I’ll carry my coat.”




  Mr Colter led the way to the stables.




  They lay behind the house, two quadrangles shaped like an — sign — the open ends being marked by a semicircular wall pierced by a large iron gate.




  “It looks rather like a fortress,” said the girl smilingly. “Are you ever attacked?”




  “Often,” said Brian; “it is a hard life owning horses.”




  “Seriously?” she said with a pretty air of seriousness. “Are all these stories true one reads about — of horses being injured in order that they should not win?”




  He laughed.




  “I have read about them; they are not very convincing,” he said lightly.




  “But,” she persisted, “does it ever happen? Has it ever happened to you?”




  “Has it ever happened to me?” he repeated thoughtfully.




  “No, I don’t think it has.”




  “Really?”




  “Really.”




  She drew a long sigh of relief. “I shouldn’t like to think anybody could be so wicked,” she said, “and especially about Grey Timothy — you have interested me awfully about your horse.”




  “Come and see him run tomorrow,” he said, dropping his voice.




  She shook her head.




  “Father would not come,” she said regretfully.




  “Look here,” said the sinful Brian eagerly, “I’ll send a car for you.”




  “Mr Pallard” — she was very severe— “you are not asking, me to deceive my father, are you?”




  “Yes,” said Brian shamelessly.




  She stared at him coldly, and he did not drop his eyes. Indeed, you might have imagined that he was suggesting a meritorious plan, one that commanded respect and admiration, rather than reproof. Then her lips twitched, and she smiled against her will.




  “I think you are very wicked,” she said, shaking her head slowly; “and father would be awfully cross if he knew.”




  “Under those circumstances,” he said gravely, “you had better not tell him.”




  Just then Mr Colter turned with an inviting smile, and she joined him.




  The great trainer had one amiable trait. He never had a bad horse.




  They might not be good racehorses, they might be wholly incapable of winning; but he found some redeeming feature.




  “Horses,” he explained to the girl, as they approached the first box, “are like human beings, except that they cannot talk; and as they cannot talk, they are constantly being misunderstood.”




  The first door was open, and the horse looked round as he heard the familiar footstep.




  “This is Fixture,” said the trainer sorrowfully. “He’s a good horse, but has no pace: as gentle as a pet dog,” he patted the horse caressingly. “Poor old fellow, he would win if he could, but he can’t, and, after all, we can’t expect impossibilities. Wait until he’s a year older, and he’ll show some of these bad horses the way to gallop.”




  To the next box they went.




  “Don’t go too near; he’s a little nervous.”




  “In fact,” said Brian, “he’s a savage little beast.”




  “Oh, no,” protested Colter, “nervous — and a race-winner. You must remember that, Mr Pallard, he’s a winner. A horse of great spirit—”




  The horse of great spirit lashed out savagely with a hind leg, but the nimble trainer was out of reach.




  “He’s not himself to-day,” explained Mr Colter. “You can’t expect horses to be tied up twenty-two hours out of the twentyfour and ridden for the other two, and retain their equanimity.”




  Mr Callander, following his guide, began slowly to realize that he was in an atmosphere to which he had not been accustomed — an atmosphere of rare charity. It was a little humiliating because he had well-defined views on all things pertaining to horse-racing, and this experience was upsetting his preconceived notions.




  An obstinate man, holding on to his theories with that tenacity which is part of the equipment of the egotist, he strove again and again to seek support for his convictions.




  “Do you not think, Mr Colter,” he remarked irritably, “that it is a great pity that such beautiful creatures as these should only have value as a gambling medium — that these wonderful works of an all-wise Creator should be degraded to base uses?”




  The steady, blue eyes of Colter met his.




  “Look through the gates and across the park; there is a field of corn. Isn’t it beautiful to see? Can you associate it with a wheat-pit, with fortunes made or lost on the rise or fall of prices?”




  “That is business,” said Mr Callander; “there is no sentiment in business.”




  “That is where racing differs from business,” retorted Mr Colter dryly. “We are sentimental.”




  “Gambling,” said Mr Callander sententiously, and with the pompousness of a man who was saying the final word on the subject, “is the one weakness in which the animal world holds no counterpart.”




  “Ambition is another,” said the undaunted Mr Colter, “and ambition is at the bottom of every kind of gambling, whether it is on horses or stock. Even here the racing man differs from every other kind of gambler, for it is pride which is at the root of his disease. Pride — primarily and so far as the owner is concerned — in the excellence of his beast; pride — with the little punter — in the excellence of his judgment.”




  “Oh!” said Mr Callander.




  He said no more whilst the rest of the horses were being inspected. They came at length to the last box, and Mr Colter lingered a little over his eulogium. There was a look of blank disappointment on the girl’s face as they turned away,




  “But Grey Timothy!” she said, “we have not seen him.”




  Horace was anxious to see the champion too, and he waited eagerly for the trainer’s reply.




  “You shall see Grey Timothy,” said the trainer; “he has a special little box under my eye, owing to—”




  Brian was attacked with a fit of violent coughing; and Mr Colter, a wise man, completed the sentence harmlessly.




  The way led through an Italian garden. It was a place of slim, white pillars and shallow terraces; of trimmed yew and box. A high box hedge surrounded the garden; fantastic shapes of bird and beast clipped out of the century-old box stood sentinel at each corner.




  On the highest of the terraces was a little whitedomed summerhouse, pillared with marble.




  “One thing only I will ask you,” said Mr Callander: “can a man be a good Christian and a racegoer? Are the two things consistent — can you reconcile them?”




  Again he was favoured with that kind smile.




  “It is curious you should ask that,” said Mr Colter quietly. He walked quietly up to the summerhouse. It was of stone, plastered and distempered within. In the centre, at the back of the little house, was a large circular window of stained glass.




  The girl by her father’s side read the inscription, which encircled a monogram in the centre




  “Be ye followers of God, as dear children.”




  “My father put that there for us when we were children,” said Colter reverently. “He was a trainer of racehorses. He saddled many mighty horses, and won the Cambridgeshire and the Cesarewitch in the same year. His father was a trainer, and his grandfather, and his great-grandfather trained for George IV. I never knew my father to do a dishonest thing, though he was born, so to speak, within an arm’s length of a racehorse, though his life was spent in the atmosphere of racecourses.”




  Mr Callander was silent. It was all very disconcerting. He said no more as they passed through a wicket-gate and across the red-paved yard of the house. It was a peaceful little courtyard; big tubs of scarlet geraniums stood wherever they could conveniently stand; a dozen drowsy pigeons sat on the overhanging eaves of the stable, and a big black Persian cat sprawled contentedly in the sunlight. The trainer walked to the one stabledoor which opened into the yard and opened it.




  There were two stable-lads on duty, and they stood up as the party crowded in.




  “This is Grey Timothy,” said Mr Colter.




  He was a gentleman, this Grey Timothy; a big upstanding horse, iron-grey from tail to muzzle, clean of coat, a trifle narrow in front, massive of quarter; he stood a well-balanced picture of a thoroughbred.




  Even Mr Callander, who knew enough about horses to distinguish his head from his heels, was impressed by the big colt, impressed by the suggestion of power in the muscular frame, in his easiness of poise, his beautiful head, his splendid shoulders.




  They stood in silence, the members of the little party. The son of Grey Leg turned his head, as horses will, to gaze in grave curiosity at them. He was used to strangers, to noisy strangers in great tightly packed masses. They were held back from him usually by long lines of white rails; he was not unused to strangers that came fearfully to his box and put forth gloved hands to stroke his glossy coat.




  “What do you think of him?” asked Brian. The girl nodded, her eyes alight with admiration. “He is a beauty,” she said.




  She walked into the box and stroked his soft muzzle, and Grey Timothy, with an air of wellbred boredom, closed his eyes and accepted her caress.




  “Good luck, Grey Timothy,” she whispered, as she put her cool cheek against his.




  “He’s a great horse,” said Mr Colter briefly. “I do not know how good a horse he is.”




  “You have another horse here,” said Mr Callander.




  In the corner of the stable was a box where a horse pawed impatiently as though protesting against the monopoly of attention which the grey received.




  “That is Greenpol,” explained the trainer; “he is a runner in the same race. I am starting both because Timothy wants a race run at a terrific pace, and although the Stewards’ Cup is invariably fast, I want Tim to break records. Greenpol is an immensely fast horse for about five furlongs — that’s as far as he can stay; after that he’s done with.”




  He went on to tell them of Greenpol’s virtues. He was a good horse over his course, but as he did not seem to have any particular course, the value of Greenpol was somewhat discounted.




  Whilst he was talking, and the attention of the party alternated between the two horses, Horace found his opportunity.




  He felt carefully in the pocket of his overcoat and found the box. As his fingers closed over it, it came to him as a shock that he was doing something he should not do; the story of Pinlow’s superstition seemed very thin at that moment. Horace knew at that moment that the act he was about to commit was a villainous one. He did not know why, only it came to him with a rush.




  He hesitated, and for a second thrust the box deeper into his pocket.




  Only for a second; then he remembered the money.




  He must secure that two thousand pounds. Pinlow had promised it — he could not break faith. He stifled the incoherent urgings of conscience. The superstition story might be true. After all, what was he, that he should judge? — and the time was getting short. He pulled out the box under cover of his dustcoat.




  They were still talking, his father, Gladys, and the trainer. With hands that trembled he opened the lid and shot a hasty glance at the contents. Then he breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed full of green leaves. So the story was true.




  Stealthily he shook the box empty over a little heap of straw, slipped the packet back into his pocket, just as Mr Colter turned to see his party out.




  XVI. The Race for the Stewards’ Cup
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  Goodwood is glorious by tradition and in reality.




  High above the country perched the ridge of rolling hills, with the clear waters of the Solent shimmering in the distance on the one hand, and the stretch of yellow cornfield and dark-green woods on the other; it has no counterpart in the world.




  So thought Brian, looking across the valley. He turned to the young doctor at his side.




  “Ernest,” he said soberly, “this has Flemington whipped.”




  “Impossible,” replied Ernest ironically. “Flemington and Sydney Harbour are the two glories of Australia—” Brian looked at his watch, and Ernest eyed him suspiciously.




  “Will you explain why you arrive on the course two hours before the first race, and examine your watch every ten minutes?” he asked.




  Brian went red.




  “I — I — have I?” he stammered. “The fact is, I wanted to see the course’ before the people arrived, and — I’m getting hungry.”




  “Expecting anybody?” asked the innocent doctor.




  “Only my cousin — my relations,” responded Brian, with a fine air of unconcern.




  “Oh!”




  “My uncle very obligingly promised to bring her — them, I mean,” said Brian hastily.




  “Oh!” said the doctor again, very politely.




  “Now what the devil are you oh-ing about?” demanded the embarrassed Brian. “Nothing remarkable about people coming to Goodwood, is there?”




  “Nothing at all,” said the doctor, and changed the subject. “How is the gentleman of the party?”




  “Grey Timothy — as fit as a fiddle. By the way, Pinlow is here.”




  “He’s got a nerve.”




  Brian smiled faintly.




  “Oh, he’s got nerve all right — he’ll want it.”




  “I suppose your horse will win?”




  Brian nodded.




  “So far as anything in racing can be certain,” he said, “he is a certainty.”




  An attendant approached them — they were standing by the rails in the members’ enclosure.




  “A party for you, sir,” he began; but Brian was speeding up the lawn before the man had half delivered his message.




  He returned in a few minutes a radiantly happy young man, with the girl, a picture of English beauty in white, a big black hat shading her glowing face.




  Mr Callander, detached and ostensibly impartial and noncommittal, walked behind. Horace made an uneasy fourth.




  Mr Callander unbent so far as to ask questions, and to remark upon the beauties of the view and the warmth of the day. He even ventured a sinful inquiry as to the well-being of Grey Timothy.




  Before they went in to lunch, he took his nephew aside.




  “Brian,” he said — it was the first time he had ever so addressed the other— “I — er — you might think it remarkable — a business man and all that sort of thing—”




  Brian waited patiently.




  “I, of course, do not hold with betting: I think that it is the ruin of — er — the race — the human race, of course,” he added, lest he should be suspected of harbouring protective designs upon a race of less noble quality. “Nevertheless,” he went on, “I feel that on this occasion — a very rare and remarkable occasion — and since it is your horse—”




  “Quite,” said the understanding Brian. “How much shall I put on for you?”




  “Would fifty pounds be too much?” asked Mr Callander dubiously.




  “I dare say the ring will bear up,” said Brian, and was moving off to the rails that separated Tattersall’s from the members’ enclosure.




  “Stop a moment,” said Mr Callander, putting his hand to his breast pocket; “I haven’t given you the money.”




  “That will keep,” said Brian, with a smile. “So long as you settle next Monday.”




  “But,” expostulated the puzzled gentleman, “won’t it be necessary to put it into writing?”




  Laughingly Brian explained the business of betting. It was a game where people trusted one another, the one profession where a man’s word was his bond, where there were no written agreements or contracts.




  Mr Callander was more mystified than ever. Throughout the lunch — Mr Colter joined them — he maintained a thoughtful silence. Towards the end of the meal he turned to the trainer, who sat by his side.




  “Racing is a remarkable pastime,” he said, and that was all he said. It was enough, however, to indicate a change in his point of view.




  After the lunch was over Colter excused himself. He had the responsibility of putting the finishing touches to the horses.




  “I will join you soon,” said Brian, dropping his voice. “Pinlow is here.”




  “Have you seen the other rascal?”




  “Smith? — no, he is not on the course so far as I know. The horse is all right?”




  Mr Colter nodded.




  “He is guarded as though he were a crown jewel,” he said.




  Brian took his party to the seats on the members’ stand that he had reserved for them, and then with an apology left them. He passed down the gentle slope that leads to the paddock and had hardly entered the enclosure when he came face to face with Lord Pinlow.




  They eyed each other warily as they stood momentarily confronted.




  Brian, with a little curl of his lip, which was half smile, half contempt, would have stepped to one side but Pinlow stopped him.




  “Can you give me a minute, Pallard?” he asked coolly.




  “I can give you two,” said the young man, looking him straight in the eye.




  “Come this way; we shan’t be overheard,” said the other, and led the way to an unfrequented corner of the paddock.




  “Now look here, Pallard,” he said with an assumption of heartiness, “I want you to forget all that is past; you’re a sportsman and we are both men of the world.”




  He waited for some response, but Brian was silent.




  “I don’t mind telling you that I want your help — I’m in rather a mess over this horse of yours.”




  Again his overtures were met with chilly silence.




  “I am putting all my cards on the table,” said Pinlow, “and I tell you that I have laid your horse to lose nearly ten thousand.”




  “Then you will lose it,” said the calm Mr Pallard, and an angry flush lit the eyes of the other. With an effort he mastered his temper and smiled.




  “So I realize,” he said, as he took a case from his pocket and selected a cigarette, “and realizing this, it occurred to me that I might take the bull by the horns — or beard the lion in his den, whichever simile you prefer.”




  “Exactly how?”




  There was a long pause before Lord Pinlow spoke.




  “I want ten thousand pounds,” he said, “and I think you might lend it to me.”




  The audacity of the request took away Brian’s breath.




  “How much?” he asked incredulously.




  “Ten thousand,” said the other; “is it a bet?”




  Brian heaved up a big sigh.




  “I admire you,” he said, shaking his head. “You are the last word in nerve.”




  “Can you lend me the money?”




  Brian’s eyes narrowed.




  “Not a bob,” he said vulgarly.




  Pinlow needed no further evidence of his refusal. He shrugged his shoulders.




  “It would pay you,” he said, “even if you did not win this race.”




  There was meaning in his tone.




  “I shall win it, do not worry,” said Brian cheerfully.




  “Don’t be so sure,” growled the other. “You’re a fool not to snatch at the olive branch.”




  “I could get the whole olive — tree for half the money,” said the unpenitent Brian.




  “You could have had my friendship,” and an ugly smile twisted Pinlow’s face, “and the girl thrown in.”




  He had hardly got the words out before he was sorry he spoke.




  Brian’s face flushed red and white and he took a half-step toward him.




  “What do you mean?” he half whispered.




  “Oh, everybody knows you’re keen on old Callander’s daughter,” sneered Pinlow.




  Again all the self-control of the other was called into play. He thrust his hands deep into his pockets as though to keep them safe.




  “When we are not on a racecourse,” he said quietly, “I will make you sorry for this — you blackguard!”




  Then he turned sharply away and walked to where Grey Timothy was being saddled.




  “What is the matter?” asked Colter in alarm. He saw the white face of the other and knew that something had happened.




  “Oh, nothing,” said Brian, almost roughly. “Have you saddled ‘em?”




  “I have saddled them,” said Mr Colter slowly; “but Greenpol is — I hate to take away his character — a perfect little devil this morning. He has kicked one box to pieces, and I dare not let him out in this confounded paddock where there is no ring for the horses to be exercised.”




  The saddling bell rang, and the diminutive jockey, who was to ride Grey Timothy, came along, buttoned to the neck in his overcoat. Brian took him aside.




  “Now, Giles, you know your orders; you are to lay up with Greenpol to the distance, and when he is done with, come away and win your race.”




  The lad touched his cap.




  With the seeming reluctance which is peculiar to jockey-dom, he removed his coat, revealing the brand-new silk of Pallard’s colours.




  “Where is Greenpol, sir?” he asked.




  At that moment Mr Colter emerged from one of the boxes leading the other horse and patting his neck as he walked.




  There was no doubt that something distressed the handsome bay. He was in a lather of sweat, his eyes rolled threateningly, and it was as much as the boy who rode him could do to keep his seat, as he jumped and bucked his way through the paddock to the alarm of the gaily dressed throng.




  Brian and Colter watched the field making its way to the post from the end of the paddock near the members’ enclosure.




  “I can’t make out what has come over Greenpol,” said Colter, shaking his head in perplexity; “he’s the nicest little gentleman in the world ordinarily.”




  He shook his head again. They made their way to the place where they had left their party.




  “I feel awfully guilty leaving you,” said Brian, as he dropped into a seat by the girl’s side.




  “You need have no qualms,” said Gladys gaily. “Father has been explaining the psychology of betting.”




  He thought he had never seen her look so lovely as she was at that moment. Her cheeks were flushed a delicate pink, her laughing eyes danced with excitement. He saw her in profile, the straight little nose, the full lips, the delicate rounded chin.




  “This is a precious prize, worth winning,” he thought, and went suddenly red as he realized that he had spoken his thoughts aloud.




  “Is it a large prize?” she asked innocently. Something in his eyes half revealed the meaning of his words, and she turned her head quickly.




  There was sufficient happening to cover her confusion. The horses were lining up at the post and the ring was a pandemonium. Frantic, gesticulating figures were sending some news from ring to ring.




  “They seem to be more than usually upset,” said Brian, putting down his glasses. Then above the babel of sound from the thronged ring rose one shrill voice and Brian stiffened.




  The girl looked at him with an anxious face.




  “What is wrong?” she asked.




  He shook his head, slowly listening.




  “I may have been mistaken,” he said.




  Again, clear above the roar of voices came the tremulous falsetto of Little Darby, that least musical of bookmakers.




  “Eight to one Grey Timothy!”




  Now, Grey Timothy had been a tight five to two favourite, and horses do not sag from five to two to eight to one, unless there is something radically wrong.




  Colter had heard the cry earlier and had slipped across the lawn to the railings which separated Tattersall’s. He was on the way back when Brian heard for himself the disquieting betting.




  “What has happened?” he asked, as the trainer came up.




  “I can’t tell, except that for some reason or other the ring has begun to knock Timothy. I have just seen Slown, and he tells me that the story is that Timothy isn’t all right.”




  Slown was the greatest of the bookmakers, and not given to betting on rumours.




  Brian was puzzled.




  “There is no justification for such an attack,” he said, “unless something happens to him at the post.”




  He raised his glasses and focussed the tangled line of horses at the post. Conspicuous because of his colour, Grey Timothy was easy to distinguish. He was drawn on the extreme outside, a very unfavourable position.




  “Perhaps it is the draw,” suggested Brian.




  Colter shook his head.




  “They have made Cigaretto favourite, and he is only two from the outside,” he said.




  Brian met the girl’s troubled eyes and laughed.




  “It is only a market scare,” he assured her. Oblivious to the minor battle which was being fought out in the ring, Mr Callander, who had put aside his attitude of frigid reserve, was plying the trainer with questions. Mr Colter, whose nerves were now on edge, answered in monosyllables.




  How were the horses started? — which was ‘the post’? the one on the right or the one on the left? — what was that tape across the course? did the horses have to break it? — was it not easy to start a race? — why was the start so long delayed? All these questions he put, and more.




  The girl through her glasses had no need to ask the last question. She watched the jumble of horses. She saw one come up and wheel round as if shot, she saw another that stood sideways to the tapes and another that persistently turned his tail to them. She saw another prancing, mincing horse, that prinked from side to side like a fighting racoon, other modest creatures that kept in the background and refused to come within twenty yards of the tape.




  “Ten to one Grey Timothy!” roared a voice in the ring, and Brian heard it and made a little grimace.




  The girl had her eyes on the horses. Suddenly she saw them all move forward slowly as if some invisible influence had attracted them to common action. Even the most obstinate of them had relented and turned their heads to the tapes.




  “They’re off!”




  One sharp roar from the ring as the white tapes twanged upward and the field with one lightning leap tore away on its homeward journey.




  First to break the line was Greenpol. His jockey wore a blue cap to distinguish the colours from those carried by the grey, and the black and white horizontal stripes went straight to the front.




  A furlong had been traversed before the field found its stride, and here Greenpol was out on his own, leading by half a dozen lengths.




  Grey Timothy had got away a little slowly, but he had come through his horses, though the pace was a terrific one, and at the end of the second furlong he was lying third, galloping very smoothly. Halfway home he was second, and was far enough ahead of the field to cross over. Now left and right of him came the far-striding Cigaretto in the colours of Lord Wintermere, and the powerful Culumus, and, at their heels, Finnington, the winner of the Lincolnshire Handicap of that year, and Tomborine. Four furlongs they ran in this order, then:




  “My God,” whispered Colter, “what is wrong with Greenpol?”




  The horse was rolling like a ship in a storm, left and right he swerved, and the field behind, quick to scent trouble, opened out to give him room.




  Then suddenly the horse stumbled and went down with a thud.




  In a flash the rest of the field had passed, leaving only a quivering heap on the ground, and a little way from it a motionless figure in the black and white stripes. A roar of excitement rose from the crowded stands.




  As his stable companion fell, Grey Timothy swerved away to the left, and Finnington shot up on the rail side and headed Culumus.




  In a flash the boy on Grey Timothy straightened him. They were less than a hundred yards from the winning post, and the grey was a length behind. “Grey Timothy’s beaten!” yelled a voice.




  Up went the jockey’s whip on the grey, once, twice, it came down, and then the lad sat down to ride with his hands. Inch by inch the horse’s great stride brought him to the leaders. The whips were going now on the others.




  “He’s beaten,” muttered Colter.




  The three horses were half a dozen strides from the winning post, when Timothy’s jockey, with what looked like a supreme effort, drove the gallant beast forward with hands and heels.




  They flashed past the post in a line and no man on the stands could say which had won.




  “Beaten a short head, I think,” said Brian, and the hand that opened the cigarette-case did not shake.




  “Poor old Timothy!”




  All eyes were on the judge’s box waiting for the hoisting of the fateful number. Would it be ‘4’ that stood for Culumus, or ‘5’ for Finnington, or ‘17’ for Grey Timothy.




  The rings were hushed as the leisurely judge selected the number. He lifted it above his head for the board-man to see.




  “Seventeen!” roared Brian, and emitted a whoop of joy.




  Grey Timothy had won by a short head and the same distance had separated second and third.




  XVII. The Little Murderers
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  Neither Brian nor Colter waited to receive the congratulations of their friends; they were speeding down the course to where a crowd had gathered about Greenpol, and a smaller crowd about the prostrate jockey.




  They pushed their way through to find the lad shaken but unhurt, and then made their way to the horse.




  He lay, his head stretched out, dead.




  The doctor, who had followed them, joined them after he had seen the boy.




  “I can’t understand it,” Colter was saying.




  Ernest stooped and looked at the horse’s muzzle. Something he had seen interested him. He ran his hand carefully along the neck of the dead animal.




  “I thought so,” he said. “I have seen horses die like this before, but not in this country.”




  “Where?”




  “On the East Coast of Africa,” the doctor replied. He had been a naval surgeon before an unexpected windfall had enabled him to purchase a practice in London.




  “What do you think it is?” demanded Brian.




  The doctor looked thoughtful.




  “I would rather not say for a moment — it sounds palpably absurd. Let us get back to the stands.”




  They walked back together, after giving instructions for the disposal of the dead horse.




  “One theory I will give you,” said Ernest, “and that is, that an attempt was made to get at Grey Timothy and the horse that shared his stable suffered. I want you to keep Timothy away from Colter’s place for a day or so.”




  “Certainly,” agreed Brian.




  “And I think it would be wise if we went straight back to the stables — I want to make a little investigation.”




  Neither Mr Callander nor his daughter offered any objection. The old man was immensely elated, very voluble — for him — and thoroughly reconciled to the Turf. Brian remembered with an inward smile that Mr Callander had backed the winner.




  The girl met Brian on the lawn of the enclosure.




  “Is that poor horse dead?” she asked with deep concern in her voice.




  “Yes, I’m afraid he is,” said Brian quietly, “and I am going to find out why he died.”




  She asked no further question. She knew instinctively something had happened which overshadowed the satisfaction of Grey Timothy’s victory.




  They stayed long enough to interview the grey in his box. He showed no sign of the struggle he had made. Sheeted and wrapped from neck to tail, he turned his inquiring eyes upon his visitors, and gave no indication of elation, till Colter came up to him to fondle his neck. Then Grey Timothy unbent to the extent of switching his tail twice, usually a sign of temper, but, in his case, a sedate method of greeting.




  Their swift car carried them back to the trainer’s establishment, and when the party had been disposed of and went to tea and rest after their exciting day, the three men — Brian, the trainer, and Ernest — made their way to the box which had held Timothy and his illfated companion.




  Before they examined the interior, the doctor beckoned a stable lad.




  “Have you a birch broom?” he asked, and the man brought him one.




  “Do you mind my damaging your property?” asked Ernest.




  “Go ahead,” said Colter.




  With a knife the doctor cut the band which fastened the long twigs to the broom handle. He selected twenty or thirty of the longest and tied them together in the form of a familiar instrument of punishment.




  Armed with this he stepped into the stable, and began a careful search. At his request, the others remained in the doorway looking on in wonder. They saw him scrutinizing the place, inch by inch. First the clean-tiled floor of the box, then the walls.




  For a time nothing happened, then he raised his switch swiftly and brought it down upon the wall. He took a matchbox from his pocket, emptied the contents on the floor, stooped and picked up something and placed it in the empty box. Then he resumed his search, and the onlookers noticed that he was confining himself to the side of the stable in which Greenpol had been housed.




  Swish!




  Down came the switch again, and again he stooped to pick up something and carefully place it in the receptacle he had provided.




  After a while he called for a step-ladder and they brought it. Stealthily he climbed it, and aimed a blow at a rafter above his head.




  He descended to place his prize with the others. Another quarter of an hour’s search failed to reveal anything more, and he came out into the sunlight, resuming the coat he had abandoned in the midst of his quest.




  “You had better have all the doors and windows and ventilators hermetically sealed,” he said to Mr Colter; “then burn a pound or so of sulphur.”




  He took the box from his pocket and opened it.




  There were three dead flies. They were jet black and a little bigger than the common housefly, and the wings, which were folded over the back, overlapped.




  “You see,” said Ernest, as he turned them over with a match, “their wings are crossed like scissor-blades.”




  “What are they?” asked Brian.




  “Tsetse flies,” said the doctor; “they are a native of South Africa, but more particularly of East Africa. Somebody has introduced them into your stables, and in some mysterious manner they have missed Timothy. Have you got a veterinary handbook?”




  “I have one in my study,” said Colter, and to the study they adjourned. The trainer produced the book and Ernest opened it at the tropical section.




  “Here you are,” he said, and read:




  “‘The tsetse fly is the curse of East Africa. His sting is fatal to ox, horse or dog. Dr Koch, in his investigations, discovered that a semi-immunity from the bite of this insect is enjoyed by grey horses, the flies for some reason avoiding horses of this colour if other horses, less protected by Nature, are available’. That explains it,” said the doctor.




  “But it doesn’t explain how they came here,” said Brian grimly. “And when I find the brute that did such a devilish thing he’ll be sorry.”




  A few moments later they rejoined the party.




  “Your tea is quite undrinkable,” smiled the girl.




  “Finding more winners?” asked Mr Callander waggishly.




  Only Horace, who for some reason had been rendered uncomfortable by the absence of the men, said nothing.




  “No,” said Brian, “but I’ve found something as interesting — I’m going to take all you good people into my confidence.”




  And in as few words as possible he told them of what had happened.




  “What a dreadful thing!” gasped the girl. “Oh, how cruel!”




  Mr Callander was red with wrath.




  “Monstrous!” he stormed. “It is the most villainous thing I have ever heard of.”




  “But how could the flies have reached the stable?” asked the girl; “how — why, H — what is the matter?”




  Horace was white to the lips, he swayed backward and forward, and appeared as if he were going to faint.




  “Nothing,” he said hoarsely; “the room is rather close, that is all.”




  The diversion turned the conversation. Greatly distressed by his favourite’s sudden illness, Mr Callander assisted Brian to pilot him to the open air. He recovered after a while.




  “Let us get home,” he muttered. “I am tired of this business.”




  “Yes, yes, my dear,” soothed his father. “We’ll go as soon as you like.”




  It was by no means to Brian’s taste that the tête-á-tête he had promised to himself should be abandoned. He begged Mr Callander to stay, but where the wishes of his son were concerned the elder man was wax.




  The car was got ready and in an incredibly short space of time they were watching it disappearing along the London road.




  Brian had just time to exchange a word with the girl.




  “I’m sorry we’ve got to leave so suddenly,” she said, “and I’m so sorry about Greenpol, and so glad that Grey Timothy won.”




  “That is all right,” he said; “the only thing I want to ask you is — will you marry me?”




  She had said nothing. He had assisted her into the car and had exchanged conventional farewells with her, and she had heard them as in a dream. She was halfway to London before she began to wake from her trance into which his staggering proposal had stunned her.




  Then as she realized the immensity of the occurrence she felt unaccountably annoyed. A woman is something of a ritualist in love-making. Then she laughed — it was so like Brian.




  That individual watched the car until it was out of sight, then stood watching the little hill over the crest of which it had disappeared.




  “What made young Callander so ill?” he asked the doctor; “has he got a weak heart?”




  Ernest shook his head.




  “I should think not — it looked to me like—”




  He hesitated.




  “Funk?” suggested Brian. “Well, to be frank, yes.”




  “Do you think he had anything to do with the matter?”




  “I do — I was watching him absentmindedly whilst you were talking to his father and sister. The news of the tsetse seemed to strike him all of a heap.”




  “I wonder if he knows. By Jove, Colter, he was here yesterday; don’t you remember he was awfully confused about something? Oh, yes, his overcoat! He wanted to carry it. I’ll take six to four the bugs were in the pocket of that coat!”




  “It shouldn’t be difficult to discover how they came,” said Ernest. “The field of supply is a very limited one. I suppose there are only two places in England where live tsetses can be obtained the Liverpool and London Schools of Tropical Medicines. I will wire them asking if they can supply us with a dozen flies.”




  The wires were despatched, the answers came that night, and were almost identical:




  “We cannot supply; suggest you apply Dr Jellis of Watford.”




  XVIII. Dr Jellis of Watford
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  The house was an old one. It stood back from the road, screened from the observations of the curious and the profane by a high untidy hedge that overtopped a wooden paling, a little the worse for wear. The house had been built for comfort rather than beauty, and had reached a stage in its existence when it possessed neither attributes. It had the appearance of being empty, so Dr Ernest Crane and Brian thought, as they pushed open the gate with some labour and negotiated the weed-grown paths; the upper windows stared blankly, innocent of curtain; the windows of the ‘best’ floor were shuttered, as also were the lower windows.




  Brian picked a way to the front door — there had been a shower of rain, and the water lay in puddles. He was mounting the steps when he checked himself.




  “Somebody has been here who smokes Turkish cigarettes,” he said, pointing with his stick to the rain-trodden remnant of such a one.




  “True, O Sherlock,” said the doctor flippantly, “but apparently all sorts of medical birds come here for the by-products of Nature.”




  Brian knocked at the door, a smart rat-tat, and the hollow echo of it rang through the house. They waited for some little time, then Brian knocked again.




  “I’m afraid there’s nobody in,” he said. He had hardly spoken before there came a shuffling of feet in the uncarpeted hall, and with a great rattling of chains and shooting of bolts the door was opened cautiously by a very dirty-looking old man. He held a milk-jug in his hand and seemed disappointed to discover who his visitors were.




  “Thought you wor the milkman,” he said, with a burr which Brian failed to locate. “Coom in, lad, doan’t stand theer.”




  He closed the door behind them, putting the milk-jug on the ground as he adjusted the chains — there were two — and pushed home the bolts.




  “Who might thee be wanting to see, sitha?” he asked querulously.




  “We wish to see the doctor,” said Brian, wondering what sort of man the doctor could be to employ such a scarecrow. For the man was disreputable. From his tousled grey head to his soiled slippers he was a model of slovenliness. An old plaid scarf was tied under his chin, he wore a big drooping knitted waistcoat, though the day was warm, and his trousers and coat had been intended for wearers of more ample size.




  “Coom in,” he snorted.




  He opened the door of a room and ushered them in. The furniture was dingy, the wallpapers were peeling off in various odd corners. In the centre of the room was a big table piled up with an indescribable mass of papers, books, balls of string, odd sheets of manuscript, and dirty test-tubes. One corner of the desk had been cleared to allow of the use of a microscope. This alone seemed adequately protected from dust, for a glass cup cover was over it.




  “Sit you down,” commanded the old man. “Ah’m doctor.” He seated himself opposite the centre of the table on a swing chair and grinned at their discomfiture. “Ay,” he went on. “Ah’m doctor all reet, sitha, though nowt like doctor thee expected to see — ah? Get on, lad; just tell me what tickles tha.”




  There was a good-humoured glint in his deepset eyes, and for all Brian’s aversion to his uncleanly host, he felt the man was straight.




  “I’ve come to see you about a peculiar business,” he said. “My name is Pallard, and I own racehorses.”




  “Ah!” said the old man with another grin. “Ah know tha! Gotten a horse called Grey Timothy, hasn’t tha? Ah backed him oop an’ down, in an’ out wi’ the horse that won Goodwood Coop. Ah took tens, an’ eats, an’ sixes, an’ fower, your horse, lad, an’ he got hoom a short head.”




  It was Brian’s turn to smile.




  “I’m glad you’re a sportsman, doctor,” he said, “because it makes what I’ve got to say much easier. You will have read in the papers that Greenpol, another horse of mine, dropped dead on the course.”




  The doctor nodded.




  “Well,” Brian went on, “my horse died because he had been bitten by tsetse flies.”




  The old man’s eyes suddenly lighted.




  “Tsetse?” he repeated, “art sure?”




  “My friend here, Dr Ernest Crane” — the old man favoured the other with a courtly nod— “has the beasts with him.”




  Ernest produced his box and handed it over to the old man, who opened it. He poked the contents with a knitting needle which lay amongst the miscellaneous rubbish on the table.




  “No doot,” he said, “yons glossina morsitans,” he turned the fly over again. “Wheer did ye get him?”




  “I found him in my stable, after the horse had died mysteriously.”




  “He would die mysteriously,” said the old man, and chuckled. And he began to tell them of the fatal effect of the fly’s bite. As he warmed to his subject his queer dialect dropped away from him — only now and again did he relapse.




  “You came to me to verify the identity of yon?” he asked. “Well, theer’s no doubt about it — come with me.”




  He led the way to another room. When he opened the door the heat of the room smote the two men in the face. It was almost bare, save for a double line of shelves round the room, and a plain table in the centre. On the shelves were a number of glass cases.




  “In these,” said the old doctor, indicating the cases with a wave of his grimy hand, “I keep my flies. Every death-dealing tropical fly in the world is here. Look at those elephant flies.”




  Brian looked at the fat insects with their big comical eyes, that floundered about the bottom of one of the cages. They were as big as a very small bird.




  “They’re harmless,” said the doctor. “They’ll give you a nip, but they leave no ill effects.”




  He bred flies for the schools and dealt in animal poisons largely.




  Brian politely declined an invitation to visit the reptile house in the basement, though the old man promised him something very rare in the shape of a new variety of wire snake from Borneo. They returned to his study, and Brian produced a soiled and crumpled little box.




  “Have you ever seen a box of this description?” he asked.




  The old man looked at it.




  “Yes, it is a fairly common type of powderbox — in fact, I have a score of them.”




  He looked up inquiringly.




  “Have you disposed of any tsetse flies recently,” asked Brian, “and had them placed in such a box?”




  The doctor searched amongst the debris on his table and found a book. He opened it, and ran his forefinger down a list.




  “I have sent to the Pasteur Institute, to the London School, to the Medical Mission of the Congo, and to a private scientist.”




  He closed the book.




  “Might I ask the name of the private client?” asked Ernest.




  The old man looked at him from under bent brows.




  “Ordinarily I would not tell ye,” he said, “but since the fellow” — he pronounced it ‘felly’— “is beyond suspicion, ’twas a member of the aristocracy.”




  “Lord Pinlow?” asked Brian quietly.




  “Lord Pinlow,” said the other, nodding, “introduced by that well-known financier, Mr Augustus Fanks.”




  “Did they give you any reason — if you will pardon my pressing you?”




  “Lord Pinlow, as I understand, is an enthusiastic amateur scientist,” said the other.




  “Thank you,” said Brian, and held out his hand. “I am sorry to have bothered you.”




  “Not at all,” said the other. He was frankly anxious to see the last of the people who had broken in upon his studies and shuffled in advance to open the street door for them.




  Brian was glad to be out in the fresh air again; as he was descending the broken steps the old man called him back.




  “You’ll let me know when owd Grye Tims runnan agen, sitha,” he whispered. “Ah can get fi’ poons on up to set time o’ race.”




  “I most certainly will,” smiled Brian.




  “Rum old bird,” was his comment as they turned into the road, “but perfectly straight. Ever met him before?”




  “I’ve heard about him,” replied Ernest. “He’s rather a well-known man in his own line of business.” They had left their car at the end of the little thoroughfare in which the house of the old doctor was situated.




  “What is the next move?” asked Ernest, as they boarded the car.




  “The innocent Horace,” said Brian. “I am going to have this beggar laid by the heels, and I am going to collect evidence. I have asked him to be at Knightsbridge at five.”




  It was a few minutes after that hour when the car pulled up before the door of Brian’s house.




  “Has anybody come?” he asked the servant.




  “Mr Callander, sir,” said the man.




  “Good!”




  Brian hung up his hat and went to the study. Horace Callander was standing by the window overlooking the park. His attitude was that of a man in a state of mind bordering upon funk. He turned round sharply as the door clicked, and faced Brian in silence.




  That of itself was a confession of guilt, and the young owner took advantage of the situation.




  “Mr Callander,” he said quietly. “You know Lord Pinlow, I think?”




  Horace cleared his throat.




  “Yes,” he admitted.




  “Did he give you an errand to perform when you visited Mr Colter’s stables?”




  Horace hesitated.




  “Yes,” he said.




  “Will you tell me the nature of that errand?”




  Again the hesitation.




  “I do not know that you have the right to ask me,” said Horace.




  “I have no right by convention,” said Brian, “but I have a moral right because, as a result of your visit, I believe one of my horses was killed.”




  “I know nothing about — I did not — I was innocent,” stammered the other. “Pinlow asked me to do him a turn — he was superstitious and told me to empty the box to bring him luck. I’ll swear I knew nothing about flies!”




  “That I believe,” said Brian gently. He spoke to the other as though he were a child. “I am willing and happy to believe that.”




  “I was in a hole,” Horace went on. “I’m absolutely ruined, Pallard. I’ve been speculating — quite a business speculation, don’t you know, nothing of a gambling character — and Pinlow said he’d lend me the money. And he hasn’t, Pallard!” A sob of self-pity came from the deluded youth. “He’s played me a dirtier trick than I played on you, though I swear I knew nothing about it.”




  Incoherently he told the story of Pinlow’s superstition, and Brian listened with a sense of relief. After all, this was the brother of Gladys, and if he had been guilty, and wittingly so, it would have been awkward. When the panic-stricken Horace had finished his confession Brian patted his shoulder encouragingly.




  “You seem to have been a mug — a victim,” he said; “obviously you are not to blame. How much money did you want from Pinlow?”




  “Two thousand,” said Horace wistfully.




  “You must let me fix that up for you,” said Brian, and silenced the wild thanks of the other by ringing the bell.




  “Tea,” he ordered; “and now, Ernest, we’ve got to fix brother Pinlow for good.”




  “He’ll want a lot of fixing,” said Ernest. “Have you got a plan?”




  “A very simple one,” said Brian dryly. “I shall go to the police.”




  “I say,” said Horace in alarm, “that will bring me into the business, won’t it?”




  This was an unexpected objection. Brian did not worry overmuch about bringing Horace ‘into the business’ — he had very special reason for keeping Gladys out of it. And this he would not be able to do; for she had been present when the flies had been released.




  The police, then, were out of the question. It was equally out of the question to allow Pinlow to go free.




  Brian considered the proposition for some time, and then decided.




  “There’s another man in this,” he said; “that man is Fanks; but he is too slippery an eel to attempt to corner. It is Pinlow or nothing.”




  He got rid of Horace as soon as possible, and the doctor and he drove direct to Pinlow’s chambers.




  Lord Pinlow was not at home, the servant said. He had left for the Continent on the previous night. From the smooth way the servant delivered his message, Brian gathered that this was not the first time that day he had had to recite the formulae.




  “Do you know where I can find his lordship?” persisted Brian.




  “No, sir,” said the man promptly; “his lordship never leaves his address when he goes away for a long stay.”




  “I see,” said Brian. They were standing in the hall of the Pall Mall flat. “Would you be surprised to learn that Lord Pinlow has not left London?”




  “Yes, sir,” said the man.




  In the hall a hat was hanging. Without ceremony Brian stepped forward and lifted it from the hat-peg.




  “That is one of his lordship’s old hats,” said the man hastily.




  “I suppose so,” said Brian. He ran his fingers round the inside band. It was warm and a little damp. “Lord Pinlow is in this house, and I am going to see him,” he said.




  The man stood before him, but Brian pushed him gently aside. He noted that the man looked apprehensively at one of the two doors which opened from the hall. Brian tried the door; it was locked.




  He stooped and took a swift survey. It was locked from the inside.




  He put his shoulder to the door and gave it a sharp thrust.




  It resisted his effort, and he wisely made no further attempt. Instead he knocked at the door.




  “I assure you, sir,” began the agitated manservant.




  “Pinlow,” said Brian loudly, “open the door, you skulking hound!”




  There was no answer.




  “Open it,” said Brian between his teeth, “or I’ll blow the lock out!” He had his hand at his hip pocket when there was a step heard inside the room, a key clicked, and the door was flung open.




  Pinlow, defiant, his hands on his hips, stood in the centre of the room waiting.




  “Well?” he asked harshly.




  Brian looked at him, breathing quickly.




  “I’ve got an account to settle with you,” he said.




  “Settle it,” said the other.




  Brian observed the position of his hands and knew that one held a revolver, though he could not see it.




  “You can put your gun down,” he said contemptuously. “I shan’t hurt you.”




  “I’ll take jolly good care you don’t,” said Pinlow, with a short laugh. “What is the game?”




  Brian closed the door behind him.




  “Pinlow,” he said, “I’ve got a case against you that would lead to your conviction in any court. For reasons which I do not care to explain, I prefer to bring your crime before the jockey Club.”




  “I don’t think you will,” said the other coolly.




  Brian’s eyes narrowed.




  “Then you are going through life harbouring a delusion,” he replied quietly.




  “Look here.” Pinlow laid the revolver down on the table that separated him from his enemy. “You know me well enough to believe that if I got in a corner, I’d fight.”




  “There are few rats that wouldn’t,” said the punter.




  “I don’t care a curse what you call me,” said Pinlow; “you’ve threatened me with a warning-off notice — and that will finish me, as you know. And I tell you” — he shook his forefinger at the other— “that so sure as you push this matter to a fight, so sure will I come out on top.”




  “That we shall see,” said Brian. “I’ve come to make you an offer. You can sign a full confession and agree to clear out of the country, and I will undertake not to let the matter go any further.”




  “I’ll see you—”




  Pinlow expressed himself without reserve. Then he checked himself.




  “I’ll make you an offer,” he said. “Lend me ten thousand pounds, and I’ll agree to anything you like; if not—”




  “If not?” repeated Brian.




  “You’ll be sorry for yourself, that’s all,” said his lordship.




  “I dare say,” said Brian, and left the room without another word.




  Pinlow stood listening until he heard the door of the flat close, then he smiled crookedly, and there was murder in that smile.




  XIX. The Affair at Knightsbridge
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  Lord Pinlow wanted three days to complete his plans. He had certain resources which in a last emergency he could tap. That moment of emergency had now arrived.




  It was not the first desperate crisis of his life. He had had others, though none of such immediate seriousness as this.




  Pinlow was a man without scruple or remorse. The path of his life had led along the edge of a precipice, not once, but many times, only delicate walking and the exercise of the greatest finesse had succeeded in keeping him his foothold.




  Now the path was narrowing, and to make matters worse, Brian stood directly in opposition to him. Lord Pinlow turned the matter over in his mind, as you might consider the abstract problem of planting out geraniums, and he decided that the world was too small a place for Brian Pallard and himself.




  Only those who knew the man could appreciate such coldblooded reasoning; but that was his way. Brian, with a stroke of his pen, could ruin him; robbing him of all the things that were precious to him; taking away from him, not only the mode of life he desired, but every chance of re-entry into that life.




  Lord Pinlow was an adventurer. His title was one of those grotesque jokes that life plays upon its victims. It had descended to him from a dissolute father and from a mother who had, at one time, been a chorus-girl in a not very first-class touring company. It was his only heritage, and, to do him justice, he had employed his one asset to the best advantage. It carried him a little way upon the high road of competitive existence, but he asked it to pull too heavy a load, and there had been times when even the barony of Pinlow, in the county of Winwick, helped him very little. This was such a time. He had reached the end of his tether. Twice he had been on the very verge of fortune, twice had Brian Pallard pulled him back, at the very moment when his hand had been touching treasure. And now there was no way to follow an action which would place him beyond the pale.




  He winced a little at the thought.




  This cursed jockey Club, with its autocratic privileges, could outlaw him more effectively than a judge of the High Court could. A word, a written paragraph, modestly lurking at the bottom of a column in the Racing Calendar, and he was a pariah.




  ‘The Stewards have investigated




  certain statements made concerning




  the Rt. Hon. Lord Pinlow, and




  hereby warn him off Newmarket Heath.’




  He winced again.




  Assuredly this would be bad. It meant the vanishing of his one asset.




  Pinlow walked to the window and stood, his hands in his trousers pockets, looking out into Pall Mall. Desperate diseases, he told himself sententiously, called for desperate remedies.




  He sat down at his desk and, selecting a plain sheet of paper, began writing rapidly.




  He covered the sheet with his sprawling handwriting, then blotted the note, folded it and placed it in an envelope.




  Then he rang the bell.




  His man appeared in the doorway.




  “Take this letter to the landlord of the ‘Bull and Stick’ in Camden Town; do you know it?”




  “No, m’lord.”




  “You’ll have no difficulty in finding it,” said Pinlow; “it is in the High Street. Go to the private bar and ask for Smith — Tinker Smith — and give him that note.”




  “Yes, m’lord,” said the man.




  “Wait a moment,” said Pinlow, as the servant turned to go; “there is one little thing I wanted to say to you — you haven’t drawn any wages lately, have you?”




  “No, m’lord,” said the servant truthfully.




  Pinlow took out his pocketbook and extracted two five-pound notes.




  ‘There is something on account,” he said.




  “I’m very grateful to your lordship—”




  But his lordship stopped his thanks with an impatient wave of his hand




  “You shall have more in a week’s time, but I am relying on you absolutely, Parker, to keep your tongue from wagging.”




  “You can depend on me, m’lord,” said the other earnestly.




  Pinlow dismissed him with the instruction that he need not return until the morning. With the servant out of the house, he went to his bedroom and changed into another suit. With a pair of scissors he clipped off his moustache. A touch of lather and the skilful application of a razor, and he was cleanshaven. The suit he had chosen was a fairly old one. He took some care with his toilet. From the fact that he did not hesitate in his make-up, there was some support for the theory that this was not the first time he had disguised himself.




  A big pair of gold-mounted spectacles, taken from a case in one of the drawers, entirely changed his appearance. He looked like anybody but Lord Pinlow. When he had completed his preparations he unlocked a safe that stood near the head of his bed, and removed a bundle of notes. These he thrust into his inside pocket. From a recess in the safe he took a little package wrapped in red chamois leather. He unwrapped it to reveal a handy little Colt’s automatic pistol. This he examined carefully, snapping open the breach and squinting down the well-oiled barrel.




  He found two blank magazines. One he dropped into his pocket, the other he pushed up the hollow butt of the revolver. It fastened with a click. He pulled back the cover of the pistol and loaded it. Then, with some care, he pushed up the safety catch of the pistol and put it into his pocket. If the worst came to the worst, he could rely upon the Browning — he could not say as much for the revolver.




  By the time he had completed his preparations it was nearly dark. South of London heavy clouds were banking up, and above the hum of London’s traffic rose the dull rumbling echoes of thunder.




  With a dark raincoat on his arm, Pinlow closed the door of the flat and stepped out into Pall Mall. He had no fixed and definite plan, but he made his way to Knightsbridge, and entered the park just as the first heavy splatter of rain sent the promenaders to shelter.




  He had marked down Brian’s house; from information received he knew which was the livingroom. There was no light in this. As soon as he had made this discovery he left the park.




  He came to the front of the house, as a jagged streak of lightning tore the heavens in twain, and a deafening crash of thunder shook the very foundations of the buildings.




  His ring was instantly answered.




  ‘Is Mr Pallard in?” he asked authoritatively.




  “No, sir. Will you come in?” The invitation was made out of sheer humanity, for now the rain was descending in sheets.




  “Mr Pallard will not be in until ten o’clock,” said the servant.




  “H’m!” said Pinlow, with well simulated annoyance. “I am a friend of his uncle’s, could I write him a note?”




  “Certainly, sir; come this way.”




  He led the visitor to the room overlooking the park. There was a writing-table, which had been used recently, for two or three loose sheets of paper carelessly pulled from the stationery rack were lying on the blottingpad.




  “Thank you,” said Pinlow, as he seated himself,” could you oblige me by getting the Pandora Club on the telephone, and asking whether Mr Pallard has called for me?”




  “Certainly, sir; what name shall I give?”




  “Mr Williams,” said Pinlow, taking the first name that came into his head. As the door closed behind the man, Pinlow slipped the top sheet of blotting paper from the pad and held it up to the light. It was a new sheet and had been used to blot something quite recently.




  He had no difficulty in deciphering what that something had been. He read:




  ‘Steward … ckey Club,


  B … thington Stre …’




  He turned the paper a little askew and saw:




  ‘… charge … rd Pinlow … conspiracy … vent my hors … Grey … mothy win … Stewar … Cup … tsetse …’




  He replaced the paper and looked round. On the mantelshelf were three or four letters, placed there ready for posting. He rose and examined them rapidly. The second was the letter he sought. He slipped it into his pocket. Swiftly he folded a blank sheet of paper and inserted it into an envelope. This he addressed to the Stewards of the Jockey Club, imitating to the best of his ability the neat writing of his unwitting host.




  He was justifying his presence by scribbling a note to Brian when the servant returned.




  “I am sorry I have been so long, sir,” said the man; “but the storm has disorganized the telephone service and I was unable to get the Pandora Club.”




  “It does not matter,” responded Lord Pinlow, rising; “it has occurred to me that I shall find him at the Witz Hotel—”




  “If you would like to wait?” suggested the man.




  “No, I think not,” said Pinlow. The storm was now at its height, but he preferred to risk the storm rather than to take his chance of Brian’s return. In the hall, the man assisted him into his raincoat.




  “You will tell Mr Pallard,” began Pinlow, when a bell rang sharply.




  “That may be Mr Pallard,” said the man. Pinlow had to decide whether the encounter should take place in the well-lit hall or in Brian’s room. He decided upon the latter. As the man opened the door, he strolled carelessly back to the room he had quitted.




  He heard voices in the hall and then the servant came in.




  “It’s another gentleman to see Mr Pallard,” he said. Pinlow heaved a big sigh of relief.




  “I’ll not wait,” he said. In the hall he came face to face with the other visitor, who was discarding his soddened overcoat as Pinlow came in.




  They looked at one another for a little while. “A broadsman named Caggley,” said a voice in Pinlow’s brain, and then in a flash he knew that the man had recognized him. Caggley gave no sign, save the momentary gleam of recognition which the other had detected.




  “Hullo, Caggley,” said Pinlow, “put that coat of yours on; I want you for a few minutes.”




  The cardsharper hesitated.




  “You’ll do as I tell you — quick,” said Pinlow, dropping his voice.




  Caggley, with some reluctance, climbed into his drenched garment. Before he knew what had happened Pinlow had hustled him into the steaming night.




  They found a providential taxi.




  “What’s the game, m’lord?” asked Caggley as the car drove off.




  “Too big a game for a dirty little thief like you to give away,” said Pinlow; “so you’re the split, are you?”




  “If,” said Mr Caggley unctuously, “if the lightnin’ at this moment was to strike me—”




  “It will probably strike me too,” said Pinlow curtly, but not without humour. “I know that you are lying, therefore why should I trouble to listen to you.”




  They drove for a few minutes, neither man speaking. Then:




  “See here, Caggley,” said Pinlow. “I give you two alternatives.”




  “Two?” asked his puzzled companion.




  “Chances,” explained Pinlow. “You can take one or the other. I’ll let Tinker Smith know that you’ve been spying on him.”




  “For the Lord’s sake!” gasped Caggley, agitated beyond discretion, “anything but that, m’lord. I’ve done no spyin’, only a little business between gentleman an’ gentleman; a word here an’ a word there, so to speak.”




  “The other opportunity,” continued Pinlow, “is to throw your friend Pallard over, and do a little work for me.”




  “If there’s anything I can do for your lordship,” protested Caggley solemnly, “if it’s yielding me last drop of blood—”




  “There will be no necessity for that,” said Pinlow with a grim smile.




  Driving through the quiet square between Oxford Street and Piccadilly he outlined his plan.




  “I want you to go straight back to Pallard’s, see him on any excuse — he has some horses running at Manchester; you must warn him that they are not to run.”




  “Certainly, m’lord,” said the other feebly.




  Pinlow put his head out of the taxi window and gave some directions to the driver.




  “I’m going back to my flat; I want you to wait in the car for me.”




  They drove the rest of the journey in silence. The car pulled up, according to instructions, a little distance from Lord Pinlow’s residence. He got out, closing the door behind him, and admitted himself to the flat.




  The storm had circled round London. The lightning was vivid and incessant, and overhead the thunder crashed and cracked. He went to his room, opened the gun-case, and took a second pistol from its case. He loaded it with the same care as he had devoted to the first weapon, then stood waiting, the Colt in his hand, his finger on the trigger. With one hand he unfastened the catch of the window and raised it. His bedroom overlooked a jumble of courtyards. Immediately facing him was the big blank wall of a club. He had not long to wait. Suddenly the darkness was illuminated by three vivid flashes of lightning, following so closely in succession that they appeared to be one. A second of silence, then there was a horrible crash of thunder that made the house tremble.




  As it broke, Pinlow fired and the noise of the explosion was drowned in the overwhelming artilleries of the heavens. He drew down the window and slipped the pistol into his pocket, and made his way back to the waiting taxi.




  He found Caggley in a state bordering upon panic.




  “Let’s get out of this, for God’s sake,” he said hoarsely. “I’ve never been out in such a storm.”




  Pinlow gave some fresh directions to the driver and the cab moved on.




  “It is nothing,” he said, and truly the storm was in harmony with the storm which raged in his own heart.




  He utilized the time by giving instructions to his tool.




  “But I don’t understand what it’s all about, my lord,” said the man helplessly. “I don’t mind telling him not to run horses at Manchester, but why should I stand by the window — an’ suppose it’s not open?”




  “You must find some excuse for opening it,” said Pinlow; “there’s nothing to worry aboutand there’s a hundred pounds for you if you do as I tell you.”




  He dismissed the cabman near Hyde Park Corner, and the pair walked into the park in the pouring rain. Just as they came opposite the punter’s house a light leapt to light in the sittingroom.




  “He’s back,” said Pinlow, and noted with satisfaction that the window was open. “Now get to the door as quickly as you can and rejoin me here — stop!”




  Caggley turned.




  “Put this in your overcoat pocket,” said Pinlow. Something heavy and small dropped into the capacious overcoat pocket of the sharper.




  “What’s that?” he asked suspiciously.




  “Never mind — keep it there; it may be useful.”




  “Why, it’s a revolver,” said the other in dismay; “here, I’m not going to use that.”




  “You won’t need to use it,” said the other calmly; “keep it there: I’m giving it to you to show I bear no malice. You’ll want it if you meet Tinker Smith.”




  The man hesitated.




  “I’m hanged if I understand it,” he said, and walked slowly away.




  Pinlow waited till he was out of sight, then nimbly, for a man of his build, he climbed the railings which separated the tiny gardens from the road. Reconnoitring the house, he had seen a way by which he could reach the window. The three houses, of which Brian’s was the centre, had a tiny balcony. That which stood to the left was reached by a flight of iron stairs. It was easy to get to that, and as easy to step from one balcony to the other.




  Brian had come home at ten o’clock that night.




  “Has anybody called?” he asked.




  “Two gentlemen, one of them Mr Caggley — they went away together.”




  Brian nodded carelessly.




  “Did you post those letters?” he asked suddenly.




  “Yes, sir,” said the man.




  He had remembered them a quarter of an hour before his master had come in, and had snatched them up hastily from the mantelshelf and hurried them to the post.




  “I forgot to tell you that there was one of them which was rather important.”




  Brian took up the evening paper which lay on the table and was opening it when the man, who had disappeared with his wet goloshes, returned.




  “Mr Caggley has come, sir,” he said. “Will you see him?”




  “Show him in.”




  Mr Caggley came, less like his possessed self than usual. In truth he was considerably embarrassed, and took longer to get to the object of his visit than was ordinarily the case.




  “Well, Caggley, what is your news?”




  Brian looked up over his paper.




  “Captain,” said Caggley, with a desperate effort to appear at ease, “I understand that you’re running some horses at Manchester.”




  “I have entered a horse or two,” corrected Brian.




  “Well, don’t run ‘em,” said Caggley with unnecessary emphasis; “never mind what anybody says, don’t run ‘em”




  “Why?”




  Mr Caggley floundered a little, hummed and ha’d, made incoherent sounds of expostulation, all of which were meant to be impressive. They did, indeed, impress Brian, but not in the way Caggley had intended.




  “Now what the devil are you making those funny faces about?” demanded the irritated young man. “If you know anything, out with it.”




  “I can’t tell you anything, sir,” said Caggley, and this time his earnestness was unmistakable. “It’s as much as my life’s worth.”




  Brian bent his brows in thought. He had a couple of horses entered at Manchester. He had not intended running them, but there was no reason why he should not.




  Then he noticed that the man was wandering about the room in an aimless way, and that he still had his overcoat on.




  Brian got up from his chair as Caggley reached the open window.




  “What is the game?” he asked sternly.




  He stood by the table under the shaded light, an excellent mark.




  “There’s something wrong here, Caggley,” he said. Then suddenly he felt a cold shiver run down his spine — that warning which Nature gives to all animals, human or otherwise, at approaching danger.




  He knew not why, but instinct was unreasoning, and his hand flew to his hip pocket.




  His fingers had gripped the butt of a hidden revolver when from the open window leapt a pencil of flame.




  ‘Crack!’




  He felt the wind of the nickel bullet fan his hair as it passed, and fired twice at the open window. As he did Caggley, openmouthed and livid, turned.




  “Great Scot, governor!” he whined, “what are you — ?”




  He never spoke again.




  A second time the invisible marksman fired, and, shot through the forehead, the sharper fell an inert heap on the ground.




  XX. A Wire From Brian
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  ‘The Knightsbridge Shooting Affray’ occupied the contents bills of most of the London evening newspapers the next day.




  There was damning evidence against the dead man in the shape of a pistol found in his pocket, and obviously discharged recently.




  Brian’s evidence at the inquest did not help to dissipate the belief that Caggley was the culprit. The punter enjoyed a little unenviable notoriety during the days that followed. He was held for trial, though it was certain that the jury would return a verdict of justifiable homicide.




  He was released from custody on a heavy bail, and returned to Knightsbridge after the police-court proceedings, to find Mr Callander and Gladys awaiting him.




  As he came into the room, dispirited, out of conceit with himself, she came toward him, both hands outstretched. There and then, in the presence of her father, he took her into his arms, and found comfort in her nearness and fragrance. Mr Callander accepted the surprising happening with admirable self-restraint, turning discreetly to watch the stream of motor traffic which flowed through the park.




  “My dear,” she whispered, “I have told father everything.”




  He stooped, and kissed her gently, smiling into her troubled eyes.




  Mr Callander turned as she slipped from his arms. “Brian,” he said, clearing his throat, “Gladys has given me to understand that you are — that she is — in fact, that you are not indifferent to one another.”




  “That is true,” said Brian quietly. “I love her very dearly.”




  “Hum!” said Mr Callander, as he coughed again, “of course — at present — under a cloud — very embarrassing for me — but you may be sure—” He held out his hand. Brian was touched by the emotion of the old man and wrung the proffered hand.




  “I want a word with you,” said Mr Callander.




  They stepped up to the window.




  “Horace has told me,” Mr Callander went on, dropping his voice, “everything.”




  His voice shook, and he raised his hand to his trembling lip. This uninteresting son of his was the apple of his eye.




  “I cannot expect you to believe,” he said, “that he knew nothing of the infamous plot: yet I am convinced—”




  “No more convinced than I am,” said Brian heartily; “in fact, I have absolute proof that Horace knew nothing whatever about the matter.”




  The old man nodded. He opened his pocketbook and took out a cheque for two thousand pounds.




  “You were good enough to lend this to my son,” he said. “I cannot tell you how much I appreciate your goodness; it has placed you in an entirely new light. I am an old man, Brian, a prejudiced and narrow old man, I fear, and not over-generous. I have set myself up as a critic — neglecting to rectify faults in my own life which have been worthy of criticism, but I — I—”




  He blew his nose with some energy.




  It was some time before they sat down to a calm discussion of the position.




  “I am perfectly assured,” said Brian, “that it was Pinlow who fired the shot at me, and fired the shot which killed Caggley. My hands are tied for the present because any accusation against him must bring up the whole of the other business — that would involve Horace.”




  He did not say that it might drag the name of Gladys into the case, and, incidentally, that of Mr Callander. He saw, by the gratitude in the old man’s eyes, that his reticence was approved.




  “I believe that Caggley was sent here with a cock-and-bull story about the Manchester races in order to throw the guilt on him for my murder. Pinlow intended shooting him to ensure his silence.”




  “Has the ownership of the revolver been established?” asked Mr Callander.




  Brian shook his head.




  “It is next to impossible. The pistol is of Belgian make — obviously purchased abroad.”




  The two stayed to lunch, which was halfway through when the servant brought in a card.




  Brian read it.




  “Chief Inspector Valance, C.I.D., Scotland Yard.”




  On the back was scribbled, “I have some good news for you.”




  “Show him in,” said Brian; “good news is for all hearing.”




  The Inspector was a pleasant-faced, grey-haired man of fifty. He greeted the party with a little bow.




  “Sit down, Inspector,” said Brian, with a smile. “Well, what are the glad tidings? — this is my uncle, and this is my cousin,” he introduced.




  “The best news for you, Mr Pallard,” he said. “The Crown does not intend proceeding with the case. There was a little flaw in the evidence at the inquest; the Home Office expert has proved beyond doubt that the bullet which killed Caggley was fired from a pistol of a larger calibre than yours.”




  “I am glad,” said the girl impulsively, holding out her hands, her eyes shining with unshed tears.




  “On that fact,” the Inspector proceeded, “there can be no question of a prosecution. Now, Mr Pallard, just as soon as your release is granted, I want you to help me to find the man that did it.”




  “I am afraid—” began Brian, when interruption came from an unexpected quarter.




  It was from Mr Callander.




  “Mr Pallard believes that the murderer was Lord Pinlow,” he said; “he can also supply you with information regarding the killing of a horse at Goodwood—”




  “Mr Callander,” began Brian, but the old man silenced him with a little dignified wave of his hand.




  “My son, Horace Callander,” he went on, “was an unwitting assistant to Lord Pinlow in that crime. In order to keep our name out of the matter, Mr Pallard has chivalrously declined to prosecute.”




  The Inspector nodded.




  “Mr Pallard does not give us credit for knowing anything about that matter,” he said, “and it will be news to him that a warrant has already been issued for Lord Pinlow’s arrest in that connection.”




  This was news indeed.




  “How on earth did you know?” asked Brian in surprise.




  The Inspector smiled cryptically.




  “These things leak out. We knew something was wrong, and we knew that you suspected the truth — so, as we couldn’t place the culprit, we put men on to shadow you, knowing that sooner or later you would put us on the right track. We struck the trail after we had traced you to the house of Dr Jellis.”




  Brian smiled ruefully.




  “And all the time I thought I was the only person who knew,” he said.




  The Inspector took his leave soon after.




  “We will try to do the thing quietly,” he said, “but if Lord Pinlow is arrested by tomorrow we shall be obliged to give publicity to the fact.”




  That night the little club in Summers Town, of which Mr Augustus Fanks was so excellent a patron, was raided by the police. It was an unfortunate circumstance that Mr Fanks was present. He had come to find Tinker Smith, who did odd jobs for him. Mr Fanks, being a man of boundless indebtedness, and being, moreover, in the habit of sailing close to the law, had often need of an expert who was willing and able to secure documents of a character compromising Mr Augustus Fanks.




  For there had been times in his exciting career when Mr Fanks had written letters, so much like blackmailing letters, that only one expert in the world could detect the difference. And that expert was Mr Fanks.




  It happened that such a letter, addressed to a man whose help Fanks required, and of whose lurid youth he had the fullest details, had been sent by the desperate correspondent to his lawyer, and Mr Augustus Fanks was most anxious to recover that letter before it reached the depository of the Director of Public Prosecutions.




  But the man he sought was absent, and Fanks had hardly ascertained the fact when the door was burst open and the police swarmed into the room.




  If the truth be told, the primary object of that raid was the same that animated Mr Fanks — they very greatly desired to lay their hands on Tinker Smith. Though Augustus Fanks protested, produced his card, and swore by all the gods that he was an innocent visitor attracted by curiosity, they marched him off to the nearest police-station. But they did not find Tinker Smith.




  What they did find was a letter signed ‘P.’, which ran:




  “I am laying low with S. Pallard swears I have had something to do with the shooting at Knightsbridge. He shall pay in many ways. If I do not see you again, take charge of my flat, and bum all my letters. I advise this as much in your interest as in mine. Au revoir.”




  The police had saved Mr Fanks the trouble, for the flat was already in their hands.




  But the letter was interesting, if for no other reason than because it had been posted in London on that day, and an ‘A.S.’ message — which means ‘All stations’ — was flashed from one end of London to the other, to the effect that the wanted man was in London.




  Gladys Callander, returning home the next evening with the happy assurance that her lover was saved the humiliation of an appearance at Old Bailey, was startled by a contents bill.




  KNIGHTSBRIDGE


  MURDERER


  A CLUE




  She sought the paper to find, for the first time, Pinlow’s name mentioned with the affair.




  There it was, in the boldest type, the story of the killing of Greenpol, the arrest of Fanks in that connection, and as much of the letter found in his possession as an ingenious reporter could extract from the police.




  She breathed a deep sigh of relief. At last the truth was out. She bought all the papers she could buy at the station. They told her little more than the first. One contained a little interview with Brian, which, in the main, consisted of a record of his unwillingness to talk on the subject. She reached home to find that neither Horace nor her father had arrived. She went straight to her room to change her dress, and came down to receive a telegram from the hand of her maid.




  “must see you, am sending car. — Brian,” it ran.




  There was something of frantic urgency about the wire that alarmed her. What could have happened? She wished her father was there. Even Horace would have served. She scribbled a reply, but then it occurred to her that he would not receive the message. He was to have gone to Wickham that day to escape the persistent interviewer. She laid the telegram down, then on second thoughts she decided to send it. He had wired that he was sending the car — he would not be coming himself. Again she wondered what had kept him.




  She despatched a maid to the village to send the wire. The girl had not returned when a large car came gliding up the walk. The chauffeur touched his hat to the girl.




  “Are you from Mr Pallard?” she asked.




  “Yes, miss,” replied the man.




  “Has anything happened?”




  “I don’t know, miss, only he told me I was to hurry back.”




  She ran into the house and snatched up a coat. She was hardly seated in the car before the driver started it with a jerk. Then she remembered that she had left no note to explain her hurried departure. She trusted that the servant would tell her father. They tore through the village and turned abruptly to the right.




  Now the road to London ran in the opposite direction, and Gladys, thinking the man might have made a mistake, leant out of the window.




  “You have taken the wrong road,” she said.




  “The other road’s up,” said the man abruptly.




  There was a hint of brusqueness in his tone which annoyed her. She sank back on the padded seat wondering how Brian came to employ such a boor. Then she remembered that Brian had only one car, and that this was not it. Neither was the chauffeur the man who had driven her before in London.




  It was growing dusk. She could not read the signposts. Only the glow of the setting sun was behind her. They were going due east. A cold fear gripped her heart. She knocked on the window in front, but there was no response. She put her head out of the window, and screamed at the man to stop.




  He sat stolidly, taking no notice. The car was proceeding at a great pace. She noticed that they passed few cars, and that the road was not of the even surface which she was accustomed to. They had been journeying an hour. The man had evidently made several detours to avoid towns, and now they were going due south, along a stretch of main road. Her hopes rose, only to sink again, as the car turned abruptly to the right, driving down a narrow road. For a mile it ran thus, then turned again to the right — this time along a private road, where the car bumped and jolted in the ruts of a farm track.




  It turned again, this time through a broken gate, and came to a stop before the door of a dilapidated old farm.




  She fumbled at the door, her hands trembling, when a man slipped from the doorway and opened the door. Though he had altered and his heavy moustache had been shaven off, she recognized him.




  “Lord Pinlow!” she gasped.




  XXI. The End
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  Brian passed the wire over to Ernest as they walked along Knightsbridge.




  “‘I am coming, Gladys’,” read the doctor. “Why is this?” he asked.




  “That is what I want to know,” said Brian. “The dear girl only went home this afternoon.”




  “Rum!” said Ernest; then he stopped dead. “That reads like an answer to a wire; have you wired to her?”




  A tense, drawn look came to Brian’s face. He said no word.




  Hailing a taxi he drove straight back to the house. He had been on his way to the club, having, as it happened, postponed his visit to Wickham.




  He found another telegram which had recently arrived.




  “is gladys with you? — callander.”




  In five minutes his car was at the door, and the two men were speeding toward Sevenoaks.




  “If Pinlow is in this—” said Brian, between his teeth. Then he recognized the absurdity of the unuttered threat. The man was already a fugitive from justice — a murderer. It was hopeless.




  He flung himself from the car before it had stopped at the door of the house.




  One glance at Mr Callander’s face told him all he feared to know.




  “She has not returned,” said the old man; “here is the telegram.”




  He handed the wire which had called the girl away. It had been despatched from a West End office.




  A rough description of the car was given by a man in the village, who was also able to supply the information as to the direction the car took.




  This was a slender clue to work on, but Brian lost no time. He notified Scotland Yard by telephone, and with a road map he started forth in pursuit.




  It was an impossible task he set himself. He kept on the track of the car until it left the main road. After that it seemed to have passed unnoticed.




  He spent the whole of the night fruitlessly, and returned to Mr Callander at daybreak, tired and dispirited.




  No news awaited him, except that Scotland Yard had sent two of their best men, and every police-station in England had been notified.




  He snatched a few hours’ sleep, and awoke refreshed. Over a hasty breakfast he discussed the situation with Mr Callander and Ernest.




  “I think no harm will come to her,” he said. “Pinlow is holding her to ransom. He wants money, and he shall have it.”




  He took out his chequebook and wrote an order on his banker.




  “I must have this money in hard cash,” he said. “Ernest, will you go to town for me?”




  “With pleasure.”




  “Go to town and cash this.”




  He handed the cheque, which was for £20,000. Seeing the doctor’s look of amazement, Brian went on:




  “I am prepared to pay anything — I tell you that I will give every cent I own in the world if needs be.”




  “But how will it be conveyed to him?”




  “He’ll find a way,” said Brian grimly. “I expect the next move from him.”




  His expectations were justified. At noon that day there arrived from London a little district messenger with a letter. It had been sent from the Northumberland Avenue depot.




  “I shall want £10,000 in notes for the release of my prize. If you agree, and will pledge me your word you will not attempt to trap me, come to the end of the Petworth Road leading to Chichester. You will see a car waiting. Tell your man to follow that. If you make any attempt to betray me, I shall have no hesitation in killing her. Go to the nearest post office, I will call you by telephone at one o’clock.”




  “As I thought,” said Brian.




  He handed the letter to Mr Callander.




  “What will you do?” asked the old man. “Go to the post office and wait — the police must not know of this; we can afford to take no risks.”




  He was waiting at one o’clock, and prompt to the minute the call came through.




  “Is that you, Pallard?”




  He recognized the hateful voice.




  “Yes.”




  “Do you agree to my terms?”




  “Absolutely.”




  “You promise?”




  “Yes.”




  “Remember, only your chauffeur and yourself.”




  “I have given you my word; at what hour?”




  “At five this afternoon.”




  “I will be there.”




  He heard the click of the telephone as it was hung up.




  At three o’clock that afternoon he left in his car, carrying with him part of the money Ernest had brought from town. He reached Petworth at half-past four, and stopped for a cup of tea in that ancient town. The clock of the Town Hall was striking five when he reached the Chichester road. There was a car waiting a little way ahead. As soon as the driver saw Brian’s big Panhard, he moved off.




  The two ran at a respectable interval till they came to the steep winding road that runs across the Downs. Up this they climbed. They were now on the long white road that runs across the Downs. There was nobody in sight. The road stretched to the horizon, only in one place being lost to view where it made a sharp bend northward. At the bend was a little copse.




  “My man will be there,” said Brian to himself. The foremost car increased its speed and Brian’s followed suit. Within fifty yards of the copse, the car stopped.




  Brian looked out. He saw another car drawn up by the side of the road. He thought he detected the figure of a man in the shade of the little wood. His car stopped and he got out.




  “Walk toward the wood,” commanded a voice. He obeyed. He did not look round when he heard footsteps behind him.




  “Halt!”




  He stopped and turned. Pinlow was behind him. Pinlow, scrubby of beard, white and drawn of face, confronted him, a revolver in his hand.




  “Put up your hands,” he said. He stepped forward and smoothed the pockets of the other.




  “You’ve got no pistol?”




  “I have no pistol on me,” said Brian; “now where is Miss Callander?”




  “You shall see her in good time,” said Pinlow; “have you brought the money?”




  “You shall see that in good time,” repeated Brian. Pinlow scowled and raised his pistol, then thought better of it.




  He turned his head and called something. They heard a crackling and a snaffling of twigs, and a man appeared. He was leading Gladys, holding her by the arm. The girl was pale, but she smiled bravely when she saw her lover.




  “There is the lady,” said Pinlow; “now I will have the money.”




  Brian thrust his hand into the pocket inside his waistcoat and drew out a flat package of notes. The other snatched them and counted them roughly.




  “Put her in the car,” said Pinlow, addressing Tinker Smith.




  “I’ll save you the trouble,” said Brian coolly. He walked to where she stood.




  Quick as thought Smith tried to drag her back, but he was too late. Brian’s arm was round her waist, a hand like steel descended upon the Tinker’s shoulder and sent him spinning.




  “I’ve kept my part of the bargain — keep to yours,” he said.




  For a moment Pinlow stood irresolute.




  “I’ll keep to mine,” he hissed; “let the girl go, Pallard, or I’ll send you to hell!”




  A man came tumbling through the bracken that carpeted the copse. It was the driver of one of the cars.




  “Quick!” he gasped, “the mounted police are coming over the hill.”




  Pinlow turned on his rival with a scream of, rage.




  “You dog!” he raised his pistol.




  “Don’t shoot, for Heaven’s sake don’t shoot, m’lord,” said the man grasping his arm. “If they hear the shot they’ll be on us before we can get away; they’re only walking and they’re half a mile away.”




  Pinlow hesitated.




  His mouth was twisted with fury and hate. Again he raised the pistol, but now Smith was at his side, and they half dragged, half led him back to the road.




  Brian heard the engines of the first car start and the whirr of its wheels, then the second engine throttled. He heard the quick steps of somebody returning.




  “Run,” he whispered to the girl, and, holding her arm, he raced back into the wood.




  ‘Crack!’




  A bullet struck the tree and sent the splinters flying.




  Pinlow, his hate overcoming his discretion, overpowering his love of liberty and his fear of death, was hot on their track.




  ‘Crack!’




  They heard other voices now, angry voices; the firing ceased and the footsteps receded.




  “Stay here,” said Brian.




  He followed swiftly in the track of his pursuer. He got to the edge of the copse just as Pinlow reached his car. The horsemen were nearer now — a long string of them riding in single file — and as the car jerked forward Brian realized in a flash that they were his own horses. Wickham was only four miles away, and Colter invariably exercised his string on these Downs in the afternoon.




  Colter it was, riding leisurely at the head of the little procession. He saw Brian as he ran into the road and spurred his hack forward.




  “Miss Callander is in the wood, Colter; see to her,” said Brian quickly; then, “Tune up, James,” he said to the chauffeur, “we will go after that rascal.”




  “Very sorry, sir,” said the man, “they’ve cut the tyres about and taken out two sparking plugs whilst you were in the wood; the other driver held me up with a pistol while he did it.”




  Colter was off his horse.




  “Who is it?” he asked.




  “Pinlow.”




  Brian pointed to the car disappearing in a cloud of dust.




  Colter watched it thoughtfully.




  “He’ll have to make the circuit of Horley Hill before he can get off this road,” he said; “if you could take a short cut you’d get up with him.”




  The horses had halted by the side of the road, each with a little stable lad atop.




  “You’d have to cover four miles in seven minutes,” said Colter; “but I think I know a horse that could do it.”




  Pinlow and his companion were making their final plans as the car sped swiftly to safety.




  “I have a motor launch at Burnham,” said Pinlow; “we can reach there tonight. With this weather we ought to be able to make Flushing in the morning.”




  “You was mad to go after that Pallard,” growled Smith; “an’ understand this, Lord Pinlow, I’m havin’ no murder in mind, I draw the line at abduction.”




  Pinlow said nothing. He had gone so far now that a little further did not count. He wondered how Smith, with the example of Caggley before him, could trust him. He might have been disagreeably surprised had he known that Tinker Smith trusted him not at all, and for ever had a revolver at hand to emphasize his lack of faith.




  “This car is going cursedly slow,” grumbled Pinlow.




  Smith put his hand out of the window. The road had been recently repaired, and a stretch of jagged flint-covered road was the chauffeur’s excuse.




  “We can’t take the risk of a puncture,” said Smith. They were rounding Horley Hill and Pinlow shifted uncomfortably. “We’re going back the way we came,” he said.




  Smith laughed. “You needn’t worry,” he said, “we shan’t be within seven miles of where we left ’em — an’ there’s no road across.”




  The car’s speed increased. The engines hummed musically, and the whirling wheels ate up the ribbon of road before them.




  As the speed increased Pinlow’s spirits rose. He spoke quickly, almost excitedly, of the life that lay before them.




  “We must separate,” he said, “you go south, and I’ll work my way—”




  Then he remembered that he gained no advantage by betraying his route.




  “I’ll try South Africa,” said Smith. “I’ll wander down to Marseilles and get a Messagerie boat—”




  He got no farther. There was a sudden clamping of brakes and the car jarred to a standstill.




  “What’s wrong?” asked Pinlow. He was out of the car in a second. He did not need to ask. Across the road at regular intervals was strung a line of big stones, evidently taken from a heap left by the stone-breakers.




  “Help get these out of the way,” said Smith.




  The three men went to work with frantic haste to clear a path for the car. Pinlow had tossed aside the last stone when a voice greeted him.




  “Pinlow, don’t move! I’ve got you covered, my man.”




  The fugitive looked up.




  “Pallard!” he cried hoarsely. “How did you get here?”




  Brian, weapon in hand, jerked his head sideways, and Pinlow’s eyes followed the direction. Tethered to a tree, and lathered with sweat, was a big grey horse, who returned his gaze with the mild curiosity which was his characteristic.




  “Grey Timothy!” gasped Pinlow.




  In a quarter of an hour the group was joined by Colter and his head lad. The three men were disarmed and the car continued on its way to Chichester. Here the prisoners were handed over to the local constabulary. The search made of Lord Pinlow was neither thorough nor effective, for when the London police arrived to take charge of their men, they found only two.




  The third lay stretched on the floor of the cell, beyond the stricture of earthly judge — two little pellets in a secret pocket of his coat and the pungent scent of cyanide explained everything.




  In a pocketbook they discovered a number of rough notes on horses. One in particular was interesting:




  “Grey Timothy — does not stay.”




  Brian heard the evidence at the inquest, at which he was a witness, and heard this little extract read out.




  As he left the court with Colter, he said:




  “A fitting end for such a life.”




  The trainer’s brows were clouded.




  “A fitting end for any man who maligns a good horse,” he said with acerbity. “Can’t stay, indeed!”




  The End




  The Man Who Bought London (1915)
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  Night had come to the West End, but though the hour was late, though all Suburbia might at this moment be wrapped in gloom — a veritable desert of deadness relieved only by the brightness and animation of the busy public-houses — the Strand was thronged with a languid crowd all agape for the shady mysteries of the night world, which writers describe so convincingly, but the evidence of which is so often disappointing.




  Deserted Suburbia had sent its quota to stare at the evil night-life of the Metropolis. That it was evil none doubted. These pallid shop girls clinging to the arms of their protecting swains, these sedate, married ladies, arm in arm with their husbands, these gay young bloods from a thousand homes beyond the radius — they all knew the significance of those two words: “West End.”




  They stood for an extravagant aristocracy — you could see the shimmer and sheen of them as they bowled noiselessly along the Strand from theatre to supper table, in their brilliantly illuminated cars, all lacquer and silver work. They stood for all the dazzle of light, for all the joyous ripple of laughter, for the faint strains of music which came from the restaurants.




  Suburbia saw, disapproved, but was intensely interested. For here was hourly proof of unthinkable sums that to the strolling pedestrians were only reminiscent of the impossible exercises in arithmetic which they had been set in their earlier youth. It all reeked of money — the Strand — Pall Mall (all ponderous and pompous clubs), but most of all, Piccadilly Circus, a great glittering diamond of light set in the golden heart of London.




  Money — money — money! The contents bills reflected the spirit of the West. “Well-known actress loses 20,000 pounds worth of jewellery,” said one; “Five million shipping deal,” said another, but that which attracted most attention was the naming bill which The Monitor had issued —




  KING KERRY TO BUY LONDON


  (Special)




  




  It drew reluctant coppers from pockets which seldom knew any other variety of coinage than copper. It brought rapidly-walking men, hardened to the beguilement of the contents-bill author, to a sudden standstill.




  It even lured the rich to satisfy their curiosity. “King Kerry is going to buy London,” said one man.




  “I wish he’d buy this restaurant and burn it,” grumbled the other, rapping on the table with the handle of a fork. “Waiter, how long are you going to keep me before you take my order?”




  “In a moment, sir.”




  A tall, goodlooking man sitting at the next table, and occupying at the moment the waiter’s full attention, smiled as he heard the conversation. His grey hair made him look much older than he was, a fact which afforded him very little distress, for he had passed the stage when his personal appearance excited much interest in his own mind. There were many eyes turned toward him, as, having paid his bill, he rose from his chair.




  He seemed unaware of the attention he drew to himself, or, if aware, to be uncaring, and with a thin cigar between his even white teeth he made his way through the crowded room to the vestibule of the restaurant.




  “By Jove,” said the man who had complained about the waiter’s inattention, “there goes the chap himself!” and he twisted round in his chair to view the departing figure.




  “Who?” asked his friend, laying down the paper he had been reading.




  “King Kerry,” said the other, “the American millionaire.”




  King Kerry strolled out through the revolving doors and was swallowed up with the crowd.




  Following King Kerry, at a distance, was another well-dressed man, younger than the millionaire, with a handsome face and a subtle air of refinement.




  He scowled at the figure ahead as though he bore him no good will, but made no attempt to overtake or pass the man in front, seeming content to keep his distance. King Kerry crossed to the Haymarket and walked down that sloping thoroughfare to Cockspur Street.




  The man who followed was slimmer of build, yet well made. He walked with a curious restricted motion that was almost mincing. He lacked the swing of shoulder which one usually associated with the well-built man, and there was a certain stiffness in his walk which suggested a military training. Reflected by the light of a lamp under which he stopped when the figure in front slowed down, the face was a perfect one, small featured and delicate.




  Herman Zeberlieff had many of the characteristics of his Polish-Hungarian ancestry and if he had combined with these the hauteur of his aristocratic forbears, it was not unnatural, remembering that the Zeberlieffs had played no small part in the making of history.




  King Kerry was taking a mild constitutional before returning to his Chelsea house to sleep. His shadower guessed this, and when King Kerry turned on to the Thames Embankment, the other kept on the opposite side of the broad avenue, for he had no wish to meet his quarry face to face.




  The Embankment was deserted save for the few poor souls who gravitated hither in the hope of meeting a charitable miracle.




  King Kerry stopped now and again to speak to one or another of the wrecks who ambled along the broad pavement, and his hand went from pocket to outstretched palm not once but many times.




  There were some who, slinking towards him with open palms, whined their needs, but he was too experienced a man not to be able to distinguish between misfortune and mendicancy.




  One such a beggar approached him near Cleopatra’s Needle, but as King Kerry passed on without taking any notice of him, the outcast commenced to hurl a curse at him. Suddenly King Kerry turned back and the beggar shrunk towards the parapet as if expecting a blow, but the pedestrian was not hostile.




  He stood straining his eyes in the darkness, which was made the more baffling because of the gleams of distant lights, and his cigar glowed red and grey.




  “What did you say?” he asked gently. “I’m afraid I was thinking of something else when you spoke.”




  “Give a poor feller creature a copper to get a night’s lodgin’!” whined the man. He was a bundle of rags, and his long hair and bushy beard were repulsive even in the light which the remote electric standards afforded.




  “Give a copper to get a night’s lodging?” repeated the other.




  “An’ the price of a dri — of a cup of coffee,” added the man eagerly.




  “Why?”




  The question staggered the night wanderer, and he was silent for a moment.




  “Why should I give you the price of a night’s lodging — or give you anything at all which you have not earned?”




  There was nothing harsh in the tone: it was gentle and friendly, and the man took heart.




  “Because you’ve got it an’ I ain’t,” he said — to him a convincing and unanswerable argument.




  The gentleman shook his head.




  “That is no reason,” he said. “How long is it since you did any work?”




  The man hesitated. There was authority in the voice, despite its mildness. He might be a “split” — and it would not pay to lie to one of those busy fellows.




  “I’ve worked orf an’ on,” he said sullenly. “I can’t get work what with foreyners takin’ the bread out of me mouth an’ undersellin’ us.”




  It was an old argument, and one which he had found profitable, particularly with a certain type of philanthropist.




  “Have you ever done a week’s work in your life, my brother?” asked the gentleman.




  One of the “my brother” sort, thought the tramp, and drew from his armoury the necessary weapons for the attack.




  “Well, sir,” he said meekly, “the Lord has laid a grievous affliction on me head—”




  The gentleman shook his head again.




  “There is no use in the world for you, my friend,” he said softly. “You occupy the place and breathe the air which might be better employed. You’re the sort that absorbs everything and grows nothing: you live on the charity of working people who cannot afford to give you the hard-earned pence your misery evokes.”




  “Are you goin’ to allow a feller creature to walk about all night?” demanded the tramp aggressively.




  “I have nothing to do with it, my brother,” said the other coolly. “If I had the ordering of things I should not let you walk about.”




  “Very well, then,” began the beggar, a little appeased.




  “I should treat you in exactly the same way as I should treat any other stray dog — I should put you out of the world.”




  And he turned to walk on.




  The tramp hesitated for a moment, black rage in his heart. The Embankment was deserted — there was no sign of a policeman.




  “Here!” he said roughly, and gripped King Kerry’s arm.




  Only for a second, then a hand like teak struck him under the jaw, and he went blundering into the roadway, striving to regain his balance.




  Dazed and shaken he stood on the kerb watching the leisurely disappearance of his assailant. Perhaps if he followed and made a row the stranger would give him a shilling to avoid the publicity of the courts; but then the tramp was as anxious as the stranger, probably more anxious, to avoid publicity. To do him justice, he had not allowed his beard to grow or refrained from cutting his hair because he wished to resemble an anchorite, there was another reason. He would like to get even with the man who had struck him — but there were risks.




  “You made a mistake, didn’t you?”




  The beggar turned with a snarl.




  At his elbow stood Hermann Zeberlieff, King Kerry’s shadower, who had been an interested spectator of all that had happened.




  “You mind your own business!” growled the beggar, and would have slouched on his way.




  “Wait a moment!” The young man stepped in his path. His hand went into his pocket, and when he withdrew it he had a little handful of gold and silver. He shook it; it jingled musically.




  “What would you do for a tenner?” he asked.




  The man’s wolf eyes were glued to the money.




  “Anything,” he whispered, “anything, bar murder.”




  “What would you do for fifty?” asked the young man.




  “I’d — I’d do most anything,” croaked the tramp hoarsely.




  “For five hundred and a free passage to Australia?” suggested the young man, and his piercing eyes were fixed on the beggar.




  “Anything — anything!” almost howled the man.




  The young man nodded.




  “Follow me,” he said, “on the other side of the road.”




  They had not been gone more than ten minutes when two men came briskly from the direction of Westminster. They stopped every now and again to flash the light of an electric lamp upon the human wreckage which lolled in every conceivable attitude of slumber upon the seats of the Embankment. Nor were they content with this, for they scrutinized every passerby — very few at this hour in the morning.




  They met a leisurely gentleman strolling toward them, and put a question to him.




  “Yes,” said he, “curiously enough I have just spoken with him — a man of medium height, who spoke with a queer accent. I guess you think I speak with a queer accent too,” he smiled, “but this was a provincial, I reckon.”




  “That’s the man, inspector,” said one of the two turning to the other. “Did he have a trick when speaking of putting his head on one side?”




  The gentleman nodded.




  “Might I ask if he is wanted — I gather that you are police officers?”




  The man addressed hesitated and looked to his superior.




  “Yes, sir,” said the inspector. “There’s no harm in telling you that his name is Horace Baggin, and he’s wanted for murder — killed a warder of Devizes Gaol and escaped whilst serving the first portion of a lifer for manslaughter. We had word that he’s been seen about here.”




  They passed on with a salute, and King Kerry, for it was he, continued his stroll thoughtfully.




  “What a man for Hermann Zeberlieff to find?” he thought, and it was a coincidence that at that precise moment the effeminate-looking Zeberlieff was entertaining an unsavoury tramp in his Park Lane study, plying him with a particularly villainous kind of vodka; and the tramp, with his bearded head on one side as he listened, was learning more about the pernicious ways of American millionaires than he had ever dreamt.




  “Off the earth fellers like that ought to be,” he said thickly. “Give me a chance — hit me on the jaw, he did, the swine — I’ll millionaire him!”




  “Have another drink,” said Zeberlieff.




  Chapter II




  

    Table of Contents

  




  The “tube” lift was crowded, and Elsie Marion, with an apprehensive glance at the clock, rapidly weighed in her mind whether it would be best to wait for the next lift and risk the censure of Mr. Tack or whether she should squeeze in before the great sliding doors clanged together. She hated lifts, and most of all she hated crowded lifts. Whilst she hesitated the doors rolled together with a “Next lift, please!”




  She stared at the door blankly, annoyed at her own folly. This was the morning of all mornings when she wished to be punctual.




  Tack had been mildly grieved by her innumerable failings, and had nagged her persistently for the greater part of the week. She was unpunctual, she was untidy, she was slack to a criminal extent for a lady cashier whose efficiency is reckoned by the qualities which, as Tack insisted, she did not possess.




  The night before he had assembled the cash girls and had solemnly warned them that he wished to see them in their places at nine o’clock sharp. Not, he was at trouble to explain, at nine-ten, or at nine-five, not even at nine-one — but as the clock in the tower above Tack and Brighton’s magnificent establishment chimed the preliminary quarters before booming out the precise information that nine o’clock had indeed arrived, he wished every lady to be in her place.




  There had been stirring times at Tack and Brighton’s during the past three months. An unaccountable spirit of generosity had been evinced by the proprietors — but it had been exercised towards the public rather than in favour of the unfortunate employees. The most extraordinary reductions in the sale price of their goods and the most cheeseparing curtailments of selling cost had resulted — so traitorous members of the counting-house staff said secretly — in a vastly increased turnover and, in some mysterious fashion, in vastly increased profits.




  Some hinted that those profits were entirely fictitious, but that were slander only to be hinted at, for why should Tack and Brighten, a private company with no shareholders to please or pain, go out of their way to fake margins? For the moment, the stability of the firm was a minor consideration.




  It wanted seven minutes to nine, and here was Elsie Marion at Westminster Bridge Road Tube Station, and Tack and Brighton’s Oxford Street premises exactly twelve minutes away. She shrugged her pretty shoulders. One might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb, she thought. But she was angry with herself at her own stupidity. The next lift would be as crowded — she was left in no doubt as to that, for it was full as soon as the doors were open — and she might have saved three precious minutes.




  She was crowded to the side of the lift and was thankful that the unsavoury and often uncleanly patrons of the line at this hour in the morning were separated from her by a tall man who stood immediately before her.




  He was bareheaded, and his grey hair was neatly brushed and pomaded. His high forehead, clean-cut aquiline nose and firm chin, gave him an air of refinement and suggested breed. His eyes were blue and deepset, his lips a trifle thin, and his cheekbones, without being prominent, were noticeable on his sun-tanned face. All this she took in in one idle glance. She wondered who he was, and for what reason he was a traveller so early in the morning. He was well-dressed, and a single black pearl in his cravat was suggestive of wealth. His hat he held between his two hands across his breast. He was an American, she gathered, because Americans invariably removed their hats in elevators when women were present.




  The lift sank downward to the platform sixty feet below, and as it did she heard the faint sound of a “ting,” which told her she had missed a train. That would mean another three minutes’ wait. She could have cried with vexation. It was a serious matter for her — an orphan girl absolutely alone in the world and dependent upon her own exertions for a livelihood. Cashiers were a drug on the market, and her shorthand and typewriting lessons had only advanced to a stage where she despaired of their getting any further.




  Her salary was very small, and she thought regretfully of the days when she had spent more than that on shoes, before dear old spendthrift Aunt Martha had died, leaving her adopted daughter with no greater provision for the future than a Cheltenham education, a ten-pound note, and a massive brooch containing a lock from the head of Aunt Martha’s love of the sixties.




  Between the beginning of a lift’s ascent and the moment the doors open again a girl with the cares of life upon her can review more than a man can write in a year. Before the giant elevator touched bottom Elsie Marion had faced the future and found it a little bleak. She was aware, as she turned to make her exit, that the tall man before her was watching her curiously. It was not the rude stare to which she had now grown callous, but the deeper, piercing glance of one who was genuinely interested. She suspected the inevitable smut on her nose, and fumbled for her handkerchief.




  The stranger stepped aside to let her pass down first, and she was compelled to acknowledge the courtesy with a little nod. He followed her closely, instinct told her that; but so many people were following closely in that hurried slither to the platform.




  There was some time to wait — two full minutes — and she strolled to the deserted end of the platform to get away from the crowd. She disliked crowds at all times, and this morning she hated them.




  “Excuse me!”




  She had heard that form of introduction before, but there was something in the voice which now addressed her which was unlike any of the impertinent overtures to which she had grown accustomed.




  She turned and confronted the stranger. He was looking at her with a pleasant little smile.




  “You’ll think I’m crazy, I guess,” he said; “but somehow I just had to come along and talk to you — you’re scared of elevators?”




  She might have frozen him — at least, she might have tried — but for some unaccountable reason she felt glad to talk to him. He was the kind of man she had known in the heyday of Aunt Martha’s prosperity.




  “I am a little scared,” she said, with a quick smile. “It is absurd, because they are so safe.”




  He nodded.




  “I’m a little scared myself,” he confessed easily. “Not that I’m afraid of dying, but when I think of the thousands of human beings whose future rests upon me and my life — why my hair goes up every time I cross the street.”




  He was not asking her to be interested in himself. She felt that he was just voicing a thought that had occurred to him in a simple, natural way. She looked at him with greater interest.




  “I’ve just been buying a lunatic asylum,” he said, and with an inquiring lift of his eyebrows, which at once asked permission and offered thanks when it was granted, he lit a cigar.




  She stared at him and he laughed.




  Whilst suspicion was gathering in her eyes, the train came hissing into the station.




  The girl saw with dismay that it was crowded, and the mob which besieged each doorway was ten deep.




  “You won’t catch this,” said the man calmly. “There’ll be another in a minute.”




  “I’m afraid I must try,” said the girl, and hurried along to where the surging throng were struggling to get aboard.




  Her strange companion followed with long strides, but even with his assistance there was no chance of obtaining foothold, and she was left behind with a score of others. “Time’s money,” said the grey-haired stranger cheerfully. “Don’t be mean with it!”




  “I can’t afford to be anything else,” said the girl, pardonably exasperated. “Possibly you haven’t to face the wrath of an employer with a watch in his hand and doom on his face.”




  She laughed a little in spite of her vexation.




  “I’m so sorry,” she pleaded; “but I did not intend allowing myself the luxury of a grumble about my worries — you were saying you have bought a lunatic asylum.”




  He nodded, a twinkle in his eye.




  “And you were thinking I had just escaped from one,” he said accusingly. “Yes, I’ve just bought the Coldharbour Asylum — lock, stock, and barrel—”




  She looked at him incredulously.




  “Do you mean that?” she asked, and her scepticism was justified, for the Coldharbour Asylum is the largest in London, and the second largest in the world.




  “I mean it,” he said. “I am going to build the cutest residential club in London on that site.”




  There was no time to say any more. Another train came in and, escorted by the grey-haired man, who in the shortest space of time had assumed a guardianship over her which was at once comforting and disconcerting, she found a seat in a smoking carriage. It was so easy to chat with him, so easy to confide hopes and fears which till that moment she had not put into words.




  She found herself at Oxford Circus all too soon, and oblivious of the fact that the hands of the station clock pointed to twenty minutes after nine. “A sheep as a lamb,” said her footsteps hollowly, as she went leisurely along the vaulted passageway to the lift.




  “Were you going to Oxford Circus?” she asked, suddenly seized with a fear that she had taken this purchaser of lunatic asylums out of his way.




  “Curiously enough, I was,” he said. “I’m buying some shops in Oxford Street at half-past nine.”




  Again she shot a swift glance at him, and he chuckled as he saw her shrink back a little.




  “I am perfectly harmless,” he said mockingly.




  They stepped out into Argyll Street together, and he offered his hand.




  “I hope to meet you again,” he said, but did not tell her his name — it was King Kerry — though, he had read hers in the book she was carrying.




  She felt a little uncomfortable, but gave him a smiling farewell. He stood for some time looking after her.




  A man, unkempt, with a fixed, glassy look in his eye, had been watching the lift doors from the opposite side of the street. He started to cross as the grey-haired stranger made his appearance. Suddenly two shots rang out, and a bullet buzzed angrily past the grey man’s face.




  “That’s yours, Mister!” howled a voice, and the next instant the owner was grabbed by two policemen.




  A slow smile gathered at the corners of the grey man’s lips.




  “Horace,” he said, and shook his head disapprovingly, “you’re a rotten shot!”




  On the opposite side of Oxford Street, a man watched the scene from the upper window of a block of offices.




  He saw the racing policemen, the huge crowd which gathered in a moment, and the swaying figures of the officers of the law and their half-mad prisoner. He saw, too, a grey-haired man, unharmed and calm, slowly moving away, talking with a sergeant of police who had arrived on the scene at the moment. The watcher shook a white fist in the direction of King Kerry.




  “Some day, my friend!” he said between his clenched teeth, “I will find a bullet that goes to its mark — and the girl from Denver City will be free!”




  Chapter III




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Mr. Tack stood by the cashier’s desk in the ready-made department. He wore upon his face the pained look of one who had set himself the pleasant task of being disagreeable, and yet feared the absence of opportunity.




  “She won’t come; we’ll get a wire at eleven, saying she’s ill, or her mother has been taken to the infirmary,” he said bitterly, and three sycophantic shopwalkers, immaculately attired in the most perfect fitting of frockcoats who stood at a respectful distance, said in audible tones that it was really disgraceful.




  They would have laughed at Mr. Tack’s comment on the sick mother, but they weren’t sure whether he wanted them to laugh, because Mr. Tack was a strict Churchman, and usually regarded sickness as part and parcel of the solemn ritual of life.




  “She goes on Saturday week — whatever happens,” said Mr. Tack grimly, and examined his watch. “She would go at once if it wasn’t for the fact that I can’tget anybody to take her place at a minute’s notice.” One of the shopwalkers, feeling by reason of his seniority of service that something was expected from him, remarked that he did not know what things were coming to.




  It was to this unhappy group that Elsie Marion, flushed and a little breathless, came in haste from the stuffy dressing-room which Tack and Brighton’s provided for their female employees.




  “I’m so sorry!” she said, as she opened the glass-panelled door of the cash rostrum and swung herself up to the high stool.




  Mr. Tack looked at her. There he stood, as she had predicted, his gold chronometer in his hand, the doom on his face, an oppressive figure.




  “Nine o’clock I was here, miss,” he said.




  She made no reply, opening her desk, and taking out the check pads and the spikes of her craft.




  “Nine o’clock I was here, miss,” repeated the patient Mr. Tack — who was far from patient, being, in fact, in a white heat of temper.




  “I’m very sorry!” she repeated.




  A young man had strolled into the store, and since the officials responsible for piloting him to the counter of his desire were at that moment forming an admiring audience about Mr. Tack, he was allowed to wander aimlessly. He was a bright boy, in a fawn dustcoat, and his soft felt hat was stuck on the back of his head. He had all the savoir-faire and the careless confidence which is associated with one profession in the world — and one only. He drew nearer to the little group, having no false sense of modesty.




  “You are sorry!” said Mr. Tack with great restraint. He was a stout little man with a shiny bald head and a heavy, yellow moustache. “You are sorry! Well, that’s a comfort! You’ve absolutely set the rules — my rules — at defiance. You have ignored my special request to be here at nine o’clock — and you’re sorry!”




  Still the girl made no reply, but the young man in the soft felt hat was intensely interested.




  “If I can get here, Miss Marion, you can get here!” said Mr. Tack.




  “I’m very sorry,” said the girl again. “I overslept. As it is, I have come without any breakfast.”




  “I could get up in time,” went on Mr. Tack.




  Elsie Marion turned on him, her patience exhausted. This was his way — he would nag from now till she left, and she wanted to see the end of it. She scented dismissal, anyway.




  “What do you think I care?” she asked, stung to wrath, “about what time you got up? You’re horribly old compared to me; you eat more than I, and you haven’t my digestion. You get up because you can’t sleep, probably. I sleep because I can’t get up.”




  It was a speech foreign to her nature, but she was stung to resentment.




  Mr. Tack was dumbfounded. Here were at least six statements, many of them unthinkably outrageous, which called for reprimand.




  “You’re discharged,” he snorted. The girl slipped down from her stool, very white of face.




  “Not now — not now!” said Mr. Tack hastily. “You take a week’s notice from Saturday.”




  “I’d rather go now,” she said quietly.




  “You’ll stay to suit my convenience,” breathed Mr. Tack, “and then you will be discharged without a character.”




  She climbed back to her stool, strangely elated.




  “Then you’ve got to stop nagging me,” she said boldly. “I’ll do whatever it is my duty to do, but I won’t be bullied. I don’t want your linen-draper’s sarcasms,” she went on recklessly, encouraged by the sympathetic smile of the young man in the soft felt hat, who was now an unabashed member of the audience, “and I won’t have your ponderous rebukes. You are the head of a beastly establishment in which your hirelings insult defenceless girls who dare not resent. One of these days I’m going to take the story of Tack and Brighten to The Monitor.’”




  It was a terrible threat born of a waning courage, for the girl was fast losing her exhilaration which came to her in her moment of temporary triumph; but Mr. Tack, who was no psychologist, and did not inquire into first causes, turned pink and white. Already The Monitor had hinted at scandal in “a prosperous sweating establishment in Oxford Street,” and Mr. Tack had the righteous man’s fear of publicity.




  “You — you dare!” he spluttered. “You — you be careful, Miss — I’ll have you out of here, by Jove! Yes — neck and crop! What can we do for you, sir?”




  He turned sharply to the young man in the trilby hat, having observed him for the first time.




  “My name’s Gillett,” said the youth bluntly, “and I am a representative of The Monitor — er — I want to see this young lady for two minutes.




  “Go to the devil!” said Mr. Tack defiantly.




  The young man bowed.




  “After I have interviewed this young lady,” he said.




  “I forbid you to give this man information about my business,” exploded the enraged partner.




  The reporter closed his eyes wearily.




  “My poor fellow,” he said, shaking his head, “it isn’t about your business I want to see this lady, it’s about King Kerry.”




  Mr. Tack opened his mouth in astonishment.




  “Mr. King Kerry?” he said. “Why, that’s the gentlemanwho is buying this business!”




  He blurted it out — a secret which he had so jealously guarded. He explained in one sentence the reason for the economies, the sales at less than cost, the whole disastrous and nefarious history of the past months.




  “Buying this business, is he?” said Gillett, unimpressed. “Why, that’s nothing! He was nearly murdered at Oxford Circus Tube Station half an hour ago, and he’s bought Portland Place Mansions since then.”




  He turned to the alarmed girl.




  “Told me to come along and find you,” he said. “Described you so that I couldn’t make any mistake.”




  “What does he want?” she asked, shaking.




  “Wants you to come to lunch at the Savoy,” said Mr. Gillett, “and tell him whether Tack and Brighton’s is worth buying at the price.”




  Mr. Tack did not swoon, he was too well trained. But as he walked to his private office he swayed unsteadily, and the shopwalker in the Ribbon Department, who was a member of the Anti-Profanity League, heard what Mr. Tack was saying to himself, and put his fingers in his ears.
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  A bewildered man sat in a cell at Vine Street, his aching head between his large, grimy hands. He was trying, in his dull brutish way, to piece together the events of the previous night and of that morning. He remembered that he had met a man on the Thames Embankment. A gentleman who had spoken coldly, whose words had cut like a steel knife, and yet who had all the outward evidence of benevolence. And then that this man had struck him, and there had come another, a smooth-faced, young-looking man, who had taken him to a house and given him a drink.




  The stranger had led him to a place, and told him to watch, and they had followed this grey-haired man through streets in a taxicab.




  Horace Baggin had never ridden in a motor car of any description before, and he remembered this. He remembered all that had happened through a thin alcoholic haze. They had gone to South London and then they had come back, and the man had left him at a tube station with a pistol. Presently the grey-haired man had made his appearance, and Baggin, mad with artificial rage, unthinking, unreasoning, had stepped forward and shot wildly, and then the police had come. That was all.




  Suddenly a thought struck him, and he started up with an oath. He was wanted for that other affair in Wiltshire. Would they recognize him? He pressed a little electric bell, which was placed in the wall of the cell, and the turnkey came and surveyed him gravely through the grating.




  “What is the charge?” Baggin asked eagerly.




  “You know what the charge is,” said the other; “it was read over to you in the charge-room.”




  “But I have forgotten,” said the man sullenly. “It won’t hurt you to tell me what I am charged with, will it?”




  The officer hesitated. Then —




  “You are charged with attempted murder and with manslaughter.”




  “What manslaughter?” asked Baggin quickly.




  “Oh, an old affair, you know, Baggin!”




  “Baggin!”




  So they knew his name.




  Well, there was one gleam of hope, one chance for him. This rich stranger who had lured him out to shoot the grey-haired man, he could help. He was a toff, he was; he lived in a grand house.




  What was his name?




  Baggin paced his cell for some quarter of an hour, racking his aching brain for the name which eluded him. Yes, curiously enough, he had seen the name, though the other might not have suspected the fact. In the hallway of the house to which the stranger took him was a tiny stand with glass and silver things, fragile and dainty, on which, as they had entered, Baggin had seen some letters addressed to the man, and he, naturally curious, and gifted moreover with the ability to read handwriting, had deciphered the name as — as — Zeberlieff!




  That was the name, “Zeberlieff,” and Park Lane, too — the house was in Park Lane. He remembered it now. He was elated at the result of his thought, a little exhausted too.




  He called the gaoler again, and the weary official obeyed, not without resentment.




  “What do you want now?” he asked bitterly.




  “Can you let me have a sheet of paper, an envelope and a pencil?”




  “I can,” said the gaoler. “Who do you want to write to — a lawyer?”




  “That’s it,” said Baggin. “He is my own private lawyer,” he said proudly. “A regular ‘nut’ he is, too; he won’t half put it across you people if you don’t behave properly.”




  “Not so much lip!” said the gaoler, and went away, to return in a few moments with the necessary vehicles of communication.




  He passed them through the open grating in the door, and Horace sat down to the unaccustomed task of composing a letter, which was not incriminating to his employer, but which conveyed to him a sense of his responsibility, and the danger in which he stood if he did not offer, the succour which was required of him.




  “Honoured Sir,” the letter ran (it would serve no useful purpose to faithfully expose the liberties he took with the English language), “some time ago I did a job of work for you. I am now in great trouble having shot the gentleman, and I should be very much obliged if you would assist me to the best of your ability.”




  It was a noteworthy contribution to the literature of artfulness. Horace Baggin had been inspired to remember Zeberlieff as an old employer in the mythical period when Horace Baggin preferred hard work to the illicit calling which had ended so disastrously for him.




  “Zeberlieff,” said the gaoler as he read the address and scanned the letter; “why, that’s an American millionaire, ain’t it?”




  “That’s so,” said Horace Baggin complacently; “he’s been a good friend of mine. I used to be his “ — he hesitated— “his gamekeeper,” he said. “He had an estate down our way,” he went on grimly. “Very good shot, too.”




  “I will send it down if you like,” said the gaoler; “though he will probably only give you the cold shoulder. You know when a man gets into trouble he can’t expect his old master to come prancing round getting him out. Not in these days, anyway.”




  Nevertheless, he sent it on at Baggin’s request.




  After that effort of thought and diplomacy Horace Baggin felt at peace with the world. In the afternoon he was called before the magistrate. Formal evidence was taken, and he was remanded for one day and removed back to the cell; that meant another day at the police court.




  Well, he was prepared to face it. It was not the first time he had been in trouble, but it was the first time he had been in a position where, in spite of the enormity of the crime, hope had extended so rosy a vista of possibilities. He had received news that his letter had been delivered, and waited hopefully for his partner in crime to make a move. It was fine, he thought, to have such a pal. The prospect of succour had almost entirely eclipsed the seriousness of the charges which the man had to face.




  Morning found Baggin more sober and more bitter. So this sweet pal of his had gone back on him, had made no attempt to answer his call of distress, even though the imprisoned man had made it apparent that no immediate danger threatened the confederate. Well, there was another way out of it, another way in which he might excuse his conduct and find himself the centre of a sensational case. He waited till the gaoler passed, and then —




  “I want to see the inspector in charge of this case,” he said. “I have got a statement to make.”




  “Right-o!” said the gaoler. “You had better have your breakfast first. You will be one of the first to go into court, you know.”




  Baggin nodded.




  “Coffee and toast have been sent in for you.”




  “Who by?” asked Baggin, with some show of interest.




  “One of your pals,” said the gaoler, and vouchsafed no further information.




  So Zeberlieff had moved, had he?




  Baggin had no pals, save the pal for whom he was waiting, and in whom he had placed his faith. His spirits rose again. He remembered that it would be as well not to be too emphatic. There might come a time when it would be necessary to admit the existence of the other man.




  “Here is your breakfast,” said a detective, as the door swung open again, and he was accompanied by a warder with a little tray, carrying a steaming jug of coffee and a plate of toast. “Now, just think it out, and let me know how you feel before you go into court. It might make all the difference in the world to you. Why should you stand the racket for another man’s crime?” the detective asked.




  Baggin was not to be cajoled, but no sooner had the door closed behind the detective than he moved mechanically across to where the writing-pad lay and picked it up. He would give the stranger a chance; in the meantime he was hungry.




  He took a draught of the coffee, at the same time wondering how his newfound pal would get him out of the scrape.




  Five minutes later a detective and the gaoler strolled down to his cell.




  “I will have a talk with him,” said the detective, and the gaoler, without troubling to look through the grating, inserted the key and pulled the door open.




  The detective uttered an exclamation and sprang into the cell. Baggin lay in a huddled heap amongst a litter of broken china and spilt coffee. The detective lifted him up bodily and turned him over.




  “My God!” he said, “he’s dead! He has been poisoned! There is the scent of cyanide of potassium in this cell.”




  “Poisoned?” asked the startled gaoler. “Who did it? How did he get it?”




  “It was in the coffee,” replied the detective slowly, “and the man that sent it in was the man who employed Baggin to do his dirty work.”
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  Before the lunch hour arrived at Tack and Brighton’s, there came to Elsie Marion, through the medium of the senior shopwalker, an invitation to attend upon Mr. Tack. It was couched in such elegant language, and delivered with grace that no doubt could exist in the mind of any intelligent being that message and messenger had been most carefully rehearsed.




  At five minutes to one Elsie presented herself at the partners’ office. Mr. Tack was not alone; his partner sat bunched up in a chair, biting his knuckles and scowling furiously.




  The firm of Tack and Brighten was not distinguished by the fact that one member of the firm whose name appeared upon the facade had no incorporate existence. There may have been a Brighten in the old days, but nobody had ever seen him or met him. He was a business legend. The dominant partner of the firm was James Leete.




  He was a stout man, stouter than the fiery Mr. Tack. He walked with a waddle, and his face was not pleasant. It was creased and puffed into a score of unhealthy rolls and crevices; his nose was red and bulbous and to accentuate and emphasize his unloveliness, he wore a black-rimmed monocle. Immensely rich, he fawned a way through life, for he sought inclusion in ducal house parties and was happiest in the society of rank.




  “This is the girl?” he asked.




  He had a thick, husky voice, naturally coarse, through which ran with grotesque insistence a tone of mock culture which he had acquired by conscientious imitation of his models.




  “This is Miss Marion,” said Tack gloomily.




  Leete leered up at him.




  “Pretty girl! I suppose you know it, Miss What’s-your-name?”




  Elsie made no reply, though the colour came to her cheek at the undisguised insolence of the man.




  “Now, look here!” — Leete swung his gross shape round on the revolving chair till he faced her and wagged a fat finger in her direction— “you’ve got to be very careful what you say to my friend King Kerry: everything you tell him he’ll repeat to me, and if you tell one solitary, single lie about this business I can have you clapped into gaol for criminal libel.”




  The girl smiled in spite of herself.




  “You can grin!” growled Leete; “but I mean it — see? Not that you know anything that we mind you saying. You’re not exactly in the confidence of the firm — and if you were,” he added quickly, “you’d know no more to our detriment than you do.”




  “Don’t worry!” answered the girl coolly. “I shall tell him nothing except that you have said you are a friend of his.”




  “It’s not necessary to tell him that,” said Leete hastily.




  “I think it is only fair to him to know what awful things people are saying about him,” said Elsie sweetly. She was in her “sheep and lamb” mood, and she was very hungry. Later she was to marvel at her courage and her impertinence, but just at the moment she was conscious of nothing so much as a terrible sense of absence in the region of her little diaphragm.




  “My girl,” said Leete slowly, “I don’t inquire as to how you got to know my friend Kerry, and I won’t inquire, and I won’t hint—”




  “You’d jolly well better not!” flared the girl, her eyes shining angrily; “because as I’m feeling just now I’d throw this inkstand at your head for two pins!”




  Mr. Leete pushed his chair back in alarm as the girl lifted the inkwell from the table and gripped it suggestively.




  “Don’t misunderstand me!” he begged with a warding arm raised. “I’m only talking to you for your good. I want to see you get on. I’ll tell you what I’ve suggested, Miss Marion: we keep you on, we double your salary, and we put you in charge of the checking department.”




  For one moment only the magnificence of the offer overcame her. A larger room — the little luxuries which on her old salary were impossible —




  “And,” added Mr. Leete impressively, “a bonus of a hundred pounds the day this business is transferred to its new proprietor.”




  “A hundred pounds!” she repeated.




  She put down the inkwell: it was out of place under the circumstances.




  “And what would you ask me to do for this?” she demanded.




  “Nothing,” put in Tack, a silent spectator till now.




  “You shut up, Tack!” snarled the partner. “Yes, of course, we want something: we want you to tell Mr. Kerry all the good you can about the firm.”




  She understood now.




  “That will take me exactly half a second,” said Elsie.




  Her duty was clear. They were binding her to lie. She had not taken Gillett’s message seriously. She had not even grasped the elementary fact that the grey-haired stranger in the tube was the great King Kerry, multimillionaire and controller of billions. Her head was whirling with the happenings of the day — she was intoxicated by novelty, and only the natural and buoyant healthy outlook of the girl kept her anyway near to normal.




  Leete took stock of her and wondered he had not noticed her before. She was a beautiful girl with her fine grey eyes, and the mass of hair that half-framed her face in a cloud of russet gold. The hands were small and shapely, the figure slender and straight. Even the unattractive uniform which Messrs. Tack and Brighten insisted upon their girls wearing did not detract from her beauty. Now, with faint shadows which an insufficiency of sleep and a lack of food had painted beneath her eyes, she was ethereal and rather adorable. So thought Mr. Leete, no mean judge, and he stroked his bristly grey-black moustache reflectively.




  She half turned to the door.




  “You will not require me any more?” she asked.




  “Remember!” Again Leete was shaking his ridiculous finger at her. “Criminal libel means imprisonment.”




  “I don’t feel like laughing this morning,” said Elsie Marion; “but you are tempting me awfully.”




  She closed the door behind her before Mr. Leete had time to express his wishes about her eyes, her soul, and her obscure relations. For Mr. Leete had no respect for anybody whose name was not in Burke’s “Landed Gentry.”




  She turned up to the dressing-room and found herself besieged by an admiring crowd of girls, for the news that Miss Marion had “cheeked” Tack and lived to tell the tale was common property.




  She repressed a natural and human inclination to reveal the fact that she was lunching at the Savoy, and fled from the building before she betrayed her great secret.




  Mr. Kerry was waiting in the entrance hall of the hotel alone. It seemed to the girl that every eye in the great vestibule was focused on him and in this surmise she was probably right, for a billionaire is something out of the ordinary; but a billionaire who had escaped assassination at the hands of a former “friend,” and whose name in consequence, was on every evening newspaper placard in London, was most wonderful of all.




  Throughout the meal, taken at a table overlooking the river, they talked on a variety of subjects. He was an especially well-read man, with a penchant for the Persian poets, and was a delighted and unconventionally demonstrative man — leaning across the table to stroke her hand — when she capped a couplet from Hafiz with a verse from Sadi —




  “Though we are straws laid down to warm the sod, We once were flowers in the eyes of God.”




  “Excellent! splendid!” he cried. “I don’t remember that rendering of the poem.”




  “It is a rendering I made myself,” she confessed. She had seen a translation and had improved upon it.




  They meandered through the most delicious lunch Elsie had eaten since the extravagant days of Aunt Martha. He encouraged her to talk of that relative. “A fine woman,” he called her enthusiastically. “I love these people who spend all their money.”




  She shook her head laughingly.




  “That is not your creed, Mr. Kerry,” she challenged.




  “It is — it is!” he said eagerly; “here is my parable of finance. Money is water. The sea is the wealth of the nations. It is evaporated and drawn up to the sky and is sprinkled upon the earth. For some of us it runs in deep channels, and if we are skilful we can dam it for our use. Some of us dam it deeply, and some shallowly. With some it just filters away and is swallowed up, only to reappear in somebody else’s dam.”




  She nodded. It was a new imagery, and the conceit pleased her.




  “If you keep it stagnant it is no use,” he went on, as eager as a boy. “You must let it pass along, always keeping a reserve; it shouldn’t run out faster than it runs in. I have a big dam — high up on the hills it stands; a great and mighty reservoir always filling, always running off. Farther down the hill hundreds of other men are collecting the waste from my overflow; farther down smaller men with smaller dams, and so on — till it runs away to the sea, as it must in time, to the great ocean of world-wealth which collects everything and gives back everything.”




  She looked at him in amazement, this man who had escaped death by an inch and was so absorbed in his philosophy of wealth that he had forgotten how near he had stood to the brink of eternity, and her heart warmed to this courageous man.




  He came to earth quickly, fished in his inside pocket and produced a fat little book with a soiled leather cover. He placed it tenderly on the table and opened it. It was a book which had been in use for years. Some of the pages were covered with minute writings, some had become detached and had been carefully fastened in again.




  “I owe you an explanation,” he said, and sorted from a few loose papers a photograph. He looked at it for a moment and laid it on the table for the girl to see.




  She gave a gasp.




  “Why, that is me!” she said, and looked at him in amazement.




  “It is rather like you, isn’t it?” He replaced the photograph, his lips pressed tight together. “As a matter of fact it isn’t you; some time you shall know who it is — that is,” he smiled again, “if I am not the victim of an imitator of the late Horace—”




  “Late?” she repeated.




  The other nodded gravely.




  “He took cyanide of potassium in his cell at Marlborough Street,” he said, “leaving his good work for his employer to carry on. What time have you to be back?” he asked suddenly.




  “Two o’clock,” she said in a sudden panic, for no great reason.




  “It’s now three,” he said. “You need not go back till four.”




  “But, Mr. Tack—”




  “I am the head of the firm,” he smiled. “I have bought Tack and Brighton’s — closed the deal on the ‘phone just before you arrived. I have taken the liberty of raising your wages to fifteen pounds a week. Shall I order you another coffee?”




  Elsie opened her mouth to say “yes,” but no sound came. For the first time in her life she was at a loss for words.
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  Though all the world now knows of King Kerry, and his life and achievements are inscribed more or less accurately in the scrappy works of reference which are so popular nowadays, only a privileged few know of the inception of the great Trust which came to London in 19 — .




  It came about indirectly as a result of the Shearman Anti-Trust Law which caused wholesale resignations from the boards of American companies, and drove what is known on the other side of the Atlantic as the “mergers” out of business. These were Trust men who had done nothing in their lives but combine conflicting business interests into one great monopoly. They found themselves scarcely within the pale of the law — they found, too, that their opportunities were limited. These men had dealt in millions. They had liquid assets, hard cash ready for employment at a moment’s notice. They came in a body to England — the eight greatest financiers of the United States. Bolscombe E. Grant rented Tamby Hall from the Earl of Dichester; Thomas A. Logge (the Wire King) settled in London; Gould Lampest bought an estate in Lincolnshire; and the others — Verity Sullivan, Combare Lee, Big Jack Simms, and King Kerry — settled down in London.




  There were others who joined forces with them; but they were unimportant. Cagely H. Smith put a million into the pool, but backed out after the Orange Street affair. The eight dispensed with his million without noticing that it had gone. He was a little man, and they made clear, for when Cagely tried to sneak back into the pool offering, not only the five million dollars he had originally staked, but half a million pounds in addition as evidence of his faith, his overtures were rejected. Another small man was Morris Lochmann, who subscribed roughly 600,000 pounds — and there were several of his kidney. The “L Trust,” as it called itself, was autocratic to a degree. Men who came in with inflated ideas as to their importance were quashed as effectively as a fly is swotted. Hermann Zeberlieff was one of these. He was a big man in a small place, one of the little kings of industry, who measured themselves by the standard of local publicity. He threw some 1,200,000 pounds into the pool — but he talked. The fever for notoriety was so strong in him that he committed the unpardonable crime of having a photograph of “this mammoth cheque” (so the letterpress typed on the back of the picture called it) sent to all the papers.




  The cheque was never presented. He had jeopardized the success of the project by alarming a public too ready to be scared by one of two words— “trust” and “conscription.”




  Zeberlieff was a large holder of United Western Railway stock. On the morning the photograph appeared the stock stood at £23 per share in the market. By the next afternoon it had beaten down to £12 10s. On the following day it slumped to £8 — a sensational drop. The most powerful group in the world had “beared” it. Hermann crawled out of the mess with a loss of £800,000.




  “What can I do?” he wailed to Bolscombe Grant, that gaunt man of money.




  “I guess the best thing you can do,” said Mr. Grant, chewing the end of his cigar thoughtfully, “is to send a picture of yourself to the papers.”




  It was the first hint to Hermann Zeberlieff that he was the subject of disciplinary measures.




  It was typical of the Trust that it made no attempt to act collectively in the sense that it was guided by a majority. It delegated all its powers to one man, gave him a white card to scribble liabilities; neither asked for explanations nor expected them. They found the money, and they placed it at the disposal of King Kerry because King Kerry was the one man of their number who understood the value of real estate properties. They worked on a simple basis. The rateable value of London was £45,000,000. They computed that London’s income was £150,000,000 a year. They were satisfied that with the expenditure of £50,000,000 they could extract ten per cent of London’s income.




  That was roughly the idea, and to this was added the knowledge that vast as was the importance of the metropolis, it had only reached the fringe of its possibilities. London would one day be twice its present size, and ground value would be enormously increased. Its unique situation, the security which came from the geographic insularity of England and the strength of its navy, the feeding quality of its colonies, all combined to mark London as a world capital.




  “I see London extended to St. Albans on the north, Newbury on the west, and Brighton on the south,” wrote King Kerry in his diary. “It may even extend to Colchester on the east; but the east side of any township is always an unknown quantity in a scheme of development.”




  There were difficulties to overcome, almost insuperable difficulties, but that was part of the game and made the players keener. Patience would do much: judicious pressure tactfully applied would do more.




  King Kerry wanted to buy the big block of buildings comprising Goulding’s Universal Stores. Goulding’s stood out, so Kerry bought the next block, which was Tack and Brighten’s.




  Elsie Marion presented herself at ten o’clock punctually at the modest suite of offices which the “L Trust” occupied in Glasshouse Street. It was unusual that a great financial corporation should be habited so far west, but a peculiarity of the Trust and its operations was the fact that never once did it attempt to handle property in the area between Temple Bar and Aldgate Pump. It was not in the scheme of King Kerry to disturb conditions in the City of London itself.




  The office in Glasshouse Street occupied the ground floor of a modern block. The floors above were let out to an insurance company, a firm of solicitors, and an estate agent — all firms of undoubted integrity, and all, moreover, largely associated with the working of the Trust.




  The girl had read something of this office in the newspapers. A flippant evening journal had christened it “The Jewel House,” because it bore some resemblance to the famous store of Britain’s treasures in the Tower of London. In her desire to be punctual she had arrived a quarter of an hour before the appointed time, and she had leisure to inspect the remarkable facade. A small brass plate against the entrance gave the seeker after information the news that this was the registered office of the “L Financial Corporation, Limited,” for a small company with a ridiculous capital had been registered as a matter of expediency. The company owned the building in which it was situated and little more, but it served as a cover for everyday purposes. It supplied an office and a repository for the documents of larger concerns, and, by the very publicity it afforded, effectively veiled the private transactions of its select shareholders.




  The windows of the office reached to the ground. They were made of three huge sheets of plate-glass set roughly bow-shaped between solid brass pillars. Before them were three screens of large-meshed steel netting, held in their place by pillars of gunmetal.




  It was this which inspired the reference to “The Jewel House,” for here the resemblance ended. Yet the interior of the front office was remarkable. It was bare of furnishing. A blood-red carpet covered the floor, and in the centre, supported by a square pedestal of granite which ran up from the basement, was a big safe. Apparently, it rested on the floor, but no ordinary floor could support the weight of metal, and the central pedestal had been put in whilst the building was in course of erection.




  Nor was this the only remarkable feature of the room.




  The walls were completely covered by lengths of mirror, two of which were set at an angle in the far corners of the room. Add six arc lamps depending upon independent supplies, and hung so that their rays fell upon the safe at every aspect and burning day and night, and you have some idea of this unique department which attracted all London and became one of the sights of the metropolis.




  Day or night, the passerby had a full view of the safe, and no man entered that room save King Kerry and the armed guard which watched the cleaners at their work every morning.




  Even in the clear light of day it was an impressive sight, and Elsie entered the building a little awestricken. She was taken to the back office by a uniformed commissionaire and found the grey-haired young man alone in his office, writing. He jumped up as she came in and pulled forward a luxurious chair.




  “Sit down, Miss Marion,” he said. “I shall be calling you Elsie soon, because” — he smiled at the little flush that came to her cheek— “in America, why, I guess we’re more friendly to our business associates than you are in this country.”




  He pushed a button and the commissionaire came in.




  “Are your two comrades outside?” he asked.




  “Yes, sir,” said the man.




  “Tell them to come in.”




  A few seconds later the man returned, bringing two other commissionaires. They stood stiffly by the door.




  “This is Miss Marion,” said King Kerry, and the girl rose.




  The men scrutinized her seriously.




  “Do you mind standing over by the wall?” asked Kerry.




  She obediently walked across the room as Kerry switched on all the lights.




  “You will know Miss Marion now,” said Kerry, “in whatever light she appears. She is to have access to this office day or night. That is all.”




  The men saluted and withdrew as Kerry extinguished the electric bulbs.




  “I’m sorry to bother you,” he said; “but since you are the only other person in the world who will have this privilege, it is necessary that I should be very thorough. These men are in charge of the guards, and one of them is on duty day and night.”




  She seated herself again with a pleasurable sense of importance.




  “May I ask you one question?” she said.




  He nodded.




  “Why have you chosen me? I am not a proficient secretary, and you know nothing whatever about me. I may be an associate of the worst characters.”




  He leant back in a padded chair, surveying her quizzically.




  “All that I know about you,” he said, “is that you are the daughter of the Rev. George Marion, a widower, who died seven years ago and left you little more than would carry you to your aunt in London. That you have an uncle in America, who is raising a large family and innumerable mortgages in the middle west; that you had a brother who died in childhood; and that you have been engaged by three firms — Meddlesohn, of Eastcheap — you left them because you refused to be party to a gross fraud: Highlaw and Sons, of Moorgate Street — which you left because the firm failed; and Tack and Brighten — which you would have left, anyway.”




  She stared at him in amazement.




  “How did you find this out?”




  “My dear child,” he said, rising and laying a fatherly hand upon her shoulder, “how does one find things out? By asking the people who know. I take few risks; I came down to Southwark to see you, and if possible to speak to you before I engaged you or you knew that I wanted to engage you. Now!”




  He returned to his desk briskly.




  “This is business. You receive fifteen pounds weekly from me and a bonus at the end of every year. Your duty is to act as my confidante, to write letters — not as I shall dictate them, for I hate dictating — but in the sense of my instructions.”




  She nodded.




  “There is one other thing,” he said, and lowered his voice as he leant across the desk. “I want you to remember three words.”




  She waited, expecting a conventional little motto which pointed out the way of efficiency.




  “Those three words,” he went on in the same tone, “must never be uttered to a living soul whilst I am alive; must be repeated to nobody but myself.”




  Elsie felt incapable of being further amazed than she was. The last twentyfour hours had held, so it seemed to her, the very limit of surprises.




  “To my partners, to my friends, or to my enemies — and especially to my enemies,” he continued with a fleeting smile, “you must never employ them — until I am dead. Then, in the presence of the gentlemen who are connected with this corporation you shall say “ — he dropped his voice to a whisper— “you shall say, ‘Kingsway needs Paving.’”




  “‘Kingsway needs Paving,’” she repeated in a whisper.




  “Whatever happens do not forget those words,” he said gravely. “Repeat them to yourself till you know them as you know your own name.”




  She nodded again. Bewildered as she was, half inclined to laugh, with the old suspicion as to his sanity recurring, she knew that immense issues hung upon those meaningless words— “Kingsway needs Paving.”
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  At the moment when Elsie was being initiated into the mysteries of King Kerry’s office, two men sat at breakfast in the sumptuous diningroom of Mr. Leete’s flat in Charles Street.




  One of these was the redoubtable Leete himself, in a dressing-gown of flowered silk, and the other the young-looking Mr. Hermann Zeberlieff. He was a man of thirty-eight, but had one of those faces which defy the ravages of time and the consequence of excess.




  Leete and he were friends. They had met in Paris in the days when Millionaire Zeberlieff’s name was in every paper as the man who had cornered wheat.




  They had something in common, these two men, and when a Wall Street syndicate had smashed the corner, ruining hundreds of small speculators, but leaving Hermann Zeberlieff ten times over a dollar millionaire, Leete had accompanied the young man on the yachting cruise which the execration of the American public and the virulence of the Press had made advisable, and the friendship ripened.




  Later Millionaire Zeberlieff was to court publicity more disastrously to himself, and the operations of the “L Trust” were to rob him of half his fortune. They were talking of money now. It was a subject which absorbed both men.




  “You’re a pretty rich man yourself, aren’t you, Leete?”




  Zeberlieff put the question in a tone that suggested that he was not particular whether he was answered or not.




  “Fairly,” admitted the unprepossessing Mr. Leete.




  “A millionaire?”




  Leete nodded.




  “Then why the devil did you sell Kerry your store?” asked the other in astonishment.




  Mr. Leete’s face puckered into a grin.




  “There was a bigger store next door,” he said cheerfully. “Goulding’s were doing twice the trade — taking all our customers, and prospering. They’ve got the best position — street corner and a double show of shop fronts. That’s why!”




  “But why hasn’t he bought Goulding’s?”




  The smile on Mr. Leete’s face was expressive.




  “Goulding’s won’t sell. He bought the land and is ground landlord, but he can’t disturb Goulding’s because they’ve eighty years’ lease to run.”




  Zeberlieff whistled.




  “That will upset him,” he said with satisfaction.




  “As a matter of fact, Tack and Brighton’s is a dying concern,” Mr. Leete went on frankly. “Unless he can buy Goulding’s he’s as good as lost his money. Goulding’s will sell — at a price.”




  He winked.




  “By the way,” he said suddenly, “did you hear that Kerry had been attacked in the public street — shot at?” The other nodded. “Well, the man that shot at him is dead!”




  Zeberlieff raised his eyebrows.




  “Indeed!”




  Mr. Leete nodded.




  “Apparently he was mad drunk when he got to the station, and when one of his pals sent him in a mug of coffee the police let him have it — thought it would sober him.”




  “And did it?” asked the other without any great show of interest.




  Mr. Leete nodded again.




  “It killed him — cyanide of potassium in the coffee. My doctor,” he paused and raised his voice ever so little, “my doctor, Sir John Burcheston, who happened to be passing, was called in, and he told me all about it.”




  “Extraordinary!” said Mr. Zeberlieff, obviously bored. “How did it get to him?”




  “I don’t know — they found the boy who brought the coffee, but he says he was sent by a stranger who can’t be found.”




  “Sounds thrilling,” said Zeberlieff coolly.




  “Thought you’d be interested,” said the other.




  “I’m more interested in your deal with Kerry. Didn’t he know that Goulding’s wouldn’t sell?” asked Zeberlieff incredulously; “it doesn’t seem possible!”




  “He thinks he has got a bargain,” chuckled the other. “We knocked the prices down and put the profits up — your Trust folk aren’t as clever as they pretend.”




  But Zeberlieff shook his head. “If you underrate the ability of the ‘Big L,’” he said seriously, “you’re going to nose trouble — that’s all. King Kerry smells the value of property just as crows scent carrion: he doesn’t make mistakes.”




  Leete looked up at the other, showing his yellow teeth in a sneer.




  “If I’m speaking disparagingly of a friend of yours—” he began.




  The plump baby-face of Zeberlieff went a dull red and his eyes glittered ominously.




  “A friend of mine?” he cried savagely. “A friend of mine — Leete, I hate that man so much that I’m afraid of myself! I hate the look of him and the sound of his voice: I hate him, and yet he fascinates me.”




  He strode rapidly up and down the long room.




  “Do you know,” he asked, stopping suddenly in his walk, “that I often follow him for hours on end — dog his footsteps literally, for no other reason than because I hate him so much that I cannot let him out of my sight?” His face was pale now; his hands, moist with perspiration, were clenched till the knuckles showed whitely. “You think I’m mad — but you don’t know the fascination of hate. I hate him, my God, how I hate him!”




  He hissed the last words between his clenched teeth. Mr. Leete nodded approvingly. “Then I’m going to give you good news,” he said slowly. “Kerry is going to be bled.”




  “Bled?” There was no mistaking the almost brutal joy in the other’s tone.




  “Not the way you mean,” said Mr. Leete facetiously; “but we’re going to make him pay for Goulding’s.”




  “We?”




  “We,” repeated Leete, “My dear man, Goulding’s is mine — has always been my business. I built up Goulding’s out of Tack and Brighten. I have sold the failure; I have kept the success.”




  Again Zeberlieff frowned.




  “Kerry didn’t know?” he asked, his incredulity apparent.




  Mr. Leete shook his head, and laughed — he laughed a curiously high laugh, almost falsetto. Zeberlieff waited until he had finished.




  “I’d like to bet you all the money in the world he did know,” he said, and the smile vanished from Mr. Leete’s homely face.




  “He knows now,” he said, “because I’ve told him.”




  “He knew all the time,” said the other. “I wonder what dirt he has in store for you.”




  He thought a moment. That active brain which had foreseen the drought of ‘04 and banked on the cotton famine of ‘08 was very busy.




  “What is he going to do?” he asked suddenly. “What is the plan on which he is working? — I don’t know, although I was in the syndicate: none of the others know. He has got the whole thing written out and deposited in the Jewel House. No eye but his has seen it.”




  Leete rose to change into his street clothes.




  “We could smash Kerry if we knew,” continued Zeberlieff thoughtfully. “I’d give a million dollars to know what his plans are.”




  Whilst Leete dressed, the other sat with his chin on his clenched fists, frowning at the street below. Now and again he would change his position to make a note.




  When Leete returned, ready for an interview which he had arranged with King Kerry, Zeberlieff was almost cheerful.




  “Don’t go till Gleber comes,” he said. And Mr. Leete looked at his watch regretfully. Before he could excuse himself, the servant announced the man for whom Zeberlieff was waiting.




  Gleber proved to be a little colourless man, with a very bald head and a manner which was birdlike and mysterious.




  “Well?”




  “The young lady came at ten o’clock,” he said. “She stood outside the office for ten minutes, then went in.”




  “The same girl that lunched at the Savoy?” asked Zeberlieff, and the man nodded.




  “That’s the Marion girl,” said Leete with a grin, “A bit of a shopgirl — is he that sort of fellow?”




  Zeberlieff shook his head with a frown.




  “He’s a pretty good judge. How long did she stay?” he asked the man.




  “She hadn’t come out when I left. I think she’s permanent there.”




  “Rot!” snapped Leete. “What is he going to keep a girl in his office for — a girl of that class?”




  Still Zeberlieff indicated that he did not accept the other’s view.




  “This is the perfect secretary he has always been chasing,” he said. “That girl is going to be a factor, Leete — perhaps she is already.” He bit his forefinger reflectively. “If she knew!” he said half to himself.




  Leete took a hurried farewell, and reached the office of the Big Trust a few minutes after time.




  King Kerry was there, and Miss Marion was also there, seated at a rosewood desk behind a pile of papers with every indication of permanency.




  “Sit down, Mr. Leete,” invited Kerry with a nod, as his visitor was announced. “Now, exactly what is your proposition?”




  Mr. Leete glanced significantly at Elsie, and the girl half rose. A movement of Kerry’s hand checked her.




  “I have no business secrets from Miss Marion,” he said.




  Mr. Leete’s irascible bosom glowed with wrath. That he, a magnate by all standards, should be obliged to speak openly before a shopgirl — even an ex-shop-girl — was galling to his proud spirit.




  “There’s not much to say,” he said with an assumption of carelessness which he was far from feeling. “I’ve told you in my letter, that I am Goulding’s, and I sell at a price.”




  “You did not reveal the fact that you were the guiding spirit of Goulding’s before I bought your other business,” said Kerry with a little smile. “You were not even on the board — your solicitor acted for you, I presume?”




  Mr. Leete nodded.




  “Of course, I knew all about it,” said King Kerry calmly. “That is why I bought the cheaper property. What do you want for your precious store?”




  “A million and a quarter,” replied Leete emphatically; “and not a penny less.”




  Kerry shook his head.




  “Yours is a hand to mouth business,” he said slowly. “You pay medium dividends and you have no reserves.”




  “We made a profit of a hundred and fifty thousand last year,” responded Leete with a quiet smile.




  “Exactly — a little over ten per cent. of the price you ask — yet I offer you five hundred thousand pounds in cash for your business.”




  Mr. Leete got up from his chair very deliberately and pulled on his gloves.




  “Your offer is ridiculous,” he said. And, indeed, he thought it was.




  King Kerry rose with him.




  “It is a little under what the property is worth,” he said; “but I am allowing a margin to recoup me for the sum I gave for Tack and Brighten — the sum in excess of its value.”




  He walked with the visitor to the door.




  “I would ask you to come to lunch and talk it over,” he said; “but, unfortunately, I have to go to Liverpool this afternoon.”




  “All the talking-over in the world wouldn’t alter my offer,” said Mr. Leete grimly. “Your proposition is absurd!”




  “You’ll be glad to take it before the year’s out,” said King Kerry, and closed the door behind the inwardly raging Mr. Leete.




  He hailed a taxi, and arrived at his flat incoherent with wrath, and Hermann Zeberlieff listened with calm interest to a story calculated to bring tears to the eyes of any speculative financier.




  That afternoon a young and cheerful reporter of The Monitor, prowling about Middlesex Street in search of copy, saw a familiar face disappear into the “Am Tag,” a frowsy club frequented by Continental gentlemen who described themselves variously as “Social Democrats” and “Anarchists,” but who were undoubtedly expatriated criminals of a very high order of proficiency.




  The enterprising reporter recognized the gentleman in spite of his poor dress, and followed him into the club with all the aplomb peculiar to the journalist who scents a good story.
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  Elsie Marion went back to her lodgings in Smith Street, Southwark, humming a little tune. It was incredible, yet here was the patent fact. She patted her little suede bag tenderly, and the crackle of stationery brought a happy little smile to her lips.




  For in the bag was deposited that most wonderful of possessions — a contract. A contract drawn up in the most lucid phraseology which lawyers permit themselves, typed on a stiff sheet of paper inscribed with the tiny “L” and an address which characterized the stationery of the Big Trust, in which she “hereinafter called the employee of the one part,” agreed to serve for the term of five years the president of the London Land Trust, “hereinafter called the employers of the other part,” for the sum of £780 per annum, payable weekly.




  Presently, she thought, she would wake up from her dream to the sordid realities of life spent amidst the bricks and mortar of mean streets, to the weary, hungry round of days divided between a high stool and a lumpy flock bed. Yet though her heart sang gaily at the new vistas opening for her, at the wondrous potentialities of her miraculously-acquired wealth, something like a pang came to her at the thought of leaving Smith Street. The bed was lumpy, the breakfast served solidly, thick bread and butter on thick plates, and glutinous coffee in what she had christened Mrs. Gritter’s soundproof cups; the room, with its tiny bookshelves, its window-boxes, and its general neatness was redolent of much happiness. It was home to her — the only one of her own where she was mistress — that she had known.




  Mrs. Glitter’s daughter was a trial certainly. Henrietta was a slatternly girl of twentyfour, mysteriously married and as mysteriously deserted — (the mystery was all Mrs. Gritter’s, for the neighbourhood knew the story). She was now a chronic inebriate, and the lodgers of 107, Smith Street were for ever meeting her in her most dazed condition, to the intense annoyance of Mrs. Gritter, who was in the habit of saying that she did not mind Henrietta’s weakness, but strongly condemned Henrietta’s indiscretion in making it known.




  But there were pleasant associations. Elsie had made friends amongst people who worked hard and lived decently on salaries which would scarcely suffice to pay for her Savoy lunch. As she was about to insert her key in the door of number 107, it opened and a young man stood in the entrance.




  “Hullo, Miss Marion,” he said cheerily. “You’re home early tonight.”




  Gordon Bray occupied the second floor front, and was something outside of the run of men she had met. He was a splendid specimen of the selfeducated man who had triumphed over the disadvantages which a poverty-stricken upbringing and inadequate schooling had brought him. He had been denied even the opportunities for securing a scholarship through the council schools, for his association with the unbeautiful school in Latimer Road had ended abruptly when he found himself the sole support of a widowed mother at the age of fourteen. Errand boy, printers’ devil, shop boy, clerk — he had progressed till the death of his mother had shocked him to a realization of actualities. Tragic as that death had been, it had offered him a larger opportunity for advancing himself. His tiny income, which had sufficed for both, now offered a margin of surplus, and he had thrown himself into new fields of study.




  There are thousands of Gordon Brays in the world: young men fighting bravely against almost insuperable odds. Handicapped by a lack of influence, they must fight for their own openings, and woe to them if they have no goal or, having one, deviate by one hairbreadth from the path they have set themselves.




  The girl looked at him kindly. She was not in love with this goodlooking boy, nor he with her. Between them existed a sympathy rarer than love. They were fellow-fighters in the big conflict of life, possessed common enemies, found similar inspirations.




  “I’m off to the ‘Tec,’” he said, and swung a bundle of books without shame. “I’m getting so tired of Holdron’s — they raised my salary by five shillings a week to-day and expected me to be overwhelmed with gratitude.”




  She wanted to tell him her great news, but the fear that even a tiny spark of envy might be kindled in his heart stopped her. She would tell him another time when he was more cheerful.




  “How are the models?” she asked. His goal was architecture, and those splendid models of his were the joy of his life. Moreover, they had material value, for he had won two gold medals at the school with a couple.




  A momentary cloud passed over his face; then he grinned cheerfully.




  “Oh, they’re all right,” he said, and with a nod left her.




  She ran up the stairs lightheartedly, passing on her way Mrs. Gritter’s disreputable daughter already far advanced in intoxication. Mrs. Gritter brought the inevitable tea herself, and offered the inevitable comments on the weather and the inevitable apology for her daughter’s condition.




  “I’m going to leave you, Mrs. Gritter,” said the girl.




  “Oh, indeed?” Mrs. Gritter felt such occasions called for an expression of injured innocence. She regarded “notice” in the light of a censure upon her domestic capacities.




  “I — I’ve got something better to do,” the girl went on; “and I can afford a little more rent—”




  “There’s the first floor front, with foldin’ doors,” suggested Mrs. Gritter hopefully. “If you could afford another ten shillings.”




  The girl shook her head laughingly.




  “Thank you, Mrs. Gritter,” she said; “but I want to live nearer my work—”




  “Tube practically opposite the ‘ouse,” persisted the landlady; “‘buses to and fro, so to speak. It’s very hard on me losin’ two lodgers in a week.”




  “Two?” asked the girl in surprise.




  The landlady nodded.




  “Between you and me and the gatepost,” she said confidentially and polishing her spectacles with the corner of her alpaca apron, “Mr. Bray has been a trial — always behind with his rent an’ owes me three weeks.”




  The girl was shocked. She had never troubled to inquire into the young man’s affairs. She knew, of course, that he was not any too well off, but it never occurred to her that he was so desperately hard up. She understood now the bitterness in his voice when he spoke of his five shillings rise.




  “It’s studying that does it,” said Mrs. Gritter mournfully; “wastin’ money on puttin’ things in your head instead of puttin’ ’em in your stummick an’ on your back. What’s the good of it? Education! It fills the prisons an’ the workhouses and — and the army!”




  She had a son in the army, and she bore the junior service a grudge in consequence; for sons in Southwark mean a contribution to the family finance.




  The girl bit her lip in thought.




  “Perhaps,” she hesitated. “Perhaps if I were to pay you — the arrears?”




  A gleam came into the landlady’s eyes only to vanish again.




  “That’s no good,” she said. “Besides, he’s given me some things to hold for the money.”




  “Some things?” Elsie looked at the woman from under her brows. “What things?”




  Mrs. Gritter avoided her eyes.




  “Not his models?” asked the girl quickly.




  Mrs. Gritter nodded.




  “To ‘ave and to ‘old,” she said, mistakenly imagining she was indulging in legal terminology, “until he doth pay.”




  She had a passion for phrases of a certain sonorous type.




  “You ought not to have allowed him to do so,” said the girl, stamping her foot. “You knew that he would pay in time!”




  Mrs. Gritter sniffed.




  “He didn’t exactly give ’em to me,” she said; “but I seized ’em according to lawr!”




  The girl stared at her as though she were some strange new insect.




  “You seized them?” she asked. “Took them out of his room?”




  Mrs. Gritter nodded complacently.




  “According to the lawr,” she justified herself.




  “Why — why, you’re not honest!” cried the girl.




  A dull red rose to the cheeks of the excellent Mrs. Gritter. “Not honest!” she said, raising her voice to its full strident pitch. “Don’t you go saying things like that about respectable people, miss—”




  There came a knock at the door, a sharp authoritative knock. Then, without waiting for permission to enter, the door opened and two men came in.




  “Marion?” asked one.




  “I am Miss Marion,” replied the girl, wondering what this unceremonious entry meant.




  The man nodded in a friendly way.




  “I am Sergeant Colestaff of the Metropolitan Police,” he said, “and I shall take you into custody on a charge of stealing the sum of fourteen pounds, the property of your employers, Messrs. Tack and Brighten.”




  She did not faint.




  She stood like a figure carved in stone, motionless.




  Mrs. Gritter eyed her darkly and muttered, “Not honest!”




  “Who charges me?” the girl asked faintly.




  “Mr. King Kerry,” said the detective.




  “King Kerry — no, no!” her hands went out and caught the detective’s arm imploringly.




  “It is Mr. King Kerry,” he said gently. “I am executing this warrant on information which he has sworn.”




  “It’s impossible — impossible!” she cried, her eyes filling with tears. “It can’t be — there must be a mistake! He couldn’t do it — he wouldn’t do it!”




  The detective shook his head.




  “There may be a mistake. Miss Marion,” he said gently; “but what I have said is true.”




  The girl sank into a chair and covered her face with her hands.




  The detective’s hand fell upon her shoulder. “Gome along, please,” he said. She rose, and, putting on her hat mechanically, went down the stairs with the two men, leaving the landlady speechless.




  “Not honest!” she said at last. “My gawd! What airs these shopgirls give theirselves!”




  She waited till she heard the front door close, then she stooped to pull the girl’s box from under the bed. If ever there was a time to pick up a few unexpected trifles it was now.
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  Elsie Marion sat on the wooden bed and stared at the whitewashed wall of her cell. She heard a church clock strike twelve. She had been six hours in custody; it seemed six years. She could not understand it.




  King Kerry had parted from her cheerfully that afternoon to go to Liverpool to meet Cyrus Hatparl, newly arrived from America. She had accompanied the millionaire to the station and had stood chatting with him, taking his instructions for the work he wished her to do on the following day.




  At Liverpool — so she had gathered from a sympathetic station inspector — he had sworn an affidavit before a justice of the peace, and at the telegraphed request of the Liverpool police a London magistrate had issued the warrant.




  Why could he not have waited until he returned? She could have explained — whatever there was to be explained — but he was too impatient to shatter the little paradise which he so lately created. All through the evening she had sat wondering, racking her brains to think of some explanation for this terrible change in her fortunes. The thing was inexplicable — too vast a tragedy for her comprehension.




  She had never handled large sums of money; accounts were made up daily, and they had never been questioned. There was another mystery. At eight o’clock that night her dinner had been sent in. It had been brought in a cab from the best hotel in London, the newly-erected Sweizerhof; as perfect a meal as even an epicure could desire. She was young and healthy, and in spite of the seriousness other position, she enjoyed the meal. As to why it came she could only elicit the information that it had been ordered by telephone from Liverpool by a gentleman.




  The inconsistency of the man was amazing. He could cause her arrest for a charge of stealing a few pounds and could spend almost as much as she was supposed to have stolen on one meal.




  One o’clock struck; she tried to sleep but could not.




  At half-past one the wardress came down the corridor and unlocked her cell door.




  “Come this way, miss,” she said, and the girl followed her through another steel-faced door, up a flight of steps to the charge-room. She stopped dead as she entered the room, for standing by the inspector’s desk was King Kerry.




  He came towards her with outstretched hands. “My poor child!” he said, and she could not doubt the genuineness of his concern. He led her to the desk. The girl was too dazed to resist.




  “I think it is all right, inspector,” he said.




  “Quite all right, sir,” said the officer, smiling at the girl. “You are at liberty, miss.”




  “But I don’t understand,” she began. Then King Kerry took her arm and led her from the room.




  Outside three cars were waiting and little groups stood on the sidewalk chatting. They turned as if at an order as the two came down the steps of the station, and one came up and raised his hat.




  “I think, sir, we had better go to 107, Smith Street, first,” he said.




  “I agree, superintendent,” said Kerry gravely.




  He opened the door of the first car and lifted the girl in.




  “My child,” he said when they were alone, “you must suspend your judgment on me; none of my friends were in town. I had to take a drastic action, one which I was sure would not miscarry.”




  “But, but — why?” she was crying, and her sobs went straight to the man’s heart.




  “Suspend your judgment,” he said gently. “I believe that in arresting you I saved your life.”




  He spoke so earnestly, so solemnly, that the tears ceased as a natural curiosity overcame her sense of grievance.




  “I had a telegram on the train,” he said. “I got it just as we were pulling into Liverpool — it must have come aboard at Edgehill. It was from my agent — a youngster on The Monitor — and was to the effect that for a reason which I understand and which, one of these days, you will understand, an attempt was to be made, tonight, on your life.”




  “Impossible!”




  He nodded.




  “I could have informed the police, but I doubt whether they would have taken me seriously. I was terrified lest they protected you in some halfhearted way.”




  “But who would want to harm me?” she asked. “I haven’t an enemy in the world.”




  He nodded.




  “You have as many enemies as any other member of society,” he said; “that is to say, you have the enemies which are invariably opposed to the honest and decent members of society.”




  He did not speak again until the car stopped before her lodging. The other cars were pulling up as she descended with her employer, and there was a brief consultation between Kerry and the detectives — for Scotland Yard and Pinkerton’s men they were. Then King Kerry walked to the door of the dark and silent house and knocked along, thundering roll.




  He turned to the girl.




  “Is your room in the front of the house?” he asked.




  She shook her head smilingly.




  “That has been far too expensive a situation,” she said. “No, I have a room at the back on the first floor, with an excellent view of other people’s back windows and a private promenade — if I had the courage to climb out.”




  “A private promenade?”




  He asked the question sharply, and she hastened to explain her facetious reference.




  “I can step out of my window on to the leads,” she said. “They form the roof of the kitchen. I rather like the idea because I am terrified of fire.”




  “So am I,” said the multimillionaire grimly.




  The door opened as he spoke and Gordon Bray stood in the doorway fully dressed. He recognized Elsie immediately.




  “Thank God, you have come!” he said. “I’ve been worrying myself to death about you; I called at the station. I suppose they didn’t tell you?” She introduced the millionaire, and the young man glanced curiously at her large escort.




  “Mr. Bray,” said Kerry, “we want to arouse your landlady; can you do this for us?”




  “Certainly.”




  He led the way to the fusty little sittingroom and lit the gas.




  “Couldn’t I?” asked the girl. “I have to go up to my room.”




  “Not yet, please,” answered Kerry quickly. “Whatever happens, you are not to sleep in your room tonight. I have arranged a suite at the Sweizerhof, and I have already sent two ladies there to chaperon you,” he chuckled. “You wouldn’t think it was possible to get a chaperon in the middle of the night, would you?”




  “No,” she smiled.




  “Yet I got two,” he said. “I telegraphed to the London Hospital and told them to send two of their nicest nurses — there was a chance that you might have collapsed and I knew that they would serve as guardians anyway. One thing more.”




  He was very serious now.




  “Yesterday I told you to remember three words — words I made you swear you would never reveal to any soul save me, or in the event of my death to my executors!”




  She nodded. He had dropped his voice to a little above a whisper.




  “You remember them?”




  “Yes,” she replied in the same tone; “the words were ‘Kingsway needs paving.’”




  He nodded. “I asked you never even to use words.”!




  “I kept my promise,” said the girl quickly.




  He smiled. “You need not, any more,” he said. “After tonight you may employ them as often as you like. I ought not to have told you.”




  They were interrupted by the return of Bray.




  “Mrs. Gritter is on her way down,” he said. “She isn’t an elaborate dresser.”




  King Kerry threw a swift glance at the young man, a glance which took him in from head to toe. He saw a fair-haired youth of twenty-two, with two honest blue eyes and as firm a chin as he himself possessed. The forehead was high and broad and the fingers which drummed noiselessly on the table were long and delicate.




  It was said of King Kerry that he understood two things well — land and men, and in the general term “men” was included woman in some of her aspects. He knew Gordon Bray from that moment of scrutiny, and never knew him better — as a man.




  Mrs. Gritter came blinking into the light; a shawl, a skirt, and a pair of slippers, plus an assortment of safety pins, being sufficient to veil her night attire. “Hello!” she said, a little flustered by the sight of Kerry and not a little embarrassed by the unexpected spectacle of Elsie; “thought you was safe for the night.”




  Her humour was forced, and she was obviously uncomfortable.




  “I wish to go to Miss Marion’s room and collect some other things,” said Kerry to the girl’s surprise.




  Mrs. Gritter was more embarrassed than ever, but it was not at the impropriety of a gentleman invading a lady’s bedroom in the small hours of the morning.




  “Oh,” she said a little blankly, “that’s awkward, my dear.”




  She fixed a speculative and thoughtful eye upon Elsie.




  “The fact is “ — she cleared her throat with a little cough— “the fact is. Miss Marion, I’ve taken a great liberty.” They waited. “Ria happened to come in at ten minutes to eleven,” said the landlady apologetically, “an’ not feelin’ well.”




  Elsie concealed a smile. She had seen the lack-lustre eyes of Ria when she was “not feeling well.”




  “‘Mother,’ she sez to me,” continued Mrs. Gritter with relish, “‘Mother,’ she sez, ‘you’re not goin’ to turn your only daughter into the street,’ she sez. ‘Well,’ I sez, ‘well, Ria, you know how I’m placed. There ain’t a bed to spare except Miss Marion’s, who’s gone away to the country.’ I said that,” exclaimed Mrs. Gritter, seeking approval, “to keep the matter quiet.”




  “In fact, your daughter is sleeping in Miss Marion’s bed?” asked Kerry, and Elsie made a wry little face.




  “And tools the liberty of borrowin’ Miss Marion’s nightgown,” added Mrs. Gritter, with a desire to get her sin off her mind.




  Elsie laughed helplessly, but King Kerry was serious.




  “Let us go in,” he said. “You stay here, my child!”




  Mrs. Gritter walked to the door slowly.




  “She’s a heavy sleeper when she ain’t well,” she said resentfully. “What do you want to go up for?”




  “I want to find out whether you are speaking the truth or not,” said Kerry, “and whether it is your daughter or some other person occupying Miss Marion’s room.”




  “Oh, is that all?” asked Mrs. Glitter, relieved; “well, come up!”




  She led the way, taking a lamp from the hall and lighting it. She paused outside the door of the first floor back.




  “If Miss Marion misses anything from her box,” she said, “it’s nothing to do with me, or with my daughter.”




  She turned the handle of the door and entered. Kerry followed. By the light of the lamp he saw a figure huddled beneath the bedclothes, and a tangle of disorderly hair spread on the pillow.




  “Ria!” called Mrs. Gritter loudly; “Ria, wake up!” But the woman in the bed did not move.




  Kerry passed the landlady swiftly, and laid the back of his hand on the pale cheek.




  “I think you’d better go down,” he said gently, “and tell the men you see outside the door I want them.”




  “What do you mean?” asked the trembling landlady. He took the lamp from her shaking hand and put it on the chest of drawers.




  “Your daughter is dead,” he said quietly. “She has been murdered by somebody who came across the leads through that window.” He pointed to the window that was open.




  King Kerry was speaking the truth in that solemn voice of his. She was dead, this poor, drunken soul, murdered by men who had come to force from Elsie’s lips the words which would unfasten the combination lock on King Kerry’s giant safe.




  For Hermann Zeberlieff in his prescience had guessed right — King Kerry still locked his safe with the name of a street, and that street was “Kingsway.”
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  It was a nine days’ wonder, this murder of a drunken slut, and many were the theories which were advanced. The inquest proved that the woman had suffered from rough treatment at the hands of her assailants. She owed her death to strangulation.




  No arrests were made, and the crime was added to the list of London’s unravelled mysteries.




  Four days after the sensational discovery, Elsie Marion sat behind her desk — an article of furniture which in itself was a pleasure to her — sorting over King Kerry’s correspondence. Like many other great men, he was possessed of amiable weaknesses, and one of these was a disinclination to answer letters save those which were vital to his schemes. He recognized his own shortcomings in this respect and the growing pile of letters, opened and unopened, produced a wince every time he had seen it.




  Elsie had reduced the heap to something like a minimum. With the majority she found no occasion to consult her chief. They were begging letters, or the letters of cranks who offered wonderful inventions which would make their, and the exploiters’, fortunes at small cost of time of money. There was a sprinkling of religious letters, too — texts heavily underlined admonishing or commending. Every post brought appeals from benevolent institutions.




  In the drawer of her desk she had a chequebook which enabled her to draw money on an account which had been opened in her name. It was King Kerry’s charity account, and she used her discretion as to the amount she should send, and the worthiness of the object. At first the responsibility had frightened her, but she had tackled her task courageously.




  “It needs as much courage to sign a cheque as it does to starve,” was one of King Kerry’s curious epigrams.




  She worked splendidly through the pile of letters before her. Some went into the wastepaper basket; on some, after a knitting of brows and a biting of penholder, she scribbled a figure. She knew the people she was dealing with; she had lived amongst them, had eaten her frugal lunch at a marble-topped table across which professional begging letter-writers had compared notes unashamed.




  She looked up as the commissionaire on duty came in with a card. She made a little grimace as she read the name.




  “Does he know that Mr. Kerry is out of town?” she asked.




  “I told him, miss, but he particularly asked to see you,” said the man. She looked at the card again dubiously. It had its humorous side, this situation. A week ago, the perky Mr. Tack never dreamt that he would be sending in his card to “our Miss Marion” asking for an interview.




  “Show him in, please — and, Carter “ — as the man was at the door.




  “Yes, miss?”




  “I want you to stay in the room, please, whilst Mr. Tack is here.”




  The man touched his cap and went out, returning to usher in the late junior partner of Messrs. Tack and Brighten.




  He was all smiles and smirks, and offered his gloved hand with immense affability. “Well, well!” he said in genial surprise, “who’d have thought to see you in a comfortable situation like this!”




  “Who, indeed!” she replied.




  Uninvited he drew a chair up to the desk. “You must admit that the training you had under me, and what I might term the corrective discipline — never harsh and always justified — has fitted you for this; now don’t deny it!”He shook a finger playfully at her.




  “It has certainly helped me to appreciate the change,” she said.




  Mr. Tack looked round at the waiting commissionaire, and then back to the girl with a meaning look.




  “I’d like a few private words with you,” he said mysteriously.




  “This is as private an interview as I can give you, Mr. Tack,” said the girl with a smile. “You see, I am not exactly a principal in the business, and I have neither the authority nor the desire to engage in any undertaking which is not also my employer’s business.”




  Mr. Tack swallowed something in his throat, but inclined his head graciously.




  “Very proper! very proper, indeed!” he agreed, with hollow cordiality. “The more so since I hear rumours of a certain little trouble—” He looked at her archly.




  The colour rose to her cheeks.




  “There is no need to refer to that, Mr. Tack,” she Said coldly. “Mr. Kerry had me arrested because he knew that my life was in danger — he has given me fullest permission to tell why. When you go out you will see a steel safe in the front office — it has a combination lock which opened to the word ‘Kingsway.’ Mr. Kerry gave me three words, the first of which would be the word which would open the safe. He told me this because he dare not write the word down. Then he realized that by doing so he had placed me in great danger. Men were sent to Smith Street, by somebody who guessed I knew the word, to force it from me, and Mr. Kerry, guessing the plot, had me arrested, knowing that I should be safe in a police station. He came to London by special train to release me.”




  She might have added that Kerry had spent three hours in London searching for the Home Secretary before he could secure an order of release, for it is easier to lock up than to unlock.




  “Moreover,” she added, “Mr. Kerry generously offered me any sum I cared to mention to compensate me for the indignity.”




  “What did you ask?” demanded Mr. Tack eagerly, a contemptuous smile playing about his lips.




  “Nothing,” she replied curtly, and waited for him to state his business.




  Again he looked round at the solid commissionaire, but received no encouragement from the girl.




  “Miss Marion,” he said, dropping his voice, “you and I have always been good friends — I want you to help me now.”




  She ignored the wilful misstatement of fact, and he went on. “You know Mr. Kerry’s mind — you’re the sort of young lady any gentleman would confide in: now tell me, as friend to friend, what is the highest Mr. Kerry will give for Goulding’s?”




  “Are you in it, too?” she asked in surprise. She somehow never regarded him as sufficiently ingenious to be connected with the plot, but he nodded.




  “The highest,” he repeated persuasively.




  “Half a million,” said the girl. It was marvellous how easily the fat sum tripped from her lips.




  “But, seriously?”




  “Half a million, and the offer is open till Saturday,” she said. “I have just written Goulding’s a letter to that effect.”




  “Oh dear! Oh dear! Oh dear! Oh dear!” said Mr. Tack rapidly, but wearily. “Why don’t you persuade the old gentleman to be reasonable?”




  A steely gleam came into her eyes. He remembered the episode of the inkpot and grew apprehensive.




  “Which ‘old gentleman’ are you referring to?” she asked icily.




  Tack made haste to repair his error, and blundered still further. “Of course,” he apologized, “I oughtn’t to speak like that about Mr. Kerry.”




  “Oh, Mr. Kerry!”She smiled pityingly at the other. “Mr. Kerry is not, I should imagine, as old as you by ten years,” she said brutally. “A strenuous life often brings grey hairs to a young man just as a sedentary life brings grossness to a middle-aged man.”




  Mr. Tack showed his teeth in a smile from which genuine merriment was noticeably absent.




  “Ah, well,” he said, offering his hand, “we mustn’t quarrel — use your influence with Mr. Kerry for good.”




  “I hope I shall,” she said, “though I cannot see how that is going to help you.”




  He was in the street before he thought of a suitable response.




  Oxford Street, and especially the drapery and soft goods section of Oxford Street, was frankly puzzled by the situation as it stood between Goulding’s Universal Store and Tack and Brighten. It was recognized that Tack’s — as it was called in drapery circles — could not fight against the rush and hustle of its powerful neighbour. Apparently King Kerry was doing nothing wonderful in the shape of resuscitating the business. He had discharged some of the old overseers, and had appointed a new manager, but there was nothing to show that he was going to put up a fight against his rival, who surrounded him literally and figuratively.




  Goulding’s offer had leaked out, and experts’ view placed it as being exactly thirty-three per cent more than the business was worth; but what was Kerry to do?




  Kerry was content apparently to flit from one department of trade to another. He bought in one week Tabards, the famous confectioner, the Regent Treweller Company’s business, and Transome’s, the famous Transome, whose art fabrics were the wonder and the joy of the world.




  “What’s his game?” asked the West End, and finding no game comprehensible to its own views, or measurable by its own standard, the West End decided that King Kerry was riding for a fall. Some say that the ground landlords had been taken into the Big Buyers’ confidence; but this is very doubtful. The Duke of Pallan, in his recently published autobiography, certainly does make a passing reference to the matter which might be so construed; but it is not very definite. His Grace says —




  “The question of selling my land in the neighbourhood of Regency, Colemarker, and Tollorton Streets was satisfactorily settled by arrangement with my friend Mr. King Kerry. I felt it a duty in these days of predatory and pernicious electioneering…”




  The remainder is purely political, but it does point to the fact that whether King Kerry bought the land, or came to a working arrangement with the ground landlords, he was certainly at one time in negotiation for their purchase. No effort was spared by those interested to discover exactly the extent of the “L Trust’s” aspirations.




  Elsie, returning to her Chelsea flat one night, was met by a well-dressed stranger who, without any preliminary, offered her £5,000 for information as to the Trust’s intended purchases. Her first impulse was to walk on, her second to be very angry. Her third and final resolution was to answer.




  “You must tell your employer that it is useless to offer me money, because I have no knowledge whatever concerning Mr. King Kerry’s intentions.”




  She went on, very annoyed, thereby obeying all her impulses together.




  She told the millionaire of the attempt the next morning, and he nodded cheerily. “The man’s name was Gelber; he is a private detective in the employ of a Hermann Zeberlieff, and he will not bother you again,” he said.




  “How do you know?” she asked in surprise.




  He was always surprising her with odd pieces of information, It was a stock joke of his that he knew what his enemies had for dinner, but could never remember where he put his gloves.




  “You never go home without an escort,” he said. “One of my men was watching you.”




  She was silent for a moment, then she asked, “Does Zeberlieff dislike you?”




  He nodded slowly. Into his face crept a look of infinite weariness.




  “He hates me,” he said softly, “and I hate him like the devil.”




  She looked across at him and met his eyes. Was it over a question of business that their quarrel arose? As clear as though she had put the question in so many words, he read the unspoken query and shook his head. “I hate him “ — he hesitated— “because he behaved badly to — a woman.”




  It seemed that an icy hand closed over Elsie’s heart, and for a few seconds she could hardly breathe. She felt the colour leave her face, and the room appeared blurred and indistinct.




  She lowered her face, and fingered the letters on the desk before her. “Indeed?” she said politely. “That was — that was horrid of him!”




  She heard the telephone bell ring, and he took up the receiver.




  He exchanged a few words, then— “I shall be back shortly,” he said. “Mr. Grant wants to see me.”




  She nodded. Presently the door closed behind him with a click, and she dropped her head in her arms upon the table and burst into a passion of weeping. Love had indeed come into the life of Elsie Marion. It had all come upon her unawares, and with its light had brought its shadow of sorrow.
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  “Where are you going tonight, Vera?”




  Hermann Zeberlieff addressed the girl who stood by the window with a touch of asperity. The girl was standing by the window looking out across Park Lane to the Park itself. A cigarette glowed between her lips, and the soft, grey eyes were fixed far beyond the limit of human vision. She turned with a start to her half-brother and raised her dainty eyebrows as he repeated the question.




  A simple gown of black velvet showed this slim, beautiful girl to the best advantage. The delicate pallor of the face contrasted oddly with the full, red lips. The shapely throat was uncovered in the fashion of the moment, and the neck of the bodice cut down to a blunt V, showed the patch of pure white bosom.




  “Where am I going tonight?” she repeated; “why, that’s a strange question, Hermann — you aren’t usually interested in my comings and goings.”




  “I’m expecting some men tonight,” he said carelessly. “You know some of them — Leete is one.”




  She gave a little shudder.




  “A most unwholesome person,” she said. “Really, Hermann, you have the most wonderful collection of bric-a-brac in the shape of friends I have ever known. They are positively futurist.”




  He scowled up at her. In many ways he was afraid of this girl, with her rich, drawling, southern voice. She had a trick of piercing the armour of his indifference, touching the raw places of his self-esteem. They had never been good friends, and only the provision of his father’s will had kept them together so long. Old Frederick Zeberlieff had left his fortune in two portions. The first half was to be divided equally between his son — the child of his dead wife — and the girl, whose mother had only survived her arrival in the world by a few hours.




  The second portion was to be again divided equally between the two, “providing they shall live together for a period of five years following my death, neither of them to marry during that period. For,” the will concluded, “it is my desire that they shall know each other better, and that the bad feeling which has existed between them shall be dissipated by a mutual understanding of each other’s qualities.” There were also other provisions.




  The girl was thinking of the will as she walked across to the fireplace, and flicked the ash off her cigarette upon the marble hearth. “Our menage as it is constituted ends next month,” she said, and he nodded.




  “I shall be glad to get the money,” he confessed, “and not particularly sorry to—”




  “To see the end of me,” she finished the sentence. “In that, at least, we find a subject upon which we are mutually agreed.”




  He did not speak. He always came out worst in these encounters, and she puffed away in thoughtful silence.




  “I am going to the Technical College to a distribution of prizes,” she said, and waited for the inevitable sarcasm.




  “The Southwood Institute?” She nodded. “You are getting to be quite a person in the charitable world,” he said, with a sneer. “I shall never be surprised to learn that you have become a nun.”




  “I know somebody who will!” she said.




  “Who?” he asked quickly.




  “Me,” said the girl coolly.




  He sank back again in his chair with a growl.




  “It is hard lines on you — my not getting married,” she went on. “You get the whole of the inheritance if I do — during the period of probation.”




  “I don’t want you to marry,” he snarled.




  She smiled behind the hand that held the cigarette to her lips. “Poor soul!” she mocked; then, more seriously: “Hermann, people are saying rather horrid things about you just now.”




  He stared up at her coldly. “What things, and what people?” he asked.




  “Oh, paper people and the sort of bounder person one meets. They say you were in some way associated with—”




  She stopped and looked at him, and he met her gaze unflinchingly.




  “Well?”




  “With a rather ghastly murder in Southwark,” she said slowly.




  “Rubbish!” he laughed. “They would suspect the Archbishop of Canterbury — it is too preposterous.”




  “I don’t know about that,” said the girl. “I’m positively afraid of you sometimes; you’d just do anything for money and power.”




  “Like what?”




  She shrugged her shoulders. “Oh, murder and things like that,” she said vaguely. “There is a lot of good Czech in our blood, Hermann; why, sometimes you exasperate me so that I could cheerfully kill you.”




  He grinned a little uncomfortably.”Keep your door locked,” he said, and his lips tightened as at an unpleasant thought.




  “I do,” she replied promptly, “and I always sleep with a little revolver under my pillow.”




  He muttered something about childishness, and continued his study of the evening paper.




  “You see,” she went on thoughtfully, “it would make an awful big difference to you, Hermann, if I died suddenly from ptomaine poisoning — or whatever weird diseases people die from — or if I walked in my sleep and fell out of a window.”




  “Don’t say such beastly things!” he snapped.




  “It would make you richer by seven million dollars — recoup all your losses, and place you in a position where you could go on fighting that nice grey man — King Kerry.”




  He got up from his chair; there was a ghost of a smile on his face.




  “If you’re going to talk nonsense, I’m going,” he said. “You ought to get married; you’re getting vixenish.”




  She laughed, throwing her head back in an ecstasy of enjoyment.




  “Why don’t you pick up one of your tame students?” he sneered. “Marry him — you’ll be able to do it in a month — and make him happy. You could teach him to sound his h’s with a little trouble.”




  She had stopped laughing, and was eyeing him as he stood with the edge of the open door in his hand.




  “You’ve a merry wit,” she said. “Poor daddy never realized it as well as I. There’s a coarse fibre in the maternal ancestry of your line, Hermann.”




  “You leave my mother’s relations alone!” he said in a burst of anger.




  “God knows I do,” she said piously. “If various United States marshals and divers grand juries had also left them alone, many of them would have died natural deaths.”




  He slammed the door behind him before she had concluded her sentence. The mocking smile passed from her face as the door closed, and in its place came a troubled frown. She threw away the end of her cigarette and crossed the room to a small writing-table between the two big windows.




  She sat for some time, a pen in her hand and a sheet of paper before her, undecided. If she wrote she would be acting disloyally to her half-brother — yet she owed him no loyalty. Behind her drawling contempt was an ever-present fear, a fear which sometimes amounted to a terror. Not once, but many times in the last year, she had intercepted a glance of his, a look so cold and speculative, and having in it a design so baleful that it had frozen her soul with horror. She thought of the insidious attempts he had made to get her married. The men he had thrown in her way, the almost compromising situations he had forced upon her with every variety of man from college youth to middle-aged man about town.




  If she were married she were dead so far as the inheritance went — if she were not married by the thirtieth of the month, would she still be alive?




  There was, as she knew, a streak of madness on Hermann’s side of the family. His mother had died in an insane asylum. Two of her blood relations had died violently at the hands of the law, and a cousin had horrified San Francisco with a sense of murder of a peculiarly brutal character.




  She had reason to believe that Hermann himself had been mixed up in some particularly disgraceful episode in New York, and that only on the payment of huge sums amounting to hundreds of thousands of dollars the victim and her relations had staved off an exposure. Then there was the case of Sadie Mars, the beautiful young daughter of a Boston banker. No money could have hushed that up — but here family pride and the position of the girl’s parents saved Hermann. He went abroad, and the girl had taken an overdose of chloral with fatal results. Wherever he went, disaster followed; whatever he touched, he made rotten and bad; he lifted the wine of life to the lips of the innocent, and it was vinegar and gall. She thought all this, and then she began to write rapidly, covering sheet after sheet with her fine calligraphy. She finished at last, enclosed her letter in an envelope, and addressed it. She heard his footstep in the hall without, and hastily thrust the letter into her bosom.




  He looked across at the writing-table as he entered.




  “Writing?” he asked.




  “Doing a few polite chores,” she answered.




  “Shall I post them for you?”




  He made a show of politeness.




  “No, thank you!” said the girl. “They can be posted in the ordinary way — Martin can take them.”




  “Martin is out,” he said.




  She walked quickly to the bell and pushed it. Hermann looked at her strangely.




  “There’s no use ringing,” he said. “I have sent Martin and Dennis out with messages.”




  She checked the inclination to panic which arose in her bosom. Her heart was beating wildly. Instinct told her that she stood in deadly peril of this man with the sinister glint in his eyes.




  “Give me that letter!” he said suddenly.




  “Which letter?”




  “The letter you have been writing so industriously for the last ten minutes,” he said.




  A scornful smile curved her lips. “Not the keyhole, Hermann!” she protested with mock pain. “Surely not the keyhole — the servants’ entrance to domestic secrets!”




  “Give me that letter!” he said roughly.




  She had edged away and backward till she stood near one of the big french windows. It was ajar, for the evening had been close. With a sudden movement she turned, flung open the long glass door, and stepped out on to the tiny balcony.




  He went livid with rage, and took two quick steps towards her, then stopped. She was addressing somebody.




  “Oh, I’m so sorry, Mr. Bray; have you been ringing long? “An indistinct voice answered her.”My brother will let you in; thank you so much for calling for me.”




  She turned to Hermann Zeberlieff.




  “Would you mind opening the door to one of my ‘tame students’? You will find he sounds his h’s quite nicely!” she said sweetly.




  “Damn you!” snarled the man, but obeyed.
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  “Will you entertain Mr. Bray whilst I get ready to go out?”




  Hermann muttered his sulky compliance. He would have liked to refuse point blank, to have indulged himself in a display of temper, if only to embarrass the girl; but he had sufficient command of himself to check his natural desire. He scowled at the young man with whom he was left alone, and answered in monosyllables the polite observations which Gordon Bray offered upon men and things. There was no evidence in either the attire or in the speech of the technical student to suggest that he was of any other class than that of the man who examined him so superciliously.




  “I gather you’re one of the people my sister is distributing prizes to,” said Hermann rudely.




  “Not exactly,” said the other quietly. “Miss Zeberlieff is very kindly giving the gold medal for drawing, but the Countess of Danbery is actually making the award.”




  “It doesn’t matter much who makes it so long as you get it,” answered Hermann, summarizing his philosophy of life in one pregnant sentence.




  “As a matter of fact I am not even getting it,” said the other. “I took this medal last year — it represents an intermediate stage of tuition.” Hermann walked up and down the room impatiently. Suddenly he turned to the visitor.




  “What do you think of my sister?” he asked.




  Gordon went red: the directness of the question flung at him at that moment caught him unawares. “I think she is very charming,” he said frankly, “and very generous. As you know, she interests herself in education and particularly in the schools.”




  Zeberlieff sniffed. He had never set himself the task of keeping track of his sister’s amusements except in so far as they affected his own future. His own future! He frowned at the thought. He had had heavy losses lately. His judgment had been at fault to an extraordinary degree. He had been caught in a recent financial flurry, and had been in some danger of going farther under than he had any desire to go. He had plenty of schemes — big schemes with millions at their end, but millions require millions. He had put a proposition to the girl, which she had instantly rejected, that on the day of the inheritance they should pool their interests, and that he should control the united fortunes.




  If the truth be told, there was little to come to him. He had anticipated his share of the fortune, which was already half mortgaged. In twelve days’ time Vera would be free to leave him — free to will her property wherever she wished. Much might happen in twelve days — the young man might also be very useful.




  His manner suddenly changed. He was perfectly learned in the amenities of his class, and there were people who vowed that he was the ideal of what a gentleman should be. His sister was not amongst these.




  “Why don’t you sit down?” he asked, and took up the thread of technical education with the convincing touch of the dilettante who has all the jargon of science with little backing of knowledge. He kept the young man pleasantly engaged till Vera returned.




  Her car was waiting at the door, and he assisted her to enter. “My brother was very entertaining, I gather?” she said.




  “Very.”




  She glanced at him, reading his face.




  “You are very enthusiastic,” she said mockingly.




  He smiled.”I don’t think he knows much about architecture,” he said. He had the habit of wholesome frankness, appreciated here, however, by one who lived in an atmosphere which was neither candid nor wholesome.




  He thought he had offended her, for she did not speak again till the car was running over Westminster Bridge. Then— “You will meet my brother again,” she said. “He will discover your address and invite you to lunch. Let me think.” She knitted her forehead. “I am trying to remember what happened before — Oh, yes! he will invite you to lunch at his club, and encourage you to speak about me; and he will tell you that I am awfully fond of chocolates, and a couple of days afterwards you will receive a box of the most beautiful chocolates from an unknown benefactor, and, naturally, when you have recovered from your astonishment at the gift, you will send it along to me with a little note.”




  Whatever astonishment such a happening might have had upon him, it could not exceed that which he now felt. “What an extraordinary thing you should have said that!” he remarked.




  “Why extraordinary?” she asked.




  “Well,” he hesitated. “As a matter of fact, he has already asked me my address, and he did mention not once, but twice, that you were awfully fond — not of chocolates, but of crystallized violets.”




  She looked at him a little blankly. “How crude!” was all she said then; but later she half turned on the seat of the limousine and faced him.




  “When those violets arrive,” she said quietly, “I want you to take the parcel just as it is — wrapping and string and postmark — to Mr. King Kerry: he will understand.”




  “King Kerry?”




  “Don’t you like him?” She asked quickly.




  He hesitated. “I think I do,” he replied, “in spite of his somewhat drastic methods.”




  Elsie had told him the story of the arrest — indeed, King Kerry had half explained — and now he repeated the story of Elsie’s peril.




  The girl listened eagerly.




  “What a perfectly splendid idea,” she said enthusiastically, “and how like King Kerry!”




  After the distribution, the speechmaking, the votes of thanks, and the impromptu concert which followed the function, the girl sought Bray out, the centre of a group of his fellow-students, who were offering their congratulations, for many prizes had come his way.




  “I want you to take me home!” she said.




  She was a lovely and a radiant figure in her long grey silk coat and her tiny beaver hat; but he saw with tender solicitude that she looked tired, and there were faint shadows under her eyes.




  They had reached a point in their friendship where they could afford to be silent in one another’s society. To him she was a dream woman, something aloof and wonderful, in the world, but not of it — a beautiful fragile thing that filled his thoughts day and night. He was not a fool, but he was a man. He could not hope, but he could — and did — love. From the day she came into his life, an interested — and perhaps amused — visitor to the schools, his outlook had changed. She was very worshipful, inspiring all that is beautiful in the love of youth, all that is pure and tender and self-sacrificing.




  She was, he knew, very wealthy; he dreamt no dreams of miracles, yet he did not regard her money as being an obstacle. It was she, the atmosphere which surrounded her, that held him adoring but passive.




  “I want you to do something for me,” she said.




  “I will do anything.”




  There was no emphasis, no fervour in his voice, yet there was something in the very simplicity of the declaration which brought the colour to her cheek.




  “I am sure you would,” she answered almost impulsively; “but this is something which you may find distasteful. I want you to meet me in Regent Street tomorrow evening,” she said. “I — I am rather a coward, and I am afraid of people — ?”




  She did not finish the sentence, and offered no further elucidation to the mystery of a meeting which, so far from being distasteful, set the young man’s heart a-flutter afresh.




  “At nine o’clock, at the corner of Vigo Street,” she said, when she left him, at the door of the Park Lane house, “and you will have to be very obedient and very patient.”




  She offered her hand, and he took it. She raised it higher and higher, and for a moment he did not understand. Then he bent and kissed it.




  She had taken off her glove in the car with that idea.
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  King Kerry re-read a letter which had arrived by the morning post, and, contrary to his custom, placed it in the inside pocket of his coat. His secretary watched the proceedings with apprehension, as marking a return to the bad old days; but he smiled and shook his head. He had a habit of reading her thoughts which was at once uncanny and embarrassing.




  “This is a ‘really’ letter,” he said, referring to a passage at arms they had had whether a letter was “really private” or just “private” — she had opened a score bearing the latter inscription, only to find that they were of the really begging-letter variety. Henceforth he passed the private letters under review, and judged only by the handwriting or the crest whether it was a confidential communication within the meaning of the Act.




  Kerry sat for a long time at his desk, thinking; then, by and by, he took out the letter again and re-read it. Whatever were its contents, they worried him, and presently he called a number on the ‘phone which she recognized as being a firm of detectives allied to Pinkerton’s. “Send a man to me for instructions!” he said, and hung up the receiver.




  For a long time he was writing furiously, and when the detective was announced, he had still a few more pages to write. He finished at last and handed the papers to the waiting man. “This paper is to be carefully read, digested, and destroyed,” he said. “The instructions are to be carried out without reservation, and you are to tell your chief to draw upon me to any extent in the execution of my orders.”




  When the man had gone, he turned to the girl. “It is a very hard world for women,” he said sadly, and that was all the reference he made to the letter or its sequel.




  On the wall of the office hung a remarkable map. It was a large scale map of London, which had been especially prepared for “The King” (the Press called him ironically “The King of London”). Scarcely a day passed but an employee of the maker called to mark some little square, representing a shop or house, with green watercolour paint, King Kerry standing by and directing precisely where the colour patches were to be placed. The green was growing in the map. The Trust was buying up land and house property north, south, and west. Baling, Forest Hill, Brockley and Greenwich were almost all green. Kennington, Southwark, Wandsworth, Brixton, Clapham, and Tooting were well patched; but the object of the Trust was, apparently, to put a green belt around a centre represented by a spot midway between Oxford Circus and Piccadilly. Inside this circle, representing a mile radius, lay the immediate problem of the Trust.




  The girl was looking across at the map, noting that the three new green patches which had been added that morning were almost dry, when she caught King Kerry’s amused eyes fixed upon her. “How would you like to pay a visit to the scene of your servitude?” he asked good-humouredly.




  “Tack’s?” she asked in wonder.




  He nodded.




  “I don’t know,” she demurred. “I should feel rather shy, I think.”




  “You must get over that,” he said cheerfully. “Besides, you will find very few people in the same positions in which you left them.”




  A few moments later the car came round, and she took her place by his side.




  “People are asking what I am going to do,” he said, as if reading her thoughts, “and this old town is just shaking its hoary head at me. Tack’s sold a hundred thousand pounds’ worth of goods last year — they will sell half a million pounds’ worth next year.”




  She smiled, as at a good joke.




  “You doubt it?” he asked, with a suggestion of that affectionate amusement which so often sent the colour to her cheeks.




  “Do you know anything about a drapery store?” she asked, answering one question with another.




  He shook his head; the word “drapery” puzzled him.




  “Drapery? — we call them soft goods,” he said. “No, I know no more than I know about boots or railway trucks. People who learn in compartments — there are hundreds of proud fathers who boast their sons are learning their business from office boy to manager; but my opinion is that they usually pass their true vocation half way between top and bottom. You needn’t start life as a junior clerk to discover that you’re an excellent salesman, and because you’re an excellent salesman you needn’t necessarily be a heaven-born president — you call them managing directors.”




  She loved to listen to him when he was in this mood. It was a pity that Tack’s was so near, but a block in the Regent Street traffic gave him time to expound his philosophy of business. “The man who watches the window to see the articles that are sold will learn a lot if he has patience and plenty of time; but he will get cold feet. You’ve got to go to the manufacturing end to judge sales, and you have got to go to the man who pulls money out of manufacturing to learn that Mrs. So-and-So prefers four buttons on her kid gloves to three. It all comes back to the money behind the manufacturer. There are very few bank managers in Manchester who did not know when beads ceased to be a fashionable attire in the Fiji Islands.”




  He went back to Tack’s and its future.




  “Half a million pounds’ worth of goods!” he laughed quietly, “and all to be sold in a year at a little store that never had a bigger turnover than a hundred thousand — it means selling sixteen hundred pounds’ worth of goods a day; it means many other things. My child, you are going to witness some sale!”




  She laughed in sheer glee.




  There was a considerable change in the appearance of Tack’s even in the short space of time she had been away. The building was a fairly modern one. King Kerry was already reshaping it, and a small army of workmen was engaged day and night in effecting alterations which he had planned.




  There had been a tiny little “annexe,” too small to dignify with the name. It had owed its existence to the discovery, after the building had been erected, that a piece of land, some twenty feet by twenty, which had been used by Goulding’s as a temporary dumping ground for old packing-cases, and for some extraordinary reason had not been built upon, was part of this freehold. Mr. Leete had run up a tiny building on the site (this was before he had acquired a controlling interest in Goulding’s), and the place had been used as auxiliary storerooms. Workmen were engaged in removing the floors from the roof to the ground.




  “I am having two large lifts put in there,” explained Kerry. “They will be about the same size as tube lifts, only they will be much faster.”




  Tack had always set his face against the elevator system, adopting the viewpoint that, as it was, people did not get sufficient exercise, and that he had no intention of encouraging laziness.




  “But won’t they be very large?” asked the girl. “I mean too large?”




  Kerry shook his head. “Sixteen hundred pounds a day means about sixteen thousand purchasers a day, or a little under a thousand an hour.”




  She thought she detected a flaw in his arithmetic, but did not correct him; he was surely calculating upon a twentyfour hour day!




  Other rearrangements included new dressing-rooms on the roof. Some of the counters had been taken away, and the broad window spaces upon which so much depended in the old days had been reduced by seventy-five per cent and the additional space afforded had been utilized for the erection of large flat trays. In place of the old window display, electricians were fitting long, endless belts of black velvet running the whole width of each window, upon which the lighter goods were to be displayed.




  “Each article will have a big number attached and the price in plain figures: there will be a sample-room on the ground floor, where all the customer has to do is to ask to see the number she wants to purchase. When she has decided what she wants, she goes upstairs to the first floor and it is handed to her ready wrapped. There will be no waiting. Every sample clerk will have a little ‘phone in front of her. She will be in constant communication with the packing-room. She will signal the purchases, and the customer has only to go to the counter, or one of the counters, bearing her initial, mention her name, and take the parcel.”




  The girl looked at him in amazement. It seemed remarkable to her that he had thought all this out and that she was unaware of the fact.




  “You are preparing for a rush?” she asked, and she said it in such a tone that he laughed.




  “You don’t think we shall be so busy, eh? Well, nous verrons!”




  Elsie caught many envious glances cast in her direction. Old acquaintances have a trick of remembering friendships which never existed — especially with those who have been fortunate in life. She had had no close friends in the business, but there were many who now regarded her as a sometime bosom confidante, and were prepared to harbour a grievance against her if she did not hold them in like regard. Some called her “Elsie,” who had never before taken that liberty, doubtless with the desire to establish their intimacy before she advanced too far along the golden road. This is the way of the world. But Elsie was too warm-hearted to be cynical, and responded readily to their overtures of friendship.




  Their salaries had been substantially raised, so “Fluff,” a pretty little girl in the “White” department, told her. “All the rotters have been sacked, three of the shopwalkers, and the manager of the ‘ready-mades,’” said the girl enthusiastically. “Oh, Miss Marion, it was splendid to see that beast Tack walk out for the last time.”




  “Things are awfully comfortable,” said another — Elsie had an opportunity for gossiping whilst King Kerry interviewed the new manager— “but there is going to be an awful rush, and those awful fines have been abolished. Oh! and they’re taking on an awful number of girls, though where they’re going to put ’em all heaven knows — we shall be awfully crowded!”




  The girl bore the nickname of “Awful Agnes,” not without reason.




  King Kerry rejoined Elsie, and they drove back to the office together. “Had to take a big warehouse to stock our goods,” he explained. “We shall sell a few! Every other shop in the street for two hundred yards in each direction is engaged in the same business as us. I have offered to buy the lot, but I guess they’ve got an exaggerated idea of the value of things.”




  Whether they had or not, there were some who were prepared to fight the “Big L.”




  That same night there appeared in all the London evening papers the announcement that “The Federal Trades of London” had been incorporated as a limited company. The list of the firms in the new combine included every store in Oxford Street engaged in the same business as Tack and Brighton’s.




  “The object of the Federation” (said the announcement) “is to afford mutual protection against unfair competition. Each firm concerned will act independently so far as its finances are concerned, and the shareholders’ interests will remain undisturbed. By means of this combine it is hoped that the pernicious operations of a certain American Trust will be successfully checked.”




  The list of directors included Hermann Zeberlieff, Esq. (independent gentleman), and John Leete (managing director of Goulding’s, Limited).




  “Pernicious operations!” repeated King Kerry. “Say, this paper doesn’t like us!”He turned over the sheets of the Evening Herald. “A bright little paper,” he mused. Then he took out his chequebook and signed his name in the bottom right-hand corner.




  He blotted the signature, and passed the slip across to the girl.




  “Elsie,” he said, and the girl flushed, for he had never before called her by her first name. “The Evening Herald is on the market. They want sixty thousand pounds for the concern; they may take less. Here’s a blank cheque. Go down and buy that durned paper.”




  “Buy?” the girl gasped. “I — but I don’t — I can’t — I’m not a business woman!”




  “It’s for sale — go and buy it; tell them you’re King Kerry’s partner.” He smiled encouragingly and laid his hand on hers. “My partner,” he said softly. “My dear little partner!”
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  Four men had been invited to dinner at 410, Park Lane, but only three had so far arrived. Worse than that, Vera, whom Hermann had particularly asked to grace the board with her presence, had pleaded the usual headache and had most emphatically refused to come down.




  “You are trying to make me look a fool before these people,” he stormed. He interviewed her in her little den, and she was palpably unprepared for social functions of any description, being in her dressing-gown.




  “My dear Hermann,” she said, “don’t rave! I have a headache — it is a woman’s privilege.”




  “You always have headaches when I want you,” he said sulkily.




  She did not look any too well. He wondered —




  “No,” she answered his unspoken thought. “I noticed that the gas was turned on at the stove and off at the main, so I just turned it off at the stove, too.”




  “What do you mean?” he asked roughly.




  She smiled.




  “I have always appreciated your gift — a stove in Sevres ware must have cost a lot of money. When I lay down this afternoon the main was turned off — that I’ll swear. When I woke up, it was on, though why anybody should turn on the gas on a warm July afternoon, I can’t think.”




  “Martin—” he began.




  “Martin didn’t touch it,” she said. “I have asked him. Fortunately, no harm was done, because I had noticed the little tap was turned before I began to sleep. I am getting frightened, Hermann.”




  His face was ghastly pale, but he forced a smile.




  “Frightened, Vera — why?” he asked in his friendliest tone.




  She shook her head at him slowly, her eyes never leaving his face.




  “It is getting so near the time,” she said, “and I feel somehow that I cannot bear up against the strain of always fighting for my life.”




  “Rubbish!” he cried genially. “Come along and see my people. Leete is one, Hubbard, one of the Federation directors, is another. Bolscombe hasn’t turned up. Why don’t you get rid of the worry of your money?” he said with a show of solicitude. “Pool it with mine, as I suggested months ago. You’ll go mad if you don’t.” He stopped short and eyed her curiously. “I think you’re a little mad now,” he said slowly, and she shook her distress off and laughed.




  “Hermann, you’re the most versatile man I know,” she said; “but so horribly unoriginal.”




  “Are you going out tonight?”




  He paused at the door to ask the question, and she nodded.




  “With your headache?” he sneered.




  “To get rid of it,” she replied.




  He went downstairs to his guests.




  “My sister is not very well,” he said. “She’s rather depressed lately — ?”




  Then occurred the devilish idea: that flash of inspiration to villainy which has sent men to the gallows and has tenanted Broadmoor with horrible gibing things that once were human. Ten days! said the brain of Hermann Zeberlieff. Do it now!




  With scarcely a pause he went on —




  “We’re all friends here, and I don’t mind telling you that she is worrying me — she has distinctly suicidal tendencies.”




  There was a murmur of commiseration.




  “I’ll just see how she is,” he said; “and then we’ll start dinner.”




  “I thought I saw your sister standing at her window,” said Leete, and added with a smirk: “I rather flattered myself that she was waving her hand to me.”




  Hermann looked at him in frank surprise. He knew that Vera hated Leete as intensely as a woman with fine instincts could hate a man. It would be an unsuspected weakness in her if she endeavoured to make friends with his associates; but it bore out all that the girl had said. She was frightened, was clutching at straws, even so unsavoury a straw as Leete.




  He walked carelessly from the room and mounted the stairs. He had in his heart neither fear nor remorse for the dreadful deed he contemplated. He did not go straight to where she was, but slipped into her bedroom, which communicated with the sittingroom.




  He stepped stealthily, silently.




  By the side of the window was a long curtain-cord of silk. He drew a chair, stepped noiselessly upon it and severed the cord high up. He stepped down as noiselessly. He had three minutes to do the work. In three minutes’ time he would be with his guests smiling apologetically for his sister’s absence, what time this beautiful creature of “suicidal tendencies” would be hanging limply from —




  He looked round for a suitable hook and found a peg behind the door which bore his weight.




  That would be the place. Rapidly he made a noose at one end of the rope and held it in his hand behind him.




  He turned the handle of the door and walked into the dressing-room. She was sitting by the window and rose, startled.




  “What were you doing in my room?” she demanded.




  “Stealing your jewels,” he said with humour. But she was not appeased by his simulated playfulness.




  “How dare you go into my room?” she cried. The fear of death was upon her, through her brain ran a crisscross of plans for escape.




  “I want to talk things over,” he said and reached out his hand to touch her. She shrank back.




  “What have you got behind your back?” she asked in a terrified whisper.




  He sprang at her, flinging one arm about her so that he pinioned both arms. Then she saw his design as his other hand rose to close over her mouth. The coils slipped down on his arm and he shifted his left hand up to silence her.




  “Mercy!” she gasped.




  He smiled in her face. He found the noose and slipped it over her head. Then —




  “Kerry knows — Kerry knows!” said her muffled voice. “I wrote to him. There is a detective watching this house day and night — ah!”




  The loop had touched her neck.




  “You wrote?”




  “Told him — murder — me — I signal every half-hour — due in five minutes—”




  Very gently he released her, laughing the while. He had moved her to where he could see through the window. A man stood with his back to the railings of the Park, smoking a short cigar. He was watching the house for the half-hour signal.




  “You never thought I was such a good actor,” said Hermann with his set smile.




  She staggered to the window and sank in a chair.




  “I didn’t frighten you, did I?” he asked with a certain resemblance of tenderness.




  She was shaking from head to foot. “Go out!” she said. “Go away! I know your secret now!”




  With a little shrug he left her, taking the silk cord with him, for that evidence was too damning to leave behind. She waited till she heard him speaking in the hall below, then she fled to her room and locked the door. With shaking hands she made her preparations. She dressed as quickly as she had dressed in her life and descended the stairs. In the hall she saw Martin, and paused. “Get me a walkingstick — any one will do — quickly!”




  The man went away and, returning with the ivory-headed cane of her brother, found her by the open door.




  She looked at her watch. It wanted twenty minutes to nine.




  A taxicab carried her to Vigo Street, and the nearer she came to the man who she knew loved her, and to the freedom which was ahead the higher rose her spirits.




  Gordon Bray was waiting. She paid the cab and dismissed it. “I knew you would be here!” she said impulsively, and took his arm. “Gordon,” she said breathlessly — it is strange how two people that day had been thrilled by the utterance of a Christian name— “you have known me for three years.”




  “And twentyfive days, Miss Zeberlieff,” said the young man. “I count the days.”




  The eyes turned to him were bright with a light he had never seen.




  “Call me Vera,” she said softly. “Please don’t think I’m bold — but I just want you to — you love me, don’t you?”




  The street lights went round and round in a giddy whirl before the man. “I worship you!” he said hoarsely.




  “Then bear with me for a little while,” she said tenderly; “and if I do things which you do not approve — ?”




  “You couldn’t do that,” he said.




  There in Regent Street, before all the hurrying world, shocked, amused or interested, according to its several temperaments, she raised her lips to his and he kissed her.




  “Now,” she said, and thrust him away, her eyes dancing, “show me the new shop that King Kerry bought.”




  “This is it “ — he pointed along the block— “the art fabric people. It was in all the papers.”




  She ran along the pavement till she came to the darkened windows of the store. Then, without a warning, she raised her stick and sent the ivory head smashing through the plate glass.




  A policeman seized her.




  “My God!” said Gordon Bray. “Why did you do that?”




  “Votes for Women!” cried Vera and laughed. She was laughing still when they took her away in a cab to Marlborough Street, and laughing the next morning when she was sentenced to three weeks in the second division.




  King Kerry, sitting at the solicitors’ table with Bray, was not unamused. In three weeks Vera would be entitled to her share of her father’s fortune, and her brother’s machinations would be in vain. She would come out of prison a free woman in every sense of the word.




  As for Bray, though he watched that delicate figure anxiously, he understood. It would be three weeks of hell for him with only the memory of those fragrant lips to help him bear the parting.
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  “I couldn’t get back to the office last night,” said Elsie, “and I tried to get you on the ‘phone, but you weren’t anywhere you ought to have been.” Her voice was a little reproachful, for she had really wanted to see him to communicate a wonderful piece of news.




  “I suppose I wasn’t,” admitted King Kerry, smoothing his grey hair. There was something almost childlike about the millionaire when he was penitent, and Elsie’s heart was very tender to him in such moments as these.




  “A young friend of mine smashed one of my windows in Regent Street,” he said in extenuation. “Really, I’m never out of these infernal police stations,” he added ruefully.




  “A suffragette?”




  “I guess so,” nodded Kerry, biting off the end of a cigar. “Anyway, she’s gaoled!”




  “Oh!” protested the girl in horror. “You didn’t allow her to go to gaol?”




  “I surely did,” admitted King Kerry with his brightest smile, “and instructed a lawyer to press for it.”




  He saw the troubled look on the girl’s face and waited.




  “It isn’t like you, somehow,” she said, with a note of reproach in her voice. “You’re so kind and so tender to people in trouble — I just hate the thought of you being anything else than what I think you are.”




  “Everybody is different to what people think they are,” he said mournfully. “I guess you’ve never read what some of the New York papers said about my big railroad combine. I thought not,” as she shook her head. “One of these days I’ll hunt up the cuttings for you, and you’ll see how black it is possible for a man to be — and escape gaoling.”




  “You’ll not convince me,” she said with decision. “I’m not even satisfied that you did what you said this morning.”




  He nodded vigorously.




  “Sure,” he said; “but I might as well tell you right here that the lady was a friend of mine, and she was most anxious to go to gaol — and I was obliged to help her.”




  “She is really a suffragette?”




  King Kerry considered before he made a reply, drawing thoughtfully at his cigar.




  “No, she isn’t,” he said. “She’s had enough to make her. If I were she, I guess I’d burn the whole of Regent Street. You’ll read about it in the papers, anyway,” he said.




  She opened a drawer and took out a copy of the Evening Herald.




  “Read about it in your own paper,” she said proudly, and handed him the early edition.




  He whistled. “I’d almost forgotten that,” he said. “So you bought it!”




  She nodded. She made a pretty picture standing there with her hands behind her back, her cheeks flushed and her lovely eyes bright with excitement. She stood like a child who had deserved commendation and was waiting expectantly for her due.




  “What did you give?” he asked.




  “Guess?” she countered.




  “Sixty thousand?” he suggested.




  She shook her head.




  “Fifty?” with raised eyebrows.




  Again she shook her head.




  “I’ll tell you the whole story,” she said. “When I got to the office of the Evening Herald I found the staff had gone home, but the editor, the manager, and the proprietor were in the board room, and I found out afterwards that there had been a most unholy row.”




  “There always is when those three gentlemen meet,” said King Kerry with knowledge. “If the publisher had been there too, you would have been obliged to ring for the ambulance.”




  “Well,” she went on with a smile, “I sent in your name and was admitted at once.”




  “Such is the magic of a name,” murmured the millionaire.




  “They were awfully surprised to see me, and the proprietor, Mr. Bolscombe, started to ‘my girl’ me, but he didn’t continue when I put it to him straight away that I had called to buy the paper.”




  “Did he faint?” asked Kerry, anxiously.




  She smiled.




  “Not exactly; but he asked sixty thousand pounds, whereupon I did all the fainting necessary. The paper is a young one — you know that?” — King Kerry nodded— “and is just on the point of paying—”




  “That’s the editor’s view,” suggested Kerry, and the girl nodded.




  “Especially if the policy was changed a little—”




  “Do I hear the manager speaking?” asked Kerry, looking up at the ceiling.




  “Yes — but on the other hand it may not, and there was a doubt as to whether it was wise to throw good money after bad.”




  Kerry laughed uproariously for him.




  “That is the proprietor,” he said. “I know what he’d say because I’ve seen him once or twice.”




  “So we talked and we talked, and the end of it was I got the paper for forty thousand pounds,” she said triumphantly.




  He rose and patted her on the shoulder.




  “Excellent, child!” he said. “I shall put that in my red book.”




  He had a locked ledger in which from time to time he made entries, the nature of which was unknown save to the writer.




  “I’ve something else to say,” said the girl. “After I’d given the cheque and got the receipt I went home, and Mr. Bolscombe, who was dining with — you’ll never guess whom?” she challenged.




  “Hermann Zeberlieff — yes?” retorted Kerry. “Go on!”




  She was a little disappointed that her baby bomb had not so much as fizzed.




  “I went back to my flat. Three hours later Mr. Bolscombe called, though how he got the address—”




  “From Zeberlieff.”




  “Of course — how absurd of me to forget. He called and offered to buy back the paper for seventy thousand pounds!”




  “Excellent!” laughed King Kerry.




  “He wanted to say that it wasn’t a proper sale, but I made him include all the considerations in the receipt — was I right?”




  “Child,” said the admiring Kerry solemnly, “I shall take you into partnership one of these days. What was the end?”




  She handed him the receipt. She had something more to say.




  “The editor is rather a clever young man,” she said, hesitatingly; “and the manager seems pretty capable. I told them that you would make no immediate changes.”




  “Right again,” said Kerry heartily. “A new man isn’t always the best man, and the old man isn’t necessarily a fool. Never change for change sake — except your dress.”




  He stood by his desk meditatively.




  “This deserves more than the ordinary recognition,” he said with mock solemnity. “Nothing less than a dinner can celebrate our first joint victory over the enemy.”




  She looked at him with laughing eyes too near to tears for her complete satisfaction. That she had pleased the “grey man,” as she called him in her heart, was enough.




  She had seen two handsome men in the past twentyfour hours — she puzzled her head to remember who the other was.




  But it had not been the type that this man represented, the healthy skin and the laughing eyes, and that masterful chin — and the other had most certainly not been the owner of the greyest hair she had ever seen in a young man. She wondered why he was so grey. She had often wished to ask him, but something which was not the fear of impertinence (they had progressed too far in friendship for that fear to weigh with her) had prevented her.




  “Dinner at eight at the Sweizerhof,” he said; “and if you feel incapable of coming without a chaperon, bring somebody nice.”




  “I don’t know anybody nice enough,” she smiled, “so you must bear with me alone.”




  She had a day’s work before her, and she tackled it with an energy which the prospect of an evening’s enjoyment increased. In the middle of the morning she stopped.




  “I know!” she said suddenly.




  He looked up.




  “What do you know?”




  “The name of the other man — I mean,” she said hastily, “the man who came with Mr. Bolscombe to the flat. It was Mr. Martin Hubbard.”




  “Oh!” he said dubiously, “The Beauty?”




  “Is that what they call him? I can understand it. He’s good looking in a way, but—” She hesitated.




  “There are lots of ‘buts’ about Martin,” said Kerry quietly. “I met him in New York. He’s some dollar chaser.”




  He stared meditatively at the wall ahead of him.




  “A man who marries for money,” he said, “is like a dog that climbs a steeple for a bone. He gets his meal, but there isn’t any comfortable place to sleep it off.”




  He made no further reference to Martin, and was busy for the rest of the day.




  For he was drafting the advertisement which was to shake the drapery world to its foundations.
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  “When a man with no great moral perceptions, with no sense of obligation to his conscience, his pride, or his humanity, finds himself thwarted of his heart’s desire, his mind naturally turns to murder. Murder, indeed, is a natural instinct of man, as maternity is a natural instinct of woman. Thousands of years of civilization have called into being a super-instinct which is voluntary in application and is termed self-restraint. The wild waters of will have been directed through artificial courses, and woe to the errant stream that overleaps the bank and runs to its natural level.”




  So wrote Hermann Zeberlieff in his diary two nights after the sentence of his sister. It embodied his philosophy, and was one of the most interesting articles of his creed and certainly one of the most coherent passages in the diary which was read in public on a subsequent occasion, Hermann Zeberlieff being unavoidably absent.




  His worst enemies will not deny to this perverse man a certain literary quality or cavil at the description given to him by Simnizberg, the anthropologist of “Immoral Visionary.”




  He finished the entry and put away the book in its private and proper place. He glanced with a sneer at the little stack of letters he had answered. Everybody who knew him had written kindly, indulgently, or humorously of his sister’s exploit. Little did they know how touch that freak of hers had cost him. It might have cost him dearer had she not gone, but this he would never accept as a possibility.




  He went to his room to dress. Checked as he was by his sister’s action, he was in a sense relieved that the necessity for removing her had departed. She would make a will in prison — he did not doubt that. Cassman, her solicitor, had been sent for to Holloway for that purpose. His attitude of mind would have baffled the average psychologist, for now he had no feeling, of resentment toward her. Frankly, he wanted her money, as, frankly, he had not abandoned hope of getting it. But the method must be more subtle — he had invited Martin Hubbard to dinner with that object on the night of the extraordinary behaviour of Vera.




  “Bolscombe is a fool “ — he had a trick of talking to himself, and he was dressing without the aid of a valet— “to sell the paper to that swine!”




  “That swine” was King Kerry, toward whom this strange man directed the full force of his implacable hatred. He wondered what use King Kerry would make of his new toy — it was a weapon which might be easily employed to harass Hermann. It would not be the first time that “The King of London” had bought newspapers to harass him. He had finished dressing when a discreet knock came to the door.




  “There is a man who wishes to see you, sir,” said the servant who entered at Hermann’s invitation.




  “What kind of man?”




  The servant was at a loss to describe the visitor.




  “Poorish — foreign,” he said.




  Poorish and foreign! Hermann could not place the visitor.




  “Tell him to come up.”




  “Here, sir?”




  “Here,” said the master sharply. “Where do you think I want to see him?”




  The man was used to these unreasonable outbursts and was undisturbed by them. He went away and came back with a little man, rather pallid of face, who wore a straggling, irregular beard and clothes of sufficient poverty to justify the “poorish” and just enough eccentricity to make “foreign” an accurate guess.




  “Oh, it is you, is it?” said Hermann coolly. “Sit down — you need not wait, Martin.”




  “Well?” he asked when they were alone. “What do you want?”




  He spoke in French, and the little man raised his expressive hands deprecatingly.




  “What else, mon vieu — but money? Ah, money is a horrible thing, but necessary.”




  Hermann opened a gold cigarette case deliberately and selected a cigarette before he replied.




  “Exactly why should you come to me?”




  The little man shrugged his shoulders and glanced at the ceiling for inspiration. He was an unpleasant-looking man with a short, squat nose and small, twinkling eyes set wide apart. His skin was blotched and unhealthy, and his hands were big and red.




  “You were generous to us once, mon aviateur,” he said. “Ah, the generosity! — but it was for “ — he looked round— “murder!” he whispered dramatically.




  “Are you suggesting that I hired you to kill the young woman who was found dead in Smith Street?” asked the other coolly. “You were told not to kill.”




  The man shrugged his shoulders again. “She was drunk — we thought she was obstinate,” he said. “How were we to know? Joseph gave her an extra squeeze, and, voila! she was dead.”




  Hermann eyed him as a naturalist might eye a new and a strange species of beetle. “Suppose I say I will give you nothing?” he asked.




  The big red hands were outstretched in pain. “It would be unfortunate,” said the man, “for you, for us, for all!” He seemed absurdly pleased with the rhyme of “vous,” “nous,” and “tout,” and repeated it.




  He was standing now an arm’s length from the other. “Are you very strong, my friend?” asked Hermann.




  “I am considered so,” said the man complacently.




  “Attention!” cried Hermann, and his small white hand shot out and gripped the visitor by the throat. He struggled, but he was in the hands of one who had had Le Cinq as a master, and Le Cinq was the greatest strangler of his day.




  The fingers tightened on the other’s throat, skilful fingers of steel that gripped the carotid artery and compressed the windpipe in one action. Down he went to the ground limply, then, when death stared at him, the fingers released their clutch. “Get up,” said Hermann, and laughed noiselessly. The man staggered to his feet, fear in his eyes, his face blue and swollen. “Mon Dieu!” he gasped.




  “Another minute, my infant,” said Hermann genially, “and you would have been in hell. I do this to show you that I am better than you in your own profession. Years ago,” he went on reminiscently, “your fellow countryman, Le Cinq, escaped from Devil’s Island and came to New York. I paid him five thousand dollars to teach me to grip. You were in good hands, ma foi!”




  The man stood shaking in every limb, his face twitching horribly, one hand feeling tenderly at his bruised throat.




  “Here is a hundred pounds: if you wish, you may go to the police — but you must not come to me for money unless you have something to offer me for it. When I need you I will send for you. Bonsoir.”




  “Bonsoir, mon professeur!” said the man with some remnants of his humour.




  Hermann was flattered.




  It was he who kept Martin Hubbard waiting, but Martin could afford to wait, though he had ordered dinner to be ready to the minute. Hermann found his host sitting patiently in the Palm Court of the Sweizerhof.




  “Sorry to keep you, but I had an unexpected engagement — a pressing engagement,” he added with a smile.




  “You millionaires!” said Martin Hubbard admiringly.




  Handsome is a loose word applied to passable people, but Martin Hubbard had the features and the figure of a young Greek god. If his mouth was on the weak side, his small golden moustache was sufficient to hide it. Now, as he walked with his guest through the court eyes were raised to watch him, eyes admiring, eyes approving, eyes resentful and suspicious.




  Hermann Zeberlieff neither admired nor resented the good looks of his friend. Himself a man of striking appearance, with his youthful face and his superb strength visible in the breadth of shoulder and the set of his body, appearances were outside his philosophy. There were certain conventions which must be obeyed, certain ephemeral fashions which must be endured unless one wished to be regarded as eccentric, but he was satisfied to be advised as to these by competent authority.




  His vanity ran in the direction of power: he was greedy for tribute to his wealth, his influence, and his position in the world of which he was a member.




  “Here we are,” said Martin, and indicated a table.




  Hermann glanced round the room and an ugly frown settled on his face. Three tables away sat King Kerry with a lady. From where he sat Hermann could not see her face, but a swift survey told him that since her gown was neither modish nor expensive, and her throat and hair were innocent of jewels, she was one of those pleasant nobodies whom King Kerry was always finding.




  “Old Kerry and his secretary,” said Hubbard, following the direction of the other’s eyes and desirous of finding an explanation for the frown.




  Hermann looked at the girl with a new interest. His lips curled in a sarcastic smile as he remembered that, but for the luck of the game, this girl might have lain where the drunken daughter of her landlady was found.




  He went through dinner talking on such events of the time as usually form the subject of prandial conversation. The real business of the meeting came later in the Palm Court when the two sat over their coffees and their cigarettes.




  “Hubbard,” said the guest, “I want you to marry my sister.”




  He watched his man as he spoke, and saw a gleam of satisfaction come to the man’s eyes.




  “That’s rather unexpected,” said Hubbard, stroking his moustache.




  “I want you to marry her,” Hermann went on, taking no notice of the interruption, “because I see no other way of getting her money.”




  Hubbard looked across from under his brows and answered with no great show of geniality.




  “Exactly what do you mean?”




  “I shall explain what I mean,” said Hermann. “But before we go any further I would ask that we have no exhibitions of high horse-riding, no family honour, or duties of gentlemen, or any of that highbrow nonsense, if you please.”




  He said this quietly, but he was in sober earnest, and Hubbard checked a platitude which rose to his lips.




  “Go on!” he said.




  “I offer you a share of my sister’s fortune — I offer you exceptional opportunities for meeting her, and I trust your singularly handsome person to do the rest.”




  Hubbard caressed his moustache thoughtfully. “Of course,” he said, “if the lady is willing?”




  “She isn’t,” said Hermann frankly. “She thinks that you are an insipid ass.” Mr. Hubbard’s face went very red. “But she is young, and you haven’t really had an opportunity of impressing your personality upon her.”




  “Where do—” began Martin Hubbard a little stiffly.




  “Listen,” commanded the other sharply, “and for God’s sake don’t interrupt! By the terms of my father’s will the sum of five million dollars is settled on the man she chooses to marry. Nobody knows this, except her and me and the lawyers. That sum represents about one half of the money which my father left to her. I want you to marry her and give me an agreement to pay me the sum of seven hundred and fifty thousand pounds on the day of your wedding.”




  Calmly put, without anything in Hermann’s tone to suggest that he was making a proposition out of the ordinary, it staggered his vis-a-vis. It did not stagger him sufficiently to make him forget that the arrangement was scarcely equitable.




  “That is rather steep!” he demurred.




  “That you should have a quarter of a million?” Hermann raised his eyebrows.




  “I am not exactly a beggar, Zeberlieff,” said “The Beauty,” flushed and somewhat angry.




  “You’re not exactly a beggar,” agreed Hermann. “You’re a society sponge — now don’t interrupt,” as Hubbard half rose from his seat. “I am speaking plainly, but the occasion warrants it. Let us have no beating about the bush. You haven’t a nickel to your name; you’re on the Federated board because I put you there, and I put you there because I thought that sooner or later you would be useful. You are known from Mayfair to Pimlico as a fortune-hunter who has failed, and if you fail here you’ll probably marry your landlady as an easy alternative to paying your arrears.”




  Martin Hubbard’s face went pink and white as the other continued with his insolent drawl. For the cursed thing about all that Hermann had said was that it was true — true even to the marked attention which the bourgeoise proprietress of his flat had paid to him. But if he was furious, as only a vain and handsome man could be furious at such a humiliating experience, he had sense to see that a quarter of a million pounds was a fortune beyond his dreams.




  “You’re a damned Jew!” he growled, and Zeberlieff laughed.




  “As a matter of fact, I have not a drop of Jewish blood in me,” he said. “I often wish I had. I gather you accept?”




  “Suppose she won’t have anything to do with me?” asked the other.




  “You must trust me,” said Hermann.




  He stopped suddenly. King Kerry was coming toward him walking a little ahead of the girl he had been dining with. Even now Zeberlieff could not see her face, for from where he sat it was hidden by her escort’s shoulder.




  “Suppose—” Martin Hubbard was suggesting difficulties, but Hermann was not listening. He was curious to see the face of the girl whom Kerry had picked out from a crowd — according to report — to help him manipulate his millions.




  They were nearly abreast of the two men when Kerry slackened his pace and for the first time Hermann Zeberlieff looked upon the face of Elsie Marion.




  He leapt up from his chair as if he had been shot. His face was white and drawn, and beads of perspiration stood on his temples as he pointed a trembling finger at the startled girl.




  “You — you!” he croaked hoarsely, and fell fainting to the ground.
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  “To the General Public—”




  “I have recently acquired the business known as Tack and Brighten, and this is to give notice that I intend carrying on that business on new lines and by new methods under the title of Kerry’s Stores. I have quadrupled the variety of stock, which now includes every kind of ladies’ and children’s outfitting and men’s hosiery.




  “There is no article of ready-made attire, no material which may be purchased in Oxford Street, which is not to be found in the Kerry Store.




  “The building has undergone extensive alterations, a new tea lounge has been added, two powerful electric elevators have been erected, and a rest room has been built on the first floor.




  “To inaugurate this business I announce a halt-price sale year. For twelve months from to-day you will be able to purchase goods for exactly half of what you pay for the same goods in any other shop in Oxford Street.




  “Nor is this all.




  “Three shifts of employers will attend to customers, and the shop will be open day and night — except on Sundays and for two hours daily. All goods will be marked in the figures at which they are sold in other establishments and the following reductions will be made.




  “Purchasers between 10 a.m. and 8 p.m., the article may be had at half the marked price. From 8 p.m. to 11 p.m. at 55 per cent. reduction; from 11 p.m. to 1 a.m. 60 per cent.; and from 1 a.m. to 8 a.m. 65 per cent. reduction. From 8 till 10 the Store will be in the hands of the cleaners.




  “Example: Article marked 10s.




  “From 10 a.m. to 8 p.m. our price is 5s.




  “From 8 p.m. to 11 p.m. our price 4s. 6d.




  “From 11 p.m. to 1 p.m. our price 4s.




  “From 1 a.m. to 8 a.m. our price 3s. 6d.




  “You will be waited upon by a staff which is paid higher wages and works shorter hours than any other staff in London. Everything will be marked in plain figures. Choose your goods in the sample room — they will be delivered in the rest room.




  “This advertisement will appear for three days, at the end of which time the Store will be advertising itself.




  “Yours faithfully,




  “KING KERRY.”




  “P.S. — I am actually giving away a minimum £300,000 in the course of the next twelve months; it is open for you to take your share. There is no chance of our stock running short. I have ten of the greatest firms of manufacturers under contract to deliver me goods to the value of £600,000 for the half-year ending December twentythree, and to the value of £800,000 for the following half-year.”




  




  The advertisement occupied a full page of the most important of the available full pages in every newspaper in London. It was on a Monday that the first intimation of the sale appeared in the shape of a great poster on every hoarding of the metropolis. The announcement was simple to a point of baldness.




  




  KERRY’S STORE, 989-997, OXFORD STREET, W.




  MADAM, — Any article of wear you may see in the window of any drapery store or ladies’ outfitters in Oxford Street may be purchased from my store on and after Monday next at exactly half the price, and even less. See Wednesday’s newspapers for particulars.




  KING KERRY.




  




  This, in huge letters, confronted the citizens of London wherever they walked abroad. It faced them in the tube trains and in the tube lifts. It was plastered on railway stations and covered the ends of dead walls. It was printed in a modified form on the back of tram tickets and on the boards of ‘buses and cars. Sandwich men in hundreds perambulated London bearing this announcement. It appeared unexpectedly on the screens of cinemas, was to be found in theatre programmes and even crept into the pages of parish magazines.




  A week later came the newspaper advertising, and at eleven o’clock on the morning there was formed the most extraordinary queue that London had ever seen. It began forming at seven o’clock in the morning. At nine o’clock reserves of “E” division were called out to marshal the line. Four deep the queue stretched from Kerry’s Store to New Oxford Street, a distance of a mile and a quarter.




  There was no doubt in the mind of the thrifty Londoner that the goods were of the quality stated. Endless velvet belts had for three days displayed samples of the treasures within. Still less was there any question as to the willingness of the munificent proprietor to allow all these goods to go out at half price. There was some doubt in the public mind as to how long these sacrifices would go on.




  The doors opened at eleven, and Kerry’s system worked with the utmost smoothness. As fast as customers were supplied they went out through the new doors at the rear of the building. They learnt that they must come on any future occasion with their minds made up as to the article they desired. Once they had passed from the sample room to the rest chamber above they were not readmitted. If they remembered something they had wanted they must take their place in the queue again.




  Every class of society was represented in that mammoth bargain hunt. Motor cars dropped their befurred occupants to walk side by side with the dingy little woman from the poorer streets of the East and South. Women with command of capital went in with well-filled purses and came out proudly conscious of the fact that they had bought double supplies for the price of one.




  At three o’clock in the afternoon the queue was a quarter of a mile long, at ten o’clock at night some fifteen hundred people were moving slowly to the doors, and when two o’clock struck a queue of respectable dimensions still waited for the extra reductions.




  “It is wonderful!”




  Elsie surveyed the sight from an upper window of the Store at half-past one in the morning. The street behind the building was filled with motor lorries and vans which had brought up fresh supplies from the warehouse which King Kerry had taken in South London, and whilst one gang of men were busily unloading, another was stripping the packing cases and sorting out the contents for delivery in the wrapping room on the fourth floor.




  King Kerry, smoking a cigar, was by her side.




  “We’re doing fine,” he said. “We can’t have lost more than a thousand pounds. We may not have lost that.”




  “My idea is that we shall drop something like a thousand a day,” he went on, “but the margin of profit on these kinds of goods is so large that we might easily lose nothing after the system has shaken down.”




  There were other spectators equally interested. Leete and Zeberlieff sat in the shadowy interior of the latter’s car and watched the midnight queue. “How long will this farce last?” growled Leete.




  The other made no reply. He looked ill and weary. There were little lines about his eyes which were unusual in him. He looked malignantly at the building which shielded his enemy. So that was why he had chosen his secretary from the crowd. Because she had resembled to a miraculous degree the girl whose death lay at Hermann’s door.




  There had been tragedy there — for the girl. Hermann had been embarrassed, but no more. It had widened the breach with King Kerry, for the grey man — who was not grey in those days — had loved the child in his way. Even Hermann credited that way with being all that was benevolent and sweet. She was a child in King’s eyes, scarcely emerged from the doll and candy stage when all Boston had awakened with a shock to the knowledge that she was indeed a woman, with a woman’s capacity for joy, a woman’s foreordained measure of sorrow.




  “He can’t keep this up,” Leete was saying, and Hermann turned with a start from his bitter memories.




  “Can’t!” he said savagely. “He can and will — you don’t know him. He’s a damned Yankee magnate — you’ve never dealt with that kind before, I guess! Can’t! Don’t you bank on his giving up. Has it affected Goulding’s?”




  “Affected it!” the other laughed harshly. “I doubt if we’ve taken ten pounds to-day, and the running expenses of the place are from forty to fifty a day. I’ll apply for an injunction to stop this queue — it’s illegal.”




  “And advertise him?” asked Hermann; “give him a gratuitous ad.? Nothing doing! We’ve got to find another way.”




  He bit his nails in thought, his eyes watching the slow-moving procession of customers as it moved before the gaily-lit store.




  “Suppose this goes on,” he asked, “and your takings dwindle to ten pounds or less, what will be the result?”




  Mr. Leete swallowed something in the darkness.




  “Ruin,” he said; “we should go under. We couldn’t afford to compete, we should pay no dividends, for we’ve no reserves. And it won’t only be us — there are half a dozen firms in the neighbourhood who are worse off than we. They would all go smash.”




  “Suppose you all agree to sell your stuff in competition?”




  Leete shook his head with an oath.




  “What is the use of talking? There is a fact we can’t get over. He can afford to throw a million pounds into the gutter — we can’t. Who is going to finance a business under the present conditions? There isn’t a City house which would lend us a red cent till it is definitely known what is the limit of King Kerry’s operations. Our only hope is that he gets tired.”




  “He’ll not get tired,” said the other.




  He glanced round along the pavement by the side of which the car was drawn up. A little group of sightseers were watching the strange scene of London’s midnight shopping. One of these was a young man whose face Hermann remembered having seen before. For a little time he couldn’t “place” the stranger, then he remembered that he had seen him in Park Lane.




  This was Vera’s gallant young student. He was alone apparently and was watching with every evidence of interest the remarkable happening. Near by stood another young man, smoking a cigar and watching the proceedings with an approving eye.
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  To think was to act with Hermann Zeberlieff. He must chance whether Vera had antagonized the youth. He stepped out of the car and made his way to where Gordon Bray stood. “I think we have met before,” he greeted him, and the cordiality which his appearance excited dispelled any doubt as to the other’s attitude of mind.




  They stood chatting for a little while, discussing the peculiarities of King Kerry. “Don’t you think he is very wonderful?” asked the enthusiast.




  “Very,” replied Hermann dryly.




  “He is such a splendid fellow to his employees, too,” the young man went on, utterly oblivious of the fact that no word in praise of King Kerry was calculated to arouse a responsive glow in the breast of the other. “I met Elsie Marion at lunch to-day.”




  “Elsie Marion?” repeated Hermann with obvious interest.




  Gordon nodded.




  “Yes, she is his secretary, you know; we used to live under the same roof” — he smiled— “before Elsie made good.”




  “And what has she to say about this great man?” asked Hermann, with gentle irony.




  The young man laughed. “I’m afraid I’m a little too enthused,” he said, “and probably you being an American and used to the hustle and enterprise of your fellow-countrymen, are not so struck as I am with his methods.”




  “I am immensely struck by them,” replied Hermann, but did not mean exactly what the other meant. “I should like to have a talk with you, Mr. Bray; there are so many matters we could discuss. They tell me you were in court when my sister was sentenced.”




  The young man turned and surveyed him with grave eyes. “Yes,” he said quietly.




  “It was an awful pity, don’t you think, that she should make such a fool of herself?” asked Hermann. Gordon Bray flushed.




  “I think she must have had a very excellent reason for doing it,” he said.




  The other concealed a smile. Here was a devoted swain indeed, one of the “worship at a distance” brigade he placed him, a tame dog to be petted or kicked by the wealthy woman who had the patience to keep him to heel.




  “It is a matter of opinion,” he said aloud; “personally, I detest the Suffragette, and it was a revelation and a shock to discover that my sister could be included in their numbers; but that is beside the point. Will you come along and have a chat?”




  “When?” asked the other.




  “There is no time like the present,” said Mr. Zeberlieff good-humouredly.




  The young man stared.




  “But it is rather late, isn’t it?” he said.




  “Not at all,” said the other, “if you can spare the time.”




  He walked back and introduced the youth to his companion, and Mr. Leete submitted with bad grace to the presence of a third party at a moment when he intended sounding Zeberlieff as to his willingness to help finance Goulding’s against the competition which had come to them.




  They dropped Leete at his flat and went on to Park Lane, and in Hermann’s little study the two men settled down to cigarettes and coffee, which was served with such little delay as to suggest that the excellent Martin had produced the liquid part of the entertainment from a thermos flask.




  “I’m coming straight to the point with you, Mr. Bray,” said Hermann after a while. “I’m a very rich man, as you possibly know, and you, as far as I am able to judge, have not too much of this world’s wealth.”




  Gordon Bray nodded. “That is perfectly true,” he said quietly.




  “Now I am willing to serve you if you will serve me,” Hermann went on. “You possibly know that my sister is engaged.”




  There was a little pause, and then Gordon said in so low a voice that the other hardly heard him— “No, I did not know this.”




  Hermann looked at him sharply.




  “Yes, she is engaged all right, to my friend Martin Hubbard — you may have heard of him; he is one of the best known men in town, and is especially precious to me, since he has the same name as my servant, and I never forget him,” he smiled.




  Up till then Hermann had not dreamt that he was, in any way, hurting the feelings of the other. It never occurred to him that this man of the people should harbour any serious thought of love for the woman who was so far beyond his reach. Something in the young man’s face arrested him, and he glanced suspiciously at his visitor. “I hope my sister’s engagement has your approval,” he said with goodnatured irony.




  “It is not for me to approve or disapprove,” said the young man calmly. “I can only express the hope that she will be very happy.”




  Whatever suspicion might have been in Hermann’s mind was dissipated by the attitude of the other.




  “I don’t suppose that she will be very happy,” he said carelessly. “After all, happiness is a relative term. A woman with a couple of million pounds in her own right can find happiness where a less fortunate creature—”




  “How can I help you?” interrupted Gordon. He had to say something. It seemed to him that the beating of his heart could be heard in the room, and the horrible sense of depression which had come to him when the other broke the news was patent in his face.




  “I have reason to know,” said Hermann slowly, “that my sister has a very high opinion of your judgment. I seem to remember that she has spoken to me several times about you. It very often happens,” he went on with an insolent disregard for the other’s feelings, “that girls of my sister’s class are considerably influenced by the advice of men of your class, and I believe this is so in the case of my sister and yourself. You can help me a great deal,” he said emphatically, “if, when my sister comes out, when she recovers her normal position in society, you use whatever influence you possess to further this marriage. I expect,” he went on thoughtfully, “she will kick up a row when she finds that I have arranged her affairs for her.”




  “Then she doesn’t know?” interrupted the other quickly.




  “Not yet,” replied Hermann. “You see, my sister is a very extraordinary girl; she has been a source of great trouble to me during the years I have been responsible for her well-being. You will understand, Mr. Bray, as a man of the world, something of my responsibility, and my anxiety to see her happily settled in life. At present, with her independence, and with her enormous fortune,” he spoke emphatically, tapping the polished surface of the table before him with every sentence, “she is the prey of every fortune-hunter who happens along. My friend Hubbard is a man against whom such a charge could not lie.”




  He was depending upon Gordon Bray being perfectly innocent of the gossip in which society indulged; that he knew nothing of the shaking heads which followed Martin Hubbard’s advent to the drawingrooms of Mayfair, or the elaborate care with which the mothers and the aunts of eligible wards withdrew their charges at the first opportunity.




  Gordon Bray made no response. If he knew any of these things he did not betray the fact. He sat in the soft cushioned chair, facing the other, and was silent. Hermann Zeberlieff made the mistake of confusing his silence with acquiescence, and continued —




  “I am willing to give you whatever chance you want in the world,” he said slowly, “in return for your good offices. On the day my sister marries I am prepared to give you a couple of thousand pounds — a very considerable sum, and one which would assist you materially to reach that place in the world which I have no doubt as an ambitious young man you have set yourself to attain.”




  Again Bray did not answer. He was looking at the other, relief in his heart, contempt for the man before him occupying his thoughts. To have asked him of all people in the world to assist in coercing this dream lady of his! He could have laughed at the grotesque absurdity of it. As it was, he waited until Hermann had concluded his expression of views upon the responsibility of safeguarding the millionairess before he spoke. Then he rose, and reached out for his hat, which he had placed upon a chair near by.




  “There’s no necessity for your going,” said Hermann in surprise.




  “Nevertheless, I am going,” answered the other. “I’m afraid, Mr. Zeberlieff, you have made a great mistake in confiding so much to me, but you may be sure that I shall respect your confidence.”




  Hermann lowered his brows.




  “What do you mean?” he asked harshly.




  “Just what I say,” said Gordon Bray quietly. “You ask me to do the kind of work which it would be disgraceful and discreditable to do even if I had no “ — he hesitated— “no friendship for your sister.”




  “You refuse — why?” asked Hermann in surprise.




  It was indeed a matter for surprise that this man, who at best was only a superior type of clerk, should throw away an opportunity of earning two thousand pounds.




  “If I were strong enough to influence Miss Zeberlieff,” the young man went on, “it would not be in the direction of Mr. Martin Hubbard, or any other human being in the world, that I would influence her.”




  “Why?” asked Hermann again.




  “Because I love her,” said his visitor calmly, “and because I believe she loves me.”




  If somebody had thrown a bomb into the room Hermann Zeberlieff could not have been more surprised than he was.




  “You love her,” he repeated incredulously; “how absurd!” Something in the young man’s face should have warned him, but he went on— “No, no, my good man,” he said with an unpleasant smile. “You must find another easy way to wealth than marrying my sister. So that was the idea of—”




  “Stop!” Gordon Bray took a step towards him, his eyes bright with anger. “I don’t allow you or any other man to say that sort of thing,” he said. “I can make allowances for your anger. I can well imagine that I am not the sort of man that you would care to have as a brotherin-law. At the same time, it is only fair to say,” he went on, “that you are the very last type of man in the world that I should have chosen for the same office. I love your sister, and I am going to marry her, but I am not going to marry her until I have secured some sort of position in the world for myself, without her aid, save for such help and inspiration as her splendid character will give me.”




  “Excuse me if I laugh,” interrupted Hermann. He had got back to himself with extraordinary quickness.




  “Without her aid,” the young man went on, ignoring the insult, “I am going to establish a place for myself in the world, and when I have I shall take her. As to the proposal you make, in which Mr. Hubbard plays so prominent a part, I most strongly advise you to put that matter entirely out of your head.” He was bold now, bold with the sense of power.




  Hermann’s face was not good to look upon. He was desperate — desperate in the knowledge of his own perilous position if his plans for securing something of his sister’s fortune were frustrated.




  Zeberlieff’s command over himself was marvellous. Shocked as he was, beaten as he might well be, he pulled himself together with an effort and smiled. “If my sister has to wait until you establish a position in London,” he said, “I am afraid you will be marrying a middle-aged woman.”




  “That may be,” said the other quietly; “but if Mr. King Kerry—”




  “King Kerry,” repeated Hermann quickly; “is he in this scheme too?”




  “Mr. King Kerry knows nothing about the matter,” said the young man, “but he has promised me an opportunity just as soon as he starts building.” He stopped.




  “He starts building — what?” asked Hermann quickly. “What is he going to build; what is the great idea; where is he going to pull down and build? Tell me that!”




  “I can tell you nothing,” said the other, and walked to the door.




  “I ask you one question.” Hermann stood by the fireplace, his elbow resting upon the marble mantelpiece, his head on his hand. “Will you swear to me that my sister loves you?”




  It was an unexpected question, and almost took Gordon’s breath away by reason of its unlikeliness.




  “I cannot swear to that,” he smiled; “yet I believe it.”




  “She has told you?” Gordon nodded. “Then that is all right,” smiled Hermann. “Now I will show you out.”




  He led the way downstairs. On the ground floor was the diningroom and his little library.




  “Perhaps you would like to drink the health of my sister?” he said.




  Gordon hesitated. He had evidently done this man an injustice.




  “I should indeed,” he said genially, and Hermann led the way into the diningroom, closing the door behind him.




  He walked to a little cupboard and took out a quart black bottle and two tiny glasses. “This is the most powerful liqueur in the world — Van der Merwe. We will drink to my sister’s release — and our better acquaintance.”




  “With all the pleasure in life,” said the young man heartily.




  First Hermann poured a glass full of the amber-coloured fluid and handed it to his guest, then he filled his own glass, and Gordon could know nothing of the tiny black button halfway down the neck that the other had pressed when the first glass had been poured.




  The presence of that button had been sufficient to discharge into the glass a minute quantity of a colourless liquid.




  “Good luck!” said Hermann, and drank his glassful.




  Gordon followed suit.




  “And now,” said Hermann easily, “you must sit down and smoke a cigarette whilst I tell you something of Vera.”




  His narrative had not proceeded far before Gordon Bray’s head sank on his breast, and he fell back in the chair, in which the other had placed him, in a dreamless sleep.
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  On the opposite side of the road a young man, smoking the end of a cigar, his felt hat on the back of his head, and his hands thrust deep into his heavy overcoat pockets, waited patiently for Gordon Bray to come out. The light had gone out in the upstairs sittingroom nearly an hour ago. Whither had they adjourned?




  He lit another cigar, and prepared for an extension of his vigil. A reporter with his heart in his work counts neither time nor hardship as wasted if he can secure a story. And this young reporter of the Evening Herald was no exception to the general rule.




  He waited, chatting with such policemen as passed. Half-past four came, and with it the pearl-grey of dawning daylight, but still nobody came out from the ornamental door of 410, Park Lane. Five, six, and seven came, and the world began to wake up drowsily, and the early morning populace of London went hurrying north and south along the fashionable thoroughfare.




  “He can’t be staying the night,” muttered the young reporter.




  He scribbled a note and sent it off by the first likely messenger, and in half an hour a man came briskly down Park Lane until he reached the place where the watcher stood.




  “You can go off now,” he said.




  “I don’t want to go off until I’ve seen this thing through,” said the reporter.




  “Do you think he went in?” asked the newcomer.




  “I’m sure,” said the other emphatically. “I followed them in a taxicab. They dropped old Leete in Piccadilly and came on here. I saw him get out. I saw the car drive off, and, moreover, the two men go in. I’ve been watching ever since.”




  “Is there a back way?” asked the other.




  “No — the servants’ entrance is in the basement, down the flight of stairs here to the left.”




  He indicated the area.




  At seven-thirty from this same area there issued a man who was evidently a servant. The reporter crossed the road and followed him up Park Lane, quickening his pace until he came abreast of them. “Excuse me,” he said.




  The manservant, Martin, turned with surprise.




  “Do you want me?” he asked civilly; then, with a change of expression to one of pleasant recognition he said: “You’re the reporter who came to the house about Miss Zeberlieff, aren’t you?”




  The young man nodded. “Guilty,” he said with a smile. “Any news of her?”




  “She’s coming out to-day,” said the man. “I can’t understand it; as nice a lady as ever drew breath.” He shook his head mournfully.




  “I suppose you’ll be glad to see her back, won’t you?”




  “She won’t come back to the house,” said Martin emphatically. “Her maid has taken all her things to a hotel. I don’t suppose she likes the idea of returning after what has happened,” he speculated. “That’s all I can tell you,” he said, and was moving off with a nod.




  “One minute,” said the reporter; “you’re in a hurry to get away when a poor devil of a reporter wants to earn a few shillings from you.”




  The man grinned. “I wish I earned as many shillings as you earned pounds,” he said enviously. “I shouldn’t be working for him.” He jerked his head in the direction of the house.




  “I suppose it isn’t exactly lively?” suggested the reporter.




  The man shook his head.




  “We haven’t had a guest for goodness knows how long,” he said. “He brought a chap home last night, but he was gone again in an hour. There were times when—” He checked himself, thinking perhaps he was saying too much, else he might have given a very graphic resume of a period in Mr. Zeberlieff’s social life when guests were frequent and sovereign tips were of daily occurrence.




  “Did he stay the night?” asked the reporter carelessly.




  “Who?” demanded the man.




  “The gentleman who came to the house last night.”




  The servant shook his head.




  “I tell you, he was only there an hour, and I never as much as opened the door to him.”




  “Is Mr. Zeberlieff up yet?” asked the reporter.




  “It’s no good going to him,” said the servant hastily, “and if you do, for the Lord’s sake, don’t mention that I’ve been chatting with you. Yes, he’s up; as a matter of fact, he hasn’t been in bed. He sent me to bed at two, and he’s been up writing most of the night. Anyhow, he hasn’t worried me.”




  He held a letter in his hand, and was evidently taking it to the post.




  “He writes a curious hand,” said the reporter, half to himself.




  The man lifted the letter up and eyed it critically.




  “I don’t know — it isn’t so bad,” he said. “I’ve known worse.”




  In that second the journalist had read the name and the address, and had all his work cut out to suppress the whistle which was part of the ritual of surprise.




  “Well,” he said, with seeming reluctance, “if he’s been up all night he won’t want to see me; anyway, I’ll go up to Holloway and meet Miss Zeberlieff,” and with a nod the men parted.




  The reporter strolled leisurely across the road and joined his relief. “You can hang on here,” he said, “but I don’t think you’ll see anything. I’m going home to have a bath and then get into communication with King Kerry.”




  “What is up?” asked the other man.




  “I don’t know yet,” was the reply. “You just watch the house and let me know — and if Bray comes out, follow him. But I especially want to know if Zeberlieff himself goes out.”




  Inside the house in Park Lane, Hermann Zeberlieff was walking thoughtfully up and down his drawingroom. He had bathed and showed no evidence of his absence from bed save for the tiny lines about his eyes, which really owed their existence to quite another cause. He looked fresh and bright and eminently handsome in the searching light of the morning sun. Martin came to summon him to breakfast, and was pouring out the coffee for him when Hermann said suddenly —




  “Oh, by the way, Martin, you wanted to go down into Cornwall to see your people the other day.”




  “Yes, sir,” said the servant; “but you couldn’t spare me, sir.”




  “I can spare you now,” said Hermann. “You can go by the eleven train this morning.”




  The man looked at him in astonishment. “And have you made arrangements, sir, as to who will look after you while I’m away?”




  “I shall go to a hotel,” said Hermann carelessly. “You’re not exactly indispensable, Martin.”




  “Of course not, sir,” said the dutiful servant. “I beg your pardon, sir.” The man hesitated.




  “Well?”




  “I’ve lost the key of the wine cellar somewhere,” said Martin apologetically. “I laid it down on the hall table last night and forgot all about it.”




  “Don’t bother, I’ve a key of my own,” said Zeberlieff.




  “I can get it open easily,” said the man.




  “I don’t want you to go anywhere near the wine cellar,” said Zeberlieff sharply. “Who was that man I saw you speaking with?”




  The guilty Martin went red.




  “He’s a reporter, sir,” he stammered. “He came to inquire about Miss Zeberlieff.”




  “H’m!” said Hermann. “I don’t want you to chat with that kind of people. I told you before.”




  “Well, sir—” began the man.




  “I understand about Miss Zeberlieff. What did you tell him?”




  “I told him, sir, that we could give him no information whatsoever,” said the unveracious Martin glibly, “and I forbade him ever to speak to me in the street again.”




  “Admirable liar!” responded Hermann with a little smile. “He asked nothing else?”




  “Nothing, sir,” answered the man emphatically.




  “I don’t like reporters,” Hermann went on, “they have not exactly been mascots to me. About the wine cellar,” he said, after a pause, “I suppose you want to take a sample of my port to your Cornish friends?”




  The man was too used to the insults of the other to be overmuch hurt; but he was very angry indeed.




  Hermann was unusually cheerful during the morning, though his servant strode about with a black face and did only what work was required of him. He did not go near the wine cellar, nor did he think it worth his while to report to his master that in some mysterious way a big oaken armchair had disappeared from the study.




  “He’ll probably think I’ve taken that to Cornwall, too!” muttered the man.




  At a quarter to eleven a taxicab was called to 410, Park Lane, and Martin’s luggage was deposited on top. An interested reporter of the Evening Herald — he had been at one time a bright and particular star on The Monitor — watched the departure with mixed feelings, and when a quarter of an hour later Hermann himself issued from the house and closed the door carefully behind him, he was followed at a respectful distance by two men, neither of whom was the reporter.
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  Vera Zeberlieff had been released from prison that morning with a batch of other Suffragettes, and had laughingly declined the official welcome which the political enthusiasts had prepared at a restaurant in Holborn.




  She had looked around eagerly when she emerged from the prison gates for one face, but it was not there. She felt a sense of disappointment out of all proportion, as she told herself, to the need of the occasion. She remembered that he had his living to earn, that he might find it very embarrassing to obtain the necessary leave to meet a friend coming from prison. She smiled to herself at the thought. He would hardly lie. He was not that kind of man, and herein her estimate of Gordon Bray was an accurate one.




  The taxi she hailed carried her to the hotel where she had engaged a suite, and there she found a tearful maid awaiting her. A few brusque but kindly words dried the tears and stemmed the flow, and arrested, too, a volume of altogether mistaken sympathy which the girl had prepared.




  “I will have some breakfast,” said Vera.




  She felt happy and strong, and her healthy young spirit had enabled her to overcome the little twinge of depression which had been hers at the disappointment of not seeing the man who loved her.




  There were innumerable letters waiting for her; she singled out one directed in her brother’s writing; it was very brief. There was no word of recrimination, no reproach. The tone was one almost of cordiality. He told her that he would call upon her at half-past eleven on the morning of her release, and he asked her to be so kind as to afford him this opportunity for an interview. It was a most correct epistle.




  She could do no less, she thought; and gave instructions that he was to be announced the moment he arrived.




  King Kerry sent a cheerful little note of welcome, and this and the conventional expressions of approval or disapproval which her conduct had called for from her numerous friends constituted her correspondence. At half-past eleven Hermann came, and was shown up into the sittingroom. He did not offer his hand, nor did he take the chair which she offered him.




  “Well, Vera,” he said, “I think we might as well understand each other now. I am going to make some very startling confessions, which, since you and I are alone, and we have got to start afresh, it is both expedient and necessary for me to make. In the first place, you will not be surprised to learn,” he smiled, “that if you had died before the second portion of the legacy became due I should not have been particularly sorry.”




  She nodded, and surveyed him strangely.




  “Does it occur to you,” she asked, “that if you, on the other hand, had died before the legacy became due, that I should not have mourned to any great extent; and do you also realize that I should have benefited considerably by such a death?”




  He looked at her startled. Was she of that kind? It could not be possible, he thought; but she was jesting, he saw the laughter in her eyes, her mocking merriment at his surprise.




  “Since we are both homicidal,” he said humorously, “there is very little to be made in the way of confession. Now that you have inherited your money, and I understand you saw your solicitor in gaol—”




  She agreed with an inclination of her head.




  “Nothing is gained by me, unless, of course,” again with that sly smile, “you’ve executed a will in my favour.”




  “You must never regard that project with any certainty,” she remarked.




  “So I gathered,” he said. “Therefore, as far as I can see, the only chance I have of securing any of this money which you have, and which is so necessary to me — I beg you to believe that — is to find a husband for you.”




  She laughed, but watched him narrowly. “My dear Hermann,” she said, “you’ve been engaged in that excellent pastime for quite a while.”




  “And at last I have succeeded,” he said.




  “You have succeeded, have you?”




  The irony in her voice appealed to him.




  “I have succeeded,” he said complacently, and sat down. “You are going to marry my young friend, Martin Hubbard.”




  She made a little gesture of disgust.




  “You will have the satisfaction of knowing that he is the handsomest man in London, that he descends from William the Conqueror, and that he has the entree into all the best society. He is perfectly educated — Eton and Balliol, though as to that I am not sure — and, last but not least, he plays a very excellent game of double dummy.”




  “Are there any other virtues which you have overlooked?” she asked.




  “None,” said Hermann— “that are known to me,” he added.




  “Of course,” she said, “there is something behind all this, and you know as well as I that I would no more think of marrying your freakish friend than I should think of marrying your butler.”




  “Or one of your pupils,” suggested Hermann pleasantly.




  She frowned.




  “My pupils! I don’t quite understand.”




  “I mean one of those excellent students of yours at the technical college to whom, in your large benevolence you award, from time to time, gold medals and finely-engraved diplomas of merit. That also would be a preposterous marriage, would it not?”




  She flushed slightly.




  “So you know, do you?” she asked coolly. “Preposterous or not, I think it is a more likely marriage.”




  “With the admirable Mr. —— I forget his name.”




  “With the admirable Mister whose name you forget,” she rejoined.




  “That makes it rather awkward for me,” he said thoughtfully, “and it makes it rather awkward for the admirable Mister — . You see, I’ve a working arrangement with Martin Hubbard. He gives me a cheque for seven hundred and fifty thousand pounds the day you are married. Do you get me?”




  “I get you,” she said. “I guessed there was some such an arrangement. You are the last person in the world I should imagine who would play the part of a disinterested matchmaker.”




  “Right you are!” he said heartily. “You can avoid a great many unpleasant consequences — and, incidentally, one of these is Martin Hubbard — if in a fit of generosity you gave me your cheque for the same amount, or would instruct your lawyer to cause the transfer of stock to this value from your account to mine.”




  She laughed, though she was not amused.




  “I think we have gone a little too far,” she said. “Now, will you speak openly what you mean and exactly what you want?”




  “You know what I want,” he said in his most businesslike tone. “I want you to marry Martin Hubbard because I greatly desire three-quarters of a million pounds, being seventy-five per cent. of the portion which comes to your husband under our father’s will. Failing that, I want the money. I don’t care whether you have a husband or not I have sense enough to realize that Martin would be rather a trial — and, anyway, he is not worth two hundred and fifty thousand pounds.”




  “I see,” she said; then: “You may be as assured that I shall not be Mrs. Hubbard as you can be that you will not have one single dollar of the money.”




  “Are you so sure?” he asked.




  “I am pretty sure,” she said coolly.




  There was a little pause.




  “Are you fond of this Mr. —— ?




  “Mr. Gordon Bray,” she supplied the name.




  “Are you very fond of him?” he repeated.




  She eyed him steadily.




  “I fail to see that that is any business of yours,” she replied, “but since there is no reason in the world why I should not tell you, I must admit that I am very fond of him and that he is very fond of me.”




  “How perfectly ideal,” said Hermann with mock ecstasy. “I can see King Kerry making two columns of it in his new paper—’The Romance of a Technical School: Millionairess weds Technical Student. The honeymoon to be spent at Margate, in deference to the bridegroom’s wishes.’”




  She was silent under his gibes, for she knew that the real issue had to come. He would show his hand presently; it was like Hermann to wax jovial when the business ahead was sinister. She had a little worried feeling that her troubles were not over.




  “If you are really fond of this young man,” he said deliberately, “at what figure do you value his life?”




  “So that is it?”




  Her face was pale: the peril which had confronted her all these years had never been so terrible to contemplate or caused so tight a clutch upon her heart as the knowledge that her brother would strike at her through the man she loved.




  “Come, put a value on him. None of your King Kerry half-price values,” he said, with his musical laugh, “but the full market value of a human life that is very precious to you. Shall we say three-quarters of a million?”




  There surged up in her heart such a rising flood of hate against this smiling man who had tortured her for so many years, who had striven to take her life for the wealth which might accrue to him. It was a hate which blotted out and blinded all other considerations than this present fact: here before her stood the man who had caused untold misery to hundreds of his fellows, the man who had cornered food necessities, who had wrecked lives, who had ridden rough-shod over susceptibilities, who had gained his pleasure at the cost of breaking hearts.




  The touch of devil which was within him was within her also. They came from a common stock, and perhaps it was old Grandfather Zeberlieff, that remorseless man, who spoke in her heart now.




  She had an inspiration, the hate that raged within her sharpened her perception and made her see very clearly that which she had not seen before. Upon the inspiration she acted: she went to her desk and opened the drawer.




  He watched her with some amusement. It is curious how in such moments the brain works upon such magnificent materials.




  She found herself calculating what would be the cost of the damage done to the wall — whether they would turn her out of the hotel; but whatever might be the consequences, big or little, she was prepared to face it.




  She knew Hermann at that moment as she had never known him before.




  “At what do you value the price of your lover’s life?” he asked again.




  “I couldn’t tell you,” she said.




  She took something from the drawer and handled it.




  It was a revolver.




  He frowned.




  “We are getting melodramatic,” he said, and the words were hardly out of his mouth when the pistol exploded and a shot whizzed past his head.




  He staggered back, pale to the lips.




  “My God, what are you doing?” he gasped in that shrill high voice of his which invariably betrayed his distress.




  She smiled as sweetly as ever Zeberlieff had smiled in a moment of such crisis.




  “I am so sorry,” she said. “I trust I haven’t hurt you.”




  He stared at her in mortal terror for the space of a minute, and then walked quickly to the door.




  “Stop!” she said.




  There was something in her voice which claimed his obedience.




  “What do you want?” he asked shakily.




  “I want to tell you,” she said quietly, “that if any harm comes to Gordon Bray I will kill you, that is all. Now, get out!”




  He needed no second telling, and was halfway down the stairs when he met the excited manager of the hotel running up to discover the cause for a pistol shot — an occurrence which even the occupation of a private sittingroom did not justify.




  It was easy to explain; much easier for a lady known to be enormously rich, and the relieved manager bowed himself out.




  She took from the drawer where the revolver again reposed a little case and opened it. On the one side was a portrait other father, and on the other a photographic study of Gordon Bray taken by one of the technical students.




  She looked at the clear-cut face and shook her head.




  “Poor dear,” she said whimsically, half to herself, “you are marrying into a queer family!”
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  Zeberlieff hurried back to Park Lane, shaken and panic-stricken. Never before in his life had anything affected him as it had at the moment when he had seen the pistol barrel turned slowly in his direction, and had known before the shot was fired that it was being aimed at him. He remembered now that she was a most excellent revolver shot.




  Was it by accident she missed him?




  He might have spared himself the trouble of speculating. If she had intended killing him, he would have been dead. He was afraid of her now — more afraid because she was the one human in the world of whom he was in terror at any time. She was now a terrifying figure.




  He had one intention, and that to release Gordon Bray from the wine cellar, where he was at that moment secured hand and foot to a heavy oaken chair.




  He found Leete waiting on the doorstep, and inwardly cursed him; but he could not afford to be impolite. He wanted every friend he could muster now.




  “I’ve been waiting for an hour,” grumbled Leete. “Where the devil are all your servants?”




  “They’re all out,” said the other. “Come in.”




  He unlocked the door, and ushered Leete into the diningroom, on the ground floor.




  “What is the news?”




  “Oh, he’s at it again,” said Leete despairingly. “He isn’t satisfied with ruining our business in Oxford Street, but he’s bought up a huge block of buildings along one side of Regent Street, and he has bought the Hilarity Theatre. Why, soon, the man will own the best part of London.”




  “You haven’t come all the way to tell me that, have you?” asked Hermann.




  “No, there’s something else. That young man you introduced me to last night—”




  “What about him?” asked Hermann quickly.




  “Well, the police have been round to see me.”




  “The police!” Zeberlieff changed colour.




  “Yes. It appears that he hasn’t been home all night. He was seen to go into your house, and since then all trace has been lost of him.”




  “Who saw him go in?” asked Zeberlieff.




  “A reporter on Kerry’s paper. They brought me round a proof of the story they’re going to run in this evening’s edition. Would you like to see it?”




  “Tell me what it is — quickly!” said Hermann.




  “Oh, it’s a sensational story,” said the other disparagingly. “They describe it as the remarkable disappearance of a young man who accompanied the famous Mr. Zeberlieff to his house and did not come out again. It appears the reporter followed you and has been watching the house all night.”




  Zeberlieff bit his lip.




  “So that was what he was talking to my servant about, was it?” he said; and then, seeing that the other man was regarding him curiously, he turned with a laugh.




  “My dear chap, what should I know about this man? All that I can tell you is that he came here and he was rather impertinent. I don’t mind confessing to you that he went as far as to say that he wanted to marry my sister — an altogether preposterous suggestion. So I kicked him out,” he continued airily.




  Leete sniffed.




  “The unfortunate thing is,” he said, “that nobody saw you kick him out. That’s where all the trouble is going to be. I came round here expecting to find the police in possession of the place.”




  His host was startled — alarmed. If the police came-and he was taken to the station — and searched!




  “Just wait one moment,” said Hermann. “Sit here!”




  Without a word of explanation he went out through the door and closed it behind him. He went down the kitchen stairs, and turned into the dark, narrow passage which led to the wine cellar. The door was locked, but the key was in his pocket. He entered, switching on the electric light which dangled between the bins. The cellar was empty!




  Hermann gasped.




  There was the chair, the leather thongs, with which he had bound the drugged and helpless Gordon, lay around in confusion, as though they had been thrown hastily away; but there was no sign of Gordon Bray.




  He made a careful examination of the cellar. The young man might have escaped and be in hiding; but he searched without result. The cellar was too small for a man to conceal himself, and the bins offered very little shadow to any man who might seek concealment.




  He came back to the chair and looked at it, and something on the ground attracted his attention, and he stooped down and looked.




  At first he thought the man had helped himself to his wine, and had spilt some on the ground. The electric light did not show him what he wanted to know, and he bent down and examined the stain at close range.




  He sprang up again with a cry, for that which was splashed about the ground was blood!




  He ascended the stairs slowly; he was mystified and badly frightened. Who had opened the cellar door and released the prisoner? Whose blood was it that lay upon the ground and sprinkled the chair?




  “What is the matter?” asked Leete, as his host reentered the diningroom.




  “It was a joke,” stammered the other. He was shaking, for twice to-day had the fear of death been upon him.




  “I took him into my study and gave him a drink, and he — he collapsed under it,” he said incoherently.




  “Drugged?” said Leete accusingly.




  “No, no, no! It was just a little too strong for him, that is all,” protested Hermann. “For a joke I took him into the cellar and tied him up to a chair. I swear I meant him no harm, Leete,” he said eagerly. “Come and look!”




  The two men descended the stairs together, and Leete gazed in silence.




  “What is that on the floor?” he asked.




  “Blood,” said Hermann.




  Leete shivered and drew back.




  “I don’t want to be mixed up in this,” he said.




  “But I swear to you,” stormed the other, “I know nothing about it. I left him here this morning.”




  “I don’t want to hear anything at all about it,” said Leete, raising a protesting hand. “I am not in this, and know nothing of it. I most distinctly do not want to be drawn into a case of this description. Good morning!” he said hurriedly, and made a hurried and undignified exit.




  Hermann was left alone in the house.




  “My God!” he muttered. “They will think I did it! The police will come here and search the place. I must wash it down.”




  With feverish haste he descended to the cellar, and dragged up the chair to the daylight. He cleaned the priceless tapestry as well as he could with warm water, and set it in front of a gas stove to dry. He worked at top speed. At any moment the men of the law might call.




  With great difficulty he found a pail and some water, and the paraphernalia of the charwoman, and not for the first time in his life he was engaged for ten minutes on his hands and knees in his own wine cellar removing all trace of whatever tragedy there had been.




  Who could have come to the rescue? And who, having released him, would wound him? Suppose that anarchist man had come — the man he had employed to extract the secret of the combination safe from Elsie Marion? Suppose he had stolen in stealthily and discovered the prisoner? Suppose the police had already been; but no, they would not have left the house again?




  In a fever of anxiety he paced the study floor, waiting for the inevitable. The evening came, but still no sign of the police. He was feeling desperately hungry; he had not eaten since breakfast, and he made a hurried toilet and went out, resolved not to return that night. He would dine at the Carlton grill. One need not dress for that, and he found himself at a little table in one of the recesses of that famous underground diningroom, eating ravenously the meal which Gaston, the head waiter, put before his client.




  In the next recess a merry party was dining, if he could judge from the laughter. He was too hungry to take much notice; but when the first cravings of his appetite had been assuaged he found himself with an interest in life and his surroundings. The laughter was insistent, and it grated a little on him in his present mood. Then he thought he heard his name mentioned, and half rose, straining his ears to catch what was said. He heard a voice he did not recognize.




  “Of course, it was a hateful thing to do, but I just had to do it, Miss Zeberlieff.”




  Hermann knitted his brows. Who was this?




  “It was the artistic finish which circumstances demanded. Red ink wouldn’t deceive a baby; but I’ll bet it deceived him. So after I released Mr. Bray…”




  Hermann rose and stepped out so that he could see the diners. His sister was one, a stranger whose face he dimly remembered was another, and Gordon Bray was a notable third. They looked up and saw him staring down at them, and his sister, with a smile, caught his eye.




  “You seem to have had quite an exciting day, Hermann,” she said with her sweetest smile.
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  Hermann found Leete at his club, and explained the joke. It required some explaining, and it was a long time before Leete put down the arm-length’s barrier which he had erected in that moment of fancied peril.




  “You shouldn’t mix yourself up with that sort of thing at all, Zeberlieff,” he said disapprovingly. “Whatever you do, keep away from the police. You can’t afford to be mixed up with them — particularly if you’ve friends, as I have. There’s my friend the Duke—”




  “Oh, cut out your ducal friend for this evening!” said Hermann wearily; “I’m sick to death of everything, and I do not think that I can stand your gospel according to Burke.”




  “Have you had dinner?” asked Leete, anxious to mollify him.




  Hermann laughed mirthlessly. “I have indeed,” he said.




  “Then come along and smoke; there’s a lot of men up there who will be glad to talk to you. Hubbard’s there, by the way,” he said.




  Hermann nodded. Hubbard! Here was another proposition.




  “Everybody is talking about that fellow Kerry; there’s a man here from Bolt and Waudry — young Harry Bolt. Their people are in an awful funk. They say that the whole of their takings for the past two days have amounted to twenty pounds. I tell you, unless we can put a stopper to King Kerry, it is ruin for us.”




  “For you individually?”




  Leete hesitated.




  “No,” he said. “I am not such a fool as that. My liability is limited by shares, but I’ve a much bigger holding in Goulding’s than is pleasant to think about at this particular moment. The only thing to do,” he went on, “is to get at King Kerry.”




  “How is his trade?”




  “Bigger than ever!” said the other promptly. “All London is flocking to his store.”




  There were many gloomy faces at the Merchants’ Club that night; all the great emporium proprietors were gathered together to exchange lugubrious notes.




  “There’s old Modelson!” said Leete, leading the way into the smokeroom. “They say he’ll file his petition next week.”




  “So soon?” asked the other.




  Leete nodded. “You hardly know how hand to mouth some of these businesses are. There ain’t half a dozen of us who can lay our hands upon any capital whatever, and even we should hesitate to use it just now.”




  “He offered me a hundred and twenty thousand pounds for the business,” a man was saying, the centre of a little group of compassionate souls. “I asked him a hundred and eighty. He told me I’d be glad to take a hundred before I was through, and upon my word I think he’s right.”




  The senior partner of Frail and Brackenbury, a tall, goodlooking man, with a sharp, short, grey beard, walked over to Leete.




  “I suppose he is hitting you pretty bad?” he asked.




  Leete nodded.




  There was no need to explain who “he” was.




  “As bad as it can be,” he said; “but we’re all in the swim. I suppose it doesn’t affect you?”




  “He bought me out,” said the other quietly, “and if he hadn’t I don’t know that the sale would have affected our business. You see we do a line which is rather superior to that which—” He hesitated, desiring to offend none.




  “That’s his scheme,” said one of the club-men. “Can’t you see it? Every business he has bought spells ‘quality’ — Q-U-A-L-I-T-Y — throughout. Wherever a firm was associated with quality, he bought it, paying; a heavy price for it. It is only we poor devils who live by cutting one another’s throats that he can afford to fight. You see, we’re not quality, dear old chap!”




  He turned to the sad-looking Mr. Bolt, of Bolt and Waudry. “We’re just big quantity and average quality. What I buy at your shop I can buy at any shop in the street. We are the people he is hitting at. We cannot say at our stores as old Frail can say,” he nodded to the greybearded man, “that we have something here which you cannot buy elsewhere. If we had, why, the Yankee would have bought us up at our own price. He has gone out for quality, and he is paying money for it. And, were it just a question of common truck—”




  “I’ll have you to know, my dear sir,” said the sad Mr. Bolt very firmly and impressively, “that we supply nothing but the best.”




  “Yes, yes, I know,” said the other with a grin; “but it is just the ordinary best, the same best as you can get everywhere else. He can buy it too, by the ton. He is selling your best at half your prices. You’ve been making sixty per cent. profit: he is probably making a five per cent. loss at some hour of the day, and selling square on an average. I’ve got one piece of advice to offer to everybody in this room “ — he spoke with considerable emphasis, and with the evidence of self-consciousness which comes to a man who knows that all ears are turned in his direction— “if King Kerry has offered you money for your businesses, you go right along tomorrow morning and take what he will give you, because if this goes on much longer we’re going to wear a channel in the pavement between Oxford Street and Bankruptcy Chambers.”




  “I say fight!” said Leete. “We can hold on as long as he! Don’t you agree?”




  He turned to Hermann Zeberlieff.




  “I certainly do not,” said Zeberlieff briefly. “You know my views; he can sell all of you out. There may be twenty ways of smashing the big ‘L Trust,’ but that is not one of them.My suggestion is that you should beat him at his own game.”




  “What is that?” asked a dozen voices.




  “Underselling,” was the calm reply.




  A chorus of derisive laughter met him.




  “Underselling,” said Hermann Zeberlieff. “I assure you I am quite sane. Make a pool and undersell him. You can do it with greater ease than you think.”




  “But what about the shareholders?” asked a voice. “What about dividends? How are we going to explain at the end of the half year that instead of a surplus we show a considerable deficit, and that we may have to issue debenture stock. Do you think shareholders are going to stand that?”




  “No, no, no!” — agreement with this view came from various corners of the room.




  “They’ve got to stand something,” said Hermann with a smile. “Looking at it from a purely outsider’s point of view, I can’t see how they’ll get dividends anyway. The suggestion that I was going to offer when you interrupted me was — ?”




  A sudden silence fell upon the room, and Hermann turned to seek an explanation.




  King Kerry stood in the doorway, his eyes searching the room for a face. He found it at last. It was the white-bearded Modelson who stood alone near the fireplace, his head bent upon his arm, dejected and sorrowful to see. With scarcely a glance at the others. King Kerry crossed the room and came to the old man’s side.




  “I want you, Mr. Modelson,” he said gently.




  The old man looked at him with a pathetic attempt at a smile.




  “I am afraid you do!” he said apologetically.




  Everybody knew that old Modelson had been the first to raise the flag of rebellion against the encroachment of the big “L Trust” upon the sacred dominion of Oxford Street. His store stood on the next corner to that occupied by Goulding’s,but long before the arrival of Kerry his had been a decaying property. Yet so long had he been established and so straight was his business record that it was natural he should have been chosen as chairman of the Federated Board.




  Leete had seen the wisdom of electing him chairman. His concern was the shakiest of all and his failure which, as all men knew, was only deferred, must shake the credit of the Federation to a very damaging extent. And fail he must, and not one of the men to whom he had applied for assistance could help him. He had demanded what even his friends agreed was an exorbitant price for the business, and had been offered half. Now it seemed to the onlookers watching the two men talking earnestly by the fireplace, that the old man would surrender and take whatever he could to save his good name.




  There were men in that room who hoped fervently that he would agree to the terms which Kerry imposed. Failure would break the old man’s heart.




  Their talk ended, after a while Kerry shook hands and departed, leaving the old man with his head in the air and his shoulders thrown back and something like a smile on his face.




  They longed to ask him what had resulted from the conference, but he was the doyen of them all, a man of rigid ideas as to the proprieties.




  He saved them any trouble, however, for presently— “Gentlemen!” he said in his rich old voice, and there was silence.




  “Gentlemen, I think you are entitled to know that Mr. Kerry has purchased my business.”




  There was a little murmur of congratulation, not unmixed with relief. But what was the price? It was too much to expect that this old man who had been so close and uncommunicative all his life would be loquacious now; and yet, to their surprise he was.




  “Mr. Kerry has very handsomely paid me my full price,” he said.




  “It’s a climb down!” whispered Leete excitedly. “He’s going to pay—”




  Hermann laughed savagely.




  “Climb down, you fool!” he smiled. “Why, he’s going to make you pay for his generosity — all of you will contribute to the extra money he’s giving Modelson. Don’t you understand? Suppose old Modelson had failed — there would have been an outcry; an old-established firm ruined by unfair competition; a pathetic old man, white-haired and white-bearded, driven to the workhouse after a life spent in honourable toil. It would have made him unpopular, set the tide of public opinion against him, and possibly upset all his plans. You don’t know King Kerry!”




  “Anyway, I’m going to him tomorrow with my old offer,” said Leete stubbornly.




  “What did he agree to pay before?” asked Zeberlieff.




  “Three-quarters of a million,” replied the other.




  Hermann nodded.




  “He’ll offer you exactly a hundred thousand less than that,” he said.




  Well might he boast that he knew Kerry, for when, on the following morning, supremely confident, Leete elbowed his way through the gaping crowd that was staring through the window of the Jewel House and came to Kerry’s presence, the offer “The King” made him was exactly the sum that Hermann had prophesied.




  Nor was Leete the only man who mistook the generosity of the other, nor the only one to be painfully undeceived.
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  Elsie Marion was a busy girl and a happy one. The green on the map was spreading. She called them the “marks of conquest,” and took a pride in their extension. Then came the day of days when the papers were filled with the colossal deal which King Kerry had carried through — the purchase of Lord George Fallington’s enormous estate. Lord Fallington was a millionaire peer, who derived an enormous income from ground rents in the very heart of the West End of London. He may have been urged to the action he took by the fear of new punitive legislation against landowners, and there certainly was justification for his fear, for at the time the government in power was the famous Jagger-Shubert Coalition which, with its huge democratic measures to be provided for out of revenue and its extraordinary demands in the matter of the navy (a rare combination in any government), was framing its estimate with an avaricious eye upon the land.




  Whatever was the cause, Lord Fallington sold out, and when, following that event Bilsbury’s fell into the hands of the Trust, the battle was half won.




  One day Kerry came into the office hurriedly, and there was a look on his face which the girl had never seen before. He closed the door behind him without a word, and crossed the room to the steel door which opened into the front office, that bemirrored apartment in which stood the great safe of the Trust.




  She looked up astonished as the steel door clanged behind him.




  Only once since she had entered his employ had he passed that door, and she had accompanied him, standing with her back to the safe at his request whilst he manipulated the combination lock.




  He was gone ten minutes, and when he returned he carried in his hand a small envelope. He stood in the centre of the room, lit a match, and applied it to one corner of the letter. He put his foot on the ashes as they fell upon the square of linoleum and crushed them to powder. This done he uttered a sigh of infinite relief, and smiled at the girl’s evident concern.




  “Thus perish all traitors!” quoth he gaily. “There was something in that envelope which I very much wanted to destroy.”




  “I gathered that,” she laughed.




  He walked over to her desk.




  “You’re getting snowed under,” he said. “I’ll buy you one of those talking machines, and you can dictate your replies. There’s room in the commissionaire’s office for a typist.”




  She shook her head. “There isn’t enough work, really,” she protested.




  He made no further allusion to the burnt envelope. She might speculate (as she did) upon the contents: what precious secret was here hidden, what urgency dictated its destruction. There were such secret places in this unknown world into which she had entered in the joyous spirit of exploration — thick jungles where lurked the beast of prey waiting to spring, dark woods above and morasses beneath her feet, pitfalls cunningly dug and traps ingeniously laid.




  Kerry was an experienced hunter. He skirted trap and fall, walked warily always, with an eye to dangers of the tall grasses and never penetrated the dim channels of his profession without being sure that every weapon in his arsenal was in good working order and to hand.




  Notes, letters, telegrams came every minute of the day. Mysterious and brief epistles unintelligible to her, full of meaning to him. The telephone bell would ring: “Yes!” he would reply, or “No!” and hang up the receiver. What was his objective in this campaign of his? The newspapers were asking, his friends were asking, his enemies were demanding an answer to that question. Why was he buying up unfashionable Tottenham Court Road and Lambeth Walk and a score of other places which just stood on the fringe of the shopping centre of London?




  “He is acting,” said one critic, “as though he expected shopping London to shift from the circle the centre of which is halfway along Regent Street to — ?”




  Here the critic must pause irresolutely.




  “To whither?”




  It seemed that Kerry anticipated not so much the shifting of the centre, as the extension of the circle. A sanguine man if he imagined that his operations and the operations of his syndicate would so increase the prosperity of London that he would double the shopping area of fashionable London.




  There was a Mr. Biglow Holden, a pompous, self-important man who had earned a fortune as a designer of semi-important buildings, who wrote a very learned article in the Building Mail. It was filled with statistical tables (printed in small type) showing the growth of London in relation to population, and it proved conclusively that Mr. King Kerry must wait some three hundred and fifty years before his dream materialized.




  Gordon Bray, who happened to be engaged in Mr. Holden’s office, typed the article for his employer, and heartily disagreed with every conclusion, every split infinitive and error of taste and grammar that it contained.




  Holden asked him his opinion of the article, and the young man in his honesty hesitated before replying.




  “I suppose you think you could do it better?” said Mr. Biglow Holden, in his heavy jocular style.




  “I think I could,” replied Gordon innocently.




  Mr. Holden glowered at him.




  “You’re getting a swelled head, Bray!” he said, warningly. “This isn’t the office for young fellows with swelled heads, remember that.”




  King Kerry read the article and frowned. He had a very good reason for frowning. He sent for Mr. Holden, and, for one who had so openly despised “Yankee acumen,” to quote his own phrase, he obeyed the summons with considerable alacrity.




  “So you think my scheme is all wrong?” asked the millionaire.




  “I think your judgment is at fault,” said Mr. Holden with an ingratiating smile.




  “Does everybody think that?”




  “Everybody except my draughtsman,” smiled Mr. Holden again.




  It was intended to be a politely crushing answer, and to convey the fact that only the more inexperienced and menial departments of architecture would be found ranged on the side of the amateur designer.




  “Your draughtsman?” Kerry frowned again. “I have an idea we know him.” He turned to the girl.




  “Mr. Bray is the gentleman, I think,” said Elsie.




  “You see,” explained Holden hurriedly, “his ideas are rather fantastic. He’s a product of what I might term the Evening Glass — all theory and half-digested knowledge. He has an idea that you can jump into the middle of London and push it out.”




  “Humph!” said King Kerry thoughtfully — then— “And you would not advise me to rebuild — let us say, Tottenham Court Road?”




  The architect hesitated.




  “No,” he said — and what else could he say in the face of his article?




  “I’m sorry,” said King Kerry shortly, “for I was going to ask you to submit designs — but naturally I cannot give the work to a man without enthusiasm.”




  “Of course there might be something I haven’t understood about your—”




  Kerry shook his head.




  “I think you understand all that I wish anybody to understand,” he said, and saw the discomfited Mr. Holden to the door.




  Gordon Bray stood at the broad draughtsman’s table employing his compasses and his rulers to the front elevation of a particularly hideous building which Mr. Holden was calling into being.




  He was in a state of depression. The goal was very far distant to him. He could never marry now until he had secured a position in the world. His self-respect would not allow him to share the fortune of the woman he loved. So far he was ignorant of the provisions of her father’s will, but enlightenment on that question would not have changed the outlook. A man loves a woman best when he can bring gifts in his hands: it is unnatural to come not only empty-handed but with hands to be filled. He had all the pride and sensitiveness of youth. The whisper of the phrase “fortune hunter” was sufficient to turn him hot and cold, though it might bear no relationship to him and had never been intended to apply. Though, possibly, only three persons in London knew of his love, he thought his secret was common property, and it was a maddening thought that perhaps there were people who spoke disparagingly or sneeringly of his beautiful lady for her graciousness to a penniless draughtsman. He had had wild thoughts of ending the situation. It was unfair to her. He would write a letter and go away to Canada, and perhaps come back some day a wealthy man to find her heart still free.




  Many young men have the same heroic thought and lack the ready cash necessary to make the change. He at any rate was in this position, and had grown savage in the realization when Holden’s bell summoned him.




  Holden was very red in the face, and very angry. His fat cheeks were puffed out and his round eyes stared comically — but he had no desire to amuse anybody.




  His stare was almost terrifying as Gordon entered.




  “I’ve just seen that damned Yankee!” he said.




  “Which damned Yankee?” demanded the young man. In his own distress of mind he forgot to be impressed by his employer.




  “There’s only one,” growled Mr. Holden. “He’s full of silly-ass ideas about building… sent for me to insult me… thinks he knows… here, take this letter to him!”




  He handed a sealed envelope across the table with a malicious grin.




  “You seem to have friends in that office,” he went on, and fished in the drawer of his desk for a chequebook. “I’m beginning to understand now how Kerry came to buy that Borough property that my client wanted!”




  He referred to a transaction which was a month old, but the memory of which still rankled.




  “What do you mean?” asked the young man, raising his voice.




  “Never mind what I mean,” said Mr. Holden darkly; “and don’t shout at me, Gordon!” he snorted the last word. “Here’s your cheque for a month’s salary. Deliver the letter and you needn’t come back: perhaps Mr. Kerry will engage you as his architect — you’ve passed all the examinations, I understand.”




  Gordon picked up the cheque slowly. “Do you mean that I am dismissed?”




  “I mean,” said Mr. Holden, “that you’re too clever for this office.”




  It was with a heavy heart that the young man entered Kerry’s office. Elsie was not there, and Kerry received him alone, read the letter in silence, then tore up a letter he was writing himself.




  “Do you know the contents of this?” Mr. Kerry held up Holden’s epistle.




  “No. Mr. Kerry.”




  “I thought you didn’t,” said the big man with a smile, “otherwise you mightn’t have brought it. I’ll read it to you—”




  “‘DEAR SIR, — Since you do not require expert advice and may need assistance to rebuild London!’ (“He’s put a note of exclamation there,” said Kerry with a twinkle in his eye), “‘I send you along my draughtsman, who makes up in enthusiasm all he lacks in experience. I have no further use for him.




  “‘Yours faithfully,




  “‘BIGLOW HOLDEN.’”




  Gordon’s face was crimson.




  “How dare he!” he cried.




  “Dare he?” Kerry’s eyebrows rose. “Goodness gracious! — as you English say — he’s given you the finest testimonial I have ever had with a young man. I gather you’re sacked?”




  Gordon nodded.




  “Excellent!” said the other. “Now you go along to an office I have just taken in St. James’s Street and furnish it — I give you carte blanche — as a surveyor’s office should be furnished. And if anybody asks who you are, you must say: ‘I am the architect of the big L Trust,’ and,” he added solemnly, “they will probably take their hats off to you.”




  “But, seriously, Mr. Kerry?” protested the laughing Gordon.




  “Never more serious. Go along and design something.”




  Gordon Bray was transfixed, hypnotized — he couldn’t grasp the meaning of it all.




  “Design me,” said Kerry, wrinkling his brow in thought, “a public square set around with buildings, shops, and public offices. Let the square be exactly half the length of Regent Street from side to side.”




  With a curt nod he dismissed the dazed youth.
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  “That’s a weird contrivance you have, Zeberlieff!”




  Martin Hubbard, immaculately dressed, stood looking over the shoulder of his unconscious friend.




  Hermann swung round with an oath. “How did you get in?” he asked roughly.




  “Through the door. I was coming in when your man was going out to the post.”




  Hermann get up from the table at which he had been experimenting.




  “Come down into the diningroom,” he said shortly. “I hate people sneaking in behind me: it gives me the creeps!”




  “But,” said the other humorously, “you don’t mind your future brotherin-law, surely “ — a remark which restored the good humour of the other, for he chuckled as he led the way downstairs.




  “Future brotherin-law — yes,” he said.




  “What was that funny old machine?” persisted Hubbard. “Never knew you were a dabbler in science. You’re quite a Louis the Fourteenth with your passion for applied mechanics.’’




  “It is an invention sent to me by a man,” said Hermann carelessly; “did you notice it very closely?”




  Hubbard shook his head.




  “Only what looked like an alarm clock and a bit of wadding and some stuff that looked like a cinematograph film.”




  “It’s a new kind of — er — cinema projector,” explained Zeberlieff readily. “It’s automatic — wakes you up with pictures on the ceiling.”




  “And what were the matches for?”




  “Matches!” Zeberlieff eyed him narrowly. “There were no matches.”




  “I must have been mistaken.” Hubbard was not sufficiently interested to pursue the subject, and went on: “I suppose you know I’ve come by appointment?”




  “The devil you have?”




  “You told me to call,” said the other a little irritated, “with the idea of meeting your sister.”




  “Did I?” Hermann favoured him with a thoughtful stare. “So I did — that’s rather awkward for both of us, because she won’t see you.”




  “Won’t see me?”




  The chagrin and the wounded pride in the man’s voice was laughable.




  “She won’t see you — she won’t see me, that is all; here’s a letter, if it will interest!”




  Mr. Hubbard opened the grey note slowly, and read —




  “I cannot receive you nor your beautiful friend. If you come anywhere near me I send for the police. — V.”




  “What do you think of that?” asked the calm Hermann.




  “It’s monstrous!” gasped Hubbard. “How dare she — she—”




  “Call you beautiful? Oh, well, there’s every excuse for her,” soothed Hermann. “And really I’m not worrying now.”




  “Listen!” said Mr. Hubbard, “I want to ask you something. What chance have I of raising a monkey?”




  “All depends upon the care you give it,” replied Hermann, wilfully dense. “In this climate—”




  “I want to borrow five hundred pounds,” said Mr. Hubbard more explicitly.




  “Borrow it, by all means!” suggested Zeberlieff unmoved.




  “Could you let me have it?”




  Hermann considered.




  “No,” he said, “I could not. Of course,” he went on; “if I thought there was any chance of your marrying my sister I would hang little wads of banknotes round your throat: but I fancy your chance is down around the zero mark.”




  “In fact,” said the indignant Hubbard, “you think I am no more use to you.”




  “What a mind you have!” admired Hermann. “You grasp these things so quickly.”




  Martin Hubbard bit at his golden moustache.




  “Suppose I went to your sister and told her your proposition,” he suggested.




  “She would be bored to tears,” replied Hermann with his smile. “You see, I’ve already told her. The fact is, Hubbard, she’s in love with a young man, the son of poor but honest parents. It’s working out rather like a story. I’m afraid she’s going to marry him. The only hope for you is that you and she should be cast ashore on some desert island. At the end of five years you might like one another — and anyway, the marriage would be convenient for the sake of the proprieties. If you could arrange for the shipwreck, and could guarantee that only you and she would be saved, I might fix up the passage and the island.”




  He was in his most flippant mood, but his good humour touched no responsive chord in the breast of Mr. Hubbard.




  “It is all very well for you,” he said miserably; “you’re a jolly rich man — but I’m broke to the wide world.”




  “As I shall be next week,” said Hermann cheerfully. “Another week’s trading like last week, and Goulding’s goes to the devil.”




  “Are you in it?” asked the interested Mr. Hubbard.




  “Up to the neck,” said Hermann shortly. “Leete got me in to the extent of two hundred thousand. I’ve lost another two hundred thousand in the slump in American rails. What are you envying me for, you silly ass?”




  “When is this cutthroat sale going to stop?” demanded Hubbard.




  Hermann shook his head.




  “He has a warehouse filled with stuff in South London — a year’s supply. Otherwise we could have brought pressure to bear upon the manufacturers. But he bought his stock in advance, and he’s selling exactly six times the amount of goods that any other house in Oxford Street has sold in its biggest sale week — and he’s losing practically nothing. There’s a big margin of profit on soft goods. He can sell at cost price and ruin the other stores. So long as he’s got the goods to sell, he’ll sell ‘em, and, as I say, his warehouses in South London are chock-full.”




  “What about that five hundred?” asked Hubbard abruptly.




  “Not here, my child,” said Hermann. “When you come down to fifty, I’ll be listening to you — because I think you might be worth fifty — and besides, you’re on the Federated board, and I can stop it from your director’s fees.”




  Five minutes later he was back in his study, working at his little machine. He took the precaution this time to lock the door.




  It was now a month since the beginning of the Kerry sale, and the queues so far from diminishing had increased. As every week passed and the fame of the Kerry bargain “extended, the all-night shopping house attracted even greater numbers than in the day of its novelty. Then Modelson’s fell into the Kerry combination, and promptly changed its name and its methods. Hastily remodelled on the lines of the original Store, it ended the rush on Kerry’s.




  “The same price, the same system, the same name,” said a flamboyant advertisement announcing the change. It gave Kerry’s a breathing space; but the queues came back, only now there were two — one to Kerry’s, and the other to what had been Modelson’s. Between the two stores, a howling desert, with customers as scarce as December flies, was Goulding’s — Goulding’s, the once busy hive of industry, now almost deserted.




  In vain were prices reduced, in vain were enticing bargains placed in the window. Customers went after them, it is true, but discovered that they were already sold. “The only model of that kind we have in stock, madam!” and came away wrathful at the trick which had been played upon them, refusing to see “something else just as good.”




  Kerry had to undergo the trial of a press campaign. A savage attack on his methods appeared in a weekly journal. Scarcely was the paper in print and on the street, when the “King’s” own journal, the Evening Herald, replied. It was not a polite reply. It was personal and overpoweringly informative. It gave the relationship of the attacking weekly with Leete, printed a list of shareholders and a list of Leete’s directorships. Said unpleasant things about the editor of the weekly, and concluded with a promise of revelations concerning “a moving spirit in this conspiracy who hatches in Park Lane the plots which are executed in Whitechapel.”




  “Stop it!” was Hermann Zeberlieff’s order, and the next issue of the Weekly Discovery was notable for its dignified silence on the subject of Kerry and his ways.




  Nothing helped Goulding’s. A window dressed with enticing bargains produced a notice on the next window (which happened to be Kerry’s end show window) —




  “All the ‘bargains’ there can be purchased in this Store at exactly half the price demanded by our competitor.”




  The hand pointed remorselessly to Goulding’s last hope.




  Manufacturers were wavering. They could afford to be sympathetic with the affected houses because, for the moment, they were not being called upon to supply Kerry.




  Kerry paid cash, and when another journal hinted that he was able to sell so cheaply only because the articles he supplied were made by sweated labour, he published a list of the manufacturers, and thus forced them to take action for libel.




  Then the Daily Courier took a hand in support of Kerry baiting, but here the Evening Herald was careful and mild, for the Courier is a powerful daily.




  “It has been asked,” said the Herald, “what association there is between the sale in Oxford Street and Mr. Kerry’s operations in land. The answer may be supplied in a few words. Mr. Kerry desires to beautify London, and at the same time secure a modest return from investment in land. To secure both ends it is necessary that certain stores fall into his hands. He has offered an equitable price and has received exorbitant demands. It is now his business to weaken opposition, and this he intends doing.” (Here followed a list of the properties he had offered to buy; the prices he had tendered; the profits and dividends paid by the various concerns, and the prices demanded.) “Thus it will be seen,” the journal continued, “that the prices tendered were reasonable. We are authorized to say that though the conditions have changed, Mr. King Kerry is willing to pay the sums he originally tendered for these properties — this offer being open till midday tomorrow.”




  Leete came to Hermann with the newspaper still wet from the press, and he was pardonably excited.




  “Look here, Zeberlieff,” he said, “I’m selling!”




  Hermann took the paper and read.




  “I’m selling before a worse thing happens,” Leete went on.




  Hermann’s smile was one of quiet contempt. “If you must sell — sell to me,” he said.




  “To you?”




  “Why not? I hold a big block of shares, and you or your nominees hold the rest.”




  “And you’ll give Kerry’s price?”




  “Yes.”




  Leete looked at the other.




  “It’s a bargain,” he said. “I’m glad to be rid of it,”




  “You may have lost a million,” said Hermann, and went back to his study.




  Elsie Marion had gone home from her office with a headache, with strict injunction from King Kerry not to return whilst any vestige of the malady remained. She had reached her flat a little after twelve, and with the comfort of a cup of tea and an aspirin, had lain down on her bed with the intention of rising at two to have a lunch. When she awoke it was nearly dark, and she came to consciousness with that feeling of panic which is born of a sense of wasted time and a complete ignorance of the amount of time so wasted. She looked at her watch. It was nearly nine o’clock. She rose and dined — her patient maid had a chop ready for her by the time she had dressed.




  It was ten o’clock before she had finished dinner. Her headache had gone, and she felt immensely energetic. There was some work at the office which she would bring away with her — she never liked working at the office at night. King Kerry had a trick of working at unconscionable hours, and she felt that on these occasions he liked to be alone.




  She indulged in the luxury of a taxi to the office, and passing the guard and the commissionaire in his little box, she unlocked the office door and went in. She bundled her work together and put it in her bag. Then she noticed a note on King Kerry’s desk written in pencil and addressed to her.




  “I have gone to the warehouse: come down if you are feeling fit. — K. K.”




  “When did Mr. Kerry go out?” she asked the commissionaire.




  The man shook his head.




  “I didn’t come on duty till nine, miss,” he said. “He hasn’t been here since then.”




  It might have been written early in the afternoon; but he would have been back and destroyed it if that were so.




  She was feeling very much awake and rested. The spin over the water to the big riverside warehouse would do her good. Another taxi was requisitioned, and deposited her in the great courtyard of Kerry’s Storage. It was formed of three tall buildings so arranged to form the three sides of a square. The ends of two of the stores were flush with the edge of the wharf, and the third was pierced with a great gateway through which laden wagons were coming and going.




  It was a scene of extraordinary bustle and activity. The windows blazed with lights, for a large number of workmen were now employed in unpacking and sorting the goods prior to delivery in Oxford Street.




  “Mr. Kerry is somewhere in the building, I think, miss,” said the timekeeper, “but nobody has seen him during the past hour.”




  “Never mind!” said the girl. “I will find him presently!”




  She had the entree to all the departments and passed an amusing half-hour watching the men and girls at work. The great packing-cases and baskets came to the first floor and were stripped of their lids, their zinc covers expeditiously and deftly cut, and the contents thrown upon a broad sorting table. Here they were counted and laid on an endless belt and conveyed to the next floor. Here they were counted again and deposited in huge zinc-lined presses to await the requisitions from Oxford Street.




  Hundreds of cases were waiting in the big storage space on the ground floor and in the basement. Here, too, were kept huge quantities of stuffs, satins, cottons, silks, delaines, and linens.




  “Goods are arriving every day, miss,” said one of the foremen. “These “ — he indicated a chaos of yellow and wood cases and dull brown bales— “will be here a month before we handle ‘em.”




  “I suppose they are coming from the manufacturers all the time?” she asked.




  “All the time — there’s a package just arrived,” he pointed to a man in the leather apron of the carrier, a box on his shoulder.




  “What would that be?” asked Elsie.




  “Looks like gloves — they come in those small cases.”




  She waited till the package had been deposited on the weighbridge just inside the entrance gate, and examined it. “Yes, miss, ‘Gants Cracroix — Lyons,’” he read.




  The carter took his delivery sheet and made his way out of the building and a man caught the case with a practised hand and sent it sliding down the slipway.




  “Are you learning something?”




  She heard the deep, rich note of King Kerry, and turned, smiling.




  “Headache better?” he asked.




  “Quite all right, I feel awfully guilty — I’ve only just got up.”




  He led the way down to the end of the warehouse where the men were working with that fervour which is equally induced by piecework and the proximity of the employer.




  “There’s a case of wonderful lace being unpacked over there,” he said; “you ought to see it.”




  “I should love to!” she said, and picked her way through the cases to where a number of women were lifting the narrow trays from the big cabinet.




  In her eagerness she failed to notice a rope that lay on the ground: her toe caught, and she went sprawling and would have injured herself but for her presence of mind to catch at the edges of a small case that lay in her path.




  Her arms took the strain, and her face just touched the top of the case.




  “My God, she’s hurt!” King Kerry leapt nimbly over the packages toward her. He was justified in his mistake, for she lay for some time with her head on the box where she had fallen.




  But it was a smiling face she turned to him as she rose unassisted to her feet.




  “Are you sure you aren’t hurt?” he asked.




  She shook her head.




  A man came to move the little packing-case upon which she had rested. It was the case of gloves which she had seen arrive.




  “Don’t touch that, please!” she said quickly.




  “What is it?”




  King Kerry looked at her in amazement.




  “Ask the men to lift that case on to the wharf,” she said, “and tell them to be very careful with it.” Wonderingly, he turned to give the order, and followed the men to the wharf without.




  “Whatever is wrong?” he asked.




  “I don’t know quite,” she said, “but put your ear to that box, and listen!”




  He obeyed, and rose up with a frown. He put his nose to the box, and sniffed.




  “Open the box carefully!” he said.




  For he heard the loud tick-tick-tick, as plainly as she.




  “It may be an infernal machine,” she said; but he shook his head.




  “I think I know what it is,” he said quietly.




  Under a powerful arc light, lowered from its standard to afford a better view, the box was opened. On the top was a layer of paper carefully folded, but under that the case seemed to be packed tightly with shavings of some transparent material.




  “Celluloid!” said King Kerry briefly, “an old cinema film cut up in short lengths.”




  They cleared this out before they came to the machine itself.




  It was screwed to the bottom of the case, and enclosed in a wickerwork cage of flimsy material. It consisted of a clock, a small electric battery, and few shavings.




  “Set for two o’clock,” said King Kerry; “the hour our men finish. The alarm key soldered to a piece of metal so that when the alarm goes off the strip of metal turns with the key, a contact is made, and a spark sets the celluloid ablaze — highly ingenious! I’ll show you how it is done!” He carried the machine to the edge of the water, where there was no danger of the fire spreading, placed it upon a steel plate, and buried the machine in the celluloid shavings after manipulating the alarm hand.




  They waited, and in a minute they heard the whirr of the alarm as it spun; then there was a tiny flicker of light amongst the celluloid shavings, a sudden roar of flame, and the wharf was illuminated with a tongue of fire that leapt up from the blazing film.




  They watched it in silence until it died down to the molten red of something which had been a clock.




  “I could have kept that clock for evidence,” said King Kerry, “but he will have covered his tracks. How can I thank you, Elsie?” he asked. He turned and faced her; they stood in the shadow of a great stack of cases piled in the centre of the wharf.




  “Thank me?” she said tremulously. “Why, it is I who have to thank you.”




  He laid both his hands on her shoulders and looked down into her face. She met his gaze fearlessly.




  “Once there was a girl like you,” he said softly, “and I loved her as a man may love a child — too young to be shadowed with the thing we men call love. And the thing I loved was a husk — just an outward mask, and when she lifted the mask it nearly killed me. And here is Elsie Marion with the face and laughing eyes — and the heart of a woman behind the face, and the brain of a comrade behind the eyes—”




  He dropped his hands suddenly, and he fell forward as though weighted with infinite weariness.




  “What is the matter?” she asked in alarm.




  “Nothing!” his voice was hard. “Only I wish I hadn’t been a fool — once.”




  She waited with a beating heart; she knew something dreadful was coming.




  “I am married to the worst woman in the world. God help me!” he said brokenly.




  *




  “What the dickens do you want to go to the City for?” grumbled John Leete, “at this hour?”




  He looked at his watch. It wanted a quarter to two o’clock in the morning, and the club was an inviting place, for Leete was an inveterate gossip.




  “I love the City at this hour,” said Hermann calmly. “Let us come along and see the enemy’s stronghold.”




  “Fat lot of good that will do,” growled Leete.




  “Sometimes your vulgarity appals me,” said Zeberlieff with a little smile, “and I think of all vulgarity there is none quite so hopelessly appalling as the English variety.”




  His car was waiting outside, and Leete, still grumbling, allowed himself to be led to its interior.




  “It is better to breathe good fresh air than fill your lungs with the poison of a beastly smokeroom,” he said as the car went its noiseless way eastward.




  Mr. Leete made a noise of dissent. “I never do things that are unnecessary,” he said.




  “It is necessary to propitiate the new proprietor of Goulding’s,” said Hermann softly.




  Leete grinned in the darkness. He regarded himself as “well out” of that concern. Let Zeberlieff make his million and welcome — if he could.




  “I’ll send you the papers tomorrow,” he said as a thought struck him. “By the way, you might give me a line tonight to the effect that you agree—”




  “Certainly!” said the other easily. He stopped the car in King William Street. “Walk across London Bridge and pay homage to the genius of King Kerry,” he said.




  Leete grunted disrespectfully, and let himself down from the car. “Well?”




  They had stopped in one of the stone recesses on the bridge, and were gazing intently across the river. A passing policeman, walking on noiseless soles, eyed them, and stopped at Hermann’s friendly nod.




  “I suppose, constable, that big building with the lights is Mr. Kerry’s famous warehouse?”




  “Yes, sir,” said the man, stretching himself from the belt upward in the manner of policemen, “that is the King of London’s magazine, so to speak.”




  A ghost of a smile nickered over the features of Zeberlieff. “A rare fright he gave my mate tonight,” the policeman went on, “he was on the bridge between ten and eleven and suddenly the whole of the wharf seemed burning.”




  “Burning?” Zeberlieff’s voice expressed interest.




  “It was only a packing case — something was wrong with it, and Mr. Kerry himself touched it off. My mate is serving a summons on him tomorrow; it’s against the law to light bonfires on a wharf.”




  “So he found something was wrong with it and touched it off, did he?” repeated Hermann, without a tremor of voice; “How like Kerry to be there when something was wrong.” He offered the constable a tip, and was a little surprised when it was courteously refused.




  “Queer people these City police,” said Leete.




  “Not so queer as Kingy,” said the other cryptically.




  Not a word was spoken as they drove back westward.




  Nearing Piccadilly, Leete seized the opportunity to make his bargain solid.




  “Come in, and we’ll fix up that agreement,” he said as the car stopped, and he stepped heavily to the pavement.




  “Which agreement?” asked Hermann coolly.




  “The sale of Goulding’s,” said the other.




  He caught the flash of Zeberlieff’s white teeth as he smiled. “Don’t be silly!” he said goodnaturedly. “I was joking.”




  To say that Leete was staggered is to express in a relatively mild phrase a most tremendous emotion.




  “But — but—” he stammered.




  “Good night!” said Hermann as he slammed the door of the car and pressed the electric signal to his driver.




  He left Mr. Leete, a helpless figure, standing on the kerb, and looking stupidly after the fast-vanishing car.
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  The secret was out. London was amazed and staggered. It went about its several avocations, its head whizzing with figures. The Press devoted columns to the extraordinary story.




  “King Kerry has bought London!” ran a flaming headline across a whole page of the Examiner.




  It was an excusable exaggeration. If he had not bought London he had dug into the heart of it. He had belted it with a broad belt of business areas.




  London was to be reshaped. He had laid his plans with extraordinary genius, avoiding the Crown property as being unpurchasable, and the adamantine ground landlord’s domain. Here was the plan admirably summarized in the columns of the Evening Herald, which spoke with authority —




  “The greater portion of the property situated between the southern end of Portland Place on the north, Vigo Street on the south, Bond Street on the west, and Dean Street on the east, was to be demolished, and in its place was to be established a great Central Square to be known as The Imperial Place. The site to be presented to the nation save the building sites which ran on the four sides of the Square.




  “A new residential suburb consisting of houses ranging from one hundred pounds to two hundred pounds per annum to be established in Lambeth on the south bank of the river, between Blackfriars and Westminster, and between Blackfriars and Southwark.




  “(This would entail the complete demolition of all slum property between the river and the cross roads known as the Elephant and Castle.”)




  “I intend,” said Kerry in an interview, “to create on the south side of the river a new Champs Elysees. Between Westminster Bridge Road and Waterloo Road I shall erect a noble avenue flanked by the houses of the wealthy. It will run almost to the water’s edge, and will terminate at either end in a triumphal arch which shall be worthy to rank with the Arc de Triomphe.”




  It was to an interested crowd of reporters which, had gathered in his office.




  “What will you do with the people you displace, Mr Kerry?” asked one of the journalists. “I refer, of course, to the slum people who are entitled, if they possibly can, to live near their places of livelihood.”




  “I have provided for that,” said Mr. Kerry. “I recognize the necessity of making very ample provision in that respect. I shall create my own slums,” he smiled. “It is a hateful word, and it is only one which I employ to designate a congested area occupied by the poor. I shall not, of course, attempt to make any provisions for the mendicant, the semi-mendicant, or for what I might term the casual itinerant class. My idea of a poor family is one in which the combined efforts of all its adult members do not produce enough money to provide the necessities of life. For these at intervals in my residential belt, I am erecting cooperative flats.”




  He took from a large portfolio a series of drawings, and laid them on the table before the crowding pressmen.




  “You will see,” he said, “that in point of design we have copied the elevation of some of the most beautiful hotels in London. Indeed, I think we may say that we have gone beyond that. These buildings will be absolutely complete in themselves. Tenants will only be admitted who agree to the cooperative system. Stores providing every commodity will be found in the building itself. There will be baths, gymnasia, playgrounds, a hospital, a creche, and a free library. Each building,” he said briefly, “will be self-governed, will contain its doctor, its dentist, and its trained nurses, all of whom will be at the disposal of the citizens of this little community free of all charge.




  “A system of elevators will make the highest floor as accessible as the lowest — indeed, the highest rents will be for the top floors. All the employees in the community will be subject to the discipline of a committee which will be elected by the tenants themselves. Although we shall provide fireplaces, the whole of the building will be run on a system of central heating; hot water and electric light will be included in the rent, and we hope to give every family six thousand cubic feet of space. Each building,” he concluded, “will have accommodation for a thousand families.”




  “What is your object, Mr. Kerry,” asked a curious reporter, “in buying so much valuable property in the centre of the West End and then destroying it? Isn’t it so much money thrown away?”




  Kerry shook his head.




  “What happens,” he asked, “when a policeman rides his horse into the centre of a crowd? Is it not a fact that the crowd swells out and covers almost a third as much space as before? At any rate, this is a fact: that a thousand square feet stolen from the heart of London means that ten thousand feet more are occupied on its outskirts. Briefly,” he went on, “in the heart of London you are restricted as to space. There are many businesses which would willingly and gladly extend their present premises to twice the size they at present occupy but for the prohibitive cost, and very often the absolute impossibility of securing adjacent premises renders this impossible. We have said ‘You have got to get out of this anyway,’ and now we have given the firms which have been disturbed — and which generally are now mine,” he said with a smile, “an opportunity of taking space adequate to their needs. People are coming to the centre to shop — do not doubt that — this is the rule of all towns. We merely extend the boundaries of the exclusive shopping district and give an incentive to private enterprises to assist us in our work of beautifying London.




  “I am satisfied as to this,” he said. “That we shall have the satisfaction of knowing that we shall enrich thousands and impoverish none by what we have done. You may now understand my action in regard to my sales. It was necessary. Tack and Brighten, Modelson and Goulding, they abutted into the square of my dreams; they are now my exclusive property. I bought Goulding’s this morning,” he said with a little twitch of his mouth at the recollection of an agitated and almost tearful Mr. Leete, making his unconditional surrender.




  “My sale will continue until the end of the year, until, in fact, I am ready to pull down and start rebuilding. And in the meantime,” he added, “I have guaranteed the dividends of all the firms which I have not purchased, but which are directly affected as a result of my action.”




  Here was enough for London to discuss; sufficient to set heads shaking and nodding and tongues wagging from one end of London to the other. Here began, too, the London land boom which was the feature of the memorable year. It was found that King Kerry had acquired great blocks of property here and there. Sometimes they comprised whole streets, but he had left enough for the land speculator to build his fortunes upon. Automatically, the value of land rose in certain districts by one hundred and two hundred per cent., and it is said, though there is little evidence to support the fact, that in one week King Kerry himself, on behalf of his syndicate, made a profit of over a million pounds from the sale of land which he had recently included in his purchases, but for which he himself had no immediate use.




  It is a fact when his plan became generally known he received the heartiest cooperation from the Government, and, though he might not touch Crown freehold, every facility was given to him to further his scheme.




  He had planned a garden city to extend in an unbroken line from Southwark to Rotherhithe and on to Deptford — a new City Beautiful, rising out of the dust of squalid, insanitary cottages and jerry-built dwellings. His plan was given in detail in an issue of the Evening Herald, which attained a circulation limited only by the capacity of its output.




  It was obvious now that money had flowed like water into London, and that it was not alone the six men who had set out to accomplish so much who had assisted in the fulfilment of King Kerry’s plans, but all the great insurance companies of America, all the big railways, all the great industrial concerns had contributed largely.




  It was computed by a financial authority that the big “L Trust” had incurred liabilities (and presumably they were in a position to meet those liabilities) amounting to eighty million pounds. Somebody asked King Kerry if this were so.




  “I will tell you,” he answered good-humouredly, “after I have counted the change in my pocket.”




  King Kerry rented a little house in Cadogan Square. It is characteristic of the man that he lived on the property of others. It is also remarkable that he — the owner of millions — should have hired the house furnished, but his action may be explained by his favourite dictum, “Never buy what you don’t want, and never hire what you need.”




  He did not want either the house or furniture. The house was situated in a region beyond the scope of his speculations.




  Here, with an elderly housekeeper to attend to him during the few hours he was at home, he secured the quiet that was necessary to him. The house was not taken in his name, and none of the people who dwelt in the Square had the slightest idea of the identity of the tenant who usually returned in the middle of the night and afforded them no greater opportunity for recognition than the few seconds it took him to step from his front door into his closed car.




  Even Elsie Marion, who knew the whereabouts of the house, had never been there, nor addressed him there. So that when he sat at his frugal dinner, and his elderly servitor brought a message that a gentleman wished to see Mr. Kerry, he was pardonably annoyed.




  “I told him there wasn’t any such person living here, sir,” said the housekeeper, who was as ignorant of her master’s identity as the rest of the Square.




  Possibly a reporter who had hunted him down, thought Kerry. “Show him into the drawingroom,” he said, and finished his dinner at leisure. The irritation quickly passed — after all, there was no longer any necessity for concealment. In a week’s time he would be on his way to the Continent to take the rest which he felt was so necessary. All things were shaping well.




  The magnates of Oxford Street had fallen, the plan for the rebuilding of London was public property; now was the time, if ever, to take things easy.




  He put down his serviette, walked upstairs to the first landing and entered the little drawingroom.




  A man was standing by the mantelpiece with his back to Kerry, and as the “man who bought London” closed the door he turned.




  It was Hermann Zeberlieff. For the space of a minute the two faced each other, neither speaking.




  “To what am I indebted?” began Kerry.




  Hermann interrupted him, almost roughly. “Let us cut all that out,” he said, “and come right down to business.”




  “I do not know that I have any business that I wish to discuss with you,” said King Kerry, quietly.




  “Oh, yes, you have, Mr. Kerry,” drawled Hermann, mockingly, “you probably know that I am in a very bad place. What opportunity I had you most ruthlessly destroyed. I was in your infernal syndicate.”




  “Not by my wish,” said the other. “I did not know of it until you were in.”




  “And then you took the earliest opportunity of getting me out,” said Hermann with his twisted smile. “I’m afraid,” he went on with a show of regret, “I’m a vain beggar — vanity was always my undoing. The temptation to let all the world know that I was figuring in this great combination was too strong. However, we won’t discuss that. What I do wish you to understand is that at the present moment I have a few thousand between me and absolute beggary.”




  “That is no business of mine.” King Kerry was brief; he wasted no words with his visitor.




  “But it is very much a business of mine,” said Hermann quickly. “Now, you have to assist me — you’ve put me into an awful mess, and you must please lend a helping hand to pull me out. You are, as I happen to know, a particularly softhearted man, and you would not desire to see a fellow-creature reduced to living within his income.”




  There was little softness in King Kerry’s face. The humour of the other, such as it was, made no appeal to him. His Ups were set hard, his eyes cold and forbidding.




  “I will do nothing for you,” he said. “Nothing — nothing!”




  Hermann shrugged his shoulders.




  “Then I’m afraid,” he said, “that I shall have to force you.”




  “Force me?” A contemptuous smile played about the grim face of the grey-haired man.




  “Force you,” repeated the other. “You see, Mr. King Kerry, you have a wife—”




  “We will not discuss her,” said King Kerry harshly.




  “Unfortunately, I must discuss her,” insisted Hermann. His tone was soft and gentle, almost caressing. “You see, she has some claim on me. I feel a certain responsibility towards her, remembering the honoured name she bore before she married you, and,” he added carefully, “before you deserted her.”




  The other made no reply.




  “Before you deserted her,” repeated Hermann. “It was a peculiarly unhappy business, was it not? And I fear you did not behave with that genial courtesy, that largeness of heart, which the Press to-day tell me are your chief characteristics.”




  “I behaved fairly to her,” said Kerry steadily. “She tried to ruin me, even went into competition against me behind my back and used the knowledge she had secured as my wife to that end. She was an infamous woman.”




  “Is,” murmured the other.




  “She is, then,” said King Kerry. “If you come to appeal in her name you may as well appeal to this wall.”




  Hermann nodded.




  “But suppose I produce your wife to the admiring gaze of London; suppose I say ‘This person is Mrs. King Kerry, the unbeloved wife of Mr. King Kerry,’ and so-and-so and so forth?”




  “That would not shake my determination,” said Kerry. “You cannot use that lever to force me into giving you money.”




  “We shall see!” said the other. He picked up his hat and favoured Kerry with a little bow and walked from the room.




  King Kerry stood as if rooted to the ground long after the door had slammed upon his visitor, and the face of the millionaire was blanched and old.
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  Hember Street, Commercial Road, has long since been given over to the stranger within the gate. Great gaunt “models,” which are models in ugliness, models in cheerless drabness, but never models of what domestic comfort should be, raised their unshapely, lopsided heads to the grey skies, and between model and model are untidy doorways through which, all the time, pass in and out never-ending strings of ugly men and stodgy, vacant-faced children.




  Here you may catch the sound of a dozen tongues; every language that is spoken from the Baltic to the Caspian, and from the Ural Mountains to the Finnish shore is repeated in the jibber-jabber of these uncleanly men and frowsy girl-women. The neighbourhood is for the most part populated by respectable and honest (if unsavoury) people, hardworking and industrious in a sense which the average working-class man of London would not understand, for it is an industry which rises at five and ends its work when smarting eyes and reeling brain make further effort impossible.




  Yet there is a fair sprinkling of the Continental criminal classes to be found here, and Hermann Zeberlieff went armed to his interview. It was of his seeking. For some time past he had been under the impression that the house in Park Lane was being watched. He could not afford to bring Micheloff, that little pseudo-Frenchman with the blotchy face and the little eyes, to the notice of the watchers.




  Without knocking Zeberlieff passed through an open door, along an uncarpeted hall, and mounted the stairs to the third floor of one of the houses.




  He tapped on a door and a cheerful voice said: “Entree!”




  Micheloff, in his shirt sleeves, smoking a long, thin cigar, was neither heroic nor domestic. He was just commonplace.




  “Come in!” he roared — his joviality was expressed in measure of sound. “Come in, mon vieux!”




  He dusted a rickety chair with great ostentation, but Herman ignored the civility.




  The room was large and simply furnished — a bed, a table, a couple of chairs, a couple of trunks well labelled, a picture of President Carnot and a little glass ikon over the mantelpiece seemed to make this place “home” for Micheloff.




  “Lock the door,” said Hermann. “I have very important business, and I do not desire intrusion.”




  Obediently the smaller man turned the key.




  “My friend,” said Hermann, “I have big work for you — the best work in the world so far as payment is concerned. There is a thousand pounds for you and another thousand for distribution amongst your friends — it is the last piece of work I shall ask you to do. If it succeeds I shall be beyond the necessity for your help; if I fail I shall be beyond its scope.”




  “You shall succeed, my ancient,” said the short man, enthusiastically. “I will work for you with greater fervour since now I know that you are one with me in spirit. Ah! pupil of Le Cinq!” he shook his finger in heavy jocularity. “What shall we teach you that you cannot teach us?”




  Hermann smiled. He was never indifferent to praise — even the praise of a confessed cutthroat. “There must be no killing,” he said. “I am through with that — even now the infernal police are continuing their inquiries into the death of the girl Gritter.”




  “So much the better,” said the other heartily. “I am a babe — these things distress me. I have a soft heart. I could weep.” There were tears in his eyes.




  “Don’t weep, you fool!”




  Hermann hated weeping. It was another of his pet abominations. The sight of tears lashed him to frantic desperation.




  Micheloff spread out his fat hands.




  “Excellency!” he said with great impression, “I do not weep.”




  “Listen to me,” said Hermann, lowering his voice. “Do you know King Kerry?”




  The other nodded.




  “You know his office?”




  Micheloff shrugged his shoulders.




  “Who does not know the office of the great King Kerry — the window, the mirrors, and the safe full of millions, ma foi?”




  “You will find precious few millions there,” he said dryly. “But you will find much that will be valuable to me.”




  Micheloff looked dubious.




  “It is a great undertaking,” he said — the conversation was in the staccato French of Marseilles— “the guard — all the circumstances are against success. And the safe — it is combination — yes?”




  Hermann nodded.




  “Before it was combination,” said the other man regretfully, “and there was a death regrettable.”




  “I have reason to think that he changes the combination every week — it was probably changed yesterday. I will give you two. You may try—” A light came to his eyes. “I wonder,” he said to himself, then slowly, “try ‘Elsie.’”




  Micheloff nodded.




  “That is but one,” he said.




  “That is all I can give you now,” said Hermann, rising. “If that fails you must use your blowpipe. I leave the details to you. Only this — I want a packet you will find marked ‘Private.’ Leave everything relating to the business, but bring all that is marked ‘Private.’”




  He left behind him two hundred pounds and Micheloff would have embraced him at the sight of the money, but the other pushed him back roughly.




  “I do not like your Continental customs,” he said, and added, to appease the humiliated Russian, “I have lost things like that.”




  He went downstairs to the accompaniment of a roar of laughter. It was an excellent joke on Micheloff — he repeated it with discreet modification at his club that night.




  The faithful manservant, Martin, was waiting up when Hermann arrived home.




  “Get me a strong cup of coffee, and go to bed,” he said.




  He went up to his study and switched on the light and folded his coat over the back of a chair. It was one of his eccentricities that he valeted himself.




  He drew a chair up to the desk and sat, his chin on his palm, looking vacantly before him until Martin came up with the coffee. “Leave it and go to bed,” he said.




  “What time in the morning, sir?” asked the man.




  Hermann jerked his head impatiently. “I will write the hour on the slate,” he said. He had a small porcelain slate affixed to his bedroom door to convey his belated instructions. He stirred his coffee mechanically, and drank it steaming hot. Then he addressed himself to the correspondence that awaited him. It was characteristic of him that, face to face with ruin as he was, he sent generous cheques to the appeals which came to him from hospitals and charitable institutions. The few letters he wrote in his big, sprawling handwriting were brief. Presently he had finished all that was necessary and he resumed his old attitude.




  He remained thus till the church clock struck four, and then he passed into his bedroom, locking the door behind him.
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  “Oh, Mr. Kerry, You can make me merry; Buy me Trafalgar Square, I want to keep my chicken there! Oh, Mr. Kerry, Just jot my wishes down; I can comb my moustache with the Marble Arch If you’ll lend me London Town.”




  It was gentle wit, but the great house roared with amusement at this latest addition to the gayest of the revues.




  None laughed more heartily than Kerry in the shadow of the stage box. He was in the company of Elsie Marion, Vera Zeberlieff, and Gordon Bray. Elsie Marion didn’t know whether she approved, but the stately girl by her side laughed quietly.




  “This is the last word in fame,” said Gordon Bray.




  He sat at King Kerry’s elbow, and was genuinely amused.




  “How embarrassed the singer would be,” said Kerry with a little twinkle in his eye, “if I stepped round to the stage door and offered him a conveyance of a slice of London.”




  “When do you go away, sir?” It was Bray who asked the question. King Kerry turned his head and spoke over his shoulder.




  “I want to get away at the end of the week,” he said. “It is rather late for Marienbad, but I must be unfashionable. I am afraid I shall be away for a fortnight.”




  “Afraid!” smiled Bray.




  The millionaire nodded.




  “Yes,” he said seriously, “I do not really want to go away at all. The healthiest experience in life is to be interested in your work, and I have not yet grown stale.”




  They saw the revue through to its pleasant end and adjourned for supper. Vera was a member of the Six Hundred Club, and to this exclusive establishment the party went. King Kerry seized the first opportunity to speak to Vera alone.




  “I want to see you tomorrow,” he said. “There is something very important I should like to discuss with you, something which I think you ought to know.”




  His tone was so grave that the girl looked at him a little apprehensively. “It is not Hermann again?” she asked.




  He nodded. Something told her that he knew. “It is to do with Hermann,” he said. “I am afraid you have got just a little hurt coming — I would have spared you that, if I could.”




  She shrugged her shoulders with a gesture of weariness.




  “I can stand just one more,” she replied. “I do not think you really know what life has been with Hermann.”




  “I can guess,” he said grimly.




  She recovered her spirits at supper, and made an excellent hostess, and Elsie, to whom this was a new and a beautiful world, had a most fascinating hour as the tango dancers glided and dipped between the gaily decorated tables.




  The Six Hundred is the best of the night clubs. Duchesses order tables in advance and the most famous actresses of the world are members, and may be seen nightly in their precious toilettes seated about the little tables of the great dining-hall. Here was laughter and music and song, and the murmur and magic of life, the life of the leisured and the artistic — of the section of Bohemia which dresses for dinner.




  Elsie watched the unaccustomed scenes, comforted by the light and the glitter. It was unlike anything she had ever seen before. No staring eyes surveyed them; the club was used to celebrities and even the whisper that the “King of London” was in its midst aroused little more than passing interest.




  Vera was sitting next to Kerry, and after the first course had been served she spoke to him under her breath.




  “Hermann is here,” she said. “He is sitting a little to your left and behind you.”




  He nodded. “I saw him come in,” he said. “I do not anticipate any particular danger from him here.”




  He looked at his watch.




  “Oh, please do not think of going yet, Mr. Kerry!” the girl begged.




  “I am not going,” he said. “But it is a practice of mine, as you know, to make a call at my office before I go home, and I was just wondering what was the hour.”




  Hermann Zeberlieff had seen the action, and suddenly he rose, leaving the elegant Mr. Hubbard, whose guest he was, without any apology and strolled across to the table.




  A dead silence greeted him, but he was not in any way embarrassed. From where he stood, he could look down at King Kerry and his sister, and there was an ample display of good humour on his handsome face.




  “Does anybody feel inclined,” he asked languidly, “to do a little scientific hatchet-burying?”




  He addressed the company at large. There was not one there against whom he had not offended. Elsie was ignorant perhaps of the part the man had played, but she looked up at him anxiously.




  Gordon Bray, with the memory of drugged drink and an awakening in a certain wine cellar in Park Lane, went a dull red. King Kerry’s face was expressionless, and it was only Vera who smiled gaily at the man who had neglected no effort to remove her from the world.




  “Because,” Hermann went on, “if at this particularly genial moment of life you feel inclined to accept me as your guest I am in a most humble frame of mind.”




  It was a situation at once delicate and trying: Vera for the moment was deceived by his loneliness and looked a little pleadingly at King Kerry.




  “Certainly,” he responded. “Will you ask the waiter to put a chair for your brother?”




  “What about your guest?” asked Vera.




  Hermann shrugged his shoulders.




  “He is waiting for somebody else,” he said, “and he will be rather relieved than otherwise to get rid of me.”




  It happened that he partly spoke the truth, because Hubbard was expecting Leete, who joined him a few minutes later. But since the two had foregathered to talk ways and means with the man who had so calmly deserted them, they found little consolation in one another’s society.




  Hermann was charming. Never before had King Kerry known him so gay, so cheerful, so full of sparkling wit, so ready with goodnatured banter.




  It was a new Hermann they saw — a suave, polished man of the world, versed in its niceties, its tone, and its standard of humour. He told stories that were new, had anecdotes that not one member of the party had heard before, which was strange: but never once did he address Kerry, though he blandly included Gordon Bray in his conversation whenever the opportunity offered.




  That young man, resentful as he was, and with the memory of his unpleasant experience behind him, found himself engaged in an animated conversation with this man who had treated him so badly.




  The coffee stage had long since come and gone. King Kerry fidgeted uneasily, he did not like late hours, and he still had a little work to do at the office. Late nights disorganized the following day, for he laid down an irreducible minimum of seven hours for sleep.




  Still Hermann rattled on, and they were forced against their will to listen and be amused.




  Martin Hubbard had long since gone with Leete, and Hermann had met their scowls with his most pleasant smile. They were out of the scheme for the moment.




  The tables began to thin a little; the more sedate members had gathered up their belongings and departed in a cloud of chatter and laughter.




  Vera’s table was one of the last four occupied in the room.




  “‘I really think we must go now,” said Kerry. “It is nearly three o’clock.”




  They rose, Hermann with an apology.




  “I’m afraid I have kept you,” he said.




  Kerry returned a conventional and polite reply.




  It was whilst Vera was settling the bill that young Lord Fallingham, whom King Kerry knew slightly, came in with a most hilarious party.




  He was settling upon a table when he caught sight of the millionaire and came over.




  “How do you do, Mr. King Kerry?” he said cordially. “I congratulate you on the fruition of your scheme, and I only regret that the successful conclusion of your business has removed so picturesque a spectacle from London.”




  “Meaning me?” asked King Kerry good humouredly.




  “Meaning your Jewel House,” said the young man.




  King Kerry shook his head.




  “It will be a long time before the Jewel House departs,” he said. “The one concrete evidence of the Trust’s existence will remain for many years.”




  The young man looked down at him a little bewildered.




  “But you are moving from Glasshouse Street,” he persisted. “I went round there to find you tonight; I have just come from there.”




  “You have just come from there?” repeated Kerry in astonishment.




  “Yes. I have a man here,” he jerked his head towards his table, “who is home from India, and I took him round to see the wonderful sights, and, alas! there were no longer wonderful sights to be seen.”




  “Exactly what do you mean?” King Kerry’s voice was sharp and commanding. “I have not moved from Glasshouse Street.”




  “I do not quite understand you,” said Fallingham slowly. “The place is in darkness, and you have two huge bills pasted up on the window outside saying that your office is removed to 106, Piccadilly Circus.”




  For a moment Elsie’s startled eyes met the millionaire’s, then he turned quickly to the smiling Hermann.




  “I see,” he said, without raising his voice.




  “Exactly, Mr. King Kerry, what do you see?” drawled the other.




  “I understand your intrusion into this party,” said King Kerry, “and your entertaining conversation is explained.”




  With an excuse he left them and hurried downstairs.




  He hailed the first taxicab he could see and drove to his office. The shop front was in darkness; he peered through, but could not see the safe. Once the lights were out, as they had not been since the opening of the Jewel House, the safe would be in the shadow.




  He unlocked the outer door and entered, pressing over the switch on the left of the door. But no light resulted. He went out again into the street and called the nearest policeman.




  “This place has been burgled,” he said.




  “Burgled, sir! Why I thought you had moved your furniture tonight.”




  “Who put those bills up?”




  King Kerry pointed to the large printed notice on the window.




  “I don’t know,” said the man. “When I came on duty the shop was in darkness and these bills were posted. Naturally, when I saw there was no light I acted according to the instructions the police had received from you, and went across, but seeing the bills I thought it was all right.”




  He whistled two of his mates, and the four men entered the building, the policemen flashing their lamps before them. In the commissionaire’s box they found the unfortunate guard whose duty it was to protect the treasures of the safe. He was unconscious. He had been clubbed into insensibility, gagged and bound. The arrival of the relief only came just in time to save his life.




  The commissionaire was nowhere to be seen. They found him afterwards in the smaller office, treated in very much the same way as his assistant. The only account he could give was that suddenly, while he was sitting in his box, something had been squirted in his face, something that had taken away his breath.




  “I think it was ammonia,” he said, and that, before he could struggle or cry, he was knocked down, and awoke to find himself strung and gagged in the little office.




  An examination of the place showed that all the electric light cables were cut. Possibly the burglary had been committed at the very moment when the police were changing over.




  There was no necessity to unlock the steel door leading from the inner office to the safe room, the lock had been burnt out and the safe was open wide, and was apparently uninjured.




  King Kerry uttered a smothered exclamation.




  “Lend me your lamp,” he said, and rapidly examined the contents of the safe. None of the documents affecting the Trust had been disturbed, or if they had been moved they had been put back as they had been found. One bundle of envelopes, the most important to him, had gone.




  “You had better report this,” he said, after a long silence. “I will get somebody in to repair the damage to the electric cable.”




  He sat in the inner office with no more light than a candle afforded, and there Elsie found him. Alarmed by the look in the millionaire’s face she had followed. “Is anything gone?” she asked.




  “A bundle of mine,” he said quietly; “but, fortunately, nothing belonging to the business has been touched.”




  “Are you sure your bundle has gone?” she asked.




  It was a true woman’s question, the inevitable expression of distrust in man’s power of search. He smiled slightly. “You had better look for yourself,” he said. “There is a lamp over there.”




  She went into the office; the safe was still open and she was carefully examining the contents before she remembered that she did not know what she was seeking.




  She went back to Kerry. “It is a bunch of long envelopes,” he said, “inscribed ‘Relating to the affairs of King Kerry — Private.’”




  She nodded and went back. She turned over every envelope in the safe without making any discovery. Then she flashed her lamp over the floor. Here she found something: One long, thin envelope, carefully sealed, had fallen, and lay on its edge against the side of the safe, kept in its upright position possibly by the edge of the carpet.




  She picked it up and, turning the lantern light upon it, read —




  “Marriage Certificate of King Kerry and Henrietta Zeberlieff.”




  The girl stared at the envelope.




  Zeberlieff! Hermann’s sister!
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  “Voila!” said Micheloff.




  He stood in an attitude of complete satisfaction, his arms akimbo, and the bundle of envelopes, tightly bound with string, which lay upon the desk testified mutely to the skill of the man.




  There were two red patches on Hermann’s cheeks and his eyes blazed with triumph.”At last! You are a wonderful man,” he said ironically.




  Micheloff shrugged his shoulders.




  “It was nothing,” he said. “The genius of the idea; the forethought was all yours, oh, mon generale! Who but you would have thought of the bills to paste upon the windows? That was a master stroke; the rest was easy.”




  “You had to cut out the lock, I suppose?” asked Hermann as he untied the strings which bound the letters.




  Micheloff shook his great head. “It was simple. Here again your perception!” He extended his arms admiringly.




  “My perception!” said the other roughly. “Did you open the safe with the name I gave?” The man bowed his head. “With ‘Elsie’?” Again Micheloff nodded.




  The brows of Hermann Zeberlieff were knitted, his underjaw stuck out pugnaciously, and he was not beautiful to look upon at the moment.




  “Elsie,” he repeated, “damn him! I’ll make him sorry for that.”




  He cut the cord impatiently and sorted over the envelopes.




  “You have missed one,” he said.




  “Impossible,” replied the calm Micheloff. “I examined with great care, and my knowledge of English is almost perfect. Every one is here.”




  “There was one which contained a marriage certificate,” said Hermann.




  “That is there also,” said the other. “I particularly remember placing it there.”




  “It is not here now.” He made another search. “You fool, you have left behind the most valuable letter of all.”




  “It is a thousand pities,” said Micheloff a little impatiently. He was tired of criticism, tired of being bullied. He wanted a little praise for the risk he had taken and the work he had done.




  “Nevertheless,” he said, “I think that you have sufficient for your money.”




  Hermann thought a moment, and went to a little safe in the wall, opened it, and took out a bundle of notes. He carefully counted ten and handed them to his tool, who counted them again no less carefully. “This is exactly half what you promised,” he said.




  “There is exactly all there that you will get,” said Hermann. “You have failed to secure what I asked for, what I particularly desired you to bring to me.”




  “I require another thousand pounds,” said Micheloff; his little eyes twinkled coldly. “I desire another thousand pounds, monsieur, and I do not leave here until I get it.”




  “You will go!” Hermann took a step towards him and stopped.




  Micheloff was taking no chances that night. He had felt the strangling white hands of the other about his throat, and it was an experience which he did not intend should be repeated. Hermann stopped before the black barrel of a Browning pistol.




  “No, no, my ancient!” said Micheloff. “We will have no further exhibition from the pupil of Le Cinq!”




  “Put that revolver down!” cried Hermann. “You fool, put it down!”




  He was terribly agitated: in a state of panic almost. He feared firearms to an extraordinary extent, and even Micheloff was astounded at the pallor and the shakiness of the man. Something that was human in the little Russian made him drop his hand.




  Hermann wiped his brow and licked his dry lips. “Do not ever lift a pistol to me again,” he said hoarsely. “I cannot stand it. It is one of the things I hate worse than anything else in the world.”




  He went to the safe again and counted ten more notes with trembling fingers and threw them down on the table.




  “Take them!” he said.




  Micheloff took them, and without stopping to count them made his way to the door.




  “My friend,” he said elaborately, “I salute — and retire!”




  And now Hermann Zeberlieff was alone.




  Very carefully he examined the contents of the envelopes. One of them containing a bundle of correspondence afforded him some quiet amusement — the letters were in his own writing.




  He read them through again and again and carefully burnt them. He had lit a fire in his study with this object. There was one envelope which he did not touch, inscribed with the name of a girl who had loved him and who had learnt his secret with horror, and in all the frenzy of her despair had taken her own life.




  He turned the envelope over and over — something prevented him from examining its contents.




  His chin upon his palm, he sat thinking, and then the recollection of Micheloff’s words came to him, and he sat bolt upright in his chair.




  “Elsie,” he repeated, and his lips curled in a sneer. So that was it — this man had fallen in love with a gutter-child he had found in London. She was enough in his thoughts, sufficient in his life to be entrusted with his secrets. This girl had all that Hermann Zeberlieff desired — once he had had the opportunity of standing next to King Kerry, first in place amongst his friends, trusted, and growing to fortune as the millionaire had grown. He had thrown it away, and this girl had taken all that he had scorned.




  A petty thought, perhaps; but a natural thought.




  Only one envelope remained to be examined. Upon his judgment as to whether its contents should prove as he had anticipated depended his future.




  He had given a brief glance at the inscription on the envelope. So far he was satisfied that he he not been at fault — the envelope bore the words, “Relating to my marriage.”




  He cleared all the other papers away and locked them in a drawer of his desk and opened the one remaining.




  It contained twenty sheets of foolscap, closely written. He read steadily, turning the sheets as he came to them, till he reached the passage he sought. He had expected to find it in another form, and was momentarily dismayed to find that the envelope contained no more than this one statement that he was now reading.




  But the paragraph cleared up all doubt in his mind — he read it again and again, slowly absorbing its sense until he could have repeated it by heart.




  It ran —




  “My marriage was a disaster. It will be understood why from the foregoing. Henrietta’s mother had died in a lunatic asylum. I did not know this before the marriage. The mother had imparted something of her strong will and her strong character, with an utter irresponsibility peculiar to her wild nature, lo her daughter…




  “She was extraordinarily ignorant as to the law of the United States, and this had probably led her to commit the crime which she had committed — for her daughter’s sake. When I discovered Henrietta’s duplicity, when I awoke to a full realization of her terrible and absorbing passion, when I realized how absolutely impossible such a marriage was, I saw in what a terrible position I had placed myself. I did not love Henrietta; I do not think that in any time of my life she had aroused the confidence and the trust which is the basis of love. I had been fascinated by the glamour of a beautiful woman, had been swept off my feet by her exotic beauty — she was little more than a child in those days.




  “I consulted my lawyer. I had made my antenuptial arrangements, and had settled upon her, in the terms of my will, ten million dollars upon my death. I now desired earnestly to see how far I was bound by that contract.




  “I had no wish to rob her other inheritance, though a large portion of her mother’s estate would come to her, and she would not have felt the loss had I been able to cancel my marriage contract, but the lawyers informed me that it would be impossible, without a great deal of publicity, which I did not desire, and even then there was some doubt as to whether I should succeed.




  “It is a terrible thought that this woman will so benefit by my death — terrible, because I am confident that Hermann Zeberlieff would not hesitate to destroy me if he knew that Henrietta would benefit.”




  Hermann read the sheet through and folded it with a little smile. “You are perfectly right, my friend. Henrietta has a very loyal brother.”




  He locked up the document in the safe and stood cogitating by the fireplace.




  “I wonder why I hate firearms,” he said, half to himself, “because it seems to me that is the only method which is now available.”




  “Out you go!” he waved his hand to the ceiling. “Out you go, my King Kerry, deserter of wives, and maker of wills! I have learnt from your own lips the necessity for your destruction — poor Henrietta.” He smiled again.




  Where was this wife of Kerry’s?




  Hermann knew — very well he knew.




  But Elsie, who tossed restlessly, sleeplessly, from side to side in her tumbled bed in Chelsea, thought and thought and thought again without coming any nearer to a solution of the business.




  The morning sun streamed into her room to find her awake and still thinking.
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  “You wanted to see me, Mr. Kerry?”




  Vera was looking beautiful that morning, Kerry thought. She reminded him somewhat of her sister — her sister as she had been at her best.




  Yet there was a quality in her face that Henrietta had never had — a softness, a humanity, a kindness, which was foreign to the older woman’s nature.




  “Yes, I want to speak to you,” he said. “I am going into some of your family history, if you don’t mind.”




  “That’s rather alarming,” she smiled. “Which side of my family, in particular?”




  He hesitated.




  “To be exact, the only branch it touches is your father, and even he is only a passive agent.”




  “You are speaking of Hermann’s mother?” she said quickly.




  He nodded.




  “Did you ever hear of her?”




  The girl shook her head.




  “I have heard rather terrible stories about her,” she said slowly. “She was in a lunatic asylum for a number of years. Poor papa! — it must have been terrible for him.”




  “It was,” said King Kerry. “Even I am not old enough to remember all that happened. She was a remarkable woman,” he went on, plunging into the business of his visit. “She was a Pole, a very beautiful girl. Her father and a large family emigrated from Poland to America in the sixties, and she met him when she was little more than a child. I have reason to believe that the family had come from noble stock, but, if you do not mind my speaking very plainly—”




  “I would prefer it,” said Vera.




  “They were a pretty decadent lot.”




  She nodded her head.




  “I know that,” she said with a half-smile.




  “Hermann’s mother had many remarkable ideas, even as a child, and perhaps the most remarkable of all was one which led to a great deal of unhappiness.”




  He hesitated.




  “Do you know that you have a half-sister?”




  The girl’s eyebrows rose.




  “A half-sister?” she said incredulously. “No, I did not — it is news to me.”




  “I married her,” he said simply.




  She looked at him with wondering eyes. For a moment neither of them spoke.




  “I married her,” he went on. “I met her in Denver City. She had gone West on a trip to her relatives and I was pretty young and headstrong in those days. I met her at a ball, and became engaged to her the same night, and was married to her within a week.”




  He paced up and down the room with his hands behind him.




  “It is only right to say,” he said slowly, “that that marriage, from the very moment when we left the justice’s parlour where we had been formally united, was a hideous mistake — a mistake which might very well have embittered the whole of my life. The shadow of Henrietta Zeberlieff has hung over me for fifteen years, and there have been times when life had been unendurable.”




  She was silent.




  It was so startling, so extraordinary, that even now she could not grasp it. This marriage offered an explanation for much. She looked at her brotherin-law enviously. How strange the relationship seemed! She felt a sudden glow of loving kindness toward one who had suffered at the hands of her own flesh and blood.




  “Is she still alive?” she asked.




  Kerry nodded.




  “She is still alive,” he said.




  “Hermann knows?” the girl said quickly.




  He nodded his head.




  “And he is concealing her, keeping her in the background. Is she mad, too?”




  King Kerry considered a moment. “I think she is,” he said.




  “How terrible.”




  The pain on the girl’s face was pitiable to the man. “Can’t I go to her? Can’t I see her?”




  He shook his head. “You could do no good,” he said. “You must wait developments. I meant to have told you more, but somehow — it has stuck in my throat. Last night, as you know, a burglary was committed at my office and the documents relating to my wife were stolen. I have my own idea as to why they were stolen, but I thought it possible that within the next few days you would come to learn what I have told you and perhaps more. It is fairer to you that I should prepare you for the shock.”




  He picked up his hat. The girl came towards him, her eyes filled with tears and laid her two hands on his.




  “I thought—” She looked at him steadily.




  “What do you think, Miss Zeberlieff?”




  “I thought,” she said, with a little catch in her voice, “that Elsie—”




  He nodded.




  “I wish to God it were so,” he said, in a low tone. “Money isn’t everything, is it?” He made a pathetic attempt to smile.




  “It isn’t everything,” she said, in a low voice. “I think the only thing worth while in life is love.”




  He nodded. “Thank God, you have found it,” he said; and, raising her face to his, he kissed her on the cheek.




  “After all,” he smiled, “you are my sister-in-law. That is a liberty which my remote relationship completely exonerates.”




  He went back to his club to lunch, for he was in no mood to meet Elsie. The very sight of her brought a little twinge of pain to his heart. He loved this girl very dearly. She had grown to him as a delicate flower might grow in the shade of a plant of sturdier growth for protection and comfort.




  His mind dwelt upon her as he sat at his lunch, and her beautiful eyes, the perfect oval of her face, the little pout of red lips.




  He shook his head — there was no way out that he could see.




  He finished lunch, and stood for a moment on the steps of the club, then hailed a taxi. Just as he was stepping into the cab a District messenger-boy had entered the club and the chauffeur was driving off when a club servant came flying down the steps with a letter.




  “This has just arrived, sir,” he said.




  King Kerry opened it and read— “For the last time I want you to see me. I am sailing for South America tomorrow to retrieve my fortunes. Come to Park Lane. There is nothing to fear.”




  “‘For the last time,’” repeated King Kerry. He crushed the letter and put it in his pocket, and turning to the club waiter —




  “There is no answer,” he said. “Tell the driver to go to 410, Park Lane.”
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  “So you’ve come?” said Hermann.




  “For the last time,” said the other.




  “Assuredly “ — then— “What is that?” Hermann asked quickly.




  King Kerry had laid down upon the table a newspaper he had purchased on his way. He had been suspicious of Hermann’s intentions, and had bought the journal to learn the sailing dates and to discover whether the South American mail sailed the following day.




  It happened that, as far as he could gather from a perusal of the shipping-list, Zeberlieff had spoken the truth.




  Hermann snatched up the paper, his face was drawn and haggard of a sudden. Over his shoulder the millionaire read in the largest headlines —




  SHOOTING AFFRAY IN WHITECHAPEL


  WELL-KNOWN ANARCHIST ARRESTED


  ASSAILANT MAKES FULL CONFESSION




  Hermann read the lines rapidly. The arrested man was Micheloff — and he would tell — everything. Everything would come out now, the little Russian would not hesitate to implicate anybody and everybody to save his own skin or to bring about a mitigation of his sentence.




  So he made a full confession! Of what! The paper only had the brief and most guarded account: “The prisoner made a long statement, which was being investigated,” said the journal, and went on to explain that the police sought the owner of a large sum of money which was found upon the prisoner.




  So it was all out. He threw down the paper on the table. The game was up. He was at his last desperate throw, and then “Farewell, Hermann Zeberlieff!”




  “That has upset you rather?” said King Kerry. He had skimmed the account on his way to the house.




  “It doesn’t upset me so very much,” said the other. “It alters my plans a little — it may very easily alter yours. I have very little time.” He looked at his watch. Kerry saw a packed bag and an overcoat on a chair, and guessed that Zeberlieff was making immediate preparations for departure.




  “But that little time,” Hermann went on, “must be profitably spent. For the last time, King Kerry, will you help me?”




  “With money? No! How often have I helped you, and invariably you have employed the assistance I have given you to combat me?”




  “I want exactly a million,” said the other. “I am going away to South America, where there is ample scope for a gentleman of enterprise.”




  “You will get nothing from me.”




  “Reconsider your decision — now!”




  Kerry turned. A revolver covered him.




  “Reconsider it, or you’re a dead man!” said Zeberlieff’ calmly. “I tell you I am in desperate straits. I must get out of this country to-day — unless you stand by me — not only with money, but in every other way—”




  There was a loud knock at the door below. Zeberlieff’s haggard face went white, yet he edged to the window and looked out. Three men, unmistakable policemen in plain clothes, were standing about the door.




  “This is the end,” said Zeberlieff, and fired.




  As he did so, King Kerry sprang forward and knocked up his arm. The two closed, the white hands sought for his throat, but Kerry knew the other’s strength — and weakness.




  There was a sharp scuffle, but Zeberlieff was powerless in his arms. He swung him round as the door burst open and two men dashed in.




  Before they could grasp their prisoner he had stooped to the floor and picked up the revolver that had fallen in the struggle. There was a quick report, and, with that little smile which was particularly Hermann Zeberlieff’s, he collapsed sideways on to the floor.




  Kerry went down on his knees by his side and lifted the fallen head.




  “Hullo, Kingy!” coughed the dying Hermann. “This is pretty lucky for you — you and your Elsie!”




  A frown gathered over the fast-glazing eyes, and it was with that frown on that handsome face that Hermann Zeberlieff went to the Judge Who knows all things.




  One of the policemen leant over him.




  “He’s dead!” he said as he loosened the shirt about the neck of the silent figure.




  He stood up sharply.




  “My God!” he gasped. “It’s a woman!”




  King Kerry nodded.




  “My wife,” he said, and looked down at the dead woman at his feet.




  *




  “I had never suspected it — never.” Vera’s eyes showed signs of tears. “And yet, now I come to think of it, she never allowed me in her room, never allowed a servant to valet her, and there are lots of little things I can remember which might have aroused my suspicion.”




  “It was her mother’s fault,” said King Kerry. “Her mother was ignorant of the laws of the United States, and was under the impression that your father’s estate would go automatically to a son, and that a daughter had no powers of inheritance. She craved for that son, and when Henrietta arrived, the poor soul was distracted. The doctor was bribed to certify the child as a boy, and her aunt and her mother brought her up as a boy. She was assisted in this deception by Henrietta’s character — for Henrietta had a man’s way and a man’s reason. She was a man in this, that she had neither pity nor remorse. She allowed a beautiful girl to fall in love with her without letting her know her secret. When it was discovered the girl committed suicided — you probably know the circumstances.”




  “I know,” said the faltering Vera. “But I thought—”




  “Everybody thought that,” said Kerry. “One other aunts was frightened and had the girl sent to her at Denver — she had a farm there. She allowed her hair to grow and dressed her as a girl — it was there that I met her and married her.




  “But the fascination of the old life — she had got into a speculating set on Wall Street — was too much for her.




  “She wanted to be thought a man, to hear her business abilities and her genius praised — as a man. She made one or two very wise speculations which were her undoing. She left me and went back to Wall Street. I pleaded with her, but there was nothing to be gained by appealing to Henrietta’s better instincts. She laughed. The next day she turned a ‘corner’ against me — she smashed my market — with my money,” he added grimly. “I did not mind that, one can always get money, but she pursued it. I was a ‘bear’ in corn, pulling the prices down; she and her friends ‘cornered’ the world’s supply, so she thought. I smashed her and gave her a million to start afresh, but she hated me from that moment and pursued me with malignant—” He stopped.




  “God help her!” he said sadly. “God help all women — good or bad!”




  “Amen,” said Vera Zeberlieff.




  *




  King Kerry came to see Elsie two months later. He arrived unexpectedly at Geneva, where she was holiday-making, and she met him upon Quai des Alpes, and was staggered at the sight of him.




  He was young again — the lines were gone from his face — the lines of care and memory — and his eyes were bright with health.




  “I have just come along from Chamonix,” he laid. “I have been fixing up a villa.”




  “Are you going to live there?” she asked in consternation.




  He shook his head smilingly.




  A carriage drove past, and she had some work to restrain a smile.




  “Who is that?” he asked.




  “Do you remember Mr. Hubbard?”




  He nodded. He remembered the “Beauty” very well.




  “He has married the most dreadful woman, And they have come here on their honeymoon,” she said.




  He nodded again.




  “His landlady,” he said grimly. “That’s poetic justice.”




  “But the most poetical of all the pieces of justice,” she laughed, “is that Vera and Mr. Bray arc staying at the same hotel on their honeymoon.”




  “That is rough luck,” admitted King Kerry with a smile, “and as you say, horribly just.”




  “It is rather terrible, though,” she said, “the number of honeymoon folks who are in Geneva.”




  He took her by the arm and walked her along the quay.




  “We shall not add to the number,” he said. “We will go to Chamonix.”




  “When?” asked the girl faintly.




  “Next week,” said King Kerry.




  “I love Chamonix,” she said after a while, “It is so splendid — Mont Blanc with his white smooth head always above you. I wish we could take Mont Blanc to England with us,” she added whimsically.




  “I’ll ask the price of it,” said the Man who Bought London.




  The End
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  On the night of May 27, 1911, the office of Gilderheim, Pascoe and Company, diamond merchants, of Little Hatton Garden, presented no unusual appearance to the patrolling constable who examined the lock and tried the door in the ordinary course of his duty. Until nine o’clock in the evening the office had been occupied by Mr. Gilderheim and his head clerk, and a plainclothes officer, whose duty was to inquire into unusual happenings, had deemed that the light in the window on the first floor fell within his scope, and had gone up to discover the reason for its appearance. The 27th was a Saturday, and it is usual for the offices in Hatton Garden to be clear of clerks and their principals by three at the latest.




  Mr. Gilderheim, a pleasant gentleman, had been relieved to discover that the knock which brought him to the door, gripping a revolver in his pocket in case of accidents, produced no more startling adventure than a chat with a police officer who was known to him. He explained that he had to-day received a parcel of diamonds from an Amsterdam house, and was classifying the stones before leaving for the night, and with a few jocular remarks on the temptation which sixty thousand pounds’ worth of diamonds offered to the unscrupulous “night of darkness,” the officer left.




  At nine-forty Mr. Gilderheim locked up the jewels in his big safe, before which an electric light burnt day and night, and accompanied by his clerk, left No. 93 Little Hatton Garden and walked in the direction of Holborn.




  The constable on point duty bade them goodnight, and the plainclothes officer who was then at the Holborn end of the thoroughfare, exchanged a word or two.




  “You will be on duty all night?” asked Mr. Gilderheim as his clerk hailed a cab.




  “Yes, sir,” said the officer.




  “Good!” said the merchant. “I’d like you to keep a special eye upon my place. I am rather nervous about leaving so large a sum in the safe.”




  The officer smiled.




  “I don’t think you need worry, sir,” he said; and, after the cab containing Mr. Gilderheim had driven off he walked back to No. 93.




  But in that brief space of time between the diamond merchant leaving and the return of the detective many things had happened. Scarcely had Gilderheim reached the detective than two men walked briskly along the thoroughfare from the other end. Without hesitation the first turned into No. 93, opened the door with a key, and passed in. The second man followed. There was no hesitation, nothing furtive in their movements. They might have been lifelong tenants of the house, so confident were they in every action.




  Not half a minute after the second man had entered a third came from the same direction, turned into the building, unlocked the door with that calm confidence which had distinguished the action of the first comer, and went in.




  Three minutes later two of the three were upstairs. With extraordinary expedition one had produced two small iron bottles from his pockets and had deftly fixed the rubber tubes and adjusted the little blowpipe of his lamp, and the second had spread out on the floor a small kit of tools of delicate temper and beautiful finish.




  Neither man spoke. They lay flat on the ground, making no attempt to extinguish the light which shone before the safe. They worked in silence for some little while, then the stouter of the two remarked, looking up at the reflector fixed at an angle to the ceiling and affording a view of the upper part of the safe to the passerby in the street below:




  “Even the mirrors do not give us away, I suppose?”




  The second burglar was a slight, young-looking man with a shock of hair that suggested the musician. He shook his head.




  “Unless all the rules of optics have been specially reversed for the occasion,” he said with just a trace of a foreign accent, “we cannot possibly be seen.”




  “I am relieved,” said the first.




  He half whistled, half hummed a little tune to himself as he plied the hissing flame to the steel door.




  He was carefully burning out the lock, and had no doubt in his mind that he would succeed, for the safe was an old-fashioned one. No further word was exchanged for half an hour. The man with the blowpipe continued in his work, the other watching with silent interest, ready to play his part when the operation was sufficiently advanced.




  At the end of half an hour the elder of the two wiped his streaming forehead with the back of his hand, for the heat which the flame gave back from the steel door was fairly trying.




  “Why did you make such a row closing the door?” he asked. “You are not usually so careless, Calli.”




  The other looked down at him in mild astonishment.




  “I made no noise whatever, my dear George,” he said. “If you had been standing in the passage you could not have heard it; in fact, I closed the door as noiselessly as I opened it.”




  The perspiring man on the ground smiled.




  “That would be fairly noiseless,” he said.




  “Why?” asked the other.




  “Because I did not close it. You walked in after me.”




  Something in the silence which greeted his words made him look up. There was a puzzled look upon his companion’s face.




  “I opened the door with my own key,” said the younger man slowly.




  “You opened—” The man called George frowned. “I do not understand you, Callidino. I left the door open, and you walked in after me; I went straight up the stairs, and you followed.”




  Callidino looked at the other and shook his head.




  “I opened the door myself with the key,” he said quietly. “If anybody came in after you — why, it is up to us, George, to see who it is.”




  “You mean — ?”




  “I mean,” said the little Italian, “that it would be extremely awkward if there is a third gentleman present on this inconvenient occasion.”




  “It would, indeed,” said the other.




  “Why?”




  Both men turned with a start, for the voice that asked the question without any trace of emotion was the voice of a third man, and he stood in the doorway screened from all possibility of observation from the window by the angle of the room.




  He was dressed in an evening suit, and he carried a light overcoat across his arm.




  What manner of man he was, and how he looked, they had no means of judging, for from his chin to his forehead his face was covered by a black mask.




  “Please do not move,” he said, “and do not regard the revolver I am holding in the light of a menace. I merely carry it for self-defence, and you will admit that under the circumstances and knowing the extreme delicacy of my position, I am fairly well justified in taking this precaution.”




  George Wallis laughed a little under his breath.




  “Sir,” he said, without shifting his position “you may be a man after my own heart, but I shall know better when you have told me exactly what you want.”




  “I want to learn,” said the stranger. He stood there regarding the pair with obvious interest. The eyes which shone through the holes of the mask were alive and keen. “Go on with your work, please,” he said. “I should hate to interrupt you.”




  George Wallis picked up the blowpipe and addressed himself again to the safe door. He was a most adaptable man, and the situation in which he found himself nonplussed had yet to occur.




  “Since,” he said, “it makes absolutely no difference as to whether I leave off or whether I go on, if you are a representative of law and order, I may as well go on, because if you are not a representative of those two admirable, excellent and necessary qualities I might at least save half the swag with you.”




  “You may save the lot,” said the man sharply. “I do not wish to share the proceeds of your robbery, but I want to know how you do it — that is all,”




  “You shall learn,” said George Wallis, that most notorious of burglars, “and at the hands of an expert, I beg you to believe.”




  “That I know,” said the other calmly.




  Wallis went on with his task apparently undisturbed by this extraordinary interruption. The little Italian’s hands had twitched nervously, and here might have been trouble, but the strength of the other man, who was evidently the leader of the two, and his self-possession had heartened his companion to accept whatever consequences the presence of this man might threaten. It was the masked stranger who broke the silence.




  “Isn’t it an extraordinary thing,” he said, “that whilst technical schools exist for teaching every kind of trade, art and craft, there is none which engage in teaching the art of destruction. Believe me, I am very grateful that I have had this opportunity of sitting at the feet of a master.”




  His voice was not unpleasant, but there was a certain hardness which was not in harmony with the flippant tone he adopted.




  The man on the floor went on with his work for a little while, then he said without turning his head:




  “I am anxious to know exactly how you got in.”




  “I followed close behind you,” said the masked man. “I knew there would be a reasonable interval between the two of you. You see,” he went on, “you have been watching this office for the greater part of a week; one of you has been on duty practically every night. You rented a small office higher up this street which offered a view of these premises. I gathered that you had chosen tonight because you brought your gas with you this morning. You were waiting in the dark hallway of the building in which your office is situated, one of you watching for the light to go out and Mr. Gilderheim depart. When he had gone, you, sir” — he addressed the man on the floor— “came out immediately, your companion did not follow so soon. Moreover, he stopped to pick up a small bundle of letters which had apparently been dropped by some careless person, and since these letters included two sealed packets such as the merchants of Hatton Garden send to their clients, I was able to escape the observation of the second man and keep reasonably close to you.”




  Callidino laughed softly.




  “That is true,” he said, with a nod to the man on the floor. “It was very clever. I suppose you dropped the packet?”




  The masked man inclined his head.




  “Please go on,” he said, “do not let me interrupt you.”




  “What is going to happen when I have finished?” asked George, still keeping his face to the safe.




  “As far as I am concerned, nothing. Just as soon as you have got through your work, and have extracted whatever booty there is to be extracted, I shall retire.”




  “You want your share, I suppose?”




  “Not at all,” said the other calmly. “I do not want my share by any means. I am not entitled to it. My position in society prevents me from going farther down the slippery path than to connive at your larceny.”




  “Felony,” corrected the man on the floor.




  “Felony,” agreed the other. He waited until without a sound the heavy door of the safe swung open and George had put his hand inside to extract the contents, and then, without a word, he passed through the door, closing it behind him. The two men sat up tensely, and listened. They heard nothing more until the soft thud of the outer door told them that their remarkable visitor had departed.




  They exchanged glances — interest on the one face, amusement on the other.




  “That is a remarkable man,” said Callidino.




  The other nodded.




  “Most remarkable,” he said, “and more remarkable will it be if we get out of Hatton Garden tonight with the loot.”




  It would seem that the “more than most” remarkable happening of all actually occurred, for none saw the jewel thieves go, and the smashing of Gilderheim’s jewel safe provided an excellent alternative topic for conversation to the prospects of Sunstar for the Derby.




  II. Sunstar’s Derby
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  There it was again! Above the babel of sound, the low roar of voices, soft and sorrowful, now heard, now lost, a vagrant thread of gold caught in the drab woof of shoddy life gleaming and vanishing… Gilbert Standerton sat tensely straining to locate the sound.




  It was the “Melody in F” that the unseen musician played.




  “There’s going to be a storm.”




  Gilbert did not hear the voice. He sat on the box-seat of the coach, clasping his knees, the perspiration streaming from his face.




  There was something tragic, something a little terrifying in his pose. The profile turned to his exasperated friend was a perfect one — forehead high and well-shaped, the nose a little long, perhaps, the chin strong and resolute.




  Leslie Frankfort, looking up at the unconscious dreamer, was reminded of the Dante of convention, though Dante never wore a top-hat or found a Derby Day crowd so entirely absorbing.




  “There’s going to be a storm.” Leslie climbed up the short step-ladder, and swung himself into the seat by Gilbert’s side.




  The other awoke from his reverie with a start.




  “Is there?” he asked, and wiped his forehead. Yet as he looked around it was not the murky clouds banking up over Banstead that held his eye; it was this packed mass of men and women, these gay placards extolling loudly the honesty and the establishment of “the old firm,” the booths on the hill, the long succession of canvas screens which had. been erected to advertise somebody’s whisky, the flimsy-looking stands on the far side of the course, the bustle, the pandemonium and the vitality of that vast, uncountable throng made such things as June thunderstorms of little importance.




  “If you only knew how the lowbrows are pitying you,” said Leslie Frankfort, with goodnatured annoyance, “you would not be posing for a picture of ‘The Ruined Gambler.’ My dear chap, you look for all the world, sitting up here with your long, ugly mug a-droop, like a model for the coloured plate to be issued with the Christmas number of the Anti-Gambling Gazette. I suppose they have a gazette.”




  Gilbert laughed a little.




  “These people interest me,” he said, rousing himself to speak. “Don’t you realize what they all mean? Every one of them with a separate and distinct individuality, every one with a hope or a fear hugged tight in his bosom, every one with the capacity for love, or hate, or sorrow. Look at that man!” he said, and pointed with his long nervous finger.




  The man he indicated stood in a little oasis of green. Hereabouts the people on the course had so directed their movements as to leave an open space, and in the centre stood a man of medium height, a black bowler on the back of his head, a long, thin cigar between his white even teeth. He was too far away for Leslie to distinguish these particulars, but Gilbert Standerton’s imagination filled in the deficiencies of vision, for he had seen this man before.




  As if conscious of the scrutiny, the man turned and came slowly towards the rails where the coach stood. He took the cigar from his mouth and smiled as he recognized the occupant of the box-seat.




  “How do you do, sir?” His voice sounded shrill and faint, as if an immeasurably distance separated them, but he was evidently shouting to raise his voice above the growling voices of the crowd. Gilbert waved his hand with a smile; the man turned and raised his hat, and was swallowed up in a detachment of the crowd which came eddying about him.




  “A thief,” said Gilbert “on a fairly large scale — his name is Wallis; there are many Wallises here. A crowd is a terrible spectacle to the man who thinks,” he said, half to himself.




  The other glanced at him keenly.




  “They’re terrible things to get through in a thunderstorm,” he said, practically. “I vote we go along and claim the car.”




  Gilbert nodded.




  He rose stiffly, like a man with cramp, and stepped slowly down the littIe ladder to the ground. They passed through the barrier and crossed the course, penetrated the little unsaddling enclosure, through the long passages where pressmen, jockeys and stewards jostled one another every moment of race days, to the roadway without.




  In the roped garage they found their car, and, more remarkable, their chauffeur.




  The first flicker of blue lightning had stabbed twice to the Downs, and the heralding crash of thunder had reverberated through the charged air, when the car began to thread the traffic towards London. The storm, which had been brewing all the afternoon broke with terrific fury over Epsom. The lightning was incessant, the rain streamed down in an almost solid wall of water, crash after crash of thunder deafened them.




  The great throng upon the hill was dissolving as though it was something soluble; its edges frayed into long black streamers of hurrying people moving towards the three railway stations. It required more than ordinary agility to extricate the car from the chaos of charabancs and motorcabs in which it found itself.




  Standerton had taken his seat by the driver’s side, though the car was a closed one. He was a man quick to observe, and on the second flash he had seen the chauffeur’s face grow white and his lips twitching. A darkness almost as of night covered the heavens. The horizon about was rimmed with a dull, angry orange haze; so terrifying a storm had not been witnessed in England for many years.




  The rain was coming down in sheets, but the young man by the chauffeur’s side paid no heed. He was watching the nervous hands of the man twist this way and that as the car made detour after detour to avoid the congested road. Suddenly a jagged streak of light flicked before the car, and Standerton was deafened by an explosion more terrifying than any of the previous peals.




  The chauffeur instinctively shrank back, his face white and drawn; his trembling hands left the wheel, and his foot released the pedal. The car would have come to a standstill, but for the fact that they were at the top of a declivity.




  “My God!” he whimpered, “it’s awful. I can’t go on, sir.” Gilbert Standerton’s hand was on the wheel, his neatly-booted foot had closed on the brake pedal.




  “Get out of it!” he muttered. “Get over here, quick!”




  The man obeyed. He moved, shivering, to his master’s place, his hands before his face, and Standerton slipped into the driver’s seat and threw in the clutch. It was fortunate that he was a driver of extraordinary ability, but he needed every scrap of knowledge as he put the car to the slope which led to the lumpy Downs. As they jolted forward the downpour increased, the ground was running with water as though it had been recently flooded The wheels of the car slipped and skidded over the greasy surface, but the man at the steering-wheel kept his head, and by and by he brought the big car slithering down a little slope on to the main way again. The road was sprinkled with hurrying, tramping people. He moved forward slowly, his horn sounding all the time, and then of a sudden the car stopped with a jerk.




  “What is it?”




  Leslie Frankfort had opened the window which separated the driver’s seat from the occupants of the car.




  “There’s an old chap there,” said Gilbert, speaking over his shoulder, “would you mind taking him into the car? I’ll tell you why after.” He pointed to two woebegone figures that stood on the side of the road. They were of an old man and a girl; Leslie could not see their faces distinctly. They stood with their backs to the storm, one thin coat spread about them both.




  Gilbert shouted something, and at his voice the old man turned. He had a beautiful face, thin, refined, intellectual: it was the face of an artist. His grey hair straggled over his collar, and under the cloak he clutched something, the care of which seemed to concern him more than his protection from the merciless downpour.




  The girl at his side might have been seventeen, a solemn child, with great fearless eyes that surveyed the occupants of the car gravely. The old man hesitated at Gilbert’s invitation, but as he beckoned impatiently he brought the girl down to the road and Leslie opened the door.




  “Jump in quickly,” he said. “My word, you’re wet!”




  He slammed the door behind them, and they seated themselves facing him. They were in a pitiable condition; the girl’s dress was soaked, her face was wet as though she had come straight from a bath.




  “Take that cloak off,” said Leslie brusquely. “I’ve a couple of dry handkerchiefs, though I’m afraid you’ll want a bath towel.”




  She smiled. “It’s very kind of you,” she said. “We shall ruin your car.”




  “Oh, that’s all right,” said Leslie cheerfully. “It’s not my car. Anyway,” he added, “when Mr. Standerton comes in he will make it much worse.” He was wondering in his mind by what freakish inclination Standerton had called these two people to the refuge of his limousine.




  The old man smiled as he spoke, and his first words were an explanation.




  “Mr. Standerton has always been very good to me,” he said gently, almost humbly. He had a soft, well-modulated voice. Leslie Frankfort recognized that it was the voice of an educated man. He smiled. He was too used to meeting Standerton’s friends to be surprised at this storm-soddened street musician, for such he judged him to be by the neck of the violin which protruded from the soaked coat.




  “You know him, do you?” The old man nodded.




  “I know him very well,” he said.




  He took from under his coat the thing he had been carrying, and Leslie Frankfort saw that it was an old violin. The old man examined it anxiously, then with a sigh of relief he laid it across his knees.




  “It’s not damaged, I hope?” asked Leslie.




  “No, sir,” said the other; “I was greatly afraid that it was going to be an unfortunate ending to what had been a prosperous day.”




  They had been playing on the Downs, and had reaped a profitable harvest.




  “My granddaughter also plays,” said the old man. “We do not as a rule care for these great crowds, but it invariably means money” — he smiled— “and we are not in a position to reject any opportunity which offers.”




  They were now drawing clear of the storm. They had passed through Sutton, and had reached a place where the roads were as yet dry, when Gilbert stopped the car and handed the wheel to the shamefaced chauffeur.




  “I’m very sorry, sir,” the man began.




  “Oh, don’t bother,” smiled his employer; “one is never to be blamed for funking a storm. I used to be as bad until I got over it… there are worse things,” he added, half to himself.




  The man thanked him with a muttered word, and Gilbert opened the door of the car and entered. He nodded to the old man and gave a quick smile to the girl.”




  “I thought I recognized you,” he said. “This is Mr. Springs,” he said, turning to Leslie. “He’s quite an old friend of mine. I’m sure when you have dined at St. John’s Wood you must have heard Springs’ violin under the diningroom window. It used to be a standing order, didn’t it, Mr. Springs ?” he said. “By the way,” he asked suddenly, “were you playing—”




  He stopped, and the old man, misunderstanding the purport of the question, nodded.




  “After all,” said Gilbert, with a sudden change of manner, “it wouldn’t be humane to leave my private band to drown on Epsom Downs, to say nothing of the chance of his being struck by lightning.”




  “Was there any danger?” asked Leslie in surprise.




  Gilbert nodded.




  “I saw one poor chap struck as I cleared the Downs,” he said; “there were a lot of people near him, so I didn’t trouble to stop. It was a terrifying experience.” He looked back out of the little oval window behind.




  “We shall have it again in London tonight,” he said, “but storms do not feel so dangerous in town as they do in the country. They’re not so alarming. Housetops are very merciful to the nervous.”




  They took farewell of the old man and his granddaughter at Balham, and then, as the car continued, Leslie turned with a puzzled look to his companion.




  “You’re a wonderful man, Gilbert,” he said; “I can’t understand you. You described yourself only this morning as being a nervous wreck—”




  “Did I say that?” asked the other dryly.




  “Well, you didn’t admit it,” said Leslie, with an aggrieved air, “but it was a description which most obviously fitted you. And yet in the face of this storm, which I confess curled me up pretty considerably, you take the seat of your chauffeur and you push the car through it. Moreover, you are sufficiently collected to pick up an old man when you had every excuse to leave him to his dismal fate.”




  For a moment Gilbert made no reply; then he laughed a little bitterly.




  “There are a dozen ways of being nervous,” he said, “and that doesn’t happen to be one of mine. The old man is an important factor in my life, though he does not know it — the very instrument of fate.”




  He dropped his voice almost solemnly. Then he seemed to remember that the curious gaze of the other was upon him.




  “I don’t know where you got the impression that I was a nervous wreck,” he said briefly. “It’s hardly the ideal condition for a man who is to be married this week.”




  “That may be the cause, my dear chap,” said the other reflectively. “I know a lot of people who are monstrously upset at the prospect. There was Tuppy Jones who absolutely ran away — lost his memory, or some such newspaper trick.”




  Gilbert smiled.




  “I did the next worst thing to running away,” he said a little moodily. “I wanted the wedding postponed.”




  “But why?” demanded the other. “I was going to ask you that this morning coming down, only it slipped my memory. Mrs. Cathcart told me she wouldn’t hear of it.”




  Gilbert gave him no encouragement to continue the subject, but the voluble young man went on:




  “Take what the gods give you, my son,” he said. “Here you are with a Foreign Office appointment, an Under-Secretaryship looming in the near future, a most charming and beautiful bride in prospect, rich—”




  “I wish you wouldn’t say that,” said Gilbert sharply. “The idea is abroad all over London. Beyond my pay I have no money whatever. This car,” he said, as he saw the other’s questioning face, “is certainly mine — at least, it was a present from my uncle, and I don’t suppose he’ll want it returned before I sell it. Thank God it makes no difference to you,” he went on with that note of hardness still in his voice, “but I am half inclined to think that two-thirds of the friendships I have, and all the kindness which is from time to time shown to me, is based upon that delusion of riches. People think that I am my uncle’s heir.”




  “But aren’t you?” gasped the other. Gilbert shook his head.




  “My uncle has recently expressed his intention of leaving the whole of his fortune to that admirable institution which is rendering such excellent service to the canine world — the Battersea Dogs’ Home.”




  Leslie Frankfort’s jovial face bore an expression of tragic bewilderment.




  “Have you told Mrs. Cathcart this?” he asked.




  “Mrs. Cathcart!” replied the other in surprise.




  “No, l haven’t told her. I don’t think it’s necessary. After all,” he said with a smile, “Edith isn’t marrying me for money, she is pretty rich herself, isn’t she? Not that it matters,” he said hastily, “whether she’s rich or whether she’s poor.”




  Neither of the two men spoke again for the rest of the journey, and at the corner of St. James’s Street Gilbert put his friend down. He continued his way to the little house which he had taken furnished a year before, when marriage had only seemed the remotest of possibilities when his worldly prospects had seemed much brighter than they were at present.




  Gilbert Standerton was a member of one of those peculiar families which seem to be made up entirely of nephews. His uncle, the eccentric old Anglo-Indian, had charged himself with the boy’s future, and he had been mainly responsible for securing the post which Gilbert now held. More than this, he had made him his heir, and since he was a man who did, nothing in secret, and was rather inclined to garrulity, the news of Gilbert’s good fortune was spread from one end of England to the other.




  Then, a month before this story opens, had come like a bombshell a curt notification from his relative that he had deemed it advisable to alter the terms of his will, and that Gilbert might look for no more than the thousand pounds to which, in common with innumerable other nephews, he was entitled.




  It was not a shock to Gilbert except that he was a little grieved with the fear that in some manner he had offended his fiery uncle. He had a too lively appreciation of the old man’s goodness to him to resent the eccentricity which would make him a comparatively poor man.




  It would have considerably altered the course of his life if he had notified at least one person of the change in his prospects.




  III. Gilbert Leaves Hurriedly
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  Gilbert was dressing for dinner when the storm came up over London. It had lost none of its intensity or strength. For an hour the street had glared fitfully in the blue lightning of the electrical discharges, and the house rocked with crash after crash of thunder.




  He himself was in tune with the elements, for there raged in his heart such a storm as shook the very foundations of his life. Outwardly there was no sign of distress. The face he saw in the shaving-glass was a mask, immobile and expressionless.




  He sent his man to call a taxicab. The storm had passed over London, and only the low grumble of thunder could be heard when he came out on to the rainwashed streets. A few wind-torn wisps of cloud were hurrying at a great rate across the sky, stragglers endeavouring in frantic haste to catch up the main body.




  He descended from his cab at the door of No. 274 Portland Square slowly and reluctantly. He had an unpleasant task to perform, as unpleasant to him, more unpleasant, indeed, than it could be to his future motherin-law. He did not doubt that the suspicion implanted in his mind by Leslie was unfair and unworthy. He was ushered into the drawingroom, and found himself the solitary occupant. He looked at his watch.




  “Am I very early, Cole?” he asked the butler.




  “You are rather, sir,” said the man, “but I will tell Miss Cathcart you are here.”




  Gilbert nodded. He strolled across to the window, and stood, his hands clasped behind him, looking out upon the wet street. He stood thus for five minutes, his head sunk forward on his breast, absorbed in thought. The opening of the door aroused him, and he turned to meet the girl who had entered.




  Edith Cathcart was one of the most beautiful women in London, though “woman” might be too serious a word to apply to this slender girl who had barely emerged from her schooldays. In some grey eyes of a peculiar softness a furtive apprehension always seems to wait — a fear and an appeal at one and the same time. So it was with Edith Cathcart. Those eyes of hers were for ever on guard, and even as they attracted they held the over-eager seeker of friendship at arm’s length. The nose was just a little retroussé; the sensitive lips played supporter to the apprehensive eyes. She wore her hair low over her forehead; it was dark almost to a point of blackness. She was dressed in a plain gown of sea-green satin, with scarcely any jewel or ornamentation.




  He walked to meet her with quick steps and took both her hands in his; his hungry eyes searched her face eagerly.




  “You look lovely tonight, Edith,” he said, in a voice scarcely above a whisper.




  She released her hands gently with the ghost of a smile that subtly atoned for her action.




  “Did you enjoy your Derby Day?” she asked.




  “It was enormously interesting,” he said; “it is extraordinary that I have never been before.”




  “You could not have chosen a worse day. Did you get caught in the storm? We have had a terrible one here.”




  She spoke quickly, with a little note of query at the end of each sentence. She gave you the impression that she desired to stand well with her lover, that she was in some awe of him. She was like a child, anxious to acquit herself well of a lesson; and now and then she conveyed a sense of relief, as one who had surmounted yet another obstacle.




  Gilbert was always conscious of the strain which marked their relationship. A dozen times a day he told himself that it was incredible that such a strain should exist. But he found a ready excuse for her diffidence and the furtive fear which came and went in her eyes like shadows over the sea. She was young, much younger than her years. This beautiful bud had not opened yet, and his engagement had been cursed by overmuch formality. He had met her conventionally at a ball. He had been introduced by her mother, again conventionally; he had danced with her and sat out with her; punted her on the river; motored her and her mother to Ascot. It was all very ordinary and commonplace. It lacked something. Gilbert never had any doubts as to that.




  He took the blame upon himself for all deficiencies, though he was something of a romancist, despite the chilly formalism of the engagement. She had kept him in his place with the rest of the world, one arm’s length, with those beseeching eyes of hers. He was at arm’s-length when he proposed, in a speech the fluency of which was eloquent of the absence of, anything which touched emotionalism. And she had accepted in a murmured word, and turned a cold cheek for his kiss, and then had fluttered out of his arms like an imprisoned bird seeking its liberty, and had escaped from that conventional conservatory with its horrible palms and its spurious Tanagra statuettes.




  Gilbert in love was something of a boy: an idealist, a dreamer. Other grown men have shared his weakness; there are unsuspected wells of romance in the most practical of men. So he was content with his dreams, weaving this and that story of sweet surrender in his inmost heart. He loved her, completely, absorbingly. To him she was a divine and a fragrant thing.




  He had taken her hand again in his, and realized with pain, which was tinctured with amusement that made it bearable, that she was seeking to disengage herself, when Mrs. Cathcart came into the room.




  She was a tall woman, still beautiful, though age had given her a certain angularity. The ravages of time had made it necessary for her to seek artificial aid for the strengthening of her attractions. Her mouth was thin, straight and uncompromising; her chin was too bony to be beautiful. She smiled as she rustled across the room and offered her gloved hand to the young man.




  “You’re early, Gilbert,” she said.




  “Yes,” he replied awkwardly. Here was the opportunity which he sought, yet he experienced some reluctance in availing himself of the chance.




  He had released the girl as the door opened, and she had instinctively taken a step backwards, and stood with her hands behind her, regarding him gravely and intently.




  “Really,” he said, “I wanted to see you.”




  “To see me?” asked Mrs. Cathcart archly. “No, surely not me!”




  Her smile comprehended the girl and the young man. For some reason which he could not appreciate at the moment Gilbert felt uncomfortable.




  “Yes, it was to see you,” he said, “but it isn’t remarkable at this particular period of time.”




  He smiled again.




  She held up a warning finger.




  “You must not bother about any of the arrangements. I want you to leave that entirely to me. You will find you have no cause to complain.”




  “Oh, it wasn’t that,” he said hastily; “it was something more — more—”




  He hesitated. He wanted to convey to her the gravity of the business he had in hand. And even as he approached the question of an interview, a dim realization came to him of the difficulty of his position. How could he suggest to this woman, who had been all kindness and all sweetness to him, that he suspected her of motives which did credit neither to her head nor her heart? How could he broach the subject of his poverty to one who had not once but a hundred times confided to him that his expectations and the question of his future wealth were the only drawbacks to what she had described as an ideal love marriage?




  “I almost wish you were poor, Gilbert,” she had said. “I think riches are an awful handicap to young people circumstanced as you and Edith will be.” She had conveyed this suspicion of his wealth more than once. And yet, at a chance word from Leslie, he had doubted the purity of her motives! He remembered with a growing irritation that it had been Mrs. Cathcart who had made the marriage possible; the vulgar-minded might even have gone further and suggested that she had thrown Edith at his head. There was plenty of groundwork for Leslie’s suspicion, he thought, as he looked at the tall, stylish woman before him. Only he felt ashamed that he had listened to the insidious suggestion.




  “Could you give me a quarter of an hour—”




  He stopped. He was going to say “before dinner,” but thought that possibly an interview after the meal would be less liable to interruption “ — after dinner?”




  “With pleasure,” she smiled. “What are you going to do? Confess some of the irregularities of your youth?”




  He shook his head with a little grimace.




  “You may be sure I shall never tell you those,” he said.




  “Then I will see you after dinner,” she assented. “There are a lot of people coming tonight, and I am simply up to my eyes in work. You bridegrooms,” she patted his shoulder with her fan reproachfully, “have no idea what chaos you bring into the domestic life of your unfortunate relatives of the future.”




  Edith stood aloof, in the attitude she had adopted when he had released her, watchful, curious, in the scene, but not of it. It was an effect which the presence of Mrs. Cathcart invariably produced upon her daughter. It was not an obliteration, not exactly an eclipse, as the puzzled Gilbert had often observed. It was as though the entrance of one character of a drama were followed by the immediate exit of her who had previously occupied the scene. He pictured Edith waiting at the wings for a cue which would bring her into active existence again, and that cue was invariably the retirement of her mother.




  “There are quite a number of nice people coming tonight, Gilbert,” said Mrs. Cathcart, glancing at a slip of paper in her hand. “There are some you don’t know, and some I want you very much to meet. I am sure you will like dear Dr. Cassylis—”




  A smothered exclamation caught her ear, and she looked up sharply. Gilbert’s face was set: it was void of all expression. The girl saw the mask and wondered.




  “What is it?” asked Mrs. Cathcart.




  “Nothing,” said Gilbert steadily; “you were talking about your guests.”




  “I was saying that you must meet Dr. Barclay-Seymour — he is a most charming man. I don’t think you know him?”




  Gilbert shook his head.




  “Well, you ought to,” ‘she said. “He’s a dear friend of mine, and why on earth he practise in Leeds instead of maintaining an establishment in Harley Street I haven’t the slightest idea. The ways of men are beyond finding out. Then there is…”




  She reeled off a list of names, some of which Gilbert knew.




  “What is the time?” she asked suddenly. Gilbert looked at his watch.




  “A quarter to eight? I must go,” she said. “I will see you immediately after dinner.”




  She turned back as she reached the door, irresolutely.




  “I suppose you aren’t going to change that absurd plan of yours,” she asked hopefully. Gilbert had recovered his equanimity.




  “I do not know to which absurd plan you are referring,” he said.




  “Spending your honeymoon in town,” she replied.




  “I don’t think Gilbert should be bothered about that.” It was the girl who spoke, her first intrusion into the conversation. Her mother glanced at her sharply.




  “In this case, my dear,” she said freezingly, “it is a matter in which I am more concerned than yourself.”




  Gilbert hastened to relieve the girl of the brunt of the storm. Mrs. Cathcart was not slow to anger, and although Gilbert himself had never felt the lash of her bitter tongue, he had a shrewd suspicion that his future wife had been a victim more than once.




  “It is absolutely necessary that I should be in town on the days I referred to,” he said. “I have asked you—”




  “To postpone the wedding?” said Mrs. Cathcart. “My dear boy, I couldn’t do that. It wasn’t a reasonable request, now was it?” She smiled at him as sweetly as her inward annoyance allowed her.




  “I suppose it wasn’t,” he said dubiously. He said no more, but waited until the door had closed behind her, then he turned quickly to the girl.




  “Edith,” he said, speaking rapidly, “I want you to do something for me.”




  “You want me to do something?” she asked in surprise.




  “Yes, dearest. I must go away now. I want you to find some excuse to make to your mother. I’ve remembered a most important matter which I have not seen to—” He spoke hesitatingly, for he was no ready liar.




  “Going away!” It was surprise rather than disappointment, he noticed, and was pardonably irritated.




  “You can’t go now,” she said, and that look of fear came into her eyes. “Mother would be so angry. The people are arriving.”




  From where he stood he had seen three motor-broughams draw up almost simultaneously in front of the house.




  “I must go,” he said desperately. “Can’t you get me out in any way? I don’t want to meet these people; I’ve very good reasons.”




  She hesitated a moment.




  “Where are your hat and coat?” she asked.




  “In the hall — you will just have time,” he said.




  She was in the hall and back again with his coat, led him to the farther end of the drawingroom, through a door which communicated with the small library beyond. There was a way here to the garage and to the mews at the back of the house. She watched the tall, striding figure with a troubled gaze, then as he disappeared from view she fastened the library door and came back to the drawingroom in time to meet her mother.




  “Where is Gilbert?” asked Mrs. Cathcart.




  “Gone,” said the girl.




  “Gone!” Edith nodded slowly.




  “He remembered something very important and had to go back to his house.”




  “But of course he is returning?”




  “I don’t think so, mother,” she said quietly. “I fancy that the ‘something’ is immensely pressing.”




  “But this is nonsense!” Mrs. Cathcart stamped her foot. “Here are all the people whom I have specially invited to meet him. It’s disgraceful!”




  “But, mother—”




  “Don’t ‘but mother’ me, for God’s sake!” said Mrs. Cathcart.




  They were alone, the guests were assembling in the larger drawingroom, and there was no need for the elder woman to disguise her feelings. “You sent him away, I suppose’?” she said.




  “I don’t blame him. How can you expect to keep a man at your side if you treat him as though he were a grocer calling for orders?”




  The girl listened wearily, and did not raise her eyes from the carpet.




  “I do my best,” she said in a low voice.




  “Your worst must be pretty bad if that is your best. After I’ve strained my every effort to bring to you one of the richest young men in London you might, at least, pretend that his presence is welcome; but if he were the devil himself you couldn’t show greater reluctance at meeting him or greater relief at his departure.”




  “Mother!” said the girl, and her eyes were filled with tears.




  “Don’t ‘mother’ me, please!” said Mrs. Cathcart, deliberately.




  “I am sick to death of your faddiness and your prejudices. What on earth do you want? What am I to get you?” She threw out her arms in exasperated despair.




  “I don’t want to marry at all,” said the girl in a low voice. “My father would never have forced me to marry.”




  It was a daring thing to say, an exhibition of greater boldness than she had ever shown before in her encounters with her mother. But lately there had come to her a new courage. That despair which made her dumb glowed now to rage, the fires of rebellion smouldered in her heart; and, albeit the demonstrations of her growing resentment were few and far between, her courage grew upon her venturing.




  “Your father!” breathed Mrs. Cathcart, white with rage; “am I to have your father thrown at my head? Your father was a fool! A fool!” She almost hissed the word. “He ruined me as he ruined you because he hadn’t sufficient sense to keep the money he had inherited. I thought he was a clever man. I looked up to him for twenty years as the embodiment of all that was wise and kind and genial, and all those twenty years he was frittering away his competence on every hare-brained scheme which the needy adventurers of finance brought to him. He would not have forced you! I swear he wouldn’t!”




  She laughed bitterly.




  “He would have married you to the chauffeur if your heart was that way inclined. He was all amiability and incompetence, all good nature and inefficiency. I hate your father!” Her blue eyes were opened to their widest extent and the cold glare of hate was indeed apparent to the shrinking girl.




  “I hate him every time I have to entertain a shady stockbroker for the advantage I may receive from his knowledge of the market; I hate him for every economy I have to practise; I hate him every time I see my meagre dividends come in, and as I watch them swallowed up by the results of his folly. Don’t make me hate you,” she said, pointing a warning finger at the girl.




  Edith had cowered before the torrent of words, but this slander of her dead father roused something within her, put aside all fear of consequence, even though that consequence might be a further demonstration of that anger which she so dreaded. Now she stood erect, facing the woman she called mother, her face pale, but her chin tilted a little defiantly.




  “You may say what you like about me, mother,” she said quietly, “but I will not have you defame my father. I have done all you requested: I am going to marry a man who, though I know he is a kindly and charming man, is no more to me than the first individual I might meet in the street tonight. I am making this sacrifice for your sake: do not ask me to forego my faith in the man who is the one lovable memory in my life.”




  Her voice broke a little, her eyes were bright with tears.




  Whatever Mrs. Cathcart might have said, and there were many things she could have said, was checked by the entry of a servant. For a moment or two they stood facing one another, mother and daughter, in silence. Then without another word Mrs. Cathcart turned on her heel and walked out of the room.




  The girl waited for a moment, then went back to the library through which Gilbert had passed. She closed the door behind her and turned on one of the lights, for it was growing dark. She was shaking from head to foot with the play of these pent emotions of hers. She could have wept, but with anger and shame. For the first time in her life her mother had shown her heart. The concentrated bitterness of years had poured forth, unchecked by pity or policy. She had revealed the hate which for all these years had been gnawing at her soul; revealed in a flash the relationship between her father and her mother which the girl had never suspected.




  That they had not been on the most affectionate terms Edith knew, but her short association with the world in which they moved had reconciled her mind to the coolness which characterized the attitudes of husband and wife. She had seen a score of such houses where man and wife were on little more than friendly terms, and had accepted such conditions as normal. It aroused in her a wild irritation that such relationships should exist: child as she was, she had felt that something was missing. But it had also reconciled her to her marriage with Gilbert Standerton. Her life with him would be no worse, and probably might be a little better, than the married lives of those people with whom she was brought into daily contact.




  But in her mother’s vehemence she caught a glimpse of the missing quality of marriage. She knew now why her gentle father had changed suddenly from a genial, kindly man, with his quick laugh and his too willing ear for the plausible, into a silent shadow of a man, the sad broken figure she so vividly retained in her memory.




  Here was a quick turn in the road of life for her, an unexpected vista flashing into view suddenly before her eyes. It calmed her, steadied her. In those few minutes of reflection, standing there in the commonplace, gloomy little library, watching through the latticed panes the dismal mews which offered itself for inspection through a parallelogram of bricked courtyard, she experienced one of those great and subtle changes which come to humanity.




  There was a new outlook, a new standard by which to measure her fellows, a new philosophy evolved in the space of a second. It was a tremendous upheaval of settled conviction which this tiny apartment witnessed.




  She was surprised herself at the calmness with which she returned to the drawingroom and joined the party now beginning to assemble. It came as a shock to discover that she was examining her mother with the calm, impartial scrutiny of one who was not in any way associated with her. Mrs. Cathcart observed the girl’s self-possession and felt a twinge of uneasiness. She addressed her unexpectedly, hoping to surprise her to embarrassment, and was a little staggered by the readiness with which the girl met her gaze and the coolness with which she disagreed to some proposition which the elder woman had made.




  It was a new experience to the masterful Mrs. Cathcart. The girl might be sulking, but this was a new variety of sulks, foreign to Mrs. Cathcart’s experience.




  She might be angry, yet there was no sign of anger; hurt — she should have been in tears. Mrs. Cathcart’s experienced eye could detect no sign of weeping. She was puzzled, a little alarmed. She had gone too far, she thought, and must conciliate, rather than carry on the feud until the other sued for forgiveness.




  It irritated her to find herself in this position; but she was a tactician first and foremost, and it would be bad tactics on her part to pursue a disadvantage. Rather she sought the status quo ante bellum, and was annoyed to discover that it had gone for ever.




  She hoped the talk that evening would confuse the girl to the point of seeking her protection; but to her astonishment Edith spoke of her marriage as she had never spoken of it before, without embarrassment, without hesitation, coolly, reasonably, intelligently.




  The end of the evening found Edith commanding her field and her mother in the position of a suitor.




  Mrs. Cathcart waited till the last guest had gone, then she came into the smaller drawingroom to find Edith standing in the fireplace, looking thoughtfully at a paper which lay upon the mantelshelf.




  “What is it interests you so much, dear?”




  The girl looked round, picked up the paper and folded it slowly.




  “Nothing particularly,” she said. “Your Dr. Cassylis is an amusing man.”




  “He is a very clever man,” said her mother, tartly. She had infinite faith in doctors, and offered them the tribute which is usually reserved for the supernatural.




  “Is he?” said the girl coolIy. “I suppose he is. Why does he live in Leeds ?”




  “Really, Edith, you are coming out of your shell,” said her mother with a forced smile of admiration. “I have never known you take so much interest in the people of the world before.”




  “I am going to take a great deal of interest in people,” said the girl steadily. “I have been missing so much all my life.”




  “I think you are being a little horrid,” said her mother, repressing her anger with an effort; “you’re certainly being very unkind. I suppose all this nonsense has arisen out of my mistaken confidence.”




  The girl made no reply.




  “I think I’ll go to bed, mother,” she said.




  “And whilst you’re engaged in settling your estimate of people,” said Mrs. Cathcart with ominous calm, “perhaps you will interpret your fiance’s behaviour to me. Dr. Cassylis particularly wanted to meet him.”




  “I am not going to interpret anything,” said the girl.




  “Don’t employ that tone with me,” replied her mother, sharply.




  The girl stopped, she was halfway to the door. She hardly turned, but spoke to her mother over her shoulder.




  “Mother,” she said, quietly but decidedly, “I want you to understand this: if there is any more bother, or if I am again made the victim of your crossness, I shall write to Gilbert and break off my engagement.”




  “Are you mad?” gasped the woman. Edith shook her head.




  “No, I am tired,” she said; “tired of many things.”




  There was much that Mrs. Cathcart could have said, but with a belated wisdom she held her tongue till the door had closed behind her daughter. Then, late as the hour was, she sent for the cook and settled herself grimly for a pleasing half hour, for the vol-au-vent had been atrocious.




  IV. The Melody in F
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  Gilbert Standerton was dressing slowly before his glass when Leslie was announced. That individual was radiant and beautiful to behold, as became the best man at the wedding of an old friend.




  Leslie Frankfort was one of those fortunate individuals who combine congenial work with the enjoyment of a private income. He was the junior partner of a firm of big stockbrokers in the City, a firm which dealt only with the gilt-edged markets of finance. He enjoyed in common with Gilbert a taste for classical music, and this was the bond which had first drawn the two men together. He came into the room, deposited his silk hat carefully upon a chair, and sat on the edge of the bed, offering critical suggestions to the prospective bridegroom.




  “By the way,” he said suddenly, “I saw that old man of yours yesterday.”




  Gilbert looked round.




  “You mean Springs, the musician?” The other nodded.




  “He was playing for the amusement of a theatre queue — a fine old chap.”




  “Very,” said Gilbert absently. He paused in his dressing, took up a letter from the table, and handed it to the other.




  “Am I to read it?” asked Leslie.




  Gilbert nodded.




  “There’s nothing to read, as a matter of fact,” he said; “it’s my uncle’s wedding present.”




  The young man opened the envelope and extracted the pink slip. He looked at the amount and whistled.




  “One hundred pounds,” he said. “Good Lord! that won’t pay the upkeep of your car for a quarter. I suppose you told Mrs. Cathcart?”




  Gilbert shook his head.




  “No,” he said shortly; “I intended telling her but I haven’t. I am perfectly satisfied in my own mind, Leslie, that we are doing her an injustice. She has been so emphatic about money. And after all, I’m not a pauper,” he said with a smile.




  “You’re worse than a pauper,” said Leslie earnestly; “a man with six hundred a year is the worst kind of pauper I know.”




  “Why?”




  “You’ll never bring your tastes below a couple of thousand, you’ll never raise your income above six hundred — plus your Foreign Office job, that’s only another six hundred.”




  “Work,” said the other.




  “Work!” said the other scornfully; “you don’t earn money by work. You earn money by scheming, by getting the better of the other fellow. You’re too softhearted to make money, my son.”




  “You seem to make money,” said Gilbert with a little smile.




  Leslie shook his head vigorously.




  “I’ve never made a penny in my life,” he confessed with some enjoyment. “No, I have got some very stout, unimaginative senior partners who do all the money-making. I merely take dividends at various periods of the year. But then I was in luck. What is your money, by the way?”




  Gilbert was in the act of tying his cravat. He looked up with a little frown.




  “What do you mean?” he asked.




  “I mean, is it in securities — does it continue after your death?”




  The little frown still knit the brows of the other.




  “No,” he said shortly; “after my death there is scarcely enough to bring in a hundred and fifty a year. I am only enjoying a life on this particular property.”




  Leslie whistled.




  “Well, I hope, old son, that you’re well insured.” The other man made no attempt to interrupt as Leslie arguing with great fluency and skill on the duties and responsibilities of heads of families, delivered himself of his views on insurance and upon the uninsured.




  “Some Johnnies are so improvident,” he said. “I knew a man—”




  He stopped suddenly. He had caught a reflection of Gilbert’s face in the glass. It was haggard and drawn, it seemed the face of’ a man in mortal agony. Leslie sprang up.




  “What on earth is the matter, my dear chap?” he cried. He came to the other’s side and laid his hand on his shoulder.




  “Oh, it’s nothing — nothing, Leslie,” said Gilbert. He passed his hand before his eyes as though to wipe away some ugly vision.




  “I’m afraid I’ve been rather a careless devil. You see, I depended too much upon uncle’s money. I ought to be insured.”




  “That isn’t worrying you sureIy?” asked the other in astonishment.




  “It worries me a bit,” said Gilbert moodily. “One never knows, you know—”




  He stood looking thoughtfully at the other his hands thrust into his pockets.




  “I wish to heaven this wedding had been postponed!”




  Leslie laughed.




  “It’s about time you were married,” he said. “What a jumpy ass you are.”




  He looked at his watch.




  “You’d better hurry up, or you’ll be losing this bride of yours. After all, this isn’t a day for gloom, it’s the day of days, my friend.”




  He saw the soft look that came into Gilbert’s eyes, and felt satisfied with his work.




  “Yes, there is that,” said Gilbert Standerton softly. “I forgot all my blessings. God bless her!” he said under his breath.




  As they were leaving the house, Gilbert asked: “I suppose you have a list of the guests who are to he present?”




  “Yes,” said the other, “Mrs. Cathcart was most duteous.”




  “Will Dr. Barclay-Seymour be there?” asked the other carelessly.




  “Barclay-Seymour — no, he won’t be there,” replied Leslie, “he’s the Leeds Johnnie, isn’t he? He went up from London last night. What’s this talk of your having run away the other night?”




  “It was an important engagement,” said Gilbert hurriedly, “I had a man to see; I couldn’t very well put him off—”




  Leslie realized that he had asked an embarrassing question and changed the subject. “By the way,” he said, “I shouldn’t mention this matter of the money to Mrs. Cathcart till after you’ve both settled down.”




  “I won’t,” said Gilbert grimly.




  On the way to the church he reviewed all the troubles that were besetting him and faced them squarely. Perhaps it would not be as bad as he thought. He was ever prone to take an exaggerated and a worrying view of troubles. He had anticipated dangers, and time and time again his fears had been groundless. He had lived too long alone. A man ought to be married before he was thirty-two. That was his age. He had become cranky. He found consolation in uncomplimentary analysis till the church was reached.




  It was a dream, that ceremony: the crowded pews, the organ, the white-robed choir, the rector and his assistants; the coming of Edith, so beautiful, so ethereal in her bridal robes; the responses, the kneeling and the rising — it was all unreal.




  He had thought that the music would have made a lasting impression on him; he had been at some pains to choose it, and had had several consultations with the organist. But at the end of the service, when he began to walk, still in his dream, towards the vestry, he could not recall one single bar. He had a dim recollection of the fact that above the altar was a stained glass window, one tiny pane of which had been removed, evidently on account of a breakage.




  He was back in the house, sitting at the beflowered table, listening in some confusion to the speeches and the bursts of laughter which assailed each speaker as he made his point: now he was on his feet, talking easily, without effort, but what words he used, or why people applauded, or why they smiled he could not say. Once in its course he had looked down at the delicate face by his side, and had met those solemn eyes of hers, less fearful to-day, it seemed, than ever he had seen them. He had felt for her hand and had held it, cold and unresponsive, in his….




  “An excellent speech,” said Leslie.




  They were in the drawingroom after the breakfast.




  “You’re quite an orator.”




  “Am I?” said Gilbert. He was beginning to wake again. The drawingroom was real, these people were real, the jokes, the badinage, and the wit which flew from tongue to tongue — all these things were of a life he knew.




  “Whew!” He wiped his forehead and breathed a deep sigh. He felt like a man who had regained consciousness after an anaesthetic that did not quite take effect. A painless and a beautiful experience, but of another world, and it was not he, so he told himself, who had knelt at the altar rail.




  *




  Officially the honeymoon was to be spent at Harrogate, actually it was to be spent in London. They preserved the pretence of catching a train, and drove to King’s Cross.




  No word was spoken throughout that journey. Gilbert felt the restriction, and did not challenge it or seek to overcome it. The girl was naturally silent. She had so much to say in the proper place and at the proper time. He saw the old fear come back to her eyes, was hurt by the unconscious and involuntary shrinking when his hand touched hers.




  The carriage was dismissed at King’s Cross. A taxicab was engaged, and they drove to the house in St. John’s Wood. It was empty, the servants had been sent away on a holiday, but it was a perfectly fitted little mansion. There were electric cookers, and every labour-saving appliance the mind of man could devise, or a young man with great expectations and no particular idea of the value of money could acquire.




  This was to be one of the joys of the honeymoon, so Gilbert had told himself. She had willingly dispensed with her maid; he was ready to be man-of-all-work, to cook and to serve, leaving the rough work for the two new day servants he had employed to come in in the morning.




  Yet it was with no sense of joyfulness that he led her from room to room, showed her the treasures of his household. A sense of apprehension of some coming trouble laid its hand upon his tongue, damped his spirit, and held him in temporary bondage.




  The girl was self-possessed. She admired, criticized kindly, and rallied him gently upon his domesticity. But the strain was there all the time; there was a shadow which lay between them.




  She went to her room to change. They had arranged to go out to dinner, and this programme they followed. Leslie Frankfort saw them in the dining hall of Princes, and pretended he didn’t know them. It was ten o’clock when they went back to their little house.




  Gilbert went to his study; his wife had gone up to her room and had promised to come down for coffee. He went to work with all the skill which a pupil of Rahbat might be expected to display, and brewed two tiny little cups of Mocha. This he served on the table near the settee where she would sit…. Then she came in.




  He had been fast awakening from the dream of the morning. He was alive now. The dazement of that momentous ceremony had worn away. He rose and went a little way towards her. He would have taken her in his arms then and there, but this time the arm’s length was a reality. Her hand touched his breast, and the arm stiffened. He felt the rebuff in the act, and it seemed to him that his heart went cold, and that all the vague terrors of the previous days crystallized into one concrete and terrible truth. He knew all that she had to say before she spoke.




  It was some time before she found the words she wanted, the opening was so difficult.




  “Gilbert,” she said at last, “I am going to do a cowardly thing. It is only cowardly because I have not told you before.”




  He motioned her to the settee. He had woven a little romance for this moment, a dream scene which was never to be enacted. Here was the shattering.




  “I won’t sit down,” she said, “I want all my strength to tell you what I have to tell you. If I hadn’t been an arrant coward I should have told you last night. I meant to tell you,” she said, “but you did not come.”




  He nodded.




  “I know,” he said, almost impatiently.




  “I could not come. I did not wish — I could not come,” he repeated. “You know what I have to tell you?” Her eyes were steadily fixed on his. “Gilbert, I do not love you.”




  He nodded again.




  “I know now,” he said.




  “I never have loved you,” she said in tones of despair; “there never was any time when I regarded you as more than a dear friend. But—”




  She wanted to tell him why, but a sense of loyalty to her mother kept her silent. She would take all the blame, for was she not blameworthy? For she, at least, was mistress of her own soul: had she wished, she could have taken a line of greater resistance than that which she had followed.




  “I married you,” she went on slowly, “because — because you are — rich — because you will be rich.” Her voice dropped at the last word until it was husky. There was a hard fight going on within her.




  She wanted to tell the truth, and yet she did not want. him to think so badly of her as that.




  “For my money!” he repeated wonderingly.




  “Yes, I — I wanted to marry a man with money. We have had — a very hard time.”




  The confession came in little gasps; she had to frame every sentence before she spoke.




  “You mustn’t blame mother, I was equally guilty; and I ought to have told you — I wanted to tell you.”




  “I see,” he said calmly.




  It is wonderful what reserves of strength come at a man’s bidding. In this terrible crisis, in this moment when the whole of his life’s happiness was shattered, when the fabric of his dream was crumbling like a house of paper he could be judicial, almost phlegmatic.




  He saw her sway, and springing to her side caught her.




  “Sit down,” he said quietly.




  She obeyed without protest. He settled her in the corner of the settee, pushed a cushion almost viciously behind her, and walked back to the fireplace.




  “So you married me for my money,” he said, and laughed.




  It was not without its amusing side, this situation.




  “By heaven, what a comedy — what a comedy!” He laughed again. “My poor child,” he said, with unaccustomed irony, “I am sorry for you, for you have secured neither husband nor money!”




  She looked up at him quickly.




  “Nor money,” she repeated.




  There was only interest that he saw in her eyes. There was no hint of disappointment. He knew the truth, more than she had told him: it was not she who desired a fortune, it was this mother of hers, this domineering, worldly woman.




  “No husband and no money,” he repeated savagely, in spite of the almost yearning desire which was in him to spare her. “And worse than that” — with two rapid strides he was at the desk which separated them, and bent across it, leaning heavily— “not only have you no husband, and not only is there no money, but—”




  He stopped as if he had been shot.




  The girl, looking at him, saw his face go drawn and grey, saw the eyes starting wildly past her, the mouth open in tragic dismay. She got up quickly.




  “What is it? What is it?” she whispered in alarm.




  “My God!”




  His voice was cracked; it was the voice of a man in terror. She half bent her head, listening. From somewhere beneath the window arose the soft, melancholy strains of a violin. The music rose and fell, sobbing and pulsating with passion beneath the magic of the player’s fingers. She stepped to a window and looked out. On the edge of the pavement a girl was playing, a girl whose poverty of dress did not hide her singular beauty.




  The light from the street lamp fell upon her pale face, her eyes were fixed on the window where Gilbert was standing. Edith looked at her husband. He was shaking like a man with fever.




  “The ‘Melody in F,’ “ he whispered. “My God! The ‘Melody in F’ — and on my wedding day!”




  V. The Man Who Desired Wealth
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  Leslie Frankfort was one of a group of three who stood in the inner office of Messrs. Warrell & Bird before a huge safe. There was plenty to attract and hold their attention, for the floor was littered with tools of every shape and description.




  The safe itself bore evidence of a determined assault. A semicircle of holes had been burnt in its solid iron door about the lock.




  “They did that with an oxyhydrogen blowpipe,” said one of the men.




  He indicated a number of iron tubes which lay upon the ground with the rest of the paraphernalia. “They made a thorough job of it. I wonder what disturbed them.”




  The eldest of the men shook his head.




  “I expect the night watchman may have alarmed them,” he said. “What do you think, Frankfort?”




  “I haven’t got over my admiration for their thoroughness yet,” said Leslie. “Why the beggars must have used about a couple of hundred pounds’ worth of tools.”




  He pointed to the kit on the ground. The detective’s gaze followed his extended finger.




  He smiled.




  “Yes,” he said quietly, “these people are pretty thorough. You say you’ve lost nothing?”




  Mr. Warrell shook his head.




  “Yes and no,” he said carefully. “There was a diamond necklace which was deposited there last week by a client of ours — that has gone. I am anxious for the moment that this loss should not be reported.”




  The detective looked at him wonderingly.




  “That is rather a curious request,” he said, with a smile; “and you don’t usually have diamond necklaces in a stockbroker’s office — if I may be allowed to make that critical remark.”




  Mr. Warrell smiled.




  “It isn’t usual,” he said, “but a client of ours who went abroad last week came in just twenty minutes before the train left, and asked us to take care of the jewel cases.”




  Mr. Warrell said this carelessly. He did not explain to the detective that they were held as security against the very large difference which the client had incurred; nor did he think it necessary to explain that he had kept the jewels in the office in the hope that the embarrassed lady might be able to redeem them.




  “Did anybody know they were there except yourself and your partners?”




  Warrell shook his head. “I don’t think so. I have never mentioned it to anybody. Have you, Leslie?”




  Leslie hesitated.




  “Well, I’m bound to admit that I did,” he confessed, “though it was to somebody who would not repeat it.”




  “Who was it?” asked Warrell.




  “To Gilbert Standerton. I certainly mentioned the matter when we were discussing safe robberies.”




  The elder man nodded,




  “I hardly think he is the sort of person who is likely to burgle a safe.”




  He smiled.




  “It is a very curious coincidence,” said Leslie reflectively, “that he and I were talking about this very gang only a couple of days ago, before he was married. I suppose,” he asked the detective suddenly, “there is no doubt that this is the work of your international friend?”




  Chief Inspector Goldberg nodded his head.




  “No doubt whatever, sir,” he said. “There is only one gang in England which could do this, and I could lay my hands on them to-day, but it would be a million pounds to one against my being able to secure at the same time evidence to convict them.”




  Leslie nodded brightly.




  “That is what I was telling Gilbert,” he said, turning to his partner. “Isn’t it extraordinary that these things can be in the twentieth century? Here we have three or four men who are known — you told me their names, Inspector, after the last attempt — and yet the police are powerless to bring home their guilt to them. It does seem curious, doesn’t it?”




  Inspector Goldberg was not amused, but he permitted himself to smile politely.




  “But then you’ve got to remember how difficult it is to collect evidence against men who work on such a huge scale as do these bank smashers. What I can’t understand,” he said, “is what attraction your safe has for them. This second attempt is a much more formidable one than the last.”




  “Yes, this is really a burglary,” said Mr. Warrell. “In the last case there was nothing so elaborate in their preparations, though they were much more successful, in so far as they were able to open the safe.”




  “I suppose you don’t want more of this to get in the papers than you can help,” said the Inspector.




  Mr. Warrell shook his head. “I don’t want any of it to get in till I have seen my client,” he said; “but I am entirely in your hands, and you must make such arrangements as you deem necessary.”




  “Very good,” said the detective. “For the moment I do not think it is necessary to make any statement at all. If the reporters get hold of it, you had better tell them as much of the truth as you want to tell them, but the chances are that they won’t even get to hear of it as you communicated directly to the Yard.”




  The police officer spent half an hour collecting and making notes of such data as he was able to secure. At the end of that time the Old Jewry sent a contingent of plain clothes policemen to remove the tools.




  The burglars had evidently entered the office after closing hours on the previous night, and had worked through the greater part of the evening, and possibly far into the night, in their successful attempt to cut out the lock of the safe. That they had been disturbed in their work was evident from the presence of the tools. This was not their first burglary in the City of London. During the previous six months the City had been startled by a succession of daring robberies, the majority of which had been successful.




  The men had shown extraordinary knowledge of the safe’s contents, and it was this fact which had induced the police to narrow their circle of inquiry to three apparently innocent members of an outside broker’s firm. But try as they might, no evidence could be secured which might even remotely associate them with the crime. Leslie remembered now that he had laughingly challenged Gilbert Standerton to qualify for the big reward which two firms at least had offered for the recovery of their stolen goods.




  “After all,” he said, “with your taste and genius, you would make an ideal thief-catcher.”




  “Or a thief,” Gilbert had answered moodily. It had been one of his bad days, a day on which his altered prospects had preyed upon him.




  A telegram was waiting for Leslie when he entered the narrow portals of the City Proscenium Club. He took it down and opened it leisurely, and read its contents. A puzzled frown gathered on his forehead. It ran:




  




  I MUST SEE YOU THIS AFTERNOON. MEET ME AT CHARING CROSS STATION FOUR O’CLOCK. — GILBERT.




  




  Punctually to the minute Leslie reached the terminus. He found Gilbert pacing to and fro beneath the clock, and was shocked at his appearance.




  “What on earth is the matter with you?” he asked.




  “Matter with me?” demanded the other hardly; “what do you think is the matter with me?”




  “Are you in trouble?” asked Leslie anxiously. He was genuinely fond of this friend of his.




  “Trouble?” Gilbert laughed bitterly. “My dear good chap, I am always in trouble. Haven’t I been in trouble since the first day I met you? I want you to do something for me,” he went on briskly. “You were talking the other day about money. I have recognized the tragedy of my own dependence. I have got to get money, and get it quick.”




  He spoke briskly, and in a matter-of-fact tone, but Leslie heard a determination which had never formed part of his friend’s equipment.




  “I want to know something about shares and stocks and things of that sort,” Gilbert went on, “You’ll have to instruct me. I don’t suppose you know much about it yourself” — he smiled, with a return to the old good-humour— “but what little you know you’ve got to impart to me.”




  “My dear chap,” protested the other, “why the devil are you worrying about a thing like that on your honeymoon ? Where is your wife, by the way?”




  “Oh, she’s at the house,” said the other shortly. He did not feel inclined to discuss her, and Leslie, in his amazement, had sufficient tact to pass over the subject.




  “I can tell you all I know now, if you want a tip,” he said.




  “I want something bigger than a tip — I want investments. I want you to tell me something that will bring in about twelve thousand a year.”




  Leslie stopped and looked at the other.




  “Are you quite — ?” he began.




  Gilbert smiled, a crooked little smile.




  “Am I right in my head?” he finished. “Oh, yes, I am quite sane.”




  “But don’t you see,” said the other, “you would want a little over a quarter of a million to bring in that interest.”




  Gilbert nodded.




  “I had an idea that some such amount was required. I want you to get me out between tonight and tomorrow a list of securities in which I can invest and which must be gilt-edged, and must, as I say, secure for me, or for my heirs, the sum I have mentioned.”




  “And did you,” asked the indignant Leslie, “bring me to this beastly place on a hot afternoon in June to pull my leg about your dream investments?” But something in Gilbert’s face checked his humour. “Seriously, do you mean this?” he asked.




  “Seriously, I mean it.”




  “Well, then, I’ll give you the list like a shot. What has happened — has uncle relented?”




  Gilbert shook his head.




  “He is not likely to relent,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I had a note to-day from his secretary to tell me that he is pretty ill. I’m awfully sorry.” There was a genuine note of regret in his tone. “He is a decent old chap.”




  “There’s no reason why he should hand over his wealth to the ‘demnition bow-wows,’ “ quoted Leslie indignantly. “But why did you meet me here, my son? Your club is round the corner.”




  “I know,” said Gilbert; “but the club is — well, to tell you the truth,” he said, “I am giving up the club.”




  “Giving up your club ?” He stood squarely before the taller man. “Now just tell me,” he asked deliberately, “what the Dickens all this means? You’re giving up your club, you’ll be giving up your Foreign Office job next, my Croesus!”




  Gilbert nodded.




  “I have given up the Foreign Office work,” he said quietly. “I want all the time I can get,” he went on, speaking rapidly. “I want every moment of the day for my own plans and my own schemes. You don’t know what it’s all about, my dear chap” — he laid his hand affectionately on the other’s shoulder— “but just believe that I am in urgent need of all the advice you can give me, and I only want the advice for which I ask.”




  “Which means that I am not to poke my nose in your business unless I have a special invitation card all printed and decorated. Very good,” laughed Leslie. “Now come along to my club. I suppose as a result of your brief married life you haven’t conceived a dislike to all clubs?”




  Gilbert made no answer, nor did they return again to the subject until they were ensconced in the spacious smoking-room of the Junior Terriers.




  For two hours the men sat there, Gilbert questioning eagerly, pointedly, jotting down notes upon a sheet of paper. The other answered, often with some difficulty, the running fire of questions which his friend put.




  “I didn’t know how little I knew,” confessed the young man ruefully, as Gilbert wrote down the last answer to the very last question. “What an encyclopaedic questioner you are; you’re a born examiner, Gilbert.”




  Gilbert smiled faintly as he slipped the sheet of paper into his pocket.




  “By the way,” he said, as they were leaving the club, “I made my will this morning and I want you to be my executor.”




  Leslie pushed his hat back with a groan.




  “You’re the most cheerless bird I’ve met for quite a long time,” he said in exasperation. “You were married yesterday, you’re wandering round to-day with a face as long as an undertaker’s tout — I understand such interesting and picturesque individuals exist in the East End of London — you’ve chucked up the billet that’s bringing you in quite a lot of money, you’ve discussed investments, and you’ve made your will. You’re a most depressing devil!”




  Again Gilbert smiled: he was grimly amused. He shook hands with the young man before the club and called a taxicab to him.




  “I’m going to St. John’s Wood. I suppose you’re not going my way?”




  “I am relieved to hear that you are going to St. John’s Wood,” said the other with mock politeness. “I feared you were going to the nearest crematorium.”




  Gilbert found his wife in the study on his return. She was sitting on the big settee reading. The stress of the previous night had left no mark upon her beautiful face. She favoured him with a smile. Instinctively they had both adopted the attitude which best met the circumstances. Her respect for him had increased, even in that short space of time; he had so well mastered himself in that moment of terror — terror which in an indefinable way had communicated itself to her. He had met her the next morning at breakfast cheerfully; but she did not doubt that he had spent a sleepless night, for his eyes were heavy and tired, and in spite of his geniality his voice was sharp, as are the voices of men who have cheated Nature.




  He walked straight to his desk now.




  “Do you want to be alone?” she asked. He looked up with a start.




  “No, no,” he said hastily; “I’ve no wish to be alone. I’ve a little work to do, but you won’t bother me. You ought to know,” he said with an affectation of carelessness, “that I am resigning my post.”




  “Your post!” she repeated.




  “Yes; I find I have so much to do, and the Foreign Office takes up so much of my time that I really can’t spare, that it came to a question of giving up that or something else.”




  He did not enlighten her as to what that “something else” was, nor could she guess. Already he was an enigma to her; she found, strange though it seemed to her, a new interest in him. That there was some tragedy in his life, a tragedy unsuspected by her, she did not doubt. He had told her calmly and categorically the story of his disinheritance; at his request, she had put the whole of that story into a letter which she had addressed to her mother. She felt no qualms, no inward quaking, at the prospect of the inevitable encounter, though Mrs. Cathcart would be enraged beyond reason.




  Edith smiled a little to herself as she had stuck down the flap of the envelope. This was poetic justice, though she herself might be a lifelong sufferer by reason of her worldly parent’s schemings. She had hoped that as a result of that letter, posted early in the morning, her mother would have called and the interview would have been finished before her husband returned. But Gilbert had been in the house half an hour when the blow fell. The tinkle of the hall bell brought the girl to her feet: she had been waiting, her ears strained, for that aggressive ring.




  She herself flew down the stairs to open the door.




  Mrs. Cathcart entered without a word, and as the girl closed the door behind her she turned.




  “Where is that precious husband of yours?” she asked in a choked voice.




  “My husband is in his study,” said the girl calmly. “Do you want him, mother?”




  “Do I want him?” she repeated in a choked voice. Edith saw the glare in the woman’s eyes, saw, too, the pinched and haggard cheek. For one brief moment she pitied this woman, who had seen all her dreams shattered at a moment when she had hoped that their realization was inevitable.




  “Does he know I am coming ?”




  “I think he rather expects you,” said the girl dryly.




  “I will see him by myself,” said Mrs. Cathcart, turning halfway up the stairs.




  “You will see him with me, mother, or you will not see him at all,” said the girl.




  “You will do as I tell you, Edith,” stormed the woman.




  The girl smiled.




  “Mother,” she said gently, “you have ceased to have any right to direct me. You have handed me over to another guardian whose claims are greater than yours.”




  It was not a good preparation for the interview that was to follow. Edith recognized this even as she opened the door and ushered her mother in. When Gilbert saw who his visitor was he rose with a little bow. He did not offer his hand. He knew something of what this woman was feeling.




  “Won’t you sit down, Mrs. Cathcart?” he said.




  “I’ll stand for what I have to say,” she snapped. “Now, what is the meaning of this?”




  She threw down the letter which the girl had written, and which she had read and re-read until every word was engraved on her mind.




  “Is it true,” she asked fiercely, “that you are a poor man? That you have deceived us? That you have lied your way into a marriage — ?”




  He held up his hand.




  “You seem to forget, Mrs. Cathcart,” he said with dignity, “that the question of my position has already been discussed by you and me, and you have been most emphatic in impressing upon me the fact that no worldly considerations would weigh with you.”




  “Worldly!” she sneered. “What do you mean by worldly, Mr. Standerton? Are you not in the world? Do you not live in a house and eat bread and butter that costs money? Do you not use motorcars that require money for their upkeep? Whilst I am living in the world and you are living in the world, worldly considerations will always count. I thought you were a rich man; you’re a beggar.”




  He smiled a little contemptuously.




  “A pretty mess you’ve made of it,” she said harshly. “You’ve got a woman who doesn’t love you — I suppose you know that?”




  He bowed.




  “I know all that, Mrs. Cathcart,” he said. “I knew the worst when I learnt that. The fact that you so obviously planned the marriage because you thought that I was Sir John Standerton’s heir does not hurt me, because I have met so many women like you, only” — he shrugged his shoulders— “I must confess that I thought you were a little different to the rest of worldly mothers — forgive me if I use that word again. But you are not any better — you may be a little worse,” he said, his thoughtful eyes upon her face. He was looking at her with a curious something which the woman could not quite understand in his eyes. She had seen that look somewhere, and in spite of herself she shivered. The anger died away in fear.




  “I wanted you to postpone this wedding,” he went on softly. “I had an especial reason — a reason I will not give you, but which will interest you in a few months’ time. But you were fearful of losing your rich son-in-law. I didn’t realize then that that was your fear. I have satisfied myself — it really doesn’t matter how,” he said steadily, “that you are more responsible than I for this good match.”




  He was a changed man. Mrs. Cathcart in her gusty rage could recognize this: there was a new soul, a new spirit, a new determination, and — that was it! — a new and terrible ferocity which shone from his eyes and for the moment hardened his face till it was almost terrible to look upon.




  “Your daughter married me under a misapprehension. She told you all that I had to tell — almost all,” he corrected himself, “and I anticipated this visit. Had you not come I should have sent for you. Your daughter is as free as the air as far as I am concerned. I suppose your worldliness extends to a knowledge of the law? She can sue for a divorce tomorrow, and attain it without any difficulty and with little publicity.”




  A gleam of hope came to the woman’s face.




  “I never thought of that,” she said, half to herself. She turned quickly to her daughter, for she was a woman of action.




  “Get your things and come with me.”




  Edith did not stir. She stood the other side of the table, half facing her husband and wholly facing her mother.




  “You hear what Mr. Standerton says,” said Mrs. Cathcart irritably. “He has opened a way of escape to you. What he says is true. A divorce can be obtained with no difficulty. Come with me. I will send for your clothes.”




  Edith still did not move. Mrs. Cathcart, watching her, saw her features soften one by one, saw the lips part in a smile and the head fall back as peal after peal of clear laughter rang through the room,




  “Oh, mother!” The infinite contempt of the voice struck the woman like the lash of a whip. “You don’t know me! Go back with you? Divorce him? You’re mad! If he had been a rich man indeed I might but for the time being, though I do not love him, and though I should not blame him and do not blame him if he does not love me, my lot is cast with his, my place is here.”




  “Melodrama!” said the elder woman angrily. “There’s a lot of truth and no end of decency in melodrama, Mrs. Cathcart,” said Gilbert. His motherin-law stood livid with rage, then turning, flung out of the room, and they heard the front door slam behind her.




  They looked at each other, this strangely-married pair, for the space of a few seconds, and then Gilbert held out his hand.




  “Thank you,” he said.




  The girl dropped her eyes.




  “You have nothing to thank me for,” she said listlessly. “I have done you too much wrong for one little act to wipe out all the effects of my selfishness.”




  VI. The Safe Agency
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  The City of London is filled, as all the world knows, with flourishing and well-established businesses.




  It abounds in concerns which proclaim, either with dignity or flamboyantly, the fact that this shop stood where it did a hundred years ago, and is still being carried on by the legitimate descendants of its founders.




  There are companies and syndicates and trading associations housed in ornate and elaborate buildings, suites of offices which come into existence in the spring and fade away to nothingness in the winter, leaving a residue of unpaid petty accounts, and a landlord who has only this satisfaction — that he was paid his rent in advance.




  The tragedies of the City of London lay in a large sense round the ugly and unpretentious buildings of the Stock Exchange, and may be found in the seedy sprinkling of people who perambulate the streets round and round that grimy building like so many disembodied spirits.




  But the tragic gambler is not peculiar to the metropolis, and the fortunes made and lost in a day or in an hour has its counterpart in every city in the world where stock transactions are conducted. The picturesque sorrows of the City are represented in the popular mind with the human wreckage which strews the Embankment after dark, or goes shuffling along the edges of the pavement with downcast eyes seeking for discarded cigar ends. That is sorrowful enough, though the unhappy objects of our pity are considerably more satisfied with their lot than most people would imagine.




  The real tragedy and sorrow is to be found in the hundred and one little businesses which come into existence joyfully, and swallow up the savings of years of some two or three optimistic individuals. The flourishing noteheads which are issued from brand new offices redolent of paint and fresh varnish; the virgin books imposingly displayed upon new shelves; the mass of correspondence which goes daily forth; the booklets and the leaflets; the explanatory tables and all the paraphernalia of the inexperienced advertiser, and the trickle of replies which come back — they are all part of the sad game.




  Some firms endeavour to establish themselves with violence, with a flourish of their largest trumpets. Some drift into business noiselessly and in some mysterious way make good. Generally, one may suppose, they came with the invaluable asset of a “connexion,” shifting up from the suburbs to a more impressive address.




  One of the business which came into existence in London in the year 1910 was a firm which was defined in the telephone book and in the directory as “The St. Bride’s Safe Company.” It dealt in new and secondhand safes, strong rooms and all the cunning machinery of protection.




  In its one showroom were displayed safes of every make, new and old, gratings, burglar alarms, cash boxes, big and small, and the examples of all that iron and steel could do to resist the attention of the professional burglar.




  The principal of the business was apparently a Midland gentleman, who engaged a staff; including a manager and a salesman, by advertisement, interviewed the newly-engaged employees in the Midlands, and placed at the disposal of the manager, who came armed with unimpeachable testimonials, a sum of money sufficient to stock the store and carry on the business.




  He found more supplies from time to time in addition to the floating stockin-trade, and though orders came very infrequently, the proprietor of the concern cheerfully continued to pay the large rent and the fairly generous salaries of the staff. The proprietor would occasionally visit the store, generally late at night, because, as he explained, his business in Birmingham required his constant attention.




  The new stock would be inspected; there would be a stocktaking of keys — these were usually kept in the private safe of the firm — and the proprietor would invariably express his satisfaction with the progress of the business. The manager himself never quite understood how his chief could make this office pay, but he evidently did a big trade in the provinces, because he was able to keep a large motor lorry and a driver, who from time to time appeared at the Bride Street store, brought a safe which would be unloaded, or carried away some purchased article to its new owners.




  The manager, a Mr. Timmings, and a respectable member of Balham society, could only imagine that the provincial branch of the business was fairly extensive. Sometimes the motor lorry would come with every evidence of having travelled for many miles, and it would seem that the business flourished at any rate, at the Birmingham end.




  It was the day following the remarkable occurrence which is chronicled in the previous chapter that Gilbert Standerton decided amongst other things to purchase a safe.




  He needed one for his home, and there were reasons which need not be particularized why such an article of furniture was necessary. He had never felt the need of a safe before. When he did, he wanted to get one right away. It was unfortunate, or fortunate as the case may be, that this resolve did not come to him until an hour when most dealers in these unusual commodities were closed. It was after six when he arrived in the City.




  Mr. Timmings had gone away early that night, but he had left a most excellent deputy. The proprietor had come to London a little earlier that evening, and through the glass street-doors Gilbert saw him and stared. The door was locked when he tried it, and with a cheery smile the new proprietor came forward himself and unbolted it.




  “We are closed,” he said, “and I am afraid my manager has gone home. Can I do anything for you?”




  Gilbert looked at him.




  “Yes,” he said slowly, “I want to buy a safe.”




  “Then possibly I can help you,” said the gentleman goodnaturedly. “Won’t you come in?”




  Gilbert entered, and the door was bolted behind him.




  “What kind of safe do you want?” asked the man.




  “I want a small one,” said the other. “I would like a secondhand Chubb if you have one.”




  “I think I have got the very thing. I suppose you want it for your office?”




  Gilbert shook his head.




  “No, I want it for my house,” he said shortly, “and I would like it delivered almost at once.”




  He made an inspection of the various receptacles for valuables, and finally made a choice.




  He was on his way out, when he saw the great safe which stood at the end of the store.




  It was rather out of the ordinary, being about eight feet in height and about that width. It looked for all the world like a great steel wardrobe. Three sets of locks guarded the interior, and there was in addition a small combination lock.




  “That is a very handsome safe,” said Gilbert.




  “Isn’t it?” said the other carelessly.




  “What is the value of that?”




  “It is sold,” said the proprietor a little brusquely.




  “Sold? I should like to see the interior,” said Gilbert.




  The man smiled at him and stroked his upturned moustache thoughtfully.




  “I am sorry I can’t oblige you,” he said. “The fact is, the new proprietor took the keys when he completed the purchase.”




  “That is very unfortunate,” said Gilbert, “for this is one of the most interesting safes I have ever seen.”




  “It is quite usual,” said the other briefly. He tapped the sides with his knuckles in a reflective mood. “It is rather an expensive piece of property.”




  “It looks as if you had it here permanently.”




  “It does, doesn’t it?” said the other absently. “I had to make it comfortable.”




  He smiled, then he led the way to another part of the store.




  Gilbert would have paid by cheque, but something prevented him. He searched his pockets, and found the fifteen pounds which had been asked for the safe.




  With a pleasant good night he was ushered out of the shop, and the door was closed behind him.




  “Where have I seen your face before?” said the proprietor to himself. Though he was a very clever man in more ways than one, it is a curious fact that he never placed his customer until many months afterwards.




  VII. The Bank Smasher
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  Three men sat in the inner room of a City office. The outer door was locked, the door communicating between the outer office and the sanctum was wide open.




  The men sat at a table, discussing a frugal lunch which had been brought in from a restaurant near by, and talking together in low tones.




  George Wallis, who spoke with such authority as to suggest that he held a leading position above and before the others, was a man of forty, inclined a little to stoutness, of middle height, and with no distinguishing features save the short bristling moustache and the jet-black eyebrows which gave his face a somewhat sinister appearance. His eyes were tired and lazy, his square jaw bespoke immense determination, and the hands which played idly with a pen were small but strong; they were the hands of an artist, and indeed George Wallis, under one name or another, was known as an artist in his particular profession in every police bureau on the Continent.




  Callidino, the little Italian at his side, was neat and dapper. His hair was rather long, he suggested rather the musical enthusiast than the cool-headed man of business. And yet this dapper Italian was known as the most practical of the remarkable trio which for many years had been the terror of every bank president in France. The third was Persh, a stout man with a pleasant florid face, and a trim cavalry moustache, who, despite his bulk, was a man of extraordinary agility, and his escape from Devil’s Island and his subsequent voyage to Australia in an open boat will be fresh in the minds of the average newspaper readers.




  They made no disguise as to their identities; they did not evade the frank questioning which was their lot when the City Police smelt them out and came in to investigate the affairs of this “outside brokers’” establishment. The members of the City force were a little disappointed to discover that quite a legitimate business was being done. You cannot quarrel even with convicted bank robbers if they choose to get their living by any way which, however much discredited, is within the law; and beyond warning those of their clients with whom they could get in touch that the heads of this remarkable business were notorious criminals, the police must needs sit by and watch, satisfied that sooner or later the men would make a slip that would bring them within the scope of police action.




  “And they will have to wait a jolly long time,” said Wallis. He looked round his “Board” with an amused smile.




  “Have they been in to-day?” asked Callidino.




  “They have been in to-day,” said Wallis gravely. “They have searched our books and our desks and our clothes, and even the legs of our office stools.”




  “An indelicate proceeding,” said Persh, cheerfully.




  “And what did they find, George?” George smiled.




  “They found all there was to be found,” he said.




  “I suppose it was the burglary at the Bond Guarantees that I have been reading about that’s excited them,” said the Italian coolly.




  “I suppose so,” said Wallis, with grave indifference. “It is pretty terrible to have names such as we possess. Seriously,” he went on, “I am not very much afraid of the police, even suppose there was anything to find. I haven’t met one of them who has the intelligence of that cool devil we met at the Foreign Office, when I had to answer some questions about Persh’s unique experiences on Devil’s Island.”




  “What was his name?” asked Persh, interested.




  “Something associated in my mind with South Africa — oh, yes, Standerton. A cool beast — I met him at Epsom the other day,” said Wallis. “He’s lost in a place like the Foreign 0ffice. Do you remember that quick run through he gave me, Persh?”




  The other nodded.




  “Before I knew where I was I admitted that I’d been in Huntingdonshire the same week as Lady Perkinton’s jewels were taken. If he’d had another five minutes I guess he’d have known” — he lowered his voice to little more than a whisper— “all this hidden treasure which the English police are seeking was cached.”




  The men laughed, as at some great joke.




  “Talking of cool people,” said Wallis, “do you recall that weird devil who held us up in Hatton Garden?”




  “Have you found him?” asked Callidino.




  George shook his head.




  “No,” he said slowly, “only I’m rather afraid of him.”




  Which was a remarkable confession for him to make. He changed the subject abruptly.




  “I suppose you people know,” said Wallis, “that the police are particularly active just now? I’ve reason to be aware of the fact, because they have just concluded a most exhaustive search of my private belongings.”




  He did not exaggerate. The police were, indeed, most eager for some clue to associate these three known criminals with the acts of the past month.




  Half an hour later Wallis left the building. He paused in the entrance hall of the big block of offices and lighted a cigar with an air that betokened his peace with the world and his approval of humanity.




  As his foot touched the pavement a tall man stepped to his side. Wallis looked up quickly and gave a little nod. “I want you,” said the tall man, coldly.




  “Do you indeed?” said Wallis with exaggerated interest. “And what may you want with me?”




  “You come along with me, and not so much of your lip,” said the man.




  He called a cab, and the two men were rapidly driven to the nearest City police station. Wallis continued smoking his cigar, without any outward indication of apprehension. He would have chatted very gaily with the officer who had effected his arrest, but the officer himself was in no mood for light humour.




  He was hustled into the charge room and brought before the inspector’s desk.




  That officer looked up with a nod. He was more genial than his captor.




  “Well, Wallis,” he said with a smile, “we want some information from you.”




  “You always want information from somebody,” said the man with cold insolence. “Have you had another burglary?”




  The inspector nodded.




  “Tut, tut!” said the prisoner with an affectation of distress, “how very annoying for you Mr.Whitling. I suppose you have got the culprit?” he asked blandly.




  “I’ve got you at present,” said the calm inspector. “I should not be surprised if I had also got the culprit. Can you explain where you were last night?”




  “With the greatest of pleasure,” said Wallis; “I was dining with a friend.”




  “His name?”




  The other shrugged his shoulders. “His name is immaterial. I was dining with a friend whose name does not matter. Put that down, inspector.”




  “And where were you dining with this unknown friend?” asked the imperturbable official.




  Wallis named a restaurant in Wardour Street.




  “At what hour were you dining?” asked the inspector patiently.




  “Between the hours of eight and eleven,” said the man, “as the proprietor of the restaurant will testify.”




  The inspector smiled to himself. He knew the restaurant and knew the proprietor. His testimony would not carry a great deal of weight with a jury.




  “Have you anybody respectable,” he asked, “who will vouch for the fact that you were there, other than your unknown friend and Signor Villimicci?”




  Wallis nodded. “I might name, with due respect,” he said, “Sergeant Colebrook, of the Central Investigation Department of Scotland Yard.”




  He was annoyingly bland. The inspector looked up sharply.




  “Is he going to vouch for you?” he asked.




  “He was watching me the whole of the time, disguised, I think, as a gentleman. At least, he was in evening dress, and he was quite different from the waiters. You see, he was sitting down.”




  “I see,” said the inspector. He put down his pen.




  “It was rather amusing to be watched by a real detective-sergeant, from that most awe-inspiring wilderness of bricks,” the man continued. “I quite liked it, though I am afraid the poor fellow was bored sooner than I was.”




  “I understand,” said the inspector, “that you were being watched from eight o’clock last night till — ?” He paused inquiringly.




  “Till near midnight, I should imagine. Until our dress-suited detective, looking tragically like a detective all the time, had escorted me to the front door of my flat.”




  “I can verify that in a minute,” said the inspector. “Go into the parade room.”




  Wallis strolled unconcernedly into the inner room whilst the inspector manipulated the telephone. In five minutes the prisoner was sent for.




  “You’re all right,” said the inspector. “Clean bill for you, Wallis.”




  “I am glad to hear it,” said Wallis. “Very relieved indeed!” He sighed heavily. “Now that I am embarked upon what I might term a legalized form of thefts from the public, it is especially pleasing to me to know that my actions are approved by the police.”




  “We don’t approve of everything you do,” said the inspector.




  He was an annoying man, Wallis thought; he would neither lose his temper nor be rude.




  “You can go now — sorry to have bothered you.”




  “Don’t mention it,” said the polite man with a little bow.




  “By the way, before you go,” said the inspector, “just come into my inner office, will you?”




  Wallis followed him. The inspector closed the door behind them. They were alone.




  “Wallis, do you know there is a reward of some twelve thousand pounds for the detection of the men engaged in these burglaries?”




  “You surprise me,” said Mr. Wallis, lifting his eyebrows.




  “I don’t surprise you,” said the inspector; “in fact, you know much more about it than I do. And I tell you this, that we are prepared to go to any lengths to track this gang, or, at any rate, to put an end to its operations. Look here, George,” he tapped the other on the chest with his strong, gnarled finger, “is it a scream?”




  “A scream?” Mr. Wallis was puzzled innocence itself.




  “Will you turn King’s evidence?” said the other shortly.




  “I should be most happy,” said Wallis, with a helpless shrug; “but how can I turn King’s evidence about a matter on which I am absolutely uninformed? The reward is monstrously tempting. If I had companions in crime I should need very little persuading. My conscience is a matter of constant adjustment. It is rather like the foot-rule which shoemakers employ to measure their customers’ feet — terrifically adjustable. It has a sliding scale which goes up and down.”




  “I don’t want to hear any more about your conscience,” said the officer wearily. “Do you scream or don’t you?”




  “I don’t scream,” said Mr. Wallis emphatically.




  The inspector jerked his head sideways, and with the bow which the invitation had interrupted, Mr. Wallis walked out into the street.




  He knew, no one better, how completely every action of his was watched. He knew, even as he left the station, that the seemingly idle loafer on the corner of the street had picked him up, would follow him until he handed him over to yet another plainclothes officer for observation. From beat to beat, from one end of the City to another, those vigilant eyes would never leave him; whilst he slept, the door, back and front of his lodging would be watched. He could not move without all London — all the London that mattered as far as he was concerned — knowing everything about that move.




  His home was the upper part of a house over a tobacconist’s in a small street off Charing Cross Road. And to his maisonette he made a leisurely way, not hastening his steps any the more because he knew that on one side of the street an innocent commercial traveller, and on the other a sandwich man apparently trudging homeward with his board, were keeping him under observation. He stopped to buy some cigars in the Charing Cross Road, crossed near the Alhambra, and ten minutes later was unlocking the door of the narrow passage which ran by the side of the shop, and gave him private access to the suite above.




  It was a room comfortably furnished and giving evidence of some taste. Large divan chairs formed a feature of the furnishing, and the prints, though few, were interesting by reason of their obvious rarity.




  He did not trouble to make an examination of the room, or of the remainder of the maisonette he rented. If the police had been, they had been. If they had not, it did not matter. They could find nothing. He had a good conscience, so far as a man’s conscience may be good for fears less for the consequence of his deeds than for the apparent, the obvious, and the discoverable consequences.




  He rang a bell, and after a little delay an old woman answered the call.




  “Make me some tea, Mrs. Skard,” he said. “Has anybody called?”




  The old woman looked up to the ceiling for inspiration.




  “Only the man about the gas,” she said.




  “Only the man about the gas,” repeated George Wallis admiringly. “Wasn’t he awfully surprised to find that we didn’t have gas at all?”




  The old lady looked at him in some amazement.




  “He did say he had come to see about the gas,” she said, “and then, when he found we had no gas, he said ‘electricity’ — a most absentminded young man.”




  “They are that way, Mrs. Skard,” said her master tolerantly; “they fall in love, don’t you know, round about this season of the year, and when their minds become occupied with other and more pleasant thoughts than gas mantles and incandescent lights they become a little confused. I suppose he did not bother you — he told you you need not wait?” he suggested.




  “Quite right, sir,” said Mrs. Skard. “He said he would do all he had to do without assistance.”




  “And I will bet you he did it,” said George Wallis with boisterous good humour. Undisturbed by the knowledge that his rooms had been searched by an industrious detective, he sat for an hour reading an American magazine. At six o’clock a taxicab drove into the street and pulled up before the entrance of his flat. The driver, a stoutish man with a beard, looked helplessly up and down seeking a number, and one of the two detectives who had been keeping observation on the house walked across the road casually towards him.




  “Do you want to find a number, mate?” he asked.




  “I want No. 43,” said the cabman.




  “That’s it,” said the officer.




  He saw the cabman ring, and having observed that he entered the door, which was closed behind him, he walked back to his co-worker.




  “George is going to take a little taxi drive,” he said; “we will see where he goes.”




  The man who had waited on the other side of the road nodded.




  “I don’t suppose he will go anywhere worth following, but I have the car waiting round the corner.”




  “I’ll car him,” said the second man bitterly. “Did you hear what he told Inspector Whitling of the City Police about me last night?”




  The first detective was considerably interested.




  “No, I should like to hear.”




  “Well,” began the man, and then thought better of it. It was nothing to his credit that he should keep a man under observation three hours, and that the quarry should be aware all the time that he was being watched.




  “Hullo!” he said, as the door of No. 43 opened, “here is our man.” He threw a swift glance along the street, and saw that the hired motorcar which had been provided for his use was waiting.




  “Here he comes,” he said, but it was not the man he expected. The bearded chauffeur came out alone, waved a farewell to somebody in the hallway whom they could not see, and having started his engine with great deliberation, got upon his seat, and the taxicab moved slowly away.




  “George is not going,” said the detective. “That means that we shall have to stay here for another two or three hours — there is his light.”




  For four long hours they kept their vigil, and never once was a pair of eyes taken from the only door through which George Wallis could make his exit. There was no other way by which he could leave, of that they were assured.




  Behind the house was a high wall, and unless the man was working in collusion with half the respectable householders, not only in that street but of Charing Cross Road, he could not by any possible chance leave his flat.




  At half-past ten the taxicab they had seen drove back to the door of the flat, and the driver was admitted. He evidently did not expect to stay long, for he did not switch off his engine; as a matter of fact, he was not absent from his car longer than thirty seconds. He came back almost immediately, climbed up on to his seat and drove away.




  “I wonder what the game is?” asked the detective, a little puzzled.




  “He has been to take a message somewhere,” said the other. “I think we ought to have found out.”




  Ten minutes later Inspector Goldberg, of Scotland Yard, drove into the street and sprang from his car opposite the men.




  “Has Wallis returned’?” he asked quickly.




  “Returned!” repeated the puzzled detective, “he has not gone out yet.”




  “Has not gone out!” repeated the inspector with a gasp. “A man answering to his description was seen leaving the City branch of the Goldsmiths’ Guild half an hour ago. The safe has been forced and twenty thousand pounds’ worth of jewellery has been taken.”




  There was a little silence.




  “Well, sir,” said the subordinate doggedly, “one thing I will swear, and it is that George Wallis has not left this house tonight.”




  “That’s true, sir,” said the second man. “The sergeant and I have not left this place since Wallis went in.”




  “But,” said the bewildered detective-inspector, “it must be Wallis, no other man could have done the job as he did it.”




  “It could not have been, sir,” persisted the watcher.




  “Then who in the name of Heaven did the job?” snapped the inspector.




  His underlings wisely offered no solution.




  VIII. The Wife Who Did Not Love
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  Mr. Warrell, of the firm of Warrell & Bird, prided himself upon being a man of the world, and was wont to admit, in a mild spirit of boastfulness — in which even middle-aged and respectable gentlemen occasionally indulge — that he had been in some very awkward situations. He had inferred that he had escaped from those situations with some credit to himself.




  Every stockbroker doing a popular and extensive business is confronted sooner or later with the delicate task of explaining to a rash and hazardous speculator exactly how rashly and at what hazard he has invested his money.




  Mr. Warrell had had occasion before to break, as gently as it was possible to break, unpleasant news of Mrs. Cathcart’s unsuccess. But never before had he been face to face with a situation so full of possibilities for disagreeable consequences as this which now awaited him.




  The impassive Cole admitted him, and the face of Cole fell, for he knew the significance of these visits, having learnt in that mysterious way which servants have of discovering the inward secrets of their masters’ and mistresses’ bosoms,’ that the arrival of Mr. Warrell was usually followed by a period of retrenchment, economy and reform.




  “Madam will see you at once,” was the message he returned with.




  A few minutes later Mrs. Cathcart sailed into the drawingroom, a little harder of face than usual, thought Mr. Warrell, and wondered why.




  “Well, Warrell,” she said briskly, “what machination of the devil has brought you here? Sit down, won’t you?”




  He seated himself deliberately. He placed his hat upon the floor, and peeling his gloves, deposited them with unnecessary care in the satin-lined interior.




  “What is it?” asked Mrs. Cathcart impatiently. “Are those Canadian Pacifics down again?”




  “They are slightly up,” said Mr. Warrell, with a smile which was intended both to conciliate and to flatter. “I think your view on Canadian Pacifics is a very sound one.”




  He knew that Mrs. Cathcart would ordinarily desire nothing better than a tribute to her judgment, but now she dismissed the compliment, realizing that he had not come all the way from Throgmorton Street to say kindly things about her perspicacity.




  “I will say all that is in my mind,” Mr. Warrell went on, choosing his words, and endeavouring by the adoption of a pained smile to express in some tangible form his frankness. “You owe us some seven hundred pounds, Mrs. Cathcart.”




  She nodded.




  “You have ample security,” she said.




  “That I realize,” he agreed, addressing the ceiling; “but the question is whether you are prepared to make good in actual cash the differences which are due to us.”




  “There is no question at all about it,” she said brusquely; “so far as I am concerned, I cannot raise seven hundred shillings.”




  “Suppose,” suggested Mr. Warrell, with his eyes still upraised, “suppose I could find somebody who would be willing to buy your necklace — I think that was the article you deposited with us — for a thousand pounds?”




  “It is worth considerably more than that,” said Mrs. Cathcart sharply.




  “Possibly,” said the other, “but I am anxious to keep things out of the paper.” He had launched his bombshell.




  “Exactly what do you mean’?” she demanded, rising to her feet. She stood glowering down at him.




  “Do not misunderstand me,” he said hastily. “I will explain in a sentence. Your diamond necklace has been stolen from my safe.”




  “Stolen!” She went white.




  “Stolen,” said Mr. Warrell, “by a gang of burglars which has been engaged in its operations for the past twelve months in the City of London. You see, my dear Mrs. Cathcart,” he went on, “that it is a very embarrassing situation for both of us. I do not want my clients to know that I accept jewels from ladies as collateral security against differences, and you” — he was so rude as to point to emphasize his words— “do not, I imagine, desire your friends to know that it was necessary for you to deposit those jewels.” He shrugged his shoulders.




  “Of course, I could have reported the matter to the police, sent out a description of the necklace, and possibly recovered the loss from an insurance company, but that I did not wish to do.” He might have added, this good business man, that his insurance policy would not have covered such a loss, for when premiums are adjusted to cover the risk of a stockbroker’s office, they do not, as a rule, foreshadow the possibility of a jewel robbery.




  “I am willing to stand the loss myself,” he continued, “that is to say, I am willing to make good a reasonable amount out of my own pocket, as much for your sake as for mine. On the other hand, if you do not agree to my suggestion, I have no other alternative than to report the matter very, very fully, very fully,” he repeated with emphasis, “to the police and to the press. Now, what do you think?”




  Mrs. Cathcart might have said in truth that she did not know what to think. The necklace was a valuable one, and there were other considerations. Mr. Warrell was evidently thinking of its sentimentaI value, for he went on: “But for the fact that jewels of this kind have associations, I might suggest that your new son-in-law would possibly replace your loss.”




  She turned upon him with a hard smile.




  “My new son-in-law!” she scoffed. “Good Lord!”




  Warrell knew Standerton, and regarded him as one of Fortune’s favourites, and was in no doubt as to his financial stability. The contempt in the woman’s tone shocked him as only a City man can be shocked by a whisper against the credit of gilt-edged stock. For the moment he forgot the object of his visit. He would have liked to have asked for an explanation, but he felt that it did not lie within the province of Mrs. Cathcart’s broker to demand information upon her domestic affairs.




  “It is a pretty rotten mess you have got me into, Warrell,” she said, and got up.




  He rose with her, picked up his hat, and exhumed his buried gloves.




  “It is very awkward indeed,” he said, “tremendously awkward for you, and tremendously awkward for me, my dear Mrs. Cathcart. I am sure you will pity me in my embarrassment.”




  “I am too busy pitying myself,” she said shortly.




  She sat in the drawingroom alone after the broker’s departure. What should she do? For what Warrell did not know was that the necklace was not hers. It had been one which the old Colonel had had reset for his daughter, and which had been bequeathed to the girl in her father’s will.




  A family circle which consists of a mother and a daughter exercises communal rights over property which may appear curious to families more extensive in point of number. Though Edith had known the jewel was hers, she had not demurred when her mother had worn it, and had never even hinted that she would prefer to include it amongst the meagre stock of jewellery in her own case.




  Yet it had always been known as “Edith’s necklace.”




  Mrs. Cathcart had referred to it herself in these terms, and an uncomfortable feature of their estrangement had been the question of the necklace and its retention by the broker.




  Mrs. Cathcart shrugged her shoulders. There was nothing to be done; she must trust to luck. She could not imagine that Edith would ever feel the need of the jewel; yet if her husband was poor, and she was obsessed with this absurd sense of loyalty to the man who had deceived her, there might be a remote possibility that from a sheer quixotic desire to help her husband, she would make inquiries as to the whereabouts of the necklace.




  Edith was not like that, thought Mrs. Cathcart. It was a comforting thought as she made her way up the stairs to her room.




  She stopped halfway up to allow the maid to overtake her with the letters which had arrived at that moment. With a little start she recognized upon the first of these the handwriting of her daughter, and tore open the envelope. The letter was brief:




  “DEAR MOTHER” (it ran)— “Would you please arrange for me to have the necklace which father left to me. I feel, now, that I must make some sort of display if only for my husband’s sake.”




  The letter dropped from Mrs. Cathcart’s hand. She stood on the stairs transfixed.




  *




  EDITH STANDERTON was superintending the arrangement of the lunch table when her husband came in. Life had become curiously systematized in the St. John’s Wood house.




  To neither of the young people had it seemed possible that they could live together as now they did, in perfect harmony, in sympathy, yet with apparently no sign of love or demonstration of affection on either side.




  To liken them to brother and sister would be hardly descriptive of their friendship. They lacked the mutual knowledge of things, and the common interest which brother and sister would have. They wanted, too, an appreciation of one another’s faults and virtues.




  They were strangers, and every day taught each something about the other. Gilbert learnt that this quiet girl, whose sad grey eyes had hinted at tragedy, had a sense of humour, could laugh on little provocation, and was immensely shrewd in her appraisement of humanity.




  She, for her part, had found a force she had not reckoned on, a vitality and a doggedness of purpose which she had never seen before their marriage. He could be entertaining, too, in the rare intervals when they were alone together. He was a traveller: had visited Persia, Arabia, and the less known countries of Eastern Asia.




  She never referred again to the events of that terrible marriage night. Here, perhaps, her judgment was at fault. She had seen a player with a face of extraordinary beauty, and had given perhaps too much attention to this minor circumstance. Somewhere in her husband’s heart was a secret, what that secret was she could only guess. She guessed that it was associated in some way with a woman — therein the woman in her spoke.




  She had no feeling of resentment either towards her husband or to the unknown who had sent a message through the trembling strings of her violin upon that wedding night. Only, she told herself, it was “curious.” She wanted to know what it was all about. She had the healthy curiosity of the young. The revelation might shock her, might fill her with undying contempt for the man whose name she bore, but she wanted to know.




  It piqued her too, after a while, that he should have any secrets from her — a strange condition of mind, remembering the remarkable relationship in which they stood, and yet one quite understandable. Though they had not achieved the friendly and peculiar relationship of man and wife, there had grown up between them a friendship which the girl told herself (and did her best to believe) was of a more enduring character than that which marriage qua marriage could produce. It was a comradeship in which much was taken for granted; she took for granted that he loved her, and entered into the marriage with no other object. That was a comforting basis for friendship with any woman.




  For his part, he took it for granted that she had a soul above deception; that she was frank even though in her frankness she wounded him almost to death. He detected in that an unusual respect for himself, though in his more logical mood he argued she would have acted as honourably to any man.




  She herself wove into the friendship a peculiar sexless variety of romance — sexless, since she thought she saw in it an accomplished ideal towards which the youth of all ages have aspired without any conspicuous success. There is no man or woman in the world who does not think that the chance in a million may be his or hers; there is no human creature so diffident that it does not imagine in its favour is created exception to evident and universal rules.




  Plato may have stopped dead in his conduct of other friendships, his philosophies may have frizzled hopelessly and helplessly, and have been evaporated to thin vapour before the fire of natural love. A thousand witnesses may rise to testify to the futility of friendship in two people of opposite sex, but there always is the “you” and the “me” in the world, who defies experience, and comes with sublime faith to show how different will be the result to that which has attended all previous experiments.




  As she told herself, if there had been the slightest spark of love in her bosom for this young man who had come into her life with some suddenness, and had gone out in a sense so violently, only to return in another guise; if there had been the veriest smouldering ember of the thing called love in her heart; she would have been jealous, just a little jealous, of the interests which drew him away from her every night, and often brought him home when the grey dawn was staining the blue of the East.




  She had watched him once from her window, and had wondered vaguely what he found to do at night.




  Was he seeking relaxation from an intolerable position? He never gave her the impression that it was intolerable. There was comfort in that thought. Was there — somebody else? Here was a question to make her knit her brows, this loveless wife.




  Once she found herself, to her intense amazement, on the verge of tears at the thought. She went through all the stages of doubt and decision, of anger and contrition, which a young wife more happily circumstanced might have experienced.




  Who was the violin player with the beautiful face? What part had she taken in Gilbert’s life?




  One thing she did know, her husband was gambling on the Stock Exchange. At first she did not realize that he could be so commonplace. She had always regarded him as a man to whom vulgar money-grabbing would be repugnant. He had surrendered his position at the Foreign Office; he was now engaged in some business which neither discussed. She thought many things, but until she discovered the contract note of a broker upon his desk, she had never suspected success on the Stock Exchange as, the goal of his ambition.




  This transaction seemed an enormous one to her.




  There were tens of thousands of shares detailed upon the note. She knew very little about the Stock Exchange, except that there had been mornings when her mother had been unbearable as a result of her losses. Then it occurred to her, if he were in business — a vague term which meant anything — she might do something more than sit at home and direct his servants.




  She might help him also in another way. Business men have expedient dinners, give tactful theatre parties. And many men have succeeded because they have wives who are wise in their generation.




  It was a good thought. She held a grand review of her wardrobe, and posted the letter which so completely destroyed her mother’s peace of mind.




  Gilbert had been out all the morning, and he came back from the City looking rather tired.




  An exchange of smiles, a little strained and a little hard on one side, a little wistful and a little sad on the other, had become the conventional greeting between the two, so too had the inquiry, “Did you sleep well?” which was the legitimate property of whosoever thought of this original question.




  They were in the midst of lunch when she asked suddenly: “Would you like me to give a dinner party?”




  He looked up with a start.




  “A dinner party!” he said incredulously; then, seeing her face drop, and realizing something of the sacrifice which she might be making he added: “I think it is an excellent idea. Whom would you like to invite?”




  “Any friends you have,” she said, “that rather nice man Mr. Frankfort, and — who else?” she asked.




  He smiled a little grimly.




  “I think that rather nice man Mr. Frankfort about exhausts the sum of my friends,” he said with a little laugh. “We might ask Warrell.”




  “Who is Warrell? Oh, I know,” she said quickly, “he is mother’s broker.”




  He looked at her curiously.




  “Your mother’s broker,” he repeated slowly, “is he really?”




  “Why?” she asked.




  “Why what?” he evaded.




  “Why did you say that so queerly?”




  “I did not know that I did,” he said carelessly, “only somehow one doesn’t associate your mother with a broker. Yet I suppose she finds an agent necessary in these days. You see, he is my broker, too.”




  “Who else?” she asked.




  “On my side of the family,” he said with mock solemnity, “I can think of nobody. What about your mother?”




  “I could ask one or two nice people,” she went on, ignoring the suggestion.




  “What about your mother’?” he said again.




  She looked up, her eyes filled with tears.




  “Please do not be horrid,” she said. “You know that is impossible.”




  “Not at all, “he answered cheerfully. “I made the suggestion in all good faith; I think it is a good one. After all, there is no reason why this absurd quarrel should go on. I admit I felt very sore with her; but then I even felt sore with you!” He looked at her not unkindly. “The soreness is gradually wearing away,” he said. He spoke half to himself, though he looked at the girl. It seemed to her that he was trying to convince himself of something in which he did not wholly believe.




  “It is extraordinary,” he said, “how little things, little worries, and petty causes for unhappiness disappear in the face of a really great trouble.”




  “What is your great trouble?” she asked, quick to seize the advantage which he had given her in that unguarded moment.




  “None,” he said.




  His tone was a little louder than usual, it was almost defiant.




  “I am speaking hypothetically. I have no trouble save the very obvious troubles of life,” he went on. “You were a trouble to me for quite a little time, but you are not any more.”




  “I am glad you said that,” she said softly. “I want to be real good friends with you, Gilbert — I want to be a real good friend to you, I have made rather a hash of your life, I’m afraid.”




  She had risen from the table and stood looking down at him. He shook his head.




  “I do not think you have,” he said, “not the hash that you imagine. Other circumstances have conspired to disfigure what was a pleasant outlook. It is unfortunate that our marriage has not proved to be all that I dreamt it would be, but then dreams are very unstable foundations to the fabric of life. You would not think that I was a dreamer, would, you?” he said quickly with that ready smile of his, those eyes that creased into little lines at the corners. “You would not imagine me as a romancist, though I am afraid I was.”




  “You are, you mean,” she corrected.




  He made no reply to that.




  The question of the dinner came up later, when he was preparing to go out.




  “You would not like to stay and talk it over, I suppose,” she suggested a little timidly. He hesitated. “There is nothing I should like better,” he said, “but” — he looked at his watch. She pressed her lips together, and for one moment felt a wave of unreasoning anger sweeping over her.




  It was absurd, of course; he always went out at this time, and there was really no reason why he should stay in.




  “We can discuss it another time,” she said coldly, and left him without a further word.




  He waited until he heard the door close in her room above, and then he went out with a little smile in which there were tears almost, but in which there was no merriment.




  He left the house at a propitious moment; had he waited another five minutes he would have met his motherin-law. Mrs. Cathcart had made up her mind to “own up,” and had come in person to make the confession.




  It was a merciful providence, so she told herself, that had taken Gilbert out of the way; that he had gone out she discovered before she had been in the house four minutes, and she discovered it by the very simple process of demanding from Gilbert’s servant whether his master was at home.




  Edith heard of her mother’s arrival without surprise. She supposed that Mrs. Cathcart had come to hand the necklace to its lawful owner. She felt some pricking of conscience as she came down the stairs to meet her mother; had she not been unnecessarily brusque in her demand! She was a tender soul, and had a proper and natural affection for the elder woman. The fear that she might have hurt her feelings, and that that hurt might be expressed at the interview, gave her a little qualm as she opened the drawingroom door.




  Mrs. Cathcart was coolness itself. You might have thought that never a scene had occurred between these two women which could be remembered with unkindliness. No reference was made to the past, and Edith was glad. It was not her desire that she should live on bad terms with her mother. She understood her too well, which was unfortunate for both; and it would be all the happier for them if they could maintain some pretence of friendship.




  Mrs. Cathcart came straight to the point.




  “I suppose you know why I have called,” she said, after the first exchange.




  “I suppose you have brought the necklace,” said the girl with a smile. “You do not think I am horrid to ask for it, but I feel I ought to do something for Gilbert.”




  “I think you might have chosen another subject for your first letter,” said the elder woman grimly, “but still—”




  Edith made no reply. It was useless to argue with her mother. Mrs. Cathcart had a quality which is by no means rare in the total of human possessions, the quality of putting other people in the wrong.




  “I am more sorry,” Mrs. Cathcart resumed, “because I am not in a position to give you your necklace.”




  The girl stared at her mother in wonder.




  “Why! Whatever do you mean, mother?” she asked.




  Mrs. Cathcart carefully avoided her eyes.




  “I have had losses on the Stock Exchange,” she said. “I suppose you know that your father left us just sufficient to starve on, and whatever luxury and whatever comfort you have had has been due to my own individual efforts? I have lost a lot of money over Canadian Pacifics,” she said bluntly.




  “Well?” asked the girl, wondering what was coming next, and fearing the worst.




  “I made a loss of seven hundred pounds with a firm of stockbrokers,” Mrs. Cathcart continued, “and I deposited your necklace with the firm as security.




  The girl gasped.




  “I intended, of course, redeeming it, but an unfortunate thing happened — the safe was burgled and the necklace was stolen.”




  Edith Standerton stared at the other. The question of the necklace did not greatly worry her, yet she realized now that she had depended rather more upon it than she had thought. It was a little nest-egg against a bad time, which, if Gilbert spoke the truth, might come at any moment.




  “It cannot be helped,” she said.




  She did not criticize her mother, or offer any opinion upon the impropriety of offering as security for debt articles which are the property of somebody else. Such criticism would have been wasted and the effort would have been entirely superfluous.




  “Well,” asked Mrs. Cathcart, “what have you got to say?”




  The girl shrugged her shoulders.




  “What can I say, mother? The thing is lost, and there is an end to it. Do the firm offer any compensation?”




  She asked the question innocently: it occurred to her as a wandering thought that possibly something might be saved from the wreck.




  Mrs. Cathcart shot a swift glance at her. Had that infernal Warrell been communicating with her? She knew that Warrell was a friend of Edith’s husband. It would be iniquitous of him if he had.




  “Some compensation was offered,” she answered carelessly, “quite inadequate; the matter is not settled yet, but I will let you know how it develops.”




  “What compensation do they offer ?” asked Edith, Mrs. Cathcart hesitated.




  “A thousand pounds,” she said reluctantly.




  “A thousand pounds!”




  The girl was startled, she had no idea the necklace was of that value.




  “That means of course,” Mrs. Cathcart hastened to explain, “seven hundred pounds out of my pocket and three hundred pounds from the broker.”




  The girl smiled inwardly.




  “Seven hundred pounds from my pocket” meant, “if you ask for the full value you will rob me.”




  “And there is three hundred pounds due. I think I had better have that.”




  “Wait a little,” said Mrs. Cathcart, “they may recover the necklace, anyway; they want me to give a description of it. What do you think?”




  The girl shook her head.




  “I do not think I should like that,” she said quietly. “Questions might be asked, and I should not like people to know either that the necklace was mine, or that my mother had deposited it as security against her debts.”




  Here was the new Edith with a vengeance.




  Mrs. Cathcart stared at her.




  “Edith,” she said severely, “that sounds a little impertinent.”




  “I dare say it does, mother,” said the girl; “but what am I to do? What am I to say? There are the facts fairly apparent to you and to me: the necklace is stolen, and it may possibly never be recovered, and I am not going to expose either my loss or your weakness on the remote possibility of getting back an article of jewellery which probably by this time is in the melting-pot and the stones dispersed.”




  “You know a great deal about jewels and jewel-robbers,” said her mother with a little sneer. “Has Gilbert been enlarging your education?”




  “Curiously enough, he has,” said her daughter calmly; “we discuss many queer things.”




  “You must have very pleasant evenings,” said the elder woman dryly.




  She rose to go, looking at her watch. “I am sorry I cannot stay,” she said, “but I am dining with some people. I suppose you would not like to come along? It is quite an informal affair; as a matter of fact, the invitation included you.”




  “And Gilbert?” asked the girl. The woman smiled.




  “No, it did not exactly include Gilbert,” she said. “I have made it pretty clear that invitations to me are acceptable only so long as the party does not include your husband.”




  The girl drew herself up stiffly, and the elder woman saw a storm gathering in her eyes.




  “I do not quite understand you. Do you mean that you have gone round London talking unkindly about my husband?”




  “Of course I have,” said Mrs. Cathcart virtuously. “I do not know about having gone round London, but I have told those people who are intimate friends of mine and who are naturally interested in my affairs.”




  “You have no right to speak,” said the girl angrily; “it is disgraceful of you. You have made your mistake and you must abide by the consequence. I also have made a mistake and I cheerfully accept my lot. If it hurts you that I am married to a man who despises me, how much more do you think it hurts me?”




  Mrs. Cathcart laughed.




  “I assure you,” she smiled, “that though many thoughts disturb my nights, the thought that your husband has no particular love for you is not one of them; what does wake me up with a horrid feeling is the knowledge that so far from being the rich man I thought he was, he is practically penniless. What madness induced him to give up his work at the Foreign Office?”




  “You had better ask him,” said the girl with malice, “he will be in in a few moments.”




  It needed only this to hasten Mrs. Cathcart’s departure, and Edith was left alone.




  *




  EDITH DINED alone that night.




  At first she had welcomed with a sense of infinite relief these solitary dinners. She was a woman of considerable intelligence, and she had faced the future without illusion.




  She realized that there might come a time when she and Gilbert would live together in perfect harmony, though without the essential sympathies which husband and wife should mutually possess. She was willing to undergo the years of probation; and it made it all the easier for her if business or pleasure kept them apart during the embarrassing hours between dinner and bedtime.




  But tonight, for the first time, she was lonely.




  She felt the need of him, the desire for his society, the cheer and the vitality of him.




  There were moments when he was bright and happy and flippant, as she had known him at his best. There were other moments too, terrible and depressing moments, when she never saw him, when he shut himself in his study and she only caught a glimpse of his face by accident. She went through her dinner alternately reading and thinking.




  A book lay upon the table by her side, but she did not turn one page. The maid was clearing the entree when Edith Standerton looked up with a start.




  “What is it?” she said.




  “What, madam?” asked the girl.




  Outside the window Edith could hear the sound of music, a gentle, soft cadence of sound, a tiny wail of melodious tragedy. She rose from the table, walked across to the window and pulled aside the blinds. Outside a girl was playing a violin. In the light which a street lamp afforded Edith recognized the player of the “Melody in F.”




  IX. Edith Meets the Player
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  Edith turned to her waiting maid. “Go out and bring the girl in at once,” she said quietly.




  “Which girl, madam’?” asked the startled servant.




  “The girl who is playing,” said Edith. “Hurry please, before she goes.”




  She was filled with sudden determination to unravel this mystery. She might be acting disloyally to her husband, but she adjusted any fear she may have had on the score with the thought that she might also be helping him. The maid returned in a few minutes and ushered in a girl.




  Yes, it was the girl she had seen on her wedding night. She stood now, framed in the doorway, watching her hostess with frank curiosity.




  “Won’t you come in’?” said Edith. “Have you had any dinner?”




  “Thank you very much,” said the girl, “we do not take dinner, but I had a very good tea.”




  “Will you sit down for a little while?”




  With a graceful inclination of her head the girl accepted the invitation. Her voice was free from the foreign accent which Edith had expected. She was indubitably English, and there was a refinement in her tone which Edith had not expected to meet.




  “I suppose you wonder why I have sent for you?” asked Edith Standerton.




  The girl showed two rows of white, even teeth in a smile.




  “When people send for me,” she said demurely, “it is either to pay me for my music, or to bribe me to desist!”




  There was frank merriment in her eyes, her smile lit up the face and changed its whole aspect.




  “I am doing both,” said Edith, “and I also want to ask you something. Do you know my husband?”




  “Mr. Standerton,” said the girl, and nodded; “yes, I have seen him, and I have played to him.”




  “Do you remember a night in June,” asked Edith, her heart beating faster at the memory, “when you came under this window and played” — she hesitated— “a certain tune?”




  The girl nodded.




  “Why, yes,” she said in surprise, “of course I remember that night of all nights.”




  “Why of all nights?” asked Edith quickly.




  “Well, you see, as a rule my grandfather plays for Mr. Standerton, and that night he was ill. He caught a bad chill on Derby Day — we were wet through by the storm, for we were playing at Epsom — and I had to come here and deputize for him. I did not want to go out a bit that night,” she confessed with a bitter laugh, “and I hate the tune; but it was all so mysterious and so romantic.”




  “Just tell me what was ‘mysterious’ and what was ‘romantic,’” said Edith.




  The coffee came in at that moment, and she poured a cup for her visitor.




  What is your name?” she asked.




  “May Wing,” said the girl.




  “Now tell me, May, all you know,” said Edith, as she passed the coffee, “and please believe it is not out of curiosity that I ask you.”




  “I will tell you everything,” said the girl nodding.




  “I remember that day particularly because I had been to the Academy of Music to take my lesson — you would not think we could afford that, but granny absolutely insists upon it. I got back home rather tired. Grandfather was lying down on the couch. We live at Hoxton. He seemed a little troubled. ‘May,’ he said, ‘I want you to do something for me tonight,’ Of course, I was quite willing and happy to do it.”




  The girl stopped suddenly.




  “Why, how extraordinary,” she said, “I believe I have got proof in my pocket of all that I say.”




  She had hanging from her waist a little bag of the same material as her dress, and this she opened and searched inside.




  She brought out an envelope.




  “I will not show you this yet,” she said, “but I will tell you what happened. Grandfather, as I was saying, was very troubled, and he asked me if I would do something for him, knowing of course that I would. “ ‘I have had a letter which I cannot make head or tail of,’ he said, and he showed me this letter.”




  The girl held out the envelope.




  Edith took it and removed the card inside.




  “Why, this is my husband’s writing!” she cried.




  “Yes,” nodded the girl.”




  It bore the Doncaster postmark, and the letter was brief. It was addressed to the old musician, and ran:




  




  Enclosed you will find a postal order for one pound. On receipt of this go to the house of Mr. Standerton between the hours of half-past seven and eight o’clock and play Rubenstein’s ‘Melody in F.’ Ascertain if he is at home, and, if he is not, return the next night and play the same tune at the same hour.




  




  That was all.




  “I cannot understand it,” said Edith puzzled. “What does it mean ?”




  The girl musician smiled.




  “I should like to know what it meant too. You see, I am as curious as you, and think it is a failing which all women share.”




  “And you do not know why this was sent?”




  “No.”




  “Or what is its meaning?”




  Again the girl shook her head.




  Edith looked at the envelope and examined the postmark.




  It was dated May the twentyfourth.




  “May the twentyfourth,” she repeated to herself.




  “Just wait one moment,” she said, and ran upstairs to her bedroom.




  Feverishly she unlocked her bureau and took out the red-covered diary in which she had inscribed the little events of her life in Portland Square. She turned to May the twentyfourth. There were only two entries. The first had to do with the arrival of a new dress, but the second was very emphatic:




  




  G.S. came at seven o’clock and stayed to dinner. Was very absentminded and worried, apparently. He left at ten. Had a depressing evening.




  




  She looked at the envelope again.




  “Doncaster, 7.30,” it said.




  So the letter had been posted a hundred and eighty miles away half an hour after he had arrived in Portland Square. She went back to the diningroom bewildered, but she controlled her agitation in the presence of the girl.




  “I must really patronize one of the arts,” she smiled.




  She took a half-sovereign from her purse and handed it to May.




  “Oh, really,” protested the little musician.




  “No, take it, please. You have given me a great deal to think about. Has Mr. Standerton ever referred to this incident since?”




  “Never,” said the girl. “I have never seen him since, except once when I was on the top of an omnibus.”




  A few minutes later the girl left.




  Here was food for imagination, sufficient to occupy her mind, thought Edith.




  “What did it mean?” she asked. “What mystery was behind all this?”




  Now that she recalled the circumstances, she remembered that Gilbert had been terribly distrait that night; he was nervous, she had noticed his hand shaking, and had remarked to her mother upon his extraordinary absentmindedness.




  And if he had expected the musician to call, and if he himself had specified what tune should be played, why had its playing produced so terrible an effect upon him? He was no poseur. There was nothing theatrical in his temperament. He was a musician, and loved music as he loved nothing else in the world save her!




  She thought of that reservation with some tenderness. He had loved her then, whatever might be his feelings now, and the love of a strong man does not easily evaporate, nor is it destroyed at a word. Since their marriage his piano had not been opened. He had been a subscriber to almost every musical event in London, yet he had not attended a single concert, not once visited the opera.




  With the playing of the “Melody in F,” it seemed to her that there had ended one precious period of his life. She had suggested once that they should go to a concert which all musical London was attending.




  “Perhaps you would like to go,” he had suggested, briefly. “I am afraid I shall be rather busy that night.” This, after he had told her not once, but a score of times that music expressed to him every message and every emotion in language clearer than the printed word.




  What did it mean? She was seized with a sudden energy, a sudden desire for knowledge — she wanted to share a greater portion of his life. What connexion had this melody with the sudden change that had come to him? What association had it with the adoption of this strenuous life of his, lately? What had it to do with his resignation from the Foreign Office and from his clubs?




  She was certain there must be some connection, and she was determined to discover what. As she was in the dark she could not help him. She knew instinctively that to ask him would be of little use. He was of the type who preferred to play a lone hand.




  She was his wife, she owed him something. She had brought unhappiness into his life, and she could do no less than strive to help him. She would want money. She sat down and wrote a little note to her mother. She would take the three hundred pounds which were due from the broker; she even went so far as to hint that, if this matter were not promptly settled by her parent, she herself would see Mr. Warrell and conclude negotiations.




  She had read in the morning paper the advertisement of a private detective agency, and for a while she was inclined to engage a man. But what special qualifications did private detectives have that she herself did not possess? It required no special training to use one’s brains and to exercise one’s logical faculties.




  She had found a mission in life — the solution of this mystery which surrounded her husband like a cloud. She found herself feeling cheerful at the prospect of the work to which she had set her hand. “You should find yourself an occupation,” Gilbert had said in his hesitating fashion. She smiled, and wondered exactly what he would think if he knew the occupation she had found.




  *




  The little house in Hoxton which sheltered May and her grandfather was in a respectable little street, in the main inhabited by members of the artisan class. Small and humble as the dwelling was it was furnished in perfect taste. The furniture was old in the more valuable and more attractive sense of the word.




  Old man Wing propped up in his armchair sat by a small fire in the room which served as kitchen and diningroom. May was busy with her sewing.




  “My dear,” said the old man in his gentle voice, “I do not think you had better go out again tonight.”




  “Why not, grandpa?” asked the girl without looking up from her work.




  “Well, it is probably selfishness on my part,” he said, “but somehow I do not want to be left alone. I am expecting a visitor.”




  “A visitor!”




  Visitors were unusual at No. 9 Pexton Street, Hoxton. The only visitor they knew was the rent man who called with monotonous regularity every Monday morning.




  “Yes,” said her grandfather hesitatingly, “I think you remember the gentleman; you saw him some time ago.”




  “Not Mr. Standerton?” The old man shook his head.




  “No, not Mr. Standerton,” he said, “but you will recall how at Epsom a rather nice man helped you out of a crowd after a race?”




  “I remember,” she said.




  “His name is Wallis,” said the old man, “and I met him by accident today when I was shopping.”




  “Wallis,” she repeated.




  Old Wing was silent for a while, then he asked:




  “Do you think, my dear, we could take a lodger?”




  “Oh, no,” protested the girl. “Please not!”




  “I find the rent rather heavy,” said her grandfather, shaking his head, “and this Mr. Wallis is a quiet sort of person and not likely to give us any trouble.”




  Still the girl was not satisfied.




  “I would rather we didn’t,” she said. “I am quite sure we can earn enough to keep the house going without that kind of assistance. Lodgers are nuisances. I do not suppose Mrs. Gamage would like it.”




  Mrs. Gamage was the faded neighbour who came in every morning to help straighten the house.




  The girl saw the old man’s face fall and went round to him, putting her arm around his shoulder.




  “Do not bother, grandpa dear,” she said, “if you want a lodger you shall have one. I think it would be rather nice to have somebody in the house who could talk to you when I am out.”




  There was a knock at the door.




  “That must be our visitor,” she said, and went to open it.




  She recognized the man who stood in the doorway. “May I come in?” he asked. “I wanted to see your grandfather on a matter of business. I suppose you are Miss Wing.”




  She nodded.




  “Come in,” she said, and led the way to the kitchen.




  “I will not keep you very long,” said Mr. Wallis. “No, thank you, I will stand while I am here. I want to find a quiet lodging for a friend of mine. At least,” he went on, “he is a man in whom I am rather interested, a very quiet sobersides individual who will be out most of the day, and possibly out most of the night too.” He smiled. “He is a—” He hesitated. “He is a taxicab driver, to be exact,” he said, “though he does not want this fact to be well known because he has seen — er — better days.”




  “We have only a very small room we can give your friend,” said May, “perhaps you would like to see it.”




  She took him up to the spare bedroom, which they had used on very rare occasions for the accommodation of the few visitors who had been their guests. The room was neat and clean, and George Wallis nodded approvingly.




  “I should like nothing better than this for myself,” he said. He himself suggested a higher price than she asked, and insisted upon paying a month in advance.




  “I have told the man to call, he ought to be here by now; if you do not mind, I will wait for him.”




  It was not a long wait, for in a few minutes there arrived the new lodger. He was a burly man with a heavy black beard, clipped short, and the fact that he was somewhat taciturn and short of speech rather enhanced his value as a lodger than otherwise.




  Wallis took farewell of the old man and his granddaughter, and accompanied by the man, whose name was given somewhat unpromisingly as Smith, he walked to the end of the street.




  He had something to say, and that something was important.




  “I have got you this place, Smithy,” he said, as they walked slowly towards Hoxton High Street, “because it is quiet and fairly safe. The people are respected, and nobody will bother you.”




  “They are not likely to worry me in any way, are they?” said the man addressed as Smith.




  “Not at present,” replied the other, “but I do not know exactly how things are going to develop. I am worried.”




  “What are you worried about?”




  George Wallis laughed a little helplessly.




  “Why do you ask such stupid questions?” he said with goodnatured irritation. “Don’t you realize what has happened? Somebody knows our game.”




  “Well, why not drop it?” asked the other quietly.




  “How can we drop it? My dear good chap, though in twelve months we have accumulated a store of movable property sufficiently valuable to enable us all to retire upon, there is not one of us who is willing at this moment to cut out — it would take us twelve months to get rid of the loot,” he said thoughtfully.




  “I do not exactly know where it is,” said Smith with a little smile.




  “Nobody knows that but me,” replied Wallis with a little frown, “that is the worrying part of it. I feel the whole responsibility upon me. Smithy, we are being really watched.”




  The other smiled.




  “That isn’t unusual,” he said. But Wallis was very serious.




  “Whom do you suspect?” he asked.




  The other did not answer for a moment.




  “I do not suspect, I know,” he said. “A few months ago, when Calli and I were doing a job in Hatton Garden we were interrupted by the arrival of a mysterious gentleman, who watched me open the safe and disappeared immediately afterwards. At that time he did not seem to be particularly hostile or have any ulterior motive in view. Now, for some reason which is best known to himself, he is working against us. That is the man we have got to find.”




  “But how?”




  “Put an advertisement in the paper,” said the other sarcastically: “Will the gentleman who dogs Mr. Wallis kindly reveal his identity, and no further action will be taken.”




  “But seriously!” said the other. “We have got to discover who he is, there must be some way of trapping him; but the only thing to do, and I must do it for my own protection, is to get you all together and share out. We had better meet.”




  Smith nodded. “When?”




  “Tonight,” said Wallis. “Meet me at the…”




  He mentioned the name of a restaurant near Regent Street.




  It was, curiously enough, the very restaurant where Gilbert Standerton invariably dined alone.




  X. The Necklace
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  Mrs. Cathcart was considerably surprised to receive an invitation to the dinner. She had that morning sent her daughter a cheque for three hundred pounds which she had received from her broker, but as their letters had crossed one event had no connexion with the other.




  She did not immediately decide to accept the invitation; she was not sure as to the terms on which she desired to remain with her new son-in-law.




  She was, however (whatever might be her faults), a good strategist, and there was nothing to be gained by declining the invitation, and there might be some advantage in accepting.




  She was surprised to meet Mr. Warrell, surprised and a little embarrassed; but now that her daughter knew everything there was no reason in the world why she should feel uncomfortable.




  She took him in charge, as was her wont, from the moment she met him in the little drawingroom at the St. John’s Wood house.




  It was a pleasant dinner. Gilbert made a perfect host, he seemed to have revived within himself something of the old gay spirit. Warrell, remembering all that Mrs. Cathcart had told him, was on the qui vive to discover some evidence of dissension between husband and wife; the more anxious, perhaps, since he was before everything a professional man, to find justification for Mrs. Cathcart’s suggestion, that all was not going well with Gilbert.




  Leslie Frankfort, a member of the party, had been questioned by his partner without the elder man eliciting any information which might help to dispel the doubt that was in Warrell’s mind.




  Leslie Frankfort, that cheerful youth, was as much in the dark as his partner. It gave him some satisfaction to discover that at any rate there was no immediate prospect of ruin in his friend’s menage.




  The dinner was perfect, the food rare and chosen by an epicure, which indeed it was, as Gilbert had assisted his wife to prepare the menu.




  The talk drifted idly, as talk does, at such a dinner party, around the topics which men and women were discussing at a thousand other dinner tables in England, and in the natural course of events it turned upon the startling series of burglaries that had been committed recently in London. That the talk should take this drift was more natural, perhaps, because Mrs. Cathcart had very boldly introduced the subject with reference to the burglary at Warrell’s.




  “No, indeed,” said Mr. Warrell, shaking his head, “I regret to say we have no clue. The police have the matter in hand, but I’m afraid we shall never find the man, or men, who perpetrated the crime.”




  “I don’t suppose they would be of much service to you if you found them,” said Gilbert quietly.




  “I don’t know,” demurred the other. “We might possibly get the jewels back.”




  Gilbert Standerton laughed, but stopped in the middle of it.




  “Jewels?” he said.




  “Don’t you remember, Gilbert?” Leslie broke in, “I told you that we had a necklace in the safe, the property of a client, one of those gambling ladies’ who patronize us.”




  A warning glance from his partner arrested him. The gambling lady herself was rather red, and shot a malevolent glance at the indiscreet young man.




  “The necklace was mine,” she said acidly.




  “Oh!” said Leslie, and found the conversation of no great interest to him.




  Gilbert did not smile at his friend’s embarrassment.




  “A necklace,” he repeated, “how curious — yours?”




  “Mine,” repeated Mrs. Cathcart. “I placed it with Warrell’s for security. Precious fine security it proved,” she added. Warrell was all apologies. He was embarrassed for more reasons than one. He was very annoyed indeed with the indiscreet youth who owed his preponderant interest in the firm the more by reason of his dead father’s shares in the business than to any extent to his intelligence or his usefulness.




  “Exactly what kind of necklace was it?” continued Gilbert. “I did not see a description.”




  “No description was given,” said Mr. Warrell, coming to the relief of his client, whom he knew from infallible signs was fast losing her temper. “We wished to keep the matter quiet, so that if should not get into the papers.”




  Edith tactfully turned the conversation, and in a few minutes they were deep in the discussion of a question which has never failed to excite great interest — the abstract problem of the church. Mrs. Cathcart, it may be remarked in passing, was a churchwoman of some standing, a leader amongst a certain set, and an extreme ritualist. Add to this element the broad Nonconformity of Mr. Warrell, the frank scepticism of Leslie, and there were all the ingredients for an argument, which in less refined circles might develop to a sanguinary conclusion.




  Edith at least was relieved, however drastic the remedy might be, and was quite prepared to disestablish the Church of Wales, or if necessary the Church of England, rather than see the folly of her mother exposed.




  Despite argument, dogmatism of Mrs. Cathcart, philippic of Leslie, and the goodnatured tolerance of Mr. Warrell, this latter a most trying attitude to combat, the dinner ended pleasantly, and they adjourned to the little drawingroom upstairs.




  “I’m afraid I shall have to leave you,” said Gilbert. It was nearly ten o’clock, and he had already warned his wife of an engagement he had made for a later hour.




  “I believe old Gilbert is a journalist in these days,” said Leslie. “I saw you the other night in Fleet Street, didn’t I?”




  “No,” replied Gilbert, shortly.




  “Then it must have been your double,” said the other.




  Edith had not followed the party upstairs. Just before dinner Gilbert had asked her, with some hesitation, to make him up a packet of sandwiches.




  “I may be out the greater part of the night,” he said. “A man wants me to motor down to Brighton to meet somebody.”




  “Will you be out all night?” she had asked, a little alarmed.




  He shook his head.




  “No, I shall be back by four,” he said.




  She might have thought it was an unusual hour to meet people, but she made no comment.




  As her little party had gone upstairs she had remembered the sandwiches, and went down into the kitchen to see if cook had cut and laid them ready. She wrapped them up for him and packed them into a little flat sandwich case she had, and then made her way back to the hall.




  His coat was hanging on a rack, and she had to slip them into the pocket. There was a newspaper in the way; she pulled it out, and there was something else, something loose and uneven. She smiled at his untidiness, and put in her hand to remove the debris.




  Her face changed.




  What was it?




  Her fingers closed round the object in the bottom of the pocket, and she drew it out. There in the palm of her hand, clearly revealed by the electric lamp above her head, shone her diamond necklace!




  For a moment the little hall swayed, but she steadied herself with an effort.




  Her necklace!




  There was no doubt — she turned it over with trembling fingers.




  How had he got it? Where did it come from?




  A thought had struck her, but it was too horrible for her to give it expression.




  Gilbert a burglar! It was absurd. She tried to smile, but failed. Almost every night he had been out, every night in the week in which this burglary had been committed.




  She heard a footstep on the stairs, and thrust the necklace into the bosom of her dress. It was Gilbert. He did not notice her face, then: “Gilbert,” she said, and something in her voice warned him.




  He turned, peering down at her.




  “What is wrong?” he asked.




  “Will you come into the diningroom for a moment?” she said.




  Her voice sounded far away to her. She felt it was not she who was speaking, but some third person.




  He opened the door of the diningroom and walked in. The table was spread with the debris of the dinner which had just been concluded. The rosy glow of the overhead lamp fell upon a pretty chaos of flowers and silver and glass. He closed the door behind him.




  “What is it?” he asked.




  “This,” she replied quietly, and drew the necklace from her dress.




  He looked at it. Not a muscle of his face moved.




  “That?” he said. “Well, what is that?”




  “My necklace!”




  “Your necklace,” he repeated dully. “Is that the necklace that your mother lost ?”




  She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.




  “How very curious.” He reached out his hand and took it from her and examined the diamond pendant.




  “And that is your necklace,” he said. “Well, that is a remarkable coincidence.”




  “Where did you get it?” she asked. He did not make any reply. He was looking at her with a stony stare in which there was neither expression nor encouragement for speculation.




  “Where did I get it ?” he repeated calmly. “Who told you that I’d got it?”




  “I found it in your pocket,” she said breathlessly. “Oh, Gilbert, there is no use in denying that you had it there or you knew it was there. Where did you get it?”




  Another pause, then came the answer.




  “I found it.” It was lame and unconvincing, and he knew it.




  She repeated the question.




  “I am not prepared to tell you,” he said calmly. “You think I stole it, I suppose? You probably imagine that I am a burglar?”




  He smiled, but the lips that curved in laughter were hard.




  “I can see that in your eyes,” he went on. “You explain my absence from home, my retirement from the Foreign Office, by the fact that I have taken up a more lucrative profession.” He laughed aloud. “Well, I have,” he said. “It is not exactly burglary. I assure you,” he went on with mock solemnity, “that I have never burgled a safe in my life. I give you my word of honour that I have never stolen a single article of any—”




  He stopped himself — he might say too much.




  But Edith grasped at the straw he offered her.




  “Oh, you do mean that, don’t you?” she said eagerly, and laid her two hands on his breast. “You really mean it? I know it is stupid of me, foolish and horribly disloyal — common of me, anything you like, to suspect you of so awful a thing, but it did seem — it did, didn’t it?”




  “It did,” he agreed gravely.




  “Won’t you tell me how it came into your possession?” she pleaded.




  “I tell you I found it — that is true. I had no intention—” He stopped again. “It was — I picked it up in the road, in a country lane.”




  “But weren’t you awfully surprised to find it, and didn’t you tell the police?”




  He shook his head.




  “No,” he said, “I was not surprised, and I did not tell the police, I intended restoring it; because, after all, jewels are of no value to me, are they ?”




  “I don’t understand you, Gilbert.”




  She shook her head, a little bewildered. “Nothing is of any use except what belongs to you, is it?”




  “That depends,” he said, calmly. “But in this particular case I assure you that I brought this home tonight with the intention of putting it into a small box and addressing it to the Chief Commissioner of Police. You may believe that or not. That is why I thought it so extraordinary, when you were talking at dinner, that your mother should have lost a necklace, and that I should have found one.”




  They stood looking at one another, he weighing the necklace on the palm of his hand, tossing it up and down mechanically.




  “What are we going to do with it now?” she asked. She was in a quandary. “I hardly know how to advise.” She hesitated. “Suppose you carry out your present intention and send it to the police.”




  “Oh!” she remembered, with a little moue of dismay. “I have practically stolen three hundred pounds.”




  “Three hundred pounds!”




  He looked at the jewel.




  “It’s worth more than three hundred pounds.”




  In a few words she explained how the jewel came to be lost, and how it came to be deposited in the hands of Warrell’s.




  “I’m glad to hear that your mother is the culprit. I was afraid you’d been gambling.”




  “Would that worry you?” she asked quickly.




  “A little,” he said; “it’s enough for one member of a family to gamble.”




  “Do you gamble very much, Gilbert?” she asked seriously.




  “A little,” he said.




  “Not a little,” she corrected. “Stock Exchange business is gambling.”




  “I am trying to make money for you,” he said brusquely. It was the most brutal thing he had said to her in her short period of married life, and he saw he had hurt her.




  “I am sorry,” he said gently. “I know I am a brute, but I did not mean to hurt you. I was just protesting in my heart against the unfairness of things. Will you take this, or shall I?”




  “I will take it,” she said, “But won’t you tell the police where you found it? Possibly they might find the proceeds of other robberies near by.”




  “I think not,” he replied with a little smile. “I have no desire to incur the anger of this particular gang. I am satisfied in my mind that it is one of the most powerful and one of the most unscrupulous in existence. It is nearly half-past ten,” he said; “I must fly.”




  He held out his hand, and she took it. She held it for a moment longer than was her wont.




  “Goodbye,” she said. “Good luck, whatever your business may be.”




  “Thank you,” he said.




  She went slowly back to her guests. It did not make the position any easier to understand. She believed her husband, and yet there was a certain reservation in what he had told her, a reservation, which said as plainly as his guarded words could tell that there was much more he could have said had he been inclined.




  She did not doubt his word when he told her that he had never stolen from — from whom was he going to say? She was more determined than ever to solve this mystery, and after her guests had gone she was busily engaged in writing letters. She was hardly in bed that night before she heard his foot on the stairs and listened. He knocked at her door as he passed.




  “Good night,” he said.




  “Good night,” she replied.




  She heard his door close gently, and she waited for half an hour until she heard the click of his electric switch which told her that he was in bed, and that his light was extinguished.




  Then she stole softly out of bed, wrapped her dressing-gown round her, and went softly down the stairs. Perhaps his coat was hanging in the hall. It was a wild, fantastic idea of hers that he might possibly have brought some further evidence that would help her in her search for the truth, but the pockets were empty.




  She felt something wet upon the sleeve, and gathered that it was raining. She went back to her room, closed the door noiselessly, and went to the window to look out into the street. It was a fine morning, and the streets were dry. She saw her hands. They were smeared with blood!




  She ran down the stairs again and turned on the light in the hall. Yes, there it was on his sleeve. There were little drops of blood on the stair carpet. She could trace him all the way up the stairs by this. She went straight to his room and knocked.




  He answered instantly.




  “Who is that?”




  “It is I. I want to see you.”




  “I am rather tired,” he said.




  “Please let me in. I want to see you.”




  She tried the door, but it was locked. Then she heard the bed creak as he moved. An instant later the bolt was slipped, and the light shone through the fanlight over the door.




  He was almost fully dressed, she observed.




  “What is the matter with your arm?” she asked.




  It was carefully bandaged.




  “I hurt it. It is nothing very much.”




  “How did you hurt it ?” she asked impatiently,




  She was nearing the end of her resources. She wanted him to say that it had happened in a taxicab smash or one of the street accidents to which city dwellers are liable, but he did not explain.




  She asked to see the wound. He was unwilling, but she insisted. At last he unwrapped the bandage, and showed an ugly little gash on the forearm. It was too rough to be the clean-cut wound of a knife or of broken glass.




  There was a second wound about the size of a sixpence near the elbow.




  “That looks like a bullet wound,” she said, and pointed. “It has glanced along your arm, and has caught you again near the elbow.”




  He did not speak. She procured warm water from the bathroom and bathed it, found a cool emollient in her room, and dressed it as well as she could.




  She did not again refer to the circumstances under which the injury had been sustained. This was not the time nor the place to discuss that.




  “There is an excellent nurse spoilt in you,” he said when she had finished.




  “I am afraid there is an excellent man spoilt in you,” she answered in a low voice; “and I am rather inclined to think that I have done the spoiling.”




  “Please get that out of your head altogether,” he said almost roughly. “A man is what he makes himself: you know the tag — the evil you do by two and two you answer for one by one; and even if you had any part in the influencing of my life for evil, I am firstly and lastly responsible.”




  “I am not so sure of that,” said she.




  She had made him a little sling in which to rest his arm.




  “You married me because you loved me, because you gave to me all that a right-thinking woman would hold precious and sacred, and because you expected me to give you something in return. I have given you nothing. I humiliated you at the outset by telling you why I had married you. You have the dubious satisfaction of knowing that I bear your name. You have, perhaps, half a suspicion that you live with one who is everlastingly critical of your actions and your intentions. Have I no responsibilities?”




  There was a long silence, then she said:




  “Whatever you wish me to do I will always do.”




  “I wish you to be happy, that is all,” he replied. His voice was of the same hard, metallic tone which she had noted before.




  She flushed a little. It had been an effort for her to say what she had, and he had rebuked her. He was within his rights, she thought.




  She left him, and did not see him till the morning, when they met at breakfast. They exchanged a few words of greeting, and both turned their attention to their newspapers. Edith read hers in silence, read the one column which meant so much to her from end to end twice, then she laid the paper down.




  “I see,” she said, “that our burglars rifled the Bank of the Northern Provinces last night.”




  “So I read,” he said, without raising his eyes from his paper.




  “And that one of them was shot by the armed guard of the bank.”




  “I’ve also seen that,” said her husband.




  “Shot,” she repeated, and looked at his bandaged arm.




  He nodded.




  “I think my paper is a later edition than yours,” he said gently. “The man that was shot was killed. They found his body in a taxicab. His name is not given, but I happen to know that it was a very pleasant florid gentleman named Persh. Poor fellow,” he mused, “it was poetic justice.”




  “Why?” she asked.




  “He did this,” said Gilbert Standerton, and pointed to his arm with a grim smile.




  XI. The Fourth Man
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  On the Night of Gilbert Standerton’s little dinner party the black-bearded taxidriver, who had called at the house off Charing Cross Road for instructions, came to the door of No. 43, and was duly observed by the detective on duty. He went into the house, was absent five minutes, and came out again, driving off without a fare.




  Ten minutes later, at a signal from the detective, the house was visited by three C.I.D. men from Scotland Yard, and the mystery of the taxicab driver was cleared up forever.




  For, instead of George Wallis, they discovered sitting at his ease in the drawingroom upstairs, and reading a novel with evident relish, that same black-bearded chauffer.




  “It is very simple,” said Inspector Goldberg, “the driver comes up and George Wallis is waiting inside, made up exactly like him. The moment he enters the door and closes it Wallis opens it, and steps out on to the car and drives off. You people watching thought it was the same driver returned.”




  He looked at his prisoner.




  “Well, what are you going to do?” asked the bearded man.




  “I am afraid there is nothing we can do with you,” said Goldberg regretfully. “Have you got a licence?”




  “You bet your life I have,” said the driver cheerfully, and produced it.




  “I can take you for consorting with criminals.”




  “A dfficult charge to prove,” said the bearded one, “more difficult to get a conviction on, and possibly it would absolutely spoil your chance of bagging George in the end.”




  “That is true,” said Goldberg; “anyway, I’m going to look for your taxicab. I can at least pull George in for driving without a licence.”




  The man shook his head.




  “I am sorry to disappoint you,” he said with mock regret, “but George has a licence too.”




  “The devil he has,” said the baffled inspector.




  “Funny, isn’t it,” said the bearded man. “George is awfully thorough.”




  “Come now, Smith,” said the detective genially, “what is the game? How deep in this are you?”




  “In what?” asked the puzzled man.




  Goldberg gave him up for a bad job. He knew that Wallis had chosen his associates with considerable care.




  “Anyway, I will go after George,” he said. “You are probably putting up a little bluff on me about the licence. Once I get him inside the jug there are lots of little things I might be able to discover.”




  “Do,” said the driver earnestly. “You will find him standing on the Haymarket rank at about half-past ten tonight.”




  “Yes, I know,” said the detective sardonically.




  He had no charge and no warrant, save the search warrant which gave him the right of entry.




  Smith, the driver, was sent about his business, and a detective put on to shadow him.




  With what success this shadowing was done may be gathered from the fact that, at half-past ten that night, Inspector Goldberg discovered the cab he was seeking, and to his amazement found it in the very place where Smith had told him to expect it. And there the bearded driver was sitting with all the aplomb of one who was nearing the end of a virtuous and well-rewarded day.




  “Now, George,” said the inspector jocularly, “come down off that perch and let me have a look at your licence; if it is not made out in your name I am going to pull you.”




  The man did not descend, but he put his hand in his pocket and produced a little leather wallet. The inspector opened it and read.




  “Ah!” he said exultantly, “as I thought, this is made out in the name of Smith.”




  “I am Smith,” said the driver calmly.




  “Get down,” said the inspector.




  The man obeyed. There was no question as to his identity.




  “You see,” he explained, “when you put your flat-footed splits on to follow me I had no intention of bothering George. He is big enough to look after himself, and, by the way, his licence is made out in his own name, so you need not trouble about that.




  “But as soon as I saw you did not trust me,” he said reproachfully, “why, I sort of got on my mettle. I slipped your busy fellow in Oxford Street, and came on and took my cab from the desperate criminal you are chasing.”




  “Where is he now?” asked Goldberg.




  “In his flat, and in bed I trust at this hour,” said the bearded man virtuously. With this the inspector had to be content.




  To make absolutely sure, he went back to the house off Charing Cross Road, and found, as he feared, Mr. George Wallis, if not in bed, at least in his dressing-gown, and the end of his silk pyjamas lapped over his great woollen slippers.




  “My dear good chap,” he expostulated wearily, “am I never to be left in quiet? Must the unfortunate record which I bear still pursue me, penitent as I am, and striving, as I may be, to lead that unoffending life which the State demands of its citizens?”




  “Do not make a song about it, George,” grumbled Goldberg. “You have kept me busy all the night looking after you. Where have you been?”




  “I have been to a picture palace,” said the calm man, “observing with sympathetic interest the struggles of a poor but honest bank clerk to secure the daughter of his rich and evil boss. I have been watching cowboys shooting off their revolvers and sheriffs galloping madly across plains. I have, in fact, run through the whole gamut of emotions which the healthy picture palace excites.”




  “You talk too much,” said the inspector.




  He did not waste any further time, and left Mr. Wallis stifling a sleepy yawn; but the door had hardly closed behind the detective when Wallis’s dressing-gown was thrown aside, his pyjamas and woollen slippers discarded, and in a few seconds the man was full dressed. From the front window he saw the little knot of detectives discussing the matter, and watched them as they moved slowly to the end of the street. There would be a further discussion there, and then one of them would come back to his vigil; but before they had reached the end of the street he was out of the house and walking rapidly in the opposite direction to that which they had taken.




  He had left a light burning to encourage the watcher. He must take his chance about getting back again without being observed. He made his way quickly in the direction of the tube station, and a quarter of an hour later, by judicious transfers, he was in the vicinity of Hampstead. He walked down the hill towards Belsize Park and picked up a taxicab. He had stopped at the station to telephone, and had made three distinct calls.




  Soon after eleven he was met at Chalk Farm Station by his two confederates. Thereafter all trace was lost of them. So far, in a vague and unsatisfactory way, Inspector Goldberg had kept a record of Wallis’s movements that night. He had to guess much, and to take something on trust, for the quarry had very cleverly covered his tracks.




  At midnight the guard in the Bank of the Northern Provinces was making his round, and was ascending the stone steps which led from the vault below, when three men sprang at him, gagged him and bound him with incredible swiftness. They did not make any attempt to injure him, but with scientific thoroughness they placed him in such a position that he was quite incapable of offering resistance or of summoning assistance to his aid. They locked him in a small room usually occupied by the assistant bank manager, and proceeded to their work downstairs.




  “This is going to be a stiff job,” said Wallis, and he put his electric lamp over the steel grating which led to the entrance to the strong room.




  Persh, the stout man who was with him, nodded.




  “The grating is nothing,” he said; “I can get this open.”




  “Look for the bells, Callidino,” said Wallis.




  The little Italian was an expert in the matter of alarms, and he examined the door scientifically.




  “There is nothing here,” he said definitely.




  Persh, who was the best lock man in the world, set to work, and in a quarter of an hour the gate swung open. Beyond this, at the end of the passage, was a plain green door, offering no purchase whatever to any of the instruments they had brought. Moreover, the lock was a remarkable one, since it was not in the surface of the door itself, but in a small steel cabinet in the room overhead. But the blowpipe was got to work expeditiously. Wallis had the plan of the door carefully drawn to scale, and he knew exactly where the vital spot in the massive steel covering was to be found. For an hour and a half’ they worked, then Persh stopped suddenly.




  “What was that?” he said. Without another word the three men raced back along the passage, up the stairs to the big office on the ground floor, Persh leading.




  As he made his appearance from the stairway a shot rang out, and he staggered. He thought he saw a figure moving in the shadow of the wall, and fired at it.




  “You fool!” said Wallis, “you will have the whole place surrounded.”




  Again a shot was fired, and this time there was no doubt as to who was the assailant. Wallis threw the powerful gleam of his lamp in the direction of the office. With one hand free and the other holding a revolver, there crouched near the door the guard they had left secure. Wallis doused his light as the man fired again.




  “Out of this, quick!” he cried. Through the back way they sped, up the little ladder, then through the skylight where they had entered, across the narrow ledge, and through the hosier’s establishment which had been the means of entrance. Persh was mortally wounded, though he made the supreme and final effort of his life. They saw people running in the direction of the Bank, and heard a police whistle blow; but they came out of the hosier’s shop together, quietly and without fuss, three respectable gentlemen, one apparently a little the worse for drink.




  Wallis hailed a taxicab, and gave elaborate directions. He made no attempt to hurry whilst Callidino assisted the big man into the vehicle, then they drove off leisurely. As the cab moved Persh collapsed into one corner.




  “Were you hit?” asked Wallis anxiously.




  “I am done for, George, I think,” whispered the man.




  George made a careful examination with his lamp and gasped. He was leaning his head out of the window.




  “What are you doing?” asked Persh, weakly.




  “I am going to take you to the hospital,” said Wallis.




  “You will do nothing of the kind,” said the other hoarsely. “For God’s sake do not jeopardize the whole crowd for me. I tell you I am finished. I can—”




  He said no other word, every muscle in his frame seemed at that moment to relax, and he slid in a loose heap to the floor.




  They lifted him up.




  “My God!” said Wallis, “he is dead.”




  And dead, indeed, was Persh, that amiable and florid man.




  *




  “The Burglary at the Northern Provinces Bank continues to excite a great deal of comment in City circles,” wrote the representative of the Daily Monitor.




  “The police have made a number of interesting discoveries. There can be no doubt whatever that the miscreants escaped by way of” (here followed a fairly accurate description of the method of departure). “What interests the police, however, is the evidence they are able to secure as to the presence of another man in the bank who is as yet unaccounted for. The fourth man seems to have taken no part in the robbery, and to have been present without the knowledge or without the goodwill of the burglars. The bank guard who was interviewed this morning by our representative, was naturally reticent in the interest of his employers, but he confirmed the rumour that the fourth man, whoever he was, was not antagonistic so far as he (the guard) was concerned. It now transpires that the guard had been hastily bound and gagged by the burglars, who probably, without any intention, had left their victim in some serious danger, as the gag had been fixed in such a manner that the unfortunate man nearly died.




  “Then when he was almost in extremis there had appeared on the scene the fourth individual, who had loosened the gag, and made him more comfortable. It was obvious that he was not a member of the original burglar gang.




  “The theory is offered that on the night in question two separate and independent sets of burglars were operating against the bank. Whether that is so or not, a tribute must be paid to the humanity of number four.”




  




  “SO that was it.” Wallis read the account in his paper that morning without resentment. Though the evening had ended disastrously for him, he had cause for satisfaction. “I should never have forgiven myself if we had killed that guard,” he said to his companion.




  His eyes were tired, and his face was unusually pale. He had spent a strenuous evening. He sat now in his bucket-shop office, and his sole companion was Callidino.




  “I suppose poor old Persh will catch us,” he said.




  “Why Persh?” asked the other.




  “The taxidriver will be able to identify us as having been his companions. I wonder they have not come before. There is no use in running away. Do you know,” he asked suddenly, “that no man ever escapes the English police if he is known. It saves a lot of trouble to await developments.”




  “I thought you had been to the station,” said Callidino in surprise.




  “I have,” said Wallis; “I went there the first thing — in fact, the moment I had an excuse — to identify Persh. There is no sense in pretending we did not know him. The only thing to do is to prove the necessary alibis. As for me, I was in bed and asleep.”




  “Did anybody see you get back?” asked Callidino.




  Wallis shook his head.




  “No,” he said; “they left one man to look after me, and he did a very natural thing, he walked up and down the street. There was nothing easier than to walk the way he was going behind his back and slip in just when I wanted to.”




  Shadowing is a most tiring business, and what very few realize is the physical strain of remaining in one position, having one object in view. Even the trained police may be caught napping in the most simple manner, and as Wallis said, he had found no difficulty in making his way back to the house without observation. The only danger had been that during his absence somebody had called.




  “What about you?”




  Callidino smiled.




  “My alibi is more complex,” he said, “and yet more simple. My excellent compatriots will swear for me. They lie very readily, these Neapolitans.”




  “Aren’t you a Neapolitan?”




  “Sicilian,” smiled the other. “Neapolitan!”




  The contempt in his tone amused Wallis.




  “Who is the fourth man?” Callidino asked suddenly.




  “Our mysterious stranger, I am certain of that,” said George Wallis moodily. “But who the devil is he? I have never killed a man in my life so far, but I shall have to take unusual measures to settle my curiosity in this respect.




  “There will have to be a division of the loot,” he said after a while, “I will go into it today. Persh has relations somewhere in the world, a daughter or a sister, she must have her share. There is a fake solicitor in Southwark who will do the work for us. We shall have to invent an uncle who died.”




  Callidino nodded.




  “As for me,” he said, rising and stretching himself, “already the vineyards of the South are appealing to me. I shall build me a villa in Montecatini and drink the wines, and another on Lake Maggiore and bathe in the waters. I shall do nothing for the rest of my life save eat and drink and bathe.”




  “A perfectly ghastly idea!” said Wallis. The question of the fourth man troubled him more than he confessed. It was shaking his nerves. The police he understood, and was prepared for, could even combat, but here was the fourth man as cunning as they, who knew their plans, who followed them, who kept them under observation. Why? What object had he? He did not doubt that the fourth man was he who had watched them in Hatton Garden.




  If it was a hobby it was a most extraordinary hobby, and the man must be mad. If he had an object in view, why did he not come out into the daylight and admit it?




  “I wonder how I can get hold of him?” he said half aloud.




  “Advertise for him,” said CalIidino. A sharp retort rose to the other’s lips, but he checked it. After all, there was something in that. One could do many things through the columns of the daily press.




  XII. The Place Where the Loot Was Stored
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  “Will the Hatton Garden intruder communicate with the man who lay on the floor, and arrange a meeting. The man on the floor has a proposition to make, and promises no harm to intruder.”




  




  Gilbert Standerton read the advertisement when he was taking his breakfast, and a little smile gathered at the corners of his lips. Edith saw the smile.




  “What is amusing you, Gilbert?” she asked.




  “A thought,” he said. “I think these advertisements are so funny.”




  She had seen the direction of his eyes, carefully noted the page of the paper, and waited for an opportunity to examine for herself the cause of his amusement.




  “By the way,” he said carelessly, “I am putting some money to your credit at the bank today.”




  “Mine?” she asked.




  He nodded.




  “Yes, I have been rather fortunate on the Stock Exchange lately — I made twelve thousand pounds out of American rails.”




  She looked at him steadily.




  “Do you mean that ?” she asked.




  “What else could I mean?” he demanded. “You see, American rails have been rather jumpy of late, and so have I.”




  He smiled again.




  “I jumped in when they were low and jumped out when they were high. Here is the broker’s statement.”




  He drew it from his pocket and passed it across the table to her.




  “I feel,” he said, with a pretence of humour, “that you should know I do not secure my entire income from my nefarious profession.”




  She made no response to this. She knew who the fourth man had been. Why had he gone there? What had been his object? If he had been a detective, or if he had been in the employ of the Government, he would have confessed it.




  Her heart had sunk when she had read the interesting theory which had been put forward by the journal. He was the second burglar. She thought all this, with the paper he had passed to her on the table before her. The broker’s statement was clear enough. Here were the amounts, all columns ruled and carried forward.




  “You will observe that I have not put it all to your credit,” he bantered; “some of it has gone to mine.”




  “Gilbert,” she asked, “why do you keep things from me?”




  “What do I keep from you?” he asked.




  “Why do you keep from me the fact that you were in the bank the night before last when this horrible tragedy occurred?”




  He did not answer immediately.




  “I have not kept it from you,” he said. “I have practically admitted it — in an unguarded moment, I confess, but I did admit it.”




  “What were you doing there?” she demanded.




  “Making my fortune,” he said solemnly.




  But she was not to be put off by his flippancy.




  “What were you doing there?” she asked again.




  “I was watching three interesting burglars at work,” he said, “as I have watched them not once but many times. You see, I am specially gifted in one respect. Nature intended me to be a burglar, but education and breed and a certain lawfulness of character prohibited that course. I am a dilettante: I do not commit crime, but I am monstrously interested in it. I seek,” he said slowly, “to discover what fascination crime has over the normal mind; also I have an especial reason for checking the amount these men collect.”




  Her puzzled frown hurt him; he did not want to bother her, but she knew so much now that he must tell her more. He had thought it would have been possible to have hidden everything from her, but people cannot live together in the same house, and be interested in one another’s comings and goings, without some of their cherished secrets being revealed.




  “What I cannot understand—” she said slowly, and was at a loss for an introduction to this delicate subject.




  “What cannot you understand?” he asked.




  “I cannot understand why you suddenly dropped all your normal pleasures, why you left the Foreign Office, why you gave up music, and why, above all things, that this change in your life should have come about immediately after the playing of the ‘Melody in F.’”




  He was silent for a moment, and when he spoke his voice was low and troubled.




  “You are not exactly right,” he said. “I had begun my observations into the ways of the criminal before that tune was played.”




  He paused.




  “I admit that I had some fear in my mind that sooner or later the ‘Melody in F’ would be played under my window, and I was making a halfhearted preparaation against the evil day. That is all I can tell you,” he said.




  “Tell me this,” she asked as he rose, “if I had loved you, and had been all that you desired, would you have adopted this course?” He thought awhile.




  “I cannot tell you,” he said at length, “possibly I should, perhaps I should not. Yes,” he said, nodding his head, “I should have done what I am doing now, only it would have been harder to do if you had loved me. As it is—”




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  He went out soon after, and she found the paper he had been reading, and without dificulty discovered the advertisement. Then he was the Hatton Garden intruder, and what he had said was true. He had observed these people, and they had known they were being observed. With a whirling brain she sat down to piece together the threads of mystery. She was no nearer a solution when she had finished, from sheer exhaustion, than when she had begun.




  Gilbert had not intended spending the night away from his house. He realized that his wife would worry, and that she would have a genuine grievance; apart from which he was, in a sense, domesticated, and if the life he was living was an unusual one, it had its charm and its attraction. The knowledge that he would meet her every morning, speak to her during the day, and that he had in her a growing friend was particularly pleasing to him. He had gone to a little office that he rented over a shop in Cheapside — an office which his work in the City had made necessary.




  He unlocked the door of the tiny room, which was situated on the third floor, and entered, closing the door behind him. There were one or two letters which had come to him in the capacity in which he appeared as the tenant of the office. They were mainly business communications, and required little or no attention. He sat down at his desk to write a note; he thought he might be late that night, and wanted to explain his absence. His wife occupied a definite place in his life, and though she exercised no rights over his movements, yet could quite reasonably expect to be informed of his immediate plans.




  He had scarcely put pen to paper when a knock came to the door.




  “Come in,” said Gilbert, in some surprise.




  It was not customary for people to call upon him here. He expected to see a wandering canvasser in search of an order, but the man that came in was nothing so commonplace. Gilbert knew him as a Mr. Wallis, an affable and a pleasant man.




  “Sit down, will you?” he said, without a muscle of his face wrong.




  “I want to see you, Mr. Standerton,” said Wallis, and made no attempt to seat himself. “Would you care to come to my office?”




  “I can see you here, I think,” said Gilbert, calmly.




  “I prefer to see you in my office,” said the man, “we are less liable to interruption. You are not afraid to come, I suppose?” he said, with a hint of a smile.




  “I am not to be piqued into coming, at any rate,” smiled Gilbert; “but since this is not a very expansive office, nor conducive to expansive thought, I will go with you. I presume you intend taking me into your confidence?”




  He looked at the other man strangely and Wallis nodded.




  The two men left the office together, and Gilbert wondered exactly what proposition the other would put to him.




  Ten minutes later they were in the St. Brides Street store, that excellent Safe Agency whose business, apparently, was increasing by leaps and bounds. Gilbert Standerton looked round.




  The manager was there, a model of respectability. He bowed politely to Wallis, and was somewhat surprised to see him, perhaps, for the proprietor of the St. Bride’s Safe Agency was a rare visitor.




  “My office, I think?” suggested Wallis. He closed the door behind them.




  “Now exactly what do you want?” asked Gilbert.




  “Will you have a cigar?” Mr. Wallis pushed the box towards him.




  Gilbert smiled.




  “You need not be scared of them,” said Wallis, with a twinkle in his eye. “There is nothing dopey or wrong with these, they are my own special brand.”




  “I do not smoke cigars,” said Gilbert.




  “Lie number one,” replied Wallis cheerfully. “This is a promising beginning to an exchange of confidences. Now, Mr. Standerton, we are going to be very frank with one another, at least I am going to be very frank with you. I hope you will reciprocate, because I think I deserve something. You know so much about me, and I know so little about you, that it would be fair if we evened matters up.”




  “I take you,” said Gilbert, “and if I can see any advantage in doing so you may be sure I shall act on your suggestion.”




  “A few months ago,” said Mr. Wallis, pulling slowly at his cigar, and regarding the ceiling with an attentive eye, “I and one of my friends were engaged in a scientific work.”




  Gilbert nodded.




  “In the midst of that work we were interrupted by a gentleman, who for a reason best known to himself modestly hid his features behind a mask.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I deplore the melodrama, but I applaud the discretion. Since then,” he went on, “the efforts of my friends in their scientific pursuit of wealth have been hampered and hindered by that same gentleman. Sometimes we have seen him, and sometimes we have only discovered his presence after we have retired from the scene of our labour. Now, Mr. Standerton, this young man may have excellent reasons for all he is doing, but he is considerably jeopardizing our safety.”




  “Who is the young man ?” asked Gilbert Standerton.




  “The young man,” said Mr. Wallis, without taking his eyes from the ceiling, “is yourself.”




  “How do you know’?” asked Gilbert quietly.




  “I know,” said the other with a smile, “and there is an end to it. I can prove it, curiously enough, without having actually spotted your face.” He pulled an inkpad from the end of the desk. “Will you make a little fingermark upon that sheet of paper?” he asked, and offered a sheet of paper. Gilbert shook his head with a smile.




  “I see no reason why I should,” he said coolly.




  “Exactly. If you did we should find a very interesting fingermark to compare with it. In the office here,” Mr. Wallis went on, “we have a large safe which has been on our hands for some months.”




  Gilbert nodded.




  “Owned by a client who has the keys,” he said.




  “Exactly,” said Wallis. “You remember my lie about it. There are three sets of keys to that safe and a combination word. I said three” — he corrected himself carefully— “there are really four. By an act of gross carelessness on my part, I left the keys of the safe in my pocket in this very office three weeks ago.




  “I must confess,” he said with a smile, “that I did not suspect you of having so complete a knowledge of my doings or of my many secrets. I remembered my folly at eleven o’clock that night, and came back for what I had left behind. I found them exactly where I had left them, but somebody else had found them, too, and that somebody else had taken a wax impression of them. Moreover,” he leant forward towards Gilbert, lowering his voice, “that somebody else has since formed the habit of coming to this place nightly for reasons of his own. Do you know what those reasons are, Mr. Standerton?”




  “To choose a safe?” suggested Gilbert, ironically.




  “He comes to rob us of the fruits of our labour,” said Wallis.




  He smiled as he said the words because he had a sense of humour. “Some individual who has a conscience or a sense of rectitude which prevents him from becoming an official burglar is engaged in the fascinating pursuit of robbing the robber. In other words, some twenty thousand pounds in solid cash has been taken from my safe.”




  “Borrowed, I do not doubt,” said Gilbert Standerton, and leant back in his chair, his hands stuffed into his pockets, and a hard look upon his face.




  “What do you mean — borrowed?” asked Wallis in surprise.




  “Borrowed by somebody who is desperately in need of money; somebody who understands the Stock Exchange much better than many of the men who make a special study of it; somebody with such knowledge as would enable him to gamble heavily with a minimum chance of loss, and yet, despite this, fearing to injure some unfortunate broker by the accident of failure.”




  He leant towards Wallis, his elbow upon the desk, his face half averted from the other. He had heard the outer door close with a bang, and knew they were alone now, and that Wallis had designed it so.




  “I wanted money badly,” he said. “I could have stolen it easily. I intended stealing it. I watched you for a month. I have watched criminals for years. I know as many tricks of the trade as you. Remember that I was in the Foreign Office, in that department which had to do mainly with foreign crooks, and that I was virtually a police officer, though I had none of the authority.”




  “I know all about that,” said Wallis. He was curious, he desired information for his own immediate use, he desired it, too, that his sum of knowledge concerning humanity should be enlarged.




  “I am a thief — in effect. The reason does not concern you.”




  “Had the ‘Melody in F’ anything to do with it?” asked the other dryly.




  Gilbert Standerton sprang to his feet.




  “What do you mean?” he asked.




  “Just what I say,” said the other, watching him keenly. “I understand that you had an eccentric desire to hear that melody played. Why? I must confess I am curious.”




  “Reserve your curiosity for something which concerns you,” said the other, roughly. “Where did you learn?” he added the question, and Wallis laughed.




  “We have sources of information—” he began magniloquently.




  “Oh, yes,” Gilbert nodded; “of course, your friend Smith lodges with the Wings. I had forgotten that.”




  “My friend Smith — you refer to my chauffeur, I suppose?”




  “I refer to your confederate, the fourth member of your gang, the man who never appears in any of your exploits, and who in various guises is laying down the foundation for robberies of the future, Oh, I know all about this place,” he said. He waved his hand around the shop, “I know this scheme of a Safe Agency; it is ingenious, but it is not original. I think it was done some years ago in Italy; you tout safes round to country mansions, offer them at ridiculous prices, and the rest is simple. You have the keys, and at any moment you can go into a house into which such a safe has been sold with the certain knowledge that all the valuables and all the portable property will be assembled in the one spot and accessible to you.”




  Wallis nodded.




  “Quite right, friend,” he said. “I need no information concerning myself. Will you kindly explain exactly what part you are taking? Are you under the impression that you are numbered amongst the honest?”




  “I do not,” said the other shortly. “The morality of my actions has nothing whatever to do with the matter. I have no illusion.”




  “You are a fortunate man,” said George Wallis, approvingly. “But will you please tell me what part you are playing, and how you justify your action in removing from time to time large sums of money from our possession to some secret depository of your own?”




  “I do not justify it,” said Gilbert.




  He got up and paced the little office the other watching him narrowly. “I tell you that I know that I am in intent a thief, but I am working to a plan.”




  He turned to the other. “Do you know that there is not a robbery you have committed of which I do not know the absolute effect? There is not a piece of jewellery you have taken, of which I do not know the owner and the exact value? Yes,” he nodded, “I am aware that you have not ‘fenced’ — that is the term, isn’t it? — a single article, and that in your safe place you have them all stored. I hope by good fortune not only to compensate you for what I have taken from you, but to return every penny that you have stolen.”




  Wallis started.




  “What do you mean?” he asked.




  “To its rightful owner,” continued Gilbert calmly. “I have striven to be in a position to say to you: ‘Here is a necklace belonging to Lady Dynshird, it is worth four thousand pounds, I will give you a fair price for it, let us say a thousand — it is rather more than you could sell it for — and we will restore it to its owner.’ I want to say to you: ‘I have taken ten thousand sovereigns in bullion and in French banknotes from your store, here is that amount for yourself, here is a similar amount which is to be restored to the people from whom it was taken.’ I have kept a careful count of every penny you have taken since I joined your gang as an unofficial member.”




  He smiled grimly.




  “My dear Quixote,” drawled George Wallis protestingly, “you are setting yourself an impossible task.”




  Gilbert Standerton shook his head.




  “Indeed I am not,” he said. “I have made much more money on the Stock Exchange than ever I thought I should possess in my life.”




  “Will you tell me this?” asked the other. “What is the explanation of this sudden desire of yours for wealth — for sudden desire I gather it was?”




  “That I cannot explain,” said Gilbert, and his tone was uncompromising. There was a little pause, then George Wallis rose.




  “I think we had better understand one another now,” he said. “You have taken from us nearly twenty thousand pounds — twenty thousand pounds of our money swept out of existence.”




  Gilbert shook his head. “No, there is not a penny of it gone. I tell you I used it as a reserve in case I should want it. As a matter of fact, I shall not want it now,” he smiled, “I could restore it to you tonight.”




  “You will greatly oblige me if you do,” said the other.




  Gilbert looked at him.




  “I rather like you, Wallis,” he said; “there is something admirable about you, rascal that you are.”




  “Rascals as we are,” corrected Wallis. “You, who have no illusions, do not create one now.”




  “I suppose that is so,” said the other moodily.




  “How is this going to end?” asked Wallis. “Where do we share out, and are you prepared to carry on this high-soul arrangement as long as my firm is in existence?”




  Standerton shook his head.




  “No,” he said, “your business ends tonight.”




  “My business?” asked the startled Wallis.




  “Your business,” said the other. “You have made enough money to retire on. Get out. I have made sufficient money to take over all your stock at valuation” — he smiled again— “and to restore every penny that has been stolen by you. I was coming to you in a few days with that proposition.”




  “And so we end tonight, do we?” mused Wallis. “My dear good man,” he said cheerfully, “tonight — why I am going out after the most wonderful coup of all! You would laugh if you knew who was my intended victim.”




  “I am not easily amused in these days,” said Gilbert. “Who is it?”




  “I will tell you another time,” said Wallis. He walked to the office door, his hands in his pockets. He stood for a moment admiring a huge safe and whistling a little tune.




  “Don’t you think it an excellent idea of mine,” he asked with the casual air of the suburban householder showing off a new cucumber frame, “this safe?”




  “I think it most excellent.”




  “Business is good,” said Wallis regretfully. “It is a pity to give it up after we have taken so much trouble. You see, we may not sell half a dozen safes a year to the right kind of people, but if we only sell one — why we pay expenses! It is so simple,” he said.




  “By the way, have you missed a necklace of sorts which has been restored to the police? Do not apologize!”




  He raised his hand.




  “I understand this is a family matter. I am sorry to have caused you any inconvenience.” His ironical politeness amused the other.




  “It was not a question of family,” he said. “I had no idea as to its ownership, only some person had been very careless — I found the necklace outside the safe. Some property had evidently been hidden in a hurry, and had fallen down.”




  “I am greatly obliged to you,” said Wallis. “You removed what might possibly have been a great temptation for the honest Mr. Timmings.”




  He took a key from his pocket, switched round the combination lock and opened the safe. There was nothing in the first view to suggest that it was the storehouse of the most notorious thief in London. Every article therein had been most carefully wrapped and packed. He closed the door again.




  “That is only half the treasure,” he said.




  “Only half — what do you mean?”




  Gilbert was genuinely surprised, and a little mocking smile played about the mouth of the other.




  “I thought that would upset you,” he said. “That is only half. I will show you something. Since you know so much, why shouldn’t you know all?”




  He walked back into the office. A door led into another room. He unlocked this, and opening it passed through, Gilbert following. Inside was a small room lit by a skylight. The centre of the room was occupied by what appeared to be a large cage. It was in reality a steel grill, which is sometimes sold by French firms to surround a safe.




  “A pretty cage,” said Mr. Wallis, admiringly. He unlocked the tiny steel gate and stepped through, and Gilbert stepped after him.




  “How did you get it in?” asked Gilbert curiously.




  “It was brought in in pieces, and has just been set up in order to show a customer. It is very easily taken apart, and two or three mechanics can clear it away in a day.”




  “Is this your other department?” asked Gilbert, dryly.




  “In a sense it is,” said Wallis, “and I will show you why. If you go to the corner and pull down the first bar you will see something which perhaps you have never seen before.”




  Gilbert was halfway to the corner, when the transparency of the trick struck him. He turned quickly, but a revolver was pointed straight at his heart.




  “Put up your hands, Mr. Gilbert Standerton,” said George. “You may be perfectly bona fide in your intentions to share out, but I was thinking that I would rather finish tonight’s job before I relinquish business. You see it will be poetic justice. Your uncle—”




  “My uncle!” said Gilbert.




  “Your uncle,” bowed the other, “an admirable but testy old gentleman, who in one of our best safes has deposited nearly a quarter of a million pounds’ worth of jewellery — the famous Standerton diamonds, which I suppose you will one day inherit.”




  “Is it not poetic justice,” he asked as he backed his way out, still covering his prisoner with his revolver, “to rob you just a little? Possibly,” he went on, with grim humour, “I also may have a conscience, and may attempt to restore to you the property which tonight I shall steal.”




  He clanged the gate to, doubly locked it, and walked to the door which led to the office.”




  “You will stay here for forty-eight hours,” he said, “at the end of which time you will be released — on my word. It may be inconvenient for you, but there are many inconvenient happenings in this life which we must endure. I commend you to Providence.”




  He went out, and was gone for a quarter of an hour. Gilbert thought he had left, but he returned carrying a large jug of coffee, two brand-new quart vacuum flasks, and two packages of what proved to be sandwiches.




  “I cannot starve you,” he said. “You had better keep your coffee hot. You will have a long wait, and as you may be cold I have brought this.”




  He went back to the office and carried out two heavy overcoats and, thrust them through the bars.




  “That is very decent of you,” said Gilbert.




  “Not at all,” said the polite Mr. Wallis.




  Gilbert was unarmed, and had he possessed a weapon it would have been of no service to him. The pistol had not left Wallis’s hand, and even as he handed the food through the grill the butt of the automatic Colt was still gripped in his palm.




  “I wish you a very good evening. If you would like to send a perfectly noncommittal note to your wife, saying that you were too busy to come back, I should be delighted to see it delivered.”




  He passed through the bars a sheet of paper and a stylograph pen. It was a thoughtful thing to do, and Gilbert appreciated it.




  This man, scoundrel as he was, had nicer instincts than many who had never brought themselves within the pale of the law. He scribbled a note excusing himself, folded up the sheet and placed it in the envelope, sealing it down before he realized that his captor would want to read it.




  “I am very sorry,” he said, “but you can open it, the gum is still wet.”




  Wallis shook his head.




  “If you will tell me that there is nothing more than I asked you to write, or that I expected you to write, that is sufficient,” he said. So he left Gilbert alone and with much to think about.
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  General Sir John Standerton was a man of hateful and irascible temper. The excuse was urged for him that he had spent the greater portion of his life in India, a country calculated to undermine the sweetest disposition. He was a bachelor and lived alone, save for a small army of servants. He had renamed the country mansion he had purchased twenty years before: it was now known from one end of the country to the other as The Residency, and here he maintained an almost feudal state.




  His enemies said that he kept his battalion of servants at full strength so that he might always have somebody handy to swear at, but that was obviously spite. It was said, too, that every year a fresh firm of solicitors acted for him, and it is certain that he changed his banks with extraordinary rapidity.




  Leslie Frankfort was breakfasting with his brother one morning in his little Mayfair house. Jack Frankfort was a rising young solicitor, and a member of that firm which at the moment was acting for Sir John Standerton.




  “By the way,” said Jack Frankfort, “I am going to see an old friend of yours this afternoon.”




  “Who is my old friend?”




  “Old Standerton.”




  “Gilbert?”




  Jack Frankfort smiled.




  “No, Gilbert’s terrible uncle; we are acting for him just now.”




  “What is the object of the visit?”




  “A will, my boy; we are going to make a will.”




  “I wonder how many wills the old man has made?” mused Leslie. “Poor Gilbert!”




  “Why poor Gilbert?” asked the other, helping himself to the marmalade.




  “Why, he was his uncle’s heir for about ten minutes.”




  Jack grinned. “Everybody is old Standerton’s heir for ten minutes,” he said. “I verily believe he has endowed every hospital, every dog’s home, every cat’s home every freakish institution that the world has ever heard of, in the course of the last twenty years, and he is making another will to-day.”




  “Put in a good word for Gilbert,” said Leslie with a smile. The other growled. “There is not a chance of putting in a good word for anybody. Old Tomlins, who acted for him last, said that the greater difficulty in making a will for the old beggar is to finish one before the old man has thought out another. Anyway, he is keen on a will just now, and I am going down to see him. Come along?”




  “You know the old gentleman?”




  “Not on your life,” said the other hastily.




  “I know him indeed, and he knows me! He knows I am a pal of Gilbert’s. I stayed once with him for about two days. For the Lord’s sake do not confess that you are my brother, or he will find another firm of solicitors.”




  “I do not usually boast of my relationship with you,” said Jack.




  ‘You are an offensive devil,” said the other admiringly. “But I suppose you have to be, being a solicitor.”




  John Frankfort journeyed down to Huntingdon that afternoon in the company of a pleasant man, with whom he found himself in conversation without any of that awkwardness of introductions which makes the average English passenger so impossible. This gentleman had evidently been in all parts of the world, and knew a great many people whom Jack knew. He chatted interestingly for an hour on the strange places of the earth, and when the train drew up at the little station at which Mr. Frankfort was alighting, the other accompanied him.




  “What an extraordinary coincidence,” said the stranger heartily. “I am getting out here too. This is a rum little town, isn’t it?”




  It might be described as “rum,” but it was very pleasant, and it contained one of the most comfortable hostelries in England. The fellow-passengers, found themselves placed in adjoining rooms. Jack Frankfort had hoped to conclude his business before the evening and return to London by a late train, but he knew that it would be unwise to depend upon the old man’s expedition.




  As a matter of fact, he had hardly been in the hotel a quarter of an hour before he received an intimation from The Residency that Sir John could not be seen until ten o’clock that evening.




  “That settles all idea of going back to London,” said Jack, despairingly.




  He met his fellow-passenger at dinner. Though he was not particularly well acquainted with the habits of Sir John, he knew that one of his fads was to dine late, and since he had no desire to spend a hungry evening, he advanced the normal dinner-hour of the little hotel by thirty minutes. He explained this apologetically to the comfortable man who sat opposite him, as they discussed a perfectly roasted capon.




  “It suits me very well,” said the other, “I have a lot of work to do in the neighbourhood. You see,” he explained, “I am the proprietor of the Safe Agency.”




  “Safe Agency,” repeated the other, wonderingly.




  The man nodded.




  “It seems a queer business, but it is a fairly extensive one,” he said. “We deal principally in safes and strong rooms, secondhand or new. We have a pretty large establishment in London; but I am not going to overstep the bounds of politeness” — he smiled— “and try to sell you some of my stock.”




  Frankfort was amused.




  “Safe Agency,” he said; “one never realizes that there can be money in that sort of thing.”




  “One cannot realize that there is money in any branch of commerce,” said the other. “The money-making concerns which appeal are those where one sees brains being turned into actual cash.”




  “Such as — ?”




  “Such as a lawyer’s business,” smiled the other. “Oh, yes, I know you are a lawyer, you are the type, and I should have known your trade if I had not seen your dispatch case, and then your name.”




  Jack Frankfort laughed. “You are sharp enough to be a lawyer yourself,” he suggested.




  “You are paying yourself a compliment,” said the other.




  Later, in the High Street, when he was calling a fly to drive him to The Residency, Jack noticed a big covered motor lorry, bearing only the simple inscription on its side: “The St. Bride’s Safe Company.” He saw also his pleasant companion speaking earnestly with the black-bearded chauffeur. A little later the lorry moved on through the narrow streets of the town and took the London Road.




  Jack Frankfort had no time to speculate upon the opportunities for safe-selling which the little town offered, for five minutes later he was in Sir John Standerton’s study.




  The old General was of the type which is frequently depicted in humorous papers. He was stout and red of face, and wore a close-cut strip of white whisker, which ended abruptly below his ear, and was continued in a wild streak of white moustache across his face. He was bald, save for a little fringe of white hair which ran from temple to temple via the occiput, and his conversation might be described as a succession of explosions.




  He stared up from under his ferocious eyebrows, as the young man entered the study, and took stock of him. He was used to lawyers. He had had every variety, and had divided them into two distinct classes — they were either rogues or fools. There was no intermediate stage with this old man, and he had no doubt in his mind that Jack Frankfort, a shrewd-looking young man, was to be classed in the former category.




  He bullied him into a seat.




  “I want to see you about my will,” he said. “I have been seriously thinking lately of rearranging the distribution of my property.”




  This was his invariable formula. It was intended to convey the impression that he had arrived at this present state of mind after very long and careful consideration, and that the making of wills was a serious and an important business to be undertaken, perhaps, once or twice in a man’s lifetime.




  Jack nodded.




  “Very good, General,” he said. “Have you a draft?”




  “I have no draft,” snapped the other. “I have a will which has already been prepared, and here is a copy.” He threw it across to his solicitor.




  “I do not know whether you have seen this?”




  “I think I have one in my bag,” said Jack.




  “What the devil do you mean by carrying my will about in your bag?” snarled the other.




  “That is the only place I could think of,” said the young man, calmly. “You would not like me to carry it about in my trousers’ pocket, would you?”




  The General stared. “Do not be impertinent, young man,” he said ominously.




  It was not a good beginning, but Jack knew that every method had been tried, from the sycophantic to the pompous, hut none had succeeded, and the end of all endeavours, so far as the solicitors were concerned, had been the closing of their association with the General’s estate. He was rather a valuable client if he could only be retained. No human solicitor had discovered a method of retaining him.




  “Very well,” said the general at last. “Now please jot down exactly what my wishes are, and have the will drafted accordingly. In the first place I revoke all former wills.”




  Jack, with a sheet of paper and a pencil, nodded and noted the fact. “In the second place I want you to make absolutely certain that not a penny of my money goes to Dr. Sundle’s Dogs’ Home. The man has been insolent to me, and I hate dogs, anyhow. Not a penny of my money is to go to any hospital or to any charitable institution whatever.”




  The old sinner declaimed this with relish.




  “I had intended leaving a very large sum of money to a hospital fund,” he explained, “but after the behaviour of this infernal Government—” Jack might have asked in what way the old man expected to get even with the offending Government by denying support to all institutions designed to help the poor, but wisely kept the question in the background.




  “No charitable institution whatever.” The old man spoke slowly, emphatically, thumping the table with every other word.




  “A hundred pounds to the Army Temperance Association, though I think it is a jackass of an institution. A hundred pounds to the Soldiers’ Home at Aldershot, and a thousand pounds if they make it nonsectarian.”




  He grinned and added: “It will be Church of England to everlasting doomsday, so that money’s safe! And,” he added, “no money to the Cottage Hospital here — do not let that bequest creep in. That stupid maniac of a doctor — I forget his beastly name — led the agitation for opening a right-o’-way across my estate. I will ‘right-o’-way’ him!” he said viciously.




  He spent half an hour specifying the people who were not to benefit by his will, and the total amount of his reluctant bequests during that period did not exceed a thousand pounds. When he had finished he stared hopelessly at the young lawyer, and a momentary glint of humour came in the hard old blue eyes.




  “I think we have disposed of everybody,” he said, “without disposing of anything. Do you know my nephew?” he asked suddenly.




  “I know a friend of your nephew.”




  “Are you related to that grinning idiot Leslie Frankfort?” roared the old man.




  “He is my brother,” said the other, calmly.




  “Humph,” said the General, “I thought I recognized the face. Have you met Gilbert Standerton?” he asked suddenly.




  “I have met him once or twice,” said Jack Frankfort carelessly, “as you may have met people, just to say ‘how do you do?’ and that sort of thing.”




  “I have never met people to say ‘how do you do?’ and that sort of thing,” protested the old man with a snort. “What sort of fellow do you think he is?” he asked after a pause.




  The injunction of Leslie to “say a good word for Gilbert” came to the young man’s mind.




  “I think he is a very decent sort of fellow,” he said, “though somewhat reserved and a little standoffish.”




  The old man glowered at him.




  “My nephew standoffish?” he snapped, “of course he is standoffish. Do you think a Standerton is everybody’s money? There is nothing Tommyish or Dickish or Harryish about our family, sir. We are all standoffish, thank God! I am the most standoffish man you ever met in your life.”




  “That I can well believe,” thought Jack, but did not give utterance to his thought. Instead he pursued the subject in his own cunning way. “He is the sort of man,” he said, innocently, “whom I should think money would be rather wasted on.”




  “Why?” asked the General with rising wrath.




  Jack shrugged his shoulders. “Well, he makes no great show, does not attempt to keep any particular place in London Society. In fact, he treats Society as though he were superior to it.”




  “And so he is,” growled the General, “we are all superior to Society. Do you think, sir, that I care a damn about any of the people in this country? Do you think I am impressed by my Lord of High Towers and my Lady of the Grange, and the various upstart parvenu aristocrats that swarm over this country like — like — field mice? No, sir! And I trust my nephew is in the same mind. Society, as it is at present constituted, is not worth that!”




  He snapped his fingers in Jack’s impassive face.




  “That settles it,” said the General with decision. He pointed his finger at the notes which the other was taking. “The residue of my property I leave to Gilbert Standerton. Make a note of that.”




  Twice had he uttered the same words in his lifetime, and twice had he changed his mind. It might well be that he would change his mind again. If the reputation he bore was justified, the morning would find him in another frame of mind.




  “Stay over tomorrow,” he said at parting. “Bring me the draft at breakfast time.”




  “At what hour?” asked Jack, politely.




  “At breakfast time,” roared the old man.




  “What is your breakfast hour?”




  “The same hour as every other civilized human being,” snapped the General, “at twentyfive minutes to one. What time do you breakfast, for Heaven’s sake?”




  “At twenty to one,” said Jack, sweetly, and was pleased with himself all the way back to the hotel.




  He did not see his train companion that night, but met him at breakfast the next morning at the Christian hour of half-past eight. Something had happened in the meantime to change the equable and cheery character of the other. He was sombre and silent, and he looked worried, almost ill, Jack thought. Possibly there was a bad time for safe-selling, as there was a bad time for every other department of trade.




  Thinking this, he kept off the subject of business, and scarcely half a dozen sentences were exchanged between the two during the meal. Returning to The Residency, Jack Frankfort found with surprise that the old man had not changed his mind overnight. He was still of the same opinion; seemed more emphatically so. Indeed, Jack had the greatest difficulty in preventing him from striking off a miserable hundred pounds bequest which he had made to a northern dispensary.




  “The whole of the money should be kept in the family,” said the General shortly; “it is absurd to fritter away little hundreds like this, it handicaps a man. I do not suppose he will have the handling of the money for many years yet, but ‘forethought,’ sir, is the motto of our family.”




  It was all to Gilbert’s advantage that the lawyer persisted in demanding the restoration of the dispensary bequest. In the end the General cut out every bequest in the will, and in the shortest document which he had ever signed bequeathed the whole of his property, movable and immovable, to “my dear nephew” absolutely.




  “He is married, isn’t he?” he asked.




  “I believe he is,” said Jack Frankfort.




  “You believe! Now what is the good of your believing?” protested the old man. “You are my lawyer, and your business is to know everything. Find out if he is married, who his wife is, where she came from, and ask them up to dinner.”




  “When?” demanded the startled lawyer.




  “Tonight,” said the old man. “There is a man coming down from Yorkshire to see me, my doctor, we will make a jolly party. Is she pretty?”




  “I believe she is.” Jack hesitated, for he was honestly in doubt. He knew very little about Gilbert Standerton or his affairs.




  “If she is pretty and she is a lady,” said the old General slowly, “I will also make provision for her, separately.”




  Jack’s heart sank. Would this mean another will?




  For good or ill, the wires were dispatched. Edith received hers and read it in wonder. Gilbert’s remained on the hall table, for he had not been home the previous night nor during that day. The tear-reddened eyes of the girl offered eloquent testimony to the interest she displayed in his movements.
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  Edith Standerton made a quick preparation for her journey. She would take her maid into Huntingdon, and go without Gilbert. It was embarrassing that she must go alone, but she had set herself a task, and if she could help her husband by appearing at the dinner of his irritable relative she would do so.




  She had her evening things packed, and caught the four o’clock train for the town of Tinley.




  The old man did her the exceptional honour of meeting her at the station.




  “Where is Gilbert?” he asked, when they had mutually introduced themselves.




  “He has been called out of town unexpectedly,” she said. “He will be awfully upset when he knows.”




  “I think not,” said the old General grimly. “It takes a great deal to upset Gilbert — certainly more than an opportunity of being reconciled to a grouchy old man. As a matter of fact,” he went on, “there is no reconciliation necessary; but I always look upon anybody whom I have to cut out of my will as one who regards me as a mortal enemy.”




  “Please never put me in your will.” She smiled.




  “I’m not so sure about that,” said he, and added gallantly, “though I think Nature has sufficiently endowed you to enable you to dispense with such mundane gifts as money!”




  She made a little face at that.




  He was delighted with her, and found her a charming companion. Edith Standerton exerted herself to please him. She had a style of treating people older than herself in such a way as to suggest that she was as young as they. I do not know any other phrase which would more exactly convey my meaning than that. She had a charm which appealed to this wayward old man.




  Edith did not know the cause of the change in her husband’s fortunes. She knew very little, indeed, of his affairs; enough she knew that for some reason or other he had been disinherited through no fault of his own. She did not even know that it was the result of a caprice of this old man.




  “You must come again and bring Gilbert,” said the General, before they dispersed to dress for dinner. “I shall be delighted to put you both up.”




  Fortunately, she was saved the embarrassment of an answer, for the General jumped up suddenly.




  “I know what you’d like to see,” he said, “you’d like to see the Standerton diamonds, and so you shall!”




  She had no desire to see the Standerton diamonds, had, indeed, no knowledge that such an heirloom existed; but he was delighted at the prospect of showing her; and she, being a woman, was not averse to a view of these precious jewels, even though she were not destined to wear them.




  He led the way up to the library, and Jack Frankfort followed.




  “There they are,” said the old man proudly, and pointed to a big safe in the corner — a large and ornate safe.




  “That is something new,” he said proudly. “I bought it from a man who wanted sixty guineas for it — an infernal, swindling, travelling rascal! I got it for thirty. What do you think of that for a safe?”




  “I think it’s very pretty,” said Jack. He could think of nothing more fitting.




  The old man glared at him. “Pretty!” he growled. “What do you think I want with ‘pretty’ things in my library?”




  He took a bunch of keys from his pocket and opened the door of the safe; pulled open a drawer, and took out a large morocco case.




  “There they are!” he said with pride, and indeed he might well be proud of such a beautiful collection. With all a girl’s love for pretty things Edith handled the gorgeous jewels eagerly. The setting was old-fashioned, but it was the old fashion which was at that moment being copied. The stones sparkled and glittered as though every facet carried a tiny electric lamp to send forth the green, blue and roseate gleam of its fire. Even Jack Frankfort, no great lover of jewellery, was fascinated by the sight.




  “Why, sir,” he said, “there are nearly a hundred thousand pounds’ worth of gems there.”




  “More,” said the old man. “I’ve a pearl necklace here,” and he pulled out another drawer, “look at it. There is nearly two hundred thousand pounds’ worth of jewellery in that safe.”




  “In a thirty-guinea safe,” said Jack unwisely.




  The old man turned on him. “In a sixty-guinea safe,” he corrected violently “Didn’t I tell you I beat the devil down? I beg your pardon, my dear.”




  He chuckled at the thought, replaced the jewels, and locked the safe again. “Sixty guineas he wanted. Came here with all his fine City of London manner, frockcoat, top-hat, and patent boots, my dear. The way these people get up is scandalous. He might have been a gentleman by the airs he gave himself.”




  Jack looked at the safe. He had some ideas of commercial values.




  “I can’t understand how he sold it,” he said. “This safe is worth two hundred pounds.”




  “What?” The old General turned on his lawyer in astonishment.




  Jack nodded.




  “I have one at my office, now that I come to think of it,” he said. “It cost two hundred and twenty pounds, and it is the same make.”




  “He only asked me sixty guineas.”




  “That’s strange. Do you mind opening it again? I’d like to see the bolts.”




  The General, nothing loath, turned the key and pulled open the huge door. Jack looked at the square, steel bolts — they were absolutely new.




  “I can’t understand how he offered it for sixty. You certainly had a bargain for thirty, sir,” he said.




  “I think I have,” said the General, complacently. “By the way, I am expecting a man to dinner tonight,” he went on, as he led the way back to the drawingroom, “a doctor man from Yorkshire — Barclay-Seymour. Do you know him?”




  Jack did not know him, but the girl broke in: “Oh, yes, he is quite an old friend of mine.”




  “He’s rather a fool,” said the General, adopting his simple method of classification.




  Edith smiled. “You told me yesterday that there were only two classes of people, General — rogues and fools I am wondering,” she said demurely, “in which class you place me.”




  The old man wrinkled his brows. He looked at the beautiful young face in his high good humour.




  “I must make a new class for you,” he said. “No, you shall be in a class by yourself. But since most women are fools—”




  “Oh, come!” she protested, laughingly.




  “They are,” he averred. “Look at me. If women weren’t fools shouldn’t I have had a wife? If any brilliant, ingenious lady, possessed of the necessary determination had pursued me and had cultivated me, I should not be a bachelor, leaving my money to people who don’t care two — pins,” he hastily substituted a milder phrase for the one he had intended, “whether I’m alive or dead. Does your husband know the Doctor, by the way?”




  The girl shook her head.




  “I don’t think so,” she said. “They nearly met one night at dinner, but Gilbert had an engagement.”




  “But Gilbert knows him,” insisted the old man. “I’ve often talked to him about Barclay-Seymour, who, by the way, is perhaps not such a fool as most doctors. I used to be rather more enthusiastic about him than I have been lately,” he admitted, “and I’m afraid I used to ram old Barclay-Seymour down poor Gilbert’s throat, more than his ability or genius justified me doing. Has he never spoken about him?”




  The girl shook her head.




  “Ungrateful devil!” growled the old General, inconsequently.




  One of his many footmen came into the drawingroom at that moment with a telegram on a salver.




  “Hey, hey?” demanded Sir John, fixing his glasses on the tip of his nose and scowling up at his servant. “What’s this?”




  “A telegram, Sir John,” replied the footman.




  “I can see it’s a telegram, you ass! When did it come?”




  “A few minutes ago, sir.”




  “Who brought it?”




  “A telegraph boy, Sir John,” said the imperturbable servitor.




  “Why didn’t you say so at first?” snapped Sir John Standerton in a tone of relief. And Edith had all she could do to prevent herself from bursting into a fit of laughter at the little scene.




  The old man opened the telegram, spread it out, read it slowly and frowned. He read it again. “Now, what on earth does that mean?” he asked, and handed the telegram to the girl. She read:




  “Take the Standerton jewels out of your safe and deposit them without fail in your bank tonight. If it is too late to send them to your bank place them under an armed guard.”




  It was signed “Gilbert Standerton.”
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  The General read the telegram again. He was, despite his erratic temperament, a shrewd and intelligent man.




  “What does that mean?” he asked, quietly for him. “Where is Gilbert? And where does he wire from?”




  He picked up the telegram and inspected it. It was handed in at the General Post Office at London at 6.35 p.m.




  The General’s hour for dining was consonant with his breakfast hour, and it was a quarter after nine when the dinner gong brought Edith Standerton down from her room. She was worried; she could not understand the reference to the jewels. What had made Gilbert send this message? Had she known more of the circumstances of what had happened on the previous afternoon, she would have wondered rather how he was able to send the message.




  The General took the warning seriously, but not so seriously that he was prepared to remove his jewellery to any other receptacle. Indeed, the purchase of the safe had been made necessary by the fact that, beyond the butler’s strong room, which was strong only in an etymological sense, there was no security for property of any value.




  He had made an inspection of the jewels in the safe and had relocked the door, leaving a servant in the library, with strict instructions not to come out until he was instructed to leave by his master.




  Edith came down to find that another guest had arrived, a guest who greeted her with a cheery and familiar smile.




  “How do you do, Doctor?” she said.




  “It is not so long since I met you at mother’s. You remember me?”




  “I remember you perfectly,” said Dr. Barclay-Seymour. He was a tall, thin man with a straggling iron-grey beard and a high forehead. A little absent in his manner, he conveyed the impression, never a very flattering one, that he had matters more weighty to think about than the conversation which was being addressed to him. He was, perhaps, the most noteworthy of the provincial doctors.




  He came out of his shell sufficiently to recognize her and to remember her mother. Mrs. Cathcart had been a great friend of Barclay’s. They had grown up together.




  “Your mother is a very wonderful woman,” said Dr. Barclay-Seymour as he took the girl in to dinner, “a remarkable woman.”




  Edith was seized with an almost overwhelming temptation to ask why. It would have been unpardonable of her had she done so, but never did a word so tremble upon a human being’s lips as that upon hers.




  They ate through dinner, which was made a little uncomfortable by the fact that General Sir John Standerton was unquestionably nervous. Twice during the course of the meal he sent out one of the three footmen who waited at table to visit what he termed the outpost. Nothing untoward had happened on either occasion.




  “I do not know what to do about this jewellery. I hope that Gilbert is not playing the fool,” he said.




  He turned to Edith with a genial scowl.




  “Has he developed any kittenish ways of late?”




  She smiled.




  “There is no word which less describes Gilbert than kittenish,” she said.




  “Is it not remarkable that he sent that message?” the General went on testily. “I hardly know what to do. I could get a constable up, but the police here are the most awful and appalling idiots. I have a great mind to have my bed put in the library and sleep there myself.”




  He brightened up at the thought. He had reached the stage in life when sleeping in any other room than that to which he was accustomed represented a form of heroism.




  After the dinner was through, they made their way to the drawingroom. The General was fidgety, and though Edith played and sang a little French love-song with no evidence of agitation, she was as nervous as the General.




  “I will tell you what we will do,” said Sir John suddenly, “we will all adjourn to the library. It is a jolly nice room if you do not mind our smoking.”




  It was an excellent suggestion, and one that she accepted with pleasure. She was the only lady of the party, and remarked on the fact as she went upstairs with Sir John. He glanced hurriedly round.




  “I always regard a doctor as a fit chaperone for any lady,” he said with a chuckle — it amused him. Later he found the complement of the joke, and discoursed loudly upon old women of all professions, a discourse which was arrested by the arrival of the Doctor and Jack Frankfort.




  The library was a big room, and it was chiefly remarkable for the fact that it contained no more evidence of Sir John’s literary taste than a number of volumes of the Encyclopedia Britannica and a shelf full of Ruff’s Guide to the Turf. It was, however, a delightful room, panelled in old oak with mullioned windows standing in deep recesses. These, explained Sir John, opened out on to a terrace — an excellent reason for his apprehension.




  “Pull the curtain, William,” said Sir John to the waiting footman, “and then you can clear out. Have the coffee brought in here.” The man pulled the heavy velvet curtains across the big recesses, placed a chair for the girl, and retired.




  “Excuse me,” said Sir John. He went across to the safe and opened it again. He inspected the case. Nothing had been disturbed.




  “Ah,” he breathed — It was a sigh of infinite relief. “This wire of Gilbert’s is getting on my nerves,” he excused himself, irritably. “What the devil did he wire for? Is he the sort of man that sends telegrams to save himself the bother of licking down an envelope?”




  Edith shook her head.




  “I am as much in the dark as you,” she said, “but I assure you that Gilbert is not an alarmist.”




  “How do you get on with him?” he asked her.




  The girl flushed a little.




  “I get on very well,” she said, and strove to turn the conversation. But it was a known fact that no human soul had ever turned Sir John from his set inquisitional course.




  “Happy, and that sort of thing?” he asked. Edith nodded, keeping her eyes on the wall behind the General’s head.




  “I suppose you love him — hey?”




  Edith was embarrassed, and no less so were the two men; but Sir John was not alone in imagining that doctors have little sense of decency, and lawyers no idea of propriety. They were saved further discussion by the arrival of coffee, and the girl was thankful.




  “I am going to keep you here until Gilbert comes up for you,” said the old man suddenly. “I suppose you know, but probably you do not, that you are the first of your sex that I have ever tolerated in my house.”




  She laughed.




  “It is a fact,” he said seriously. “You know I do not get on with women. They do not realize that, though I am an irritable old chap, there is really no harm in me, and I am an irritable old chap,” he confessed. “It is not that they are impertinent or rude, but it is their long-suffering meekness that I cannot stand. If a lady tells me to go to the devil I know where I am. I want the plain, blunt truth without gaff. I prefer my medicine without sugar.”




  The Doctor laughed.




  “You are different from most people, Sir John. I know men who are rather sensitive about the brutal truth.”




  “More fools they,” said Sir John.




  “I do not know,” said the Doctor, reflectively. “I sympathize with a man who does not want the whole bitterness of fact hurled at his head in the shape of an honest half a brick, although there is an advantage in knowing the truth; sometimes, it saves a lot of needless unhappiness,” he added, a little sadly. He seemed to have aroused some unpleasant train of thought.




  “I will give you an extraordinary instance,” he went on, in his usual deliberate manner. “What’s that?” asked the General suddenly.




  “I think it was a noise in the hall,” said Edith.




  “I thought it was a window,” growled the General, rather ashamed that he should have been detected in his jump. “Go on with your story, Doctor.”




  “A few months ago,” Dr. Seymour recalled, “a young man came to me. He was a gentleman, and evidently not a townsman of Leeds, at any rate I did not know him. I found afterwards that he had come from London to consult me. He had some little tooth trouble a jagged molar, a very commonplace thing, and he had made a slight incision in the inside of his mouth. Apparently it worried him, the more so when he discovered that the tiny scratch would not heal. Like most of us, he had a terrible dread of cancer.”




  He lowered his voice as a doctor often will when he speaks of this most dreadful malady.




  “He did not want to go to his own doctor; as a matter of fact, I do not think he had one. He came to me, and I examined him. I had my doubts as to there being anything wrong with him, but I cut a minute section of the membrane for microscopic examination.”




  The girl shivered. “I am sorry,” said the Doctor hastily, “that is all there is in the story which is gruesome, unless you think — However,” he went on, “I promised to send him the result of my examination, and I wanted his address to send it. This, however, he refused. He was very, very nervous. ‘I Know I am a moral coward,’ he said, ‘but somehow I do not want to know just the bare truth in bald language; but if it is as I fear, I would like the news broken to me in the manner which is the least jarring to me.’”




  “And what was that?” asked Sir John, interested in spite of himself. The Doctor drew a long breath.




  “It seems,” he said, “that he was something of a musician” — Edith sat upright, clasping her hands, her face set, her eyes fixed upon the Doctor— “he was something of a musician, that is to say, he was very keen on music, and the method he had of breaking the news to himself was unique, I have never heard anything quite like it before in my life. He gave me two cards and an addressed envelope, addressed to an old musician in London whom he patronized.”




  Edith saw the room go swaying round and round, but held herself in with an effort. Her face was white, her hands that held the chair were clenched so tightly that the bones shone white through them.




  “They were addressed to an old friend of his, as I say, and they were identically worded with this exception. One of them, said in effect, you will go to such and such a place and you will play the ‘Melody in F,’ and the other gave the same instructions but varied to this extent, that he was to play the ‘Spring Song.’ Now here comes the tragedy.”




  He raised his finger. “He gave me the ‘Melody in F’ to signal to him the fact that he had cancer.”




  There was a long silence which only the quick breathing of the girl broke.




  “And, and — ?” whispered Edith.




  “And” — the Doctor looked at her with his faraway eyes— “I sent the wrong card,” he said. “I sent it and destroyed the other before I remembered my error.”




  “Then he has not cancer?” whispered the girl.




  “No, and I do not know his address, and I cannot get at him,” said Barclay-Seymour.




  “It was tragic in many ways. I think he was just going to marry, for he said this much to me: ‘If this is true, and I am married, I will leave my wife a pauper,’ and he asked me a curious question,” added the Doctor.




  “He said, ‘Don’t you think that a man condemned to die is justified in taking any action, committing any crime, for the protection of the loved ones he leaves behind?’”




  “I see,” said Edith. Her voice was hollow, and sounded remote to her.




  “What is that?” said the General, and jumped up.




  This time there was no doubt. Jack Frankfort sprang to the curtain that covered the recess and pulled it aside.




  There stood Gilbert Standerton, white as a ghost, his eyes staring into vacancy, the hand at his mouth shaking.




  “The wrong card!” he said. “My God!”
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  A month later, Gilbert Standerton came back from the Foreign OfFice to his little house in St. John’s Wood.




  “There is a man to see you, Gilbert,” said his wife.




  “I think I know, it is my bank manager,” he said. He greeted the tall man who rose to meet him with a cheery smile.




  “Now, Mr. Brown,” he said, “I have to explain to you exactly what I want done. There is a man in America, he has been there some week or two, to whom I owe a large sum of money — eighty thousand pounds, to be exact — and I want you to see that I have sufficient fluid capital to pay it.”




  “You have quite sufficient, Mr. Standerton,” said the manager, “even now, without selling any of your securities.”




  “That is good. You will have all the particulars here,” said Gilbert, and took a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. “It is really a trust, in the sense that it is to be transferred to two men, Thomas Black and George Smith. They may subdivide it again, because I believe,” he smiled, “they have other business associates who happen to be entitled to share.”




  “I did not congratulate you, Mr. Standerton,” said the bank manager, “upon the marvellous service you rendered the City. They say that, through you, every penny which was stolen by the famous Wallis gang has been recovered.”




  “I think that pretty well described the position,” said Gilbert, quietly.




  “I was reading an account of it in a paper the other day,” the bank manager went on. “It was very providential that there was an alarm of fire next door to their headquarters.”




  “It was providential that it was found before the fire reached the Safe Company’s premises,” said Gilbert. “Fortunately the firemen saw me through the skylight. That made things rather easy, but it was some time before they got me out, as you probably know.”




  “Did you ever see this man Wallis?” asked the bank manager, curiously.




  “Didn’t the papers tell you that?” bantered Gilbert with a dry smile.




  “They say you learnt in some way that there was to be a burglary at your uncle’s, and that you went up to his place, and there you saw Mr. Wallis under the very window of the library, on the parapet or something.”




  “On the terrace it was,” said Gilbert, quietly.




  “And that he flew at sight of you?”




  “That is hardly true,” said Gilbert, “rather put it that I persuaded him to go. I was not sure that he had not already secured the necklace, and I went through the window into the room without realizing there was anybody there. You see, there were heavy curtains which hid the light. Whilst I was there he escaped, that is all.”




  He made one or two suggestions regarding the transfer of the money and showed the bank manager out, then he joined Edith in the drawingroom. She came to him with a little smile.




  “Does the Foreign Office seem very strange to you?” she asked.




  “It did seem rather strange after my other exploits.”




  He laughed.




  “I never thought Sir John had sufficient influence to get you back.”




  “I think he has greater influence than you imagine,” he said; “but then there were other considerations. You see, I was able to render the Foreign Office one or two little acts of service in the course of my nefarious career, and they have been very good.”




  She looked at him, wistfully.




  “And do we go back now to where we started?” she asked.




  “Where did we start?” he countered.




  “I do not know that we started anywhere,” she said, thoughtfully.




  She had been looking at a timetable when he came into the room, and now she picked it up and turned the pages idly.




  “Are you interested in that Bradshaw?”




  “Very,” she said. “I am just deciding.”




  “Deciding what?” he asked.




  “Where — where we shall spend our honeymoon,” she faltered.




  The End
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  On the afternoon of March 4th, 1913, M. Trebolino, the chief of the French Detective Department, was sitting in his office in a thoughtful frame of mind. His big desk chair had been drawn to an open fire which blazed cheerfully in the grate, for the day was piercingly cold and Paris lay under a mantle of snow.




  France was passing through a passive period of lawfulness which was particularly complimentary to the genius of the Italian who had adopted the nationality of France with some profit to himself.




  Crime ran in normal grooves, the mystery of the Seven Banks had been satisfactorily cleared up, and M. Trebolino was enjoying a rest. It was the bus driver’s holiday for him — no other would have pleased him. The smaller incidents, which ordinarily would have engaged the attention of his subordinates, were, in the circumstances, big enough to interest him, and such an incident now occupied the restless brain of the man who, perhaps, more than any other in modern times, fought crime effectively.




  He reached forward and pressed a bellpush by the side of the fireplace, and a clerk answered the summons.




  “Send M. Lecomte to me,” he said, without withdrawing his gaze from the dancing flames.




  In a few moments there was a knock on the door and the dapper Lecomte, fated to take the place of his chief, came in.




  “M. Lecomte,” said the great detective, looking up with a smile of welcome, “seat you, if you please. Have you heard of a certain ‘Crime Club’ which exists in this Paris of yours?”




  M. Lecomte nodded.




  “It is amusing, that ‘Cercle de Crime’, is it not?” Trebolino went on with a smile; “but I am not easy in my mind, and I think you had best break it up — students are the devil.”




  “Will it not break itself?” asked Lecomte.




  The detective pursed his lips as one who had thought both ways and was decided on one.




  “What do you know of it?” he asked.




  “No more than yourself,” said Lecomte, stretching out his fingers to the blaze; a number of students join together, they have solemn rituals, passwords, oaths — the whole paraphernalia of mystic brotherhood, and they meet in divers secret places, all of which are known to the police a week before.”




  He laughed softly, and Trebolino nodded.




  “Each member swears to break some law of France,” Lecomte went on; “so far they have confined their illegalities to annoying one poor gendarme.”




  “They threw one into the Seine,” commented the chief.




  “And two of the rascals nearly lost their lives getting him out,” chuckled Lecomte; “we gave them three days’ detention and fined them each a hundred francs for that.”




  “Nothing more?”




  “Nothing more — their ‘crimes’ have never got beyond opéra bouffe.”




  Still the chief was not satisfied.




  “I think we will put a period to their folly,” he said. “I understand students, and know something of the emulating spirit of youth. There is a member — Willetts?”




  Lecomte nodded.




  “This Willetts,” said the chief slowly, “is something of an artist; he shares lodgings with another youth, Comstock Bell, an American.”




  “He shared,” corrected the other. “Mr Bell is a rich man, and gratifies his whims; he is also a fastidious man — and Mr Willetts drinks.”




  “So they have parted?” commented Trebolino, tapping his teeth with his ring. “I did not hear that; all that I heard was that they were conspiring together to give us an unpleasant surprise. You understand, my dear friend? No gendarme baiting, no smashing of municipal clocks, but crime, men’s crime.”




  He rose abruptly.




  “It is time we stopped this amusement — parbleu! The Quartier must find other diversion. I like my little students, they are bon garçon, but they must be naughty without being nasty. See to that, dear friend.”




  Lecomte left the bureau with an inward smile, for he was a good friend of the students, dined with them at times and was a welcome figure in the ateliers.




  That night after he had left the bureau he made his way to the Café of the Savages — a happy piece of prophetic nomenclature, he thought, for here the wilder spirits of the Latin Quarter congregated for dinner.




  “Welcome, M. le procureur!” they greeted him.




  Somebody made place for him at the big table in the inner salon. A handsome youth with a sweep of his hand cleared a space at the table.




  Lecomte looked at the boy with more than usual interest. He was tall, fair, athletic, with big grey eyes that sparkled now with good nature.




  “You have come in time, my policeman,” he said gravely, “to hear a fascinating discourse on the propriety of anarchism — our friend,” he jerked his head to a wild-haired French youth with an untidy beard— “our friend was remarking as you entered that the assassination of a policeman is justified by the divine Aristotle.”




  “I am of the Stoics,” said Lecomte, “what would you?”




  “Anarchy,” said the bearded youth fiercely, “is the real order, the true law—”




  “And you have pink eyes and a green nose,” said the young chief of the police inconsequently, as he poured himself a glass of wine.




  “I am prepared to debate that,” said the other, when the laughter which inconsequence invariably provokes had died down, “my friend Willetts—” he indicated a drowsy youth with a peaked white face, “my friend Willetts” — he proceeded to illustrate his argument on anarchy by drawing upon the experiences of his companion.




  “Your friend also, M. Bell?” asked the policeman, lowering his voice.




  The tall man raised his eyebrows.




  “Why?” he asked coldly.




  M. Lecomte shrugged his shoulders.




  “We learn things,” he said vaguely, “especially concerning your ‘Crime Club.’”




  A look of anxiety came into Comstock Bell’s eyes.




  “That was a folly—” he began, then stopped short, and no effort of Lecomte could induce him to reopen the subject.




  Only once did the famous “Cercle de Crime” arise in conversation.




  A laughing question put by one of the students cut into the conversation and he shook his head reprovingly.




  “No — he did not die. It takes worse than a ducking to kill a member of the municipal police — which reminds me, gentlemen, that I want you to put a period — to quote M. Trebolino — to this famous club of yours.”




  “Après!”




  It was the shrill voice of the young man addressed as Willetts that spoke. He had seemed to be dozing, taking little or no interest in the proceedings.




  Lecomte, watching him, had marked the unhealthy pallor of his face, detected in the slight flush over the cheekbones, evidence of Willetts’ failing.




  He had suddenly awakened from his somnolent mood. His eyes were wide open and bright.




  “Après, Messieurs!” he said exultantly, “you shall shut down our little circle, but it shall justify its name, its aspirations, and its worthy members.”




  Lecomte thought that Comstock Bell looked pale and his face a little drawn as the drunkard went on.




  “Here is Mr Bell,” Willetts made an extravagant little bow to the other and would have fallen over the table, but the young man with anarchistic tendencies put out his hand and saved him.




  “Mr Bell,” Willetts went on, “is the great American, a capitalist, and until recently my honoured companion in crime. But we have disagreed. Mr Bell is too nice,” there was a sneer in his laugh, “bourgeoise, by Bacchus! Unresponsive to the joie de vivre, which is every good student’s peculiar heritage. Moreover, a poltroon!”




  He spat the word along the table; in his cups Willetts was a vicious brute, as all there knew.




  Comstock Bell said nothing, eyeing the other steadily.




  “We—” Willetts was going on, when a man came into the café, and searching the faces of the diners discerned Lecomte.




  “One moment, gentlemen,” said the policeman, and rose to meet the newcomer. They conversed together in low tones. They saw Lecomte frown, heard his startled exclamation and saw him half turn. He continued talking, still in the same low tone, then he came back to the table.




  “Gentlemen,” he said, and his voice had a hard ring, “this afternoon a fifty-pound English banknote was changed at Cook’s in the Place de l’Opéra — that note was a forgery.”




  There was a dead silence.




  “It was cashed by a student and on the back in pencil was written ‘C de C’ — that is no joke, and I shall ask the gentleman who was responsible to attend the bureau of the Chief of the Police tomorrow morning.”




  




  No one attended M. Trebolino’s office on the following day. Willetts was called to London that same night; Comstock Bell left by the same train.




  M. Lecomte saw them leave, though neither knew this. Three days later he received a £50 Bank of England note, with no name or address attached, but a typewritten note which said, “Make reparation to Messrs Cook.”




  M. Lecomte reported the matter to his chief and Trebolino nodded.




  “It is the best there should be no scandal.”




  He put the forged note into his private cabinet and eventually forgot all about it.




  Many years after the great detective was shot dead whilst attempting to arrest an anarchist; and his successor, searching his cabinet, came upon a £50 note, obviously forged.




  “I will send this to the Bank of England,” he said, and Lecomte, who could have explained the circumstances under which the note came into Trebolino’s possession, was away in Lyons.




  I. Helder Tells Tales




  

    Table of Contents

  




  It was Ladies’ Night at the Terriers, and the street before the big clubhouse was filled with luxurious motor cars, for the Terriers is a most fashionable club, and Ladies’ Night marks the opening of the season, though there are some who vainly imagine that the Duchess of Gurdmore’s ball inaugurates that period of strenuous festivity.




  The great pillared hall was irrecognizable to the crusty habitués of the club; though they were not there to recognize it, for there was a section of the Terriers who solemnly cursed this Ladies’ Night, which meant a week’s inconvenience to them, the disturbance of the smooth current of their lives, the turning of the card-rooms into supping places and the introduction of new waiters.




  But to most of the Terriers, Ladies’ Night was something to look forward to and something to look back upon, for here assembled not only all that was greatest and most beautiful in society, but brilliant men who ordinarily had neither time nor inclination to accept the Terriers’ hospitality.




  It was a pouring wet night when Wentworth Gold ascended the marble steps of the club, made slow progress through the throng in the hall, and reached the cloakroom to deposit his hat and cloak, and his inevitable goloshes.




  Wentworth Gold was a man who had unusual interests. He was an American of middle height, clean shaven, with hair parted in the middle and brushed back in the style of jeunesse dorée. He had shaggy eyebrows, a chin blue with shaving, and he wore pince-nez, behind which twinkled a pair of grey eyes.




  He was not handsome, but he was immensely wise. Moreover, he was the type, rather ugly than plain, with which women fall easily in love.




  He was American, and admitted his sin with a pride which was about three cents short of arrogance.




  He lived in England and liked the English. He said this in a tone of goodnatured tolerance which suggested he was trying to humour poor creatures whom fortune had denied the privilege of birth in Shusha, Pa. And he was immensely popular, because he was really a patriot and really American. His great-grandfather had heaved a brick at Lord Cornwallis or something of the sort, and in such soil as this is patriotism sown.




  He did not wave little flags, he did not wear a pork-pie hat, nor had his tailor, but the aid of cottonwool and stiffening, given him the athletic shoulders which are the charm of college youth and amuse Paris.




  What Gold did for a living besides playing auction bridge at the Terriers’ Club few people knew. He called at the Embassy once or twice a week “for letters.” Sometimes he would call for those letters at three o’clock in the morning, and the Ambassador would interview him in his ambassadorial pyjamas.




  There was such an interview when the President of a small but hilarious South American Republic decided on aggressive action with another small and equally aggressive nation with a contiguous border line.




  The chronology of the day in question may be thus tabulated:




  




  5:00 p.m. Sr Gonso de Silva (private secretary to HE the President of Furiria) arrived at the Carlton.




  5:30 p.m. M. Dubec (agent of the Compagnie d’Artillerie Belgique) also arrived, and was closeted with the secretary.




  8:00 p.m. They dined in a private room.




  9:00 p.m. M. Dubec left for the Continent.




  2:00 a.m. Wentworth S Gold arrived at the Embassy.




  5:00 a.m Señor de Silva visited by Inspector Grayson (Special Foreign Section of the Criminal Investigation Department).




  9:00 a.m Señor de Silva left London in a state of great annoyance for Paris.




  11:00 a.m Inspector Grayson and Wentworth S Gold met by accident on the Thames Embankment and solemnly exchanged winks.




  




  Wentworth Gold was a professional busybody. It was his business to know, and he knew. And much that he knew he kept to himself, for he had no confidant. He had no office, kept no clerks, occupied no official position, though he carried in his waistcoat pocket a little silver star which had a magic effect upon certain individuals; he had the entrée to all the best people, he was sometimes seen in the company of the worst, and he knew things.




  He came back to the hall, passed up the great staircase, and leant over the balustrade to enjoy the spectacle afforded below.




  He noticed the Spanish Ambassador with his beautiful daughter, and caught the eye of the Chargé d’Affaires of Italy; he saw Mrs Granger Collak sweep into the hall with her attendant train of young men, and wondered in a leisurely way what extraordinary gift women had, which enabled them to come straight from the mire of the Divorce Court to face the scornful glances of other women.




  He saw Comstock Bell and kept his eye on him, because Comstock Bell interested him very deeply just then. A tall, young man, with a handsome Grecian face and broad shoulders, he stood out a conspicuous figure among the men. He was cleanshaven save for a slight moustache. There was a touch of grey at his temple which made him interesting: reputedly very rich and unmarried, he was the more interesting still to the women folk.




  Gold, with his elbow on the balustrade, his fingers idly clasped, looked at him curiously. There was a strange sternness about this young man, who returned the greetings which were showered on him with little nods. There was a dip at the corner of his mouth and lines about his eyes which should not have been characteristics of one who had hardly seen his thirtieth birthday.




  Bell stopped to speak with a group which gave him a smiling greeting, but only for a little while; then he passed into the reception room.




  “Very curious,” said Mr Gold meditatively.




  “What is very curious?” asked a voice.




  A man leant over the balustrade at his side.




  “Hullo, Helder!” said Gold, “does this sort of thing attract you?”




  “I don’t know,” said the other lazily; “it is interesting in a way, and in a way it bores one. You were saying something was strange; what was it?”




  Gold smiled, took his pince-nez from his waistcoat pocket, fixed them and scrutinized the other closely.




  “Everything is strange,” he said, “life and the incidents of life; pleasure and the search for pleasure; ambition; folly; all these, judged from a normal standpoint, are strange. As a matter of fact I did not say ‘strange’ but ‘curious,’ but the word applies.”




  The other man was also unmistakably American. He was tall, but more heavily built than Comstock Bell. He looked as if he loved good living; he was cleanshaven, and his face was plump; he had that red Cupid-bow mouth which most men detest. His forehead was bald and his hair was short and curly.




  Cornelius Helder was a popular figure in London. He was so ready to laugh at people’s jokes, had a fund of good stories, and was au courant with most gossip which was worth suppressing.




  “What is the normal standpoint?” he asked with a smile.




  “The standpoint of a man who is not interested,” said Gold.




  “I guess that is not you,” said the other; “you are interested in everything; a man was telling me the other day that you know more about the funny old politics of Europe than the American Ambassador.”




  Gold was silent, and turned again to survey the crowd.




  He did not like Helder, and he was a man who based his dislikes upon solid foundations.




  He was silent for three minutes, watching the moving crowd below; a babble of sound, little spiral bursts of light laughter came up to him. Once he heard his name mentioned and smiled somewhat amusedly, because he was a man intensely acute of hearing as people had found to their sorrow.




  “Did you see Comstock Bell?” asked Helder suddenly.




  “Yes,” replied Gold, without taking his eyes from the floor.




  “He looks worried doesn’t he?”




  Gold shot a swift glance at the other.




  “Does he?” he said.




  “I thought so,” said Helder, “It is rather curious how a man with immense wealth such as he possesses, with every advantage a young man can have, should be worried.”




  “I have heard of such cases,” replied God dryly.




  “I was talking to Villier Lecomte the other day,” said Helder.




  Gold was all attention; he knew that this was no idle conversation which the incident of the moment had provoked. Helder had sought him out deliberately and had something to say, and that something was about Comstock Bell.




  “You were talking with whom?” he drawled.




  “With Villier Lecomte. You know him, I suppose?”




  Gold knew Lecomte; he was the chief of the Paris detective force.




  




  It was no exaggeration to say that Gold knew him as well as he knew his own brother; but there were many reasons why he should not appear to be acquainted with him.




  “No,” he said, “I don’t think I know the gentleman, though the name seems familiar.”




  “He is the chief of the Paris police,” said Helder; “he was over here the other day, and I met him.”




  “How interesting,” said Gold politely. “Well, and what had he got to say?”




  “He was talking about Comstock Bell,” said Helder, and watched his hearer closely.




  “What has Comstock Bell been doing to invite the attention of the chief of the Sureté — murder?”




  Helder was watching him keenly.




  “Do you mean to tell me that you have never heard?” he asked.




  “I have heard a great many things,” said Gold; “but it is interesting to be told things that I have never heard before, and I hope you will instruct me.”




  “But,” said the other, “do you not know that Comstock Bell was a member of the Cercle de Crime?”




  “Cercle de Crime? I don’t even know what the Cercle de Crime was,” laughed Gold.




  Helder hesitated. Other people were on the balcony watching the throng below. A girl who leant over the balustrade next to him could hear every word he said if she chose. There was a constant coming and going of people behind him.




  “I will take the risk of your joshing me,” he said, “for I guess there isn’t much you don’t know. Many years ago, when Bell was a young man in Paris, he and a number of other wild youths started the Crime Club. It was one of those mad things of which high-spirited youths are guilty. Each member of the club made a vow to break the law in some way which, if it were discovered, would qualify the offender for along term of imprisonment.”




  “What an amusing idea,” said Gold. “How many of them were hanged?”




  “None, so far as I know. There was some sort of little scandal at the time. I rather think that the irate parent of one bright lad unexpectedly turned up from America and disorganized the society. Most of them, fortunately, had taken assumed names which were inscribed in the annals of the club, and the only really bad crime which was committed was laid at the door of a man whose identity has never been discovered.”




  “But the man need not have been the forger,” said Gold unwittingly.




  The other smiled.




  “I thought you knew,” he said.




  “That it was forgery,” replied Gold. “Yes, I remembered whilst you were telling me. One of those hopeful youths forged a £50 English banknote and changed it in the Rue de la Paix. I recall the fact now. What is all this to do with Comstock Bell?”




  “Well,” said Helder carelessly, “I happen to know that he was a member of the Cercle de Crime. I happen also to know that the French police have narrowed down the perpetrators of that crime to two men.”




  Gold turned and looked him straight in the eye.




  “You’re a most communicative person,” he said, and remembering his known generosity, his kindness, and his savoir faire, there was a hint of offensiveness in his tone which was remarkable. “Now perhaps you will tell me who are the people who are suspected by the French police?”




  The other went a little red.




  “I thought you would be interested,” he said.




  “I am interested,” said Gold, “most damnably; who was the criminal?”




  Again the other detected a scarcely veiled hostility in his tone.




  “Comstock Bell was one,” he said defiantly.




  “And the other?”




  “I don’t know the other,” said Helder; “it is a man in the city — a broker or something.”




  “You are an amazing person,” said Gold, and went down the staircase with a smile on his lips to greet an unobtrusive, middle-aged gentleman, who wore no decorations at his collar, but represented ninety million people at the Court of St James.




  Comstock Bell had gone into the reception room; a little bored if the truth be told. He would not have come that night, but his absence would have been remarked upon. There was in his heart a fear amounting to panic; life had suddenly lost all its joy and sweetness, and a black cloud had settled on his soul.




  He paid his respects to the club president’s wife, who was receiving guests in the reception room. A concert was in progress in what had been the billiard-room. He half turned in that direction; somebody called him; he looked over his shoulder and saw Lord Hallingdale.




  “Bell, you’re the man I wanted to see,” said his lordship, detaching himself from his party with an excuse. “I am going down the Mediterranean next month; will you come with me?”




  Comstock Bell smiled. “I am so sorry, I have made other plans,” he said.




  “Going out of town?”




  “Yes, I thought of running across to the States. My mother isn’t enjoying the best of health just now, and I think she would like to see me.”




  He passed on. The excuse had been invented on the spur of the moment, for though his mother was an invalid, he had no intention of quitting England till a certain matter was settled once and for all.




  He progressed leisurely towards the diningroom, where Tetrazzini was holding an audience spellbound. The room was packed and there was a crowd about the door.




  He stood in the rear rank, and had no difficulty, but reason of his inches, in seeing over the heads of the throng.




  “Fortunate man,”whispered somebody.




  He looked round.




  Mrs Granger Collak’s beautiful eyes were smiling her bold admiration. Radiantly lovely was this woman of the world, as men had found to their cost.




  “Shall I lift you up?” he asked in the same tone.




  He was one of the few people who dared be natural with her in public, and she was genuinely fond of this young giant who knew her for what she was, yet never condemned her, and never sought a closer friendship.




  “You can find me a nice quiet corner,” she said, “for I am bored to an incalculable extent.”




  He detached himself from the throng and led her to a corner of the almost deserted outer lobby. Here, in a recess under the stairway, he found a quiet spot, and she seated herself with a sigh of relief.




  “Comstock,” she said, “I want you to help me.”




  “I could help you best,” he said with a reproving smile, “by presenting you with a framed copy of the Ten Commandments.”




  “Do not be banal, I beg,” she implored. “I am superior to Commandments; the fact that they are Commandments, and not requests, makes me long to break them all. No, I want something more substantial.”




  Her eyes met his, and she read something of the pity that filled him, pity that overwhelmed the sorrow which his own troubles brought.




  “Don’t look at me like that,” she said roughly, “I do not want your sympathy. Have no stupid ideas about me, Comstock; I’m bad through and through, and I’m desperate. I want money to go abroad; to travel for a few years. People think I’m brazen because I turn up here after — after you know. But I can’t get away; I’m at the end of my tether. I want to go!” She clenched her hands, and he saw a tense, hunted look in her eyes. “I want to vanish for a few years — to go alone, Comstock — and I’m bound hand and foot.”




  Somebody was approaching. Looking up Bell saw Helder with a little smile on his lips, ostentatiously looking the other way.




  “Come to Cadogan Square tomorrow,” he said, rising; “I will let you have anything you want.”




  Her hand was trembling when she laid it on his arm.




  “You — you are good to me,” she said, and her voice faltered. “I can’t — I can’t repay you in any way — can I?”




  He shook his head.




  He left her with one of her youthful cavaliers and made his way to the cloakroom to get his hat and coat.




  He found Gold similarly employed.




  “Are you going so soon, my young friend?” he asked.




  Bell laughed.




  “Yes, I find these functions depress me somewhat; I must be getting old. You appear to have similar designs,” he said.




  The attendant was helping the other into his coat.




  “Business — inexorable business,” smiled Gold. “Which way do you go?”




  “Oh, I don’t know!” said Bell vaguely.




  “When young men don’t know which way they are going,” said Gold “they are usually going to the devil. Come along with me.”




  They both laughed, and, laughing, passed through the hall down the steps into the street; and there was at least one pair of eyes that watched the tall figure of the young man disappear.




  “We’ll walk, if you don’t mind,” said Gold; “the rain is not very heavy, and I like walking in the rain.”




  “I prefer it too,” said the other.




  They walked along Pall Mall in silence till they came to the corner of the Haymarket. The rain had increased and was now falling heavily.




  Gold hailed a taxicab. “Fleet Street,” he said loudly.




  They had not gone far before he put his head out of the window and changed his instructions.




  “Take me to Victoria,” he said; “go through the park.”




  “Changed your mind?” asked Bell.




  “No,” said the other calmly; “only I am such an important person that quite a number of people spend lives which might otherwise be usefully employed in following me. Did you notice we were followed?”




  “No,” said the young man after a pause, and his voice was husky.




  “I am going to ask you something, Bell,” said the older man as the cab turned into the park. “Do you know a man named Willetts?”




  “Willetts!” The young man’s voice was even and noncommittal.




  “Yes; he has an office near Moorgate Street. He is a broker, though I have never heard that he bought or sold stock.”




  “I don’t know him,” said Bell shortly.




  There was another long pause. Gold was leaning forward, looking out of the window and nodding his head at irregular intervals as though he were counting something.




  “I think I will get out here,” he said suddenly, and tapped on the window. They were in the Mall and it was deserted save for the cars which, obedient to the regulations which govern royal parks, were slowly coming and going along the broad road.




  He tapped the front window, and the driver pulled up.




  “You had better take the car on to where you want to go,” he said.




  Bell nodded in the darkness.




  “Tell him to drive to Cadogan Square,” he replied; “I will go home.”




  He heard Gold give the instructions, then, before the car could move on a man stepped out of the darkness of the sidewalk.




  “Is that Gold,” he said in a muffled voice.




  “That is me,” was the response.




  “You were expecting to meet somebody, weren’t you?” said the stranger.




  The engine had stopped, and the driver was descending to start it again. Bell made no effort to listen to the conversation, but could not help overhearing it.




  “Was I?” he heard Gold drawl.




  “You know you were, damn you!” snarled the voice of the stranger.




  




  “That’s for you!”




  A quick shot broke the silence of the night.




  Bell leapt from the car. Gold was standing on the edge of the sidewalk, unharmed. His assailant was a blurred figure vanishing into the darkness as fast as his feet could carry him.




  “A friend of mine,” said Gold pleasantly, and picked up a revolver the man had dropped.
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    Table of Contents

  




  At eleven o’clock that night Wentworth Gold walked into Victoria Station and took a first-class return ticket to Peckham Rye. He was smoking a cigar, and might have been a middle-aged doctor returning from an evening’s jaunt in town.




  He walked slowly along the platform to where the electric train was waiting, opened a first-class carriage door, and got in. After he had closed the door he leant out of the open window, watching the passengers as they came along. He did not expect any further trouble that night, but he took no chances.




  The train moved out of the station, whining and purring; and the lights of the carriage dimmed and brightened as the connecting rods lost or found the trolley wires above.




  The carriage was empty, for it was a little before the hour that the suburbanite returns from the theatre; and he had time to read again a letter which had come to him before he left his flat that evening. He read it carefully twice; by that time he knew its contents by heart, and he tore the letter into a hundred little pieces, dropping them a few at a time from the open window.




  The attack on him did not disturb him greatly, though he had been worried as to why the man who had promised to meet him in the park had not kept his appointment.




  He reached his destination, descended the long gloomy flight of stairs which led to the busy street, turned sharply, crossed to the right, and skirting the open expanse of Peckham Rye came to Crystal Palace Road. A few doors along he stopped before a respectable villa residence. The house was in darkness, but he knew he was expected. He went to the door and knocked softly, and in less than a minute it was opened to him by a girl.




  “Is that Mr Gold?” asked a low sweet voice.




  “That is the second time I have been asked that question tonight,” said Gold, with a little chuckle. “I trust that my confession that it is indeed me will not provoke you to give me a similar response to that I have already received.”




  The girl closed the door behind him and helped him off with his coat.




  “What is the matter?” she asked, and there was a hint of anxiety in her voice.




  “Oh, nothing!” said Gold. “At least nothing more than I deserved. How is your uncle?”




  She made no reply. In the darkness he heard a little sigh of weariness, and shook his head. Maple was a genius, he thought, and realized that genius is a halfway house to madness.




  She led the way along a dark passage to a little back kitchen. A man sat at the table — a tall man, loosely formed, unshaven, and with a face of unhealthy whiteness. He sprawled limply on the chair by the table, his hands in his pockets, gazing vacantly before him. The table was littered with test tubes, microscopes, and scientific apparatus, with the uses of which Wentworth Gold was not acquainted.




  At the sound of the door clicking he looked up with a startled frown. He shivered, as though the noise, slight as it was, distressed him, and raised a trembling hand, not over clean, to his mouth.




  “Come in,” he said, and rose unsteadily to his feet.




  Gold looked at him reproachfully.




  “Maple,” he said. “I thought you promised me—” Then he remembered the girl was present.




  “Get a chair, my dear,” said Maple, not unkindly.




  The girl obeyed. She was wonderfully pretty. Gold had never seen her before, though he had heard a great deal of Thomas Maple’s niece. She was gracefully moulded and dressed in a quiet, well-fitting tailor-made. Her face had that curious pallor which is possessed by some fair women; though her hair was burnished gold, the thin line of eyebrow was so black that carelessly seeing her you would have thought it had been painted.




  The shape of her face fascinated Gold. He was a connoisseur in some things. He had read about girls with perfect oval faces; he had met some of the acknowledged beauties of London; but there was in this girl’s face something ethereal, something spiritual, which he had never seen before. The big greyblue eyes gave her the appearance of sadness; the lines of her generous mouth were firm; her chin was delicately fashioned. She flushed a little under his scrutiny.




  “I am sorry,” he said, as if in answer to her unspoken thought, “but I have heard so much of you from your uncle.”




  “I am afraid my uncle talks a great deal more about me than people care to hear,” she said with a little smile. “He does not know how easily one can be bored with other people’s ecstasies.”




  Her voice was soft and perfectly attuned.




  “This girl has had an education,” Gold said to himself.




  He turned to meet the vague smile of the man. There was a challenge and a question in the haggard face, worn and scarred by self-indulgence. This girl who had recently come into his life, the daughter of an elder brother, and his only relative in the world, was the brightest and best influence he had ever known, and it was almost pathetic to see the entreaty in his dull eyes. Gold nodded reassuringly.




  “Now, Maple,” he said, drawing his chair to the table, “I suppose your niece is in your confidence in this matter of ours?”




  “Yes, I tell her all the things that nearly concern me,” said the other, “and you can trust her, Mr Gold.” His voice had the quality which distinguishes a man who has known a public school.




  There was a little wallet on the table. This he opened with his shaking hand and from it extracted a bundle of oblong notes. They were five-dollar currency bills, issued by the United States of America, and distinguished only from those familiar objects by the fact that each note was mottled green, purple, and yellow, as though somebody had been lightheartedly experimenting upon them. He spread them out on the table; there were twenty in all.




  Gold looked at them resentfully.




  “And you say they are all forgeries?” he asked.




  The other nodded.




  “Every one of them. You know the Treasury sign — the only sign that the camera cannot photograph — that is not there.”




  He was on a favourite topic now; he was interested, and the weariness and the languor of his manner dropped from him as a cloak. He spoke without the slurred speech which had marked the earlier stage of the conversation.




  “That I know,” said Gold. “What of the inks?”




  “Perfect,” said Maple, in a tone of admiration, “absolutely perfect. I have applied every test known to your people, and they might have been printed with ink supplied by your Government.”




  “The watermark?” asked Gold.




  “That, too, is beyond criticism. I have here an instrument that can measure the depth of the printing and I can assure you that they are exactly printed. Moreover, I will tell you this; it will probably astonish you.”




  He tapped the note which was before him.




  “The man who forged this did not have resource to photography.




  Every one of these notes is engraven. I know because — well, never mind — I know. They have been printed on a press which has been specially made for the purpose, and the paper is identical with that which is supplied by the Government printers in Washington.”




  He looked at the notes one by one, shook them into a little bundle, and replaced them in the wallet.




  “All my life,” he said, “banknote forgeries and banknote engraving has been a favourite study of mine.”




  He stopped, and his mouth twitched pathetically. Then with an effort he pulled himself together.




  “I worked in the French and in the German mints — I should be working in France still,” he said with a grimace, “but for—” Again he stopped. “I tell you, Mr Gold,” he went on, “that a man can pass this note with impunity and not only this bill, but the hundred-dollar notes I have examined.”




  “And there is no way of detecting them?” asked Gold.




  Maple shook his head. “None whatever. Until these return to the Treasury, where they would be immediately detected, there is no possibility of their being stopped.”




  Gold pushed his chair back from the table, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, his head sunk on his breast. He was thinking deeply, and the girl from her seat by the fireside glanced from him to her uncle.




  Presently Gold looked up.




  “Happily the forgers are not so confident as you,” he said. “I had arranged to meet one of my men tonight in the Green Park, and in some way they got to know. They enticed him away on some pretext or other, and—”




  “And?” asked Maple after a little while.




  “And I have not seen him since,” said Gold diplomatically.




  He was worried. He had hoped that this man, acknowledged by the underworld to be the best exponent of this peculiar science, would have discovered some simple test by which the flood of forged bills might be averted; some simple means by which the forgeries might be detected. He realized now in his growing sense of disappointment how much he had depended on Maple.




  There were thousands of these bills in circulation, hundreds of thousands possibly, all for small amounts, all so insignificant that the average man handling them would not trouble to question their genuineness.




  “It can’t be helped,” he said, and rose.




  He shook hands with Maple, and took a smiling farewell of the girl.




  His foot was in the passage when Maple suddenly said:




  “Oh, I had forgotten something I wanted to say to you, Mr. Gold. Do you know a Mr Cornelius Helder?”




  “Yes,” said Gold, considerably interested.




  “I thought you would, he’s a compatriot of yours,” said Maple, and then half to himself, “I must have met him somewhere.”




  “He’s a very well-known man,” said Gold.




  “My niece has had an offer from him,” Maple went on.




  “An offer? Indeed, what kind of an offer?”




  “A secretaryship,” said Maple




  Gold frowned. It was an involuntary frown, but both the girl and her uncle detected it. Maple’s hand went to his mouth with the nervous gesture with is the unlovely characteristic of the drunkard.




  “Isn’t he all right?” asked Maple anxiously: “he has offered her a very good salary.”




  “How did he come to know that she wanted that position?” asked Gold.




  Maple pulled up the chair. The old weariness was asserting itself again. Every word was an effort.




  “Sit down for a moment, won’t you, and I’ll tell you. It’s rather a curious string of coincidences. My niece was secretary to old Lord Dellborough, who, you know, died the other day, and she did not intend taking another post because I earn quite enough to render any effort on her part unnecessary. But last week she had a letter from an agency, although Verity has never put her name on their books, saying that the post was going.”




  “I fail to see the coincidence,” said Gold dryly.




  “Well, was it not rather a coincidence that at the moment she dropped out of a billet she should have one offered her from an agency she had never heard of, to act as secretary to a man who is, I believe I may say, a friend of yours?”




  Now Mr Wentworth Gold had no faith whatever in that eccentric individual, the Angel of the Odd. He made no allowance for coincidence, especially when he could discern without any great mental effort the manner in which such a coincidence could be made possible.




  He looked at the girl; perhaps it would be known in certain circles who Lord Dellborough’s secretary had been. There would be no difficulty in giving a commission to an agency to approach her. She was beautiful, he thought. Helder had a reputation in London amongst the people who spoke of such things behind their hands in the smoking-rooms. That was one explanation.




  He thought of another almost immediately; and it struck him as being the more likely of the two.




  He studied her keenly; for a moment noted the clear depths of her eyes and the firm line of her beautifully moulded chin.




  “She has character,” he thought; “Helder’s secretary — who knew?”




  “I should advise you to take the post,” he said. He took a notebook from his pocket and scribbled something on a card.




  “That’s my telephone number. There is always somebody to answer it, day and night,” he said to the girl as he handed her the little pasteboard. “You had better not tell Helder that you know me — and you had better tell me when you know Helder.”




  With which cryptic utterance he left them.




  III. Maple Has a Visitor
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  There was an infinite dreariness about the Crystal Palace Road which its blatant respectability did not redeem. It was, in fact, the dreariness of its very respectability, of houses alike in architecture and in their very furnishing. White half-blinds covered sedate bedroom windows; drawingrooms had lace curtains elegantly draped, supported by gloomier tapestry; there was just sufficient space left in every window to afford the passersby a tantalizing glimpse of something with a mirror in it, and even here the view was usually spoilt by a genteel palm potted in a glaze production of Messrs Doulton.




  To Verity Maple the Crystal Palace Road represented a sad awakening from a beautiful dream. She had expected she knew not what, and whether her expectations would have been justified had her father lived it is difficult to say. George Maple, a happy-go-lucky tilter with fate had earned twelve hundred a year and for many years had industriously spent fifteen hundred. There had come a moment when his position was so hopeless that he knew not which way to turn; and he was contemplating the alternative of bankruptcy and suicide, when an obliging motorbus, before which he stepped in a fit of abstraction, settled the problem for him.




  The girl had been brought home from the Belgium convent to find her father’s home in the possession of his many creditors. They had the grace to obliterate themselves until the funeral ceremonies were complete, then they returned to save what they could from the wreck. George Maple had been insured, though even in this manner he had been slack enough, for his insurance was only worth its surrender value.




  It was whilst Verity Maple had been considering the overwhelming problem of her future that Tom Maple appeared upon the scene. She had heard of Uncle Tom, had received letters from him from various parts of the continent. He had a disconcerting habit of changing his name with his residence; she had regarded this as an amiable eccentricity into the causes of which there was no especial need to inquire. And her father had not enlightened her, save to remark vaguely that Tom was a “queer chap.”




  He was queer, but he was kind, as Verity learnt gratefully.




  Together they took the little house in the Crystal Palace Road and furnished it. His weakness she was soon to discover, but with all its pitiable features it lacked offensiveness, and she found herself living much more happily than she could have imagined under the circumstances, and, moreover, possessed of a new sense of protection, comforting enough, though that protector had the drink habit very strongly developed.




  Tom Maple was kind, he was generous, he gave her what she had never had before, an ample supply of pocket-money. There was no necessity for her to work; it was independence rather than necessity which urged her to make an effort on her own behalf, a desire to fill her life with other thoughts and interests, to drive away the wistful discontent that the dullness of the Crystal Palace Road aroused in her.




  She had soon learnt to take an interest in the work of this eccentric uncle of hers; she would sit for hours watching his sure hands tracing lines of extraordinary delicacy over the steel plates which lay clamped to the kitchen table in front of him. For Tom Maple earned good money from a firm of banknote engravers, who knew him well enough to appreciate his work sufficiently highly to condone the habit of a lifetime.




  She sometimes spent an idle half-hour in the little parlour, wondering what life would have been like had it run its normal course, had her father, whose improvidence she was only now beginning to realize and admit even to herself, earmarked some portion of his income for her future. Especially gloomy was the outlook of those wintry days when great billows of fog came rolling up from Peckham Rye, shutting out the sad sameness of the road, lending to the wisps of trees, striplings that grew gauntly in the small patch of ground before the house, a mysticism and a ghostly importance, which no suburban tree ordinarily possesses.




  She was sitting in the parlour on the evening following Gold’s visit; it had been a bright, sunny day, and the evening brought hues of orange and saffron to beautify the outlook. Sitting with a book on her knees before the open window, she heard her uncle’s light step in the passage without. It passed, stopped as if in hesitation, then came back. The handle turned, the door opened and her uncle came in. She looked up at him.




  “Do you want me, uncle?”




  His face was paler than usual; the dark rim about his eyes, which was habitual, seemed a shade blacker. He looked at her without speaking for a time, then he came farther into the room and closed the door. He sat down in a chair opposite the girl.




  “Do you want anything, uncle?” she asked again.




  He shook his head




  “Verity,” he said seriously. “I have been thinking about you, and I have been wondering whether I ought not to tell you something about myself.




  She waited. He looked past her into the road and heaved a little sigh. Then he brought his eye back to her face.




  “I have had rather a curious life,” he said.




  There was no trace of the slithering accent which was peculiar to his voice after one of his bouts. His lips trembled a little, and the hand that he raised to his mouth mechanically from time to time shook ever so slightly.




  “You don’t know anything about me, do you?” and she shook her head smilingly.




  “I know you are my uncle,” she said, “and the dearest and kindest uncle that any girl ever had.”




  He dissented vaguely.




  “You must not think too well of me,” he said. “I am not — perhaps — what you think I am. One never knows,” he muttered.




  “Never knows what, uncle” asked the girl.




  He looked at her a little sadly.




  “If anything should happen to me,” he said, “there is a man in London I want you to see.” He put his hand in his inside pocket and took out a stiff brown notebook, removing the elastic band which bound it together.




  “And here is something else,” he said. “The other day I asked you for a specimen of your handwriting and got you to sign your name for me. I have opened an account for you in the London and North Western Bank. It isn’t huge,” he said hastily, as he saw the look of surprise and pleasure on the girl’s face, “but it will be enough to carry you on if anything should happen to me.”




  A hint of alarm was in the girl’s eyes as she asked: “You have said that twice, uncle; what can happen to you?”




  He shook his shoulders weakly.




  “You never know,” he said again.




  He had taken from his pocket book a smaller one, bound with brown leather and bearing the name of the bank.




  “Keep this in a safe place,” he said, handing it to her. He withdrew a folded notebook from his pocket and passed it across to her.




  Then he rose. “One of these days, I suppose, you’ll want to get married?”




  She shook her head with a laugh.




  “You will,” he insisted with a flash of humour; “at some time in her life every girl shakes her head as you did, and they all go the same way.”




  A little nod, a quick nervous sweep of the hand, and he was leaving the room when she remembered something.




  “Uncle,” she said, “you have not told me the name of the man whom I must see.”




  He stopped, hesitating, with the doorknob in his hand.




  “It’s a man named Comstock Bell,” he said; “I will tell you about him later.”




  The next instant he was gone. She watched him as with quick steps he passed down the road out of sight.




  What did he mean by his past life? She was old enough now to know that these changes of name which had once amused her had a serious importance; men are not Schmidt in Berlin one week and Von Grafheim in Prague the next, unless there is something sinister in their profession. She almost wished she had persuaded him to speak out and tell her everything.




  She looked at her watch. She had an appointment at six o’clock. She wondered what sort of a man this Mr Cornelius Helder was; it was rather strange that he should have asked her to go to Curzon Street, that he could not find time to interview her at his office. But she was ready to find excuses for any busy man, and the fact did not trouble her greatly.




  Helder occupied at floor at 406 Curzon Street. The house was the property of a retired butler who found pleasure and profit in turning the establishment into a high-class boardinghouse. Perhaps, “boardinghouse” is not the term, since none of the residents had any other meals than breakfast and an occasional supper in their rooms. As it was, even the rent was stiff enough for any man other than one who was in receipt of a very comfortable income, but this Helder was credited with possessing.




  Verity Maple was shown straight up to his sittingroom and found him sitting before a large desk smothered with printers’ proofs and magazines.




  He looked at her keenly as she entered, and rose, offering his hand.




  “Take a seat, Miss-er—” His hesitation was artistic; he knew well enough what name she bore.




  “I am sorry to bring you down here, Miss Maple,” he said when she had told him her name, “but I am such a busy man I had a number of engagements in the city which made it impossible for me to see you.”




  His tone was brief and businesslike, and the unpleasant impression which she had received when she first saw him was to some extent dissipated.




  “The work I want you to do,” he continued, “is fairly interesting; you speak French, do you not?”




  “Yes,” she said, and he nodded.




  “I am associated with a little journal in which I shall ask you to take an interest,” he went on. “It is a journal which is not very well known.”




  This time his friendly smile was less businesslike, and instinctively she resented it. They discussed for a little time the question of salary; he was willing, nay eager, to give her all she asked, another bad sign from her point of view. Just as soon as she could finish the purely business side of the conversation she rose.




  “I shall expect you tomorrow,” he said.




  He held her hand a little longer than was necessary, saw her to the door and into the street. Verity Maple came away from her first interview with her new employer with an undefinable sense of misgiving as to her wisdom in accepting the position.




  Any man who knew Helder could have told her things which would perhaps have altered her whole plans entirely, but the only man who knew her well enough to impart that information was Wentworth Gold, who in one swift appraising glance had marked her down as one who was quite capable of taking care of herself. Moreover, he was anxious to learn more of Helder than he already knew, and Verity Maple was the type of girl who could supply that information.




  She was halfway down Curzon Street when she heard her name called softly. She turned; Helder was walking behind her, he was out of breath, being one of the men who take little or no exercise. Something of the dismay she felt must have crept into her face, and Helder was annoyed. Like all men of his class and possessed of his idiosyncrasies, he was an immensely vain man; and when he spoke to her now, there was a gruff note in this voice and a hauteur which Verity much preferred to the soft, caressing tone he had used at parting.




  “I’m going to Oxford Street,” he said brusquely; “are you walking my way?”




  She would have liked to have said that she was not, and indeed she would have spoken with truth, but she was anxious to make amends for her unintentional rudeness, and they walked on side by side.




  His ruffled feelings were easily smoothed, apparently; he told her he was going to a firm of motorboat builders, and he spoke in a lordly way of the magnificence of a new craft he was purchasing. It was evidently to be something wonderful in the line of motorboats, and the cost, which he let fall carelessly, was staggering to a girl who thought in shillings.




  He was inclined to talk about money, big money; sums which were almost beyond her comprehension. He outlined schemes in which he was interested, although he gave the vaguest details.




  She left him in Oxford Steet and breathed a little sigh of relief when she found her somewhat embarrassing employer had accepted his congé with good grace.




  Helder was impressed by the girl’s beauty; he had never expected anything so rare in colouring, so refined in feature. She would serve two purposes, he thought; that she would serve a purpose which would eventually upset his plans or bring about a drastic change in his life he did not imagine. He made the mistake which many another man has made, of recognizing only the side view of factors.




  He watched her until she was lost in the throng which crowded the side streets at that hour in the evening, then he hailed a taxicab and drove to his club.




  Verity continued her way eastward; she had a little shopping to do which took her longer than she anticipated, for she found on arriving at Victoria that her train had gone. The service was very frequent, however, and she had not long to wait.




  She strolled to the bookstall and was idly examining the titles of the new novels, when a man brushed against her. He turned quickly on his heel, and raised his hat with an apology, the stooped to pick up the parcel which in the collision had been knocked out of her hand.




  She saw a tall goodlooking young man with rather sad eyes; he saw a girl so strikingly beautiful that for a moment he was speechless.




  “I’m awfully sorry,” he said, as he handed back the parcel with a little smile.




  There the matter ended, for raising his hat the young man strode away.




  It was Verity Maple’s first introduction to Comstock Bell.




  She went into the restaurant to get a cup of tea to beguile away the moments of waiting, and to her annoyance found that the second train had gone. She looked at her watch; there was no especial reason why she should go back to Peckham early, and she strolled to Marble Arch and spent a profitable hour in the cinema show.




  It was nine o’clock when she got to Peckham; the sky was overcast and it was raining dismally. At the corner of the Crystal Palace Road she noticed a man standing under a lamp on the opposite side of the thoroughfare; she did not see his face — nor for the matter of fact did he see hers — and his back was turned to her.




  She reached the house and was inserting the key in the lock when she heard voices. It was not usual for her uncle to have visitors at any hour of the day, and she drew back hesitatingly. The voices were raised; and it seemed that one, peculiarly harsh, was threatening her uncle.




  Before the house was a little garden, in which grew three bushy clumps of laurel. As she heard the door click she slipped back out of sight. There was no reason why she should do so, but somehow she felt strangely reluctant to intrude her presence.




  The door opened and her uncle came out, bareheaded. With him were two men, one thickset and sturdy, one tall. The shorter man was smoking a cigar and spoke with an accent which betrayed his American origin.




  “You understand,” he said menacingly.




  Maple replied in a low voice.




  “That’s all right,” said the other with brutal carelessness; “I don’t suppose anybody in this street cares two cents what you’ve done or who you are. We want you to be a good boy,” he went on, heavily jocular; “it’s up to you to undo any mischief you’ve already done. He knows” — he jerked his head in the direction of the Rye.




  “Why doesn’t he come himself?” muttered Maple sullenly.




  The other laughed.




  “Because he doesn’t want to appear in this. Besides, you don’t live alone, do you?”




  The girl listened wonderingly. Her uncle made no reply to the last remark.




  “You’ll have something to explain away,” said the thickset man, “if you come up against us again.”




  There was no mistaking the menace in his voice.




  “We’re out for a big business,” he went on, “and not one man or twenty men are going to stand between us and success. Dy’e hear?”




  Tom Maple nodded; for a moment there was a pause; then the other man asked suddenly: “Where is he?”




  “He is waiting at the end of the block.”




  For some reason or other his taller companion took no part in the conversation. It struck Verity that he was a foreigner and that he did not very well understand the language, and this, as it turned out, was a shrewd surmise.




  “Would you like to walk down and see him?” suggested the short man.




  Tom Maple shook his head.




  “No,” he said. “I know he’s there all right,” he added, with a note of bitterness in his tone.




  With no other word they parted. Tom Maple watched the men go through the gate, then turned and reentered the house, closing the door behind him.




  The girl was worried. What did it mean, what power had these men over her uncle? Who was the mysterious “he” who could not come to the house because she lived there? She hesitated a moment then went swiftly through the gate and followed the two men. They had not gone far and were walking slowly. As they reached the end of the road the man who stood under the lamp crossed to meet them.




  They stood talking in low tones. As Verity passed them the third man turned his head slightly, and with a gasp she recognised him.




  It was Helder.




  She walked on swiftly, hoping that the recognition had not been mutual. She gave a swift glance round as she reached the end of the road and saw they were coming on behind. She quickened her pace, crossed the road, turning up toward Forest Hill. To her relief she saw they made no attempt to follow her, but struck off in the other direction. She waited till they were out of sight, then retraced her steps to the house.




  Her uncle was in the kitchen before his table. He greeted her with a nervous little smile when she entered. His lips were trembling slightly, and his hand moved more frequently to his mouth than was usual in his moments of sobriety.




  She deemed it advisable to make no reference to the scene she had witnessed, but busied herself with the preparation of supper. He did not move, she noticed; sitting with his hands clasped on the stained deal before him, he stared with unseeing eyes at the wall before him.




  When she came in bringing the tray, he looked up quickly.




  “Verity,” he said. “I’m going to do it, whatever happens.”




  She waited for him to say something more; she knew he was on the verge of revelation.




  “They think they have a lever,” he muttered, half to himself; “they think they can push me into doing what they wish, but they have got something to learn — they’ve got something to learn!”




  Throughout the meal she was silent; when at last she rose to leave the little room he looked at her queerly.




  “Don’t forget that man I told you about,” he said, turning with his hand on the door.




  “Comstock Bell?” she said.




  “Comstock Bell,” he repeated.




  IV. A Message to Mr Helder
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  Cornelius Helder was a contradiction, and Gold did not like contradictions. “A man is either one thing or the other,” was a favourite saying of his; “my experience of life is that he is generally the other.”




  By Gold’s exact measure it was impossible to reconcile the bon garçon, a man full of the joy of life, a lover of good living, good stories and luxurious tastes, with the revolutionary preaching red riot and rebellion to those effete and degenerate monarchies which sway Europe.




  “It may be affectation, your Excellency,” said Gold; “a pose — some men are fond of poses.”




  He was in the American Ambassador’s private study.




  “I should hardly describe Mr Helder as young,” said his Excellency dryly; “he is passing into the vinegar stage of his salad days.”




  Gold smiled. He held in his hand a paper, a little eight-paged journal, half of which was printed in foreign characters. The title of this publication was The Red Monitor, and Helder made no secret of the fact that he was the financial support, prop, and stay of the little production.




  “I must confess,” said his Excellency, “I am getting a trifle weary of the cranks our beloved country sends us, and I never expected that a man like Helder, who I should describe as a ‘comfortable’ man, would run in the direction of anarchism.”




  “There does not seem to be anything particularly outrageous in this number,” Gold said.




  “There’s not been in any, so far,” said his Excellency.




  Gold was skimming through the leading article, which was printed in Russian, in characters which suggested that some mischievous boy had been busy turning the letters inside out.




  “That is the senselessness of it,” said the Ambassador irritably; “this journal is supposed to be secretly distributed amongst the Russian peasantry. Helder might as well spend his money distributing special editions of Walt Whitman’s poems.”




  Gold waited for the Ambassador to explain the reason for the urgent summons he had received. He had read this little journal month by month, since it had made its first appearance two years before; its existence was as well known as the existence of The Times or the New York American.




  They talked for a little while in general terms, then Gold, seeing the Ambassador was getting no nearer to the explanation, asked bluntly: “What is there about this particular issue of the Monitor which annoys you?”




  His Excellency rubbed his hands slowly together and leant back in his padded chair.




  “You know Helder,” he said. “He was telling me the other night at the Terriers’ reception that you were the one American in London he had any respect for or confidence in.”




  A little smile played round the corner of Gold’s mouth.




  “I mistrust Helder,” he said, “when he slops over.”




  “That may be,” said the Ambassador carelessly; “but I want you to put to the test this regard he has for your opinion and judgement. Ask him to give up publishing this journal. The British Government does not like it. Why, he has imported a little colony of Russians somewhere down in a quiet and inoffensive Shropshire village to the scandal of the squire and local clergy.” He smiled a little. “He is producing his innocuous rag with all the pomp and circumstance which attend the preparation of a coup d’état. The Foreign Office people are very touchy on the matter; they expect him to suddenly blossom forth with suggestions for wholesale slaughter. If he does, of course they will show no mercy; you know that the editor of the Italian paper who suggested the murder of his king was jailed for two years, and I don’t want anything like that to happen to a man of Helder’s position.”




  “I will see what I can do,” said Gold.




  He drove straight to the Terriers from Park Lane. Helder had not arrived. He saw Comstock Bell lunching at a table in the window by himself, and crossing over took a seat on the opposite side.




  The young man looked ill, and his right hand was bandaged.




  “Hullo!” said Gold, “what’s happened?”




  “Nothing,” said the other shortly, “I caught my hand in a door and I think I have broken one of the fingers.”




  “I am sorry to hear that,” said the other.




  “It is not worth while worrying about,” said Bell; “it is a bore eating with one’s left hand, and I have to use a typewriter for letters — but what of you?”




  “What of me?” repeated Gold.




  “Are you so used to being shot at by strange gentlemen in the park that you forget all about such trifles?”




  Gold smiled grimly.




  “I remember all right,” he said. He did not pursue the subject, but talked of general matters. At the end of the meal, when the men were taking their coffee, he returned to it.




  “See here, Comstock, my boy,” he said, “I am going to put all my straights and flushes on the table for you to inspect, and my gone-wrong flushes too. That man who met me last night was out for blood.”




  “You surprise me,” said Bell ironically; “I thought he came to command you to Buckingham Palace.”




  “Quit fooling,” said Gold seriously, “it affects you as well as me. I had a letter asking me to meet one of my men in the Mall last night. Sometimes,” he dropped his voice, “it is essential that I should know what certain people are doing; that is my business. My man told me that he would be between the third and fourth electric standards in the Mall. He must have been watched quis custodiet ipsos custodes, eh? Whoever it was followed him to the post. Two men representing themselves as English detectives arrested him for loitering with intent, and my man, a perfectly law-abiding citizen, not wishing for trouble, accompanied his captors. They took him through two parks, bundled him into a cab and marooned him in the wilds of Hampstead Heath.”




  He chuckled.




  “That was smart,” he said; “they left a gentleman behind to settle accounts with me—”




  “Your friend,” repeated the other. “You’ll excuse me.”




  Out of the corner of his eye he had seen Helder standing for a moment in the doorway of the diningroom.




  “Is that a friend of yours, too?”




  There was a studied carelessness in Comstock Bell’s voice.




  “No — he’s a subject for my insatiable curiosity,” answered Gold. With a nod to his companion he crossed the room and passed into the smokeroom beyond.




  Helder was turning the leaves of an illustrated paper.




  He looked up as the other man came to him.




  “I want to see you, my anarchist friend,” said Gold. Helder laughed.




  “Am I to be deported?” he asked, and made room for the other on the settee by his side; “or am I in danger of a charge of high treason?”




  “Nothing quite so heroic,” said Gold dryly; “you’re in some danger of being a nuisance. I happened to meet the Ambassador the other day, and knowing that I exercise some influence on my young and innocent compatriots, he asked me to make it clear to you that just so long as you continued on your sinful path, it would embarrass him less if you did not look forward with too much eagerness to invitations to the Embassy.”




  A dull red glow spread over Helder’s face, beginning at the bald forehead and descending like a curtain over his cheek.




  “You are the little express messenger of the great democrat?” he sneered. “I’d like to get my congé from the Embassy first hand, I guess.”




  It was the first time he had shown himself in this light, an Gold was intensely interested. This was a new Helder and an ugly one. The humour had gone from his eyes, this soft lines about the mouth stretched tight and hard. A curious contradiction, said Gold to himself.




  Helder had laboured hard to reach his present position in society. His father had left his artist son a bare income — little more than was sufficient to keep body and soul together. He had had to drop his silver-point work and his etchings, and leave Paris. For years he had worked in London. He dealt in American stock, was reported to have amassed a small fortune when Southern Pacifics boomed sky-high. And he had never looked back.




  It had been a fight, but the greater fight had been to establish himself a member of the select little coterie of London’s Americans of which Comstock Bell was the bright particular star. Helder was not popular with men, socially he had to win out. There were stories about him which women did not like, a damning circumstance for a man desirous of treading that path to eminence which runs through the drawingrooms of Belgravia and ends at the Ambassador’s dinner-table.




  And now he had “got there” he was threatened with social extinction. To the society of the other cranks, to be relegated to the congregation of the “nearly theres.”




  His eyes narrowed as he looked down at Gold.




  “I claim the privilege of my citizenship,” he said, “which is my right to do as I please, to order my life in any way which is in the bounds of decency and the law. There is nothing in the Monitor which is offensive.”




  “There is no reason for its existence,” said Gold.




  “Your cynicism is offensive, Gold.”




  Cornelius Helder rose to his feet.




  “I don’t think we need to go on with his conversation.”




  Gold nodded. “It is pretty unprofitable,” he said. “Now — by Jove!”




  He looked at the clock and began searching his pockets.




  “I promised myself to mail a nephew of mine in New Jersey a birthday present.”




  He drew out his pocketbook and opened it. What he sought was not there.




  “Have you any money?” he asked. “American money. I want twenty dollars.”




  Comstock Bell had come into the room, and Gold’s last words were addressed to the world at large.




  Helder shook his head.




  “Twenty dollars?”




  Bell broke in on the conversation.




  “I have some money,” he said. He slipped his hand into his hip pocket and produced a wallet.




  This he opened and extracted the money required.




  He handed the bills to Gold, and the third man watched them narrowly.




  He saw Gold count the English equivalent into the other’s palm; saw him looking at the bills carelessly, then:




  “Good God!” said Gold, and Cornelius Helder saw his face go bleak.




  V. Comstock Bell Makes Ready
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  Gold stared at the young man for fully a minute.




  “What is the matter?” asked Bell.




  “Nothing,” said the other shortly.




  With no other word he turned and left the room.




  Comstock Bell stood looking after the retreating figure, a puzzled frown on his face.




  “What was wrong?” he asked Helder curtly.




  His attitude toward the other was always one of polite indifference; under other circumstances, he might not have troubled to ask.




  “I know no more than you, Mr Bell,” said Helder.




  “I don’t think Gold can be well today; he has been ragging me about my anarchism.”




  He smiled ingratiatingly, inviting further conversation.




  Bell ignored the invitation.




  “Why did you tell him,” he asked, “that you had no American money?”




  Before lunch he had met Helder and a little discussion arose as to the drawing of Washington’s head on a five-dollar bill. They had compared one note with another and Helder had carried Comstock Bell’s bills to the window to examine them.




  “Did I?” drawled Helder. “I had forgotten I had them; besides,” he said, “I am not always out to humour old man Gold.”




  Bell made no response, and was going away with a little nod when Helder called him back.




  “I say, Mr Bell, I wanted to ask you something. Do you know a man named Willetts?”




  “No,” replied Bell shortly.




  “You’ve never heard of him, eh?”




  “Can’t say I have: why?”




  Helder shrugged his shoulders.




  “Oh, it is nothing,” he said, “but if you’d spare the time I’d like to have a little talk with you.”




  “About this man?” asked Bell sharply.




  “Yes, and other things.”




  Comstock Bell hesitated.




  “I will call at your office one day this week,” he said. There was a note of resolution in his voice.




  He passed out of the club, crossed Pall Mall, and strolled aimlessly through the park.




  It was a bright spring day; the trees were all glorious, while tender green daffodils and crocuses starred the grass and swayed rhythmically to the breeze. It was a day when men’s hearts grew joyful from the very joy of life, when new aspirations sprung in each heart, new and splendid fancies filled the mind. But the stimulation of spring woke no response in Bell’s heart. He had made a plan, a terrible plan, he told himself, but he was going through with it, whoever suffered — and he would not suffer least. He would end this terror which weighted his soul.




  It was a plan complete in every detail: he had left nothing to chance. Day after day in the silence of his study he had worked out the scheme, jotting down the details and burning the papers so soon as they had taken definite shape and he had committed them to memory.




  “Whoever suffered,” he repeated and winced.




  He reached the Victoria Memorial and crossed the road, continuing his stroll along Constitutional Hill. There was one thing necessary, one link in the otherwise perfect scheme to be discovered. He must have a partner in this matter. He would reward him well. He had thought of Gold, only to discard that idea, for he knew instinctively that it could not be.




  He attracted some attention as he walked. His damaged hand was in a black sling. He smiled as he detected more than one pitying glance in his direction. He smiled, but he was annoyed — annoyed with Helder, more annoyed with himself.




  The success of everything depended upon the partner. He had turned over every possible man in his mind. He had a host of friends, but would they stand that test? He thought not.




  Helder? Bell had a shrewd idea as to Helder’s probity. He thought that Helder would do anything for money; he might do too much. He would sell himself, but then he would sell the man who trusted him. Helder was impossible.




  So full was he of his own concerns that he had forgotten Gold, his startled exclamation, and his unceremonious exit. What worried the little man? he wondered.




  He was still idly debating Gold’s curious attitude when the man he was thinking about hailed him from a taxicab. Gold leapt from the taxi, paid the driver, and crossed the road to him.




  “I followed you from the club,” he said; “I wanted to talk with you.”




  “Everybody seems to want to talk with me,” said Bell good-humouredly; “I was thinking of you when you came up.”




  “Where can we go?” asked Gold.




  “Let us go into the park.”




  They left the path, and began to walk across the stretch of greensward.




  “I am going to be straight with you,” said Gold. “I have no doubt you were wondering what upset me, and why I left.”




  “I did wonder a little,” said Bell.




  “Well, you needn’t worry abut it, because I wanted to call up somebody on the phone to confirm my suspicion. That suspicion has been confirmed.”




  “What do you mean?” asked Bell.




  He stopped in his stride and looked at the other.




  “Two of those five-dollar notes you handed me were forgeries.”




  “Forgeries!”




  “They were forged,” repeated Gold. “They were two of many thousands which are now in circulation. Where did you get them?”




  “I changed them for a man, a man I met at the Savoy, who had arrived from America and had no English money. He wanted a five-pound note for something; he was a member of the party with which I was dining, and I changed it.”




  Gold’s eyes searched his face.




  “Is that true?”




  “What do you mean?” asked the other with growing resentment in his tone; “why should I tell you a lie?”




  “Who was the man?”




  At that moment it dawned upon Comstock Bell how the notes came into his possession. He had got them from Helder. Helder, on the pretext of comparing the printing, had substituted the forged notes; but even as he realized this, another idea came to him. Here was an opportunity. It strengthened his plan.




  “What was the man’s name?” asked Gold.




  “A man named Willetts,” said Comstock Bell slowly.




  “Willetts? You told me last night you had never met Willetts.”




  “I did not associate the person of whom you spoke with the man I met at the Savoy,” he said.




  Gold shook his head.




  “That was all I wanted to know,” he said. “I am going to find this Willetts. I have an idea that when I find him I shall be ridding myself of a great deal of trouble.”




  “You will be ridding me of more,” said Comstock Bell.




  He was speaking half to himself, and there was no doubt of the sincerity in his voice.




  Gold lost no time. Leaving Bell to finish his stroll, he walked quickly to the Piccadilly entrance of the park and found a taxicab. He gave his directions and stepped in. In twenty minutes he was in the heart of the City of London.




  He dismissed the cab in Threadneedle Street, and came at last through numerous courts and alleys to Little Painter Street. It was a street of old houses, now used as offices, and on one of the doors he found a name painted: “Harold S Willetts, Broker.”




  He climbed to the third floor, the door of the back room bore the same inscription. He knocked; but there was no answer. He tried the door; it was locked. He shook it gently, but there was no response.




  He descended the stairs again. The housekeeper lived in the basement and Gold sought information from him. “No,” said the housekeeper, “Mr Willetts was not in.”




  “When do you expect him?”




  The housekeeper was not communicative. Many years’ experience in offices had taught him that absent tenants when eagerly inquired for had no desire to have their plans revealed to strangers.




  “Well, sir,” he said vaguely, “I don’t expect him till I see him.”




  Gold put his hand in his pocket and produced a pound note.




  “I know I am bothering you,” he said pleasantly, “and wasting your time, but it is necessary that I should know where Mr Willetts is, because I am most anxious to see him.”




  The housekeeper accepted the note with an apology for the hard times which made it necessary. Under the genial influence of this unexpected wealth he unlocked the secret cupboard of his mind which was labelled “Willetts.”




  If the truth were to be told, there was little he could tell which was worth half or a quarter of a fraction of the sum.




  “He’s a gent I have never seen, except in the dark,” he said. “He don’t do much work here, he merely has his letters sent here.”




  “How long has he had the office?”




  “Two years or more,” said the housekeeper; “he spends most of his time in the country or in America.”




  “Is he American?” asked Gold sharply.




  “That I cannot tell, sir,” said the other. “All I know is that he pays his rent regularly and that he has got an office. If you would like to see his office, I will show it to you.”




  It was a plain little room, very simply furnished. A locked roll-top desk, an easy chair, together with a big financial work of reference, comprised the furniture of the room.




  Gold took down one of the books from the shelf. It was a Stock Exchange Year-Book of two years previous. He opened it; it was evident from the stiffness of the cover and virgin whiteness of the pages that its owner had little need or excuse to examine its contents. It was the same with the other books.




  “That’s a curious desk,” said Gold pleasantly.




  The housekeeper, who was not an imaginative man, saw only a very commonplace roll-top desk, such as might be found, and were to be found by him, in other offices. But twenty shillings makes one polite, and he agreed that it was a curious desk, though for the life of him he could not see anything in it that was not conventional.




  “A very curious desk,” said Gold. “I’ve got a desk like it. They are bad desks for a businessman to have,” he said in that confidential tone of his which had first interested and eventually undone so many clever men.




  “Why, are they dangerous?” asked the man curiously.




  “I will show you,” said Gold. He took a bunch of keys from his pocket, selected one and inserted it in the lock. He turned it to the left and to the right; with a sharp click the lock went back.




  “You see, anybody can open them,” said Gold, and to prove his assertion he let the cover roll up. There was nothing on the table save a blotting pad, a bottle of ink and a pen, the nib of which was new and had never been used.




  “Anther disadvantage,” Gold continued conversationally, “is that if you pull out this drawer and the other on the right” — as he spoke he suited the action to the words— “you can’t pull the others out.”




  Now the curious workings of roll-top desks in such little matters as might provide subject for conversation in the private bar of nights were of immense interest to the caretaker. He tried the drawer on the left side. It came out readily enough.




  “I think you are wrong sir,” he said with a triumphant smile, as though his cleverness were responsible for the other man’s mistake. He tried another drawer; that also came out — and the third. There was no difficulty.




  Gold was abashed. “Well, it happens in some cases,” he confessed. “In this particular instance I am wrong.”




  He closed the drawers and pulled down the desk top. There had been no papers of any kind in any of the drawers. He knew now all he wanted to know. There was not the slightest evidence of Mr Willetts’ business. Willetts’ office was a blind. Whatever his profession was — and Gold made a good guess — he did not pursue it on these premises.




  “How often does he come here?” he asked, as he went down the stairs.




  “Once a month, at least.”




  “Any particular day?”




  “No, sir, you cannot be sure when he’ll come.”




  “What sort of man is he?”




  “Well, as far as I can tell, he is a dark chap with a little stoop.”




  “Tall?”




  “No, sir; I should say he’s about middle height; that’s how he has impressed me when I’ve met him on the stairs.”




  “And his voice?”




  “Well, sir, I am rather glad you reminded me of that: he has a foreign accent, more like a Frenchman than an Englishman in his way of speaking.”




  “And you have no idea of where I can find him?”




  “Not the slightest, sir.”




  “If he comes, you might tell him I called.”




  “What name shall I give, sir?”




  “Comstock Bell,” said Gold.




  A look of suspicion came into the man’s face.




  “You are not Mr Comstock Bell,” he said.




  Gold smiled. “I should have said from Mr Comstock Bell,” he said carefully. “But how do you know I am not Mr Bell?”




  “Because Mr Bell called here himself to see Mr Willetts only two days ago,” said the housekeeper.




  VI. Comstock Bell Changes His Mind
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  Comstock Bell occupied a house in Cadogan Square.




  The sombreness of the furniture, which he had purchased with the house was relieved by the beauty of the pictures which adorned his room. If he had a fad, it was represented by an extreme distaste for the conventions of collections.




  There was no old master in his house, other than a Virgin of Riberia Espanoleto filched from a Spanish altar, and its main charm, as Comstock Bell would say, lay in its dubious authenticity. But with beautiful examples of the modern school his house was filled, for he was an artist at heart, loving the human painter as much as he loved the work of his hands. It was a keynote of his character, one side at any rate. A cynical critic who once viewed his collection said that Bell’s epitaph should be, “He was kind to artists.” Examples of his own work were to be found on his walls, for in his early youth he had studied under Gallier and in the inconvenient old atelier near the Pont Neuf, isolated from artistic Paris, he had acquired a little of his master’s genius.




  Bell arrived home at six o’clock, and made his way to the study. It was a big room at the back of the house, the one room which he had furnished himself. There were a dozen letters awaiting him. He opened them as best he could with his one hand. They were mainly invitations. In one corner of the room was a brand-new typewriter. It was one of those convenient little machines made for travellers. Its body was of aluminium, and the carriage folded over till it almost lay on the keyboard. He contemplated the instrument abstractedly for a minute, and then rang the bell.




  A manservant appeared.




  “I ordered a rubber stamp to be made for me,” he said.




  “Yes, sir, a little packet has arrived from the stationers,” said the man, and disappeared, to return in a few minutes with the package. He opened the parcel and took out a rosewood box secured by two locks. The keys were fastened to the brass handle of the box by a piece of tape.




  “Open the box,” said Bell.




  The man obeyed. Inside was a small rubber stamp and an ink pad. Bell took up the stamp and examined it. It was a facsimile reproduction of his signature; a stamp which, attached to a cheque, would be honoured. He had arranged this much with his bank, though the manager had demurred at the risk.




  Bell replaced the stamp, locked the box, and placed the keys in his waistcoat pocket.




  The man was retiring, when Bell called him back.




  “Parker,” he said, “I am leaving England in a few weeks’ time, and I wish you to take charge of the house. I have made provision for your wages to be paid regularly, and I have other instructions to give you later.”




  “Will you be away for long, sir?” asked the man.




  Bell hesitated, fingering his moustache absently.




  “I may be away for — a few years,” he said.




  “Indeed, sir.”




  If Bell had said that he would have been away for the rest of his life, he would have said no more.




  Bell walked to the far end of the room and stood gazing out of the window. The man made a movement as if to go.




  “Wait a moment, Parker,” he said over his shoulder. He stood irresolutely as if he were not sure of himself, like a man hesitating before two roads.




  “I am going to be married, Parker,” he said.




  It was done; and it was not a difficult beginning. Perhaps if he told Parker often enough he would summon courage to tell his own world.




  “I am going to be married,” he repeated half aloud.




  “May I congratulate you, sir, with all respect?” said Parker, a little dolefully.




  Comstock turned with a hard little smile.




  “You need not worry about your position,” he said; “it will make no difference to you. We shall go abroad — my wife and I.”




  There was a silence.




  “If I might be so bold, sir,” said Parker, “do I know the lady?”




  “You probably do,” said Bell, and his lips twitched. “It is as likely that you know her, as it is that I do.”




  He changed the subject abruptly.




  “I am expecting Mrs Granger Collak in an hour; show her in here.”




  Parker bowed and left him.




  Bell walked to the window.




  Mrs Granger Collak was in his mind. She was also in the mind of London. A tall, beautiful woman, delicately moulded, with the face of an angel and the morals of a Catherine.




  He looked round the room and smiled in spite of his troubled mind. She would turn this house of his inside out. She would tax his enormous income to its fullest extent. Probably she would set herself to Anglicize him with the object of securing a title for him. People would laugh behind his back and pity him, but no breath of scandal would reach the fragile little woman in New England whom he called Mother. She would accept Grace Granger — would be a little shocked with her perhaps. But there are worse shocks than the presentation of a smart wife.




  And Mrs Granger Collak was a clever woman, a discreet woman. She knew how to hold her tongue. The cleverest lawyer at the Bar had discovered that when he cross-examined her in a recent cause célèbre.




  Comstock Bell made a wry face at the recollection.




  She loved travel, and she wanted money, and she was nearly at the end of her tether. She might as well be Mrs Comstock Bell as Mrs Granger Collak. He would only ask her to keep his name out of the mud, and somehow he felt that she would do this.




  At six o’clock Parker ushered in the woman whose fate hung in the balance.




  She was dressed in a plain tailor-made costume, and her beauty did not suffer, though she was the type of woman who looked her best in dresses of vague line and cloudy substance.




  He regarded the tailor-made as a concession to his propriety, and was amused.




  “Sit there, won’t you?” He pushed a big restful club chair to the side of his desk, so that she faced him.




  “Now, what is your trouble?”




  “You mean, what is the extent?” she smiled, “I think that if I could raise three thousand pounds, I should be able to get away. I can manage with less,” she added, watching his face,” and I hate asking you for any.”




  He opened a drawer in the writing table and took out a chequebook.




  With his uninjured hand he tore out a slip.




  “Fill it in,” he said, as he pushed it across the table to her. “Make it payable to bearer.”




  It was then that she noticed the bandaged hand.




  “Have you hurt yourself?” she asked in some concern.




  “It is nothing,” said Bell. He chose a pen for her, then from another drawer he took the rosewood box and opened it. Very carefully he inked the stamp, and when she had blotted the cheque, he pressed the little rubber signature in its place.




  “They will cash that for you,” he said; “and now I want to talk to you.”




  She put the cheque in her gold bag, and sat upright in the chair, with her hands folded in her lap.




  “Don’t prepare yourself for three thousand pounds’ worth of advice,” he said smilingly. “I do not intend talking to you for your good — but for mine.”




  He was leaning back in the padded writing chair, his elbows on the arms, his clenched hands under his chin.




  “I am thinking of getting married,” he said slowly.




  “I am glad to hear it,” she said with a little laugh; “who is the fortunate woman?”




  “I don’t know,” said Comstock Bell.




  She leant forward, a pretty little frown on her face.




  “You don’t know? My dear Comstock, what nonsense!”




  He shook his head.




  “It isn’t nonsense,” he said ruefully. “I am undecided; I was going to ask—”




  He stopped. Something within him put a check upon his tongue; a voice stronger than the voice of conscience, more insistent than the voice which urged the expediency of the act, cried “No!”




  “Yes?” she asked.




  “Oh, somebody!” he said vaguely.




  “You don’t want to tell me?”




  “No — that is it; I don’t want to tell you.”




  Leaning back in her chair she laughed — a bright, delighted little laugh of sheer enjoyment.




  “Really, for so terrible a person,” she said, “you are a goose. Tell me who she is, Comstock. I know all the women of London. I know them down to the core of their foolish souls. Tell me who she is, and I will tell you if she is worthy of you.”




  “I don’t think I know her,” he said, and rose awkwardly.




  She shrugged her graceful shoulders and rose, offering him her hand.




  “You were going to tell me, and then you were afraid,” she said, her eyes dancing. But the laughter died out when she saw his white face. Womanlike, she realized he was suffering.




  “I am sorry,” she said gently, “and I think I will go. I am very grateful to you, Comstock.”




  He arrested her thanks with a gesture.




  “Don’t speak of it,” he said. “I will call on you in a day or so; you will not have left town?”




  “No, I shall be in London till the end of the week.”




  He walked with her to the hall door, and opened it for her.




  “Goodbye, and thanks,” she said.




  “Au revoir,” said Comstock Bell. “I may call tomorrow, when I may have more courage.”




  She thought over his words as she drove back to her Knightsbridge flat, and could imagine no reason for his obscurity.




  Bell, left alone, settled down to spend the rest of the evening by himself.




  He had a little dinner served on a tray in the library, and when this had been cleared away, he locked the library door. Parker, passing the closed portal, heard the slow clicking of a typewriter, the delicate “clack-clack-clack” which marks the operation of the tyro.




  At nine o’clock Bell unlocked the library door, and went up to his room. He rang for Parker.




  “Where are the rest of the servants?” he asked.




  “Thomas is in the servants’ hall, sir.”




  “Tell him to wait there till I ring: I want you to go to Charing Cross and ask what time the night Continental mail arrives.”




  “I can telephone sir.”




  “Go, please,” said Bell impatiently; “I do not trust telephonic inquiries. If I want Thomas I will ring for him. If I am out when you return, telephone your message to the club, and do not wait up.”




  He waited until he saw Parker leave the house, then he began to change quickly. From a locked bureau he took a suit of well-worn clothing and put it on. A soft felt hat and raincoat of dark material completed his costume. From a drawer he took a thick packet of banknotes and put them into his pocket. He carefully placed his discarded suit in the wardrobe and locked the door; then, stepping quietly down the stairs, he opened the front door and gained the street.




  Whatever indecision he may have displayed that afternoon he showed none now. Avoiding the frequented streets, he made a detour that would bring him to King’s Road, Chelsea. He turned into a street that brought him to the river embankment.




  It was raining gently. The black river was veiled in a thin mist, through which the green and red lights of a tug, lying broadside on to the river showed faintly.




  He walked along till he came to a narrow passage between two wharves. Down this muddy entrance he turned and came at the end to a flight of steps. One gloomy gas lamp projecting from the wall above showed the sullen waters as they pushed and swirled about the steps below.




  A little boat was waiting; two men were at the oars in shining oilskins.




  “Lauder!” called Bell.




  “Ay, ay, sir!” said a voice, and with a touch of the oar the boat was brought to the steps.




  “Give me your hand sir; steady!” said the man at the bow.




  Bell caught the huge hand extended to him and stepped lightly into the boat; rowing with strong, slow strokes the boatmen pulled for the centre of the river.




  “The tide’s on the turn,” growled one of the men over his shoulder; “that’s why the old Seabreaker’s all askew.”




  He indicated the bulk of the tug ahead.




  It was a large vessel for its class — a seagoing tug with a high whale deck forecastle, and a breadth of beam suggestive of enormous strength.




  The boat came up on the starboard side, and, catching hold of a rope, Bell climbed up the steep rope ladder and swung himself to the tug’s deck.




  “You must get a proper companionway, Captain,” he said.




  The man who had addressed him first, a short, stout man with a big bushy beard streaked with grey, touched his sou’wester.




  “I’ve put it in hand, sir,” he said. “It will be fitted at Greenhithe next time I go down the river.”




  “That had better be tomorrow,” said Bell.




  He gave a quick look round.




  The vessel was a new one, and, for a tug, a model of cleanliness and order. Bulkhead lights illuminated the deck; and aft, where the towing stanchions are usually to be found, the broad well-deck was shut in by glass windscreens and covered to make a cosy stateroom. Aft of the chart-room was another and larger cabin, and towards this Comstock Bell made his way, ascending to the tiny bridge to reach it.




  The big cabin was divided into two, and was beautifully furnished.




  




  The inner cabin was enamelled white. A little brass bedstead stood under one porthole, and an inlaid desk under the other. The floor was covered with a rich Persian carpet, and light came through a cut-glass shade let into the ceiling. The fittings were of silver and a door admitted to a tiny bathroom luxuriously furnished.




  Bell made a short survey of the inner cabin, then returned to the outer one. This was as beautifully fitted. One wall was covered with books, bound in dark blue calf. The big settee was soft and the carpet underfoot was as perfect a specimen of the weavers’ art as has ever left the looms of Ispahan.




  “Come in Captain Lauder,” said Bell, for the man waited outside.




  Lauder stepped inside.




  “Sit down,” said Bell. “Now you know your instructions, Captain?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “You are satisfied with the boat?”




  “Quite, sir. I took her out into the North Sea last week, in a stiff sou’wester. She went almost as fast as the Ostend mail packet, and she certainly didn’t make as bad weather of it.”




  “And the crew?”




  “Absolutely trustworthy, sir; I’ve got my own two boys to help me. They’ve both got mate’s tickets. Down below, looking after the engines, I’ve got my brother George and his son and a young fellow that’s courting George’s daughter.”




  “A family party,” smiled Bell. “Much depends on you, Lauder.”




  “You can trust me, sir,” said the other quietly. “I haven’t forgotten what I owe you. A skipper that has piled up an Atlantic liner on charted rocks doesn’t get another ship, even though no lives are lost, and he can prove that the drunkenness of his chief officer was responsible. You’ve been a good friend to me, sir.”




  “I owe you something too,” said Bell, “especially as I was one of the lives that weren’t lost — thanks to your coolness. However, all this is beside the point. When you have fitted your ladder, drop down to Gravesend and wait instructions. Go to your house and stay there till you get my wire, then carry out the instructions I have given you under seal. Remember,” he said, “nothing that I ask you to do will be illegal. Neither you nor your crew need worry in the slightest.”




  “I know that, sir.”




  “Put this money in your safe.” Bell drew a thin roll of notes from his pocket. “It will be sufficient for all expenses and wages for a considerable time.”




  He pulled on his overcoat and waited whilst the captain resumed his oilskins, then, stepping into the boat, was rowed ashore.




  VII. Helder’s Way




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Helder rang his bell, and the girl, who had been translating an article from L’Humanité into English, put down her work reluctantly, and came into his room. Twice that day she had obeyed the summons, and on each occasion his voice had been friendly.




  The man was examining the record of a tape machine as she entered.




  She waited, with her hands behind her back.




  “Oh, Miss Maple!” he said pleasantly; “I called you in to tell you that I am very satisfied with your work.”




  It was her third day with her new employer, and his approval was singularly repellent to her.




  “You can sit down,” he said, dropping the tape. “I have got a lot to say to you.”




  “Thank you, I will stand,” she said.




  “Please yourself,” he said genially. “You don’t mind if I sit? Thanks. Now, in the first place, I am going to pay you four pounds a week instead of the three I promised you.”




  “I think you are paying me as much as I am worth,” she replied; “there is very little work to do.”




  “There will be more,” said Helder. “This is my slack season. By the way, you are the niece of quite a famous person, aren’t you?”




  She flushed.




  “I am not being sarcastic,” he hastened to add; “you know that Thomas Maple has quite a reputation. Is he not the man who engraved the new Austrian hundred kronen note?”




  “I know little of my uncle’s business,” she replied. “I only know that he was a banknote engraver.”




  “Was?”




  “He has retired now,” she said. “But if you do not mind, Mr Helder, I would much rather not discuss him.”




  He smiled benevolently.




  “My dear Miss Maple, don’t be offended. A certain fame, and the curiosity that fame arouses, is the penalty of genius.”




  He looked at the girl. She was more lovely than he had hoped. It was a great stroke getting her into his office — the niece of Tom Maple!




  But it was not the material advantage that pleased him. All men, especially clever men, have their weaknesses. A beautiful woman was Helder’s. An inflammable man, impulsive in such matters as these, the caution and the discretion which were second nature to him cut loose under the spell of beauty.




  “I am going to call you ‘Verity,’” he said suddenly.




  The girl went red and white.




  He walked round to where she stood, numbed by a sudden realization of danger.




  She made no movement, staring at him with alarm in her eyes. He placed his hands upon her shoulders and looked down into her eyes.




  “Verity,” he said again, “we ought to be good friends. I would like you to know all about me.”




  He looked down into her eyes and she shivered from head to foot. She wanted to thrust him away from her — to run from the room. His touch was hateful — it made her feel ashamed. No man had looked at her, or spoken to her, like that. He had a soft, caressing voice that was loathsome to her, yet she could not leave him. All her willpower had been drawn from her. She felt his arm about her and suddenly found her voice. She uttered a terrified scream and wrenched herself free.




  “Hush!” he hissed savagely.




  In an instant he had caught her again, and his hand was over her mouth.




  His face was livid; he was as terrified as she.




  “Be silent,” he commanded, “you little fool! You will have all the people in the building in here!”




  “Let me go!” she gasped.




  He was cursing himself for his folly. He had precipitated the result he had least desired. More, he had lost his grasp of the situation.




  He released her, and she staggered back towards the door, her breast rising and falling quickly.




  “You will say nothing of this,” he said. “I made a fool of myself — and I am sorry.”




  She shook her head and laid a trembling hand on the doorknob.




  “And you will not go home to advertise my folly; do you hear?” He caught her arm again and shook her.




  “You’ll go back to your work and come again tomorrow as usual. If you don’t—” He dropped his face to the level of hers. “If you don’t,” he breathed, and his big face was demoniacal in its malignity, “by God, I’ll find you and kill you! Worse, I’ll be about, d’ye hear?” He shook her arm: “I’ll say things about you that people will believe. Things that will make you wish you were dead.”




  “Let me go,” she said faintly.




  He took her in his arms; she was nearly fainting.




  “Give me a kiss,” he said savagely, “and tell me you forgive me.”




  He bent his head towards her. She felt limp and helpless. His lips brushed hers; and she screamed — screamed in an agony of fear and loathing.




  “Damn you!” he said, when the door opened to admit Comstock Bell.




  Helder released his hold of the girl. His face was as white as hers.




  He was shaking. He saw the look of disgust in the other man’s eyes and knew that he understood.




  “This girl,” he said incoherently, “she threw herself at my head, Bell — she did — by God! — I am only human!”




  Bell looked from the man to the girl. She stood with her back to the wall, her eyes closed, her face deathly white.




  “Helder,” he said, “you’re a liar and a fool, too, if you think you could deceive me. You’ve been behaving like the blackguard that you are, and which everybody knows you are.”




  The girl opened her eyes and looked at him. For a moment they looked at one another — the tall young man, and the girl dishevelled and fainting.




  Then she stumbled forward, and Bell caught her in his arms. He carried her into the outer office and sat her on a chair. She had not fainted, for her eyes opened again and she murmured her thanks. He was looking at her curiously, thoughtfully.




  “Take your time,” he said gently. “I will keep this man engaged, and when you are ready and feel well enough just to go out and take a taxi home. Have you got enough money?”




  She nodded.




  He saw that she was on her way to recovery, and reentered Helder’s office. He was sitting at his desk, a picture of sullen rage. Comstock Bell closed the door behind him and looked at him contemptuously.




  “What an impossible scoundrel you are,” he said. “If I did my duty I should take you by the scruff of the neck and drop you out of the window.”




  Helder said nothing, only he looked up from under his brows, and unmistakable hatred blazed in his eyes.




  Uninvited, Comstock Bell drew up a chair to the other side of the table at which the man sat.




  “Whilst I am here,” he said, “we might as well discuss the matter which brought me here.”




  With an effort Helder pulled himself together. Though he knew that Bell was the last man to carry stories, he knew that he had the power to ruin him, and he was anxious to excuse himself for his own satisfaction.




  “I daresay you think I have behaved badly?”




  “Cut that out,” said Bell shortly; “I know you’ve behaved abominably. I could forgive you anything but the lie you started to tell. I don’t want to discuss the matter; let me hear what you have to say about Willetts.”




  “You may not be anxious to know,” said Helder, and curled his lips.




  “I am anxious to know anything that affects Willetts,” said Comstock Bell steadily.




  Helder rose and paced the room. He felt he was getting under control again; it was necessary that he should be master of the situation.




  Suddenly he turned.




  “Willetts,” he said, “was the man who forged a £50 banknote some years ago, and there is a police warrant out for his arrest.”




  “Yes.”




  Bell displayed no emotion.




  “Moreover, I have reason to know,” Helder went on, “that either you passed the notes that Willetts forged, or you were privy to the act.”




  “Yes?” said Bell again, with a note of interrogation in his voice.




  “Furthermore,” said Helder, “you have financed Willetts — you have been paying him to keep quiet — and now, for some reason, you contemplate betraying him.”




  “Who told you this?”




  “I found it out by accident,” said Helder. “I got proof of it last night.”




  “What is your proof?”




  “You came into the Terriers’ last night, did you not?”




  “Yes, I was there for a time,” said Bell quietly.




  “You wrote a letter in spite of your injured hand. Your injured hand is only a ruse to explain to your satisfaction, or to somebody else’s, the disguised hand in which you wrote.”




  He unlocked a drawer in this desk and took out a piece of blotting paper. “And you blotted your letter,” he said triumphantly. “Shall I tell you what you wrote?”




  “You need not trouble,” said Bell coldly.




  “You wrote to Inspector Morrison of Great Scotland Yard, and your words were these.”




  He held up the blotting paper to the light.




  “‘The name you want in connection with the Cercle de Crime forgery is Harold Willetts; he is now carrying on business as a stockbroker in Little Painter Street, EC. You will find he returns to town in eight days’ time, and you will discover sufficient evidence in his office and on his person to convict him of his crime.’”




  He refolded the paper and put it back in the drawer.




  “Did you write that?” he asked.




  “I may have done.”




  “I knew a long time ago that you were concerned in it,” said Helder. “It was a great stroke of luck that I got this blotting paper. And you,” he went on with a snarl, “are the man who comes preaching morality to me and telling me what I may or may not do — a man who, to save himself, betrays another not so well circumstanced as himself; whose disappearance from the world would not create the same stir in society. Bell,” he said — he leant forward over the table, and his voice trembled with passion— “I could ruin you, damn you!”




  Comstock Bell said nothing for a moment; then he bent forward.




  “And I could ruin you,” he said, and whispered one word.




  One word only, but Cornelius Helder fell back in his chair, staring at the man who held his life and liberty in his power.




  Bell took his hat and turned to the door.




  “Forgery,” he said, carefully brushing his hat on his arm, “seems to be a peculiar habit of people in our set. Some so it for amusement and accumulate years of trouble; some do it coldbloodedly for profit and acquire a reputation for the possession of commercial qualities.”




  He chose all his words with great deliberation.




  “They tell me you have a little printing establishment in Shropshire. If I were you,” he said, “I should close down that business and establish my Russian draughtsmen and my Russian engravers in more unobtrusive surroundings.”




  VIII. What Tom Maple Found
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  “John B Wanager, who is the head of the Bill Department of the States Treasury, says there are twenty million dollars’ worth of forged bills in circulation. This is the startling news which has created the greatest sensation in Wall Street, and which nearly affects every citizen.




  “‘I should say there are twenty million dollars’ worth of bills in circulation,’ said Wanager to a News Herald man. ‘The Treasury are considering the advisability of making drastic changes in the appearance of paper currency. These bills are so perfectly forged and printed that it is impossible for any but Treasury officials to detect them. I believe that they are being printed by the cartload somewhere, and our detective department is satisfied that somewhere is in Europe. The notes are brought over in bulk, and by some means they escape the customs examination. Generally speaking, the forgeries are perpetrated on bills of small value, and the forgers must have the most perfectly organised system of distribution.’”




  Wentworth Gold read this cutting in a New York paper, without the distress he would have experienced if he had read it on the day previous. That morning he had had a telegram from Maple — a telegram which had brought joy to his soul — and he was on the way to obey its summons when a cutting letter from the Embassy reached him. The thing was public property now; he had wished to have a solution of the difficulty without unnecessary publicity.




  He drove to the little house in Peckham, and was surprised when the door was opened to him by Verity Maple. She looked ill, but he did not know the reason.




  “I’ve found it, Mr Gold.”




  Maple came up the passage with gesticulating hands and a smile of triumph on his unhealthy face. He was nervously eager to show the detective his discovery.




  The kitchen table was in its usual condition of disorder; but there was one phial which Gold had not seen before. It was a little narrow bottle, filled with a colourless liquid. With hands which shook, Maple unfastened the wallet where he kept the experimental notes, and drew out a handful of bills. They had not been employed for experimental purposes, Gold noted. The other uncorked the phial.




  “Watch this,” he whispered thickly.




  He dipped his finger into the liquid, and one by one he took the bills and pressed his damp finger on the left-hand corner. The first one showed no result, except a little wet patch where he had touched it. Nor did the second.




  “Good — good notes!” he almost shouted.




  With the third it was different. He had hardly moved his finger before the spot where he had touched the bill turned a faint mauve.




  “That is the action,” he said, “of the chemical upon the watermark.” He spoke a little incoherently.




  Again he tried with another note, and again there grew slowly to view the little mauve patch.




  He went through all the notes, and when he had finished he spread them on the table.




  “The mauve is mauve,” he said with emphasis.




  Gold saw that he had been drinking, but knew that he worked better so.




  “Nothing will make, nothing will remove the stain.”




  He nodded his head wisely. “This is my discovery, Mr Gold. Tonight I will give you the formula of Tom Maple’s Liquid Detective.” He laughed to himself. “Throughout your wonderful country, in every bank, in every store, Tom Maple in a little bottle will sit waiting to pounce upon the shams and counterfeits.”




  In a flash Gold realized the importance of the discovery. It was a cumbersome method, but it was effective. No note once branded with its infamy could repass in circulation; this was the test which scientists in Europe and America had been striving to discover.




  “Let me have the formula now,” said Gold.




  “Give me till tonight,” said the man, and waved the other off unsteadily; “I want to work it out exactly.”




  Gold looked at his watch. He would have liked to have waited until the experiment was completed. He was worried — for him. He saw the undoing of this gang of forgers, and fretted at the delay.




  “I am going into town,” he said, “to see the Ambassador. I shall be back — ?” He paused.




  “Nine o’clock,” said Maple.




  The girl had not been present at the interview. He saw her as he passed into the little drawingroom, sitting by the window, gazing thoughtfully into the prosaic street.




  “I am going to talk to your niece for a little while,” he said, and went to her.




  She looked round as he entered.




  “You have left Helder, I hear,” he said.




  She nodded. “Yes, I have left him.”




  He waited for her to say something more.




  “Was he unsatisfactory?”




  She flushed hotly.




  “Please don’t talk about him,” she said.




  “H’m!” said Gold. “I am sorry I advised you to go. You did not let me know that you knew him.”




  He left the house and walked down to Peckham Rye.




  His heart was light, and he stepped out with a springy gait as one who knew no trouble. He was obviously more pleased than he usually permitted himself to be. Two men who had followed him, who had watched him into the house and out again, were not so pleased. They kept him in sight, walking on the other side of the road, till he entered the railway station and disappeared.




  One man was dark, and wore his hair cut very short; he had the traces of an old wound on his chin, and was apparently a foreigner. The other was English in appearance, though he betrayed his transAtlantic origin when he spoke to ask a loafer the way to the nearest telephone.




  The two men walked down High Street, and whilst one went to the telephone to speak, the other stood gazing into a shop window. This was all that was seen of them, or, at any rate, noted.




  At six o’clock that evening Verity Maple was summoned by a telegram to London. She went, leaving her uncle at work, and came down to Peckham by the same train as Wentworth Gold.




  He met her on the platform at Victoria.




  “We’ll travel together, if you don’t mind,” he said, “and I shan’t talk to you about your employer. I know a great deal more about him than you imagine, and I have been kicking myself that I allowed you to run the risk of annoyance.”




  “I seem fated to be annoyed,” she said with a little smile. She had recovered much of her spirit and some of her colour.




  He found a carriage for her, and they got in.




  “What’s been annoying you now?” he asked.




  For answer she took a telegram from her handbag and handed it to him.




  “I must see you at once,” it ran, and was signed by a name which was not familiar to Gold.




  “Who’s it from?”




  “It was from one of the executors of Lord Dellborough,” she said, “and naturally I thought they wanted some information from me which I was able to give — I was his secretary, you know — and I have been to Hampstead on a wild-goose chase.”




  “Why?”




  She folded the telegram up and put it in her bag.




  “For a very good reason — I was not sent for,” she said. “The telegram was a hoax.”




  “A hoax?” asked Gold, and felt a sinking at heart.




  Somebody, for some reason, desired her absence from the house. He sprang out of the train as soon as it pulled into the station, and ran down the stairs.




  There was a taxicab in the station yard, and he hailed it.




  “Drive to Crystal Palace Road,” he said, and gave the number, “and drive as fast as you can.”




  The girl saw nothing more in this than his anxiety to save time.




  “You in a great hurry,” she said laughingly, and stole a glance at his face. What she saw frightened her.




  “What is it?” she asked anxiously.




  “Oh, nothing — I hope,” he said.




  The cab stopped with a jerk outside the house, and Gold jumped out.




  “Wait here!” he said. He gave her no reason, but she obeyed, and stood by the gate. He knocked at the door, and there was no response.




  “I have a key,” she said.




  “Give it to me.” He took the key from her hand and opened the door. She noticed that he closed it behind him. She did not see him slip a revolver from his hip pocket.




  “Maple!” he called again.




  He walked along the passage and pushed at the kitchen door. There was something heavy behind it — something heavy but yielding. He put his shoulder to the door; it gave way and fell over with a little thud.




  It was dark in the kitchen and he struck a match.




  On the floor in a huddled heap lay Maple, muttering to himself in a drunken stupor. An empty whisky bottle explained everything.




  Gold sprang to the table and searched it eagerly.




  There was no sigh of the phial. The notes he had been experimenting upon had disappeared.




  The detective looked down at the man at his feet and cursed him savagely.




  He tried to rouse him, but to no purpose, and went out to the troubled girl.




  “Your uncle is not well,” he explained; “have you any friends to whom I could take you?”




  There was no need to ask what was the nature of her uncle’s illness.




  She saw Gold’s anger and understood it.




  “I — I think I will go back to town,” she faltered. “I have some friends—”




  He nodded, closed the door, and accompanied her. Maple would keep. The providence which exercises a special care of the drunkard would take care of him.




  He saw the girl to the station and put her in a train. Then he returned to the house.




  As his cab turned into Crystal Palace Road another cab passed him, driving swiftly in the opposite direction.




  He reached the house and entered, closing the door.




  Walking down the passage he kicked something with his foot and stooped to pick it up. It was a fine steel tool such as engravers use.




  This he slipped into his pocket and made his way to the kitchen. The apartment was empty. Tom Maple had gone.




  IX. Willetts Writes a Letter
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  At nine o’clock one night, when the stray light of day still lingered in the skies, as though loath to afford the jaded Londoner respite from toil, a tall man came into the office in Little Painter Street. The building had been closed for the night, but he opened the front door with a key, stepped into the passage, and closed the door behind him. He listened for a while to assure himself that the offices were untenanted. He knew that at that hour the caretaker would probably have gone.




  After a minute’s hesitation he walked quickly upstairs till he came to the door marked Willetts. This he opened and entered.




  He threw up the desk, took a sheet of paper from a drawer at the side and began writing, first switching on the light which overhung the desk. He wrote steadily for the greater part of an hour. Once he stopped to take a cigarette from a case. He was careful to flick the ash into the wastepaper basket, careful even to the point, when it had burnt itself down to within an inch of his lips, to open the window and throw out the end into the paved court below.




  It was remarkable that he did not attempt to blot any of the sheets. He spread them out flat on the top of the desk and allowed them to dry.




  When he had finished, he gathered all the pages together and read them over carefully. Then he took from his case a leather pocket-case, took out three American bills, each to the value of a thousand dollars, placed them inside a long envelope, and carefully addressed them.




  He put the envelope into his pocket. He switched out the light and sat, his hands thrust into his pockets, his head sunk on his breast, before the open desk. He heard a city clock strike eleven, and then he rose with a little sigh. He walked to the windows, opened them to rid the room of any trace of smoke, and then carefully shut them.




  He opened the door and listened. The building was in perfect quietness. He had expected the return of the caretaker, but that worthy had been retained at his favourite hostel by an argument on the ever-engrossing subject of compulsory service.




  He went down the stairs, through the narrow passage, into the street. At a pillarbox he stopped to post his letter. It was addressed to Comstock Bell at the Terriers’ Club. He smiled a little as he posted it.




  He reached Broad Street, then turned in the direction of Liverpool Street, and so into the Metropolitan Station, and became absorbed in the stream of passengers which moves east and west all hours of the day and night.




  Comstock Bell came to the Terriers’ Club to lunch the next day. As luck would have it, he had met Helder on the steps of the club. The porter handed him a letter; it was addressed in a sprawling hand. The expert would have, without hesitation, marked it down as disguised.




  Helder was a close observer as Bell turned the envelope over, weighed it in his hand, and glanced abstractedly at the postmark. He ran his little finger under the flap and tore it open. The letter was of five sheets, very closely written, but what attracted Helder’s notice were the three notes.




  “An unknown benefactor?” he said pleasantly.




  Bell glanced quickly through the letter, frowned, and replaced it with the money in its envelope.




  “No,” he replied shortly.




  After lunch he went into the writing-room. Helder followed carelessly, took another seat at a table close by, and commenced a perfectly unnecessary letter. The writing-room was empty save these two.




  Helder was intensely curious. It was his business to know as much about Comstock Bell as he could possibly discover. When Bell rose from the table and went out, Helder strolled casually past the place where the other had been sitting in the hope of gleaning some scrap of information to add to his store.




  He uttered an exclamation as he came to the table, for there, lying by the blotting pad, was a letter Bell had left.




  Helder walked quickly to the window, which looked out upon the street. If Bell had left the club, he would have to pass there in a few seconds. He waited impatiently. By and by he saw the tall figure of the young millionaire walk rapidly past the window where he stood.




  He looked round the room. The door was half glass. There was a long corridor leading to the room; from where he stood he could see any possibility of interruption.




  After another glance at the window, he stepped to the table, took up the letter and opened it. He stood in the shadow of the curtains, from whence he could command a view of the steps below.




  He pulled out the letter and scanned it eagerly. It was in the same sprawling hand which he had noted on the envelope. It was a curious letter — a letter of penitence and of regret. The writer said that he owed Bell everything; he returned, he said, the money which the millionaire had advanced. Quickly Helder turned to the last page. He saw, as he had anticipated, that it was from Willetts. It was an inconsequent letter, almost incoherent. It begged Bell to preserve the secret of the writer’s identity, and wound up with a platitude and a reference to Providence which made the reader’s lips curl a little contemptuously.




  “A squealer, I guess,” he said.




  Very quickly he refolded the letter, replaced the banknotes, and put it back in the position in which he had found it.




  He glanced through the window again. Bell was returning with quick strides: he had missed the letter. Helder had time to leave the room; he was in the vestibule when Bell passed through on his way to the writing-room. Helder waited.




  The other reappeared, a packet in his hand. Looking neither to left nor right he disappeared again out into the street.




  The information that Helder had been able to secure merely confirmed his earlier suspicions. Willetts, the forger for whom the police were searching, was in London, and Comstock Bell had it in his power, if he so willed, to bring about the other’s arrest.




  Why did he not do so? That was the question which puzzled the American as he drove back to his flat. He knew the history of the forged banknote, because the subject of forgeries interested him intensely, and with good reason. Comstock Bell himself must be under suspicion for the other man’s offence; might, indeed, focus all suspicion upon himself but for the providential existence of Willetts. Nobody in London associated the young millionaire with the forged banknote crime. There was no reason why Comstock Bell should not have done at once with the business, the remembrance of which obviously distressed him. Yet here was the man to his hand; he could be arrested with little trouble. Why did he hesitate?




  Such an explanation that Comstock Bell held his hand out of pity, out of humanity, out of any of the finer qualities that go to the making of the human soul. Helder did not consider twice. There was no place in his mental arrangements for sentiment. He gave people credit for the worst motives, denied them all benefit of the best.




  When he reached his room, he locked the door behind him, opened his desk, and took out a small flat volume. For two hours he was busily coding a message, which he despatched that afternoon to three different addresses.




  All accounts of Helder agree that he was a methodical man. He had an extraordinary gift for organization, which lent to his peculiar fault the very elements of success. He was deficient in certain moral traits, but men, judging men, are apt to overlook the worst features of their fellows and palliate any shortcomings with the excuse that the object of criticism is only human.




  His work finished, the book replaced, and the door unlocked, he sat down to await a visitor. He glanced at his watch; it was nearly five o’clock, and he rang the bell and ordered tea, for he was an abstemious man and seldom drank wine before dinner.




  His visitor came soon after the servant had brought the tray; a sturdy man, cleanshaven, obviously ill at ease in the refinement of Helder’s surroundings.




  “Sit down, Tiger,” said Helder genially.




  He waved his hand to a chair facing the light.




  The other seated himself carefully, placing his hat beneath the chair.




  “Mr Helder,” he said — there was a hint of a drawl in his voice— “we’ve got to get into a new line.”




  Helder nodded.




  “I know,” he said, “our men are complaining about the difficulty of changing American notes in Europe. We shall have to cater for the home market.”




  Tiger Brown nodded vigorously.




  “That’s so,” he said, with a little sigh of relief. “I was real afraid you would not see with me. The American stuff is all right, but our people are getting scared. The Treasury have got all their best men at work, and there’s a rumour they have found a new testing method. The man in Philadelphia we usually send five hundred bills a month is only taking a hundred. I think we’d better cut out the American issue and concentrate on the French.”




  Helder paced up and down the room. He had gone to the door after his visitor’s entrance and locked it. Absently he crossed again, lifted the portière and tried the door. Tiger Brown’s eyes narrowed.




  “You’re a bit scared yourself, aren’t you?” he asked sharply.




  “No, no” said Helder quickly, “not exactly nervous — careful, that’s all. I agree with you about the American issue; we’ll give it a rest. These French notes we sent out — ?”




  “NG,” said the other curtly. “I don’t know why it is, but somehow they don’t look good. They don’t feel good, and they don’t make good. They miss the touch.”




  “What about that fellow Maple?” he asked after a pause.




  Helder pursed his lips.




  “I don’t know that we could touch him,” he said; “he’s working for Gold.”




  “Then you’ve got no pull?” persisted the other. “Can’t you show him a cop?”




  The other shook his head.




  “You can’t show cops in this country,” he said grimly. “There’s no pull whatever in big matters like these. You can square the cop, but there’s a man higher up; you can square him, perhaps; but there’s still a man higher up; and the system is such that Scotland Yard can always drop somebody new into the game without anybody knowing. It isn’t that the police are the most honest in the world, it’s the system that beats you every time.”




  Again he paced the room slowly.




  “Maple,” he repeated, half to himself, “I wonder—”




  “Could you not bluff him?” persisted Brown. “He’s got a daughter—”




  “A niece,” corrected Helder. “We won’t discuss her.”




  “Say,” said Tiger impatiently, “we can’t consider nieces and daughters. We’ve got to make good, and it just doesn’t matter how we do it, so long as we do it.”




  Helder did not reply.




  “What about this Mr Gold?” asked his visitor.




  “He’s the big danger,” said the other gravely. “Gold worries me because I don’t know exactly what power he had got or what he is working at. He is a difficult proposition — a connecting link between Washington and London.”




  He paused before Brown, and looked down at him thoughtfully.




  “We might get Maple,” he said. “He’s the best engraver in Europe. Anyway, there’s no harm in trying. He wasn’t very ready to be bluffed the last time you interviewed him.”




  “He might be now,” said Brown with a smile. “I remember when I was working for Harragon, there were people who could not be bought or bullied the first time or the second time. It was after the third or fourth try on that they began to eat out of our hand.”




  For another hour they sat discussing plans, and then they left Curzon Street; Brown going first, the other following at five minutes’ interval.




  They joined one another at Piccadilly Circus — Helder was going east, and the other was accompanying him. They went into the tube station, took their tickets, and entered the lift. There were about a dozen people in the elevator. The attendant closed the door. Suddenly there was a startled exclamation from a lady.




  “I’ve been robbed!” she cried.




  Two men of good appearance were standing next to the elevator man. One of them walked forward and spoke to her. He turned blandly to the company.




  “This lady has been robbed,” he said. “I am Detective-Sergeant Halstead from Scotland Yard. This lady has lost her purse and a pocketbook, and I shall have to ask you gentlemen either to submit to a search or else accompany me to a police station.”




  The other man stepped up to his side. Helder’s first feeling was one of intense annoyance, then of alarm. The other men in the elevator, with the exception of Tiger Brown, submitted calmly to the indignity of a quick search. It was the most superficial of examinations to satisfy the police officers. At the request of the sergeant the lift had been lowered halfway down, that no curious eyes should witness the proceedings.




  It came to Helder’s turn.




  “I absolutely refuse,” he said loftily.




  The detective turned inquiringly to Tiger Brown.




  “You don’t search me,” said Brown.




  “Then I have no course other than to take you into custody,” said the detective.




  Five minutes later the two men found themselves in a taxicab en route for Vine Street. On the way to the station Helder cursed his folly. There was no reason why he should not have submitted to a search, except the vague apprehension that there might be upon him some evidence of guilt.




  If the examination of the other men in the elevator had been superficial, it was sufficiently thorough in their case. Their pocketbooks were examined, and Helder observed with a quickening of his heart that the fifty-dollar bills were submitted to a very keen scrutiny.




  “I’m very sorry, gentlemen,” said the detective, when the search had been completed and their goods handed back to them. He was large, stout, and urbane, and he smiled genially.




  Helder, who was not so genial, gave a brief but bitter opinion of the capacity of the Metropolitan Police.




  “You shall hear more of this,” he said.




  “It’s your own fault,” said the Inspector, unperturbed. “We have a complaint somebody is robbed — you refuse to submit to a search — what else could we do?”




  Helder said nothing. With his companion he walked quickly from the charge-room, down the stone steps. In the middle of the flight he paused, for, smoking a cigar, walking along the edge of the pavement was Wentworth Gold.




  He greeted his frowning compatriot with the most innocent of smiles.




  “Hello, Helder,” he drawled; “I’ve come too late. They telephoned me they had arrested you, and I was coming along to put matters right.”




  “You were, were you?” said Helder between his teeth. “Well I have put things right without your assistance, and” — he turned to the other— “you will be interested to learn that they found nothing.”




  Gold’s eyebrows rose.




  “What did you expect them to find?” he asked coolly.




  Helder did not answer. He turned abruptly on his heel and, followed by his satellite, strode rapidly away.




  He saw the whole plot: the faked robbery, the providential detective conveniently at hand to search him.




  He shivered a little as he thought that if it had been the day before some banknotes would have been found in his possession.




  He knew a young man on the staff of the Post Journal. He would take the bold step of telling him the story of the arrest and unjustifiable search. And this he did, sparing no detail. It was a bold move, and one that Gold had not anticipated.




  The detective smiled wryly next morning as he read an account of the “Hold up of an American Gentleman. Extraordinary Police Action.”




  Scotland Yard would not like that. They were very sensitive to anything that reflected upon their discretion and their supreme wisdom. It was only with the greatest reluctance that they had agreed to aid him in his plan, and the next time he needed their assistance there would be difficulties.




  He shrugged his shoulders philosophically. He had played for a big stake and he had lost — temporarily, he added to himself.




  X. Verity Receives a Proposal
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  Comstock Bell put down the paper he had been reading.




  He folded the journal, tucked it away out of sight, and looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. He had no misgivings now. He took up a letter from his table. It was from Mrs Granger Collak, and was dated Naples. He smiled as he thought of the bombshell he might have dropped before her. He heard the distant tinkle of a bell, and a minute later Parker entered.




  “Miss Maple,” he announced.




  Comstock rose to meet her. She looked ethereal in her sorrow.




  “I’m obliged to you for coming,” he said. “Do you mind if I ask you what are your plans?”




  “I have no immediate plans,” she said; “Mr Gold has very kindly advanced me some money and has promised that his Government will find my uncle.”




  “His Government is mine,” he smiled.




  She looked surprised.




  “You think we Americans should wear hayseed beards,” he laughed.




  “That we should chew tobacco, and say ‘I guess’ at every sentence.”




  “As Mr Gold does,” she said demurely, and he laughed again.




  Then her face clouded.




  “It seems dreadful that I can smile,” she said, her eyes filling with tears, “so soon after—”




  He nodded sympathetically.




  “I think I know how you feel,” he said, and he walked to the window — a trick of his when he was worried. “I believe your uncle will come back; that the men who are suspected to have carried him off meditated no harm—” He stopped.




  She looked up and saw him outlined against the window; caught a glimpse of his fine profile and wondered what the story of a man such as he could be. What interests bound him to life? What did men such as he find in the world — the world which lay at their feet as a ball for kicking?




  He was a fine specimen of a man. She had seen that on the day when she met him first; she wondered what woman dominated him — he would be an easy man to rule, she judged — he was so gentle, so kindly, so innately chivalrous.




  He came back to her.




  “Miss Maple,” he said, “have you any other relatives?”




  “None,” she said.




  “Friends?”




  She shook her head.




  “Save those I am staying with now, I have no friends,” she said.




  “I was at a convent school in Belgium till I was quite grown up. I hardly knew my uncle till a few years ago.”




  He nodded, walked to the door, and opened it. She thought it was strange; later she understood the delicacy of the act.




  “I am going to say something to you,” he said, “which will alarm you; but I want you to believe that I say it with a full sense of my responsibility, and with the deepest respect for yourself.”




  “Whatever you say, I shall believe that,” she said quietly.




  He took a turn up and down the room, then stopped suddenly before her.




  “Miss Maple, I want you to marry me,” he said.




  She half rose, and he walked a little way from her.




  “Do not be alarmed,” he said smilingly, “I have left the door open and my servants are within call.”




  “But — Mr Bell—” she gasped, a picture of amazement and alarm.




  “Wait!” He raised his hand. “You are alone in the world — I also am master of my life. I want you to make a sacrifice: not the sacrifice which women are ordinarily called upon to make. You shall be mistress of — yourself. I offer you a marriage which will mean freedom to you. I do not wish to talk of such things as material advantage, but I could make you one of the richest women in London.”




  “But I do not love you, nor you me,” she said in a low voice, reproach in her sad eyes, “and such a marriage would be an unholy thing — a dreadful crime — which all your wealth could not palliate.”




  She rose.




  “Wait, please.”




  She sat down again. There was an entreaty, almost agony, in his voice.




  She sat in silence while he talked. Halfway through his story she rose and closed the door. He talked now hopefully, now bitterly; till the light in the sky faded and she could only see the black outline of the man as he walked to and fro before the window, his hands nervously gesticulating as he talked.




  It was quite dark when he let her out into the street. He came bareheaded to the pavement and handed her into a cab.




  “Tomorrow?” he said.




  “Tomorrow,” she repeated. She gave him her hand and he raised it to his lips.




  




  Gold came in to supper at the Terriers’.




  He found a typewritten letter waiting for him, and recognised the characteristic type as Comstock Bell’s.




  He opened it and read it carefully. Halted halfway down to the drawingroom and read it again. He replaced it carefully in his inside pocket and went in to supper a much-astounded man.




  He snatched a hasty meal, for he was a busy man in these times; too busy to talk to Helder, who buttonholed him in the lobby after supper.




  “Say, Mr Gold, you’re the man I wanted to see.”




  “And you,” said Gold, “are one of the six millions of people in this city I do not wish to speak with — what it is?”




  “I think I can tell you something that you want to know,” said the other.




  Gold heaved a deep sigh.




  “You are the hundredth man I’ve met today, I guess, who wants to tell me something I ought to know; get busy, Helder, for I haven’t much time.”




  Helder bent his head and, lowering his voice, said: “Willetts is to be arrested tomorrow.”




  The detective looked at him keenly.




  “Who told you this — and what do you know of Willetts?”




  “Never mind who told me — it is true. And I know Willetts is the head of this gang which is circulating forged bills — the head of the gang which has stolen your friend Maple.”




  “You know about that, do you?”




  There was a curious glitter in Wentworth Gold’s eye.




  “It is fairly evident,” Helder went on. “Willetts is already wanted for forgery. He has an office in the City which is obviously used as a blind to cover his real business. I tell you he is a crook.”




  “Do you know him?” asked Gold curiously.




  “I have seen him,” he said, “and I remember him well. He was a student in Paris, and a contemporary of mine.”




  “Was Comstock Bell a contemporary of yours?” asked Gold.




  “Yes, but Bell and Willetts were in the same school. Willetts was a quiet, lanky youth in working hours, but was pretty outrageous at night. He disappeared from Paris after the scandal, and I have never heard of him again until recently.”




  “And you think he is the man who distributes the notes?”




  “I am sure,” said Helder eagerly, “and I am as sure that Bell has been behind him.”




  “That’s absurd,” said Gold emphatically. “Bell is a man of very large fortune. He might have played the fool as a youngster, but there is no reason in the world why he should be a scoundrel now. How do you know Willetts is to be arrested?”




  Helder shook his head, smiling.




  “You must find that out,” he said. “I know.”




  




  A man with a stoop and a slight limp walked slowly across Finsbury Square late that night.




  There were very few people about, and the constable on point duty watched him carefully, from sheer ennui more than from any desire to faithfully discharge his duty “to take keen and careful observation of all unusual circumstances and people.”




  The man invited attention from his infirmity. He wore a black Inverness cloak, a broad-brimmed wideawake hat, and long, black hair, brushed until it bunched behind, suggesting the musician.




  He reached Broad Street — at this hour of the evening given over to a few belated pedestrians bound for the railway station — and continued his way towards the Bank.




  Had anyone troubled to follow him, they might have wondered why he took so circuitous a route unless it was that he was endeavouring to kill time. As a City church clock struck eleven, he found himself in the broad open space behind the Royal Exchange. A man who had been slowly walking up and down the pavement of Threadneedle Street joined him halfway across the big pavement.




  “Ah, Clark,” said the man, “you have no letter?”




  He spoke in French.




  “No, Mr Willetts,” said the man. “Have you any work for me?”




  His French was the French of the schoolroom, correct in construction, but the pronunciation distinctly English.




  The man he called Willetts shook his head.




  “Tonight — no,” he said.




  “There have been people inquiring for you,” said Clark, “and I have been questioned as to your whereabouts.”




  “Oh!” said the other carelessly, “this may often happen. You will tell them that I am abroad. There is nothing more?”




  “No, m’sieur.”




  “Then good night.”




  With a curt inclination of his head the man in the Inverness parted from his clerk, and went limping in the direction of Cheapside.




  Two men followed him. They had no difficulty in keeping him in sight, for the streets were deserted and he walked very slowly.




  He had not gone far along Cheapside before a taxicab overtook him, and he beckoned it.




  One of the shadowers increased his pace and came up as he was giving his directions.




  He turned back and spoke quickly to his companion.




  “He’s going to the American Embassy,” he said in a low tone.




  Another taxi was hailed.




  “Follow that car in front,” said the stouter of the two; “don’t let it out of your sight.”




  The taxi driver touched his cap, and followed less than half a dozen yards behind the other.




  The men in the second car noted that the first took a direction which would bring them in the direction of Park Lane. They were prepared for a change of plan on the part of the occupant, but he gave no sign. Running along Piccadilly, the man in the second car put out his head.




  “Pull up fifty yards this side of the American Embassy,” he said, “unless the car goes on.”




  When it came to the Embassy the first cab turned and slowed down, as though it were going to stop.




  It was a clever manoeuvre. The second car halted, obedient to instructions, and the men jumped out, only to see the tail lights of the cab they had been following disappearing at a rapidly increasing rate. In and out of by-streets it turned, traversing the narrow, aristocratic little thoroughfares which abound in that neighbourhood, and it was as much as the pursuers could do to keep it in sight.




  They finally lost it in a tangle of traffic in Oxford Street, and the stout man in the second car cursed volubly.




  He got out and dismissed the vehicle, and he and his companion, avoiding the well-lighted streets retraced their steps.




  “He fooled us all right,” said the stout man.




  The other grunted. He was a man of few words, this tall, unshaven man, who had a scar on his chin.




  “You’d better be getting back,” said the stout man vaguely, and, putting his hand in his pocket, gave him some money. “I’m going to see the boss.”




  Cornelius Helder was strolling idly through Upper Brook Street half and hour later, when the stout man fell in at his side.




  “I lost him,” he said.




  “You’re a fool,” said the other savagely; “and I suppose you showed your ugly face to every policeman in the City.”




  “Quit that,” said the other. “I have done enough for you lately — too much I think. I have been scared to death this last week seeing my description in the papers.”




  “You need not worry,” said Helder. “There was not one person who described you so that you could be recognized.”




  “I don’t want to be recognized at all,” said the other. “It makes me just shiver.”




  “You’ve got yourself to blame,” said Helder. “All you had to do was to bargain with the old man and get him to sell the stuff at a price.”




  “I’m nervous,” confessed the other. “Say!” — he caught Helder by the arm— “you’re the real thing, aren’t you? Suppose they got us proper, could you pull us out of it?”




  “I guess not,” said Helder coolly.




  “Then, by God, I’d pull you into it!” said the other fiercely.




  “I guess not,” said Helder again; “I know nothing. You’re mad to worry; you’re madder still to threaten me. I’ve got you like this” — he snapped his fingers as he spoke. “There is not the slightest piece of evidence that would connect me with old Maple’s kidnapping. If you squeal, you squeal for trouble.”




  Under the light of a street lamp he saw the other man’s face. It was bathed in perspiration, his mouth was working convulsively.




  “I’m not in this,” said the man sullenly. “Carl did it because you told him to. He did it for the same reason that I went for old man Gold. You were not in that, I guess — oh no!”




  Fortunately, they were passing down a very quiet street. The man’s voice was rising in his anger.




  “I’m tired of it,” he said; “tired of the game. It’s God’s own country for mine, I’m going back.”




  “You’re not,” said Helder quietly.




  “I’m going back,” said the man doggedly; “I’m through with you.”




  Helder laughed; there was no need to change his tactics.




  “Get religion — you!” he said. “That’s not the kind of talk I like to hear from a Chicago ‘hold up’ man, one of the ‘strong arms.’ You’ve nothing to fear, Billy” — he slapped the other on the back— “and you’re in sight of glory. Why, in two years you’ll be running the handsomest saloon on the east side, with an automobile that will take you out to Coney Island on Sunday afternoons.”




  But the man was not easily pacified. He was in a strange land, confronted with unfamiliar forces.




  It was not until Helder had him snugly ensconced in the corner of a Soho bar that he recovered his equanimity. He even became genial and communicative.




  XI. An Extraordinary Marriage
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  There are days in the life of the average man and woman which are so much like other days, so indistinguishable from their fellows, that it is impossible to recall them or to single them out for any happening of moment. Similarly, there are days which mark tragedy or momentous episodes, which stand out, every hour and every moment, in vivid contrast to all others, days that represent a whole period of life. Such a day to all the actors of this story was the fourteenth of May, and it may be set forth almost chronologically.




  At seven o’clock in the morning Cornelius Helder walked out of his house in Curzon Street.




  It was a bright spring day without a cloud in the sky. He had the appearance of a man who has not slept well; his face had the curious pasty look which comes to a man who spends his nights in close unventilated smoking-rooms. Yet Helder was innocent of any such experience. He was shaven and carefully dressed.




  He walked slowly towards the City. The street was given over at that hour to tradesmen, milkmen and scavengers. Very few shops, and these only the less important ones, had taken down their shutters. In Regent Street he saw nothing but hurrying women, little shop girls with parcels under their arms, making their way to their establishments.




  He wondered half bitterly what sort of a night Comstock Bell had had. And the girl — where would she be? She would travel up from her suburban home with a third-class ticket, probably in a workmen’s train, to be married to one of the richest men in London.




  Trivial little thoughts like these passed through his mind. He bought a morning paper, one that usually published quick news. He looked through its columns to see if it contained any news about the arrest of Willetts. There was no mention of the event.




  So Comstock Bell was going to wait until he was married and out of the country before he put his treacherous plan into execution. What hold had the girl over him; what was the mystery of this sudden marriage? He had never met her before that day he saw her in his office, and Comstock Bell was not the class of man to lose his head over a pretty face.




  There was some solid reason for the marriage; what was it? With an unconscious scowl on his face, he walked swiftly along the sunny side of Regent Street.




  At eight o’clock he found himself in the Green Park, the matter of Comstock Bell’s marriage still uppermost in his mind. There must be some explanation. Helder was usually a well-informed man; he had no difficulty in discovering where the millionaire was to be married. The ceremony was to be at Marylebone Parish Church and the hour fixed was nine o’clock. Gold, Comstock Bell, and the girl were to meet at the Great Central for breakfast. They were leaving London by the eleven o’clock train for the Continent.




  He had no feeling so far as Verity Maple was concerned. He was neither jealous nor chagrined that she, who loathed him, should like Bell sufficiently well to marry him at short notice; he had a theory that if you put the worst construction on people’s actions you were in nine cases out of ten right, and he explained her preference by the simple process of comparing his own bank balance with Bell’s, not that he ever intended marrying her, or had any thought of matrimony.




  He judged that he would meet Gold, because the Green Park on a spring morning was a favourite spot with the detective. He was old enough to have settled habits. Helder expected to find him strolling by the water, and was not disappointed. As Big Ben boomed out the quarter after eight, he saw the American coming toward him.




  Gold was never surprised at anything; he was not surprised to see Cornelius Helder. They stopped, speaking together; Gold had a handful of crumbs, which he threw impartially to water-fowl and sparrows.




  “I suppose you’re to be best man?” said Helder after a time, turning to the other with a smile.




  “Something like that,” said Gold, his eyes and attention upon the sparrows.




  “What is the meaning of it?”




  “The meaning of what? Of the marriage?”




  “Yes, it’s rather an unexpected happening, isn’t it?”




  “All marriages are unexpected to somebody or other,” said Gold.




  “Do you think they’re a suitable couple?”




  “God forbid,” said Gold, promptly and piously; “the only two people I ever heard of who carried to the altar the assurance of all their friends that they were made for one another were Adam and Eve, and that was before my time. Affinities only come to married people long after they’ve been married — to somebody else.”




  Helder laughed; he was easily amused.




  “Spoken like a bachelor,” he said, “did you confirm what I told you about Willetts?”




  Gold nodded.




  “Yes, they will arrest him tonight.”




  “When Comstock Bell is safely out of the way, eh?” sneered the other. “Say, I’m not proud that he’s a compatriot of mine?”




  Gold looked at him slyly.




  “I haven’t heard him boasting, for the matter of that,” he said; “he’s immensely reticent on some subjects.”




  He looked at his watch.




  “I’m going along,” he said; “you’re not looking well.”




  “Oh, I’m all right,” said Helder; “I’m suffering a little from insomnia.”




  “You should take up the study of improving literature,” said Gold. “Let me advise you to start on a very interesting little book I saw the other day.”




  “What was it called?”




  “The Metropolitan Police Code,” said Gold; “it is a book of advice intended for young constables and extensively read in criminal circles.”




  He laughed as if amused with himself; as for Helder, he did not know whether to be amused, alarmed or angry.




  




  The first to reach the hotel were Comstock Bell and the girl. They arrived almost simultaneously. He gave her a smiling welcome. She was grave and, he thought, very beautiful. It is strange that until that moment, when they met in the big Palm Court of the Great Central Hotel, he had not thought of her beauty. He had a dim idea that there was something about her which was pleasant to look upon, that her presence was a pleasing experience, but exactly what were the causes which led up to that indefinite and indefinable pleasure he had not known.




  Comstock Bell had no love in his heart for any woman, but he was going to marry this girl. It was a marriage of expedience if ever there had been such a marriage in the world. Yet it pleased him, it gave him a sense of comfort, that the woman who was to bear his name, who was to grace his board, and upon whom so much depended, should have been so well favoured by nature. She was dressed in a simple white serge costume, with a little touch of mauve at her waist, and she wore a large shadowy black and white hat.




  “We’ve got about five minutes before the others come,” he said, and led her to a seat.




  “You don’t regret the step you are taking?”




  “There is no question of regretting,” she said firmly; “when I made up my mind last night, my decision was fixed and irrevocable.”




  “I—” he began.




  “I know,” she said, “that you have to tell me something, and that something will be a shock to me. I know that I can help you and that you are marrying me because I can help you, and that I do not love you and that you do not love me. We got into this thing with our eyes open: please God, it will turn out well.”




  “I can say amen to that,” he said solemnly. “Here is Gold.”




  The detective came down the flight of stairs; it was an unusual sight to see him in a tall hat; it was strange to see him at all so early in the morning. They adjourned to the diningroom. Breakfast was a prosaic meal; the girl had very little appetite, and Comstock Bell ate sparingly. Gold, who had no sense of responsibility, and moreover was not going to get married, ate heartily, for he was a healthy man and had been up since four o’clock that morning, though neither of the people at the table suspected this fact.




  “Where do you intend going?” he asked.




  “I shall go to Paris from here,” said Comstock Bell deliberately, “and then I shall go on to Munich and then to Vienna, possibly to Budapest, and after that my movements are uncertain.”




  “It is bad luck for you that your finger is no better,” said Gold, pointing to the bandaged hand.




  Comstock Bell smiled.




  “I scarcely notice it,” he said, “and I am getting so expert with my typewriter that I shall probably never go back to the old ways of writing letters.”




  “Are you taking it with you?” asked Gold.




  “Yes, I have had one specially made for travelling,” he answered, “although I never thought when I gave the order that it would be myself who would use it.”




  “Madame will probably be able to assist you,” said Gold, with a smile at the girl.




  “Unfortunately, or fortunately, for her,” said Comstock Bell, “she does not understand this keyboard; it is not the universal keyboard.”




  There was a lull in the conversation, and Bell beckoned to the head waiter. “Bring me a telegraph form,” he said.




  In a few minutes the man returned with a telegraph form and a writing pad.




  “Shall I write it for you?” said Gold.




  “No, I think I can manage,” said Comstock Bell, flushing slightly. Laboriously he wrote it out. It was addressed to Lauder, Landview Cottage, Gravesend, and the message it carried was one word: “Proceed.”




  Gold was mildly curious to know what could be the character of a telegram a man might write on his wedding morn, but he did not see it, because immediately he had written it, Comstock Bell folded the form in two and handed it with half a crown to the waiter.




  “Let this be sent off at once,” he said, “and bring my bill.”




  In a little time they were out in the street. Bell did not take a taxicab; they walked the short distance which divided them from the church.




  Save for a verger and a pew-opener the church was empty, and their footfalls echoed hollowly as they walked down the aisle. As they stood at the altar rails waiting for the clergyman, there came to them the hum of busy London awakening to a day of toil. If Comstock Bell had ever thought about his wedding day he had never imagined anything like this. As to the girl, face to face with the most tremendous happening of her life, she was numbed with the unreality of the situation.




  There was another footfall as the minister came down to meet them. He held a little book in his hand and he spoke the solemn words which were to unite them mechanically, almost glibly. The questions were asked and answered; the plain band of gold slipped on her finger, and they adjourned to the vestry to sign the register. The minister said vaguely that it was a fine day and that he hoped we were really at last going to have an English summer. Comstock Bell replied conventionally enough. Gold paid the fee, and tipped the verger, who was one of the witnesses to the marriage, and the couple passed out into the sunlight Mr and Mrs Comstock Bell.




  None who saw the party emerge could have guessed that they were witnessing the beginning of one of London’s mysteries.




  Bell looked at his watch.




  “We have got an hour to spare,” he said. “All your boxes are at the station, are they not?”




  She nodded. He smiled at her kindly.




  “I am going to call you Verity; do you mind?”




  “I would rather you did,” she said.




  Wentworth Gold was an interested listener. It was very extraordinary, he thought; like the girl, he was impressed by the unreality of the thing.




  Here were these two people, bound together for life; the man a millionaire, the girl well outside his social radius. They were talking like people who had only recently been introduced and had little more than the bonds of acquaintanceship to hold them together. He wondered how long the courtship, if courtship there had been, had lasted. He found himself speculating upon her trousseau; how could she have got it together unless there had been at least an understanding between them. Whatever uncertainties existed upon that point, they were dispelled by Bell’s next words.




  “You can get all your things in Paris,” he said.




  “I shall not want very much,” she replied quietly.




  Comstock Bell looked at his watch and laughed, and the girl smiled sympathetically.




  “We’ve got nothing to do for an hour,” he said. “Let us go into the park; will you come, Gold?”




  Wentworth Gold was not a society man, and knew little about marriage and the giving in marriage. He was not even domestic; he had reached the stage of bachelordom when matrimony was represented to his mind by mysterious conferences between husband and wife as to what they should have for dinner. But he knew that, by all convention, he ought now to make his adieu and leave the happy couple to their own devices.




  He had invented a fictitious engagement and was on the point of expressing his regret that he could no longer enjoy the pleasure of their companionship, when Bell made the lie unnecessary, or at least fortuitous.




  “We want you to see us off,” he said; “if you can be bored for another hour, Verity and I will be very glad.”




  A taxi carried them to Regent’s Park, and they walked by the side of the ornamental waters talking of everything except Bell’s immediate plans. As the time grew nearer his departure he fidgeted and was distrait.




  Suddenly, without any warning, he turned to Gold.




  “I suppose,” he asked, “that Helder has told you that I have betrayed this man Willetts?”




  Gold was taken aback; he did not know how Bell could have made the discovery.




  “He did tell me something of the sort,” he admitted. “I do not however, place any great reliance upon what Helder has told me.”




  “You can in this case,” said Bell quietly. “I betrayed Willetts, and I had a good reason for doing so.”




  “Has he been arrested?” asked Gold.




  “Not yet,” said the other. “I have arranged that it should not take place till I was out of England.”




  It seemed a heartless thing to say, an unexpected confession from a man of Bell’s principles. Gold admitted to himself a sense of disappointment. There was something unclean in this scheme of the millionaire’s; to betray a man, with whatever object, and then to slip out of the country to escape whatever consequences there might be to his treachery.




  “I’m glad you told me,” he said coldly.




  Comstock Bell looked at him, his grave eyes reading the verdict in his face.




  “You must think as well of me as you can,” he said.




  They reached Victoria; a carriage had been reserved for the young couple.




  “Au revoir!” said Gold, holding out his hand.




  Bell grasped it firmly.




  “We shall meet again?”




  “I hope so,” said Bell. His manner was absent, he was so evidently thinking of something else that Gold was a little irritated. He stole a glance at the bride of the day; it was difficult to tell, such was her wonderful complexion, whether or not she was pale. He thought she was a little; there were dark lines under her eyes which suggested she had not slept well.




  He shook hands with her, said the thing that might be expected of the best man taking farewell of a bridal couple, and he stood on the platform till the train was out of sight.




  “An extraordinary marriage,” he said.




  He turned, left the station, and almost ran into Helder, who had also been a spectator.




  Gold eyed him disapprovingly.




  “If I did not know,” he said coldly, “that you were a most honourable and inoffensive man” — he spoke with great deliberation and with offence in every word— “I should say that you had been following us.”




  The other smiled.




  “You would be saying what is true,” he said frankly. “I have been watching you. I am as interested in the marriage of Comstock Bell as you are, and I tell you candidly — you can believe me or not as you like it — that I do not know why I am interested.”




  “You surprise me,” said Gold dryly. “Your type of man, I should imagine, never did anything unless he had a very good reason for doing it.”




  Helder laughed.




  “This conduct of mine can be classed as exceptional,” he said.




  He would have walked with Gold wherever the latter was inclined to go, but the Embassy detective made it clear that he wished to be alone. For that reason he avoided the club, knowing that Helder would be there: for that reason he busied himself with some arrears of work and the preparation of a report for the Treasury at Washington.




  He came down to the club to dine, and found two telegrams awaiting him. They were both from Bell: one had been handed in at Dover and was a telegram of thanks for his kindness. The second was from Calais, and the hour of handing in was three o’clock. The message was a curious one. It ran:




  




  “WILL YOU SEE MY MAN PARKER TOMORROW — I HAVE GIVEN HIM A HOLIDAY TODAY — AND ASK HIM TO FORWARD MY LETTERS.”




  




  Gold put the telegram down. Why had he not wired direct to Parker? And how came it that such a methodical man as Bell had forgotten to instruct his servants before his departure? He smiled.




  “I suppose,” he said to himself, “that when young people get married, such little things as readdressing letters escape their attention.”




  He made a note in his pocketbook to fulfil the commission, and finished his dinner at leisure. He had letters to read which had been forwarded to him from the Embassy, and they were not pleasant letters. He read them philosophically, refolded them, and put them in his pocket.




  At another table Helder sat, ostentatiously examining an evening paper. Gold shrewdly surmised that the paper was only a blind. What was Helder’s object? He was not the sort of man to waste time in the pursuit of satisfying an idle curiosity. Gold determined to find out. He crossed over.




  “I am going for a stroll,” he said; “will you come too?”




  “With pleasure,” said the other, and rose with alacrity.




  It had occurred to Gold that he had an engagement the following day, and that he would probably be unable to see Parker. He took an envelope from the writing-room, slipped the telegram into it, and addressed it to the man. It was an excuse for a walk; he would go to Cadogan Square and drop the letter in the box.




  The two men left the club together.




  “Now, I want to ask you a straight question,” said Gold, “and I want a straight answer.”




  “That sounds formidable,” said Helder; “but I will endeavour to oblige you. What is it you wish to know?”




  Gold nodded. “Why do the movements of Comstock Bell interest you so keenly?” he asked.




  “All people interest me,” said Helder.




  “But not to the extent of wasting your time, if I know anything about you,” said Gold. “There is something more in your interest in Comstock Bell than meets the eye.”




  They walked a little way in silence; then Helder spoke reluctantly.




  “You are a friend of his, and I do not want to annoy you.”




  “You annoy me more,” said Gold, “by hinting at things which you refuse to substantiate.”




  “Well, I will tell you,” said Helder after another pause; “I believe Comstock Bell is what the English call a ‘wrong’ un.’”




  “Is that all?” said the other dryly.




  “Is it not enough?”




  “The mere fact that you think he is a ‘wrong’ un’ is not enough to convince me that he is what you think he is,” said Gold. “I guess if a man were convicted on private opinion of him, the jails of this little country would be filled with miscreants who had offended against what we consider to be good taste. Have you nothing more substantial?”




  “I believe he is buying his freedom at the cost of another man’s,” said Helder solemnly.




  Gold smiled. “I think the truth is,” he said “that Bell knows something about you that you would rather he didn’t, and that you won’t be happy in your mind till you see him out of the country.”




  In the half-darkness Helder’s face went red.




  “That is an absurd suggestion,” he said.




  They were in Codogan Square now, and as they approached Comstock Bell’s house Gold took the envelope from his pocket.




  “I want to slip this into the letterbox,” he said. “It is an instruction for Bell’s servants.”




  They came to the house. It was an old-fashioned building, and had been built at a period when a housewife deemed no house satisfactory which did not allow her from her drawingroom window to obtain a very full view of the steps which led from the street to the front door.




  “There is somebody waiting on the steps,” said Helder suddenly.




  Gold looked up.




  Standing in the shadow was a young man.




  He had evidently just arrived, for he was searching for the electric push.




  “Is that Mr Comstock Bell?” he asked.




  Gold laughed quietly.




  “No” Mr Comstock Bell is out of town.”




  “Are you a friend of Mr Bell’s?” asked the stranger.




  “I don’t know why—” began Gold.




  The young man produced a card.




  “My name is Jackson; I am a representative of the Post Journal,” he said. “We have got information that he was married today.”




  “A reporter, eh?”




  Gold slipped the envelope he had brought into the letterbox before he offered any further comment.




  “Yes,” he said good-humouredly, “I can tell you as much as I think Mr Bell would like you to know. He was married today, and left for Paris this morning.”




  “Would you be good enough to tell me the lady’s name; it is rather important, isn’t it?” he smiled. “You see our public is enormously interested in millionaires and their brides.”




  Gold hesitated. After all, he thought, there was no reason why the Press should not know — anyway, they could easily find out if he refused the information.




  “He was married to Miss Verity Maple,” he said.




  The reporter whistled.




  “Not the niece of the man who — ?”




  Gold nodded.




  “You can forget that part of it, my son,” he said.




  The journalist placed his notebook in his pocket.




  “I have too good a memory to forget Miss Maple,” he said dryly. “She was a young lady who, once seen, is not easily forgotten, and I saw her when her uncle made his mysterious disappearance.”




  They stood on the steps whilst this conversation was in progress. Helder paced to and fro on the pavement, waiting impatiently for the conference to end.




  “Thank you very much for your kindness,” replied the reporter, turning with Gold to descend the steps, when an exclamation from Helder arrested him.




  He was staring past them in the direction of the drawingroom window.




  “Look!” he whispered.




  Gold followed the direction of his eyes, and was struck dumb with amazement.




  For there, standing in the window, a tense, horrified expression on her face, was Verity Comstock Bell, who that morning had been Verity Maple.




  She was staring into the street: the light of the street lamp revealed her haggard face; the down-drawn mouth, the eyes staring as though at something they could not see, her brows frowning, such a frown as those who are suddenly confronted with terrible trouble wear.




  For a moment she stood thus; then her eyes turned in the direction of the three men, and she stepped back into the darkness.




  XII. The Passing of Willetts
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  “Did you see?” gasped Helder. He seemed unnecessarily alarmed by the apparition.




  Gold felt his breath come quicker and a cold sweat break upon his body. There was something uncanny in the momentary appearance of a woman who was, by his calculations, three hundred miles away from London, and between whom and himself the sea stretched.




  He stood irresolutely at the foot of the steps, made a movement as if to go up, and stopped himself. It was no business of his, though the girl’s evident trouble was sufficient excuse.




  Then he remembered the reporter.




  Jackson had been a silent witness of all that had passed.




  Gold saw his eyes blazing with excitement. No hound scenting a fresh trail is comparable with the reporter who finds the thread of a big story. It was out of his hands, now, thought Gold.




  He laid his hand on the journalist’s arm.




  “Mr Jackson,” he said, “this is a matter which should go no further. Mr Comstock Bell is a friend of mine, and this sudden appearance of his wife can, I have no doubt, be easily explained.”




  “I’m sure it can,” said the other politely.




  He looked at his watch, and Gold’s heart sank.




  You may bribe most unlikely people, even in incorruptible London; you may “steady” the police — a little; obtain favours in unexpected quarters if you acted discreetly; but nowhere in the English-speaking world, whether it be Nelson, BC, New York, Johannesburg or London, can you buy the silence of an enthusiastic reporter who has his nose on a big story.




  Gold tried a new line.




  “Mr Comstock Bell,” he said impressively, “is a very rich man, and although the circumstances of tonight are remarkable, they are, as I have said, open to explanation. I can only warn you on his behalf he is sure to take action against any person or newspapers which suggests anything to his discredit.”




  “I’m sure he would,” said the reporter again, more politely than ever, and a trifle verbose; “you may be sure that I shall write what I have to write in that spirit of genial interrogation which is the peculiar characteristic of my paper.”




  With a curt nod he left them. Gold knew that it was hopeless to attempt to stem any comment in that direction.




  He stood watching the reporter till he was out of sight; then he led the way along the square, a silent Helder at his side.




  He said nothing; there was nothing to say. He did not speak for ten minutes.




  “What does it mean?” asked Helder excitedly. “There is something behind this. I tell you there is foul play somewhere. I know Comstock Bell — he’s capable of anything; I’m going to find out.”




  Gold caught his arm as he turned away.




  “Where are you going?” he demanded authoritatively.




  “I’m going to the police.”




  “You may save your trouble,” he said curtly. “I have a slight knowledge of journalism, and the police will have all the incentive they want. And, after all,” he added dryly, “why should you give the Press a story which would eclipse entirely the reappearance of Mrs Comstock Bell?”




  He spoke significantly; there was no mistaking the underlying menace of his words.




  “I don’t know what you mean,” the other said hoarsely.




  “You’ll find out one of these days, Helder” said the other. “Let Comstock Bell work out his own salvation and do you work out yours.”




  “What do you mean?” asked the other again.




  “Do you work out yours?” repeated Gold, and nodded his head at every word.




  Helder lowered his face till it was on a level with the other’s, and it was not a pleasant face to look upon.




  “Gold,” he said, between his teeth, “they tell me you’re a detective, a sort of gentlemanly spy, and that your duty is to discover things in places where men of your kidney are not usually admitted. But if you say a word injurious to my reputation, I’ll have you hounded out of every club in London. Do you understand that?”




  Gold laughed.




  “I know you to be a forger,” he said calmly, “and I believe you to be associated with the gang which is now flooding the United States with forged five-dollar bills. I tell you frankly that I have no proof against you, and I tell you as frankly that if I had the very hint of a clue to associate you with the crime, I would never rest till I saw you in a States prison. I believe that your Shropshire printing establishment, run in the interests of the downtrodden peasantry of Russia, was a cover for forgeries on a big scale. Now you know exactly how I feel toward you, and you can take what steps you like.”




  “You have no proof,” gasped Helder.




  “Proof!” Gold laughed bitterly. “If I had proof, do you think I’d be talking to you except through prison bars? I only want a pennyworth of proof to put you out of mischief.”




  They stood under the light of a street lamp, and Gold’s face was pale. For the first time in his life, he had been trapped into putting a natural enemy upon his guard. He was chagrined, and his nerves were upset. He had received letters from his chief which had annoyed him: the department he had so faithfully and so successfully served had lost its head over this matter of the forged bills.




  “I see!” said Helder slowly. “Now that I know your views, I shall take such steps as are necessary to protect myself.”




  Gold nodded his head.




  “You must be the best judge of that,” he said. “So far as Mrs Comstock Bell is concerned, I tell you you’re at liberty to go to the police, and I warn you that, from your point for view, it would be unwise to call attention to yourself.”




  He strode off, cursing himself as he walked that he had allowed his irritation and his growing suspicion of Helder to betray him into the faux pas he had made.




  It would increase the difficulty of his work enormously. He had taken a wrong line throughout. He should have had the Shropshire establishment raided before the Red Monitor had ceased publication and the establishment of Russian printers had been dispersed. It was too late now. If it was Helder who put the forged bills into circulation, he was operating from some secret place which so far Gold and his men had been unable to discover.




  He went to his flat, still worried. Then he remembered that his own servant knew Parker. He rang the bell, and his man came.




  “Cole,” he said, “you know Parker, do you not?”




  “Parker, sir?” asked the man.




  “Yes Mr Comstock Bell’s servant.”




  “Oh, yes! I know him very well, sir.”




  “Mr Bell has given him a holiday today; where do you think I could find him?”




  “At once, sir?” asked the man, surprised.




  “Tonight.”




  “He’s probably gone to see his sister,” said the man; “she’s the only relation he’s got in London.”




  “Where does she live?”




  “In Dalston, sir. I’ve got the address somewhere,” said the man.




  He went out of the room and came back with the address written on a piece of paper. In the meantime, Gold had formed his plans. He glanced at the sheet.




  “Take a taxi to this place, and bring back Parker if he is there. If he is not there, and you can find him, bring him here at any hour of the night.”




  “I may as well settle this matter at once” said Gold to himself when the man had gone. “Tomorrow the papers would be full of the story.”




  He tried to read, but the terrified face of the girl he had seen at the window came between him and his book. He put it down, and paced the room restlessly.




  The click of the key in the lock told him Cole had returned. He went into the hall. Paker was there in the glory of his holiday raiment.




  “Have you got a key of Mr Bell’s house?” asked Gold.




  “Yes, sir,” replied Parker.




  “I want you to come with me to the house.”




  “Is anything wrong, sir?” asked Parker in alarm.




  “Nothing, nothing,” said Gold impatiently. He did not think it wise to take the man into his confidence.




  They drove to Cadogan Square. It was long past midnight, and the streets were deserted. Parker opened the door.




  “One moment, sir,” he said, and switched on the electric light.




  “Go upstairs first. Knock at your master’s door and see if he’s there.”




  “But, sir—”




  “Go!” said Gold peremptorily.




  Parker ran up the stairs. In a few minutes he came back.




  “Did you go into the room?” asked Gold.




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Was anybody there?”




  “Not so far as I could see, sir,” replied Cole.




  “What room is that?” asked Gold, indicating a door.




  “That’s the drawingroom, sir.”




  “Just open it,” he said.




  It was unlocked.




  “That’s very strange,” said Parker.




  “What’s very strange?” asked Gold quickly.




  “This door was locked when I left the house.”




  “Has anyone else a key?”




  “Mr Comstock Bell,” said Parker. “All the doors have Yale locks fitted into the wood, so that you can hardly see where the lock is, can you?”




  Gold examined the door. It was rosewood and, as the man said, it was difficult to see where the key fitted. He took an electric lamp from his pocket and flashed it on the jamb. The keyhole was the tiniest slit in the polished surface of the wood. Gold examined it carefully. There were a number of little scratches, which he judged had been recently made.




  “Whoever used the key last was not well acquainted with this door,” he said. “You were going to say that Mr Comstock Bell had a duplicate set?”




  “Yes, sir,” said the man.




  Gold opened the door and walked in. The electric switch was on his right. He pressed the knob, and the room was flooded with light. It was empty.




  The detective’s nostrils widened. “Do you smell anything, Parker?” he asked.




  “Yes, sir,” said Parker; “there is a sort of scent in the room.”




  There was a faint odour of violets.




  Very carefully he made a search of the room. The furniture was in its place, shrouded with linen. There were burglar alarms on the windows; they had not been interfered with. In the window he saw a flat case. It was about four inches square. He stooped and picked it up and put it in his pocket. He had seen at a glance what it was. It was the case in which Cooks’ place the railway tickets they issue, and he knew that Comstock Bell had booked his passage through to Vienna with that agency.




  The search of the remainder of the house revealed nothing more. It was empty; nobody was there. Mrs Comstock Bell had disappeared.




  “I think that will do, Parker,” he said when he had finished his examination.




  “Nothing has been touched, sir?” said the man, who had the possibility of burglary in his mind.




  “No,” said Gold, “nothing has been touched.”




  He left Parker and drove back to his flat. He thought perhaps the girl had come to him in this absence, but nobody had called.




  A cablegram was awaiting him and an express letter.




  He opened the latter eagerly, hoping that it was from the girl. It was from Scotland Yard — from Chief-Inspector Grayson.




  “We arrested Willetts at eleven o’clock tonight,” said the message.




  Gold nodded: he had asked Scotland Yard to keep him informed regarding the mysterious Willetts.




  The cablegram was more serious. It was from the chief of his department at Washington, and ran:




  




  “COME AT ONCE WASHINGTON. CONSULTATION. LEAVE BY ‘TURANIC’.”




  




  Gold swore softly. The Turanic was due out of the Mersey the following day, and he spent that night in packing, and left London at six o’clock in the morning.




  




  Helder heard of the arrest at the club. The news came by telephone from one of his agents. He was sitting in the reading-room thinking of the events of the night when a telegram was brought to him which had been handed in at New York two hours previously. It was simple:




  




  “URGENT, COME TO NEW YORK BY ‘TURANIC’.”




  




  It was signed by the name of the a man whose word was law to Helder, and he went home to make preparations.




  Thus it came about that Gold met the last man in the world he desired or expected to meet on the platform at Euston station the following morning. Thus it happened that these two men crossed the Atlantic together, not exchanging a sentence on the voyage.




  




  And whilst Gold and Helder were attending to their business in New York, all London was asking: “Where were the Comstock Bells?”




  The Post Journal asked it in big type, asked it again in smaller type, double leaded; called it “a remarkable occurrence,” “a strange visitation,” even went so far as to describe it as “a mystery.” Being a wise journal, this paper steered clear of suggesting that there had been any foul play. It speculated upon the possibility of the Comstock Bells having come back to London to spend their honeymoon, and had a little article on London as a honeymoon resort. It hinted at the supernatural, and hoped that nothing had happened to the young people. Then it grew bolder, for its busy correspondents throughout the Continent had been seeking the young people, and had sought unsuccessfully.




  Where was Mr Comstock Bell?




  His friends treated the matter as a joke, and rival newspapers suggested that the reporter had been mistaken and was desirous of creating a little sensation in an admittedly dull season. Whereupon Jackson sought the two men who had been his companions on the night, only to find they had disappeared from London.




  On the sixth day following the publication of his story a letter came to the office of the Post Journal. It was dated Lucerne, typewritten on Schweizerhof Hotel notepaper, and ran:




  




  Dear Sir, — We have read with a great deal of interest, a little annoyance, and some amusement the speculations of your representative as to where we are spending our holiday, though we were not aware that our movements created so much interest.




  We should be very grateful to you if you would allow us to enjoy the privacy which is our right as individuals. We trust that you will have the courtesy to make this known to the many friends we possess in London, and that your interest in our welfare will now be confined to the silent interest which we feel sure you have in all your readers.




  




  It was signed “Comstock Bell,” and underneath, in a feminine hand, “Verity Bell.”




  




  The editor of the Post Journal handed the letter to the crestfallen Jackson. A big, broad-shouldered man, this editor; grey-haired, cleanshaven, with a voice like the booming of the sea. He growled out a few pleasant curses at his subordinate’s head.




  “Seems to have made us look pretty foolish, Jackson,” he said.




  Jackson wisely said nothing. The editor rang a bell, and the chief subeditor entered. The chief handed him the letter.




  “Dress this up,” he said. “Explain that whilst we were certain that Mr Bell was well, and there was not much mystery about his disappearance, we were interested in the psychic side of it—”




  “But,” interrupted Jackson, “would it not be as well to ask our man at Lucerne to confirm that fact that these people are staying there?”




  The editor scowled at him.




  “I don’t know why we should waste any more money and energy on the matter,” he said deliberately. “If they find out we are making enquiries they might be unpleasant. It’s now eight, and by Swiss time it will be nine o’clock: I doubt whether we should get a reply in time.”




  “Still, we can try.”




  At eleven-thirty the chief subeditor strolled into his superior’s room.




  “It’s a pity the Comstock Bell mystery has fallen through,” he said, taking a chair facing the other’s desk. “There’s very little news of any kind worth printing tonight.”




  “So I observe,” said the other dryly. “Was there nothing at the Old Bailey?”




  “One or two cases,” said the other carelessly. “A man named Willetts has been charged with the forgery of a £50 banknote.”




  That’s an unusual case; can’t you make anything of that?” said the editor.




  The chief subeditor shook his head.




  “Happened somewhere about ten years ago,” he said, “and the man pleaded guilty. There was nothing sensational about the circumstances. It was forged in Paris, and seems to have been the only one of its kind.”




  “What did he get?”




  “A year’s hard labour,” said the chief subeditor.




  “Let me see!” The editor rubbed his chin reflectively. “Was not that the time when a number of young men started a crime club?”




  The subeditor nodded.




  “It did not come out in the evidence, so we can’t give it,” he said. “I think the best thing to do is to make Parliament the big story of the day.”




  A boy brought a telegram and handed it to the subeditor. He looked at it and read it carefully; then he passed it on to his chief.




  “H’m” said the editor, “that’s curious.”




  The telegram read:




  




  “NEITHER MR NOR MRS COMSTOCK BELL HAS BEEN SEEN AT LUCERNE, AND NEITHER IS NOR HAS BEEN STAYING AT THE SCHWEIZERHOF.”




  




  They sat without speaking for a minute.




  “Who is this from?” asked the editor.




  “It is from one of our own men who is taking his holiday at Lucerne. I thought it would be best in a case like this not to depend upon the local correspondent.”




  The editor touched his bell.




  “This is good enough,” he said. “Tell Mr Jackson I want to see him,” as the messenger came in answer to the bell. “Jackson can work this story up; we have ample material.”




  At that moment Jackson entered, and the editor passed the telegram to him.




  “Get a column out of this, and do it quick,” he ordered.




  XIII. An Arrest
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  Wentworth Gold returned to England at the end of May. His visit to Washington had been more satisfactory than he had hoped. The officials recognized the difficulty of his task, and were almost sympathetic. He learnt that he had been suddenly sent for as the result of an unexpected communication from the White House, which gave no reason why he should be summoned and contented himself with the uncompromising instruction that he was to be brought to America immediately.




  He had not seen Helder during his stay in Washington, but he knew that he was the kind of man who spent the greater part of his life crossing and recrossing the Atlantic between Liverpool and New York. Such men frequently never go outside the city’s confines.




  He did not know that Helder’s visit had been a critical one; that the big criminal organization was alarmed to the point of panic, and that Helder had travelled out at such short notice because the heads of the organization had received definite information that unless its plan of campaign was considerably modified, it stood in grave risk of detection.




  Helder preceded Gold by a few days.




  Returning to England, Gold had time to consider the mystery of Comstock Bell. The American newspapers had made more of the disappearance than the London press, and Gold had had little chance of forgetting that he was a friend of Comstock Bell’s.




  The main clue that Gold had to work upon was the discovery he had made in the house in Cadogan Square. This was the little folder in which Cook’s issue their tickets. The two vouchers were there intact, with the exception that the counterfoils which carried the passengers from London to Dover and from Dover to Calais had been extracted. For the rest of the journey so far as Vienna, the tickets remained. But for the fact that the railway coupon and the boat ticket had been detached, there was the possibility that Bell had left them behind. But the ticket from Calais to Amiens had been punched, accidentally possibly, by the inspector at Victoria. That disposed of the suggestion that they had been left behind in the hurry of departure.




  Gold quite expected to hear on his arrival in London that Comstock Bell had returned. He was astounded to find half a dozen letters from the man himself awaiting him. One was addressed from Paris the day following the arrival of the married pair. Another letter, with the post date of Lucerne, typewritten on Schweizerhof notepaper, told of their passage, gave sketchy details of the journey, described the weather, and hoped, conventionally enough, that London was better favoured. The third letter was from Vienna — the thing was a mystery. None of the letters spoke of the lost tickets — a little item which usually annoys a traveller, however rich he may be. Gold candidly admitted to himself that he could not understand it.




  Your professional detective, if he is worth his salt, has no friends in business hours. And Wentworth Gold was a professional detective, none the less so because his social position was assured, or because he dealt with irregular happenings in high places. His instinct of the law was greater than any other he possessed. If Comstock Bell had been his own brother, he would have set himself as readily and as unhesitatingly to work to discover the wherefore of his curious behaviour.




  A note from Scotland Yard brought him to the Assistant-Commissioner’s office.




  Captain Symons was a man of considerable ability; he had won his position as chief of the Criminal Investigation Department by sheer merit. A spare, lean man, slightly bald, with a pair of steady blue eyes that looked you through and through, and a light moustache; he was one of the most famous men in London.




  He rose as Gold entered his private office and pushed forward a chair.




  “Sit down Gold,” he said. “I have sent for you to ask you to help me in this Comstock Bell affair. The papers are making a great deal of it; they would make more if they knew as much as we do.”




  Gold looked out of the window on to the Embankment.




  “I don’t exactly see,” he said with some show of resentment, “why they should bother or even why they should be interested.”




  The Commissioner smiled grimly.




  “Do none of the circumstances appear strange to you?” he said.




  “They are a little strange, but how do you mean?”




  “I mean, don’t you connect Bell’s disappearance with the other matters which interest you very much just now?”




  “You mean the forgeries?” said Gold in some surprise. “No; why?”




  “I don’t as a rule,” said the Commissioner thoughtfully, “take much notice of anonymous letters; but the letters I have received recently on this matter are so detailed, and contain so much matter which I know to be true, that I cannot afford to ignore them. And there are suggestions in these letters which deserve consideration.”




  “Such as—” asked Gold.




  “Does it not seem strange,” repeated the Commissioner, speaking very emphatically, “that the two people who could have furnished the means for detecting these forgeries have both disappeared. One was the man Maple—”




  “And the other?” asked Gold.




  “The other,” said the Commissioner, “is of course, his niece.”




  “But she—”




  “She probably knew the constituents of Maple’s mysterious preparation. It is hardly likely that she would live in the same house, sharing his confidence, without knowing exactly how that mixture was made. Within seven days of Maple’s disappearance, Comstock Bell, unexpectedly and for no reason that I can imagine, married the girl — a girl considerably beneath him in social status.”




  Gold was concerned: such a suspicion had come to him, only to be dismissed from a sense of loyalty to his absent friend.




  “It is strange,” he admitted; “yet it is possible that some simple explanation can cover it.”




  “I wish I knew what it was,” said the Commissioner. “Anyway, we have got to find out. The newspapers are demanding that we should discover that whereabouts of Comstock Bell, and more particularly of Mrs Comstock Bell, who left London on her wedding day, is seen in town the very night when she should be in Paris, and was in Paris, according to Bell’s statement to the Press — for she was in London, was she not?”




  He looked sharply at Gold.




  Gold nodded.




  “Yes, she was in London,” he said seriously.




  The situation had developed beyond all considerations of friendship.




  “We have set ourselves two tasks,” said the chief of the police. “One is to discover the whereabouts of Verity Maple that was — Verity Bell she is now — and the other is to find her disreputable uncle. And my view is that, when these two disappearances are accounted for, we shall have gone a long way to account for the mystery of the wholesale forgeries which are driving your business people to the verge of panic. I thought I would like to let you know exactly what we are doing; I feel I may count upon your cooperation.”




  Gold inclined his head.




  “I also shall work to that end,” he said. “I shall want two more men.”




  “You can have as many as you like,” said the Commissioner. “Will you have them now, or shall I give them their instructions?”




  “No, they can see me tonight. I wish them to keep a man named Helder under observation.”




  “Helder?” The Commissioner’s eyebrows rose a little.




  “Yes,” said Gold quietly, “the writer of the anonymous letters.”




  They looked at one another for a space, then a slow smile dawned on the Commissioner’s face.




  “When I said anonymous,” he said carefully, “I meant they were anonymous to everybody except myself. My acquaintance with you, Mr Gold, has considerably increased my respect for the American police.”




  “It was Helder, of course?” said Gold.




  The other man led the way to the door and opened it.




  “I forget,” he said vaguely. “I never remember names.”




  Gold passed out into the busy street. He had made his plans, and he determined to lose no time in putting them into execution.




  English police methods were good, but they were not his methods. He could trust them to watch Helder; but, for himself, he was prepared to act illegally to punish the lawless. If Comstock Bell were indeed head of this organisation — he set his teeth.




  He had known such cases; men who were rich beyond the necessity for exertion, who, obeying some perverse instinct, had followed a lawless career, at first for the fun of it, and the excitement of it, and the thrill of it, and then, when they had woven about themselves so close a mesh that they could not escape from its entanglements, in the desperate hope of transferring the burden of their folly to other shoulders.




  He kept the telegraph wires busy all that afternoon; his agents, operating in divers parts of the European Continent, answered one by one.




  At nine o’clock that night he set out from the flat, accompanied by two men. The night was cold, and a chill east wind made an overcoat necessary for the most robust. The three found a motor car waiting for them in a side street off the Strand. Without any instructions to the chauffeur they took their seats.




  “Have you got the warrant?” asked Gold, addressing the two men.




  The taller of the two nodded.




  “It is the Russian?” asked Gold suddenly.




  “Yes, sir,” said one of the men. “There was no mistaking him — he had a scar on his chin. He had been drinking, I think. I followed him from Soho to the Great Central Station. There he met the American.”




  “And from there you followed them to their homes?”




  “No,” replied the other briefly; “we lost the American.”




  The car ran eastward through the City; it passed through the crowded High Street of Whitechapel, along Commercial Road, past famous Sidney Street, and pulled up at the corner of a narrow thoroughfare.




  “I have chosen this place,” explained Gold; “there is the stage door of a music hall down here, and the appearance of a motor car will not excite any extraordinary attention.”




  One of the men led the way. They passed the stage door, turned into another street, crossed the road and found themselves in one of those populous little thoroughfares which abound in the East End of London.




  The neighbourhood was of the poorest and most squalid. In spite of the lateness of the hour, hordes of children thronged the pavements and sidewalks. Half the doors were open, revealing black cavities unlit by the common tenants. In some, women were standing in little groups, discussing the great-little events which made up their sordid lives.




  The appearance of three men in a street where the visits of the police are not infrequent, created little more than idle speculation.




  Walking sharply, the detectives led Gold to a street which was poorer and even more dilapidated than the first. There were fewer people here; one or two of the doors were closed; before one a man stood.




  “This is it,” said the man.




  Gold stepped forward and pushed the door gently. It opened to his touch. In these small houses, occupied by two, three, and sometimes four families, it is inexpedient to lock the front door.




  Gold entered: the other men followed. He had not taken a step when the door leading from the passage into what he judged was the front room, opened, and a man came out.




  “Hullo!” he said suspiciously.




  Gold flashed the light on him from the little electric torch he carried in his hand.




  “Where’s the Russian?” he asked.




  Gold knew that amongst people such as these names were of no consequence, and that people were best known by their nationality or physical peculiarities.




  “Upstairs,” said the man, evidently relieved the find that he was not the object of their visit.




  “Back or front?” asked Gold.




  “Back, sir,” said the man. “It’s the first room you come to when you reach the landing.”




  Gold ascended the stairs two steps at a time, the men following.




  He reached the door and tried it gently. It was locked. He rapped softly on the panel. At first there was no answer. He rapped again. They heard the rumbling and the creaking of a bed, and the sound of feet on the bare floor. He rapped a third time.




  “Who’s there?” growled a surly voice.




  Gold whispered something loudly in a language which the two men did not understand.




  He waited: the door was unlocked and opened a little.




  Gold thrust the door back and entered. It was his man; he recognized him from the description. He had been drinking, and was sleeping off the effects of the drink when the knock came.




  “Who are you?” he asked.




  “Light a lamp, somebody,” ordered the detective.




  One of the men struck a match and found a tin petroleum lamp, removed its shade, and lighted it.




  The room was a miserable compartment, containing a dingy bed and little else.




  “I want you,” said Gold, speaking in Russian. “Take your hand from you pocket.” He spoke quietly, but the revolver he thrust to the Russian’s diaphragm supplied all the violence that the occasion called for. “Put up your hands!”




  Sullenly the man raised his hands above his head, and Gold and his attendants scientifically disarmed him. A pair of handcuffs were snapped on his wrists behind him.




  “Sit down on that chair,” said Gold. “We shall do you no harm and by and by you must tell us all you know.”




  “I will tell you nothing,” said the man.




  Quickly they made a search of the room and of the contents of the man’s pockets. There was nothing to indicate his association with any person, and neither letters nor papers of any description. One of the men had disappeared whilst the search was in progress, and when Gold had blown out the lamp and had guided the prisoner downstairs, they found the motor car waiting for them.




  The Russian was bundled in; the car was running westward again before the people of Little John Street awoke to the realization that there had been an arrest made in their midst.




  XIV. Mrs Bell Listens
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  The room was a large one. It had been used as a cabinet-maker’s workshop before the influx of an alien population, and the inevitable rise in rent values had driven the artisan further east to Poplar and Canning Town, and had made such a business address an expensive luxury to the struggling tradesman who had rented it.




  At little benches men sat working silently, carefully. In a corner of the room, separated by a screen of matchboarding, a little machine went “click-click-click” monotonously, insistently.




  Most of the workmen were foreigners, and they were engaged in perfectly legitimate business, the engraving of plates for fine art reproductions, a delicate process, requiring a steady eye and a sure hand. Such records as we now possess tell us that the plates and the pictures that were pulled from them found a ready sale on the Continent — the subjects were not suitable for the English purchaser.




  Nor had the little oblong slips which the concealed machine was throwing out evenly and regularly much currency in England, for they were five-dollar notes, perfectly printed.




  The machine was a small one, smaller than the usual banknote printing machine. It had a multitude of rollers and dampers and ink ducts confined within its limited proportions, and with the bills which it printed no fault could be found.




  A thickset man sat on a high stool by the side of the machine, the butt of a cigar in the corner or his mouth, his soft felt hat on the back of his head, and his hands thrust deep into his trouser pockets.




  He watched the machine earnestly, following every movement of the white-smocked workmen who collected the notes in little bundles and deftly bound them together. When a hundred such bundles had been printed he stretched out his hand, switched off the current and the machine stopped.




  “That will be enough for tonight,” he said.




  He pushed the notes to one side and stood waiting whilst the plates from which they were printed where removed, carefully cleaned and wrapped in tissue paper. A man handed him the plates and he slipped them into his inside pocket. He watched till the workmen had replaced them with four steel cuts which made up a Lager beer label, tucked the remainder of the banknote paper under one arm and the finished notes under the other, and opened a little door which led to what had been in other days the master carpenter’s office.




  He unlocked a safe that stood in the corner and put the bundles carefully inside, locking the great steel door afterwards.




  From a cupboard he took a bottle and a glass. He had reached the stage when wholesale forgery was getting on the wrong side of his nerves. There had been too many alarms, too many breathless hours of fear. He took a long drink and replaced the bottle.




  The workshop stood over some stables; beyond a door facing that which led from the workshop into the room was an outside staircase. He switched off the light, unlocked the door and looked out; then he closed it again, turning the key.




  Tomorrow those notes, neatly packed in two-hundred separate envelopes, addressed by two hundred separate agents, would be sent by post to the United States. Every day that week the same post would be dispatched.




  It was a larger consignment he had on hand than usual. The plates would last for another long printing, after that the new plates, which an unwilling worker was preparing, would be employed.




  He looked at his watch. It was a quarter to nine. He went through the little printing office to the larger room.




  “You can finish for tonight,” he said.




  The hours of his establishment were irregular. It was in accordance with his plans that, when the tiny machine was about its nefarious work, the members of his staff should be effectively engaged on the premises.




  Only two men were in the secret of the business besides himself and his immediate boss. The printer was one: he was employed elsewhere during the day and was a safe man. Helder had chosen him with care.




  As to the second man — Tiger Brown shook his head with a little frown, for the second man and the thought of him kept him awake at nights and drove him to the little bottle in the cabinet.




  There was a soft tap on the door. Again he turned out the light and opened it carefully.




  “It’s all right.” Helder stepped in and closed the door behind him.




  “Have you been working?”




  “I’ve just finished,” said the other.




  “Get the stuff away tonight if you can,” said Helder. He was in a palpably nervous state.




  “What’s wrong?” asked the other sharply.




  “I don’t know what’s wrong,” he said testily, “only I’ve a feeling that I’m being watched.”




  “Why do you come here, then?” growled the other.




  “I had to see you tonight,” said Helder, speaking rapidly. “Brown, this thing is getting too much for us. I want you to print every bit of paper you’ve got and destroy the plate. I’m going to close down this establishment.”




  The other nodded.




  “We’ve had a long run,” he said; “I’m worried myself. Ivan has been arrested.”




  “Arrested?” Helder turned with a start. “Who arrested him? When?”




  His face was deathly white, his hands clenched and unclenched in his agitation.




  “If he talks,” he said, “we’re finished; and if I know anything of that man Gold he’ll make him talk. Where is he?”




  “Ivan? I don’t know. I haven’t been the round of the police stations; it is not exactly a hobby of mine, calling on the police. We shall know tomorrow all right.”




  “Why did you not send me word?” asked Helder, and swore softly. “Providing Ivan will keep silent we can win out. The police half believe that Comstock Bell is in this. They are searching Europe for him, and whilst they are looking for him they won’t be troubling us.”




  “Suppose he turns up?” asked Brown.




  “I have an idea he won’t turn up,” replied the other with a little smile. “I’ve a suspicion, and tomorrow I’m going to make perfectly sure. Already all London — that part of London which is worthwhile — believes Comstock Bell to be concerned in the forgeries.”




  “What does London know about the forgeries?” asked Brown. The other looked at him in surprise.




  “You don’t read the papers, my friend,” he said, “otherwise you’d know. The American Government has offered—”




  He stopped. Was it wise to tell this man that a reward of a million dollars had been offered for the arrest and conviction of the leaders in this speculation.




  “Offered what?” asked Brown again.




  “They have offered a big reward,” said Helder steadily. After all the man would find out by purchasing a paper. “To any person other than those actually engaged in the forgeries.” He emphasized the last sentence. “That cuts out you and I.”




  Tiger Brown went to the cupboard, produced his bottle and almost automatically filled a glass. Helder watched him, interested. Brown was a problem; he was a danger too, and Helder had no intention of resigning his liberty and the loss of all he had gained with such labour and cunning for this boorish confederate of his.




  “What are you going to do with Maple?” asked Brown.




  “That’s what I’ve come to see you about,” said the other.




  He strode up and down the little apartment, his hands behind his back.




  “We’ll go and see him tonight—” He stopped and listened.




  “What was that?” he asked.




  “I heard nothing,” said the other irritably; “the men are leaving and they make a little noise.”




  Helder crept up to the door leading to the outside staircase and listened.




  “There’s somebody outside,” he whispered.




  “You’re mad,” said the other; “there’s nobody there.”




  He switched out the light, turned the key and flung the door open quickly.




  The landing was deserted. Helder stepped out and peered into the dark yard below.




  “There’s somebody down there,” he said.




  He saw a figure glide in the dark shadow of the wall; it made for a little doorway which led out to a back street at the rear of the premises. Brown whipped out a revolver, but the other caught his hand.




  “You fool,” he said, “do you want the whole of London at your heels? After him.”




  He went down the steps quickly: as he reached the ground he heard the click of a lock and saw the door opened by the small cloaked figure. He stopped and shouted. He ran across the intervening space, only to have the door slammed in his face.




  “Have you got a key?”




  Brown fumbled in his pocket, produced the key, inserted it in the lock with a shaking hand, and opened the door.




  The two men gained the street and looked up and down. Helder caught a glimpse of the fleeing figure of the eavesdropper as he passed under the lamp.




  “It’s a boy,” he said; “we’ve got to get him. Run!”




  The figure disappeared round a corner, and the two men sprinted after it. They turned the corner, they were in another long street. Halfway down, drawn up beside the pavement, was a motor car. Their quarry leapt into it, and the car moved on.




  “Quick!” said Helder, “my own car is at the end of this street.”




  He ran at top speed, found his car waiting, had breath to gasp a few directions, for he was not an athletic man and was unused to violent exercise, and then jumped in, followed by Brown.




  He took some time to recover his breath.




  “It’s lucky,” he said, “my car was waiting; we’ll be able to track our young friend.”




  “Do you think he heard anything?”




  “I’m certain he did,” said Helder; “he was on the landing outside the door.”




  “What could he have heard?” asked Brown.




  “The fact that he was listening is sufficient for me,” said Helder grimly.




  He let down the front window which separated them from the chauffeur.




  “Are you keeping the car in sight?” he said.




  “Yes, sir,” said the man; “it was held up by a block of traffic near Aldgate.”




  The car passed through the City, down Queen Victoria Street, along the Embankment.




  Helder’s heart beat faster as they approached the Westminster end of the great boulevard. On the right was a big block of buildings, famous the world over.




  “If he goes into Scotland Yard,” he said, “we’ve got to skip, and quickly.”




  The car did not drive into the arched entrance of the police headquarters. It turned sharply to the left, over Westminster Bridge. On the Surrey side it stopped; the pursuers came up as its occupant stepped out quickly and reached the broad flight of stairs which led down to the river.




  “We’ve got him,” said Helder.




  He ran down the steps after the little figure, reached the broad, wide landing, and halted. For at the bottom of the steps, clear to be seen in the bright light of a bridge lamp, was Verity Comstock Bell, behind her a skiff with two men seated in it.




  “I think you had better go back, Mr. Helder,” she said.




  She held an automatic pistol carelessly in both hands, as a woman holds a closed fan.




  “And I think,” she added, “it would be wise of you if you made every effort to undo the mischief you have caused by associating my husband with your wicked work.”




  XV. The Message of the Bill
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  On the 14th of July, 192 — , the cashier employed in Cook’s Paris Office in the Place de l’Opéra received five French notes of a thousand francs, and eight American notes for a hundred dollars with the request that they might be changed into English currency.




  He counted them carefully, made certain calculations on a piece of scribbling paper, and drew from a wallet beneath the counter the requisite number of English banknotes to make the exchange. It was necessary to add two pounds, a few shillings and two or three pence to make up the amount.




  He placed the English money on the counter before him and again counted the French and American paper, and then saw, for the first time, that the words “Banque Nationale” were not the precise shade of violet to which his skilled eyes were accustomed. This was only on one of the notes. He compared the minus-violet note with its fellows, and was more than ever convinced that something was wrong.




  Before he moved any further in the matter he examined the American notes carefully. They did not differ in any respect from one another, but to make absolutely sure he took a hundred-dollar bill from his deposit and compared it, and again found there was just the slightest shade of difference.




  Now the peculiarity of banknotes printed in France is that they do not retain the exact shade in which they are printed. A week after printing, and before they are issued, they mellow to an indefinable extent.




  The cashier at Cook’s pushed a little bell beneath the counter and the middle-aged gentleman who was waiting impatiently for his change, suddenly found himself with a detective on either side.




  “Would monsieur be good enough to step into the manager’s office?”




  Monsieur had no desire to step into the manager’s office. He spoke very loudly with a distinct American accent, and turned to walk from the offices. This was a false move on his part, because no sane man, however annoyed he might be with moneychangers, would ever think of abandoning in his pique four banknotes for a thousand francs each, and five American hundred-dollar bills.




  The persuasive touch on either arm became a firm grip. To the scandal of the other clients of that distinguished firm he was hustled into a side room and the door was locked. A quarter of an hour later he left by a side entrance in the custody of two detectives.




  Gold, who at that moment was engaged in securing the documents necessary for the search of Helder’s flat, left by the first available train for Paris.




  A chief of the detective department met him at the Gare du Nord, and they drove together to the Prefecture; on the way, the officer explained many points which it had been deemed inexpedient to embody in the telegram which summoned the American to Paris.




  “We are not quite certain about the American notes,” he said; “there is no doubt whatever that the French notes are very clever forgeries. The man we have is an American; he arrived at Havre last Saturday with letters of introduction to various American Ministers in Europe. If it were not for his anxiety to escape, we should regard him as the innocent victim of some clever forgers.”




  “What is his name?” asked Gold.




  “Schreiner,” said the other. “He says he is a New York hardware merchant on a holiday in Paris. The New York police have traced him; he keeps travelling in a much better state than a man of his circumstances could afford. We have searched his baggage.”




  “And have you found anything?” asked Gold.




  “Nothing particularly suspicious,” said the other, with some hesitation, “though there are one or two points which require a little explanation. We should like you to see him first. I might say that he has already communicated with the American Ambassador in Paris.”




  Gold nodded; he knew that the American abroad, whether he be millionaire or crook, lost little time if he were in trouble before he began to disturb the rest of his country’s representative.




  The man had not been placed in a cell. Gold found him in a little office of the Prefecture which had been turned into a temporary lodgement. He was sitting writing furiously when Gold entered. The detective saw a man of middle height, grey-haired and well-dressed. He was probably about fifty years of age, hard featured, and by no means prepossessing.




  “How do you do?” said Gold, and offered his hand.




  The hand Gold grasped was a rough one; it was not the hand of wealth or of one who had spent much of his life in ease. Moreover, there was a certain hesitation in the response which told the American that the prisoner was not over-used to social intercourse, and the brief conversation which Gold had with him confirmed this view. The man was a puppet. He was a tough, too. Gold judged this much from his wealth of language. He was exhaustively voluble, too voluble for his safety.




  Gold left him to go to the chief detective’s office to inspect the notes. The little dossier was handed to him and he examined the bills carefully. When he had finished he returned them.




  “There is no doubt at all,” he said; “these are very clever forgeries. Will you let me see the man’s belongings?”




  They were in the adjoining room, labelled and ticketed.




  “All the documents,” said the French detective, “are together. Would you like to see them?”




  Gold nodded, and a number of papers were spread on the table before him.




  They were, for the most part, of an ordinary character: notes of credit for small amounts, letters of introduction to consuls and ministers signed by fairly well-known men in New York. To these Gold attached little importance, knowing the ease with which such letters could be obtained.




  There was a notebook with a number of entries. These mainly related to hotels and pensions. More important was a list of firms which Gold knew were places where money could be changed.




  The most important clue was an envelope addressed to the man at the Palace Hotel. It bore the London postmark, and was a very ordinary envelope, oblong in shape, and the address was written in a clear hand.




  Gold turned to the Frenchman.




  “You are watching the hotel premises?” he said.




  The other nodded.




  “I don’t think there will be much of a result,” Gold said. “The modus operandi is invariably the same. The forged notes are sent in small quantities in such an envelope as this to an agent. A reasonable time is given him to dispose of the forgeries. He remits a portion of the profits to headquarters, which is not necessarily the same place from whence the forged bills come, and then, as I say, after a reasonable interval, another small batch is sent to him.”




  “And you think,” asked the Frenchman, “that we may expect a further supply of notes to arrive at the hotel?”




  “No, I don’t,” he said. “In the first place, every agent of the gang is watched by another agent unknown to him. The second agent is as well paid as the first. By this time the forger knows that Schreiner has been arrested. You need not expect any further consignment.”




  Gold took up the envelope containing the forged American bills, and again subjected one of them to a close scrutiny.




  “Beautifully done,” he said. He looked at it back and front. Something attracted his attention, and he peered earnestly at one corner of the bill.




  “Excuse me,” he said quickly, taking the note to the window.




  Paris lay under grey skies, and the light was bad. But he saw running from one side of the bill to another a curious line. It was printed in the same mauve ink which formed the background of the note, and was to all appearances part of the design.




  “I want a strong light and a reading glass,” he said, sharply.




  The chief of the detective force switched on a powerful electric light over his desk and pulled down the shade till it nearly reached the table below.




  From his drawer he produced a powerful magnifying glass and handed it to Gold. The American detective spread the note on the desk, and, holding it in its place, examined it.




  They heard a whistle, saw the colour mount to his cheeks, and his eyes blazed with excitement.




  “Look!” he said.




  The Frenchman took the glass from him and uttered an exclamation, for the line was writing of minute smallness engraven with extraordinary cunning, and it ran:




  “Verity Maple, 942 Crystal Palace Road, London, note numbers 687642 to 687653 milk.”




  They looked at each other, the two men.




  “What does it mean?” asked the Frenchman, bewildered.




  Gold was staring out of the window. He made no reply. He was repeating the message of the bill.




  “There is one person in the world who can elucidate that message,” he said: “she must be found.”




  “But who wrote it?” asked the chief of the police.




  “Who else but Tom Maple?” Gold answered. “I think we are going to discover things.”




  XVI. The House Party at Collett’s Folly
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  Between Cambridge and Waltham Cross there are three crossroads. One is the main road into Cambridge; the other carries the traveller to Newmarket and beyond; the third is of little account, being but a wandering wagon track which winds and twists southwards. Of so little account is it that those responsible for the traveller’s guidance have not deemed it necessary to put up a board informing the curious as to whither this shabby road leads.




  Locally it is chiefly remarkable as an evidence of old Collett’s Folly — such is the name it bears. Collett had been an eccentric farmer until he died; he carried his eccentricity to the borderline of genius; might have made his name famous throughout agricultural England as a pioneer of scientific farming, but for a kink which kept him short of his goal, if goal indeed he had. This kink manifested itself in expensive forms, and eventually old Collett had died, a ruined man, but supremely happy with the result of his life’s experiment. Like many another man who has earned title to fame, his reforms were in the main outrages; whatever other farmers did he regarded ipso facto as wrong, and set about to secure a like result by methods which were directly opposite.




  It is fact that sixty per cent of old-fashioned methods cannot be improved, twentyfive per cent are susceptible to variation, and the remainder are altogether wrong. Old Collett, applying the principle that the whole hundred per cent demanded a drastic and immediate reform, came to grief.




  He left behind him a hundred acres of sick land, a farmhouse which he had built according to his own plans, a mile-long private road, and a weary executor overburdened with posthumous instructions. That unhappy man might have found relief through the Courts of Chancery, but he preferred the illegal and simpler methods of interpreting the dead man’s wishes; and disposed of the farmhouse to the first bidder. To his surprise, the offer which came to him was a singularly handsome one. Somebody has prospected the neighbourhood, had discovered in the farmhouse and its grounds something that fulfilled his requirements, and had bought the estate lock, stock and barrel.




  Describing the purchaser, Mr Hazlett, the executor, spoke of him as a pleasant American who had taken a fancy to the farmhouse, and was going to turn it into a weekend resort. He did not intend to farm, so he told Mr Hazlett, but he had the house put into a thorough state of repair, repainted and furnished.




  It would not be every man’s idea of a weekend cottage; it was certainly not that of the executor’s. The house was too gloomy, too thick of wall, too suggestive of a prison. From the outside it was a model of ugliness, possessed of all the unattractive features, with geometrical windows at regular intervals, had a door like that of a jail, and, to complete the illusion, all the windows were barred. It was certainly less unattractive inside. The livingroom ran from floor to roof; there was a gallery round; for there had been an organ there — the eccentric farmer had been something of a musician. The principle and only bedroom, intended as such, was on the ground floor.




  There was a strongroom upstairs, beyond the reach of thieves, with its steel-cased walls. This was approached from the bedroom by means of a ladder, for of stairway there was none. The American purchaser would seem to have been satisfied with this arrangement; certainly he had made no attempt to build in a stairway. The strongroom, with its concrete floor, was reached either from the ground floor bedroom, or through the steel doors opening from the balcony which ran round the tall diningroom. There was a simple stairway here.




  The safe, wherein the old man had kept his money — he neither trusted nor patronized banks — was embedded in a thick party wall, and the new tenant found this receptacle very useful. His visits were irregular, so the neighbourhood noted. He employed no hands upon his estate. One old woman, brought some distance, probably from London by her accent, kept the house in order. Even her services were unexpectedly dispensed with after a while, and the new owner of Collett’s Folly seemed to manage very well without her. His visits were fleeting; he never spent more than one night at the farm.




  Then of a sudden it was noticed that the house was inhabited. A sulky-looking man was seen about the fields; smoke rose daily from the one chimney-pot the house possessed. Almost daily a visitor drove down from London, turned in at the narrow road which led to the Folly, stayed for an hour or two, and then went spinning back towards London. Sometimes it was the owner, sometimes his lieutenant. They never came together until the night when Verity Bell made her dramatic reappearance.




  Through the pelting rain Helder drove to his country house — himself at the wheel — Tiger Brown at his side. Neither man spoke during the journey. At two o’clock in the morning Helder slowed down the car as he came to the crossroads, turned into the lane and brought the machine to a standstill before the gloomy exterior of the farmhouse. At the sound of the car the door opened and a man came out. He disappeared and returned with the key of an outhouse; into this Helder guided the car.




  Inside the lofty livingroom a fire was burning, though it was June, and the two men, wet through and chilled, stood for a moment in silence before the grateful blaze, the third man watching them stolidly.




  “Our business will take us some time,” said Helder suddenly; have you got a change of clothes for Tiger?”




  He turned to the farm’s custodian as he asked the question, and the sulky man nodded. Helder went to his own room, pulled open a drawer which contained a complete change, dressed himself rapidly and came to the sittingroom, to find Tiger in the last stages of his toilet.




  They talked together in low tones, though the custodian of Collett’s Folly said little save to answer laconically the questions which were put to him. He was a small man, with a bushy grey beard and shaggy eyebrows which almost hid the keen eyes that glanced from one to the other with quick, almost birdlike, rapidity.




  “What is he doing now?” asked Helder.




  The bearded man shrugged his shoulders.




  “Foolishness,” he said. He was evidently a man who did not waste words.




  “What particular form of foolishness?” demanded Helder impatiently.




  The third man shook his shoulders again.




  “Just drawing and drinking,” he said. “Will you see him?”




  Helder nodded.




  Slipping a key from his pocket the little man led the way. Helder addressed him as Clinker. He mounted a flight of steps which brought the party to the balcony, opened the steel door which led to the strongroom, and stepped in. Helder followed.




  The room was lighted by a powerful oil lamp, which swung from the ceiling. It had been roughly furnished with a table and chair and truckle-bed.




  By the table sat a man in his shirt and trousers who half turned as the party entered. The table was covered with engraver’s tools and a half-finished plate was clamped on the drawing board before him.




  “Well, Maple?” greeted Helder.




  Tom Maple, straggling beard at this chin, smiled weakly and half rose.




  “Are you going to let me out?” he asked in a shaky voice. “I have done what you asked me to do; more than you asked, and I’m sick of this.”




  Helder patted him on the back.




  “I’ll let you out all right,” he said. “It’s your own fault you are here.”




  The prisoner had been ill; it did not require an experienced eye to discover the fact. His hands, save when he grasped his delicate tools, shook nervously. His weak mouth was all a-twitch. It seemed incredible that those hands, tremulous, unsteady, could have engraved the beautiful work upon the plate.




  Helder looked at it and shook his head.




  “You can cut that out,” he said, “we have done with the French and American bills; all Europe is on the lookout for them. We are going to have one last flutter and finish. Maple, you’ve got to do us English notes, and they’ve got to be the crowning effort of your life.”




  Maple thrust his hands into his pockets, and hunched himself in his chair. There was a new and strange determination in the underhung jaw, in the lines about his mouth. Helder saw it, and was a little apprehensive.




  “Look here, Maple,” he said, “you’re not going to turn squeamish; I thought you had got over that. For a man who has perpetrated some of the cleverest forgeries the world has ever known, you are a singularly uncertain quantity. You owe us a grudge for bringing you off and keeping you here; but I tell you that we have made your fortune. After all,” he went on, seeing the other made no sign, “you are doing no worse now than you did a few years ago.”




  He lit a cigar and paced the room leisurely, like a man who had plenty of time for reminiscences.




  “Six years ago,” he repeated thoughtfully; “they tell me you were one of the cleverest banknote engravers in Austria; that you could carry a design in your head and could put every line of an intricate design on paper — from memory… It was a hundred-kroner note you tried your hand with, was it not, Maple?” He asked the question carelessly, and Tom Maple shivered.




  “The Government just fired you,” Helder went on; “it did not want the scandal which a prosecution would have produced. And then you went into the French mint. Somebody recognized you there and you moved on. Where did Gold meet you?” he asked suddenly.




  The man in the chair preserved a sullen silence.




  “I suppose,” Helder continued, “it was on the principle of ‘set a thief to catch a thief’ that the wily Gold smelt you out. Set a forger to detect a forger, eh?”




  He laughed, and Maple looked up, his lips parted, showing his irregular teeth in an ugly grimace.




  “Don’t laugh, my friend,” he said. His voice was shaky. “You talk about a time when I had no responsibilities; I have got one now. I’m a criminal because I am” — his voice sank, he hesitated, then he flung up his head— “a drunkard, and you have played upon my vice. I know you,” he nodded his head slowly but menacingly at the other; “I know myself.”




  His head sunk on his breast. His hands were thrust deep into his pockets. He relapsed suddenly into silence.




  Helder and Tiger Brown exchanged a swift glance. As if by mutual impulse they looked at Clinker, but he shook his head in answer to some unspoken question.




  “Come, come,” said Helder ingratiatingly; “let us have a drink together and talk things over.”




  The other rose to his feet, shakily supporting himself with his hands on the table. Something had come to him, Helder observed, a dignity which he did not remember ever having seen before. Pitiable figure as he made, there was an unsuspected strength in his attitude.




  “I will have no drink,” he said quietly; “you don’t know what that means to me. Drink has become part of my life, as the air is to you, as the water is to fishes; but I’ve given it up, and I’m going to stay sober. I have reached the depths and I have started to climb.”




  Helder’s face went dark.




  “You’re not going to do what I ask?” he said shortly. “If you climb out of here, you climb into a prison cell. You’ve gone too far, Maple; we won’t have any of that folly. There is no clear road for penitence for you or for me. You’re in this thing with us, and you’ve got to stay in it till we all clear out.”




  Maple shook his head slowly.




  “I say you’re in it,” Helder repeated; “you’ve done work for us of your own free will; you’ve got to work now because I want you to. D’ye think,” he sneered, “that I’m going to turn you loose on the world to whine your penitence into the sympathetic ears of a Scotland Yard detective? I’m not such a fool as that. I value my liberty, my place in society, not a little.”




  “I’m finished,” muttered the other; “finished-finished.”




  “You’re not finished,” said Helder, “not by a long way. You’ve got to get into a normal state, whether it’s normal drunk or normal sober. See here,” he went on, laying his hand on the other man’s shoulder, “suppose it came to light that I was responsible for this flood of forgeries; do you know what it would mean? It would mean a lifetime spent in jail. It would mean that I should pass from the life I now live — a life of amiable men and pretty women and pleasant places — to a life which would be worse than death. And you don’t suppose for a minute that I would be content to surrender such an existence, or be content to go to jail in the hope that at the end I might gather the crumbs of life to eke out a miserable old age?”




  He laughed; the idea seemed to amuse him in a sinister way.




  “No, my friend, when I am detected I die quickly; painfully, perhaps, but the pain will be short enough. If I am prepared to kill myself, I am prepared to kill any man who stands between myself and the successful issue of this adventure. I have forged, lied and stolen, that I may achieve what I have; I am prepared to add murder to that if it need be, you understand?”




  Maple looked at him listlessly, shaking his head.




  “Do you understand?” repeated Helder. “If it becomes necessary I will kill you. I will shoot you like a dog before I shoot myself. You’ve got to get busy with those English notes. It has to be done quickly; at present the police are only concerning themselves with the American bills. In a month or so they may detect the French notes we have placed on the market.”




  A strange light came into Maple’s eyes.




  “They are on the market, are they?”




  He showed a quickening of interest. Helder nodded.




  “The first batch has gone. Now,” he said, with sudden cheeriness, “let us understand each other, Maple. You are going to do as I ask you?”




  Maple shrugged his shoulders with a feeble gesture of despair.




  “I suppose so,” he said; “I’ve — I’ve got responsibilities. I’ve a niece, Helder, unprovided for, worrying about me, and it rattles me.”




  Helder hid a smile with his hand. “She is provided for,” he said. “I have told you that before.”




  “But how — how?” demanded the other. “She is not the sort of girl who could accept money sent anonymously.”




  “She is provided for,” said Helder again.




  The man called Clinker held up a warning hand, signalling the party to silence.




  They stood listening.




  “There’s somebody coming up the road,” he said. “I’ll go down and see who it is.”




  He opened the door, and closed it behind him. They heard the big door of the house opened: there was a pause and it closed again. In a minute Clinker was back with a telegram in his hands.




  “There was a telegraph boy,” he said. “This is for you.”




  He handed it to Brown, and Brown opened it and read it.




  “What is it?” asked Helder.




  “They have arrested Schreiner in Paris whilst passing a thousand-franc note,” said Tiger Brown, and his voice was unsteady. They stood looking at one another: Brown’s face was working convulsively. Helder had turned pale. Clinker was supremely uninterested. He was too old a bird, too philosophical a rascal, to be distressed by threat of danger.




  But Maple’s face was alive with interest: his dull eyes were shining, his lips moved as though he were speaking.




  “Schreiner — arrested in Paris?” he said eagerly. “A thousand-franc note — was it one of mine?”




  Helder looked at him without speaking and nodded his head surlily.




  “Ha!” said Maple, and collapsed into a chair.




  Helder and Tiger Brown went speeding back to London with the dawn. They were an uncommunicative couple, neither man given to conversation so far as their illegal business was concerned. Nearing Waltham Cross, Brown spoke unexpectedly:




  “I can’t make out that Maple.”




  Helder was at the steering wheel; he looked straight ahead as he spoke.




  “I think I can,” he said. “He sees our finish, or thinks he does, but—” He said no more.




  Tiger waited for him to speak, and since he showed no inclination, made an attempt to discuss the matter which was near to him.




  “When you spoke of killing Maple,” he said slowly, “I guess you were putting a bluff on him.”




  “Bluff nothing,” said Helder, as he deftly turned the car to avoid a market cart. “I’d kill him or anybody else who I thought would betray me — or anybody else,” he repeated with emphasis.




  “I see,” said Tiger Brown.




  No further word was spoken.




  Helder dropped his companion in the City and went on to the garage where he kept his car. He handed his machine over to the mechanic and walked to Curzon Street.




  The net was closing upon him — he felt it. The Russian in prison, Schreiner in the hands of the French police, Maple ripe for rebellion — the signs were unhealthy. He had misjudged Maple; had counted too much upon his craving for liquor. He had kidnapped him with a twofold purpose, and the results had justified the means. For here was Verity Bell in London and Comstock Bell somewhere in the background hiding for reasons of his own.




  In a vague way he felt that the new relationship would be useful if the worst came to the worst.




  He walked into his study: there was a pile of correspondence awaiting him, for he was gaining in popularity, and invitations were coming faster than of yore. He winced a little at the thought of what might be if his plans miscarried.




  He turned them over quickly, one by one, analysing their contents by handwriting and postmark. At last he stopped: there was a letter in an unfamiliar hand.




  He opened it; it was from the editor of the Post Telegram.




  




  “Will you come and see us at once?” it read. “There has been a development in the Comstock Bell mystery, and as you have been able to supply us with some valuable information, you may help to elucidate the new development. We have reason to believe that Mrs Comstock Bell is dead.”




  




  Helder put the letter down and looked out of the window. He had thought that he could supply a solution to the mystery; now, it would seem, it had gone beyond his depth.
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  A taxi carried him to the office of the paper. The Editor had not arrived, but in anticipation of Helder’s coming, the young reporter, Jackson, was waiting.




  That cheerful journalist gave Helder a nod and a smile, and ushered him into a waiting-room.




  “What has happened?” asked Helder, as soon as he was seated.




  “I’m blessed if I know,” confessed the other. He strode up and down with his hands in his pockets, frankly baffled.




  “You know,” he said, “that after Comstock Bell had gone, and Mrs Comstock Bell had made her appearance in so startling a fashion, the whole resources of the paper were employed to discover her whereabouts. Although we received a letter written by Comstock Bell and addressed to us from Lucerne, we know for certain that Comstock Bell has not stayed in that city. We had another letter from Vienna.”




  “What sort of letter?” asked Helder.




  “The usual kind — typewritten, signed with a rubber stamp, and countersigned with the name of his wife. Well, we received this letter. Again it was from a fashionable hotel, and again our correspondent discovered that no such party had been staying at the place. We have been running, as you know, a cautious story concerning this mysterious happening. We have had our best men on the track of the couple without in any way getting up with them. The boat trains have been watched; the cross-Channel steamers also, and practically all over Europe there has been a string of correspondents, men who have an entrée which the ordinary private detective would not possess, and our efforts have been fruitless — until last night.”




  “What happened then?” asked Helder.




  “We employed a man to watch the Boulogne boats, and after the homeward-bound boat had left, he went for a little relaxation to the Casino. On the way he overtook a lady who was evidently in a hurry. She was going in his direction, and he thought that it was probable she, too, was going to the Casino. He took very little notice of her, till he saw that she was not turning into the place. He looked round in some surprise when he found she did not follow him, and by the light of the portico he recognized the woman he was sent to watch.




  “She hurried on, and took a short cut to the wooden jetty which runs to the sea.




  “He hesitated for some time as the whether he should follow her or not; but he knew she must come back the way she went. So he was content to wait on the shore end of the jetty.




  “He watched there for two or three hours, and as she showed no signs of returning, walked along till he came to the signal station. To his surprise she had disappeared. He was alone on the pier,” said Jackson impressively, and paused to watch the effect of his words.




  Helder nodded slowly.




  “And?” he said.




  “This morning,” Jackson went on, “we received a letter from Boulogne. It was signed by Comstock Bell and the girl, and was a protest against the continuance of what they termed ‘our persecution.’ Here is the letter.”




  He handed a paper to the other. Helder did not trouble to examine it; with a little nod he handed it back.




  “I think I understand,” he said. “Was anything seen of Comstock Bell?”




  “Nothing whatever. Our theory about the girl is that she is drowned,” said the reporter. “It was a fairly rough night, and there was no other way of returning safe by the jetty where our man stood.”




  Helder rose and looked out of the window.




  “Could you do me a favour?” he asked.




  “Anything in reason,” said the other with a smile. “We can do most things.”




  “Some weeks ago,” Helder said slowly, “a Russian was arrested and charged with being a suspected person.”




  “I remember the case,” said Jackson; “he went to prison for three months and was marked for deportation.”




  “That is so,” said the other quietly. “Now I think if I could see that man there is a possibility of my solving the mystery of Mrs Comstock Bell. Do you think you could get an order from the Home Secretary?”




  Jackson pursed his lips dubiously.




  “I doubt whether we could,” he said. “At any rate, I can try; as soon as the chief comes in we’ll see what can be done.”




  After a few words Helder left. He returned to his flat in Curzon Street. Gold was not in town, he learnt by telephone.




  “So much the better,” said Helder to himself, “I think that, if I am left alone, I can get myself out of a very bad hole.”




  With which reflection he went to his room and snatched the few hours’ sleep which was so badly needed.




  He was awakened at five o’clock in the afternoon by his man, who brought him a telegram. It was from the paper, and read:




  




  “INTERVIEW ARRANGED: YOUR RUSSIAN IS IN CHELMSFORD GAOL. COME OFFICE FOR HOME SECRETARY’S ORDER.”




  




  Jackson had gone by the time he reached the newspaper office, but the editor was there to see him, and he handed him the authority, motioning him to a seat.




  “I am not a curious man,” said the editor; “but I am piqued into speculating as to what is the object of your visit to this prisoner. Do you connect Comstock Bell with those wholesale forgeries?”




  Helder nodded gravely.




  “I do,” he said.




  In a few word he told the story of the Cercle du Crime, and of Comstock Bell’s association with that club.




  “H’m,” said the editor, when he had finished, “I’d heard about it. It seems a pretty average kind of folly; I have known young people do things almost as foolish and more criminal. You say that the man Willetts was betrayed by Bell?”




  “I know it,” said the other. “Willetts was deliberately and traitorously handed over to the police by Bell to save himself.”




  “What is your theory about his present disappearance?” the editor asked, eyeing him keenly.




  Helder hesitated. Though this matter had been in his mind day and night for months, he had not, strange as it may seem, formulated any scheme by which he might throw suspicion on Bell. It was easy enough to cite the disappearance of the American, and by shake of head, hint, and innuendo, suggest his association with the unknown criminals. It was another matter to give chapter and verse.




  “I can say nothing at present,” he said. “My own view is that he married this girl because he needed a tool whose mouth would be closed against him in the event of his detection. I believe that at the present moment he is engaged in a last despairing attempt—”




  “Excuse me!” the editor interrupted him; “but we know that Comstock Bell is a rich man.”




  A practical, sober man, this editor, with little romance in his composition, and with a keen appreciation of possibilities.




  “He was not only rich before, but he is richer now.”




  “Now!” repeated Helder wonderingly.




  The editor nodded.




  “Yes,” he said. “His mother, who had been in delicate health for some time, died last week. There was a paragraph about it in most of the papers. She left him the whole of her private fortune. He was already rich; he must be almost a millionaire now. It’s a curious business,” he said, “without any motive.”




  “There was no motive for this extraordinary marriage,” said Helder quickly.




  “There is always a motive for marriage,” the editor said tersely.




  “If we were to seek for adequate reasons why A marries B we should fill this paper with more mysteries in one day than the average journal will contain in a year. I repeat, there is no motive, no reason in the world why Comstock Bell should be engaged in forgeries. However,” he smiled and held out his hand, “your Russian may tell you things. Good bye.”




  Helder spent the evening at a theatre. He left by an early morning train for Chelmsford. At nine o’clock he drove up to the grim building and was ushered in to the Governor’s office.




  Colonel Speyer, a greybearded man, received him.




  “You want to see our Russian, do you?” he said. “Oh, yes, he’s the only Russian we’ve got, and he’s rather a nuisance. You see, nobody speaks his language, and we have to get a man in two or three times a week to find out if there is anything wrong with him, and to explain the rules of the prison to him.”




  “Pardon me,” said Helder, as the Governor was leading the way out of the office, “how does it come that this man is in a place like Chelmsford? I thought prisons like these were specially reserved for local delinquents?”




  “We have all sorts of people here,” he replied. “It is one of the prisons in which long-service prisoners serve their probation, before going to Portland or Dartmoor. We have all sorts of fellows here. Perhaps, after you have had your interview with the man — by the way, you speak Russian?” he asked quickly.




  Helder nodded, and the Governor looked dubious.




  “I suppose I ought to have somebody present who can understand you,” he said, and glanced down at the Home Secretary’s order; “but I can trust you not to violate the rules,” and gave him a brief summary of the things he might not ask and the subjects he might not discuss. He led the way to a bare room, which contained a long deal table, scrubbed to a dazzling whiteness. A few minutes later the Russian entered. He was dressed in the hideous khaki of prison uniform, and his small eyes twinkled pleasantly when he saw his erstwhile employer before him.




  He sat at one end of the table, and Helder at the other, and between them sat two warders, unemotional men, apparently bored.




  Helder noticed as he spoke that they were both industriously writing whilst the conversation continued. He thought they were probably making up their accounts, and he wondered somewhat as to the interior economy of a prison, what the duties of the warders were, and in what manner they found recreation.




  His interview was not a long one: it was long enough for him to warn the Russian as to the necessity for silence. He promised him a handsome competence upon his release. As the talk progressed, he found there was no danger to be apprehended from this man; when he rose, at least that doubt had disappeared from his mind.




  He found the Governor outside waiting for him.




  “Would you like to see the prison?” asked the authority.




  He was very proud of his charge: proud of the discipline, the cleanliness, and the order of the convict establishment.




  “I shall be delighted,” said Helder.




  He had wondered if he would have any difficulty in securing the permission which was so readily granted. He followed the Governor through the great hall, where tier after tier of cells rose from the ground to the glass roof. Polished steel balconies ran round three sides of the building, and between each floor a great wire net was stretched.




  “We had to have that,” said the Governor. “There were one or two attempts at suicide recently.”




  He was shown into a cell; the door was, at his request, closed on him. He had a morbid desire to realize what imprisonment meant, but he was glad to hear the snick of the lock when the door was opened again.




  “The prisoners are exercising,” said the Governor. He led the way through into a yard; showed him the tragic little execution shed, the graves of murderers under the wall, their initials chiselled in stone marking their resting place.




  A batch of prisoners were at exercise, marching round three flagged circles. Helder watched them as they passed. They were old and young; some of them, indifferent to his scrutiny, returning his glance insolently. Others there were who half turned their heads as they came abreast of him; one such was a tall man, taller by far than any who walked in the rings. Something about his stride was strangely familiar to Helder, and he watched him, he watched his back, kept his eyes fixed on him as he swung round in a circle and again approached; then he strangled the exclamation which rose to his lips, for he had seen the man’s face.




  It was Comstock Bell!




  “What is the matter?” asked the Governor quickly.




  “That man — that tall man, who is he?”




  “That,” said the Governor, “that is Willetts, the forger!”
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  Helder went back to London, his head in a whirl. He had often suspected Comstock Bell’s secret, now he had no difficulty in filling in gaps.




  Comstock Bell and Willetts were one and the same. Willetts was probably dead, and to avoid scandal Bell had assumed his name and lived a double life, and had voluntarily surrendered himself to punishment under his assumed name.




  It explained many things that previously had been inexplicable. Comstock Bell had used his influence to secure the absence from England of both Gold and himself during the trial. That was apparent now.




  A sudden thought made him frown. Comstock Bell knew enough to pull the strings in America, he knew the full measure of Helder’s guilt. If it meant anything, it meant that the days of the international forgers were numbered. Willetts had been sentenced to twelve months’ imprisonment; under the system which existed he would only serve nine months of that sentence, and would then be released. And Comstock Bell released was the greatest danger confronting the forgers.




  A wire brought Tiger Brown to Curzon Street, and in as few words as possible Helder explained the situation.




  “Now we know why Comstock Bell married,” he said, “the mystery of the bandaged hand is a mystery no longer. Comstock Bell suddenly stopped writing letters and took to the typewriter, so that an agent could carry on his correspondence during his absence. He had to find an agent who could be trusted; he married Verity Maple with that object, and it is Verity Maple who had been writing the letters from various parts of Europe, making flying journeys to this place and that, possibly spending only a few hours in a hotel, lunching and seizing the opportunity to take away with her a sheet or two of the hotel stationery.”




  `”It seems pretty woolly to me,” said Tiger Brown. He was not a man of any great imagination. “Why should Bell volunteer for jail? That is the sort of foolishness that gets me.”




  Helder did not reply immediately. He understood better than his confederate the terrible tyranny of a conscience. He knew the fear that pursues and never relinquishes, that haunting dread of detection which drives sensitive men mad and weak men to drink.




  And then there was Comstock Bell’s mother. Helder knew something of the invalid woman in New England, proud of her son, and inordinately proud of the honour of her house. She was the determining factor, he was certain.




  “It does not seem foolish to me,” he said slowly. “We have got to make capital out of this, Tiger; we’ve two powerful weapons in our hands.”




  “They are?” questioned the other.




  “We know Bell’s secret; we hold Tom Maple. We have a league against husband and wife, and it’s up to us to use our fortune to the best advantage.”




  He had, indeed, two powerful levers. Whilst Comstock Bell was in prison, he had, moreover, a certain amount of liberty. He could move freely without any fear that Comstock Bell would put his knowledge to use to his discomfort.




  There remained Gold. Helder made a mistake about Gold. Familiarity with the little man had bred contempt for his ability. He underestimated him. This was not to be wondered at, because Gold had not shown the superlative qualities of the ideal detective. Twice Helder had come into conflict with him, and twice the detective had been easily worsted.




  He was in no sense apprehensive two days later when he received a polite note from the Embassy detective asking him to call at the Savoy. Gold had returned to London, so the note said, and when Helder reached the self-contained little suite, Gold’s baggage was still in the hall with Paris labels fresh upon it.




  The detective looked up as the other entered.




  “Sit down, will you, Helder?” he said.




  He himself rose, went to the door, closed it and remained standing throughout the interview.




  He seemed at a loss for an opening. Ever a sign of weakness, thought Helder, watching with amusement the embarrassment of the other.




  “I’ve asked you to call,” Gold began slowly, “and I’m going to be frank with you.”




  “When a man says he’s going to be frank,” said his guest calmly, “it means he is going to be offensive.”




  Gold nodded.




  “I am going to be offensive,” he said: “but you’ve got to hear me through.”




  He walked up and down the little apartment speaking jerkily.




  “For twelve months,” he said, “I have been on the track of the band of forgers who have been circulating spurious currency.”




  “That much I have gathered,” said the other dryly; “you have also done me the honour to suggest that I am not without some guilty knowledge in respect of those forgers.”




  “I have done more than suggest,” said Gold coldly; “I have accused.” He looked at the smiling man lying back in the lounge chair. “I know,” he said, “that you are in this; I know, too, that in your recent exploits in the realms of high finance,” he smiled crookedly, “you have had the assistance of Tom Maple.”




  Gold was going too near the truth for Helder’s comfort. Nevertheless, he made a fine show of indifference.




  “You amuse me,” he said.




  “Maple,” continued Gold, “forged the French money. I have proof of this. I have brought you here, Helder, to tell you that either you go right out of this business and quick, or there’s going to be the biggest Anglo-American scandal that this little village has ever known.”




  Helder laughed.




  “I would like to humour you,” he said pleasantly. “If I possessed sufficient histrionic ability I would fall on my knees before you and confess my gilt, and place myself over in the hands of the prosecution. I would like to do this,” he drawled: “I feel that it would be consistent with the spirit of melodrama in which your investigations are being made.”




  He rose and took up his hat and gloves.




  “Unfortunately,” he went on, “I cannot oblige you. You have made the most outrageous charges against me,” he waved his hand with a fine show of indifference; “I can afford to ignore that. I realize that you’re a little baffled, naturally,” he said in a mingled tone of sympathy and patronage. “Your work is to find out the criminal and, failing that, you have got to put up some sort of bluff, to tell some probable story. I know I’m not persona grata with your boss, and I suppose he will easily swallow the story that, so far from being a fairly innocent broker, I am the bold, bad leader of an international gang of forgers.” He laughed again. “A very fine story,” he said; “you ought to have written books, Gold; you know as well as I that Comstock Bell is the villain of the piece.”




  There had come a soft knock on the door. Neither man noticed it. Gold was too intent upon watching the other. The detective was not angry, not even annoyed. He was keenly enjoying the study of this man, who he had no doubt was a criminal and who could, in the face of such deadly peril, assume so nonchalant an attitude.




  “Comstock Bell,” Helder went on, “is the forger, as you know.”




  “I would as soon say that Cornelius Helder was an outrageous liar,” said a pleasant voice behind him.




  The men turned. A woman stood in the doorway, tall and graceful, perfectly gowned. Her presence brought a faint aroma into the smoking-room, the scarcely definable fragrance of rare old flowers.




  Helder’s face went dusky red, but he did not drop his insolent gaze before the laughing grey eyes of the woman into the doorway.




  “May I sit down?” she asked languidly.




  Gold brought forward a chair and closed the door behind her.




  “I am sorry,” she said, “I have interrupted a character sketch at its most interesting stage.”




  She took from her gold bag a little green bottle of smelling salts and sniffed it languidly.




  There was an ugly smile on Helder’s face.




  “I can quite understand your point of view, Mrs Granger Collak,” he said. “I might suggest that it is not customary in good society to give a man the lie to his face, though,” he smiled again, “it is such a long time since you were — shall I say in the swim — ?”




  Gold started then, having little fear but that Mrs Granger Collak could hold her own against the man. He decided to let her deal with him as she thought best. Her advent was unexpected; he had had a vague idea that she was in France. He wondered what business had brought her to him.




  “Yes,” said the woman sweetly, “it is quite a long time since I was — in the swim. You were still paddling on the edge in those days,” she smiled; “but I was ‘in the swim,’ as you so well express it, long enough to know Comstock Bell, and I know him for a very charming gentleman, the soul of honour, a generous man.”




  “I do not question his generosity,” said Helder significantly; “perhaps you are in a better position to speak on that point than I.”




  There was no mistaking his meaning.




  Mrs Granger Collak took a gold case from her bag, opened it and lit the cigarette she extracted. She lay back in her chair, watching the other with half-closed smiling eyes.




  “Yes,” she said, as she flicked the match into the fire, “Mr Comstock Bell has been very generous to me, most generous in his judgement.”




  “The soul of honour, I think, was your phrase?” said Helder.




  She inclined her head. “That was my phrase,” she said calmly.




  “I suppose, Mrs Granger Collak, you are almost an authority on what constitutes honourable dealings?”




  “Quite,” she said, “I have had to deal with dishonourable people and myself have done dishonourable things. That is what you mean, is it not?”




  She smiled again, and he was nonplussed by the directness of the attack.




  “But I have never traduced man or woman, lied about them, or sought to injure them.”




  “That I know,” said Helder, with mock humility; “rumour credits you with being — shall I say, kind?”




  “You may say what you wish; I only repeat that the man or woman who accuses Comstock Bell of being a forger is either a great fool or a great liar,” she added pointedly.




  She stopped suddenly and frowned. “I wonder,” she said, looking at Gold. She took from her bag a purse, and from that a newspaper cutting, which she handed him without a word.




  “Did you insert this?” she asked; “it was about this that I came to see you.”




  Gold nodded.




  “It is very curious that I should have seen it,” she said. “it was in an Italian paper. Most of us want thousand-franc notes,” she smiled; “but we do not advertise for them.”




  It was now Helder’s turn to sit forward. Who had advertised for a thousand-franc note? Gold would have willingly dispensed with his presence, but it was too late now.




  “May I see that cutting?” Helder asked quickly.




  Gold handed him the slip of paper. It was in Italian and English, and French and asked that the holders of the thousand-franc banknotes numbered 687642-687653 should communicate with the French police or with Wentworth Gold.




  Helder read it with gathering apprehension.




  He did not understand it. There was something ominous in that announcement.




  “What are the particular qualities of these notes?” he asked.




  Mrs Granger Collak ignored him. From the open purse she extracted a folded banknote, and handed it to Gold.




  “Here is one,” she said. “I found it amongst my belongings; is it genuine?”




  Gold took it, and with his forefinger and thumb snapped it scientifically. He turned it over and looked at the back.




  “I am sorry to say this is a forgery,” he said; “but I am willing to refund you its face value.”




  He tried to speak steadily, but his voice was shaking with excitement.




  Helder, watching him, grew more alarmed. He guessed rather than knew that this was one of the forged banknotes he had put in circulation, but in what manner did one differ from another? There were two thousand of these notes in circulation somewhere. He knew Gold well enough to understand that, whatever the secret was, it would not be revealed to him. He was too intent upon the problem to desire an further exchanges with Mrs Granger Collak, and he rose from the chair into which he had sunk when Mr Granger Collak had seated herself, and gathered up his hat and gloves.




  “I will see you again on that matter, Gold,” he said.




  The detective nodded brusquely. There was a light of triumph in his eye; he was more cheerful than Helder ever remembered having seen him.




  “Goodbye, Mrs Granger Collak,” he said, and offered his hand.




  She looked at him with that tantalizing smile of hers, but did not take it.




  “Goodbye,” she said, “you must come and see me — when I am ‘in the swim’ again.”




  “Must I wait so long?” he asked. It was a crude rejoinder, and he knew it, but he could think of nothing better to say.




  




  “Now, Tiger, I want you to favour me with your memory,” said Helder.




  He and his assistant had met in Hyde Park. They were walking slowly in the direction of Kensington Gardens, where the loungers are few.




  “I want you,” continued Helder, “to remember the circumstances in which those French notes were printed.”




  “I remember that all right,” said Tiger, and gave him a perfect account of the circumstances, so many on one day and so many on another.




  “Did any other person handle them but yourself?”




  Tiger shook his head




  “I took them straight from the machine,” he said, “and sent them away.”




  “Could anybody have got at them?”




  “No, impossible.”




  “No other person touched any of them,” persisted Helder.




  Tiger Brown hesitated. “Except,” he said, “a few that I took to Maple. Don’t you remember, he asked to be allowed to see them after they were printed, in order that he might test the ink?”




  “I see,” said Helder thoughtfully. “So he had some, did he? Was he left alone with them?”




  “Yes, he was left to carry out his tests.”




  “They were collected afterwards?”




  “Yes, I collected them myself and they were put into circulation. In fact, to make absolutely sure, they were the notes which I sent out with the first consignment; for I thought if they had passed Maple’s test they would pass anything.”




  “How many notes were there?” asked Helder suddenly.




  “Twelve,” said the other.




  Helder uttered an oath. “The same number of notes that are being advertised for,” he muttered; “if Maple has played any tricks on us, by God—” He did not finish.




  If trick it was, what could it be? He thought deeply. There must be some explanation for Gold’s joy at receiving the note. Gold had behaved like a man into whose hands had been placed the key of the situation. And in all probability each of those banknotes for which he had advertised contained the key.




  Sitting down at his desk, he wrote very quickly a dozen wires. They were addressed to various parts of the Continent and to America, and were in code, the simple code which the forger’s syndicate employed. When he had finished, he handed them to Tiger Brown.




  “Get them away at once,” he instructed, “and meet me in an hour’s time. I will pick you up outside the Manor House entrance to Finsbury Park.”




  At the appointed time his big car drew up at the park gates, and Brown sprang in. It was dark by the time they reached the private road which led to the farm.




  Gold, left alone with Mrs Granger Collak, had lost no time. He told her in a few words the story of Comstock Bell’s disappearance. She had heard about it, all Europe had; but she did not know that an attempt was being made to associate him with the forgeries.




  Gold made few mistakes when dealing with individuals. He knew he could trust this woman of whose loyalty to Comstock Bell he was assured. He smoothed the notes on the table before him, and lit a little gas stove. Then he rang the bell. When his man appeared he ordered him to bring a jug of milk. After the man had gone Gold took a little reading-glass and showed Mrs Granger Collak the minute writing on the back of the note. She read it.




  “Milk?” she said, bewildered. “What has milk to do with it?”




  “I think I understand,” said Gold.




  He took the jug, laid the note in a saucer, and covered it with the white fluid. Then he lifted it out, shaking off the superfluous drops which clung to it, and held it before the gas-fire to dry.




  She sat in silence watching him, and at last he stood up, the note in the palm of his hand. His eyes shone with excitement.




  “Well” she said.




  Written across the back of the note was line after line of writing, which the milk and heat had revealed.




  They read the message together, then Gold reached for his telephone.




  “It is very simple,” he said, as they stood downstairs waiting for the car which would bring the Scotland Yard men. “It is a well-known kind of secret writing. Moisten the pen with your lips, write your message; it will be invisible till milk and warmth reveal it. I present you with that trick.”




  




  Helder had reached the farm and knocked. As a rule the door opened quickly, but on this occasion there was some delay before the sound of bolts rattling their sockets indicated life on the inside of the depressing door. It opened cautiously and Helder slipped in.




  The man Clinker explained the delay.




  “Maple’s ill,” he said laconically.




  “He’ll be worse before I’ve finished with him,” said Helder.




  He made his way straight to the strongroom. Maple was lying on the bed, half dressed. His face was white and drawn, his eyes sunken, his lips tinted an unhealthy blue. He opened his eyes as Helder entered but did not address him.




  Glowering down on the sick man, Helder realized that he had not a long time to live.




  “How long has he been like this?” he asked.




  “Yesterday,” said the man. “They always go like this if they’re used to hard drinking and stop suddenly.”




  Helder sat on the side of the bed, his hands in his pockets, his head bent forward as he looked from under his eyebrows at the dying man.




  “Maple,” he said brusquely, “do you remember that batch of French notes that were given to you?”




  Maple’s head moved feebly.




  “You do?” said Helder. “What did you do to those notes?”




  Maple closed his eyes with a weary gesture as though the subject had no further interest for him.




  “What did you do with them?” repeated Helder. “Speak!”




  He grasped the bony shoulder of the sick man and shook him savagely.




  “I have got to know, d’ye hear,” he hissed. “I’ve got to know how I stand. What did you do to those notes?”




  Tom Maple’s lips formed the word “Nothing,” but the set of his jaw showed Helder that this was a last act of defiance.




  “What did you do with them?” he persisted. “Do you hear, Maple, what did you do with them? I tell you I’m not going to leave you until you answer me. You monkeyed with those bills.”




  Again he shook the man with all his strength. His teeth chattered and in very weakness the tears rolled down his cheeks, but, dying as he was, he clenched his jaw tighter.




  “I—” began Helder, white with rage; then Tiger Brown, a silent spectator of the scene, grasped his arm.




  “There’s a car coming down the drive,” he whispered.




  They listened. They could hear the “chuff-chuff” of the engine.




  “Get downstairs, get downstairs quickly?” said Brown.




  Closing the door of the sick man’s room behind them, they made their way to the high-ceilinged livingroom and crept to the door. They heard the car stop. Somebody approached the door and knocked, loudly and authoritatively.




  Helder laid his finger on his lips to enjoin silence. Again there came a knock, and the three men in the room looked at one another.




  Then a deep, clear voice spoke on the other side of the door.




  “Open — in the King’s name!” it said.




  Brown’s face went livid.




  “The police!” he gasped, and looked round for some way of escape.




  Helder did not lose his nerve. The car had been housed in a little shed at the rear of the building. He led the way swiftly across the tiled floor of the kitchen to the rear of the premises. He took a cautious survey from the bay window. There was nobody in sight. He unbolted the door and stepped out, the two men following. They gained the shed.




  “Jump in!” said Helder.




  He knew the noise of the engines would attract the police, but that had to be risked.




  He slipped a big silk handkerchief from his pocket, and tied it round his face, so that only the space between his hat and his eyes was visible.




  The car jerked forward over the uneven surface of the yard and gained the road. He saw two men running out from the house, but he had the start, and unless the road was guarded at the other end he would have no difficulty in reaching London. He did not doubt but that sufficient evidence existed to identify him with the gang, but he was playing his last desperate card, and fortune was with him to an extraordinary extent.




  XIX. Willetts
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  Gold had seen the car vanish. He had not had time to elaborate preparations which would preclude all chances of Helder’s escape.




  “He can wait,” he said, and addressed himself to the task of entering the building.




  While he was examining the front door, he realized that the fugitives must have left some other ingress open, and he and the two Scotland Yard men made their way to the back of the building. The door through which Helder had passed was ajar; Gold ran in. The simple arrangement of the interior made a search no difficult matter. The door of Maple’s prison had not been secured, and Gold made his way to the bedside of the forger.




  It did not need a medical training to know that Tom Maple was in a bad way, and Gold’s first business was to send for a doctor. The sick man lay tossing to and fro on his pillow, muttering incoherently. Gold made a quick search of the apartment. He found a number of unfinished plates, damning evidence of the use to which the house had been put. He had finished his search when the detective he had despatched returned with the doctor.




  “I’m afraid we shan’t be able to get him away,” said the surgeon after a brief examination; “his heart is all wrong, and there are probably other complications which I am not now able to discover.”




  Gold looked at his watch.




  “I’m expecting his niece,” he said; “I left word for her. By luck I got into communication just before I left town and I wired her to come here. Where is the nearest post office?”




  “There is one at Royston,” said the doctor; “your car will get you there in twenty minutes.”




  There was no time to be lost; he must communicate at once with the police and secure the arrest of Helder. He had sufficient evidence now.




  He sat down to a little table in the room below, and wrote rapidly. He was in the midst of his message when one of the detectives came in.




  “It’s Mrs Bell, I expect,” said Gold.




  He left the half-written message on the table and went out; but it was a man who sprang from the car, a tall man, whose walk was strangely familiar to Gold.




  “Bell!” he gasped.




  Without a word Comstock Bell strode into the house. In the light thrown by a hanging lamp his face was pale and drawn.




  “Where’s my wife?” he asked.




  “I’m expecting her,” said Gold, in surprise.




  A shadow of alarm passed over the young man’s face.




  “Where have you — ?” began Gold.




  “I will tell you later,” said the other hurriedly. “I passed my wife’s car four miles on the road; it had broken down and the chauffeur told me she must have gone on here. Could she have missed the way?”




  Gold shook his head.




  “I don’t think it’s possible. She may have gone back to London. I will send this message off by one of the men and go back to town with you in your car.”




  “Where’s Maple?” asked Comstock Bell.




  “He’s upstairs,” answered the other gravely.




  “Is he dead?” Comstock Bell’s voice was sharp, his face went suddenly hard.




  “No, he’s not dead,” said Gold; “but I’m afraid he won’t last long.”




  “Is he conscious?”




  The doctor was coming downstairs as he spoke, and overheard the question.




  “He’s conscious now,” he said; “but he ought not be worried.”




  Comstock Bell hesitated.




  “This is a matter which affects my whole life,” he said. “Suppose he were not worried, is it possible to save him?”




  The doctor shook his head.




  “Then I must speak to him,” said Comstock Bell decidedly. “Come with me!”




  The three men went upstairs together. Maple lay in his bed, propped up on the pillows. He smiled feebly at Gold, who was the first to enter, but as the tall form of Comstock Bell came through the doorway his eyes widened and his lips trembled in apprehension.




  “Comstock Bell?” he whispered.




  The other nodded and, walking slowly to the side of the bed, sat down and laid his hands gently on the thin wrists of the other.




  “Where have you come from?” he asked Maple in a weak voice.




  Comstock Bell hesitated, then he said slowly:




  “I have just come form prison.”




  “Prison?” whispered the other.




  Comstock Bell nodded. There was a deathly silence in the room. Gold realized the affairs had reached the great crisis in Comstock Bell’s life. He watched the tall young man, his lean face softened with compassion as he leant forward over the bed.




  “From prison,” he repeated. “Years ago there was a forgery committed in Paris. Two students were involved, one committed the forgery and passed the note, the other was unaware that his friend had taken such a desperate step. They had discussed the forgery as a great joke; both were known to be concerned in the plot, and when the crime was detected both men left the country. For some time their identities were confused.”




  Tom Maple lay staring at the ceiling, his lips framing the words he could not speak.




  “A few months ago,” Comstock Bell went on, “I, who was the innocent member of the little confederacy, gave myself up to the police for the crime, because I was sick with apprehension, and because I knew that the police were again searching for Willetts. In Willetts’ name I was condemned and sentenced.”




  “And Willetts is dead,” said Gold. “Why did you do such a mad thing?”




  “Willetts is alive,” said Comstock Bell.




  The man on the bed smiled faintly.




  “Yes,” he said in a low voice, “he is alive — I am Willetts.”




  He turned over on his side and continued as though speaking to himself; they had some difficulty in hearing him, for at times his voice sank till it was but a whisper.




  “I am Willetts,” he went on, “poor Tom Willetts; Willetts,” he whispered wonderingly, “I thought I should never hear that name again.”




  He was silent for a long time, so long that they thought he had fallen asleep, and the doctor leant over him, touching his face gently.




  “He is dead,” said the doctor.




  




  An hour later Comstock Bell and Gold were on their way to London. There were mutual explanations.




  “I left Chelmsford this morning,” said Comstock Bell. “I received the remission of my sentence as a result of the action of the French police — it was Lecomte’s doing, and I went straight on to Southend, which my wife had made her headquarters.”




  Gold was a little puzzled and showed it, and Comstock Bell explained briefly.




  “When I had decided that I should expiate the crime of which I was accused, I looked about for an agent who I could trust. I decided to marry. My plan was to keep my imprisonment secret. To this end I bought a tugboat and had it fitted. My object was to allow my agent to pass unobserved to and from London, which was necessary for many reasons. The day I left England on my honeymoon I went no farther than Boulogne; my tug carried me back to a seaside resort, and from thence my wife and I journeyed to London. That night I surrendered. By a piece of ill-fortune my wife was seen at my house. She had gone there to find a rubber stamp with my name which I had foolishly left behind.”




  “I understand now,” said Gold. Rapidly he reviewed the details of Verity Bell’s reappearance in the light of her husband’s explanation.




  “The day of my release was made know to my wife,” Comstock Bell went on, “and it was arranged that she should wait for me at Southend. You knew she was there?”




  Gold nodded.




  “I knew she was there; I did not know it was her headquarters.”




  “To my surprise,” said Comstock Bell, “she was not awaiting me. It was there I found your wire telling her to go to the house on the Cambridge Road.”




  “There is only one thing to do,” said Gold, “you can safely leave the London end to the police; let us get back to your tug; your wife may have returned.”




  Comstock Bell hesitated.




  “She may have gone back to see you,” he said.




  “In that case she is safe,” said Gold. “Fortunately, we have not gone far out of our way; we can turn off at the next village. From this side of Waltham Cross there is a direct road to Southend.”




  They had no difficulty in finding the way. The tug was moored some distance from the shore, and at that time of night it would have been no easy task to find a waterman to row them out. But near the pierhead, Lauder, the skipper of the tug, was waiting for them.




  His news was not reassuring. Mrs Comstock Bell had not returned.




  “But if you come to the tug, sir, he said, “I think I have information for you which will be helpful.”




  They rowed out to the Seabreaker.




  “It’s about this Mr Helder,” said the skipper. “I have an idea that he may have something to do with the lady’s disappearance.”




  They were seated in the little saloon, which bore traces of a woman’s hand, for these two saloons had been Mrs Comstock Bell’s home.




  “Going up and down the river as I have been doing frequently,” said the skipper, “there’s very little in the way of new buildings which have escaped me. Three months ago a new boathouse was built on the Essex shore, between Tilbury and Barking. I thought it was a rum place for a pleasure craft.”




  “A pleasure craft?” said Gold quickly.




  The skipper nodded.




  “Yes,” he said, “one of the finest motorboats I have ever seen, and a seagoing one at that. I saw the makers doing their trials. Since then she has been on the slips and not once have I seen her in the water. Every day a man comes to look her over, and from what my son picked up from the attendant, one day when we were lying off the boathouse, waiting for your lady, she’s got spirit and provision enough to take her a ten days’ voyage.”




  “It’s strange,” said Gold.




  He looked at Comstock Bell and saw that the young man was impressed.




  “After all,” Gold went on thoughtfully, “it’s a way out of London which Helder would think of; it would be worth the money in case of emergency, and likely as not Helder will try it.”




  “I think it is Mr Helder,” put in Lauder; “at any rate, the man who looked after the boat told my boy it was an American gentleman.”




  “The best thing we can do,” said Comstock Bell, “is to go up the river to this mysterious boathouse. We can lose nothing. We can spare a man to watch it if the boat has not gone and can resume our journey to London.”




  Gold nodded, and the Captain went forth to his little bridge. In a few minutes the Seabreaker was under way, steaming up the river against the tide. The night was a dark one; they passed three big steamers coming down on the ebb. There was no sign of the motorboat till they had left Tilbury behind.




  Then Lauder’s voice rang out sharply, and suddenly the tug listed to starboard as she swung round.




  “There goes something!” shouted the captain from the bridge.




  Abreast of them and running at full speed, her engines buzzing noisily, a long, lean motorboat slipped past, between the tug and the Essex shore.




  Her little aft cabin was ablaze with lights, and then of a sudden these were extinguished.




  “She’s going a bit too fast for me,” said the captain; “but I’ll overtake her when she reaches rough water.”




  Bell strained his eyes towards the little black hull. Dark as it was, the foam of her wake was visible. The tug’s engines were now spinning at full speed and the distance between the two vessels was maintained.




  “It may not be her,” said Gold; “but we must risk that. It is certainly a mysterious craft which tries to slip from the Thames with her lights out.”




  In the darkness the skipper grinned.




  “I have done the same pretty often recently,” he said.




  “I think—” said Comstock Bell; then suddenly across the water from the boat ahead came a shrill scream, then another.




  The cabin of the boat was suddenly illuminated and silhouetted between the light and the watchers were two figures standing on the stern of the boat.




  Comstock Bell clearly saw a man and a woman. In a moment they parted as one slipped from the boat into the dark water.




  “It is the woman!” he whispered hoarsely.




  XX. Helder Slips to Sea
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  In a deserted part of the Cambridge road, Helder, flying from justice, had come upon a car which had broken down. It lay in such a position that it was necessary to slow down to pass it.




  A woman sat on the bank reading. The chauffeur had apparently gone to the nearest town for assistance.




  Even in that moment of peril Helder was not so engrossed that he could pass any woman without the scrutiny which was habitual in him. She raised her head as the car came abreast; Helder’s foot went to the brake and the machine stopped with a jar.




  “Mrs Comstock Bell, I believe?” he said.




  She faced him fearlessly, complete mistress of herself though not of the situation, for Helder was a primitive man in such moments as these.




  “I shall trouble you to come along with me,” he said.




  She made no reply; she knew it was useless to argue with the man, but she threw a quick glance along the darkening road. There was nobody in sight and she realized her danger.




  Helder stepped aside and opened the door of the tonneau invitingly, but there was a threat in the invitation.




  “I’m not going,” she said resolutely.




  She wanted to parley, to gain time; but in that moment of crisis she could think of nothing to say, and Helder was alive to the danger of delay.




  “Get in,” he said roughly.




  She shrank back; he caught her arm and half lifted her into the car.




  “If you scream,” he said, turning from his driver’s seat, “I will kill you, do you understand that? Put up the hood.” He addressed Tiger Brown sharply.




  They had strapped the hoot taut when the lights of another car came into sight over the crest of the hill, a mile away.




  “Get one on each side of her, and hold her hands,” said Helder; “if she screams, stop her.”




  Brown hesitated. There was an ugly look in his face which Helder rightly interpreted. Out of the pocket of his white dustcoat he slipped a revolver.




  “You’re not going to spoil my game,” he said, “d’ye hear? You monkey with me and it’s hell for you.”




  There was something that was almost inhuman in his rage-distorted voice, and Tiger sank down in the seat with a gasp.




  They passed the other car at full speed. It was night when they reached London. They slipped through the busy streets ablaze with lights at what seemed to the driver a snail’s pace, but which was all too quick for the silent captive. Helder avoided the more populous districts, skirting the suburbs, and bore steadily east till they reached the marshland of Essex, and London was only a glow of warm light in the sky.




  Helder had formed his plan as he went. He had made careful preparation for such an emergency. Throughout England, in unlikely places, he had rented or bought cottages. He knew the value of a fixed abode, and the danger which awaited the criminal whose idea of safety lay in moving quickly from place to place.




  Ten miles out of Barking there is a deserted stretch of flat country, bordering the river. An insalubrious factory or two, an aviation ground, and the storage wharf of a coal factor completed the habitations on the river front.




  It was to the coal wharf that Helder directed his car. He seemed to know the road very well.




  “We’ll get out here,” he said suddenly.




  There was no house in sight; they seemed to be the only creatures alive in the damp and dismal neighbourhood. Ahead of them the girl could see the orderly mounds of coal which stood stacked up upon concrete foundations; she guessed rather than saw the wooden fence which marked the limits of the factor’s holding. For one wild, frantic moment she feared for her life.




  Helder gripped her arm, and half led, half pushed her forward.




  “No harm will come to you,” he said; “if you are sensible,” he added.




  They left the factor’s store on the left and walked and stumbled forward for a quarter of an hour. In the darkness the girl distinguished a squat building which stood on the edge of the water. The tide was high, and Helder gave a little grunt of satisfaction.




  He fumbled for a moment at the door of the building, opened it, and pushed her before him inside.




  A faint smell of tar and petrol greeted her.




  Helder lit a lamp and she saw that she was in a large boathouse, and in the centre of the well-greased slips was a big motorboat. The guides sloped down to the big doors at the other end and apparently continued into the water.




  Helder watched her as she took in the details.




  “This is my lifeboat,” he said, with a return to his old good humour — he pointed to the big launch affectionately— “waiting to carry me safely from the wreckage,” he said. “I think it is time we left this country.”




  His two companions were examining the boat with interest.




  Tiger Brown, terrified as he was at the prospect, could not withhold his admiration for his employer’s foresight.




  “Say, she’s a dandy!” he said.




  “She’s provisioned for a long voyage, and she’s a good sea boat,” Helder remarked.




  Suspended from the ceiling was a steel chain from the end of which hung a handle. He pulled this, and the doors at the other end swung open, showing the black waters of the river beyond.




  “Get in,” he said. He pointed to the ladder leaning against the side of the boathouse, and Brown, planting it firmly against the boat, mounted. Helder turned to the girl.




  “I shall not go,” she said vehemently. “I don’t care what you do, I will not go. Aren’t you satisfied with the work you’ve already done?”




  “I think you will go, Mrs Comstock Bell,” said Helder deliberately.




  “I have no desire to meet your husband in Chelmsford Jail.”




  She went white to the lips and staggered back. Helder laughed.




  “Yes, that secret of yours has been very well kept, and, so far, I am the only living person in England except yourself who knows. I don’t think it matters one way or the other,” he said; “and really I think your husband is supersensitive. But you will save me a lot of trouble and yourself some unpleasantness if you offer no resistance to my plan.”




  “My husband is an innocent man,” said the girl steadily; “he is suffering for another’s sin.”




  Helder bowed politely.




  “Most people who inhabit prisons are innocent; they generally suffer for the offences of others,” he said. “Get in!” His tone was imperative, brutal. “Get in!” he said again, harshly. “I tell you I want you, you’re necessary, and I’m going to take you, if I have—” He ended abruptly.




  She knew that resistance was useless. By some means she could not guess, Helder had discovered the secret she had devoted all her care to guarding. To disobey him now would in all probability mean the betrayal of Comstock Bell.




  She glanced despairingly at Helder’s companions. Brown had shown reluctance to obey, but now with freedom before him, he was as anxious as Helder to be gone. There was only the man Clinker. Yet she saw no look of sympathy in his eyes. Her hand was trembling as she grasped the ladder and mounted to the boat, but she showed no other sign of terror.




  Helder followed after her and put the ladder away.




  He leant over the stern of the vessel, knocked out the detaining wedge that held the boat, and she slid smoothly down into the water and swung round with the tide. In a minute the engines were revolving noisily and the motor boat was heading down river.




  Clinker and Tiger Brown had gone forward, and Helder was left alone with the girl in the little cabin aft. He switched on a small light, evidently fed by an accumulator battery under the seat. She moved nearer the door at the stern.




  “Perhaps you can give me some information?” he said, after a while.




  She made no reply.




  “I think perhaps there is little you can tell me,” he went on. “I understand as much about your marriage as you. I’m rather curious to know how your uncle betrayed us.”




  Her lips were pursed close together; there was look of scorn in her fine eyes which maddened him.




  He reached across with one hand, he switched out the light, and with the other caught her roughly by the wrist. With a quick movement she wrenched herself free and sprang to the stern of the little cabin.




  “If you come near me,” she said, “I will jump overboard.”




  There was no mistaking the determination in her tone.




  “You need not be afraid,” he said with a laugh; “you’re too valuable an article to be damaged. I suppose Comstock Bell will pay pretty handsomely for you.”




  As he spoke he edged his way nearer to her, and then, without a moment’s warning, sprang at her and caught her in his arms. She shrieked loudly, and in the silence of the night it seemed as though she would arouse all that was alive on the sleeping river.




  “Be silent!” he said savagely.




  “Let me go!” she cried.




  “Will you promise you won’t scream?” he said.




  “Let me go!” she said again.




  He released her and went back to the cabin.




  “Come in here,” he ordered roughly.




  “Put on the light,” she said.




  He clicked the little button and the cabin was again flooded with light. Still, she did not move, save to turn her head. Then her body grew tense.




  “Thank God!” he heard her whisper, “the Seabreaker.”




  He looked aft. Behind them, coming at full speed, was a tug, and in a moment he comprehended its significance.




  He sprang forward and put his hand over her mouth and strove to drag her into the cabin. For a moment they struggled, and the little launch rocked to and fro with the violence of their efforts. Then suddenly she wrenched herself free. He put out his hand to catch her, but he was too late; she had dived head first into the water.




  He heard the shrill clang of the tug’s engines, and knew that there had been witnesses to her act. He took a quick step into the cabin and turned out the lights again.




  Tiger Brown came swiftly aft.




  “What is the matter?” he said.




  Helder made no reply for a moment; then he laughed.




  “If we can reach the Belgian shore before daylight,” he drawled, “we shall be extremely fortunate.”




  He looked back. He was rapidly increasing the distance between himself and his pursuer; for the Seabreaker had been turned broadside on, and he did not doubt that the boat had been lowered to pick up the girl.




  “Somehow” — he was speaking half to himself— “I do not think we shall reach the Continent.”




  XXI. The Irony of Chance
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  In the pretty saloon of the Seabreaker Verity Bell lay, weak but smiling; her husband sat by her side.




  The tug had turned and was making its slow way upstream, and Gold, by the Captain’s side, was silently speculating upon the result of the telegram he had despatched to shore, which, if effective, would place watchers along the French and Belgian coasts awaiting the coming of Helder.




  But whatever tragedy awaited the men in the motorboat, tossed and beaten by the nor’-wester which raged outside, there was something of tragedy in the scene which was being enacted in the little saloon. For here was Comstock Bell, a man vindicated, grateful to the point of worship, and here was his wife, of whom he had no more than twelve hours’ knowledge, no nearer to him by conventional standards than any casual acquaintance. She had served her purpose.




  This she herself thought, lying there, utterly weary, too exhausted by her recent experiences to do anything but think.




  She had served her purpose — and now?




  She had looked at him through half-closed eyes for a long time before he realized that she had returned to consciousness; took in the new lines about his mouth which prison life had given him, the spareness — prison diet was responsible — and the new look of content which comes to a man who is free of care and from whose soul has been lifted a weight of secret fear.




  She was ready to face the worst, yet having no clear idea in her mind as to what was the best, still less could she decide with any certainty what development she desired least. In this same cabin, on this very settee, she had gone into this very question time and time again with no greater profit. What was her future — and his?




  A solution, she had thought, was divorce: yet she shrank from that, and with good reason. For the English law is a beastly law, and denies relief to the decent and clean. You must qualify in the hog trough for divorce, you must strip the fine cloak of modesty, be blatantly unashamed, else you must go on living the life which circumstances have made for you.




  With Comstock Bell, the issue was clearer. He had no greater strength of mind than she, yet since he must take the initiative, his plan had been insensibly formed. And it was no factor in his decision that the girl who lay inert upon the settee was beautiful by all tests. Never before had he found time to look at her critically; even now his critical faculties were biased by the knowledge of the great service she had rendered to him by the sacrifice which he felt she had made. He knew instinctively that, however largely his fears had bulked in the affair of the £50 note, however much he may have thought, standing upon the threshold of voluntary immolation, that that period was the turning point of his life, now was the great moment upon which the future depended.




  She looked very fragile, he thought. She had changed her wet things into a long silk kimono, dull red, and it threw into contrast the clear whiteness of her skin.




  She opened her eyes with a smile.




  “Well?” she said.




  It was a little friendly monosyllable, but it struck the note he most desired.




  “You were surprised to see me, weren’t you?”




  An unaccountable shyness prevented him calling her by her name.




  “No, I was not surprised,” he said calmly; “but I am surprised now that I was not.”




  There was a long silence, which she broke.




  “My uncle,” she said, “is he—”




  Comstock Bell nodded sadly.




  “I was afraid so,” she said gently. “Poor uncle!”




  “He was much too near my own age,” she said gently, “for me to regard him as one usually does that sort of relation, but he was very good to me.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I am—” She stopped suddenly, and a tinge of red crept into her face.




  “What?” he asked in a low voice.




  She shook her head.




  “Nothing — nothing” she said hastily.




  “You were going to say you were alone in the world,” said Comstock Bell, gently, and he took one of her listless hands in his; “and yet” he continued with a smile, “you cannot say that any more than I.”




  He paused a little, then —




  “We are married, you know,” he said.




  There was pain in the eyes which met his.




  “I know,” she said quickly. “I somehow wish that you hadn’t spoken of that,” she went on, looking past him; “we ought to face this situation sensibly, oughtn’t we?”




  He nodded, waiting for her solution.




  “You see” — she turned on her side, supporting her head with one hand, and she was very serious— “you see, if this were a story, we ought to live happily ever after — and I want it to end like a story. But it does not mean happiness for either of us — like this. I must not spoil your life—”




  “Nor I, yours,” he interrupted.




  “That doesn’t matter so much,” she said with a little smile; “my life would have been utterly spoilt if I had refused to help you…and it could only happen as it has happened. You see..,” she hesitated; “when you told me your plans and the story of your foolish Crime Club… I knew.”




  “Knew what?”




  “That my uncle was Willetts.” She looked into his face gravely.




  “Maple is my name and Uncle Tom adopted it…for reasons. I knew that it was my duty to go through the ceremony… I could not tell you that you were innocent, because you knew that already.”




  “I knew that,” he said quietly; “yet I was morally guilty. It was my suggestion the forgery. I made it in jest to Willetts when the club started. We were both keen draughtsmen and in fun I sketched… I never dreamt he would do such a mad thing.”




  The thud-thud of the tug’s screw was the only sound in the cabin.




  “We have not disposed of ourselves,” said the girl after a while, “and we must be sensible.”




  “Which means that we have got to do something disagreeable,” he smiled; “it would be very easy to say, ‘I will leave everything to you,’ and pass my responsibility on. You would sacrifice your life — no, no, don’t interrupt, Verity — you would offer a way out easy enough for me — but no way out which means the dissolution of our marriage is acceptable.”




  She flushed.




  “It would be wrong to go on with this,” she said in a low voice, “in…in the way marriages go on. It would be equally wrong in me if I accepted your name…your fortune — and gave you nothing but the comforting feeling that you had played the game.”




  She sat up and threw back her hair with a jerk of her head.




  “And it would be wrong…because I am a woman capable of loving…no fortune, no honour would compensate…suppose in years to come I learnt to love somebody…?”




  She dropped her eyes before his.




  “I anticipate that,” he said gently. “I think you will learn to love somebody…and that somebody will be me.”




  She did not speak.




  “You have taken one great risk for me,” he went on, “will you take another…that when love comes it may be for your husband?”




  She raised her head and looked at him long and earnestly. Then she held out her hand.




  “I will,” she said.




  




  Out on the North Sea the little motorboat was fighting its way through the storm, which increased in ferocity every moment.




  The tiny craft leapt and fell from crest to trough. Helder, in an oilskin coat, the collar turned up to his eyes, stood by the steersman amidships. Tiger Brown, never the man for a rough crossing, lay prostrated in the little cabin below.




  “Is it likely to be any worse?” roared Helder above the thunder of the storm.




  The steersman shook his head.




  “I can’t say,” he replied; “it looks as though it was going to be a dirty night.”




  The motorboat trembled as a wave broke over its bow, and the steersman turned to the man at this side.




  “You must get across?” he asked; “we couldn’t creep back to some quiet little harbour and lay till the storm passes?”




  Helder made no reply. He glanced back. Trembling on the horizon was the yellow glow of the lightship they had passed.




  Another wave struck the little craft and it heeled over. He was no sailor, but he knew that this could not go on. Perhaps his going to sea had served a purpose.




  “We’ll go back,” he said. “Where can we run to?”




  The man at the wheel thought for a few minutes.




  “We could double back into the Thames,” he said.




  Helder shook his head.




  “No,” he said, “that would be too dangerous. If the weather would admit of it we could go down the Channel, but that would be almost as dangerous as to attempt to cross, and we have not much time. It will be daylight in four hours.”




  “Why not make for Clacton?” said the steersman; “there are a dozen lonely places one could land at and escape observation.”




  “We’ll take our chance,” said Helder, “put her back. Put into shore now and we’ll land wherever seems most likely.”




  In the lee of the shore the water was smoother, and at four o’clock in the morning the nose of the boat grated against the sands between Clacton and Walton. The little party waded ashore.




  “What about the boat?” asked Tiger Brown. He had recovered sufficiently to take an interest in things.




  Helder hesitated. He did not want to lose the boat, it represented a last chance of escape. But he knew that it would be discovered in the morning by the coastguards, and the evidence of his being in England would set the police at work with renewed vigour. There was nothing to do but to sacrifice the little craft in which he had placed such reliance. She was turned till her stern touched the sand, the engines set at full speed and the wheel locked. Putting her nose in the direction of the wide sea, the four men released their hold on her and she went buzzing out of sight.




  They were wet through, drenched by the spray and their voluntary immersion, for it had been necessary to stand waist high in the water whilst they were preparing the motorboat for her last trip to sea. The sands were deserted, they met no coastguards. They gained the village of Little Clacton without meeting a soul.




  Here they separated; each man had a supply of money.




  “Which way do you go?” asked Brown.




  “I shall go back to London,” said the other. “You had better go—” He hesitated. For the life of him he could not make any suggestion. His own plans were so uncertain, his chance of getting clear so unlikely, and he was, moreover, so absorbed in his own plight that he had little inclination to concern himself with his companion’s route.




  “Don’t worry about me,” said Tiger. “I think I shall find a way.”




  Helder left them in the darkness and went on to Clacton station.




  He must take his chance of getting an early train to the Continent. Fortune was with him here, for a freight train was moving slowly out as he came to the goods yard.




  He had to climb a fence to reach the prohibited area of the railway.




  His clothes were torn, his hands, so unused to manual labour, sore with his efforts.




  He stopped by the rail as a long train slowly moved past. He watched his opportunity; a cold storage van came abreast. The centre doors were open, for it was empty; he leapt up, caught a rail and swung himself on to the floor of the van. He sat there, shivering in his wet clothes, planning his next move.




  Unless the train was deplorably tardy, he ought to be in Colchester well within an hour. He gathered by the length of the train that it was unlikely to stop at the wayside stations to pick up trucks. In this surmise he was correct. After an unconscionable time the train pulled up before a signal outside Colchester station. He dropped off, made his way across some fields and reached the town safely. He met one or two men on their way to work. He was chilled to the bone and desperate; he would have to run the risk of their talking.




  He watched till he saw a man, evidently of a superior class of artisan, coming towards him. The man was walking briskly, and whistling a little tune, when Helder stopped him.




  “Excuse me,” he said.




  The man stopped dead; by the light thrown from a street lamp fifty years away he saw the bedraggled figure and eyed him suspiciously.




  “Do you want to earn a fiver?” asked Helder.




  “I do,” said the man, but without enthusiasm.




  “I have had a motor accident,” said Helder; “I have had to walk across the country five miles. I want a lodging and a suit of clothes.”




  The working man detected a note of refinement in the other’s tone and was more respectful.




  “There are plenty of lodgings,” he said, “and you will be able to get some clothes as soon as the shops open.”




  “I want them now,” said Helder, “I don’t want to wait. How far do you live from here?”




  “About five minutes, but it isn’t the sort of place you’d like to go to.”




  Helder brushed aside his objections.




  “I don’t want to go to an hotel,” he said. “I have reasons” — he suggested one which was more creditable to his powers of imagination then his morals. “I don’t want anybody to know I’m down here,” he explained, “and any suit of dry clothes will do me.”




  He took out his pocketbook, selected two five-pound notes, and handed them to the man.




  “Come this way, sir,” said the workman respectfully.




  He led the way to a little street of cheap villas and opened the door. He showed the way into the little parlour and lit a lamp.




  “I’ll go up and tell the missus,” he said, “and see what I can find you.”




  The chill room felt warm after the draughty interior of a cold-storage van. In a few minutes the man came back bearing a bundle of clothes under his arm and with many apologies laid them out on the small horsehair sofa.




  “The missus will be down in a minute,” he said “she’ll get you some tea.”




  He went out while Helder changed. It was evident he had brought his best suit, and it was more welcome to Helder than the finest fit at Poole’s. It changed his appearance so that, from the fashionably dressed “man about town,” he became a commonplace type of workman. He declined the collar the man offered him, but accepted gratefully a woollen scarf. He transferred from the pockets of his old clothes everything that might serve to identify him. When he was dressed, the man’s wife, in inelegant deshabille, brought him a cup of tea and lit the little fire.




  “You understand,” said Helder to the man, “that I don’t want this matter spoken about. I am supposed to be in London, and it would do me a lot of harm if it were known that I was gallivanting about the country.”




  The man nodded with a sagacious wink.




  “You may trust me,” he said with a knowing smile. “What shall I do with the old clothes?”




  “Dry them and keep them,” said Helder.




  He drank the tea and ate the two thick slices of toast the man made for him.




  The day was beginning to dawn gradually; he did not wait for broad daylight before he made his way to the station. He took a workman’s ticket for Romford, there he bought another ticket for London.




  By luck the clerk did not take away the ticket for the first half of his journey. This was all to the good.




  It was eight o’clock when he reached Liverpool Street station. The streets were crowded with early workers on their ways to their offices. It was necessary to avoid London as much as possible; he realized this. He made his way eastward, found a ready-made tailor’s shop, and bought a heavy overcoat and hat unlike any he had ever worn.




  By a circuitous route, which necessitated crossing the river at Woolwich, he reached New Cross, the South Eastern station, where slow trains sometimes stop on their way to the coast.




  Here again luck was with him. It was much easier than he had imagined possible. He was tired out from want of sleep and his exertions of the previous night.




  He dozed as far as Ashford; here he got out, for there was a five minutes’ wait. He had a cold luncheon at the buffet bar and bought a paper.




  It was from a bundle which had just been unwrapped and had evidently come by the same train as himself. He opened it and first news he read turned him white.




  It was headed:




  The International Gang of Forgers:


  Flight and Return of Helder, the Leader”




  




  He bit his lip to prevent himself uttering an exclamation, and read:




  




  “Scotland Yard has succeeded in tracking down the gang which for years has been manufacturing and putting into circulation forged United States bills. Last night Mr Wentworth Gold, an official attached to the American Embassy, discovered the distributing centre of the gang. It was situated on the Cambridge road, some twentyfive miles out of town. Mr Gold, who was accompanied by a number of Scotland Yard men, arrived too late to capture the leaders, who made their escape in a motorcar.




  “It was afterwards discovered that they had reached the Thames in the vicinity of Barking, where a motorboat was awaiting them. They made for the open sea and soon outpaced their pursuers.




  “The torpedo boat flotilla lying in Dover Harbour was communicated with, and immediately put out and made a systematic patrol of the sea to within three miles of the French and Belgian coasts. No sign of the motorboat was seen, however, and at first it was believed that, owing to the rough weather in the North Sea, the boat was swamped.




  “A discovery made this morning upsets this theory and proves without doubt, that, unable to face the terrible weather, the boat put back. The men evidently landed between Clacton and Frinton and, turning the boat’s head to the sea, sent her out again at full speed, empty.




  “By good fortune it was sighted three miles out by the TBD Searcher, and with some difficulty was boarded. With commendable promptitude the officer commanding the torpedo boat destroyer noted the motor boat’s course, and putting in to Clacton landed a search party which found traces of the landing. These included a pair of night glasses, evidently the property of Helder.




  “So far the men have not been tracked, though the police are working on a clue which they have obtained at Colchester. They have reason to believe that Helder has doubled back to London, with the object of leaving for the Continent by the regular mail service.




  “All passenger boats at Dover, Folkestone, Newhaven and Harwich are being carefully watched.”




  




  Helder folded the paper carefully, and slipped it into his pocket. To go on now would be disastrous, to go back almost as dangerous.




  While he was considering his line of action a Northern-bound train came steaming into the station and pulled up at another platform. His mind was quickly made up. He crossed the bridge and entered the train. He had no time to get a ticket, nor had he any desire to attract attention to himself. He did not doubt that the police would trace him to New Cross, but he would baffle them yet.




  If he had hoped to leave the train at a wayside station he was disappointed. From Ashford to London the train ran without a stop, this would bring him into the very heart of London again; he would have to run the gauntlet of the detectives who would be watching at the station. His only hope was that they were confining their attentions to the outward-bound trains. If he had any luck, he would arrive between the hours at which these trains departed.




  The train stopped at Waterloo. The inspectors came to collect the tickets. It was the chance he had prayed for. He left the train and walked boldly up to the barrier where the collector stood.




  He took a pound-note out of his pocket as he approached the man.




  “I had no time to buy a ticket at Ashford,” he said.




  He did not wait for the change, but pushed on. A foolish proceeding, because he was still wearing the clothes of an artisan. He recognized his mistake before he had reached Waterloo Junction.




  Fate was playing with him that day and playing in his favour, for no detective saw him, though, as it happened, there were half a dozen watching Waterloo.




  He came by tube across London and reached Highgate. Here he made a number of purchases, including a grip and a change of clothing. With this he doubled back again, using the convenient tube to South London, took another train to Sydenham; and used the opportunity which an empty carriage presented to change his clothes. The others he placed in the grip. His purchases had included a pair of gold spectacles, and the change in his appearance was startling.




  In the meantime Gold was hot on his tracks. The ticket-collector at Waterloo had told the story of the man in rough working clothes who had given him a pound note and told him to keep the change.




  At five o’clock in the afternoon they arrested Tiger Brown at Brentford. Exactly how he came to Brentford is not of any great importance. He could tell them nothing more than they already knew about Helder. It was almost impossible to follow the latter’s movements.




  “He has twisted and doubled so about London,” said Gold, “that I’m hanged if I know where to look next.”




  Helder was, in fact, edging by a series of short zigzag tracks farther and farther from the metropolis. He reached Reading by the least likely of railways; he was making for Fishguard and he arrived at the western port in time to catch the Irish boat, but he passed unchallenged.




  But Fate, which had favoured him so greatly, now played her most cruel card, and the story of Helder’s arrest will go down to history as the most remarkable incidence of poetic justice that has ever been known.




  They woke Gold in the early hours of the morning with a telegram which was from the detective in charge of the case. It was brief. “Helder arrested at Queenstown,” it said.




  Gold caught the early morning train and crossed the Irish Channel that afternoon. He went to the little police station on the quay. Helder was in the cell, nonchalant, almost insolent in his carelessness.




  “Well, Gold,” he said. “You’ve got me.”




  Gold nodded.




  “Yes,” he said, “you’ve had a run for your money.”




  Helder laughed bitterly.




  “Did they tell you how I was arrested?” he asked.




  “No,” said Gold, in some surprise. The incident of the arrest had not been detailed to him, and it struck him as curious that the prisoner should regard the matter as being one worth speaking about.




  Helder laughed; his back against the wall, both his thumbs in his waistcoat pockets.




  “I went into a tourist’s agency to get a ticket to America,” he said. “I handed them two five-pound notes. I did not think much of the agent’s delay in getting me the ticket. A few minutes later a detective came in and I was arrested.”




  “They recognized you,” said Gold.




  The smile on the other’s face was tragic.




  “No, they did not recognize me,” he said slowly. “The two notes I handed over in exchange were forged.”




  Gold’s eyebrows rose.




  “But you did not forge five-pound notes,” he said.




  Helder shook his head.




  “That’s the cursed joke,” he said; “they were somebody else’s forgeries that had been passed on to me.”




  XXII. The End
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  Mrs Comstock Bell sat at breakfast on the broad, tiled terrace of the Hotel Cecil. Ahead of her, a grey bulk showing dimly above the Riffian coast, was Gibraltar; to the left, a soft undulating sweep of Spanish hills; left and a little behind her, the white jumble of Tangier, one slim green minaret rising from the pleasing chaos of white and blue. The murmur of the awakened city came out to her and brought a little sense of exhilaration. Tangier was so much alive, so virile, so mysterious, so old — it was like a place in the Old Testament lit by electricity, a scrap of Babylon, if you could imagine Babylon with advertisements of absinthe plastered on the palace walls.




  The sea was a gorgeous blue and motionless. Far away on the horizon, a great steamer, hull down, was making its way westward through the Staits. The sweet scent of mimosa came in soft puffs from a great golden bush near by.




  She was alone on the terrace, but the table was laid for two. She had finished her breakfast, and her idle fingers played with a scrap of toast.




  Her happiness was almost complete. For three months she had lived such a life as she had only pictured in her most exhilarated moments. The cities of the world which had existed for her only in pictures and in descriptions were now realities to her. Her feet had trod the floors of the Prado, had stood where Caesar stood in Rome, had climbed the steep hill to the Gate of the Sun in Toledo, had walked under Mont Blanc, had passed along the shaded pavements of Vienna.




  She was perfectly happy, she told herself, yet instinctively made a reservation. What that reservation was she did not put into words, did not even mould it into thought. There was one little shadow.




  She heard a firm footstep behind her and turned. It was her husband.




  “Hallo, you’re early!” he said.




  She smiled a welcome to him, and he took her hand.




  He sat on the other side of the table.




  “I ordered my breakfast as I came,” he said; “somehow I’m not hungry as I ought to be.”




  A look of alarm come into her eyes.




  “You’re not ill?” she said anxiously.




  He smiled indulgently. “Oh, no, I’m not ill!”




  “The porter was telling me,” she went on, speaking quickly, almost incoherently, “there has been typhoid in Tangier. Don’t you think we had better go away? I could pack my bags in time to catch the boat—”




  He shook his head laughingly.




  “Please don’t worry, there is no cause.”




  “I couldn’t have you ill here,” she said, and shook her head doubtingly. “We could run over to Cadiz and go to Paris.”




  “I assure you,” he began, then he stopped and frowned. “Typhoid in Tangier,” he repeated her words; “by Jove, that’s serious.” He looked at her in a panic. “I think we’ll go,” he said, “it isn’t worth taking a risk; I’d never forgive myself if you got ill.”




  She stopped him with a burst of ringing laughter. He saw the humour of the situation and laughed responsively.




  “I suppose,” he said, “there’s typhoid everywhere, if one looks for it.”




  He sat down to the table and sorted over the pile of letters that awaited him. He opened one. It was in the flowing handwriting of Wentworth Gold. He scanned it eagerly.




  “There’s no news?” she asked.




  “None of importance,” he said. “Isn’t it curious,” he looked up from his letter, “that Gold, the least romantic of men, should ascribe Helder’s death to a broken heart?”




  “Poor man!” she said softly.




  He pushed back his chair and looked absently across the yellow stretch of sand.




  “He was rather a sinner,” he said; “but who can tell the temptations to which such a man, ambitious and without influence, can be subjected? I can forgive him many things; to my mind, his forgeries were the least of his offences.”




  She was silent, knowing that his mind had gone back to that day in Helder’s office when he had first spoken to her.




  “No other letters?” she asked after a while.




  He put down the letter he had been looking through with a little smile!




  “The usual thing,” he said dryly. “It is curious how people always want you to be happy in their way, and when they picture your happiness, imagine it under conditions entirely different from those you enjoy.”




  She looked up quickly, then lowered her eyes again.




  “You are quite happy, aren’t you?” she asked quietly.




  “Quite,” he said. There was no hesitation or doubt in his voice, but there was no depth in his tone either. The word “quite” was just a word without emphasis but without hesitation. It neither inferred perfection in happiness nor suggested anything to the contrary.




  “As happy as you had expected?” She was playing with fire and she knew it, and was none the less happy in the risk she took.




  “More,” he said.




  He looked down at her gravely: he had risen, and was leaning with his back to the stone parapet.




  “Much more than I had ever hoped — you look a little troubled,” he added quickly.




  She smiled up at him.




  “No, though sometimes I worry a little about the future. I have qualms of conscience. I feel that in some way I am standing between you and the best part of your life.”




  “You are the best part of my life,” he said with a lowered voice; “whatever the future holds that is a present fact. It is so easy to love you, Verity.”




  The word were very simple, but there was in his tone sincerity which was beyond doubt.




  She flushed, yet raised an empty coffee cup to her lips in an heroic effort to dissemble her agitation.




  “Some day, in the years ahead,” he went on, “love will come to you. It is worth waiting—”




  “Suppose,” she interrupted timidly, “suppose it never comes. Is it fair — to me — to depend so much on that?”




  “If it does not come, something else equally as precious will come in its place.”




  She did not speak for a minute of two. She sat with her eyes fixed upon the cup before her, turning it round and round aimlessly.




  “Suppose,” she said, without raising her eyes, “we discover — that day — only suppose?”




  He nodded.




  “Suppose it was between us — as it should be — that love — real love — lived and flourished in both our hearts — should we go away on another trip like this, away from the world and people, just you and I?”




  He did not trust himself to speak, he nodded again.




  The twirling of the cup became faster and more furious as she went on.




  “It’s very tempting,” she half whispered. “All that lovely trip over again. It tempts me to wait till we have settled down in England—”




  The cup fell to the tiled floor of the terrace and broke into a hundred pieces. She laughed and rose quickly. Her colour came and went.




  “But I am not going to wait!” she said.




  The End




  The Tomb of T’sin (1916)
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  Had Tillizinni written this story of the tomb of Ts’in Hwang Ti (the King of Ts’in who became Emperor literally) from the notes he had upon the case, it might have made a greater and a better book.




  You would have pardoned such extravagance of style as he displayed in his extraordinary narrative, remembering that he is of Italian birth and that English is too full of pitfalls to the foreigner for his liking. For of truth, though Tillizinni speaks and writes the three Arabics, Moorish (which I think is the purest), Turkish, and Russian, with considerable fluency, and though he knows at least seven dialects in the Chinese tongue, and can converse in most of the modern languages, yet English; with its bland and inviting simplicity, is a tongue which more than any other baffles and overawes him.




  They say of Nicolò Tillizinni, his predecessor in the chair of Anthropology at Florence, and the benefactor and more than father, whose name Tillizinni bears, that he spoke all languages save Welsh; but I have reason for believing that he never completely mastered the niceties of our tongue.




  Particularly did Tillizinni wish to write clearly in this story which I now tell (by his favour and at his request), for it is a story like none other I have ever heard or read.




  It concerns the tomb of the Great Emperor — the first Emperor of the Chinese, who died two centuries before the birth of Christ; it concerns that extraordinary genius and adventurer, Captain Ted Talham — surely the most talkative man in the world; it concerns, too, that remarkable woman, Yvonne Yale, and last but not least, The Society of Joyful Intention — the most bloodthirsty organisation the world has known. It concerns Tillizinni also, for Scotland Yard placed him on his mettle, set him a challenging task, which threatened at one time to bring ruin to the greatest detective in Europe.




  That it likewise brought him within an ace of losing his life, I should not think it worth while mentioning at this stage, but for the fact that scoffers might suppose that he held life dearer than fame.




  Tillizinni has never greatly interested himself in Chinese affairs, and though he had been instrumental in bringing many men to their doom, yet, curiously enough, none of these have been inmates of the Celestial Kingdom; so that he welcomed with the welcome which a blasé mind offers to anything in the shape of novelty, the invitation of Scotland Yard to make himself acquainted with the Society of Joyful Intention. The story proper which is set forth here, begins with the surrounding of the China Packet.




  On the 24th of November, in the year of the great storm, there went aground off the Goodwin Sands the China-Orient liner Wu-song. She was a modern steamer of six thousand tons, built by the Fanfield Company in 1900, and she traded between London and the China Sea. On the night in question she was homeward bound and was coming up the Channel at half speed, a precaution taken by her skipper as a result of a slight and patchy fog which lay on the Channel.




  Off St. Margarets, for some unaccountable reason, she shifted her course, and before anybody seemed to realise what was happening, she was aground. No sea was running at the time, the storm, it will be remembered, occurred a fortnight later, and with the aid of two Dover tugs she was refloated.




  That would seem rather a matter for the Trinity Masters than for Scotland Yard, but for the fact that in the natural excitement attendant upon the grounding, a very determined attempt was made to force the Stubb safe in the captain’s cabin. Here again Scotland Yard might have dismissed the matter as a mere commonplace attempt to secure the safe’s contents by some person or persons unknown, but for the fact that this was the third attempt which had been made during the voyage.




  Coming through the Suez Canal the captain had been on the bridge — as is usual when a ship is making progress through the great waterway. He had left his steward in charge of his cabin, with instructions not to leave the apartment until he (the captain) returned. Half way through the Canal, with the ship’s searchlights showing, and a clear stretch of water before him, he had snatched a moment to go to his cabin to get a muffler, for the night was cold.




  The cabin was on the boat deck and inaccessible to passengers except by invitation. To his surprise he had found the big room in darkness and had put one foot over the weather board to enter the cabin, when two men rushed past him, knocking him over in their hurry. He called for a quartermaster, entered the cabin, and discovered his steward lying gagged and bound on the floor.




  The man had been sitting reading when he had found himself violently seized and gagged by two men, one of whom had switched out the light the moment the assault was made.




  The steward struggled, but he was powerless in the hands of his assailants, and for a quarter of an hour he lay upon the floor, his back to the intruders, whilst they attacked the safe.




  One cannot say, without reflecting upon an eminent firm of safemakers, whether the burglary would have succeeded but for the captain’s return, but certain it is that the strangers had gone to work in a most scientific manner, and had made amazing progress in the short space of time.




  The second attempt was made when the ship was two days out of Gibraltar, and was a halfhearted effort to blow open the door of the safe whilst the captain was conducting Church Service in the saloon. No guard had been left in the cabin, the captain thinking that the thieves would be scared at making any further attack, and, too, that they would hardly venture in broad daylight. Again they were disturbed and decamped unseen, leaving two pencils of nitroglycerine to indicate their intentions.




  Nor was the third, and final, and — one may suppose — desperate attempt any more successful; but this time the thieves were nearly caught. Captain Talham had seized his revolver the moment the ship went aground, for his crew was in the main Chinese, and he took no risks of a panic. When going back to his cabin to secure a lifebelt, he met the two indefatigable thieves, and there was a sharp exchange of shots.




  This time the thieves were armed also. Again they evaded him and escaped in the fog.




  Scotland Yard sent Tillizinni to interview the captain at the London docks, and he found him an average type of British seaman, kindly and communicative.




  “The rum thing is,” he explained, “that there was no money in the safe — not so much as a brass farthing.”




  “What did the safe contain?” asked Tillizinni. He took up a sheet of paper from his desk and read:




  “Ship’s papers in envelope — confidential report on the working of the new condenser — and a green mailbag,” he said.




  Tillizinni was interested.




  “Green mailbag?”




  The captain nodded.




  “That’s the Ambassador’s bag and is brought from the Court of Pekin to the ship by special messenger, and taken from me in London by a man from the Embassy.”




  “You see,” he explained, “the Chinese Government always sends its mails like that — its Embassy mails, I mean. I bring ’em every trip. They don’t trust the Embassy despatches over the Trans-Siberian Railway. They think that the Russians go through ‘em.”




  “I see,” said Tillizinni.




  It was very clear what the objective had been.




  The green mailbag offered an irresistible temptation to somebody who knew its contents.




  “There was nothing else?”




  He shook his head.




  “Nothing,” he said.




  There was little to do save to continue inquiries at the Chinese Embassy. Here, however, Tillizinni met with a check. A letter from the Embassy informed him that nothing of the slightest importance was contained in the bag. The letter continued:




  




  “In this particular mail there were no official documents whatever, the bag being made up of a number of his Excellency’s personal effects. These were in the nature of rare Chinese documents which his Excellency had sent for from his home in Che-foo, to assist him in the writing of an article which he is preparing for the North American Review. As Signor Tillizinni may know, his Excellency is an enthusiastic student of Chinese history, and has the finest private collection of historical documents relating to China in the world.”




  




  This letter came to Tillizinni at a moment when he had ample time to devote to the elucidation of the problem.




  Our Italian friend was and is a peculiar man. He credited thieves of persistent characters, such as these men undoubtedly possessed, with intelligence out of the ordinary.




  Whosoever made the attempt upon the safe of the China boat were well aware of the “worthlessness” of the safe’s contents, and it was apparent that, worthless or not, the burglars had decided that to have them was worth the risk.




  The passenger list was a small one, but it took a week to sort them out and establish their innocence. For the most part they were Customs officials and British officers returning home on leave; and the weekend found me with only two “doubtfuls.”




  The first of these was almost beyond suspicion. A Mr. de Costa, a shipowner of sorts, was one, and Captain Talham was another.




  Mr. de Costa, whom Tillizinni visited was, I should imagine, descended from a Portuguese family. A short, stout man, rather yellow of face, and bearing traces of his descent. He seemed the last person in the world to be suspected of commonplace felony.




  Of Captain Talham, only fragmentary information was obtainable, He had apparently held a commission in a regiment of Irregular Horse during the South African war, and at the conclusion of hostilities he had gone to China in search of the adventure which at that time the great empire offered.




  Beyond the fact that he had gone to China as far inland as Lau-tcheu; that he had been arrested later at Saigon in Cochin China, over some dispute with a French naval officer, and that he had a few months in Kuala Kangsan in Perak, little could be learnt about him. Later Tillizinni was destined to meet him, and discover much at first hand, for just as there was none so perfectly acquainted with his life, so there was none as willing to talk so freely about Captain Talham — as Captain Talham.




  Here, then, with the conclusion of Tillizinni’s unsatisfactory inquiries, the incident of the China Packet might have closed and have been relegated to the obscurity which is reserved for petty felonies, but for the events which followed the publication of the Ambassador’s article.




  From hereon I tell the story, suppressing nothing save that which may appear too flattering to Tillizinni. Such of the events which Tillizinni did not actually witness, I have written from information afforded me by the principal actors in this strangest of modern dramas.




  *




  Here let me say one word about the title which heads this chapter. I have lumped together many acts of Signor Tillizinni and have described them as “Just Crimes,” and I think that I have excellent reason for so describing them.




  Tillizinni has always been a law unto himself. He worked on the solid basis that society was a lamb which must at all costs be protected from the wolves of the world, and to afford that protection he invoked the law of that land in which he was residing.




  Sometimes the written law did not exactly cover a case, or presented a loophole through which an evildoer might crawl unscratched. Tillizinni filled the hole — unlawfully. It was always better for a criminal to take his chance with the law than to take a chance with Tillizinni — that I know; that also many villains discovered too late for the knowledge to be of practical service.




  I. Captain Ted Talham
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  A man walked carelessly through Hyde Park with the air of one who had no destination. He was tall and straight, his shoulders were thrown back, his chin had that upward lift which seems part of the physiognomy of all who have followed a soldier’s career. His face, lean and well-featured, was tanned with the tan of strong suns and keen cold winds, and though the day was chilly and a boisterous breeze swept across the bare spaces of the Park, he wore neither overcoat nor muffler. The upturned moustache and the shaggy eyebrows suggested truculence; the threadbare suit, for all its evidence of pressing and ironing, suggested that he had found patches of life none too productive.




  A close examination might have revealed little darns at the extremities of his trousers, for he had a trick of brushing his heels together as he walked — a trick disastrous to garments already enduring more than their normal share of wear.




  He walked carelessly, swinging his gold-headed malacca cane — incongruously magnificent — and whistling softly and musically as he moved.




  The Park was almost deserted, for it was dusk, and the weather conditions were neither ideal nor inviting. Occasionally the gusty wind bore down a flake or two of snow and the skies overhead were sullen and grey.




  He had reached the Ranger’s House before he examined a cheap metal watch, which was affixed to his person by no more pretentious guard than a broad ribbon, bearing a suspicious resemblance to a lady’s shoelace.




  The watch had stopped — he arrested his progress to wind it, deliberately and with great earnestness. This done, he continued his stroll, bearing down towards the Serpentine.




  He stood for a few moments cheerfully contemplating the dreary stretch of water, and three sad water-fowl, which came paddling toward him in the hope of sustenance, paddled away again, sadder than ever, for he offered no greater assistance to life than a cheerful chirrup.




  He turned as a sharp footstep came to him from the gravelled path. A girl was walking quickly toward him from the Kensington end of the Park. Something in her face attracted his attention — if ever fear was written in a human countenance it was written in hers. Then, into view round a clump of bushes, came three men. They were small of stature, and it needed no second glance to tell him their nationality, for despite their European dress and their hard Derby hats, they wore their clothes in the négligé style which the Oriental alone can assume.




  The girl saw the tall man and came towards him.




  “I’m so sorry to trouble,” she said breathlessly, “but these men have been following me for two days — but never so openly—”




  She stopped and appeared to be on the verge of tears.




  He bowed, a little slyly, and glanced at the three Chinamen, who now stood a dozen paces away, as though uncertain as to what was the next best move.




  With a jerk of his head he beckoned them, and after a moment’s consultation they obeyed the gesture.




  “What do you want?” he asked.




  “No savee,” lisped one of the men. “No savee them pidjin.”




  He exchanged a few rapid sentences with his companions and a smile flickered momentarily at the corner of the tall man’s mouth and vanished.




  “What for you walkee this piecee lady all same time?” he asked.




  Again the sotto-voce conference and the leader of the three shook his head.




  “No makee walkee samee time,” he said.




  “Makee walkee John allee samee, piecee lady no b’long.”




  The tall man nodded. He took from his waistcoat pocket a light blue porcelain disc and laid it on the palm of his hand and the three Chinamen walked nearer and examined it. They were puzzled by the demonstration.




  “No savee,” said the spokesman.




  Captain Talham replaced the button in his pocket.




  “Why do you follow this lady, you dogs?” he asked quickly, and the men shrank back, for he spoke in the hissing Cantonese dialect.




  “Excellent lord,” said the speaker humbly, “we are magnificent students walking as is our custom in the evening, and we have not the felicity of having seen this gracious and beautiful lady before.”




  “You lie,” said the tall man calmly; “for if that were so, why did you say, ‘Let us go away until this pig is out of sight, and then we will follow the woman?’”




  The man he addressed was silent.




  “Now you shall tell me what you mean,” said Captain Talham and drew from his pocket the sky-blue button, fingering it thoughtfully.




  This time the men saw and understood, and, as if at a signal, they bowed low, recognising in the inquisitor a mandarin of the Fourth or Military Class.




  “Great mandarin,” said one of the three who had not spoken. “We are servants of others, and it is said that ‘the wise servant is dumb when the bamboo falls and dumb till he dies, when he is dumb for ever.’”




  The tall man nodded.




  “You shall give me your hong that I may know you,” he said.




  After a little hesitation, the man who was evidently the leader, took a little ivory cylinder from his pocket, and unscrewed it so that it came into two equal portions. The cylinder was no larger than a thick pencil and less than two inches long. One half was made up of an inking pad and at the end of the other was a tiny circular stamp.




  Captain Talham held out the palm of his hand and the other impressed upon it the tiny Chinese character which stood for his name. One by one his fellows followed suit, though they knew that death might be the result of their disclosure.




  The tall man examined the name carefully.




  “‘Noble Child,’” he read, “‘Hope of the Spring,’ and ‘Star above the Yamen.’”




  He nodded his head.




  “You may go,” said he; and with two little jerky bows the men turned and walked quickly in the direction from whence they had come.




  He had time now to observe the girl, a grave and bewildered spectator of the scene. She was a little above medium height, and slight. Her hair was bronze-red and her face singularly beautiful. The skin was clear and white — so white as almost to suggest fragility. Her eyes were big and grey, and the two curved eyebrows, so sharp of line as to recall the pencilled brows which the mid-Victorian poet popularised, were dark, and contrasted with the glowing glory of the hair above. The nose was inclined to be retroussé, and the lips were faultless in shape and a warm red.




  She presented the effect which the beautifiers of the world strive to attain, yet fail, for here nature had, in some mysterious fashion, blended all colourings in a harmony. She was well dressed, expensively so. Her simple gown suggested the studied simplicity which has made one Paris house famous the world over; and there was luxury in the furs about her throat and in the huge muff which was suspended with one hand.




  “I don’t know how to thank you,” she began; and indeed she was in some embarrassment, for whilst he was obviously a gentleman, he was as obviously a very poor gentleman.




  He smiled and there was good comradeship and the ease which begets friendship in the brief glimpse of even white teeth.




  “In this world,” he said, with no apparent effort at oratory, “existence is made tolerable by opportunity, and no aspect of opportunity is so coveted as that which afforded a gentleman to secure the safety, the peace of mind, or the happiness of a lady.”




  It was oratorical all right: there could be no doubt as to that, but there was no effort, no shaming after effect, no labour of delivery. He was neither self-conscious nor ponderously pleasant, but the periods marched forth in an ordered stream of words, punctuated in the process, so it seemed, by some invisible grammarian.




  She flashed a dazzling smile at him which was partly thanks for her relief, partly amusement at his speech. The smile died as suddenly because of her amusement and her fear that he would realise why she smiled. (As to that she need not have worried, for Ted Talham had no fear of appearing ridiculous.)




  “Perhaps you would allow me to see you safely from this place,” he said courteously. “Civilisation has its dangers — dangers as multitudinous and as primitive as the wilds may hold for the innocent and the beautiful.”




  She flushed a little, but he was so obviously sincere, and so free from pretension, that she could not be offended.




  “They have been following me for days,” she replied. “At first I thought it was a coincidence, but now I see that there was no reason for their dogging my movements.”




  He nodded, and they walked on in silence for a while, then:




  “Are you associated with China in any way? he asked suddenly.




  She smiled and shook her head.




  “I have never been to China,” she said, “and know very little about the country.”




  Again a silence.




  “You have friends associated with China?” he persisted, and saw a little frown of annoyance gather on her forehead.




  “My mother — that is to say, my stepmother has,” she said shortly.




  He curled his moustache thoughtfully. She noted with an odd feeling in which pleasure and annoyance were mixed, that he was very much “the old friend of the family.” It was not exactly what he said, or the tone he adopted. It was an indefinable something which was neither patronage nor familiarity. It was Talham’s way, as she was to discover, to come with pleasant violence into lives and be no more and no less in place than they who had won their positions in esteem and confidence through arduous years of service.




  “Perhaps your mother’s friends have given you something Chinese which these men want?” he suggested, and again saw the frown. Somehow he knew that it did not indicate hostility to, or annoyance with, himself.




  “I have a bangle,” she said; “but I do not wear it.”




  She stopped, opened a silver bag she carried on her wrist, and took out a small jade bracelet. It was set about at intervals by tiny bands of gold.




  “May I see it?”




  She passed it to him. They were nearing Marble Arch, and she had insensibly slackened her pace. Now they both stopped whilst he examined the ornament. He scrutinised it carefully. Between each band was an inscription, half obliterated by wear.




  “This bangle is two thousand years old,” he said simply, and she gasped.




  “Two thousand!” she repeated incredulously.




  “Two thousand,” he repeated. “This is quite valuable.”




  “I know,” she said shortly.




  He detected something of resentment in her tone.




  “What do those characters mean?” she asked. “Is it something I shouldn’t know?” she asked quickly.




  She looked up at his face. There was a dull flush on his face and a strange light in his eyes.




  He fingered the jade bracelet absently.




  “There is nothing you should not know,” he said briefly — for him. “There is much that I have wanted to know for years.”




  She was puzzled, and showed it.




  “Listen,” he said, and read, turning the bracelet slowly as he read:




  




  “I am Shun the son of the great mechanic Chu-Shun upon whom the door fell when the Emperor passed. This my father told me before the day, fearing the treachery of the eunuchs. Behold the pelican on the left wall with the bronze neck…afterwards the spirit steps of jade…afterwards river of silver, afterwards…door of bronze. Here Emperor…behind a great room filled with most precious treasures.”




  




  He read it twice, then handed the bracelet to the girl. She looked at him for the space of a minute. Here, in the heart of prosaic London, with the dull roar of the traffic coming to them gustily across the sparse herbage of a most commonplace park, Shun the son of Chu-Shun spoke across the gulf of twenty centuries.




  “It is very wonderful,” she said, and looked at the bracelet.




  “I think you had better let me keep this bracelet,” he said; “at any rate for a while. I beg you to believe” — he raised his hand solemnly— “that I consider only your own safety, and I am moved to the suggestion by the knowledge that you attach no sentimental value to the ornament, that it was given to you by somebody whom your mother likes, but who is repugnant to you, and that you only wear it in order to save yourself the discomfort and exasperation of a daily argument with your parent.”




  She stared at him in open-eyed amazement.




  “How — how did you know that?” she asked.




  “You carry it in your bag. You frowned when you took it out to show me,” he said cheerfully. “You carry it in your bag only because you must keep it by you in order to slip it on and off when you are out of somebody’s sight. If it were your fiancé, you would either wear it or leave it at home — engaged people clear up their differences as they go along. Evidently you are a lady of strong character, strong enough to respect the foibles or the demands of your elders. Therefore it must be your father or your mother; and since fathers are naturally indignant and notoriously unsentimental, I cannot imagine that he would insist—”




  “Thank you,” she said hurriedly. “Will you keep the bracelet for me, and return it at your leisure to this address?”




  She extracted a card from her bag, and he looked at it and read:




  Miss Yvonne Yale.


  406, Upper Curzon Street, S.W.




  




  “Yvonne,” he read gravely. “I’ve never known anybody named Yvonne.”




  He put the bracelet in his inside pocket, and buttoned the worn coat again.




  “I have no card,” he said. “I am Captain Ted Talham of the Victorian Mounted Infantry, of the Bechuanaland Mounted Police, of the Imperial Bushmen, and I am, in addition, a general in the army of the Dowager Empress of China, a mandarin of the Fourth Class, and a wearer of the Sun of Heaven and the Imperial Dragon Orders.”




  He recited this with all gravity. There was no glint of humour in his eyes. The girl checked her smile when she realised how serious this goodlooking man was. There was pride in the recital of his dignities: it was a very important matter that he should be Captain of Irregular Horse, and as tremendous a happening that he should wear the decorations of the Manchu dynasty.




  She held out her hand.




  “I am sure my mother will be glad to meet you,” she said, “and as for myself I cannot tell you how grateful I am that you should have been so providentially at hand this afternoon.”




  He bowed, a ceremonious and correct little bow.




  “That is the luck of the game,” he said.




  There was an awkward pause. He was so evidently trying to say something more.




  “I think it is right, and it is my duty,” he said at last, “to point out to you the very significant fact that so far I have not offered you my address. This,” he went on oracularly, “is all the more significant and alarming when I tell you that the intrinsic value of the bangle” — he tapped his pocket— “is anything from fifteen hundred to twentyfive hundred pounds.”




  “Impossible!” said the startled girl.




  It was altogether an amazing afternoon.




  He nodded.




  “Possibly the latter figure,” he said. “Let the fact sink into your mind, and add to it the alarming intelligence that I have no address, and I have no address because I have exactly three yen in unchangeable Chinese silver between myself and the ravening world.”




  A wave of pity surged over the girl, and there were tears in her eyes — tears that sprang most unexpectedly from unsuspected wells of sympathy.




  She fumbled in her bag, but he stopped her.




  “I beg of you,” he said reproachfully. “If you can’t trust me with two thousand pounds’ worth of jade, believe me, I can trust you with my secret, and a secret is only existent just so on as either of the two parties affected do nothing overtly or covertly to destroy the basic foundation upon which it rests. My secret is momentary penury remove that and the secret ceases to be.”




  He would have said more, but checked himself.




  “In fact,” he concluded, “if you offer me money, I shall offer you your jade bangle, and there will be the end of the matter.”




  She was laughing now — her eyes danced with merriment.




  There was something amusing in the situation. This seedy gentleman with his unchangeable yen, his problematical dinner and bed, with two thousand pounds in his inside pocket, appealed to her sense of the grotesque. If young De Costa knew! Young change-counting, bill-checking, tipless De Costa, who had given her two thousand pounds in the innocence of his heart.




  “Promise me that you will call?” she asked laughingly, “with or without the bangle.”




  “With the bangle,” he said. “Tonight I shall make it very clear to the ‘Noble Child,’ ‘Hope of the Spring,’ and ‘Star of the Yamen’ that the bracelet has passed to my possession and that henceforward if they wish to follow its wearer they must follow me.”




  He shook hands again, lifted his hat, and turning abruptly, left her.




  II. The Man in the Drawer
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  His Excellency Prince Chu-Hsi-Han, Ambassador to the Court of St. James, picked up the card from the tray, and examined it calmly through his rimless glasses.




  “Is the distinguished stranger below?” he asked.




  “Excellent Highness,” said the Mongolian in the livery of the Embassy, “I placed the distinguished stranger in the red room.”




  The Ambassador nodded.




  “Conduct him to my unworthy presence,” he said, and the servant bowed twice and left the room silently.




  He returned in a few minutes and announced the visitor in faultless English.




  “Signor Tillizinni.”




  Tillizinni, spare of build, with his keen, eager face and his black and white colouring, formed a strong note in that room of soft pearl-blue draperies and shaded lights. He offered his hand with a little bow to the impassive Oriental who rose from his desk to meet him.




  “Your Excellency expected me?” he asked, and the Ambassador smiled, for Tillizinni spoke in the Chinese — that peculiar “Mandarin Chinese” which only the statesmen and diplomatists of China employ.




  “You are a veritable signor,” he said quietly. “You have the accent which suggests a course of training in the forbidden city.”




  Tillizinni flushed — he was susceptible on the intellectual side.




  “I am flattered,” he said. “Yet I studied no nearer to Pekin than Florence.”




  “I congratulate you,” said the Prince, and with his own hands drew a chair forward.




  “Be seated,” he said, “and tell me exactly what you require.”




  He was speaking in English now.




  Tillizinni took from his pocket a long envelope and extracted a number of newspaper cuttings.




  “Your Excellency wrote an article in the North American Review,” he said, “which dealt extensively with the early history of your country.”




  The Ambassador nodded.




  “You dealt extensively with the life of the First Emperor.”




  Again the Ambassador nodded.




  “One could not deal effectively with the history of China,” he smiled, “unless one wrote of the First Emperor. He built the great wall and stimulated all the best efforts of my countrymen — and though it was two thousand years ago, his influence is still felt.”




  It was Tillizinni who smiled now.




  “His influence is felt here in London,” he said grimly, “and in no place more completely than in Scotland Yard, which, as your Excellency may know, affords me employment.”




  “At Scotland Yard?”




  The Chinese Ambassador’s eyebrows rose.




  “At Scotland Yard,” repeated the other. “But if your Excellency will proceed—”




  The Prince was a great littérateur, and since he was riding his hobby, needed little encouragement.




  “The First Emperor did many wonderful things,” he said. “He also did many things, which I say humbly and with due reverence to his illustrious memory” — he bowed his head— “were not wise, for he destroyed all the literature which China possessed, burnt books and documents, and forbade on pain of death any attempt on the part of students to retain the writings of the just. All this you will find dealt with in the story in a sketchy way.”




  Again Tillizinni nodded.




  “Here is a paragraph I would like to direct your special attention,” he said, and indicated a page on which a paragraph had been outlined with blue pencil.




  “Pardon me!” said his Excellency. He was apologising for the fact that it was necessary for him to employ his pince-nez; for your wellbred Chinaman be he all but blind, does not wear his spectacles in the presence of his guest.




  “Ah, that,” he tapped the blue paragraph with his finger, “that is a literal extract from the writings of our greatest historian, and describes the burial of the First Emperor.”




  He read aloud in his soft English, tracing the printed lines with his tapered fingers as he proceeded:




  




  “In the 9th moon the First Emperor was buried in Mount Li, which in the early days of his reign he had caused to be tunnelled and prepared with that view. Then, when he had consolidated the Empire, he employed his soldiery, to the number of 700,000, to bore down to the Three Springs (that is, until the water was reached), and there a firm foundation was laid and the sarcophagus placed thereon. Rare objects and costly jewels were collected from the palaces and from the various officials, and were carried thither and stored in huge quantities. Artificers were ordered to construct mechanical crossbows, which, if any one were to enter, would immediately discharge their arrows. With the aid of quicksilver, rivers were made — the Yangtze, the Yellow River, and the great ocean — the metal being made to flow from one into the other by machinery. On the roof were delineated the constellations of the sky, on the floor the geographical divisions of the earth. Candles were made from the fat of the man-fish (walrus), calculated to last for a very long time. The Second Emperor said: ‘It is not fitting that the concubines of my late father who are without children should leave him now;’ and accordingly he ordered them to accompany the dead monarch to the next world, those who thus perished being many in number. When the interment was completed, some one suggested that the workmen who had made the machinery and concealed the treasure knew the great value of the latter, and that the secret would leak out. Therefore, so soon as the ceremony was over, and the path giving access to the sarcophagus had been blocked up at its innermost end, the outside gate at the entrance to this path was let fall, and the mausoleum was effectually closed, so that not one of the workmen escaped. Trees and grass were then planted around, that the spot might look like the rest of the mountain.”




  




  Tillizinni nodded.




  “That is the trouble,” he said.




  “Trouble?”




  It is not etiquette for a high-born Chinaman to express his astonishment in the exclamatory style of the West; yet the Prince was obviously astonished.




  As briefly as possible Tillizinni gave a résumé of the events which had preceded and followed the stranding of the China mail-boat.




  His Excellency listened, his features composed to that immobility which is characteristic of his race. When Tillizinni had concluded, he asked:




  “You suggest that the thieves were seeking information which they knew I would publish, and which is to be found in every historical textbook on China.”




  “I suggest to your Excellency,” said Tillizinni quietly, “that amongst your documents there was one which threw greater light upon the Treasure House of the Dead than anything you have published.”




  The Ambassador was silent. His delicate fingers played restlessly with a silver paper knife on his desk, and his eyes were averted from the other’s face.




  Tillizinni offered no encouragement to speech. He understood that he had been right in his surmise. There was reason for the attempted burglary and the reason was to be found in the contents of the mailbag.




  It was fully three minutes — no inconsiderable period of time — before the Ambassador spoke: “I can only imagine,” he said at last, speaking very slowly, “that the people who tried to rob the safe desired information which I am not prepared to give.”




  He looked up sharply.




  “Do you realise, Mr. Tillizinni,” he asked, “that buried with Ts’in Hwang Ti are jewels computed to be worth over two million pounds?”




  “Two millions?”




  The Prince nodded.




  “Two millions,” he repeated. “All the authorities agree that even in those days, China was enormously wealthy in gold and precious jewels, and that the value of the First Emperor’s possessions were enormous. He was originally the King of Ts’in, and he it was who established the Empire. By conquest alone he must have secured enormous wealth apart from that which he obtained through the recognised revenues of peace.”




  The knowledge that this wealth lies buried is sufficient to tempt the foreign adventurer — no Chinaman save some of the worst criminal characters would desecrate a tomb.




  “I have in my possession the exact location of Mount Li,” he added simply.




  “But—”




  “You think that is easy to find, but as a matter of fact the Empire is filled with Mount Lis, and though on one of these — the most obvious one — the tomb has been located, the great Emperor is really buried on a small and barren island in the Gulf of Pe-chili.”




  Tillizinni’s eyes narrowed.




  What mystery there was in the burglary had now vanished.




  “Why is not the location generally known?” he asked.




  The Ambassador favoured him with one of his rare smiles.




  “The Emperor himself forbade the disclosure,” he said. “In China in those days, the Divine Sun of Heaven controlled not alone the destinies by the memories of men.”




  Tillizinni rose to go.




  “One last question,” he asked. “Do you intend publishing the information you have at any future date?”




  “I do not,” said the Ambassador briefly.




  Tillizinni had occasion to go into the red drawingroom, where he had left his hat and walkingstick.




  A man was sitting waiting — a tall, goodlooking man, jaunty enough in spite of the poverty of his attire.




  “Captain Talham, I believe,” said Tillizinni, and the other rose.




  “You are the gentleman who searched my luggage at King’s Cross cloakroom,” said Captain Talham, without resentment, and the detective laughed aloud.




  “That is a confession which I should not care to make,” he said. “How do you know your luggage had been searched?”




  “I have had some experience,” said the other coolly, “and it may interest you to know that, since your search, a more conscientious search-party took away the whole of my baggage and has, so far, failed to replace it.”




  Tillizinni was genuinely concerned. This strange man had a tender spot in his heart for the needy and it needed no second glance at the man from China to discover his straitened circumstances.




  He drew a chair forward.




  “I am interested in this,” he said. “Perhaps I can help you.”




  Captain Talham raised a dignified and protesting hand.




  “The normal mind,” he said “rejects without hesitation the instinct of rebellion against recognised authority. Undisciplined resentment toward social safeguards imposed by society for its own protection is aluvistic. I appreciate the necessity for the examination you made and regard as admirable the choice of agent which the government has made. Moreover, since I am directly and frankly interested in discovering the location of Mount Li, and came to this country by the same ship as certain documents revealing that location, your suspicion was pardonable.”




  He said all this, scarcely pausing to take breath.




  Tillizinni’s face, schooled to conceal his emotion, displayed no hint of his sensations. Had this man been listening at the door of the study, that he should take up the threads of the Ambassador’s discourse?




  Talham seemed to divine the working of the Italian’s mind, and smiled.




  “I gather you have been discussing the matter with Chu-hsi-han. I gather that because you did not make your call till after the publication of his article, and because I have reason for knowing that that article has excited a great deal of interest in circles with which you are probably unacquainted — the Society of Good Intention, for example.”




  There was something in his tone which at once interested and nettled Tillizinni. The stranger had put him on his mettle, too, challenged his knowledge of forces. Yet the Italian was too big a man to allow pique to stand in his way of acquiring information. He was not too clever to learn.




  “I know nothing whatever about the Society of Good Intention,” he said; “though I gather from its benevolent title that it is a Chinese secret society with a felonious propaganda.”




  Talham was tickled. Here was a man after his own heart.




  “The Society,” he began, as if to deliver a speech, then changed his mind. “The Society is purely criminal, though it had a political origin. It is an off shoot of the Guild of Honourable Adventurers which flourished in Canton twenty years ago. It has committed more crimes than any other in China, and it has reached a pass where—”




  Clear and sharp above the conversation a pistol shot rang out.




  It sounded overhead, and simultaneously the two men leapt to their feet. With one accord they darted to the door, across the wide hall, and up the soft-carpeted stairs, Tillizinni leading, an automatic pistol in his hand.




  A servant was standing at the door of the Ambassador’s study, vainly twisting the handle.




  “It is locked, Excellencies,” he said.




  “Out of the way” cried Talham.




  The man obeyed with suspicious alacrity. He flew down the stairs, past the chattering crowd of servants hurrying up.




  At the door of the house the Chinaman in the livery of the Embassy was joined by another.




  “We will go quickly, brother,” said the first man, “else these people will know that we are not in the Tao-ae’s service.”




  They passed through the door and out into the dark street as the sound of a crash told them that Talham had gained admission to the room above.




  The room was in darkness, but the observant Tillizinni had noted the mother-of-pearl button switch, and his fingers found it now. Instantly the room was flooded with soft light.




  Huddled in his chair was the Ambassador — dead.




  There was no wound which the men could see, and Tillizinni, going swiftly to the side of the dead man, uttered an exclamation.




  “He has been strangled!” he cried.




  Talham leant over the desk, his brows puckered in a frown.




  “Strangled! Then who fired that shot?” he asked.




  Servants were coming into the room now. The English secretary pushed a way through a crowd of excited Chinamen. He had been writing in his study on the third floor when the shot aroused him.




  “Marshall all the servants,” said Tillizinni, and whilst this was being done the detective made an examination of the apartment. The windows were closed and fastened with a catch, for the Ambassador shared with his countrymen a horror of ventilation. There was no possibility of entry from that direction.




  Nothing had been disturbed with the exception of a large inlaid bureau which stood against one wall of the room. Here the door had been wrenched open, and a drawer forced and ransacked. Private papers lay scattered on the floor.




  Tillizinni picked up a large envelope. It was inscribed in Chinese characters “The burial-place of the First Emperor.” The seal on the envelope remained intact, but the cover had been slit from end to end, and was empty.




  “Look!” said Talham’s voice explosively.




  Tillizinni followed the direction of the pointing finger. The bottom of the bureau was formed by one huge drawer, the width and depth of the massive piece of furniture and some eighteen inches high.




  From one corner bright red drops were dripping and forming a little pool on the carpet.




  The two men grasped the bronze handles of the drawer and pulled.




  The body of a man lay in the bottom. He was doubled up so that his knees were under his chin. He had been shot evidently from behind, and was quite dead.




  “Do you know him?” asked Tillizinni.




  Talham nodded.




  “He called himself the ‘Star above the Yamen,’” he said, “and I had an interesting talk with him this afternoon.”




  For this poor, inanimate thing had been the spokesman of Hyde Park.




  III. Introduces Mr. Soo
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  It was a busy night for Captain Talham. The clocks were striking three when he hailed a taxicab. Tillizinni joined him as he stood on the edge of the pavement, and the two conversed together for some time. Then they entered a cab, and drove off.




  The man who watched them from the opposite side of the road followed. His car waited in a side street at no great distance, and it was a car which readily overtook the cab which carried the two men eastward.




  They passed through the stone archway of Scotland Yard, and the pursuing car continued its way along the Embankment, and in obedience to the instructions given through the speaking tube, slowed in Horse Guards Avenue to allow the occupant to alight.




  He was dressed irreproachably in the evening dress of civilisation, and carried himself with ease and confidence. He walked back the way the car had come, turned into Scotland Yard without hesitation, and found the constable on duty very ready to carry a message to Tillizinni.




  The Italian received him alone, and the visitor favoured him with a ceremonious bow.




  Tillizinni took him in from foot to crown in one sweeping and comprehensive bow.




  The newcomer was unquestionably Chinese, though he did not wear a queue which distinguished the Manchu before the rebellion. His face was goodlooking for a Chinaman, his features clean-cut, his eyes alone betrayed his nationality. His lips, straight and thin, were expressionless, and Tillizinni noticed that this strange man, dressed in the height of fashion, yet with the restraint which marked the gentleman, wore in one eye a gold-rimmed monocle.




  When he spoke there was no trace of a foreign accent.




  “Mr. Tillizinni?” he said, and the other nodded.




  “My name is Soo — L’ang T’si Soo — and I am, as you may suppose, a compatriot of the unfortunate man who was murdered tonight.”




  Tillizinni nodded again.




  “I know the Prince slightly,” said Soo, as he seated himself, “and naturally I am distressed at the tragic news.”




  “News travels very fast,” responded Tillizinni dryly. “The Ambassador has not been dead very long.”




  Soo inclined his head easily.




  “I was passing the Embassy, and I saw a number of distracted servants — one of whom you sent to find a policeman,” he explained. “Naturally the servants being commonplace Chinamen and inveterate gossips, were ready to talk to one of their race.”




  This was plausible enough. Tillizinni, at any rate, could find no fault with the explanation. He wondered why this Chinese exquisite should have sought him at three o’clock in the morning.




  “It is very sad,” continued L’ang T’si Soo, shaking his head, “that one so learned as his Excellency should have been cut off so ruthlessly.”




  “It is sadder to me,” said Tillizinni, “that the ‘Star above the Yamen’ should also have been sacrificed.”




  What made him say this he could not understand. There was no reason at all why he should mention the second man.




  The effect on his visitor was electrical. He rose instantly and noiselessly from his chair, the monocle dropped from his eye, and the eyelids lowered till the detective saw no more than two straight, glittering slits of black.




  “‘Star above the Yamen’?” he repeated. “What do you mean?” All the suaveness, all the languid drawl had gone out of his voice: it was harsh and metallic. The white-gloved hands were clenched till the delicate kid was stretched to breaking point. He stood erect and tense; there was something animal in his poise, something tigerish in his attitude.




  “What I mean,” said Tillizinni slowly, “is just this. In addition to the Ambassador, a man was killed — shot from behind, evidently by his confederates. As I have reconstructed the crime, the murderers were disguised in the livery of the Embassy, and made their escape in the confusion. ‘Star above the Yamen’ was probably killed because his murderers desired something which he had. He has been identified by this.”




  The detective took a sheet of paper from his pocket, and handed it across the desk to the other.




  Soo looked at the Chinese characters long and earnestly.




  “It is copied from the man’s hong, which was given to Captain Talham this afternoon by the man himself.”




  With a supreme effort T’si Soo recovered his self-possession. Without a word he handed back the sheet, fixed his eyeglass mechanically and relaxed into his chair.




  “That is interesting,” he said calmly. “Once I knew a ‘Star above the Yamen,’ but this is evidently another man. The characters change a little as between North and South China, and my friend does not use this hong.”




  Tillizinni’s observant eye saw the tip of the visitor’s tongue pass over the dry lips.




  “Doubtless you wonder why I have come,” said the Chinaman, “and it is only fair to you that I should explain who I am. Your companion—”




  “My companion?” asked Tillizinni sharply.




  “The gentleman who is waiting in the next room,” said the suave Oriental, “until I have gone. His Excellency Ho-tao, which in our language means the River Mandarin, or as you would call him, Captain Talham, he would know me. I am the son of the Governor of T’si-lu: to all intents and purposes, I am the governor.”




  Tillizinni bowed.




  He knew something of this man, who was educated at Oxford, rented the most expensive of Piccadilly flats, and was reputedly wealthy.




  Soo rose to go.




  “I am afraid I have allowed my curiosity and my natural interest in the fate of my countryman to trespass upon your time,” he said. “Here is my address: if I can be of any assistance to you, please command me.”




  He put his card upon the table, and with a little bow, withdrew.




  Three minutes later he was speeding eastward as fast as his car could go. He swept round from the Embankment to Blackfriars Bridge, and crossed the river. He alighted near the Borough.




  “Wait for me!” he said briefly, and the muffled chauffeur answered in Cantonese.




  In a tiny thoroughfare leading off Southwark Street were a number of small shops, shuttered and silent at this hour of the morning.




  Soo tapped on the shutters of one. It was a gentle tattoo that he beat, yet the door which flanked the windows was instantly opened and he passed in. The shop was evidently a laundry, and a Chinese laundry at that. He passed swiftly across the shop through the livingroom at the back, in which one feeble light burned, and without hesitation turned sharply and descended the stairs which led directly from the livingroom to the cellars below.




  At the bottom of the stairs was a door. Again he knocked, and again the door was opened by a Chinaman in his shirtsleeves.




  The man removed his pipe as Soo entered, and made a profound obeisance.




  The cellar was a large one, and its walls were covered with blood-red paper on which were painted crude, black drawings and characters illustrating the “Song of Lament.” There was one table above which an oil-lamp swung, and about were seated half a dozen men in various conditions of dishabille. Despite the coldness of the night, the cellar was uncomfortably hot, for a big charcoal brazier glowed in a wall recess where in some forgotten age had stood a European stove.




  The men rose as Soo entered, concealing their hands in their sleeves.




  “Where is my brother?” asked Soo quickly.




  He addressed a cadaverous old Chinaman who stood nearest the brazier.




  “Lord,” said the man, “your illustrious brother has not returned.”




  “Where are Yung-ti and Hop-lee?” demanded Soo.




  “Lord, they have not returned,” answered the other.




  Soo looked at his watch.




  “Ming-ya says—” began the old man, but stopped as if he thought better of it.




  “Ming-ya says — what?” asked Soo. “Answer me, old fool, quickly!”




  The old man bowed.




  “The seven blessings of heaven upon your highness,” he said humbly. “But Ming-ya says that neither Yung-ti nor Hop-lee will return.”




  Ming-ya, a youthful Cantonese with the dull eye of an opium sot, nodded.




  “That is true,” he croaked hoarsely; “for these two men I heard speaking tonight when I was taking my pipe, and they thought I could not hear them — they go to China tonight.”




  Soo waited for a time; his head sank on his chest, buried in thought.




  Then his eye singled out a thoughtful face which had been turned to him from the moment he entered. It was the face of a young man who stood where the shadow of the lamp fell — for one side of the lamp had been shaded so that no gleam-of direct light could be detected from the street above. With a jerk of his head Soo signed for him to follow, and without another word the two men left the cellar, the door closing behind them with a click.




  In the shop above T’si Soo turned to his companion.




  “Lo-Rang,” he said, “these two men have killed my brother — and yours, for we of the Society of Good Intention are all brothers, having sworn by our ancestors to keep faith. Also they have taken away a certain paper which I sent them to get.”




  The younger man inclined his head obediently.




  “I sent my brother with them because I feared treachery. He it was — so the foreigners say — who found the paper, and because they needed it for their treachery and could get it no other way, they have killed him.”




  “Excellency,” said Lo-Rang meekly, “all this I know. Tell me what I shall do?”




  “Find those men,” said Soo, “and shah!”




  The young man bowed reverently and turned, disappearing into the back of the shop.




  He returned with a tiny bundle of clothes, and a long, narrow-bladed knife.




  “This is the knife with which I killed a man in Hoo Sin,” he said proudly, and Soo nodded his acknowledgment.




  IV. The Amulet of Jade
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  Mr. Raymond De Costa put down his paper, and looked thoughtfully at his son who sat opposite to him at the breakfast-table.




  Gregory de Costa favoured his father in that he was below the medium height and somewhat stout for a man of twentyfour. His complexion had a tinge of bronze-red, which is to be found in those families which trace back to “colour,” and, indeed, there was a history of a mésalliance which brought wealth but an undesirable Eurasian strain into the De Costa family. They referred to themselves as a Portuguese house, and Portuguese they may have been originally; but generations of De Costas had lived and died in the Madras presidency, illustrious amongst the chee-chee folk, but unquestionably of them.




  Raymond, the elder, was the richest of the De Costa clan. He was fat and wheezy; his face was swollen with good living and self-indulgence — for he denied himself none of the excellencies of life. It was not an attractive face, though the two black eyes that burned all the time as though with fever, were fascinating. They were “seeing” eyes; they watched and absorbed all things within their radius. They were terribly alive and eager. They seemed to denote and indicate a separate existence to that which the gross, unshapely body of the man enjoyed.




  The elder man — he must have been sixty — raised his beringed hand and gently caressed the stubble of grey moustache on his upper lip.




  He was contemplating this dreadful son of his, from his sleek, shiny head, to his sleek, shiny boots.




  “Gregory,” he said after a while, “have you seen the papers this morning?”




  The younger man shook his head.




  “No,” he admitted, though in the admission he knew he might earn a reproof, for he was undergoing a course of education which included a knowledge of the daily happenings of life.




  To his surprise the inevitable lecture was not forthcoming. Instead —




  “The Chinese Ambassador was murdered last night,” said his father softly.




  Gregory stared.




  There was something in the very gentleness of Raymond de Costa’s voice which made the younger man feel uncomfortable.




  “Murdered — poor devil!” he said. “Was that where you went last night? I suppose they sent for you?”




  Raymond sat upright suddenly.




  “Where I went! What do you mean?” he demanded harshly. “I went nowhere.”




  “I thought I heard you come in at one o’clock,” said the youth, reaching for an apple from the table. “I didn’t sleep too well.”




  The other frowned.




  “I did not come in for an excellent reason,” he said with asperity; “I was in bed at eleven o’clock and I did not stir out of my bed until Thomas brought my coffee this morning.”




  The young man was unconvinced.




  “But, governor,” he protested, “I saw Thomas with your boots, and they were all covered with mud.”




  The old man thumped the table with a snarl of anger.




  “I wasn’t out of the house last night, I tell you!”




  Gregory de Costa was alarmed at the storm he had brought down upon his head.




  “I’m sorry,” he mumbled apologetically. “I must have dreamt it.”




  “What is this about you’re not sleeping well?” demanded the other, changing the conversation abruptly. “Are you ill?”




  “Ill? No; it’s nothing! I’m just feeling a bit rotten.”




  He got up from the table and walked disconsolately to the window, gazing gloomily into the street.




  “Is it that girl of yours?” asked his father with a slight smile.




  “Which girl?” asked the other resentfully “Do you mean Miss Yale?”




  “Who else?”




  The youth was silent for a while.




  “She’s not my girl by any means, governor,” he said despairingly. “I wish to heaven she was! She treats me like dirt — absolutely like dirt!”




  Raymond de Costa smiled.




  “Pretty people to treat a son of mine like dirt,” he said disdainfully. “The mother is head over heels in debt; the girl only looks presentable because she does a little writing. Why don’t you make up to the mother?”




  The young man turned round, his hands thrust deep into his trouser pockets, discontent eloquently written on his face.




  “The mother’s all right,” he grumbled, “can twist Mrs. Yale round that.” He held up a stodgy little finger. “If it was only the mother there would be no trouble. It’s the girl.”




  “Give her presents; women like that sort of thing!” suggested his father, but the young man shook his head.




  “I’ve given her—” He stopped.




  “What?”




  “Oh, lots of things!” said the youth vaguely. His conscience was troubling him a little. Something was very much on his mind.




  There is an intense sympathy between some fathers and some sons which is generally all to the good. It sometimes, however, works out to the embarrassment of one of the partners. De Costa père had a trick of catching mind impressions; and now there came to him the recollections of something he wished to say.




  “By the way,” he said carelessly, “Miss Yale has something which I should very much like to possess.”




  The youth made no attempt to discover what that something was. He glanced a little apprehensively at his parent and waited.




  “Miss Yale,” the other went on, “has a bangle, which, from the description I have had of it, must be the very companion of one which I have been scouring the world to secure, and which that thief Song-lu of Nanping swore he had dispatched to me by registered post.”




  He rose from the table too, a scowl on his unpleasant face.




  “It cost me over a thousand pounds to find, and another thousand to buy,” he said; “and Song-lu expects me to believe that he entrusted it to the registered post!”




  “When ought it to have arrived?” stammered Gregory, very red in the face and horribly conscious of a desire to bolt.




  “During my absence in China,” said his father. Then, sharply: “You saw nothing of a bangle, did you?”




  Gregory de Costa cleared his throat.




  “I wanted to say — I’ve had an uncomfortable feeling,” he said incoherently, “that a bangle came to me — at least I thought it was for me — some old curio that you’d picked up, governor. I hadn’t any idea it was for you it was just addressed ‘Mister de Costa.’”




  “Ah, you’ve got it!” There was relief and pleasure in Raymond de Costa’s face.




  The son hesitated.




  “Well,” he said, “I haven’t exactly got it. As a matter of fact I thought you meant me to give it away — so I gave it!”




  De Costa stared at his son openmouthed. His face went paler and paler with almost unconquerable rage.




  “Gave it away?” he said at last, restraining himself with the greatest effort. “And to whom did you give it, you precious fool?”




  “I gave it to Miss Yale,” said the young man sullenly. “How was I to know?”




  “How was he to know?” De Costa, senior, appealed to the ceiling in his exasperation. “How was he to know that I should not waste my time picking up curios for a moon-calf? Oh, Gregory Marcus de Costa, you make me tire!”




  It was chee-chee now. All the Eurasian in him was indicated in his voice and his manner. Tears of rage stood in his eyes.




  Only a man of iron will could have overcome his natural disabilities as did old De Costa, because of a sudden he became very calm.




  “You must go at once to Miss Yale, and on any excuse whatever you must regain possession of that bracelet. Tell her,” he bent his brows in thought, “tell her that you have learnt that it came from somebody who was suffering with the plague. Tell her anything — but get the bangle. She shall have diamonds in its stead. Go!”




  “I’m awfully sorry, governor,” began Gregory. The old man bared his teeth.




  “Get out!” he said savagely.




  Gregory de Costa went to his room with a grievance and a fear. Suppose Yvonne Yale would not surrender this precious circle of jade? Suppose she were hurt — no such luck! The worst and the most likely thing that could happen would be that she would seize an excellent and providential opportunity for ridding herself of an undesirable suitor.




  He dressed himself with care, swearing at his reflection in the glass as at his worst enemy. He counted his money mechanically before transferring it from one pocket to the other — a frugal soul was Gregory de Costa! — and examined with care the interior of his pocketbook. He would avail himself of his father’s offer. It would be a diamond bracelet which he would offer as a substitute, and no girl in her senses could refuse that. He found consolation in the prospect, and finished his dressing carefully.




  The Yales, mother and daughter, lived in a tiny house in Upper Curzon Street — a little house which had managed to squeeze itself between two more imposing façades and strove unsuccessfully to pretend that it had been there all the time.




  Miss Yale was alone, the servant informed him, and added with the garrulous familiarity of a servant from whom her mistress had no secrets, that she had gone to the bank.




  In the little drawingroom on the first floor Mr. de Costa junior found a lady who was coldly polite and undisguisedly surprised to see him at that hour in the morning.




  He blundered to his fate.




  “Fact is, Miss Yvonne—” he began.




  “Miss Yale,” she corrected him with a little smile.




  “Sorry. Fact is, there’s been a plague.”




  “A plague?”




  He nodded vigorously, satisfied with the sensation he had created.




  “But I’m afraid that I don’t understand,” she said. “Where is the plague, and what has it to do with me?”




  “In China,” he lied glibly. “Thousands of fellows dead. My governor is awfully upset; that bracelet, you know.”




  She began to comprehend, and nodded.




  “You see,” he went on eagerly, “the man that owned it has the plague, and the governor’s awfully concerned about you. So if you’ll let me have it, we’ll just put it where it can do no harm.”




  He was flushed with self-satisfaction; already it seemed his task was satisfactorily performed. But her next words sent a flood of ice-water down his back.




  “I’m sorry,” she said; “but I haven’t got it.”




  “Haven’t? Oh, I say, Miss Yvonne! Oh, come now!” he almost wailed. “You must have it. I shall get into an awful row!”




  “I am sorry you will get into trouble,” she said quietly; “but I haven’t got it at the moment.”




  “But you must have it, Miss — Miss Yale. You must!” He was violent almost in his terror at facing his father empty-handed. “And I must insist upon your giving it to me.”




  A wrong — a fatally wrong — move on the part of Gregory de Costa.




  The girl stood up, stiff and uncompromising.




  “You insist?” she said scornfully. “You forget that the bracelet is mine, though I assure you I’ve no desire to keep it. In a short time I shall have it, and it will be sent to you. Good morning!”




  “If I’ve said anything offensive,” pleaded the young man humbly, yet in his humility mopping his brow with a handkerchief, the gaudiness of which was in itself an offence.




  “Good morning!” said Yvonne Yale, with a little inclination of dismissal.




  There was a knock at the door, and De Costa checked his flood of apology.




  “Captain Talham,” announced the servant, and Captain Talham followed her quickly into the room.




  The girl flashed a little smile of welcome, then turned to the young man.




  “Captain Talham will give you what you desire,” she said coldly; then, to the tall man: “Will you please give this gentleman the bracelet I gave you yesterday?”




  Talham looked from the girl to the youth, and from the youth to the girl. Then, with a sigh in which relief was evident, he drew from his right hand pocket something wrapped in tissue paper and placed it in the outstretched hand of the other.




  “Phew!” said Mr. Gregory de Costa, and unwrapped the jade bracelet set about with bands of gold. “Phew!” he said again, and his trembling fingers stowed the precious circlet in an inside pocket.




  Captain Talham scrutinised him gravely.




  “My friend,” he said, “on what small and seemingly trivial incident does life turn! A petulant word — the hint of offensiveness to this dear lady” — he waved his hand gracefully in the direction of the embarrassed Yvonne— “a sudden revulsion of feeling, which turns penitence to stern and unscrupulous purpose, hardens the shamed heart, and adds lustre to villainy.”




  “I beg your pardon?” asked young Mr. de Costa reasonably puzzled.




  Talham would have proceeded, but something in the girl’s eyes, some mute entreaty, averted him, He favoured the young man with a bow which effectively dismissed him and turned his attention to the girl.




  She waited until the door closed behind him.




  “You are always getting me out of scrapes, Captain Talham,” she smiled.




  “You’ve got me out of a scrape,” he said solemnly, and seated himself at her gesture.




  He had been up all night, he told her without invitation.




  He added that he had borrowed a sovereign from a famous detective whom, with unnecessary caution, he described as Signor T —




  “Not that I’ve been to sleep,” he said. “I have been engaged with a Chink” — he saw she was puzzled— “a Chinaman,” he hastened to correct himself. “A very admirable man, who does things.”




  An ambiguous but characteristic description, she thought.




  He was ill at ease, and remarkably silent through the interview; spoke little, yet several times seemed to be on the point of speaking.




  “You seem to have something to confess,” she said at last in gentle raillery.




  She had to make conversation at an hour of the day when small talk was a most difficult exercise to assume, and was at her wits’ end for subjects.




  Three times he had started with an ominous “I feel that I ought to tell you” ; and three times he had stopped and talked rapidly for a minute or two about some subject wholly irrelevant to the matter under discussion.




  “I have and I haven’t,” he said slowly. “That is to say, I had, and probably that from a strictly ethical standpoint still have. It is a nice question.”




  He rose to go with startling abruptness.




  “There is something troubling you, my man,” thought she in an amused way.




  “Miss Yale,” he said solemnly. “In war all expedients are justified.”




  “I agree,” she smiled. “But exactly what are you thinking about?” It may be that Captain Talham had no intention of telling her at that precise moment. What is certain, however, is that in his agitation he pulled his handkerchief from an inside pocket and with it something which fell upon the floor, The girl looked at it in wonder; and well she might, for there was an absolute replica of the ornament she had returned to young De Costa a few moments before.




  V. Mr. Soho Makes a Discovery
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  Mr. De Costa, senior, sat in his study until late that night. His son had gone to a musical comedy to the relief of his mind and the repair of a crushed spirit, and Mr. de Costa was alone in the house save one manservant — a half-caste factotum, who was neither butler nor errand-boy nor valet, and yet performed the functions of each.




  At nine o’clock a man came to the house and was admitted through the servants’ entrance. He was shown at once to the study.




  De Costa looked over his glasses at the visitor and pointed to a chair.




  “Sit down, Soo,” he said, and the Chinaman, with a jerk and wriggle intended to display his respect for superiority, and his reluctance to seat himself in the presence of greatness, obeyed.




  He was above medium height, and pallid even for a Chinaman. His high cheekbones and thin, straight lips, gave him sinister appearance, yet he was by no means bad-looking, for the nose was straight and well proportioned to the face. He wore no queue, and his black hair was brushed back in the style affected by the youth of England. His eyes were larger than the average, set about in a void face — void of emotion, of the expression and capacity for feeling.




  Whatever humility convention may have dictated on his arrival, he had no false views on the question of his equality for the man who sat at the desk, for he leant over, lifted the lid of a silver box, and extracted a cigarette.




  “Well,” asked Mr. de Costa, blotting a letter he had written, “what is the news?” The man he called Soo shook his head as he applied a light to the cigarette.




  “I come to you for news,” he said. “In my humble circle we talk of nothing more interesting than the surprising results which follow a game of Fan-tan.”




  “Where did you pick up your English?” asked De Costa irritably. It is never pleasant to know that one whom in your heart you grade below your own intellectual level is your superior in scholastic attainments.




  “I picked it up in the place where one acquires much enlightenment,” said Soo carelessly.




  He blew a ring of smoke towards the ceiling, and watched it disappear.




  “You wouldn’t imagine,” said he, “that I was intended for the ministry; yet that is the fact. There were good people who thought I would make an ideal missionary, and by the force of my personality and the knowledge of my own people, wean them from the traditions and the philosophies of two thousand years to the halfhearted philosophies, imperfectly understood and imperfectly promulgated in twenty different ways by the intelligent people of this country.”




  De Costa said nothing. He was too wily a man to be drawn into a discussion on a subject with which he was not too well acquainted.




  Soo had an irritating trick of getting him out of his depths.




  “I understand you’ve got the bracelet,” said the Chinaman, and the other acknowledged the possession.




  He unlocked the drawer of his desk, and took out a steel box. From this he extracted the bangle which Talham had handed to his son.




  It was still in its paper wrapping, and Soo paused awhile before he removed the tissue.




  “It is very light for jade,” he said suspiciously.




  He threw the end of his cigarette into the fireplace with a quick movement of his hand, and stripped the ornament of its wrapper.




  He looked at it carefully, twisting the bangle about in his hand.




  “This is not jade,” he said.




  “Not jade,” repeated the merchant, and half rose from his chair. “Are you sure?”




  “This is celluloid,” said the calm Soo, “cleverly copied and possibly weighted to give it the appearance of jade.”




  He balanced it carefully on his hand; then he examined the gold bands.




  “Yes, as I thought,” he said, “the weight is in the gold.”




  He inspected the inscriptions and read them carefully. Half obliterated as they were, it was no easy task to decipher them by artificial light. Then he put the bangle upon the table, “Your friend has deceived you,” he said quietly. “This is not the famous Shu Shun bracelet. It is not even an imitation. These writings” — he tapped the bangle with his fingers— “are commonplace copybook maxims, as you would call them in this country.”




  He picked up the ornament again, and read: “An ungrateful son is a disappointed father.”




  “The father of patience is wisdom, and the source of peace is love.”




  “You have been fooled, my friend!” he said. De Costa sprang to his feet.




  “Explain what you mean,” he said.




  The Chinaman was lighting another cigarette.




  “It is very simple.” He looked abstractedly at the ceiling, and spoke half to himself: “The girl had the original bracelet, and has returned this. Either she, or one of her friends, has the bangle; and it is our business to get it. Without that” he lowered his voice— “everything that happened yesterday was in vain.”




  “Don’t talk about yesterday,” said De Costa hurriedly. “That is a subject which I never wish to discuss; you don’t know how I’m feeling about it, Soo. I never wanted anybody hurt, I swear I didn’t.”




  The Chinaman interrupted him with a slow smile.




  “These things are not done by politeness,” he said. “You are going into a big enterprise, and you must take a correspondingly big risk.”




  “I take no risks,” said De Costa, white of face. “I know nothing whatever about it. Two deaths! My God, they couldn’t—”




  Soo nodded.




  “They could indeed,” he said easily. “If anybody hangs for what happened last night, be sure that you hang with them. You have gone into this matter, De Costa, with your eyes open. You saw a chance of obtaining an enormous treasure, and you took all risk. You Westerners,” he went on, “place too high a value upon human life.”




  He half rose from his chair, leant across to the desk, and picked up the bangle again, examining it with an amused smile. Then, as he replaced it upon the table, he said grimly: “The events of yesterday about which you do not wish to speak, would have been wholly unnecessary had I known in time that this bangle existed.”




  “But surely,” began De Costa, “the paper you found Soo shook his head. He was calmness itself. “I have no papers,” he said simply.




  De Costa stared at him.




  “No papers! What do you mean?”




  “I mean exactly what I say,” said the other. He marked the situation upon the outstretched fingers of his hand. “Three men were sent to secure an envelope from the Chinese Ambassador’s bureau, and one of them was killed. Two made their escape with the papers concerning the matter. I have not seen them since.”




  “Gone?” said De Costa.




  “Gone!” repeated the other. “There is another influence at work. I am inclined to associate an old acquaintance of mine — Captain Talham. You probably know him!” De Costa nodded.




  “He is interested in this matter of Mount Li. So firm was my conviction that he was behind the treachery of my two men, that I took the liberty of preparing a little surprise for him last night. Unfortunately,” he said with regret, “it did not materialise. But tonight — who knows?”




  He rose abruptly, and buttoned his overcoat, turning up the collar about his neck.




  “I must go now,” he said. “There is a lot of work to be done before tomorrow morning.”




  “What work?” asked De Costa.




  “I am going to recover the bracelet,” said Soo, and there was that in his eyes which made the older man quail.




  “There will be no violence?” he stammered.




  “None, I assure you,” said the other airily.




  “Remember,” said De Costa almost tremulously, “that it is a woman you have to deal with.”




  “I have dealt with many women,” said Soo, “and I find very little difference between the sexes save that the gentler is a trifle more courageous, and a little more willing to bear the consequences of their folly.”




  De Costa accompanied him into the regions of the kitchen and showed him to the door which led to the area. Not another word was spoken between the two men.




  De Costa closed the door behind his visitor and bolted it securely. He went back to his study and drained off a glass of neat brandy.




  He went to bed that night in no happy frame of mind.




  He might have been less happy, as he lay tossing from side to side in his bed, had he seen the dark figure of a man stealing in the shadow of the wall which formed a tiny courtyard at the back of his house.




  VI. A Crime of Tillizinni




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Whoever the masked man was who was working so deliberately at the back door of Mr. de Costa’s respectable dwelling, he went to work methodically and without any indication that he feared detection. He carried a little tiny kit of tools which he had spread upon the ground, and from time to time he leant down and selected one of these by the light of a small electric lamp which he flashed for a moment upon the kit’s contents.




  He took some trouble to avoid anything in the nature of a violent noise, and it was half an hour before the lock, and a portion of the door, came away very gently in his hand.




  As methodically he leant down and rolled up the tools, placing them in his pocket; he pushed the door open, and entered.




  He had no difficulty in forcing another door, or in gaining the wide hallway which formed the principal entrance to the house.




  In half an hour he pursued his inquiries with quiet confidence.




  The diningroom yielded nothing; the rather ornate drawingroom no more. Yet he made a systematic search, flickering his light here and there, moving such pictures as he thought might conceal that which he sought.




  He reserved his examination of the study till the last. He found some cigarette ends in the fireplace and picked them up cautiously, examining the brand with the light of his lantern. These he wrapped carefully in a piece of paper, and placed in his waistcoat pocket. He opened all the drawers and methodically examined them, replacing them just as he had found them, and relocked the drawers after him with a curious key which he took from his pocket.




  After a while he mounted the stairs.




  De Costa occupied the first room on the second floor, and the door faced the stairs, and on the right was another door, which led to the dressing-room, which again gave access to the principal bedroom.




  The visitor made no attempt to force the door for some minutes, but devoted his attention to the door on the right.




  It opened easily. He stood in the doorway listening. For all he knew De Costa may have had alarms fixed; but no bell or buzzer woke the stillness of the night. He closed the door gently behind him; the floor was carpeted with thick felt, and the precaution he had taken of enclosing his feet in galoshes was unnecessary. In this room, as he knew, was the intimate safe of the merchant’s.




  He had come prepared to open that safe and inspect its interior. In his pocket was a heavy iron bottle containing sufficient oxygen for his purpose, and in another pocket the blowpipe and the instruments necessary to burn out the lock of the safe.




  He switched on his pocket light, and turned it unhesitatingly in the direction of where the safe was to be found. Instantly his thumb closed upon the switch, and his light went out. Facing him was a man who stood with his back to the safe. His face was covered with a black crêpe mask, and in his hand, pointing insistently in the direction of the other, was a long-barrelled Colt revolver.




  He might have saved himself the trouble of switching off his light, for instantly from the stranger’s disengaged hand a white beam of light shot out. He had come similarly equipped.




  “Go downstairs,” whispered the man by the safe, “and keep your hands away from your pockets.”




  There was nothing for the burglar to do but to obey. Without a word he turned and walked out of the room, the other following a few paces behind.




  “To the kitchen!” whispered the second man, and the burglar turned obediently.




  They entered the big, underground kitchen together, the second man closing the door behind him before he felt on the wall for the switch. In a minute the room was illuminated, and they stood facing each other.




  “Who are you?” asked the second man quietly.




  “I prefer to remain anonymous,” said the burglar.




  He was the taller of the two, a man above medium height, and his voice had just that touch of culture which one does not expect from a member of the criminal classes.




  “I prefer to see your face,” said the second man. The burglar shrugged his shoulders.




  “Existence,” he said oracularly, “is made up of unsatisfied desires. Nature in the ordering of her plans does not take into account the prejudices—”




  “Good heavens!” gasped the other. “Captain Talham!” The burglar was silenced momentarily, apparently annoyed too.




  “I am Captain Talham,” he said with ridiculous pride, and took off his mask; “though why you should know me I fail to understand.”




  The second man laughed — a low, musical, chuckling laugh.




  “I know you all right,” he answered.




  Talham stood for a moment fidgeting by the side of the kitchen table; then: “Let us put our cards on the table, Tillizinni,” he said.




  It was the second man’s turn to start.




  “Oh, yes, I know you!” Talham went on. “I always remember people by their hands; and as you probably know, the third knuckle of your left is more prominent than any other.”




  Tillizinni laughed.




  “We seem to have made a pretty mess of it between us,” he said; “as I gather, we are both here on the same errand.”




  Talham nodded.




  “You can save yourself the trouble of tampering with the safe. I’ve already been to it.”




  “How did you get in?” asked Talham.




  The detective shook his head with a smile.




  “The last thing I can do is to arrange to get out,” he answered evasively. “What did you find?” Talham hesitated.




  “I found nothing, save that our friend T’si Soo has been here. Some of his cigarette ends were in the fireplace; at least, they are Chinese, and I gather—”




  Tillizinni nodded.




  “I didn’t need his cigarette ends to know that,” he said. “I saw him come out.”




  They left the house together, walking arm in arm, through the front door, leaving the door ajar, and walked away under the very nose of a policeman who stood at the corner of a street a hundred yards from the house.




  For a long time neither man spoke. Then Tillizinni burst into a fit of uncontrollable laughter.




  “You amuse me very much,” he said, “although you annoy me. Here is a situation worthy of a comic opera. I go to burgle a house for my own private ends. I meet another burglar, whom it is my duty, as an officer of the law, to arrest.”




  “Let’s go and talk it over!” said Talham.




  *




  “You’re a curious man,” said Tillizinni, and Captain Talham did not consider it worth while to correct him, though “curious” was an obvious misapplication of a word.




  A bright, cheerful fire burnt in the big Adams’ fireplace, and the shaded lamp on the table afforded enough light to the room. Outside, day was breaking over the dull silver of the river and slow moving tugs were passing up with the tide, drawing a trail of clumsy barges in their wake.




  Tillizinni’s rooms in Adelphi Terrace offered the finest view in London, but never was London more attractive than in the early hours of a frosty winter morning.




  Neither of the two men had slept that night. A bundle of papers, each giving a brief account of the tragedy, was at the detective’s elbow. He looked across to Talham in his worn garments. You could not pity the tall man. His confidence, his self-satisfaction — in the best sense of the word — precluded pity. He sat now with a fragrant cigar between his teeth, a steaming cup of coffee within reach on a little table by his side, his legs crossed — a model of contentment.




  “I gather, of course,” Tillizinni went on, “that you wanted to find the Ts’in tomb, and I must confess that I regarded your search as being little removed, in point of self-interest, from the efforts of our Chinese friends.”




  Talham shook his head.




  “Accustomed as you are to the venal predilections” he began.




  Tillizinni put up his hands to his ears in mock despair.




  “Do you forget that I am Italian?” he asked.




  The great anthropologist was a man of quick likes and quicker dislikes. Never before had he found one to whom he felt so warm and so instant a regard as he did with this adventurer. Add the warm and generous qualities of his southern nature, interest in the rara humanis which his science dictated, and there is every excuse for the sudden friendship which has so often been the subject of criticism.




  Tillizinni was at the zenith of his fame; he had handled the danger of the Fourth Plague with rare courage and ingenuity, and his name at this time was in all mouths. Even Scotland Yard, a cautious institution which does not take the stranger to its bosom, however brilliant he may be, had succumbed to his fascination, and Room 673E was “Mr. Tillizinni’s Room,” just as surely and unalterably as Room 1 is the Chief Commissioner’s.




  He leant forward to stir the fire, and to return an escaping coal to its glowing inferno.




  “Will your man do the work you require?” he asked.




  “In the time?”




  The detective nodded, and Talham pursed his lips thoughtfully.




  “He has till eleven,” he said; “and a Chinese mechanic can do much in seven hours.”




  There was a restful little interval of silence, which Tillizinni broke.




  “It is most fantastic — the most bizarre idea I have ever heard,” he said. “From no other human being in the world would I accept such a story. Yet I believe you.”




  “Of course you do,” retorted Talham simply.




  Tillizinni stared; then an amused smile crossed his thin lips. The other surveyed him with great earnestness, then leant forward.




  “Signor Tillizinni,” he said, “the acquirement of wealth is a process which too often dissipates the qualities of self-respect. I will be a millionaire, not as the thief who robbed a tomb of dross” — he snapped his fingers finely— “but as the genius who wrested from the dead ages the secret and its attainments. I am satisfied that in the tomb of Ts’in I shall have revealed to me that supreme mechanical wonder of all time — perpetual motion.”




  His face was tense; his eyes glossed with the splendour of the thought. So the eyes of Christopher Columbus might have burnt as he sighted, through the spray, the low, grey cloud of land upon his bow.




  “All this story of mechanical devices,” Talham went on rapidly. “These rivers of quicksilver which run for ever by some complexity of machinery — it is all true. There may be little or no treasure; but that device lies hidden as surely as the bones of the architects are upon the floor of the chasm.”




  He rose, and paced the room with short, quick, nervous steps.




  “But suppose when you opened the tomb you found nothing?” asked Tillizinni. “Suppose the device was non-existent and the quicksilver rivers had disappeared, and there was nothing but the store of treasure?” Talham thought for a while.




  “I should take the treasure,” he said impressively, “and afterwards I should close the tomb reverently and come away.”




  Tillizinni laughed. It was a long, rich, chuckling laugh of pure enjoyment, which not even the reproachful eye of the other could suppress.




  “I like you,” said Tillizinni; “and if I do not consider it my duty to hamper you, I shall find a pleasure in helping you in your search.”




  Ten minutes later, the two men were dozing in their chairs, proof enough of the ease which comes with friendship.




  It was not until ten o’clock, with the bright, winter’s sunlight flooding the room, that Tillizinni awoke with a sense of refreshment. The big lamp upon the table still burnt, and he extinguished it.




  His eyes fell upon Talham still fast asleep. His legs outstretched, his hands thrust into trouser pockets, and his chin on his breast.




  Tillizinni moved across the room noiselessly, and looked out into the terrace below. There were two tradesmen’s carts delivering goods at a neighbouring club. He closed the French windows of the room and returned to Talham, and dropped his hand upon the other’s shoulder.




  Talham was awake instantly.




  “Anything wrong?” he asked, as he saw the other’s face.




  Tillizinni shook his head.




  “That we are both alive is evidence that nothing is wrong,” he said. “Look at the mantelpiece!” Talham raised his eyes.




  On the shelf above the fireplace, between two Tanagra statuettes, was a small, square, black box, as large as a small teacaddy, and not unlike one in its appearance. Dependent from the case, hung a length of fuse some eight inches long, and the end was burnt black.




  “Ashes in the fireplace — obviously fuse,” said Tillizinni, kneeling down. “What made it stop burning, I wonder?” He examined the little rope minutely, using a reading-glass.




  “That’s blood!” He pointed with his finger to a stain near the burnt end. “The man who placed this here had blood on his hands — probably cut himself in making the entrance. Now, where?” He walked to the door of the room and, opening it, crossed the broad landing. Another room opened from here, and he entered. It was used as a boxroom, and should have been locked. For the matter of that, it should have possessed a lock of more service than the twisted piece of metal that lay on the floor.




  “Wrenched off with a modern pocket-jack,” said Tillizinni approvingly. “A neat piece of work. Don’t touch the lock; we’ll hunt for a fingerprint by and by. Window open! Humph!” It was clear which way the thing had come. “We’ve had a narrow escape,” said Tillizinni. “So did he,” said Talham.




  VII. An Afternoon Call
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  Talham was seized with the idea of making an afternoon call, and waited on Tillizinni, to the detective’s embarrassment.




  “Tillizinni,” he said, “one of the duties which civilisation imposes upon its products, is the obligation under which we all rest, to observe the social amenities.”




  After which preamble he deigned to explain that he had accepted an invitation for himself and for the detective, to what he termed “a party.”




  Tillizinni had visions of being called upon to sing, or do parlour tricks, and he hastily excused himself.




  “You must come,” said Talham gravely. “I did perhaps overstep the conventions when, without consulting you, I accepted this invitation on your behalf. But I think you will enjoy yourself. Mrs. Smith is a lady of singular charm of manner, and has the gift which so few women, and indeed so few men, possess, of appreciating scientific endeavour at its true value.”




  From which Tillizinni gathered that the lady had been engaged in impressing upon Talham what a fine fellow he was.




  The detective hesitated. He knew he would be horribly bored, but it must be confessed he was possessed by a curiosity to know exactly how Talham would behave in that nebulous sphere which is called “society.”




  Mrs. Smith had a little house in Bayswater. It was in one of those long roads which connect Bayswater with Mayfair, and where, at the Mayfair end, the houses grow narrower and narrower, crowding against one another as if in a panic lest they stray into the more unfashionable end of the street.




  She was a woman who had a passion for parties, and was never quite so happy as when she was making two guests groan where one had groaned before.




  Since her entertaining area was severely restricted, it is not to be wondered that her little social plot was somewhat overcrowded.




  Habitués at Mrs. Smith’s “at homes” and functions were sufficiently well acquainted with the lay of the house to tuck themselves into odd corners and alcoves; but both Talham and his apprehensive companion found themselves a little cramped for room in the tiny hall where six men were endeavouring to find pegs for their coats at one and the same time.




  The drawingroom was on the first floor, and although the stairs leading up to it were somewhat narrow, Mrs. Smith carried out the illusion of a Foreign Office reception by receiving her guests on the first landing with her back to the bathroom door, and handing them over, as they squeezed past, to an ill-fitted butler, who conducted them the three or four paces which separated the end of stairs from the beginning of drawingroom.




  She boasted that she never forgot names, and was wont to cite herself and King Edward as twin souls in this respect.




  Indeed, from time to time, she found many startling phases of resemblance between herself and various members of the Royal Family.




  The tiny drawingroom was uncomfortably crowded.




  Tillizinni found himself wondering, as he pushed his way through the press, by what extraordinary manoeuvre Mrs. Smith held and attracted such a large and representative body of goodlooking young men.




  He had a lurking suspicion that as fast as they entered the drawingroom by the door they surreptitiously escaped through the window.




  There was that air of unreality which is frequently to be found in the small drawingrooms of the people bitten by the social bug.




  “She called me Mr. Tinker,” said Talham’s voice in the other’s ear.




  His words almost trembled with chagrin. Tillizinni tried to appease him.




  “She called me Phillips,” he said with a smile; “though that is not my name as far as I know. You must allow for lapses in the memory of a hostess who probably entertains thousands of people in a year.”




  Talham was silent, but he was very annoyed indeed.




  The press was thickest at one end of the drawingroom, and to this the two made, following the instinct which invariably draws man to man — for men like men in crowds.




  “What is the attraction?” grumbled Talham. “Is it not lamentable,” he went on without waiting for a reply, which, as a matter of fact, the detective was not prepared to offer, “that with all the joyous and bountiful gifts which nature has prepared and laid open for her children, men should be found who prefer the hot and fetid atmosphere of a drawingroom and the stimulations of artificial gaiety to that antechamber of heaven, the field? Does not the pettiness — the inconclusiveness — of it, strike you? Think of the futility of effort—” He got so far and was warming to his subject, when the little crowd which stood between them and the attraction, thinned, as a sea-fret thins before a westerly wind, and Tillizinni saw, for the first time in his life, Yvonne Yale.




  She was standing near the fireplace, listening to a short youth by her side, with some evidence of boredom.




  Her hair, perfectly coiffeured, was a mass of golden brown. About this she wore a little bandeau of dull gold.




  Tillizinni received the impression of observing a crowned queen — so proud and straight she stood, with a little tilt to her chin, and the merest hint of condescension in her eyes, as she talked to the voluble youth who hung upon her words.




  Her gown, cut low at the neck, was very plain. It was of black velvet, close fitting. About her neck she had three strings of imitation pearls. Her arms, bare to the elbow, were white and beautifully shaped; her hands larger than one expected, but pretty. She had a plain gold bangle about her wrist — the only jewel she wore.




  Tillizinni looked at Talham. He was staring at the girl, his lips parted, his eyes wide open, his head a little forward.




  At any other moment he would have amused the other, but Tillizinni had seen that look before — that strange earnestness and intensity with which he confronted the problems of life.




  He continued to look, and the girl must have subconsciously become aware of the unwinking gaze fixed upon her, for she turned her head and faced him.




  For a moment they stood thus, looking one at the other; then Tillizinni saw a delicate pink creep into her face, and he caught Talham’s arm, “Introduce me,” he muttered, “and apologise for my rudeness.”




  Obeying rather the dictation of his inner self than any suggestion of his friend, Talham went towards her, his hand outstretched.




  She held out her hand frankly with a little smile to Talham, and he took it. He held it, it seemed to Tillizinni, an unconscionable time. The responsibility of piloting Talham through the social maze was getting on the nerves of one who was famous throughout Europe for his freedom from nerve trouble.




  “I am glad to see you again, Captain Talham,” she said with a dazzling smile which showed two rows of pearly teeth. “We do not often entertain such distinguished people.”




  She said this with a gentle note of mockery, but as usual Talham took her very seriously.




  “Whatever views you may hold regarding my friend,” he said gravely, “you must not think of regarding me as distinguished. I hope, Miss Yale, that you and I shall be great friends. I will have no artificial barriers erected which may separate to any extent two people anxious to grow in acquaintance.”




  The girl looked puzzled. She had uttered the first conventional pleasantry which had come into her head. She never regarded Talham as distinguished. To her he was a man, who in the moment of her necessity, had rendered a kindly and a chivalrous service.




  She turned hurriedly, it seemed to Tillizinni, to introduce her mother — a lady dressed in the abrupt fashion which was suggestive of conflicting bargain sales.




  Mrs. Smith was engaged in the eternal quest for the missing segment. It was only a tiny segment that was required to make both ends of her circle meet. She speculated modestly on the Stock Exchange, and dreamt dreams of meeting a magnificent, kindly man who would give her the “tip” of her life.




  Then she would buy shares. The market would undergo some extraordinary evolution, and the shares she bought at one pound, less fortunate people would want to buy at twentyfive shillings. Then she would sell, and she would be exactly five shillings per share to the good.




  And if she had had five thousand shares, why then she would have one thousand two hundred and fifty pounds.




  It was very simple.




  On such day dreams as these, men grow rich, but they are usually the men who sell the shares to the dreamers. But Talham was not to be detached. He made a little speech to the mother, and with deplorable sangfroid, dismissed her from the circle. It was unpardonable, but it was very much Talham.




  Tillizinni, watching the scene with his keen eyes, was chuckling and learning.




  But the girl was undoubtedly puzzled. She could not understand whether Talham was serious, or whether his persistence was a form of humour which had just about then become popular owing to the success of a certain socialist dramatist, with whose name I will not sully these fair pages.




  “I am sure I shall be delighted,” she murmured pleasantly.




  He had invited her to a concert, and had in his magnetic, plausible way, persuaded her to go.




  She altered her position, tapping her foot nervously — an infallible sign that she was embarrassed. She looked from Talham to the dark young man at her side,




  Gregory de Costa owed his readmission to the Yale ménage to the admiration which Mrs. Smith had for his business acumen. There were some subjects which Yvonne did not regard as being worth a quarrel, and Gregory de Costa’s attendance was one of these.




  He made up for homeliness of face in magnificence of attire. His dress suit was cut so well that he seemed, like another famous character, to have been melted and poured into it. In the breast of his shirt blazed a diamond, almost as big as a hickory nut. His links, when he raised his hand to caress his tiny moustache, radiated light. His bejewelled fingers reminded one irresistibly of the illuminations at Luna Park.




  “Do you know Mr. de Costa?” asked the girl.




  Talham bowed to the young man, and the young man bowed to him.




  For some reason she did not introduce Tillizinni. “I think I have met you before, Captain Talham,” said the young man.




  “I do not think we have ever met you,” said Talham with deliberation.




  “In our office?” suggested Mr. de Costa, an encouraging smile on his thick lips.




  “We have never been into your office,” said Talham.




  “I’m perfectly sure that I have seen you there,” persisted the other.




  If he expected that Talham would be satisfied with an exchange of platitudinous pleasantries with the girl, and then withdraw, he was disappointed. If he imagined he could draw Talham to a discussion on so futile a question as his presence in an office at some remote period of his life, he was mad.




  Talham had a weightier interest. The thought that he might be de trop never occurred to him, and if it had been suggested that his unconventional method of interesting others in his career and his aspirations was calculated rather to bore than to grip their imaginations, he would have smiled, pityingly.




  He diagnosed the girl’s half-amused embarrassment as a natural nervousness in being suddenly confronted with a man of his attainments. By some extraordinary mental convolution which was peculiarly Talhamesque, he credited her with a full appreciation of his genius, a lurking suspicion of his identity, and a comfortable ignorance of the character of his adventures. Like the exigent little boy who demanded of the storekeeper two cents worth of hundreds and thousands — an infinitesimal candy, about the size of a pin’s head, variously coloured — Talham wanted her to pick him out all white.




  “It is more than a pleasure to again meet you, Miss Yale,” he began, in his oratorical manner. “There are some events in life — some landmarks which rise above the dreary path that meanders across the plain of eternity — which stand out…” He orated on without drawing breath, so to speak. For his imagery he ransacked forest and field and plain; the vegetable, mineral and animal kingdoms contributed to the illuminations of his argument; and the girl stood looking at him wonderingly, a little frightened, a little — a very little — amused, a little — more than a little — bored.




  As for Gregory de Costa — he stood stolidly by, taking no part in the conversation, twirling his moustache with a determined and an injured air.




  From sheer humanity, Tillizinni set himself the task of diverting Talham’s attention. He felt that his action was invested with that heroism which one reads about in books of travel, when a devoted servant sets himself the thankless task of attracting the attention of a tiger, feeding upon his fellow creature, to his plump and trembling self.




  Tillizinni succeeded, however, in giving the girl an opportunity for escape; but he drew down upon himself all the heavy weapons in Talham’s arsenal. It was absolutely necessary for him to seek out Mrs. Smith and pay her that little attention which is due from a guest to his hostess.




  Fortunately Mrs. Smith came to the rescue. She was engaged in that process which is described in the society columns as “mixing up her guests.” In other words, she was making her slow way through the crowded little room, giving a nod here, a smile there, some comment — generally misplaced — elsewhere. She left behind her a trail of bachelors, who had, in acknowledging her tender inquiries after their wives, inferentially admitted such possessions.




  She found Talham, and from the manner in which she pounced upon him and led him forth, Tillizinni gathered that the object of her search had been accomplished.




  She was Yvonne Yale’s stepmother, being the second wife of the gallant colonel who had long since passed over to the majority. Mrs. Smith’s poetical way of putting it, was that he had taken his sword to heaven; but as to this, it is impossible to speak with authority.




  She was one of those women who have a den — half study, half boudoir, all roll-top desks and Liberty knick-knacks. She prided herself upon being a thorough business woman, with a head for figures, which meant periodical disputes between her and her broker, which induced piles of tragic correspondence between herself and her bank, and explained to a very large extent the domestic cataclysms which were of such frequent occurrence in her household.




  To this den she led Talham, and in the hour he spent with her he learnt as much of her private history, and much more of her financial standing, than she knew herself.




  He came back and rescued Tillizinni at a period where he was bored to the point of tears. Talham was very important and very mysterious. He plunged into the crowd again to find Yvonne Yale. She may have seen him coming; at any rate Tillizinni saw her look helplessly round, then face him with a scared look.




  “Must you really go, Captain Talham?” Talham said that he really must go; he said why he had to go, what he had to do — the hours of anxious work which lay ahead of him — and he hinted of the destinies of people which would be affected by any longer abstention from their interest. He spoke of generations yet unborn whose fates were trembling in the balance; he laid down the well-worn thesis that social obligations should be subservient to stern economic realities.




  If she thought she had seen the last of him after he had so unmistakably expressed his intention of retiring, she was mistaken. She did not know Talham. She felt foolish and resented the cause. People at whom speeches are made in public invariably feel foolish.




  Yet for all the exhaustive character of his farewell, Talham remembered on his way home several things he had intended to say, and was half inclined to go back to say them. All the way to the hotel he could think of nothing else but her wonderful eyes, her refinement, her glorious voice.




  She was, he then told me, the daughter of an army officer who had died suddenly a few years before, leaving the second wife and his daughter the most meagre of incomes. This was the text on which he delivered an address, dealing with the duty of the state and the grudging gratitude of the nation. So far as Tillizinni was able to trace, Yvonne’s father was a colonel of infantry, who had spent some twenty years in various parts of the globe, missing active service the whole of his life, and finishing up with the command of a militia depot. Under these circumstances, Talham’s heroics about the “children of England’s battle-scarred defenders” were beside the point.




  “Mrs. Yale,” he said impressively, “was a wonderful woman, a splendid woman, a business woman. I can only hope that Yvonne inherits her splendid qualities.”




  When Talham ordered his world to his own satisfaction, he was not above adjusting the laws of progeniture. Mrs. Smith had sought his advice as to her investments. Talham had fallen for it.




  It is a subtle form of flattery employed by dowagers, who could not hint at the physical attractions of their middle-aged and baldheaded admirers, and still retain their self-respect; and who found in this oblique tribute to their business capacities an effective and profitable substitute.




  But Talham was not middle-aged, and the poison of the flattery had eaten deeper into his system.




  “I am transferring five thousand shares in the Mount Li Exploration Syndicate,” he said.




  Tillizinni was not easily moved, but now he gasped.




  “The Mount Li ?” he asked incredulously.




  “The Mount Li Exploration Syndicate,” said Talham firmly.




  “But there isn’t such a company,” protested the other.




  Talham looked at him a little sadly.




  “It is one of the things I have overlooked,” he said. “One of the essentials of our communal life. It did not, I confess, occur to me until that extraordinary woman was discussing such things as shares and bonds, that I realised in a flash that it was impossible for me to help her because no such shares stood in my name. Have not,” he asked impressively, “the great events of history which have transformed the world, been born in a moment’s inspiration? Even as I sat there, in the excellently appointed study — I must make a note, by the way, of the furnishing of that apartment: I should like an office arranged on similar lines — the Mount Li Exploration came into existence.”




  “In other words,” said Tillizinni with a helpless smile, “you created the company in order to give her shares!”




  “I created the company,” agreed the tall man, gravely.




  VIII. The Celestial Way
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  It was a drizzling, miserable night; the streets were crowded with cars and cabs carrying their occupants to theatreland. On the drenched pavements the newspaper boys drove a thriving trade despite the unpromising climatic conditions. Every news bill dealt with the one subject — the mysterious murder, in the heart of London, of an ambassador by some person or persons unknown.




  That it was the Chinese Ambassador added to the general interest. There was something bizarre and mysterious about the great empire which appealed to the imagination, and the series of hypothesis which appeared in the columns of the press assisted to a remarkable degree in fostering the sense of mystery which surrounded the tragedy.




  There was scarcely a police-station in London that was not at that moment interrogating some stray Chinaman who had been brought in to account for his whereabouts on the night of the murder.




  There was not a district, apparently, which could not furnish a clue.




  The Evening Megaphone, London’s most enterprising evening journal, secured something of a “beat,” for it was the only paper which was able to throw a light upon the inside mystery of a vendetta which had apparently culminated in the Ambassador’s assassination.




  “We are able,” said this journal, in large, leaded type, “to supply a number of curious and significant facts concerning the tragedy, which have hitherto been unrecorded elsewhere. Our representative had the pleasure of a long conversation with Mr. T’si Soo, a wealthy young Chinese gentleman who has been domiciled in England for a number of years. Mr. T’si Soo is the son of the Governor of Chulung, a large and populous district of China, and is engaged in this city in studying constitutional law. Mr. Soo — a fine, handsome-looking young man of commanding appearance — received the representative of The Evening Megaphone in Piccadilly. Fortunately Mr. Soo has a perfect command of English, and the interpreter which our representative brought with him was unnecessary.




  “‘I cannot tell you,’ said Mr. Soo, ‘how grieved I am at the death of the Noble Prince who so ably and worthily represented the Dowager Empress at the court of St. James.




  ‘“The Prince, as you know, was an antiquarian of great note, but he was also a man of strong political opinions which, I fear, have not always commended themselves to the majority of my fellow countrymen.




  “‘He was by repute a reactionary,’ he went on, ‘and earned the animosity of a number of secret societies in China by his efforts to secure their abolition.’




  “‘ But surely,’ our representative pointed out, ‘the abolition of secret societies is not a reactionary movement!’”




  “Mr. Soo shook his head.




  “‘You are now speaking,’ he said with a smile, ‘from the point of view of the European. In China we regard anybody as a reactionary who attempts to alter the position of affairs so that it corresponds with any period of time in the past. For instance, there was a time when there were no secret societies; to abolish them would be regarded, therefore, as a reactionary measure since it would produce conditions which had once existed. That, again, I say, is an Eastern point of view.’




  “‘Do you explain the murder as having been committed by the emissary of a society’ asked our representative.




  “Mr. Soo nodded.




  “‘I believe there is an association,’ he said, ‘which had a special reason for removing the Ambassador.’”




  “‘It has been suggested,’ said our representative, ‘that robbery was the object of the murder, and that a bureau had been rifled and valuable documents extracted.’




  “Mr. Soo was very emphatic in dissociating himself with this theory.




  “‘That I do not believe,’ he said. ‘The people who killed his Excellency probably travelled all the way from China, and are now, possibly, on their way back again. They had no other object but his destruction, and if they stole documents, they were documents associated with the Prince’s campaign to suppress the societies affected.’




  “‘It may be remarked,’ continued the enterprising journal, ‘that such is the abhorrence in which the crime is held by every Chinaman, that numerous offers of help have come to this paper from Chinese citizens who desire to assist in the search for the miscreant. It may be said that the interpreter who accompanied our representative was one of these. It was through his instrumentality that the interview with Mr. Soo was secured.




  “With extraordinary modesty, he disappeared as soon as the interview was concluded, and has since not been in this office.”




  Whilst the contents bills of The Evening Megaphone were flaring the question at every street corner: “Was Ambassador Killed by Secret Society?” Soo himself was interviewing the interpreter whose enterprise and modesty the journal was at the moment praising. He was interviewing him in a little room, the smallest in the suite he occupied, and he was assisted in the process by three compatriots, who gazed impassively on a Chinaman, a little less impassive, stretched upon a small iron bed, his wrists strapped to the bed head, his feet spreadeagled and strapped to its sides.




  Soo sat on a chair smoking his inevitable cigarette, with his inevitable monocle glued in his eye, watching the man with interest.




  “First,” he said, “you shall tell me why you came here, who sent you, and what you desired.”




  “Lord,” gasped the man on the bed, “I have told you everything; by my Father’s grace I have nothing more to say.”




  His face was drawn and haggard, beads of perspiration stood upon his shaven skull, and terror was in his eyes.




  “You shall tell me,” repeated the other calmly, “who sent you, why you came, and what you were told to do.”




  He nodded to the man who sat nonchalantly smoking a pipe by the side of the captive’s bed.




  The man leant over and made a half turn of the screw upon a weird-shaped contrivance which enclosed the prisoner’s fingers.




  The man suppressed a shriek with reason, for over him leant a second Chinaman ready to thrust a gag in his mouth.




  “You shall tell me,” said Soo monotonously, “why you came, who sent you here, and your business.”




  “Lord,” whispered the man, “I will tell you all I know.”




  Soo nodded to the torturer, and he loosened the screw on the other’s finger.




  “Give him water” said Soo, and the attendant with the gag put a cup to the other’s lips. He drank greedily.




  “Lord, I was sent by my society, which, as your Excellency knows, is the society of the ‘Banner Bearers of Heaven’”




  Soo nodded.




  “They desired to discover how your Lordship felt in this matter.”




  “To whom were you to report?” asked Soo.




  The man hesitated, and his interrogator glanced significantly at the screw in which the captive’s hand still rested. It was enough for the man on the bed. He mentioned a name.




  Soo recognised it as the keeper of a Chinese lodging-house in the East End of London — a man who was known to him to be the agent of the Bannermen.




  IX. The Abduction
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  Yvonne Yale had spent a tiring and a busy day shopping with her mother. It was not a relaxation which she often allowed herself. Mrs. Yale took shopping very seriously, and would follow a will-o’-the-wisp of a five-shilling bargain through enticing marshes of other departments where scarcely a weed grew which was not labelled twentyfive shillings.




  After dinner, Mrs. Yale announced the fact that she was dead tired; she implied the further fact that the exertions of the day, shared by her daughter, had not effected her, and that the energy dissipated by Mrs. Yale herself was sufficient for two.




  She went to bed, leaving Yvonne half a dozen letters to answer — letters which regretted the inability of Mrs. Yale to settle an account, but promised “next month,” not only to clear off existing liabilities, but to extend her scope of patronage.




  Yvonne’s self-respect led her to tone down the letters, to make them less optimistic as to the future and less vague as to the present. She finished her work at half-past eleven, and signed her mother’s name with a flourish, enclosed the letters in envelopes, and placed them on the hall table ready for posting.




  She made her customary round of the house — their one servant was in bed at that hour — and went to her room feeling depressed and worried. She could not trace her state of mind to any particular course, and she told herself that the reason was purely physical. She undressed in record time, jumped into bed, switched out the light, and her head had hardly touched the pillow before she was asleep.




  How long she had been sleeping she could not tell, but something woke her with a start. The room was dark, the only light being that from the lamp in the street below. She was wide awake, and her reasoning faculty told her that something must have occurred — there must have been some extraordinary noise to have brought about this condition of wakefulness.




  She lay perfectly still — listening. For a long time she heard nothing and saw nothing; then for a moment she saw a tiny streak of bright light in the room.




  Before she could touch it her wrist was grasped, and a long, bony hand closed over her mouth.




  “Be silent!” said a voice in her ear. “If you make a noise I will kill you!” She felt a grip on her throat, and lay paralysed with terror; she had neither the will nor the ability to scream.




  At last she found her voice.




  “Take what you want and go,” she said.




  “Where do you keep your jewels?” said the man who held her, in a low voice, The ghost of a smile, in spite of the tragic situation, dawned on Yvonne’s face.




  “In the top drawer of my bureau,” she said, and might have added: “such as they are;” but even her sense of humour could not rise equal to the occasion.




  The man muttered some words in a language which she could not understand; but she gathered that he was addressing the second man in the room, for two there were undoubtedly.




  Then with a sickening sense of danger she realised that the language was Chinese.




  She heard the soft “hush” of the drawer as it opened, she saw the flash of light as the men swept it over her belongings. Then the man at the drawer spoke over his shoulder. There was a quick exchange of words, then:




  “Get up!” said the man by her side shortly.




  There was nothing to do but obey. She rose from her bed and stood on the floor shaking in every limb. She was thankful for the darkness which perhaps hid the full extent of her danger.




  “You have a bracelet somewhere,” said the man who had spoken first. “It was given to you by young De Costa. Where is it now?” The girl made no reply. She was dismayed when she realised that Talham’s deception had been discovered, and she felt herself a guilty party to the deception.




  “I have not got it,” she said.




  “Who has?” The voice was sharp and authoritative.




  “Captain Talham has it,” she said, before she realised that she was betraying the strange man. He was nothing to her, yet even in the moment of her peril, she understood that perhaps she might be endangering him, and was sorry she had spoken.




  There was a little silence, then:




  “Put on your clothes!” said the man.




  “Why?” she asked startled.




  “Don’t argue. You can dress in the dark. Put on your clothes. If you can’t I’ll turn on the light.”




  She groped for her clothes, thankful to dress in the dark, and the man walked over to the door.




  “Remember,” he said as his vice-like grip released her arm, “any attempt to raise an alarm will result in your immediate death; there are no men in this house as I know. Captain Talham, on whom you may unreasonably depend, is quite unconscious of your present predicament. I am going to take you away from here, and I swear to you that you shall not be harmed. Are you going to take my word?”




  “There is no alternative,” answered the girl.




  With trembling hands she drew on her clothes. That she should be dressing herself in the presence of two Chinamen — for a Chinaman the first speaker was, in spite of his perfect English — did not strike her at the moment as being so much a subject for dismay, as to what would happen after she had dressed.




  There was a heavy cloak hanging in the wardrobe of the room. She drew this on over her other things, and, twisting her hair into a knot at the top of her head, fixed a hat over what she knew was a most appalling untidiness.




  “It may not be necessary,” said the man, “to tell you that any cry will bring your mother and the maid — in which case I shall destroy not only you, but the people you alarm.”




  He guided her past her mother’s door, down the stairs and into the street.




  A little distance from the door was a motorcar. The second man went out, and at a signal the car drew across the road to the door of the house.




  She was hustled inside, and the two men sprang in after her. With a jerk the car started upon the most adventurous journey that Yvonne Yale had ever taken in her short, and until then, uneventful, career.




  Just as the car passed out of sight, a taxi came flying round the corner, and pulled up at the door of Mrs. Yale’s dwelling. Two men got out and made straight for the door. The first of these was Tillizinni. He had his hand upon the knocker when he felt the door yield to his touch, and he pushed it open.




  He turned to the palefaced Talham.




  “My God!” he said. “They’ve been here!” He slipped a revolver from his hip pocket, and went up the stairs, two at a time, for Talham had found the switch which controlled the stair light. Tillizinni guessed that the best bedroom would be at the back, and that Mrs. Yale would occupy it. He knocked on the door.




  “Who’s there?” asked a muffled voice.




  “Open, please!” said Tillizinni. “I am an officer of police, and I want to see you very urgently.”




  Mrs. Yale came out to the light of the detective’s lamp and presented an unhappy figure.




  “Which room does your daughter occupy?” asked Tillizinni.




  She recognised Talham with an embarrassed smile.




  “My daughter is in the next room.” She led the way and knocked at the door; but again there was no necessity for knocking — the door was half open. She entered, followed without invitation by Tillizinni, who was too anxious as to the girl’s safety to stand upon ceremony.




  The bed was empty. He put his hand inside — it was still warm. A quick glance round at the open drawers gave evidence of the visitors’ presence.




  There was no time to be lost.




  “Your daughter has been kidnapped,” he said. “You must arouse your servants. I will send a policeman to you,” Into the street again came the two men, and Tillizinni lifted one of the lamps from the taxi and examined the roadway. There had been a sharp shower of rain half an hour previous, and the tracks of the other car were plainly visible.




  He ran along the roadway carrying the lamp, and reached the thoroughfare which ran to the north and south. There was no evidence that the car had taken either direction. He crossed the road, the taxicab following in his rear. Yes, here it was again — the broad band had gone straight on. They would be making now for Portland Place.




  At this point a policeman appeared, and Tillizinni gave him an order that set the man running back to the house in Curzon Street. Then Tillizinni went back to the cab, and the taxi went straight ahead at full speed, slowing at the point where Portland Place cut across the route.




  The streets were newly washed. Indeed, the great thoroughfare was at that moment in the hands of the scavengers with their hoses and their squeegees. There would be no definite track here, and Tillizinni, after a search, saw sufficient evidence to show him which direction the car had taken.




  At Oxford Circus a policeman had seen it. It had turned eastward, and had gone straight along Oxford Street in the direction of Holborn.




  “Speed up!” said Tillizinni to the driver. “There’s just a chance they may have a puncture, and we may overtake them.”




  He rejoined the silent Talham in the cab.




  “I’ll never forgive myself,” said the big man. He sat with his hands clasped together, and his face set.




  “My dear chap, it’s not your fault.”




  Tillizinni laid his hand on the other’s shoulder. He had a genuine affection for this eccentric giant with his irrepressible oratory and his calm disregard for convention.




  “It’s a damned bracelet,” said Talham bitterly. “All the wealth and all the secrets of Ts’in are too inadequate compensation for one moment of misery she may suffer.”




  Tillizinni made no reply. Like a white light it suddenly dawned upon him that this man, the last man in the world that he would have imagined, was smitten with love.




  The tense agony in Talham’s voice, the attitude of absolute dejection — he sat huddled in a corner of the cab — spoke eloquently of his agony.




  At Holborn Bars a City policeman had seen a car passing swiftly eastward, and yet again, and farther on at the Mansion House, a patrolling sergeant was able to direct them toward Gracechurch Street. They lost the scent at Tower Hill. Two cars had come along at about the same moment, probably one from Eastcheap. One had crossed Tower Bridge and gone southward; the other had continued its way eastward. Unfortunately both had been of similar make.




  Tillizinni was in a dilemma.




  “We’ll take the east road,” he said, after a moment’s thought; “that is the more likely route.”




  A moment later the cab was following the trail of an empty car on its way to Harwich to meet the morning boat.




  X. The Rooms by the Canal
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  Yvonne Yale had sat in silence during that mad rush through the City. Once in a frenzy of terror she had half risen to throw herself from the car. Instantly Soo’s hand grasped her.




  “When I tell you I will kill you, I mean it,” he said quickly. “Be quiet, and no harm will come to you. I tell you this, that I am merely holding you as a hostage for the recovery of the bangle. If I know your friend, he will not hesitate when he knows a woman is in danger.”




  His words reassured her somewhat. She had hardly dared to put her fears into words.




  The car swung round Tower Hill and slowed at the very spot where Tillizinni was destined to stop ten minutes later; but it did not go eastward, as Tillizinni had thought, but crossed the bridge, sped down the slope into Tooley Street, turned again, and followed the Deptford Road.




  It continued until it came to a street which ran parallel with the north bank of the Surrey Canal, and into this it turned. It was a street made up of wharf entrances, of old and dilapidated warehouses and stables.




  The car stopped before a low-roofed old building that in its prosperous days had been part of the wharfage of a stone merchant. As the car stopped, a door in the wall opened, and Soo flung away the cigarette which he had smoked during the latter part of the journey, stepped quickly to the ground, and half dragged and half carried the fainting girl into the building. Instantly the car moved on, and the door closed behind her.




  They were in complete darkness. There was a musty, unwholesome smell. The atmosphere of the place filled her with cold terror.




  “This way!” said Soo.




  He led her unerringly across the ramshackle shed. At the far end there was a door which opened and revealed a room lit by two swinging oil lamps.




  It was poorly furnished, with a table and a couple of chairs, and a fire blazed in a broken grate in one corner. Some attempt had been made to produce a sense of comfort — the square of carpet on the floor, and the plain table-cover had evidently been newly purchased and still showed their shop creases.




  The room was untenanted, and Soo and the girl entered alone. He closed the door behind him.




  She saw now a man in the garb of a Westerner, whose face was hidden from her by a curious contrivance. This was no less than a waxen mask, which fitted the upper portion of the face down to the mouth. So skilfully and cunningly had the colours been blended, that it was difficult to see where the real ended and the artificial began. It gave the man a European appearance, and made him tolerably goodlooking.




  He locked the door, then turned and faced her.




  “You stay here, Miss Yale,” he said, “until I secure satisfaction from your friend. This,” he explained, waving his hand round the apartment, “was once the manager’s quarters. It is fitted with some luxury.”




  He opened a little door.




  “There is a bathroom here,” he said, “and you will find everything you may desire.”




  “How long do you intend to keep me?” she asked, It was the first coherent question she had put to him.




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  “That depends entirely upon the willingness of your friend to give me what I wish,” he answered.




  “You know you are committing a very grave crime,” she said, “and that you will be punished for this?” She saw a smile gather on the thin lips.




  “I have a much more extensive knowledge of the criminal law of England than you can be expected to have,” he said coolly. “I am well aware of all the risks I take; but since I am prepared to take the additional, and to you, perhaps, unthinkable, risk of losing my life, the minor perils need not be counted.”




  Without another word he left her. She waited until the sound of his footsteps had died away; then she made a quick examination of the two rooms.




  From the sittingroom a door opened into a tiny bedroom. It was scrupulously clean; the sheets were of the finest linen, pillow of down, and what other furniture occupied the room was in good taste.




  There was one small window, heavily barred, and screened from the street by an opaque pane of toughened glass. She was to learn that this looked upon a small wharf, and that no help might be expected from that direction. There was a little window in the bathroom which also looked out upon another corner of the wharf.




  The sittingroom depended entirely upon artificial light. So she thought until she looked up and saw a big skylight in the room.




  She returned to the little bedroom and found, with considerable satisfaction, that a much needed brush and comb had been provided. She dressed her hair and washed her face in the little bathroom.




  There was no question of sleeping that night. I t encouraged her, and removed some of her apprehension to find how thoroughly her abductor had prepared for her arrival. There was a bookshelf, well stocked with the latest novels, and if the selection had been a hasty one, it was also a wise one.




  She came back to the fire and drew up a chair, for she felt cold. “What would be the end?” She shivered, and dare not supply an answer. She got up and walked to the door and listened. There was no sound outside. It came on to rain, and the pitter-patter of the drops as they fell upon the tiled roof gave her a sense of companionship with the outside world, She wondered when her mother would discover her absence. She was unlikely to make her discovery before nine o’clock in the morning.




  What would she do? Would she call in the police? Would that extraordinary man, Tillizinni, endeavour to fathom the mystery of her disappearance? She prayed that he would. And Talham? She found herself thinking more of Talham than she could have thought possible. He liked her — she was sure of it. She was afraid that the impecunious Captain of Irregular Horse was in love with her.




  She shook her head a little impatiently at the thought. Why could not the friendship exist about which the philosopher wrote? Why could not a woman possess a man friend without the disagreeable element coming into it? Talham was responsible for her present plight; yet she did not blame him, which was a curious circumstance for a woman untouched by love. She was satisfied at least that of all the people who would be affected by the news of her disappearance, he would feel his responsibility most poignantly.




  She walked up and down the little room. It must have been half an hour after Soo departed that he came back again, He opened the door quietly and stepped inside, locking it again after him, and laid on the table a letter. It was typed, she noticed, and was addressed to Captain Talham.




  “You will sign this,” said Soo briefly. He read it over. It was short and to the point. It ran:




  




  DEAR CAPTAIN TALHAM, —




  I am at present in the hands of some people who desire you to restore the jade bracelet, which, as you know, you took from me.




  Unless you do this within forty-eight hours either I shall be killed or worse will happen to me. I implore you, therefore, to hand the bracelet to a messenger who will meet you tonight at six o’clock in Whitcombe Court, Coventry Street.




  




  She read the letter through, and looked up at the man.




  “What guarantee have I,” she asked, “if I sign this letter, and if Captain Talham is in a position to restore the bracelet, that you will keep your part of the bargain, and will release me?”




  “You have no guarantee at all,” he said coolly, “except my word. But I am in this position, that you must accept my word without any proof of my bona-fides.”




  She hesitated before she took the fountain-pen which he offered her. She read the letter through again.




  There was no harm in signing it. She would be no better off by refusing, and she might easily be worse. She was cool-headed now.




  She signed her name at the foot of the sheet, and handed it to him.




  He took it from her with a little bow.




  “Perhaps you would like to write some letters,” he said. “You will find paper in the drawer of the table, and if by any chance you have any correspondence you would like to clear off in this uncomfortable period of waiting, this will be an excellent opportunity.”




  His tone was polite, he was not even mildly sarcastic. He wished to convey to her the fact that her detention was a temporary business, a regrettable expedient which need occasion her no alarm.




  “Suppose Captain Talham refuses to give this up,” she said, “as he may very well do; or suppose he has parted with it and is not in a position to hand it to you, what happens to me?”




  She asked the question calmly, and the man shrugged his shoulders.




  “I will accept no excuses,” he said. “Whatever happens, subsequent to his refusal, will be most regrettable.” With which sinister remark he left her.




  She stood near the door. She thought she heard voices outside. Quick voices speaking in low tones excitedly, and she wondered who was the masked man’s companion.




  She was soon to learn, for the door opened, and Soo came in, followed by four Chinamen.




  “Get your coat on!” he said roughly. “We have got to get out of here at once.”




  “What is the matter?” she asked.




  “Get your coat on” he said, ignoring her question. “I haven’t a moment to spare.”




  All his polish had dropped away.




  She had known him for a Chinaman despite his mask, and she knew there was nothing to be gained by opposing one of the race which places women on the level of domestic animals. She went into the bedroom and put on her cloak, again pinned on her hat, and came out to where the men were waiting.




  They were talking eagerly together in Chinese.




  “I am going to take you for a little journey by water,” said Soo.




  He extinguished the light in the room, and led the way noiselessly across the empty warehouse to a big door which led out on to the wharf. It was a sliding door, which moved noiselessly upon its greased guides.




  Soo stepped out first, and the girl followed. Ahead of her she saw a patch of untidy wharf and the dull gleam of water. He piloted her to the edge of the wharf and peered down into the canal; but there was no sign of a boat.




  He turned and hissed a savage enquiry to one of his companions.




  The girl’s heart beat high, instinct told her that help was on the way, and the absence of the boat was at least a respite.




  “Quick!” said Soo. “Come!”




  He caught her by the arm, and she half ran and half walked back to the building, through the barnlike warehouse, and to the door through which they had first entered.




  “Remember,” he said, “that any sound you make will bring upon you consequences which you will have very little time for regretting.”




  He pulled back the bolt, and the door swung open noiselessly. He had his hand upon the girl’s arm, and his foot was raised to step across the threshold when a flood of white light struck him, and he staggered back.




  “Put up your hands!” said a voice.




  It was the voice of Tillizinni.




  XI. Captain Talham’s Progress
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  For a second only Soo stood. He saw the gleam of two pistol barrels directed at his breast, and then with a sudden jerk of his arm, he brought the girl into the line of fire.




  A second later, he was running with all speed across the building and through the gate.




  He heard fleet footsteps coming after him, and looking over his shoulder he saw the tall form of Talham silhouetted in the doorway of the warehouse. He could have shot him then, and was tempted to take the risk, but thought better of it. A shot would arouse the neighbourhood, would set whistles blowing, and might perhaps dissipate his last chance of escape.




  He could trust his men to preserve his secret He sped without hesitation to the end of the wharf. The boat was still away. He understood now why it had not put in an appearance. He heard a whistle blow, and cursed himself for his failure to make use of an opportunity of killing Talham which the gods had put into his hands.




  The place was surrounded — he guessed that. He guessed it just as soon as he understood the significance of the boat’s absence. There was no time to hesitate, without a pause he leapt from the edge of the wharf into the dark and noisome waters of the canal. He came to the surface for a moment to breathe, and cast his eyes back to the bank.




  Innumerable beams of light were searching the water. The police had recently been equipped with a new truncheon torch.




  He could swim under water like a fish, and he did not come up again until the black hulk of a moored barge offered protection from the prying eyes of the police.




  “He’s gone, I’m afraid!” said Tillizinni with an expression of vexation. “I’d like to have seen his face.”




  “But didn’t you see it?” asked Talham in astonishment.




  “I saw an ingenious mask,” said the other.




  “I thought it was curious,” said Talham, “that a European could run as that man ran. He had that curious sideways waddle which only the Chinks have.”




  They were talking in the little warehouse, half filled with police now, and bright with light. Four Chinamen sat on the ground handcuffed together and philosophical.




  “I could have wished to capture the car,” said Tillizinni. “I might then have found its owner. Yet” — he turned a dazzling smile upon the girl— “we have succeeded in doing what we set out to accomplish.”




  She looked very white and shaky, and Talham was no less pale.




  “I am grateful this has turned out so well for me,” she said softly.




  Tillizinni explained how they had taken the wrong road, and how by great good fortune they had come upon the car they were chasing drawn up at a coffee stall, where the chauffeur was taking an early morning breakfast. They had got back to Tower Bridge, and picked up the trail with no difficulty, save that none had seen the car turn into the little street which runs by the side of the canal. Here, however, the two men had to do some quick guessing, and once in the little cul-de-sac, the hiding place had easily been located.




  Exactly how, he did not explain, but two hours later he was comparing the cigarette end which he had picked up outside of the warehouse with one Talham had found in Mr. de Costa’s study.




  “I don’t know whether this is enough to issue a warrant on,” he said. “It would be quite sufficient for the detective in fiction” — he smiled— “but unfortunately police magistrates have little imagination and no romance, and require something more substantial in the shape of evidence than the characteristics of Chinese tobacco.”




  *




  An ordinary man would have waited a day or two before he attempted to renew acquaintance with a woman whose charms had created so profound an impression upon him, and moreover, who had been responsible for so much mental suffering on the part of the woman whom he loved. But Talham was no ordinary man. He called the next day, and having no more idea of social conventions than a cow has of painting on silk, he chose a quarter to one in the afternoon as the hour.




  Mercifully, both Mrs. Yale and her daughter were indulging in the luxury of a day’s shopping, and Talham came back to Adelphi Terrace crestfallen, and sat moodily at the lunch table watching his host eat. Tillizinni expostulated with him.




  “It was absurd to call at an hour like that,” he said.




  “I thought they might ask me to lunch,” said Talham naïvely.




  He refused to eat anything for a little while, and then his healthy appetite overcame his desire for starving to death, with the result that the detective had to wait another three-quarters of an hour at the table whilst he fed, which annoyed him intensely.




  “Do you think if I called this afternoon—” he asked tentatively.




  “You’ll make yourself a nuisance. Moreover,” Tillizinni said as a bright idea struck him, “Miss Yale will not unnaturally think that we regard our rescue of her as giving us the right of entrance into the house at all inconvenient hours of the day and night.”




  His face fell, and he made no attempt to put his threat of calling into execution. Indeed, during the next few days he was so busy with his preparation for departure, that Tillizinni hoped that his infatuation had died a natural death. When, later, he mentioned the material prospects of the Yales, Tillizinni was sufficiently indiscreet as to suggest that they might be well left to work out their own salvation.




  “It is to such unsympathetic pharisaical souls as yours,” he said, amongst other things, “that we owe the shocking and cynical disregard for infant life in England, the deterioration of the national physique, the growth of anti-militist in France.”




  On the fourth day after the abduction, Talham called. At four o’clock in the afternoon he issued from his room at the Pall Mall Palace Hotel arrayed like a modern Solomon in all his glory. From the tips of his enamelled American shoes, to the crown of his glossy Bond Street hat, he was the man about town.




  In an hour and a half, considerably agitated, he called upon Tillizinni. Whatever had happened he did not say, but he directed the vials of his wrath upon two gentlemen who had had the singular bad taste to be present, and to monopolise much of the lady’s time during Talham’s visit.




  Talham would have sent them out, but they had apparently called to take the girl out to a “five o’clock.”




  “It was impossible to say what I wanted to say,” he said moodily, striding up and down the apartment, “so I hit upon a ruse.”




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  “What was the ruse?” asked Tillizinni; but the other seemed disinclined to go on.




  “In love as in war,” he began at last, “all means are justified. Remembering the seriousness of the issue, remembering the tremendous effect which the decision one way or the other might produce upon posterity, and remembering, too, that in love as in war, as I say, we come against the elementary passions which are superior to the trivial conventions of modern life—”




  Tillizinni waited, wonderingly.




  “My suggestion to the two young men — one, as I have told you, was De Costa, and the other a Mr. William Dixon, of forty-three, Claremont Gardens, S.W.,” he added imposingly and significantly, “my suggestion was, I contend, perfectly pardonable and quite admissible within the rules of war. It was that I had a friend who in a moment of exuberation had struck a policeman.”




  Tillizinni gasped.




  “As a result of that unlawful act, my friend had been arrested and taken to Bow Street police station, the police being ignorant as to his identity. I myself was a stranger in the country; I had not sufficient influence to secure his release. Would these gentlemen of their charity drive to Bow Street and vouch for the respectability of my unfortunate friend?”




  He said all this hesitatingly, yet hurriedly; there were long pauses between each sentence. Talham was obviously ill at ease.




  “And who,” Tillizinni asked slowly, “might this unfortunate friend of yours be?” Talham looked at the ceiling thoughtfully.




  “If by any chance,” he said, “I have overstepped—”




  “Not me!” cried the detective in horror. “You didn’t say it was me?”




  Talham nodded silently.




  “I will only say this in extenuation,” he said with that seriousness which made all his actions so real and plausible: “that I took particular care to impress upon them that you were perfectly sober.”




  Tillizinni fell back in the chair helplessly, with silent laughter.




  “Well?” he asked at last. “Having resigned myself to the loss of what little character I possessed, I should like to know what these two young people did?”




  “I must confess,” said Talham, “that they were very decent. They went at once, took a taxicab, and drove straight away to the police station. Not finding you there, and ascertaining by telephone that you were not at Adelphi Terrace, they came back. In the meantime I had thrown myself upon the mercy of Yvonne.”




  “Did you call her Yvonne?” Tillizinni asked.




  “I called her Yvonne,” said Talham gravely, “because that is her name. I put before her as much of my prospects as I deemed it expedient to reveal.




  I gave her a brief resume of my views of love and matrimony and the duty which we owe to the future. I told her in the terms which I have discovered are usual “ — (It was afterwards discovered that Talham had sent out a comprehensive commission to the nearest bookstall for all the latest novels in which love dominated)— “that I loved her, and would endeavour by a lifelong service, by a devotion which should be unique in the history of the world, to make her life an increasing joy and pleasure.”




  He was walking up and down all the time he spoke. He stopped in front of the window and stared out. Thunder clouds were banking up over South London, and on the murky horizon there was the flicker of lightning.




  “That is as it should be,” he said.




  Talham was approving of the elements; it was not the first time he had suggested that the incidence of natural phenomena were directed by an all-wise Providence to coincide with his moods.




  “She could not agree,” he said. “She was startled, I thought at first that she was angry; but possibly I am doing her an injustice.”




  “What of the young men?”




  “They returned as I was going,” said Talham. He swung round on Tillizinni.




  “I have their cards and their addresses; that is what I wish to see you about. If you are my friend, you will call on them tomorrow and arrange a meeting.”




  The detective had no words; he simply arose from the chair with his mouth open.




  “Arrange a meeting!” he stammered.




  “Arrange a meeting,” said Talham. “They used language to me which I will not permit any man to use. Moreover, what they said was in the presence of my future wife.”




  “But she refused you!”




  “My future wife,” repeated Talham in such a tone of decision as left no room for argument.




  “But what do you mean by a meeting? You don’t for one moment imagine that these people will fight a duel?”




  “That remains to be seen,” said the other. “I think that Hyde Park in the early hours of the morning would be an admirable rendezvous. You may leave to them the choice of weapons. I know very little about these fancy small swords which duellists favour, but if they will be kind enough to choose cavalry swords, I should be glad. I will fight them with Chinese knives, or, of course, with rapiers, if they prefer those weapons. I have no doubt that I shall make myself proficient in a few hours. As honourable men, they will not, of course, desire to take me at a disadvantage.”




  He discussed the punctilio of duelling at some length. There was no use in arguing with him.




  They spent the evening together, Tillizinni examining the documents which had been removed from the Chinese Embassy, and Talham assisting him.




  “You understand, of course,” the detective explained, “that if I come upon any information which is likely to be of service to you in your search for your tomb—”




  “Not my tomb,” corrected Talham.




  “Well, the Emperor’s tomb,” said the other. “I cannot allow you to see it.”




  “You will find nothing,” said Talham with confidence. “Every scrap referring to the Tomb of the First Emperor was in the stolen docket.”




  It was nearly half-past ten when his servant brought Tillizinni a card. The detective read it and passed it to the other. It was inscribed:




  Raymond de Costa


  &


  Gregory de Costa.




  




  The two exchanged glances.




  “Show them up!” said Tillizinni.




  Talham’s face brightened up.




  “I wonder—” he began, but did not finish his sentence. It might have been that he imagined that the visit would symbolise an act of self-abnegation of which young De Costa was incapable.




  All his doubts were disposed of a few minutes later when the sulky young man, looking stouter and more unpleasant than ever, came into the room and introduced his father.




  De Costa bowed ceremoniously to both men.




  “This is my father,” said young De Costa.




  Something made Tillizinni look at Talham. He had the faintest of smiles upon his lips, as at some amusing recollection.




  “You know my father, I think,” said young De Costa.




  “I haven’t that pleasure,” replied Talham.




  The older man favoured him with a malicious little grin.




  “I think we have done business together, Mr. — Er — Talham.”




  “Is it Talham?” asked the other innocently. “I seem to remember another name. May I sit down?” Tillizinni apologised, and pushed forward two chairs, and the men seated themselves. They were both in evening dress; in De Costa senior’s shirt front blazed a diamond even larger than that which his son affected on such occasions.




  “I may recall to you, Mr. Talham” — there was an offensive little pause before the name— “that I am engaged in the shipping trade. I sometimes send cargoes to South America” — he smiled again “and sometimes to China.”




  “That is very interesting,” said Talham. “I think shipping is one of the most fascinating branches of commercial endeavour.”




  “I am glad you think so,” said the old De Costa.




  “Sometimes,” he continued, “I find it necessary to engage a supercargo to carry out the more delicate and intricate negotiations which are sometimes associated with the transference of the goods shipped.”




  Talham nodded.




  “I quite understand the functions of the supercargo,” he said.




  “Some years ago,” the old man went on reminiscently, “I had to send rather an important cargo to one of the islands of the West Pacific.” He shrugged his shoulders and waved his hands in one motion. “I cannot recall exactly where the cargo was to land, or what it consisted of; but I have a most vivid recollection of a gentleman who called upon me at my office in Little Saville Street on one occasion. And I also remember having engaged him to carry out certain duties. In so engaging him it was necessary to take him into my confidence, to an extent” — he smiled. “For instance, I had to explain that he would pick up a collier at a certain point at sea, and that he would land bales of hardware in a very difficult place.”




  “In the Philippines,” said Talham cheerily. “And it was not hardware, but rifles, if I remember rightly.”




  “As to that,” the other hastened to say, “I have no distinct recollection. At any rate there was an accident: my coal was stolen, my collier, which I specially chartered to meet my ship, was met by another. The coal was stolen, I repeat. Later my ship was held up by a make-believe warship, and the merchandise was removed, against the captain’s wish. That Mr. — Er — Talham, was piracy.”




  “It was piracy,” admitted Talham pleasantly. “A gross act of piracy, undoubtedly.”




  “I am glad you agree,” said De Costa.




  “What would you call the act of running guns for half-breed Philippians?” asked Captain Talham.




  The old man flushed. It was not the accusation which annoyed him; it was that horrid word “half-breed.”




  “That would not be piracy,” continued Talham drily. “That would be just an act contrary to every civilised law. Yes,” he said, “I am Talham. I don’t need to hide it from you. What I really called myself in those days does not matter. I took your coal; I took your rifles. The rifles you were sending to niggers to enable them to shoot white men.”




  “Mr. Talham!” said the old man, springing to his feet.




  “The rifles you were sending to niggers, I repeat,” said Talham, “so that they might snipe the solitary pickets of the United States army — so that they might murder and terrorise the helpless and unarmed islanders. You’re not a fool — you know the breed of the Puljanes. Why, you’re one yourself!”




  Talham in his insolence was a most offensive man. Tillizinni had never seen him in this mood except twice during the time he knew him.




  Talham held very strong views regarding the colour question. With him a man was either black or white; he recognised no intermediary stage. Once let him depart from the pure white stock, and in Talham’s eyes he might as well be coal-black. On this point he was a fanatic.




  It was curious to see the old man wilt under the tall man’s vitriolic tongue. It was as though he insensibly did homage in that moment to the dominant race. Despite his vast riches, despite his undoubted influence, he was a native in the presence of a white man.




  Under the spell of Talham’s mastery he cringed. Not so the son. He was one generation nearer whiteness. With a horrible noise which was half a scream and half a strangled cry of hatred, he leapt at the other.




  Talham half turned. His hand went out rigidly. It seemed to Tillizinni that the young man did not check in his flight, but rather continued it, describing a curve about the spot where Talham stood, until he pulled up with a crash against the opposite wall. He went down in a heap.




  “I’m sorry!” said Talham — but he was addressing Tillizinni.
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  It was an embarrassing situation for Tillizinni.




  He saw the older man’s eyes fixed on him accusingly as the youth, dazed and white, picked himself up from the floor. Yet the detective said nothing.




  “You shall hear from me, Signor Tillizinni,” said De Costa, senior. He spoke with deliberation, and his tone was full of menace. “Scotland Yard shall know that you consort with this adventurer, who, in addition to being a pirate, is also a common thief.”




  Tillizinni checked a movement of his impulsive friend with a gesture.




  “A common thief?” he repeated pleasantly.




  “A common thief — a burglar — who ransacked my house a fortnight ago,” said De Costa. “Who cut a way through a door, and found — nothing!” He bared his teeth in a triumphant smile.




  “Here.!” He thrust his hand into the inside pocket of his coat and pulled out a short bladed knife, protected by a leather sheath.




  “The burglar left this behind on a desk he had forced,” he said. “You will observe, Ned, that your initials are on the blade — N.T. — Ned Talham!”




  Tillizinni smiled as the old man replaced the knife and made for the door.




  “Yet another fact to lay before Scotland Yard, “he said pleasantly, as he opened the door for the angry pair.” N.T. also stands for Nicolò Tillizinni.”




  The son had reached the landing, and De Costa was passing through the doorway to follow the waiting servant. At Tillizinni’s words he turned.




  “You?” he asked.




  Tillizinni bowed.




  “I came searching for a certain document stolen from the Chinese Embassy,” he said. “Would you allow your son to wait in another room whilst I tell you something?” De Costa paused irresolutely.




  He walked to the door.




  “You may wait downstairs for me,” he said.




  He came back and closed the door after him. Tillizinni strolled to the other end of the room, his hands in his pockets, his dark brow puckered in a thoughtful frown. He strolled back to meet De Costa.




  “Won’t you sit down?” he said, but the old man made no move.




  “As I said, I went to your house — burgled it if you will — it is one of the crimes which I permit myself. I came to seek a certain dossier containing a document which I had every reason to believe was in your possession.”




  “You found nothing? said the old man steadily.




  “I found nothing,” agreed Tillizinni. “At any rate, I did not find that which I set forth to find. What I did discover, however, was rather interesting. It was that you, had at least three visitors on that night, and that they had all been Chinamen, and that one, and the most important of these” — he spoke slowly— “was quite in ignorance as to the visit of the others.”




  Not a muscle of the old man’s face moved, “Go on,” he said.




  Tillizinni had picked up a fountain pen from the desk and was pointing his remarks with little flourishes which were peculiarly his.




  “Well,” he began, and stopped with an exclamation of apology, for from the waving fountain-pen a few drops had fallen upon the white shirt-front of the visitor.




  He stepped forward impulsively with his handkerchief and wiped them clean.




  De Costa was in some doubt as to whether he should reject such civility. Then Tillizinni resumed.




  “The presence of the two men was rather a mystery. I found no indication that they had stayed any time, and I gathered by the fact that you had written very elaborate directions, that they had come to consult you as to the best method of getting out of England.”




  Still the man made no sign.




  “You had carefully written — possibly on two half-sheets of notepaper, since I found the corresponding halves with the telltale address upon them in the wastepaper basket — a string of names of places written in English and blotted on a fairly clean pad. Since those names occur twice I gathered there was some slight difference between them, and I gather that you had advised them to take different routes.




  “One went by way of Ostend to Petrograd, Moscow, and Tomsk, and via the Trans-Siberian Railway; the other was apparently advised to leave by way of Liverpool on a Chinese cargo boat which sailed this morning. This much I gathered from the fact that you had given him the name of an agent in Liverpool to whom he could apply. That also you very indiscreetly blotted.”




  The old man’s face was livid now.




  “And what do you make of all this?” he asked with a show of bravado.




  “As far as I can understand,” said Tillizinni, “two men in your pay are responsible for the abstraction of a very important document from the Chinese Embassy. Piecing the story together I understand that you are in agreement with Soo, a scholarly gentleman and a mutual acquaintance.”




  He bowed ironically.




  “At the last moment, or possibly long before the last moment, you feared that Soo would play you false, and went behind his back to bribe two hirelings to deliver what was found to you. Possibly you did not see the workings of the Chinese mind, nor foresee the tragedy which must inevitably occur when one member of the party engaged to rob the ambassador happens to be the brother of your defrauded partner.”




  “The brother!”




  De Costa was shocked, he was terrified they read that in his eyes.




  Tillizinni nodded.




  “The brother,” he repeated, “of Ts’i Soo was the unfortunate man who was found doubled up in the bureau of the ambassador’s study. As I say, you probably did not foresee this unpleasant ending to the adventure, and went into it with no more idea than of being party to a minor felony. Your men killed the Chinaman who called himself ‘Star above the Yamen’ because they saw no other way of silencing him. They brought the documents straight on to you.”




  “That is a lie!” said De Costa.




  “They brought the documents to you,” repeated Tillizinni, “and they have never left you day or night.”




  He took a step closer to De Costa, and the old man shrunk back. His hands went up to his right breast.




  “They are probably in an inside pocket of your waistcoat,” said Tillizinni. “May I see?”




  He reached out his hand, but before he could touch him the old man turned with a snarl, dashed open the door, and swung himself through it, descending the steps at a pace which did credit to his age, but was disastrous to his dignity.




  Tillizinni laughed. He sat back in his chair and laughed that silent chuckle of his for fully three minutes.




  “But why — why,” protested Talham, “why not have taken the papers whilst you could? For heaven’s sake, why did you let him go?”




  Tillizinni shook his head.




  “I could not take the document from him,” he said with a smile, “because I had already taken it when I was wiping his shirt front,” and he laid on the table a thin folded sheet closely written in Chinese characters.




  Very slowly Talham read:




  




  “Chu, Mi, Tsan Sui, and Tulm…… together as brothers…… swearing…… This we say, being mechanical men from divers provinces brought together, because of our great skill, to the shadow of the Emperor’s house (here was something indecipherable) that we shall finish the tomb, fitting bronze doors, also working on a machine which the philosopher made.




  




  “One of us to the other said — if the Emperor be buried and with him mighty treasures, how easy will it be for us — we shall know all the mechanical secrets of this place — to find a means for returning, and, if there be treasure buried, to take it away with us; and we agreed. So we have set this down for the guidance of our sons if we be dead when the great attempt shall be made, that the bronze door which shall fall at the entrance, and may not be lifted except with the strength of fifty bullocks — and the…… be taken away.




  “We have made a pit so large as the door itself, and there is nothing solid beneath that floor; so that if you shall find at either side of the entrance, between two great rocks carved two bronze images buried the length of a finger, between stones, you shall pull these and the door will fall as it fell before, but never to be raised, save with the strength of fifty bullocks.




  “And inside is a large cave with two silver lamps which shall burn on the day of its closing, and from one of these lamps there is a long chain of bronze which runs through a tunnel along the roof, and is mechanically connected (here again the manuscript is indecipherable).




  “If you shall pull upon the silver lamp which is nearest the door of bronze, the whole of the door of silver which is at the foot of the steps shall open. I myself made this tunnel and placed the chain therein, fixing with mechanical contrivance.




  “Beware of all steps save the spirit steps, for they are devilishly made by……




  “Inside the silver door you shall find the great rivers working marvellously, and on the roof of the cave, which has been made smooth with great labour, many stars shaped…precious stones. And here will the Emperor be laid — he and his wives, and in a pit which we have dug on either side shall be cast the ornaments of gold and silver, and the jewels which he wore in his lifetime, and the jewels also of his wives and of his blood relations.




  “Let our memories be blessed by our children, that we have brought fortune to them, and made them richer than kings, and given them dominions greater than the provinces of the barbarians.”




  




  Talham read these documents through twice, scribbling in his angular writing a rough translation the first time and amending as he read it again.




  He looked up at the detective.




  Tillizinni had been infected with something of the fever which possessed the other.




  “What do you think?” asked Talham.




  “I think it is a wonderful discovery,” said Tillizinni, and he meant it, for that document to him was as precious as anything which Talham might secure from the vaults beneath Mount Li.




  It was written on paper of extraordinary texture. Indeed, it was as thin as that quality which is known as “Indian paper” to-day.




  Very few of the characters had been damaged, and such obliterations as there were, were caused by the folds in the document.




  Talham looked up with a puzzled frown,




  “Still, this tells us nothing as to the locality of the mountain?” he said.




  Tillizinni shook his head.




  “Curiously, I have never thought that the locality was ever likely to be established,” he said. “Probably the Chinese ambassador referred to the locality of the tomb rather than the exact geographical position of the mountain.




  “I have been looking through some books in the British Museum,” he said, “and it appears that the Emperor had expressed a desire to be buried in the land of his birth. As you knew, he was practically a usurper of the Chinese throne. The Empire as we know it to-day had no existence until he brought the provinces together into a united whole. He was a sort of prehistoric Bismarck.”




  “I have thought of that, too,” said Talham. “The old kingdom of Ts’in was situated in a rough circle, of which the town of Hoo Sin is the centre. It is obviously not the Mount Li in the neighbourhood of Pekin.”




  There was a long silence; which Talham broke.




  “Delay,” he said, “is repugnant to the active mind; action is the essence of vitality. Seconds, strenuously saved at one end, are lessened hours of peace at the other.”




  “When you have finished delivering these excellent maxims,” said Tillizinni with a faint smile, “perhaps you will come to the point.”




  “My point is this,” said Talham shortly; “we must go along and find that tomb before somebody else discovers it. You see, we have the information which was denied to De Costa and to his confederates — the information contained in the jade bracelet.”




  “We?” said Tillizinni, raising his eyebrows.




  “We,” said Talham calmly. “You have been so kind to me, and have offered me such hospitality, even going so far to advance me the small sums which were necessary to my sustenance. No, no,” he went on, for Tillizinni would have hushed him down, “these matters, material as they are, show the tendencies of a soul. I once thought,” he mused, but Tillizinni cut him short.




  The orations of Captain Talham were inclined to err on the side of longevity, and Tillizinni regarded himself as more or less ephemeral.




  Besides which, Tillizinni had work to do, a description of Soo had been circulated up and down the country, and every haunt which might shelter him had been systematically searched. The ports were being watched, and no Chinaman went on board an ocean-going liner without first passing the strict scrutiny of detectives who were watching the outgoing steamers. In spite of this fact no trace of the man could be found.




  Neither Talham nor Tillizinni agreed with the theory that he had been drowned in his attempt to escape, and Talham, who invariably held stronger views than most men, and expressed them with greater strength, even went so far as to accompany the dragging parties on the banks of the canal, and at intervals to deliver little speeches on the futility of vain effort — an embarrassing situation from which Tillizinni delivered the searchers by the exercise of his tact.




  By Tillizinni’s instructions, the house in Curzon Street was watched day and night. He had no illusions, he knew full well that if Soo could strike a blow at Talham through the girl, he would do so.




  The newspapers had arisen to the occasion and had referred exultantly to the “bottling up” of the fugitive Chinaman. It was a little phrase coined in a hurried moment which caught the fancy of the great public; the “bottling up” of England to hold an escaping murderer, appealed to the popular imagination.




  Curiously enough, the greatest difficulty had been found in identifying Soo with any known person in China. The Governor of Tai-pan, with whom the Chinaman claimed relationship, had telegraphed to his Government that his only son was pursuing his studies in Nanking, and could not possibly be the wanted man.




  Nevertheless, though the Chinese Government had promised every assistance to bring the culprit to justice, and to thoroughly punish him if he reached Chinese territory, Tillizinni knew that it was for China that the man would make.




  Talham had gone home, and the precious document had been locked in Tillizinni’s safe, and he himself was preparing for a greatly-needed night’s rest, when his sleepy servant brought a plain envelope addressed to the detective.




  “How did this come?” asked Tillizinni.




  “By a little boy, sir,” said the man.




  Tillizinni held the envelope to the light. It showed nothing more sinister than a folded sheet of paper, and he slit it open. There were only a few words, but those words were particularly interesting.




  The letter was without superscription, and ran:




  




  “Some day I will ‘bottle up’ somebody who is very precious to your friend, and you may be sure that when she is once again in my hands, nothing you can do will save her.”




  




  Tillizinni re-read the letter and sent for the messenger.




  The boy could tell him little, except that a man had given the letter to him to deliver, and since the description of that man did not in any way tally with the description of Soo, Tillizinni gathered that the messenger originally sent, had chosen a deputy, for reasons of his own.




  He sent the boy away, read the letter for the third time, and after telephoning to assure himself that the guards he had fixed in Curzon Street were at their posts, he went to bed and slept as soundly as any man could sleep who had not closed his eyes in slumber for forty-eight hours.




  It was broad daylight when his servant brought him in his chocolate and toast. With it came one of the few letters which were addressed personally to him. It was from Yvonne Yale, a charming little note of thanks for the service he had rendered, but she made no mention of Talham.




  Tillizinni smiled.




  Now that the excitement had passed, and the exhilaration of the rescue subsided, he imagined that the girl might very properly blame Talham for the part he had played. In this he was wrong, as he was to discover.




  He spent the whole of the day at Scotland Yard in the laboratory, making experiments to demonstrate the value of a new fingerprint method.




  He did not see Talham that night, nor the next day either, for the matter of that, but on the third day following the discovery of the paper, and the fourth after the abduction of the girl, Talham came to see him in a state of great excitement.




  “Soo is in London,” he said briefly, and seemed pleased with himself that he could report information to the encyclopaedia detective.




  Tillizinni nodded.




  “I know that,” he said.




  “What is more,” said Talham, “I’ve been followed about for the last two days by a couple of men. I tried to lure them into a dark court last night to beat them up.”




  “I’m very glad you didn’t,” said Tillizinni drily, “because those were eminently respectable members of the Metropolitan Police, whom I have put on to protect you from whatever harm might be coming to you.”




  Talham looked a little crestfallen. He had come prepared to accept a little praise from the other for his acumen and his powers of perception.




  “But how do you know that Soo is in London?” asked Tillizinni.




  “Because I saw him,” said the calm Talham, and secured his sensation.




  Tillizinni raised his eyebrows.




  “Saw him and did not arrest him?”




  “It was rather difficult,” explained Talham. “I was on the platform of a tube station at Piccadilly Circus just as the train was moving out. In a rear carriage as it went past me, gathering speed at every second, I saw a man whom I’ll swear was Soo, with a perfectly fitting beard. I know him, moreover, by the scar above his left eye. Just as he came abreast of me he raised his eyes, and then I was sure. I couldn’t stop the train — which reminds me,” he said portentously, “that I must report the stationmaster and several of the employees on the Underground Railway for marked insolence.”




  Tillizinni gathered that Talham had made himself objectionable, and sympathised with the station officials.




  “I couldn’t telephone through to the next station, and if I had, I probably should not have got through in time,” he said, “and if I got through—”




  “Anyway, you didn’t telephone at all,” said Tillizinni with a smile, “and he alighted at the next station, and disappeared.”




  Talham nodded.




  “I have known he’s been in London for some days,” said Tillizinni. “As a matter of fact, there is nothing very clever in finding that out, because I received a note which was unmistakably from him. Scotland Yard can do no more than they are doing, and unless he leaves in an aeroplane, and we have made provision for that contingency, I don’t see how he is to escape from England.”




  Tillizinni had applied for leave, he told the other, and was prepared to leave for China the following week. If he had expected Talham to be excited or elated or in any way pleasantly surprised, he was doomed to disappointment.




  Talham had taken it for granted that Tillizinni, despite all his multifarious interests, would grasp the opportunity to visit the Celestial Kingdom and enjoy the adventure which his enterprise promised.




  “Everything, of course, depends upon what happens to Soo,” the detective went on. “I can’t leave if he’s arrested, I can’t leave if he’s not arrested. Our only hope for my holiday is that Soo, in some mysterious fashion which is peculiarly his, makes his escape from this country.”




  As a matter of fact, the detective did not leave that week nor the next, nor that which followed.




  On the Saturday of the third week came a letter; it bore the postmark of Madison Square Gardens post-office, and was in the handwriting of Soo. It was brief, and reiterated the threat which he had uttered in his shorter epistle, but more specifically, in language which need not be repeated nor transcribed.




  Tillizinni locked it away with the other documents affecting the case and prepared for his departure.




  *




  There was one man as interested in the movement of Soo as Tillizinni.




  Old Raymond de Costa, a bitter and hateful man, and also a fearful man. He dreaded the law on the one side, and the vengeance of Soo on the other, if it ever came out that it was he who had played him false.




  The news published in the morning papers that Soo had reached America came as a great relief to the old man it freed him to pursue his private feud against Tillizinni and his insufferable friend.




  He discovered the loss of the document for which he had sacrificed so much, yet did not associate the detective with the theft until his valet drew attention to the ink-spot on the dress shirt which came back from the laundry.




  “You’ve had some ink on your shirt, sir,” said the man.




  With a scowl De Costa remembered the circumstances under which it had been acquired.




  “Yes, throw it away,” he said shortly.




  The man folded up the garment with a little smile.




  De Costa detected it, and turned on him the vials of his vitriolic wrath.




  “I’m very sorry, sir,” said the man apologetically. “I wasn’t smiling at the shirt, I was just remembering how a gentleman I once valeted was robbed of fifty pounds.”




  “I don’t want to hear about it,” growled the old man.




  Then curiosity got the better of him.




  “I suppose you’re aching to tell me,” he said ungraciously. “How was it?”




  “It happened in the West End,” said the valet. “A man was writing a note with a fountain-pen in the vestibule of one of the cafés. He happened to shake it, and some drops fell on the gentleman’s shirt. The gentleman who did it was very sorry and wiped it off with his own silk handkerchief, but my master lost a bundle of notes from the inside pocket of his coat whilst the wiping process was going on.”




  As he proceeded, De Costa’s face was a study. He realised now how the paper came to be lost.




  So Tillizinni had the paper, and had, too, evidence as to his complicity in the Embassy robbery! But had he? Nobody would be able to identify the documents which were stolen. It had been stated so at the inquest.




  No, there would be no evidence to convict the respectable Raymond de Costa in that, or he would have been arrested by now. Besides, he was a known antiquarian and a collector of Chinese objects, art, and literature. There would be every excuse for his being in possession of such a thing. He had the transcription, and the document had no value now save to the antiquarian.




  He must act at once.
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  Talham had proposed to Yvonne Yale. It had followed many meetings, many calls at the house in Upper Curzon Street, many lengthy orations on the future of applied mechanics delivered to Mrs. Yale, who took what might be termed a shareholder’s interest in such matters, and the end of it was that Talham, after a sleepless night, called upon the Yales at five o’clock in the morning.




  This statement is made in all seriousness, because it is true. At this outrageous hour Captain Talham, a tall, handsome figure of a man, tanned and debonair, knocked at the door of the Yale ménage.




  He had knocked half a dozen times before the shuffling of slippered feet told him that his efforts had succeeded. A sleepy servant admitted him, albeit reluctantly. She asked him to stand in the hall while she went to arouse her mistress.




  “Remember,” said Talham, solemnly, “that it is only Miss Yvonne that I wish to see.




  The servant came down again in her wrapper and led him to the drawingroom.




  Talham, with deplorable familiarity, pulled the blinds up.




  In five minutes the girl came in. She wore a long kimono of dark blue, edged with Russian embroidery, and she had hidden the glory of her hair under a boudoir cap.




  She looked singularly beautiful — he had never seen her more so.




  She was worried, too. Naturally, she could only interpret this unexpected call into a recurrence of the perils which she had already experienced.




  “I have called to see you, Miss Yale,” said Talham, gravely, “on a most important matter.” She nodded and waited.




  “Last night, or, rather, in the early hours of this morning, I had an interview with a Mr. de Costa,” said Talham.




  He went on to give particulars of that interview She seemed more than ordinarily interested. It was rather as though she were eager for all he could tell her. The light of sympathy was in her eyes. She sat on one of those hard, straight-backed chairs which are to be found in London drawingrooms, and are designed to discourage lengthy visits, her hands clasping her crossed knees, as step by step, concealing nothing, exaggerating nothing, omitting nothing — except, perhaps, his own foresight and resourcefulness — Talham took her through the act of his “just piracy,” as he described it. He went on to tell the full story of the Emperor’s tomb. When he had finished, there was a pause. Then she said gently:




  “I understand, Captain Talham, and I appreciate your confidence. I am glad you have told me, because Mr. de Costa himself sent me a version last night which was not as complimentary to yourself as you have made it.” She frowned a little as at some unpleasant memory. De Costa had threatened her — she did not tell him this. Now, in a panic, she realised that the information for which the old man had asked and which she had not at the moment possessed, was now hers!




  “Why, oh why, have you come?” she asked.




  “You are entitled to know that,” said Talham.




  “I must hurry forward all my arrangements and go back to China. I cannot go back until I know one thing. I cannot wait a day,” he said, vehemently, “with one doubt in my mind. Miss Yale—”




  He leant forward, his hands tightly clasped, his face tense and drawn, a new Talham, and a Talham she had never seen before — the strong, clean soul of the man shone in his face “I want a partner,” he said. “I want — you!” He jerked the last word.




  She rose slowly, and looked down at him still in the same attitude in which he had made his plea — and a look of pity and something else came over her face.




  “I am sorry, Captain Talham,” she said in a low voice. “I cannot agree, though I recognise how great an honour you have done me.”




  He got up and drew a long breath.




  “You cannot agree;” he repeated.




  She did not trust herself to speak, but shook her head slowly.




  Then a pause — one of those seemingly interminable pauses so trying to the nerves. Neither of the two spoke. Talham’s eyes were on the floor; her’s, filled with pity, were on his face. It seemed that five minutes passed like this, though, as a matter of fact, the period was less.




  Then Talham said, “Oh!”




  That was all he said. It was not an “Oh” of pain, or an “Oh” of surprise, or “Oh” of indifference; it was just “Oh!” When Talham left the house that memorable morning to return to the hotel after his fantastic and fruitless quest, Yvonne Yale sat for quite a long time in the little drawingroom.




  It was not an apartment which shone in the merciless grey light of early morning. At such an hour you saw the mark of the cleaner’s vacuum-brush — the discolourations where an amateur varnisher had endeavoured to renovate the chipped chairs — the thinness of the carpet here and there, and, most appalling of all, the blatant artificiality of the “Gloire de Dijon” roses which Mrs. Yale had brought back from Ostend with her the previous year.




  Yvonne had taken a seat by the window and was sitting on it sideways, one arm thrown across the back and the other twisting and untwisting a piece of loose embroidery upon her kimono.




  She was thankful, at that moment, that her mother was a heavy sleeper and had not been aroused by the summons.




  Yvonne Yale hoped that she was a dutiful daughter. There were times when she came perilously near being glad that she was not. This was a moment when the presence of her mother would have sent her to her room.




  It was good to be here alone, in the silence and in the sweet light of the early day, to think this problem over for Talham had become a problem.




  A fortnight ago, she would have dismissed his proposal with a laugh — and found relief in the sight of his disappearing back.




  But now, this tall, brown man, with his obvious sincerity, his interminable speeches, his earnestness, which verged upon pomposity, had taken a place with her.




  He filled a niche no other man had occupied, could occupy, to do Talham justice, for Nature does not create duplicates of his quality.




  Exactly where was that niche? This speculation puzzled her. If she could have answered that question after long deliberation and self-analysis, the problem was a problem no longer.




  Where did he stand? At that moment of time she had no feeling of love, as young people understand love, no quickening of the pulse at his approach, no blotting out of her soul’s sun at his departure — no gnawing ache or unsatisfied voidance of soul at his continued absence.




  Indeed, she had none of the conventional symptoms, and might be excused the belief that, so far as love was concerned, there was no bond between Talham and her.




  And yet




  She walked to the French windows and, opening them, stepped out on to the little stone balcony. She looked up and down the street; there was nobody in sight; it would be little short of a social crime for any of the inhabitants of Upper Curzon Street to be seen abroad at that hour, save in evening dress.




  Insensibly, she found herself looking long, and a little wistfully, in the direction which she knew Talham must have taken.




  He was something more to her than a friend, though he was not even a friend in the accepted sense. The confidences, which mark the growth of friendship, had been all one-sided. It had been Talham who had talked — be sure of that. She had listened excellently.




  Talham’s passion was an inspiration, a thing born of a momentary glance — love at first sight, though the term is hateful.




  To fulfil the requirements of the ideal, those two souls should have leapt together to light, as two chemical elements dormant apart, will, on impact, forsake their independent properties and mingle riotously in the creation of a newer element.




  But Talham had done all the leaping. The girl had been but the passive agent, a screen to reflect his brilliancy — Talham was a dazzling searchlight that played on Yvonne Yale. She, herself, produced no increase in the power of illumination.




  It was absurd to say that she was cold. All women are cold — just as all men are liars. In a dark room a diamond is undistinguishable from half a brick. People who, when groping in the gloom of ignorance, in a vain search for the furnace, which they felt must burn within the heart of the girl, not infrequently came up against the refrigerating plant, and retired in disorder, composing wicked little epigrams, She stood for a long time on the balcony — then returned to the room.




  The servant, who had admitted her, still waited resentfully. Her name was Martha Ann, and she had in her colourless composition no romance. Her hour for rising was seven, and she had risen at five. That was all.




  “Do you want me, miss?” she asked, with offensive patience.




  Yvonne shook her head, and the girl went off.




  “I don’t suppose I shall get to sleep now,” she said bitterly. “A nice time in the morning for a gentleman to call.”




  She said many other things, but was careful to wait until her voice was only represented to the girl below by a succession of incomprehensible sounds, the tenor of which might be grasped from the fact that each sentence ended on a high note.




  When Martha came down at the conventional hour she found her young mistress fully dressed, moreover, dressed for the street.




  “I am going to Covent Garden to buy some flowers, Martha,” said Yvonne.




  Martha tightened her lips and said nothing until she heard the door close behind the girl.




  “What a house!” said Martha, and raised her eyes to the ceiling.




  It was a glorious morning. The air was sweet and clean; the flood of golden sunlight which bathed the green spaces of the city squares and made ornate avenues of the long orderly streets, was a veritable elixir of life.




  There was a spring even in the hard, asphalt pavement that morning, and the girl found herself singing quietly to herself as she walked along.




  Covent Garden Market was no great distance from the hotel which housed Talham. An hour later she was standing in the Strand, her arms filled with dewy blooms, looking with a thoughtful eye upon the great block of buildings which constituted the caravanserai.




  Breakfast was seldom a pleasant meal in Upper Curzon Street. The urbanity, the graciousness, and the Foreign Office manner of Mrs. Yale were never on view at so early an hour. The great hostess of eleven p.m. became the vinegary housekeeper of nine a.m.




  It was as though Nature had reversed her processes, and had evolved from the overnight butterfly a most businesslike grub.




  There was a pile of letters by the side of Mrs. Yale’s plate when she came down to breakfast. Yvonne had already begun her meal, and the elder woman gave her a slight peck in the region between the eye and the superior maxilla, which signified the automatic continuance of her devotion.




  She flounced into her chair, unfolded her napkin, glanced at her papers, and criticised the bacon at one and the same time.




  Yvonne glanced at her idly. Instinctively, she had closed all the soundproof doors of her mind on her stepmother’s entrance.




  “Bills,” said Mrs. Yale grimly. “We shall have to draw in our horns.”




  Yvonne had never completely satisfied herself as to what were the horns to which Mrs. Yale invariably referred. If it was the cornucopian horn, it was generally drawn in empty.




  “Here’s this exasperating broker of mine,” said the elder woman, looking at a long statement of account. “I told him particularly not to sell Long Island Gas until it reached eighty-four — and here he has sold it at eighty-one!”




  “It is now seventy-six,” said Yvonne, drily.




  “If you had waited for your eighty-four you might have lost much more money.”




  She had taken to a study of the Share Market and its report from sheer self-defence.




  Mrs. Yale opened another letter. It was very short and, apparently, unpleasant.




  “Good heavens!” said she.




  Her language at breakfast was generally violent. It was, in a sense, an act of devotion, since it had been acquired from her militant husband, who long since had carried his sword to heaven.




  “What is the matter? From the bank?” asked Yvonne.




  Mrs. Yale invariably kept her most violent expletives for the bank.




  “He says I am eighty pounds overdrawn — will I put this right at once!”




  Mrs. Yale glared at her unoffending stepdaughter.




  “It’s absurd,” she said, “ridiculous! Eighty pounds overdrawn! Why, I’ve never heard of such a thing in my life.”




  Yvonne smiled. She, at any rate, had had this experience before.




  “I know what it is,” said Mrs. Yale, with sudden decision. “They’ve got one of those wretched horse-racing bank clerks who is robbing the bank. He’s filching my account because he knows I am so careless. I suspected it all along!”




  “The last time, mother,” said Yvonne quietly, you thought Martha had been using your blank cheques. Why don’t you fill up your counterfoils, and then you would know how much money you had?”




  “Mrs. Yale offered no reply. She made a further rapid survey of the morning’s post without finding satisfaction. She reserved two obviously private letters for the last. These she opened and read carefully. Then she folded them up, placed them in their envelopes, and slipped them into a bag which hung at her side — for all the world like a sabretache.




  She scrutinised Yvonne with a long and approving scrutiny.




  “My dear,” she said finally, “you’ve got to make a good marriage.”




  “Have I?” said the girl coolly. “I thought only people in novelettes made good marriages. What do you mean by making a good marriage, exactly?”




  “Now, don’t be tiresome, Yvonne,” said Mrs. Yale. “I’ve been a good mother to you. I’ve done my best to bring around you the most eligible men in London. I’ve spent money like water — which reminds me, we shall have to have that kitchen range seen to; Martha tells me it’s smoking again, and she can’t get the oven hot. Where was I? — Oh, I was saying, I have spent money like water, and I think I am entitled to some return. Not,” she hastened to say, “that I expect any monetary reward for my sacrifices—”




  Yvonne had heard all this before. In one form or another this conversation was almost a daily feature of her life.




  “I can’t help thinking, my dear,” said Mrs. Yale, putting her head on one side and looking at her stepdaughter with her pale blue eyes opened to their widest extent. “I cannot help thinking that you have not always appreciated my efforts. That new dress, for instance, which I bought at the summer sales — you have never worn it.”




  “It’s totally unsuitable for me, mother,” said Yvonne. “I thought I told you so. It’s not the kind of dress that I should care to be seen walking in. I’d always much rather choose my own.”




  “That’s pique,” said her stepmother. “That’s naughty pique.”




  Yvonne made no reply. It was useless to argue the point.




  “Then, the other night, when Mr. de Costa called to congratulate you on your rescue from those horrid China people” — Yvonne’s lips curled scornfully— “you came down absolutely without a jewel on. Yet, in your room, on your own table, for you to wear, are my own pearls — my own bangles.”




  Yvonne smiled.




  “My dear mother,” she said, “I will not wear imitation pearls, even to please you, and most certainly I will not wear any kind of jewel which everybody, who is in the habit of coming to this house, has seen round your neck at least a dozen times. You see they are rather unmistakable,” she said carefully. “If they were real, they could not be worth less than fifty thousand pounds.”




  “There is a certain finesse in these things,” said Mrs. Yale vaguely; but she did not pursue the topic.




  She waited until her own meal was nearly at an end, and the girl was folding her serviette preparatory to leaving the table, before she returned to the attack.




  “What about young De Costa?” she asked. “What about him?”




  “Has he proposed to you?”




  “I really forget,” said Yvonne carelessly. “These people do propose in a way — almost mechanically. I don’t like him — he is rather a worm.”




  Mrs. Yale frowned.




  “A most unkind description,” she said severely. “His father is immensely rich. He gave you a beautiful bangle which I never see you wearing, by the way.” She paused for an explanation, but Yvonne offered none. “And what of Captain Talham?”




  Yvonne rose from the table.




  “I don’t propose to discuss these matters at breakfast, mother,” she said. “You know, it takes all the romance out of a thing. It reduces love and marriage to the level of cold bacon.”




  “But has he?” persisted Mrs. Yale.




  “Has he what?” the girl evaded.




  “Has he proposed to you, my dear? Let me impress upon you this fact — that though Captain Talham is not enormously wealthy, he has prospects, and he is enormously generous. I hope you have not forgotten the fact that he rescued you from the hands of those terrible persons.”




  “He has proposed,” interrupted the girl, “if that is what you mean. In fact, he called this morning at five o’clock to make his proposal.”
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  Mrs. Yale gasped.




  “Proposed this morning!” she repeated incredulously. “At five o’clock!”




  “He called at five this morning,” said the girl, “as Martha Ann will tell you, if you have any doubts.”




  “Why was I not aroused?” asked Mrs. Yale, with a sense of grievance that she had missed something.




  “Because he wasn’t proposing to you,” said the girl calmly. “It was my affair entirely.”




  Mrs. Yale got up from the table, a little hurt.




  “I think, Yvonne,” she said, with a sort of stagey gentleness, “that you might remember my anxieties and sacrifices.”




  “I do not forget them,” said her stepdaughter; “only, unfortunately, this is my anxiety and my sacrifice.”




  Mrs. Yale sniffed, and searched aimlessly for her handkerchief, but thought better of it. After all, Yvonne was not the sort of girl to be moved by tears. She did not need to have this fact again impressed upon her. She was hard. The dear colonel, her father, had shown similar callousness of tears, and had laid down the perfectly dreadful theory that the more one wept the less one perspired. And indeed, he had written a paper on the subject, and had invited the Royal Society to allow him to read it — a request which was respectfully declined.




  The subject of her marriage, as Yvonne had so truly said, had formed a periodic matter for argument — only unfortunately, in the present instance, it was absolutely necessary that Mrs. Yale should know where she stood.




  She had hinted as much — indeed, had said as much — before; but now she could say so in very truth. The eccentric behaviour of Long Island Gas was as nothing to the monstrous conduct of an oil well in Southern Russia.




  Quite a lot of Mrs. Yale’s money had gone from time to time towards the sinking of a bore hole upon what the directors invariably and carefully referred to as “The Property.”




  When they wrote to Mrs. Yale they referred to themselves as “Your Directors.” It gave the good lady the comforting feeling that they were distant relations — though what satisfaction accrued to her from that, Heaven only knows.




  “Your Directors,” who had started out on their career joyful and optimistic, making conservative estimate of future profits, which were beyond the dreams of avarice, had grown rather gloomy of late. “Your Directors” had been probing the bowels of the earth without any great profit to themselves, and apparently without any great inconvenience to the earth. The oil, in its furtive, sneaking way, seemed to have got wind of “Your Directors’ intentions, and moved off to a neighbouring oil field.




  “Your Directors” — sharp and cunning fellows — were not to be evaded. They purchased the neighbouring oil field, and told Mrs. Yale, by private letter, that the prospects were of the brightest, and they hoped soon to make a definite statement.




  After six months they made a definite statement — but the prospects were no longer of the brightest.




  The oil, in a panic, had retired some thirty versts.




  “Your Directors” were considering their position. Mrs. Yale was impressed by the wholehearted devotion of “Your Directors” to her interests, and the employment of the blessed word “versts” brightened her up. After all, it looked as if there was a mine somewhere, and undoubtedly it was in a foreign country where “miles” had a special name of their own, and so many other extraordinary things happened.




  In one way or another, as a result of poetic folders and disinterested advice from Mr. Macdougal and other outside brokers with names reminiscent of the Old Testament, Mrs. Yale had lost some eight hundred pounds not a considerable sum to most of the people who lived in Upper Curzon Street, and not one to bother even a woman circumstanced as Mrs. Yale was — the morning after the loss.




  Yvonne knew nothing of her stepmother’s folly, or she would have worried much more than did Mrs. Yale. As a matter of fact, that amiable lady did not greatly distress herself. She was obsessed with the idea that she was a born financier. She adjusted things. She had learnt the financier’s trick — which is, not to borrow from Peter to pay Paul, but to borrow from Peter, pay half of Paul’s demands, and utilise the other half for playing margin on sure enough stock.




  In this way the debt both to Peter and Paul may be discharged with a bit of luck, and anyway Paul has had something on account.




  Mrs. Yale spent the day shopping pleasantly; Yvonne dreamt away the hours in reverie. She thought of Talham, that first meeting in the park, the adventures that followed her parting with the jade bracelet, and all he had said that morning. She acted on a sudden impulse and sent him a wire.




  So the day wore on, bringing Mrs. Yale back from her precious bargain sales, weary but triumphant, and the possessor of many articles for which she had no particular use, but which were undeniably cheap.




  Just before dinner the second visitor was announced.




  Yvonne read the card and frowned. “Mr, Raymond de Costa,” said the pasteboard elaborately. He had called for an answer to his letter.




  It was not the hour that visitors usually called, unless they were invited to dinner, and, as Martha Ann can testify, the dinner that night was of significant frugality. Mrs. Yale, dining alone (and it was tantamount to dining alone when she had no other companion at the table but her stepdaughter), was an exponent of the simple life.




  Martha Ann ushered the visitor into the drawingroom, then flew to find Mrs. Yale, to warn her that three chops and a pint of dessicated soup was very poor preparation for a dinner-party, if it were to include Mr. de Costa.




  Yvonne was dressing, but came down within a few minutes of his arrival. The old man rose and favoured her with a bow as she came in.




  “I have called for your answer, Miss Yale,” said De Costa.




  “I have no answer to give you now, that I was not prepared to give you yesterday,” said the girl, quietly. “I could not, even if I knew, put you in possession of the information you require.”




  De Costa shrugged his shoulders.




  “It means such a lot to you,” he said, “and to your mother. I am sure she would persuade you—”




  “My mother could not persuade me to do anything I thought was dishonourable and unworthy,” she replied, with a note of hauteur in her voice.




  “You know the consequences?” asked the old man.




  “I know what you threaten,” said the girl, steadily. “That you will have Captain Talham arrested, and that you will subpoena me, and force me to tell you what was inscribed on the bracelet.”




  The old man nodded.




  “Yes,” he said, “that is my intention. You can save your friend a lot of trouble, and save me a great deal of inconvenience, by telling me all you know.”




  She was silent.




  “By hook or by crook, I am going to learn what you have to tell,” said De Costa savagely. “This man has done me a grievous wrong, and I intend repaying myself for all the inconvenience to which he has put me, and for all the money which I have lost as a result of his act of theft. The bracelet was not yours; it is not his.”




  “There is no Court of Law in England that would force me to say what I did not wish to say,” she said firmly. “Legally — however unfortunate it was your son should have given it to me — it was mine. It is now out of my hands. I cannot tell you anything about it without Captain Talham’s permission.”




  De Costa shrugged.




  “Your refusal to answer will be accepted as an answer unfavourable to the prisoner. If you lie, the judges and the jury will know.”




  “Have no fear,” she said haughtily. “I shall not say anything which is not true.”




  It was at that tense moment that Mrs. Yale came in. She boasted her ability to take in a situation at a glance. Now she sought to justify that boast.




  “Ah!” she said pleasantly, with a genial smile which comprehended both the old man and her stepdaughter. “I see you have succeeded in persuading my obstinate daughter.”




  “I have not yet, madam,” said De Costa, putting on his mask of courtesy. “I do not doubt we shall succeed eventually,” he added, with a smile. “I have had to take a very serious line with Miss Yale, and I know that you will support me in my action.”




  “You may be sure, Mr. de Costa,” said the lady fervently, “that whatever action you take you have the approval of one who is not only a fond and doting mother, but is also sufficiently a woman of the world to realise the disinterestedness of your action.”




  It was a speech almost worthy of Talham. She turned to the girl.




  “Yvonne,” she said, with proper sadness, “I have never yet exercised that authority which my position and my age and the regard in which I was held by that hero who has long since carried his sword to Heaven” — she dabbed her eyes automatically— “entitles me. Yet I feel,” she said firmly, as she drew herself erect as a queen-mother would draw herself erect, “that I must, in this present instance, insist upon your taking a certain line of conduct — a line of conduct which will be beneficial to us all, and which will be creditable and worthy of the name you bear. Mr. de Costa has honoured me with his confidence.”




  There was a little exchange of bows between the two.




  “He has told me what steps he would take in certain eventualities. For the honour of the house — !” She laid her hand with dramatic effect on the girl’s shoulder.




  Yvonne heaved a deep sigh. She put up her hand and took that of her mother’s. It was not so much to demonstrate her affection as to relieve an intolerable, melodramatic situation.




  “There is no profit in talking to me like that, mother,” she said quietly. “You do not help me or help Mr. de Costa. The honour of the house, you may be sure, is safely in my keeping,” she said, with her little chin tilted upward proudly. “It is indeed more in my keeping than it is in yours.”




  “But think of the court; think of the newspapers!” wailed Mrs. Yale. “Think of the scandal!”




  “I have thought of all that,” said Yvonne with a little smile. “I do not relish the prospect any more than you. If Mr. de Costa does this disgraceful thing,” she shrugged her shoulders, “what else can I do but endure? Under any circumstances” — she faced the old man squarely— “I will not tell you what I know about Captain Talham’s plans.”




  The opposition he was encountering had fanned the fury of the old man to a white heat of rage. The veins in his forehead were swelling, his voice trembled when he addressed her: “I will know!” he said, “I will know what that bracelet said. If you don’t tell me I’ll find a way—”




  He stopped suddenly, and looked over the girl’s shoulder at the doorway, his mouth open, his eyes staring, for Talham had brushed aside the agitated Martha Ann, and had stood there, unannounced, for quite a minute.




  The girl, following the direction of the old man’s eyes, looked round. Her face went pink and white, her hands clasped and unclasped about her crumpled handkerchief.




  He came forward with his shoulders bent a little forward, his eyes peering from left to right, a trick of his when he was facing a peril, the extent of which he did not know.




  “I thought I heard my name mentioned,” he said softly. “I intrude for the second time this day, but I come to take farewell—”




  He did not directly address Yvonne, nor did he look at her.




  Whatever faults the old man Dc Costa had, cowardice was not one of them.




  “I mentioned your name,” he said loudly, “and I am telling you now, Captain Talham, what I have told this young lady: that if you restore that bracelet which you have purloined, I am prepared to take no further action; but otherwise, I shall apply for a warrant for your arrest.”




  It was, of course, the maddest kind of bluff to put on a man of Talham’s calibre.




  “Indeed!”




  Talham was monstrously polite. The girl’s eyes were fixed on him, and her face was a little drawn with anxiety. He smiled at her, an encouraging and an understanding smile.




  “We are under the impression,” he said regally, “that you have already applied for the warrant, but that the authorities have refused to supply you with the necessary instrument to remove us. As for the bracelet” — he smiled again— “we are prepared, at this moment, to tell you exactly the wording on that extraordinary ornament; but alas! it is in the hands of our excellent friend Tillizinni.”




  There was an awkward pause. The old man made as if to go.




  “You shall hear again from me, Captain Talham,” he breathed. “Although I admit the warrant has not been granted, yet in a day or two the necessary affidavits will be received from China.”




  “We shall be ready to answer any charge you may bring against us,” said Talham, “and we would remark that it is no part of our desire to shrink from the ordeal of a public trial. We have supreme and complete faith in the justice of our cause, and we do not shrink from the judgment of our peers.”




  Evidently De Costa was not anxious to hear the conclusion of the speech. He had long left the room before Talham reached his peroration, which he had so skilfully and adroitly adjusted as to render the presence of the other unnecessary to its dramatic effect.




  The girl listened with patience which was beyond praise, though her mind and her heart were in a ferment, and though every moment’s delay was torture to her As for Mrs. Yale, that wonderful and adaptable woman, she became the sole audience, as far as Talham was concerned. It was she who supplied the murmured applause, who agreed with the deductions he made and the inferences he assumed, though they were tolerably incomprehensible to her. She sat with the proud and happy smile of the well-tested friend who had seen her loyalty vindicated.




  At last Talham’s address came to an end.




  “I want to see you alone,” said Yvonne.




  There was hardly a break between his last words and her request, so quick she was to take advantage of the silence.




  “I have to explain why I wired to you,” she said.




  Mrs. Yale tiptoed from the room with ostentatious discretion.




  “I wired to you,” said the girl at last, “because I wanted to see you.”




  He nodded.




  “These people weren’t worrying you, were they?” he asked; “because you need not—”




  “I know!” she said hastily. “I know! But I’m afraid of what they will do; that they will force me to go out as witness against you. But I will never tell,” she said. “Never! never!”




  Talham was looking at her in perturbation. It was a new Yvonne Yale he saw; such a one as he had never dreamt of. She took his breath away; he felt himself shaking from head to foot, and at that moment he cursed what he thought was a recurrence of malarial fever. But there was no malarial germ in Talham’s veins at that moment. There was something within her that spoke to him. some message which went out in vibrant waves and shook the very centre of life within him.




  For the first time in his life, Talham was speechless. He could say nothing; his tongue refused its duty, and Yvonne Yale was in no better case. For her throat had gone dry and husky; it sounded queerly hoarse when she spoke, and she was short of breath, though she had made no recent or unusual exertion.




  “Captain Talham,” she managed to say, “I wanted to tell you something…. That is why I sent for you. It is a very extraordinary thing I want to say. Suppose they arrest you?” He shook his head. Even that possibility did not lend him words.




  “Suppose they arrest you,” she went on in her new, breathless way, with her eyes shining and moist, and her lips parted because of the very physical discomfort of breathing. “Suppose they ask me to go into the witnessbox to testify against you… there is a law in England, do you know it — that no — no—”




  Again she stopped; the words were so difficult and so impossible.




  “There is a law in England,” she went on again, “that a wife cannot testify against her husband.”




  The last words were in a whisper.




  For a moment their eyes met. He held them for a breathing space —




  XV. Soo Who Came Back
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  When De Costa went back to his house he was determined at all costs to revenge himself upon the man who had slighted him, and who had brought such misery to his son.




  He was prepared to brave any consequences — for an angry man is neither logical nor reasonable, and until his temper cooled he was wilfully blind to the danger which he himself might incur through the publicity of a trial. That was his mood when he reached the gloomy house in Kensington.




  Over a frugal dinner he reviewed all the happenings of the past few weeks, and bitterly cursed his luck. Yet the planning and the scheming of years had not altogether ended in nought.




  Armed with the information which he was able to give them, his exploration parties would soon be on their way to Mount Li.




  The books which were open to Tillizinni were open equally to him. Within a rough radius he also had located the mountain of the Emperor.




  His house was in disorder: Holland sheets covered most of the furniture, his valuables had been removed to the bank, and his heavy baggage already stood roped and corded for the journey which he had set himself.




  He intended travelling across the Trans-Siberian Railway, and sending his trunks on to Shanghai to a trusted agent. The tickets necessary for the journey were in his desk, and his sleeping berth had been booked for some weeks past. This thought made the old man pause: it might be three weeks or a month before he could bring Talham to trial, even supposing that he persuaded the Public Prosecutor to act, and a month was a long time. He decided to sleep on it before taking any further action.




  Halfway through dinner, Gregory de Costa paid him an unexpected visit. For two weeks Gregory had seldom been at home except to sleep, and that night, as the old man knew, he had an engagement to dine with a party at a fashionable West End restaurant.




  “Hullo!” said the old man, not unkindly. “What has happened to you?” The young man sank listlessly into a chair by the table.




  “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m just sick of things — that’s all!”




  “After dining with Soumerez?”




  Gregory shook his head. “No,” he said, “Soumerez bores me, and I don’t feel that I could sit down to dinner at the same table tonight.”




  There was a little silence, then the young man asked: What do you want me to do whilst you’re away?”




  “Do!” replied his father. “Why, do what you’ve been doing for the last year or two — just fool around London. I have taken a flat for you in Jermyn Street.”




  The young man played with a salt-cellar moodily.




  “I’d rather go with you,” he said.




  “That’s impossible,” said De Costa hurriedly. “I’ve got to go into a country where all sorts of privations and discomforts have to be encountered, and you’re not fit for it. You’re a young man, I know,” he said gently, “but I’ve had the life; I have lived in most of these wild places, and my present position is due to the fact. In my young days I undertook certain risks and underwent certain hardships. I have no wish that you should have any of the experiences which were mine as a young man.”




  Gregory looked at his father curiously.




  “I suppose you had a pretty rotten life, didn’t you, when you were young?” Raymond replied with a nod of his head. His son had chosen an appropriate word, for “rotten” indeed was the life De Costa had lived.




  There was not an unsavoury transaction in the Philippines or in the faraway trading-places of Asia with which he had not been associated. He had financed more purely illegal schemes, had been behind more piratical expeditions, and had been associated with more heartless villainy than any other of his kind.




  Not even the bad old traders of the South Sea Islands could show such a record as his, and even the sanctified odour of Kensington had not altogether dispersed the sinister atmosphere of his early days.




  “It is quite impossible for you to come,” he went on. “There are all sorts of dangers to be encountered. This is my last expedition.”




  The young man reached out and took a few grapes from the silver centrepiece, and ate them thoughtfully.




  “I am very fond of you,” he said suddenly. The old man did not conceal his pleasure.




  “I think,” he said softly, “that that is a mutual fondness.”




  The boy rose after a while and looked at his watch.




  “I suppose I had better go along and invent some lie,” he said. “Anyway, the dinner will be nearly finished, and I shall be in time for whatever fun there is going after.”




  His father accompanied him to the door, and watched the disappearing tail-light of the taxi; then he returned to his study.




  He spent an hour poring over the translation of the document which was now in Tillizinni’s hands. Had he but the jade bracelet, how easy might it be; but he had enough to work on.




  Some of the references puzzled him. What were the “spirit steps,” for instance; and what of these gigantic crossbows which were to discharge titanic arrows at the intruder? Possibly two thousand years of rust and decay would have robbed them of their potency.




  He picked up some newspaper cuttings dealing with Soo, and smiled. as again and again he came across the phrase which spoke of the “bottling up” of the fugitive. Very well; had these clever English policemen bottled up a man who was now in America, he thought.




  He tidied away his documents, and was slipping a rubber band around one little dossier when he stopped, and raised his head, listening.




  It was the faintest sound, a tiny, hushed, buzz from one corner of the room.




  Now there was only one noise like this in the world that he knew. It was the sound of the secret buzzer which he had had installed communicating with a tiny push near the area door. It had been specially put in to allow his confederates to signal their presence when his servants were out, as they invariably were when visitors of this kind arrived.




  Who could it be? He took from his desk a revolver, and made his way noiselessly downstairs to the little hallway which led from the area to the servants’ domain.




  He crept to the door and listened; there was no sound. The bolts were always kept well oiled. He slipped them back noiselessly and opened the door. Two men were standing there — two small men who made no sound.




  “Come in!” he said; but still they made no sign. Then he knew that they were Chinese.




  “Come in!” he said again, addressing them in their own language.




  He waited until they had closed the door behind, and turning on the electric switch, he flooded the passage with light.




  “You!” he gasped.




  Well might he be surprised, for these were the two agents of his whom he thought were on their way to China, the men who called themselves “Happy Child” and “Hope of Spring” — who were wanted by the police for the murder of the Chinese Ambassador, and greatly wanted by Soo T’si, for the treacherous slaughter of their comrade — his brother.




  “Why do you come here?” he asked angrily. He spoke in the hissing Canton dialect.




  They shuffled uneasily, and the smaller of the two asked sullenly “Where were we to go, master? Though we escaped the English police, yet Soo T’si has set his society against us, and we have been turned from one refuge to another.”




  “Why didn’t you leave the country?”




  “Lord, it was impossible,” said the other. “There were men watching boats and trains; we were warned.”




  “You can’t stay here!” said De Costa.




  They offered no alternative suggestion, and he led the way upstairs to his room. There they sat on the edge of the two chairs, forlorn, miserable, with that peculiar hunted, haggard look which criminals of all classes assume from necessity.




  “Soo is in America now,” said De Costa. “If he could get away, why shouldn’t you?”




  “Master, we were warned,” said the taller man again. “A servant from the boat told Hophee,” he gave the small man his nickname, “that they were looking for us.”




  De Costa’s mind worked quickly; he had been in some peculiarly dangerous situations before. He must get these men away as quickly as possible.




  “You want some money, I suppose,” he said, and the smaller man, who seemed to be the ruling spirit, answered monosyllably.




  De Costa turned out his pockets and gave him a handful of silver and gold.




  “Come tomorrow night,” he said, “at the same hour, and I will let you know exactly what plans I have made for you. Is there any danger until tomorrow?”




  The small man shook his head.




  “You will find your way out, you know the way,” said De Costa. “I will come down later and bolt the door after you.”




  Noiselessly the two men left the room, and De Costa sat at his desk in no enviable mood. He thought he heard the two men speaking together as they went down the stairs to the basement. In his state of tension he imagined that one had called to him sharply, and he opened the door and stepped out into the hall.




  “Did you speak?” he asked, and a voice from the basement answered briefly, “No.”




  He had waited to hear the door open, but realised that so perfectly had it been prepared for midnight visitors that no sound would reach him, and he returned to his desk again.




  These men must be got rid of at all hazards; he wondered how. Perhaps now that the attention had been directed towards Soo they might be smuggled out of the country. They had escaped Soo, that was something, for Soo would make short work of them if he knew how grossly he had been betrayed.




  The translation of the stolen document still lay on his desk before him, and he folded it up carefully.




  “This, at any rate, is something,” he said aloud. “But not all,” answered a quiet voice.




  He looked up startled.




  Before him, in the centre of the room, with his arms folded so that his hands were concealed in his sleeves, stood Soo T’si, and there was a smile upon his face which was not pleasant to see.




  “Don’t touch your revolver,” he said, “for I can shoot you through my sleeve with the greatest of ease.”




  “I thought you were in America,” stammered De Costa.




  “I suppose you did,” said the other.




  He spoke easily in English, a fact which he evidently thought called for some comment.




  “I have been speaking nothing but Chinese for the last week or two,” he said, “and I was afraid of my English getting stale. Do you mind if I practise it on you?” He was so affable, and so friendly, that De Costa lost some of his misapprehension.




  “I am glad to see you,” he said. “I was afraid you had got into serious trouble.”




  Soo shook his head.




  “No, indeed,” he said lightly, one never gets into serious trouble; I got into a particularly foul canal, which compares very favourably with some of the streams of my native land.”




  He did not attempt to sit down; he did not even move from where he stood, or change his attitude.




  “What are your plans?” asked De Costa. “I suppose you know that the police are searching for you?” Soo nodded.




  “I have reason to believe that they are,” he said sardonically.




  “Can I be of any assistance to you?” asked De Costa.




  Soo shook his head.




  “I’m afraid that you are absolutely useless to me,” he said quietly. “What is that interesting document you have there?”




  De Costa would have snatched up the translation from the table, but there was a cold menace in the Chinaman’s eye which prevented him.




  “It’s a little thing,” he said vaguely.




  “So I see,” replied the other. “Turn it round so that I can read it, please.”




  Like a man fascinated, De Costa obeyed, and Soo took a step nearer the table. He read the sheet through carefully, without moving his hands from the inside of his sleeves, and De Costa wondered why, until he remembered that Soo had threatened him with a concealed pistol.




  “You don’t seem to trust me.” De Costa put a note of reproach into his voice.




  “I have very good reasons for not trusting you, De Costa. The last time I was here you swore to me that you had not seen this document, that you had no idea as to where it was. I have discovered since,” he went on meditatively, “that you had it all the time, and that you were directly responsible for the treachery of my men, and indirectly for the death of my brother; you told your servants to bring the paper to you at any cost — my brother’s life paid for that order.”




  His voice was even and colourless, and he spoke like a man who was reciting a lesson.




  “You are wrong — you are wrong,” protested De Costa violently. “I know nothing whatever about it. This paper only came to me a few days ago. I tried to find you—” Soo shook his head.




  “Why do you lie?” he said. “To me, who come from the land of liars, and am skilled in their detection. I know, because the two men you employed, and whom I have been tracking for the last three weeks, have confessed.”




  “Confessed!” gasped De Costa.




  Soo nodded slowly.




  “But they have just left,” stammered the other.




  “They have not left,” said Soo quietly, and withdrew his hands from the veiling sleeves.




  De Costa went as white as death, for the hands of Soo T’si were scarlet with blood….




  *




  Twenty minutes later a constable slowly patrolling his beat came to the front of the house De Costa occupied, and automatically threw the light of his lamp over the front door. It seemed in order, and he passed on. He had not gone a dozen yards when he heard a sharp crack, and turned to see a tongue of fire leap from the window of the house he had passed, for even as he had stood watching it, the flames were eating their way through the wooden shutters which covered the window, and the body of old De Costa lay wrapped in a fiery sheet.
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  The landscape which the travellers beheld was an especially uninviting one; the country was flat, except about the horizon, where a range of low hills were half veiled in mist.




  Dreary paddy fields stretched left and rights and the roadway that led down into the village from the slope on which they stood was little more than an uneven track.




  “That is our objective,” said one of the horsemen.




  He looked around for the escort and the mule caravan which was following leisurely behind. There was no sign of either. Five li back there was a particularly difficult piece of road to negotiate, and he gathered that with true Chinese philosophy and imperturbability, the muleteers were waiting for the rain to stop.




  “That is the village of Cha-k’eo,” said the taller of the men.




  They were both dressed in the conventional costume of China — thick felt shoes and white stockings, wadded silk coats and padded skirts. On the breast of one was embroidered a fantastic pheasant, and on the top of his little cap he wore a sky-blue button.




  That same button had carried them through many seemingly impossible situations.




  “It will be raining again in a minute,” said Talham with a glance at the sky. “Let us see what Cha-k’eo offers in the way of accommodation.”




  He cantered down the slope, his surefooted pony making light of the natural obstacles in the path, and trotted through the one grimy street of the grimy village, ankle deep in black mud.




  He drew rein before a dwelling which might have been, in a western clime, a respectable cattle shed. There were two big windows, one of which was half filled up with loose flat bricks, and the other denude of any covering. The door gave entrance to the uninviting interior, but before he could reach the door the proprietor came out.




  “How far are we from Shan Shi?” demanded Talham.




  “Lord, you are fifty li,” said the man with a profound bow. “I would advise your excellencies to stay here for the night, for the road is very difficult, and is, moreover, patrolled by bad characters.”




  He glanced nervously up at Talham as he spoke, for, for all he knew, this might be one of those bad characters against whom he felt it his duty to warn the unwary.




  “The advice of the chink in his native habitation,” orated Talham as he dismounted slowly, “is liable to be self-interested. On this occasion, however, I think his natural desire to rob us of our cash runs hand in hand with a proper appreciation of real danger.”




  He spoke in English, and then turned to the fawning landlord.




  “My friend,” he said benevolently, “tell me the name of the men who patrol this road.”




  The landlord hesitated. He was evidently afraid to speak openly, yet the authority of Talham’s tone, the undeniable rank which he held, and, moreover, the familiarity of the stranger with the dialect of the district, compelled confidence.




  “It is the honourable Society of the Bannermen of Heaven,” he said humbly. “As your Excellency knows, the city of Taupan, one hundred li south, is having much trouble. There is a rebellion, and His Excellency the Governor has been killed. It is said, too, that his honourable son has returned from the land of the foreign devils.”




  Talham interrupted him sharply.




  “You shall not say,” he said, “Iang kuei-tsi, but Iang-ren, for I am a foreigner, and your speech is offensive to me.”




  The man bowed low. He was frightened almost to death, and was shaking in every limb, for the stories of the foreigner, and the events which had followed the taking of Pekin, had been exaggerated up and down the country. Moreover, as he knew, Iang-ren filled the Chinese army, holding high positions, as this great one evidently did.




  “Lord, it was a slip of my tongue,” he said naïvely, “as we used to speak of foreigners in the days of Ihoch’uan.”




  He gave the Boxers their full title, and Talham nodded.




  “Take the horses and let them be cleaned and fed,” he said. “My friend and I desire your best room.”




  The man led the way with many apologies into the interior of his shed. To Talham’s surprise, there was an interior room which had few of the objectionable features which Chinese caravanserai frequently present. It was tolerably clean, and free from the disagreeable odour of opium smoke.




  A long, low kang occupied the full length of one wall, and when an hour later the mule train came up, and rugs were spread upon the Chinese equivalent for bedstead, and a brazier of burning charcoal was brought in, the travellers had good reason for congratulating themselves upon the comfort of their lodging.




  That the arrival of foreigners in a tiny village would attract the entire population goes without saying, but a word from Talham dismissed the rabble, and the landlord was placed outside the door with two of the escort to see that the foreign “lords” were not disturbed.




  “You may say,” said Talham, “that we have now reached the most critical portion of our journey.”




  Tillizinni was examining a map by the light of a Chinese lamp.




  “If your surmises are right,” he said, “the Mount Li described in the Second Emperor’s account, is that somewhat insignificant hill that we saw as we came over the rise to the village.”




  Talham nodded.




  “I am satisfied that it is,” he said.




  He seemed less inclined to orate than Tillizinni had ever remembered him. Indeed, so marked was his depression that presently the detective referred to it.




  “I know,” said the other uncomfortably; “but the fact is, I am not too satisfied with the progress we have made, and less satisfied did you hear what he said?”




  He jerked his head in the direction of the landlord.




  “I did,” said Tillizinni. “But, fortunately, my knowledge of the dialect isn’t as good as yours. I find that a conversance with ‘Mandarin Chinese’ isn’t always as useful as it might be.”




  “He said that there had been a revolt in Taupan,” said Talham, “and that His Excellency the Governor had been killed, and that his son occupied what amounted to the kingship of this district. Do you realise who that man is?”




  “Not Soo?” asked the detective.




  Talham nodded.




  “That’s just who it is,” he said, “and he has tricked us.” He was silent for a moment, then, “Anyway, I’m glad he’s here,” he said. “I’ve been getting jumpy about Yvonne.”




  The thought that Soo might be within six or seven days’ journey had troubled him.




  “It is better he should be here than there.”




  He was almost cheerful at the thought.




  “He’ll hear tomorrow that we’re in the district,” he went on, “and then the fun is going to begin.”




  Before he went to sleep that night, Tillizinni saw that his revolver was loaded, and placed it under his pillow within reach of his hand. News travels fast in a country which does not depend so much upon the up-to-date telegraph, as upon some mysterious means of communication which is peculiarly the secret of a semi-barbarian people.




  They were not to be disturbed that night, however, and Tillizinni woke to find the day broken and rain still falling heavily. Breakfast was prepared by the servant whom Talham had engaged at Shanghai, but in spite of the wretched surroundings and the unpleasant prophecy of the day, the two men made a good meal.




  “Our immediate danger,” said Talham, “lies in the fact that we are going straight to Hoo Sin, a city which is in some way allied to our friend’s stronghold. What makes it rather awkward is the fact that Hoo Sin must be our base for a week or two, or, at any rate, until we can locate the tomb.”




  Tillizinni nodded.




  “I know the mandarin personally,” Talham went on “An Oriental of exceeding affability, and it would seem to me that the possibility of the Oriental mind—”




  He might have developed his speech into a discourse on Chinese metaphysics, but Tillizinni interrupted him.




  “We have to go,” he said, “and the roads are pretty bad.”




  They were worse than the men anticipated, and the progress along the wild and tortuous path, which was dignified by the name of road, was a painful experience.




  The two leaders of the expedition could not afford to leave their escort. They were in an enemy’s country, and although the fifty soldiers which the First Mandarin of the Empire had supplied them was a formidable body, Talham knew the Chinamen well enough to know that they could not be depended upon if they were convinced that the object of his trip was the desecration of a grave.




  He would gain nothing by explaining to them that he had no intention of robbing the grave of its treasures, or that he sought some wonderful mechanical secret which the dead years held — that was too supple a distinction for words.




  He had sent messengers ahead a week before to collect as many of the soldiers who had served in his regiment as could be found, to meet him at Hoo Sin. Soo might send a story flaming through the bazaar that would set the city of Hoo Sin in a ferment — if he dared. That reservation was Talham’s only hope.




  If Soo himself had designs upon the tomb, desired exact knowledge as to its location, and wished for himself to unravel the mystery and to take the treasures of the dead king, he would be silent. Once he set the city in a ferment he might spoil whatever chance Talham had of achieving his object, but he would just as assuredly defeat his own ends, and might, moreover, call down upon the city of Hoo Sin a detachment of Imperial troops, to say nothing of commissions of enquiry.




  The thought comforted Talham as he jogged along, the rain falling in sheets above his head, the pony under him stumbling across rocks and through pools of liquid mud, towards the blurred horizon.




  There is no more cheerless sight in the world than a Chinese landscape on either side the flat black land stretched drearily to the stunted hills.




  Now and again they would pass a half-ruined temple or a collection of squalid huts, too tiny it seemed to bear the long name which custom had given to them.




  Night was falling when they clattered up the broad irregular street, littered with garbage, and passed through the high, gaunt city gates of Hoo Sin.




  The rain had ceased, and the city was filled with people who looked curiously at the “foreign devils,” whom no Chinese costume could disguise. No demonstration was made, however, as the two men and their escort rode up to the Yamen and dismounted.




  There was the inevitable delay.




  The Mandarin’s assistant who interviewed him in the courtyard of the Yamen at Talham’s request for an interview had disappeared. He returned in a few minutes full of apologies and regrets. His Excellent Lio-le was indisposed, and regretted that he was unable to see the honourable visitors.




  Talham turned to Tillizinni and said in English “That is pretty ominous. If old Lio-le won’t see us, it is because he is afraid of our friend Soo.”




  “Is it necessary that we should see him?” asked Tillizinni.




  Talham nodded. He turned again to the secretary.




  “You will go at once to His Excellency and say a Mandarin of the Empire, and a bearer of the Imperial Banner, desires an immediate audience in the name of the Daughter of Heaven, the Dowager Empress.”




  The man bowed low and went back to the Yamen.




  He returned almost immediately with the request that the two should follow him.




  They passed through the big, cold entrance-hall into the throne-room of the Yamen. As they entered, a man, sitting in solitary state at one end of the room, fanning himself mechanically, rose and shuffled forward, stopping within a few paces of his visitors to give the customary Chinese kow-tow.




  The old Mandarin was stout and ordinarily jovial, but now his face wore a troubled and fretful expression.




  “Why do you come to this city?” he asked with asperity. “Where do you come from? How many miles have you travelled by road?” and so through the whole gamut of questions which are conventionally asked by those in authority of those who come within their sphere.




  The servants brought tea — little cups and placed them handy. Tillizinni, to whom a cup of tea would have been very refreshing at that moment, almost mechanically stretched out his hand to take one, when Talham stopped him.




  “To take tea,” he said, “is a sign that the interview is finished, and I have much to ask our friend before the tea-drinking stage arrives.”




  “Does the honourable stranger intend staying in our perfectly beastly little village for any time?” asked the Mandarin.




  Talham bowed.




  “Though we are unworthy to walk through the beautiful streets of this most divine city,” he said, “we wish your noble citizens to tolerate our disagreeable presence for the space of a moon.”




  The Mandarin eyed him coldly.




  “At this season of the year,” he said significantly, “my mean and despicable city is very unhealthy for the honourable foreigner.”




  “Yet we will stay,” answered Talham promptly, “if your Excellency will afford protection to two insignificant animals who, by the fortune of the gods, are very precious to the Daughter of Heaven, the Dowager Empress. So much does the Daughter of Heaven regard us,” he continued, “that though we are as dirt under her feet, every moon there will come a courier from Pekin to your glorious community to seek information as to our welfare, and if” — he was apologetic— “if we are so base and horrible that we cannot find health in so salubrious a spot, the courier will return to the Daughter of Heaven with news of our misfortune.”




  It was threat for threat, and Talham carried the heavier guns. His passport was in order, and he was commended by the highest in the land, and at the end ran the “tremble and obey” of an exalted Prince of the Royal House.
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  The Mandarin’s face was a study. Between fear of consequence, the sure reprisal which would come to him from the Government if his visitors were harmed, and the fear of the greater and more immediate danger from a cause unknown to the visitors, but very accurately guessed, he was in a very painful quandary.




  “If the honourable strangers will accept the hospitality of my miserable pigsty,” he said sullenly, “for a few days, at least, I will ensure them safety from the disorderly characters who populate my unsavoury town.”




  He reached out for the cup, and the two men followed suit, for they were dismissed.




  They made their way to the house to whither Talham had already directed his muleteers. The two men rode back through the bazaar by themselves. There was nothing in the attitude of the people to suggest that they had organised opposition to fear. The scowls and half-muttered implications which greeted them was the usual lot of the Western traveller in that part of the world.




  Talham’s keen eyes surveyed the crowd as the horses made their way slowly through the street leading to the western end of the city. He was looking for a familiar face, and presently he found it. Over the heads of the throng he saw a man standing quietly with his back to the entrance of a fruit shop.




  Talham tilted his chin ever so slightly, and the man, though seemingly unobservant of his action, repeated the motion.




  So far so good. Some of his men were in the city. He had never depended upon the escort. He knew that they would fly at the first hint of danger.




  But they were armed with modern weapons, and since it was necessary for his purpose that the various members of his old regiment should be effectively equipped, what easier way of bringing arms into this territory than in the hands of Imperial troops? He had this in his mind when they reached the little caravanserai which was to be the headquarters of the expedition.




  It was a one-roofed dwelling set in the middle of a yard and surrounded by a high wall. The building proper was divided into two parts, the smaller of which Talham directed to be cleaned out (for it was indescribably filthy) and prepared for the lodging of himself and his friend.




  He handed the other to the captain of the escort.




  It seemed to Tillizinni hardly large enough to accommodate forty men, but then Tillizinni was not so well acquainted with the habits and customs of the Chinese soldiery as was his companion.




  “It would take a hundred and forty,” was the cool reply when Tillizinni cast doubt upon its capacity.




  They made the little room — it was no more than a stable from their point of view — as comfortable as possible, spreading a carpet unpacked from one of the mules and fixing up a little much-needed ventilation.




  The walls were thick, and an inspection of the outer wall which surrounded the courtyard was satisfactory. The place could withhold a siege given a few improvements, and these improvements Talham set himself out to make without further delay.




  He sent into the town for workmen, and as soon as day broke he had them knocking out bricks from the wall at regular intervals.




  Some news of this must have come to the Mandarin, for he sent a hurried message demanding Talham’s presence.




  The tall man rode out along to the Yamen and saw his unwilling host.




  “News has come to me,” said the Mandarin without preliminary, “that your honourable self and your honourable friend are engaged in making alterations to the outer wall of the King-Li. Now, such conduct,” he wagged his finger at Talham, “is against my faith. I cannot save-face if it is known that my protection is so unworthy to the honourable foreigners that he must fortify himself against the citizens of this town.”




  “Lao-ae,” said Talham earnestly, and he employed his full knowledge of Mandarin Chinese to further his eloquence, “though I am but as the mud under the wheels of your cart, though I am not fitted even to prostrate myself in your presence, yet the Daughter of Heaven thinks so well of me that it would not please me if I caused the great and beautiful lady sorrow by my death. Moreover,” he added, “my love and esteem for you, who are known from one end of the Empire to the other as a just and wise ruler, and one marked out for special promotion to the Governorship of Shu Shung—”




  A little gleam came into the Mandarin’s eye at this broad hint, though he might have known that Talham could lie as well as any other man.




  “Yet,” the big man went on, “because I have this affection for you, I am terrified lest trouble come upon your nobility through some mischance to my miserable carcase.”




  The Mandarin was silent.




  The reference to a governorship, the dreams of his life, set him thinking. Presently he said mildly: “I have talked with your Excellency, and my duty is finished — puh p’ a! You have nothing to fear.”




  With that he allowed Talham to return to his work of putting the inn into a condition of defence.




  Talham had posted two sentries at the gate, and people were only allowed in two at a time.




  That there should be a big crowd before the foreigner’s quarters — a crowd of curious, peering, tiptoeing, interested Celestials, goes without saying, for the Chinese are tremendously curious.




  Every now and again the officer of the guard would come to Talham, busy with Tillizinni, working out calculations as to distances and depths, with the information that a stranger wished to see him. Talham would walk patiently to the gate, exchange a few words with the man who desired an audience, and, at a nod, the stranger would be allowed to pass.




  By the evening of the first day there were occupying the little compound some forty soldiers and some forty-five nondescript Chinamen who had turned up from nowhere in particular, and Talham’s estimate as to the sleeping capacity of the improvised barrackroom proved to be no exaggeration.




  He had made one wise provision, and that was that the arms of the escort, including even the sword and revolver of the officer commanding when he was not on duty, should be stacked in a smaller room. In addition, he had all the ammunition which he had brought with him similarly stored. It cramped the small apartment considerably and filled up every available piece of space, but Talham was insistent upon this, though the officer demurred.




  In the morning, when the new guard mounted, they took over the rifles of the men who had been on duty on the previous day.




  On the third day Talham went out to make an inspection of the problematic Mount Li. He left before daybreak and only halted at the city gates because they were not open at that hour.




  He did not return until near sunset, and when he did he was immensely hungry, not having, as he said, eaten since he set forth, save a couple of dubious eggs which he secured at a village en route.




  “I am satisfied we are on the right track,” he said, “and I am more satisfied because a farmer in the neighbourhood tells me that some men have been over from Tai-San quite recently exploring the mountain.




  “It isn’t a mountain really,” he went on. “As a matter of fact I have a theory that previous to the Emperor’s death, it had no existence at all.”




  He described the place.




  It lay in the neck or dip of two hills, and, apparently, had been filled up so that the top of the hill should offer an unbroken skyline to the traveller in the valley beneath.




  “There is no doubt at all in my mind,” said Talham emphatically, “that this is the tomb. We have now to find the guarded entrance. You can see the slope of the hills before they were earthed up quite distinctly, and I think I have found the ruins of an old temple half buried near the crest of one of these.”




  He read again the Second Emperor’s description.




  “That’s it,” he said. “He caused trees and grass to be planted so that it might appear a part of the mountain.”




  “But why should he have been brought so far away from the capital?” asked Tillizinni.




  “That is a question which we have never satisfactorily settled. You might as well ask,” said the other, “why the Ming Emperors wanted huge stone elephants to indicate the way to their tombs. There is no reason for anything in China, except that if you see a thing for which there is absolutely no excuse, you may be satisfied that that is the excuse!”




  “You are almost lucid,” said Tillizinni with a smile.




  He himself was enjoying the trip immensely; he found the relaxation which he needed so badly. There was no telephone; nobody brought him tangles of mystery to unravel. He was living amidst actualities, amongst primitive forces, in a land where murder was a commonplace everyday incident, and where the murderers seldom troubled to hide their tracks. He recognised that there was considerable danger to himself and to his companion if the real object of the visit was ever discovered.




  Soo would be very active just now; his spies would long since have carried news of the arrival of the “foreign devils.”




  It needed no spy, as it happened, for the Mandarin himself, with a keen desire to “save-face” all round, had sent a private courier with many apologies to his powerful rival, and Soo’s agents were active.




  The first indication of trouble that Talham had seen, took the. shape of a jagged stone which was thrown at him as he passed through the bazaar on an afternoon on his return from one of his expeditions.




  That evening he found the soldiers sullen, and he was interviewed by the officer of the guard.




  “My insignificant men,” said the officer, “have petitioned me, asking that your Noble Beneficence will restore to them their arms, because they feel afraid and ashamed also, since the common people of the bazaar laugh at them.”




  “You may tell your men to go to the devil,” said Talham without finesse.




  But an hour later the officer had returned, this time with a fresh grievance.




  “My men,” he said boldly, “do not like these strangers, sleeping in the same room with them, for they come from another province, and are members of another society.”




  “Captain,” said Talham patiently, “if you come to me again with such stories, I will have you beaten on the feet.”




  Later, he was to receive private advice from one of these same strangers, that the men had had a meeting and were discussing the advisability of leaving the compound in a body.




  This threat took definite shape the next morning, when the officer came yet again in some fear to announce the intention of his men.




  “These pigs,” he said humbly, “will leave your Excellency unless their arms are returned.”




  “Tell them they may leave,” said Talham cheerfully, “and they will get no arms from me.”




  The situation outside the gates was even more serious. A rumour had broken through the bazaar that the foreigners had come to mark out the land for a railway.




  The people in this province were fanatics on the question of “fire-horses,” and every hour the feeling grew against the intruders.




  Talham suspected the Mandarin of fostering this feeling. Twice when he had called at the Yamen His Excellency had been indisposed and only his men-shang was visible. On the occasion of the second visit (he had called in on his way back from one of his trips of exploration) a hostile crowd surrounded his horse, and somebody from the outskirts of the crowd had thrown a stone which narrowly missed his face.




  Instantly the big man turned his horse, scattering the people left and right. He had seen the face of the thrower, and reaching down he caught him by the collar of his jacket and galloped with him at full speed through the streets, his prisoner alternately running and stumbling in the powerful grip of his captor.




  Talham reached the compound and the gates closed behind him; then he turned his attention to his captive.




  “Seize that man,” he said in Chinese, and the guard obeyed the order reluctantly.




  Talham dismounted and came to where the man stood.




  “Why did you throw stones?” he asked.




  “Because you are a ‘foreign devil’ and are going to bring the ‘fire-horses’ across the graves of our ancestors,” said the Chinaman.




  “Who told you this?”




  “Everybody knows it,” answered the prisoner, emboldened by the fact that he had escaped immediate punishment.




  “You are not of this town. Where do you come from?” The man hesitated.




  “I come from Tang Ti,” he said suddenly.




  “Oh, liar, and son of a liar!” said Talham. “You come from Tai-pau.”




  The man shifted uneasily on his feet.




  “Who sent you?” asked Talham. “Let me see his shoulder.”




  Again the guard showed some reluctance to obey, and Talham himself stepped forward and tore the blouse of the man from his neck and scrutinised the yellow flesh for the sign of the telltale tattoo.




  It was there.




  “Go back to Lao-ae Soo T’si,” he said, “and tell him that I know who is at the bottom of all this hostility. I speak to you fairly,” he added, “because I see you are a student, and perhaps you are the son of great parents.”




  The young man nodded.




  “I am the son of a son of a Mandarin,” he said with pride.




  Your Chinaman will never deny his parentage if it be sufficiently illustrious.




  “Well, then, son of a son of a Mandarin, or son of a son of a gun, whichever you are,” said Talham, “go quickly from this place and take with you as many of your friends as you can find.”




  With that he turned the man loose.




  That night Talham’s escort deserted in a body, and the big man was jubilant.




  “It couldn’t have happened better,” he said. “I was wondering how I could get rid of the beggars.”




  Instantly he assembled his own men and armed them. He was satisfied of their loyalty, and distributed ammunition that same night. For some reason the hostility in the bazaar had ceased after that one act of stone-throwing. The escort disappeared from the town as if by magic.




  It was not a healthy sign as Talham knew, because armed or disarmed, they were men who carried the Imperial badge upon their breast, and their hurried departure was ominous He rode out now to Mount Li with an escort of four of his own men. He thought he had detected the entrance to the tomb.




  Halfway down the hill two straight ledges of the rock jutted out. They ran parallel to one another for about twenty yards, and then curved downward into the earth. From a distance they had every appearance of being placed there by nature, but something induced Talham to take a closer view. He made the ascent over the loose rubble and through the stunted bushes which covered the hillside.




  He examined them carefully, and in the end he had no doubt whatever that they were placed there by the hand of man.




  This would be the entrance, if entrance there were.




  He had looked for an opening to the tomb at the foot of the hill. Apparently, it was halfway up that he must seek it.




  “I am perfectly sure,” he told Tillizinni that night, “that if we can dig between those two pieces of sculpture, for pieces of sculpture they are, ingeniously carved to represent natural rock, and at the same time to afford some interested person a clue as to the whereabouts of the hill, we shall come upon the famous bronze door which hides the secret of the Emperor’s artificers.




  “We shall have to do our digging by night,” he went on; “but I don’t anticipate digging very far. From what I have seen of the entrance to the tomb, it looks as though a few more showers of rain would wash the bronze door into view.”




  Preparations were far advanced towards the final examination of the hill, and it was in the afternoon previous to the day on which the attempt was to be made, that a courier came hotfoot from the Yamen summoning Talham to the Mandarin’s presence.




  He had not seen the great man for some days, and wondering what was new, and somewhat apprehensive, since it was quite on the cards that Pekin may have sent an Imperial edict prohibiting any further research, he hurried to the Yamen, and was instantly admitted to the presence of the Mandarin, who received him with great geniality.




  “A courier has brought a letter for your honourable self from Pekin,” and he picked it up from a little ebony table.




  The letter, whatever it was, was enclosed in a large envelope covered with Chinese characters.




  Talham opened the outer envelope slowly, dreading the contents. They proved to be two letters, and the first of these was startling enough, for it was addressed to Miss Yvonne Yale, c/o the British Consul, Hoo Sin.




  Talham stared. There was no British Consul in Hoo Sin.




  With a start he recognised the handwriting as that of Mrs. Yale.




  The second was addressed to himself, and was from the same lady. He tore it open quickly and read its contents with a sinking heart. It ran:




  




  “Dear Captain Talham, —




  Yvonne left London yesterday for China to join you. She is travelling by the overland route.




  Naturally, I felt very chary of allowing her to go by herself, but your telegram was so emphatic that I could not deny the dear girl the pleasure which I know she will feel in meeting you.




  I am sure you will telegraph her arrival the moment she gets to Hoo Sin, and that the ladies who have so kindly offered her their hospitality will not be disappointed in my gem! I should be glad if you will thank them for me.




  




  “My God!” muttered Talham, for he had sent no cablegram to the girl or to her mother.
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  The honourable stranger has received bad news, “said the Mandarin.




  Talham looked at him thoughtfully. Could he help?




  “I have received very bad news,” he said, “with which I will not assail your magnificent ear. Yet I would ask you this. Where is the nearest telegraph town?”




  The Mandarin considered.




  “There is one at Tai Pan,” he said, looking straightly at the other. “That is the nearest. Otherwise you would have to go to Cho Sin, which is a hundred and fifty li from here.”




  “I shall send to Tai Pan,” said Talham, and took his leave with a little ceremony.




  All messages that went through Tai Pan would, of course, be seen by Soo. It was Cho Sin or nothing.




  He got back to the compound, and found Tillizinni making an inspection of the walls.




  “I’ve bad news,” he said, and with remarkable brevity told the contents of the letter.




  “The girl has been lured here by Soo,” said Tillizinni; “that’s evident.”




  “My God, she may be in Tai Pan now!” said Talham.




  “He would have met her at one of the wayside stations on the Trans-Siberian. It’s horrible, Tillizinni, horrible!”




  Tillizinni considered.




  “One thing is evident,” he said after a while. “Once you have penetrated the tomb of the Emperor you must clear out quick. Why not make the attempt tonight and leave China by way of Tai Pan? You have fifty men. Make a dash upon Soo’s stronghold and take your chance of finding Yvonne there.”




  Talham thought for awhile.




  “That is one scheme,” he said; “but I think I know a better. I will leave twenty men to defend this place and use this as my base. We’ll go to the tomb tonight.”




  Talham could have let the tomb go — but there was nothing to be gained by this. Mount Li was on the way to Tai Pan — the two expeditions could be accomplished in one night. He could reach Tai Pan before the dawn.




  Soo would not be prepared for an early morning rush upon his city.




  Prudence and interest dictated parallel courses.




  Talham had committed to memory the instructions which the dead builders had left, some of which apparently conflicted with those upon the jade bracelet.




  He had written down the words engraved upon the bracelet, and now he read them again.




  “I am Shun, the son of the great mechanic, Shoo Shun, upon whom the door fell when the Emperor passed. This my father told me before the day, fearing the treachery of the Eunuchs.




  “Behold the pelican on the left wall with the bronze neck. Afterwards the spirit steps, afterwards rivers of silver, afterwards door of bronze. Here Emperor… behind a great room filled with most precious treasures.”




  “I guess he’s a little wrong in the bronze door part of it,” said Tillizinni. “It’s possible that there were two sets of disloyal mechanics planning to secure the Emperor’s treasure, and made provisions for entering and retiring at the proper moment.”




  That afternoon his men left singly and in two’s and three’s, making for the rendezvous, and when night fell, Tillizinni and Talham, both men heavily armed, rode out into the dark streets, and the door of the compound closed behind them.




  They had left twentythree men under a trusted old officer who had been with Talham in the Northern wars, and the remainder of the party were picked up beyond the city walls.




  They rode along the mud track which led to Mount Li.




  It was eleven o’clock before they debouched from the road and picked a way across the rough, uncultivated land which sloped up to the Emperor’s tomb.




  The party dismounted at the foot of the hill and took shelter in a little gully, and six men only accompanied the two Europeans in their climb.




  These carried spades and picks, a spare one each for Talham and Tillizinni, and the eight men attacked the soft earth with feverish haste.




  It was easier work than even Talham had anticipated, and after an hour’s work Tillizinni’s spade struck something hard and metalled.




  “It’s the door,” he said exultantly.




  He cleared away a space and examined his find with the aid of a pocket lamp.




  Here the hill fell sheerly, and it was at the foot of a sharp slope that the top of the door was discovered.




  Although the hill fell steeply there seemed to be no place from whence a door might slide down in its grooves to block the entrance of the cave.




  This was the only doubt that had been in Talham’s mind, but the explanation suddenly occurred to him.




  “I see now,” he said excitedly. “It opens inward on hinges at the top.”




  This probably was the case.




  They continued digging for half an hour before they reached the foot of the bronze door.




  Contrary to his expectations, there was no engraving upon the panel. It was of solid bronze, green with age.




  The men scraped carefully away at its foot, and then Talham on one side and Tillizinni on the other, groped for the image between the two stones. It was a long time before Talham discovered his, but Tillizinni’s was soon revealed. It had deteriorated until it was little more than the thickness of a curtain ring.




  Tillizinni looked at it closely. It had been shaped crudely by these old dishonest artisans, and even now its extemporised character was revealed in the imperfection of the circle.




  “Got it!” he heard Talham grunt.




  “Does it give at all?”




  “Yes,” said the other, “but, gently! It is any odds on the connection being rotten with age.—”




  “Now!” said Tillizinni. “Are you ready? Now!” He put a gentle strain upon the ring, and it gave, ever so little.




  He was afraid to put his full strength upon it for fear it broke away in his hand.




  “Again,” said Talham’s voice.




  Tillizinni pulled gently. Suddenly, without a warning, there was a horrible squeak, which it seemed could be heard for miles, and the great door sunk as if the earth had swallowed it up, and the big black entrance of the cave was revealed.




  From here on, they must depend upon their own exertions. The Chinamen declined civilly enough to assist any further. So far they had acted in accordance with their tenets. Beyond that they might not go.




  Talham understood and dismissed them, telling them to wait at the bottom of the hill.




  He flashed an electric torch about the entrance of the cave. It was a large spacious place carved out of a solid rock. At intervals around its grim walls were placed huge statues in fantastic shapes, extending from the dim roof to its polished floor.




  Talham looked at them without awe.




  He felt something about his feet, and flashed the light down. He was treading on a little heap of bones. Further examination revealed a dozen more such pitiful relics of the long-dead artisans who had perished that they might not reveal the secret of the Emperor’s tomb.




  For two thousand years they had laid thus, through all the centuries pregnant with progress and with world-shaking events; as they had fallen in death so they remained.




  Talham was a curious mixture of the sentimental and the practical.




  The practical side of him brushed the relics aside with his foot as he walked forward sending the gleam of his light flashing up to the roof.




  Yes, there were the two silver lamps; they were black under the tarnish, but the delicacy of the workmanship was apparent.




  Reaching up his hand, Talham could just clutch the dangle tassel beneath the first lamp.




  “Watch that entrance,” he said, and put his lamp upon the black door at the further end of the vault.




  He pulled and a chain gave slowly. Then, with a swift rush, the door before him opened in the middle and parted. As it did, from the interior of the inner chamber came a loud crash, something Whizzed between the two men, passed through the opening where the bronze door had been, and buried itself in the hillside without.




  “Phew!” said Talham, “that crossbow did work after all.”




  He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.




  “I trust nothing else unpleasant happens,” he said.




  He looked round for the pelican which had been referred to on the bracelet, but could see no sign of any such ornament.




  The steps leading down into the inner room were clean and smooth. They were of white marble, save in the centre was what appeared to be a carpet. On closer inspection this proved to be “treads” of jade, two feet wide and exactly in the centre of the stairway.




  “Those are the spirit steps,” said Talham. “You had better keep to them.”




  “What are spirit steps?” asked Tillizinni in astonishment.




  “It’s an old Chinese idea, and you’ll find it in a good many temples,” replied Talham briefly. “It is popularly supposed to be the steps up and down which the spirits of the departed pass to their devotions, and is never under any circumstances used by mortals.”




  “For a moment,” he said with a facetiousness which seemed to Tillizinni to be entirely out of place, “we will regard ourselves as disembodied and keep to the spirit steps.”




  He walked down gingerly. Half way to the bottom were two little niches on which stood carved representations of two of the earlier Chinese deities.




  He stopped and looked at them thoughtfully. Then, leaning over, he lifted one down. It was a tremendous weight, and he staggered under it, but Talham was curious to see the result of his experiment.




  He placed the statue upon one of the white marble steps which ran down at either side of him. For a moment nothing happened, and then the stairs opened under it and it disappeared.




  In a second came the tinkle of smashing steel.




  “I thought so,” said Talham. “If we had departed from the spirit steps, we should have fallen into a most unpleasant mess.”




  He watched the yawning hole where the steps had been. Three had disappeared.




  In a few seconds they came slowly back and jarred themselves back into their place.




  “They are balanced on an arm below,” explained Tillizinni. “I saw something of that sort in Burma years ago.”




  He led the way down, and so they came to the inner chamber.




  “Look!” gasped Talham, and well might he be astonished, for as they put their foot upon the lower stairs the whole of the inner chamber was flooded with soft light.




  It came from the cornices in the roof and was reflected down from the glittering blue firmament of an artificial heaven.




  “It’s electric!” said Talham in a whisper. “I never dreamt of this.”




  Whilst they stood upon the steps the light continued. When they took a step forward it went out. They returned to the lower step and the room was again illuminated.




  “It was from this step, you may be sure, that the Second Emperor took his last view of his father,” said Tillizinni. “There is your river.”




  They looked down in silent wonderment. There at their feet was China — China as it was known to the ancients, with little townships cunningly modelled, and the ever-moving river flowed from hill to sea. So it had been flowing for two thousand years.




  “Stand on the step,” said Talham, “and let me see.”




  He stepped down quickly and leant over one of the tiny streams that wandered tortuously through an artificial garden.




  “It’s quicksilver all right,” he said.




  At the far end of the room was a great block of polished black stone, and upon this rested a stone coffin. The pedestal was reached by three steps, but the steps were indistinguishable. They were covered with rags, and, as it seemed, little pieces of white, glittering wood.




  Talham surveyed them reverently. These, then, were the unfortunate creatures of joy, who had gone down to death with their lord.




  He made a rapid survey of the great stone room. At either side he saw a square pit, and flashed a light down upon the white gems that still glittered and sparkled in the light.




  He was seeking something else, and presently he found it — a little box of jade, upon the roof of which was the faded remnants of an inscription. More to the point, there had been carved on its side, and was as fresh to-day as when it left the carver’s hands, two thousand years before, the words:




  “This is the secret of the philosopher.”




  He lifted the box and put it under his arm and made his way back to Tillizinni.




  “We can’t leave yet,” said the detective, all aquiver with excitement. He felt he was on the verge of a great discovery. “We must find by what means this room is lighted.”




  Then he remembered the urgent business that waited in Tai Pan.




  “Perhaps we can come back,” he said regretfully, for he knew that when they had once passed through the portals they would never again visit the last home of the First Emperor.




  Talham led the way upward, and was within twenty feet of the silver door when somebody laughed, and the laugh rang hollowly through the vaulted chamber. He looked up. Before he was conscious of what was happening and before his hand could drop to the pistol at his side, a voice called mockingly:




  “You have ample time to complete your investigations, Captain Talham.”




  It was the voice of Soo, and it came from the head of the stairs.




  Talham and Tillizinni whipped out their revolvers and fired together, and again came the laugh and something more ominous — the rumble of a moving door.




  They sprang up the stairs together, but before Talham could swing himself through, the door had closed with a clang and a crash. They were trapped in the house of the dead!




  XIX. The Yamen of T’si Soo
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  Yvonne Yale was in the little room which overlooked the courtyard of the Governor’s yamen. She sat on the edge of the kang, her hands clasped on her knees, her face tense and pale.




  So this was the meaning of it — the meaning of that telegram which had sent her flying across Europe into the barbaric regions of Asia, that had set her down at a little wayside station, where a polite and tidy escort waited to convey her to her lover.




  With no knowledge of the language, she had hesitated before accompanying them, and had stood on the platform for half an hour before she at last yielded to the agitated entreaties of the officer in charge of the escort — a man with little English, and who knew that his life depended upon his persuading the beautiful Westerner to accompany him.




  Why had not Talham come himself to receive her? The officer-escort had been full of apologies and explanations in his pidgin English. Captain Talham was honourably engaged, also he had honourably hurt his foot digging and could not ride.




  He had not sent her a line of welcome, which was strange, but she had come so far, and it was absurd to shrink from the thirty miles journey which she was promised.




  A luxurious palanquin, borne upon mules and lined with rose silk; was a tempting conveyance. The bottom of the shaky vehicle was covered with down cushions. That novelty of the silken nest pleased her.




  An impassive bystander, watching the departure of the caravan, sidled up on some pretext to where she sat and muttered under his breath “Ko’lien,” shaking his head the while.




  She repeated it, “Ko’lien.”




  “What does it mean?”




  The officer rode by her side and chatted with her in such English as he could master.




  It occurred to her, after they had gone some ten li on the road, to ask carelessly the meaning of the words which the strange Chinaman had employed.




  “Ko’lien,” repeated the escort with a beaming smile. “He mean makee piecee solly.”




  “Makee piecee solly,” she repeated. “So it meant I am sorry for you! Why should he be sorry?”




  Later she understood, and was sorry enough for herself.




  Her destination was farther than thirty miles. They halted that night at a village where rough but reasonable accommodation was provided for her, and Hoo Sin was promised in the morning.




  But it was not until the evening of the next day, after hard going, that they passed through the deserted streets of a big city, and turned into a walled courtyard and came to a halt before a handsome building.




  She got out of the palanquin, stiff and aching. She was feeling depressed and untidy, and in no mood to meet the man of her choice.




  They made it clear to her that she might go to her room, and for this she was grateful.




  Again there was no Talham, but the commander of the escort was at pains to explain that possibly her lover would not be in till later, and that he had not expected her arrival so soon.




  She was shown to the room which she now occupied, a curious little room filled with Western knick-knacks, and evidently prepared for her. She had made her hurried toilet, and was wondering exactly how she could summon the attendant, when the door opened and a Chinaman walked into the room.




  She saw at once that he was of a different class to the men who had escorted her. His garments were of silk and beautifully embroidered; his face was almost aesthetic, his mien lofty and commanding.




  “I hope you have everything you want,” he said in perfect English.




  She gave a gasp of horror, for she recognised the voice of the man in whose power she had been before.




  He smiled genially, reading her thoughts.




  “Yes,” he said, smoothing the breast of his silk jacket delicately. “I am Soo T’si, whom your friends ‘bottled up.’”




  There was something in that expression which had been particularly hateful to the man. His weakness lay in his vanity, perhaps, and the implied reflection upon his inability to evade the English police had rankled.




  “Bottled up,” he repeated, as with relish “and now I think I have you ‘bottled up’ also.”




  “You must let me leave here at once,” she said.




  “I am sorry that cannot be done,” he replied coolly. “You see, you are not in Hoo Sin. You are in Tai Pan, which is my particular stronghold, and where I hold certain rights which you would describe as feudal. I owe you an apology,” he went on, “for telegraphing to you.”




  “Then it was you?” she said.




  He nodded.




  “I thought you would have guessed that. Hoo Sin is some distance,” he went on, “and I am afraid your lover is pursuing his warlike preparations in blissful ignorance of the fact that some forty li away the lady of his heart is a prisoner in the hands of his worst enemy.”




  She made no reply.




  What use was there in arguing with this man? Whatever was to happen, no word of hers could move him to pity or to compassion. She must face whatever had to be faced with all the courage which God would give her in her extremity.




  Fortunately, Soo did not prolong his visit. He made a few enquiries as to whether she was comfortable, and left her, having first brought into the room a Chinese girl who was to act as her servant.




  “I have decided what I shall do with you,” was his parting speech, “and you may be sure it will be something highly entertaining.”




  For two long days, where every minute seemed an hour and every hour a year, she was kept prisoner in the little room under the roof of the Yamen. No indignity was offered to her. Her commands, such as did not procure greater freedom of movement, were instantly obeyed. Even her food was cooked in Western style by Soo’s own chef.




  They called him Ho-Lao-Ae, “the river Mandarin,” and the name of Soo T’si seemed to be unknown to them. That he was a person of the greatest importance she realised from the fear in which his servants held him.




  He had returned from Europe in time to quell a rebellion against his father, a rebellion which had brought about the death of his distinguished parent, and a multiplication of deaths amongst other parents not so distinguished, for Soo punished swiftly and terribly, and the execution ground outside the city walls ran red with blood as the executioner wielded his long, heavy sword.




  On the third night of her arrival she was awakened by the Chinese maid, who signalled to her to rise. The girl would have dressed, but the servant snatched the clothes away.




  “Puh pa” she said. (“You have nothing to fear.”)




  It was a conventional assurance, and the girl attached greater significance to the phrase than it deserved.




  She was allowed to put on her dressing-gown, and thrust her feet into her slippers, and she followed the beckoning finger through the door.




  There was nothing to be gained by resistance as she saw, for in the corridor outside were six men of the Yamen Guard.




  With terror in her heart, but with her head erect, she followed the serving-maid through what seemed innumerable corridors until she came to a door before which hung a heavy curtain of orange velvet. She had no idea as to what was the time. Her own watch had stopped, but from the glimpse of sky she caught as she passed a window, she thought it must be nearly three o’clock in the morning.




  The servant pulled aside the portiere and knocked timidly on the door, and a voice bade her enter.




  Yvonne followed the girl. She was in a larger room than that to which she was accustomed. It was hung around with Chinese embroideries, the floor was of polished wood, and divans, cushions, and little stools formed the only furniture in the place, save for a few carved Buddhas and a huge hanging lamp suspended from the ceiling. It was unlit, the only light in the room being a small lamp placed on the floor within reach of Soo.




  He was there alone, but what caught her eye and held her was something which stood in the very centre of the apartment.




  It was a huge glass bottle, ten feet in height, and modelled in the shape of a medicine bottle. That, in fact, was the design which Soo had given to his artificers to cast.




  The servant left her. The door closed with a click behind the girl, and she was left alone confronting this man with his cruel; smiling lips and his sly eyes. He was smoking a Chinese pipe and was a model of comfort and self-satisfaction.




  “I have sent for you,” he said, “because you represent the last fragment of opposition offered to me in Europe, and I desire that you shall be disposed of with the ceremony which the occasion demands.”




  Planted against the bottle’s neck was a light bamboo ladder; inside, dangling from the top, and secured from the outside by a ring fastened to the wall, was another ladder, a ladder of silk.




  He saw her wondering eyes surveying this, and smiled.




  “When I was in Europe,” he said cheerfully, “there was a phrase employed which interested me more than ordinarily. It was the phrase of ‘bottled up.’ Now, I have never seen any human being so circumstanced.”




  He spoke slowly, choosing his words with great deliberation. “And I am particularly anxious that this reproach should be removed. You will mount those steps,” he pointed to the ladder, “and lower yourself gently to the bottom of the bottle. You will notice that there is a down cushion upon which you may sit, and you will probably find it most comfortable.”




  “Suppose I refuse?” she said.




  He smiled again.




  “I think you will not refuse,” he was very urbane, almost gentle of speech— “but if you do refuse, I will promise you that you shall be glad to have that bottle as a place of refuge.”




  He uttered two words sharply. The doors at the farther end of the apartment opened and four men came in naked to the waist — great muscular coolies with scarcely any humanity in their brutalised faces.




  “Suppose,” suggested Soo, “suppose, instead of putting you into the bottle and disposing of you as I shall in an especially novel fashion, I find a quicker death for you by handing you to these cattle?”




  Her hands went to her face.




  “No, no no!” she shuddered.




  At a nod from Soo the men departed.




  “Montez!” said Soo mockingly, and she went up the creaking ladder without hesitation.




  It said much for the immense size and solidity of the bottle that it did not budge under the strain of her weight. She sat for a moment on the edge of the neck with her feet dangling in the cavity where, in a bottle of ordinary dimensions, the cork would be fixed.




  “Go on,” said Soo, and glanced at the door.




  She lowered herself with hands that shook down the swaying rope ladder, and came to rest on a cushion below.




  She was in the room, but not of it. She saw Soo speaking but did not hear his voice till quite a second later, when it had travelled over the neck of the bottle and down to her. He came across and gave a pull upon the silk ladder and withdrew it flinging it down on the ground, and kicked the bamboo steps away. He spoke again, and his servants removed the only means by which she could escape.




  She had to attune her ear to her strange position, and after a while, when she had learnt to ignore the movements of his lips and wait for the words to float down to her, she knew as well as though no solid wall of glass was between them.




  He was sitting cross-legged on a cushion, still smoking his pipe. By and by he knocked the pipe out on to a little porcelain tray and devoted the whole of his attention to her.




  “You may wonder,” he said, “why I have awakened you at this inconvenient hour to begin a process which is to end your earthly career.”




  She made no reply.




  “I do not doubt,” he said, “that you expected sooner or later that your lover would learn of your unhappy plight and come hastening across China like a modern knight-errant to your rescue.”




  He spread out his hands in deprecation.




  “Alas,” he mocked, “your lover is not in a position to assist you, and far less is he in a position to assist himself.”




  “What do you mean?” she was startled into asking, and her voice sounded strange in that confined place.




  “Alas,” repeated Soo. “He sits in the house of the dead, waiting for death.”




  She stared at him in horror.




  He picked up another pipe and lit it from the tiny flame in the smoke-box by his side.




  “He discovered the secret of the Emperor’s tomb, you will be pleased to learn, and even penetrated its interior. I watched his interesting operations for close on an hour and a half without learning much, for the Emperor’s tomb was known to me, and I might have forestalled him.”




  He thought awhile.




  “It was better that he should do the work,” he said, “and that I should have no more to do than to take the reward of his industry. I watched him enter, he and his Italian friend, and closed the door behind them. It was very simple, and was a matter of inductive reasoning, for the pulling on one silver lamp would open the door as the pulling on the second silver lamp would close it, since the robbers must find some way of veiling from the outside world the fact that they had been guilty of sacrilege. So it proved. Waiting there in the darkness whilst your friends were exploring the chamber below, I tested the second lamp and found that the door moved slowly. A dozen steps lay between them and liberty and life when I pulled with greater strength, and the door closed upon those inquisitive foreigners — that is all.”




  Something in his tone told her that he was speaking the truth. What hope was there now? In her heart of hearts she had depended upon Talham discovering her capture. If he were dead, nothing mattered. If all this man said was true, death could not come too quickly on her.




  She sat crouched at the bottom of the bottle, her hands clasping her knees, her face fixed on his.




  The end must come slowly if he spoke the truth. Soo was looking above the bottle thoughtfully: his gaze was fixed. She followed the direction of his eyes. From a round hole recently cut in the ceiling suspended a thick silken rope which hung directly over the mouth and came down to within a foot of neck.




  She had seen it before, and thought that it had placed there to afford her assistance in making her into the bottle, whilst the ladder was removed. and still remained.




  Soo’s voice came to her soothingly.




  “I see you have noticed it. That cord will give you some moments of interesting thought. Above this room is a smaller one, and in that small chamber is a large cage,” he said, “and in that cage is a python. I presume you know what a python is. It is a snake of unusual size, and, in this particular case, unusually hungry. As to the habits of the python I am not well acquainted, but I hope to discover much interesting data from a closer observance than hitherto I have been able to secure.”




  He smiled.




  She saw the smile almost before she had heard the last words.




  “At your leisure” — he inclined his head— “you will clap your hands three times, and my servants, who will be on duty day and night, will release the reptile.”




  What did he mean?




  She was soon to learn.




  “I do not know what are the effects such confinement as yours will have upon you,” he said, “but I rather think that after the end of twentyfour hours you may easily welcome the happy release, even though it be in so unpleasant a form.”




  He sat watching her with the drowsy eyes of a man under the influence of some narcotic. The sight of her fascinated him. All that was Oriental in him, all that loved suffering for suffering’s sake, was alive to the possibilities which the situation offered. He had planned this end for her with such elaboration; and now found something wanting — something dramatic, something sudden.




  Twentyfour hours was a long time, he might be sleeping when she gave the signal. She might die of fright or of exhaustion — these Western women were particularly fragile. Through the glass walls of her prison she watched the man, saw the curious look in his face, and knew instinctively that the respite he had given her he had already taken away. Something froze within her, her heart almost stopped beating as he raised his hand.




  “I do not think I can afford to wait,” he said apologetically.




  He did not clap, for there came a slight knock at the door through which she had entered. He turned his frowning face to the portal.




  “Come in” he said quickly in Chinese.




  It might be a message from the Mandarin of Hoo Sin. It might even be an Imperial rescript. The summons was not obeyed, and then he remembered that he had dropped the bar across the entrance.




  He rose slowly and walked across the room and slipped the lacquered bolt aside.




  The sliding doors slipped apart, and Captain Talham stepped into the room, a revolver in each hand.




  This the girl saw, and fainted.




  XX. Soo “Saves-Face”




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Left alone in the darkness of the tomb the two men stood motionless. Tillizinni was the first to realise the awfulness of their position. None knew the secret of the door save themselves.




  The men at the foot of the hill, if they were not already destroyed by Soo’s soldiers, would wait til the morning, and then with true Chinese philosophy would report the occurrence to the Mandarin of Hoo Sin.




  By that time the two pioneers would be dead.




  There was very little air in the chasm, and apparently no inlet. The door itself was almost hermetically sealed; they would exhaust the supply which they had unconsciously brought in with them in less than an hour. Talham was the first to recover himself. He ran up the remainder of the steps until he came to the blank wall of the silver door and carefully examined its face with his lamp. The two edges of the door fitted in a flange, and there was no place where a lever, even if they had possessed one, could have found a purchase. As it happened, they had left all their tools at the bronze door.




  “Keep to the spirit steps,” said Talham, “and go down below again. We may find something there. I think you will have plenty of opportunity, at any rate,” he added grimly, “to discover the lighting secret of this place.”




  Back they went again to the chamber of the dead. The little quicksilver rivers were running merrily, as they had for two thousand years, and they might run for all eternity until through countless thousands of years the quicksilver became volatised.




  There were stacks of ancient arms placed near the stone door, but none of these would be of any use to the men.




  They made a diligent search for some other means of exit, but in vain. There was no time to waste in purely scientific exploration.




  They had obviated the necessity for one of them standing on the lower step, by lifting thereon one of the heavy irons which stood at the four corners of the pedestal, and this weight was apparently sufficient to keep the light going.




  “I’m afraid we’re caught,” said Talham at last, and Tillizinni nodded.




  It was a curious end to all his extraordinary adventures, yet if an end could be attractive, surely this was one, to go down in this treasure-house of the past — to go out in the shadow of the great Emperor’ tomb.




  A romancer to the fingertips, Tillizinni found some consolation in the prospect, but Talham was devoid of sentiment.




  “It isn’t the death I mind,” he said quietly; “but we ought not to have come, we should have made straight for Yvonne. We know she is in that fiend’s power; how could I have been so mad as to have neglected her for one moment — all the treasures in the world were not worth it.”




  On one of the steps he had placed the jade box. He lifted it up and looked at it resentfully, and raising it above his head he sent it crashing down amongst the artificial landscape which covered one half of the floor. The box burst and a roll of parchment fell out.




  “Leave it alone,” said Talham roughly, “there is only one thing in the world that counts.”




  He did not say what that one thing was, but Tillizinni guessed. Another examination of the chamber offered no better result. At the foot of the bier Tillizinni found a square box, which he prised open without any difficulty. It was filled to the brim with pearls of varying sizes from that of the average pea to pearls as large as pigeons’ eggs.




  If only they could make their escape from here the box would represent an enormous fortune.




  If Talham despised the secret of the philosopher, here might be some compensation for all his trouble if they made their escape. The chances were very slight, but —




  Tillizinni took a handful of the gems, and put them in the loose pocket of his coat. He took another and another, until the pocket bulged.




  He made his way back with difficulty to where Talham stood by the lower step. The air was getting foul, and he found a difficulty in breathing; the end would come very soon — the scientist in him told him that.




  “Have you found anything?”




  Talham did not answer.




  He was looking stupidly at one of the two ornaments which flanked the lower steps leading into the death chamber.




  “What is it?” asked Tillizinni.




  Talham nodded sleepily.




  Tillizinni examined the object of his interest a little closer.




  It was one of the two huge birds of bronze. It seemed alive as it stood there, balanced on one leg.




  “I didn’t notice those before,” said Talham. Neither had the other, a fact easily explained as they stood in the shadow cast by the two great War Gods which towered left and right of the tomb’s entrance.




  “I think this is where we go out,” muttered Talham. His heart was beating at a terrific rate; his head was swimming. He was affected sooner than the smaller man, and staggered, and would have fallen but for Tillizinni’s arm.




  “You had better sit down,” said Tillizinni quietly.




  He would take his own advice later; seated with his back to the wall he would wait for death.




  But Talham shook his head; he took a step and swayed, reached out his hand to steady himself, and caught the bronze bird by the neck.




  He threw his head back suddenly.




  “A pelican,” he said thickly. “A pelican! my God! I didn’t see a pelican—”




  There was no other word. He threw all his weight upon the neck of the bronze bird, and it bent down towards him as if working upon an invisible pivot.




  There was a rumble at the head of the stairs; a draught of sweet, fresh air rushed down to the men, and Talham fell on his hands and knees and breathed it in greedily.




  “So that was it,” he gasped. “Now, Soo, look out for me!” and he went reeling up the stairs like a drunken man, Tillizinni following.




  They went out into the starlit night to find their patient men still sitting in the gulley waiting for orders.




  Whilst the men were mounting, Talham went back to the tomb alone. He was absent for five minutes.




  “Oughtn’t we do something to hide the door?” asked Tillizinni. “There will be an awful row when it is found open.”




  Talham turned on his saddle.




  “It will be hidden in a minute,” he said.




  At that moment there was a dull, muffled roar which set the horses prancing.




  “I dynamited the first chamber,” said Talham “That’s the end of the Emperor’s tomb.”




  *




  Soo stared blankly at the intruder, but he did not lose his presence of mind.




  “Captain Talham, I believe,” he said. “How very interesting!” He smiled at the stern-faced man before him.




  “I had intended coming tomorrow to find your unhappy bodies” — he saw Tillizinni at the entrance and nodded in a friendly way— “and incidentally to help myself to such of the treasures of the great Emperor’s. May he dwell in the seventeenth heaven for a million years” — he bowed his head in mock reverence; “but that one pleasure, at least, is deferred.”




  “All your pleasures are deferred,” said Talham sternly. “You will never again discover the tomb of the dead Emperor — neither you nor any other man. The outer chamber has ceased to be.”




  Soo lifted his eyebrows.




  “Indeed!” he said incredulously.




  “I have dynamited the entrance,” said Talham in his thorough way. “That ends the business of the Emperor’s tomb, and—”




  Then it was that he saw the bottle. The room was in half darkness as he had entered; only one faint light showed, and this was beside the place where Soo had sat.




  The reflection of the light upon the polished face of the glass prevented him from seeing its interior. He took a step forward.




  “My God!” he said. “Yvonne!”




  He turned and pointed the revolver at the other’s head. His face was white and drawn.




  “Damn you!” he said.




  “She is not dead — she is alive,” said Soo quickly.




  “Alive!” Talham dropped his revolver.




  “For the moment, yes,” said Soo, and clasped his hands.




  Talham heard the shriek of the girl, saw the wild agony in her face, and realised that this was a signal for some act of treachery. But it was Tillizinni who saw the dangling rope, and heard the rustle of a heavy body moving on the floor above. It was Tillizinni who saw the wedge-shaped head with the cruel, cold eyes peep down through the hole and stretch out its sinuous body towards the rope.




  He knew instantly the significance of that dangling cord.




  “Quick!” he cried, and threw the whole of his weight against the bottle. It slid over the polished floor a dozen paces.




  “Stop him!” said Tillizinni.




  Soo was making for the door. He turned when the revolvers were levelled, and lifted his hands.




  “There will be no trouble,” he said.




  Even in that moment of his deadly peril he did not lose his nerve. He seemed to take a delight in recalling the suavities of his Western veneer.




  “I am quite prepared to stand my trial before the Imperial Court for anything I have done,” he said. “In the meantime, will you allow me to summon my men to assist your friend from her distressing position?”




  “We will do without the servants,” said Tillizinni. “Get some of those cushions, quick!”




  They laid three thicknesses of down cushions before the bottle, the way it would fall.




  Then Tillizinni deftly wedged the front and the two men threw their weight on it. It fell over unbroken, and the girl dragged her way out.




  “Take her outside,” said Tillizinni, and Talham lifted the half-fainting figure and bore her from the room along the deserted corridors to the little courtyard behind, where his men were waiting.




  The Yamen was wrapped in slumber; Soo had given orders that he was not to be disturbed that night, and beyond a watchman who had been at the gate, but who was now no longer in a position to hinder the party, there was none to say them nay.




  Tillizinni confronted Soo T’si, and if ever there were two men in the world competent to deal with one another in that extreme crisis, they were those two, who now stood face to face.




  Ever and anon, Tillizinni’s eyes would go up to the little round hole in the roof. He had recognised the head the moment he had seen it, and knew that the python was searching for food in the room above, until, in his desperation, he took the more desperate step of descending the rope.




  “Soo T’si,” said Tillizinni gently, “you will find it much easier to get into the bottle than, I gather, did Miss Yale.”




  “It is possible,” said the Chinaman coolly; “but it is not an experiment that I care to make.”




  “It is an experiment,” said Tillizinni in the same tone, “which I shall ask you to make, for if you do not do as I tell you, I shall most certainly shoot you.”




  Soo shrugged his shoulders.




  “You should have been a Chinaman,” he said.




  “I am of the race,” said Tillizinni carefully, which produced the Borgias, and some of the most refined torturers of the Holy Inquisition. Enter your bottle, my friend!” he said. “I wish to see you bottled up in reality. You will find the place cramped, but you will probably be able to bear the indignity of it much easier than the delicate and refined English lady whom we have just released.”




  “I will do anything,” said Soo, “save sacrifice my dignity.”




  His eyes followed the other to a little aperture in the roof. The head of the python was hanging down now; his hateful eyes surveyed them.




  “I see your idea,” said Soo pleasantly. “I think I know a better way. A Chinaman must ‘save face,’ you know!”




  His hands were concealed under his silken jacket. Tillizinni could not see the man searching for the razor-like knife which he carried at his waistband, nor the firm fingers of the suicide feeling for the little place under the heart which, skilfully pierced, brings an easy death. Only he saw the face go suddenly grey.




  “Au ‘voir,” said Soo in French. “I like this way better.”




  He fell in a heap on the ground, and looked up with a smile.




  “Pardon — me!” he said, smiling faintly — and died.




  So Tillizinni left him, with the head of the python looking hungrily down on the quiet figure below So Tillizinni thinks of this man now, and often sees him at night — a smiling, fearless figure of a villain.




  And when all the lights are lit upon the Embankment, and Tillizinni leans out of his window watching the dark river and the flaming lamps of London, he looks westward and tries to picture Captain Talham a happy, domesticated man in his Surbiton home, with his motorcars and his race horses and all the good things of life which the Emperor’s pearls had brought to him.




  Somehow Tillizinni fails to reconcile those two men. The Talham who held the fort of Hoo Sin against the armed soldiery of Tai Pan come to avenge their lord; the Talham who made the wild flight across China to the link of civilisation which the Siberian railway afforded, with the Talham who now discusses poultry and pigs with such earnestness and volubility.




  “For my part,” wrote Tillizinni in his diary, “I would as lief be buried alive in the tomb under Mount Li, as be buried alive in a suburb of London.”




  It is, of course, a matter of opinion.




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




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




  “THE GOSSIP’s CORNER”




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




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




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




  “THE GOSSIP’S CORNER. KNOCK.”




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




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




  “Come in,” said a voice.




  He entered cautiously.




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




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




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




  “Sit down,” he said — he spoke in French— “and don’t, I beg of you, be alarmed.”




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




  The veiled figure said nothing for a while.




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




  The other bowed.




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




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




  “I think you’ll do.”




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




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




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




  The newcomer nodded.




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




  The stranger hesitated.




  “Poltavo,” he said after a pause.




  “Italian or Pole?” asked the other.




  “Pole,” replied Poltavo readily.




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




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




  “Where do you live?” he asked.




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




  The veiled figure nodded.




  “When did you come to this country?”




  “Six months ago.”




  “Why?”




  Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.




  “Why?” insisted the man at the table.




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




  Again the figure nodded.




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




  “Why?” asked Poltavo in surprise.




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




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




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




  “It is remarkable that you should have found me,” said Poltavo. “The cutting” — he indicated the newspaper clip— “was sent to me by an tin-known friend.”




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




  Poltavo nodded.




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




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




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




  He rose.




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




  “You may be sure—” began Poltavo.




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




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




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




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




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




  “Won’t you come in?” said Poltavo, rising.




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




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




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




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




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




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




  “Dear Madam, —




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




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




  “Yours very truly,




  “J. Brown.”




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




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




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




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




  A little smile curled the lips of the visitor.




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




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




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




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




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




  Poltavo bowed again.




  “Will they be returned?” she asked.




  Poltavo nodded, and the girl bit her lips thoughtfully.




  “I see,” she said.




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




  Poltavo accompanied her to the outer door.




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




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




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




  “Well done, Poltavo,” he said; “excellently fenced.”




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




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




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




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




  The veiled man nodded.




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




  “Either a fool or a bad actress,” said Poltavo.




  “What do you mean?” asked the other quickly.




  Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.




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




  “And what was intended?” asked Mr. Brown curiously.




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




  Mr. Brown laughed long and softly.




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




  “At a price,” said the other.




  “Name it,” said the veiled man quietly.




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




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




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




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




  Poltavo smiled.




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




  The veiled man started.




  “Fallock,” he repeated.




  Poltavo nodded.




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




  “Built a house, did he?” repeated the other.




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




  The man at the table was silent.




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




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




  “That is exactly what they do ask,” said Poltavo.




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




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




  Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.




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




  “May I see the letter?”




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




  “I will think about it,” he said gruffly.




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




  “What is it?”




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




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




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




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




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




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




  Chapter II




  

    Table of Contents

  




  “Assassin!”




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




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




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




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




  “Humph!” said Mr. Farrington.




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




  But suddenly two shots rang out.




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




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




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




  “Dead, sir,” reported the constable.




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




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




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




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




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




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




  “Your daughter—” he began.




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




  T.B. nodded.




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




  “What were they talking about?”




  Mr. Farrington hesitated.




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




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




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




  Then suddenly he asked:




  “Who was the third man?”




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




  “The third man?” he stammered.




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




  A little smile played across the face of the other.




  “I haven’t the slightest objection,” he said “Where will you start?”




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




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




  There was no sign of an intruder.




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




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




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




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




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




  “It doesn’t seem to be,” he remarked; “in fact, the door is ajar.”




  Farrington gasped.




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




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




  He lifted it to his nose and sniffed it.




  “That is it,” he said.




  “What?” asked Mr. Farrington, suspiciously.




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




  Farrington shook his head vigorously.




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




  T.B. slipped the bottle in his pocket.




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




  “What do you make of it?” asked Mr. Farrington.




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




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




  Mr. Farrington looked at him with open mouth.




  “You don’t mean that?” he asked incredulously.




  T.B. inclined his head.




  “The open door below — the visitor?” jerked the stout man, “you don’t think Montague Fallock was in the house tonight?”




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




  “He has been blackmailing me,” said Mr. Farrington, thoughtfully, “but I don’t think—”




  The detective turned up his coat collar preparatory to leaving.




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




  Mr. Farrington shivered. “Beastly,” he said, huskily.




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




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




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




  “Lady Constance Dex,” said the other, shortly— “a great friend of mine and my ward’s.”




  “Is she in town?’”




  Mr. Farrington shook his head.




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




  “Great Bradley?”




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




  “Isn’t that the locality which contains the Secret House?”




  “I’ve heard something about the place,” said Mr. Farrington with a little smile.




  “C D.,” said the detective, making for the door.




  “What?”




  “Lady Constance Dex’s initials, I mean,” said T.B.




  “Yes — why?”




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




  He left Mr. Farrington biting his finger nails — a habit he fell into when he was seriously perturbed.
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  T.B. Smith sat alone in his office in Scotland Yard. Outside, the Embankment, the river, even the bulk of the Houses of Parliament were blotted out by the dense fog. For two days London had lain under the pall, and if the weather experts might be relied upon, yet another two days of fog was to be expected.




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




  He glanced at the clock; the hands pointed to twentyfive minutes past one.




  He pressed a little button let into the side of the desk, and a few seconds later there was a gentle tap at the door, and a helmetless constable appeared. “Go to the record room and get me” — he consulted a slip of paper on the desk—” Number G794I.”




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




  “Is Mr. Ela in his office?”




  “Yes, sir. He’s been taking information about that Dock case.”




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




  “They both got away, sir,” said the man, “but one was shot by the constable’s mate; they found his blood on the pavement outside where their motorcar was waiting.”




  T.B. nodded.




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




  Ela held the locket to the light, and read:




  “Mor: Cot.




  God sav the Keng.”




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




  Ela yawned.




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




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




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




  “You are in the mood for miracles,” said Ela, as they were descending the stairs.




  “I am in the mood for bed,” replied T.B. truthfully. Outside the fog was so thick that the two men hesitated. T.B.’s chauffeur was a wise and patient constable, but felt in his wisdom that patience would be wasted on an attempt to reach Chelsea.




  “It’s thick all along the road, sir,” he said. “I’ve just ‘phoned through to Westminster Police Station, and they say it is madness to attempt to take a car through the fog.”




  T.B. nodded.




  “I’ll sleep here,” he said. “You’d better bed down somewhere, David, and you, Ela?”




  “I’ll take a little walk in the park,” said the sarcastic Mr. Ela.




  T.B. went back to his room, Ela following.




  He switched on the light, but stood still in the doorway. In the ten minutes’ absence some one had been there. Two drawers of the desk had been forced; the floor was littered with papers flung there hurriedly by the searcher.




  T.B. stepped swiftly to the desk — the envelope had gone.




  A window was open and the fog was swirling into the room.




  “There’s blood here,” said Mr. Ela. He pointed to the dappled blotting pad.




  “Cut his hand on the glass,” said T.B. and jerked his head to the broken pane in the window. He peered out through the open casement. A hook ladder, such as American firemen use, was hanging to the parapet. So thick was the fog that it was impossible to see how long the ladder was, but the two men pulled it up with scarcely an effort. It was made of a stout light wood, with short steel brackets affixed at intervals.




  “Blood on this too,” said Ela, then, to the constable who had come to his ring, he jerked his orders rapidly: “Inspector on duty to surround the office with all the reserve—’phone Cannon Row all men available to circle Scotland Yard, and to take into custody a man with a cut hand—’phone all stations to that effect.”




  “There’s little chance of getting our friend,” said T.B. He took up a magnifying glass and examined the stains on the pad.




  “Who was he?” asked Ela.




  T.B. pointed to the stain.




  “Montague,” he said, briefly, “and he now knows the very thing I did not wish him to know.”




  “And that is?”




  T.B. did not speak for a moment. He stood looking down at the evidence which the intruder had left behind.




  “He knows how much I know,” he said, grimly, “but he may also imagine I know more — there are going to be developments.”
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  It was a bad night in London, not wild or turbulent, but swathed to the eyes like an Eastern woman in a soft grey garment of fog. It engulfed the walled canyons of the city, through which the traffic had roared all day, plugged up the maze of dark side-streets, and blotted out the open squares. Close to the ground it was thick, viscous, impenetrable, so that one could not see a yard ahead, and walked ghostlike, adventuring into a strange world.




  Occasionally it dispersed. In front of the Jollity Theatre numbers of arc-lights wrought a wavering mist-hung yellow space, into which a constant line of vehicles, like monstrous shiny beetles, emerged from the outer nowhere, disgorged their contents, and were eclipsed again. And pedestrians in gay processional streamed across the ruddy glistening patch like figures on a slide.




  Conspicuous in the shifting throng was a sharp-faced boy, ostensibly selling newspapers, but with a keen eye upon the arriving vehicles. Suddenly he darted to the curb, where an electric coupe had just drawn up. A man alighted heavily, and turned to assist a young woman.




  For an instant the lad’s attention was deflected by the radiant vision. The girl, wrapped in a voluminous cloak of ivory colour, was tall and slim, with soft white throat and graceful neck; her eyes under shadowy lashes were a little narrow, but blue as autumn mist, and sparkling now with amusement.




  “Watch your steps, auntie,” she warned laughingly, as a plump, elderly, little lady stepped stiffly from the coupe. “These London fogs are dangerous.”




  The boy stood staring at her, his feet as helpless as if they had taken root to the ground. Suddenly he remembered his mission. His native impudence reasserted itself, and he started forward.




  “Paper, sir?”




  He addressed the man. For a moment it seemed as though he were to be rebuffed, then something in the boy’s attitude changed his mind.




  As the man fumbled in an inner pocket for change, the lad took a swift inventory. The face beneath the tall hat was a powerful oval, paste-coloured, with thin lips, and heavy lines from nostril to jaw. The eyes were close set and of a turbid grey.




  “It’s him,” the boy assured himself, and opened his mouth to speak.




  The girl laughed amusedly at the spectacle of her companion’s passion for news in this grimy atmosphere, and turned to the young man in evening dress who had just dismissed his taxi and joined the group.




  It was the diversion the boy had prayed for. He took a quick step toward the older man.




  “T.B. S.,” he said, in a soft but distinct undertone.




  The man’s face blanched suddenly, and a com which he held in his large, white-gloved palm slipped jingling to the pavement.




  The young messenger stooped and caught it dexterously.




  “T.B. S.,” he whispered again, insistently.




  “Here?” the answer came hoarsely. The man’s lips trembled.




  “Watchin’ this theatre — splits1 by the million,” finished the boy promptly, and with satisfaction. Under cover of returning the coin, he thrust a slip of white paper into the other’s hand.




  1 Splits: detectives.




  Then he wheeled, ducked to the girl with a gay little swagger of impudence, threw a lightning glance of scrutiny at her young escort, and turning, was lost in the throng.




  The whole incident occupied less than a minute, and presently the four were seated in their box, and the gay strains from the overture of The Strand Girl came floating up to them.




  “I wish I were a little street gamin in London,” said the girl pensively, fingering the violets at her corsage. “Think of the adventures! Don’t you, Frank?”




  Frank Doughton looked across at her with smiling significant eyes, which brought a flush to her cheeks.




  “No,” he said softly, “I do not!”




  The girl laughed at him and shrugged her round white shoulders.




  “For a young journalist, Frank, you are too obvious — too delightfully verdant. You should study indirection, subtlety, finesse — study our mutual friend Count Poltavo!”




  She meant it mischievously, and produced the effect she desired.




  At the name the young man’s brow darkened.




  “He isn’t coming here tonight?” Doughton asked, in aggrieved tones.




  The girl nodded, her eyes dancing with laughter.




  “What can you see in that man, Doris?” he protested. “I’ll bet you anything you like that the fellow’s a rogue! A smooth, soft-smiling rascal! Lady Dinsmore,” he appealed to the elder woman, “do you like him?”




  “Oh, don’t ask Aunt Patricia!” cried the girl. “She thinks him quite the most fascinating man in London. Don’t deny it, auntie!”




  “I shan’t,” said the lady, calmly, “for it’s true! Count Poltavo” — she paused, to inspect through her lorgnette some newcomers in the opposite box, where she got just a glimpse of a grey dress in the misty depths of the box, the whiteness of a gloved hand lying upon the box’s edge— “Count Poltavo is the only interesting man in London. He is a genius.” She shut her lorgnette with a snap. “It delights me to talk with him. He smiles and murmurs gay witticisms and quotes Talleyrand and Lucullus, and all the while, in the back of his head, quite out of reach, his real opinions of you are being tabulated and ranged neatly in a row like bottles on a shelf.”




  Doris nodded thoughtfully.




  “I’d like to take down some of those bottles,” she said. “Some day perhaps I shall.”




  “They’re probably labelled poison,” remarked Frank viciously. He looked at the girl with a growing sense of injury. Of late she had seemed absolutely changed towards him; and from being his good friend, with established intimacies, she had turned before his very eyes into an alien, almost an enemy, more beautiful than ever, to be true, but perverse, mocking, impish. She flouted him for his youth, his bluntness, his guileless transparency. But hardest of all to bear was the delicate derision with which she treated his awkward attempts to express his passion for her, to speak of the fever which had taken possession of him, almost against his will. And now, he reflected bitterly, with this velvet fop of a count looming up as a possible rival, with his savoir faire, and his absurd penchant for literature and art, what chance had he, a plain Briton, against such odds? — unless, as he profoundly believed, the chap was a crook. He determined to sound her guardian.




  “Mr. Farrington,” he asked aloud, “what do you think — hallo!” He sprang up suddenly and thrust out a supporting arm.




  Farrington had risen, and stood swaying slightly upon his feet. He was frightfully pale, and his countenance was contracted as if in pain. He lifted a wavering hand to his head.




  With a supreme effort he steadied himself.




  “Doris,” he asked quickly, “I meant to ask you — where did you leave Lady Constance?”




  The girl looked up in surprise.




  “I haven’t seen her to-day — she went down to Great Bradley last night — didn’t she, auntie?”




  The elder woman nodded.




  “Mannish, and not a little discourteous I think,” she said, “leaving her guests and motoring through the fog to the country. I sometimes think Constance Dex is a trifle mad.”




  “I wish I could share your views,” said Farrington, grimly.




  He turned abruptly to Doughton.




  “Look after Doris,” he said. “I have remembered — an engagement.”




  He beckoned Frank, with a scarcely perceptible gesture, and the two men passed out of the box.




  “Have you discovered anything?” he asked, when they were outside.




  “About what?” asked Frank, innocently.




  A grim smile broke the tense lines of Mr. Farrington’s face.




  “Really!” he said, drily, “for a young man engaged in most important investigations you are casual.”




  “Oh! — the Tollington business,” said the other. “No, Mr. Farrington, I have found nothing. I don’t think it is my game really — investigating and discovering people. I’m a pretty good short story writer but a pretty rotten detective. Of course, it is awfully kind of you to have given me the job—”




  “Don’t talk nonsense,” snapped the older man. “It isn’t kindness — it’s self-interest. Somewhere in this country is the heir to the Tollington millions. I am one of the trustees to that estate and I am naturally keen on discovering the man who will relieve me of my responsibility. There is a hundred pounds awaiting the individual who unearths this heir.”




  He glanced at his watch.




  “There is one other thing I want to speak to you about — and that is Doris.”




  They stood in the little corridor which ran at the back of the boxes, and Frank wondered why he had chosen this moment to discuss such urgent and intimate matters. He was grateful enough to the millionaire for the commission he had given him — though with the information to go upon, looking for the missing Tollington heir was analogous to seeking the proverbial needle — but grateful for the opportunity, which even this association gave him for meeting Doris Gray, he was quite content to continue the search indefinitely.




  “You know my views,” the other went on — he glanced at his watch again. “I want Doris to marry you. She is a dear girl, the only human being in the world for whom I have any affection,” His voice trembled, and none could doubt his sincerity. “Somehow I am getting nervous about things — that shooting which I witnessed the other night has made me jumpy — go in and win.”




  He offered a cold hand to the other, and Frank took it, then, with a little jerk of his head, and a muttered “shan’t be gone long,” he passed into the vestibule, and out into the foggy street. A shrill whistle brought a taxi from the gloom.




  “The Savoy,” said Farrington. He sprang in, and the cab started with a jerk.




  A minute later he thrust his head from the window.




  “You may drop me here,” he called. He descended and paid his fare. “I’ll walk the rest of the way,” he remarked casually.




  “Bit thickish on foot tonight, sir,” offered the driver respectfully. “Better let me set you down at the hotel.” But his fare was already lost in the enveloping mist.




  Farrington wrapped his muffler closely about his chin, pulled down his hat to shadow his eyes, and hurried along like a man with a set destination.




  Presently he halted and signalled to another cab, crawling along close to the curb.
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  The fog was still heavy, and the blurred street-lamps looked ghastly in the yellow mist, when the little newsboy messenger, the first half of his mission performed, struck briskly riverward to complete his business. He disposed of his papers by the simple expedient of throwing them into a street refuse-bin. He jumped on a passing ‘bus, and after half an hour’s cautious drive reached Southwark. He entered one of the narrow streets leading from the Borough. Here the gas lamps were fewer, and the intersecting streets more narrow and gloomy.




  He plunged down a dark and crabbed way, glancing warily behind him now and then to see if he was being followed.




  Here, between invisible walls, the fog hung thick and warm and sticky, crowding up close, with a kind of blowsy intimacy that whispered the atmosphere of the place. Occasionally, close to his ear, snatches of loose song burst out, or a coarse face loomed head-high through the reek.




  But the boy was upon his native heath and scuttled along, whistling softly between closed teeth, as, with a dexterity born of long practice, he skirted slush and garbage sinks, slipped around the blacker gulfs that denoted unguarded basement holes, and eluded the hideous shadows that lurched by in the gloom.




  Hugging the wall, he presently became aware of footsteps behind him. He rounded a corner, and, turning swiftly, collided with something which grabbed him with great hands. Without hesitation, the lad leaned down and set his teeth deep into the hairy arm.




  The man let go with a hoarse bellow of rage and the boy, darting across the alley, could hear him stumbling after him in blind search of the narrow way.




  As he sped along a door suddenly opened in the blank wall beside him, and a stream of ruddy light gushed out, catching him square within its radiance, mud-spattered, starry-eyed, vivid.




  A man stood framed in the doorway.




  “Come in,” he commanded, briefly.




  The boy obeyed. Surreptitiously he wiped the wet and mud from his face and tried to reduce his wild breathing.




  The room which he entered was meagre and stale-smelling, with bare floor and stained and sagging wallpaper; unfurnished save for a battered deal-table and some chairs.




  He sank into one of them and stared with frank curiosity past his employer, who had often entrusted him with messages requiring secrecy, past his employer’s companion, to the third figure in the room — a prostrate figure which lay quite still under the heavy folds of a long dark ulster with its face turned to the wall.




  “Well?” It was a singularly agreeable voice which aroused him, soft and wellbred, but with a faint foreign accent. The speaker was his employer, a slender dark man, with a finely carved face, immobile as the Sphinx. He had laid aside his Inverness and top hat, and showed himself in evening dress with a large — perhaps a thought too large — buttonhole of Parma violets, which sent forth a faint fragrance.




  Of the personality of the man the messenger knew nothing more than that he was foreign, eccentric in a quiet way, lived in a grand house near Portland Place, and rewarded him handsomely for his occasional services. That the grand house was an hotel at which Poltavo had run up an uncomfortable bill he could not know.




  The boy related his adventures of the evening, not omitting to mention his late pursuer.




  The man listened quietly, brooding, his elbows upon the table, his inscrutable face propped in the crotch of his hand. A ruby, set quaintly in a cobra’s head, gleamed from a ring upon his little finger. Presently he roused.




  “That’s all tonight, my boy,” he said, gravely.




  He drew out his purse, extracted a sovereign, and laid it in the messenger’s hand.




  “And this,” he said, softly, holding up a second gold piece, “is for — discretion! You comprehend?”




  The boy shot a swift glance, not unmixed with terror, at the still, recumbent figure in the corner, mumbled an assent and withdrew. Out in the dampness of the fog, he took a long, deep breath.




  As the door closed behind him, the door of an inner room opened and Farrington came out. He had preceded the messenger by five minutes. The young exquisite leaned back in his chair, and smiled into the sombre eyes of his companion.




  “At last!” he breathed, softly. “The thing moves. The wheels are beginning to revolve!”




  The other nodded gloomily, his glance straying off toward the corner of the room.




  “They’ve got to revolve a mighty lot more before the night’s done!” he replied, with heavy significance.




  “I needn’t tell you,” he continued, “that we must move in this venture with extreme caution. A single misstep at the outset, the slightest breath of suspicion, and pff! the entire superstructure falls to the ground.”




  “That is doubtless true, Mr. Farrington,” murmured his companion, pleasantly. He leaned down to inhale the fragrant scent of the violets. “But you forget one little thing. This grand superstructure you speak of — so mysteriously” — he hid a slight smile— “I don’t know it — all. You have seen fit, in your extreme caution, to withhold complete information from me.”




  He paused, and regarded his companion with a level, steady gaze. A faint, ironical smile played about the corners of his mouth; he spoke with a slightly foreign accent, which was at once pleasant and piquant.




  “Is it not so, my friend?” he asked, softly. “I am — how you say — left out in the cold — I do not even know your immediate plans.”




  His countenance was serene and unruffled, and it was only by his slightly quickened breathing that the conversation held any unusual significance.




  The other stirred uneasily in his chair.




  “There are certain financial matters,” he said, with a light air.




  “There are others immediately pressing,” interrupted his companion. “I observe, for example, that your right hand is covered by a glove which is much larger than that on your left. I imagine that beneath the white kid there is a thin silk bandage. Really, for a millionaire, Mr. Farrington, you are singularly — shall I say—’furtive’?”




  “Hush!” whispered Farrington, hoarsely. He glanced about half-fearfully.




  The younger man ignored the outburst He laid a persuasive hand upon his companion’s arm.




  “My friend,” he said gravely, “let me give you a bit of good advice. Believe me, I speak disinterestedly. Take me into your counsel. I think you need assistance — and I have already given you a taste of my quality in that respect. This afternoon when I called upon you in your home in Brakely Square, suggesting that a man of my standing might be of immense value to you, you were at first innocently dull, then suspicious. After I told you of my adventures in the office of a certain Society journal you were angry. Frankly,” the young man shrugged his shoulders, “I am a penniless adventurer — can I be more frank than that? I call myself Count Poltavo — yet the good God knows that my family can give no greater justification to the claim of nobility than the indiscretions of lovely Lydia Poltavo, my grandmother, can offer. For the matter of that I might as well be prince on the balance of probability. I am living by my wits: I have cheated at cards, I have hardly stopped short of murder — I need the patronage of a strong wealthy man, and you fulfil all my requirements.”




  He bowed slightly to the other, and went on:




  “You challenged me to prove my worth — I accepted that challenge. Tonight, as you entered the theatre, you were told by a messenger that T.B. Smith — a most admirable man — was watching you — that he had practically surrounded the Jollity with detectives, and, moreover, I chose as my messenger a small youth who has served you more than once. Thus at one stroke I proved that not only did I know what steps authority was taking to your undoing, but also that I had surprised this splendid rendezvous — and your secret.”




  He waived his hand around the sordid room, and his eyes rested awhile upon the silent, ulster-covered figure on the bed; his action was not without intent.




  “You are an interesting man,” said Farrington, gruffly. He looked at his watch. “Join my party at the Jollity,” he said; “we can talk matters over. Incidentally, we may challenge Mr. Smith.” He smiled, but grew grave again. “I have lost a good friend there “ — he looked at the form on the bed; “there is no reason why you should not take his place. Is it true — what you said to-day — that you know something of applied mechanics?”




  “I have a diploma issued by the College of Padua,” said the other promptly.
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  At precisely ten o’clock, as the curtain came reefing slowly down upon the first act of The Strand Girl, Lady Dinsmore turned with outstretched hand to greet the first of the two men who had just entered the box.




  “My dear Count,” she exclaimed, “I am disappointed in you! Here I have been paying you really quite tremendous compliments to these young people. I presume you are on Gregory’s ‘business’?”




  “I am desolated!”




  Count Poltavo had a way of looking at one gravely, with an air of concentrated attention, as if he were seeing through the words, into the very soul of the speaker. He was, indeed, a wonderful listener, and this quality, added to a certain buoyancy of temperament, accounted perhaps for his popularity in such society as he had been able to penetrate.




  “Before I ask you to name the crime, Lady Dinsmore,” he said, “permit me to offer my humblest apologies for my lateness.”




  Lady Dinsmore shook her head at him and glanced at Farrington, but that dour man had drawn a chair to the edge of the box, and was staring moodily down into the great auditorium.




  “You are an incorrigible!” she declared, “but sit down and make your excuses at your leisure. You know my niece, and I think you have met Mr. Doughton. He is one of our future leaders of thought!”




  The Count bowed, and sank into a chair beside his hostess.




  Frank, after a frigidly polite acknowledgement, resumed his conversation with Doris, and Lady Dinsmore turned to her companion.




  “Now for the explanation,” she exclaimed, briskly. “I shall not let you off! Unpunctuality is a crime, and your punishment shall be to confess its cause.”




  Count Poltavo bent toward her with bright, smiling eyes.




  “A very stupid and foolish business engagement,” he replied, “which required my personal attendance, and unfortunately that of Mr. Farrington.”




  Lady Dinsmore threw up a protesting hand.




  “Business has no charms to soothe my savage breast! Mr. Farrington,” she lowered her voice confidentially, “can talk of nothing else. When he was staying with us he was for ever telegraphing, cabling to America, or decoding messages. There was no peace in the house, by day or by night Finally I made a stand. ‘Gregory,’ I said, ‘you shall not pervert my servants with your odious tips, and turn my home into a public stock-exchange. Take your bulls and bears over to the Savoy and play with them there, and leave Doris to me.’ And he did!” she concluded triumphantly.




  Count Poltavo looked about, as if noting for the first time Farrington’s preoccupation. “Is he quite well?” he inquired, in an undertone.




  Lady Dinsmore shrugged her shoulders.




  “Frankly, I think he had a slight indisposition, and magnified it in order to escape small talk. He hates music. Doris has been quite distrait ever since. The child adores her uncle — you know, of course, that she is his niece — the daughter of my sister. Gregory was her father’s brother — we are almost related.”




  Her companion glanced across to the subject of their remarks. The girl sat in the front of the box, slim and elegant, her hands clasped loosely in her lap. She was watching the brilliant scene with a certain air of detachment, as if thinking of other things. Her usual lightness and gay banter seemed for the moment to have deserted her, leaving a soft brooding wistfulness that was strangely appealing.




  The Count looked at her.




  “She is very beautiful,” he murmured under his breath.




  Something in his voice caught Lady Dinsmore’s attention. She eyed him keenly.




  The Count met her look frankly.




  “Is — is she engaged to her young friend?” he asked quietly. “Believe me, it is not vulgar curiosity which prompts the question. I — I am — interested.” His voice was as composed as ever.




  Lady Dinsmore averted her gaze hurriedly and thought with lightning rapidity.




  “I have not her confidence,” she replied at length, in a low tone; “she is a wise young woman and keeps her own counsel.” She appeared to hesitate. “She dislikes you,” she said. “I am sorry to wound you, but it is no secret.”




  Count Poltavo nodded. “I know,” he said, simply. “Will you be my good friend and tell me why?”




  Lady Dinsmore smiled. “I will do better than that,” she said kindly. “I will be your very good friend and give you a chance to ask her why. Frank,” — she bent forward and tapped the young man upon the shoulder with her fan,— “will you come over here and tell me what your editor means?”




  The Count resigned his seat courteously, and took the vacant place beside the girl. A silence fell between them, which presently the man broke,




  “Miss Gray,” he began, seriously, “your aunt kindly gave me this opportunity to ask you a question. Have I your permission also?”




  The girl arched her eyebrows. Her lip curled ever so slightly.




  “A question to which you and my Aunt Patricia could find no answer between you! It must be subtle indeed! How can I hope to succeed?”




  He ignored her sarcasm. “Because it concerns yourself.”




  “Ah!” She drew herself up and regarded him with sparkling eyes. One small foot began to tap the floor ominously. Then she broke into a vexed little laugh.




  “I am no match for you with the foils, Count I admit it freely. I should have learned by this time that you never say what you mean, or mean what you say.”




  “Forgive me, Miss Gray, if I say that you mistake me utterly. I mean always what I say — most of all to you. But to say all that I mean — to put into speech all that one hopes or dreams — or dares,” — his voice dropped to a whisper— “to turn oneself inside out like an empty pocket to the gaze of the multitude — that is — imbecile.” He threw out his hands with an expressive gesture.




  “But to speak concretely — I have unhappily offended you, Miss Gray. Something I have done, or left undone — or my unfortunate personality does not engage your interest Is it not true?”




  There was no mistaking his sincerity now.




  But the girl still held aloof, her blue eyes cool and watchful. For the moment, her face, in its young hardness, bore a curious resemblance to her uncle’s.




  “Is that your question?” she demanded.




  The Count bowed silently.




  “Then I will tell you!” She spoke in a low voice surcharged with emotion. “I will give you candour for candour, and make an end of all this make-believe.”




  “That,” he murmured, “is what I most desire.”




  Doris continued, heedless of the interruption. “It is true that I dislike you. I am glad to be able to tell you as much openly. And yet, perhaps, I should use another word. I dislike your secrecy? — something dark and hidden within you — and I fear your influence over my uncle. You have known me less than a fortnight — Mr. Farrington, less than a week — yet you have made what I can only conceive to be impertinent proposals of marriage to me. To-day you were for three hours with my uncle. I can only guess what your business has been.”




  “You would probably guess wrong,” he said coolly.




  Farrington, at the other end of the box, shot a swift, suspicious glance across. Poltavo turned to She girl again.




  “I want only to be a friend of yours in the day of your need,” he said, in a low voice; “believe me, that day is not far distant.”




  “That is true?” She leaned toward him, a little troubled.




  He bowed his head in assent.




  “If I could believe you,” she faltered. “I need a friend! Oh, if you could know how I have been torn by doubts — beset by fears — oppressions.” Her voice quivered. “There is something wrong somewhere — I can’t tell you everything — if you would help me — wait May I test you with a question?”




  “A thousand if you like.”




  “And you will answer — truthfully?” In her eagerness she was like a child.




  He smiled. “If I answer at all, be sure it will be truthful.”




  “Tell me then, is Dr. Fall your friend?”




  “He is my dearest enemy,” he returned, promptly.




  He had only the dimmest notion as to the identity of Dr. Fall, but it seemed that a lie was demanded — Poltavo could lie very easily.




  “Or Mr. Gorth?” she asked, and he shook his head.




  She drew a deep breath of relief. “And my uncle?” The question was a whisper. She appeared to hang upon his reply.




  The Count hesitated. “I do not know,” he admitted finally. “If he were not influenced by Dr. Fall, I believe he would be my friend.” It was a bow at a venture. He was following the bent of her inclination.




  For the first time that evening Doris looked at him with interest.




  “May I ask how your uncle came to know Gorth?”




  He asked the question with the assurance of one who knew all that was to be known save on this point. She hesitated awhile.




  “I don’t quite know. The doctor we have always known. He lives in the country, and we only see him occasionally. He is—” She hesitated and then went on rapidly: “I think he has rather dreadful work. He is in charge of a lunatic.”




  Poltavo was interested.




  “Please go on,” he said.




  The girl smiled. “I am afraid you are an awful gossip,” she rallied, but became more serious. “I don’t like him very much, but uncle says that is my prejudice. He is one of those quiet, sure men who say very little and make one feel rather foolish. Don’t you know that feeling? It is as though one were dancing the tango in front of the Sphinx.”




  Poltavo showed his white teeth in a smile.




  “I have yet to have that experience,” he said.




  She nodded.




  “One of these days you will meet Dr. Fall and you will know how helpless one can feel in his presence.”




  A remarkable prophecy which was recalled by Poltavo at a moment when he was powerless to profit by the warning.




  “Mr. Gorth?”




  Again she hesitated and shrugged her shoulders.




  “Well,” she said frankly, “he is just a common man. He looks almost like a criminal to my mind. But apparently he has been a loyal servant to uncle for many years.”




  “Tell me,” asked Poltavo, “on what terms is Dr. Fall with your uncle? On terms of equality?”




  She nodded.




  “Naturally,” she said with a look of surprise, “he is a gentleman, and is, I believe, fairly well off.”




  “And Gorth?” asked Poltavo.




  He was interested for many reasons as one who had to take the place of that silent figure which lay in the fog-shrouded house.




  “I hardly know how to describe uncle’s relations with Gorth,” she answered, a little puzzled. “There was a time when they were on terms of perfect equality, but sometimes uncle would be very angry with him indeed. He was rather a horrid man really. Do you know a paper called Gossip’s Corner?” she asked suddenly.




  Poltavo had heard of the journal and had found a certain malicious joy in reading its scandalous paragraphs.




  “Well,” she said in answer to his nod, “that was Mr. Gorth’s idea of literature. Uncle would never have the paper in his house, but whenever you saw Mr. Gorth — he invariably waited for uncle in the kitchen — you would be sure to find him chuckling over some of the horrid things which that paper published. Uncle used to get more angry about this than anything else. Mr. Gorth took a delight in all the unpleasant things which this wretched little paper printed. I have heard it said that he had something to do with its publication; but when I spoke to uncle about it, he was rather cross with me for thinking such a thing.”




  Poltavo was conscious that the eyes of Farrington were searching his face narrowly, and out of the corner of his eye he noted the obvious disapproval. He turned round carelessly.




  “An admirable sight — a London theatre crowd.”




  “Very,” said the millionaire, drily.




  “Celebrities on every hand — Montague Fallock, for instance, is here.”




  Farrington nodded.




  “And that wise-looking young man in the very end seat of the fourth row — he is in the shadow, but you may see him.”




  “T.B. Smith,” said Farrington, shortly. “I have seen him — I have seen everybody but—”




  “But — ?”




  “The occupant of the royal box. She keeps in the shadow all the time. She is not a detective, too, I suppose?” he asked, sarcastically. He looked round. Frank Doughton, his niece and Lady Dinsmore were engrossed in conversation.




  “Poltavo,” he said, dropping his voice, “I want to know who that woman is in the opposite box — I have a reason.”




  The orchestra was playing a soft intermezzo, and of a sudden the lights went down in the house, hushed to silence as the curtain went slowly up upon the second act.




  There was a shifting of chairs to distribute the view, a tense moment of silence as the chorus came down a rocky defile and then — a white pencil of flame shot out from the royal box and a sharp crash of a pistol report.




  “My God!” gasped Mr. Farrington, and staggered back.




  There was a loud babble of voices, a stentorian voice from the back of the stalls shouted, “House lights — quick!” The curtain fell as the house was bathed in the sudden glare of lights.




  T.B. saw the flash and leapt for the side aisle: two steps and he was at the door which led to the royal box. It was empty. He passed quickly through the retiring room — empty also, but the private entrance giving on to the street was open and the fog was drifting through in great wreaths.




  He stepped out into the street and blew a shrill whistle. Instantly from the gloom came a plain clothes policeman — No, he had seen nobody pass. T.B. went back to the theatre, raced round to the box opposite and found it in confusion.




  “Where is Mr. Farrington?” he asked, quickly.




  He addressed his remark to Poltavo.




  “He is gone,” said the other, with a shrug.




  “He was here when the pistol was fired — at this box, my friend, as the bullet will testify.” He pointed to the mark on the enamelled panel behind. “When the lights came he had gone — that is all.”




  “He can’t have gone,” said T.B. shortly. “The theatre is surrounded. I have a warrant for his arrest.”




  A cry from the girl stopped him. She was white and shaking.




  “Arrest!” she gasped, “on what charge?”




  “On a charge of being concerned with one Gorth in burglary at the Docks — and with an attempted murder.”




  “Gorth!” cried the girl, vehemently. “If any man is guilty, it is Gorth — that evil man—”




  “Speak softly of the dead,” said T.B. gently. “Mr. Gorth, as I have every reason to believe, received wounds from which he died. Perhaps you can enlighten me, Poltavo?”




  But the Count could only spread deprecating hands.




  T.B. went out into the corridor. There was an emergency exit to the street, but the door was closed. On the floor he found a glove, on the door itself the print of a bloody hand.




  But there was no sign of Farrington.
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  Two days later, at the stroke of ten, Frank Doughton sprang from his taxi in front of the office of the Evening Times.




  He stood for a moment, drawing in the fresh March air, sweet with the breath of approaching spring. The fog of last night had vanished, leaving no trace. He caught the scent of Southern lilacs from an adjoining florist shop.




  He took the stairs three at a time.




  “Chief in yet?” he inquired of Jamieson, the news editor, who looked up in astonishment at his entrance, and then at the clock.




  “No, he’s not down yet. You’ve broken your record.”




  Frank nodded.




  “I’ve got to get away early.”




  Tossing his hat upon his desk, he sat down and went methodically through his papers. He unfolded his Times, his mind intent upon the problem of the missing millionaire. He had not seen Doris since that night in the box. The first paper under his hand was an early edition of a rival evening journal.




  He glanced down at the headlines on the front page, then with a horrified cry he sprang to his feet. He was pale, and the hand which gripped the paper shook.




  “Good Lord!” he exclaimed.




  Jamieson swung round in his swivel chair.




  “What’s up?” he inquired.




  “Farrington!” said Frank, huskily. “Farrington has committed suicide!”




  “Yes, we’ve a column about it,” remarked Jamieson, complacently. “A pretty good story.” Then suddenly: “You knew him?” he asked.




  Frank Doughton lifted a face from which every vestige of colour had been drained. “I — I was with him at the theatre on the night he disappeared,” he said.




  Jamieson whistled softly.




  Doughton rose hurriedly and reached for his hat.




  “I must go to them. Perhaps something can be done. Doris—” he broke off, unable to continue, and turned away sharply.




  Jamieson looked at him sympathetically.




  “Why don’t you go round to Brakely Square?” he suggested. “There may be new developments — possibly a mistake. You note that the body has not been discovered.”




  Out upon the pavement, Frank caught a passing taxi.




  He drove first to the city offices which were Farrington’s headquarters. A short talk with the chief clerk was more than enlightening. A brief note in the handwriting of the millionaire announced his intention, “tired of the world” to depart therefrom.




  “But why?” asked the young man, in bewilderment.




  “Mr. Doughton, you don’t seem to quite realize the importance of this tragedy,” said the chief clerk, quietly. “Mr. Farrington was a financial king — a multimillionaire. Or at least, he was so Considered up till this morning. We have examined his private books, and it now appears that he had Speculated heavily during the last few weeks — he has lost everything, every penny of his own and his ward’s fortune. Last night, in a fit of despair, he ended his life. Even his chief clerk had no knowledge of his transactions.”




  Doughton looked at him in a kind of stupefaction. Was it of Farrington the man was talking such drivel? Farrington, who only the week before had told him in high gratification that within the last month he had added a cool million to his ward’s marriage portion. Farrington, who had, but two days ago, hinted mysteriously of a gigantic financial coup in the near future. And now all that fortune was lost, and the loser was lying at the bottom of the Thames!




  “I think I must be going mad,” he muttered. “Mr. Farrington wasn’t the kind to kill himself.”




  “It is not as yet known to the public, but I think I may tell you, since you were a friend of Farrington’s, that Mr. T.B. Smith has been given charge of the matter. He will probably wish to know your address. And in the meantime, if you run across anything—”




  “Certainly! I will let you know. Smith is an able man, of course.” Doughton gave the number of his chambers, and retreated hastily, glad that the man had questioned him no further.




  He found his cab and flung himself wearily against the cushions. And now for Doris!




  But Doris was not visible. Lady Dinsmore met him in the morning room, her usually serene countenance full of trouble. He took her hand in silence.




  “It is good of you, my dear Frank, to come so quickly. You have heard all?”




  He nodded.




  “How is Doris?”




  She sank into a chair and shook her head.




  “The child is taking it terribly hard! Quite tearless, but with a face like frozen marble! She refused to believe the news, until she saw his own writing. Then she fainted.”




  Lady Dinsmore took out her lace handkerchief and wiped her eyes.




  “Doris,” she continued, in a moment, “has sent for Count Poltavo.”




  Frank stared at her.




  “Why?” he demanded.




  Lady Dinsmore shook her head.




  “I cannot say, definitely,” she replied, with a sigh. “She is a silent girl. But I fancy she feels that the Count knows something — she believes that Gregory met with foul play.”




  Frank leaned forward.




  “My own idea!” he said, quietly.




  Lady Dinsmore surveyed him with faint, good-humoured scorn.




  “You do not know Gregory,” she said, after a pause.




  “But — I do not follow you! If it was not murder it must have been suicide. But why should Mr. Farrington kill himself?”




  “I am sure that he had not the slightest idea of doing anything so unselfish,” returned Lady Dinsmore, composedly,




  “Then what—”




  “Why are you so absolutely sure that he is dead?” she asked softly.




  Frank stared at her in blank amazement.




  “What do you mean?” he gasped. Was she mad also?




  “Simply that he is no more dead than you or I,” she retorted, coolly. “What evidence have we? A letter, in his own handwriting, telling us gravely that he has decided to die! Does it sound probable? It is a safe presumption that that is the farthest thing from his intentions. For when did Gregory ever tell the truth concerning his movements? No, depend upon it, he is not dead. For purposes of his own, he is pretending to be. He has decided to exist — surreptitiously.”




  “Why should he?” asked the bewildered young man. This was the maddest theory of all. His head swam with a riot of conflicting impressions. He seemed to have been hurled headlong into a frightful nightmare, and he longed to emerge again into the light of the prosaic, everyday world.




  The door at the farther end of the room opened. He looked up eagerly, half expecting to see Farrington himself, smiling upon the threshold.




  It was Doris. She stood there for a moment, uncertain, gazing at them rather strangely. In her white morning dress, slightly crumpled, and her dark hair arranged in smooth bandeaux, she was amazingly like a child. The somewhat cold spring sunlight which streamed through the window showed that the event of the night had already set its mark upon her. There were faint violet shadows beneath her eyes, and her face was pale.




  Frank came forward hastily, everything blotted from his mind but the sight of her white, grief-stricken face. He took both her hands in his warm clasp.




  The girl gave him a long, searching scrutiny, then her lips quivered, and with a smothered sob she flung herself into his arms and hid her face on his shoulder.




  Frank held her tenderly. “Don’t,” he whispered unsteadily—” don’t cry, dear.”




  In her sorrow, she was inexpressibly sweet and precious to him.




  He bent down and smoothed with gentle fingers the soft, dusky hair. The fragrance of it filled his nostrils. Its softness sent a delicious ecstasy thrilling from hie fingertips up his arm. All his life he would remember this one moment. He gazed down at her tenderly, a wonderful light in his young face.




  “Dear!” he whispered again.




  She lifted a pallid face to him. Her violet eyes were misty, and tiny drops of dew were still tangled in her lashes.




  “You — you are good to me,” she murmured.




  At his answering look, a faint colour swept into her cheeks. She gently disengaged herself and sat down.




  Lady Dinsmore came forward, and seating herself beside the girl upon the divan, drew her close within the shelter of her arms.




  “Now, Frank,” she said, cheerily, indicating a chair opposite, “sit down, and let us take counsel together. And first of all,” — she pressed the girl’s cold hand— “let me speak my strongest conviction. Gregory is not dead. Something tells me that he is safe and well.”




  Doris turned her eyes to the young man wistfully. “You have heard something — later?” she asked.




  He shook his head. “There has been no time for fresh developments yet. Scotland Yard is in charge of the affair, and T.B. Smith has been put upon the case.”




  She shuddered and covered her face with her hands.




  “He said he was going to arrest him — how strange and ghastly it all is!” she whispered. “I — I cannot get it out of my head. The dark river — my poor uncle — I can see him there—” She broke off.




  Lady Dinsmore looked helplessly across to the young man.




  It was at that moment that a servant brought a letter.




  Lady Dinsmore arched her eyebrows significantly. “Poltavo!” she murmured.




  Doris darted forward and took the letter from the salver. She broke the seal and tore out the contents, and seemed to comprehend the message at a glance. A little cry of joy escaped her. Her face, which had been pale, flushed a rosy hue. She bent to read it again, her lips parted. Her whole aspect breathed hope and assurance. She folded the note, slipped it into her bosom, and, without a word, walked from the room.




  Frank stared after her, white to the lips with rage and wounded love.




  Lady Dinsmore rose briskly to her feet.




  “Excuse me. Wait here!” she said, and rustled after her niece.




  Frank Doughton paced up and down the room distractedly, momentarily expecting her reappearance. Only a short half-hour ago, with Doris’ head upon his breast, he had felt supremely happy; now he was plunged into an abyss of utter wretchedness. What were the contents of that brief note which had affected her so powerfully? Why should she secrete it with such care unless it conveyed a lover’s assurance? His foot came into contact with a chair, and he swore under his breath.




  The servant, who had entered unobserved, coughed deprecatingly.




  “Her ladyship sends her excuses, sir,” he said, “and says she will write you later.”




  He ushered the young man to the outer door.




  Upon the top step Frank halted stiffly. He found himself face to face with Poltavo.




  The Count greeted him gravely.




  “A sad business!” he murmured. “You have seen the ladies? How does Miss Gray bear it? She is well?”




  Frank gazed at him darkly.




  “Your note recovered her!” he said, quietly.




  “Mine!” Surprise was in the Count’s voice. “But I have not written. I am come in person.”




  Frank’s face expressed scornful incredulity. He lifted his hat grimly and descended the steps, and came into collision with a smiling, brownfaced man.




  “Mr. Smith!” he said, eagerly, “is there any news?”




  T.B. looked at him curiously.




  “The Thames police have picked up the body of a man bearing upon his person most of Mr. Farrington’s private belongings.”




  “Then it is true! It is suicide?”




  T.B. looked past him.




  “If a man cut his own head off before jumping into the river, it was suicide,” he said carefully, “for the body is headless. As for myself, I have never witnessed such a phenomenon, and I am sceptical.”




  A train drew into the arrival platform at Waterloo and a tall man alighted. Nearer at hand he did not appear to be so young as the first impression suggested. For there was a powdering of grey at each temple and certain definite lines about his mouth.




  His face was tanned brown, and it required no great powers of observation and deduction to appreciate the fact that he had recently returned to England after residence in a hot climate.




  He stood on the edge of the curb outside the new entrance of the station, hesitating whether he should take his chance of finding a cab or whether he should pick up one in the street, for the night was wet and cold and his train had been full.




  Whilst he stood a big taxi came noiselessly to the curb and the driver touched his cap.




  “Thank you,” said the man with a smile. “You can drive me to the Metropole.”




  He swung the door open and his foot was on the step when a hand touched him lightly, and he turned to meet the scrutiny of a pair of humorous grey eyes.




  “I think you had better take another cab, Dr. Goldworthy,” said the stranger.




  “I am afraid—” began the doctor.




  The driver of the car, after a swift glance at the newcomer, would have driven off, but an unmistakable detective-officer had jumped on to the step by his side.




  “I am sorry,” said T.B. Smith, for he it was who had detained the young doctor, “but I will explain. Don’t bother about the taxi driver; my men will see after him. You have had a narrow escape of being kidnapped,” he added.




  He drove the puzzled doctor to Scotland Yard, and piece by piece he extracted the story of one George Doughton who had died in his arms, of a certain box containing papers which the doctor had promised to deliver to Lady Constance, and of how that lady learnt the news of her sometime lover’s death.




  “Thank you,” said T.B. when the other had finished. “I think I understand.”
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  It was the morning after the recovery of Farrington’s body that T.B. Smith sat in his big study overlooking Brakely Square. He had finished his frugal breakfast, the tray had been taken away, and he was busy at his desk when his manservant announced Lady Constance Dex. T.B. looked at the card with an expressionless face.




  “Show the lady up, George,” he said, and rose to meet his visitor as she came sweeping through the doorway.




  A very beautiful woman was his first impression. Whatever hardness there was in the face, whatever suggestion there might be of those masterful qualities about which he had heard, there could be no questioning the rare clearness of the skin, the glories of those hazel eyes, or the exquisite modelling of the face. He judged her to be on the right side of thirty, and was not far out, for Lady Constance Dex at that time was twenty-seven.




  She was well, even richly, dressed, but she did not at first give this impression. T.B. imagined that she might be an authority on dress, and in this he took an accurate view, for though not exactly a leader of fashion, Lady Constance had perfect taste in such matters.




  He pulled forward a chair to the side of his desk.




  “Won’t you sit down?” he said.




  She gave a brief smile as she seated herself.




  “I am afraid you will think I am a bore, disturbing you, Mr. Smith, especially at this hour of the morning, but I wanted to see you about the extraordinary happenings of the past few days. I have just come up to town,” she went on; “in fact, I came up the moment I heard the news.”




  “Mr. Farrington is, or was, a friend of yours?” said T.B.




  She nodded.




  “He and I have been good friends for many years,” she replied, quietly; “he is an extraordinary man with extraordinary qualities.”




  “By the way,” said T.B., “his niece was staying with you a few nights ago, was she not?”




  Lady Constance Dex inclined her head.




  “She came to a ball I was giving, and stayed the night,” she said. “I motored back to Great Bradley after the dance, so that I have not seen her since I bade her good night. I am going along to see what I can do for her,” she concluded. She had been speaking very deliberately and calmly, but now it was with an effort that she controlled her voice.




  “I understand, Mr. Smith,” she said suddenly, “that you have a small scent bottle which is my property; Mr. Farrington wrote to me about it”




  T.B. nodded.




  “It was found in the area of Mr. Farrington’s house,” he said, “on the night that the two men were killed in Brakely Square.”




  “What do you suggest?” she asked.




  “I suggest that you were at Mr. Farrington’s house that night,” said T.B. bluntly. “We are speaking now, Lady Constance, as frankly as it is possible for man and woman to speak. I suggest that you were in the house at the time of the shooting, and that when you heard the shots you doubled back into the house, through the kitchen, and out again by a back way.”




  He saw her lips press tighter together, and went on carelessly:




  “You see, I was not satisfied with the examination I made that night I came again in the early hours of the morning, when the fog had risen a little, and there was evidence of your retirement plainly to be seen. The back of the house opens into Brakely Mews, and I find there are four motorcars located in the various garages in that interesting thoroughfare, none of which correspond with the tire tracks which I was able to pick up. My theory is that you heard the altercation before the house, that you came out to listen, not to make your escape, and that when you had satisfied yourself you hurried back to the mews, got into the car which was waiting for you, and drove off through the fog.”




  “You are quite a real detective,” she drawled. “Can you tell me anything more?”




  “Save that you drove yourself and that the car was a two-seater, with a self-starting arrangement, I can tell you nothing.” She laughed.




  “I am afraid you have been all the way to Great Bradley making inquiries,” she mocked him. “Everybody there knows I drive a car, and everybody who takes the trouble to find out will learn that it is such a car as you describe.”




  “But I have not taken that trouble,” said T.B. with a smile. “I am curious to know, Lady Constance, what you were doing in the house at that time. I do not for one moment suspect that you shot these men; indeed, I have plenty of evidence that the shots were fired from some other place than the area.”




  “Suppose I say,” she countered, “that I was giving a party that night, that I did not leave my house.”




  “If you said that,” he interrupted, “you would be contradicting something you have already said; namely, that you did leave the house, a journey in the middle of the night as far as I can gather, and evidently one which was of considerable moment.”




  She looked past him out of the window, her face set, her brows knit in a thoughtful frown.




  “I can tell you a lot of things that possibly you do not know,” she said, turning to him suddenly. “I can explain my return to Great Bradley very simply. There is a friend of mine, or rather a friend of my friend,” she corrected herself, “who has recently returned from West Africa. I received news that he had gone to Great Bradley to carry a message from some one who was very dear to me.”




  There was a little tremor in her voice, and, perfect actress as she might be, thought T.B., there was little doubt that here she was speaking the truth.




  “It was necessary for me that I should not miss this visitor,” said Lady Constance, quietly, “though I do not wish to make capital out of that happening.”




  “I must again interrupt you,” said T.B. easily. “The person you are referring to was Dr. Thomas Goldworthy, who has recently returned from an expedition organized by the London School of Tropical Medicine, in Congoland; but your story does not quite tally with the known fact that Dr. Goldworthy arrived in Great Bradley the night before your party, and you interviewed him then. He brought with him a wooden box which he had collected at the Custom House store at the East India Docks. An attempt was made by two burglars to obtain possession of that box and its contents, a fact that interested me considerably, since a friend of mine is engaged upon that somewhat mysterious case of attempted burglary. But that is confusing the issue. These are the facts.” He tapped the table slowly as he enumerated them. “Dr. Goldworthy brought this box to Great Bradley, telegraphed to you that he was coming, and you interviewed him. It was subsequent to the interview that you returned to London for your party. Really, Lady Constance, your memory is rather bad.”




  She faced him suddenly resolute, defiant.




  “What are you going to do?” she asked. “You do not accuse me of the murder of your two friends; you cannot even accuse me of the attempt on Mr. Farrington. You know so much of my history,” she went on, speaking rapidly, “that you may as well know more. Years ago, Mr. Smith, I was engaged to a man, and we were passionately fond of one another. His name was George Doughton.”




  “The explorer,” nodded T.B.




  “He went abroad,” she continued, “suddenly and unexpectedly, breaking off our engagement for no reason that I could ascertain, and all my letters to him, all my telegrams, and every effort I made to get in touch with him during the time he was in Africa were without avail. For four years I had no communication from him, no explanation of his extraordinary behaviour, and then suddenly I received news of his death. At first it was thought he had died as a result of fever, but Dr. Goldworthy who came to see me convinced me that George Doughton was poisoned by somebody who was interested in his death.”




  Her voice trembled, but with an effort she recovered herself.




  “All these years I have not forgotten him, his face has never left my mind, he has been as precious to me as though he were by my side in the flesh. Love dies very hard in women of my age, Mr. Smith,” she said, “and love injured and outraged as mine has been developed all the tiger passion which women can nurture. I have learnt for the first time why George Doughton went out to his death. He used to tell me,” she said, as she rose from her chair, and paced the room slowly, “that when you are shooting wild beasts you should always shoot the female of the species first, because if she is left to the last she will avenge her slaughtered mate. There is a terrible time coming for somebody,” she said, speaking deliberately.




  “For whom?” asked T.B.




  She smiled.




  “I think you know too much already, Mr. Smith,” she said; “you must find out all the rest in your own inimitable way; so far as I am concerned, you must leave me to work out my plan of vengeance. That sounds horribly melodramatic, but I am just as horribly in earnest, as you shall learn. They took George Doughton from me and they murdered him; the man who did this was Montague Fallock, and I am perhaps the only person in the world who has met Montague Fallock in life and have known him to be what he is.”




  She would say no more, and T.B. was too cautious a man to force the pace at this particular moment. He saw her to the door, where her beautiful limousine was awaiting her.




  “I hope to meet you again very soon, Lady Constance.”




  “Without a warrant?” she smiled.




  “I do not think it will be with a warrant,” he said, quietly, “unless it is for your friend Fallock.”




  He stood in the hall and watched the car disappear swiftly round the corner of the square. Scarcely was it out of sight than from the little thoroughfare which leads from the mews at the back of the houses shot a motorcyclist who followed in the same direction as the car had taken.




  T.B. nodded approvingly; he was leaving nothing to chance. Lady Constance Dex would not be left day or night free from observation.




  “And she did not mention Farrington!” he said to himself, as he mounted the stairs. “One would almost think he was alive.”




  It was nine o’clock that evening when the little twoseated motorcar which Lady Constance drove so deftly came spinning along the broad road which runs into Great Bradley, skirted the town by a side road and gained the great rambling rectory which stood apart from the little town in its own beautiful grounds. She sprang lightly out of the car.




  The noise of the wheels upon the gravel walk had brought a servant to the door, and she brushed past the serving man without a word; ran upstairs to her own room and closed and locked the door behind her before she switched on the electric light. The electric light was an unusual possession in so small a town, but she owed its presence in the house to her friendship with that extraordinary man who was the occupant of the Secret House.




  Three miles away, out of sight of the rectory in a fold of the hill was this great gaunt building, erected, so popular gossip said, by one who had been crossed in love and desired to live the life of a recluse, a desire which was respected by the superstitious town-folk of Great Bradley. The Secret House had been built in the hollow which was known locally as “Murderers’ Valley,” a pretty little glen which many years before had been the scene of an outrageous crime. The house added to, rather than detracted from, the reputation of the glen; no man saw the occupant of the Secret House; his secretary and his two Italian servants came frequently to Great Bradley to make their purchases; now and again his closed car would whizz through the streets; and Great Bradley, speculating as to the identity of its owner, could do no more than hope that one of these fine days a wheel would come off that closed car and its occupant be forced to disclose himself.




  But in the main the town was content to allow the eccentric owner of the Secret House all the privacy he desired. He might do things which were unheard of, as indeed he did, and Great Bradley, standing aloof, was content to thank God that it was not cast in the same bizarre mould as this wealthy unknown, and took comfort from the reflection.




  For he did many curious things. He had a power house of his own; you could see the chimney showing over Wadleigh Copse, with dynamos of enormous power which generated all that was necessary for lighting and heating the big house.




  There were honest British working men in Great Bradley who spoke bitterly of the owner’s preference for foreign labour, and it was a fact that the men engaged in the electrical works were without exception of foreign origin. They had their quarters and lived peacefully apart, neither offering nor desiring the confidence of their fellow-townsmen. They were, in fact, frugal people of the Latin race who had no other wish than to work hard and to save as much of their salaries as was possible in order that at some future date they might return to their beloved Italy, and live in peace with the world; they were well paid for their discretion, a sufficient reason for its continuance.




  Lady Constance Dex had been fortunate in that she had secured one of the few favours which the Secret House had shown to the town. An underground cable had been laid to her house, and she alone of all human beings in the world was privileged to enter the home of this mysterious stranger without challenge.




  She busied herself for some time changing her dress and removing the signs of her hasty journey from London. Her maid brought her dinner on a tray, and when she had finished she went again into her boudoir, and opening the drawer of her bureau she took out a slender-barrelled revolver. She looked at it for some time, carefully examined the chambers and into each dropped a nickel-tipped cartridge. She snapped back the hinged chamber and slipped the pistol into a pocket of her woollen cloak. She locked the bureau again and went out through the door and down the stairs. Her car was still waiting, but she turned to the servant who stood deferentially by the door.




  “Have the car put in the garage,” she said; “I am going to see Mrs. Jackson—”




  “Very good, my lady,” said the man.




  Chapter IX
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  T.B. Smith came down to Great Bradley with only one object in view. He knew that the solution to the mystery, not only of Farrington’s disappearance, but possibly the identity of the mysterious Mr. Fallock, was to be found rather in this small town than in the metropolis. Scotland Yard was on its mettle. Within a space of seven days there had been two murders, a mysterious shooting, and a suicide so full of extraordinary features as to suggest foul play, without the police being in the position to offer a curious and indignant public the slightest resemblance of a clue. This, following as it had upon a shooting affray at the Docks, had brought Scotland Yard to a position of defence.




  “There are some rotten things being said about us,” said the Chief Commissioner on the morning of T.B.’s departure. He threw a paper across the table, and T.B. picked it up with an enigmatic smile. He read the flaring column in which the intelligence of the police department was called into question, without a word, and handed the paper back to his chief.




  “I think we might solve all these mysteries in one swoop,” he said. “I am going down to-day to inspect the Secret House — that is where one end of the solution lies.”




  The Chief Commissioner looked interested.




  “It is very curious that you should be talking about that,” he said. “I have had a report this morning from the chief constable of the county on that extraordinary menage.”




  “And what has he to say about it?”




  Sir Gordon Billings shrugged his shoulders.




  “It is one of those vague reports which chief constables are in the habit of furnishing,” he said, drily. “Apparently the owner is an American, an invalid, and is eccentric. More than this — and this will surprise you — he has been certified by competent medical authorities as being insane,”




  “Insane?” T.B. repeated in surprise.




  “Insane,” nodded the chief; “and he has all the privileges which the Lunacy Act confers upon a man. That is rather a facer.”




  T.B. looked thoughtful.




  “I had a dim idea that I might possibly discover in the occupant one who was, at any rate, a close relative to Fallock.”




  “You are doomed to disappointment,” smiled the chief; “there is no doubt about that. I have had all the papers up. The man was certified insane by two eminent specialists, and is under the care of a doctor who lives on the premises, and who also acts as secretary to this Mr. Moole. The secret of the Secret House is pretty clear; it is a private lunatic asylum, — that, and nothing else.”




  T.B. thought for a while.




  “At any rate no harm can be done by interviewing this cloistered Mr. Moole, or by inspecting the house,” he said.




  He arrived in Great Bradley in the early part of the afternoon, and drove straight away to the Secret House. The flyman put him down at some distance from the big entrance gate, and he made a careful and cautious reconnaissance of the vicinity. The house was a notable one. It made no pretence at architectural beauty, standing back from the road, and in the very centre of a fairly uncultivated patch of ground. All that afternoon he measured and observed the peculiarities of the approach, the lie of the ground, the entrances, and the exits, and had obtained too a cautious and careful observation of the great electrical power house, which stood in a clump of trees about a hundred yards from the house itself.




  The next morning he paid a more open visit. This time his fly put him down at the gateway of the house, and he moved slowly up the gravel pathway to the big front entrance door. He glanced at the tip of the power house chimney which showed over the trees, and shook his head in some doubt. He had furtively inspected the enormous plant which the eccentric owner of the Secret House had found it necessary to lay down.




  “Big enough to run an electric railway,” was his mental comment. He had seen, too, the one-eyed engineer, a saturnine man with a disfiguring scar down one side of his face, and a trick of showing his teeth on one side of his mouth when he smiled.




  T.B. would have pursued his investigations further, but suddenly he had felt something click under his feet, as he stood peering in at the window, and instantly a gong had clanged, and a shutter dropped noiselessly behind the window, cutting off all further view.




  T.B. had retired hastily and had cleared the gates just before they swung to, obviously operated by somebody in the power house.




  His present visit was less furtive and it was in broad daylight, with two detectives ostentatiously posted at the gates, that he made his call — for he took no unnecessary risks.




  He walked up the four broad marble steps to the portico of the house, and wiped his feet upon a curious metal mat as he pressed the bell. The door itself was half hidden by a hanging curtain, such as one may see screening the halls of surburban houses, made up of brightly coloured beads or lengths of bamboo. In this case it was made by suspending thousands of steel beads upon fine wire strings from a rod above the door. It gave the impression that the entrance itself was of steel, but when in answer to his summons the door was opened, the chick looped itself up on either side in the manner of a stage curtain, and it seemed to work automatically on the opening of the door.




  There stood in the entrance a tall man, with a broad white face and expressionless eyes. He was dressed soberly in black, and had the restrained and deferential attitude of the superior manservant.




  “I am Mr. Smith, of Scotland Yard,” said T.B. briefly, “and I wish to see Mr. Moole.”




  The man in black looked dubious.




  “Will you come in?” he asked, and T.B. was shown into a large comfortably furnished sittingroom.




  “I am afraid you can’t see Mr. Moole,” said the man, as he closed the door behind him; “he is, as you probably know, a partial invalid, but if there is anything I can do—”




  “You can take me to Mr. Moole,” said T.B. with a smile; “short of that — nothing.”




  The man hesitated.




  “If you insist,” he began.




  The detective nodded.




  “I am his secretary and his doctor — Doctor Fall,” the other introduced himself, “and it may mean trouble for me — perhaps you will tell me your business?”




  “My business is with Mr. Moole.”




  The doctor bowed.




  “Come this way,” he said, and he led the detective across the broad hall. He opened a plain door, and disclosed a small lift, standing aside for the other to enter.




  “After you,” said T.B. politely.




  Dr. Fall smiled and entered, and T.B. Smith followed.




  The lift shot swiftly upward and came to a rest at the third floor.




  It was not unlike an hotel, thought T.B., in the general arrangement of the place.




  Two carpeted corridors ran left and right, and the wall before him was punctured with doorways at regular intervals. His guide led him to the left, to the end of the passage, and opened the big rosewood door which faced him. Inside was another door. This he opened and entered a big apartment and T.B. followed. The room contained scarcely any furniture. The panelling on the walls was of polished myrtle; a square of deep blue carpet of heavy pile was set exactly in the centre, and upon this stood a silver bedstead. But it was not the furnishing or the rich little gilt table by the bedside or the hanging electrolier which attracted T.B.’s attention; rather his eyes fell instantly upon the man on the bed.




  A man with an odd yellow face, who, with his steady unwinking eyes might have been a figure of wax save for the regular rise and fall of his breast, and the spasmodic twitching of his lips. T.B. judged him to be somewhere in the neighbourhood of seventy, and, if anything, older. His face was without expression; his eyes, which turned upon the intruder, were bright and beady.




  “This is Mr. Moole,” said the suave secretary. “I am afraid if you talk to him you will get little in the way of information.”




  T.B. stepped to the side of the bed and looked down. He nodded his head in greeting, but the other made no response.




  “How are you, Mr. Moole?” said T.B. gently. “I have come down from London to see you.”




  There was still no response from the shrunken figure under the bedclothes.




  “What is your name?” asked T.B. after a while.




  For an instant a gleam of intelligence came to the eyes of the wreck. His mouth opened tremulously and a husky voice answered him.




  “Jim Moole,” it croaked, “poor old Jim Moole; ain’t done nobody harm.”




  Then his eyes turned fearfully to the man at T.B.’s side; the old lips came tightly together and no further encouragement from T.B. could make him speak again.




  A little later T.B. was ushered out of the room.




  “You agree with me,” said the doctor smoothly, “Mr. Moole is not in a position to carry on a very long conversation.”




  T.B. nodded.




  “I quite agree,” he said, pleasantly. “An American millionaire — Mr. Moole — is he not?”




  Dr. Fall inclined his head. His black eyes never left T.B.’s face.




  “An American millionaire,” he repeated.




  “He does not talk like an American,” said T.B.; “even making allowances that one must for his mental condition, there is no inducement to accept the phenomenon.”




  “Which phenomenon?” asked the other, quickly.




  “That which causes an American millionaire, a man probably of some refinement and education, at any rate of some lingual characteristics, to talk like a Somerset farm labourer.”




  “What do you mean?” asked the other harshly.




  “Just what I say,” said T.B. Smith; “he has the burr of a man who has been brought up in Somerset. He is obviously one who has had very little education. My impression of him does not coincide with your description.”




  “I think, Mr. Smith,” said the other, quietly, “that you have had very little acquaintance with people who are mentally deficient, otherwise you would know that those unfortunate fellow-creatures of ours who are so afflicted are very frequently as unrecognizable from their speech as from their actions.”




  He led the way to the lift door, but T.B. declined its service.




  “I would rather walk down,” he said.




  He wanted to be better acquainted with this house, to have a larger knowledge of its topography than the ascent and descent by means of an electric lift would allow him. Dr. Fall offered no objection, and led the way down the red carpeted stairs.




  “I am well acquainted with people of unsound mind,” T.B. went on, “especially that section of the insane whose lunacy takes the form of dropping their aitches.”




  “You are being sarcastic at my expense,” said the other, suddenly turning to him with a lowered brow. “I think it is only right to tell you that, in addition to being Mr. Moole’s secretary, I am a doctor.”




  “That is also no news to me,” smiled T.B. “You are an American doctor with a Pennsylvania degree. You came to England in eighteen hundred and ninety-six, on board the Lucania. You left New York hurriedly as the result of some scandal in which you were involved. It is, in fact, much easier to trace your movements since the date of your arrival than it is to secure exact information concerning Mr. Moole, who is apparently quite unknown to the American Embassy.”




  The large face of the secretary flushed to a deep purple.




  “You are possibly exceeding your duty,” he said, gratingly, “in recalling a happening of which I was but an innocent victim.”




  “Possibly I am,” agreed T.B.




  He bowed slightly to the man, and descended the broad steps to the unkempt lawn in front of the house. He was joined at the gate by the two men he had brought down. One of these was Ela.




  “What did you find?” asked that worthy man.




  “I found much that will probably be useful to us in the future,” said T.B., as he stepped into the fly, followed by his subordinate.




  He turned to the third detective.




  “You had better wait here,” he said, “and report on who arrives and who departs. I shall be back within a couple of hours.”




  The man saluted, and the fly drove off.




  “I have one more call to make,” said T.B. Smith, “and I had better make that alone, I think. Tell the flyman to drop me at Little Bradley Rectory.”




  Lady Constance Dex was not unprepared for the visit of the detective. She had seen him from the window of her room, driving past the rectory in the direction of the Secret House, and he found her expectantly waiting him in the drawingroom.




  He came straight to the heart of the matter.




  “I have just been to visit a man who I understand is a friend of yours,” he said.




  She inclined her head.




  “You mean Mr. Moole?”




  “That is the man,” said the cheerful T.B.




  She thought for a long time before she spoke again. She was evidently making up her mind as to how much she would tell this insistent officer of the law.




  “I suppose you might as well know the whole facts of the case,” she said; “if you will sit over there, I will supplement the information I pave you in Brakely Square a few days ago.”




  T.B. seated himself.




  “I am certainly a visitor to the Secret House,” she said, after a while. She did not look at the detective as she spoke, but kept her gaze fixed upon the window and the garden without.




  “I told you that I have had one love affair in my life; that affair,” she went on steadily, “was with George Doughton; you probably know his son.”




  T.B. nodded.




  “It was a case of love at first sight. George Doughton was a widower, a goodnatured, easygoing, lovable man. He was a brave and brilliant man too, famous as an explorer as you know. I met him first in London; he introduced me to the late Mr. Farrington, who was a friend of his, and when Mr. Farrington came to Great Bradley and took a house here for the summer, George Doughton came down as his guest, and I got to know him better than ever I had known any human being before in my life.”




  She hesitated again.




  “We were lovers,” she went on, defiantly, “why should I not confess to an experience of which I am proud? — and our marriage was to have taken place on the very day he sailed for West Africa. George Doughton was the very soul of honour, a man to whom the breath of scandal was as a desert wind, withering and terrible. He was never in sympathy with the modern spirit of our type, was old-fashioned in some respects, had an immense and beautiful conception of women and their purity, and carried his prejudices against, what we call smart society, to such an extent that, if a man or woman of his set was divorced in circumstances discreditable to themselves, he would cut them out of his life.”




  Her voice faltered, and she seemed to find difficulty in continuing, but she braced herself to it.




  “I had been divorced,” she went on, in a low voice; “in my folly I had been guilty of an indiscretion which was sinless as it was foolish. I had married a cold, rigid and remorseless man when I was little more than a child, and I had run away from him with one who was never more to me than a brother. A chivalrous, kindly soul who paid for his chivalry dearly. All the evidence looked black against me, and my husband had no difficulty in securing a divorce. It passed into the oblivion of forgotten things, yet in those tender days when my love for George Doughton grew I lived in terror least a breath of the old scandal should be revived. I had reason for that terror, as I will tell you. I was, as I say, engaged to be married. Two days before the wedding George Doughton left me without a word of explanation. The first news that I received was that he had sailed for Africa; thereafter I never heard from him.” She dropped her voice until she was hardly audible.




  T.B. preserved a sympathetic silence. It was impossible to doubt the truth of all she was saying, or to question her anguish. Presently she spoke again.




  “Mr. Farrington was most kind, and it was he who introduced me to Dr. Fall.”




  “Why?” asked T.B. quickly.




  She shook her head.




  “I never understood until quite lately,” she said. “At the time I accepted as a fact that Dr. Fall had large interests in West Africa, and would enable me to get into communication with George Doughton. I clutched at straws, so to speak; I became a constant visitor to the Secret House, the only outside visitor that extraordinary domain has ever had within memory. I found that my visits were not without result. I was enabled to trace the movements of my lover; I was enabled, too, to send letters to him in the certainty that they would reach him. I have reason now to know that Mr. Farrington had another object in introducing me; he wanted me kept under the closest observation lest I should get into independent communication with George Doughton. That is all the story so far as my acquaintance with the Secret House is concerned. I have only seen Mr. Moole on one occasion.”




  “And Farrington?” asked T.B.




  She shook her head.




  “I have never seen Mr. Farrington in the house,” she replied.




  “Or Montague Fallock?” he suggested.




  She raised her eyebrows.




  “I have never seen Montague Fallock,” she said slowly, “though I have heard from him. He, too, knew of the scandal; he it was who blackmailed me in the days of my courtship.”




  “You did not tell me about that,” said T.B.




  “There is little to tell,” she said, with a weary gesture; “it was this mysterious blackmailer who terrified me, and to whose machinations I ascribe George Doughton’s discovery, for now I know that he was told of my past, and was told by Montague Fallock. He demanded impossible sums. I gave him as much as I could, almost ruined myself to keep this blackmailer at bay, but all to no purpose.”




  She rose and paced the room.




  “I have not finished with Montague Fallock,” she said.




  She turned her white face to the detective, and he saw a hard gleam in her eye.




  “There is much that I could tell you, Mr. Smith, which would enable you perhaps to bring to justice the most dastardly villain that has ever walked the earth.”




  “May I suggest,” said T.B. gently, “that you place me in possession of those facts?”




  She smiled, implying a negative.




  “I have my own plans for avenging the murder of my lover and the ruin of my life,” she said hardly. “When Montague Fallock dies, I would rather he died by my hand.”
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  Count Poltavo, a busy man of affairs in these days, walked up the stairs of the big block of flats in which he had his modest dwelling with a little smile upon his lips and a sense of cheer in his heart There were many reasons why this broken adventurer, who had arrived in London only a few months before with little more than his magnificent wardrobe, should feel happy. He had been admitted suddenly into the circle of the elect. Introductions had been found which paved a way for further introductions. He was the confidential adviser of the most beautiful woman in London, was the trusted of aristocrats. If there was a wrathful and suspicious young newspaper man obviously and undisguisedly thirsting for his blood that was not a matter which greatly affected the Count It had been his good fortune to surprise the secret of the late Mr. Farrington; by the merest of chances he had happened upon the true financial position of this alleged millionaire; had discovered him to be a swindler and in league, so he guessed, with the mysterious Montague Fallock. All this fine position which Farrington had built up was a veritable house of cards. It remained now for the Count to discover how far Farrington’s affection for his niece had stayed his hand in his predatory raid upon the cash balances of his friends and relatives. Anyway, the Count thought, as he fitted a tiny key into the lock of his flat, he was in a commanding position. He had all the winning cards in his hand, and if the prizes included so delectable a reward as Doris Gray might be, the Count, a sentimental if unscrupulous man, was perfectly satisfied. He walked through his sittingroom to the bedroom beyond and stood for a moment before the long mirror. It was a trick of Count Poltavo to commune with himself, and when he was rallied on this practice, suggestive of vanity to the uninitiated, he confirmed rather than disabused that criticism by protesting that there was none whom he could trust with such absence of fear of consequence as his own bright worthy image.




  He had reason for the smile which curved his thin lips. Every day he was making progress which placed Doris Gray more and more, if not in his power, at least under his influence.




  He lived alone without any servants save for the old woman who came every morning to tidy his flat, and when the bell rang as he stood before the mirror, he answered it himself without any thought as to the importance of the summons. For Count Poltavo was not above taking in the milk or chaffering with tradesmen over the quality of a cabbage. It was necessary that he must jealously husband his slender resources until fate placed him in possession of a larger and a more generous fortune than that which he now possessed. He opened the door, and took a step back, then with a little bow:




  “Come in, Mr. Doughton,” he said.




  Frank Doughton strode across the tiny hall, waited until the Count had closed the door, and opened another, ushering the visitor into his study.




  “To what am I indebted for the honour of this visit?” asked Poltavo, as he pushed forward a chair.




  “I wanted to see you on a matter which deeply affects you and me,” said the young man briskly, even rudely.




  Count Poltavo inclined his head. He recognized all the disagreeable portents, but he was not in any way abashed or afraid. He had had experience of many situations less pleasant than this threatened to be and had played his part worthily.




  “I can give you exactly a quarter of an hour,” he said, looking at his watch; “at the end of that period I must leave for Brakely Square. You understand there is to be a reading of the will of our departed friend, and—”




  “I know all about that,” interrupted Frank, roughly; “you are not the only person who has been invited to that pleasant function.”




  “You also?” The Count was a little surprised. He himself went as friend and adviser to the bereaved girl, a position which a certain letter had secured for him. That letter in three brief lines had told the girl to trust Poltavo. It was about this letter that Frank had come, and he came straight to the point.




  “Count Poltavo,” he said, “the day after Mr. Farrington’s disappearance a messenger brought a letter for Miss Gray.”




  Poltavo nodded.




  “So I understand,” he said, smoothly.




  “So you know, “challenged the other, “because it concerned you. It was a letter in which Doris was told to trust you absolutely; it was a letter also which gave her hope that the man whose body was found in the Thames was not that of Farrington.”




  Poltavo frowned.




  “That is not a view that has been accepted by the authorities,” he said quickly. “The jury had no doubt that this was the body of Mr. Farrington, and brought in a verdict accordingly.”’




  Frank nodded.




  “What a jury thinks and what Scotland Yard thinks,” he said, drily, “are not always in agreement. As a result of that letter,” he went on, “Miss Gray has reposed a great deal of trust in you, Count, and day by day my efforts to serve her have been made more difficult by her attitude. I am a plain-speaking Englishman, and I am coming to the point, right now,” — he thumped the table: “Doris Gray’s mind is becoming poisoned against one who has no other object in life than to serve her faithfully.”




  Count Poltavo shrugged his shoulders and smiled.




  “My dear young man,” he said, smoothly, “you do not come to me, I trust, to act as your agent in order to induce Miss Gray to take any other view of you than she does. Because if you do,” he went on suavely, “I am afraid that I cannot help you very much. There is an axiom in the English language to which I subscribe most thoroughly, and it is that ‘all is fair in love and war.’”




  “In love?” repeated Frank, looking the other straight in the eyes.




  “In love,” the Count asserted, with a nod of his head, “it is not the privilege of any human being to monopolize in his heart all the love in the world, or to say this thing I love and none other shall love it Those qualities in Miss Gray which are so adorable to you are equally adorable to me.”




  He spread out his hands in deprecation.




  “It is a pity,” he said, with his little smile, “and I would do anything to avoid an unpleasant outcome to our rivalry. It is a fact that cannot be gainsaid that such a rivalry exists. I have reason to know that the late Mr. Farrington had certain views concerning his niece and ward, and I flatter myself that those views were immensely favourable to me.”




  “What do you mean?” asked Frank, harshly.




  The Count shrugged again.




  “I had a little conversation with Mr. Farrington in the course of which he informed me that he would like nothing better than to see the future of Doris assured in my hands.”




  Frank went white.




  “That is a lie,” he said, hoarsely. “The views of Mr. Farrington were as well known to me as they are to you — better, if that is your interpretation of them.”




  “And they were?” asked the Count, curiously,




  “I decline to discuss the matter with you,” said Frank. “I want only to tell you this. If by chance I discover that you are working against me by your lies or your cunning, I will make you very sorry that you ever came into my life.”




  “Allow me to show you the door,” said Count Poltavo. “People of my race and of my family are not usually threatened with impunity.”




  “Your race I pretty well know,” said Frank, coolly;” your family is a little more obscure. If it is necessary for me to go any farther into the matter, and if I am so curious that I am anxious for information, I shall know where to apply.”




  “And where will that be?” asked the Count softly, his hand upon the door.




  “To the Governor of Alexandrovski Prison,” said Frank.




  The Count closed the door behind his visitor, and stood for some moments in thought.




  It was a depressed little party which assembled an hour later in the drawingroom of the Brakely Square house. To the Count’s annoyance, Frank was one of these, and he had contrived to secure a place near the sad-faced girl and engage her in conversation. The Count did not deem it advisable at this particular moment to make any attempt to separate them: he was content to wait.




  T.B. Smith was there.




  He had secured an invitation by the simple process of informing those responsible for the arrangements that if that courtesy was not offered to him he would come in another capacity than that of a friend.




  The senior partner of Messrs. Debenham & Tree, the great city lawyers, was also present, seated at a table with his clerk, on which paper and ink was placed, and where too, under the watchful eyes of his assistant, was a bulky envelope heavily sealed.




  There were many people present to whom the reading of this will would be a matter of the greatest moment. Farrington had left no private debts. Whatever plight the shareholders of the company might be in, he himself, so far as his personal fortune was concerned, was certainly solvent.




  T.B.’s inquiries had revealed, to his great astonishment, that the girl’s fortune was adequately secured. Much of the contents of the will, which was to astonish at least three people that day, was known to T.B. Smith, and he had pursued his investigations to the end of confirming much Which the dead millionaire had stated.




  Presently, when Doris left the young man to go to the lawyer for a little consultation, T.B. made his way across the room and sat down by the side of Frank Doughton.




  “You were a friend of Mr. Farrington’s, were you not?” he asked.




  Frank nodded.




  “A great friend?”




  “I hardly like to say that I was a great friend,” said the other; “he was very kind to me.




  “In what way was he kind?” asked T.B. “You will forgive me for asking these somewhat brutal questions, but as you know I have every reason to be interested.”




  Frank smiled faintly.




  “I do not think that you are particularly friendly disposed toward him, Mr. Smith,” he said; “in fact, I rather wonder that you are present, after what happened at the theatre.”




  “After my saying that I wanted to arrest him,” smiled T.B. “But why not? Even millionaires get mixed up in curious illegal proceedings,” he said; “but I am rather curious to know what is the reason for Mr. Farrington’s affection and in what way he was kind to you.”




  Frank hesitated. He desired most of all to be loyal to the man who, with all his faults, had treated him with such kindness.




  “Well, for one thing,” he said, “he gave me a jolly good commission, a commission which might easily have brought me in a hundred thousand pounds.”




  T.B.’s interest was awakened.




  “What was that?” he asked.




  In as few words as possible Frank told the story of the search for the heir to the Tollington millions.




  “Of course,” he said, with an apologetic smile, “I was not the man for the job — he should have given it to you. I am afraid I am not cut out for a detective, but he was very keen on my taking the matter in hand.”




  T.B. bit his lips thoughtfully.




  “I know something of the Tollington millions,” he said; “they were left by the timber king of America who died without issue, and whose heir or heirs were supposed to be in this country. We have had communications about the matter.”




  He frowned again as he conjured to his mind all the data of this particular case.




  “Of course, Farrington was one of the trustees; he was a friend of old Tollington. That money would not be involved,” he said, half to himself, “because the four other trustees are men of integrity holding high positions in the financial world of the United States. Thank you for telling me; I will look up the matter, and if I can be of any assistance to you in carrying out Mr. Farrington’s wishes you may be sure that I will.”




  There was a stir at the other end of the room. With a preliminary cough, the lawyer rose, the papers in his hand.




  “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, and a silence fell upon the room, “it is my duty to read to you the terms of the late Mr. Farrington’s will, and since it affects a great number of people in this room, I shall be glad if you will retain the deepest silence.”




  There was a murmur of agreement all round, and the lawyer began reading the preliminary and conventional opening of the legal document. The will began with one or two small bequests to charitable institutions, and the lawyer looking over his glasses said pointedly:




  “I need hardly say that there will be no funds available from the estate for carrying out the wishes of the deceased gentleman in this respect, since they are all contingent upon Mr. Farrington possessing a certain sum at his death which I fear he did not possess. The will goes on to say,” he continued reading:




  “‘Knowing that my dear niece and ward is amply provided for, I can do no more than leave her an expression of my trust and love, and it may be taken as my last and final request that she marries with the least possible delay the person whom it is my most earnest desire she should take as a husband.”




  Two people in the audience felt a sudden cold thrill of anticipation.




  “‘That person,’” continued the lawyer, solemnly, “‘is my good friend, Frank Doughton.’”




  There was a gasp from Frank; a startled exclamation from the girl. Poltavo went red and white and his eyes glowed. T.B. Smith, to whom this portion of the will was known, watched the actors keenly. He saw the bewildered face of the girl, the rage in Poltavo’s eyes, and the blank astonishment on the face of Frank as the lawyer went on:




  “‘Knowing the insecurity of present-day investments, and seized with the fear that the fortune entrusted to my keeping might be dissipated by one of those strange accidents of finance with which we are all acquainted, I have placed the whole of her fortune, to the value of eight hundred thousand pounds, in a safe at the London Safe Deposit, and in the terms of the power vested in me as trustee by her late father I have instructed my lawyers to hand her the key and the authority to open the safe on the day she marries the aforesaid Frank Doughton. And if she should refuse or through any cause or circumstance decline to carry out my wishes in this respect, I direct that the fortune contained therein shall be withheld from her for the space of five years as from the date of my death.’”




  There was another long silence. T.B. saw the change come over the face of Poltavo. From rage he had passed to wonder, from wonder to suspicion, and from suspicion to anger again. T.B. would have given something substantial to have known what was going on inside the mind of this smooth adventurer. Again the lawyer’s voice insisted upon attention.




  “‘To Frank Doughton,’” he read, “‘I bequeath the sum of a thousand pounds to aid him in his search for the Tollington heir. To T.B. Smith, the assistant commissioner at Scotland Yard with whom I have had some acquaintance, and whose ability I hold in the highest regard, I leave the sum of a thousand pounds as a slight reward for his service to civilization, and I direct that on the day he discovers the most insidious enemy to society, Montague Fallock, he shall receive a further sum of one thousand pounds from the trustees of the estate.”




  The lawyer looked up from his reading.




  “That again, Mr. Smith, is contingent upon certain matters.”




  T.B. smiled.




  “I quite understand that,” he said, drily, “though possibly you don’t,” he added under his breath.




  This was a portion of the will about which he knew nothing for the document had been executed but a few days before the tragedy which had deprived the world of Gregory Farrington. There were a few more paragraphs to read; certain jewelleries had been left to his dear friend Count Ernesto Poltavo, and the reading was finished.




  “I have only to say now,” said the lawyer, as he carefully folded his glasses and put them away in his pocket, “that there is a very considerable sum of money at Mr. Farrington’s bank. It will be for the courts to decide in how so far that money is to be applied to the liquidation of debts incurred by the deceased as director of a public company. That is to say, that it will be a question for the supreme judicature whether the private fortune of the late Mr. Farrington will be seized to satisfy his other creditors.”




  There was a haze and a babble of talk. Poltavo crossed with quick steps to the lawyer, and for a moment they were engaged in quick conversation; then suddenly the adventurer turned and left the room. T.B. had seen the move and followed with rapid steps. He overtook the Count in the open doorway of the house.




  “A word with you, Count,” he said, and they descended the steps together into the street. “The will was rather a surprise to you?”




  Count Poltavo was now all smooth equanimity.




  “You might not have thought from his smooth face and his smile, and his gentle drawling tone, that he had been affected by the reading of this strange document.




  “It is a surprise, I confess,” he said. “I do not understand my friend Farrington’s action in regard to—” he hesitated.




  “In regard to Miss Gray,” smiled T.B.




  Of a sudden the self-control of the man left him, and he turned with a snarling voice on the detective, but his wrath was not directed toward the cool man who stood before him.




  “The treacherous dog!” he hissed, “to do this — to me. But it shall not be, it shall not be, I tell you; this woman is more to me than you can imagine.” He struck his breast violently. “Can I speak with you privately?”




  “I thought you might wish to,” said T.B.




  He lifted his hand and made an almost imperceptible signal, and a taxicab which had stood on the opposite side of the road, and followed them slowly as they walked along Brakely Square, suddenly developed symptoms of activity, and came whirring across the road to the sidewalk.




  T.B. opened the door and Poltavo stepped in, the detective following. There was no need to give any instructions, and without any further order the cab whirled its way through the West End until it came to the arched entrance of Scotland Yard, and there the man alighted. By the time they had reached T.B.’s room, Poltavo had regained something of his self-possession. He walked up and down the room, his hands thrust into his pockets, his head sunk upon his breast.




  “Now,” said T.B., seating himself at his desk, “what would you like to say?”




  “There is much I would like to say,” said Poltavo, quietly, “and I am now considering whether it will be in my interest to tell all at this moment or whether it would be best that I should maintain my silence longer.”




  “Your silence in regard to Farrington I presume you are referring to,” suggested T.B. Smith easily; “perhaps I can assist you a little to unburden your mind.”




  “I think not,” said Poltavo, quickly; “you cannot know as much about this man as I. I had intended,” he said, frankly, “to tell you much that would have surprised you; at present it is advisable that I should wait for one or two days in order that I may give some interested people an opportunity of undoing a great deal of mischief which they have done. I must go to Paris at once.”




  T.B. said nothing; there was no purpose to be served in hastening the issue at this particular moment. The man had recovered his self-possession, he would talk later, and T.B. was content to wait, and for the moment to entertain his unexpected guest.




  “It is a strange place,” said the Count calmly, scrutinizing the room; “this is Scotland Yard! The Great Scotland Yard! of which all criminals stand in terror, even with which our local criminals in Poland have some acquaintance.”




  “It is indeed a strange place,” said T.B. “Shall I show you the strangest place of all?”




  “I should be delighted,” “said the other.




  T.B. led the way along the corridor, rang for the lift, and they were shot up to the third floor. Here at the end of a long passage, was a large room, in which row after row of cabinets were methodically arrayed.




  “This is our record department,” said T. B.; “it will have a special interest for you, Count Poltavo.”




  “Why for me?” asked the other, with a smile.




  “Because I take it you are interested in the study of criminal detection,” replied T.B. easily.




  He walked aimlessly along one extensive row of drawers, and suddenly came to a halt.




  “Here, for instance, is a record of a remarkable man,” he said. He pulled open a drawer unerringly, ran his fingers along the top of a batch of envelopes and selected one. He nodded the Count to a polished table near the window, and pulled up two chairs.




  “Sit down,” he said, “and I will introduce you to one of the minor masters of the criminal world.”




  Count Poltavo was an interested man as T.B. opened the envelope and took out two plain folders, and laid them on the table.




  He opened the first of these; the photograph of a military-looking man in Russian uniform lay upon the top. Poltavo saw it, gasped, and looked up, his face livid.




  “That was the Military Governor of Poland,” said T.B., easily; “he was assassinated by one who posed as his son many years ago.”




  The Count had risen quickly, and stood shaking from head to foot, his trembling hand at his mouth.




  “I have never seen him,” he muttered, “I think your record office is very close — you have no ventilation.”




  “Wait a little,” said T.B., and he turned to the second dossier.




  Presently he extracted another photograph, the photograph of a young man, a singularly goodlooking youth, and laid it on the table by the side of the other picture.




  “Do you know this gentleman?” asked T.B.




  There was no reply.




  “It is the photograph of the murderer,” the detective went on, “and unfortunately this was not his only crime. You will observe there are two distinct folders, each filled with particulars of our young friend’s progress along the path which leads to the gallows.”




  He sorted out another photograph. It was % beautiful girl in a Russian peasant costume; evidently the portrait of some one taken at a fancy dress ball, because both the refined face and the figure of the girl were inconsistent with the costume.




  “That is the Princess Lydia Bontasky,” said T.B., “one of the victims of our young friend’s treachery. Here is another.”




  The face of the fourth photograph was plain, and marked with sorrow.




  “She was shot at Kieff by our young and high-spirited friend, and died of her wounds. Here are particulars of a bank robbery organized five years ago by a number of people who called themselves anarchists, but who were in reality very commonplace, conventional thieves unpossessed of any respect for human life. But I see this does not interest you.”




  He closed the dossier and put it back into its envelope, before he looked up at the Count’s face. The man was pale now, with a waxen pallor of death.




  “They are very interesting,” he muttered.




  He stumbled rather than walked the length of the room, and he had not recovered when they reached the corridor.




  “This is the way out,” said T.B., as he indicated the broad stairs. “I advise you, Count Poltavo, to step warily. It will be my duty to inform the Russian police that you are at present in this country. Whether they move or do not move is a problematical matter. Your fellow-countrymen are not specially energetic where crimes of five years’ standing are concerned. But this I warn you,” — he dropped his hand upon the other’s shoulder,— “that if you stand in my way I shall give you trouble which will have much more serious consequences for you.”




  Three minutes later Poltavo walked out of Scotland Yard like a man in a dream. He hailed the first cab that came past and drove back to his fiat. He was there for ten minutes and emerged with a handbag.




  He drove to the Grand Marylebone Hotel, and detective inspector Ela, who had watched his every movement, followed in another taxi. He waited until he saw Poltavo enter the hotel, then the officer descended some distance from the door, and walked nonchalantly to the entrance.




  There was no sign of Poltavo.




  Ela strolled carelessly through the corridor, and down into the big palm court. From the palm court another entrance led into the Marylebone Road. Ela quickened his steps, went through the big swing doors to the vestibule.




  Yes, the porter on duty had seen the gentleman; he had called a taxi and gone a few minutes before.




  Ela cursed himself for his folly in letting the man out of his sight.




  He reported the result of his shadowing to T.B. Smith over the telephone, and T.B. was frankly uncomplimentary.




  “However, I think I know where we will pick him up,” he said. “Meet me at Waterloo; we must catch the 6:15 to Great Bradley.”
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  “You want to see Mr. Moole?” Dr. Fall asked the visitor.




  “I wish to see Mr. Moole,” replied Poltavo. He stood at the door of the Secret House, and after a brief scrutiny the big-faced doctor admitted him, closing the door behind him.




  “Tell me, what do you want?” he asked. He had seen the curious gesture that Poltavo had made — the pass sign which had unbarred the entrance to many strange people.




  “I want to see Farrington!” replied Poltavo, coolly.




  “Farrington!” Fall’s brow knit in a puzzled frown.




  “Farrington,” repeated Poltavo, impatiently. “Do not let us have any of this nonsense, Fall. I want to see him on a matter of urgency. I am Poltavo.”




  “I know just who you are,” said Fall, calmly, “but why you should come here under the impression that the late Mr. Farrington is an inmate of this establishment I do not understand. We are a lunatic asylum, not a mortuary,” he said, with heavy humour.




  Still, he led the way upstairs to the drawingroom on the first floor.




  “What is the trouble?” he asked, as he closed the door behind him.




  Poltavo chose to tell the story of his identification by T.B. Smith rather than the real object of his journey. Fall listened in silence.




  “I doubt very much whether he will see you,” he said: “he is in his worst mood. However, I will go along and find out what his wishes are.”




  He was absent for ten minutes, and when he returned he beckoned to the visitor.




  Poltavo followed him up the stairs till he came to the room in which the bedridden Mr. Moole lay.




  A man turned as the two visitors came in — it was Farrington in the life, Farrington as he had seen him on the night of his disappearance from the box at the Jollity. The big man nodded curtly.




  “Why have you come down here,” he asked, harshly, “leading half the detectives in London to me?”




  “I do not think you need bother about half the detectives in London,” said Poltavo. He looked at Fall. “I want to see you alone,” he said.




  Farrington nodded his head and the other departed, closing the door behind him.




  “Now,” said Poltavo, — he crossed the room with two strides,— “I want to know what you mean — you treacherous dog — by this infernal will of yours!”




  “You can sit down,” said Farrington, coolly, “and you can learn right now, Poltavo, that I do not stand for any man questioning me as to why I should do this or that, and I certainly do not stand for any human being in the world speaking to me as you are doing.”




  “You know that you are in my power,” said Poltavo, viciously. “Are you aware that I could raise my finger and tumble your precious plot into the dust?”




  “There are many things I know,” said Farrington, “and if you knew them too you would keep a civil tongue in your head. Sit down. What is the trouble?”




  “Why did you leave that instruction in your will? That Doris was to marry this infernal Doughton?”




  “For a very good reason.”




  “Explain the reason!” stormed the angry man.




  “I shall do nothing so absurd,” smiled Farrington, crookedly; “it is enough when I say I want this girl’s happiness. Don’t you realize,” he went on rapidly, “that the only thing I have in my life, that is at all clean, or precious, or worth while, is my affection for my niece? I want to see her happy; I know that her happiness lies with Doughton.”




  “You are mad,” snarled the other; “the girl is half in love with me.”




  “With you,” Farrington’s eyes narrowed; “that is absolutely impossible.”




  “Why impossible?” demanded Poltavo loudly; “why impossible?” He thumped the table angrily.




  “For many reasons,” said Farrington. “First, because you are unworthy to be her undergardener, much less her husband. You are, forgive my frankness, a blackguard, a thief, a murderer, a forger and a bank robber, so far as I know.” He smiled. “Yes, I was an interested listener to your conversation with Fall. I have all sorts of weird instruments here by which I can pick up unguarded items of talk, but fortunately I have no need to be informed on this subject. I have as complete a record of your past as our friend Smith, and I tell you, Poltavo, that whilst I am willing that you shall be my agent, and that you shall profit enormously by working hand in hand with me, I would sooner see myself dead than I should hand Doris over to your tender mercies.”




  An ugly smile played about the lips of Poltavo.




  “That is your last word?” he asked.




  “That is my last word,” said Farrington; “if you will be advised by me, you will let the matter stand where it is. Leave things as they are, Poltavo. You are on the way to making a huge fortune; do not let this absurd sentiment, or this equally absurd ambition of yours, step in and spoil everything.”




  “And whatever happens you would never allow Doris to marry me?”




  “That is exactly what I meant, and exactly what I still say,” said Farrington, firmly.




  “But, suppose,” — Poltavo’s hands caressed his little moustache, and he was smiling wickedly,— “suppose I force your hand?”




  Farrington’s eyebrows rose. “How?” he demanded.




  “Suppose I take advantage of the fact that Miss Doris Gray, an impressionable young English girl, receptive to sympathetic admiration and half in love with me — suppose, I say, I took advantage of this fact, and we marry in the face of your will?”




  “You would be sorry,” said Farrington, grimly; “you may be sorry that you even threatened as much.”




  “I not only threaten,” snarled Poltavo, “but I will carry out my threat, and you interfere with me at your peril!” He shook his clenched fist in Farrington’s face. The elder man looked at him with a long, earnest glance in which his keen eyes seemed to search the very soul of the Russian.




  “I wish this had not happened,” he said, half to himself. “I had hoped that there was the making of a useful man in you, Poltavo, but I have been mistaken. I never thought that sentiment would creep in. Is it money — her fortune?” he asked, suddenly.




  Poltavo shook his head.




  “Curse the money,” he said, roughly; “I want the girl. I tell you, Farrington, every day she grows more precious and more desirable to me.”




  “Other women have become precious and desirable to you,” said Farrington in a low, passionate voice, “and they have enjoyed the fleeting happiness of your favour for — how long? Just as long as you wanted, Poltavo, and when you have been satisfied and sated yourself with joy, you have cast them out as they had been nothing to you. I know your record, my man,” he said. “All that I want now is to assure myself that you are in earnest, because if you are—” He paused.




  “If I am — ?” sneered Poltavo.




  “You will not leave this house alive,” said Farrington.




  He said it in a matter-of-fact tone, and the full significance of his speech did not dawn upon the Russian until long after he had said it.




  For the space of a second or two his lips were smiling, and then the smile suddenly froze. His hand went back to his hip pocket and reappeared, holding a long-barrelled automatic pistol.




  “Don’t you try any of your tricks on me,” he breathed. “I am quite prepared for all eventualities, Mr. Farrington; you make a mistake to threaten me.




  “Not such a mistake as you have made,” smiled Farrington. “You may fire your pistol to see if it will go off. My own impression is that the magazine has been removed.”




  One glance at the weapon was sufficient to demonstrate to the other that the man had spoken the truth. He went deathly white.




  “Look here,” he said, genially, “let us make an end to this absurd breach of friendship. I have come down to see what I can do for you.”




  “You have come down now to force me to grant your wishes regarding Doris,” said Farrington. “I think the matter had better end.” He pressed the bell, and Fall came in after a few moments’ interval.




  “Give the Count some refreshment before he goes,” he said; “he is going to London.”




  The very matter-of-factness of the instructions reassured Count Poltavo, who for one moment had stood in a panic of fear; there was that in this big silent house which terrified him. And with the removal of this fear his insolent assurance returned. He stood in the doorway.




  “You have made up your mind about Doris?” he said.




  “Absolutely,” said Farrington.




  “Very good,” said Poltavo.




  He followed Fall along the corridor, and the doctor opened a small door and illuminated a tiny lift inside, and Poltavo stepped in. As he did so the door clicked.




  “How do I work this lift?” he asked through the ornamental ironwork of the doorway.




  “I work it from outside,” said Dr. Fall, cheerfully, and pressed a button. The lift sank. It passed one steel door — that was the first floor; and another — that was the ground floor, but still the lift did not stop. It went on falling slowly, evenly, without jar or haste, and suddenly it came to a stop before a door made of a number of thin steel bars placed horizontally. As the lift stopped, the steel-barred doorway opened noiselessly. All Poltavo’s senses were now alert; he, a past master in the art of treachery, had been at last its victim. He did not leave the tiny lift for a moment, but prepared for eventualities. He took a pencil out of his pocket and wrote rapidly on the wooden panelling of the elevator, and then he stepped out into the semi-darkness. He saw a large apartment, a bed and chair, and above a large table one dim light. A number of switches on the wall facing him promised further illumination. Anyway, if the worst came to the worst, he could find a way by the lift well to safety again. He searched his pockets with feverish haste. He usually carried one or two pistol cartridges in case of necessity, and he was rewarded, for, in his top waistcoat pocket, he discovered two nickel-pointed shapes. Hastily he removed the dummy magazine from the butt of his pistol. The removal of the magazine must have been effected by his servant, and the servant, now he came to give the matter consideration, was possibly in the pay of Farrington, and had probably warned the occupants of the Secret House of Poltavo’s departure.




  It was but natural that the big man would take no chances, and Poltavo cursed himself for a fool for allowing himself to be lured into a sense of security. He stepped out of the lift; there was enough light to guide him across the room. He reached the switchboard and pulled one of the little levers. Three lights appeared at the far end of the room; he pulled over the rest and the room was brilliantly illuminated.




  It was an underground chamber, with red, distempered walls, artistically furnished. The small bed in the corner was of brass; the air was conveyed to his gloomy chamber by means of ventilators placed at intervals in the wall.




  Not an uncomfortable prison, thought Poltavo. He was making his inspection when he heard a clang, and swung round. The steel door of the lift had closed and he reached it just in time to see the floor of the little cage ascending out of sight. He cursed himself again for his insensate folly; he might have fixed the door with a chair; it was an elementary precaution to take, but he had not realized the possibilities of this house of mystery.




  Perhaps the chairs were fixed. He tried than, but found he was mistaken, except in one case. The great chair at the head of the table, solid and heavy, was immovable, for it was clamped to the floor.




  In one corner was a framework, and he guessed it to be the slide in which the small provision lift ran.




  His surmise was accurate, for even while he was examining it, a trap opened in the ceiling, and there slid down noiselessly between the oiled grids a tiny platform on which was a tray filled with covered dishes. He lifted the viands from the little elevator to the table and inspected them. There was a note written in pencil.




  “You need have no fear in consuming the food we provide for you,” it ran. “Dr. Fall will personally vouch for its purity, and will, if necessary, sample it in your presence. If you should need attendance you will find a small bell fixed on the under side of the table.”




  Poltavo looked at the dinner. He was ravenously hungry; he must take the chance of poison; after all, these people had him so completely in their power that there was no necessity to take any precaution so far as his food was concerned. He attacked an excellent dinner without discomfort to himself, and when he had finished he bethought himself of the bell, and finding it under the edge of the table, he pressed the button. He had not long to wait; he heard the faint hum of machinery and walked across to the barred gate of the lift, his pistol ready. He waited, his eyes fixed up at the black square through which he expected the lift to sink, and heard himself suddenly called by name.




  He turned; Doctor Fall was standing in the centre of the room. By what means he had arrived there was no evidence to show.




  “I hope I did not surprise you,” said the doctor, with his quiet smile; “I did not come the way you expected. There are three entrances to this room, and they are all equally difficult to negotiate.”




  “May I inquire the meaning of this outrage?” asked Poltavo.




  “Your virtuous indignation does you credit, Count,” said the doctor. He sat down by the table, took a cigar-case from his pocket, and offered it to his unwilling guest.




  “You do not smoke; I am sorry. Would you like a cigarette?”




  “Thank you, I have all the cigarettes I require,” said Poltavo, briefly.




  The doctor did not speak until he had leisurely bitten off the end of a cigar and lit it.




  “As I say,” he went on, “I admire your sang froid. The word ‘outrage’ comes curiously from you, Count, but I am merely carrying out Mr. Farrington’s wishes, when I say that I am perfectly willing to explain your present unhappy position. In some way you have made our friend very angry,” he went on, easily; “and at present he is disposed to treat you with considerable harshness, to mete out the same harsh justice, in fact, that he accorded to two of the people who were engaged in the building of this house, and who were predisposed to blackmail him with a threat of betrayal.”




  “I knew nothing of these,” said Poltavo.




  “Then you are one of the few people in London who do not,” said Dr. Fall, with a smile. “One was an architect, the other a fairly efficient man of a type you will find on the continent of Europe, and who will be an electrician’s assistant or a waiter with equal felicity. These men were engaged to assist in the construction of the house. They were brought from Italy with a number of other workmen, and entrusted with a section of its completion. Not satisfied with the handsome pay they received for their workmanship, they instituted a system of blackmail which culminated one night at Brakely Square in their untimely death.”




  “Did Farrington kill them?” gasped Poltavo.




  “I will not go so far as to say that,” said the suave secretary; “I only say that they died. Unfortunately for them, they were acting independently of one another and quarreled violently when they found that they had both come upon a similar errand, having at last identified the mysterious gentleman, who had commissioned the house, with Gregory Farrington, a worthy and blackmailable millionaire.”




  “So that was it,” said Poltavo, thoughtfully.




  “What a fool I was not to understand, not to see the connection. They were shot dead outside Farrington’s house. Who else could have committed the crime but he?”




  “Again, I will not go so far as to say that,” repeated the secretary; “I merely remark that the men died a most untimely death, as a result of their eagerness to extract advantages from Mr. Farrington, which he was not prepared to offer. You, Count Poltavo, are in some danger of sharing the same fate.”




  “I have been in tighter holes than this,” smiled Poltavo, but he was uneasy.




  “Do not boast,” said the doctor quietly. “I doubt very much whether in your life you have been in so tight a hole as you are in now. We are quite prepared to kill you; I tell you that much, because Mr. Farrington does not ordinarily take risks. In your case, however, he is prepared, just so long as you are impressed with his power to punish, to give you one chance of life. Whether you take that chance or not entirely depends upon yourself. He will not extract any oaths or promises or pledges of any kind; he will release you with the assurance that if you will serve him you will be handsomely rewarded, and if you fail him you will be most handsomely killed; do I make myself clear?”




  “Very,” said Poltavo, and the hand that raised the cigarette to his lips trembled a little.




  “I would like to add,” began the doctor, when the shrill sound of a ringing bell rang through the vaulted apartment. Fall sprang up, walked quietly to the wall, and placed his ear against a portion which appeared to be no different to any other, but which, as Poltavo gathered, concealed a hidden telephone.




  “Yes?” he asked. He listened. “Very good,” he said.




  He turned to Poltavo, and surveyed him gravely.




  “You will be interested to learn,” he said, “that the house is entirely surrounded by police. You have evidently been followed here.”




  A light sprang into Poltavo’s eyes.




  “That is very awkward for you,” he said, with a laugh.




  “More awkward for you, I think,” said Doctor Fall, walking slowly to the farthermost wall of the room.




  “Stop!” said Poltavo.




  The doctor turned. He was covered by the black barrel of Poltavo’s pistol.




  “I beg to assure you,” said the Count mockingly, “that this pistol is loaded with two small cartridges which I found in my waistcoat pocket, and which I usually carry in case of emergency. There is at any rate sufficient—”




  He said no more, for suddenly the room was plunged in darkness, the lights were extinguished by an unseen hand as at some signal, and a mocking laugh came back to him from where Fall had stood.




  “Shoot!” said the voice, but the two cartridges were too precious for Poltavo to take any risks in the dark. He stood waiting, suddenly heard a click, and then the lights came up again. He was alone in the room. He shrugged his shoulders; there was nothing to do but wait.




  If T.B. Smith had followed him here, and if he had taken the drastic step of surrounding the house with police, there was hope that he might be rescued from his present unhappy plight. If not, he had the promise which Farrington had given of his release on terms.




  He heard the whirr of the descending lift; this time it was the elevator by which he himself had descended. It came to a halt at the floor level and the steel gates swung open invitingly. He must take his chance; anyway, anything was better than remaining in this underground room.




  He stepped into the lift and pulled the gates close after him. To his surprise they answered readily, and as the lock snapped the lift went upwards slowly. Two overhanging electric lamps illuminated the little elevator. They were dangerous to him. With the steel barrel of his pistol he smashed the bulbs and crouched down in the darkness, his finger on the trigger, ready for any emergency.




  T.B. Smith was standing in the hall, and behind him three hard-featured men from the Yard. Before him was Dr. Fall, imperturbable and obeying as ever.




  “You are perfectly at liberty to search the house,” he was saying, “and, as far as Count Poltavo is concerned, there is no mystery whatever. He is one of the people who have been attracted here by curiosity, and at the present moment he is inspecting the wonders of our beautiful establishment.”




  There was something of truth in his ironic tone, and T.B. was puzzled.




  “Will you kindly produce Count Poltavo?”




  “With pleasure,” said the secretary.




  It was at that moment that the lift door opened and Poltavo stepped out, pistol in hand.




  He saw the group and took in its significance. He had now to decide in that moment with whom he should run. His mind was made up quickly; he knew he had no friends in the police force; whatever prosperity awaited him must come from Farrington and his influence.




  “An interesting weapon you have in your hand, Count,” drawled T.B. “Do I understand that you have been inspecting the art treasures of the Secret House in some fear of your life?”




  “Not at all,” said Poltavo, as he slipped the pistol into his pocket. “I have merely been engaged in a little pistol practice in the underground shooting gallery; it is an interesting place; you should see it.”




  Dr. Fall’s eyes did not leave the face of his late prisoner, and Poltavo saw an approving gleam in the dark eyes.




  “I should not, ordinarily, take the trouble to inspect your shooting gallery,” said T.B. Smith with a smile, “because I know that you are not speaking the exact truth, Count Poltavo. My own impression is that you have every reason to be thankful for my arrival. In the present circumstances, perhaps, it would be advisable to look over a portion of your domain which, so far, has escaped my inspection.”




  The doctor shrugged his shoulders.




  “It is hardly a shooting gallery, but since it is so far removed from the living portion of the house we sometimes use it for that purpose,” he said. “I have not the slightest objection to your descending.”




  T.B. entered the lift. It was in darkness, as a result of Poltavo’s precautions.




  “I will go alone,” said T.B., and Fall, with a little bow, closed the gates, and the lift descended.




  They waited some time; Fall had the power, from where he was, of closing the gates below and bringing the lift up again. This Poltavo knew to his cost, but there were good reasons why the doctor should not exercise his knowledge, and in a few minutes the lift came back to its original position and T.B. stepped out.




  “Thank you, I have learned all I want to know,” he said with a keen glance at Poltavo. “Really, you have an extraordinary house, Dr. Fall.”




  “It is always open to your inspection,” said the doctor, with a heavy smile.




  T.B. was fingering the little electric lamp, which he carried in his hand, in an absentminded manner., Presently he put it into his pocket, and, with a nod to his host, walked across the hall. He turned suddenly and addressed Poltavo.




  “When you were trapped in this house,” he said, quietly, “and expected considerable trouble in escaping from the trap, you took the precaution, like the careful man that you are, of inscribing a message which might aid those who came to your relief. This message has now served its purpose,” he smiled, as he saw the look of consternation on Poltavo’s face, “and you will be well advised to invite your friend to wipe it out”; and with another nod he passed from the house, followed by his three men.




  “What does this mean?” asked Fall, quickly.




  “I — I—” stammered Poltavo, flustered for once in his life, “wrote on the side of the lift a few words only, nothing incriminating, my dear doctor, just a line to say that I was imprisoned below.”




  With a curse Fall dashed into the little elevator.




  “Bring a light,” he said, and struck a match to read the scrawl which Poltavo had written. Fortunately there was nothing in it which betrayed the great secret of the house, but it was enough, as he realized, to awaken the dormant suspicion, even supposing it was dormant, of this indefatigable detective.




  “You have made a nice mess of things,” he said to Poltavo, sternly; “see that you do not make a greater. We will forgive you once, but the second attempt will be fatal”
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  The distant chime of Little Bradley church had struck one o’clock, when T.B. Smith stepped from the shadow of the hedge on the east side of the Secret House, and walked slowly toward the road. Two men, crouched in the darkness, rose silently to meet him.




  “I think I have found a place,” said T.B., in a low voice. “As I thought, there are electric alarms on the top of the walls, and electric wires threaded through all the hedges. There is a break, however, where, I think, I can circumvent the alarm.”




  He led the way back to the place from which he had been making his reconnaissance.




  “Here it is,” said T.B.




  He touched a thin twine-like wire with his finger.




  The third man put the concentrated ray of an electric lamp upon it.




  “I can make another circuit for this,” he said, and pulled a length of wire from his pocket. Two minutes later, thanks to quick manipulation of his wire, they were able to step in safety across the wall and drop noiselessly into the grounds.




  “We shall find a man on duty,” whispered T.B.; “the is patrolling the house, and I have an idea that there are tripwires on the lawn.”




  He had fixed a funnel-like arrangement to the head of his lamp, and now he carefully scrutinized the ground as he walked forward. The funnel was so fixed that it showed no light save on the actual patch of ground he was surveying.




  “Here is one,” he said, suddenly.




  The party stepped cautiously over the almost invisible line of wire, supported a few inches from the ground by steel uprights, placed at regular intervals.




  “They fix these every night after sunset; I have watched them doing it,” said T.B. “There is another line nearer the house.”




  They found this, too, and carefully negotiated it.




  “Down!” whispered T.B. suddenly, and the party sank flat on the turf.




  Ela for a moment could not see the cause for alarm, but presently he discerned the slow moving figure of the sentry as it passed between them and the house. The man was walking leisurely along, and even in the starlight they could see the short rifle slung at his shoulder. They waited until he had disappeared round the corner of the house, and then crossed the remaining space of lawn. T.B. had been carrying a little canvas bag, and now he put his hand inside and withdrew by the ears a struggling rabbit.




  “Little friend,” he whispered, “You must be sacrificed in the cause of scientific criminal investigation.”




  He mounted the steps which led to the entrance hall. The steel-beaded curtain still hung before the door almost brushing the mat as he had seen it. He released the rabbit, and the startled beast, after a vain attempt to escape back to the lawn, went with hesitating hop on to the mat, and then, at a threatening gesture from T.B., pushed his nose to the hanging curtain to penetrate his way to safety. Instantly as he touched it there was a quick flicker of blue light, and the unfortunate animal was hurled back past T.B. to the gravel path below. The detective descended hastily and picked it up. It was quite dead. He felt the singed hair about its head, and murmured a sympathetic “vale.”




  “As I suspected,” he said in a low voice, “an electric death-trap for anybody trying to get into the house that way. Now, Johnson.”




  The third man was busy pulling out a pair of rubber boots; he took from his pocket a pair of thick rubber gloves, and made his way with confidence up the steps. He leant down and tried to pull the mat from its place, but that was impossible. He gathered up the beads cautiously with his hands; he was free, by reason of his boots and his hand-covering, from the danger of a shock, but he took good care that no portion of the curtain touched any other part of his body. Very cautiously he drew the bead “chick” aside, looping it back by means of strong rubber bands, and then T.B. went forward. In the meantime he had followed the other’s example, and had drawn stout rubber goulashes over his feet and had put on gloves of a similar material. The lock that he had noticed earlier in the day was of a commonplace type; the only danger was that the inmates had taken the precaution of bolting or chaining the door, but apparently they were content with the protection which their electric curtain might reasonably be expected to afford. The door opened after a brief manipulation of keys, and T.B. stepped into the hall. He listened, all his senses strained, for the sound of a warning bell, but none came. Ela and the other man followed.




  “Better remain in the hall,” said T.B. “We shall have to chance the guard not noticing what has happened to the curtain, anyway; perhaps he will not be round for some time,” he added, hopefully.




  They made a quick scrutiny of the hall, and found no indication of cables or of wires which would suggest that an alarm had been fixed. T.B. stole carefully up the stairs, leaving the two men to guard the hall below. At every landing he halted, and listened, but the house was wrapped in silence, and he searched the third floor without mishap.




  He recognized the corridor, having taken very careful note of certain peculiarities, and a scratch on the side of the lift door, which he had mentally noted for future reference, showed him he was on the right track.




  Unerringly and swiftly he passed along the passage till he came to the big rosewood doors which opened upon the invalid’s bedroom. He turned the handle gently, it yielded, and he stepped noiselessly through the door, and pushed the inner door cautiously. The room was dimly illuminated, evidently by a night light, thought T.B., and he pressed the door farther open that he might secure a better view of the apartment, and then he gasped, for this was not the room he had been in before.




  It was a sumptuously arranged bureau, paneled in rosewood, and set about with costly furniture. A man was sitting at the desk, busily writing by the light of a table lamp; his back was toward T.B. The detective pushed the door farther open, and suddenly the man at the desk leapt up, and turning round, confronted the midnight visitor.




  T.B. had only time to see that his face was hidden behind a black mask which extended from his forehead to his chin. As soon as he saw T.B. standing in the doorway, he reached out his hand. Instantly the room was in darkness, and the door, which T.B. was holding ajar, was suddenly forced back as if by an irresistible power, flinging the detective into the corridor, which almost simultaneously was flooded with light. T.B. turned to meet the smiling face of Dr. Fall.




  The big man, with his white, expressionless countenance, was regarding him gravely, and with amused resentment.




  Where he had come from T.B. could only conjecture; he had appeared as if by magic and was fully dressed.




  “To what do I owe the honour of this visit, Mr. Smith?” he said, in his dry, grim way.




  “A spirit of curiosity,” said T.B., coolly. “I was anxious to secure another peep at your Mr. Moole.”




  “And how did he look?” asked the other, with a faint smile.




  “Unfortunately,” said T.B., “I have mistaken the floor, and instead of seeing our friend, I have unexpectedly and quite unwittingly interrupted a gentleman who, for reasons best known to himself, has hidden his face.”




  Dr. Fall frowned.




  “I do not quite follow you,” he said.




  “Perhaps if I were to follow you back to the room,” said T.B. good humouredly, “you might understand better.”




  He heard a strange wailing sound and a shivering motion beneath his feet, as though a Heavy traction engine were passing close to the house.




  “What is that?” he asked.




  “It is one of the unpleasant consequences of building one’s house over a disused coalmine,” said the doctor easily; “but as regards your strange hallucination,” he went on, “I should rather like to disabuse your mind of your fantastic vision.”




  He walked slowly back to the room which T.B. had quitted, and the inner door yielded to his touch. It was in darkness. Dr. Fall put his hand inside the room and there was a click of a switch.




  “Come in,” he said, and T.B. stepped into the room.




  It was the room he had left in the earlier part of the day. There was the blue square of carpet and the silver bedstead, and the same yellow face and unwinking eyes of the patient. The walls were paneled in myrtle, the same electrolier hung from the ceiling as he had seen on his previous visit. Smith gasped, and passed his hand over his forehead.




  “You see,” said the secretary, “you have been the victim of a peculiar and unhappy trick of eyesight; in fact, Mr. Smith, may I suggest that you have been dreaming?”




  “You may suggest just what you like,” said T.B. pleasantly. “I should like to see the room below and the room above.”




  “With pleasure,” said the other; “there is a storeroom up above which you may see if you wish.”




  He led the way upstairs, unlocked the door of the room immediately over that which they had just left, and entered; The room was bare, and the plain deal floor, the distempered walls, and the high skylight showed it to be just as the doctor had described, a typical storeroom.




  “You do not seem to use it,” said T.B.




  “We are very tidy people,” smiled the doctor; “and now you shall see the room below.”




  As they went down the stairs again they heard the curious wail, and T.B. experienced a tremulous jar which he had noted before.




  “Unpleasant, is it not?” said Dr. Fall. “I was quite alarmed at that at first, but it has no unpleasant consequences.”




  On the second floor he entered the third room, immediately below that in which the sick Mr. Moole was lying. He unlocked this door and they entered a well-furnished bedroom; on a more elaborate scale than that which T.B. had seen before.




  “This is our spare bedroom,” said Dr. Fall, easily; “we seldom use it.”




  T.B. slipped into the apartment and made a quick scrutiny. There was nothing of a suspicious character here.




  “I hope you are satisfied now,” said Dr. Fall as he led the way out, “and that your two friends below are not growing impatient.”




  “You have seen them, then,” said T.B.




  “I have seen them,” said the other gravely. “I saw them a few moments after you entered the hall. You see, Mr. Smith,” he went on, “we do not employ anything so vulgar as bells to alarm us. When the entrance door opens, a red light shows above my bed. Unfortunately, the moment you came in I happened to be in an adjoining room at work. I had to go into my bedroom to get a paper, when I saw the light. So, though I am perhaps inaccurate in saying that I have been keeping you under observation from the moment you arrived, there was little you did which was not witnessed. I will show you, if you will be good enough to accompany me to my room.”




  “I shall be delighted,” said T.B.




  He was curious to learn anything that the house or its custodian could teach him. Dr. Fall’s room was on the first floor, immediately over the entrance hall, a plain office with a door leading to a cosily, though comparatively expensively furnished bedroom. By the side of the doctor’s bed was a round pillar, which looked for all the world like one of those conventional and useless articles of furniture which the suburban housewife employs to balance a palm upon.




  “Look down into that,” said the doctor.




  T.B. obeyed. It was quite hollow, and a little way down was what appeared to be a square sheet of silver paper. It was unlike any other silver paper because it appeared to be alive. He could see figures standing against it, two figures that he had no difficulty in recognizing as Ela and Johnson.




  “It is a preparation of my own,” said the doctor. “I thought of taking out a patent for it. An adjustment of mirrors throws the image upon a luminous screen which is so sensitive to light that it can record an impression of your two friends even in the semi-darkness of the hall.”




  “Thank you,” said T.B.




  There was nothing to do but to accept his defeat as graciously as possible. For baffled he was, caught at every turn, and puzzled, moreover, by his extraordinary experience.




  “You will find some difficulty in opening the door,” said the pleasant Doctor Fall.




  “In that I think you are mistaken,” smiled T.B.




  The doctor stopped to switch on the light, and the two discomforted detectives watched the scene curiously.




  “We have left the door ajar.”




  “Still I think you will find a difficulty in getting out,” insisted the other. “Open the door.”




  Ela pulled at it, but it was impossible to move the heavy oaken panel.




  “Electrically controlled,” said the doctor; “and you can neither move it one way nor the other. It is an ingenious idea of mine, for which I may also apply for a patent one of these days.”




  He took a key from his pocket and inserted it in an almost invisible hole in the oak panelling of the hall; instantly the door opened slowly.




  “I wish you a very good night,” said Doctor Fall, as they stood on the steps. “I hope we shall meet again.”




  “You may be sure,” said T.B. Smith, grimly, “that we shall.”
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  Doris Gray was face to face with a dilemma. She stood in a tragic position; even now, she could not be sure that her guardian was dead. But dead or alive, he had left her a terrible problem, for terrible it seemed to her, for solution.




  She liked Frank Doughton well enough, but she was perhaps too young, had too small a knowledge of the great elements of life to appreciate fully her true feelings in the matter; and then the influence of this polished man of the world, this Count of the Roman Empire as he described himself, with his stories of foreign capitals, his easy conversation, his acquaintance with all the niceties of social intercourse, had made a profound impression upon her. At the moment, she might not say with any certainty, whether she preferred the young Englishman or this suave man of the world.




  The balance was against Frank, and the command contained in the will, the knowledge that she must, so she told herself, make something of a sacrifice, was a subject for resentment Not even the sweetest girl in the world, obeying as she thought the command of a dead man, who was especially fond and proud of her, could be compensated for the fact that he had laid upon her his dead hands, charging her to obey a command which might very easily be repugnant and hateful to her.




  She did not, in truth, wish to marry anybody. She could well afford to allow the question of her fortune to lapse; she had at least five years in which to make up her mind, as to how she felt toward Frank Doughton. She liked him, there was something especially invigorating and wholesome in his presence and in his very attitude towards her. He was so courteous, so kindly, so full of quick, strong sympathy and yet — there were some depths he could not touch, she told herself, and was vague herself as to what those depths were.




  She was strolling in Green Park on a glorious April morning, in a complacent mood, for the trees were in fresh green bud and the flower beds were a blaze of colour, when she met Frank, and Frank was so obviously exhilarated that something of his enthusiasm was conveyed to her. He saw her before she had seen him, and came with quickening footsteps toward her.




  “I say,” he said explosively, “I have some splendid news!”




  “Let us sit down,” she said, with a kindly smile, and made a place for him by her side on a bench near by. “Now, what is this wonderful news?”




  “You remember Mr. Farrington gave me a commission to find the missing heir of Tollington?”




  She nodded.




  “Well, I have found him,” he said, triumphantly; “it is an extraordinary thing,” he went on, “that I should have done so, because I am not a detective. I told Mr. Farrington quite a long time ago that I never expected to make any discovery which would be of any use to him. You see Mr. Farrington was not able to give me any very definite data to work on. It appears that old Tollington had a nephew, the son of his dead sister, and it was to this nephew that his fortune was left. Tollington’s sister had been engaged to a wealthy Chicago stockbroker, and the day before the wedding she had run away with an Englishman, with whom her family was acquainted, but about whom they knew very little. She guessed that he was a ne’er-do-well, who had come out to the States to redeem his fallen fortune. But he was not a common adventurer apparently, for he not only refused to communicate with the girl’s parents, although he knew they were tremendously wealthy, but he never allowed them to know his real name. It appears that he was in Chicago under a name which was not his own. From that moment they lost sight of him. In a roundabout way they learned that he had gone back to England and that he had by his own efforts and labours established himself there. This news was afterwards confirmed. The girl was in the habit of writing regularly to her parents, giving neither her surname nor address. They answered through the columns of the London Times. That is how, though they knew where she was situated, all efforts to get in touch with her proved to be unavailing; and when her parents died, and her brother renewed his search, he was met with a blank wall. You see,” Frank went on, a little naively, “it is quite impossible to discover anybody when their name is not even known to one.”




  “I see,” smiled the girl; “and have you succeeded where all these people have failed?”




  “I have hardly progressed so far as that,” he laughed. “What I have discovered is this: that the man, who seventy years ago left the United States with the sister of old Tollington, lived for some years in Great Bradley.”




  “Great Bradley!” she said, in surprise; “why, isn’t that where Lady Constance Dex lives?”




  He nodded.




  “Everybody seems to live there,” he said, ruefully; “even our friend,” he hesitated.




  “Our friend?” she repeated, inquiringly.




  “Your friend Poltavo is there now,” he said, “permanently established as the guest of Dr. Fall. You have heard of the Secret House? — but everybody in England has heard of it.”




  “I am afraid that everybody does not include me,” she smiled, “but go on with your story; how did you find that he lived in Great Bradley?”




  “Well, it was rather a case of luck,” he explained. “You see, I lived some years in Great Bradley myself; that is where I first met your uncle. I was a little boy at the time. But it wasn’t my acquaintance with Great Bradley which helped me. Did you see in the paper the other day the fact that, in pulling down an old post office building, a number of letters were discovered which had evidently slipped through the floor of the old letterbox, and had not been delivered?”




  “I read something about it,” she smiled; “forty or fifty years old, were they not?”




  He nodded.




  “One of these,” he said, quietly, “was addressed to Tollington, and was signed by his sister. I saw it this morning at the General Post Office. I happened to spot the paragraph, which was sent in to my paper, to the effect that these letters had been undelivered for forty or fifty years, and fortunately our correspondent at Great Bradley had secured a list of the addresses. I saw that one of these was to George Tollington of Chicago, and on the off chance I went down to Great Bradley. Thanks to the courtesy of the Postmaster-General I was able to copy the letter. It was a short one.”




  He fumbled in his pocket and produced a sheet of paper.




  “Dear George,” he read, “this is just to tell you that we are quite well and prosperous. I saw your advertisement in the Times newspaper and was pleased to hear from you. Henry sends to you his kindest regards and duties.




  “Your loving sister,




  “Annie”




  “Of course, it is not much to go on,” he said apologetically, folding the letter up and replacing it in his pocket. “I suppose Great Bradley has had a constant procession of Annies, but at any rate it is something.”




  “It is indeed,” she smiled.




  “It means quite a lot to me, or at least it did,” he corrected himself. “I had an arrangement with your uncle, which was approved by the other trustees of the estate. It means a tremendous lot,” he repeated. There was some significance in his tone and she looked up to him quickly.




  “In money?” she asked.




  “In other things,” he said, lowering his voice. “Doris, I have not had an opportunity of saying how sorry I am about the will; it is hateful that you should be forced by the wishes of your guardian to take a step which may be unpleasant to you.”




  She coloured a little and turned her eyes away.




  “I — I do not want to take advantage of that wish,” he went on awkwardly. “I want you to be happy. I want you to come to me for no other reason than the only one that is worth while; that you have learned to care for me as I care for you.”




  Still she made no response and he sighed heavily.




  “Some day,” he said, wistfully, “I had hoped to bring in my hands all the material advantages which a man can offer to the woman he loves.”




  “And do you think that would make a difference?” she asked quickly.




  “It would make this difference,” he replied, in the same quiet tone, “that you could not think of me as one who loved you for your fortune, or one who hoped to gain anything from the marriage but the dearest, sweetest woman in the world.”




  The eyes which she turned upon him were bright with unshed tears.




  “I do not know how I feel, Frank,” she said. “I am almost as much a mystery to myself as I must be to you. I care for you in a way, but I am not sure that I care for you as you would like me to.”




  “Is there anybody else?” he asked, after a pause.




  She avoided his glance, and sat twining the cord of her sunshade about her fingers.




  “There is nobody else — definitely,” she said.




  “Or tentatively?” he insisted.




  “There are always tentative people in life,” she smiled, parrying his question. “I think, Frank, you stand as great a chance as anybody.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I speak as though I were some wonderful prize to be bestowed; I assure you I do not feel at all like that. I have a very humble opinion of my own qualities. I do not think I have felt so meek or so modest about my own qualities as I do just now.”




  He walked with her to the end of the park, and saw her into a taxicab, standing on the pavement and watching as she was whirled into the enveloping traffic, out of sight.




  As for Doris Gray, she herself was suffering from some uneasiness of mind. She needed a shock to make her realize one way or the other where her affections lay. Poltavo loomed very largely; his face, his voice, the very atmosphere which enveloped him, was constantly present with her.




  She reached Brakely Square and would have passed straight up to her room, but the butler, with an air of importance, stopped her.




  “I have a letter here, miss. It is very urgent. The messenger asked that it should be placed in your hands at the earliest possible moment.”




  She took the letter from him. It was addressed to her in typewritten characters. She stripped the envelope and found yet another inside. On it was typewritten:




  “Read this letter when you are absolutely alone. Lock the door and be sure that nobody is near when you read it.”




  She raised her pretty eyebrows. What mystery was this? she asked. Still, she was curious enough to carry out the request. She went straight to her own room, opened the envelope, and took out a letter containing half a dozen lines of writing.




  She gasped, and went white, for she recognized the hand the moment her eyes fell upon it The letter she held in her shaking hand ran:




  “I command you to marry Frank Doughton within seven days. My whole fortune and my very life may depend upon this.”




  It was signed “Gregory Farrington,” and heavily underlined beneath the signature were the words, “Burn this, as you value my safety.”




  *




  T.B. Smith stepped briskly into the office of his chief and closed the door behind him.




  “What is the news?” asked Sir George, looking up.




  “I can tell you all the news that I know,” said T.B., “and a great deal that I do not know, but only surmise.”




  “Let us hear the facts first and the romance afterwards,” growled Sir George, leaning back in his chair.




  “Fact one,” said T.B. drawing up a chair to the table, and ticking off his fact on the first finger of his hand, “is that Gregory Farrington is alive, The man whose body was picked up in the Thames is undoubtedly the gentleman who was shot in the raid upon the Custom House. The inference is, that Gregory was the second party in the raid, and that the attempt to secure the trunk of the admirable Dr. Goldworthy was carefully conceived. The box apparently contained a diary which gave away Gregory to one who had it in her power to do him an immense amount of harm.”




  “You refer to Lady Constance Dex?” asked the chief, interestedly.




  T.B. nodded.




  “That is the lady,” he said. “Evidently Farrington has played it pretty low down upon her; was responsible for the death of her lover, and, moreover, for a great deal of her unhappiness. Farrington was the man who told George Doughton about some scandal of her youth, and Doughton, that high-spirited man, went straight off to Africa without communicating with the lady or discovering how far she was guilty in the matter. The documents in the box would, I surmise, prove this to Lady Dex’s satisfaction, and Farrington, who was well informed through his agents on the Coast, would have every reason for preventing these letters getting into the hands of a woman who would be remorseless in her vengeance.”




  “Is that fact established?” asked the chief.




  “Pretty well,” said T.B.




  He took some papers out of his pocket and laid them on the desk before him.




  “I have now got a copy of the letter which the dead lover wrote to Lady Constance. “I need not say,” he said lightly, “how I obtained possession of this, but we in our department do not hesitate to adopt the most drastic methods—”




  “I know all about that,” said the chief, with a little smile; “there was burglary at the rectory two days ago, and I presume your interesting burglar was your own Private Sikes.”




  “Exactly,” said T.B. cheerfully. “Fact number two,” he went on, “is that Gregory Farrington and the international blackmailer named Montague Fallock are one and the same person.”




  The chief looked up.




  “You do not mean that?”




  “I do indeed,” said T.B. “That interesting paragraph in the will of the late Mr. Farrington confirms this view. The will was especially prepared to put me off the scent Letters which have been received by eminent personages signed ‘Montague Fallock’ and demanding, as usual, money with threats of exposure have recently been received and confirm this theory.”




  “Where is Montague Fallock now?”




  “Montague Fallock is an inmate of the Secret House,” said T.B.




  “It seems pretty easy to take him, does it not?” asked Sir George, in surprise. “Have you moved in the matter?”




  T.B. shook his head.




  “It is not so easy as you imagine,” he said. “The Secret House contains more secrets than we can at present unravel. It was built, evidently and obviously, by a man of extraordinary mechanical genius as Farrington was, and the primary object with which it was built was to enable him on some future occasion to make his escape. I am perfectly certain that any attempt to raid the house would result immediately in the bird flying. We have got to wait patiently.”




  “What I cannot understand,” said his chief, after awhile, “is why he should make a dramatic exit from the world.”




  “That is the easiest of all to explain,” smiled T.B. “He was scared; he knew that I identified him with the missing Fallock; he knew, too, that I strongly suspected him of the murder of the two men in Brakely Square. Don’t you see the whole thing fits together? He imported from various places on the Continent, and at various periods, workmen of every kind to complete the house at Great Bradley. Although he began his work thirty years ago, the actual finishing touches have not been made until within the last few years. Those finishing touches were the most essential. I have discovered that the two men who were shot in Brakely Square, were separately and individually employed in making certain alterations to the house and installing certain machinery.




  “One was a young architect, the other was a general utility man. They were unknown to each other; each did his separate piece of work and was sent back to his native land. By some mischance they succeeded in discovering who their employer was, and they both arrived, unfortunately for them, simultaneously at the door of Fallock or Farrington’s house with the object of blackmailing him. Farrington overheard the conversation; he admitted as much.




  “He stood at the door, saw them flourishing their pistols and thought it was an excellent opportunity to rid himself of a very serious danger. He shot them from the doorway, closed the doorway behind him, and returned the revolver to its drawer in his study, and came down in time to meet the policeman with energetic protestations of his terror. I smelt the powder when I went into the house; there is no mistaking the smell of cordite fired in so confined a place as the hallway of a house. And Lady Dex was also there; she must have witnessed the shooting.”




  “Why did she come?” asked the chief.




  “My conjecture is that she came either to confront Farrington with evidence of his complicity, which is unlikely, or else to secure confirmation of the story her lover told in his last letter.”




  “But why shouldn’t Farrington disappear in an ordinary way — or why need he disappear at all?” asked Sir George. “He had plenty of credit in the city. He had the handling of his niece’s fortune. He could have blocked out your suspicion; he is not the kind of man to be scared of a little thing like that.”




  “That is where I am at sea,” said T.B. “I must confess his disappearance is not consistent with his known character. He certainly had the fortune of the girl, and I have no doubt in my mind that he has a very genuine affection for his niece. Her inheritance, by the way, falls due next month; I do not suppose that had anything to do with it. If he had robbed her of it, or he had dissipated this money which was left in his care, one could have understood it, but the fact that he is dead will not restore the fortune if it is gone.”




  “What are you doing?” asked the chief.




  “About Farrington?” asked T.B. “I am having the house kept under observation, and I am taking whatever precautions I can to prevent our friend from being scared. I am even attempting to lure him into the open. Once I can catch him outside of the Secret House, I think he will be a clever man to escape.”




  “And Poltavo?”




  “He is in town,” said T.B. “I think he will be a fairly easy man to circumvent; he is obviously acting now as the agent of our friend Farrington, and he is horribly proud of himself!”
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  As T.B. had said, Poltavo had returned from his brief sojourn in Great Bradley, and emerged into society a new and more radiant being than ever he had been before.




  There had always been some doubt as to the Count’s exact financial position, and cautious hostesses had hesitated before they had invited this plausible and polished man to their social functions. There were whispers adverse as to his standing; there were even bold people who called into question his right to employ the title which graced his visiting cards. There were half a dozen Poltavos in the Almanack De Gotha, any one of whom might have been Ernesto, for so vague is the Polish hierarchy that it was impossible to fix him to any particular family, and he himself answered careless inquiries with a cryptic smile which might have meant anything.




  But with his return to London, after his brief absence, there was no excuse for any hostess, even the most sceptical, in refusing to admit him to social equality on the ground of poverty. The very day he returned he acquired the lease of a house in Burlington Gardens, purchased two motorcars, paying cash down for an early delivery, gave orders left and right for the enrichment of his person and his domicile, and in forty-eight hours had established himself in a certain mode of living which suggested that he had never known any other.




  He had had his lesson and had profited thereby. He had experienced an unpleasant fright, though he might not admit it to Dr. Fall and his master; it was nevertheless a fact that, realizing as he did that he had stood face to face with a particularly unpleasant death, he had been seized by a panic which had destroyed his ordinary equilibrium.




  “You may trust me, my friend,” he muttered to himself, as he sorted over the papers on his brand-new desk in his brand-new study, in a house which was still redolent of the painter’s art and presence. “You may trust me just so long as I find it convenient for you to trust me, but you may be sure that never again will I give you the benefit of my presence in the Secret House.”




  He had come back with a large sum of money to carry out his employer’s plans. There were a hundred agents through the country, particulars of whom Poltavo now had in his possession. Innocent agents, and guilty agents; agents in high places and active agents in the servants’ hall. Undoubtedly Gossip’s Corner was a useful institution.




  Farrington had not made a great deal of money from its sale; indeed, as often as not, it showed a dead loss every year. But he paid well for contributions which were sent to him, and offered a price, which exceeded the standard rate of pay, for such paragraphs as were acceptable.




  Men and women, with a malicious desire to score off some enemy, would send him items which the newspapers would publish if they concerned somebody who might not be bled. Many of these facts in an amended form were, in fact, printed.




  But more often than not the paragraphs and articles which came to the unknown editor dealt with scandal which it was impossible to put into print. Nevertheless, the informant would be rewarded. In some faraway country home a treacherous servant would receive postal orders to his or her great delight, but the news she or he had sent in their malice, a tit-bit concerning some poor erring woman or some foolish man, would never see the light of day, and the contributor might look in vain for the spicy paragraph which had been composed with such labour.




  The unfortunate subjects of domestic treachery would receive in a day or two a letter from the mysterious Montague Fallock, retailing, to their horror, those precious secrets which they had imagined none knew but themselves. They would not associate the gossipy little rag, which sometimes found its way to the servants’ hall, with the magnificent demand of this prince of blackmailers, and more often than not they would pay to the utmost of their ability to avoid exposure.




  It was not only the servants’ hall which supplied Montague Fallock with all the material for his dastardly work. There were men scarcely deserving the name, and women lost to all sense of honour, who found in this little journal means by which they could “come back “at those favoured people who had offered them directly or indirectly some slight offence. Sometimes the communication would reach the Gossip anonymously, but if the facts retailed were sufficiently promising, one of Fallock’s investigators would be told off to discover how much truth there was in it. A bland letter would follow, and the wretched victim would emerge from the transaction the poorer in pocket and often in health.




  For this remorseless and ruthless man destroyed more than fortunes; he trafficked in human lives. There had been half a dozen mysterious suicides which had been investigated by Scotland Yard, and found directly traceable to letters received in the morning, and burnt by the despairing victim before his untimely and violent departure from life.




  The office of the paper was situated at the top of a building in Fleet Street; one back room comprised the whole of its editorial space, and one dour man its entire staff. It was his duty to receive the correspondence as it came and to convey it to the cloakroom of a London station. An hour later it would be called for by a messenger and transferred to another cloakroom. Eventually it would arrive in the possession of the man who was responsible for the contents of the paper. Many of these letters contained contributions in the ordinary way of business, a story or two contributed by a more or less well-known writer. Fallock, or Farrington, needed these outside contributions, not only to give the newspaper a verisimilitude of genuineness, but also to fill the columns of the journal.




  He himself devoted his energies to two pages of shrewdly edited titbits of information about the great. They were carefully written, often devoid of any reference to the person whom they affected, and were more or less innocuous. But in every batch of letters there were always one or two which gave the master blackmailer an opportunity for extracting money from people, who had been betrayed by servants or friends. There was a standing offer in the Gossip of five guineas for any paragraph which might be useful to the editor, and it is a commentary upon the morality of human nature that there were times when Farrington paid out nearly a thousand pounds a week for the information which his unscrupulous contributors gave him.




  There was work here for Poltavo; he was an accomplished scholar, and a shrewd man of affairs. If Farrington had been forced to accept his service, having accepted them, he could do no less than admit the wisdom of his choice. In his big study, with the door locked, Poltavo carefully sorted the correspondence, thinking the while.




  If he played his cards well he knew his future was assured. The consequence of his present employment, the misery it might bring to the innocent and to the foolishly guilty alike, did not greatly trouble him; he was perfectly satisfied with his own position in the matter. He had found a means of livelihood, which offered enormous rewards and the minimum of risk. In his brief stay at the Secret House, Farrington had impressed upon him the necessity for respecting trifles.




  “If you can make five shilings out of a working man,” was his dictum, “make it. We cannot afford to despise the smallest amount,” and in consequence Poltavo was paying as much attention to the ill-written and illiterate scrawls which came from the East End of London, as he was to the equally illiterate efforts of the under-butler, describing an error of his master’s in a northern ducal seat. Poltavo went through the letters systematically, putting this epistle to the right, and that to the left; this to make food for the newspaper; that, as a subject for further operations. Presently he stopped and looked up at the ceiling.




  “So she must marry Frank Doughton within a week,” he said to himself in wonder.




  Yes, Farrington had insisted upon carrying out his plans, knowing the power he held, and he, Poltavo, had accepted the ultimatum in all meekness of spirit.




  “I must be losing my nerve,” he muttered. “Married in a week! Am I to give her up, this gracious, beautiful girl — with her future, or without her fortune?”




  He smiled, and it was not a pleasant smile to see. “No, my friend, I think you have gone a little too far. You depended too much upon my acquiescence. Ernesto, mon ami, you have to do some quick thinking between now and next Monday,”




  A telephone buzzed at his elbow, and he took it off and listened.




  “Yes?” he asked, and then he recognized the speaker’s voice, and his voice went soft and caressing, for it was the voice of Doris Gray that he heard.




  “Can you see me tomorrow?” she asked.




  “I can see you to-day, my lady, at once, if you wish it,” he said, lightly.




  There was a little hesitation at the other end of the wire.




  “If you could, I should feel glad,” she said. “I am rather troubled.”




  “Not seriously, I hope?” he asked, anxiously,




  “I have had a letter from some one,” she said, meaningly.




  “I think I understand,” he replied; “some one wishes you to do a thing which is a repugnant to you.”




  “I cannot say that,” she said, and there was despair in her voice; “all I know is that I am bewildered by the turn events have taken. Do you know the contents of the letter?”




  “I know,” he said, gently; “it was my misfortune to be the bearer of the communication.”




  “What do you think?” she asked, after a while.




  “You know what I think,” he said, passionately. “Can you expect me to agree to this?”




  The intensity of his voice frightened her, and she rapidly strove to bring him down to a condition of normality.




  “Come tomorrow,” she said, hastily. “I would like to talk it over with you.”




  “I will come at once,” he said.




  “Perhaps you had better not,” she hesitated.




  “I am coming at once,” he said, firmly, and hung up the receiver.




  In that moment of resentment against the tyranny of his employer, he forgot all the dangers which the Secret House threatened; all its swift and wicked vengeance. He only knew, with the instinct of a beast of prey who saw its quarry stolen under its very eyes, the loss which this man was inflicting upon him. Five minutes later he was in Brakely Square with the girl. She was pale and worried; there were dark circles round her eyes which spoke eloquently of a sleepless night.




  “I do not know what to do,” she said. “I am very fond of Frank. I can speak to you, can I not, Count Poltavo?”




  “You may confide in me absolutely,” he said, gravely.




  “And yet I am not so fond of him,” she went on, “that I can marry him yet.”




  “Then why do you?” he asked.




  “How can I disobey this?” She held the letter out.




  He took it from her hand with a little smile, walked to the fireplace and dropped it gently upon the glowing coals.




  “I am afraid you are not carrying out instructions,” he said, playfully.




  There was something in this action which chilled her; he was thinking more of his safety and his duty to Farrington than he was of her, she thought: a curiously inconsistent view to take in all the circumstances, but it was one which had an effect upon her after actions.




  “Now listen to me,” he said, with his kindly smile; “you have not to trouble about this; you are to go your own way and allow me to make it right with Farrington. He is a very headstrong and ambitious man, and there is some reason perhaps why he should want you to marry Doughton, but as to that I will gain a little more information. In the meantime you are to dismiss the matter from your mind, leaving everything to me.”




  She shook her head.




  “I am afraid I cannot do that,” she said. “Unless I have a letter from my guardian expressing wishes to the contrary, I must carry out his desires. It is dreadful — dreadful!” — she wrung her hands piteously,—” that I should be placed in this wretched position. How can I help him by marrying Frank Doughton? How can I save him — can you tell me?”




  He shook his head.




  “Have you communicated with Mr. Doughton?”




  She nodded.




  “I sent him a letter,” she hesitated. “I have kept a draft of it; would you like to see it?”




  A little shade of bitter anger swept across his face, but with an effort he mastered himself.




  “I should,” he said, evenly.




  She handed the sheet of paper to him.




  “Dear Frank:” it ran, “for some reason which I cannot explain to you, it is necessary that the marriage which my uncle desired should take place within the next week. You know my feelings towards you; that I do not love you, and that if it were left to my own wishes this marriage would not take place, but for a reason which I cannot at the moment give you I must act contrary to my own wishes. This is not a gracious nor an easy thing to say to you, but I know you well enough, with your large, generous heart and your kindly nature to realize that you will understand something of the turmoil of feelings which at present dominate my heart.”




  Poltavo finished reading, and put the letter back on the table; he walked up and down the room without saying a word, then he turned on her suddenly.




  “Madonna!” he said, in the liquid Southern accents of his — he had spent his early life in Italy and the address came naturally to him—” if Frank Doughton were I, would you hesitate?”




  A look of alarm came into the girl’s eyes; he saw then his mistake. He had confounded her response to his sympathy with a deeper feeling which she did not possess. In that one glimpse he saw more than she knew herself, that of the two Frank was the preferable. He raised his hand and arrested her stammering speech.




  “There is no need to tell me,” he smiled; “perhaps some day you will realize that the love Count Poltavo offered you was the greatest compliment that has ever been paid to you, for you have inspired the one passion of my life which is without baseness and without ulterior motives.”




  He said this in a tremulous voice, and possibly he believed it. He had said as much before to women whom he had long since forgotten, but who carried the memory of his wicked face to their graves.




  “Now,” he said, briskly, “we must wait for Mr. Doughton’s answer.”




  “He has already answered,” she said; “he telephoned me.”




  He smiled.




  “How typically English, almost American, in his hustle; and when is the happy event to take place?” he bantered.




  “Oh, please, don’t, don’t,” — she raised her hands and covered her face,—” I hardly know that, even now, I have the strength to carry out my uncle’s wishes.”




  “But when?” he asked, more soberly.




  “In three days. Frank is getting a special licence; we are—” She hesitated, and he waited.




  “We are going to Paris,” she said, with a pink flush in her face, “but Frank wishes that we shall live “ — she stopped again, and then went on almost defiantly— “that we shall live apart, although we shall not be able to preserve that fact a secret”




  He nodded.




  “I understand,” he said; “therein Mr. Doughton shows an innate delicacy, which I greatly appreciate.”




  Again that little sense of resentment swept through her; the patronage in his tone, the indefinable suggestion of possession was, she thought, uncalled for. That he should approve of Frank in that possessive manner was not far removed from an impertinence.




  “Have you thought?” he asked, after a while, “what would happen if you did not marry Frank Doughton in accordance with your uncle’s wishes — what terrible calamity would fall upon your uncle?”




  She shook her head.




  “I do not know,” she said, frankly. “I am only beginning to get a dim idea of Mr. Farrington’s real character. I always thought he was a kindly and considerate man; now I know him to be—” She stopped, and Poltavo supplied her deficiency of speech.




  “You know him to be a criminal,” he smiled, “a man who has for years been playing upon the fears and the credulity of his fellow-creatures. That must have been a shocking discovery, Miss Gray, but at least you will acquit him of having stolen your fortune.”




  “It is all very terrible,” she said; “somehow every day brings it to me. My aunt, Lady Dinsmore, was right.”




  “Lady Dinsmore is always right,” he said, lightly; “it is one of the privileges of her age and position. But in what respect was she right?”




  The girl shook her head.




  “I do not think it is loyal of me to tell you, but I must. She always thought Mr. Farrington was engaged in some shady business and has warned me time after time.”




  “An admirable woman,” said Poltavo, with a sneer.




  “In three days,” he went on, thoughtfully. “Well, much may happen in three days. I must confess that I am anxious to know what would be the result of this marriage not taking place.”




  He did not wait for an expression of her views, but with a curt little bow he ushered himself out of the room.




  “Three days,” he found himself repeating, as he made his way back to his house. “Why should Farrington be in such a frantic hurry to marry the girl off, and why should he have chosen this penniless reporter?”




  This was a matter which required a great deal of examination.




  Two of those three days were dream days for Frank Doughton; he could not believe it possible that such a fortune could be his. But with his joy there ran the knowledge that he was marrying a woman who had no desire for such a union.




  But she would learn to love him; so he promised himself in his optimism and the assurance of his own love. He had unbounded faith in himself, and was working hard in these days, not only upon his stories, but upon the clue which the discovery of the belated letter afforded him. He had carefully gone through the parish list to discover the Annies of the past fifty years. In this he was somewhat handicapped by the fact that there must have been hundreds of Annies who enjoyed no separate existence, married women who had no property qualification to appear on ratepayers’ lists; anonymous Annies, who perhaps employed that as a pet name, instead of the name with which they had been christened.




  He had one or two clues and was following these industriously. For the moment, however, he must drop this work and concentrate his mind upon the tremendous and remarkable business which his coming marriage involved. He had a series of articles to write for the Monitor, and he applied himself feverishly to this work.




  It was two nights before his marriage that he carried the last of his work to the great newspaper office on the Thames Embankment, and delivered his manuscript in person to the editor.




  That smiling man offered his congratulations to the embarrassed youth.




  “I suppose we shall not be looking for any articles from you for quite a long time,” he said, at parting.




  “I hope so,” said the other. “I do not see why I should starve because I am married. My wife will be a very rich woman,” he said quietly, “but so far as I am concerned that will make no difference; I do not intend taking one penny of her fortune.”




  The journalist clapped him on the shoulder.




  “Good lad,” he said, approvingly; “the man who lives on his wife’s income is a man who has ceased to live.”




  “That sounds like an epigram,” smiled Frank.




  He looked at his watch as he descended the stairs. It was nine o’clock and he had not dined; he would go up to an eating house in Soho and have his frugal meal before he retired for the night. He had had a heavy day, and a heavier day threatened on the morrow. Outside the newspaper office was a handsome new car, its lacquer work shining in the electric light Frank was passing when the chauffeur called him.




  “Excuse me, sir,” he said, touching his cap, “are you Mr. Frank Doughton?”




  “That is my name,” said Frank, in surprise, for he did not recognize the man.




  “I have been asked to call and pick you up, sir.”




  “Pick me up?” asked the astonished Frank— “by whom?”




  “By Sir George Frederick,” said the man, respectfully.




  Frank knew the name of the member of Parliament and puzzled his brain as to whether he had ever met him.




  “But what does Sir George want with me?” he asked.




  “He wanted five minutes’ conversation with you, sir,” said the man.




  It would have been churlish to have refused the member’s request; besides, the errand would take him partly on his way. He opened the door of the landaulet and stepped in, and as the door swung to behind him, he found he was not alone in the car.




  “What is the—” he began, when a powerful hand gripped his throat, and he was swung backward on the padded seat as the car moved slowly forward and, gathering speed as it went, flew along the Thames Embankment with its prisoner.




  Chapter XV




  

    Table of Contents

  




  In the rectory at Great Bradley, Lady Constance Dex arose from a sleepless night to confront her placid brother at the breakfast table. The Reverend Jeremiah Bangley, a stout and easy man, who spent as much of his time in London as in his rectory, was frankly nonplussed by the apparition. He was one of those men, common enough, who accept the most extraordinary happenings as being part of life’s normal round. An earthquake in Little Bradley which swallowed up his church and the major portion of his congregation would not have interested him any more than the budding of the trees, or a sudden arrival of flower life in his big walled garden. Now, however, he was obviously astonished.




  “What brings you to breakfast, Constance?” he asked. “I have not seen you at this table for many years.”




  “I could not sleep,” she said, as she helped herself at the sideboard to a crisp morsel of bacon. “I think I will take my writing pad to Moor Cottage.”




  He pursed his lips, this easy going rector of Little Bradley.




  “I have always thought,” he said, “that Moor Cottage was not the most desirable gift the late Mr. Farrington could have made to you.” He paused, to allow her a rejoinder, but as she made no reply, he went on: “It is isolated, standing on the edge of the moor, away from the ordinary track of people. I am always scared, my dear Constance, that one of these days you will have some wretched tramp, or a person of the criminal classes, causing you a great deal of distress and no little inconvenience.”




  There was much of truth in what he said. Moor Cottage, a pretty little one-storied dwelling, had been built by the owner of the Secret House at the same time that the house itself had been erected. It was intended, so the builder said, to serve the purpose of a summer house, and certainly it offered seclusion, for it was placed on the edge of the moor, approached by a by-road which was scarcely ever traversed, since Bradley mines had been worked out and abandoned.




  Many years ago when the earth beneath the moor had been tunneled left and right by the seekers after tin and lead, Moor Cottage might have stood in the centre of a hive of industry. The ramshackle remains of the miners’ cottage were to be seen on the other side of the hill; the broken and deserted headgear of the pit, and the discoloured chimney of the old power house were still visible a quarter of a mile from the cottage.




  It suited the owner of the Secret House, however, to have this little cottage erected, though it was nearly two miles from the Secret House, and he had spared neither expense nor trouble in preparing a handsome interior.




  Lady Constance Dex had been the recipient of many gifts from Mr. Farrington and his friends. There had been a period when Farrington could not do enough for her, and had showered upon her every mark of his esteem, and Moor Cottage had perhaps been the most magnificent of these presents. Here she could find seclusion, and in the pretty oak-paneled rooms reconstruct those happy days which Great Bradley had at one time offered to her.




  “It is a little lonely,” she smiled at her brother.




  She had a goodnatured contempt for his opinion. He was a large, lethargic man, who had commonplace views on all subjects.




  “But really you know, Jerry, I am quite a capable person, and Brown will be near by, in case of necessity.”




  He nodded, and addressed himself again to the Times, the perusal of which she had interrupted.




  “I have nothing more to say,” he said from behind his newspaper. By and by he put it down.




  “Who is this Mr. Smith?” he asked, suddenly.




  “Mr. Smith?” she said, with interest. “Which Mr. Smith are you referring to?”




  “I think he is a detective person,” said the Reverend Jeremiah Bangley; “he has honoured us with a great number of visits lately.”




  “You mean — ?”




  “I mean Great Bradley,” he explained. “Do you think there is anything wrong at the Secret House?”




  “What could there be wrong,” she asked, “that has not been wrong for the last ten or twenty years?”




  He shrugged his massive shoulders.




  “I have never quite approved of the Secret House,” he said, unnecessarily.




  She finished her hurried breakfast and rose.




  “You have never approved of anything, Jerry,” she said, tapping him on the shoulder as she passed.




  She looked through the window; the victoria she had ordered was waiting at the door, with the imperturbable Brown sitting on the box,




  “I shall be back to lunch,” she said.




  Looking through a window he saw her mount into the carriage carrying a portfolio. In that letter case, although he did not know it, were the letters and diaries which Dr. Goldworthy had brought from the Congo. In the seclusion of Moor Cottage she found the atmosphere to understand the words, written now in fire upon her very soul, and to plan her future.




  There was no servant at Moor Cottage. She was in the habit of sending one of her own domestic staff after her visit to make it tidy for her future reception.




  She let herself in through the little door placed under the green-covered porch.




  “You can unharness the horse; I shall be here two hours,” she said to the waiting Brown.




  The man touched his hat. He was used to these excursions and was possessed of the patience of his class. He backed the victoria on to the moor by the side of the fence which surrounded the house. There was a little stable at the back, but it was never used. He unharnessed the horse, fixed his nosebag, and sat down to read his favourite newspaper; a little journal which dealt familiarly with the erratic conduct of the upper classes. He was not a quick reader, and there was sufficient in the gossipy journal to occupy his attention for three or four hours. At the end of an hour he thought he heard his lady’s voice calling him, and jumping up, he walked to the door of the cottage.




  He listened, but there was no other sound, and he came back to his previous position, and continued his study of the decadent aristocracy. Four hours he waited, and assailed by a most human hunger, his patience was pardonably exhausted.




  He rose slowly, harnessed the horse, and drove the victoria ostentatiously before the window of the little sittingroom which Lady Constance Dex used as a study. Another half an hour passed without any response, and he got down from his box and knocked at the door.




  There was no answer; he knocked again; still no reply.




  In alarm he went to the window and peered in. The floor was strewn with papers scattered in confusion. A chair had been overturned. More to the point, he saw an overturned inkpot, which was eloquent to his ordered mind of an unusual happening.




  Increasingly alarmed, he put his shoulder to the door, but it did not yield. He tried the window; it was locked.




  It was at that moment that a motor came swiftly-over the hill from the direction of the rectory. With a jar it came to a sudden stop before the house, and T.B. Smith leapt out.




  Brown had seen the detective before on his visits to the rectory, and now hailed him as veritably godsent.




  “Where is Lady Constance?” asked T.B., quickly.




  The man pointed to the house with trembling finger.




  “She’s in there somewhere,” he said, fretfully, “but I can’t make her answer… and the room appears to be very disordered.”




  He led the way to the window. T.B. looked in and saw that which confirmed his worst fears.




  “Stand back,” he said.




  He raised his ebony stick and sent it smashing through the glass. In a second his hand was inside unlocking the latch of the window; a few seconds later he was in the room itself. He passed swiftly from room to room, but there was no sign of Lady Constance. On the floor of the study was a piece of lace collar, evidently wrenched from her gown.




  “Hullo!” said Ela, who had followed him. He pointed to the table. On a sheet of paper was the print of a bloody palm.




  “Farrington,” said T.B., briefly, “he has been here; but how did he get out?”




  He questioned the coachman closely, but the man was emphatic.




  “No, sir,” he said, “it would have been impossible for anybody to have passed out of here without my seeing them. Not only could I see the cottage from where I sat, but the whole of the hillside.”




  “Is there any other place where she could be?”




  “There is the outhouse,” said Brown, after a moment’s thought; “we used to put up the victoria there, but we never use it nowadays in fine weather.”




  The outhouse consisted of a large coachhouse and a small stable. There was no lock to the doors, T.B. noticed, and he pulled them open wide. There was a heap of straw in one corner, kept evidently as a provision against the need of the visiting coachman. T.B. stepped into the outhouse, then suddenly with a cry he leant down, and caught a figure by the collar and swung him to his feet.




  “Will you kindly explain what you are doing here?” he asked, and then gave a gasp of astonishment, for the sleepy-eyed prisoner in his hands was Frank Doughton.




  “It is a curious story you tell me,” said T.B.




  “I admit it is curious,” said Frank, with a smile, “and I am so sleepy that I do not know how much I have told you, and how much I have imagined.”




  “You told me,” recapitulated T.B., “that you were kidnapped last night in London, that you were carried through London and into the country in an unknown direction, and that you made your escape from the motorcar by springing out in the early hours of this morning, whilst the car was going at a slackened speed.”




  “That is it,” said the other. “I have not the slightest idea where I am; perhaps you can tell me?”




  “You are near Great Bradley,” said T.B., with a smile. “I wonder you do not recognize your home; for home it is, as I understand.”




  Frank looked round with astonished eyes.




  “What were they bringing me here for?” he demanded.




  “That remains to be discovered,” replied T.B.; “my own impression is that you—”




  “Do you think I was being taken to the Secret House?” interrupted the young man, suddenly.




  T.B. shook his head.




  “I should think that was unlikely. I suspect our friend Poltavo of having carried out this little coop entirely on his own. I further suspect his having brought the car in this direction with no other object than to throw suspicion upon our worthy friends across the hill — and how did you come to the outhouse?”




  “I was dead beat,” explained Frank. “I had a sudden spasm of strength which enabled me to outdistance those people who were pursuing me, but after I had shaken them off I felt that I could drop. I came upon this cottage, which seemed the only habitation in view, and after endeavouring to waken the occupants I did the next best thing, I made my way into the coachhouse and fell asleep.”




  T.B. had no misgivings so far as this story was concerned; he accepted it as adding only another obstacle to the difficulties of his already difficult task.




  “You heard no sound whilst you lay there?”




  “None whatever,” said the young man.




  “No sound of a struggle, I mean,” said T.B., and then it was that he explained to Frank Doughton the extraordinary disappearance of the owner of Moor Cottage.




  “She must be in the house,” said Frank.




  They went back and resumed their search. Upstairs was a bedroom, and adjoining a bathroom. On the ground floor were two rooms: the study he had quitted and a smaller room beautifully decorated and containing a piano. But the search was fruitless; Lady Constance Dex had disappeared as though the earth had opened and swallowed her up. There was no sign of a trap in the whole of the little building, and T.B. was baffled.




  “It is a scientific axiom,” he said, addressing Ela with a thoughtful glint in his eye, “that matter must occupy space, therefore Lady Constance Dex must be in existence, she cannot have evaporated into thin air, and I am not going to leave this place until I find her.”




  Ela was thinking deeply, and frowning at the untidiness of the table.




  “Do you remember that locket which you found on one of the dead men in Brakely Square?” he asked suddenly.




  T.B. nodded. He put his hand in his waistcoat pocket, for he had carried that locket ever since the night of its discovery.




  “Let us have a look at the inscription again,” said Ela.




  They drew up chairs to the table and examined the little circular label which they had found in the battered interior.




  “Mor: Cot




  God sav the Keng.”




  Ela shook his head helplessly.




  “I am perfectly sure there is a solution here,” he said. “Do you see those words on the top? ‘Mor: Cot:’ — that stands for Moor Cottage.”




  “By Jove, so it does,” said T.B., picking up the locket; “that never struck me before. It was the secret of Moor Cottage which this man discovered, and with which he was trying to blackmail our friend. So far as the patriotic postscript is concerned that is beyond my understanding.”




  “There is a meaning to it,” said Ela, “and it is not a cryptogram either. You see how he has forgotten to put the ‘e’ in ‘save’? And he has spelt ‘king’ ‘keng.’”




  They waited before the house whilst Brown drove to the rectory, and then on to the town. Jeremiah Bangley arrived in a state of calm anticipation. That his sister had disappeared did not seem to strike him as a matter for surprise, though he permitted himself to say that it was a very remarkable occurrence.




  “I have always warned Constance not to be here alone, and I should never have forgiven myself if Brown had not been on the spot,” he said.




  “Can you offer any explanation?”




  The rector shook his head. He was totally ignorant of the arrangements of the house, had never, so he said, put foot in it in his life. This was perfectly true, for he was an incurious man who did not greatly bother himself about the affairs of other people. The local police arrived in half an hour, headed by the chief inspector, who happened to be in the station when the report was brought in.




  “I suppose I had better take this young man to the station?” he said, indicating Frank.




  “Why?” asked T.B. calmly; “what do you gain by arresting him? As a matter of fact there is no evidence whatever which would implicate Mr. Doughton, and I am quite prepared to give you my own guarantee to produce him whenever you may require him.




  “The best thing you can do is to get back to town,” he said kindly to that young man; “you need a little sleep. It is not a pleasant prelude to your marriage. By the way, that is tomorrow, is it not?” he asked, suddenly.




  Frank nodded.




  “I wonder if that has anything to do with your kidnapping,” said T.B. thoughtfully. “Is there any person who is anxious that this marriage should not come about?”




  Frank hesitated.




  “I hardly like to accuse a man,” he said, “but Poltavo—”




  “Poltavo?” repeated T.B. quickly.




  “Yes,” said Frank; “he has some views on the question of Miss Gray.”




  He spoke reluctantly, for he was loath to introduce Doris’ name into the argument.




  “Poltavo would have a good reason,” mused T.B. Smith. “Tell me what happened in the car.”




  Briefly Frank related the circumstances which had led up to his capture.




  “When I found myself in their hands,” he said, “I decided to play ‘possum for a while. The car was moving at incredible speed, remembering your stringent traffic regulations,” — he smiled,— “and I knew that any attempt to escape on my part would result in serious injury to myself. They made no bones about their intentions. Before we were clear of London they had pulled the blinds, and one of them had switched on the electric lamp. They were both masked, and were, I think, foreigners. One sat opposite to me, all through the night, a revolver on his knees, and he did not make any disguise of his intention of employing his weapon if I gave the slightest trouble.




  “I could not tell, because of the lowered blinds, which direction we were taking, but presently we struck the country and they let down one of the windows without raising the blind and I could smell the sweet scent of the fields, and knew we were miles away from London.




  “I think I must have dozed a little, for very suddenly, it seemed, daylight came, and I had the good sense in waking to make as little stir as possible. I found the man sitting opposite was also in a mild doze, and the other at my side was nodding.




  “I took a very careful survey of the situation. The car was moving very slowly, and evidently the driver had orders to move at no particular pace through the night, in order to economize the petrol. There was an inside handle to each of the doors, and I had to make up my mind by which I was to make my escape. I decided upon the near side. Gathering up my energies for one supreme effort, I suddenly leapt up, flung open the door, and jumped out. I had enough experience of the London traffic to clear the car without stumbling.




  “I found myself upon a heath, innocent of any cover, save for a belt of trees about half a mile ahead of me as I ran. Fortunately the down, which was apparently flat, was, in fact, of a rolling character, and in two minutes I must have been out of sight of the car — long before they had brought the driver, himself half asleep probably, to an understanding that I had made my escape. They caught sight of me as I came up from the hollow, and one of them must have fired at me, for I heard the whistle of a bullet pass my head. That is all the story I have to tell. It was rather a tame conclusion to what promised to be a most sensational adventure.”




  At the invitation of the Reverend Jeremiah he drove back to the rectory, and left T.B. to continue his search for the missing Lady Constance. No better result attended the second scrutiny of the rooms than had resulted from the first.




  “The only suggestion I can make now,” said T.B., helplessly, “is that whilst our friend the coachman was reading, his lady slipped out without attracting his attention and strolled away; she will in all probability be awaiting us at the rectory.”




  Yet in his heart he knew that this view was absolutely wrong. The locked doors, the evidence of a struggle in the room, the bloody hand print, all pointed conclusively to foul play.




  “At any rate Lady Constance Dex is somewhere within the radius of four miles,” he said, grimly, “and I will find her if I have to pull down the Secret House stone by stone.”
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  The morning of Doris Gray’s wedding dawned fair and bright, and she sat by the window which overlooked the gardens in Brakely Square, her hands clasped across her knees, her mind in a very tangle of confusion. It was happy for her (she argued) that there were so many considerations attached to this wedding that she had not an opportunity of thinking out, logically and to its proper end, the consequence of this act of hers.




  She had had a wire from Frank on the night previous, and to her surprise it had been dated from Great Bradley. For some reason which she could not define she was annoyed that he could leave London, and be so absorbed in his work on the eve of his wedding. She gathered that his presence in that town had to do with his investigations in the Tollington case. She thought that at least he might have spent one day near her in case she wished to consult him. He took much for granted, she thought petulantly. Poltavo, on the contrary, had been most assiduous in his attention. He had had tea with her the previous afternoon, and with singular delicacy had avoided any reference to the forthcoming marriage or to his own views on the subject. But all that he did not speak, he looked. He conveyed the misery in which he stood with subtle suggestion. She felt sorry for him, had no doubt of the genuineness of his affection, or his disinterestedness. A profitable day for Poltavo in ordinary circumstances.




  A maid brought her from her reverie to the practical realities of life.




  “Mr. Debenham has called, miss,’ said the girl. “I have shown him into the drawingroom.”




  “Mr. Debenham?” repeated Doris, with a puzzled frown. “Oh, yes, the lawyer; I will come down to him.”




  She found the staid solicitor walking up and down the drawingroom abstractedly.




  “I suppose you know that I shall be a necessary guest at your wedding,” he said, as he shook hands. “I have to deliver to you the keys of your uncle’s safe at the London Safe Deposit. I have a memorandum here of the exact amount of money which should be in that safe.”




  He laid the paper on the table.




  “You can look at the items at your leisure, but roughly it amounts to eight hundred thousand pounds, which was left you by your late father, who, I understand, died when you were a child.”




  She nodded.




  “That sum is in gilt-edged securities, and you will probably find that a number of dividends are due to you. The late Mr. Farrington, when he made his arrangements for your future, chose this somewhat unusual and bizarre method of protecting your money, much against my will. I might tell you,” he went on, “that he consulted me about six years ago on the subject, and I strongly advised him against it. As it happened, I was wrong, for immediately afterwards, as his books show, he must have suffered enormous losses, and although I make no suggestion against his character,” — he raised his hand deprecatingly,—” yet I do say that the situation which was created by the slump in Canadian Pacifies of which he was a large holder, might very easily have tempted a man not so strong-willed as Mr. Farrington. At the present moment,” he went on, “I have no more to do than discharge my duty, and I have called beforehand to see you and to ask whether your uncle spoke of the great Tollington fortune of which he was one of the trustees, though as I believe — as I know, in fact — he never handled the money.”




  She looked surprised.




  “It is curious that you should ask that,” she said. “Mr. Doughton is engaged in searching for the heir to that fortune.”




  Debenham nodded.




  “So I understand,” he said. “I ask because I received a communication from the other trustees in America, and I am afraid your future husband’s search will be unavailing unless he can produce the heir within the next forty-eight hours.”




  “Why is that?” she asked in surprise.




  “The terms of the will are peculiar,” said Mr. ‘Debenham, walking up and down as he spoke. “ The Tollington fortune, as you may know—”




  “I know nothing about it,” she interrupted.




  “Then I will tell you.” He smiled. “The fortune descends to the heir and to his wife in equal proportions.”




  “Suppose he is not blessed with a wife?” She smiled with something like her old gaiety.




  “In that case the money automatically goes to the woman the heir eventually marries. But the terms of the will are that the heir shall be discovered within twenty years of the date of Tollington’s death. The time of grace expires tomorrow.”




  “Poor Frank,” she said, shaking her head, “and he is working so hard with his clues. I suppose if he does not produce that mysterious individual by tomorrow there will be no reward for him?”




  The lawyer shook his head.




  “I should hardly think it likely,” he said, “because the reward is for the man who complies with the conditions of the will within a stipulated time, It was because I knew Mr. Doughton had some interest in it, and because also” — he hesitated— “I thought that your uncle might have taken you into his confidence.”




  “That he might have told me who this missing person was, and that he himself knew; and for some reason suppressed the fact?” she asked, quickly. “Is that what you suggest, Mr. Debenham?”




  “Please do not be angry with me,” said the lawyer, quickly; “I do not wish to say anything against Mr. Farrington; but I know he was a very shrewd and calculating man, and I thought possibly that he might have taken you that much into his confidence, and that you might be able to help your future husband a part of the way to a very large sum of money.”




  She shook her head again.




  “I have absolutely no knowledge of the subject My uncle never took me into his confidence,” she said; “he was very uncommunicative where business was concerned — although I am sure he was fond of me.” Her eyes filled with tears, not at the recollection of his kindness, but at the humiliation she experienced at playing a part in which she had no heart. It made her feel inexpressibly mean and small.




  “That is all,” said Mr. Debenham. “I shall see you at the registrar’s office.”




  She nodded.




  “May I express the hope,” he said, in his heavy manner, “that your life will be a very happy one, and that your marriage will prove all you hope it will be?”




  “I hardly know what I hope it will be,” she said wearily, as she accompanied him to the door.




  That good man shook his head sadly as he made his way back to his office.




  Was there ever so unromantic and prosaic affair as this marriage, thought Doris, as she stepped into the taxicab which was to convey her to the registrar’s office? She had had her dreams, as other girls had had, of that wonderful day when with pealing of the organ she would walk up the aisle perhaps upon the arm of Gregory Farrington, to a marriage which would bring nothing but delight and happiness. And here was the end of her dreams, a great heiress and a beautiful girl rocking across London in a hired cab to a furtive marriage.




  Frank was waiting for her on the pavement outside the grimy little office. Mr. Debenham was there, and a clerk he had brought with him as witness. The ceremony was brief and uninteresting; she became Mrs. Doughton before she quite realized what was happening.




  “There is only one thing to do now,” said the lawyer as they stood outside again on the sunlit pavement.




  He looked at his watch.




  “We had best go straight away to the London Safe Deposit, and, if you will give me the authority, I will take formal possession of your fortune and place it in the hands of my bankers. I think these things had better be done regularly.”




  The girl acquiesced.




  Frank was singularly silent during the drive; save to make some comment upon the amount of traffic in the streets, he did not speak to her and she was grateful for his forbearance. Her mind was in a turmoil; she was married — that was all she knew — married to somebody she liked but did not love. Married to a man who had been chosen for her partly against her will. She glanced at him out of the corners of her eyes; if she was joyless, no less was he. It was an inauspicious beginning to a married life which would end who knew how? Before the depressing granite facade of the London Safe Deposit the party descended, Mr. Debenham paid the cabman, and they went down the stone steps into the vaults of the repository.




  There was a brief check whilst Mr. Debenham explained his authority for the visit, and it was when the officials were making reference to their books that the party was augmented by the arrival of Poltavo.




  He bowed over the girl’s hand, holding it a little longer than Frank could have liked, murmured colourless congratulations and nodded to Debenham.




  “Count Poltavo is here, I may say,” explained the lawyer, “by your late uncle’s wishes. They were contained in a letter he wrote to me a few days before he disappeared.”




  Frank nodded grudgingly; still he was generous enough to realize something of this man’s feelings if he loved Doris, and he made an especial effort to be gracious to the newcomer.




  A uniformed attendant led them through innumerable corridors till they came to a private vault guarded by stout bars. The attendant opened these and they walked into a little stone chamber, illuminated by overhead lights.




  The only article of furniture in the room was a small safe which stood in one corner. A very small safe indeed, thought Frank, to contain so large a fortune. The lawyer turned the key in the lock methodically, and the steel door swung back. The back of Mr. Debenham obscured their view of the safe’s interior. Then he turned with an expression of wonder.




  “There is nothing here,” he said.




  “Nothing!” gasped Doris.




  “Save this,” said the lawyer.




  He took a small envelope and handed it to the girl. She opened it mechanically and read:




  “I have, unfortunately, found it necessary to utilize your fortune for the furtherance of my plans. You must try and forgive me for this; but I have given you a greater one than you have lost, a husband.”




  She looked up.




  “What does this mean?” she whispered.




  Frank took the letter from her hand and concluded the reading.




  “A husband in Frank Doughton…”




  The words swam before his eyes.




  “And Frank Doughton is the heir to the Tollington millions, as his father was before him. All the necessary proofs to establish his identity will be discovered in the sealed envelope which the lawyer holds, and which is inscribed ‘C.’”




  The letter was signed “Gregory Farrington.”




  The lawyer was the first to recover his self-possession; his practical mind went straight to the business at hand.




  “There is such an envelope in my office,” he said, “given to me by Mr. Farrington with strict instructions that it was not to be handed to his executors or to any person until definite instructions arrived — instructions which would be accompanied by unmistakable proof as to the necessity for its being handed over. I congratulate you, Mr. Doughton.”




  He turned and shook hands with the bewildered Frank, who had been listening like a man in a dream; the heir to the Tollington millions; he, the son of George Doughton, and all the time he had been looking for — what? For his own grandmother!




  It came on him all of a rush. He knew now that all his efforts, all his search might have been saved, if he had only realized the Christian name of his father’s mother.




  He had only the dimmest recollection of the placid-faced lady who had died whilst he was at school; he had never associated in his mind this serene old lady, who had passed away only a few hours before her beloved husband, with the Annie for whom he had searched. It made him gasp — then he came to earth quickly as he realized that his success had come with the knowledge of his wife’s financial rain. He looked at her as she stood there — it was too vast a shock for her to realize at once.




  He put his arm about her shoulder, and Poltavo, twirling his little moustache, looked at the two through his lowered lids with an ugly smile playing at the corner of his mouth.




  “It is all right, dear,” said Frank soothingly; “your money is secure — it was only a temporary use he made of it”




  “It is not that,” she said, with a catch in her throat; “it is the feeling that my uncle trapped you into this marriage. I did not mind his dissipating my own fortune; the money is nothing to me. But he has caught you by a trick, and he has used me as a bait.” She covered her face with her hands.




  In a few moments she had composed herself; she spoke no other word, but suffered herself to be led out of the building into the waiting cab. Poltavo watched them drive off with that fierce little smile of his, and turned to the lawyer.




  “A clever man, Mr. Farrington,” he said, in a bitter tone of reluctant admiration.




  The lawyer looked at him steadily.




  “His Majesty’s prisons are filled with men who specialize in that kind of cleverness,” he said, drily, and left Poltavo without another word.
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  T.B. Smith was playing a round of golf at Walton Heath, when the news was telephoned through to him.




  He left immediately for town, and picked up Ela at luncheon at the Fritz Hotel, where the detective had his headquarters.




  “The whole thing is perfectly clear, now,” he said. “The inexplicable disappearance of Mr. Farrington is explained in poster type, ‘that he who runs may read.’”




  “I am a little hazy about the solution myself,’ said Ela dubiously.




  “Then I will put it in plain language for you,” said T.B. as he speared a sardine from the hors d’ouvre dish. “Farrington knew all along that the heir to the Tollington millions was George Doughton. He knew it years and years ago, and it was for that reason he settled at Great Bradley, where the Doughtons had their home. Evidently the two older Doughtons were dead at this time, and only George Doughton, the romantic and altogether unpractical explorer, represented the family.




  “George was in love with the lady who is now known as Lady Constance Dex, and knowing this, Farrington evidently took every step that was possible to ingratiate himself into her good graces, He knew that the fortune would descend equally to Doughton and to his wife. Doughton was a widower and had a son, a youngster at the time, and it is very possible that, the boy being at school, and being very rarely in Great Bradley, Farrington had no idea of his existence.




  “The knowledge that this boy was alive must have changed all his plans; at any rate, the engagement was allowed to drift on, whilst he matured some scheme whereby he could obtain a large portion of the Tollington millions for his own use. Again I think his plans must have been changed.




  “It was whilst he was at Great Bradley that he was entrusted with the guardianship of Doris Gray, and as his affection for the young girl grew — an affection which I think was one of the few wholesome things in his life — he must have seen the extraordinary chance which fate had placed in his way.




  “With diabolical ingenuity and with a remorselessness which is reminiscent of the Borgias he planned first George Doughton’s death, and then the bringing together of Doughton’s son and his own ward. There is every proof of this to be found in his subsequent actions. He was prepared to introduce the young people to one another, and by affording them opportunities for meeting, and such encouragement as he could give, to bring about the result he so desired.




  “But things did not move fast enough for him, and then he must have learnt, as the other trustees seem to have learnt recently, that there was an undiscovered time limit. He threw out hints to his niece, hints which were received rather coldly. He had taken the bold step of employing Frank Doughton to discover — himself I That was a move which had a twofold purpose. It kept the young man in contact with him. It also satisfied the other trustees, who had entrusted to Farrington the task of employing the necessary measures to discover the missing heir.




  “But neither hint nor suggestion served him. The girl’s fortune was due for delivery to her care, and his guardianship expired almost at the same time as the time limit for discovery of the Tollington millionaire came to an end. He had to take a desperate step; there were other reasons, of course, contributing to his move.




  “The knowledge that he was suspected by me, the certainty that Lady Constance Dex would betray him, once she discovered that he had sent her lover to his death, all these were contributing factors, but the main reason for his disappearance was the will that was read after his bogus death.




  “In that will he conveyed unchallengeable instructions for the girl to marry Frank Doughton without delay. I suspect that the girl now knows he is alive. Probably, panic-stricken by her tardiness, he has disclosed his hand so far as the alleged death is concerned.”




  T.B. looked out of the window on to the stream of life which was flowing east and west along Piccadilly; his face was set in a little frown of doubt and anxiety.




  “I can take Farrington tomorrow if I want to,” he said after a moment, “but I wish to gather up every string of organization in my hands.”




  “What of Lady Constance Dex?” asked Ela. “Whilst we are waiting, she is in some little danger.”




  T.B. shook his head.




  “If she is not dead now,” he said simply, “she will be spared. If Farrington wished to kill her — for Farrington it was who spirited her away — he could have done so in the house; no one would have been any the wiser as to the murderer. Lady Constance must wait; we must trust to luck before I inspect that underground chamber of which I imagine she is at present an unwilling inmate. I want to crush this blackmailing force,” he said, thumping the table with energy; “I want to sweep out of England the whole organization which is working right under the nose of the police and in defiance of all laws; and until I have done that, I shall not sleep soundly in my bed.”




  “And Poltavo?”




  “Poltavo,” smiled T.B., “can wait for just a little while.”




  He paid the bill and the two men passed out of the hotel and crossed Piccadilly. A man who had been lounging along apparently studying the shop windows saw them out of the corner of his eye and followed them carelessly. Another man, no less ostentatiously reading a newspaper, as he walked along the pavement on the opposite side of the thoroughfare, followed close behind.




  T.B. and his companion turned into Burlington Arcade and reached Cork Street. Save for one or two pedestrians the street was utterly deserted, and the first of the shadowers quickened his pace. He put his hand in his tail pocket and took out something which glinted in the April sunlight, but before he could raise his hand the fourth man, now on his heels, dropped his newspaper, and flinging one arm around the shadower’s neck, and placing his knee in the small of the other’s back, wrenched the pistol away with his disengaged hand.




  T.B. turned at the sound of the struggle and came back to assist the shadowing detective. The prisoner was a little man, sharp-featured, and obviously a member of one of the great Latin branches of the human race. A tiny black moustache, fierce scowling eyebrows, and liquid brown eyes now blazing with hate, spoke of a Southern origin.




  Deftly the three police officers searched and disarmed him; a pair of adjustable handcuffs snapped upon the man’s thin wrists, and before the inevitable crowd could gather the prisoner and his custodians were being whirled to Vine Street in a cab.




  They placed the man in the steel dock and asked him the usual questions, but he maintained a dogged silence. That his object had been assassination no one could doubt, for in addition to the automatic pistol, which he had obviously intended using at short range, trusting to luck to make his escape, they found a long stiletto in his breast pocket.




  More to the point, and of greater interest to T.B., there was a three-line scrawl on a piece of paper in Italian, which, translated, showed that minute instructions had been given to the would-be murderer as to T.B.’s whereabouts.




  “Put him in a cell,” said T.B. “I think we are going to find things out If this is not one of Poltavo’s hired thugs, I am greatly mistaken,”




  Whatever he was, the man offered no information which might assist the detective in his search for the truth, but maintained an unbroken silence, and T.B. gave up the task of questioning him in sheer despair.




  The next morning at daybreak the prisoner was aroused and told to dress. He was taken out to where a motor car was awaiting him, and a few moments later he was speeding on the way to Dover. Two detective officers placed him on a steamer and accompanied him to Calais. At Calais they took a courteous leave of him, handing him a hundred francs and the information in his own tongue that he had been deported on an order from the Home Secretary, obtained at midnight the previous night.




  The prisoner took his departure with some eagerness and spent the greater portion of his hundred francs in addressing a telegram to Poltavo.




  T.B. Smith, who knew that telegram would come, was sitting in the Continental instrument room of the General Post Office when it arrived. He was handed a copy of the telegram and read it Then he smiled.




  “Thank you,” he said, as he passed it back to the Superintendent of the department, “this may now be transmitted for delivery. I know all I want to know.”




  Poltavo received the message an hour later, and having read it, cursed his subordinate’s indiscretion, for the message was in Italian, plain for everybody to read who understood that language, and its purport easy to understand for anybody who had a knowledge of the facts.




  He waited all that day for a visit from the police, and when T.B. arrived in the evening Poltavo was ready with an excuse and an explanation. But neither excuse nor explanation was asked for. T.B.’s questions had to do with something quite different, namely the new Mrs. Doughton and her vanished fortune.




  “I was in the confidence of Mr. Farrington,” said Poltavo, relieved to find the visit had nothing to do with that which he most dreaded, “but I was amazed to discover that the safe was empty. It was a tremendous tragedy for the poor young lady. She is in Paris now with her husband,” he added.




  T.B. nodded.




  “Perhaps you will give me their address?” he asked.




  “With pleasure,” said Count Poltavo, reaching for his address book.




  “I may be going to Paris myself tomorrow,” T.B. went on, “and I will look these young people up. I suppose it is not the correct thing for any one to call upon honeymoon couples, but a police officer has privileges.”




  There was an exchange of smiles. Poltavo was almost exhilarated that T.B.’s visit had nothing to do with him personally. A respect, which amounted almost to fear, characterized his attitude toward the great Scotland Yard detective. He credited T.B. with qualities which perhaps that admirable man did not possess, but, as a setoff against this, he failed to credit him with a wiliness which was peculiarly T.B.’s chief asset. For who could imagine that the detective’s chief object in calling upon Poltavo that evening was to allay his suspicions and soothe down his fears. Yet T.B. came for no other reason and with no other purpose. It was absolutely necessary that Poltavo should be taken off his guard, for T.B. was planning the coup which was to end for all time the terror under which hundreds of innocent people in England were lying.




  After an exchange of commonplace civilities the two men parted, — T.B., as he said, with his hand on the door, to prepare for his Paris trip, and Poltavo to take up what promised to be one of the most interesting cases that the Fallock blackmailers had ever handled.




  He waited until he heard the door close after the detective; until he had watched him, from the window, step into his cab and be whirled away, then he unlocked the lower drawer of his desk, touched a spring in the false bottom, and took from a secret recess a small bundle of letters.




  Many of the sheets of notepaper which he spread out on the table before him bore the strawberry crest of his grace the Duke of Ambury. The letters were all in the same sprawling handwriting; ill-spelt and blotted, but they were very much to the point. The Duke of Ambury, in his exuberant youth, had contracted a marriage with a lady in Gibraltar. His regiment had been stationed at that fortress when his succession to the dukedom had been a very remote possibility, and the Spanish lady to whom, as the letters showed, he had plighted his troth, and to whom he was eventually married in the name of Wilson (a copy of the marriage certificate was in the drawer), had been a typical Spaniard of singular beauty and fascination, though of no distinguished birth.




  Apparently his grace had regretted his hasty alliance, for two years after his succession to the title, he had married the third daughter of the Earl of Westchester without — so far as the evidence in Poltavo’s possession showed — having gone through the formality of releasing himself from his previous union.




  Here was a magnificent coup, the most splendid that had ever come into the vision of the blackmailers, for the Duke of Ambury was one of the richest men in England, a landlord who owned half London and had estates in almost every county. If ever there was a victim who was in a position to be handsomely bled, here was one.




  The Spanish wife was now dead, but an heir had been born to the Duke of Ambury before the death, and the whole question of succession was affected by the threatened disclosure. All the facts of the case were in Poltavo’s possession; they were written in this curiously uneducated hand which filled the pages of the letters now spread upon the table in front of him. The marriage certificate had been supplied, and a copy of the death certificate had also been obligingly extracted by a peccant servant, and matters were now so far advanced that Poltavo had received, through the Agony column of the Times, a reply to the demand he had sent to his victim.




  That reply had been very favourable; there had been no suggestion of lawyers; no hint of any intervention on the part of the police. Ambury was willing to be bled, willing indeed, so the agony advertisement indicated to Poltavo, to make any financial sacrifice in order to save the honour of his house.




  It was only a question of terms now. Poltavo had decided upon fifty thousand pounds. That sum would be sufficient to enable him to clear out of England and to enjoy life as he best loved it, without the necessity for taking any further risks. With Doris Gray removed from his hands, with the approval of society already palling upon him, he thirsted for new fields and new adventures. The fifty thousand seemed now within his grasp. He should, by his agreement with Farrington, hand two-thirds of that sum to his employer, but even the possibility of his doing this never for one moment occurred to him.




  Farrington, so he told himself, a man in hiding, powerless and in Poltavo’s hands practically, could not strike back at him; the cards were all in favour of the Count. He had already received some ten thousand pounds as a result of his work in London, and he had frantic and ominous letters from Dr. Fall demanding that the “house” share should be forwarded without delay. These demands Poltavo had treated with contempt He felt master of the situation, inasmuch that he had placed the major portion of the balance of money in hand, other than that which had been actually supplied by Farrington, to his own credit in a Paris bank. He was prepared for all eventualities, and here he was promised the choicest of all his pickings — for the bleeding of the Duke of Ambury would set a seal upon previous accomplishments.




  He rang a bell, and a man came, letting himself into the room with a key. He was an Italian with a peculiarly repulsive face; one of the small fry whom Poltavo had employed from time to time to do such work as was beneath his own dignity, or which promised an unnecessary measure of danger in its performance.




  “Carlos,” said Poltavo, speaking in Italian, “Antonio has been arrested, and has been taken to Calais by the police.”




  “That I know, signor,” nodded the man. “He is very fortunate. I was afraid when the news came that he would be put into prison.”




  Poltavo smiled.




  “The ways of the English police are beyond understanding,” he said lightly. “Here was our Antonio, anxious and willing to kill the head of the detective department, and they release him! Is it not madness? At any rate, Antonio will not be coming back, because though they are mad, the police are not so foolish as to allow him to land again. I have telegraphed to our friend to go on to Paris and await me, and here let me say, Carlos,” — he tapped the table with the end of his penholder,—” that if you by ill-fortune should ever find yourself in the same position of our admirable and worthy Antonio, I beg that you will not send me telegrams.”




  “You may be assured, excellent signor,” said the man with a little grin, “that I shall not send you telegrams, for I cannot write.”




  “A splendid deficiency,” said Poltavo.




  He took up a letter from the table.




  “You will deliver this to a person who will meet you at the corner of Branson Square. The exact position I have already indicated to you.”




  The man nodded.




  “This person will give you in exchange another letter. You will not return to me but you will go to your brother’s house in Great Saffron Street, and outside that house you will see a man standing who wears a long overcoat. You will brush past him, and in doing so you will drop this envelope into his pocket — you understand?”




  “Excellency, I quite understand,” said the man.




  “Go, and God be with you,” said the pious Poltavo, sending forth a message which he believed would bring consternation and terror into the bosom of the Duke of Ambury.




  It was late that night when Carlos Freggetti came down a steep declivity into Great Saffron Street and walked swiftly along that deserted thoroughfare till he came to his brother’s house. His brother was a respectable Italian artisan, engaged by an asphalt company in London. Near the narrow door of the tenement in which his relative lived, a stranger stood, apparently awaiting some one. Carlos, in passing him, stumbled and apologized under his breath. At that moment he slipped the letter into the other’s pocket. His quick eyes noted the identity of the stranger. It was Poltavo. No one else was in the street, and in the dim light even the keenest of eyes would not have seen the transfer of the envelope. Poltavo strolled to the end of the thoroughfare, jumped into the taxicab which was waiting and reached his house after various transferences of cabs without encountering any of T.B.’s watchful agents. In his room he opened the letter with an anxious air. Would Ambury agree to the exorbitant sum he had demanded? And if he did not agree, what sum would he be prepared to pay as the price of the blackmailer’s silence? The first words brought relief to him.




  “I am willing to pay the sum you ask, although I think you are guilty of a dastardly crime,” read the letter, “and since you seem to suspect my bona-fides, I shall chose, as an agent to carry the money to you, an old labourer on my Lancashire estate who will be quite ignorant of the business in hand, and who will give you the money in exchange for the marriage certificate. If you will choose a rendezvous where you can meet, a rendezvous which fulfills all your requirements as to privacy, I will undertake to have my man on the spot at the time you wish.”




  There was a triumphant smile on Poltavo’s face as he folded the letter.




  “Now,” he said half aloud, “now, my friend Farrington, you and I will part company. You have ceased to be of any service to me; your value has decreased in the same proportion as my desire for freedom has advanced. Fifty thousand pounds!” he repeated admiringly. “Ernesto, you have a happy time before you. All the continent of Europe is at your feet, and this sad England is behind you. Congratulations, amigo!”




  The question of the rendezvous was an important one. Though he read into the letter an eagerness on the part of his victim to do anything to avoid the scandal and the exposure which Poltavo threatened, yet he did not trust him. The old farm labourer was a good idea, but where could they meet? When Poltavo had kidnapped Frank Doughton he had intended taking him to a little house he had hired in the East End of London. The journey to the Secret House was a mere blind to throw suspicion upon Farrington and to put the police off the real track. The car would have returned to London, and under the influence of a drug he had intended to smuggle Frank into the small house at West Ham, where he was to be detained until the period which Farrington had stipulated had expired.




  But the transfer of money in the house was a different matter. The place could be surrounded by police. No, it must be an open space; such a space as would enable Poltavo to command a clear view on every side.




  Why not Great Bradley, he thought, after a while? Again he would be serving two purposes. He would be leading the police to the Secret House, and he would have the mansion of mystery and all its resources as a refuge in case anything went wrong at the last moment He could, in the worst extremity, explain that he was collecting the money on behalf of Farrington.




  Yes, Great Bradley and the wild stretch of down on the south of the town was the place. He made his arrangements accordingly.
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  It was three days after the exchange of letters that Count Poltavo, in the rough tweeds of a country gentleman — a garb which hardly suited his figure or presence — strolled carelessly across the downs, making his way to their highest point, a great rolling slope, from the crest of which a man could see half a dozen miles in every direction.




  The sky was overcast and a chill wind blew; it was such a day upon which he might be certain no pleasureseekers would be abroad. To his left, half hidden in the furthermost shelter of the downs, veiled as it was for ever under a haze of blue grey smoke, lay Great Bradley, with its chimneys and its busy industrial life. To his right he caught a glimpse of the square ugly facade of the Secret House, half hidden by the encircling trees. To its right was a chimney stack from which a lazy feather of smoke was drifting. Behind him the old engine house of the deserted mines, and to the right of that the pretty little cottage from which a week before Lady Constance Dex had so mysteriously disappeared, and which in consequence had been an object of pilgrimage for the whole countryside.




  But Lady Constance Dex’s disappearance had become a nine days’ wonder. There were many explanations offered for her unexpected absence. The police of the country were hunting systematically and leisurely, and only T.B. and those in his immediate confidence were satisfied that the missing woman was less than two miles away from the scene of her disappearance.




  Count Poltavo had armed himself with a pair of field-glasses, and now he carefully scrutinized all the roads which led to the downs. A motorcar, absurdly diminutive from the distance, came spinning along the winding white road two miles away. He watched it as it mounted the one hill and descended the other, and kept his glasses on it until it vanished in a cloud of dust on the London road. Then he saw what he sought. Coming across the downs a mile away was the bent figure of a man who stopped now and again to look about, as though uncertain as to the direction he should take. Poltavo, lying flat upon the ground, his glasses fixed upon the man, waited, watching the slow progress with lazy interest.




  He saw an old man, white-bearded and grey-haired, carrying his hat in his hand as he walked. His rough homespun clothing, his collarless shirt open at the throat, the plaid scarf around his neck, all these Poltavo saw through his powerful glasses and was satisfied.




  This was not the kind of man to play tricks, he smiled to himself. Poltavo’s precautions had been of an elaborate nature. Three roads led to the downs, and in positions at equal distances from where he stood he had placed three cars. He was ready for all emergencies. If he had to fly, then whichever way of escape was necessary would bring him to a means of placing a distance between himself and any possible pursuer.




  The old man came nearer. Poltavo made a hasty but narrow survey of the messenger.




  “Good,” he said.




  He walked to meet the old man.




  “You have a letter for me?” he inquired.




  The other glanced at him suspiciously.




  “Name?” he asked gruffly.




  “My name,” said the smiling Pole, “is Poltavo.”




  Slowly the messenger groped in his pockets and produced a heavy package. “You’ve got to give me something,” he said.




  Poltavo handed over a sealed packet, receiving in exchange the messenger’s.




  Again Poltavo shot a smiling glance at this sturdy old man. Save for the beard and the grey hair which showed beneath the broad-brimmed, wideawake hat, this might have been a young man.




  “This is an historic meeting,” Poltavo went on gaily. His heart was light and his spirits as buoyant as ever they had been in his life. All the prospects which this envelope, now bulging in his pocket, promised, rose vividly before his eyes.




  “Tell me your name, my old friend, that I may carry it with me, and on some occasion which is not yet, that I may toast your health.”




  “My name,” said the old man, “is T.B. Smith, and I shall take you into custody on a charge of attempting to extort money by blackmail.”




  Poltavo sprang back, his face ashen. One hand dived for his pistol-pocket, but before he could reach it T.B. was at his throat. That moment the Pole felt two arms gripping him, two steel bands they seemed, and likely to crush his arms into his very body. Then he went over with the full weight of the detective upon him, and was momentarily stunned by the shock. He came to himself rapidly, but not quickly enough. He was conscious of something cold about his wrists, and a none too kindly hand dragged him to his feet T.B. with his white beard all awry was a comical figure, but Poltavo had no sense of humour at that moment.




  “I think I have you at last, my friend,” said T.B. pleasantly. He was busy removing his disguise and wiping his face clean of the grease paint, which had been necessary, with a handkerchief which was already grimy with his exertions.




  “You will have some difficulty in proving anything against me,” said the other defiantly; “there is only you and I, and my word is as good as yours. As to the Duke of Ambury—”




  T.B. laughed, a long chuckling laugh of delight.




  “My poor man,” he said pityingly, “there is no Duke of Ambury. I depended somewhat upon your ignorance of English nobility, but I confess that I did not think you would fall so quickly to the bait The Dukedom of Ambury ceased to exist two hundred years ago. It is one of those titles which have fallen into disuse. Ambury Castle, from which the letters were addressed to you, is a small suburban villa on the outskirts of Bolton, the rent of which,” he said carefully, “is, I believe, some forty pounds a year. We English have a greater imagination than you credit us with, Count,” he went on, “and imagination takes no more common flight than the namings of the small dwellings of our humble fellow-citizens.”




  He took his prisoner by the arm and led him across the downs.




  “What are you going to do with me?” asked Poltavo.




  “I shall first of all take you to Great Bradley police station, and then I shall convey you to London,” said T.B. “I have three warrants for you, including an extradition warrant issued on behalf of the Russian Government, but I think they may have to wait a little while before they obtain any satisfaction for your past misdeeds.”




  The direction they took led them to Moor Cottage. In a quarter of an hour a force of police would be on the spot, for T.B. had timed his arrangements almost to the minute. He opened the door of the cottage and pushed his prisoner inside.




  “We will avoid the study,” he smiled; “you probably know our mutual friend Lady Constance Dex disappeared under somewhat extraordinary circumstances from that room, and since I have every wish to keep you, we will take the drawingroom as a temporary prison.”




  He opened the door of the little room in which the piano was, and indicated to his captive to sit in one of the deepseated chairs.




  “Now, my friend,” said T.B., “we have a chance of mutual understanding. I do not wish to disguise from you the fact that you are liable to a very heavy sentence. That you are only an agent I am aware, but in this particular case you were acting entirely on your own account. You have made elaborate and thorough preparations for leaving England.”




  Poltavo smiled.




  “That is true,” he said, frankly.




  T.B. nodded.




  “I have seen your trunks all beautifully new, and imposingly labelled,” he smiled, “and I have searched them.”




  Poltavo sat, his elbows on his knees, reflectively smoothing his moustache with his manacled hands.




  “Is there any way I can get out of this?” he asked, after a while.




  “You can make things much easier for yourself,” replied T.B. quietly.




  “In what way?”




  “By telling me all you know about Farrington and giving me any information you can about the Secret House. Where, for instance, is Lady Constance Dex?”




  The other shrugged his shoulders.




  “She is alive, I can tell you that. I had a letter from Fall in which he hinted as much. I do not know how they captured her, or the circumstances of the case. All I can tell you is that she is perfectly well and being looked after. You see Farrington had to take her — she shot at him once — hastened his disappearance in fact, and there was evidence that she was planning further reprisals. As to the mysteries of the Secret House,” he said, frankly, “I know little or nothing. Farrington, of course, is—”




  “Montague Fallock,” said T.B. quietly. “I know that also.”




  “Then what else do you want to know?” asked the other, in surprise. “I am perfectly willing, if you can make it easy for me, to tell you everything. The man who is known as Moole is a halfwitted old farm labourer who was picked up by Farrington some years ago to serve his purpose. He is the man who unknowingly poses as a millionaire. It is his estate which Farrington is supposed to be administering. You see,” he explained, “this rather takes off the suspicion which naturally attaches to a house which nobody visits, and it gives the inmates a certain amount of protection.”




  “That I understand,” said T.B.; “it is, as you say, an ingenious idea — what of Fall?”




  Poltavo shrugged his shoulders.




  “You know as much of him as I. There are, however, many things which you may not know,” he went on slowly, “and of these there is one which you would pay a high price to learn. You will never take Farrington.”




  “May I ask why?” asked T.B. interestedly.




  “That is my secret,” said the other; “that is the secret I am willing to sell you.”




  “And the price?” asked T.B. after a pause.




  “The price is my freedom,” said the other boldly. “I know you can do anything with the police. As yet, no charge has been made against me. At the most, it is merely a question of attempting to obtain money by a trick — and even so you will have some difficulty in proving that I am guilty. Yes, I know you will deny this, but I have some knowledge of the law, Mr. Smith, and I have also some small experience of English juries. It is not the English law that I am afraid of, and it is not the sentence which your judges will pass upon me which fills me with apprehension. I am afraid of my treatment at the hands of the Russian Government.”




  He shivered a little.




  “It is because I wish to avoid extradition that I make this offer. Put things right for me, and I will place in your hands, not only the secret of Partington’s scheme for escape, but also the full list of his agents through the country. You will find them in no books,” he said with a smile; “my stay in the Secret House was mainly occupied from morning till night in memorizing those names and those addresses.”




  T.B. looked at him thoughtfully.




  “There is something in what you say,” he said. “I must have a moment to consider your offer.”




  He heard a noise from the road without and pulled aside the blind. A car had driven up and was discharging a little knot of plain clothes Scotland Yard men. Amongst them he recognized Ela.




  “I shall take the liberty of locking you in this room for a few moments whilst I consult my friends,” said T.B.




  He went out, turned the key in the lock and put it in his pocket. Outside he met Ela.




  “Have you got him?” asked the detective.




  T.B. nodded.




  “I have taken him,” he said; “moreover, I rather fancy I have got the whole outfit in my hands.”




  “The Secret House?” asked Ela eagerly.




  “Everything,” said T.B.; “it all depends upon what we can do with Poltavo. If we can avoid bringing him before a magistrate, I can smash this organization. I know it is contrary to the law, but it is in the interests of the law. How many men have we available?”




  “There are a hundred and fifty in the town of Great Bradley itself,” said Ela calmly:” half of them local constabulary, and half of them our own men.”




  “Send a man down to order them to take up a position round the Secret House, allow nobody to leave it, stop all motorcars approaching or departing from the house, and above all things no car is to leave Great Bradley without its occupants being carefully scrutinized. What’s that?” he turned suddenly.




  A sudden muffled scream had broken into the conversation and it had come from the inside of the cottage.




  “Quick!” snapped T.B.




  He sprang into the passage of the cottage, reached the door of the room where he had left his prisoner, slipped the key in the lock with an unerring hand and flung open the door.




  The room was empty.
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  Farrington and Dr. Fall were closeted together in the latter’s office. Something had happened, which was responsible for the gloom on the face of the usually imperturbable doctor, and for the red rage which glowered in the older man’s eyes.




  “You are sure of this?” he asked.




  “Quite sure,” said Dr. Fall briefly; “he is making every preparation to leave London. His trunks went away from Charing Cross last night for Paris. He has let his house and collected the rent in advance, and he has practically sold the furniture. There can be no question whatever that our friend has betrayed us.”




  “He would not dare,” breathed Farrington.




  The veins stood out on his forehead; he was controlling his passionate temper by a supreme effort.




  “I saved this man from beggary, Fall; I took the dog out of the gutter, and I gave him a chance when he had already forfeited his life. He would not dare!”




  “My experience of criminals of this character,” said Dr. Fall calmly, “is that they will dare anything. You see, he is a particularly obnoxious specimen of his race; all suaveness, treachery, and remorseless energy. He would betray you; he would betray his own brother. Did he not shoot his father — or his alleged father, some years ago? I asked you not to trust him, Farrington; if I had had my way, he would never have left this house.”




  Farrington shook his head.




  “It was for the girl’s sake I let him go. Yes, yes,” he went on, seeing the look of surprise in the other’s face, “it was necessary that I should have somebody who stood in fear of me, who would further my plans in that direction. The marriage was necessary.”




  “You have been, if you will pardon my expressing the opinion,” said Dr. Fall moodily, “just a little bit sentimental, Farrington.”




  The other turned on him with an oath.




  “I want none of your opinions,” he said gruffly. “You will never understand how I feel about this child. I took her from her dead father, who was one of my best friends, and I confess, that in the early days the thought of exploiting her fortune did occur to me. But as the years passed she grew towards me — a new and a beautiful influence in life, Fall. It was something that I had never had before, a factor which had never occurred in my stormy career. I grew to love the child, to love her more than I love money, and that is saying a lot. I wanted to do the right thing for her, and when my speculations were going wrong and I had to borrow from her fortune I never had any doubt but what I should be able to pay it back. When all the money went,” — his voice sank until it was little more than a whisper,—” and I realized that I had ruined the one human being in the world whom I loved, I took the step which of all my crimes I have most regretted. I sent George Doughton out of the way in order that I might scheme to marry Doris to the Tollington millionaire. For I knew the man we were seeking was Doughton. I killed him,” he said defiantly, “for the sake of his son’s wife. Oh, the irony of it!” He raised his hand with a harsh laugh. “The comedy of it! As to Poltavo,” he went on more calmly, “I let him go because, as I say, I wanted him to further my object. That he failed, or that he was remiss, does not affect the argument. Doris is safely married,” he mused; “if she does not love her husband now, she will love him in time. She respects Frank Doughton, and every day that passes will solidify that respect. I know Doris, and I know something of her secret thoughts and her secret wishes. She will forget me,” — his voice shook,—” please God she will forget me.”




  He changed the subject quickly.




  “Have you heard from Poltavo this morning?”




  “Nothing at all,” said Fall; “he has been communicating with somebody or other, and the usual letters have been passing. Our man says that he has a big coup on, but upon that Poltavo has not informed us.”




  “If I thought he was going to play us false—”




  “What would you do?” asked Fall quietly, “He is out of our hands now.”




  There was a little buzz in one corner of the room, and Fall turned his startled gaze upon the other.




  “From the signal tower,” he said. “I wonder what is wrong.”




  High above the house was one square solitary tower, in which, day and night, a watcher was stationed. Fall went to the telephone and took down the receiver. He spoke a few words and listened, then he hung up the receiver again and turned to Farrington.




  “Poltavo is in Great Bradley,” he said; “one of our men has seen him and signaled to the house.”




  “In Great Bradley!” Farrington’s eyes narrowed. “What is he doing here?”




  “What was his car doing here the other day,” asked Fall, “when he kidnapped Frank Doughton? It was here to throw suspicion on us and take suspicion off himself, the most obvious thing in the world.”




  Again the buzzer sounded, and again Fall carried on a conversation with the man on the roof in a low tone.




  “Poltavo is on the downs,” he said; “he has evidently come to meet somebody; the lookout says he can see him from the tower through his glasses, and that there is a man making his way towards him.”




  “Let us see for ourselves,” said Farrington.




  They passed out of the room into another, opened what appeared to be a cupboard door, but which was in reality one of the innumerable elevators with which the house was furnished, and for the working of which the great electrical plant was so necessary.




  They stepped into the lift, and in a few seconds had reached the interior of the tower, with its glass-paned observation windows and its telescopes. One of the foreign workmen, whom Farrington employed, was carefully scrutinizing the distant downs through a telescope which stood upon a large tripod.




  “There he is,” he said.




  Farrington looked. There was no mistaking Poltavo, but who the other man was, an old man doubled with age, his white beard floating in the wind, Farrington could not say; he could only conjecture.




  Dr. Fall, searching the downs with another telescope, was equally in the dark.




  “This is the intermediary,” said Farrington at last.




  They watched the meeting, saw the exchange of the letters, and Farrington uttered a curse. Then suddenly he saw the other leap upon Poltavo and witnessed the brief struggle on the ground. Saw the glitter of handcuffs and turned with a white face to the doctor.




  “My God!” he whispered. “Trapped!”




  For the space of a few seconds they looked one at the other.




  “Will he betray us?” asked Farrington, voicing the unspoken thoughts of Fall.




  “He will betray us as much as he can,” said the other. “We must watch and see what happens. If he takes him into town, we are lost.”




  “Is there any sign of police?” asked Farrington.




  They scanned the horizon, but there was no evidence of a lurking force, and they turned to watch T.B. Smith and his prisoner making their slow way across the downs. For five minutes they stood watching, then Fall uttered an exclamation.




  “They are going to the cottage!” he said, and again the men’s eyes met.




  “Impossible,” said Farrington, but there was a little glint in his eye which spoke of the hope behind the word.




  Again an interval of silence. Three pairs of eyes followed the men.




  “It is the cottage!” said Fall. “Quick!”




  In an instant the two men were in the lift and shooting downwards; they did not stop till they reached the basement.




  “You have a pistol?” asked Farrington.




  Fall nodded. They quitted the lift and walked swiftly, along a vaulted corridor, lighted at intervals with lamps set in niches. On their way they passed a door made in the solid wall to their left.




  “We must get her out of this, if necessary,” said Farrington in a low voice. “She is not giving any trouble?”




  Dr. Fall shook his head.




  “A most tactful prisoner,” he said, dryly.




  At the end of the corridor was another door. Fall fitted a key and swung open the heavy iron portal and the two men passed through to a darkened chamber. Fall found the switch and illuminated the apartment It was a little room innocent of windows, and lit as all the rest of the basement was by cornice lamps. In one corner was a grey-painted iron door. This Fall pushed aside on its noiseless runners. There was another elevator here. The two men stepped in and the lift sunk and sunk until it seemed as though it would never come to the end. It stopped at last, and the men stepped out into a rock-hewn gallery.




  It was easy to see that this was one of the old disused galleries of the old mine over which the house was built. Fall found the switch he sought and instantly the corridor was flooded with bright light.




  On a set of rails which ran the whole length of the gallery to a point which was out of sight from where they stood, was a small trolley. It was unlike the average trolley in that it was obviously electrically driven. A third rail supplied the energy, and the controlling levers were at the driver’s hand.




  Farrington climbed to the seat, and his companion followed, and with a whirr of wheels and a splutter of sparks where the motor brush caught the rail, the little trolley drove forward at full speed.




  They slowed at the gentle curves, increased speed again when any uninterrupted length of gallery gave them encouragement, and after five minutes’ travel Farrington pulled back the lever and applied the brake. They stepped out into a huge chamber similar to that which they had just left. There was the inevitable lift set, as it seemed, in the heart of the rock, though in reality it was a bricked space. The two men entered and the lift rose noiselessly.




  “We will go up slowly,” whispered Fall in the other’s ear; “it will not do to make a noise or to arouse any suspicions; we must not forget that we have T.B. Smith to deal with.”




  Farrington nodded, and presently the lift stopped of its own accord. They made no attempt to open whatever door was before them. They could hear voices: one was T.B.’s, and the other was unmistakably Poltavo’s, and Poltavo was speaking.




  Poltavo was offering in his eager way to betray the men who sat in the darkness listening to his treachery. They heard the motorcar’s arrival outside, and presently T.B.’s voice announcing his temporary retirement They heard the slam of the door, and the key click in the lock, and then Dr. Fall stepped forward, pressed a spring in the rough woodwork in front of him and one of the panels of the room slid silently back.




  Poltavo did not see his visitors until they stood over him, then he read in those hateful faces which were turned toward him an unmistakable forecast of his doom.




  “What do you want?” he almost whispered.




  “Do not raise your voice,” said Farrington in the same tone, “or you are a dead man.” He held the point of a knife at the other’s throat.




  “To where are you taking me?” asked Poltavo, ghastly white of face and shaking from head to foot.




  “We are taking you to a place where your opportunity for betraying us will be a mighty small one,” said Fall.




  There was a horrible smile on his thin lips, and Poltavo, with a premonition of what awaited him beyond the tunnel, forgot the menacing knife at his throat and screamed.




  Hands gripped him and strangled the cry as it escaped him. Something heavy struck him behind the ear and he lost consciousness. He awoke to find himself travelling smoothly along the rock gallery. He was half lying, half reclining on Fall’s knees. He did not attempt to move; he knew now that he was in mortal peril of his life. No word was spoken when he was dragged roughly from the car, placed in another elevator and whirled upwards, emerging into a little chamber at the end of the underground corridor which ran beneath the Secret House.




  A door was opened and he was thrust in without a word. He heard the clang of the steel door behind him, and the lights came on to show him that once again he was in the underground room where he had been confined before.




  There was the table, there was the heavy chair, there in the far corner of the room was the barred entrance to the other elevator. Anyway he was free from the police; that was something. He was safe just so long as it suited the book of Farrington and his friend to keep him safe. What would they do? What excuse could he offer? They had overheard the conversation between himself and T.B., he knew that, and cursed his folly. He ought to have kept away from Moor Cottage. He knew there was something sinister about the place, but T.B. should have known that even better than he. Why had T.B. left him?




  These and a thousand other thoughts shot through his mind as he paced the vaulted apartment. They were in no hurry to feed him. He had almost forgotten what time it was; whether it was day or night in that underground vault into which no ray of sunlight ever penetrated. They had left him with the handcuffs on his wrists; they would come and relieve him of these encumbrances. What were their plans with him? He felt his pockets carefully. T.B. had taken away the only weapon he had had, and for the first time for many years Count Poltavo was unarmed.




  His heart was beating with painful rapidity and his breath came laboriously. He was terror-stricken. He turned to find the door through which he had come, and to his surprise he could not see it. So far as he could detect, the stone wall ran without a break from one end of the apartment to the other. Escape could not lie that way; of that he was satisfied. There was nothing to do but to wait, with whatever patience he could summon, to discover their plans. He did not doubt that he was to suffer. He had forfeited all right to their confidence, but if this was to be the only consequence of his ill-doing he was not greatly worried. Count Poltavo, as he had boasted before in this identical room, had been in some tight corners and had faced death in many strange and terrible guises, but the inevitability of doom was never so impressed upon his mind as it was at this moment when he lay guarded by a hundred secret forces in the tomb of the Secret House.




  He had one hope, a faint one, that T.B. would discover the method of his exit from the room in Moor Cottage and would track him here.




  Evidently the occupants of the Secret House had the same fear, for even here, in the quietness of his underground prison, Poltavo could hear strange whining noises, rumbling, and groaning and grinding, as though the whole of the house were changing its construction.




  He had not long to wait for news. A corner lift came swiftly down and Fall stepped briskly towards his prisoner.




  “T.B. Smith is in the house,” he said, “and is making an inspection; he will be down here in a moment. In these circumstances I shall have to betray one of the secrets of this house.” He caught the other roughly by the arm and half led, half dragged, him to a corner of the room. Handcuffed as he was, Poltavo could offer no resistance. Dr. Fall apparently only touched one portion of the wall, but he must have moved, either with his foot or with his hand, some particularly powerful spring, for a section of the stone wall swung backwards revealing a black gap.




  “Get in there,” said Fall, and pushed him into the darkness.




  A few moments later T.B. Smith, accompanied by three detectives, inspected the room which Poltavo had left. There was no sign of the man, no evidence of his having so recently been an occupant of his prison house. For an interminable time Poltavo stood in the darkness. He found he was in a small cell-like apartment with apparently no outlet save that through which he had come.




  He was able to breathe without difficulty, for the perfect system of ventilation throughout the dungeons of the Secret House had been its architect’s greatest triumph.




  It seemed hours that he waited there, though in reality it was less than twenty minutes after his entrance that the door swung open again and he was called out.




  Farrington was in the room now, Farrington with his trusty lieutenant, and behind them the one-eyed Italian desperado whom Poltavo remembered seeing in the power house one day, when he had been allowed the privilege of inspection.




  Some slight change had been made in the room since he was there last Poltavo’s nerves were in such a condition that he was sensitive to this variation. He saw now what the change was. The table had been drawn back leaving the chair where it was fixed.




  Yes, it was a fixed chair, he remembered that and wondered why it had been screwed to the wood Mock floor. Dr. Fall and the engineer grasped him roughly and hurried him across the room, thrusting him into the chair.




  “What are you going to do?” asked Poltavo, white as death.




  “That you shall see.”




  Deftly they strapped him to the chair; his wrists and elbows were securely fastened to the arms, and his ankles to the legs of the massive piece of furniture.




  From where he sat Poltavo confronted Farrington, but the big man’s mask-like face did not move, nor his eyes waiver as he surveyed his treacherous prisoner. Then Fall knelt down and did something, and Poltavo heard the ripping and tearing of cloth.




  They were slitting up each trouser leg, and he could not understand why.




  “Is this a joke?” he asked with a desperate attempt at airiness.




  No reply was made. Poltavo watched his captors curiously. What was the object of it all? The two men busy at the chair lifted a number of curious-looking objects from the floor; they clamped one on each wrist, and he felt the cold surface of some instrument pressing against each calf. Still he did not realize the danger, or the grim determination of these men whose secret he would have betrayed.




  “Mr. Farrington,” he appealed to the big man, “let us have an understanding. I have played my game and lost.”




  “You have indeed,” said Farrington.




  They were the first words he had spoken.




  “Give me enough to get out of the country,” Poltavo appealed, “just the money that I have in my pocket, and I promise you that I will never trouble you again.”




  “My friend,” said Farrington, “I have trusted you too long. You forced yourself upon me when I did not desire you, you thwarted me at every turn, you betrayed me whenever it was possible to betray me, or whenever it was to your advantage to do so, and I am determined that you shall have no other chance of doing me an injury.”




  “What is this foolery?” asked Poltavo, in a mixture of blind fear and rage. They had unlocked the handcuffs and taken them off him, and now for the first time Poltavo noticed that the curious bronze clamps on his wrists were attached by thick green cords to a plug in the wall.




  He shrieked aloud as he saw this, and the full horror of the situation flashed upon him.




  “My God,” he screamed, “you are not going to kill me?”




  Farrington nodded slowly.




  “We are going to kill you painlessly, Poltavo,” he said. “It was your life or ours. We do not desire to cause you unnecessary suffering, but here is the end of the adventure for you, my friend.”




  “You are not going to electrocute me?” croaked the man in the chair, in a hoarse cracked voice. “Don’t say that you are going to electrocute me, Farrington! It is diabolical, it is terrible. Give me a chance of life! Give me a pistol, give me a knife, but fight me fair. Treat me as you will; hand me to the police, anything but this; for God’s sake, Farrington, don’t do this!”




  The doctor reached down and lifted a leather helmet from the floor and placed it gently over the doomed man’s head.




  “Don’t do it, Farrington.” Poltavo’s muffled voice came painfully from behind the leather screen. “Don’t! I swear I will not betray you.”




  Farrington made a little signal and the doctor walked to the wall and placed his hand upon a black switch.




  “I will not betray you,” said the man in the chair in hollow tones. “Give me a chance. I will not tell them anything that you—”




  He did not speak again, for the black switch had been pressed down and death came with merciful swiftness.




  They stood watching the figure. A slight quivering of the hands and then Farrington nodded and the doctor turned the switch over again.




  Rapidly they unfastened the straps, and the limp thing which was once human, with a brain to think and a capacity for life and love, slipped out of the chair in an inanimate heap upon the ground.




  So passed Ernesto Poltavo, an adventurer and a villain, in the prime of his life.




  Farrington looked down upon the body with sombre eyes and shrugged his shoulders.




  He had opened his mouth to speak and Fall had walked to the switchboard and was about to put the deadly apparatus out of gear, when a sharp voice made them both turn.




  “Hands up!” it said.




  The stone door, through which Poltavo had passed to his doom from the corridor without, was wide open, and in the doorway stood T.B. and a little behind him Ela, and in T.B.’s hand was a pistol.
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  T.B. Smith’s inspection of the Secret House had yielded nothing satisfactory; he had not expected that it would; he was perfectly satisfied that the keen, shrewd brains which dominated the menage would remove any trace there was of foul play.




  “Where now?” asked Ela, as they turned out of the house.




  “Back to Moor Cottage,” said T.B., climbing into the car. “I am certain that we are on the verge of our big discovery. There is a way out of the cottage by some underground chamber, a way by which first Lady Constance and then Poltavo were smuggled, and if it is necessary I am going to smash every panel in those two ground floor rooms, but I will find the way in to Mr. Farrington’s mystery house.”




  For half an hour the two men were engaged in the room from which Poltavo had been taken. They probed with centre bits and gimlets into every portion of the room.




  The first discovery that they made was that the oaken panels of the chamber were backed with sheet iron or steel.




  “It is a hopeless job; we shall have to get another kind of smith here to tear down all the panellings,” said T.B., lighting the gloom of his despair with a little flash of humour.




  He fingered the tiny locket absently and opened it again.




  “It is absurd,” he laughed helplessly. “Here is the solution in these simple words, and yet we brainy folk from the Yard cannot understand them!”




  “God sav the Keng!” said Ela ruefully. “I wonder how on earth that is going to help us.”




  A gasp from T.B. made him turn his face to his chief.




  T.B. Smith was pointing at the piano. In two strides he was across the room, and sitting on the stool he lifted the cover and struck a chord. The instrument sounded a little flat and apparently had not received the attention of a tuner for some time.




  “I am going to play ‘God save the King,’” said T.B. with a light in his eyes, “and I think something is going to happen.”




  Slowly he pounded forth the familiar tune; from beginning to end he played it, and when he had finished he looked at Ela.




  “Try it in another key,” suggested Ela, and again T.B. played the anthem. He was nearing the last few bars when there was a click and he leapt up. One long panel had disappeared from the side of the wall. For a moment the two men looked at one another. They were alone in the house, although a policeman was within call. The main force was gathered in the vicinity of the Secret House.




  T.B. flashed the light of his indispensable and inseparable little electric lamp into the dark interior.




  “I will go in first and see what happens,” he said.




  “I think we will both go together,” said Ela grimly.




  “There is a switch here,” said T.B.




  He pulled it down and a small lamp glowed, illuminating a tiny lift cage.




  “And here I presume are the necessary controlling buttons,” said T.B., pointing to a number of white discs; “we will try this one.”




  He pressed the button and instantly the cage began to fall. It came to a standstill after a while and the men stepped out.




  “Part of the old working,” said T.B.; “a very ingenious idea.”




  He flashed his lamp over the walls to find the electrical connection. They were here, as they were at the other end, perfectly accessible. An instant later the long corridor was lighted up.




  “By heavens,” said T.B. admiringly, “they have even got an underground tramway; look here!”




  At this tiny terminus there were two branches of rails and a car was in waiting. A few minutes later T.B. Smith had reached the other end of the mine gallery and was seeking the second elevator.




  “Here we are,” he said— “everything run by electricity. I thought that power house of Farrington’s had a pretty stiff job, and now I see how heavy is the load which it has to carry. Step carefully into this,” he continued, “and make a careful note of the way we are going. I think we must be about a hundred feet below the level of the earth; just gauge it roughly as we go up. Here we go.”




  He pressed a button and up went the lift. They passed out of the little mine chamber, carefully propping back the swing door, and made their way along the corridor.




  “This looks like an apartment,” said T.B., as he stopped before a red-painted steel door in one of the walls. He pressed it gently, but it did not yield. He made a further examination, but there was no keyhole visible.




  “This is either worked by a hidden spring or it does not work at all,” he said in a low voice.




  “If it is a spring,” said Ela, “I will find it”




  His sensitive hands went up and down the surface of the door and presently they stopped.




  “There is something which is little larger than a pin hole,” he said. He took from his pocket a general utility knife and slipped out a thin steel needle. “Pipe cleaners may be very useful,” he said, and pressed the long slender bodkin into the aperture. Instantly, and without sound, the door opened.




  T.B. was the first to go in, revolver in hand. He found himself in a room which, even if it were a prison, was a well-disguised prison. The walls were hung with costly tapestry, the carpet under foot was thick and velvety and the furniture which garnished the room was of a most costly and luxurious description.




  “Lady Constance!” gasped T.B. in surprise.




  A woman who was sitting in a chair near the reading lamp rose quickly and turned her startled gaze to the detective.




  “Mr. Smith,” she said, and ran towards him. “Oh, thank God you have come!”




  She grasped him by his two arms; she was half hysterical in that moment of her release, and was babbling an incoherent string of words; a description of her capture — her fear — her gratitude — all in an inextricably confused rush of half completed phrases.




  “Sit down, Lady Constance,” said T.B. gently; “collect yourself and try to remember — have you seen Poltavo?”




  “Poltavo?” she said, startled into coherence. “No, is he here?”




  “He is somewhere here,” said T.B. “I am seeking for him now. Will you stay here or will you come with us?”




  “I would rather come with you,” she said with a shiver.




  They passed through the door together.




  “Do all these doors open upon rooms similar to this?” asked T.B.




  “I believe there are a number of underground cells,” she answered in a whisper, “but the principal one is that which is near.” She pointed to a red-painted door some twenty paces away from the one from which they were emerging. There was another pause whilst Ela repeated his examination of the door.




  Apparently they all worked on the pick system, a method which medieval conspirators favoured, and which the Italian workmen probably imported from the land of their birth; a land which has given the world the Borgias and the Medicis and the Visconti.




  “Stay here,” said T.B. in a low voice, and Lady Constance shrank back against the wall.




  Ela pressed in his little needle and again the result was satisfactory. The door opened slowly and T.B. stepped in.




  He stood for a moment trying to understand all that the terrible scene signified. The limp body on the floor; the two remorseless men standing close by; Farrington with folded arms and his eye glowering down upon the dead man at his feet Fall at the switchboard.




  Then T.B.’s revolver rose swiftly.




  “Hands up!” he said.




  The words were hardly out of his mouth when the room was plunged in darkness, his companion was flung violently backward as the electrical control came into operation and the door slammed in Ela’s face. He pressed it without avail. He brought to his aid the little needle, but this time the lock would not move.




  Ela’s face went chalk white.




  “My God!” he gasped, “they’ve got T.B.!”




  He stood for a moment in indecision. He had visualized the scene and knew what fate would befall his chief.




  “Back to the gallery,” he said harshly, and led the way, holding the woman’s arm in support. He found his way without difficulty to the lift, sprang into it, after Lady Constance, and pressed the button…. Now they were speeding along the sparking rail… now they were in the lift rising swiftly to the room in Moor Cottage. T.B.’s car was outside.




  “You had better come with me,” said Ela quickly.




  Lady Constance jumped into the car after him.




  “To the Secret House,” said Ela to the chauffeur, and as the car drove forward he turned to the woman at his side.




  “I will put you amongst your friends in a few moments,” he said; “at present I dare not risk the loss of a second.”




  “But what will they do?”




  “I pretty well know what they will do,” said Ela grimly. “Farrington is playing his last hand, and T.B. Smith is to be his last victim.”




  In the darkness of the underground chamber T.B. faced his enemies, striving to pierce the gloom, his finger in position upon the delicate trigger of his automatic pistol.




  “Do not move,” he said softly; “I will shoot without any hesitation.”




  “There is no need to shoot,” said the suave voice of the doctor; “the lights went out, quite by accident, I assure you, and you and your friends have no need to fear.”




  T.B. groped his way along the wall, his revolver extended. In the gloom he felt rather than saw the bulky figure of the doctor and reached out his hand gingerly.




  Then something touched the outstretched palm, something that in ordinary circumstances might have felt like the rough points of a bass broom. T.B. was flung violently backwards and fell heavily to the ground.




  “Get him into the chair quick,” he heard Farrington’s voice say. “That was a good idea of yours, doctor.”




  “Just a sprayed wire,” said Dr. Fall complacently; “it is a pretty useful check upon a man. You took a wonderful assistant when you pressed electricity to your aid, Farrington.”




  The lights were all on now, and T.B. was being strapped to the chair. He had recovered from the shock, but he had recovered too late. In the interval of his unconsciousness the body of Poltavo had been removed out of his sight. They were doing to him all that they had done to Poltavo. He felt the electrodes at his calf and on his wrists and clenched his teeth, for he knew in what desperate strait he was.




  “Well, Mr. Smith,” said Farrington pleasantly, “I am afraid you have got yourself into rather a mess. Where is the other man?” he asked quickly. He looked at Fall, and the doctor returned his gaze.




  “I forgot the other man,” said Fall slowly; “in the corridor outside.” He went to the invisible door and it opened at his touch. He was out of the room a few minutes, and returned looking old and drawn.




  “He has got away,” he said; “the woman has gone too.”




  Farrington nodded.




  “What does he matter?” he asked roughly; “they know as much as they are likely to know. Put the control on the door.”




  Fall turned over a switch and the other renewed his attention to T.B.




  “You know exactly how you are situated, Mr. Smith,” said Farrington, “and now I am going to tell you exactly how you may escape from your position.”




  “I shall be interested to learn,” said T.B. coolly, “but I warn you before you tell me that if my escape is contingent upon your own, then I am afraid I am doomed to dissolution.”




  The other nodded.




  “As you surmise,” he said, “your escape is indeed contingent upon mine and that of my friends. My terms to you are that you shall pass me out of England. I know you are going to tell me that you have not the power, but I am as well acquainted with the extraordinary privileges of your department as you are. I know that you can take me out of the Secret House and land me in Calais tomorrow morning, and there is not one man throughout the length and breadth of England who will say you nay. I offer you your life on condition that you do this, otherwise—”




  “Otherwise?” asked T.B.




  “Otherwise I shall kill you,” said Farrington briefly, “just as I killed Poltavo. You are the worst enemy I have and the most dangerous. I have always marked you down as one whose attention was to be avoided, and I shall probably kill you with less compunction because I know that but for you I should not have been forced to live this mad dog’s life that has been mine for the past few months. You will be interested, Mr. Smith, to learn that you nearly had me once. You see the whole wing of the house in which Mr. Moole lies,” he smiled, “works on the principle of a huge elevator. The secret of the Secret House is really the secret of perfectly arranged lifts; that is to say,” he went on, “I can take my room to the first floor and I can transport it to the fourth floor with greater ease than you can carry a chair from a basement to an attic—”




  “I guessed that much,” said T.B. “Do you realize that you might have made a fortune as a practical electrician?”




  Farrington smiled.




  “I very much doubt it,” he said coolly; “but my career and my wasted opportunities are of less interest to me at the moment than my future and yours. What are you going to do?”




  T.B. smiled.




  “I am going to do nothing,” he said cheerfully, “unless it be that I am going to die, for I can imagine no circumstance or danger that threatens me or those I love best which would induce me to loose upon the world such dangerous criminals as yourself and your fellow-murderers. Your time has come, Farrington. Whether my time comes a little sooner or later does not alter the fact that you are within a month of your own death, whether you kill me or whether you let me go.”




  “You are a bold man to tell me that,” said Farrington between his teeth.




  T.B. saw from a glance at the blanched faces of the men that his words had struck home.




  “If you imagine you can escape,” T.B. went on unconcernedly, “why, I think you are wasting valuable time which might be better utilized, for every moment of delay is a moment nearer to the gallows for both of you.”




  “My friend, you are urging your own death,” said Fall.




  “As to that,” said T.B., shrugging his shoulders, “I have no means of foretelling, because I cannot look into the future any more than you, and if it is the will of Providence that I should die in the execution of my duty, I am as content to do so as any soldier upon the battlefield, for it seems to me,” he continued half to himself, “that the arrayed enemies of society are more terrible, more formidable, and more dangerous than the massed enemies that a soldier is called upon to confront. They are only enemies for a period; for a time of madness which is called ‘war’; but you in your lives are enemies to society for all time.”




  Fall exchanged glances with his superior, and Farrington nodded.




  The doctor leant down and picked up the leather helmet, and placed it with the same tender care that he had displayed before over the head of his previous victim.




  “I give you three minutes to decide,” said Farrington.




  “You are wasting three minutes,” said the muffled voice of T.B. from under the helmet.




  Nevertheless Farrington took out his watch and held it in his unshaking palm; for the space of a hundred and eighty seconds there was no sound in the room save the loud ticking of the watch.




  At the end of that time he replaced it in his pocket.




  “Will you agree to do as I ask?” he said.




  “No,” was the reply with undiminished vigour.




  “Let him have it,” said Farrington savagely.




  Dr. Fall put up his hand to the switch, and as he did so the lights flickered for a moment and slowly their brilliancy diminished.




  “Quick,” said Farrington, and the doctor brought the switch over just as the lights went out.




  T.B. felt a sharp burning sensation that thrilled his whole being and then lost consciousness.
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  There was a group of police officers about the gates of the Secret House as the car bearing Ela and the woman came flying up.




  The detective leapt out.




  “They have taken T.B.,” he said. He addressed a divisional inspector, who was in charge of the corps.




  “Close up the cordon,” he went on, “and all men who are armed follow me.”




  He raced up the garden path, but it was not toward the Secret House that he directed his steps; he made a detour through a little plantation to the power house.




  A man stood at the door, a grimy-faced foreign workman who scowled at the intruders. He tried to pull the sliding doors to their place, but Ela caught the bluecoated man under the jaw and sent him sprawling into the interior.




  In an instant the detective was inside, confronting more scowling workmen. A tall, goodlooking man of middle age, evidently a decent artisan, was in control, and he came forward, a spanner in his hand, to repel the intruders.




  But the pistol Ela carried was eloquent of his earnestness.




  “Stand back,” he said. “Are you in charge?”




  The detective spoke Italian fluently.




  “What does this mean, signor?” asked the foreman.




  “It means that I give you three minutes to stop the dynamo.”




  “But that is impossible,” said the other. “I cannot stop the dynamo; it is against all orders.”




  “Stop that dynamo,” hissed Ela between his teeth. “Stop it at once, or you are a dead man.”




  The man hesitated, then walked to the great switchboard, brilliant with a score of lights.




  “I will not do it,” he said sulkily. “There is the signal; give it yourself.”




  A little red lamp suddenly glowed on the marble switchboard.




  “What is that?” asked Ela.




  “That is a signal from the lower rooms,” said the man sullenly; “they want more power.”




  Ela turned on the man with a snarl, raised his pistol and there was murder in his eyes.




  “Mercy!” gasped the Italian, and putting out his hand he grasped a long red switch marked ‘Danger’ and pulled it over. Instantly all the lights in the power house went dim, and the great whirling wheels slowed down and stopped. Only the light of day illuminated the power house. Ela, standing on the controlling platform, wiped his perspiring face with the back of a hand which was shaking as though with ague.




  “I wonder if I was in time?” he muttered.




  The big machinery hall was now alive with detectives.




  “Take charge of every man,” Ela ordered; “see that nobody touches any of these switches. Arrest stokers and keep them apart. Now you,” he said, addressing the foreman in Italian, “you seem a decent fellow, and I am going to give you a chance of earning not only your freedom, but a substantial reward. I am a police officer and I have come to make an inspection of this house. You spoke of the lower rooms — do you know the way there?”




  The man hesitated.




  “The lift cannot work, signor,” he said, with a shrug of his shoulders, “now that the electric current is stopped.”




  “Is there no other way?”




  Again the man hesitated.




  “There are stairs, signor,” he stammered after a while, then continued rapidly: “If this is a crime and Signor Moole is an anarchist, I know nothing of it, I swear to you by the Virgin. I am an honest man from Padua, and I have no knowledge of such things as your Excellency speaks about”




  Ela nodded.




  “I am willing to believe that,” he said in a milder tone. “Now, my friend, you shall undo a great deal of mischief that has been done by showing me the way to the underground rooms.”




  “I am at your service,” said the man helplessly. “I call all men to witness that I have done my best to carry out the instructions which the padrone has given me.”




  He led the way out of the power house through a door which led to a large stretch of private garden behind the main building, across a well-kept lawn to an area basement which ran the whole length of the house.




  In this, at the far end, was a door, and the man opened it with a key upon a bunch which he took from his pocket. They had to pass through two more doors before they came to the spiral staircase which led down into the gloomy depths beneath the Secret House.




  To Ela’s surprise they were illuminated and he feared that against his orders the dynamo had been restarted, but the man reassured him.




  “They are from the storage batteries,” he said. “There is sufficient to afford light all over the house, but not enough to give power.”




  The steps seemed never ending. Ela counted eighty-seven before at last they came to a landing from which one door opened. The detective noticed that the man employed the same method of entering here as he himself had done. A bodkin slipped into an almost invisible hole produced the mechanical unsealing of this doorway.




  Ela stepped through the open door. Two lights burned dimly; he saw the strapped figure in the chair and his heart sank. He went forward at a run and Farrington was the first to hear him.




  The big man turned, a revolver in his hand. There was a quick deafening report, and another, and a third. Ela stood up unmoved, unharmed, but Farrington, rocking as he staggered to the table, slid to the ground with a bullet through his heart.




  “Take that man,” said Ela, and in an instant Fall was handcuffed and secure.




  Then Ela heard a silent sneeze and through the smoke from the revolver shots the voice of T.B. Smith, saying: “A pity it takes such ill-smelling powder to send our clever friend on his long journey.”




  The End
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  The 4.15 from Victoria to Lewes had been held up at Three Bridges in consequence of a derailment and, though John Lexman was fortunate enough to catch a belated connection to Beston Tracey, the wagonette which was the sole communication between the village and the outside world had gone.




  “If you can wait half an hour, Mr. Lexman,” said the stationmaster, “I will telephone up to the village and get Briggs to come down for you.”




  John Lexman looked out upon the dripping landscape and shrugged his shoulders.




  “I’ll walk,” he said shortly and, leaving his bag in the stationmaster’s care and buttoning his mackintosh to his chin, he stepped forth resolutely into the rain to negotiate the two miles which separated the tiny railway station from Little Tracey.




  The downpour was incessant and likely to last through the night. The high hedges on either side of the narrow road were so many leafy cascades; the road itself was in places ankle deep in mud. He stopped under the protecting cover of a big tree to fill and light his pipe and with its bowl turned downwards continued his walk. But for the driving rain which searched every crevice and found every chink in his waterproof armor, he preferred, indeed welcomed, the walk.




  The road from Beston Tracey to Little Beston was associated in his mind with some of the finest situations in his novels. It was on this road that he had conceived “The Tilbury Mystery.” Between the station and the house he had woven the plot which had made “Gregory Standish” the most popular detective story of the year. For John Lexman was a maker of cunning plots.




  If, in the literary world, he was regarded by superior persons as a writer of “shockers,” he had a large and increasing public who were fascinated by the wholesome and thrilling stories he wrote, and who held on breathlessly to the skein of mystery until they came to the denouement he had planned.




  But no thought of books, or plots, or stories filled his troubled mind as he strode along the deserted road to Little Beston. He had had two interviews in London, one of which under ordinary circumstances would have filled him with joy: He had seen T.X. and “T.X,” was T.X. Meredith, who would one day be Chief of the Criminal Investigation Department and was now an Assistant Commissioner of Police, engaged in the more delicate work of that department.




  In his erratic, tempestuous way, T.X. had suggested the greatest idea for a plot that any author could desire. But it was not of T.X. that John Lexman thought as he breasted the hill, on the slope of which was the tiny habitation known by the somewhat magnificent title of Beston Priory.




  It was the interview he had had with the Greek on the previous day which filled his mind, and he frowned as he recalled it. He opened the little wicket gate and went through the plantation to the house, doing his best to shake off the recollection of the remarkable and unedifying discussion he had had with the moneylender.




  Beston Priory was little more than a cottage, though one of its walls was an indubitable relic of that establishment which a pious Howard had erected in the thirteenth century. A small and unpretentious building, built in the Elizabethan style with quaint gables and high chimneys, its latticed windows and sunken gardens, its rosary and its tiny meadow, gave it a certain manorial completeness which was a source of great pride to its owner.




  He passed under the thatched porch, and stood for a moment in the broad hallway as he stripped his drenching mackintosh.




  The hall was in darkness. Grace would probably be changing for dinner, and he decided that in his present mood he would not disturb her. He passed through the long passage which led to the big study at the back of the house. A fire burnt redly in the old-fashioned grate and the snug comfort of the room brought a sense of ease and relief. He changed his shoes, and lit the table lamp.




  The room was obviously a man’s den. The leather-covered chairs, the big and well-filled bookcase which covered one wall of the room, the huge, solid-oak writing-desk, covered with books and half-finished manuscripts, spoke unmistakably of its owner’s occupation.




  After he had changed his shoes, he refilled his pipe, walked over to the fire, and stood looking down into its glowing heart.




  He was a man a little above medium height, slimly built, with a breadth of shoulder which was suggestive of the athlete. He had indeed rowed 4 in his boat, and had fought his way into the semi-finals of the amateur boxing championship of England. His face was strong, lean, yet well-moulded. His eyes were grey and deep, his eyebrows straight and a little forbidding. The cleanshaven mouth was big and generous, and the healthy tan of his cheek told of a life lived in the open air.




  There was nothing of the recluse or the student in his appearance. He was in fact a typical, healthy-looking Britisher, very much like any other man of his class whom one would meet in the messroom of the British army, in the wardrooms of the fleet, or in the far-off posts of the Empire, where the administrative cogs of the great machine are to be seen at work.




  There was a little tap at the door, and before he could say “Come in” it was pushed open and Grace Lexman entered.




  If you described her as brave and sweet you might secure from that brief description both her manner and her charm. He half crossed the room to meet her, and kissed her tenderly.




  “I didn’t know you were back until—” she said; linking her arm in his.




  “Until you saw the horrible mess my mackintosh has made,” he smiled. “I know your methods, Watson!”




  She laughed, but became serious again.




  “I am very glad you’ve come back. We have a visitor,” she said.




  He raised his eyebrows.




  “A visitor? Whoever came down on a day like this?”




  She looked at him a little strangely.




  “Mr. Kara,” she said.




  “Kara? How long has he been here?”




  “He came at four.”




  There was nothing enthusiastic in her tone.




  “I can’t understand why you don’t like old Kara,” rallied her husband.




  “There are very many reasons,” she replied, a little curtly for her.




  “Anyway,” said John Lexman, after a moment’s thought, “his arrival is rather opportune. Where is he?”




  “He is in the drawingroom.”




  The Priory drawingroom was a low-ceilinged, rambling apartment, “all old print and chrysanthemums,” to use Lexman’s description. Cosy armchairs, a grand piano, an almost medieval open grate, faced with dull-green tiles, a well-worn but cheerful carpet and two big silver candelabras were the principal features which attracted the newcomer.




  There was in this room a harmony, a quiet order and a soothing quality which made it a haven of rest to a literary man with jagged nerves. Two big bronze bowls were filled with early violets, another blazed like a pale sun with primroses, and the early woodland flowers filled the room with a faint fragrance.




  A man rose to his feet, as John Lexman entered and crossed the room with an easy carriage. He was a man possessed of singular beauty of face and of figure. Half a head taller than the author, he carried himself with such a grace as to conceal his height.




  “I missed you in town,” he said, “so I thought I’d run down on the off chance of seeing you.”




  He spoke in the well-modulated tone of one who had had a long acquaintance with the public schools and universities of England. There was no trace of any foreign accent, yet Remington Kara was a Greek and had been born and partly educated in the more turbulent area of Albania.




  The two men shook hands warmly.




  “You’ll stay to dinner?”




  Kara glanced round with a smile at Grace Lexman. She sat uncomfortably upright, her hands loosely folded on her lap, her face devoid of encouragement.




  “If Mrs. Lexman doesn’t object,” said the Greek.




  “I should be pleased, if you would,” she said, almost mechanically; “it is a horrid night and you won’t get anything worth eating this side of London and I doubt very much,” she smiled a little, “if the meal I can give you will be worthy of that description.”




  “What you can give me will be more than sufficient,” he said, with a little bow, and turned to her husband.




  In a few minutes they were deep in a discussion of books and places, and Grace seized the opportunity to make her escape. From books in general to Lexman’s books in particular the conversation flowed.




  “I’ve read every one of them, you know,” said Kara.




  John made a little face. “Poor devil,” he said sardonically.




  “On the contrary,” said Kara, “I am not to be pitied. There is a great criminal lost in you, Lexman.”




  “Thank you,” said John.




  “I am not being uncomplimentary, am I?” smiled the Greek. “I am merely referring to the ingenuity of your plots. Sometimes your books baffle and annoy me. If I cannot see the solution of your mysteries before the book is half through, it angers me a little. Of course in the majority of cases I know the solution before I have reached the fifth chapter.”




  John looked at him in surprise and was somewhat piqued.




  “I flatter myself it is impossible to tell how my stories will end until the last chapter,” he said.




  Kara nodded.




  “That would be so in the case of the average reader, but you forget that I am a student. I follow every little thread of the clue which you leave exposed.”




  “You should meet T.X.,” said John, with a laugh, as he rose from his chair to poke the fire.




  “T.X.?”




  “T.X. Meredith. He is the most ingenious beggar you could meet. We were at Caius together, and he is by way of being a great pal of mine. He is in the Criminal Investigation Department.”




  Kara nodded. There was the light of interest in his eyes and he would have pursued the discussion further, but at the moment dinner was announced.




  It was not a particularly cheerful meal because Grace did not as usual join in the conversation, and it was left to Kara and to her husband to supply the deficiencies. She was experiencing a curious sense of depression, a premonition of evil which she could not define. Again and again in the course of the dinner she took her mind back to the events of the day to discover the reason for her unease.




  Usually when she adopted this method she came upon the trivial causes in which apprehension was born, but now she was puzzled to find that a solution was denied her. Her letters of the morning had been pleasant, neither the house nor the servants had given her any trouble. She was well herself, and though she knew John had a little money trouble, since his unfortunate speculation in Roumanian gold shares, and she half suspected that he had had to borrow money to make good his losses, yet his prospects were so excellent and the success of his last book so promising that she, probably seeing with a clearer vision the unimportance of those money worries, was less concerned about the problem than he.




  “You will have your coffee in the study, I suppose,” said Grace, “and I know you’ll excuse me; I have to see Mrs. Chandler on the mundane subject of laundry.”




  She favoured Kara with a little nod as she left the room and touched John’s shoulder lightly with her hand in passing.




  Kara’s eyes followed her graceful figure until she was out of view, then:




  “I want to see you, Kara,” said John Lexman, “if you will give me five minutes.”




  “You can have five hours, if you like,” said the other, easily.




  They went into the study together; the maid brought the coffee and liqueur, and placed them on a little table near the fire and disappeared.




  For a time the conversation was general. Kara, who was a frank admirer of the comfort of the room and who lamented his own inability to secure with money the cosiness which John had obtained at little cost, went on a foraging expedition whilst his host applied himself to a proof which needed correcting.




  “I suppose it is impossible for you to have electric light here,” Kara asked.




  “Quite,” replied the other.




  “Why?”




  “I rather like the light of this lamp.”




  “It isn’t the lamp,” drawled the Greek and made a little grimace; “I hate these candles.”




  He waved his hand to the mantle-shelf where the six tall, white, waxen candles stood out from two wall sconces.




  “Why on earth do you hate candles?” asked the other in surprise.




  Kara made no reply for the moment, but shrugged his shoulders. Presently he spoke.




  “If you were ever tied down to a chair and by the side of that chair was a small keg of black powder and stuck in that powder was a small candle that burnt lower and lower every minute — my God!”




  John was amazed to see the perspiration stand upon the forehead of his guest.




  “That sounds thrilling,” he said.




  The Greek wiped his forehead with a silk handkerchief and his hand shook a little.




  “It was something more than thrilling,” he said.




  “And when did this occur?” asked the author curiously.




  “In Albania,” replied the other; “it was many years ago, but the devils are always sending me reminders of the fact.”




  He did not attempt to explain who the devils were or under what circumstances he was brought to this unhappy pass, but changed the subject definitely.




  Sauntering round the cosy room he followed the bookshelf which filled one wall and stopped now and again to examine some title. Presently he drew forth a stout volume.




  “‘Wild Brazil’,” he read, “by George Gathercole — do you know Gathercole?”




  John was filling his pipe from a big blue jar on his desk and nodded.




  “Met him once — a taciturn devil. Very short of speech and, like all men who have seen and done things, less inclined to talk about himself than any man I know.”




  Kara looked at the book with a thoughtful pucker of brow and turned the leaves idly.




  “I’ve never seen him,” he said as he replaced the book, “yet, in a sense, his new journey is on my behalf.”




  The other man looked up.




  “On your behalf?”




  “Yes — you know he has gone to Patagonia for me. He believes there is gold there — you will learn as much from his book on the mountain systems of South America. I was interested in his theories and corresponded with him. As a result of that correspondence he undertook to make a geological survey for me. I sent him money for his expenses, and he went off.”




  “You never saw him?” asked John Lexman, surprised.




  Kara shook his head.




  “That was not — ? began his host.




  “Not like me, you were going to say. Frankly, it was not, but then I realized that he was an unusual kind of man. I invited him to dine with me before he left London, and in reply received a wire from Southampton intimating that he was already on his way.”




  Lexman nodded.




  “It must be an awfully interesting kind of life,” he said. “I suppose he will be away for quite a long time?”




  “Three years,” said Kara, continuing his examination of the bookshelf.




  “I envy those fellows who run round the world writing books,” said John, puffing reflectively at his pipe. “They have all the best of it.”




  Kara turned. He stood immediately behind the author and the other could not see his face. There was, however, in his voice an unusual earnestness and an unusual quiet vehemence.




  “What have you to complain about!” he asked, with that little drawl of his. “You have your own creative work — the most fascinating branch of labour that comes to a man. He, poor beggar, is bound to actualities. You have the full range of all the worlds which your imagination gives to you. You can create men and destroy them, call into existence fascinating problems, mystify and baffle ten or twenty thousand people, and then, at a word, elucidate your mystery.”




  John laughed.




  “There is something in that,” he said.




  “As for the rest of your life,” Kara went on in a lower voice, “I think you have that which makes life worth living — an incomparable wife.”




  Lexman swung round in his chair, and met the other’s gaze, and there was something in the set of the other’s handsome face which took his breath away.




  “I do not see—” he began.




  Kara smiled.




  “That was an impertinence, wasn’t it!” he said, banteringly. “But then you mustn’t forget, my dear man, that I was very anxious to marry your wife. I don’t suppose it is secret. And when I lost her, I had ideas about you which are not pleasant to recall.”




  He had recovered his self-possession and had continued his aimless stroll about the room.




  “You must remember I am a Greek, and the modern Greek is no philosopher. You must remember, too, that I am a petted child of fortune, and have had everything I wanted since I was a baby.”




  “You are a fortunate devil,” said the other, turning back to his desk, and taking up his pen.




  For a moment Kara did not speak, then he made as though he would say something, checked himself, and laughed.




  “I wonder if I am,” he said.




  And now he spoke with a sudden energy.




  “What is this trouble you are having with Vassalaro?”




  John rose from his chair and walked over to the fire, stood gazing down into its depths, his legs wide apart, his hands clasped behind him, and Kara took his attitude to supply an answer to the question.




  “I warned you against Vassalaro,” he said, stooping by the other’s side to light his cigar with a spill of paper. “My dear Lexman, my fellow countrymen are unpleasant people to deal with in certain moods.”




  “He was so obliging at first,” said Lexman, half to himself.




  “And now he is so disobliging,” drawled Kara. “That is a way which moneylenders have, my dear man; you were very foolish to go to him at all. I could have lent you the money.”




  “There were reasons why I should not borrow money from you,”, said John, quietly, “and I think you yourself have supplied the principal reason when you told me just now, what I already knew, that you wanted to marry Grace.”




  “How much is the amount?” asked Kara, examining his well-manicured fingernails.




  “Two thousand five hundred pounds,” replied John, with a short laugh, “and I haven’t two thousand five hundred shillings at this moment.”




  “Will he wait?”




  John Lexman shrugged his shoulders.




  “Look here, Kara,” he said, suddenly, “don’t think I want to reproach you, but it was through you that I met Vassalaro so that you know the kind of man he is.”




  Kara nodded.




  “Well, I can tell you he has been very unpleasant indeed,” said John, with a frown, “I had an interview with him yesterday in London and it is clear that he is going to make a lot of trouble. I depended upon the success of my play in town giving me enough to pay him off, and I very foolishly made a lot of promises of repayment which I have been unable to keep.”




  “I see,” said Kara, and then, “does Mrs. Lexman know about this matter?”




  “A little,” said the other.




  He paced restlessly up and down the room, his hands behind him and his chin upon his chest.




  “Naturally I have not told her the worst, or how beastly unpleasant the man has been.”




  He stopped and turned.




  “Do you know he threatened to kill me?” he asked.




  Kara smiled.




  “I can tell you it was no laughing matter,” said the other, angrily, “I nearly took the little whippersnapper by the scruff of the neck and kicked him.”




  Kara dropped his hand on the other’s arm.




  “I am not laughing at you,” he said; “I am laughing at the thought of Vassalaro threatening to kill anybody. He is the biggest coward in the world. What on earth induced him to take this drastic step?”




  “He said he is being hard pushed for money,” said the other, moodily, “and it is possibly true. He was beside himself with anger and anxiety, otherwise I might have given the little blackguard the thrashing he deserved.”




  Kara who had continued his stroll came down the room and halted in front of the fireplace looking at the young author with a paternal smile.




  “You don’t understand Vassalaro,” he said; “I repeat he is the greatest coward in the world. You will probably discover he is full of firearms and threats of slaughter, but you have only to click a revolver to see him collapse. Have you a revolver, by the way?”




  “Oh, nonsense,” said the other, roughly, “I cannot engage myself in that kind of melodrama.”




  “It is not nonsense,” insisted the other, “when you are in Rome, et cetera, and when you have to deal with a low-class Greek you must use methods which will at least impress him. If you thrash him, he will never forgive you and will probably stick a knife into you or your wife. If you meet his melodrama with melodrama and at the psychological moment produce your revolver; you will secure the effect you require. Have you a revolver?”




  John went to his desk and, pulling open a drawer, took out a small Browning.




  “That is the extent of my armory,” he said, “it has never been fired and was sent to me by an unknown admirer last Christmas.”




  “A curious Christmas present,” said the other, examining the weapon.




  “I suppose the mistaken donor imagined from my books that I lived in a veritable museum of revolvers, sword sticks and noxious drugs,” said Lexman, recovering some of his good humour; “it was accompanied by a card.”




  “Do you know how it works?” asked the other.




  “I have never troubled very much about it,” replied Lexman, “I know that it is loaded by slipping back the cover, but as my admirer did not send ammunition, I never even practised with it.”




  There was a knock at the door.




  “That is the post,” explained John.




  The maid had one letter on the salver and the author took it up with a frown.




  “From Vassalaro,” he said, when the girl had left the room.




  The Greek took the letter in his hand and examined it.




  “He writes a vile fist,” was his only comment as he handed it back to John.




  He slit open the thin, buff envelope and took out half a dozen sheets of yellow paper, only a single sheet of which was written upon. The letter was brief:




  “I must see you tonight without fail,” ran the scrawl; “meet me at the crossroads between Beston Tracey and the Eastbourne Road. I shall be there at eleven o’clock, and, if you want to preserve your life, you had better bring me a substantial instalment.”




  It was signed “Vassalaro.”




  John read the letter aloud. “He must be mad to write a letter like that,” he said; “I’ll meet the little devil and teach him such a lesson in politeness as he is never likely to forget.”




  He handed the letter to the other and Kara read it in silence.




  “Better take your revolver,” he said as he handed it back.




  John Lexman looked at his watch.




  “I have an hour yet, but it will take me the best part of twenty minutes to reach the Eastbourne Road.”




  “Will you see him?” asked Kara, in a tone of surprise.




  “Certainly,” Lexman replied emphatically: “I cannot have him coming up to the house and making a scene and that is certainly what the little beast will do.”




  “Will you pay him?” asked Kara softly.




  John made no answer. There was probably 10 pounds in the house and a cheque which was due on the morrow would bring him another 30 pounds. He looked at the letter again. It was written on paper of an unusual texture. The surface was rough almost like blotting paper and in some places the ink absorbed by the porous surface had run. The blank sheets had evidently been inserted by a man in so violent a hurry that he had not noticed the extravagance.




  “I shall keep this letter,” said John.




  “I think you are well advised. Vassalaro probably does not know that he transgresses a law in writing threatening letters and that should be a very strong weapon in your hand in certain eventualities.”




  There was a tiny safe in one corner of the study and this John opened with a key which he took from his pocket. He pulled open one of the steel drawers, took out the papers which were in it and put in their place the letter, pushed the drawer to, and locked it.




  All the time Kara was watching him intently as one who found more than an ordinary amount of interest in the novelty of the procedure.




  He took his leave soon afterwards.




  “I would like to come with you to your interesting meeting,” he said, “but unfortunately I have business elsewhere. Let me enjoin you to take your revolver and at the first sign of any bloodthirsty intention on the part of my admirable compatriot, produce it and click it once or twice, you won’t have to do more.”




  Grace rose from the piano as Kara entered the little drawingroom and murmured a few conventional expressions of regret that the visitor’s stay had been so short. That there was no sincerity in that regret Kara, for one, had no doubt. He was a man singularly free from illusions.




  They stayed talking a little while.




  “I will see if your chauffeur is asleep,” said John, and went out of the room.




  There was a little silence after he had gone.




  “I don’t think you are very glad to see me,” said Kara. His frankness was a little embarrassing to the girl and she flushed slightly.




  “I am always glad to see you, Mr. Kara, or any other of my husband’s friends,” she said steadily.




  He inclined his head.




  “To be a friend of your husband is something,” he said, and then as if remembering something, “I wanted to take a book away with me — I wonder if your husband would mind my getting it?”




  “I will find it for you.”




  “Don’t let me bother you,” he protested, “I know my way.”




  Without waiting for her permission he left the girl with the unpleasant feeling that he was taking rather much for granted. He was gone less than a minute and returned with a book under his arm.




  “I have not asked Lexman’s permission to take it,” he said, “but I am rather interested in the author. Oh, here you are,” he turned to John who came in at that moment. “Might I take this book on Mexico?” he asked. “I will return it in the morning.”




  They stood at the door, watching the tail light of the motor disappear down the drive; and returned in silence to the drawing room.




  “You look worried, dear,” she said, laying her hand on his shoulder.




  He smiled faintly.




  “Is it the money?” she asked anxiously.




  For a moment he was tempted to tell her of the letter. He stifled the temptation realizing that she would not consent to his going out if she knew the truth.




  “It is nothing very much,” he said. “I have to go down to Beston Tracey to meet the last train. I am expecting some proofs down.”




  He hated lying to her, and even an innocuous lie of this character was repugnant to him.




  “I’m afraid you have had a dull evening,” he said, “Kara was not very amusing.”




  She looked at him thoughtfully.




  “He has not changed very much,” she said slowly.




  “He’s a wonderfully handsome chap, isn’t he?” he asked in a tone of admiration. “I can’t understand what you ever saw in a fellow like me, when you had a man who was not only rich, but possibly the best-looking man in the world.”




  She shivered a little.




  “I have seen a side of Mr. Kara that is not particularly beautiful,” she said. “Oh, John, I am afraid of that man!”




  He looked at her in astonishment.




  “Afraid?” he asked. “Good heavens, Grace, what a thing to say! Why I believe he’d do anything for you.”




  “That is exactly what I am afraid of,” she said in a low voice.




  She had a reason which she did not reveal. She had first met Remington Kara in Salonika two years before. She had been doing a tour through the Balkans with her father — it was the last tour the famous archeologist made — and had met the man who was fated to have such an influence upon her life at a dinner given by the American Consul.




  Many were the stories which were told about this Greek with his Jove-like face, his handsome carriage and his limitless wealth. It was said that his mother was an American lady who had been captured by Albanian brigands and was sold to one of the Albanian chiefs who fell in love with her, and for her sake became a Protestant. He had been educated at Yale and at Oxford, and was known to be the possessor of vast wealth, and was virtually king of a hill district forty miles out of Durazzo. Here he reigned supreme, occupying a beautiful house which he had built by an Italian architect, and the fittings and appointments of which had been imported from the luxurious centres of the world.




  In Albania they called him “Kara Rumo,” which meant “The Black Roman,” for no particular reason so far as any one could judge, for his skin was as fair as a Saxon’s, and his close-cropped curls were almost golden.




  He had fallen in love with Grace Terrell. At first his attentions had amused her, and then there came a time when they frightened her, for the man’s fire and passion had been unmistakable. She had made it plain to him that he could base no hopes upon her returning his love, and, in a scene which she even now shuddered to recall, he had revealed something of his wild and reckless nature. On the following day she did not see him, but two days later, when returning through the Bazaar from a dance which had been given by the Governor General, her carriage was stopped, she was forcibly dragged from its interior, and her cries were stifled with a cloth impregnated with a scent of a peculiar aromatic sweetness. Her assailants were about to thrust her into another carriage, when a party of British bluejackets who had been on leave came upon the scene, and, without knowing anything of the nationality of the girl, had rescued her.




  In her heart of hearts she did not doubt Kara’s complicity in this medieval attempt to gain a wife, but of this adventure she had told her husband nothing. Until her marriage she was constantly receiving valuable presents which she as constantly returned to the only address she knew — Kara’s estate at Lemazo. A few months after her marriage she had learned through the newspapers that this “leader of Greek society” had purchased a big house near Cadogan Square, and then, to her amazement and to her dismay, Kara had scraped an acquaintance with her husband even before the honeymoon was over.




  His visits had been happily few, but the growing intimacy between John and this strange undisciplined man had been a source of constant distress to her.




  Should she, at this, the eleventh hour, tell her husband all her fears and her suspicions?




  She debated the point for some time. And never was she nearer taking him into her complete confidence than she was as he sat in the big armchair by the side of the piano, a little drawn of face, more than a little absorbed in his own meditations. Had he been less worried she might have spoken. As it was, she turned the conversation to his last work, the big mystery story which, if it would not make his fortune, would mean a considerable increase to his income.




  At a quarter to eleven he looked at his watch, and rose. She helped him on with his coat. He stood for some time irresolutely.




  “Is there anything you have forgotten?” she asked.




  He asked himself whether he should follow Kara’s advice. In any circumstance it was not a pleasant thing to meet a ferocious little man who had threatened his life, and to meet him unarmed was tempting Providence. The whole thing was of course ridiculous, but it was ridiculous that he should have borrowed, and it was ridiculous that the borrowing should have been necessary, and yet he had speculated on the best of advice — it was Kara’s advice.




  The connection suddenly occurred to him, and yet Kara had not directly suggested that he should buy Roumanian gold shares, but had merely spoken glowingly of their prospects. He thought a moment, and then walked back slowly into the study, pulled open the drawer of his desk, took out the sinister little Browning, and slipped it into his pocket.




  “I shan’t be long, dear,” he said, and kissing the girl he strode out into the darkness.




  Kara sat back in the luxurious depths of his car, humming a little tune, as the driver picked his way cautiously over the uncertain road. The rain was still falling, and Kara had to rub the windows free of the mist which had gathered on them to discover where he was. From time to time he looked out as though he expected to see somebody, and then with a little smile he remembered that he had changed his original plan, and that he had fixed the waiting room of Lewes junction as his rendezvous.




  Here it was that he found a little man muffled up to the ears in a big top coat, standing before the dying fire. He started as Kara entered and at a signal followed him from the room.




  The stranger was obviously not English. His face was sallow and peaked, his cheeks were hollow, and the beard he wore was irregular-almost unkempt.




  Kara led the way to the end of the dark platform, before he spoke.




  “You have carried out my instructions?” he asked brusquely.




  The language he spoke was Arabic, and the other answered him in that language.




  “Everything that you have ordered has been done, Effendi,” he said humbly.




  “You have a revolver?”




  The man nodded and patted his pocket.




  “Loaded?”




  “Excellency,” asked the other, in surprise, “what is the use of a revolver, if it is not loaded?”




  “You understand, you are not to shoot this man,” said Kara. “You are merely to present the pistol. To make sure, you had better unload it now.”




  Wonderingly the man obeyed, and clicked back the ejector.




  “I will take the cartridges,” said Kara, holding out his hand.




  He slipped the little cylinders into his pocket, and after examining the weapon returned it to its owner.




  “You will threaten him,” he went on. “Present the revolver straight at his heart. You need do nothing else.”




  The man shuffled uneasily.




  “I will do as you say, Effendi,” he said. “But—”




  “There are no ‘buts,’ “ replied the other harshly. “You are to carry out my instructions without any question. What will happen then you shall see. I shall be at hand. That I have a reason for this play be assured.”




  “But suppose he shoots?” persisted the other uneasily.




  “He will not shoot,” said Kara easily. “Besides, his revolver is not loaded. Now you may go. You have a long walk before you. You know the way?”




  The man nodded.




  “I have been over it before,” he said confidently.




  Kara returned to the big limousine which had drawn up some distance from the station. He spoke a word or two to the chauffeur in Greek, and the man touched his hat.
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  Assistant Commissioner of Police T.X. Meredith did not occupy offices in New Scotland Yard. It is the peculiarity of public offices that they are planned with the idea of supplying the margin of space above all requirements and that on their completion they are found wholly inadequate to house the various departments which mysteriously come into progress coincident with the building operations.




  “T.X.,” as he was known by the police forces of the world, had a big suite of offices in Whitehall. The house was an old one facing the Board of Trade and the inscription on the ancient door told passersby that this was the “Public Prosecutor, Special Branch.”




  The duties of T.X. were multifarious. People said of him — and like most public gossip, this was probably untrue — that he was the head of the “illegal” department of Scotland Yard. If by chance you lost the keys of your safe, T.X. could supply you (so popular rumour ran) with a burglar who would open that safe in half an hour.




  If there dwelt in England a notorious individual against whom the police could collect no scintilla of evidence to justify a prosecution, and if it was necessary for the good of the community that that person should be deported, it was T.X. who arrested the obnoxious person, hustled him into a cab and did not loose his hold upon his victim until he had landed him on the indignant shores of an otherwise friendly power.




  It is very certain that when the minister of a tiny power which shall be nameless was suddenly recalled by his government and brought to trial in his native land for putting into circulation spurious bonds, it was somebody from the department which T.X. controlled, who burgled His Excellency’s house, burnt the locks from his safe and secured the necessary incriminating evidence.




  I say it is fairly certain and here I am merely voicing the opinion of very knowledgeable people indeed, heads of public departments who speak behind their hands, mysterious undersecretaries of state who discuss things in whispers in the remote corners of their clubrooms and the more frank views of American correspondents who had no hesitation in putting those views into print for the benefit of their readers.




  That T.X. had a more legitimate occupation we know, for it was that flippant man whose outrageous comment on the Home Office Administration is popularly supposed to have sent one Home Secretary to his grave, who traced the Deptford murderers through a labyrinth of perjury and who brought to book Sir Julius Waglite though he had covered his trail of defalcation through the balance sheets of thirty-four companies.




  On the night of March 3rd, T.X. sat in his inner office interviewing a disconsolate inspector of metropolitan police, named Mansus.




  In appearance T.X. conveyed the impression of extreme youth, for his face was almost boyish and it was only when you looked at him closely and saw the little creases about his eyes, the setting of his straight mouth, that you guessed he was on the way to forty. In his early days he had been something of a poet, and had written a slight volume of “Woodland Lyrics,” the mention of which at this later stage was sufficient to make him feel violently unhappy.




  In manner he was tactful but persistent, his language was at times marked by a violent extravagance and he had had the distinction of having provoked, by certain correspondence which had seen the light, the comment of a former Home Secretary that “it was unfortunate that Mr. Meredith did not take his position with the seriousness which was expected from a public official.”




  His language was, as I say, under great provocation, violent and unusual. He had a trick of using words which never were on land or sea, and illustrating his instruction or his admonition with the quaintest phraseology.




  Now he was tilted back in his office chair at an alarming angle, scowling at his distressed subordinate who sat on the edge of a chair at the other side of his desk.




  “But, T.X.,” protested the Inspector, “there was nothing to be found.”




  It was the outrageous practice of Mr. Meredith to insist upon his associates calling him by his initials, a practice which had earnt disapproval in the highest quarters.




  “Nothing is to be found!” he repeated wrathfully. “Curious Mike!”




  He sat up with a suddenness which caused the police officer to start back in alarm.




  “Listen,” said T.X., grasping an ivory paperknife savagely in his hand and tapping his blottingpad to emphasize his words, “you’re a pie!”




  “I’m a policeman,” said the other patiently.




  “A policeman!” exclaimed the exasperated T.X. “You’re worse than a pie, you’re a slud! I’m afraid I shall never make a detective of you,” he shook his head sorrowfully at the smiling Mansus who had been in the police force when T.X. was a small boy at school, “you are neither Wise nor Wily; you combine the innocence of a Baby with the grubbiness of a County Parson — you ought to be in the choir.”




  At this outrageous insult Mr. Mansus was silent; what he might have said, or what further provocation he might have received may be never known, for at that moment, the Chief himself walked in.




  The Chief of the Police in these days was a grey man, rather tired, with a hawk nose and deep eyes that glared under shaggy eyebrows and he was a terror to all men of his department save to T.X. who respected nothing on earth and very little elsewhere. He nodded curtly to Mansus.




  “Well, T.X.,” he said, “what have you discovered about our friend Kara?”




  He turned from T.X. to the discomforted inspector.




  “Very little,” said T.X. “I’ve had Mansus on the job.”




  “And you’ve found nothing, eh?” growled the Chief.




  “He has found all that it is possible to find,” said T.X. “We do not perform miracles in this department, Sir George, nor can we pick up the threads of a case at five minutes’ notice.”




  Sir George Haley grunted.




  “Mansus has done his best,” the other went on easily, “but it is rather absurd to talk about one’s best when you know so little of what you want.”




  Sir George dropped heavily into the armchair, and stretched out his long thin legs.




  “What I want,” he said, looking up at the ceiling and putting his hands together, “is to discover something about one Remington Kara, a wealthy Greek who has taken a house in Cadogan Square, who has no particular position in London society and therefore has no reason for coming here, who openly expresses his detestation of the climate, who has a magnificent estate in some wild place in the Balkans, who is an excellent horseman, a magnificent shot and a passable aviator.”




  T.X. nodded to Mansus and with something of gratitude in his eyes the inspector took his leave.




  “Now Mansus has departed,” said T.X., sitting himself on the edge of his desk and selecting with great care a cigarette from the case he took from his pocket, “let me know something of the reason for this sudden interest in the great ones of the earth.”




  Sir George smiled grimly.




  “I have the interest which is the interest of my department,” he said. “That is to say I want to know a great deal about abnormal people. We have had an application from him,” he went on, “which is rather unusual. Apparently he is in fear of his life from some cause or other and wants to know if he can have a private telephone connection between his house and the central office. We told him that he could always get the nearest Police Station on the ‘phone, but that doesn’t satisfy him. He has made bad friends with some gentleman of his own country who sooner or later, he thinks, will cut his throat.”




  T.X. nodded.




  “All this I know,” he said patiently, “if you will further unfold the secret dossier, Sir George, I am prepared to be thrilled.”




  “There is nothing thrilling about it,” growled the older man, rising, “but I remember the Macedonian shooting case in South London and I don’t want a repetition of that sort of thing. If people want to have blood feuds, let them take them outside the metropolitan area.”




  “By all means,” said T.X., “let them. Personally, I don’t care where they go. But if that is the extent of your information I can supplement it. He has had extensive alterations made to the house he bought in Cadogan Square; the room in which he lives is practically a safe.”




  Sir George raised his eyebrows.




  “A safe,” he repeated.




  T.X. nodded.




  “A safe,” he said; “its walls are burglar proof, floor and roof are reinforced concrete, there is one door which in addition to its ordinary lock is closed by a sort of steel latch which he lets fall when he retires for the night and which he opens himself personally in the morning. The window is unreachable, there are no communicating doors, and altogether the room is planned to stand a siege.”




  The Chief Commissioner was interested.




  “Any more?” he asked.




  “Let me think,” said T.X., looking up at the ceiling. “Yes, the interior of his room is plainly furnished, there is a big fireplace, rather an ornate bed, a steel safe built into the wall and visible from its outer side to the policeman whose beat is in that neighborhood.”




  “How do you know all this?” asked the Chief Commissioner.




  “Because I’ve been in the room,” said T.X. simply, “having by an underhand trick succeeded in gaining the misplaced confidence of Kara’s housekeeper, who by the way” — he turned round to his desk and scribbled a name on the blottingpad— “will be discharged tomorrow and must be found a place.”




  “Is there any -er-?” began the Chief.




  “Funny business?” interrupted T.X., “not a bit. House and man are quite normal save for these eccentricities. He has announced his intention of spending three months of the year in England and nine months abroad. He is very rich, has no relations, and has a passion for power.”




  “Then he’ll be hung,” said the Chief, rising.




  “I doubt it,” said the other, “people with lots of money seldom get hung. You only get hung for wanting money.”




  “Then you’re in some danger, T.X.,” smiled the Chief, “for according to my account you’re always more or less broke.”




  “A genial libel,” said T.X., “but talking about people being broke, I saw John Lexman to-day — you know him!”




  The Chief Commissioner nodded.




  “I’ve an idea he’s rather hit for money. He was in that Roumanian gold swindle, and by his general gloom, which only comes to a man when he’s in love (and he can’t possibly be in love since he’s married) or when he’s in debt, I fear that he is still feeling the effect of that rosy adventure.”




  A telephone bell in the corner of the room rang sharply, and T.X. picked up the receiver. He listened intently.




  “A trunk call,” he said over his shoulder to the departing commissioner, “it may be something interesting.”




  A little pause; then a hoarse voice spoke to him. “Is that you, T.X.?”




  “That’s me,” said the Assistant Commissioner, commonly.




  “It’s John Lexman speaking.”




  “I shouldn’t have recognized your voice,” said T.X., “what is wrong with you, John, can’t you get your plot to went?”




  “I want you to come down here at once,” said the voice urgently, and even over the telephone T.X. recognized the distress. “I have shot a man, killed him!”




  T.X. gasped.




  “Good Lord,” he said, “you are a silly ass!”
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  In the early hours of the morning a tragic little party was assembled in the study at Beston Priory. John Lexman, white and haggard, sat on the sofa with his wife by his side. Immediate authority as represented by a village constable was on duty in the passage outside, whilst T.X. sitting at the table with a writing pad and a pencil was briefly noting the evidence.




  The author had sketched the events of the day. He had described his interview with the moneylender the day before and the arrival of the letter.




  “You have the letter!” asked T.X.




  John Lexman nodded.




  “I am glad of that,” said the other with a sigh of relief, “that will save you from a great deal of unpleasantness, my poor old chap. Tell me what happened afterward.”




  “I reached the village,” said John Lexman, “and passed through it. There was nobody about, the rain was still falling very heavily and indeed I didn’t meet a single soul all the evening. I reached the place appointed about five minutes before time. It was the corner of Eastbourne Road on the station side and there I found Vassalaro waiting. I was rather ashamed of myself at meeting him at all under these conditions, but I was very keen on his not coming to the house for I was afraid it would upset Grace. What made it all the more ridiculous was this infernal pistol which was in my pocket banging against my side with every step I took as though to nudge me to an understanding of my folly.”




  “Where did you meet Vassalaro?” asked T.X.




  “He was on the other side of the Eastbourne Road and crossed the road to meet me. At first he was very pleasant though a little agitated but afterward he began to behave in a most extraordinary manner as though he was lashing himself up into a fury which he didn’t feel. I promised him a substantial amount on account, but he grew worse and worse and then, suddenly, before I realised what he was doing, he was brandishing a revolver in my face and uttering the most extraordinary threats. Then it was I remembered Kara’s warning.”




  “Kara,” said T.X. quickly.




  “A man I know and who was responsible for introducing me to Vassalaro. He is immensely wealthy.”




  “I see,” said T.X., “go on.”




  “I remembered this warning,” the other proceeded, “and I thought it worth while trying it out to see if it had any effect upon the little man. I pulled the pistol from my pocket and pointed it at him, but that only seemed to make it — and then I pressed the trigger…




  “To my horror four shots exploded before I could recover sufficient self-possession to loosen my hold of the butt. He fell without a word. I dropped the revolver and knelt by his side. I could tell he was dangerously wounded, and indeed I knew at that moment that nothing would save him. My pistol had been pointed in the region of his heart…”




  He shuddered, dropping his face in his hands, and the girl by his side, encircling his shoulder with a protecting arm, murmured something in his ear. Presently he recovered.




  “He wasn’t quite dead. I heard him murmur something but I wasn’t able to distinguish what he said. I went straight to the village and told the constable and had the body removed.”




  T.X. rose from the table and walked to the door and opened it.




  “Come in, constable,” he said, and when the man made his appearance, “I suppose you were very careful in removing this body, and you took everything which was lying about in the immediate ate vicinity’?”




  “Yes, sir,” replied the man, “I took his hat and his walkingstick, if that’s what you mean.”




  “And the revolver!” asked T.X.




  The man shook his head.




  “There warn’t any revolver, sir, except the pistol which Mr. Lexman had.”




  He fumbled in his pocket and pulled it out gingerly, and T.X. took it from him.




  “I’ll look after your prisoner; you go down to the village, get any help you can and make a most careful search in the place where this man was killed and bring me the revolver which you will discover. You’ll probably find it in a ditch by the side of the road. I’ll give a sovereign to the man who finds it.”




  The constable touched his hat and went out.




  “It looks rather a weird case to me,” said T.X., as he came back to the table, “can’t you see the unusual features yourself, Lexman! It isn’t unusual for you to owe money and it isn’t unusual for the usurer to demand the return of that money, but in this case he is asking for it before it was due, and further than that he was demanding it with threats. It is not the practice of the average money lender to go after his clients with a loaded revolver. Another peculiar thing is that if he wished to blackmail you, that is to say, bring you into contempt in the eyes of your friends, why did he choose to meet you in a dark and unfrequented road, and not in your house where the moral pressure would be greatest? Also, why did he write you a threatening letter which would certainly bring him into the grip of the law and would have saved you a great deal of unpleasantness if he had decided upon taking action!”




  He tapped his white teeth with the end of his pencil and then suddenly,




  “I think I’ll see that letter,” he said.




  John Lexman rose from the sofa, crossed to the safe, unlocked it and was unlocking the steel drawer in which he had placed the incriminating document. His hand was on the key when T.X. noticed the look of surprise on his face.




  “What is it!” asked the detective suddenly.




  “This drawer feels very hot,” said John, — he looked round as though to measure the distance between the safe and the fire.




  T.X. laid his hand upon the front of the drawer. It was indeed warm.




  “Open it,” said T.X., and Lexman turned the key and pulled the drawer open.




  As he did so, the whole contents burst up in a quick blaze of flame. It died down immediately and left only a little coil of smoke that flowed from the safe into the room.




  “Don’t touch anything inside,” said T.X. quickly.




  He lifted the drawer carefully and placed it under the light. In the bottom was no more than a few crumpled white ashes and a blister of paint where the flame had caught the side.




  “I see,” said T.X. slowly.




  He saw something more than that handful of ashes, he saw the deadly peril in which his friend was standing. Here was one half of the evidence in Lexman’s favour gone, irredeemably.




  “The letter was written on a paper which was specially prepared by a chemical process which disintegrated the moment the paper was exposed to the air. Probably if you delayed putting the letter in the drawer another five minutes, you would have seen it burn before your eyes. As it was, it was smouldering before you had turned the key of the box. The envelope!”




  “Kara burnt it,” said Lexman in a low voice, “I remember seeing him take it up from the table and throw it in the fire.”




  T.X. nodded.




  “There remains the other half of the evidence,” he said grimly, and when an hour later, the village constable returned to report that in spite of his most careful search he had failed to discover the dead man’s revolver, his anticipations were realized.




  The next morning John Lexman was lodged in Lewes gaol on a charge of wilful murder.




  A telegram brought Mansus from London to Beston Tracey, and T.X. received him in the library.




  “I sent for you, Mansus, because I suffer from the illusion that you have more brains than most of the people in my department, and that’s not saying much.”




  “I am very grateful to you, sir, for putting me right with Commissioner,” began Mansus, but T.X. stopped him.




  “It is the duty of every head of departments,” he said oracularly, “to shield the incompetence of his subordinates. It is only by the adoption of some such method that the decencies of the public life can be observed. Now get down to this.” He gave a sketch of the case from start to finish in as brief a space of time as possible.




  “The evidence against Mr. Lexman is very heavy,” he said. “He borrowed money from this man, and on the man’s body were found particulars of the very Promissory Note which Lexman signed. Why he should have brought it with him, I cannot say. Anyhow I doubt very much whether Mr. Lexman will get a jury to accept his version. Our only chance is to find the Greek’s revolver — I don’t think there’s any very great chance, but if we are to be successful we must make a search at once.”




  Before he went out he had an interview with Grace. The dark shadows under her eyes told of a sleepless night. She was unusually pale and surprisingly calm.




  “I think there are one or two things I ought to tell you,” she said, as she led the way into the drawing room, closing the door behind him.




  “And they concern Mr. Kara, I think,” said T.X.




  She looked at him startled.




  “How did you know that?”




  “I know nothing.”




  He hesitated on the brink of a flippant claim of omniscience, but realizing in time the agony she must be suffering he checked his natural desire.




  “I really know nothing,” he continued, “but I guess a lot,” and that was as near to the truth as you might expect T.X. to reach on the spur of the moment.




  She began without preliminary.




  “In the first place I must tell you that Mr. Kara once asked me to marry him, and for reasons which I will give you, I am dreadfully afraid of him.”




  She described without reserve the meeting at Salonika and Kara’s extravagant rage and told of the attempt which had been made upon her.




  “Does John know this?” asked T.X.




  She shook her head sadly.




  “I wish I had told him now,” she said. “Oh, how I wish I had!” She wrung her hands in an ecstasy of sorrow and remorse.




  T.X. looked at her sympathetically. Then he asked,




  “Did Mr. Kara ever discuss your husband’s financial position with you!”




  “Never.”




  “How did John Lexman happen to meet Vassalaro!”




  “I can tell you that,” she answered, “the first time we met Mr. Kara in England was when we were staying at Babbacombe on a summer holiday — which was really a prolongation of our honeymoon. Mr. Kara came to stay at the same hotel. I think Mr. Vassalaro must have been there before; at any rate they knew one another and after Kara’s introduction to my husband the rest was easy.




  “Can I do anything for John!” she asked piteously.




  T.X. shook his head.




  “So far as your story is concerned, I don’t think you will advantage him by telling it,” he said. “There is nothing whatever to connect Kara with this business and you would only give your husband a great deal of pain. I’ll do the best I can.”




  He held out his hand and she grasped it and somehow at that moment there came to T.X. Meredith a new courage, a new faith and a greater determination than ever to solve this troublesome mystery.




  He found Mansus waiting for him in a car outside and in a few minutes they were at the scene of the tragedy. A curious little knot of spectators had gathered, looking with morbid interest at the place where the body had been found. There was a local policeman on duty and to him was deputed the ungracious task of warning his fellow villagers to keep their distance. The ground had already been searched very carefully. The two roads crossed almost at right angles and at the corner of the cross thus formed, the hedges were broken, admitting to a field which had evidently been used as a pasture by an adjoining dairy farm. Some rough attempt had been made to close the gap with barbed wire, but it was possible to step over the drooping strands with little or no difficulty. It was to this gap that T.X. devoted his principal attention. All the fields had been carefully examined without result, the four drains which were merely the connecting pipes between ditches at the sides of the crossroads had been swept out and only the broken hedge and its tangle of bushes behind offered any prospect of the new search being rewarded.




  “Hullo!” said Mansus, suddenly, and stooping down he picked up something from the ground.




  T.X. took it in his hand.




  It was unmistakably a revolver cartridge. He marked the spot where it had been found by jamming his walking stick into the ground and continued his search, but without success.




  “I am afraid we shall find nothing more here,” said T.X., after half an hour’s further search. He stood with his chin in his hand, a frown on his face.




  “Mansus,” he said, “suppose there were three people here, Lexman, the money lender and a third witness. And suppose this third person for some reason unknown was interested in what took place between the two men and he wanted to watch unobserved. Isn’t it likely that if he, as I think, instigated the meeting, he would have chosen this place because this particular hedge gave him a chance of seeing without being seen?”




  Mansus thought.




  “He could have seen just as well from either of the other hedges, with less chance of detection,” he said, after a long pause.




  T.X. grinned.




  “You have the makings of a brain,” he said admiringly. “I agree with you. Always remember that, Mansus. That there was one occasion in your life when T.X. Meredith and you thought alike.”




  Mansus smiled a little feebly.




  “Of course from the point of view of the observer this was the worst place possible, so whoever came here, if they did come here, dropping revolver bullets about, must have chosen the spot because it was get-at-able from another direction. Obviously he couldn’t come down the road and climb in without attracting the attention of the Greek who was waiting for Mr. Lexman. We may suppose there is a gate farther along the road, we may suppose that he entered that gate, came along the field by the side of the hedge and that somewhere between here and the gate, he threw away his cigar.”




  “His cigar!” said Mansus in surprise.




  “His cigar,” repeated T.X., “if he was alone, he would keep his cigar alight until the very last moment.”




  “He might have thrown it into the road,” said Mansus.




  “Don’t jibber,” said T.X., and led the way along the hedge. From where they stood they could see the gate which led on to the road about a hundred yards further on. Within a dozen yards of that gate, T.X. found what he had been searching for, a half-smoked cigar. It was sodden with rain and he picked it up tenderly.




  “A good cigar, if I am any judge,” he said, “cut with a penknife, and smoked through a holder.”




  They reached the gate and passed through. Here they were on the road again and this they followed until they reached another cross road that to the left inclining southward to the new Eastbourne Road and that to the westward looking back to the Lewes-Eastbourne railway. The rain had obliterated much that T.X. was looking for, but presently he found a faint indication of a car wheel.




  “This is where she turned and backed,” he said, and walked slowly to the road on the left, “and this is where she stood. There is the grease from her engine.”




  He stooped down and moved forward in the attitude of a Russian dancer, “And here are the wax matches which the chauffeur struck,” he counted, “one, two, three, four, five, six, allow three for each cigarette on a boisterous night like last night, that makes three cigarettes. Here is a cigarette end, Mansus, Gold Flake brand,” he said, as he examined it carefully, “and a Gold Flake brand smokes for twelve minutes in normal weather, but about eight minutes in gusty weather. A car was here for about twentyfour minutes — what do you think of that, Mansus?”




  “A good bit of reasoning, T.X.,” said the other calmly, “if it happens to be the car you’re looking for.”




  “I am looking for any old car,” said T.X.




  He found no other trace of car wheels though he carefully followed up the little lane until it reached the main road. After that it was hopeless to search because rain had fallen in the night and in the early hours of the morning. He drove his assistant to the railway station in time to catch the train at one o’clock to London.




  “You will go straight to Cadogan Square and arrest the chauffeur of Mr. Kara,” he said.




  “Upon what charge!” asked Mansus hurriedly.




  When it came to the step which T.X. thought fit to take in the pursuance of his duty, Mansus was beyond surprise.




  “You can charge him with anything you like,” said T.X., with fine carelessness, “probably something will occur to you on your way up to town. As a matter of fact the chauffeur has been called unexpectedly away to Greece and has probably left by this morning’s train for the Continent. If that is so, we can do nothing, because the boat will have left Dover and will have landed him at Boulogne, but if by any luck you get him, keep him busy until I get back.”




  T.X. himself was a busy man that day, and it was not until night was falling that he again turned to Beston Tracey to find a telegram waiting for him. He opened it and read,




  “Chauffeur’s name, Goole. Formerly waiter English Club, Constantinople. Left for east by early train this morning, his mother being ill.”




  “His mother ill,” said T.X. contemptuously, “how very feeble, — I should have thought Kara could have gone one better than that.”




  He was in John Lexman’s study as the door opened and the maid announced, “Mr. Remington Kara.”




  Chapter IV




  

    Table of Contents

  




  T.X. folded the telegram very carefully and slipped it into his waistcoat pocket.




  He favoured the newcomer with a little bow and taking upon himself the honours of the establishment, pushed a chair to his visitor.




  “I think you know my name,” said Kara easily, “I am a friend of poor Lexman’s.”




  “So I am told,” said T.X., “but don’t let your friendship for Lexman prevent your sitting down.”




  For a moment the Greek was nonplussed and then, with a little smile and bow, he seated himself by the writing table.




  “I am very distressed at this happening,” he went on, “and I am more distressed because I feel that as I introduced Lexman to this unfortunate man, I am in a sense responsible.”




  “If I were you,” said T.X., leaning back in the chair and looking half questioningly and half earnestly into the face of the other, “I shouldn’t let that fact keep me awake at night. Most people are murdered as a result of an introduction. The cases where people murder total strangers are singularly rare. That I think is due to the insularity of our national character.”




  Again the other was taken back and puzzled by the flippancy of the man from whom he had expected at least the official manner.




  “When did you see Mr. Vassalaro last?” asked T.X. pleasantly.




  Kara raised his eyes as though considering.




  “I think it must have been nearly a week ago.”




  “Think again,” said T.X.




  For a second the Greek started and again relaxed into a smile.




  “I am afraid,” he began.




  “Don’t worry about that,” said T.X., “but let me ask you this question. You were here last night when Mr. Lexman received a letter. That he did receive a letter, there is considerable evidence,” he said as he saw the other hesitate, “because we have the supporting statements of the servant and the postman.”




  “I was here,” said the other, deliberately, “and I was present when Mr. Lexman received a letter.”




  T.X. nodded.




  “A letter written on some brownish paper and rather bulky,” he suggested.




  Again there was that momentary hesitation.




  “I would not swear to the color of the paper or as to the bulk of the letter,” he said.




  “I should have thought you would,” suggested T.X., “because you see, you burnt the envelope, and I presumed you would have noticed that.”




  “I have no recollection of burning any envelope,” said the other easily.




  “At any rate,” T.X. went on, “when Mr. Lexman read this letter out to you…”




  “To which letter are you referring?” asked the other, with a lift of his eyebrows.




  “Mr. Lexman received a threatening letter,” repeated T.X. patiently, “which he read out to you, and which was addressed to him by Vassalaro. This letter was handed to you and you also read it. Mr. Lexman to your knowledge put the letter in his safe — in a steel drawer.”




  The other shook his head, smiling gently.




  “I am afraid you’ve made a great mistake,” he said almost apologetically, “though I have a recollection of his receiving a letter, I did not read it, nor was it read to me.”




  The eyes of T.X. narrowed to the very slits and his voice became metallic and hard.




  “And if I put you into the box, will you swear, that you did not see that letter, nor read it, nor have it read to you, and that you have no knowledge whatever of such a letter having been received by Mr. Lexman?”




  “Most certainly,” said the other coolly.




  “Would you swear that you have not seen Vassalaro for a week?”




  “Certainly,” smiled the Greek.




  “That you did not in fact see him last night,” persisted T.X., “and interview him on the station platform at Lewes, that you did not after leaving him continue on your way to London and then turn your car and return to the neighbourhood of Beston Tracey?”




  The Greek was white to the lips, but not a muscle of his face moved.




  “Will you also swear,” continued T.X. inexorably, “that you did not stand at the corner of what is known as Mitre’s Lot and reenter a gate near to the side where your car was, and that you did not watch the whole tragedy?”




  “I’d swear to that,” Kara’s voice was strained and cracked.




  “Would you also swear as to the hour of your arrival in London?”




  “Somewhere in the region of ten or eleven,” said the Greek.




  T.X. smiled.




  “Would you swear that you did not go through Guilford at half-past twelve and pull up to replenish your petrol?”




  The Greek had now recovered his self-possession and rose.




  “You are a very clever man, Mr. Meredith — I think that is your name?”




  “That is my name,” said T.X. calmly. “There has been, no need for me to change it as often as you have found the necessity.”




  He saw the fire blazing in the other’s eyes and knew that his shot had gone home.




  “I am afraid I must go,” said Kara. “I came here intending to see Mrs. Lexman, and I had no idea that I should meet a policeman.”




  “My dear Mr. Kara,” said T.X., rising and lighting a cigarette, “you will go through life enduring that unhappy experience.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Just what I say. You will always be expecting to meet one person, and meeting another, and unless you are very fortunate indeed, that other will always be a policeman.”




  His eyes twinkled for he had recovered from the gust of anger which had swept through him.




  “There are two pieces of evidence I require to save Mr. Lexman from very serious trouble,” he said, “the first of these is the letter which was burnt, as you know.”




  “Yes,” said Kara.




  T.X. leant across the desk.




  “How did you know?” he snapped.




  “Somebody told me, I don’t know who it was.”




  “That’s not true,” replied T.X.; “nobody knows except myself and Mrs. Lexman.”




  “But my dear good fellow,” said Kara, pulling on his gloves, “you have already asked me whether I didn’t burn the letter.”




  “I said envelope,” said T.X., with a little laugh.




  “And you were going to say something about the other clue?”




  “The other is the revolver,” said T.X.




  “Mr. Lexman’s revolver!” drawled the Greek.




  “That we have,” said T.X. shortly. “What we want is the weapon which the Greek had when he threatened Mr. Lexman.”




  “There, I’m afraid I cannot help you.”




  Kara walked to the door and T.X. followed.




  “I think I will see Mrs. Lexman.”




  “I think not,” said T.X.




  The other turned with a sneer.




  “Have you arrested her, too?” he asked.




  “Pull yourself together!” said T.X. coarsely. He escorted Kara to his waiting limousine.




  “You have a new chauffeur tonight, I observe,” he said.




  Kara towering with rage stepped daintily into the car.




  “If you are writing to the other you might give him my love,” said T.X., “and make most tender enquiries after his mother. I particularly ask this.”




  Kara said nothing until the car was out of earshot then he lay back on the down cushions and abandoned himself to a paroxysm of rage and blasphemy.
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  Six months later T.X. Meredith was laboriously tracing an elusive line which occurred on an ordnance map of Sussex when the Chief Commissioner announced himself.




  Sir George described T.X. as the most wholesome corrective a public official could have, and never missed an opportunity of meeting his subordinate (as he said) for this reason.




  “What are you doing there?” he growled.




  “The lesson this morning,” said T.X. without looking up, “is maps.”




  Sir George passed behind his assistant and looked over his shoulder.




  “That is a very old map you have got there,” he said.




  “1876. It shows the course of a number of interesting little streams in this neighbourhood which have been lost sight of for one reason or the other by the gentleman who made the survey at a later period. I am perfectly sure that in one of these streams I shall find what I am seeking.”




  “You haven’t given up hope, then, in regard to Lexman?”




  “I shall never give up hope,” said T.X., “until I am dead, and possibly not then.”




  “Let me see, what did he get — fifteen years!”




  “Fifteen years,” repeated T.X., “and a very fortunate man to escape with his life.”




  Sir George walked to the window and stared out on to busy Whitehall.




  “I am told you are quite friendly with Kara again.”




  T.X. made a noise which might be taken to indicate his assent to the statement.




  “I suppose you know that gentleman has made a very heroic attempt to get you fired,” he said.




  “I shouldn’t wonder,” said T.X. “I made as heroic an attempt to get him hung, and one good turn deserves another. What did he do? See ministers and people?”




  “He did,” said Sir George.




  “He’s a silly ass,” responded T.X.




  “I can understand all that” — the Chief Commissioner turned round— “but what I cannot understand is your apology to him.”




  “There are so many things you don’t understand, Sir George,” said T.X. tartly, “that I despair of ever cataloguing them.”




  “You are an insolent cub,” growled his Chief. “Come to lunch.”




  “Where will you take me?” asked T.X. cautiously.




  “To my club.”




  “I’m sorry,” said the other, with elaborate politeness, “I have lunched once at your club. Need I say more?”




  He smiled, as he worked after his Chief had gone, at the recollection of Kara’s profound astonishment and the gratification he strove so desperately to disguise.




  Kara was a vain man, immensely conscious of his good looks, conscious of his wealth. He had behaved most handsomely, for not only had he accepted the apology, but he left nothing undone to show his desire to create a good impression upon the man who had so grossly insulted him.




  T.X. had accepted an invitation to stay a weekend at Kara’s “little place in the country,” and had found there assembled everything that the heart could desire in the way of fellowship, eminent politicians who might conceivably be of service to an ambitious young Assistant Commissioner of Police, beautiful ladies to interest and amuse him. Kara had even gone to the length of engaging a theatrical company to play “Sweet Lavender,” and for this purpose the big ballroom at Hever Court had been transformed into a theatre.




  As he was undressing for bed that night T.X. remembered that he had mentioned to Kara that “Sweet Lavender” was his favorite play, and he realized that the entertainment was got up especially for his benefit.




  In a score of other ways Kara had endeavoured to consolidate the friendship. He gave the young Commissioner advice about a railway company which was operating in Asia Minor, and the shares of which stood a little below par. T.X. thanked him for the advice, and did not take it, nor did he feel any regret when the shares rose 3 pounds in as many weeks.




  T.X. had superintended the disposal of Beston Priory. He had the furniture removed to London, and had taken a flat for Grace Lexman.




  She had a small income of her own, and this, added to the large royalties which came to her (as she was bitterly conscious) in increasing volume as the result of the publicity of the trial, placed her beyond fear of want.




  “Fifteen years,” murmured T.X., as he worked and whistled.




  There had been no hope for John Lexman from the start. He was in debt to the man he killed. His story of threatening letters was not substantiated. The revolver which he said had been flourished at him had never been found. Two people believed implicitly in the story, and a sympathetic Home Secretary had assured T.X. personally that if he could find the revolver and associate it with the murder beyond any doubt, John Lexman would be pardoned.




  Every stream in the neighbourhood had been dragged. In one case a small river had been dammed, and the bed had been carefully dried and sifted, but there was no trace of the weapon, and T.X. had tried methods more effective and certainly less legal.




  A mysterious electrician had called at 456 Cadogan Square in Kara’s absence, and he was armed with such indisputable authority that he was permitted to penetrate to Kara’s private room, in order to examine certain fitments.




  Kara returning next day thought no more of the matter when it was reported to him, until going to his safe that night he discovered that it had been opened and ransacked.




  As it happened, most of Kara’s valuable and confidential possessions were at the bank. In a fret of panic and at considerable cost he had the safe removed and another put in its place of such potency that the makers offered to indemnify him against any loss from burglary.




  T.X. finished his work, washed his hands, and was drying them when Mansus came bursting into the room. It was not usual for Mansus to burst into anywhere. He was a slow, methodical, painstaking man, with a deliberate and an official, manner.




  “What’s the matter?” asked T.X. quickly.




  “We didn’t search Vassalaro’s lodgings,” cried Mansus breathlessly. “It just occurred to me as I was coming over Westminster Bridge. I was on top of a bus—”




  “Wake up!” said T.X. “You’re amongst friends and cut all that ‘bus’ stuff out. Of course we searched Vassalaro’s lodgings!”




  “No, we didn’t, sir,” said the other triumphantly. “He lived in Great James Street.”




  “He lived in the Adelphi,” corrected T.X.




  “There were two places where he lived,” said Mansus.




  “When did you learn this?” asked his Chief, dropping his flippancy.




  “This morning. I was on a bus coming across Westminster Bridge, and there were two men in front of me, and I heard the word ‘Vassalaro’ and naturally I pricked up my ears.”




  “It was very unnatural, but proceed,” said T.X.




  “One of the men — a very respectable person — said, ‘That chap Vassalaro used to lodge in my place, and I’ve still got a lot of his things. What do you think I ought to do?’”




  “And you said,” suggested the other.




  “I nearly frightened his life out of him,” said Mansus. “I said, ‘I am a police officer and I want you to come along with me.’”




  “And of course he shut up and would not say another word,” said T.X.




  “That’s true, sir,” said Mansus, “but after awhile I got him to talk. Vassalaro lived in Great James Street, 604, on the third floor. In fact, some of his furniture is there still. He had a good reason for keeping two addresses by all accounts.”




  T.X. nodded wisely.




  “What was her name?” he asked.




  “He had a wife,” said the other, “but she left him about four months before he was killed. He used the Adelphi address for business purposes and apparently he slept two or three nights of the week at Great James Street. I have told the man to leave everything as it is, and that we will come round.”




  Ten minutes later the two officers were in the somewhat gloomy apartments which Vassalaro had occupied.




  The landlord explained that most of the furniture was his, but that there were certain articles which were the property of the deceased man. He added, somewhat unnecessarily, that the late tenant owed him six months’ rent.




  The articles which had been the property of Vassalaro included a tin trunk, a small writing bureau, a secretaire bookcase and a few clothes. The secretaire was locked, as was the writing bureau. The tin box, which had little or nothing of interest, was unfastened.




  The other locks needed very little attention. Without any difficulty Mansus opened both. The leaf of the bureau, when let down, formed the desk, and piled up inside was a whole mass of letters opened and unopened, accounts, notebooks and all the paraphernalia which an untidy man collects.




  Letter by letter, T.X. went through the accumulation without finding anything to help him. Then his eye was attracted by a small tin case thrust into one of the oblong pigeon holes at the back of the desk. This he pulled out and opened and found a small wad of paper wrapped in tin foil.




  “Hello, hello!” said T.X., and he was pardonably exhilarated.




  Chapter VI




  

    Table of Contents

  




  A man stood in the speckless courtyard before the Governor’s house at Dartmoor gaol. He wore the ugly livery of shame which marks the convict. His head was clipped short, and there was two days’ growth of beard upon his haggard face. Standing with his hands behind him, he waited for the moment when he would be ordered to his work.




  John Lexman — A. O. 43 — looked up at the blue sky as he had looked so many times from the exercise yard, and wondered what the day would bring forth. A day to him was the beginning and the end of an eternity. He dare not let his mind dwell upon the long aching years ahead. He dare not think of the woman he left, or let his mind dwell upon the agony which she was enduring. He had disappeared from the world, the world he loved, and the world that knew him, and all that there was in life; all that was worth while had been crushed and obliterated into the granite of the Princetown quarries, and its wide horizon shrunken by the gaunt moorland with its menacing tors.




  New interests made up his existence. The quality of the food was one. The character of the book he would receive from the prison library another. The future meant Sunday chapel; the present whatever task they found him. For the day he was to paint some doors and windows of an outlying cottage. A cottage occupied by a warder who, for some reason, on the day previous, had spoken to him with a certain kindness and a certain respect which was unusual.




  “Face the wall,” growled a voice, and mechanically he turned, his hands still behind him, and stood staring at the grey wall of the prison storehouse.




  He heard the shuffling feet of the quarry gang, his ears caught the clink of the chains which bound them together. They were desperate men, peculiarly interesting to him, and he had watched their faces furtively in the early period of his imprisonment.




  He had been sent to Dartmoor after spending three months in Wormwood Scrubbs. Old hands had told him variously that he was fortunate or unlucky. It was usual to have twelve months at the Scrubbs before testing the life of a convict establishment. He believed there was some talk of sending him to Parkhurst, and here he traced the influence which T.X. would exercise, for Parkhurst was a prisoner’s paradise.




  He heard his warder’s voice behind him.




  “Right turn, 43, quick march.”




  He walked ahead of the armed guard, through the great and gloomy gates of the prison, turned sharply to the right, and walked up the village street toward the moors, beyond the village of Princetown, and on the Tavistock Road where were two or three cottages which had been lately taken by the prison staff; and it was to the decoration of one of these that A. O. 43 had been sent.




  The house was as yet without a tenant.




  A paper-hanger under the charge of another warder was waiting for the arrival of the painter. The two warders exchanged greetings, and the first went off leaving the other in charge of both men.




  For an hour they worked in silence under the eyes of the guard. Presently the warder went outside, and John Lexman had an opportunity of examining his fellow sufferer.




  He was a man of twentyfour or twentyfive, lithe and alert. By no means bad looking, he lacked that indefinable suggestion of animalism which distinguished the majority of the inhabitants at Dartmoor.




  They waited until they heard the warder’s step clear the passage, and until his iron-shod boots were tramping over the cobbled path which led from the door, through the tiny garden to the road, before the second man spoke.




  “What are you in for?” he asked, in a low voice.




  “Murder,” said John Lexman, laconically.




  He had answered the question before, and had noticed with a little amusement the look of respect which came into the eyes of the questioner.




  “What have you got!”




  “Fifteen years,” said the other.




  “That means 11 years and 9 months,” said the first man. “You’ve never been here before, I suppose?”




  “Hardly,” said Lexman, drily.




  “I was here when I was a kid,” confessed the paper-hanger. “I am going out next week.”




  John Lexman looked at him enviously. Had the man told him that he had inherited a great fortune and a greater title his envy would not have been so genuine.




  Going out!




  The drive in the brake to the station, the ride to London in creased, but comfortable clothing, free as the air, at liberty to go to bed and rise when he liked, to choose his own dinner, to answer no call save the call of his conscience, to see — he checked himself.




  “What are you in for?” he asked in self-defence.




  “Conspiracy and fraud,” said the other cheerfully. “I was put away by a woman after three of us had got clear with 12,000 pounds. Damn rough luck, wasn’t it?”




  John nodded.




  It was curious, he thought, how sympathetic one grows with these exponents of crimes. One naturally adopts their point of view and sees life through their distorted vision.




  “I bet I’m not given away with the next lot,” the prisoner went on. “I’ve got one of the biggest ideas I’ve ever had, and I’ve got a real good man to help me.”




  “How?” asked John, in surprise.




  The man jerked his head in the direction of the prison.




  “Larry Green,” he said briefly. “He’s coming out next month, too, and we are all fixed up proper. We are going to get the pile and then we’re off to South America, and you won’t see us for dust.”




  Though he employed all the colloquialisms which were common, his tone was that of a man of education, and yet there was something in his address which told John as clearly as though the man had confessed as much, that he had never occupied any social position in life.




  The warder’s step on the stones outside reduced them to silence. Suddenly his voice came up the stairs.




  “Forty-three,” he called sharply, “I want you down here.”




  John took his paint pot and brush and went clattering down the uncarpeted stairs.




  “Where’s the other man?” asked the warder, in a low voice.




  “He’s upstairs in the back room.”




  The warder stepped out of the door and looked left and right. Coming up from Princetown was a big, grey car.




  “Put down your paint pot,” he said.




  His voice was shaking with excitement.




  “I am going upstairs. When that car comes abreast of the gate, ask no questions and jump into it. Get down into the bottom and pull a sack over you, and do not get up until the car stops.”




  The blood rushed to John Lexman’s head, and he staggered.




  “My God!” he whispered.




  “Do as I tell you,” hissed the warder.




  Like an automaton John put down his brushes, and walked slowly to the gate. The grey car was crawling up the hill, and the face of the driver was half enveloped in a big rubber mask. Through the two great goggles John could see little to help him identify the man. As the machine came up to the gate, he leapt into the tonneau and sank instantly to the bottom. As he did so he felt the car leap forward underneath him. Now it was going fast, now faster, now it rocked and swayed as it gathered speed. He felt it sweeping down hill and up hill, and once he heard a hollow rumble as it crossed a wooden bridge.




  He could not detect from his hiding place in what direction they were going, but he gathered they had switched off to the left and were making for one of the wildest parts of the moor. Never once did he feel the car slacken its pace, until, with a grind of brakes, it stopped suddenly.




  “Get out,” said a voice.




  John Lexman threw off the cover and leapt out and as he did so the car turned and sped back the way it had come.




  For a moment he thought he was alone, and looked around. Far away in the distance he saw the grey bulk of Princetown Gaol. It was an accident that he should see it, but it so happened that a ray of the sun fell athwart it and threw it into relief.




  He was alone on the moors! Where could he go?




  He turned at the sound of a voice.




  He was standing on the slope of a small tor. At the foot there was a smooth stretch of green sward. It was on this stretch that the people of Dartmoor held their pony races in the summer months. There was no sign of horses; but only a great bat-like machine with outstretched pinions of taut white canvas, and by that machine a man clad from head to foot in brown overalls.




  John stumbled down the slope. As he neared the machine he stopped and gasped.




  “Kara,” he said, and the brown man smiled.




  “But, I do not understand. What are you going to do!” asked Lexman, when he had recovered from his surprise.




  “I am going to take you to a place of safety,” said the other.




  “I have no reason to be grateful to you, as yet, Kara,” breathed Lexman. “A word from you could have saved me.”




  “I could not lie, my dear Lexman. And honestly, I had forgotten the existence of the letter; if that is what you are referring to, but I am trying to do what I can for you and for your wife.”




  “My wife!”




  “She is waiting for you,” said the other.




  He turned his head, listening.




  Across the moor came the dull sullen boom of a gun.




  “You haven’t time for argument. They discovered your escape,” he said. “Get in.”




  John clambered up into the frail body of the machine and Kara followed.




  “This is a self-starter,” he said, “one of the newest models of monoplanes.”




  He clicked over a lever and with a roar the big three-bladed tractor screw spun.




  The aeroplane moved forward with a jerk, ran with increasing gait for a hundred yards, and then suddenly the jerky progress ceased. The machine swayed gently from side to side, and looking over, the passenger saw the ground recede beneath him.




  Up, up, they climbed in one long sweeping ascent, passing through drifting clouds till the machine soared like a bird above the blue sea.




  John Lexman looked down. He saw the indentations of the coast and recognized the fringe of white houses that stood for Torquay, but in an incredibly short space of time all signs of the land were blotted out.




  Talking was impossible. The roar of the engines defied penetration.




  Kara was evidently a skilful pilot. From time to time he consulted the compass on the board before him, and changed his course ever so slightly. Presently he released one hand from the driving wheel, and scribbling on a little block of paper which was inserted in a pocket at the side of the seat he passed it back.




  John Lexman read:




  “If you cannot swim there is a life belt under your seat.”




  John nodded.




  Kara was searching the sea for something, and presently he found it. Viewed from the height at which they flew it looked no more than a white speck in a great blue saucer, but presently the machine began to dip, falling at a terrific rate of speed, which took away the breath of the man who was hanging on with both hands to the dangerous seat behind.




  He was deadly cold, but had hardly noticed the fact. It was all so incredible, so impossible. He expected to wake up and wondered if the prison was also part of the dream.




  Now he saw the point for which Kara was making.




  A white steam yacht, long and narrow of beam, was steaming slowly westward. He could see the feathery wake in her rear, and as the aeroplane fell he had time to observe that a boat had been put off. Then with a jerk the monoplane flattened out and came like a skimming bird to the surface of the water; her engines stopped.




  “We ought to be able to keep afloat for ten minutes,” said Kara, “and by that time they will pick us up.”




  His voice was high and harsh in the almost painful silence which followed the stoppage of the engines.




  In less than five minutes the boat had come alongside, manned, as Lexman gathered from a glimpse of the crew, by Greeks. He scrambled aboard and five minutes later he was standing on the white deck of the yacht, watching the disappearing tail of the monoplane. Kara was by his side.




  “There goes fifteen hundred pounds,” said the Greek, with a smile, “add that to the two thousand I paid the warder and you have a tidy sum-but some things are worth all the money in the world!”
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  T.X. came from Downing Street at 11 o’clock one night, and his heart was filled with joy and gratitude.




  He swung his stick to the common danger of the public, but the policeman on point duty at the end of the street, who saw him, recognized and saluted him, did not think it fit to issue any official warning.




  He ran up the stairs to his office, and found Mansus reading the evening paper.




  “My poor, dumb beast,” said T.X. “I am afraid I have kept you waiting for a very long time, but tomorrow you and I will take a little journey to Devonshire. It will be good for you, Mansus — where did you get that ridiculous name, by the way!”




  “M. or N.,” replied Mansus, laconically.




  “I repeat that there is the dawn of an intellect in you,” said T.X. , offensively.




  He became more serious as he took from a pocket inside his waistcoat a long blue envelope containing the paper which had cost him so much to secure.




  “Finding the revolver was a master-stroke of yours, Mansus,” he said, and he was in earnest as he spoke.




  The man coloured with pleasure for the subordinates of T.X. loved him, and a word of praise was almost equal to promotion. It was on the advice of Mansus that the road from London to Lewes had been carefully covered and such streams as passed beneath that road had been searched.




  The revolver had been found after the third attempt between Gatwick and Horsley. Its identification was made easier by the fact that Vassalaro’s name was engraved on the butt. It was rather an ornate affair and in its earlier days had been silver plated; the handle was of mother-o’-pearl.




  “Obviously the gift of one brigand to another,” was T.X.’s comment.




  Armed with this, his task would have been fairly easy, but when to this evidence he added a rough draft of the threatening letter which he had found amongst Vassalaro’s belongings, and which had evidently been taken down at dictation, since some of the words were misspelt and had been corrected by another hand, the case was complete.




  But what clinched the matter was the finding of a wad of that peculiar chemical paper, a number of sheets of which T.X. had ignited for the information of the Chief Commissioner and the Home Secretary by simply exposing them for a few seconds to the light of an electric lamp.




  Instantly it had filled the Home Secretary’s office with a pungent and most disagreeable smoke, for which he was heartily cursed by his superiors. But it had rounded off the argument.




  He looked at his watch.




  “I wonder if it is too late to see Mrs. Lexman,” he said.




  “I don’t think any hour would be too late,” suggested Mansus.




  “You shall come and chaperon me,” said his superior.




  But a disappointment awaited. Mrs. Lexman was not in and neither the ringing at her electric bell nor vigorous applications to the knocker brought any response. The hall porter of the flats where she lived was under the impression that Mrs. Lexman had gone out of town. She frequently went out on Saturdays and returned on the Monday and, he thought, occasionally on Tuesdays.




  It happened that this particular night was a Monday night and T.X. was faced with a dilemma. The night porter, who had only the vaguest information on the subject, thought that the day porter might know more, and aroused him from his sleep.




  Yes, Mrs. Lexman had gone. She went on the Sunday, an unusual day to pay a weekend visit, and she had taken with her two bags. The porter ventured the opinion that she was rather excited, but when asked to define the symptoms relapsed into a chaos of incoherent “you-knows” and “what-I- means.”




  “I don’t like this,” said T.X., suddenly. “Does anybody know that we have made these discoveries?”




  “Nobody outside the office,” said Mansus, “unless, unless…”




  “Unless what?” asked the other, irritably. “Don’t be a jimp, Mansus. Get it off your mind. What is it?”




  “I am wondering,” said Mansus slowly, “if the landlord at Great James Street said anything. He knows we have made a search.”




  “We can easily find that out,” said T.X.




  They hailed a taxi and drove to Great James Street. That respectable thoroughfare was wrapped in sleep and it was some time before the landlord could be aroused. Recognizing T.X. he checked his sarcasm, which he had prepared for a keyless lodger, and led the way into the drawing room.




  “You didn’t tell me not to speak about it, Mr. Meredith,” he said, in an aggrieved tone, “and as a matter of fact I have spoken to nobody except the gentleman who called the same day.”




  “What did he want?” asked T.X.




  “He said he had only just discovered that Mr. Vassalaro had stayed with me and he wanted to pay whatever rent was due,” replied the other.




  “What like of man was he?” asked T.X.




  The brief description the man gave sent a cold chill to the Commissioner’s heart.




  “Kara for a ducat!” he said, and swore long and variously.




  “Cadogan Square,” he ordered.




  His ring was answered promptly. Mr. Kara was out of town, had indeed been out of town since Saturday. This much the manservant explained with a suspicious eye upon his visitors, remembering that his predecessor had lost his job from a too confiding friendliness with spurious electric fitters. He did not know when Mr. Kara would return, perhaps it would be a long time and perhaps a short time. He might come back that night or he might not.




  “You are wasting your young life,” said T.X. bitterly. “You ought to be a fortune teller.”




  “This settles the matter,” he said, in the cab on the way back. “Find out the first train for Tavistock in the morning and wire the George Hotel to have a car waiting.”




  “Why not go tonight?” suggested the other. “There is the midnight train. It is rather slow, but it will get you there by six or seven in the morning.”




  “Too late,” he said, “unless you can invent a method of getting from here to Paddington in about fifty seconds.”




  The morning journey to Devonshire was a dispiriting one despite the fineness of the day. T.X. had an uncomfortable sense that something distressing had happened. The run across the moor in the fresh spring air revived him a little.




  As they spun down to the valley of the Dart, Mansus touched his arm.




  “Look at that,” he said, and pointed to the blue heavens where, a mile above their heads, a white-winged aeroplane, looking no larger than a very distant dragon fly, shimmered in the sunlight.




  “By Jove!” said T.X. “What an excellent way for a man to escape!”




  “It’s about the only way,” said Mansus.




  The significance of the aeroplane was borne in upon T.X. a few minutes later when he was held up by an armed guard. A glance at his card was enough to pass him.




  “What is the matter?” he asked.




  “A prisoner has escaped,” said the sentry.




  “Escaped — by aeroplane?” asked T.X.




  “I don’t know anything about aeroplanes, sir. All I know is that one of the working party got away.”




  The car came to the gates of the prison and T.X. sprang out, followed by his assistant. He had no difficulty in finding the Governor, a greatly perturbed man, for an escape is a very serious matter.




  The official was inclined to be brusque in his manner, but again the magic card produced a soothing effect.




  “I am rather rattled,” said the Governor. “One of my men has got away. I suppose you know that?”




  “And I am afraid another of your men is going away, sir,” said T.X. , who had a curious reverence for military authority. He produced his paper and laid it on the governor’s table.




  “This is an order for the release of John Lexman, convicted under sentence of fifteen years penal servitude.”




  The Governor looked at it.




  “Dated last night,” he said, and breathed a long sigh of relief. “Thank the Lord! — that is the man who escaped!”




  Chapter VIII
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  Two years after the events just described, T.X. journeying up to London from Bath was attracted by a paragraph in the Morning Post. It told him briefly that Mr. Remington Kara, the influential leader of the Greek Colony, had been the guest of honor at a dinner of the Hellenic Society.




  T.X. had only seen Kara for a brief space of time following that tragic morning, when he had discovered not only that his best friend had escaped from Dartmoor prison and disappeared, as it were, from the world at a moment when his pardon had been signed, but that that friend’s wife had also vanished from the face of the earth.




  At the same time — it might, as even T.X. admitted, have been the veriest coincidence that Kara had also cleared out of London to reappear at the end of six months. Any question addressed to him, concerning the whereabouts of the two unhappy people, was met with a bland expression of ignorance as to their whereabouts.




  John Lexman was somewhere in the world, hiding as he believed from justice, and with him was his wife. T.X. had no doubt in his mind as to this solution of the puzzle. He had caused to be published the story of the pardon and the circumstances under which that pardon had been secured, and he had, moreover, arranged for an advertisement to be inserted in the principal papers of every European country.




  It was a moot question amongst the departmental lawyers as to whether John Lexman was not guilty of a technical and punishable offence for prison breaking, but this possibility did not keep T.X. awake at nights. The circumstances of the escape had been carefully examined. The warder responsible had been discharged from the service, and had almost immediately purchased for himself a beer house in Falmouth, for a sum which left no doubt in the official mind that he had been the recipient of a heavy bribe.




  Who had been the guiding spirit in that escape — Mrs. Lexman, or Kara?




  It was impossible to connect Kara with the event. The motor car had been traced to Exeter, where it had been hired by a “foreign-looking gentleman,” but the chauffeur, whoever he was, had made good his escape. An inspection of Kara’s hangars at Wembley showed that his two monoplanes had not been removed, and T.X. failed entirely to trace the owner of the machine he had seen flying over Dartmoor on the fatal morning.




  T.X. was somewhat baffled and a little amused by the disinclination of the authorities to believe that the escape had been effected by this method at all. All the events of the trial came back to him, as he watched the landscape spinning past.




  He set down the newspaper with a little sigh, put his feet on the cushions of the opposite seat and gave himself up to reverie. Presently he returned to his journals and searched them idly for something to interest him in the final stretch of journey between Newbury and Paddington.




  Presently he found it in a two column article with the uninspiring title, “The Mineral Wealth of Tierra del Fuego.” It was written brightly with a style which was at once easy and informative. It told of adventures in the marshes behind St. Sebastian Bay and journeys up the Guarez Celman river, of nights spent in primeval forests and ended in a geological survey, wherein the commercial value of syenite, porphyry, trachite and dialite were severally canvassed.




  The article was signed “G. G.” It is said of T.X. that his greatest virtue was his curiosity. He had at the tip of his fingers the names of all the big explorers and author-travellers, and for some reason he could not place “G. G,” to his satisfaction, in fact he had an absurd desire to interpret the initials into “George Grossmith.” His inability to identify the writer irritated him, and his first act on reaching his office was to telephone to one of the literary editors of the Times whom he knew.




  “Not my department,” was the chilly reply, “and besides we never give away the names of our contributors. Speaking as a person outside the office I should say that “G. G,” was ‘George Gathercole’ the explorer you know, the fellow who had an arm chewed off by a lion or something.”




  “George Gathercole!” repeated T.X. “What an ass I am.”




  “Yes,” said the voice at the other end the wire, and he had rung off before T.X. could think of something suitable to say.




  Having elucidated this little sideline of mystery, the matter passed from the young Commissioner’s mind. It happened that morning that his work consisted of dealing with John Lexman’s estate.




  With the disappearance of the couple he had taken over control of their belongings. It had not embarrassed him to discover that he was an executor under Lexman’s will, for he had already acted as trustee to the wife’s small estate, and had been one of the parties to the antenuptial contract which John Lexman had made before his marriage.




  The estate revenues had increased very considerably. All the vanished author’s books were selling as they had never sold before, and the executor’s work was made the heavier by the fact that Grace Lexman had possessed an aunt who had most in inconsiderately died, leaving a considerable fortune to her “unhappy niece.”




  “I will keep the trusteeship another year,” he told the solicitor who came to consult him that morning. “At the end of that time I shall go to the court for relief.”




  “Do you think they will ever turn up?” asked the solicitor, an elderly and unimaginative man.




  “Of course, they’ll turn up!” said T.X. impatiently; “all the heroes of Lexman’s books turn up sooner or later. He will discover himself to us at a suitable moment, and we shall be properly thrilled.”




  That Lexman would return he was sure. It was a faith from which he did not swerve.




  He had as implicit a confidence that one day or other Kara, the magnificent, would play into his hands.




  There were some queer stories in circulation concerning the Greek, but on the whole they were stories and rumours which were difficult to separate from the malicious gossip which invariably attaches itself to the rich and to the successful.




  One of these was that Kara desired something more than an Albanian chieftainship, which he undoubtedly enjoyed. There were whispers of wider and higher ambitions. Though his father had been born a Greek, he had indubitably descended in a direct line from one of those old Mprets of Albania, who had exercised their brief authority over that turbulent land.




  The man’s passion was for power. To this end he did not spare himself. It was said that he utilized his vast wealth for this reason, and none other, and that whatever might have been the irregularities of his youth — and there were adduced concrete instances — he was working toward an end with a singleness of purpose, from which it was difficult to withhold admiration.




  T.X. kept in his locked desk a little red book, steel bound and triple locked, which he called his “Scandalaria.” In this he inscribed in his own irregular writing the titbits which might not be published, and which often helped an investigator to light upon the missing threads of a problem. In truth he scorned no source of information, and was conscienceless in the compilation of this somewhat chaotic record.




  The affairs of John Lexman recalled Kara, and Kara’s great reception. Mansus would have made arrangements to secure a verbatim report of the speeches which were made, and these would be in his hands by the night. Mansus did not tell him that Kara was financing some very influential people indeed, that a certain Undersecretary of State with a great number of very influential relations had been saved from bankruptcy by the timely advances which Kara had made. This T.X. had obtained through sources which might be hastily described as discreditable. Mansus knew of the baccarat establishment in Albemarle Street, but he did not know that the neurotic wife of a very great man indeed, no less than the Minister of Justice, was a frequent visitor to that establishment, and that she had lost in one night some 6,000 pounds. In these circumstances it was remarkable, thought T.X., that she should report to the police so small a matter as the petty pilfering of servants. This, however, she had done and whilst the lesser officers of Scotland Yard were interrogating pawnbrokers, the men higher up were genuinely worried by the lady’s own lapses from grace.




  It was all sordid but, unfortunately, conventional, because highly placed people will always do underbred things, where money or women are concerned, but it was necessary, for the proper conduct of the department which T.X. directed, that, however sordid and however conventional might be the errors which the great ones of the earth committed, they should be filed for reference.




  The motto which T.X. went upon in life was, “You never know.”




  The Minister of Justice was a very important person, for he was a personal friend of half the monarchs of Europe. A poor man, with two or three thousand a year of his own, with no very definite political views and uncommitted to the more violent policies of either party, he succeeded in serving both, with profit to himself, and without earning the obloquy of either. Though he did not pursue the blatant policy of the Vicar of Bray, yet it is fact which may be confirmed from the reader’s own knowledge, that he served in four different administrations, drawing the pay and emoluments of his office from each, though the fundamental policies of those four governments were distinct.




  Lady Bartholomew, the wife of this adaptable Minister, had recently departed for San Remo. The newspapers announced the fact and spoke vaguely of a breakdown which prevented the lady from fulfilling her social engagements.




  T.X., ever a Doubting Thomas, could trace no visit of nerve specialist, nor yet of the family practitioner, to the official residence in Downing Street, and therefore he drew conclusions. In his own “Who’s Who” T.X. noted the hobbies of his victims which, by the way, did not always coincide with the innocent occupations set against their names in the more pretentious volume. Their follies and their weaknesses found a place and were recorded at a length (as it might seem to the uninformed observer) beyond the limit which charity allowed.




  Lady Mary Bartholomew’s name appeared not once, but many times, in the erratic records which T.X. kept. There was a plain matter-of-fact and wholly unobjectionable statement that she was born in 1874, that she was the seventh daughter of the Earl of Balmorey, that she had one daughter who rejoiced in the somewhat unpromising name of Belinda Mary, and such further information as a man might get without going to a great deal of trouble.




  T.X., refreshing his memory from the little red book, wondered what unexpected tragedy had sent Lady Bartholomew out of London in the middle of the season. The information was that the lady was fairly well off at this moment, and this fact made matters all the more puzzling and almost induced him to believe that, after all, the story was true, and a nervous breakdown really was the cause of her sudden departure. He sent for Mansus.




  “You saw Lady Bartholomew off at Charing Cross, I suppose?”




  Mansus nodded.




  “She went alone?”




  “She took her maid, but otherwise she was alone. I thought she looked ill.”




  “She has been looking ill for months past,” said T.X., without any visible expression of sympathy.




  “Did she take Belinda Mary?”




  Mansus was puzzled. “Belinda Mary?” he repeated slowly. “Oh, you mean the daughter. No, she’s at a school somewhere in France.”




  T.X. whistled a snatch of a popular song, closed the little red book with a snap and replaced it in his desk.




  “I wonder where on earth people dig up names like Belinda Mary?” he mused. “Belinda Mary must be rather a weird little animal — the Lord forgive me for speaking so about my betters! If heredity counts for anything she ought to be something between a head waiter and a pack of cards. Have you lost anything’?”




  Mansus was searching his pockets.




  “I made a few notes, some questions I wanted to ask you about and Lady Bartholomew was the subject of one of them. I have had her under observation for six months; do you want it kept up?”




  T.X. thought awhile, then shook his head.




  “I am only interested in Lady Bartholomew in so far as Kara is interested in her. There is a criminal for you, my friend!” he added, admiringly.




  Mansus busily engaged in going through the bundles of letters, slips of paper and little notebooks he had taken from his pocket, sniffed audibly.




  “Have you a cold?” asked T.X. politely.




  “No, sir,” was the reply, “only I haven’t much opinion of Kara as a criminal. Besides, what has he got to be a criminal about? He has all that he requires in the money department, he’s one of the most popular people in London, and certainly one of the best-looking men I’ve ever seen in my life. He needs nothing.”




  T.X. regarded him scornfully.




  “You’re a poor blind brute,” he said, shaking his head; don’t you know that great criminals are never influenced by material desires, or by the prospect of concrete gains? The man, who robs his employer’s till in order to give the girl of his heart the 25-pearl and ruby brooch her soul desires, gains nothing but the glow of satisfaction which comes to the man who is thought well of. The majority of crimes in the world are committed by people for the same reason — they want to be thought well of. Here is Doctor X. who murdered his wife because she was a drunkard and a slut, and he dared not leave her for fear the neighbours would have doubts as to his respectability. Here is another gentleman who murders his wives in their baths in order that he should keep up some sort of position and earn the respect of his friends and his associates. Nothing roused him more quickly to a frenzy of passion than the suggestion that he was not respectable. Here is the great financier, who has embezzled a million and a quarter, not because he needed money, but because people looked up to him. Therefore, he must build great mansions, submarine pleasure courts and must lay out huge estates — because he wished that he should be thought well of.




  Mansus sniffed again.




  “What about the man who half murders his wife, does he do that to be well thought of?” he asked, with a tinge of sarcasm.




  T.X. looked at him pityingly.




  “The lowbrow who beats his wife, my poor Mansus,” he said, “does so because she doesn’t think well of him. That is our ruling passion, our national characteristic, the primary cause of most crimes, big or little. That is why Kara is a bad criminal and will, as I say, end his life very violently.”




  He took down his glossy silk hat from the peg and slipped into his overcoat.




  “I am going down to see my friend Kara,” he said. “I have a feeling that I should like to talk with him. He might tell me something.”




  His acquaintance with Kara’s menage had been mere hearsay. He had interviewed the Greek once after his return, but since all his efforts to secure information concerning the whereabouts of John Lexman and his wife — the main reason for his visit — had been in vain, he had not repeated his visit.




  The house in Cadogan Square was a large one, occupying a corner site. It was peculiarly English in appearance with its window boxes, its discreet curtains, its polished brass and enamelled doorway. It had been the town house of Lord Henry Gratham, that eccentric connoisseur of wine and follower of witless pleasure. It had been built by him “round a bottle of port,” as his friends said, meaning thereby that his first consideration had been the cellarage of the house, and that when those cellars had been built and provision made for the safe storage of his priceless wines, the house had been built without the architect’s being greatly troubled by his lordship. The double cellars of Gratham House had, in their time, been one of the sights of London. When Henry Gratham lay under eight feet of Congo earth (he was killed by an elephant whilst on a hunting trip) his executors had been singularly fortunate in finding an immediate purchaser. Rumour had it that Kara, who was no lover of wine, had bricked up the cellars, and their very existence passed into domestic legendary.




  The door was opened by a well-dressed and deferential manservant and T.X. was ushered into the hall. A fire burnt cheerily in a bronze grate and T.X. had a glimpse of a big oil painting of Kara above the marble mantlepiece.




  “Mr. Kara is very busy, sir,” said the man.




  “Just take in my card,” said T.X. “I think he may care to see me.”




  The man bowed, produced from some mysterious corner a silver salver and glided upstairs in that manner which well-trained servants have, a manner which seems to call for no bodily effort. In a minute he returned.




  “Will you come this way, sir,” he said, and led the way up a broad flight of stairs.




  At the head of the stairs was a corridor which ran to the left and to the right. From this there gave four rooms. One at the extreme end of the passage on the right, one on the left, and two at fairly regular intervals in the centre.




  When the man’s hand was on one of the doors, T.X. asked quietly, “I think I have seen you before somewhere, my friend.”




  The man smiled.




  “It is very possible, sir. I was a waiter at the Constitutional for some time.”




  T.X. nodded.




  “That is where it must have been,” he said.




  The man opened the door and announced the visitor.




  T.X. found himself in a large room, very handsomely furnished, but just lacking that sense of cosiness and comfort which is the feature of the Englishman’s home.




  Kara rose from behind a big writing table, and came with a smile and a quick step to greet the visitor.




  “This is a most unexpected pleasure,” he said, and shook hands warmly.




  T.X. had not seen him for a year and found very little change in this strange young man. He could not be more confident than he had been, nor bear himself with a more graceful carriage. Whatever social success he had achieved, it had not spoiled him, for his manner was as genial and easy as ever.




  “I think that will do, Miss Holland,” he said, turning to the girl who, with notebook in hand, stood by the desk.




  “Evidently,” thought T.X., “our Hellenic friend has a pretty taste in secretaries.”




  In that one glance he took her all in — from the bronze-brown of her hair to her neat foot.




  T.X. was not readily attracted by members of the opposite sex. He was self-confessed a predestined bachelor, finding life and its incidence too absorbing to give his whole mind to the serious problem of marriage, or to contract responsibilities and interests which might divert his attention from what he believed was the greater game. Yet he must be a man of stone to resist the freshness, the beauty and the youth of this straight, slender girl; the pink-and-whiteness of her, the aliveness and buoyancy and the thrilling sense of vitality she carried in her very presence.




  “What is the weirdest name you have ever heard?” asked Kara laughingly. “I ask you, because Miss Holland and I have been discussing a begging letter addressed to us by a Maggie Goomer.”




  The girl smiled slightly and in that smile was paradise, thought T.X.




  “The weirdest name?” he repeated, “why I think the worst I have heard for a long time is Belinda Mary.”




  “That has a familiar ring,” said Kara.




  T.X. was looking at the girl.




  She was staring at him with a certain languid insolence which made him curl up inside. Then with a glance at her employer she swept from the room.




  “I ought to have introduced you,” said Kara. “That was my secretary, Miss Holland. Rather a pretty girl, isn’t she?”




  “Very,” said T.X., recovering his breath.




  “I like pretty things around me,” said Kara, and somehow the complacency of the remark annoyed the detective more than anything that Kara had ever said to him.




  The Greek went to the mantlepiece, and taking down a silver cigarette box, opened and offered it to his visitor. Kara was wearing a grey lounge suit; and although grey is a very trying colour for a foreigner to wear, this suit fitted his splendid figure and gave him just that bulk which he needed.




  “You are a most suspicious man, Mr. Meredith,” he smiled.




  “Suspicious! I?” asked the innocent T.X.




  Kara nodded.




  “I am sure you want to enquire into the character of all my present staff. I am perfectly satisfied that you will never be at rest until you learn the antecedents of my cook, my valet, my secretary—”




  T.X. held up his hand with a laugh.




  “Spare me,” he said. “It is one of my failings, I admit, but I have never gone much farther into your domestic affairs than to pry into the antecedents of your very interesting chauffeur.”




  A little cloud passed over Kara’s face, but it was only momentary.




  “Oh, Brown,” he said, airily, with just a perceptible pause between the two words.




  “It used to be Smith,” said T.X., “but no matter. His name is really Poropulos.”




  “Oh, Poropulos,” said Kara gravely, “I dismissed him a long time ago.”




  “Pensioned hire, too, I understand,” said T.X.




  The other looked at him awhile, then, “I am very good to my old servants,” he said slowly and, changing the subject; “to what good fortune do I owe this visit?”




  T.X. selected a cigarette before he replied.




  “I thought you might be of some service to me,” he said, apparently giving his whole attention to the cigarette.




  “Nothing would give me greater pleasure,” said Kara, a little eagerly. “I am afraid you have not been very keen on continuing what I hoped would have ripened into a valuable friendship, more valuable to me perhaps,” he smiled, “than to you.”




  “I am a very shy man,” said the shameless T.X., “difficult to a fault, and rather apt to underrate my social attractions. I have come to you now because you know everybody — by the way, how long have you had your secretary!” he asked abruptly.




  Kara looked up at the ceiling for inspiration.




  “Four, no three months,” he corrected, “a very efficient young lady who came to me from one of the training establishments. Somewhat uncommunicative, better educated than most girls in her position — for example, she speaks and writes modern Greek fairly well.”




  “A treasure!” suggested T.X.




  “Unusually so,” said Kara. “She lives in Marylebone Road, 86a is the address. She has no friends, spends most of her evenings in her room, is eminently respectable and a little chilling in her attitude to her employer.”




  T.X. shot a swift glance at the other.




  “Why do you tell me all this?” he asked.




  “To save you the trouble of finding out,” replied the other coolly. “That insatiable curiosity which is one of the equipments of your profession, would, I feel sure, induce you to conduct investigations for your own satisfaction.”




  T.X. laughed.




  “May I sit down?” he said.




  The other wheeled an armchair across the room and T.X. sank into it. He leant back and crossed his legs, and was, in a second, the personification of ease.




  “I think you are a very clever man, Monsieur Kara,” he said.




  The other looked down at him this time without amusement.




  “Not so clever that I can discover the object of your visit,” he said pleasantly enough.




  “It is very simply explained,” said T.X. “You know everybody in town. You know, amongst other people, Lady Bartholomew.”




  “I know the lady very well indeed,” said Kara, readily, — too readily in fact, for the rapidity with which answer had followed question, suggested to T.X. that Kara had anticipated the reason for the call.




  “Have you any idea,” asked T.X., speaking with deliberation, “as to why Lady Bartholomew has gone out of town at this particular moment?”




  Kara laughed.




  “What an extraordinary question to ask me — as though Lady Bartholomew confided her plans to one who is little more than a chance acquaintance!”




  “And yet,” said T.X., contemplating the burning end of his cigarette, “you know her well enough to hold her promissory note.”




  “Promissory note?” asked the other.




  His tone was one of involuntary surprise and T.X. swore softly to himself for now he saw the faintest shade of relief in Kara’s face. The Commissioner realized that he had committed an error — he had been far too definite.




  “When I say promissory note,” he went on easily, as though he had noticed nothing, “I mean, of course, the securities which the debtor invariably gives to one from whom he or she has borrowed large sums of money.”




  Kara made no answer, but opening a drawer of his desk he took out a key and brought it across to where T.X. was sitting.




  “Here is the key of my safe,” he said quietly. “You are at liberty to go carefully through its contents and discover for yourself any promissory note which I hold from Lady Bartholomew. My dear fellow, you don’t imagine I’m a moneylender, do you?” he said in an injured tone.




  “Nothing was further from my thoughts,” said T.X., untruthfully.




  But the other pressed the key upon him.




  “I should be awfully glad if you would look for yourself,” he said earnestly. “I feel that in some way you associate Lady Bartholomew’s illness with some horrible act of usury on my part — will you satisfy yourself and in doing so satisfy me?”




  Now any ordinary man, and possibly any ordinary detective, would have made the conventional answer. He would have protested that he had no intention of doing anything of the sort; he would have uttered, if he were a man in the position which T.X. occupied, the conventional statement that he had no authority to search the private papers, and that he would certainly not avail himself of the other’s kindness. But T.X. was not an ordinary person. He took the key and balanced it lightly in the palm of his hand.




  “Is this the key of the famous bedroom safe?” he said banteringly.




  Kara was looking down at him with a quizzical smile. “It isn’t the safe you opened in my absence, on one memorable occasion, Mr. Meredith,” he said. “As you probably know, I have changed that safe, but perhaps you don’t feel equal to the task?”




  “On the contrary,” said T.X., calmly, and rising from the chair, “I am going to put your good faith to the test.”




  For answer Kara walked to the door and opened it.




  “Let me show you the way,” he said politely.




  He passed along the corridor and entered the apartment at the end. The room was a large one and lighted by one big square window which was protected by steel bars. In the grate which was broad and high a huge fire was burning and the temperature of the room was unpleasantly close despite the coldness of the day.




  “That is one of the eccentricities which you, as an Englishman, will never excuse in me,” said Kara.




  Near the foot of the bed, let into, and flush with, the wall, was a big green door of the safe.




  “Here you are, Mr. Meredith,” said Kara. “All the precious secrets of Remington Kara are yours for the seeking.”




  “I am afraid I’ve had my trouble for nothing,” said T.X., making no attempt to use the key.




  “That is an opinion which I share,” said Kara, with a smile.




  “Curiously enough,” said T.X. “I mean just what you mean.”




  He handed the key to Kara.




  “Won’t you open it?” asked the Greek.




  T.X. shook his head.




  “The safe as far as I can see is a Magnus, the key which you have been kind enough to give me is legibly inscribed upon the handle ‘Chubb.’ My experience as a police officer has taught me that Chubb keys very rarely open Magnus safes.”




  Kara uttered an exclamation of annoyance.




  “How stupid of me!” he said, “yet now I remember, I sent the key to my bankers, before I went out of town — I only came back this morning, you know. I will send for it at once.”




  “Pray don’t trouble,” murmured T.X. politely. He took from his pocket a little flat leather case and opened it. It contained a number of steel implements of curious shape which were held in position by a leather loop along the centre of the case. From one of these loops he extracted a handle, and deftly fitted something that looked like a steel awl to the socket in the handle. Looking in wonder, and with no little apprehension, Kara saw that the awl was bent at the head.




  “What are you going to do?” he asked, a little alarmed.




  “I’ll show you,” said T.X. pleasantly.




  Very gingerly he inserted the instrument in the small keyhole and turned it cautiously first one way and then the other. There was a sharp click followed by another. He turned the handle and the door of the safe swung open.




  “Simple, isn’t it!” he asked politely.




  In that second of time Kara’s face had undergone a transformation. The eyes which met T.X. Meredith’s blazed with an almost insane fury. With a quick stride Kara placed himself before the open safe.




  “I think this has gone far enough, Mr. Meredith,” he said harshly. “If you wish to search my safe you must get a warrant.”




  T.X. shrugged his shoulders, and carefully unscrewing the instrument he had employed and replacing it in the case, he returned it to his inside pocket.




  “It was at your invitation, my dear Monsieur Kara,” he said suavely. “Of course I knew that you were putting a bluff up on me with the key and that you had no more intention of letting me see the inside of your safe than you had of telling me exactly what happened to John Lexman.”




  The shot went home.




  The face which was thrust into the Commissioner’s was ridged and veined with passion. The lips were turned back to show the big white even teeth, the eyes were narrowed to slits, the jaw thrust out, and almost every semblance of humanity had vanished from his face.




  “You — you—” he hissed, and his clawing hands moved suspiciously backward.




  “Put up your hands,” said T.X. sharply, “and be damned quick about it!”




  In a flash the hands went up, for the revolver which T.X. held was pressed uncomfortably against the third button of the Greek’s waistcoat.




  “That’s not the first time you’ve been asked to put up your hands, I think,” said T.X. pleasantly.




  His own left hand slipped round to Kara’s hip pocket. He found something in the shape of a cylinder and drew it out from the pocket. To his surprise it was not a revolver, not even a knife; it looked like a small electric torch, though instead of a bulb and a bull’s-eye glass, there was a pepper-box perforation at one end.




  He handled it carefully and was about to press the small nickel knob when a strangled cry of horror broke from Kara.




  “For God’s sake be careful!” he gasped. “You’re pointing it at me! Do not press that lever, I beg!”




  “Will it explode!” asked T.X. curiously.




  “No, no!”




  T.X. pointed the thing downward to the carpet and pressed the knob cautiously. As he did so there was a sharp hiss and the floor was stained with the liquid which the instrument contained. Just one gush of fluid and no more. T.X. looked down. The bright carpet had already changed colour, and was smoking. The room was filled with a pungent and disagreeable scent. T.X. looked from the floor to the white-faced man.




  “Vitriol, I believe,” he said, shaking his head admiringly. “What a dear little fellow you are!”




  The man, big as he was, was on the point of collapse and mumbled something about self-defence, and listened without a word, whilst T.X., labouring under an emotion which was perfectly pardonable, described Kara, his ancestors and the possibilities of his future estate.




  Very slowly the Greek recovered his self-possession.




  “I didn’t intend using it on you, I swear I didn’t,” he pleaded. “I’m surrounded by enemies, Meredith. I had to carry some means of protection. It is because my enemies know I carry this that they fight shy of me. I’ll swear I had no intention of using it on you. The idea is too preposterous. I am sorry I fooled you about the safe.”




  “Don’t let that worry you,” said T.X. “I am afraid I did all the fooling. No, I cannot let you have this back again,” he said, as the Greek put out his hand to take the infernal little instrument. “I must take this back to Scotland Yard; it’s quite a long time since we had anything new in this shape. Compressed air, I presume.”




  Kara nodded solemnly.




  “Very ingenious indeed,” said T.X. “If I had a brain like yours,” he paused, “I should do something with it — with a gun,” he added, as he passed out of the room.
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  “My dear Mr. Meredith,




  “I cannot tell you how unhappy and humiliated I feel that my little joke with you should have had such an uncomfortable ending. As you know, and as I have given you proof, I have the greatest admiration in the world for one whose work for humanity has won such universal recognition.




  “I hope that we shall both forget this unhappy morning and that you will give me an opportunity of rendering to you in person, the apologies which are due to you. I feel that anything less will neither rehabilitate me in your esteem, nor secure for me the remnants of my shattered self-respect.




  “I am hoping you will dine with me next week and meet a most interesting man, George Gathercole, who has just returned from Patagonia, — I only received his letter this morning — having made most remarkable discoveries concerning that country.




  “I feel sure that you are large enough minded and too much a man of the world to allow my foolish fit of temper to disturb a relationship which I have always hoped would be mutually pleasant. If you will allow Gathercole, who will be unconscious of the part he is playing, to act as peacemaker between yourself and myself, I shall feel that his trip, which has cost me a large sum of money, will not have been wasted.




  “I am, dear Mr. Meredith, “Yours very sincerely, “REMINGTON KARA.”




  Kara folded the letter and inserted it in its envelope. He rang a bell on his table and the girl who had so filled T.X. with a sense of awe came from an adjoining room.




  “You will see that this is delivered, Miss Holland.”




  She inclined her head and stood waiting. Kara rose from his desk and began to pace the room.




  “Do you know T.X. Meredith?” he asked suddenly.




  “I have heard of him,” said the girl.




  “A man with a singular mind,” said Kara; “a man against whom my favourite weapon would fail.”




  She looked at him with interest in her eyes.




  “What is your favourite weapon, Mr. Kara?” she asked.




  “Fear,” he said.




  If he expected her to give him any encouragement to proceed he was disappointed. Probably he required no such encouragement, for in the presence of his social inferiors he was somewhat monopolizing.




  “Cut a man’s flesh and it heals,” he said. “Whip a man and the memory of it passes, frighten him, fill him with a sense of foreboding and apprehension and let him believe that something dreadful is going to happen either to himself or to someone he loves — better the latter — and you will hurt him beyond forgetfulness. Fear is a tyrant and a despot, more terrible than the rack, more potent than the stake. Fear is many-eyed and sees horrors where normal vision only sees the ridiculous.”




  “Is that your creed?” she asked quietly.




  “Part of it, Miss Holland,” he smiled.




  She played idly with the letter she held in her hand, balancing it on the edge of the desk, her eyes downcast.




  “What would justify the use of such an awful weapon?” she asked.




  “It is amply justified to secure an end,” he said blandly. “For example — I want something — I cannot obtain that something through the ordinary channel or by the employment of ordinary means. It is essential to me, to my happiness, to my comfort, or my amour-propre, that that something shall be possessed by me. If I can buy it, well and good. If I can buy those who can use their influence to secure this thing for me, so much the better. If I can obtain it by any merit I possess, I utilize that merit, providing always, that I can secure my object in the time, otherwise—”




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  “I see,” she said, nodding her head quickly. “I suppose that is how blackmailers feel.”




  He frowned.




  “That is a word I never use, nor do I like to hear it employed,” he said. “Blackmail suggests to me a vulgar attempt to obtain money.”




  “Which is generally very badly wanted by the people who use it,” said the girl, with a little smile, “and, according to your argument, they are also justified.”




  “It is a matter of plane,” he said airily. “Viewed from my standpoint, they are sordid criminals — the sort of person that T.X. meets, I presume, in the course of his daily work. T.X.,” he went on somewhat oracularly, “is a man for whom I have a great deal of respect. You will probably meet him again, for he will find an opportunity of asking you a few questions about myself. I need hardly tell you—”




  He lifted his shoulders with a deprecating smile.




  “I shall certainly not discuss your business with any person,” said the girl coldly.




  “I am paying you 3 pounds a week, I think,” he said. “I intend increasing that to 5 pounds because you suit me most admirably.”




  “Thank you,” said the girl quietly, “but I am already being paid quite sufficient.”




  She left him, a little astonished and not a little ruffled.




  To refuse the favours of Remington Kara was, by him, regarded as something of an affront. Half his quarrel with T.X. was that gentleman’s curious indifference to the benevolent attitude which Kara had persistently adopted in his dealings with the detective.




  He rang the bell, this time for his valet.




  “Fisher,” he said, “I am expecting a visit from a gentleman named Gathercole — a one-armed gentleman whom you must look after if he comes. Detain him on some pretext or other because he is rather difficult to get hold of and I want to see him. I am going out now and I shall be back at 6.30. Do whatever you can to prevent him going away until I return. He will probably be interested if you take him into the library.”




  “Very good, sir,” said the urbane Fisher, “will you change before you go out?”




  Kara shook his head.




  “I think I will go as I am,” he said. “Get me my fur coat. This beastly cold kills me,” he shivered as he glanced into the bleak street. “Keep my fire going, put all my private letters in my bedroom, and see that Miss Holland has her lunch.”




  Fisher followed him to his car, wrapped the fur rug about his legs, closed the door carefully and returned to the house. From thence onward his behaviour was somewhat extraordinary for a wellbred servant. That he should return to Kara’s study and set the papers in order was natural and proper.




  That he should conduct a rapid examination of all the drawers in Kara’s desk might be excused on the score of diligence, since he was, to some extent, in the confidence of his employer.




  Kara was given to making friends of his servants — up to a point. In his more generous moments he would address his bodyguard as “Fred,” and on more occasions than one, and for no apparent reason, had tipped his servant over and above his salary.




  Mr. Fred Fisher found little to reward him for his search until he came upon Kara’s cheque book which told him that on the previous day the Greek had drawn 6,000 pounds in cash from the bank. This interested him mightily and he replaced the cheque book with the tightened lips and the fixed gaze of a man who was thinking rapidly. He paid a visit to the library, where the secretary was engaged in making copies of Kara’s correspondence, answering letters appealing for charitable donations, and in the hack words which fall to the secretaries of the great.




  He replenished the fire, asked deferentially for any instructions and returned again to his quest. This time he made the bedroom the scene of his investigations. The safe he did not attempt to touch, but there was a small bureau in which Kara would have placed his private correspondence of the morning. This however yielded no result.




  By the side of the bed on a small table was a telephone, the sight of which apparently afforded the servant a little amusement. This was the private ‘phone which Kara had been instrumental in having fixed to Scotland Yard — as he had explained to his servants.




  “Rum cove,” said Fisher.




  He paused for a moment before the closed door of the room and smilingly surveyed the great steel latch which spanned the door and fitted into an iron socket securely screwed to the framework. He lifted it gingerly — there was a little knob for the purpose — and let it fall gently into the socket which had been made to receive it on the door itself.




  “Rum cove,” he said again, and lifting the latch to the hook which held it up, left the room, closing the door softly behind him. He walked down the corridor, with a meditative frown, and began to descend the stairs to the hall.




  He was less than halfway down when the one maid of Kara’s household came up to meet him.




  “There’s a gentleman who wants to see Mr. Kara,” she said, “here is his card.”




  Fisher took the card from the salver and read, “Mr. George Gathercole, Junior Travellers’ Club.”




  “I’ll see this gentleman,” he said, with a sudden brisk interest.




  He found the visitor standing in the hall.




  He was a man who would have attracted attention, if only from the somewhat eccentric nature of his dress and his unkempt appearance. He was dressed in a well-worn overcoat of a somewhat pronounced check, he had a top-hat, glossy and obviously new, at the back of his head, and the lower part of his face was covered by a ragged beard. This he was plucking with nervous jerks, talking to himself the while, and casting a disparaging eye upon the portrait of Remington Kara which hung above the marble fireplace. A pair of pince-nez sat crookedly on his nose and two fat volumes under his arm completed the picture. Fisher, who was an observer of some discernment, noticed under the overcoat a creased blue suit, large black boots and a pair of pearl studs.




  The newcomer glared round at the valet.




  “Take these!” he ordered peremptorily, pointing to the books under his arm.




  Fisher hastened to obey and noted with some wonder that the visitor did not attempt to assist him either by loosening his hold of the volumes or raising his hand. Accidentally the valet’s hand pressed against the other’s sleeve and he received a shock, for the forearm was clearly an artificial one. It was against a wooden surface beneath the sleeve that his knuckles struck, and this view of the stranger’s infirmity was confirmed when the other reached round with his right hand, took hold of the gloved left hand and thrust it into the pocket of his overcoat.




  “Where is Kara?” growled the stranger.




  “He will be back very shortly, sir,” said the urbane Fisher.




  “Out, is he?” boomed the visitor. “Then I shan’t wait. What the devil does he mean by being out? He’s had three years to be out!”




  “Mr. Kara expects you, sir. He told me he would be in at six o’clock at the latest.”




  “Six o’clock, ye gods’,” stormed the man impatiently. “What dog am I that I should wait till six?”




  He gave a savage little tug at his beard.




  “Six o’clock, eh? You will tell Mr. Kara that I called. Give me those books.”




  “But I assure you, sir,—” stammered Fisher.




  “Give me those books!” roared the other.




  Deftly he lifted his left hand from the pocket, crooked the elbow by some quick manipulation, and thrust the books, which the valet most reluctantly handed to him, back to the place from whence he had taken them.




  “Tell Mr. Kara I will call at my own time — do you understand, at my own time. Good morning to you.”




  “If you would only wait, sir,” pleaded the agonized Fisher.




  “Wait be hanged,” snarled the other. “I’ve waited three years, I tell you. Tell Mr. Kara to expect me when he sees me!”




  He went out and most unnecessarily banged the door behind him. Fisher went back to the library. The girl was sealing up some letters as he entered and looked up.




  “I am afraid, Miss Holland, I’ve got myself into very serious trouble.”




  “What is that, Fisher!” asked the girl.




  “There was a gentleman coming to see Mr. Kara, whom Mr. Kara particularly wanted to see.”




  “Mr. Gathercole,” said the girl quickly.




  Fisher nodded.




  “Yes, miss, I couldn’t get him to stay though.”




  She pursed her lips thoughtfully.




  “Mr. Kara will be very cross, but I don’t see how you can help it. I wish you had called me.”




  “He never gave a chance, miss,” said Fisher, with a little smile, “but if he comes again I’ll show him straight up to you.”




  She nodded.




  “Is there anything you want, miss?” he asked as he stood at the door.




  “What time did Mr. Kara say he would be back?”




  “At six o’clock, miss,” the man replied.




  “There is rather an important letter here which has to be delivered.”




  “Shall I ring up for a messenger?”




  “No, I don’t think that would be advisable. You had better take it yourself.”




  Kara was in the habit of employing Fisher as a confidential messenger when the occasion demanded such employment.




  “I will go with pleasure, miss,” he said.




  It was a heavensent opportunity for Fisher, who had been inventing some excuse for leaving the house. She handed him the letter and he read without a droop of eyelid the superscription:




  “T.X. Meredith, Esq., Special Service Dept., Scotland Yard, Whitehall.”




  He put it carefully in his pocket and went from the room to change. Large as the house was Kara did not employ a regular staff of servants. A maid and a valet comprised the whole of the indoor staff. His cook, and the other domestics, necessary for conducting an establishment of that size, were engaged by the day.




  Kara had returned from the country earlier than had been anticipated, and, save for Fisher, the only other person in the house beside the girl, was the middle-aged domestic who was parlourmaid, serving-maid and housekeeper in one.




  Miss Holland sat at her desk to all appearance reading over the letters she had typed that afternoon but her mind was very far from the correspondence before her. She heard the soft thud of the front door closing, and rising she crossed the room rapidly and looked down through the window to the street. She watched Fisher until he was out of sight; then she descended to the hall and to the kitchen.




  It was not the first visit she had made to the big underground room with its vaulted roof and its great ranges — which were seldom used nowadays, for Kara gave no dinners.




  The maid — who was also cook — arose up as the girl entered.




  “It’s a sight for sore eyes to see you in my kitchen, miss,” she smiled.




  “I’m afraid you’re rather lonely, Mrs. Beale,” said the girl sympathetically.




  “Lonely, miss!” cried the maid. “I fairly get the creeps sitting here hour after hour. It’s that door that gives me the hump.”




  She pointed to the far end of the kitchen to a soiled looking door of unpainted wood.




  “That’s Mr. Kara’s wine cellar — nobody’s been in it but him. I know he goes in sometimes because I tried a dodge that my brother — who’s a policeman — taught me. I stretched a bit of white cotton across it an’ it was broke the next morning.”




  “Mr. Kara keeps some of his private papers in there,” said the girl quietly, “he has told me so himself.”




  “H’m,” said the woman doubtfully, “I wish he’d brick it up — the same as he has the lower cellar — I get the horrors sittin’ here at night expectin’ the door to open an’ the ghost of the mad lord to come out — him that was killed in Africa.”




  Miss Holland laughed.




  “I want you to go out now,” she said, “I have no stamps.”




  Mrs. Beale obeyed with alacrity and whilst she was assuming a hat — being desirous of maintaining her prestige as housekeeper in the eyes of Cadogan Square, the girl ascended to the upper floor.




  Again she watched from the window the disappearing figure.




  Once out of sight Miss Holland went to work with a remarkable deliberation and thoroughness. From her bag she produced a small purse and opened it. In that case was a new steel key. She passed swiftly down the corridor to Kara’s room and made straight for the safe.




  In two seconds it was open and she was examining its contents. It was a large safe of the usual type. There were four steel drawers fitted at the back and at the bottom of the strong box. Two of these were unlocked and contained nothing more interesting than accounts relating to Kara’s estate in Albania.




  The top pair were locked. She was prepared for this contingency and a second key was as efficacious as the first. An examination of the first drawer did not produce all that she had expected. She returned the papers to the drawer, pushed it to and locked it. She gave her attention to the second drawer. Her hand shook a little as she pulled it open. It was her last chance, her last hope.




  There were a number of small jewel-boxes almost filling the drawer. She took them out one by one and at the bottom she found what she had been searching for and that which had filled her thoughts for the past three months.




  It was a square case covered in red morocco leather. She inserted her shaking hand and took it out with a triumphant little cry.




  “At last,” she said aloud, and then a hand grasped her wrist and in a panic she turned to meet the smiling face of Kara.
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  She felt her knees shake under her and thought she was going to swoon. She put out her disengaged hand to steady herself, and if the face which was turned to him was pale, there was a steadfast resolution in her dark eyes.




  “Let me relieve you of that, Miss Holland,” said Kara, in his silkiest tones.




  He wrenched rather than took the box from her hand, replaced it carefully in the drawer, pushed the drawer to and locked it, examining the key as he withdrew it. Then he closed the safe and locked that.




  “Obviously,” he said presently, “I must get a new safe.”




  He had not released his hold of her wrist nor did he, until he had led her from the room back to the library. Then he released the girl, standing between her and the door, with folded arms and that cynical, quiet, contemptuous smile of his upon his handsome face.




  “There are many courses which I can adopt,” he said slowly. “I can send for the police — when my servants whom you have despatched so thoughtfully have returned, or I can take your punishment into my own hands.”




  “So far as I am concerned,” said the girl coolly, “you may send for the police.”




  She leant back against the edge of the desk, her hands holding the edge, and faced him without so much as a quaver.




  “I do not like the police,” mused Kara, when there came a knock at the door.




  Kara turned and opened it and after a low strained conversation he returned, closing the door and laid a paper of stamps on the girl’s table.




  “As I was saying, I do not care for the police, and I prefer my own method. In this particular instance the police obviously would not serve me, because you are not afraid of them and in all probability you are in their pay — am I right in supposing that you are one of Mr. T.X. Meredith’s accomplices!”




  “I do not know Mr. T.X. Meredith,” she replied calmly, “and I am not in any way associated with the police.”




  “Nevertheless,” he persisted, “you do not seem to be very scared of them and that removes any temptation I might have to place you in the hands of the law. Let me see,” he pursed his lips as he applied his mind to the problem.




  She half sat, half stood, watching him without any evidence of apprehension, but with a heart which began to quake a little. For three months she had played her part and the strain had been greater than she had confessed to herself. Now the great moment had come and she had failed. That was the sickening, maddening thing about it all. It was not the fear of arrest or of conviction, which brought a sinking to her heart; it was the despair of failure, added to a sense of her helplessness against this man.




  “If I had you arrested your name would appear in all the papers, of course,” he said, narrowly, “and your photograph would probably adorn the Sunday journals,” he added expectantly.




  She laughed.




  “That doesn’t appeal to me,” she said.




  “I am afraid it doesn’t,” he replied, and strolled towards her as though to pass her on his way to the window. He was abreast of her when he suddenly swung round and catching her in his arms he caught her close to him. Before she could realise what he planned, he had stooped swiftly and kissed her full upon the mouth.




  “If you scream, I shall kiss you again,” he said, “for I have sent the maid to buy some more stamps — to the General Post Office.”




  “Let me go,” she gasped.




  Now for the first time he saw the terror in her eyes, and there surged within him that mad sense of triumph, that intoxication of power which had been associated with the red letter days of his warped life.




  “You’re afraid!” he bantered her, half whispering the words, “you’re afraid now, aren’t you? If you scream I shall kiss you again, do you hear?”




  “For God’s sake, let me go,” she whispered.




  He felt her shaking in his arms, and suddenly he released her with a little laugh, and she sank trembling from head to foot upon the chair by her desk.




  “Now you’re going to tell me who sent you here,” he went on harshly, “and why you came. I never suspected you. I thought you were one of those strange creatures one meets in England, a gentlewoman who prefers working for her living to the more simple business of getting married. And all the time you were spying — clever — very clever!”




  The girl was thinking rapidly. In five minutes Fisher would return. Somehow she had faith in Fisher’s ability and willingness to save her from a situation which she realized was fraught with the greatest danger to herself. She was horribly afraid. She knew this man far better than he suspected, realized the treachery and the unscrupulousness of him. She knew he would stop short of nothing, that he was without honour and without a single attribute of goodness.




  He must have read her thoughts for he came nearer and stood over her.




  “You needn’t shrink, my young friend,” he said with a little chuckle. “You are going to do just what I want you to do, and your first act will be to accompany me downstairs. Get up.”




  He half lifted, half dragged her to her feet and led her from the room. They descended to the hall together and the girl spoke no word. Perhaps she hoped that she might wrench herself free and make her escape into the street, but in this she was disappointed. The grip about her arm was a grip of steel and she knew safety did not lie in that direction. She pulled back at the head of the stairs that led down to the kitchen.




  “Where are you taking me?” she asked.




  “I am going to put you into safe custody,” he said. “On the whole I think it is best that the police take this matter in hand and I shall lock you into my wine cellar and go out in search of a policeman.”




  The big wooden door opened, revealing a second door and this Kara unbolted. She noticed that both doors were sheeted with steel, the outer on the inside, and the inner door on the outside. She had no time to make any further observations for Kara thrust her into the darkness. He switched on a light.




  “I will not deny you that,” he said, pushing her back as she made a frantic attempt to escape. He swung the outer door to as she raised her voice in a piercing scream, and clapping his hand over her mouth held her tightly for a moment.




  “I have warned you,” he hissed.




  She saw his face distorted with rage. She saw Kara transfigured with devilish anger, saw that handsome, almost godlike countenance thrust into hers, flushed and seamed with malignity and a hatefulness beyond understanding and then her senses left her and she sank limp and swooning into his arms.




  When she recovered consciousness she found herself lying on a plain stretcher bed. She sat up suddenly. Kara had gone and the door was closed. The cellar was dry and clean and its walls were enamelled white. Light was supplied by two electric lamps in the ceiling. There was a table and a chair and a small washstand, and air was evidently supplied through unseen ventilators. It was indeed a prison and no less, and in her first moments of panic she found herself wondering whether Kara had used this underground dungeon of his before for a similar purpose.




  She examined the room carefully. At the farthermost end was another door and this she pushed gently at first and then vigorously without producing the slightest impression. She still had her bag, a small affair of black moire, which hung from her belt, in which was nothing more formidable than a penknife, a small bottle of smelling salts and a pair of scissors. The latter she had used for cutting out those paragraphs from the daily newspapers which referred to Kara’s movements.




  They would make a formidable weapon, and wrapping her handkerchief round the handle to give it a better grip she placed it on the table within reach. She was dimly conscious all the time that she had heard something about this wine cellar — something which, if she could recollect it, would be of service to her.




  Then in a flash she remembered that there was a lower cellar, which according to Mrs. Beale was never used and was bricked up. It was approached from the outside, down a circular flight of stairs. There might be a way out from that direction and would there not be some connection between the upper cellar and the lower!




  She set to work to make a closer examination of the apartment.




  The floor was of concrete, covered with a light rush matting. This she carefully rolled up, starting at the door. One half of the floor was uncovered without revealing the existence of any trap. She attempted to pull the table into the centre of the room, better to roll the matting, but found it fixed to the wall, and going down on her knees, she discovered that it had been fixed after the matting had been laid.




  Obviously there was no need for the fixture and, she tapped the floor with her little knuckle. Her heart started racing. The sound her knocking gave forth was a hollow one. She sprang up, took her bag from the table, opened the little penknife and cut carefully through the thin rushes. She might have to replace the matting and it was necessary she should do her work tidily.




  Soon the whole of the trap was revealed. There was an iron ring, which fitted flush with the top and which she pulled. The trap yielded and swung back as though there were a counterbalance at the other end, as indeed there was. She peered down. There was a dim light below — the reflection of a light in the distance. A flight of steps led down to the lower level and after a second’s hesitation she swung her legs over the cavity and began her descent.




  She was in a cellar slightly smaller than that above her. The light she had seen came from an inner apartment which would be underneath the kitchen of the house. She made her way cautiously along, stepping on tip-toe. The first of the rooms she came to was well-furnished. There was a thick carpet on the floor, comfortable easychairs, a little bookcase well filled, and a reading lamp. This must be Kara’s underground study, where he kept his precious papers.




  A smaller room gave from this and again it was doorless. She looked in and after her eyes had become accustomed to the darkness she saw that it was a bathroom handsomely fitted.




  The room she was in was also without any light which came from the farthermost chamber. As the girl strode softly across the well-carpeted room she trod on something hard. She stooped and felt along the floor and her fingers encountered a thin steel chain. The girl was bewildered-almost panic-stricken. She shrunk back from the entrance of the inner room, fearful of what she would see. And then from the interior came a sound that made her tingle with horror.




  It was a sound of a sigh, long and trembling. She set her teeth and strode through the doorway and stood for a moment staring with open eyes and mouth at what she saw.




  “My God!” she breathed, “London … . in the twentieth century … !”
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  Superintendent Mansus had a little office in Scotland Yard proper, which, he complained, was not so much a private bureau, as a waiting-room to which repaired every official of the police service who found time hanging on his hands. On the afternoon of Miss Holland’s surprising adventure, a plainclothes man of “D” Division brought to Mr. Mansus’s room a very scared domestic servant, voluble, tearful and agonizingly penitent. It was a mood not wholly unfamiliar to a police officer of twenty years experience and Mr. Mansus was not impressed.




  “If you will kindly shut up,” he said, blending his natural politeness with his employment of the vernacular, “and if you will also answer a few questions I will save you a lot of trouble. You were Lady Bartholomew’s maid weren’t you?”




  “Yes, sir,” sobbed the red-eyed Mary Ann.




  “And you have been detected trying to pawn a gold bracelet, the property of Lady Bartholomew?”




  The maid gulped, nodded and started breathlessly upon a recital of her wrongs.




  “Yes, sir — but she practically gave it to me, sir, and I haven’t had my wages for two months, sir, and she can give that foreigner thousands and thousands of pounds at a time, sir, but her poor servants she can’t pay — no, she can’t. And if Sir William knew especially about my lady’s cards and about the snuffbox, what would he think, I wonder, and I’m going to have my rights, for if she can pay thousands to a swell like Mr. Kara she can pay me and—”




  Mansus jerked his head.




  “Take her down to the cells,” he said briefly, and they led her away, a wailing, woeful figure of amateur larcenist.




  In three minutes Mansus was with T.X. and had reduced the girl’s incoherence to something like order.




  “This is important,” said T.X.; “produce the Abigail.”




  “The — ? asked the puzzled officer.




  “The skivvy — slavey — hired help — get busy,” said T.X. impatiently.




  They brought her to T.X. in a condition bordering upon collapse.




  “Get her a cup of tea,” said the wise chief. “Sit down, Mary Ann, and forget all your troubles.”




  “Oh, sir, I’ve never been in this position before,” she began, as she flopped into the chair they put for her.




  “Then you’ve had a very tiring time,” said T.X. “Now listen—”




  “I’ve been respectable—”




  “Forget it!” said T.X., wearily. “Listen! If you’ll tell me the whole truth about Lady Bartholomew and the money she paid to Mr. Kara—”




  “Two thousand pounds — two separate thousand and by all accounts—”




  “If you will tell me the truth, I’ll compound a felony and let you go free.”




  It was a long time before he could prevail upon her to clear her speech of the ego which insisted upon intruding. There were gaps in her narrative which he bridged. In the main it was a believable story. Lady Bartholomew had lost money and had borrowed from Kara. She had given as security, the snuffbox presented to her husband’s father, a doctor, by one of the Czars for services rendered, and was “all blue enamel and gold, and foreign words in diamonds.” On the question of the amount Lady Bartholomew had borrowed, Abigail was very vague. All that she knew was that my lady had paid back two thousand pounds and that she was still very distressed (“in a fit” was the phrase the girl used), because apparently Kara refused to restore the box.




  There had evidently been terrible scenes in the Bartholomew menage, hysterics and what not, the principal breakdown having occurred when Belinda Mary came home from school in France.




  “Miss Bartholomew is home then. Where is she?” asked T.X.




  Here the girl was more vague than ever. She thought the young lady had gone back again, anyway Miss Belinda had been very much upset. Miss Belinda had seen Dr. Williams and advised that her mother should go away for a change.




  “Miss Belinda seems to be a precocious young person,” said T.X. “Did she by any chance see Mr. Kara?”




  “Oh, no,” explained the girl. “Miss Belinda was above that sort of person. Miss Belinda was a lady, if ever there was one.”




  “And how old is this interesting young woman?” asked T.X. curiously.




  “She is nineteen,” said the girl, and the Commissioner, who had pictured Belinda in short plaid frocks and long pigtails, and had moreover visualised her as a freckled little girl with thin legs and snub nose, was abashed.




  He delivered a short lecture on the sacred rights of property, paid the girl the three months’ wages which were due to her — he had no doubt as to the legality of her claim — and dismissed her with instructions to go back to the house, pack her box and clear out.




  After the girl had gone, T.X. sat down to consider the position. He might see Kara and since Kara had expressed his contrition and was probably in a more humble state of mind, he might make reparation. Then again he might not. Mansus was waiting and T.X. walked back with him to his little office.




  “I hardly know what to make of it,” he said in despair.




  “If you can give me Kara’s motive, sir, I can give you a solution,” said Mansus.




  T.X. shook his head.




  “That is exactly what I am unable to give you,” he said.




  He perched himself on Mansus’s desk and lit a cigar.




  “I have a good mind to go round and see him,” he said after a while.




  “Why not telephone to him?” asked Mansus. “There is his ‘phone straight into his boudoir.”




  He pointed to a small telephone in a corner of the room.




  “Oh, he persuaded the Commissioner to run the wire, did he?” said T.X. interested, and walked over to the telephone.




  He fingered the receiver for a little while and was about to take it off, but changed his mind.




  “I think not,” he said, “I’ll go round and see him tomorrow. I don’t hope to succeed in extracting the confidence in the case of Lady Bartholomew, which he denied me over poor Lexman.”




  “I suppose you’ll never give up hope of seeing Mr. Lexman again,” smiled Mansus, busily arranging a new blotting pad.




  Before T.X. could answer there came a knock at the door, and a uniformed policeman, entered. He saluted T.X.




  “They’ve just sent an urgent letter across from your office, sir. I said I thought you were here.”




  He handed the missive to the Commissioner. T.X. took it and glanced at the typewritten address. It was marked “urgent” and “by hand.” He took up the thin, steel, paperknife from the desk and slit open the envelope. The letter consisted of three or four pages of manuscript and, unlike the envelope, it was handwritten.




  “My dear T.X.,” it began, and the handwriting was familiar.




  Mansus, watching the Commissioner, saw the puzzled frown gather on his superior’s forehead, saw the eyebrows arch and the mouth open in astonishment, saw him hastily turn to the last page to read the signature and then:




  “Howling apples!” gasped T.X. “It’s from John Lexman!”




  His hand shook as he turned the closely written pages. The letter was dated that afternoon. There was no other address than “London.”




  “My dear T.X.,” it began, “I do not doubt that this letter will give you a little shock, because most of my friends will have believed that I am gone beyond return. Fortunately or unfortunately that is not so. For myself I could wish — but I am not going to take a very gloomy view since I am genuinely pleased at the thought that I shall be meeting you again. Forgive this letter if it is incoherent but I have only this moment returned and am writing at the Charing Cross Hotel. I am not staying here, but I will let you have my address later. The crossing has been a very severe one so you must forgive me if my letter sounds a little disjointed. You will be sorry to hear that my dear wife is dead. She died abroad about six months ago. I do not wish to talk very much about it so you will forgive me if I do not tell you any more.




  “My principal object in writing to you at the moment is an official one. I suppose I am still amenable to punishment and I have decided to surrender myself to the authorities tonight. You used to have a most excellent assistant in Superintendent Mansus, and if it is convenient to you, as I hope it will be, I will report myself to him at 10.15. At any rate, my dear T.X., I do not wish to mix you up in my affairs and if you will let me do this business through Mansus I shall be very much obliged to you.




  “I know there is no great punishment awaiting me, because my pardon was apparently signed on the night before my escape. I shall not have much to tell you, because there is not much in the past two years that I would care to recall. We endured a great deal of unhappiness and death was very merciful when it took my beloved from me.




  “Do you ever see Kara in these days?




  “Will you tell Mansus to expect me at between ten and half-past, and if he will give instructions to the officer on duty in the hall I will come straight up to his room.




  “With affectionate regards, my dear fellow, I am, “Yours sincerely,




  “JOHN LEXMAN.”




  T.X. read the letter over twice and his eyes were troubled.




  “Poor girl,” he said softly, and handed the letter to Mansus. “He evidently wants to see you because he is afraid of using my friendship to his advantage. I shall be here, nevertheless.”




  “What will be the formality?” asked Mansus.




  “There will be no formality,” said the other briskly. “I will secure the necessary pardon from the Home Secretary and in point of fact I have it already promised, in writing.”




  He walked back to Whitehall, his mind fully occupied with the momentous events of the day. It was a raw February evening, sleet was falling in the street, a piercing easterly wind drove even through his thick overcoat. In such doorways as offered protection from the bitter elements the wreckage of humanity which clings to the West end of London, as the singed moth flutters about the flame that destroys it, were huddled for warmth.




  T.X. was a man of vast human sympathies.




  All his experience with the criminal world, all his disappointments, all his disillusions had failed to quench the pity for his unfortunate fellows. He made it a rule on such nights as these, that if, by chance, returning late to his office he should find such a shivering piece of jetsam sheltering in his own doorway, he would give him or her the price of a bed.




  In his own quaint way he derived a certain speculative excitement from this practice. If the doorway was empty he regarded himself as a winner, if some one stood sheltered in the deep recess which is a feature of the old Georgian houses in this historic thoroughfare, he would lose to the extent of a shilling.




  He peered forward through the semi-darkness as he neared the door of his offices.




  “I’ve lost,” he said, and stripped his gloves preparatory to groping in his pocket for a coin.




  Somebody was standing in the entrance, but it was obviously a very respectable somebody. A dumpy, motherly somebody in a sealskin coat and a preposterous bonnet.




  “Hullo,” said T.X. in surprise, “are you trying to get in here?”




  “I want to see Mr. Meredith,” said the visitor, in the mincing affected tones of one who excused the vulgar source of her prosperity by frequently reiterated claims to having seen better days.




  “Your longing shall be gratified,” said T.X. gravely.




  He unlocked the heavy door, passed through the uncarpeted passage — there are no frills on Government offices — and led the way up the stairs to the suite on the first floor which constituted his bureau.




  He switched on all the lights and surveyed his visitor, a comfortable person of the landlady type.




  “A good sort,” thought T.X., “but somewhat overweighted with lorgnettes and sealskin.”




  “You will pardon my coming to see you at this hour of the night,” she began deprecatingly, “but as my dear father used to say, ‘Hopi soit qui mal y pense.’”




  “Your dear father being in the garter business?” suggested T.X. humorously. “Won’t you sit down, Mrs.—”




  “Mrs. Cassley,” beamed the lady as she seated herself. “He was in the paper hanging business. But needs must, when the devil drives, as the saying goes.”




  “What particular devil is driving you, Mrs. Cassley?” asked T.X. , somewhat at a loss to understand the object of this visit.




  “I may be doing wrong,” began the lady, pursing her lips, “and two blacks will never make a white.”




  “And all that glitters is not gold,” suggested T.X. a little wearily. “Will you please tell me your business, Mrs. Cassley? I am a very hungry man.”




  “Well, it’s like this, sir,” said Mrs. Cassley, dropping her erudition, and coming down to bedrock homeliness; “I’ve got a young lady stopping with me, as respectable a gel as I’ve had to deal with. And I know what respectability is, I might tell you, for I’ve taken professional boarders and I have been housekeeper to a doctor.”




  “You are well qualified to speak,” said T.X. with a smile. “And what about this particular young lady of yours! By the way what is your address?”




  “86a Marylebone Road,” said the lady.




  T.X. sat up.




  “Yes?” he said quickly. “What about your young lady?”




  “She works as far as I can understand,” said the loquacious landlady, “with a certain Mr. Kara in the typewriting line. She came to me four months ago.”




  “Never mind when she came to you,” said T.X. impatiently. “Have you a message from the lady?”




  “Well, it’s like this, sir,” said Mrs. Cassley, leaning forward confidentially and speaking in the hollow tone which she had decided should accompany any revelation to a police officer, “this young lady said to me, ‘If I don’t come any night by 8 o’clock you must go to T.X. and tell him—’!”




  She paused dramatically.




  “Yes, yes,” said T.X. quickly, “for heaven’s sake go on, woman.”




  “‘Tell him,’” said Mrs. Cassley, “‘that Belinda Mary—’”




  He sprang to his feet.




  “Belinda Mary!” he breathed, “Belinda Mary!” In a flash he saw it all. This girl with a knowledge of modern Greek, who was working in Kara’s house, was there for a purpose. Kara had something of her mother’s, something that was vital and which he would not part with, and she had adopted this method of securing that some thing. Mrs. Cassley was prattling on, but her voice was merely a haze of sound to him. It brought a strange glow to his heart that Belinda Mary should have thought of him.




  “Only as a policeman, of course,” said the still, small voice of his official self. “Perhaps!” said the human T.X., defiantly.




  He got on the telephone to Mansus and gave a few instructions.




  “You stay here,” he ordered the astounded Mrs. Cassley; “I am going to make a few investigations.”




  Kara was at home, but was in bed. T.X. remembered that this extraordinary man invariably went to bed early and that it was his practice to receive visitors in this guarded room of his. He was admitted almost at once and found Kara in his silk dressing-gown lying on the bed smoking. The heat of the room was unbearable even on that bleak February night.




  “This is a pleasant surprise,” said Kara, sitting up; “I hope you don’t mind my dishabille.”




  T.X. came straight to the point.




  “Where is Miss Holland!” he asked.




  “Miss Holland?” Kara’s eyebrows advertised his astonishment. “What an extraordinary question to ask me, my dear man! At her home, or at the theatre or in a cinema palace — I don’t know how these people employ their evenings.”




  “She is not at home,” said T.X., “and I have reason to believe that she has not left this house.”




  “What a suspicious person you are, Mr. Meredith!” Kara rang the bell and Fisher came in with a cup of coffee on a tray.




  “Fisher,” drawled Kara. “Mr. Meredith is anxious to know where Miss Holland is. Will you be good enough to tell him, you know more about her movements than I do.”




  “As far as I know, sir,” said Fisher deferentially, “she left the house about 5.30, her usual hour. She sent me out a little before five on a message and when I came back her hat and her coat had gone, so I presume she had gone also.”




  “Did you see her go?” asked T.X.




  The man shook his head.




  “No, sir, I very seldom see the lady come or go. There has been no restrictions placed upon the young lady and she has been at liberty to move about as she likes. I think I am correct in saying that, sir,” he turned to Kara.




  Kara nodded.




  “You will probably find her at home.”




  He shook his finger waggishly at T.X.




  “What a dog you are,” he jibed, “I ought to keep the beauties of my household veiled, as we do in the East, and especially when I have a susceptible policeman wandering at large.”




  T.X. gave jest for jest. There was nothing to be gained by making trouble here. After a few amiable commonplaces he took his departure. He found Mrs. Cassley being entertained by Mansus with a wholly fictitious description of the famous criminals he had arrested.




  “I can only suggest that you go home,” said T.X. “I will send a police officer with you to report to me, but in all probability you will find the lady has returned. She may have had a difficulty in getting a bus on a night like this.”




  A detective was summoned from Scotland Yard and accompanied by him Mrs. Cassley returned to her domicile with a certain importance. T.X. looked at his watch. It was a quarter to ten.




  “Whatever happens, I must see old Lexman,” he said. “Tell the best men we’ve got in the department to stand by for eventualities. This is going to be one of my busy days.”




  Chapter XII




  

    Table of Contents

  




  Kara lay back on his down pillows with a sneer on his face and his brain very busy. What started the train of thought he did not know, but at that moment his mind was very far away. It carried him back a dozen years to a dirty little peasant’s cabin on the hillside outside Durazzo, to the livid face of a young Albanian chief, who had lost at Kara’s whim all that life held for a man, to the hateful eyes of the girl’s father, who stood with folded arms glaring down at the bound and manacled figure on the floor, to the smoke-stained rafters of this peasant cottage and the dancing shadows on the roof, to that terrible hour of waiting when he sat bound to a post with a candle flickering and spluttering lower and lower to the little heap of gunpowder that would start the trail toward the clumsy infernal machine under his chair. He remembered the day well because it was Candlemas day, and this was the anniversary. He remembered other things more pleasant. The beat of hoofs on the rocky roadway, the crash of the door falling in when the Turkish Gendarmes had battered a way to his rescue. He remembered with a savage joy the spectacle of his would-be assassins twitching and struggling on the gallows at Pezara and — he heard the faint tinkle of the front door bell.




  Had T.X. returned! He slipped from the bed and went to the door, opened it slightly and listened. T.X. with a search warrant might be a source of panic especially if — he shrugged his shoulders. He had satisfied T.X. and allayed his suspicions. He would get Fisher out of the way that night and make sure.




  The voice from the hall below was loud and gruff. Who could it be! Then he heard Fisher’s foot on the stairs and the valet entered.




  “Will you see Mr. Gathercole now!”




  “Mr. Gathercole!”




  Kara breathed a sigh of relief and his face was wreathed in smiles.




  “Why, of course. Tell him to come up. Ask him if he minds seeing me in my room.”




  “I told him you were in bed, sir, and he used shocking language,” said Fisher.




  Kara laughed.




  “Send him up,” he said, and then as Fisher was going out of the room he called him back.




  “By the way, Fisher, after Mr. Gathercole has gone, you may go out for the night. You’ve got somewhere to go, I suppose, and you needn’t come back until the morning.”




  “Yes, sir,” said the servant.




  Such an instruction was remarkably pleasing to him. There was much that he had to do and that night’s freedom would assist him materially.




  “Perhaps” Kara hesitated, “perhaps you had better wait until eleven o’clock. Bring me up some sandwiches and a large glass of milk. Or better still, place them on a plate in the hall.”




  “Very good, sir,” said the man and withdrew.




  Down below, that grotesque figure with his shiny hat and his ragged beard was walking up and down the tesselated hallway muttering to himself and staring at the various objects in the hall with a certain amused antagonism.




  “Mr. Kara will see you, sir,” said Fisher.




  “Oh!” said the other glaring at the unoffending Fisher, “that’s very good of him. Very good of this person to see a scholar and a gentleman who has been about his dirty business for three years. Grown grey in his service! Do you understand that, my man!”




  “Yes, sir,” said Fisher.




  “Look here!”




  The man thrust out his face.




  “Do you see those grey hairs in my beard?”




  The embarrassed Fisher grinned.




  “Is it grey!” challenged the visitor, with a roar.




  “Yes, sir,” said the valet hastily.




  “Is it real grey?” insisted the visitor. “Pull one out and see!”




  The startled Fisher drew back with an apologetic smile.




  “I couldn’t think of doing a thing like that, sir.”




  “Oh, you couldn’t,” sneered the visitor; “then lead on!”




  Fisher showed the way up the stairs. This time the traveller carried no books. His left arm hung limply by his side and Fisher privately gathered that the hand had got loose from the detaining pocket without its owner being aware of the fact. He pushed open the door and announced, “Mr. Gathercole,” and Kara came forward with a smile to meet his agent, who, with top hat still on the top of his head, and his overcoat dangling about his heels, must have made a remarkable picture.




  Fisher closed the door behind them and returned to his duties in the hall below. Ten minutes later he heard the door opened and the booming voice of the stranger came down to him. Fisher went up the stairs to meet him and found him addressing the occupant of the room in his own eccentric fashion.




  “No more Patagonia!” he roared, “no more Tierra del Fuego!” he paused.




  “Certainly!” He replied to some question, “but not Patagonia,” he paused again, and Fisher standing at the foot of the stairs wondered what had occurred to make the visitor so genial.




  “I suppose your cheque will be honoured all right?” asked the visitor sardonically, and then burst into a little chuckle of laughter as he carefully closed the door.




  He came down the corridor talking to himself, and greeted Fisher.




  “Damn all Greeks,” he said jovially, and Fisher could do no more than smile reproachfully, the smile being his very own, the reproach being on behalf of the master who paid him.




  The traveller touched the other on the chest with his right hand.




  “Never trust a Greek,” he said, “always get your money in advance. Is that clear to you?”




  “Yes, sir,” said Fisher, “but I think you will always find that Mr. Kara is always most generous about money.”




  “Don’t you believe it, don’t you believe it, my poor man,” said the other, “you—”




  At that moment there came from Kara’s room a faint “clang.”




  “What’s that?” asked the visitor a little startled.




  “Mr. Kara’s put down his steel latch,” said Fisher with a smile, “which means that he is not to be disturbed until—” he looked at his watch, “until eleven o’clock at any rate.”




  “He’s a funk!” snapped the other, “a beastly funk!”




  He stamped down the stairs as though testing the weight of every tread, opened the front door without assistance, slammed it behind him and disappeared into the night.




  Fisher, his hands in his pockets, looked after the departing stranger, nodding his head in reprobation.




  “You’re a queer old devil,” he said, and looked at his watch again.




  It wanted five minutes to ten.
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  “If you would care to come in, sir, I’m sure Lexman would be glad to see you,” said T.X.; “it’s very kind of you to take an interest in the matter.”




  The Chief Commissioner of Police growled something about being paid to take an interest in everybody and strolled with T.X. down one of the apparently endless corridors of Scotland Yard.




  “You won’t have any bother about the pardon,” he said. “I was dining tonight with old man Bartholomew and he will fix that up in the morning.”




  “There will be no necessity to detain Lexman in custody?” asked T.X.




  The Chief shook his head.




  “None whatever,” he said.




  There was a pause, then,




  “By the way, did Bartholomew mention Belinda Mary!”




  The white-haired chief looked round in astonishment.




  “And who the devil is Belinda Mary?” he asked.




  T.X. went red.




  “Belinda Mary,” he said a little quickly, “is Bartholomew’s daughter.”




  “By Jove,” said the Commissioner, “now you mention it, he did — she is still in France.”




  “Oh, is she?” said T.X. innocently, and in his heart of hearts he wished most fervently that she was. They came to the room which Mansus occupied and found that admirable man waiting.




  Wherever policemen meet, their conversation naturally drifts to “shop” and in two minutes the three were discussing with some animation and much difference of opinion, as far as T.X. was concerned, a series of frauds which had been perpetrated in the Midlands, and which have nothing to do with this story.




  “Your friend is late,” said the Chief Commissioner.




  “There he is,” cried T.X., springing up. He heard a familiar footstep on the flagged corridor, and sprung out of the room to meet the newcomer.




  For a moment he stood wringing the hand of this grave man, his heart too full for words.




  “My dear chap!” he said at last, “you don’t know how glad I am to see you.”




  John Lexman said nothing, then,




  “I am sorry to bring you into this business, T.X.,” he said quietly.




  “Nonsense,” said the other, “come in and see the Chief.”




  He took John by the arm and led him into the Superintendent’s room.




  There was a change in John Lexman. A subtle shifting of balance which was not readily discoverable. His face was older, the mobile mouth a little more grimly set, the eyes more deeply lined. He was in evening dress and looked, as T.X. thought, a typical, clean, English gentleman, such an one as any self-respecting valet would be proud to say he had “turned out.”




  T.X. looking at him carefully could see no great change, save that down one side of his smooth shaven cheek ran the scar of an old wound; which could not have been much more than superficial.




  “I must apologize for this kit,” said John, taking off his overcoat and laying it across the back of a chair, “but the fact is I was so bored this evening that I had to do something to pass the time away, so I dressed and went to the theatre — and was more bored than ever.”




  T.X. noticed that he did not smile and that when he spoke it was slowly and carefully, as though he were weighing the value of every word.




  “Now,” he went on, “I have come to deliver myself into your hands.”




  “I suppose you have not seen Kara?” said T.X.




  “I have no desire to see Kara,” was the short reply.




  “Well, Mr. Lexman,” broke in the Chief, “I don’t think you are going to have any difficulty about your escape. By the way, I suppose it was by aeroplane?”




  Lexman nodded.




  “And you had an assistant?”




  Again Lexman nodded.




  “Unless you press me I would rather not discuss the matter for some little time, Sir George,” he said, “there is much that will happen before the full story of my escape is made known.”




  Sir George nodded.




  “We will leave it at that,” he said cheerily, “and now I hope you have come back to delight us all with one of your wonderful plots.”




  “For the time being I have done with wonderful plots,” said John Lexman in that even, deliberate tone of his. “I hope to leave London next week for New York and take up such of the threads of life as remain. The greater thread has gone.”




  The Chief Commissioner understood.




  The silence which followed was broken by the loud and insistent ringing of the telephone bell.




  “Hullo,” said Mansus rising quickly; “that’s Kara’s bell.”




  With two quick strides he was at the telephone and lifted down the receiver.




  “Hullo,” he cried. “Hullo,” he cried again. There was no reply, only the continuous buzzing, and when he hung up the receiver again, the bell continued ringing.




  The three policemen looked at one another.




  “There’s trouble there,” said Mansus.




  “Take off the receiver,” said T.X., “and try again.”




  Mansus obeyed, but there was no response.




  “I am afraid this is not my affair,” said John Lexman gathering up his coat. “What do you wish me to do, Sir George?”




  “Come along tomorrow morning and see us, Lexman,” said Sir George, offering his hand.




  “Where are you staying!” asked T.X.




  “At the Great Midland,” replied the other, “at least my bags have gone on there.”




  “I’ll come along and see you tomorrow morning. It’s curious this should have happened the night you returned,” he said, gripping the other’s shoulder affectionately.




  John Lexman did not speak for the moment.




  “If anything happened to Kara,” he said slowly, “if the worst that was possible happened to him, believe me I should not weep.”




  T.X. looked down into the other’s eyes sympathetically.




  “I think he has hurt you pretty badly, old man,” he said gently.




  John Lexman nodded.




  “He has, damn him,” he said between his teeth.




  The Chief Commissioner’s motor car was waiting outside and in this T.X., Mansus, and a detective-sergeant were whirled off to Cadogan Square. Fisher was in the hall when they rung the bell and opened the door instantly.




  He was frankly surprised to see his visitors. Mr. Kara was in his room he explained resentfully, as though T.X. should have been aware of the fact without being told. He had heard no bell ringing and indeed had not been summoned to the room.




  “I have to see him at eleven o’clock,” he said, “and I have had standing instructions not to go to him unless I am sent for.”




  T.X. led the way upstairs, and went straight to Kara’s room. He knocked, but there was no reply. He knocked again and on this failing to evoke any response kicked heavily at the door.




  “Have you a telephone downstairs!” he asked.




  “Yes, sir,” replied Fisher.




  T.X. turned to the detective-sergeant.




  “‘Phone to the Yard,” he said, “and get a man up with a bag of tools. We shall have to pick this lock and I haven’t got my case with me.”




  “Picking the lock would be no good, sir,” said Fisher, an interested spectator, “Mr. Kara’s got the latch down.”




  “I forgot that,” said T.X. “Tell him to bring his saw, we’ll have to cut through the panel here.”




  While they were waiting for the arrival of the police officer T.X. strove to attract the attention of the inmates of the room, but without success.




  “Does he take opium or anything!” asked Mansus.




  Fisher shook his head.




  “I’ve never known him to take any of that kind of stuff,” he said.




  T.X. made a rapid survey of the other rooms on that floor. The room next to Kara’s was the library, beyond that was a dressing room which, according to Fisher, Miss Holland had used, and at the farthermost end of the corridor was the dining room.




  Facing the dining room was a small service lift and by its side a storeroom in which were a number of trunks, including a very large one smothered in injunctions in three different languages to “handle with care.” There was nothing else of interest on this floor and the upper and lower floors could wait. In a quarter of an hour the carpenter had arrived from Scotland Yard, and had bored a hole in the rosewood panel of Kara’s room and was busily applying his slender saw.




  Through the hole he cut T.X. could see no more than that the room was in darkness save for the glow of a blazing fire. He inserted his hand, groped for the knob of the steel latch, which he had remarked on his previous visit to the room, lifted it and the door swung open.




  “Keep outside, everybody,” he ordered.




  He felt for the switch of the electric, found it and instantly the room was flooded with light. The bed was hidden by the open door. T.X. took one stride into the room and saw enough. Kara was lying half on and half off the bed. He was quite dead and the bloodstained patch above his heart told its own story.




  T.X. stood looking down at him, saw the frozen horror on the dead man’s face, then drew his eyes away and slowly surveyed the room. There in the middle of the carpet he found his clue, a bent and twisted little candle such as you find on children’s Christmas trees.
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  It was Mansus who found the second candle, a stouter affair. It lay underneath the bed. The telephone, which stood on a fairly large-sized table by the side of the bed, was overturned and the receiver was on the floor. By its side were two books, one being the “Balkan Question,” by Villari, and the other “Travels and Politics in the Near East,” by Miller. With them was a long, ivory paperknife.




  There was nothing else on the bedside-table save a silver cigarette box. T.X. drew on a pair of gloves and examined the bright surface for fingerprints, but a superficial view revealed no such clue.




  “Open the window,” said T.X., “the heat here is intolerable. Be very careful, Mansus. By the way, is the window fastened?”




  “Very well fastened,” said the superintendent after a careful scrutiny.




  He pushed back the fastenings, lifted the window and as he did, a harsh bell rang in the basement.




  “That is the burglar alarm, I suppose,” said T.X.; “go down and stop that bell.”




  He addressed Fisher, who stood with a troubled face at the door. When he had disappeared T.X. gave a significant glance to one of the waiting officers and the man sauntered after the valet.




  Fisher stopped the bell and came back to the hall and stood before the hall fire, a very troubled man. Near the fire was a big, oaken writing table and on this there lay a small envelope which he did not remember having seen before, though it might have been there for some time, for he had spent a greater portion of the evening in the kitchen with the cook.




  He picked up the envelope, and, with a start, recognised that it was addressed to himself. He opened it and took out a card. There were only a few words written upon it, but they were sufficient to banish all the colour from his face and set his hands shaking. He took the envelope and card and flung them into the fire.




  It so happened that, at that moment, Mansus had called from upstairs, and the officer, who had been told off to keep the valet under observation, ran up in answer to the summons. For a moment Fisher hesitated, then hatless and coatless as he was, he crept to the door, opened it, leaving it ajar behind him and darting down the steps, ran like a hare from the house.




  The doctor, who came a little later, was cautious as to the hour of death.




  “If you got your telephone message at 10.25, as you say, that was probably the hour he was killed,” he said. “I could not tell within half an hour. Obviously the man who killed him gripped his throat with his left hand — there are the bruises on his neck — and stabbed him with the right.”




  It was at this time that the disappearance of Fisher was noticed, but the cross-examination of the terrified Mrs. Beale removed any doubt that T.X. had as to the man’s guilt.




  “You had better send out an ‘All Stations’ message and pull him in,” said T.X. “He was with the cook from the moment the visitor left until a few minutes before we rang. Besides which it is obviously impossible for anybody to have got into this room or out again. Have you searched the dead man?”




  Mansus produced a tray on which Kara’s belongings had been disposed. The ordinary keys Mrs. Beale was able to identify. There were one or two which were beyond her. T.X. recognised one of these as the key of the safe, but two smaller keys baffled him not a little, and Mrs. Beale was at first unable to assist him.




  “The only thing I can think of, sir,” she said, “is the wine cellar.”




  “The wine cellar?” said T.X. slowly. “That must be—” he stopped.




  The greater tragedy of the evening, with all its mystifying aspects had not banished from his mind the thought of the girl — that Belinda Mary, who had called upon him in her hour of danger as he divined. Perhaps — he descended into the kitchen and was brought face to face with the unpainted door.




  “It looks more like a prison than a wine cellar,” he said.




  “That’s what I’ve always thought, sir,” said Mrs. Beale, “and sometimes I’ve had a horrible feeling of fear.”




  He cut short her loquacity by inserting one of the keys in the lock — it did not turn, but he had more success with the second. The lock snapped back easily and he pulled the door back. He found the inner door bolted top and bottom. The bolts slipped back in their well-oiled sockets without any effort. Evidently Kara used this place pretty frequently, thought T.X.




  He pushed the door open and stopped with an exclamation of surprise. The cellar apartment was brilliantly lit — but it was unoccupied.




  “This beats the band,” said T.X.




  He saw something on the table and lifted it up. It was a pair of long-bladed scissors and about the handle was wound a handkerchief. It was not this fact which startled him, but that the scissors’ blades were dappled with blood and blood, too, was on the handkerchief. He unwound the flimsy piece of cambric and stared at the monogram “B. M. B.”




  He looked around. Nobody had seen the weapon and he dropped it in his overcoat pocket, and walked from the cellar to the kitchen where Mrs. Beale and Mansus awaited him.




  “There is a lower cellar, is there not!” he asked in a strained voice.




  “That was bricked up when Mr. Kara took the house,” explained the woman.




  “There is nothing more to look for here,” he said.




  He walked slowly up the stairs to the library, his mind in a whirl. That he, an accredited officer of police, sworn to the business of criminal detection, should attempt to screen one who was conceivably a criminal was inexplicable. But if the girl had committed this crime, how had she reached Kara’s room and why had she returned to the locked cellar!




  He sent for Mrs. Beale to interrogate her. She had heard nothing and she had been in the kitchen all the evening. One fact she did reveal, however, that Fisher had gone from the kitchen and had been absent a quarter of an hour and had returned a little agitated.




  “Stay here,” said T.X., and went down again to the cellar to make a further search.




  “Probably there is some way out of this subterranean jail,” he thought and a diligent search of the room soon revealed it.




  He found the iron trap, pulled it open, and slipped down the stairs. He, too, was puzzled by the luxurious character of the vault. He passed from room to room and finally came to the inner chamber where a light was burning.




  The light, as he discovered, proceeded from a small reading lamp which stood by the side of a small brass bedstead. The bed had recently been slept in, but there was no sign of any occupant. T.X. conducted a very careful search and had no difficulty in finding the bricked up door. Other exits there were none.




  The floor was of wood block laid on concrete, the ventilation was excellent and in one of the recesses which had evidently held at some time or other, a large wine bin, there was a prefect electrical cooking plant. In a small larder were a number of baskets, bearing the name of a well-known caterer, one of them containing an excellent assortment of cold and potted meats, preserves, etc.




  T.X. went back to the bedroom and took the little lamp from the table by the side of the bed and began a more careful examination. Presently he found traces of blood, and followed an irregular trail to the outer room. He lost it suddenly at the foot of stairs leading down from the upper cellar. Then he struck it again. He had reached the end of his electric cord and was now depending upon an electric torch he had taken from his pocket.




  There were indications of something heavy having been dragged across the room and he saw that it led to a small bathroom. He had made a cursory examination of this well-appointed apartment, and now he proceeded to make a close investigation and was well rewarded.




  The bathroom was the only apartment which possess anything resembling a door — a twofold screen and — as he pressed this back, he felt some thing which prevented its wider extension. He slipped into the room and flashed his lamp in the space behind the screen. There stiff in death with glazed eyes and lolling tongue lay a great gaunt dog, his yellow fangs exposed in a last grimace.




  About the neck was a collar and attached to that, a few links of broken chain. T.X. mounted the steps thoughtfully and passed out to the kitchen.




  Did Belinda Mary stab Kara or kill the dog? That she killed one hound or the other was certain. That she killed both was possible.
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  After a busy and sleepless night he came down to report to the Chief Commissioner the next morning. The evening newspaper bills were filled with the “Chelsea Sensation” but the information given was of a meagre character.




  Since Fisher had disappeared, many of the details which could have been secured by the enterprising pressmen were missing. There was no reference to the visit of Mr. Gathercole and in self-defence the press had fallen back upon a statement, which at an earlier period had crept into the newspapers in one of those chatty paragraphs which begin “I saw my friend Kara at Giros” and end with a brief but inaccurate summary of his hobbies. The paragraph had been to the effect that Mr. Kara had been in fear of his life for some time, as a result of a blood feud which existed between himself and another Albanian family. Small wonder, therefore, the murder was everywhere referred to as “the political crime of the century.”




  “So far,” reported T.X. to his superior, “I have been unable to trace either Gathercole or the valet. The only thing we know about Gathercole is that he sent his article to The Times with his card. The servants of his Club are very vague as to his whereabouts. He is a very eccentric man, who only comes in occasionally, and the steward whom I interviewed says that it frequently happened that Gathercole arrived and departed without anybody being aware of the fact. We have been to his old lodgings in Lincoln’s Inn, but apparently he sold up there before he went away to the wilds of Patagonia and relinquished his tenancy.




  “The only clue I have is that a man answering to some extent to his description left by the eleven o’clock train for Paris last night.”




  “You have seen the secretary of course,” said the Chief.




  It was a question which T.X. had been dreading.




  “Gone too,” he answered shortly; “in fact she has not been seen since 5:30 yesterday evening.”




  Sir George leant back in his chair and rumpled his thick grey hair.




  “The only person who seems to have remained,” he said with heavy sarcasm, “was Kara himself. Would you like me to put somebody else on this case — it isn’t exactly your job — or will you carry it on?”




  “I prefer to carry it on, sir,” said T.X. firmly.




  “Have you found out anything more about Kara?”




  T.X. nodded.




  “All that I have discovered about him is eminently discreditable,” he said. “He seems to have had an ambition to occupy a very important position in Albania. To this end he had bribed and subsidized the Turkish and Albanian officials and had a fairly large following in that country. Bartholomew tells me that Kara had already sounded him as to the possibility of the British Government recognising a fait accompli in Albania and had been inducing him to use his influence with the Cabinet to recognize the consequence of any revolution. There is no doubt whatever that Kara has engineered all the political assassinations which have been such a feature in the news from Albania during this past year. We also found in the house very large sums of money and documents which we have handed over to the Foreign Office for decoding.”




  Sir George thought for a long time.




  Then he said, “I have an idea that if you find your secretary you will be half way to solving the mystery.”




  T.X. went out from the office in anything but a joyous mood. He was on his way to lunch when he remembered his promise to call upon John Lexman.




  Could Lexman supply a key which would unravel this tragic tangle? He leant out of his taxicab and redirected the driver. It happened that the cab drove up to the door of the Great Midland Hotel as John Lexman was coming out.




  “Come and lunch with me,” said T.X. “I suppose you’ve heard all the news.”




  “I read about Kara being killed, if that’s what you mean,” said the other. “It was rather a coincidence that I should have been discussing the matter last night at the very moment when his telephone bell rang — I wish to heaven you hadn’t been in this,” he said fretfully.




  “Why?” asked the astonished Assistant Commissioner, “and what do you mean by ‘in it’?”




  “In the concrete sense I wish you had not been present when I returned,” said the other moodily, “I wanted to be finished with the whole sordid business without in any way involving my friends.”




  “I think you are too sensitive,” laughed the other, clapping him on the shoulder. “I want you to unburden yourself to me, my dear chap, and tell me anything you can that will help me to clear up this mystery.”




  John Lexman looked straight ahead with a worried frown.




  “I would do almost anything for you, T.X.,” he said quietly, “the more so since I know how good you were to Grace, but I can’t help you in this matter. I hated Kara living, I hate him dead,” he cried, and there was a passion in his voice which was unmistakable; “he was the vilest thing that ever drew the breath of life. There was no villainy too despicable, no cruelty so horrid but that he gloried in it. If ever the devil were incarnate on earth he took the shape and the form of Remington Kara. He died too merciful a death by all accounts. But if there is a God, this man will suffer for his crimes in hell through all eternity.”




  T.X. looked at him in astonishment. The hate in the man’s face took his breath away. Never before had he experienced or witnessed such a vehemence of loathing.




  “What did Kara do to you?” he demanded.




  The other looked out of the window.




  “I am sorry,” he said in a milder tone; “that is my weakness. Some day I will tell you the whole story but for the moment it were better that it were not told. I will tell you this,” he turned round and faced the detective squarely, “Kara tortured and killed my wife.”




  T.X. said no more.




  Half way through lunch he returned indirectly to the subject.




  “Do you know Gathercole?” he asked.




  T.X. nodded.




  “I think you asked me that question once before, or perhaps it was somebody else. Yes, I know him, rather an eccentric man with an artificial arm.”




  “That’s the cove,” said T.X. with a little sigh; “he’s one of the few men I want to meet just now.”




  “Why?”




  “Because he was apparently the last man to see Kara alive.”




  John Lexman looked at the other with an impatient jerk of his shoulders.




  “You don’t suspect Gathercole, do you?” he asked.




  “Hardly,” said the other drily; “in the first place the man that committed this murder had two hands and needed them both. No, I only want to ask that gentleman the subject of his conversation. I also want to know who was in the room with Kara when Gathercole went in.”




  “H’m,” said John Lexman.




  “Even if I found who the third person was, I am still puzzled as to how they got out and fastened the heavy latch behind them. Now in the old days, Lexman,” he said good humouredly, “you would have made a fine mystery story out of this. How would you have made your man escape?”




  Lexman thought for a while.




  “Have you examined the safe!” he asked.




  “Yes,” said the other.




  “Was there very much in it?”




  T.X. looked at him in astonishment.




  “Just the ordinary books and things. Why do you ask?”




  “Suppose there were two doors to that safe, one on the outside of the room and one on the inside, would it be possible to pass through the safe and go down the wall?”




  “I have thought of that,” said T.X.




  “Of course,” said Lexman, leaning back and toying with a salt-spoon, “in writing a story where one hasn’t got to deal with the absolute possibilities, one could always have made Kara have a safe of that character in order to make his escape in the event of danger. He might keep a rope ladder stored inside, open the back door, throw out his ladder to a friend and by some trick arrangement could detach the ladder and allow the door to swing to again.”




  “A very ingenious idea,” said T.X., “but unfortunately it doesn’t work in this case. I have seen the makers of the safe and there is nothing very eccentric about it except the fact that it is mounted as it is. Can you offer another suggestion?”




  John Lexman thought again.




  “I will not suggest trap doors, or secret panels or anything so banal,” he said, “nor mysterious springs in the wall which, when touched, reveal secret staircases.”




  He smiled slightly.




  “In my early days, I must confess, I was rather keen upon that sort of thing, but age has brought experience and I have discovered the impossibility of bringing an architect to one’s way of thinking even in so commonplace a matter as the position of a scullery. It would be much more difficult to induce him to construct a house with double walls and secret chambers.”




  T.X. waited patiently.




  “There is a possibility, of course,” said Lexman slowly, “that the steel latch may have been raised by somebody outside by some ingenious magnetic arrangement and lowered in a similar manner.”




  “I have thought about it,” said T.X. triumphantly, “and I have made the most elaborate tests only this morning. It is quite impossible to raise the steel latch because once it is dropped it cannot be raised again except by means of the knob, the pulling of which releases the catch which holds the bar securely in its place. Try another one, John.”




  John Lexman threw back his head in a noiseless laugh.




  “Why I should be helping you to discover the murderer of Kara is beyond my understanding,” he said, “but I will give you another theory, at the same time warning you that I may be putting you off the track. For God knows I have more reason to murder Kara than any man in the world.”




  He thought a while.




  “The chimney was of course impossible?”




  “There was a big fire burning in the grate,” explained T.X.; “so big indeed that the room was stifling.”




  John Lexman nodded.




  “That was Kara’s way,” he said; “as a matter of fact I know the suggestion about magnetism in the steel bar was impossible, because I was friendly with Kara when he had that bar put in and pretty well know the mechanism, although I had forgotten it for the moment. What is your own theory, by the way?”




  T.X. pursed his lips.




  “My theory isn’t very clearly formed,” he said cautiously, “but so far as it goes, it is that Kara was lying on the bed probably reading one of the books which were found by the bedside when his assailant suddenly came upon him. Kara seized the telephone to call for assistance and was promptly killed.”




  Again there was silence.




  “That is a theory,” said John Lexman, with his curious deliberation of speech, “but as I say I refuse to be definite — have you found the weapon?”




  T.X. shook his head.




  “Were there any peculiar features about the room which astonished you, and which you have not told me?”




  T.X. hesitated.




  “There were two candles,” he said, “one in the middle of the room and one under the bed. That in the middle of the room was a small Christmas candle, the one under the bed was the ordinary candle of commerce evidently roughly cut and probably cut in the room. We found traces of candle chips on the floor and it is evident to me that the portion which was cut off was thrown into the fire, for here again we have a trace of grease.”




  Lexman nodded.




  “Anything further?” he asked.




  “The smaller candle was twisted into a sort of corkscrew shape.”




  “The Clue of the Twisted Candle,” mused John Lexman “that’s a very good title — Kara hated candles.”




  “Why?”




  Lexman leant back in his chair, selected a cigarette from a silver case.




  “In my wanderings,” he said, “I have been to many strange places. I have been to the country which you probably do not know, and which the traveller who writes books about countries seldom visits. There are queer little villages perched on the spurs of the bleakest hills you ever saw. I have lived with communities which acknowledge no king and no government. These have their laws handed down to them from father to son — it is a nation without a written language. They administer their laws rigidly and drastically. The punishments they award are cruel — inhuman. I have seen, the woman taken in adultery stoned to death as in the best Biblical traditions, and I have seen the thief blinded.”




  T.X. shivered.




  “I have seen the false witness stand up in a barbaric market place whilst his tongue was torn from him. Sometimes the Turks or the piebald governments of the state sent down a few gendarmes and tried a sort of sporadic administration of the country. It usually ended in the representative of the law lapsing into barbarism, or else disappearing from the face of the earth, with a whole community of murderers eager to testify, with singular unanimity, to the fact that he had either committed suicide or had gone off with the wife of one of the townsmen.




  “In some of these communities the candle plays a big part. It is not the candle of commerce as you know it, but a dip made from mutton fat. Strap three between the fingers of your hands and keep the hand rigid with two flat pieces of wood; then let the candles burn down lower and lower — can you imagine? Or set a candle in a gunpowder trail and lead the trail to a well-oiled heap of shavings thoughtfully heaped about your naked feet. Or a candle fixed to the shaved head of a man — there are hundreds of variations and the candle plays a part in all of them. I don’t know which Kara had cause to hate the worst, but I know one or two that he has employed.”




  “Was he as bad as that?” asked T.X.




  John Lexman laughed.




  “You don’t know how bad he was,” he said.




  Towards the end of the luncheon the waiter brought a note in to T.X. which had been sent on from his office.




  “Dear Mr. Meredith,




  “In answer to your enquiry I believe my daughter is in London, but I did not know it until this morning. My banker informs me that my daughter called at the bank this morning and drew a considerable sum of money from her private account, but where she has gone and what she is doing with the money I do not know. I need hardly tell you that I am very worried about this matter and I should be glad if you could explain what it is all about.”




  It was signed “William Bartholomew.”




  T.X. groaned.




  “If I had only had the sense to go to the bank this morning, I should have seen her,” he said. “I’m going to lose my job over this.”




  The other looked troubled.




  “You don’t seriously mean that.”




  “Not exactly,” smiled T.X., “but I don’t think the Chief is very pleased with me just now. You see I have butted into this business without any authority — it isn’t exactly in my department. But you have not given me your theory about the candles.”




  “I have no theory to offer,” said the other, folding up his serviette; “the candles suggest a typical Albanian murder. I do not say that it was so, I merely say that by their presence they suggest a crime of this character.”




  With this T.X. had to be content.




  If it were not his business to interest himself in commonplace murder — though this hardly fitted such a description — it was part of the peculiar function which his department exercised to restore to Lady Bartholomew a certain very elaborate snuffbox which he discovered in the safe.




  Letters had been found amongst his papers which made clear the part which Kara had played. Though he had not been a vulgar blackmailer he had retained his hold, not only upon this particular property of Lady Bartholomew, but upon certain other articles which were discovered, with no other object, apparently, than to compel influence from quarters likely to be of assistance to him in his schemes.




  The inquest on the murdered man which the Assistant Commissioner attended produced nothing in the shape of evidence and the coroner’s verdict of “murder against some person or persons unknown” was only to be expected.




  T.X. spent a very busy and a very tiring week tracing elusive clues which led him nowhere. He had a letter from John Lexman announcing the fact that he intended leaving for the United States. He had received a very good offer from a firm of magazine publishers in New York and was going out to take up the appointment.




  Meredith’s plans were now in fair shape. He had decided upon the line of action he would take and in the pursuance of this he interviewed his Chief and the Minister of Justice.




  “Yes, I have heard from my daughter,” said that great man uncomfortably, “and really she has placed me in a most embarrassing position. I cannot tell you, Mr. Meredith, exactly in what manner she has done this, but I can assure you she has.”




  “Can I see her letter or telegram?” asked T.X.




  “I am afraid that is impossible,” said the other solemnly; “she begged me to keep her communication very secret. I have written to my wife and asked her to come home. I feel the constant strain to which I am being subjected is more than human can endure.”




  “I suppose,” said T.X. patiently, “it is impossible for you to tell me to what address you have replied?”




  “To no address,” answered the other and corrected himself hurriedly; “that is to say I only received the telegram — the message this morning and there is no address — to reply to.”




  “I see,” said T.X.




  That afternoon he instructed his secretary.




  “I want a copy of all the agony advertisements in tomorrow’s papers and in the last editions of the evening papers — have them ready for me tomorrow morning when I come.”




  They were waiting for him when he reached the office at nine o’clock the next day and he went through them carefully. Presently he found the message he was seeking.




  B. M. You place me awkward position. Very thoughtless. Have received package addressed your mother which have placed in mother’s sittingroom. Cannot understand why you want me to go away weekend and give servants holiday but have done so. Shall require very full explanation. Matter gone far enough. Father.




  “This,” said T.X. exultantly, as he read the advertisement, “is where I get busy.”
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  February as a rule is not a month of fogs, but rather a month of tempestuous gales, of frosts and snowfalls, but the night of February 17th, 19 — , was one of calm and mist. It was not the typical London fog so dreaded by the foreigner, but one of those little patchy mists which smoke through the streets, now enshrouding and making the nearest object invisible, now clearing away to the finest diaphanous filament of pale grey.




  Sir William Bartholomew had a house in Portman Place, which is a wide thoroughfare, filled with solemn edifices of unlovely and forbidding exterior, but remarkably comfortable within. Shortly before eleven on the night of February 17th, a taxi drew up at the junction of Sussex Street and Portman Place, and a girl alighted. The fog at that moment was denser than usual and she hesitated a moment before she left the shelter which the cab afforded.




  She gave the driver a few instructions and walked on with a firm step, turning abruptly and mounting the steps of Number 173. Very quickly she inserted her key in the lock, pushed the door open and closed it behind her. She switched on the hall light. The house sounded hollow and deserted, a fact which afforded her considerable satisfaction. She turned the light out and found her way up the broad stairs to the first floor, paused for a moment to switch on another light which she knew would not be observable from the street outside and mounted the second flight.




  Miss Belinda Mary Bartholomew congratulated herself upon the success of her scheme, and the only doubt that was in her mind now was whether the boudoir had been locked, but her father was rather careless in such matters and Jacks the butler was one of those dear, silly, old men who never locked anything, and, in consequence, faced every audit with a long face and a longer tale of the peculations of occasional servants.




  To her immense relief the handle turned and the door opened to her touch. Somebody had had the sense to pull down the blinds and the curtains were drawn. She switched on the light with a sigh of relief. Her mother’s writing table was covered with unopened letters, but she brushed these aside in her search for the little parcel. It was not there and her heart sank. Perhaps she had put it in one of the drawers. She tried them all without result.




  She stood by the desk a picture of perplexity, biting a finger thoughtfully.




  “Thank goodness!” she said with a jump, for she saw the parcel on the mantel shelf, crossed the room and took it down.




  With eager hands she tore off the covering and came to the familiar leather case. Not until she had opened the padded lid and had seen the snuffbox reposing in a bed of cotton wool did she relapse into a long sigh of relief.




  “Thank heaven for that,” she said aloud.




  “And me,” said a voice.




  She sprang up and turned round with a look of terror.




  “Mr. — Mr. Meredith,” she stammered.




  T.X. stood by the window curtains from whence he had made his dramatic entry upon the scene.




  “I say you have to thank me also, Miss Bartholomew,” he said presently.




  “How do you know my name?” she asked with some curiosity.




  “I know everything in the world,” he answered, and she smiled. Suddenly her face went serious and she demanded sharply,




  “Who sent you after me — Mr. Kara?”




  “Mr. Kara?” he repeated, in wonder.




  “He threatened to send for the police,” she went on rapidly, “and I told him he might do so. I didn’t mind the police — it was Kara I was afraid of. You know what I went for, my mother’s property.”




  She held the snuffbox in her outstretched hand.




  “He accused me of stealing and was hateful, and then he put me downstairs in that awful cellar and—”




  “And?” suggested T.X.




  “That’s all,” she replied with tightened lips; “what are you going to do now?”




  “I am going to ask you a few questions if I may,” he said. “In the first place have you not heard anything about Mr. Kara since you went away?”




  She shook her head.




  “I have kept out of his way,” she said grimly.




  “Have you seen the newspapers?” he asked.




  She nodded.




  “I have seen the advertisement column — I wired asking Papa to reply to my telegram.”




  “I know — I saw it,” he smiled; “that is what brought me here.”




  “I was afraid it would,” she said ruefully; “father is awfully loquacious in print — he makes speeches you know. All I wanted him to say was yes or no. What do you mean about the newspapers?” she went on. “Is anything wrong with mother?”




  He shook his head.




  “So far as I know Lady Bartholomew is in the best of health and is on her way home.”




  “Then what do you mean by asking me about the newspapers!” she demanded; “why should I see the newspapers — what is there for me to see?”




  “About Kara?” he suggested.




  She shook her head in bewilderment.




  “I know and want to know nothing about Kara. Why do you say this to me?”




  “Because,” said T.X. slowly, “on the night you disappeared from Cadogan Square, Remington Kara was murdered.”




  “Murdered,” she gasped.




  He nodded.




  “He was stabbed to the heart by some person or persons unknown.”




  T.X. took his hand from his pocket and pulled something out which was wrapped in tissue paper. This he carefully removed and the girl watched with fascinated gaze, and with an awful sense of apprehension. Presently the object was revealed. It was a pair of scissors with the handle wrapped about with a small handkerchief dappled with brown stains. She took a step backward, raising her hands to her cheeks.




  “My scissors,” she said huskily; “you won’t think—”




  She stared up at him, fear and indignation struggling for mastery.




  “I don’t think you committed the murder,” he smiled; “if that’s what you mean to ask me, but if anybody else found those scissors and had identified this handkerchief you would have been in rather a fix, my young friend.”




  She looked at the scissors and shuddered.




  “I did kill something,” she said in a low voice, “an awful dog… I don’t know how I did it, but the beastly thing jumped at me and I just stabbed him and killed him, and I am glad,” she nodded many times and repeated, “I am glad.”




  “So I gather — I found the dog and now perhaps you’ll explain why I didn’t find you?”




  Again she hesitated and he felt that she was hiding something from him.




  “I don’t know why you didn’t find me,” she said; “I was there.”




  “How did you get out?”




  “How did you get out?” she challenged him boldly.




  “I got out through the door,” he confessed; “it seems a ridiculously commonplace way of leaving but that’s the only way I could see.”




  “And that’s how I got out,” she answered, with a little smile.




  “But it was locked.”




  She laughed.




  “I see now,” she said; “I was in the cellar. I heard your key in the lock and bolted down the trap, leaving those awful scissors behind. I thought it was Kara with some of his friends and then the voices died away and I ventured to come up and found you had left the door open. So — so I—”




  These queer little pauses puzzled T.X. There was something she was not telling him. Something she had yet to reveal.




  “So I got away you see,” she went on. “I came out into the kitchen; there was nobody there, and I passed through the area door and up the steps and just round the corner I found a taxicab, and that is all.”




  She spread out her hands in a dramatic little gesture.




  “And that is all, is it?” said T.X.




  “That is all,” she repeated; “now what are you going to do?”




  T.X. looked up at the ceiling and stroked his chin.




  “I suppose that I ought to arrest you. I feel that something is due from me. May I ask if you were sleeping in the bed downstairs?”




  “In the lower cellar?” she demanded, — a little pause and then, “Yes, I was sleeping in the cellar downstairs.”




  There was that interval of hesitation almost between each word.




  “What are you going to do?” she asked again.




  She was feeling more sure of herself and had suppressed the panic which his sudden appearance had produced in her. He rumpled his hair, a gross imitation, did she but know it, of one of his chief’s mannerisms and she observed that his hair was very thick and inclined to curl. She saw also that he was passably good looking, had fine grey eyes, a straight nose and a most firm chin.




  “I think,” she suggested gently, “you had better arrest me.”




  “Don’t be silly,” he begged.




  She stared at him in amazement.




  “What did you say?” she asked wrathfully.




  “I said ‘don’t be silly,’” repeated the calm young man.




  “Do you know that you’re being very rude?” she asked.




  He seemed interested and surprised at this novel view of his conduct.




  “Of course,” she went on carefully smoothing her dress and avoiding his eye, “I know you think I am silly and that I’ve got a most comic name.”




  “I have never said your name was comic,” he replied coldly; “I would not take so great a liberty.”




  “You said it was ‘weird’ which was worse,” she claimed.




  “I may have said it was ‘weird,”’ he admitted, “but that’s rather different to saying it was ‘comic.’ There is dignity in weird things. For example, nightmares aren’t comic but they’re weird.”




  “Thank you,” she said pointedly.




  “Not that I mean your name is anything approaching a nightmare.” He made this concession with a most magnificent sweep of hand as though he were a king conceding her the right to remain covered in his presence. “I think that Belinda Ann—”




  “Belinda Mary,” she corrected.




  “Belinda Mary, I was going to say, or as a matter of fact,” he floundered, “I was going to say Belinda and Mary.”




  “You were going to say nothing of the kind,” she corrected him.




  “Anyway, I think Belinda Mary is a very pretty name.”




  “You think nothing of the sort.”




  She saw the laughter in his eyes and felt an insane desire to laugh.




  “You said it was a weird name and you think it is a weird name, but I really can’t be bothered considering everybody’s views. I think it’s a weird name, too. I was named after an aunt,” she added in self-defence.




  “There you have the advantage of me,” he inclined his head politely; “I was named after my father’s favourite dog.”




  “What does T.X. stand for?” she asked curiously.




  “Thomas Xavier,” he said, and she leant back in the big chair on the edge of which a few minutes before she had perched herself in trepidation and dissolved into a fit of immoderate laughter.




  “It is comic, isn’t it?” he asked.




  “Oh, I am sorry I’m so rude,” she gasped. “Fancy being called Tommy Xavier — I mean Thomas Xavier.”




  “You may call me Tommy if you wish — most of my friends do.”




  “Unfortunately I’m not your friend,” she said, still smiling and wiping the tears from her eyes, “so I shall go on calling you Mr. Meredith if you don’t mind.”




  She looked at her watch.




  “If you are not going to arrest me I’m going,” she said.




  “I have certainly no intention of arresting you,” said he, “but I am going to see you home!”




  She jumped up smartly.




  “You’re not,” she commanded.




  She was so definite in this that he was startled.




  “My dear child,” he protested.




  “Please don’t ‘dear child’ me,” she said seriously; “you’re going to be a good little Tommy and let me go home by myself.”




  She held out her hand frankly and the laughing appeal in her eyes was irresistible.




  “Well, I’ll see you to a cab,” he insisted.




  “And listen while I give the driver instructions where he is to take me?”




  She shook her head reprovingly.




  “It must be an awful thing to be a policeman.”




  He stood back with folded arms, a stern frown on his face.




  “Don’t you trust me?” he asked.




  “No,” she replied.




  “Quite right,” he approved; “anyway I’ll see you to the cab and you can tell the driver to go to Charing Cross station and on your way you can change your direction.”




  “And you promise you won’t follow me?” she asked.




  “On my honour,” he swore; “on one condition though.”




  “I will make no conditions,” she replied haughtily.




  “Please come down from your great big horse,” he begged, “and listen to reason. The condition I make is that I can always bring you to an appointed rendezvous whenever I want you. Honestly, this is necessary, Belinda Mary.”




  “Miss Bartholomew,” she corrected, coldly.




  “It is necessary,” he went on, “as you will understand. Promise me that, if I put an advertisement in the agonies of either an evening paper which I will name or in the Morning Port, you will keep the appointment I fix, if it is humanly possible.”




  She hesitated a moment, then held out her hand.




  “I promise,” she said.




  “Good for you, Belinda Mary,” said he, and tucking her arm in his he led her out of the room switching off the light and racing her down the stairs.




  If there was a lot of the schoolgirl left in Belinda Mary Bartholomew, no less of the schoolboy was there in this Commissioner of Police. He would have danced her through the fog, contemptuous of the proprieties, but he wasn’t so very anxious to get her to her cab and to lose sight of her.




  “Goodnight,” he said, holding her hand.




  “That’s the third time you’ve shaken hands with me tonight,” she interjected.




  “Don’t let us have any unpleasantness at the last,” he pleaded, “and remember.”




  “I have promised,” she replied.




  “And one day,” he went on, “you will tell me all that happened in that cellar.”




  “I have told you,” she said in a low voice.




  “You have not told me everything, child.”




  He handed her into the cab. He shut the door behind her and leant through the open window.




  “Victoria or Marble Arch?” he asked politely.




  “Charing Cross,” she replied, with a little laugh.




  He watched the cab drive away and then suddenly it stopped and a figure lent out from the window beckoning him frantically. He ran up to her.




  “Suppose I want you,” she asked.




  “Advertise,” he said promptly, “beginning your advertisement ‘Dear Tommy.”’




  “I shall put ‘T.X.,’ “ she said indignantly.




  “Then I shall take no notice of your advertisement,” he replied and stood in the middle of the street, his hat in his hand, to the intense annoyance of a taxicab driver who literally all but ran him down and in a figurative sense did so until T.X. was out of earshot.
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  Thomas Xavier Meredith was a shrewd young man. It was said of him by Signor Paulo Coselli, the eminent criminologist, that he had a gift of intuition which was abnormal. Probably the mystery of the twisted candle was solved by him long before any other person in the world had the dimmest idea that it was capable of solution.




  The house in Cadogan Square was still in the hands of the police. To this house and particularly to Kara’s bedroom T.X. from time to time repaired, and reproduced as far as possible the conditions which obtained on the night of the murder. He had the same stifling fire, the same locked door. The latch was dropped in its socket, whilst T.X., with a stop watch in his hand, made elaborate calculations and acted certain parts which he did not reveal to a soul.




  Three times, accompanied by Mansus, he went to the house, three times went to the death chamber and was alone on one occasion for an hour and a half whilst the patient Mansus waited outside. Three times he emerged looking graver on each occasion, and after the third visit he called into consultation John Lexman.




  Lexman had been spending some time in the country, having deferred his trip to the United States.




  “This case puzzles me more and more, John,” said T.X., troubled out of his usual boisterous self, “and thank heaven it worries other people besides me. De Mainau came over from France the other day and brought all his best sleuths, whilst O’Grady of the New York central office paid a flying visit just to get hold of the facts. Not one of them has given me the real solution, though they’ve all been rather ingenious. Gathercole has vanished and is probably on his way to some undiscoverable region, and our people have not yet traced the valet.”




  “He should be the easiest for you,” said John Lexman, reflectively.




  “Why Gathercole should go off I can’t understand,” T.X. continued. “According to the story which was told me by Fisher, his last words to Kara were to the effect that he was expecting a cheque or that he had received a cheque. No cheque has been presented or drawn and apparently Gathercole has gone off without waiting for any payment. An examination of Kara’s books show nothing against the Gathercole account save the sum of 600 pounds which was originally advanced, and now to upset all my calculations, look at this.”




  He took from his pocketbook a newspaper cutting and pushed it across the table, for they were dining together at the Carlton. John Lexman picked up the slip and read. It was evidently from a New York paper:




  “Further news has now come to hand by the Antarctic Trading Company’s steamer, Cyprus, concerning the wreck of the City of the Argentine. It is believed that this illfated vessel, which called at South American ports, lost her propellor and drifted south out of the track of shipping. This theory is now confirmed. Apparently the ship struck an iceberg on December 23rd and foundered with all aboard save a few men who were able to launch a boat and who were picked up by the Cyprus. The following is the passenger list.”




  John Lexman ran down the list until he came upon the name which was evidently underlined in ink by T.X. That name was George Gathercole and after it in brackets (Explorer).




  “If that were true, then, Gathercole could not have come to London.”




  “He may have taken another boat,” said T.X., “and I cabled to the Steamship Company without any great success. Apparently Gathercole was an eccentric sort of man and lived in terror of being overcrowded. It was a habit of his to make provisional bookings by every available steamer. The company can tell me no more than that he had booked, but whether he shipped on the City of the Argentine or not, they do not know.”




  “I can tell you this about Gathercole,” said John slowly and thoughtfully, “that he was a man who would not hurt a fly. He was incapable of killing any man, being constitutionally averse to taking life in any shape. For this reason he never made collections of butterflies or of bees, and I believe has never shot an animal in his life. He carried his principles to such an extent that he was a vegetarian — poor old Gathercole!” he said, with the first smile which T.X. had seen on his face since he came back.




  “If you want to sympathize with anybody,” said T.X. gloomily, “sympathize with me.”




  On the following day T.X. was summoned to the Home Office and went steeled for a most unholy row. The Home Secretary, a large and worthy gentleman, given to the making of speeches on every excuse, received him, however, with unusual kindness.




  “I’ve sent for you, Mr. Meredith,” he said, “about this unfortunate Greek. I’ve had all his private papers looked into and translated and in some cases decoded, because as you are probably aware his diaries and a great deal of his correspondence were in a code which called for the attention of experts.”




  T.X. had not troubled himself greatly about Kara’s private papers but had handed them over, in accordance with instructions, to the proper authorities.




  “Of course, Mr. Meredith,” the Home Secretary went on, beaming across his big table, “we expect you to continue your search for the murderer, but I must confess that your prisoner when you secure him will have a very excellent case to put to a jury.”




  “That I can well believe, sir,” said T.X.




  “Seldom in my long career at the bar,” began the Home Secretary in his best oratorical manner, “have I examined a record so utterly discreditable as that of the deceased man.”




  Here he advanced a few instances which surprised even T.X.




  “The men was a lunatic,” continued the Home Secretary, “a vicious, evil man who loved cruelty for cruelty’s sake. We have in this diary alone sufficient evidence to convict him of three separate murders, one of which was committed in this country.”




  T.X. looked his astonishment.




  “You will remember, Mr. Meredith, as I saw in one of your reports, that he had a chauffeur, a Greek named Poropulos.”




  T.X. nodded.




  “He went to Greece on the day following the shooting of Vassalaro,” he said.




  The Home Secretary shook his head.




  “He was killed on the same night,” said the Minister, “and you will have no difficulty in finding what remains of his body in the disused house which Kara rented for his own purpose on the Portsmouth Road. That he has killed a number of people in Albania you may well suppose. Whole villages have been wiped out to provide him with a little excitement. The man was a Nero without any of Nero’s amiable weaknesses. He was obsessed with the idea that he himself was in danger of assassination, and saw an enemy even in his trusty servant. Undoubtedly the chauffeur Poropulos was in touch with several Continental government circles. You understand,” said the Minister in conclusion, “that I am telling you this, not with the idea of expecting you, to relax your efforts to find the murderer and clear up the mystery, but in order that you may know something of the possible motive for this man’s murder.”




  T.X. spent an hour going over the decoded diary and documents and left the Home Office a little shakily. It was inconceivable, incredible. Kara was a lunatic, but the directing genius was a devil.




  T.X. had a flat in Whitehall Gardens and thither he repaired to change for dinner. He was half dressed when the evening paper arrived and he glanced as was his wont first at the news’ page and then at the advertisement column. He looked down the column marked “Personal” without expecting to find anything of particular interest to himself, but saw that which made him drop the paper and fly round the room in a frenzy to complete his toilet.




  “Tommy X.,” ran the brief announcement, “most urgent, Marble Arch 8.”




  He had five minutes to get there but it seemed like five hours. He was held up at almost every crossing and though he might have used his authority to obtain right of way, it was a step which his curious sense of honesty prevented him taking. He leapt out of the cab before it stopped, thrust the fare into the driver’s hands and looked round for the girl. He saw her at last and walked quickly towards her. As he approached her, she turned about and with an almost imperceptible beckoning gesture walked away. He followed her along the Bayswater Road and gradually drew level.




  “I am afraid I have been watched,” she said in a low voice. “Will you call a cab?”




  He hailed a passing taxi, helped her in and gave at random the first place that suggested itself to him, which was Finsbury Park.




  “I am very worried,” she said, “and I don’t know anybody who can help me except you.”




  “Is it money?” he asked.




  “Money,” she said scornfully, “of course it isn’t money. I want to show you a letter,” she said after a while.




  She took it from her bag and gave it to him and he struck a match and read it with difficulty.




  It was written in a studiously uneducated hand.




  “Dear Miss,




  “I know who you are. You are wanted by the police but I will not give you away. Dear Miss. I am very hard up and 20 pounds will be very useful to me and I shall not trouble you again. Dear Miss. Put the money on the window sill of your room. I know you sleep on the ground floor and I will come in and take it. And if not — well, I don’t want to make any trouble.




  “Yours truly, “A FRIEND.”




  “When did you get this?” he asked.




  “This morning,” she replied. “I sent the Agony to the paper by telegram, I knew you would come.”




  “Oh, you did, did you?” he said.




  Her assurance was very pleasing to him. The faith that her words implied gave him an odd little feeling of comfort and happiness.




  “I can easily get you out of this,” he added; “give me your address and when the gentleman comes—”




  “That is impossible,” she replied hurriedly. “Please don’t think I’m ungrateful, and don’t think I’m being silly — you do think I’m being silly, don’t you!”




  “I have never harboured such an unworthy thought,” he said virtuously.




  “Yes, you have,” she persisted, “but really I can’t tell you where I am living. I have a very special reason for not doing so. It’s not myself that I’m thinking about, but there’s a life involved.”




  This was a somewhat dramatic statement to make and she felt she had gone too far.




  “Perhaps I don’t mean that,” she said, “but there is some one I care for—” she dropped her voice.




  “Oh,” said T.X. blankly.




  He came down from his rosy heights into the shadow and darkness of a sunless valley.




  “Some one you care for,” he repeated after a while.




  “Yes.”




  There was another long silence, then,




  “Oh, indeed,” said T.X.




  Again the unbroken interval of quiet and after a while she said in a low voice, “Not that way.”




  “Not what way!” asked T.X. huskily, his spirits doing a little mountaineering.




  “The way you mean,” she said.




  “Oh,” said T.X.




  He was back again amidst the rosy snows of dawn, was in fact climbing a dizzy escalier on the topmost height of hope’s Mont Blanc when she pulled the ladder from under him.




  “I shall, of course, never marry,” she said with a certain prim decision.




  T.X. fell with a dull sickening thud, discovering that his rosy snows were not unlike cold, hard ice in their lack of resilience.




  “Who said you would?” he asked somewhat feebly, but in self defence.




  “You did,” she said, and her audacity took his breath away.




  “Well, how am I to help you!” he asked after a while.




  “By giving me some advice,” she said; “do you think I ought to put the money there!”




  “Indeed I do not,” said T.X., recovering some of his natural dominance; “apart from the fact that you would be compounding a felony, you would merely be laying out trouble for yourself in the future. If he can get 20 pounds so easily, he will come for 40 pounds. But why do you stay away, why don’t you return home? There’s no charge and no breath of suspicion against you.”




  “Because I have something to do which I have set my mind to,” she said, with determination in her tones.




  “Surely you can trust me with your address,” he urged her, “after all that has passed between us, Belinda Mary — after all the years we have known one another.”




  “I shall get out and leave you,” she said steadily.




  “But how the dickens am I going to help you?” he protested.




  “Don’t swear,” she could be very severe indeed; “the only way you can help me is by being kind and sympathetic.”




  “Would you like me to burst into tears?” he asked sarcastically.




  “I ask you to do nothing more painful or repugnant to your natural feelings than to be a gentleman,” she said.




  “Thank you very kindly,” said T.X., and leant back in the cab with an air of supreme resignation.




  “I believe you’re making faces in the dark,” she accused him.




  “God forbid that I should do anything so low,” said he hastily; “what made you think that?”




  “Because I was putting my tongue out at you,” she admitted, and the taxi driver heard the shrieks of laughter in the cab behind him above the wheezing of his asthmatic engine.




  At twelve that night in a certain suburb of London an overcoated man moved stealthily through a garden. He felt his way carefully along the wall of the house and groped with hope, but with no great certainty, along the window sill. He found an envelope which his fingers, somewhat sensitive from long employment in nefarious uses, told him contained nothing more substantial than a letter.




  He went back through the garden and rejoined his companion, who was waiting under an adjacent lamppost.




  “Did she drop?” asked the other eagerly.




  “I don’t know yet,” growled the man from the garden.




  He opened the envelope and read the few lines.




  “She hasn’t got the money,” he said, “but she’s going to get it. I must meet her tomorrow afternoon at the corner of Oxford Street and Regent Street.”




  “What time!” asked the other.




  “Six o’clock,” said the first man. “The chap who takes the money must carry a copy of the Westminster Gazette in his hand.”




  “Oh, then it’s a plant,” said the other with conviction.




  The other laughed.




  “She won’t work any plants. I bet she’s scared out of her life.”




  The second man bit his nails and looked up and down the road, apprehensively.




  “It’s come to something,” he said bitterly; “we went out to make our thousands and we’ve come down to ‘chanting’ for 20 pounds.”




  “It’s the luck,” said the other philosophically, “and I haven’t done with her by any means. Besides we’ve still got a chance of pulling of the big thing, Harry. I reckon she’s good for a hundred or two, anyway.”




  At six o’clock on the following afternoon, a man dressed in a dark overcoat, with a soft felt hat pulled down over his eyes stood nonchalantly by the curb near where the buses stop at Regent Street slapping his hand gently with a folded copy of the Westminster Gazette.




  That none should mistake his Liberal reading, he stood as near as possible to a street lamp and so arranged himself and his attitude that the minimum of light should fall upon his face and the maximum upon that respectable organ of public opinion. Soon after six he saw the girl approaching, out of the tail of his eye, and strolled off to meet her. To his surprise she passed him by and he was turning to follow when an unfriendly hand gripped him by the arm.




  “Mr. Fisher, I believe,” said a pleasant voice.




  “What do you mean?” said the man, struggling backward.




  “Are you going quietly!” asked the pleasant Superintendent Mansus, “or shall I take my stick to you’?”




  Mr. Fisher thought awhile.




  “It’s a cop,” he confessed, and allowed himself to be hustled into the waiting cab.




  He made his appearance in T.X.’s office and that urbane gentleman greeted him as a friend.




  “And how’s Mr. Fisher!” he asked; “I suppose you are Mr. Fisher still and not Mr. Harry Gilcott, or Mr. George Porten.”




  Fisher smiled his old, deferential, deprecating smile.




  “You will always have your joke, sir. I suppose the young lady gave me away.”




  “You gave yourself away, my poor Fisher,” said T.X., and put a strip of paper before him; “you may disguise your hand, and in your extreme modesty pretend to an ignorance of the British language, which is not creditable to your many attainments, but what you must be awfully careful in doing in future when you write such epistles,” he said, “is to wash your hands.”




  “Wash my hands!” repeated the puzzled Fisher.




  T.X. nodded.




  “You see you left a little thumb print, and we are rather whales on thumb prints at Scotland Yard, Fisher.”




  “I see. What is the charge now, sir!”




  “I shall make no charge against you except the conventional one of being a convict under license and failing to report.”




  Fisher heaved a sigh.




  “That’ll only mean twelve months. Are you going to charge me with this business?” he nodded to the paper.




  T.X. shook his head.




  “I bear you no ill-will although you tried to frighten Miss Bartholomew. Oh yes, I know it is Miss Bartholomew, and have known all the time. The lady is there for a reason which is no business of yours or of mine. I shall not charge you with attempt to blackmail and in reward for my leniency I hope you are going to tell me all you know about the Kara murder. You wouldn’t like me to charge you with that, would you by any chance!”




  Fisher drew a long breath.




  “No, sir, but if you did I could prove my innocence,” he said earnestly. “I spent the whole of the evening in the kitchen.”




  “Except a quarter of an hour,” said T.X.




  The man nodded.




  “That’s true, sir, I went out to see a pal of mine.”




  “The man who is in this!” asked T.X.




  Fisher hesitated.




  “Yes, sir. He was with me in this but there was nothing wrong about the business — as far as we went. I don’t mind admitting that I was planning a Big Thing. I’m not going to blow on it, if it’s going to get me into trouble, but if you’ll promise me that it won’t, I’ll tell you the whole story.”




  “Against whom was this coup of yours planned?”




  “Against Mr. Kara, sir,” said Fisher.




  “Go on with your story,” nodded T.X.




  The story was a short and commonplace one. Fisher had met a man who knew another man who was either a Turk or an Albanian. They had learnt that Kara was in the habit of keeping large sums of money in the house and they had planned to rob him. That was the story in a nutshell. Somewhere the plan miscarried. It was when he came to the incidents that occurred on the night of the murder that T.X. followed him with the greatest interest.




  “The old gentleman came in,” said Fisher, “and I saw him up to the room. I heard him coming out and I went up and spoke to him while he was having a chat with Mr. Kara at the open door.”




  “Did you hear Mr. Kara speak?”




  “I fancy I did, sir,” said Fisher; “anyway the old gentleman was quite pleased with himself.”




  “Why do you say ‘old gentleman’!” asked T.X.; “he was not an old man.”




  “Not exactly, sir,” said Fisher, “but he had a sort of fussy irritable way that old gentlemen sometimes have and I somehow got it fixed in my mind that he was old. As a matter of fact, he was about forty-five, he may have been fifty.”




  “You have told me all this before. Was there anything peculiar about him!”




  Fisher hesitated.




  “Nothing, sir, except the fact that one of his arms was a game one.”




  “Meaning that it was—”




  “Meaning that it was an artificial one, sir, so far as I can make out.”




  “Was it his right or his left arm that was game!” interrupted T.X.




  “His left arm, sir.”




  “You’re sure?”




  “I’d swear to it, sir.”




  “Very well, go on.”




  “He came downstairs and went out and I never saw him again. When you came and the murder was discovered and knowing as I did that I had my own scheme on and that one of your splits might pinch me, I got a bit rattled. I went downstairs to the hall and the first thing I saw lying on the table was a letter. It was addressed to me.”




  He paused and T.X. nodded.




  “Go on,” he said again.




  “I couldn’t understand how it came to be there, but as I’d been in the kitchen most of the evening except when I was seeing my pal outside to tell him the job was off for that night, it might have been there before you came. I opened the letter. There were only a few words on it and I can tell you those few words made my heart jump up into my mouth, and made me go cold all over.”




  “What were they!” asked T.X.




  “I shall not forget them, sir. They’re sort of permanently fixed in my brain,” said the man earnestly; “the note started with just the figures ‘A. C. 274.’”




  “What was that!” asked T.X.




  “My convict number when I was in Dartmoor Prison, sir.”




  “What did the note say?”




  “‘Get out of here quick’ — I don’t know who had put it there, but I’d evidently been spotted and I was taking no chances. That’s the whole story from beginning to end. I accidentally happened to meet the young lady, Miss Holland — Miss Bartholomew as she is — and followed her to her house in Portman Place. That was the night you were there.”




  T.X. found himself to his intense annoyance going very red.




  “And you know no more?” he asked.




  “No more, sir — and if I may be struck dead—”




  “Keep all that sabbath talk for the chaplain,” commended T.X., and they took away Mr. Fisher, not an especially dissatisfied man.




  That night T.X. interviewed his prisoner at Cannon Row police station and made a few more enquiries.




  “There is one thing I would like to ask you,” said the girl when he met her next morning in Green Park.




  “If you were going to ask whether I made enquiries as to where your habitation was,” he warned her, “I beg of you to refrain.”




  She was looking very beautiful that morning, he thought. The keen air had brought a colour to her face and lent a spring to her gait, and, as she strode along by his side with the free and careless swing of youth, she was an epitome of the life which even now was budding on every tree in the park.




  “Your father is back in town, by the way,” he said, “and he is most anxious to see you.”




  She made a little grimace.




  “I hope you haven’t been round talking to father about me.”




  “Of course I have,” he said helplessly; “I have also had all the reporters up from Fleet Street and given them a full description of your escapades.”




  She looked round at him with laughter in her eyes.




  “You have all the manners of an early Christian martyr,” she said. “Poor soul! Would you like to be thrown to the lions?”




  “I should prefer being thrown to the demnition ducks and drakes,” he said moodily.




  “You’re such a miserable man,” she chided him, “and yet you have everything to make life worth living.”




  “Ha, ha!” said T.X.




  “You have, of course you have! You have a splendid position. Everybody looks up to you and talks about you. You have got a wife and family who adore you—”




  He stopped and looked at her as though she were some strange insect.




  “I have a how much?” he asked credulously.




  “Aren’t you married?” she asked innocently.




  He made a strange noise in his throat.




  “Do you know I have always thought of you as married,” she went on; “I often picture you in your domestic circle reading to the children from the Daily Megaphone those awfully interesting stories about Little Willie Waterbug.”




  He held on to the railings for support.




  “May we sit down?” he asked faintly.




  She sat by his side, half turned to him, demure and wholly adorable.




  “Of course you are right in one respect,” he said at last, “but you’re altogether wrong about the children.”




  “Are you married!” she demanded with no evidence of amusement.




  “Didn’t you know?” he asked.




  She swallowed something.




  “Of course it’s no business of mine and I’m sure I hope you are very happy.”




  “Perfectly happy,” said T.X. complacently. “You must come out and see me one Saturday afternoon when I am digging the potatoes. I am a perfect devil when they let me loose in the vegetable garden.”




  “Shall we go on?” she said.




  He could have sworn there were tears in her eyes and manlike he thought she was vexed with him at his fooling.




  “I haven’t made you cross, have I?” he asked.




  “Oh no,” she replied.




  “I mean you don’t believe all this rot about my being married and that sort of thing?”




  “I’m not interested,” she said, with a shrug of her shoulders, “not very much. You’ve been very kind to me and I should be an awful boor if I wasn’t grateful. Of course, I don’t care whether you’re married or not, it’s nothing to do with me, is it?”




  “Naturally it isn’t,” he replied. “I suppose you aren’t married by any chance?”




  “Married,” she repeated bitterly; “why, you will make my fourth!”




  She had hardy got the words out of her mouth before she realized her terrible error. A second later she was in his arms and he was kissing her to the scandal of one aged park keeper, one small and dirty-faced little boy and a moulting duck who seemed to sneer at the proceedings which he watched through a yellow and malignant eye.




  “Belinda Mary,” said T.X. at parting, “you have got to give up your little country establishment, wherever it may be and come back to the discomforts of Portman Place. Oh, I know you can’t come back yet. That ‘somebody’ is there, and I can pretty well guess who it is.”




  “Who?” she challenged.




  “I rather fancy your mother has come back,” he suggested.




  A look of scorn dawned into her pretty face.




  “Good lord, Tommy!” she said in disgust, “you don’t think I should keep mother in the suburbs without her telling the world all about it!”




  “You’re an undutiful little beggar,” he said.




  They had reached the Horse Guards at Whitehall and he was saying goodbye to her.




  “If it comes to a matter of duty,” she answered, “perhaps you will do your duty and hold up the traffic for me and let me cross this road.”




  “My dear girl,” he protested, “hold up the traffic?”




  “Of course,” she said indignantly, “you’re a policeman.”




  “Only when I am in uniform,” he said hastily, and piloted her across the road.




  It was a new man who returned to the gloomy office in Whitehall. A man with a heart that swelled and throbbed with the pride and joy of life’s most precious possession.
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  T.X. sat at his desk, his chin in his hands, his mind remarkably busy. Grave as the matter was which he was considering, he rose with alacrity to meet the smiling girl who was ushered through the door by Mansus, preternaturally solemn and mysterious.




  She was radiant that day. Her eyes were sparkling with an unusual brightness.




  “I’ve got the most wonderful thing to tell you,” she said, “and I can’t tell you.”




  “That’s a very good beginning,” said T.X., taking her muff from her hand.




  “Oh, but it’s really wonderful,” she cried eagerly, “more wonderful than anything you have ever heard about.”




  “We are interested,” said T.X. blandly.




  “No, no, you mustn’t make fun,” she begged, “I can’t tell you now, but it is something that will make you simply—” she was at a loss for a simile.




  “Jump out of my skin?” suggested T.X.




  “I shall astonish you,” she nodded her head solemnly.




  “I take a lot of astonishing, I warn you,” he smiled; “to know you is to exhaust one’s capacity for surprise.”




  “That can be either very, very nice or very, very nasty,” she said cautiously.




  “But accept it as being very, very nice,” he laughed. “Now come, out with this tale of yours.”




  She shook her head very vigorously.




  “I can’t possibly tell you anything,” she said.




  “Then why the dickens do you begin telling anything for?” he complained, not without reason.




  “Because I just want you to know that I do know something.”




  “Oh, Lord!” he groaned. “Of course you know everything. Belinda Mary, you’re really the most wonderful child.”




  He sat on the edge of her armchair and laid his hand on her shoulder.




  “And you’ve come to take me out to lunch!”




  “What were you worrying about when I came in?” she asked.




  He made a little gesture as if to dismiss the subject.




  “Nothing very much. You’ve heard me speak of John Lexman?”




  She bent her head.




  “Lexman’s the writer of a great many mystery stories, but you’ve probably read his books.”




  She nodded again, and again T.X. noticed the suppressed eagerness in her eyes.




  “You’re not ill or sickening for anything, are you?” he asked anxiously; “measles, or mumps or something?”




  “Don’t be silly,” she said; “go on and tell me something about Mr. Lexman.”




  “He’s going to America,” said T.X., “and before he goes he wants to give a little lecture.”




  “A lecture?”




  “It sounds rum, doesn’t it, but that’s just what he wants to do.”




  “Why is he doing it!” she asked.




  T.X. made a gesture of despair.




  “That is one of the mysteries which may never be revealed to me, except—” he pursed his lips and looked thoughtfully at the girl. “There are times,” he said, “when there is a great struggle going on inside a man between all the human and better part of him and the baser professional part of him. One side of me wants to hear this lecture of John Lexman’s very much, the other shrinks from the ordeal.”




  “Let us talk it over at lunch,” she said practically, and carried him off.
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  One would not readily associate the party of top-booted sewermen who descend nightly to the subterranean passages of London with the stout viceconsul at Durazzo. Yet it was one unimaginative man who lived in Lambeth and had no knowledge that there was such a place as Durazzo who was responsible for bringing this comfortable official out of his bed in the early hours of the morning causing him — albeit reluctantly and with violent and insubordinate language — to conduct certain investigations in the crowded bazaars.




  At first he was unsuccessful because there were many Hussein Effendis in Durazzo. He sent an invitation to the American Consul to come over to tiffin and help him.




  “Why the dickens the Foreign Office should suddenly be interested in Hussein Effendi, I cannot for the life of me understand.”




  “The Foreign Department has to be interested in something, you know,” said the genial American. “I receive some of the quaintest requests from Washington; I rather fancy they only wire you to find if they are there.”




  “Why are you doing this!”




  “I’ve seen Hakaat Bey,” said the English official. “I wonder what this fellow has been doing? There is probably a wigging for me in the offing.”




  At about the same time the sewerman in the bosom of his own family was taking loud and noisy sips from a big mug of tea.




  “Don’t you be surprised,” he said to his admiring better half, “if I have to go up to the Old Bailey to give evidence.”




  “Lord! Joe!” she said with interest, “what has happened!”




  The sewer man filled his pipe and told the story with a wealth of rambling detail. He gave particulars of the hour he had descended the Victoria Street shaft, of what Bill Morgan had said to him as they were going down, of what he had said to Harry Carter as they splashed along the low-roofed tunnel, of how he had a funny feeling that he was going to make a discovery, and so on and so forth until he reached his long delayed climax.




  T.X. waited up very late that night and at twelve o’clock his patience was rewarded, for the Foreign Office’ messenger brought a telegram to him. It was addressed to the Chief Secretary and ran:




  “No. 847. Yours 63952 of yesterday’s date. Begins. Hussein Effendi a prosperous merchant of this city left for Italy to place his daughter in convent Marie Theressa, Florence Hussein being Christian. He goes on to Paris. Apply Ralli Theokritis et Cie., Rue de l’Opera. Ends.”




  Half an hour later T.X. had a telephone connection through to Paris and was instructing the British police agent in that city. He received a further telephone report from Paris the next morning and one which gave him infinite satisfaction. Very slowly but surely he was gathering together the pieces of this baffling mystery and was fitting them together. Hussein Effendi would probably supply the last missing segments.




  At eight o’clock that night the door opened and the man who represented T.X. in Paris came in carrying a travelling ulster on his arm. T.X. gave him a nod and then, as the newcomer stood with the door open, obviously waiting for somebody to follow him, he said,




  “Show him in — I will see him alone.”




  There walked into his office, a tall man wearing a frock coat and a red fez. He was a man from fifty-five to sixty, powerfully built, with a grave dark face and a thin fringe of white beard. He salaamed as he entered.




  “You speak French, I believe,” said T.X. presently.




  The other bowed.




  “My agent has explained to you,” said T.X. in French, “that I desire some information for the purpose of clearing up a crime which has been committed in this country. I have given you my assurance, if that assurance was necessary, that you would come to no harm as a result of anything you might tell me.”




  “That I understand, Effendi,” said the tall Turk; “the Americans and the English have always been good friends of mine and I have been frequently in London. Therefore, I shall be very pleased to be of any help to you.”




  T.X. walked to a closed bookcase on one side of the room, unlocked it, took out an object wrapped in white tissue paper. He laid this on the table, the Turk watching the proceedings with an impassive face. Very slowly the Commissioner unrolled the little bundle and revealed at last a long, slim knife, rusted and stained, with a hilt, which in its untarnished days had evidently been of chased silver. He lifted the dagger from the table and handed it to the Turk.




  “This is yours, I believe,” he said softly.




  The man turned it over, stepping nearer the table that he might secure the advantage of a better light. He examined the blade near the hilt and handed the weapon back to T.X.




  “That is my knife,” he said.




  T.X. smiled.




  “You understand, of course, that I saw ‘Hussein Effendi of Durazzo’ inscribed in Arabic near the hilt.”




  The Turk inclined his head.




  “With this weapon,” T.X. went on, speaking with slow emphasis, “a murder was committed in this town.”




  There was no sign of interest or astonishment, or indeed of any emotion whatever.




  “It is the will of God,” he said calmly; “these things happen even in a great city like London.”




  “It was your knife,” suggested T.X.




  “But my hand was in Durazzo, Effendi,” said the Turk.




  He looked at the knife again.




  “So the Black Roman is dead, Effendi.”




  “The Black Roman?” asked T.X., a little puzzled.




  “The Greek they call Kara,” said the Turk; “he was a very wicked man.”




  T.X. was up on his feet now, leaning across the table and looking at the other with narrowed eyes.




  “How did you know it was Kara?” he asked quickly.




  The Turk shrugged his shoulders.




  “Who else could it be?” he said; “are not your newspapers filled with the story?”




  T.X. sat back again, disappointed and a little annoyed with himself.




  “That is true, Hussein Effendi, but I did not think you read the papers.”




  “Neither do I, master,” replied the other coolly, “nor did I know that Kara had been killed until I saw this knife. How came this in your possession!”




  “It was found in a rain sewer,” said T.X., “into which the murderer had apparently dropped it. But if you have not read the newspapers, Effendi, then you admit that you know who committed this murder.”




  The Turk raised his hands slowly to a level with his shoulders.




  “Though I am a Christian,” he said, “there are many wise sayings of my father’s religion which I remember. And one of these, Effendi, was, ‘the wicked must die in the habitations of the just, by the weapons of the worthy shall the wicked perish.’ Your Excellency, I am a worthy man, for never have I done a dishonest thing in my life. I have traded fairly with Greeks, with Italians, have with Frenchmen and with Englishmen, also with Jews. I have never sought to rob them nor to hurt them. If I have killed men, God knows it was not because I desired their death, but because their lives were dangerous to me and to mine. Ask the blade all your questions and see what answer it gives. Until it speaks I am as dumb as the blade, for it is also written that ‘the soldier is the servant of his sword,’ and also, ‘the wise servant is dumb about his master’s affairs.’”




  T.X. laughed helplessly.




  “I had hoped that you might be able to help me, hoped and feared,” he said; “if you cannot speak it is not my business to force you either by threat or by act. I am grateful to you for having come over, although the visit has been rather fruitless so far as I am concerned.”




  He smiled again and offered his hand.




  “Excellency,” said the old Turk soberly, “there are some things in life that are well left alone and there are moments when justice should be so blind that she does not see guilt; here is such a moment.”




  And this ended the interview, one on which T.X. had set very high hopes. His gloom carried to Portman Place, where he had arranged to meet Belinda Mary.




  “Where is Mr. Lexman going to give this famous lecture of his?” was the question with which she greeted him, “and, please, what is the subject?”




  “It is on a subject which is of supreme interest to me;” he said gravely; “he has called his lecture ‘The Clue of the Twisted Candle.’ There is no clearer brain being employed in the business of criminal detection than John Lexman’s. Though he uses his genius for the construction of stories, were it employed in the legitimate business of police work, I am certain he would make a mark second to none in the world. He is determined on giving this lecture and he has issued a number of invitations. These include the Chiefs of the Secret Police of nearly all the civilized countries of the world. O’Grady is on his way from America, he wirelessed me this morning to that effect. Even the Chief of the Russian police has accepted the invitation, because, as you know, this murder has excited a great deal of interest in police circles everywhere. John Lexman is not only going to deliver this lecture,” he said slowly, “but he is going to tell us who committed the murder and how it was committed.”




  She thought a moment.




  “Where will it be delivered!”




  “I don’t know,” he said in astonishment; “does that matter?”




  “It matters a great deal,” she said emphatically, “especially if I want it delivered in a certain place. Would you induce Mr. Lexman to lecture at my house?”




  “At Portman Place!” he asked.




  She shook her head.




  “No, I have a house of my own. A furnished house I have rented at Blackheath. Will you induce Mr. Lexman to give the lecture there?”




  “But why?” he asked.




  “Please don’t ask questions,” she pleaded, “do this for me, Tommy.”




  He saw she was in earnest.




  “I’ll write to old Lexman this afternoon,” he promised.




  John Lexman telephoned his reply.




  “I should prefer somewhere out of London,” he said, “and since Miss Bartholomew has some interest in the matter, may I extend my invitation to her? I promise she shall not be any more shocked than a good woman need be.”




  And so it came about that the name of Belinda Mary Bartholomew was added to the selected list of police chiefs, who were making for London at that moment to hear from the man who had guaranteed the solution of the story of Kara and his killing; the unravelment of the mystery which surrounded his death, and the significance of the twisted candles, which at that moment were reposing in the Black Museum at Scotland Yard.
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  The room was a big one and most of the furniture had been cleared out to admit the guests who had come from the ends of the earth to learn the story of the twisted candles, and to test John Lexman’s theory by their own.




  They sat around chatting cheerfully of men and crimes, of great coups planned and frustrated, of strange deeds committed and undetected. Scraps of their conversation came to Belinda Mary as she stood in the chintz-draped doorway which led from the drawingroom to the room she used as a study.




  “… do you remember, Sir George, the Bolbrook case! I took the man at Odessa…”




  “… the curious thing was that I found no money on the body, only a small gold charm set with a single emerald, so I knew it was the girl with the fur bonnet who had…”




  “… Pinot got away after putting three bullets into me, but I dragged myself to the window and shot him dead — it was a real good shot… !”




  They rose to meet her and T.X. introduced her to the men. It was at that moment that John Lexman was announced.




  He looked tired, but returned the Commissioner’s greeting with a cheerful mien. He knew all the men present by name, as they knew him. He had a few sheets of notes, which he laid on the little table which had been placed for him, and when the introductions were finished he went to this and with scarcely any preliminary began.
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  The Narrative of John Lexman




  “I am, as you may all know, a writer of stories which depend for their success upon the creation and unravelment of criminological mysteries. The Chief Commissioner has been good enough to tell you that my stories were something more than a mere seeking after sensation, and that I endeavoured in the course of those narratives to propound obscure but possible situations, and, with the ingenuity that I could command, to offer to those problems a solution acceptable, not only to the general reader, but to the police expert.




  “Although I did not regard my earlier work with any great seriousness and indeed only sought after exciting situations and incidents, I can see now, looking back, that underneath the work which seemed at the time purposeless, there was something very much like a scheme of studies.




  “You must forgive this egotism in me because it is necessary that I should make this explanation and you, who are in the main police officers of considerable experience and discernment, should appreciate the fact that as I was able to get inside the minds of the fictitious criminals I portrayed, so am I now able to follow the mind of the man who committed this murder, or if not to follow his mind, to recreate the psychology of the slayer of Remington Kara.




  “In the possession of most of you are the vital facts concerning this man. You know the type of man he was, you have instances of his terrible ruthlessness, you know that he was a blot upon God’s earth, a vicious wicked ego, seeking the gratification of that strange blood-lust and pain-lust, which is to be found in so few criminals.”




  John Lexman went on to describe the killing of Vassalaro.




  “I know now how that occurred,” he said. “I had received on the previous Christmas eve amongst other presents, a pistol from an unknown admirer. That unknown admirer was Kara, who had planned this murder some three months ahead. He it was, who sent me the Browning, knowing as he did that I had never used such a weapon and that therefore I would be chary about using it. I might have put the pistol away in a cupboard out of reach and the whole of his carefully thought out plan would have miscarried.




  “But Kara was systematic in all things. Three weeks after I received the weapon, a clumsy attempt was made to break into my house in the middle of the night. It struck me at the time it was clumsy, because the burglar made a tremendous amount of noise and disappeared soon after he began his attempt, doing no more damage than to break a window in my diningroom. Naturally my mind went to the possibility of a further attempt of this kind, as my house stood on the outskirts of the village, and it was only natural that I should take the pistol from one of my boxes and put it somewhere handy. To make doubly sure, Kara came down the next day and heard the full story of the outrage.




  “He did not speak of pistols, but I remember now, though I did not remember at the time, that I mentioned the fact that I had a handy weapon. A fortnight later a second attempt was made to enter the house. I say an attempt, but again I do not believe that the intention was at all serious. The outrage was designed to keep that pistol of mine in a get-at-able place.




  “And again Kara came down to see us on the day following the burglary, and again I must have told him, though I have no distinct recollection of the fact, of what had happened the previous night. It would have been unnatural if I had not mentioned the fact, as it was a matter which had formed a subject of discussion between myself, my wife and the servants.




  “Then came the threatening letter, with Kara providentially at hand. On the night of the murder, whilst Kara was still in my house, I went out to find his chauffeur. Kara remained a few minutes with my wife and then on some excuse went into the library. There he loaded the pistol, placing one cartridge in the chamber, and trusting to luck that I did not pull the trigger until I had it pointed at my victim. Here he took his biggest chance, because, before sending the weapon to me, he had had the spring of the Browning so eased that the slightest touch set it off and, as you know, the pistol being automatic, the explosion of one cartridge, reloading and firing the next and so on, it was probably that a chance touch would have brought his scheme to nought — probably me also.




  “Of what happened on that night you are aware.”




  He went on to tell of his trial and conviction and skimmed over the life he led until that morning on Dartmoor.




  “Kara knew my innocence had been proved and his hatred for me being his great obsession, since I had the thing he had wanted but no longer wanted, let that be understood — he saw the misery he had planned for me and my dear wife being brought to a sudden end. He had, by the way, already planned and carried his plan into execution, a system of tormenting her.




  “You did not know,” he turned to T.X., “that scarcely a month passed, but some disreputable villain called at her flat, with a story that he had been released from Portland or Wormwood Scrubbs that morning and that he had seen me. The story each messenger brought was one sufficient to break the heart of any but the bravest woman. It was a story of ill-treatment by brutal officials, of my illness, of my madness, of everything calculated to harrow the feelings of a tender-hearted and faithful wife.




  “That was Kara’s scheme. Not to hurt with the whip or with the knife, but to cut deep at the heart with his evil tongue, to cut to the raw places of the mind. When he found that I was to be released, — he may have guessed, or he may have discovered by some underhand method; that a pardon was about to be signed, — he conceived his great plan. He had less than two days to execute it.




  “Through one of his agents he discovered a warder who had been in some trouble with the authorities, a man who was avaricious and was even then on the brink of being discharged from the service for trafficking with prisoners. The bribe he offered this man was a heavy one and the warder accepted.




  “Kara had purchased a new monoplane and as you know he was an excellent aviator. With this new machine he flew to Devon and arrived at dawn in one of the unfrequented parts of the moor.




  “The story of my own escape needs no telling. My narrative really begins from the moment I put my foot upon the deck of the Mpret. The first person I asked to see was, naturally, my wife. Kara, however, insisted on my going to the cabin he had prepared and changing my clothes, and until then I did not realise I was still in my convict’s garb. A clean change was waiting for me, and the luxury of soft shirts and well-fitting garments after the prison uniform I cannot describe.




  “After I was dressed I was taken by the Greek steward to the larger stateroom and there I found my darling waiting for me.”




  His voice sank almost to a whisper, and it was a minute or two before he had mastered his emotions.




  “She had been suspicious of Kara, but he had been very insistent. He had detailed the plans and shown her the monoplane, but even then she would not trust herself on board, and she had been waiting in a motorboat, moving parallel with the yacht, until she saw the landing and realized, as she thought, that Kara was not playing her false. The motorboat had been hired by Kara and the two men inside were probably as well-bribed as the warder.




  “The joy of freedom can only be known to those who have suffered the horrors of restraint. That is a trite enough statement, but when one is describing elemental things there is no room for subtlety. The voyage was a fairly eventless one. We saw very little of Kara, who did not intrude himself upon us, and our main excitement lay in the apprehension that we should be held up by a British destroyer or, that when we reached Gibraltar, we should be searched by the Brit’s authorities. Kara had foreseen that possibility and had taken in enough coal to last him for the run.




  “We had a fairly stormy passage in the Mediterranean, but after that nothing happened until we arrived at Durazzo. We had to go ashore in disguise, because Kara told us that the English Consul might see us and make some trouble. We wore Turkish dresses, Grace heavily veiled and I wearing a greasy old kaftan which, with my somewhat emaciated face and my unshaven appearance, passed me without comment.




  “Kara’s home was and is about eighteen miles from Durazzo. It is not on the main road, but it is reached by following one of the rocky mountain paths which wind and twist among the hills to the southeast of the town. The country is wild and mainly uncultivated. We had to pass through swamps and skirt huge lagoons as we mounted higher and higher from terrace to terrace and came to the roads which crossed the mountains.




  “Kara’s, palace, you could call it no less, is really built within sight of the sea. It is on the Acroceraunian Peninsula near Cape Linguetta. Hereabouts the country is more populated and better cultivated. We passed great slopes entirely covered with mulberry and olive trees, whilst in the valleys there were fields of maize and corn. The palazzo stands on a lofty plateau. It is approached by two paths, which can be and have been well defended in the past against the Sultan’s troops or against the bands which have been raised by rival villages with the object of storming and plundering this stronghold.




  “The Skipetars, a bloodthirsty crowd without pity or remorse, were faithful enough to their chief, as Kara was. He paid them so well that it was not profitable to rob him; moreover he kept their own turbulent elements fully occupied with the little raids which he or his agents organized from time to time. The palazzo was built rather in the Moorish than in the Turkish style.




  “It was a sort of Eastern type to which was grafted an Italian architecture — a house of white-columned courts, of big paved yards, fountains and cool, dark rooms.




  “When I passed through the gates I realized for the first time something of Kara’s importance. There were a score of servants, all Eastern, perfectly trained, silent and obsequious. He led us to his own room.




  “It was a big apartment with divans running round the wall, the most ornate French drawing room suite and an enormous Persian carpet, one of the finest of the kind that has ever been turned out of Shiraz. Here, let me say, that throughout the trip his attitude to me had been perfectly friendly and towards Grace all that I could ask of my best friend, considerate and tactful.




  “‘We had hardly reached his room before he said to me with that bonhomie which he had observed throughout the trip, ‘You would like to see your room?’




  “I expressed a wish to that effect. He clapped his hands and a big Albanian servant came through the curtained doorway, made the usual salaam, and Kara spoke to him a few words in a language which I presume was Turkish.




  “‘He will show you the way,’ said Kara with his most genial smile.




  “I followed the servant through the curtains which had hardly fallen behind me before I was seized by four men, flung violently on the ground, a filthy tarbosch was thrust into my mouth and before I knew what was happening I was bound hand and foot.




  “As I realised the gross treachery of the man, my first frantic thoughts were of Grace and her safety. I struggled with the strength of three men, but they were too many for me and I was dragged along the passage, a door was opened and I was flung into a bare room. I must have been lying on the floor for half an hour when they came for me, this time accompanied by a middle-aged man named Savolio, who was either an Italian or a Greek.




  “He spoke English fairly well and he made it clear to me that I had to behave myself. I was led back to the room from whence I had come and found Kara sitting in one of those big armchairs which he affected, smoking a cigarette. Confronting him, still in her Turkish dress, was poor Grace. She was not bound I was pleased to see, but when on my entrance she rose and made as if to come towards me, she was unceremoniously thrown back by the guardian who stood at her side.




  “‘Mr. John Lexman,’ drawled Kara, ‘you are at the beginning of a great disillusionment. I have a few things to tell you which will make you feel rather uncomfortable.’ It was then that I heard for the first time that my pardon had been signed and my innocence discovered.




  “‘Having taken a great deal of trouble to get you in prison,’ said Kara, ‘it isn’t likely that I’m going to allow all my plans to be undone, and my plan is to make you both extremely uncomfortable.’




  “He did not raise his voice, speaking still in the same conversational tone, suave and half amused.




  “‘I hate you for two things,’ he said, and ticked them off on his fingers: ‘the first is that you took the woman that I wanted. To a man of my temperament that is an unpardonable crime. I have never wanted women either as friends or as amusement. I am one of the few people in the world who are self-sufficient. It happened that I wanted your wife and she rejected me because apparently she preferred you.’




  “He looked at me quizzically.




  “‘You are thinking at this moment,’ he went on slowly, “that I want her now, and that it is part of my revenge that I shall put her straight in my harem. Nothing is farther from my desires or my thoughts. The Black Roman is not satisfied with the leavings of such poor trash as you. I hate you both equally and for both of you there is waiting an experience more terrible than even your elastic imagination can conjure. You understand what that means!’ he asked me still retaining his calm.




  “I did not reply. I dared not look at Grace, to whom he turned.




  “‘I believe you love your husband, my friend,’ he said; ‘your love will be put to a very severe test. You shall see him the mere wreckage of the man he is. You shall see him brutalized below the level of the cattle in the field. I will give you both no joys, no ease of mind. From this moment you are slaves, and worse than slaves.’




  “He clapped his hands. The interview was ended and from that moment I only saw Grace once.”




  John Lexman stopped and buried his face in his hands.




  “They took me to an underground dungeon cut in the solid rock. In many ways it resembled the dungeon of the Chateau of Chillon, in that its only window looked out upon a wild, storm-swept lake and its floor was jagged rock. I have called it underground, as indeed it was on that side, for the palazzo was built upon a steep slope running down from the spur of the hills.




  “They chained me by the legs and left me to my own devices. Once a day they gave me a little goat flesh and a pannikin of water and once a week Kara would come in and outside the radius of my chain he would open a little camp stool and sitting down smoke his cigarette and talk. My God! the things that man said! The things he described! The horrors he related! And always it was Grace who was the centre of his description. And he would relate the stories he was telling to her about myself. I cannot describe them. They are beyond repetition.”




  John Lexman shuddered and closed his eyes.




  “That was his weapon. He did not confront me with the torture of my darling, he did not bring tangible evidence of her suffering — he just sat and talked, describing with a remarkable clarity of language which seemed incredible in a foreigner, the ‘amusements’ which he himself had witnessed.




  “I thought I should go mad. Twice I sprang at him and twice the chain about my legs threw me headlong on that cruel floor. Once he brought the jailer in to whip me, but I took the whipping with such phlegm that it gave him no satisfaction. I told you I had seen Grace only once and this is how it happened.




  “It was after the flogging, and Kara, who was a veritable demon in his rage, planned to have his revenge for my indifference. They brought Grace out upon a boat and rowed the boat to where I could see it from my window. There the whip which had been applied to me was applied to her. I can’t tell you any more about that,” he said brokenly, “but I wish, you don’t know how fervently, that I had broken down and given the dog the satisfaction he wanted. My God! It was horrible!




  “When the winter came they used to take me out with chains on my legs to gather in wood from the forest. There was no reason why I should be given this work, but the truth was, as I discovered from Salvolio, that Kara thought my dungeon was too warm. It was sheltered from the winds by the hill behind and even on the coldest days and nights it was not unbearable. Then Kara went away for some time. I think he must have gone to England, and he came back in a white fury. One of his big plans had gone wrong and the mental torture he inflicted upon me was more acute than ever.




  “In the old days he used to come once a week; now he came almost every day. He usually arrived in the afternoon and I was surprised one night to be awakened from my sleep to see him standing at the door, a lantern in his hand, his inevitable cigarette in his mouth. He always wore the Albanian costume when he was in the country, those white kilted skirts and zouave jackets which the hillsmen affect and, if anything, it added to his demoniacal appearance. He put down the lantern and leant against the wall.




  “‘I’m afraid that wife of yours is breaking up, Lexman,’ he drawled; ‘she isn’t the good, stout, English stuff that I thought she was.’




  “I made no reply. I had found by bitter experience that if I intruded into the conversation, I should only suffer the more.




  “‘I have sent down to Durazzo to get a doctor,’ he went on; ‘naturally having taken all this trouble I don’t want to lose you by death. She is breaking up,’ he repeated with relish and yet with an undertone of annoyance in his voice; “she asked for you three times this morning.’




  “I kept myself under control as I had never expected that a man so desperately circumstanced could do.




  “‘Kara,’ I said as quietly as I could, ‘what has she done that she should deserve this hell in which she has lived?’




  “He sent out a long ring of smoke and watched its progress across the dungeon.




  “‘What has she done?’ he said, keeping his eye on the ring — I shall always remember every look, every gesture, and every intonation of his voice. ‘Why, she has done all that a woman can do for a man like me. She has made me feel little. Until I had a rebuff from her, I had all the world at my feet, Lexman. I did as I liked. If I crooked my little finger, people ran after me and that one experience with her has broken me. Oh, don’t think,’ he went on quickly, ‘that I am broken in love. I never loved her very much, it was just a passing passion, but she killed my self-confidence. After then, whenever I came to a crucial moment in my affairs, when the big manner, the big certainty was absolutely necessary for me to carry my way, whenever I was most confident of myself and my ability and my scheme, a vision of this damned girl rose and I felt that momentary weakening, that memory of defeat, which made all the difference between success and failure.




  “‘I hated her and I hate her still,’ he said with vehemence; ‘if she dies I shall hate her more because she will remain everlastingly unbroken to menace my thoughts and spoil my schemes through all eternity.’




  “He leant forward, his elbows on his knees, his clenched fist under his chin — how well I can see him! — and stared at me.




  “‘I could have been king here in this land,’ he said, waving his hand toward the interior, ‘I could have bribed and shot my way to the throne of Albania. Don’t you realize what that means to a man like me? There is still a chance and if I could keep your wife alive, if I could see her broken in reason and in health, a poor, skeleton, gibbering thing that knelt at my feet when I came near her I should recover the mastery of myself. Believe me,’ he said, nodding his head, ‘your wife will have the best medical advice that it is possible to obtain.’




  “Kara went out and I did not see him again for a very long time. He sent word, just a scrawled note in the morning, to say my wife had died.”




  John Lexman rose up from his seat, and paced the apartment, his head upon his breast.




  “From that moment,” he said, “I lived only for one thing, to punish Remington Kara. And gentlemen, I punished him.”




  He stood in the centre of the room and thumped his broad chest with his clenched hand.




  “I killed Remington Kara,” he said, and there was a little gasp of astonishment from every man present save one. That one was T.X. Meredith, who had known all the time.




  Chapter XXII




  

    Table of Contents

  




  After a while Lexman resumed his story.




  “I told you that there was a man at the palazzo named Salvolio. Salvolio was a man who had been undergoing a life sentence in one of the prisons of southern Italy. In some mysterious fashion he escaped and got across the Adriatic in a small boat. How Kara found him I don’t know. Salvolio was a very uncommunicative person. I was never certain whether he was a Greek or an Italian. All that I am sure about is that he was the most unmitigated villain next to his master that I have ever met.




  “He was a quick man with his knife and I have seen him kill one of the guards whom he had thought was favouring me in the matter of diet with less compunction than you would kill a rat.




  “It was he who gave me this scar,” John Lexman pointed to his cheek. “In his master’s absence he took upon himself the task of conducting a clumsy imitation of Kara’s persecution. He gave me, too, the only glimpse I ever had of the torture poor Grace underwent. She hated dogs, and Kara must have come to know this and in her sleeping room — she was apparently better accommodated than I — he kept four fierce beasts so chained that they could almost reach her.




  “Some reference to my wife from this low brute maddened me beyond endurance and I sprang at him. He whipped out his knife and struck at me as I fell and I escaped by a miracle. He evidently had orders not to touch me, for he was in a great panic of mind, as he had reason to be, because on Kara’s return he discovered the state of my face, started an enquiry and had Salvolio taken to the courtyard in the true eastern style and bastinadoed until his feet were pulp.




  “You may be sure the man hated me with a malignity which almost rivalled his employer’s. After Grace’s death Kara went away suddenly and I was left to the tender mercy of this man. Evidently he had been given a fairly free hand. The principal object of Kara’s hate being dead, he took little further interest in me, or else wearied of his hobby. Salvolio began his persecutions by reducing my diet. Fortunately I ate very little. Nevertheless the supplies began to grow less and less, and I was beginning to feel the effects of this starvation system when there happened a thing which changed the whole course of my life and opened to me a way to freedom and to vengeance.




  “Salvolio did not imitate the austerity of his master and in Kara’s absence was in the habit of having little orgies of his own. He would bring up dancing girls from Durazzo for his amusement and invite prominent men in the neighbourhood to his feasts and entertainments, for he was absolutely lord of the palazzo when Kara was away and could do pretty well as he liked. On this particular night the festivities had been more than usually prolonged, for as near as I could judge by the daylight which was creeping in through my window it was about four o’clock in the morning when the big steel-sheeted door was opened and Salvolio came in, more than a little drunk. He brought with him, as I judged, one of his dancing girls, who apparently was privileged to see the sights of the palace.




  “For a long time he stood in the doorway talking incoherently in a language which I think must have been Turkish, for I caught one or two words.




  “Whoever the girl was, she seemed a little frightened, I could see that, because she shrank back from him though his arm was about her shoulders and he was half supporting his weight upon her. There was fear, not only in the curious little glances she shot at me from time to time, but also in the averted face. Her story I was to learn. She was not of the class from whence Salvolio found the dancers who from time to time came up to the palace for his amusement and the amusement of his guests. She was the daughter of a Turkish merchant of Scutari who had been received into the Catholic Church.




  “Her father had gone down to Durazzo during the first Balkan war and then Salvolio had seen the girl unknown to her parent, and there had been some rough kind of courtship which ended in her running away on this very day and joining her ill-favoured lover at the palazzo. I tell you this because the fact had some bearing on my own fate.




  “As I say, the girl was frightened and made as though to go from the dungeon. She was probably scared both by the unkempt prisoner and by the drunken man at her side. He, however, could not leave without showing to her something of his authority. He came lurching over near where I lay, his long knife balanced in his hand ready for emergencies, and broke into a string of vituperations of the character to which I was quite hardened.




  “Then he took a flying kick at me and got home in my ribs, but again I experienced neither a sense of indignity nor any great hurt. Salvolio had treated me like this before and I had survived it. In the midst of the tirade, looking past him, I was a new witness to an extraordinary scene.




  “The girl stood in the open doorway, shrinking back against the door, looking with distress and pity at the spectacle which Salvolio’s brutality afforded. Then suddenly there appeared beside her a tall Turk. He was greybearded and forbidding. She looked round and saw him, and her mouth opened to utter a cry, but with a gesture he silenced her and pointed to the darkness outside.




  “Without a word she cringed past him, her sandalled feet making no noise. All this time Salvolio was continuing his stream of abuse, but he must have seen the wonder in my eyes for he stopped and turned.




  “The old Turk took one stride forward, encircled his body with his left arm, and there they stood grotesquely like a couple who were going to start to waltz. The Turk was a head taller than Salvolio and, as I could see, a man of immense strength.




  “They looked at one another, face to face, Salvolio rapidly recovering his senses… and then the Turk gave him a gentle punch in the ribs. That is what it seemed like to me, but Salvolio coughed horribly, went limp in the other’s arms and dropped with a thud to the ground. The Turk leant down soberly and wiped his long knife on the other’s jacket before he put it back in the sash at his waist.




  “Then with a glance at me he turned to go, but stopped at the door and looked back thoughtfully. He said something in Turkish which I could not understand, then he spoke in French.




  “‘Who are you?’ he asked.




  “In as few words as possible I explained. He came over and looked at the manacle about my leg and shook his head.




  “‘You will never be able to get that undone,’ he said.




  “He caught hold of the chain, which was a fairly long one, bound it twice round his arm and steadying his arm across his thigh, he turned with a sudden jerk. There was a smart ‘snap’ as the chain parted. He caught me by the shoulder and pulled me to my feet. “ ‘Put the chain about your waist, Effendi,’ he said, and he took a revolver from his belt and handed it to me.




  “‘You may need this before we get back to Durazzo,’ he said. His belt was literally bristling with weapons — I saw three revolvers beside the one I possessed — and he had, evidently come prepared for trouble. We made our way from the dungeon into the clean-smelling world without.




  “It was the second time I had been in the open air for eighteen months and my knees were trembling under me with weakness and excitement. The old man shut the prison door behind us and walked on until we came up to the girl waiting for us by the lakeside. She was weeping softly and he spoke to her a few words in a low voice and her weeping ceased.




  “‘This daughter of mine will show us the way,’ he said, ‘I do not know this part of the country — she knows it too well.’




  “To cut a long story short,” said Lexman, “we reached Durazzo in the afternoon. There was no attempt made to follow us up and neither my absence nor the body of Salvolio were discovered until late in the afternoon. You must remember that nobody but Salvolio was allowed into my prison and therefore nobody had the courage to make any investigations.




  “The old man got me to his house without being observed, and brought a brotherin-law or some relative of his to remove the anklet. The name of my host was Hussein Effendi.




  “That same night we left with a little caravan to visit some of the old man’s relatives. He was not certain what would be the consequence of his act, and for safety’s sake took this trip, which would enable him if need be to seek sanctuary with some of the wilder Turkish tribes, who would give him protection.




  “In that three months I saw Albania as it is — it was an experience never to be forgotten!




  “If there is a better man in God’s world than Hiabam Hussein Effendi, I have yet to meet him. It was he who provided me with money to leave Albania. I begged from him, too, the knife with which he had killed Salvolio. He had discovered that Kara was in England and told me something of the Greek’s occupation which I had not known before. I crossed to Italy and went on to Milan. There it was that I learnt that an eccentric Englishman who had arrived a few days previously on one of the South American boats at Genoa, was in my hotel desperately ill.




  “My hotel I need hardly tell you was not a very expensive one and we were evidently the only two Englishmen in the place. I could do no less than go up and see what I could do for the poor fellow who was pretty well gone when I saw him. I seemed to remember having seen him before and when looking round for some identification I discovered his name I readily recalled the circumstance.




  “It was George Gathercole, who had returned from South America. He was suffering from malarial fever and blood poisoning and for a week, with an Italian doctor, I fought as hard as any man could fight for his life. He was a trying patient,” John Lexman smiled suddenly at the recollection, “vitriolic in his language, impatient and imperious in his attitude to his friends. He was, for example, terribly sensitive about his lost arm and would not allow either the doctor or my-self to enter the room until he was covered to the neck, nor would he eat or drink in our presence. Yet he was the bravest of the brave, careless of himself and only fretful because he had not time to finish his new book. His indomitable spirit did not save him. He died on the 17th of January of this year. I was in Genoa at the time, having gone there at his request to save his belongings. When I returned he had been buried. I went through his papers and it was then that I conceived my idea of how I might approach Kara.




  “I found a letter from the Greek, which had been addressed to Buenos Ayres, to await arrival, and then I remembered in a flash, how Kara had told me he had sent George Gathercole to South America to report upon possible gold formations. I was determined to kill Kara, and determined to kill him in such a way that I myself would cover every trace of my complicity.




  “Even as he had planned my downfall, scheming every step and covering his trail, so did I plan to bring about his death that no suspicion should fall on me.




  “I knew his house. I knew something of his habits. I knew the fear in which he went when he was in England and away from the feudal guards who had surrounded him in Albania. I knew of his famous door with its steel latch and I was planning to circumvent all these precautions and bring to him not only the death he deserved, but a full knowledge of his fate before he died.




  “Gathercole had some money, — about 140 pounds — I took 100 pounds of this for my own use, knowing that I should have sufficient in London to recompense his heirs, and the remainder of the money with all such documents as he had, save those which identified him with Kara, I handed over to the British Consul.




  “I was not unlike the dead man. My beard had grown wild and I knew enough of Gathercole’s eccentricities to live the part. The first step I took was to announce my arrival by inference. I am a fairly good journalist with a wide general knowledge and with this, corrected by reference to the necessary books which I found in the British Museum library, I was able to turn out a very respectable article on Patagonia.




  “This I sent to The Times with one of Gathercole’s cards and, as you know, it was printed. My next step was to find suitable lodgings between Chelsea and Scotland Yard. I was fortunate in being able to hire a furnished flat, the owner of which was going to the south of France for three months. I paid the rent in advance and since I dropped all the eccentricities I had assumed to support the character of Gathercole, I must have impressed the owner, who took me without references.




  “I had several suits of new clothes made, not in London,” he smiled, “but in Manchester, and again I made myself as trim as possible to avoid after-identification. When I had got these together in my flat, I chose my day. In the morning I sent two trunks with most of my personal belongings to the Great Midland Hotel.




  “In the afternoon I went to Cadogan Square and hung about until I saw Kara drive off. It was my first view of him since I had left Albania and it required all my self-control to prevent me springing at him in the street and tearing at him with my hands.




  “Once he was out of sight I went to the house adopting all the style and all the mannerisms of poor Gathercole. My beginning was unfortunate for, with a shock, I recognised in the valet a fellow-convict who had been with me in the warder’s cottage on the morning of my escape from Dartmoor. There was no mistaking him, and when I heard his voice I was certain. Would he recognise me I wondered, in spite of my beard and my eyeglasses?




  “Apparently he did not. I gave him every chance. I thrust my face into his and on my second visit challenged him, in the eccentric way which poor old Gathercole had, to test the grey of my beard. For the moment however, I was satisfied with my brief experiment and after a reasonable interval I went away, returning to my place off Victoria Street and waiting till the evening.




  “In my observation of the house, whilst I was waiting for Kara to depart, I had noticed that there were two distinct telephone wires running down to the roof. I guessed, rather than knew, that one of these telephones was a private wire and, knowing something of Kara’s fear, I presumed that that wire would lead to a police office, or at any rate to a guardian of some kind or other. Kara had the same arrangement in Albania, connecting the palazzo with the gendarme posts at Alesso. This much Hussein told me.




  “That night I made a reconnaissance of the house and saw Kara’s window was lit and at ten minutes past ten I rang the bell and I think it was then that I applied the test of the beard. Kara was in his room, the valet told me, and led the way upstairs. I had come prepared to deal with this valet for I had an especial reason for wishing that he should not be interrogated by the police. On a plain card I had written the number he bore in Dartmoor and had added the words, ‘I know you, get out of here quick.’




  “As he turned to lead the way upstairs I flung the envelope containing the card on the table in the hall. In an inside pocket, as near to my body as I could put them, I had the two candles. How I should use them both I had already decided. The valet ushered me into Kara’s room and once more I stood in the presence of the man who had killed my girl and blotted out all that was beautiful in life for me.”




  There was a breathless silence when he paused. T.X. leaned back in his chair, his head upon his breast, his arms folded, his eyes watching the other intently.




  The Chief Commissioner, with a heavy frown and pursed lips, sat stroking his moustache and looking under his shaggy eyebrows at the speaker. The French police officer, his hands thrust deep in his pockets, his head on one side, was taking in every word eagerly. The sallow-faced Russian, impassive of face, might have been a carved ivory mask. O’Grady, the American, the stump of a dead cigar between his teeth, shifted impatiently with every pause as though he would hurry forward the denouement.




  Presently John Lexman went on.




  “He slipped from the bed and came across to meet me as I closed the door behind me.




  “‘Ah, Mr. Gathercole,’ he said, in that silky tone of his, and held out his hand.




  “I did not speak. I just looked at him with a sort of fierce joy in my heart the like of which I had never before experienced.




  “‘And then he saw in my eyes the truth and half reached for the telephone.




  “But at that moment I was on him. He was a child in my hands. All the bitter anguish he had brought upon me, all the hardships of starved days and freezing nights had strengthened and hardened me. I had come back to London disguised with a false arm and this I shook free. It was merely a gauntlet of thin wood which I had had made for me in Paris.




  “I flung him back on the bed and half knelt, half laid on him.




  “‘Kara,’ I said, ‘you are going to die, a more merciful death than my wife died.’




  “He tried to speak. His soft hands gesticulated wildly, but I was half lying on one arm and held the other.




  “I whispered in his ear:




  “‘Nobody will know who killed you, Kara, think of that! I shall go scot free — and you will be the centre of a fine mystery! All your letters will be read, all your life will be examined and the world will know you for what you are!’




  “I released his arm for just as long as it took to draw my knife and strike. I think he died instantly,” John Lexman said simply.




  “I left him where he was and went to the door. I had not much time to spare. I took the candles from my pocket. They were already ductile from the heat of my body.




  “I lifted up the steel latch of the door and propped up the latch with the smaller of the two candles, one end of which was on the middle socket and the other beneath the latch. The heat of the room I knew would still further soften the candle and let the latch down in a short time.




  “I was prepared for the telephone by his bedside though I did not know to whither it led. The presence of the paperknife decided me. I balanced it across the silver cigarette box so that one end came under the telephone receiver; under the other end I put the second candle which I had to cut to fit. On top of the paperknife at the candle end I balanced the only two books I could find in the room, and fortunately they were heavy.




  “I had no means of knowing how long it would take to melt the candle to a state of flexion which would allow the full weight of the books to bear upon the candle end of the paperknife and fling off the receiver. I was hoping that Fisher had taken my warning and had gone. When I opened the door softly, I heard his footsteps in the hall below. There was nothing to do but to finish the play.




  “I turned and addressed an imaginary conversation to Kara. It was horrible, but there was something about it which aroused in me a curious sense of humour and I wanted to laugh and laugh and laugh!




  “I heard the man coming up the stairs and closed the door gingerly. What length of time would it take for the candle to bend!




  “To completely establish the alibi I determined to hold Fisher in conversation and this was all the easier since apparently he had not seen the envelope I had left on the table downstairs. I had not long to wait for suddenly with a crash I heard the steel latch fall in its place. Under the effect of the heat the candle had bent sooner than I had expected. I asked Fisher what was the meaning of the sound and he explained. I passed down the stairs talking all the time. I found a cab at Sloane Square and drove to my lodgings. Underneath my overcoat I was partly dressed in evening kit.




  “Ten minutes after I entered the door of my flat I came out a beardless man about town, not to be distinguished from the thousand others who would be found that night walking the promenade of any of the great music-halls. From Victoria Street I drove straight to Scotland Yard. It was no more than a coincidence that whilst I should have been speaking with you all, the second candle should have bent and the alarm be given in the very office in which I was sitting.




  “I assure you all in all earnestness that I did not suspect the cause of that ringing until Mr. Mansus spoke.




  “There, gentlemen, is my story!” He threw out his arms.




  “You may do with me as you will. Kara was a murderer, dyed a hundred times in innocent blood. I have done all that I set myself to do — that and no more — that and no less. I had thought to go away to America, but the nearer the day of my departure approached, the more vivid became the memory of the plans which she and I had formed, my girl… my poor martyred girl!”




  He sat at the little table, his hands clasped before him, his face lined and white.




  “And that is the end!” he said suddenly, with a wry smile.




  “Not quite!” T.X. swung round with a gasp. It was Belinda Mary who spoke.




  “I can carry it on,” she said.




  She was wonderfully self-possessed, thought T.X., but then T.X. never thought anything of her but that she was “wonderfully” something or the other.




  “Most of your story is true, Mr. Lexman,” said this astonishing girl, oblivious of the amazed eyes that were staring at her, “but Kara deceived you in one respect.”




  “What do you mean?” asked John Lexman, rising unsteadily to his feet.




  For answer she rose and walked back to the door with the chintz curtains and flung it open: There was a wait which seemed an eternity, and then through the doorway came a girl, slim and grave and beautiful.




  “My God!” whispered T.X. “Grace Lexman!”
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  They went out and left them alone, two people who found in this moment a heaven which is not beyond the reach of humanity, but which is seldom attained to. Belinda Mary had an eager audience all to her very self.




  “Of course she didn’t die,” she said scornfully. “Kara was playing on his fears all the time. He never even harmed her — in the way Mr. Lexman feared. He told Mrs. Lexman that her husband was dead just as he told John Lexman his wife was gone. What happened was that he brought her back to England—”




  “Who?” asked T.X., incredulously.




  “Grace Lexman,” said the girl, with a smile. “You wouldn’t think it possible, but when you realize that he had a yacht of his own and that he could travel up from whatever landing place he chose to his house in Cadogan Square by motorcar and that he could take her straight away into his cellar without disturbing his household, you’ll understand that the only difficulty he had was in landing her. It was in the lower cellar that I found her.”




  “You found her in the cellar?” demanded the Chief Commissioner.




  The girl nodded.




  “I found her and the dog — you heard how Kara terrified her — and I killed the dog with my own hands,” she said a little proudly, and then shivered. “It was very beastly,” she admitted.




  “And she’s been living with you all this time and you’ve said nothing!” asked T.X., incredulously. Belinda Mary nodded.




  “And that is why you didn’t want me to know where you were living?” She nodded again.




  “You see she was very ill,” she said, “and I had to nurse her up, and of course I knew that it was Lexman who had killed Kara and I couldn’t tell you about Grace Lexman without betraying him. So when Mr. Lexman decided to tell his story, I thought I’d better supply the grand denouement.”




  The men looked at one another.




  “What are you going to do about Lexman?” asked the Chief Commissioner, “and, by the way, T.X., how does all this fit your theories!”




  “Fairly well,” replied T.X. coolly; “obviously the man who committed the murder was the man introduced into the room as Gathercole and as obviously it was not Gathercole, although to all appearance, he had lost his left arm.”




  “Why obvious?” asked the Chief Commissioner.




  “Because,” answered T.X. Meredith, “the real Gathercole had lost his right arm — that was the one error Lexman made.”




  “H’m,” the Chief pulled at his moustache and looked enquiringly round the room, “we have to make up our minds very quickly about Lexman,” he said. “What do you think, Carlneau?”




  The Frenchman shrugged his shoulders.




  “For my part I should not only importune your Home Secretary to pardon him, but I should recommend him for a pension,” he said flippantly.




  “What do you think, Savorsky?”




  The Russian smiled a little.




  “It is a very impressive story,” he said dispassionately; “it occurs to me that if you intend bringing your M. Lexman to judgment you are likely to expose some very pretty scandals. Incidentally,” he said, stroking his trim little moustache, “I might remark that any exposure which drew attention to the lawless conditions of Albania would not be regarded by my government with favour.”




  The Chief Commissioner’s eyes twinkled and he nodded.




  “That is also my view,” said the Chief of the Italian bureau; “naturally we are greatly interested in all that happens on the Adriatic littoral. It seems to me that Kara has come to a very merciful end and I am not inclined to regard a prosecution of Mr. Lexman with equanimity.”




  “Well, I guess the political aspect of the case doesn’t affect us very much,” said O’Grady, “but as one who was once mighty near asphyxiated by stirring up the wrong kind of mud, I should leave the matter where it is.”




  The Chief Commissioner was deep in thought and Belinda Mary eyed him anxiously.




  “Tell them to come in,” he said bluntly.




  The girl went and brought John Lexman and his wife, and they came in hand in hand supremely and serenely happy whatever the future might hold for them. The Chief Commissioner cleared his throat.




  “Lexman, we’re all very much obliged to you,” he said, “for a very interesting story and a most interesting theory. What you have done, as I understand the matter,” he proceeded deliberately, “is to put yourself in the murderer’s place and advance a theory not only as to how the murder was actually committed, but as to the motive for that murder. It is, I might say, a remarkable piece of reconstruction,” he spoke very deliberately, and swept away John Lexman’s astonished interruption with a stern hand, “please wait and do not speak until I am out of hearing,” he growled. “You have got into the skin of the actual assassin and have spoken most convincingly. One might almost think that the man who killed Remington Kara was actually standing before us. For that piece of impersonation we are all very grateful;” he glared round over his spectacles at his understanding colleagues and they murmured approvingly.




  He looked at his watch.




  “Now I am afraid I must be off,” he crossed the room and put out his hand to John Lexman. “I wish you good luck,” he said, and took both Grace Lexman’s hands in his. “One of these days,” he said paternally, “I shall come down to Beston Tracey and your husband shall tell me another and a happier story.”




  He paused at the door as he was going out and looking back caught the grateful eyes of Lexman.




  “By the way, Mr. Lexman,” he said hesitatingly, “I don’t think I should ever write a story called ‘The Clue of the Twisted Candle,’ if I were you.”




  John Lexman shook his head.




  “It will never be written,” he said, “ — by me.”




  The End
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  “Curse the luck!”




  Above the babble of talk about the table, the harsh voice of the man arose and the players looked round, curiously or indignantly, according to their several temperaments. They saw a man of fifty-five, gaunt of face, his chin covered with a two days’ growth of grey beard, his dark eyes shining malignantly as he glared at the table.




  He was dressed in a shabby evening suit, his shirt-front was discoloured and crumpled, and the trousers frayed over his patched and polished boots.




  His hand, none too cleanly, trembled as it touched his mouth, and his lips in their twitching betrayed the opium eater.




  “Damn Monte Carlo,” he said, in his cracked but strident voice. “I never have any luck here — I’m goin’ to stick to Nice, I am!”




  It was the voice of a common man as the dress was that of a poor man, and John Pentridge was both.




  A suave attendant approached him.




  “Would M’sieur come to recover himself outside the Salle de Jeu?” he asked politely.




  The man glared at him.




  “I’m stayin’ here,” he growled. “You’ve got my money. What more do you want?”




  “M’sieur is disturbing the players,” said the man, who was now reinforced by two more attendants.




  “I’m staying here — keep your hands off me!” he roared, but the men had caught him by the arms and were gently but firmly leading him to the swing-doors of the gambling room.




  He would have struggled, but he had sense to know that in his enfeebled state he stood no chance against his captors.




  “I’ll come back tomorrow,” he almost shouted as they pushed him to the door, “I’ll come back an’ buy up the whole lot o’ ye! I’ve got a million as good in my pocket! ye thievin’ lot of—”




  He had got to the door of the saloon, and suddenly he stopped shouting and drew back.




  They thought he was trying to resist them, and were prepared to use even greater force.




  “No, no, no!” he breathed in a terrified voice, “not there — look — that woman! Don’t let her see me, for God’s sake!”




  He spoke rapidly in French, and following the direction of his eyes, the men saw a girl standing in the centre of the outer saloon.




  She was young and exceedingly beautiful, and was dressed quietly, if expensively, in a smart tailor-made dress of black; black also was her hat, yet there was nothing funereal in her garb, but rather an effect of studied restraint. It was unusual to see a woman so attired at this hour of the evening, and she had evidently just arrived by motorcar, for a dust-cloak hung on her arm.




  “Get me out some other way,” pleaded the prisoner urgently. All his truculence had disappeared, and he was in a pitiable state of panic.




  The head attendant hesitated. He saw the girl joined by a tall, grey-haired man, and they seemed to be on the point of making a move toward the Salle de Jeu.




  “This way,” said the attendant, moved to pity by the unmistakable terror of the man. He led the way to a side door leading to a smaller salon, and from thence they gained the terrace of the Casino.




  “And M’sieur,” said the chief of the man’s custodians with infinite politeness, “I am requested by the directors to advise you not to come again to the Casino.”




  John Pentridge wiped his streaming face with a grimy handkerchief.




  “That’s settled me,” he muttered, ignoring the remarks of the other. “I get rid of them papers tonight.” Now, he was speaking to himself in English.




  “Livin’ like a dog, I am,” he continued his musings, “hunted from pillar to post all over Europe — phew!” Then he directed his attentions to the men who were gravely regarding him.




  “Allons! mes braves!” he sneered, “I’ll come tomorrow and buy you all up — you an’ the bloomin’ Casino too!”




  And with this awful threat he went swaggering along the deserted strip of terrace and reached the greater terrace, Monte Carlo’s crowning pride, and mingled with the throng.




  But he had been seen. A man of his own age, and almost as shabbily dressed, followed in his wake as he walked toward the Condamine. Pentridge turned with a snarl, as a hand was laid on his arm.




  “Hello, Penty!” said an ingratiating, wheedling voice, “not goin’ to leave an old pal, are you — old Chummy, Penty, wot’s been faithful an’ obligin’ to you.”




  The man addressed scowled.




  “Oh, it’s you, is it?” he asked contemptuously. “What do you want,”




  “Shares, Penty,” said the other. His face in the light of the electric lamp was wrinkled and seared. His small eyes twinkled maliciously.




  “Ain’t me an’ you been in the same boat for years?” demanded the coaxing voice. “Ain’t we been kicked from ‘ell to Christiania? ‘Tain’t like the old Melbourne days, Penty — Gawd! I wish I was back in ole Melbourne — you remember that day at Flemin’ton when Carbine won the cup?”




  “Look here, Chummy,” — Pentridge faced his tormentor savagely; his face was livid with passion— “because you’re an old lag an’ I’m an old lag, living in this filthy continent because we ain’t got sense enough to get out of it, you’re not going to sponge on me. You had your share of the stuff we brought from Australia years ago — you’ve had your share of every swindle we’ve been in—”




  “But not of the big swag,” corrected the other softly, “not of the what-dy-call-it invention; that’s what I’ve been waitin’ for, Penty, all these years. There’s a bloke in Monte Carlo — a Russian bloke who’s been blowin’ all round the town of an invention he’s goin’ to buy. Couldn’t help hearin’ about it, Penty,” he said almost apologetically. “That’s the swag I want, because I helped to pinch it. And I could go this very night as ever is,” he went on impressively, “an’ see a certain young gel that’s just come into Monte an’ is drivin’ back to Marseilles in an hour — I could go to her—”




  “Shut up!” hissed Pentridge, his face working. “Come an’ talk it over. Follow me at a distance — I don’t want any one to see us together.”




  He led the way through a throng of people to that corner of Monte Carlo where the villas of the wealthy, in their sedate and quiet isolation, offered opportunities for quiet talk. He turned into the gateway of a large house.




  “Where are you goin’?”




  The man called Chummy drew back suspiciously.




  “Goin’ to have a talk, ain’t we?” demanded Pentridge. “I’ve got a friend livin’ here.”




  The other followed him reluctantly along the close-growing avenue of limes which led to the door of the villa, and Pentridge felt for the little life-preserver in his pocket.




  “What I say is—” began Chummy, then suddenly the other turned with the snarl of a wild beast and leaped at him.




  Three minutes later Pentridge came furtively from the avenue and walked rapidly down to the front.




  The train for Nice was moving as he reached the platform, and he had time to leap into an empty carriage, satisfied in his mind that no man had seen him in company with his sometime friend. In this surmise he was right, for when in the morning the battered wreck of something which had once been a man was discovered, the police found no assistance from voluntary witnesses, and since murder is not a topic for advertisement in delightful Monaco, they concluded their investigation in the day. They buried Chummy Gordon of Melbourne.




  II. The Man Who Gambled
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  It was a warm night in March, such a night as only the Riviera knows, and Monte Carlo was filled with a restless, happy crowd.




  It was the day of the big race meeting, and the town, largely congested with visitors, had received a large contingent from Nice, Mentone, and as far eastward as San Remo. The beautiful promenades were thronged with a leisurely moving crowd, the terraces presented something of the appearance of a favourite English seaside resort in the height of the season, and the little tables of the Café Americain were fully occupied by a chattering, laughing crowd of diners.




  Monte Carlo was at its best, a crescent moon overhung the still waters of the Mediterranean, and sent little wriggling reflections of light along the unruffled surface of the sea. Ever and anon, the slow-moving crowd upon the terraces would stop and gaze upward as the whirring of a monoplane engine sounded above the babble of talk, and the dark shape of the aeroplane went gliding through the velvet darkness of the heavens.




  Two men came slowly through the swing-doors of the Monaco Palace Hotel, and stood for a moment upon the broad, marble pavement, looking down at the throng below. They were both in the first flush of manhood, and obviously British, by the correct cut of their evening clothes.




  Evidently they were in no great hurry, for they stood for some moments silently contemplating the animated scene. The taller of the two was a cleanshaven man of twenty-nine. He stood upright, and conveyed the impression that he was a soldier, though Milton Sands had known no other service than that which his patriotism had imposed upon him during the Boer war, when he had accepted a commission in the first Bushmen contingent of the Victorian Mounted Infantry.




  In the golden-brown light of the arc-lamp which swung above, the lean, sunburnt face took on a deeper tan. His big, grey eyes were set wide apart, the lines of his eyebrows were heavy and black and straight, and there was a strength and a resolution in the mouth and the determined jaw which revealed something of his character even to the amateur physiognomist. Yet the laughing lines about his eyes, and the merest twitch of a line at the comers of his mouth, told of a man who was possessed of that rare quality, a large and generous sense of humour.




  His companion, though well built, and tall by average standard, was half a head shorter than his fellow. He was of the sturdy soldier type too, but the outlines of his face were softer than the other’s.




  Seeing him, you might describe him as a clean, well-set up Englishman, and find some difficulty in improving upon that description. Like his companion, he was cleanshaven, and bore evidence of a life largely spent in the open air. He flicked the ash of his cigarette, and turning suddenly to the man at his side, he asked: “Quo vadis?”




  Milton Sands looked round with a smile.




  “To the home of sin and affluence,” he said.




  “In other words, the Casino?” smiled the other. “Well, I hope you have better luck than my—” he was going to say “friend,” but changed his mind— “than Wilton has had. How have you done lately?”




  Milton Sands blew a succession of smoke rings into the still air before he replied. He might well have employed the interval of silence in the enjoyment of the knowledge that Toady Wilton had lost money, for he did not like him. “I hardly know,” he answered cautiously. “From certain points of view I have done well, from others I have done badly. You see, I started on this trip with next to nothing, and I have still my capital.”




  Eric Stanton laughed, and eyed the big man admiringly.




  “You have an inexhaustible capital of good spirits, at any rate,” he said. “I have often wondered whether men make money at the tables. You see, I never gamble — not that way,” he amended his statement, “I like to put my money on a horse, for I know that I shall get a run for it. I have not yet succumbed to the fascination of rouge et noir or trente et quarante, but you find it very occupying.”




  “I don’t know,” drawled the other. “I am not here to pass my time, I am here to make money. That is a frank confession, isn’t it? I came to Monte Carlo with a system and two hundred pounds. I have still got the system,” he said grimly.




  Again Eric laughed. “It does not seem to worry you very much.” The other shook his head.




  “Why should it? I am a philosopher, a gentleman of fortune — an adventurer, if you like. There is a certain fierce joy in dragging money from a reluctant world, and when the representative of the world happens to be a short, fat French croupier with cobweb whiskers, the joy is intensified. I have done one wise thing “ — he turned to the other with that mouth of his twitching— “I have deposited a sum equal to what my hotel bill is likely to be with the cashier of this excellent establishment, and I have a return ticket to London. For the rest” — he waved his hand airily at the distant Casino, alluring with its blaze of light— “my fate is on the wheel of chance. Allons!”




  They walked down the steps together, passed slowly through the holiday-making throng, and were swallowed up in the night. Three men had watched them with some interest. They were in evening dress, sitting over their coffee and cigars at a little marble table upon the broad veranda of the hotel.




  “Why aren’t you with your pal, Toady?” asked one languidly.




  The man addressed scowled at the question, and his swarthy face puckered in angry creases as he muttered something sulkily.




  “Oh, don’t get rattled!” said the first speaker, “it is no insult to be called the friend of a millionaire.”




  “You are always chaffing me, Sir George,” growled the other man. “I am tired of having my leg pulled. If you are particularly anxious to know why I did not join him, I am willing to tell you,” he went on viciously. “I did not want him to see me in your company.”




  Sir George laughed easily. He was not thin-skinned, and the implied insult in the words left him unmoved. He stroked his long, flaxen moustache and gazed benevolently through his single eyeglass at his victim. Sir George Frodmere was a handsome man, with a remarkably fine complexion, the type which French comic artists invariably draw in an exaggerated way as being typical of the English race.




  “My dear Toady,” he said patronisingly, “a man who spends all his life sidling up to dukes and any other branch of the aristocracy which has the disadvantage of having a handle to its name, should extend a little of his courtesy to one of Britain’s baronets. I am well aware that your friend has constitutional objections to me, but for all he knows I may be a model of all that a baronet should be. A fine boy,” he went on reflectively, “he rather favours his mother as I remember her.”




  He shot a keen glance at Toady Wilton, and the dark man shifted uncomfortably in his chair.




  “She was a handsome woman,” mused Sir George, gazing at the other through his half-closed lids. “What a pity she came such a cropper! She ran away from her husband, didn’t she?”




  “I believe she did,” growled Wilton, and sought to change the subject by suggesting a move.




  “Your disingenuous attempt to baulk the subject and to avoid discussion on this matter is either evidence of innate modesty or a guilty conscience,” said Sir George, “and I have never discovered the former quality in your curious composition. Yes,” he went on, “she ran away from old Stanton, because—”




  “You know all about it,” said Wilton shortly. “She ran away because she was falsely accused of carrying on a clandestine friendship with Lord Chanderson.”




  “She went, taking her baby daughter with her, I understand,” said Sir George. “It was quite a romantic affair. And she was never seen again, was she?”




  Wilton shook his head.




  “My friend Stanton spent a small fortune in trying to discover her,” he said. “It is a painful subject, I wish you would change it.”




  “And she was never seen again, eh!” mused Sir George, taking no notice of the other’s discomfort, “neither she nor her daughter; and when old Stanton discovered what a fool he had been and how he had been tricked into believing his wife’s guilt by some double-faced scoundrel who probably manufactured all the evidence against her out of sheer malice — did you speak, Toady?”




  “No,” said the other, in a low voice.




  “As I was saying,” the baronet went on carelessly, “when he found out that he was wrong (for in all probability he never discovered that he had been tricked into believing that Lord Chanderson was in love with his wife) he spent large sums of money to trace her whereabouts, and in the end left half his fortune to the woman and to the child he had so deeply wronged.”




  “It was a mistake,” muttered Toady Wilton indistinctly. “He thought she was in love with Chanderson; he saw the letters which Chanderson was supposed to have written to her, and which proved to be forgeries.”




  “I see,” said Sir George.




  He drank up his small glass of liqueur and wiped his lips with a silk handkerchief.




  “And you were his best friend up to the day of his death, and you benefited under his will.”




  “What’s the good of going into this?” burst forth the other impatiently. “You know as well as I that he didn’t leave a penny to me, although on his deathbed he made reference to me which was interpreted by his son as meaning that he intended leaving me something.”




  “Which the obliging Eric did, I understand,” said Sir George. “Really, Toady, you are a lucky devil, because if Eric Stanton knew as much about you as I, you would not have touched a penny of that ten thousand pounds which I understand fie so obligingly handed over to you.”




  Toady Wilton made no reply, but conceived an excuse to open a conversation with a silent man who had sat between them. But Kitson was a little out of place in that galley. The ill-fitting dress clothes, and his large, awkward hands, and his disinclination to join in the general conversation showed him to be a little outside the social sphere which these two men represented, however unworthily. From time to time he would jerk his head impatiently, as though his high standing collar was a source of irritation, as indeed it was, for Bud Kitson was no dude, and resented bitterly the necessity for appearing in public in his present guise.




  “When is that feller comin’ along?” he asked. “You must be patient, Bud,” said Sir George. “Our friend, M. Soltykoff, is an erratic gentleman who takes a little too much to drink. When gentlemen take too much to drink they have no regard for time, and they are apt to be a little unpunctual.”




  “I wish he would come,” said Toady, fretfully. “The man is a lunatic to go wandering about Monte Carlo with a hundred thousand pounds in his pocket — with all the bad characters of Europe in the streets.”




  “Not all,” said Sir George, cheerfully. “I know three at any rate who are sitting in comfort on the piazza of the Monaco Palace Hotel. At the same time,” he went on, “I share your apprehension; it would be a sin if after all our planning, and all our scheming, this good money, which rightly should come to us, falls into the hands of some low and commonplace thief who would not appreciate its value and would not put it to proper use.”




  “I don’t understand this,” broke in Bud Kitson roughly. “I thought this guy was a pal, was one of us, that he was standing in, what’s the idea?”




  Sir George looked at him amusedly. “The idea is very simple,” he said gently. “M. Soltykoff is immensely rich, he is a manufacturer of Moscow who is financing us in some of our interesting schemes, some of the schemes,” he said, nodding his head, “in which you are interested personally. But the fact that he is our partner does not hide the greater fact that he is a mug. Yes, a mug,” he repeated, “in spite of his being one of the most prominent business men of Russia, in spite of his having been behind some of the most crooked operations in Europe, and the most interesting fact of all that he is buying an invention tonight or tomorrow which may easily make him one of the richest men in the world. I don’t suppose you have explained this to Bud?” he asked, and Wilton shook his head. He had not thought it worth while offering any explanation to the man whom he regarded as little better than a brute. There, however, he was wrong. Bud Kitson, bank robber and “strong-arm man—” as he was, and a scoundrel who had seen the interior of almost every variety of prison to boot, was no fool.




  “I will explain,” said Sir George, leaning across the table and speaking quickly. He was talking business now, and the old lazy bantering manner was put aside. “Soltykoff is a glass manufacturer, the biggest in Russia, I suppose. For years he has been trying to manufacture malleable glass. Malleable glass,” he explained, “is a glass which will bend just as cloth will bend, without fracture. All the scientific chemists of the world have been seeking for that this last hundred years, but without success, but so confident was Soltykoff that it could be made that he has had a standing offer of twentyfive thousand pounds and a royalty to the inventor who can produce for him a glass answering all the tests which he would apply, and at last he has found the man. Who he is, I don’t know “ — Sir George shrugged his shoulders— “but he is living here or at Nice in comparative poverty. Negotiations have been opened, samples of the glass have been produced, and now Soltykoff has come down here to the Riviera in order to complete the sale. Is that clear to you?”




  Bud Kitson nodded.




  “He is one of those prodigal Russians who never move about without large sums of money.” Sir George resumed. “He has probably got a hundred thousand pounds in his possession at this moment, his object being to pay whatever price this inventor demands. He is more likely than not to get it for a reasonable figure and have a decent surplus left. Now,” he said slowly, emphasising his point by tapping his finger on the marble-topped table, “it is not everyday that Providence sends to impecunious people like ourselves, with no ideas as to the sanctity of property, a man in possession of a hundred thousand pounds in sheer hard cash or in French banknotes, which is the same, since they never take the numbers of them. It doesn’t matter to me whether he is a pal or a confederate, or what title he considers himself in relation to me, that money is good money. We might know him for years, for twenty years, for fifty years, perhaps, and never make so much out of him; besides,” he said, with a shrug of his shoulders, “he is always half drunk, and there is no real reason why we should not make’ a double profit.”




  “What do you mean?” asked Bud, dropping his voice. “Do we wait for him before he goes to buy this patent?”




  “No,” said the other, with a smile, “let him buy his patent. There is no reason why we should rob the poor man of the reward of his ingenuity and perseverance, but if it is possible we will take what is left, do you understand?”




  “I get you,” said Bud Kitson, nodding his head.




  “Now,” said the baronet — a warning glance from Toady Wilton arrested his speech.




  A man was coming up the broad marble steps which led to the piazza. He was a loose-made man of forty-five, with a heavy black beard and a bald head, which was made all the more evident by the fact that he carried his hat in his hand and was wiping his brow with a large and vivid handkerchief. He missed one step — stumbled and nearly fell, and the baronet and Toady Wilton exchanged significant glances; truly Soltykoff had begun his libations early that evening.




  “Ah, there you are!” he said. He spoke with scarcely a foreign accent, for he had been educated in England by his father, a wealthy Russian manufacturer. “I am so glad to see you.”




  He grasped the baronet by both arms effusively, and would have kissed him on the cheek, but that the fastidious Sir George drew back.




  “I have kept you waiting, yes, I know,” he spoke quickly and jovially, “yet I have had many difficulties; oh, my friend, what difficulties! And this cursed Monte Carlo is filled with people, and I cannot walk along the street, and my motorcar is not here, yet I say to myself, ah, my friends are waiting, and I am desolated that I cannot be with them at the hour I protested!”




  He managed to get some of his words a little wrong, for his opportunities for conversing in the language with which he was familiar were very few. Like most rich Russians, he did not come to London for his recreation, preferring the gaieties of Paris to the sombre joys which the metropolis offered.




  “And now I have come only for a short time,” he said, “because I must go to Nice tonight to see my grand inventor.”




  “What a man you are,” said Sir George admiringly. “Why, you Russians can give English business men points and lose them.”




  Soltykoff shrugged his shoulders.




  “There are many things,” he said dryly, “in which the English can give me what you call points with considerable superfluity,” he smiled.




  That he had been drinking heavily there was no doubt, but he had the capacity which some of his countrymen enjoy of retaining their faculties even under circumstances which would have floored the old three-bottle men of another century.




  “We were worrying about you, M. Soltykoff,” said Toady Wilton, with what was meant to be an ingratiating smile.




  “Of me, you worry, why?” asked the other surprised.




  “My friend only means that it is not wise at this season to go round with your pockets filled with money,” suggested Sir George playfully.




  The other laughed and clapped his hands for a waiter. He ordered a magnum of sweet champagne. It was his favourite drink, but the baronet shuddered at the thought that he would be asked to consume a wine which was particularly distasteful to him.




  “My money is here,” he said. He opened his heavy cloth frockcoat and showed a big skirt pocket. Sir George had noticed the bulge in the garment and, suspecting its use, had heaved a little sigh of relief.




  “It is here,” repeated Soltykoff proudly, and drawing forth a great, black leather portfolio he banged it upon the table upsetting glasses and coffee cups with reckless indifference. He was all apologies immediately, but Kitson, a skilled man in these matters, noted that for all his apologies and for all the exhibition of sorrow and agitation the Russian’s hand never left the black wallet.




  “Tonight,” he said, “I go to Nice to see my friend, everything is arranged, tonight I shall be in possession of the formula which will wonder the world.”




  He spread out his hands extravagantly, and his jovial face beamed with the joy of anticipation.




  “We will wonder the world, my friend,” he went on, “you shall see! It is the most marvellous, it is the most splendid of inventions; glorious, the most significant. You understand? My English is not very good,” he apologised, “especially when I have taken just a little more wine than is usual.”




  “Don’t apologise, M. Soltykoff,” said the baronet affably, “I should never have suspected that you had had a drink tonight.” The other laughed, and replaced the wallet in his pocket.




  “Much I have had,” he said, “three magnums of champagne, I feel what you would call merry. Now to business.”




  He squared himself round so that he faced all three.




  “You desire a great coup, is it not, on the racecourse. You think it can be managed, and that a great deal of money is to be made. I myself will be in England for your Derby race, and it would afford me great pleasure; I do not ask you,” he held up his hand with drunken dignity, “I do not ask you to explain lest there should be in this planment something of dishonesty. I am satisfied that money can be made and grand sport. I am satisfied,” he bowed to Sir George, “that you are noble and all-er-right. I offer to make the finances — to how much extent?”




  “We shall want five thousand pounds,” said Sir George.




  “Five thousand pounds,” said Soltykoff reflectively, “that is fifty thousand roubles. You offer me security, no?”




  “The security of my name,” said Sir George impressively.




  “That is sufficient,” said the Russian, “fifty thousand roubles, you shall have it tomorrow.” He frowned, “no, not tomorrow,” he said, “I leave tonight for Paris. I will give you a cheque on my bank — the Credit Lyonnaise — I have the account at the head office in Paris.”




  “Why not cash; tonight?” Sir George asked humorously, “you are carrying about a great deal of money, M. Soltykoff.”




  “No, no,” said the Russian, shaking his head, “all this I may require, you understand? I am on the threshold of a great achievement, a momentous world shaker of interest to International enormous. You follow me?” He addressed Toady Wilton.




  “Quite so,” murmured the other, who did not comprehend one word the Russian was speaking, for now he talked with such bewildering rapidity and with so little regard for the rules of English syntax, that none but one skilled in the type of English could follow.




  “Tonight, I leave for Paris, as I have told you, by the twentythree forty-three from Nice. My address you will know in Paris, it is on the Avenue des Champs Elysées.”




  He rose unsteadily and embraced Sir George with embarrassing heartiness, taking farewell with equal warmth of the stolid Kitson and the unattractive Mr. Wilton. They watched him going down the stairs.




  “He leaves tonight,” said Sir George in a low voice, “you heard him? Wilton, get down to the station and book three sleepers from Nice to Paris, and be sure that you find out the berth that Soltykoff has secured.”




  At ten o’clock that night Milton Sands strolled through the palatial vestibule of the Casino with a three-franc cigar in his mouth and less than three francs in hard cash in his pocket. He had left behind on the table the rest of his fortune, and was not in any way remorseful or regretful at his loss. He accepted the downs as well as the ups of life with the philosophy of one who had found himself bushed in the wildest part of the Australian desert without water or food, and who had yet retained a complete confidence that a miracle would happen which would save his life and bring him to a land, which, if it did not flow with milk and honey; would at least provide for him cool streams, a billy of tea, and a damper. A man who had sold gold claims at Coolgardie for the price of a pipeful of tobacco, and had afterwards seen those same claims resold for half a million, had had exactly the right kind of training which a Monte Carlo gambler requires. He walked back to the hotel, mounted the marble stairs slowly and came into the hall. He saw the porter.




  “Send up to my room,” he said, “1 am leaving by tonight’s train for Paris.”




  The gorgeous official murmured his regrets. He also was possessed of a philosophy of another kind. This was not the first guest of the hotel who had come with the intention of making a long stay, and who had as suddenly expressed his intention of making a hasty departure by the night train. Monte Carlo offered many demonstrations of that phenomena.




  Milton went to his room and changed, and watched the porter hastily packing the one modest piece of baggage the gambler possessed.




  “François,” he said, speaking in French, “will you find out whether Mr. Eric Stanton is in the hotel?”




  “Oui, monsieur,” replied the man, and went out of the room, and was back again in three or four minutes.




  “He is in the vestibule.”




  Milton Sands nodded.




  He strode along the corridor, down the great steps and caught Eric just as he was entering the lift to ascend to his suite.




  “I want you for a minute, Stanton,” he said.




  He led the other away to an unfrequented part of the vestibule.




  “You do not know me except as an occasional acquaintance, the sort of man you pick up at Monte Carlo,” he said, “but I know you. I want you to do me a great favour. I will tell you before we go any further that I want to borrow money, but I only ask you for five pounds.”




  “My dear chap,” smiled the other, “you can have fifty if you want it.”




  Milton Sands shook his head.




  “No,” he said, “I just want enough to get me to London. I have a cheque or two waiting for me there.”




  “Are you going by tonight’s train, too?” asked Stanton in surprise.




  “Why are you going?”




  “I have just had a wire calling me home,” said the other, “and really Monte Carlo, if it is not getting on my nerves, is boring me.”




  “Good business! Shall I run down to the station and fix up a sleeper?”




  “I wish you would,” said Stanton. “By the way,” he said, as Milton was moving off, “you will not be able to get your sleeper without money.”




  With a smile he took out his pocketbook and removed a little wad of notes.




  “There are a thousand francs here,” he said, “you had better take the lot, at any rate, you will want most of it to pay for the tickets, and if you don’t feel inclined to accept more than a fiver, you can give me the change on the train.”




  “A fiver will be enough,” said Milton grimly, “I feel that I ought not to be trusted with any more than will just keep body and soul on nodding terms for the next few days.”




  He had no difficulty in retaining sleepers on the night train; it was not the season of the year when there was any great exodus from Monte Carlo, the bulk of the traffic was in the other direction. Moreover, the night train was not the most fashionable one, society preferring to travel by the more expensive and rapid Cote de Azur.




  He secured the tickets, and returned to find Eric Stanton ready for the journey, waiting at the cashier’s desk whilst his bill was being prepared. As it happened, there was some slight balance to come from the deposit which the prudent Milton had made, and he contented himself with a loan of a hundred francs from the other.




  They strolled to the railway station together, having plenty of time, when suddenly Eric Stanton asked bluntly:




  “Exactly what are your plans?”




  “My plans?” asked the other in a shocked tone, “my dear, good chap, I never have plans. What a perfectly ghastly idea!”




  “It was impertinence on my part,” smiled Eric, “and perhaps I did not make myself clear. I was wondering whether you,” he hesitated, “had any settled occupation.”




  “As I have told you,” said the other cheerfully, “lama gentleman of the world at large. I have no business but the business of earning money in the easiest and most adventurous way. My plans I never make, because the day provides them. That is a feature of my life with which I would not willingly part.”




  They walked in silence for a little while and then Milton went on:




  “I must confess,” he said gloomily, “that if ever I was confronted with the necessity for forming some plans or other it is at this particular moment. You see my system, upon which I spent so much time and placed such an extraordinary amount of reliance, is one of those systems which require a capital of a million pounds to work. Yes, it is particularly a million pound system, because if you had that sum there would be no necessity for gambling, and I think that is the best system I know.”




  Eric Stanton had a genuine liking for this happy-go-lucky young man to whom the knocks and buffets of fortune only seemed to come as a welcome relief from the monotony of life.




  “I am associated with several businesses,” he said hesitatingly, “and I was wondering whether I could help you in any way.”




  Milton laughed, and clapped the other on the shoulder goodnaturedly.




  “My dear, good chap,” he said confidentially, “if you placed me in a position of trust I should possibly run away with the till before a week was out. I am dishonest — that is a fact which you must always bear in mind. My object in life — but need I go over the subject again,” he laughed in mock despair, “at any rate,” he went on in a more serious tone, “I am immensely grateful to you for the kindness which prompted your offer. I am a gambler, and shall remain a gambler, to the end of my days, unless I discover something which offers me greater scope for my undoubted talent.”




  “I will give you my address, and if I can be of any assistance to you, please let me know,” persisted Eric, and the other accepted the card with genuine gratitude.




  “You see,” he said, “it is so unusual to meet a chap like you, because you very rich people are, as a rule, spoilt by the attention of all sorts of vicious hangers-on who have no other desire in life than to relieve you of your money. I may, perhaps, be able to return your kindness one of these days. In the meantime, you might, perhaps, enliven part of a very monotonous journey by assisting me in choosing a new profession, for a new profession I must have,” he said half seriously, “and that by tomorrow at the latest. Whether it will be actor, and I am no bad actor, or whether it will be merely a waiter at one of those excellent Montmartre establishments where, as I understand, the tips are even more generous than they are in the more chic districts of Paris, or whether it will be as a sandwich board man in your beloved London, I do not know, and I should be very grateful if you would assist me in my choice.”




  III. John Pentridge at Home
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  There are slums in Nice of which the visitor who only knows the Promenade des Anglais, and the glories of the mimosa and palm which beautify the front, can have no conception.




  It was to one of the little streets on the north side of the town that M. Soltykoff directed the cocher to drive. The man looked in amazement at the well-dressed visitor who seemed bent upon penetrating the undesirable district of Nice, but the other repeated his order with a definite gesture of one who was used to being obeyed.




  The Passage du Bue is a narrow street of tall, unlovely houses where the artisan classes of Nice, the hawkers, and all the small pitiful underworld of that beauty spot overcrowd in their penury. Number 27bis was the least attractive of the dwellings, but M. Soltykoff was not unused to unsavoury habitations, and possibly this unattractive house had qualities which compared very favourably with the tenements in which his own workmen dwelt. At any rate he was not the kind of man who took a sentimental interest in the miseries of those who were forced by circumstances to dwell amidst such, signs of squalor and misery.




  “Monsieur Pentridge,” said a slatternly concierge — even this miserable dwelling boasted a concierge — whose business it was to collect the rent weekly from the unfortunate tenants, “yes, M. Pentridge is in residence, monsieur will find him on the fourth floor in the little room at the left as one reaches the head of the stairs.”




  Soltykoff mounted the rickety stairs, gingerly. He was sardonically amused at the thought of the danger he would run if it were known that he was carrying two and a half million francs in his pocket. He reached the door he was making for and knocked on its yellow panel. At first there was no reply, and he repeated the knock.




  “Come in,” said a voice gruffly.




  He opened the door and entered.




  The room was a small one, almost innocent of furniture save for a rickety trestle-bed in one corner of the room, a small table, and a chair. Light was afforded by a small oil-lamp which stood upon the table.




  John Pentridge, the man the Russian sought, was sitting on the edge of his bed. He was dressed in an old pair of trousers and a discoloured shirt which was open at the front to show his bony chest. On one end of the bed lay the disordered evidence of a hasty change of dress. It was only by urging the driver forward with a promised reward that he had arrived before his visitor.




  His eyes, sunk in his head, burnt fiercely, as though some malignant fever consumed him, and as he looked up at the visitor, making no attempt to rise, Soltykoff, even in his bemused state, thought he had never seen so sinister a figure.




  “Are you M. Soltykoff?” he asked.




  He spoke in English and Soltykoff nodded. Without invitation he pulled the chair towards the bed and sat down.




  “Now, Mr. Pentridge,” he said, “I have the business important with you to transact immediately; for tonight I must leave for Paris, having engagements, you will understand.”




  “I understand,” said the other harshly, “have you brought the money?”




  “That,” M. Soltykoff replied diplomatically, “is for the future consequence to discover. At once I required your formula.” He spoke a little thickly, because he had utilised the hour between Monte Carlo and Nice to still further indulgence of sweet champagne.




  “You understand,” he said, “I am a glass maker practical. I will tell you at once if your scheme is good.”




  “You have seen the samples,” said the other, scowling at his visitor, “ain’t they enough for you?”




  “I have seen the samples,” agreed Soltykoff cheerfully, “and they are marvellous. I do not disguise from you, my friend, that they are wonderful. Now you have the formula.”




  The other man rose slowly and shuffled to a little cupboard over the head of his bed. He unlocked it with a key that he took from his pocket and brought out an envelope. He held the precious package tightly.




  “There will be trouble for you,” he warned, “if it ever comes out where you got this from. I ain’t going to say that I got it dishonestly,” he went on cunningly. “I have had it for nigh on thirty years, and in my pocket most of the time, and I made the glass; you wouldn’t think it to look at me, would you? but I ‘ad a master, I ‘ad. The man that taught me could teach babies. Did you ever hear of Granford Turner?”




  “Granford Turner,” repeated Soltykoff, “that name is familiar; why, yes, he was the inventor, fifty years ago the great inventor. I remember now the tragedy.”




  The man nodded.




  “I dare say you do,” he cried, “he killed a pal, didn’t he? and got transported


  for life I know,” he nodded his head, “because


  I met him in Australia, the finest inventor the world has ever had. He’s dead now,” he said hurriedly.




  




  “Where did you meet him?” asked Soltykoff, curiously.




  “That’s nothing to do with you,” snarled the other, “here’s the formula, here’s every ingredient, the degree of every heat that’s got to be used; why, he even tells you how to make the crucibles to melt it,” he added, with reluctant admiration.




  “The inventor is not to be met?” asked M. Soltykoff.




  “Dead,” said the other shortly, “that’s enough for you. I’ve carried this about with me for thirty years, I tell you. I knew it would make a fortune for me. I’d have sold it before only,” he hesitated, he could not, with credit to himself, explain the reason for his forbearance, for he might in his explanation reveal the terror he conceived for the man who had trusted him with his secret — a trust which he had violated on the first available opportunity — nor could he tell the story without betraying his acquaintance with a confederate who at that moment was lying dead in the shadow of the limes of Monaco.




  “Let me see the document,” demanded Soltykoff, and the man, with some reluctance, allowed it to go out of his grasp. Drawing his chair near the table Soltykoff carefully read the ten closely-written pages that detailed the secret process of manufacture. Now and then he would stop and start and utter a little exclamation.




  “Yes, yes,” he muttered, “this is it, so easy, and yet none of us thought of it.”




  It almost sobered him; the shock and joy which the handling of those papers produced.




  No one knew better than he how important this discovery was or how authentic it was, but he must have further proof. Seeing him looking round the apartment the man anticipated his desires. From the cupboard from which he had taken the package he brought a small spirit-lamp, one or two thin pieces of glass, a tiny blowpipe, and two little boxes, one containing a whitish and the other a reddish powder. “They are made up in the exact proportions,” said Pentridge gruffly, “you needn’t bother to look at the paper.”




  For half an hour, M. Soltykoff sat thus, spirit-stove burning bluely on the table, a small plate of steel arranged above it, using a pinch of white powder here, and a microscopic portion of red there, melting and remelting, and melting again till at the last he produced a flat box of colourless glass which was no different in appearance to a piece of glass blown by ordinary commercial methods. He waited for it to cool, and then he sliced it up from the steel plate with a knife. It was still warm, but he held it in his hand. He bent it. Not only did it bend without the slightest sign of a break, but when the pressure he exercised was released it resumed its former position.




  “Not only malleable,” he said to himself, “but elastic.”




  He took from his pocket the long, black portfolio.




  “What is your price?” he asked.




  The man hesitated.




  “I asked you for twenty thousand pounds,” he said, “but it is worth more than that, and I am not going to part with it under fifty.”




  Here, however, he was up against a master of bargaining, a man not to be flurried, not to be bullied, and certainly not to be bluffed into giving a penny more than he was actually obliged.




  “My friend,” said the little Russian with his broad smile, “you think by what you see that I am drunk, voilà, you are right, for tonight I am extremely intoxicated, but of insanity I have none; you understand? You make a bargain; twenty thousand pounds — two hundred thousand roubles. I come to you with the money; I do not ask from whence you secured or stole this; or by what method you secured from the unfortunate Turner the formula. I am prepared to pay you. If you are a rich man and can afford to say I will take it elsewhere, do so. I offer you its full value, twenty thousand pounds. You may take this or you may leave this, but I have my train to catch to Paris, and I cannot afford to wait.”




  “Give me the money,” growled the other.




  He held out his shaking hand eagerly, and the Russian slowly counted fifty notes of the value of ten thousand francs each into his hand.




  “I am interested,” said Soltykoff, “in what you shall do with this money.”




  The man’s eyes were dancing with a strange light.




  “Look here,” he said fiercely, “you’re a rich man, and you’ve been rich all your life. I’m a poor devil who’s been kicked around. You can take your time and do things at your leisure, but I’m getting old and I have lived in poverty for all these years. Every penny I have earned or have won has gone back to the tables, and now I am going to have the gamble of my life, you see what I mean?”




  He peered eagerly, almost pathetically it seemed to the Russian, as though he were anxious to secure the other’s approval.




  “I haven’t got so many years to live, I can’t afford to wait my turn. I’m going to dress myself tomorrow like a real swell, none of this!” He swept his discarded dress-clothes to the floor, “I’m going to Monte Carlo, just the same as I’ve seen these nobs go for twentyfive years, and I shall have my flutter; they won’t know me when I’ve got myself up in style. I’ll play the maximum every time, that’s the way they make money, and that’s the way I’ll make money.”




  “My friend,” said the Russian blandly, as he carefully deposited the formula in the long envelope of his satchel, “I would tell you this — that if I had leisure — I would play you for the money you have taken from me — and I should win; always, I should win, because I do not need the money. Always you would lose because it is vital to you. You are what they call in England, the damned fool,” and he went out of the little room joyously, singing a song as he tripped down the stairs and out to his waiting cab, conscious that he had done, perhaps, the greatest night’s work of his life.




  IV. The Wreck of the Riviera Limited
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  “I was afraid, young lady, your quest was going to be a fairly hopeless one.”




  The speaker was a tall delicate-looking man who walked up and down the deserted platform of the Marseilles station, and he addressed his remarks to the girl at his side.




  She smiled patiently.




  “I always know that these trips are likely to be without result, Lord Chanderson,” she said quietly; “at the same time there is always the chance that I might find the man my grandfather seeks, and I feel that whilst I am young and have health I can assist him. Although he is so strong I do not think he is fitted for a life of travel. He so easily becomes worried when he has to deal with people who do not speak his own language. But it is selfish of me to have kept you up till this hour.”




  He shook his head laughingly.




  “Pray, do not apologise, Miss President,” he said, “you know I am afflicted with insomnia, and I very seldom go to bed before four. I count myself fortunate that I was in Marseilles and had the opportunity of serving you — such little service as I was able to render.”




  “You were very good,” she said, looking at him gratefully, “after all, it is not a very pleasant task for a girl to make the rounds of the various stations of a French town seeking to identify a man without being able to satisfy the police authorities that he is a criminal within the meaning of the word. I think it would have been difficult to have made these inquiries in Marseilles, but for your kindness — and certainly my trip to Monte Carlo would have been impossible.”




  “I am always glad to help your grandfather,” Lord Chanderson replied, “he is a most remarkable man, few people whom I have met in my life are so impressive as he.”




  “Grandfather thinks a lot of you,” she said quietly, “and you really have been most kind. We did not expect a steward of the Jockey Club to interest himself in our humble fortunes.”




  Lord Chanderson laughed a little. He was a greyhaired man who must have been singularly handsome in his youth. He still retained the perfect profile and that aesthetic cast of countenance which the newspapers had made so familiar to their readers.




  “Your grandfather is one of those small owners who are an acquisition to the Turf,” he said courteously, “you know we in England look rather askance at the newcomer on the Turf; and particularly, for some reason or other which I have never been able to fathom, do we suspect the Australian racing man of a shrewdness and of a type of shrewdness which perhaps he does not possess.”




  “You mean he is wilfully dishonest,” said the girl quietly.




  He shrugged his shoulders.




  “I would hardly go so far as saying that, only there is a certain slimness (is that the word they use at the Cape?) about some of the newcomers which is hardly desirable from our point of view. It is really wonderful that your grandfather with only one horse—”




  “With two,” she corrected quietly.




  “Two,” he said in surprise, “I thought he only had one.”




  “You forget our great Derby horse,” she said with a gravity which he thought at first was assumed?




  “‘Down under Donovan.’—”




  “I have never heard of ‘Down under Donovan,’—” he laughed, “which shows you that even a steward of the Jockey Club may learn something at three o’clock in the morning on the platform of a Marseilles railway station.” He looked up at the train. “You will be going in five minutes,” he said.




  The long line of sleepers stood by the platform silent and quiet. Most of the occupants were in the midst of their slumbers, and probably found the hour’s halt at the great southern port an hour of unshaken repose which added considerably to their comfort.




  “You have got your ticket and your seat?”




  “I have a sleeper,” she said, and indicated the car. “Whilst you were so kindly seeing to my baggage I was inspecting my little bedroom.”




  A railway official came muttering along the platform.




  “En voiture s’il vous plaît,” he droned musically.




  The girl, with a hurried handshake, climbed up the three steps into the sleeping wagon. She stood by the glass door for a moment waving a farewell to the bareheaded man on the platform.




  He was the kind of English sportsman she adored, and it could not be said that every Briton she had met, both in the pleasant little Twickenham home that her grandfather had founded and on the racecourse where she spent many of her days, excited anything like the warmth of admiration in her bosom. But Chanderson was of the old order, an aristocrat to his finger tips, a man of brilliant, scholarly attainments, and possessed, moreover, of that fine sense of delicacy which is instinctively communicated to a woman, and the existence of which she is the first to recognise. It had been fortunate indeed that he was at Marseilles, for a rumour had reached her grandfather that the man he sought was in the south of Franco, and had been seen by one who knew him in the neighbourhood of the town. Doubtless, the information was accurate, but the search for a man with no other help than a twenty-year-old photograph was equivalent to looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack. The girl’s visit had been unsuccessful, but she left Marseilles with a pleasant memory for which Lord Chanderson’s kindness and courtesy was mainly responsible. It was only by accident that old John President had learned that Lord Chanderson was staying at Marseilles, and it was with no very hopeful feeling that he had given his granddaughter a letter of introduction to a man who had always shown him evidences of friendship and goodwill since his arrival in England. She made her way to the narrow cell-like apartment where her bed was laid, and made her preparations for the night.




  She had not gone far in those preparations before she realised that the night was not to be without annoyance, for the occupant of the next compartment was obviously in an advanced stage of intoxication. Now and again he would sing loudly and boisterously, then his voice would sink to a mumble of indistinguishable sounds only to rise again almost to a shout. He was singing in a language she could not understand, and that he was perfectly happy she gathered from the fact that from time to time there came a gust of loud laughter, as though he were communing with himself over some delectable joke and could not resist the emotions which that jest aroused. She hoped that when the train increased its speed the noise would be sufficient to drown all sound from this inconsiderate vocalist. But his voice had a very piercing quality, and she had not lain down long before it was borne in upon her that unless she could force herself to ignore the annoyance she was to have a sleepless night. Once she heard somebody pass down the corridor and tap at the door of the next compartment, and a drawling voice demand that the singer should smother himself.




  She heard the laughing reply, and wondered who it was who had had the temerity to admonish the turbulent traveller. She concentrated her mind upon the object of her journey, hoping in that way to find sleep. It was not an excellent preparation, for her mission had been one which was calculated to rouse serious thought, and serious thought is not the best sedative. She had sought John Pentridge in Marseilles as her grandfather had sought him up and down Europe during these last five years, as he had sought him throughout the whole length and breadth of Australia. The news of his presence in this part of the world, conveyed by one who thought he had seen him in the streets of Marseilles, had brought her hot foot to the south of France, as beforetimes it had taken her to almost every capital of Europe. She shared her grandfather’s confidence that somewhere in the world was a man who held in his possession the fortune he had stolen from his sometime friend. In some dark place this man skulked with his stolen treasure, hugging to his breast the millions which he could not use himself, and which in his avarice he refused to hand over to their lawful owner. She dozed into a fitful sleep and awoke suddenly. Somebody was trying the handle of her door, and the conductor’s key had been inserted in the little slot. It could not be the Customs, because there were no frontiers to pass — so her brain told her. She touched the spring of the little repeater watch which was still upon her wrist; it chimed four; she could not have been asleep for a quarter of an hour. Slowly the door opened. The interior of the cabin was in darkness, and looking up she caught sight of the thickset figure of a man.




  “Who is there?” she asked quickly, and reached out her hand for the light. Before she could touch the switch the man sprang back and the door closed with a sharp thud. She got up and pushed a little electric button which communicated with the conductor’s quarters, and he came along, sleepy-eyed and resentful.




  No, he said, he had not been in the corridor, and no one else but himself could have had the master key which opened the door of the sleeping compartment even though the inmate had securely pushed down the catch. “Mademoiselle must have been dreaming,” he smiled as politely as he could, for even the urbane conductor resents being called from the slumber which he steals in the course of his duty.




  “I was not dreaming,” she said severely, but did not attempt to continue the argument.




  There was a merciful silence in the next compartment; at least that was something to be thankful for, and she lay down again, but not to sleep. She switched out her light to help her to the land of dreams, but sleep defied her. The train was running smoothly through the valley of the Rhone as she judged. In an hour and a half it would be daylight, and she would feel more secure. She was not unused to such common mistakes as are daily made under the circumstances, but she had a feeling that this was no mistake. The person who had opened the door had done so with felonious intent. There had been a number of robberies upon that line, and for this reason, if for no other, she felt justified in her perturbation. She had had a bad scare, and she was worried beyond all reason, so she told herself, but the fact that she had been wakened suddenly in the middle of the night seemed to her to be sufficient excuse. She was not destined to be disturbed again by this inquisitive stranger, and the next shock she was to experience came from a much more serious cause than the entry, either intentional or accidental, of an intruder. There was suddenly a wild staccato rattle of whistles from the engine, and the quick grind of brakes, which told the use of the emergency apparatus. The train slowed jarringly and then suddenly there was a crash, and the girl was half thrown from her bed to the floor of the carriage. Fortunately the electric light was not put out of gear. Her shaking hand sought the switch for the second time that night and the compartment was illuminated. She heard a quick rattling of doors as the alarmed sleepers sought to make their escape, and there was a heavy thud in the next compartment, almost simultaneous with the shock, which suggested that the occupant had been less fortunate than she, and had found the floor. Outside there was a babel of tongues talking in half a dozen languages, and she rose hurriedly, and drew tighter the dressing gown in which she was robed, and opened the door.




  The carriage, had not left the metals, whatever was the cause of the accident. As she stepped into the corridor the door of the next compartment opened, and a stout man, half dressed, dashed out, his wild, bloodshot eyes staring, under his arm a big, fat portfolio hugged close to his side. In frenzied tones he asked her something in a language which she could not understand, but which she recognised as Russian. She could only shake her head, for even had she been able to speak the language she could have given him no more information than he could give her. He dashed wildly to the end of the corridor on to the platform, and ran as wildly back. As he did so he slipped and half fell, dropping his portfolio. Even in her own agitation she was amused at his antics and stooped to pick it up. As she did so a letter fell out. He took the portfolio from her hand with a bewildered look. He had not seen the letter fall, but she had, and she stooped again, feeling strangely motherly to this terrified little man with his bright bald head and his great bushy beard. Her eyes fell carelessly upon the superscription and she gasped. She read the words in faded writing which she instantly recognised as that of her grandfather.




  




  “The Malleable Glass Process.


  The Property of George.”




  




  Yes, here it was in her very hand, the one great desire of her life, the object for which the old man, her grandfather, had made thirty years of tireless search. Before she could realise the immensity of her discovery, the little man snatched it from her with a rapid flow of words which were doubtlessly meant to convey his thanks and his own embarrassment. Instantly he had dived back into his berth. Men were hurrying along the corridor; some half dressed, some in their pyjamas, they were undoubtedly British; she saw a tall man, with a half smile in his eye, coming leisurely along the car towards her.




  “Can I be of any assistance?” he called to her across the intervening space between himself and her compartment. Could anybody be of any assistance? Could she by any means convey to him the vital necessity for recovering this envelope, the property of a perfect stranger? It was an absurd thought, and she realised how absurd it was as it flashed through her mind. She must find another way. She shook her head, being too full of her discovery to speak.




  “I should like—” began the man.




  He had got so far when there came a second crash, more terrifying than any, and the lights went out. The second portion of the Riviera express had run into the stationary train and in an instant everything was confusion. The girl groped blindly along the corridor. There were shouts and screams from the women passengers in the next coach, she heard a volley of imprecations in Russian from her next-door neighbour, she saw the quick flash of a pocket electric lamp and heard a wail as if somebody was in agony. Then a man rushed hastily past her. Something told her — she felt rather than saw — that this hurrying stranger was the man who had attempted to enter her compartment. Three minutes later, trembling in every limb, she had climbed down on to the metals, and stood surveying the wreckage. The express had, in the first instance, dashed into a level crossing gate which had been left open, and carried the heavy steel bar some distance along the metals, finally derailing itself in an attempt to crush this impertinent obstructor out of existence. The wreckage at the rear of the train was most serious. Two carriages had been telescoped and a passenger had been killed. Amidst the confusion she waited until she realised that there was no danger from either fire or from further collision. Fortunately her coach had been situated in the middle of the train and had not left the metals, even after the impact of the second collision. She climbed back again into the sleeping wagon and made her way to her own berth. The lights sprang up suddenly, for the conductor had discovered the breakage and had made a temporary repair. He came along, a big, comfortable man, assuring his nervous charges that there was no danger, and that they might dress in comfort.




  Mary President had not waited for this assurance, and was half dressed before he tapped at her door. In five minutes she was out again upon the line, amidst a group of her fellow passengers. One man, however, was missing. The stout little man with the bald head was not of the party. They were not to be deprived of his society for long, for presently he came from the far end of the train, bawling at the top of his voice, and his angry gesticulations were visible in the light from the car windows.




  “I have been robbed, robbed,” he wailed in French. “I have been robbed, I tell you!”




  “Calm yourself, M’sieur,” soothed the official to whom he spoke. “You will find everything as you have left it.”




  “I have looked, I have searched everywhere,” raved Monsieur Soltykoff, “everywhere, I tell you — my portfolio has been stolen, it has gone! It is priceless; it is worth three million francs.”




  The girl gasped. She had thought of seizing the moment to search the man’s cabin for that letter. Had she found it she would have taken it. In intention she was a thief, and now she was glad that her timidity had prevented her yielding to the temptation.




  She saw a dark figure coming along the uneven surface of the permanent way to meet him.




  “Lost!” she heard the new comer saying in a cultivated English voice. “You don’t mean that, Soltykoff?”




  “Lost, lost,” wailed the man, “I tell you it has gone. I left it in my cabin, and now it has departed.”




  She saw the little man, accompanied by the conductor, go back into the car. Through the window she could witness something of the search that was made; then two men behind her spoke, and she was grateful when she heard them that she had two Englishmen near her to whom she could appeal in case of need. It was very comforting, that sound of a homely English tongue, and it brought a little feeling of exhilaration to the girl and something of relief from the tension to which she had been subjected.




  “That is my old friend Soltykoff, unless I am mistaken,” said the first, dryly.




  “That is the Soltykoff,” agreed the second man. “He is the gentleman who kept us awake last night. I am almost inclined to say that it serves the beggar right.”




  She recognised, in the voice of the second man, he of the smiling eyes who had spoken to her at the moment of the second collision.




  “I would not say that,” drawled Milton Sands. “One never knows what provocation a man has who gets too much to drink, but judging from the fact that he had apparently a very large sum of money in his possession, the provocation in this case seems to be missing.”




  The little man was back again; from the vantage-ground of the car platform he addressed the world in elegant, if excited, French.




  “My friends,” he said, “I have been robbed! I do not know who has robbed me, but this I will tell you. For the money I have lost I do not care, but there was a dossier which is to me very important. I will reward whosoever returns that to me handsomely.”




  But his appeal was received in silence. If the thief were present and he heard, he was unmoved by the offer of reward.




  The formula was gone, and was not to see the light of day again until much had happened to change the lives of at least six of his hearers.




  V. When Rogues Agree




  

    Table of Contents

  




  The Carlsburg Hotel, on the Avenue de l’Opéra, is an unpretentious hostel which caters for English people, a clientele which includes the best and the worst of the nation.




  Sir George Frodmere waited impatiently, walking up and down the sittingroom he had reserved, for the arrival of his two friends. They had gone to separate hotels for reasons of policy, and had indeed arrived in Paris by separate trains. They came at last, Wilton and Bud Kitson arriving almost simultaneously, and Sir George closed the door behind them.




  “Now,” he said sharply, and without any preliminary, “let us have a plain talk. Who has got the stuff?”




  “Search me,” said Kitson.




  He was smoking the end of a cigar thoughtfully, eyeing the baronet with a look in which knowledge and suspicion were perfectly blended.




  “Do you mean to tell me that you did not get it?” asked Sir George incredulously.




  “Get what?” demanded the man.




  “Get the portfolio?”




  “I got nothing,” said Mr. Kitson definitely, “but I guess you did.”




  The baronet’s eyes narrowed. “1 never saw it,” he answered shortly. “Now let us have no humbug; we are too deep in a good many enterprises to play the fool. What do you know about this, Wilton?”




  “Me?” asked the outraged man. “What a question to ask. Do you imagine that I would act the part of a common thief? My dear man, it is — is disgraceful of you. All I know,” he went on carefully, “is that you have some ridiculous idea which I thought was a joke. I never imagined that you contemplated stealing this man’s money.”




  Sir George laughed, and it was not a pleasant laugh to hear.




  “I think you are a little too mealy-mouthed,” he said. “Understand me, Toady Wilton, I am not standing that sort of nonsense from you. You know we were after the stuff; one would imagine you had never been in a crooked thing in your life. I doubt very much whether you have ever been in a straight one. You are implicated, too, and you are not going to put your Sunday-school airs on with me, understand that once and for all. Did you get the swag?” he asked brutally.




  “No,” said Mr. Wilton, with a sulky frown, “I did not.”




  They stood for a moment in silence looking at one another.




  There was not one of the three who did not suspect the other two of being in collusion against him.




  “Somebody got it,” said the baronet at last, with an ugly look.




  “I believe you,” agreed Bud Kitson meaningly, and the elder man turned on him.




  “Damn you, you don’t suspect me?” he roared.




  “I have heard of some wonderful things happening in this old continent,” said the American crook calmly, “and I shouldn’t be having palpitation of the heart if I discovered that you had lifted the stuff.”




  The situation was a strained one, and Sir George Frodmere knew too much to make it intolerable. He depended upon the help of these two men, and he knew that if either of them had the money, the only possible chance for him lay in keeping on friendly terms.




  “Perhaps he did not lose it after all,” he suggested hopefully.




  “He lost it all right,” said Kitson, with a grim smile, “don’t worry; that guy had the goods; I saw the portfolio. He held it under his arm and dropped it, and a girl in the next compartment picked it up and handed it to him.”




  “Who was the girl?” asked Sir George suddenly. The American shook his head.




  “Search me,” he said laconically. “I guess I don’t keep lag of all the girls I see.”




  “It was a Miss President,” said Toady Wilton, “the granddaughter of old President.”




  Sir George raised his eyebrows.




  “Not the racehorse owner?”




  “That is the man,” replied the other.




  Sir George had no time to speculate upon the coincidence; he had arranged to meet Soltykoff that morning. His impatience at the non-arrival of his two companions had been due to this fact and his desire to sec them before the other arrived. He explained to them the nature of the visit he was receiving.




  “I suppose he will back out now,” lamented Toady Wilton.




  “Not he,” said Sir George, with conviction. “He can afford to lose what he has lost a dozen times over, and then never feel it. You have no idea how rich some of these Russian merchants are. You will find he is just as keen, in fact, keener than ever, to make money.”




  “Why does he trust you?” asked Wilton, walking up to the mantelshelf and selecting a cigar from a box.




  “He has good reason to trust me,” said Sir George with a half-smile. “I piloted him through London society last year, and I saved him from being rooked of twelve thousand pounds.”




  Wilton looked round, an unbelieving smile on his face.




  “I thought that would surprise you,” said Sir George coolly. “It came about through that fellow Millington — the chap who was running the gambling house in Pimlico. Millington got him into his clutches and they were playing pretty high in those days. You wouldn’t think that a sharp like Soltykoff could be rooked, but it is always the fly who is caught in these things. I strolled round and saw Millington,” he went on reminiscently, “and asked him how much I stood in for, and Millington, like an ass, laughed in my face.”




  “So you took Soltykoff away?” Wilton nodded approvingly.




  “Exactly,” said Sir George.




  “But how do you calculate that you saved him twelve thousand pounds?” asked the other.




  “That was the amount he had with him,” replied Sir George, “and if I know the Millington crowd, they would have taken the lot.”




  At that moment a tap carac at the door, and the servant announced M. Soltykoff. He looked pale and tired and was tremendously sober. Nevertheless, he was not greatly depressed by his loss.




  In many ways he was an admirable little man, and if it was true, as it unquestionably was, that he financed most of the illicit schemes which the adventurers of Europe evolved, from gun-running in the Philippines to salt smuggling in China, it is also true of him that he had a large and jovial spirit, and that he had, if not the admiration of the recognised authorities of Europe, at least the heartfelt thanks of those adventurers who found that their lot was cast in pleasant places when they took sendee under his segis.




  He only made a brief reference to his loss.




  “It is very unfortunate,” he said, “but I am offering so large a reward that I think the property will be restored.”




  “Was there much money?”




  “There was a very large sum,” replied the other carelessly, “forty-five thousand pounds in your money. Fortunately I put a portion in my valise. But it is not that loss which distresses me so much as the loss of the formula. It is one of the most important discoveries in the world, and it is temporarily lost.”




  It was noticeable that when he was perfectly sober he spoke without any trace whatever of his foreign accent, without any of the eccentric constructions of sentences which distinguished his more hilarious moments.




  “You read the formula, can’t you remember it?” asked Sir George.




  Monsieur Soltykoff shook his head with a little smile. “I was not myself that night,” he said frankly, “and I have so long made a point of never remembering the events of the previous night, that I cannot now summon memory to my aid. If I remembered the last nights of life,” he added philosophically, “I should have died of shame many years ago.”




  “Are you offering the reward publicly?”




  The other nodded.




  “In a sense, yes,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I am advertising for it without disclosing its description. It is no longer in its envelope, for some reason which I cannot explain — because I have forgotten — I tore the envelope off, but I do remember the inscription which was written on the envelope — though that won’t help. It went this way,” he recited:




  




  “‘The Malleable Glass Process.


  The Property of George.’”




  




  “John President,” gasped Sir George, with a new light in his eye. “By heavens! I think I know where your envelope is!”




  The other turned his startled face to the baronet. “You know?” he asked incredulously.




  “I am sure,” said Sir George slowly. “What reward are you offering?”




  A little smile illuminated the round face of the Russian, and he waved his finger playfully at the other.




  “My friend,” he said admiringly, “you are an opportunist. The reward,” he went on seriously, “is one of forty thousand pounds, which is exactly twice the amount the formula originally cost me, and it was worth every rouble.”




  “Forty thousand pounds,” said Sir George half to himself. “Do you know who was in the next compartment to yourself?”




  “That I did not inquire,” replied the Russian, with elaborate sarcasm. “I do not leave my card upon my neighbours on the Wagon-lit.”




  “It was John President’s granddaughter,” said Sir George, slowly and impressively, “and if you bought it from him—”




  “I did not,” said the Russian, shaking his head, but his brows were knit in thought. “I bought it from a man whom I have every reason to believe stole it from its original owner. John President’s granddaughter?” he repeated, striving to recall the incidents of the night. “I wonder—”




  “Yes, yes,” he said, striking his forehead in his excitement, “I remember, I dropped my portfolio and the letter slipped out and she had it in her hand. It was she!” He strolled excitedly up and down the apartment. “Where is she now?” he asked rapidly. “Is she in Paris? Is she in London?”




  “She came on by my train,” said Sir George. “I saw her, a very pretty girl, rather dark and slim, well shaped, the sort of girl that interested me.”




  He stroked his moustache thoughtfully.




  “I doubt,” he said, “if she is in Paris now; she is probably in London, but I can soon find out. I can get on to the telephone to my servant and tell him to make some inquiries.”




  “I shall have a warrant,” said the little Russian energetically. “I shall inform the police.”




  “If you do, you are mad,” interrupted Sir George. “What do you think, Toady?—”




  Toady had been an unhappy and a frankly bored member of the audience. He felt that in this scheme, at any rate, he had no part. His forte was the thoroughbred racehorse. In all schemes and conspiracies and coups which affected that noble animal he was quite at home. The less subtle method of robbery, the bull in the china shop method, as he characterised it scornfully, though he was at pains to keep his opinions to himself, was not for him.




  Mr. Bud Kitson, as usual a silent and interested fourth, found an excuse to include himself in the conversation.




  “What’s the matter with getting the stuff from the girl?” he asked. “Never mind about the police.”




  “By Jove, that is an idea!” said Sir George.




  He looked at the other narrowly.




  “That is not at all a bad idea,” he repeated. “Do you think you can do it?”




  “If she has got it — sure!” replied the obliging Bud.




  “What do you think of that, M. Soltykoff?” Soltykoff looked at Bud dubiously.




  “I don’t care how I get it,” he said, “so long as I get it. I am willing to pay a big price, you understand. The money that was stolen you are at liberty to take as your reward.”




  The eyes of Bud Kitson gleamed for a moment with unnatural light.




  “Of course,” interposed Sir George hastily, “in the event of our scheme being successful, the reward will be distributed in proper proportion amongst us all.”




  A slow smile came to the square-jawed crook. “It will be distributed in proper proportion all right,” he said confidently, and his tone suggested that his view of a division might not coincide with that of the baronet.




  “Now let us go to the other business,” said Sir George, and a few minutes later they were gathered round the table discussing what was to be the coup of the century.




  There are some people who are privileged to enjoy a local reputation. There are others who have a wider sphere of personal influence, and their names come to be loosely described as “household words.” This is possibly a pardonable exaggeration, meaning that at reasonable and flattering intervals their names have occurred either in the course of conversation or at the inevitable discussion which follows the reading of a Sunday newspaper.




  To say that M. Jean Soltykoff was known throughout Europe would be but to speak the truth. Though Soltykoff was a great manufacturer, he knew little or nothing about the articles he produced or the methods by which they were prepared for public consumption, always excepting from this category the glass business which was the basis of his fortune.




  He was an exploiter, a financier who had earned for himself the execration of more than one of the European chancelleries, for he was catholic in his tastes and quite indiscriminate in the distribution of his finances. It did not matter to him whether the scheme which he was at the moment exploiting benefited his country or afforded lasting injury so long as he derived a percentage of profit from the transaction.




  He bought and sold Portuguese Concessions with no greater ostentation than he bought and sold moth-eaten clothing for use in the Czar’s army during the disastrous war with Japan. He favoured any transaction which had a shady side to it, and for this reason as gladly welcomed the plan which Bud Kitson had suggested as he did the scheme which Sir George was now laying before him. He had no desire to court publicity, he had no desire to drag into the fierce light which beats upon the record of all great losses the fact that he had negotiated for the purchase of an important process without having troubled to discover its lawful owner. But Kitson’s method was the best. He found himself looking at the tough man from New York with an added interest.




  *




  Milton Sands, who knew all the people of Europe who were under suspicion, gave a brief sketch of Soltykoff in the Pullman between Dover and Charing Cross, and Eric Stanton listened with interest and with amusement.




  “By the way,” he said, as the train went thundering through Tonbridge, “I did not help you to a choice of a profession.”




  “I think I have decided without any assistance,” he said. “That robbery on the train gave me quite a fine idea. I am going to be a detective,” he said complacently.




  Eric Stanton looked at the other in surprise.




  “A detective,” he repeated.




  “That is the profession for me,” said Milton Sands, with confidence, “a nice, easy, honest, disreputable way of earning a living. I think I am cut out for a detective,” he said modestly, “and the thought has occurred to me more strongly since the robbery. It is a profession which offers scope to the young and to the adventurous. Here is old Soltykoff offering forty thousand pounds reward; a million francs, think of it! Isn’t it sufficient to enthuse a man without a profession? And not only enthuse him, but help him make up his mind at a critical juncture when crossing-sweeper and pickpocket are the only two professions which seem to offer an opening. Forty thousand! It is a reward worth going after. I have just that trick of unscrupulousness which will enable me to shine.”




  “Have you ever done that sort of work before?” asked the amused Eric.




  “In a way, I have,” said the other seriously. “You see I was in the mounted police force in Australia. It did not give one much scope for the exercise of one’s powers of detecting modern crime committed by criminals of a very high order of intelligence, but it did help one to use one’s wits and utilise one’s eyes.”




  They said no more until the train was running through the outskirts of London, then Eric Stanton asked quietly: “Do you seriously mean that you are going to be a private detective?”




  The other looked at him a little surprised.




  “Yes,” he said, “why not?”




  “There is no reason why you shouldn’t,” said Stanton, “but it occurred to me that if you did seriously take up the work we might be of mutual assistance to one another. You see, Sands, I rather like you. I recognise most of your bad qualities, if I might use that word.”




  “I would rather you did,” said Milton; “it strengthens me in the belief that you are beginning to know me.”




  “I recognise all these,” Eric went on, “and I recognise something more, something which, perhaps, you would not be ready to admit of yourself, namely, a broad honesty of purpose and a loyalty which is very rare in these days. In other words, I think I could trust you, completely and wholly, Milton Sands.”




  The tall man flushed, and he turned his kindling eyes on the other.




  “That is one of the nicest things that has been said to me,” he said quietly, “and believe me, I appreciate it. Yes, you can depend upon me so far as loyalty to my friends is concerned.”




  Eric Stanton nodded.




  “I know that, and I want to give you your first commission. I don’t know why you have decided to be a private detective, but I am perfectly sure of one thing — that you are the very man to do the work I want.”




  “Hold hard,” said the other, raising his hand. “Just hear me before you go any farther. I do not intend being an ordinary detective, I am going to be a Turf agent. I love racing as much as you do. The Turf in this country is pretty clean, but there is room for a man who sets himself out to discover something more vital to the interest of the Turf than the finding of winners. I am prepared to accept work outside, but that is one of the jobs I am going to tackle; I am going to be the Turf detective; the idea pleases me.”




  “I don’t care what you call yourself,” smiled Eric, “or what you do, but the work I want you for has no connection with the racecourse, or with the interests, good or bad, of the Turf. I would ask you to come up and see me tomorrow,” he said, “but I may be going out of town. I think I have time to tell you what I want you to do now, and let me say here, that I am prepared to pay you very handsomely, and to allow you in the course of your investigations a substantial sum for expenses.”




  “That,” said Milton, “appeals to me immensely. Now go right ahead.”




  He took the cigar which Eric offered him, bit off the end and lit it, and with his elbows on the table he leant forward, as the other, after some hesitation, began:




  “You probably may not know that my father and my mother quarrelled when I was a boy. The cause of that quarrel I have never been able to get at, save that my father, who was a very quicktempered man, made an accusation against my mother which he regretted to the last day of his life.”




  He hesitated again.




  “We can talk,” he said, “not only as men of the world, but, I trust, as friends.”




  Sands nodded.




  “You may trust me,” he said. “Whatever may be the outcome of this conversation, I will not repeat what I hear.”




  Eric smiled a little sadly.




  “Unfortunately,” he said, “I need not put that injunction upon you, because the story is known to all the people in society who count, only I have never told it before. My father’s accusation was against my mother’s honour; he even went so far as to say that my baby sister was not his child, a terrible charge to make against a sensitive and high-spirited woman. My mother resented it in the only way that a woman could: she left his house, taking the child with her, and from that day she has never been seen.”




  His voice trembled a little.




  “All we know,” he went on, “is that she died some years ago, long after my father had passed from this life, and that my sister is still living; and, probably acting under instructions from my mother, refusing to take any notice of the advertisements which from time to time we place in the newspapers. I want you to find her.”




  “Did your father ever discover how much truth there was in his suspicions?”




  “Yes,” said the young man in a low voice, “he discovered that he had been the victim either of extraordinary circumstances or of a most foul plot. The man he suspected was Lord Chanderson; you possibly know his name, one of the most upright men on the Turf, a steward of the Jockey Club, and a gentleman of unimpeachable character. He and my mother were friends. A hotel register, showing my mother and Lord Chanderson staying together at a small hotel in Paris, was the evidence upon which my father made his ghastly mistake. As a matter of fact, my mother was staying at the hotel, but Lord Chanderson at that time was in Petrograd; he was attached to the embassy there as chancellor or something of that sort. Somebody had certainly stayed at the hotel and had forged his name on the register. That is the whole of a story which is very painful to me, as you can well imagine.”




  “What data have you to go on?”




  “None whatever,” replied Eric. “I have employed I don’t know how many people to try and discover my sister’s whereabouts. The newspaper which published the announcement of my mother’s death could give me no further information than that they had received a letter conveying the news and enclosing a postal order for its insertion. From the fact that the postal order had been dated almost two years before my mother’s death, and was in consequence out of date, we gathered that she had made this preparation to announce to the world her retirement from a life which had been filled with bitter memories. It is not for me to condemn my father,” he went on. “I could not reproach him any more bitterly than he reproached himself. It is a horrible tragedy, and it has been a shadow over my life.”




  “There is very little to go upon,” said Sands thoughtfully, “but if you don’t mind I will call round as soon as you are back in town with any questions which have occurred to me in the meantime. We can then arrange the purely business side of our association.”




  They shook hands at parting. Eric Stanton’s car was waiting, but the other refused the offer of a lift, and claiming his baggage, he hailed a taxi and was driven westward.




  VI. John President Wins
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  “There comes the Dean!”




  A thousand voices took up the cry.




  There was a roar which began faintly in the cheaper rings down the course and grew’ in volume, swelling to a very thunder of voices as the field came flashing up the straight.




  Three horses, neck to neck, ran clear of the ruck, but it was the fourth, with his great, clumsy feet flogging the turf, his wild, red mane flying in the breeze, upon whom all eyes were fixed.




  On the outside, making as it seemed a solitary way homeward, the Dean had drawn clear of beaten horses, and with every awkward lurch he drew’ to the leaders.




  “The Dean — for a pony!”




  One clear voice rose above the babble.




  Nearer and nearer they came, and Mahon with his beautiful hands was pushing the favourite. He took a quick look round and saw the danger.




  Once, twice, his whip came up and down, but the Dean was gradually drawing up to him and boy Childers was crouching with his head almost level with the old gelding’s neck.




  Twenty yards from the post Battling Jerry faltered and swerved. Mahon snatched him up and steadied him again — but too late. The post was passed with the Dean’s ugly old nose just showing in front.




  “Phew!—”




  Eric Stanton wiped his forehead.




  “What a race!” he said.




  His handsome face was flushed and alight with the excitement of the moment.




  “Damn the Dean!” growled the man at his side.




  “Why?”




  “I thought Jerry would just do it,” said the other. Toady Wilton, with his puffed face and his black rimmed monocle, was an authority on what horses should “just do,” and it cost him a lot of money.




  “I don’t know,” said the young man reflectively, “it wasn’t any certainty for Jerry — and I loved to see the old Dean pull out that last effort.”




  The other glanced up at the cheerful face.




  “Of course, Mr. Stanton,” he agreed, “if you think so nothing more need be said; as you’re the owner of Jerry the last word is with you — but I wish it had been the other way about.”




  Eric lost Wilton in the paddock.




  Clew, the trainer, was watching the unsaddling of his colt when he made his way through the sauntering throng to the enclosure.




  “Thought we were going to win, sir,” said the trainer, “but we were squarely beaten — Jerry was game enough, but he couldn’t quite get the last fifty yards under pressure. Mahon said he was a beaten horse at the distance and only his gameness brought him so close.”




  “I’ll stand on Mahon’s judgment,” said Eric, “it was a fine race.”




  He looked around.




  “Where is Mr. President?” he asked.




  The trainer smiled.




  “It’s funny how the old gentleman keeps the Dean going — why the old horse must be ten years old if he’s a day.”




  “Somehow these Australians manage things with horses,” said Eric. “I’m not speaking disparagingly of you, Clew,” he smiled quickly.




  “I understand, sir,” said the man quietly. “1 take off my hat to old Mr. President, anyway; he’s done wonders with the Dean.”




  At that moment Eric caught sight of the man of whom they were talking, and elbowed his way through the press to where he stood alone.




  It was a remarkable figure that Eric Stanton saw




  John President was eighty years of age at that time. He stood six feet four inches and was as straight of back and carried his head as high as a soldier of twenty.




  A snowy-white beard fell half way to his waist, and under the big, curly-brimmed grey topper a luxuriant bunch of white hair showered. His face was strong and seamed with innumerable tiny lines. It was healthy and brown — that brown which spoke of a life spent in the sunshine. He saw Eric coming toward him and a little smile twinkled in blue eyes that, undimmed by age, sparkled with the joyousness of life under his shaggy white eyebrows.




  “Ah, Mr. Stanton!” He laughed a deep and melodious laugh. “We beat you — I’m really sorry in a way, and I’m really overjoyed — in another way.”




  Eric took the extended hand and felt a grip which made him wince.




  “It was a fine performance, sir,” he said, “and it is marvellous to think that that old horse is trained by you and it is the only horse you have.”




  “It is one of the only two horses I have,” corrected the other, that gleam of amusement in his eyes. “But he’s a regular stableful is the Dean.”




  He spoke with a certain slowness, but with vigour.




  “They think I’m a freak,” he jerked his head in the direction of the crowd, “and some of ’em would think it would be high treason for an old Australian to go to Ascot and win the Royal Hunt Cup with an old horse that ain’t so beautiful to look at — no,” he reflected, “the Dean ain’t an Ascot horse in looks — but when Ascot comes round you’ll see!”




  “He’s an Ascot horse in his gallop, anyway,” smiled Eric.




  “He’s my third hope,” said the old man quietly. “I bank on the Dean — and the other two. Some day they’ll give me my heart’s desire.”




  Eric looked at Mr. President curiously. He spoke with such feeling and the phrase he employed was so unusual. What could be the heart’s desire of this old man who had reached a period of life when most men had done with all the desire of this world?




  The other did not enlighten him, and after standing chatting with the old gentleman — it seemed absurd to think of him in these terms, he was so young in heart — Eric moved off to find his guests.




  It was the first Kempton meeting of the year, and although the season was young and the day a bank holiday, glorious Easter weather had tempted society out of doors in unusual numbers.




  The tea room, whither he made his way, was thronged, and it was with difficulty that he found a seat. Opposite was sitting a girl who was apparently without escort. She was very beautiful, he thought, with her great dark eyes, her milk-and-rose complexion, and all the beauty of budding womanhood in her graceful figure. Her features were exquisitely moulded, the nose straight and the mouth rich and full. The chin perfectly modelled, the neck graciously set, and the mass of hair which showed from under her small, black velvet turban went to make up as lovely a picture of ripening girlhood as he had ever seen.




  He had an irritating sense of having met her before. Suddenly their eyes met, and he remembered.




  “Pardon me,” he said, “aren’t you Miss President?”




  She smiled and nodded.




  “We were fellow-sufferers in a railway disaster, I think,” he said.




  “Of course,” she nodded pleasantly, “I remember your voice. You were standing behind me when M. Soltykoff was lamenting his loss.”




  He saw a little shadow cross her face and wondered what memory had caused that half frown. In a few moments they were chatting as though they had known one another for years. He had the quality which made for quick friendship or quick dislikes. Himself a quick judge of human nature he expected to and was satisfied to be instinctively accepted or rejected by his acquaintance.




  So deep they were in their conversation, that they did not notice the general exodus from the room till the ringing of the bell, which announced that the field had started on its homeward journey, recalled them with a start to the fact that they were missing the racing.




  “I’m awfully sorry,” she smiled — she had the sweetest, dearest smile of any woman he had ever seen— “but I’m keeping you?”




  “No, no,” he declared vehemently. “I’d rather — I mean I have no interest in any more races to-day; will you walk round the paddock?” She nodded and gathered up her dainty belongings.




  “We shall probably meet my grandfather,” she said. It was half an excuse to herself for her sudden liking for this goodlooking young man’s society.




  As they made a move, a man came through the door. He took off his hat with a sweeping bow, and the girl nodded coldly.




  “Do you know Sir George Frodmere?” asked the young man.




  “He knows us,” was the cryptic reply, “and he professes an intense admiration for my grandfather, and of late his attention has been most flattering; I find him a little — unwholesome.” She took some time to find the word, then she said quickly: “I hope that I am not speaking disrespectfully of a friend of yours?”




  Eric laughed. “He is most decidedly not a friend of mine,” he said dryly. “He knows that I object very strongly to his very existence.”




  She looked at him with a smile.




  “And that peculiar looking friend of his, Mr. Wilton, who is always with him. He is a friend of yours, I know, because I saw you on the stand together.”




  She bit her lip and coloured pink. If there was one thing in the world she did not want to do it was to admit that Mr. Eric Stanton’s movements interested her in the slightest degree, or that she had been aware of his corporeal existence till she had met him at tea.




  It was a singularly flattered young man who walked by her side, striving with no greater success than his companion to check, by the sheer exercise of will power, the flush that came to his cheeks.




  She noted the colour out of the corner of her eyes, and was at once angry with herself that she had so brazenly flattered him (as she described her action to herself) and pleased that he could so blush.




  They strolled across the wide paddock, their feet sunk in the lush grasses, chatting and laughing.




  Milton Sands, his inevitable cigar between his teeth, saw them and grinned sympathetically.




  “There’s a wonderful sight, Miss Symonds,” he said solemnly.




  His companion was a tall girl, slight of figure and graceful of carriage. Her face was flushed with excitement and her eyes shone from the very delight of youth. She was simply, even plainly dressed, in striking contrast to the many beautiful confections which filled the paddock. It was not difficult to believe that Janet Symonds was poor, though she carried the cheap little ready-made dress with all the dignity of the finest lady there.




  “Where — where?” she asked eagerly. It was the first time she had ever been to a race meeting, and everything was wonderful, though she was quite prepared to believe that some things were more wonderful than others.




  “I allude less to the equine wonders of the age,” said Milton oracularly, “than to that most wonderful of all sights — the way of a man with a maid.” She laughed, a rich ripple of happy laughter, as she followed the direction of his outstretched finger.




  “It was kind of you to bring me here,” she said, and he saw the thanks in her eyes. “I love it all, though I’ve no doubt it is very wicked. Somehow, I didn’t mind coming with you — you’re so different.”




  “That is my great point,” he explained elaborately. “I am different.”




  “No, no — I’m not joking; you’re different to all the people I’ve worked for,” she said, surveying him with her grave eyes, “you’ve been always kind; I thought Colonial men were rather horrid.”




  “That is because you were a self-satisfied, narrowminded little pig,” he said inelegantly but severely, “and the longer I know you — and I’ve known you for two years — tire more perfectly porcine I think you were. Didn’t I take you from a horrible lawyer’s office where they paid you twentyfive shillings per week for typing their beastly ‘whereases’ and ‘hereinafters’ and make you a private secretary to the most famous private detective in the world — doubling — so to speak — your very privacy — didn’t I?”




  He saw the tears in her eyes, and was aghast. “Don’t be an ass, oh, my fair child!” he begged. “I was only pulling you — only joking with you.”




  “I thought you were serious,” she pouted. “I don’t like being lectured.”




  “You’re an exasperating young female,” said Milton. “Remember that you are the junior partner of the great Sands Detective Agency, and be professional.”




  “Shall we disguise ourselves,” she asked demurely. He nodded, his laughing eyes watching her approvingly.




  “Let us disguise ourselves as thirsty racegoers, and invade the tearooms,” he suggested.




  “Let’s,” said she.




  Two years had passed since Milton Sands had rescued a scared child from the envenomed tongue of a landlady. A soldier of fortune, Milton had fallen upon a particularly bad patch (it was after the Blackest Ascot of a decade) and had reduced his style from the noble suite of the Rex Imperial Hotel to a small room in Charlesbury Mansions, Pimlico, for which he paid the inadequate sum of eight shillings a week. A fellow lodger had been Janet Symonds, who at that time had reached the laborious stage of typewriting tuition where fingers cease to pay the slightest attention to the brain and insist upon going their own sweet way.




  Poor Janet, with her ten shillings a week paid her regularly by the public trustee to whose care her mother had confided her savings, had found herself in arrears with her rent, and a virago of a landlady had come to demand payment, and reached the most interesting part of her speech when a tall, pleasant young man had intruded himself into the apartment and taken a wholly unauthorised part in the discussion. If it was unauthorised it was mercifully brief. He had taken the redfaced mistress of the house on to the landing, had paid the girl’s arrears of rent, and had in his own hard, bitter, and scarifying language reduced the worthy woman to a dazed silence.




  There began the friendship of the pair, a friendship which was not distinguished by any demand on his part or uneasiness on hers. He made her move into a girl’s club and touted for a situation on her behalf. He it was who found the “horribly lawyer” — who wasn’t so horrible, and was, in fact, Milton’s own solicitor. There were happy, spendthrift days when he resumed his suite at the Rex Imperial; gloomy and penurious periods when it was Pimlico or nothing. He took life as he found it, for he was a gambler in all senses.




  Now he was a real detective, with a handsome furnished office in Regent Street — all grey hangings and mauve carpets and satinwood furniture, with a little room adjoining for his secretary.




  “I shall want you to help me with the case of Mr. Stanton’s sister,” he said, on their way to town that evening. “I’ve an idea you might secure information which is denied to me.”




  “1 will do my best,” she said, looking up to his face with a troubled expression. “I thought, perhaps, we might start by instituting inquiries in Pimlico.”




  He groaned.




  “Not Pimlico,” he begged. “There isn’t such a place as Pimlico. London is Regent Street and the Rex Imperial, and all the rest is—”




  He stopped suddenly.




  “All the rest is?” she inquired.




  “Heaven,” he answered glibly,




  VII. The Turf Detective
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  There were very few callers at the offices of Sands Detective Agency. Milton did not advertise, he preferred (he told the enterprising young advertising canvassers who came to force him into reckless expenditure) to keep his practice select.




  “We have kings and queens in this office almost every day,” he said, looking at the young man before him, who sat impressed but flippant.




  “Don’t you have the aces, too?” he asked earnestly.




  “Get fresh with me, Bertie,” warned Milton, with his ugliest little smile, “and I drop you out of the window on to the illuminated sign of the dentist in the shop downstairs.”




  He chuckled joyfully as the canvasser departed.




  “It’s rum he should guess how we spend the afternoon,” he said, as he produced a pack of cards from his desk. “What shall it be, piquet or bezique?”




  “Piquet,” said Janet promptly, and searched her desk for the chocolates she had hidden.




  “At ten pounds a hundred and a pony on the rubber?” suggested Milton.




  “At a penny a thousand,” she decided.




  “We’ll pretend it’s the higher figure,” he urged. “I should lose my nerve if I wasn’t playing for money — cut!—”




  Their game was to remain unfinished, for scarcely had they begun when a gentle tap came at the outer office door, and Milton concealed his cards hastily and Janet made a dive for her typewriter and was tapping at a tremendous rate when M. Soltykoff came in at Milton’s loud invitation.




  “Monsieur Sands?” he asked doubtfully.




  “That is us,” said Milton. “Sit down M. Soltykoff.”




  “You know my name, then — you have seen me before?” smiled the Russian, almost purring with pleasure.




  “As a detective,” said Milton profoundly. “I make it my business to know everybody in the world — with the exception of a few people living in Pimlico. I know you, at any rate, M. Soltykoff,” he said grimly, “from your association with the purchase and shipment of arms for the Philippine insurrectionaries — from the fact that you financed the counter revolution in China, and are popularly supposed to have had something to do with the stealing of the crown jewels.”




  The Russian laughed.




  “Rumour is a swift liar,” he said. “The truth about myself is that I am a rich man and have earned the envy of the poor, and since it is easier to invent a story than a process, I attract all the inventors of the world to my unworthy self.”




  He took the chair the other offered.




  “I saw your advertisement in the Matin — a little more than three weeks ago,” said Milton seriously, “and that is why I have communicated with you. Now, I will tell you very candidly, M. Soltykoff, that my present business is a new one to me, although I am only exercising the faculties in myself which are as old as I. I have a pretty extensive acquaintance with the swell gangs which work the Riviera trains.”




  “These I do not suspect,” interrupted the other. “I think the theft was an accidental one; in other words, I have a suspicion that I know the thief.” Milton looked at the man keenly.




  “So do I,” he said quietly. “But tell me just whom you suspect.”




  Soltykoff hesitated.




  “I am not sure that I am going to employ you yet,” he said cautiously.




  Milton laughed a little scornfully.




  “You may please yourself as to that,” he said shortly. “I shall not beg you to accept my offer — only I tell you that nobody in England is more likely to afford you assistance than I.”




  He said this in such a tone of quiet confidence that the man was impressed.




  “Very well,” he said after a pause. “You can try.”




  “Now,” said Milton briskly, “just tell me the exact character of your loss, and why your suspicions fall upon anybody in particular. First of all” — he drew a pad and pencil to him— “describe the wallet.”




  “It was of black Russia leather,” said the other; “an ordinary limp portfolio — about half a metre long and a quarter deep. It was made up of four compartments, and had my initials in Russian character on the flap.”




  Milton scribbled quickly.




  “It contained the greater part of a million francs in French banknotes of five and ten thousand francs each — as to these I do not care so much. There was in addition half a dozen sheets of foolscap fastened together and headed with the words ‘The Formula.’ They were originally in an envelope, but at the moment of the collision I dropped the envelope and it was picked up by a young lady,” he spoke slowly and impressively— “that young lady I suspect, why, I will not tell you. As soon as she handed me the envelope I took it to my compartment and, realising that there was a good reason why the envelope bearing its description should not exist, I took the papers out of their cover and stuffed the formula into my portfolio.”




  “Can you tell me the inscription?” asked Milton.




  The man shook his head. He had recognised the necessity for destroying even the most remote evidence of former ownership. It would only add to his difficulties were he to advertise the name of John President, especially now that he knew that John President was a real person, and might conceivably have instigated the robbery.




  “I can only tell you the name of the lady,” he said. “It was Mary President, and I have reason to believe that the packet is now in her possession.”




  For a moment Milton Sands did not answer. Then, “I think you are wrong,” he said. “But if you leave the matter in my hands I will see what I can do. I suppose you want the thief trapped?”




  M. Soltykoff smiled.




  “Naturally — if the thief herself or himself restores the papers….” He did not conclude the sentence, but his shrug was impressive.




  “He stands a precious poor chance of getting the reward, eh?” said Milton. “Marked money and hidden detectives to hear his disgusting confession.”




  “Mr. Sands,” said the Russian, admiringly, “you are a man of intelligence.”




  Milton Sands tapped his desk with his pencil thoughtfully.




  “So far as I can make out, and naturally I have done a little private investigation on my own before you came,” he said, “there were travelling by your train in addition to Miss President, the following bad characters — Bud Kitson, Sir George Frodmere, Mr. Toady Wilton, Tom Sench — the Australian bank robber — Black Boyd, the New York confidence man, and quite a galaxy of criminal beauty.”




  “How did you find that out?” asked the astounded Russian;




  Milton smiled knowingly, but offered no explanation. He had seen these gentlemen himself, but he did not think it wise to say that he was on the wrecked train.




  M. Soltykoff rose to go.




  “Your face is rather familiar to me,” he said. “Is it?” drawled the other. “Well, do you know, I think there is every reason why it should be. Ten years ago an exceedingly wealthy young Australian might have been seen entering the portals of a private gambling club in Nice. He was exceedingly wealthy for him, because he had struck it rich in Western Australia, and he had all the money in the world — namely some £40,000. He gambled all the night with an affable Russian nobleman, and his most affable confederates, and in the end he left the club with about ten cents nett.”




  Soltykoff looked at the young man in amazement, then burst into a roar of laughter.




  “Fortunes of war, mon,” he chuckled. “I remember — you were very bumptious — and the game was fair, of course.”




  “Of course,” agreed Milton, as he showed his visitor out. “Of course,” he reflected, as he heard the whirr of the lift carrying the man to the street. He shook his fist playfully after the unconscious Russian.




  “Look out for me, my Soltykoff,” he said cheerfully, “for if I do not find your precious formula, you will at least discover my bill.”
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  “That’s rum,” said Milton, looking up from a newspaper he was reading.




  The girl who was sitting at a little table behind him, parting press cuttings into a book, looked round. “What is it that is rum?” she asked.




  It was the second rum thing he had discovered to-day; it was rum that a convict whose escape from Portland had excited public interest should (according to his published portrait) bear a striking resemblance to Bud Kitson.




  “Listen,” said Milton, and read:




  




  “Amongst the visitors to the Alvarez stud last week was Sir George Frodmere, the famous English sporting baronet. It is understood that Sir George made some extensive purchases of bloodstock, including El Rey, that magnificent thoroughbred who won the Grand Prize at Rio in record time last season. The price paid is not too disclosed, but it is understood to be a very large one. Sir George made the purchase on behalf of a well-known Russian sportsman, and the horse is to be sent at once to the stud near Moscow.”




  




  He read the paragraph slowly, because he had to translate it from Spanish to English.




  “That is very rum,” he said again, shaking his head. “Old Frodmere must have gone straight on from London to the Argentine, and I presume he is now on his way back again. The Russian gentleman is M. Soltykoff, or I am a Dutchman.”




  About his desk were a number of volumes. He carefully selected one and brought it down. It was a record of Argentine racing, and he turned over the leaves of the index.




  “Here we are,” he said. “El Rey, by Diamond Jubilee — Manata a three-year-old. That will make him a four-year-old,” he said, as he looked at the date of the reference, “ran eight times and won six of his races. I wonder what Soltykoff’s idea is for buying the horse in his prime and sending him away to the stud. He never struck me as being an enthusiastic breeder,” he mused, “and why should Sir George have gone over?”




  He closed the book and replaced it on the shelf. He was very thoughtful that morning, and spent most of his time consulting various books of sporting reference. He had read the paragraph in an obscure Argentine journal, published in a small town adjacent to the famous stud, and he spent the afternoon in making the round of the London offices of the principal Argentine newspapers without discovering any further paragraph on the same subject.




  The only evidence that Milton discovered was in the principal Rio paper, saying that Sir George had paid a flying visit to the Argentine and was leaving almost immediately by the next mail steamer.




  “He will be back in England now, then,” said Milton. He took up the telephone receiver, and gave a number.




  “Is that La Plata Steamship Company?” he asked. “Can you tell me when your next boat arrives? On Tuesday morning? Thank you. Can you tell me,” he asked hurriedly as he was about to put the receiver down, “whether Sir George Frodmere is a passenger?” He raised his eyebrows at the answer, and hung the receiver up thoughtfully.




  “Sir George is not a passenger; he came by the other line,” he said. “But they are shipping some cattle for Sir George Frodmere. That means they have shipped El Rey. The boat arrives on Tuesday morning,” he said, “at Tilbury. It is a ratlu r curious fact that I have some business in that neighbourhood on the day previous.”




  “Business you have just thought of?” she smiled.




  He shook his head.




  “No. I am doing a little work for Eric Stanton. I have not told you what it is, my child,” he said, as he rose and laid his hand on her shoulder, “because” — he hesitated— “I hardly know how to say it. I feel rather rotten about taking Stanton’s money and doing no work for it. It is on my mind.”




  “Are you doing some detective work for him?” she asked interestedly.




  He nodded.




  “Something I would rather not speak about,” he said shortly, “and you shall know why. It is the feeling I have that I am not playing the game with Stanton; that I am not fit for the work he wants me to do. You see, I never intended taking up a detective agency seriously.” He stopped again.




  She looked at him with a little frown. “Whatever do you mean?” she asked slowly. “Do you know that you are making me feel awfully uncomfortable? You aren’t running this office when there is no need to because you want to find me an easy berth?”




  He shook his head with a laugh.




  “That is not so, my little girl,” he said lightly. “I have plenty of work to do in a sense, but it is Stanton’s work which worries me most. I have got to find a girl — that is all I can tell you, and whether she is dark or fair, or tall or short, or fat or plain, or pretty I cannot tell you. I don’t even know where she lives or who she ever knew. I have not so much as a photograph or one of those articles of jewellery which arc indispensable to the writers of missing heir stories. I must trapse about the world till luck throws her into my way, and all the time I am waiting for the miracle to happen. I am drawing twelve pounds a week from Eric Stanton. Now, that is the rotten part of it.”




  “Is there no possibility of getting even a slender clue?”




  “There is just that possibility,” he nodded, “it appears that at the same time as the girl, who is his sister, disappeared, an old servant went away, presumably with the child, and with her “ — he hesitated, for he was very jealous of Stanton’s secret. “I have been able to trace a relative of the servant’s, and I hope to find the woman herself. Once I do that I shall be near to some sort of practical line upon which I can work, but in the meantime,” he said briskly, “there is much for me to do; things to learn about Sir George Frodmere and the horse he has bought for M. Soltykoff’s stud. So far as I can discover,” he said, “the name of Soltykoff, although prominent in other connections, is virtually unknown amongst the breeders of Russia, and his stud is so modest that he has maintained an extraordinary reticence regarding its location. None of the Russian racing people — and there are always one or two in London — know anything about him.”




  “And your first commission, you have forgotten that,” said the girl reproachfully. “Really, you have a tremendous amount of work if you would only give your mind to it.”




  “You mean Soltykoff,” he smiled, “the missing formula and the million francs? I assure you that is never out of my mind. I am a lucky devil,” he went on, shaking his head in self-reproach. “I get to places without an effort, which men spend years of toil to reach. It will be just my luck if the solutions of all the three mysteries come to light 011 the same day. Just my luck,” he repeated, and there was a strange smile as though something in his mind had afforded him infinite amusement.




  “Now you can come out and have tea with me,” he bantered her, “before you retire to your modest, suburban home.”




  “Don’t poke fun at my suburban home,” she smiled, struggling into her coat, “and don’t help me with this jacket, I beg of you.”




  “I am so sorrv.” He stepped quickly to her side, and offered her the fragments of assistance which she required.




  “I am getting frightfully remiss,” he said.




  “You are thinking too much.”




  “About what?”




  “About Miss President,” she said bluntly.




  He looked into the calm eyes of the girl with an astonished smile.




  “About Miss President?” he said, as though he had not heard her aright.




  “About Miss President,” she said briefly. “You’ve had one or two letters either from her or about her.”




  There was something in her tone which made him feel a little uncomfortable. It was not resentment; she had made, if it were possible, a plain statement, untinctured by any subtle comment which an intonation could give.




  “I don’t blame you,” she smiled. “She is awfully beautiful and attractive, but I don’t think you ought to let such things affect your work.” She was almost matronly in her admonition.




  “Great heavens, my child!” he protested, “the letters are from Stanton! I never think of her.”




  “You imagine you don’t,” she said, shaking her head at him with a little hint of severity, “but all the time she is in your mind. I can almost feel your thoughts.”




  “All the time I am thinking of somebody else quite different,” he said quietly. “If any woman comes into my mind in this office or out, wherever I am, it is not Miss President.”




  She smiled.




  “You must not deceive yourself,” she said with exasperating confidence.




  “But I tell you—” he began.




  “Don’t shout,” she said calmly, “I am only speaking to you for your good. You have been very kind to me, Mr. Sands, and I appreciate it.”




  “You are not presenting me with an illuminated address or anything?” he asked in the flippancy of despair.




  “Please do not be sarcastic,” she answered, the colour coming to her face. “You ought not to practise your sarcasm on me, Mr. Sands. I am going home.”




  “You are coming to tea,” he said.




  “I tell you, I am going home,” said the girl determinedly.




  “After you have had tea with me,” said the deliberate Milton Sands, “you may go to your home, but until six o’clock your services are mine, and it is now only half-past five.”




  “Then I will wait here,” she said, beginning to take her coat off.




  “Do you know “ — he shook his head at her— “you are the most aggravating young party I have ever had to deal with. You are really, Janet.”




  “Please don’t call me by my name,” she almost snapped. She sat down at her desk with an air of resignation, and he returned to his and flopped into his big, padded chair.




  They sat thus for three minutes, then he turned round with a jerk.




  “You are jealous of Mary President,” he accused. She swung round in her swivel chair, her eyes bright with anger.




  “How dare you say that?” she asked hotly.




  “Because I am a detective,” he said, striking a ridiculous attitude, “and detectives dare anything in the world; providing always that they are well paid for the risks they take.”




  “You know I am not jealous of Mary President. What have I to be jealous about? Aren’t you entitled to any friends you want?”




  “I suppose I am,” he considered. “But in this particular case I rather fancy you do not like Mary President.”




  “You are altogether wrong, and if you imagine that I would descend to such pettiness as being jealous of any woman for your sake, you have an extraordinarily exaggerated opinion of your own power of attraction. So far as I am concerned, I am hardly interested in your love affairs.”




  “Oh, yes you are!” he said in alarm, “because — you are placing me in a very embarrassing position, and you are making me feel very uncomfortable,” he parodied.




  “If you please, I think I will go home.”’




  She rose again, but this time he was before her, and lifted the jacket down from the peg on which it hung.




  “Allow me,” he said.




  She could do no less than accept his services.




  She stood for a moment at the door.




  “I think if you will allow me a day off tomorrow,” she said, “I will try and find other work.”




  “I shall summon you for a week’s wages in lieu of notice,” he warned her, his eyes twinkling, for he dearly loved a fight of any description, “and you behaved with the greatest discourtesy to one who—”




  “To one who?” she challenged defiantly. “Finish your sentence, and tell me what you have done for me, I beg of you.”




  “To one who loves you,” he said quietly. “Who thinks of you, and none but you, day and night. Who wants to make you independent, that he might be in a better position to offer you the control of his erratic life — that is all,” he added.




  She stood by the door, white and breathless, her lips apart, her eyes shining, and then walking slowly to where he stood, she laid both her hands on his shoulders.




  “Come out to tea,” she whispered. “But kiss me first.”




  *




  They were at the door when the telegram came, and Milton read it with comic dismay.




  “As confirming all your worst suspicions,” he said, and handed the wire to the girl. She read:




  




  “PLEASE SEE ME ON WEDNESDAY ON MY RETURN TO TOWN. MR. ERIC STANTON SUGGESTED I SENT FOR YOU. — MARY PRESIDENT, THE MALL.”




  




  She turned her smiling eyes to his.




  “I don’t mind,” she said softly. “I was jealous… but I’m not now… Milton…”




  “Call me Bill,” pleaded the detective urgently. “Milton’s a rotten name.”




  “Milton was blind,” she said cryptically.




  IX. The Grey Arrives
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  Monsieur Soltykoff objected to many English customs which he regarded as being superfluous. Not the least of these was the disgusting practice which members of this eccentric nation had formed of early rising. He was one of a small party that gathered at Tilbury in the grey of an April dawn to watch the City of Incas come slowly up the estuary of the Thames, her white sides grimy from her long voyage, her bows streaked brown with the rust of anchor chains. Sir George Frodmere was another, and the inevitable Mr. Wilton a third.




  Sir George, with his overcoat collar turned up, made his way on board the vessel as soon as she berthed.




  “Yes,” said the purser, whom he found taking early morning coffee in his comfortable little cabin, “I have got a horse for you, sir; I understand you are Mr. Soltykoff.”




  “This is Mr. Soltykoff,” introduced Sir George. “The horse is going on to Russia tomorrow. How has he stood the voyage?” he asked.




  “He is as fit as a fiddle,” answered the purser enthusiastically. “As nice a horse as ever I have had to deal with, which, considering he is a thoroughbred, is rather unusual. He has eaten well during the voyage, which has been a smooth one, by the way, and I don’t think you will have much difficulty in getting him ready for racing.”




  “He is not to be raced again,” said Sir George sharply. “He goes to Russia to Monsieur Soltykolf’s stud.”




  “I see.”




  The purser, who knew something of Turf matters, shook his head.




  “It seems a pity,” he said regretfully, “that a fine four-year-old like that, who might win all sorts of good races, should be relegated to the stud. However, sir, you know your own business best,” he said with a smile.




  There were certain necessary documents which Sir George, as Soltykoff’s agent, had to sign. “By the way,” asked Sir George carelessly, “when do you sail again?”




  “On the day before the Derby, I am sorry to say,” said the purser ruefully.




  Sir George heaved a sigh of relief. He did not want this horse-loving seaman at Epsom on that day, for a very good reason.




  Within half an hour of the ship berthing, the sheeted form of the Argentine horse was led down a broad gangway plank to the wharf. A wizened little man was waiting to take him, and without any further ado the horse was led along the bewildering labyrinth of quays which constitutes Tilbury’s docks, across innumerable railway lines, and at last out through the gates into the drab streets of Tilbury, the three men walking behind.




  “Where are you taking him?” asked Mr. Wilton. “Wait and see,” snapped the other. “Don’t ask silly questions, Toady.”




  Mr. Wilton relapsed into an indignant silence. There was a long walk before him, and he did not relish long walks. /




  Two miles out of Tilbury, on a deserted stretch of the road, they came upon a motor horse-box, and into this the importation was, with some little coaxing, induced to enter.




  The party had also been provided for; a car was waiting for them close at hand, and they went ahead of the horse-box, taking the road for London.




  There is in Shadwell, once the home of romance (or the Metropolitan Railway advertisements lie), a hundred little stables where poor tradesmen and the hand-to-mouth coster house their miserable charges for the night. Grim and squalid side-turnings, lumbered up in the evenings with barrows and carts, with crazy stable doors admitting to premises which are little more than sheds. Before one of these. Sir George having dismissed the motor at some safe distance, stopped, unfastened a padlock which secured a gate, and crossing a dingy yard opened the door of a small shed. The stable — for such it was — was in darkness, but the rattle of a chain told him that it was occupied. The premises were situated in a small cul de sac, secured at the end by a pair of gates above which was the faded legend “Thompson’s Livery Stables.” Thompson had long since passed the way of all reckless speculators in rubber and racehorses, and this little collection of hovels, numbering some six in all, had been rented by Sir George with a view to such a contingency as now confronted him. It offered security from observation, for many things happened in the dark and secret stables of Wapping, of which the inspectors of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals had no notion.




  “You stand by the door, Toady,” said Sir George, “and watch for that motor-van. Directly you see it, open the gates to let him in and close them behind him.”




  It was not a task to the liking of the elegant Wilton, but he obeyed without question. He had not long to wait, for soon the van came smoothly round the corner and passed through the rickety gates.




  “Now, let us have a look,” said Sir George, and the horse was backed out and his sheet stripped.




  He was a fine, well-modelled grey, rather small for his age, but businesslike and compact.




  “He will do,” said Sir George. “Let us have a look at the other fellow.”




  He went into the stable, throwing the door wide open. The horse secured in the furthermost stall looked round at him. He was shaggy of coat and thin of rib. Nobody seeing him would have recognised that this was the dapper little Portonius who, as a two-year-old, had run without any distinction in the Brocklesly Stakes the year before. Leat of all would they have imagined that this was that same Portonius who, at that moment, stood in the Derby betting at twenty to one. Some such thought occurred to Sir George, and he smiled sardonically.




  “What price would they offer against him if they saw him now?” he said.




  “About a thousand to one I should think,” Toady replied.




  The half-starved grey, dirty and hungry, looked round at his owner, and if he had been a sentimental man he might have read reproach in the horse’s beautiful eyes, but there was no sentiment in Sir George Frodmere.




  “Put our friend in the next stall,” he said.




  The newly-imported horse was led into the stable, and made fast to the ring in the shapeless manger.




  “We will take him off to Cornwall tomorrow morning,” said Sir George. “What about the youngster, Buncher?” he asked, turning to the wrinkled man at his side.




  “Why not have him killed, sir?” suggested the man.




  Sir George shook his head.




  “That means bringing in some one else. A slaughterer would know enough about horses to recognise a thoroughbred. No, that is not the best way,” he said. “There is another, and one which I have decided upon adopting. What is the name of that man who you have helping you in the stable sometimes?”




  “Here, sir?” asked Buncher.




  Sir George nodded.




  “A man named Flickey, I don’t know his real name,” said Buncher slowly. “He is just a hanger-on at one of these pubs round here. He will do anything for a pint of beer.”




  “Didn’t you tell me that he got into trouble through shipping worn-out horses to Antwerp?”




  Buncher nodded with a grin.




  “Is that the game, sir?” he asked.




  “That’s the game,” said Sir George shortly.




  “Get your man to take away the horse tonight. He can just hand it over to the people who receive ‘em. He need not carry any papers at all. They will imagine that the colt has been paid for, and in a couple of days he will be shipped to Antwerp and we shall hear no more about it. It is the only safe way,” he said thoughtfully, “because the traffic in worn-out horses is so unpopular, that the people engaged in it observe the greatest secrecy, and the more secrecy there is in this business the better I shall like it.”




  “Now, M. Soltykoff,” he turned to the little Russian, “I think we shall not bother you any more. By the way, what is the news regarding your loss?”




  The Russian shook his head.




  “I am desolated,” he said sadly. “I fear I shall never get that beautiful formula again.”




  “And there is a million in it,” said Sir George. “A million,” laughed the other bitterly. “There is two, three, five millions — fortunes for us all. Do you know that an exhibition is to be opened at the end of next month and that the promoters are offering a reward of a hundred thousand pounds for a process such as is contained in that formula? Imagine it!—”




  “I wonder why old President does not apply for the reward himself?” asked Sir George, with a puzzled frown.




  The Russian shrugged his shoulders.




  “That is very easily explained,” he said, “even now I remember in my muddled way how intricate the proportions were. I don’t doubt that he has tried, and tried again to recall the formula. Possibly it was stolen from him during an illness. I gathered that something of the sort happened.”




  “From whom did you gather it?” asked Sir George sharply.




  “The man who sold it to me,” said the Russian. “He is coming to London, by the way.”




  “Can he recall nothing?”




  Soltykoff shook his head.




  “He can recall just as much, possibly, as President can. He remembers everything except the one essential thing, and every experiment we have made upon his lines or the lines he indicated has been a failure.”




  “Do I know him?” asked Sir George interestedly. They had walked out through the entrance to the yard and were traversing one of the grimiest streets in Shadwell.




  The ghost of a smile lingered for a moment on the Russian’s face. “You may have read of him,” he said. “You have heard of Count?”




  “I heard about him by wireless,” said Sir George in surprise. “The man who broke the bank at Monte Carlo.”




  “That’s the gentleman,” said the Russian, with pleasant sarcasm, “he broke the bank at Monte Carlo, and lie arrived in Paris immensely pleased with life, so pleased “ — he shrugged his shoulders— “that he seems to have overcome the awe in which he once stood of John President, and has expressed his intention of coming to London.”




  “Count Collinni,” repeated Sir George thoughtfully.




  “You will not know his name,” laughed the Russian. “It is almost as new as his affluence.”




  “I should like to meet him,” Sir George suggested. “A man with a great deal of money may be very useful.”




  For a moment their eyes met, and the little Russian’s smile spoke volumes.




  “You will not find him so useful as you have found me,” he said, and with a curt nod of his head he stepped into the car which was waiting, and was whirled off.




  *




  At half-past eight that night a stout man, somewhat unsteady of gait, but capable of simulating solemn sobriety, came through the gateway of the old livery stable leading a horse, and Mr. Buncher gave him his final instructions.




  “If anybody wants to know where he is going, tell him he is going to a vet in Camden Town.”




  “Trust me,” said the man, with all the confidence in the world. “I ain’t done a month for this without learnin’ something. Is there anything to collect?”




  “Nothing,” said Buncher. “You have got ten bob for your trouble. All you have to do is to hand him over to the man who ships the horses and leave him.”




  “I know the feller,” said Flickey with confidence. “A cross-eyed man who lives in Deptford — sends ’em by the thousand he does — makes a rare lot of money out of it, too. Quite the gentleman,” he said, with wondering admiration, “keeps two servants, wears a diamond ring, and you couldn’t tell him at a distance from Rothschild.”




  “Hop it,” snarled Buncher, and with a “t’ck,” the toper led his charge by divers side-turnings into the Commercial Road. He crossed this thoroughfare as hurriedly as possible, because the Commercial Road was filled with light and, to Mr. Flickey’s apprehensive eye, populated by policemen animated by no other desire than to secure the ruin of a hardworking man who did no other harm in the world than leading the helpless and the miserable to a merciful oblivion. A quarter of an hour’s journeying on his way brought Mr. Flickey to a quiet road and unobtrusive street, intersected at right angles by an even more desirably placid thoroughfare, and at the junction of the two streets the warm, alluring windows of a public house called Mr. Flickey with irresistible force. He stopped and looked up and down. The only person in sight was a loafer, who with bowed shoulders and hands thrust deeply into his trousers pockets was lurching along in his rear. Mr. Flickey felt that this was the moment of all moments when a drink was most desirable. And besides, the public houses would soon be closed he argued, wilfully exaggerating this danger and deceiving himself with great readiness. He fingered the half-sovereign in his pocket, and found a new reason for a moment’s halt amidst the desert’s w’aste. He would require change, and half-sovereigns were so easily lost.




  The loafer shuffled past with slow footsteps.




  “Here, Bill,” said Flickey.




  He did not know that the stranger’s name was Bill, but it seemed a friendly thing to say to one of whom he was about to beg a favour. Not without reward, however, as his first words revealed.




  “Hold this horse for five minutes,” he said, “and I will give you the price of a drink when I come out.”




  “Certainly, mate,” answered the man with cordiality.




  He was tall, roughly dressed, but Flickey, grading him instinctively, put him down both from the intonation of his voice and by certain other signs as a gentleman who was down in his luck.




  “Where is he going?” asked the man, looking at the horse curiously.




  “Never you mind,” said Mr. Flickey, severely. “Ask no questions an’ you’ll hear no lies. There are certain tilings that we don’t tell everybody.”




  “No offence, I hope,” responded the horse-holder, taking the halter rope in his hand.




  “I don’t mind telling you,” said Flickey, with the air of one who was rendering the other a tremendous service, “that he is booked for the boneyard.”




  “Slaughterers,” asked the man, interestedly.




  “Not exactly,” said Flickey, who was of the class that havings information to give could not resist the temptation of giving it. “I am taking him to a friend of mine who is shipping him across the water.”




  “I see what you mean,” said the other, nodding his head.




  “Shan’t be five minutes,” said Flickey, looking round from the doorway of the public house, and he entered into the joyousness and the warmth of life with the zest of one who had an unbroken coin of superlative value coupled with an unique thirst.




  His five minutes expanded to ten, and to fifteen, and having found a controversial spirit who was prepared to talk terrifyingly 011 the subject of Home Rule, to three quarters of an hour.




  “I must be getting along,” said Flickey, looking up at the clock. He staggered out of the bar into the street.




  “I shall be seeing two blooming horses if I ain’t careful,” he muttered to himself, but that affliction was spared, because he could not see even one. The grey and its custodian had disappeared. Mr. Flickey stared. He looked down the next street, but there was no sign of horse or holder. He even looked into the saloon bar, having a confused and vague idea that possibly the horse and his keeper had, in some mysterious way, overcome the landlord’s scruples as to the admission of horses to that select compartment. Here was a crisis for Flickey, but a crisis considerably modified by the fact that he had been paid in advance. He had a conscience which required but little salving.




  “Like his blooming cheek,” was the only comment he made, and then went home to bed, to awake in the morning with a blessed forgetfulness of all the events of the previous night; so that when Buncher questioned him as to the delivery of the horse he answered promptly and glibly:




  “I handed him over to the gent, and he said ‘thank you very kindly.’—”




  And it must be put to Flickey’s credit that he believed that something of the sort had happened.




  X. Bud Kitson Goes to Sleep
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  It was a rambling, low-roofed room, bright with chintzes and made more spring-like by the great bowls of flowers hich were placed wherever foothold was afforded. Masses of lilac, vases of daffodils and freesia, and tiny bowls of violets filled the room with their harmonious fragrance.




  The girl rose to meet Milton Sands as he entered, extending her hand with a frank smile of welcome.




  “I feel rather guilty at having brought you here,” she said, “and the only comfort I have is that I gave you plenty of warning, but I had to seize the opportunity which jny grandfather’s absence from London presented, and Mr. Stanton was good enough to give me your name. The fact is, Mr. Sands, we have been burgled.”




  “Burgled?” he repeated in astonishment, “but isn’t that a matter for the police?”




  “Ordinarily it would be,” she answered, “but in this case the circumstances are unusual.”




  Seated in one of the big, deep chairs of the room he listened whilst she related the story of the midnight visitation on the sleeping car. “A week ago,” she went on, “I woke with the feeling that there was somebody in my room. I did not call out for I was afraid of disturbing Mr. President, who is a very light sleeper. I caught a glimpse of an electric flash lamp, and realised that somebody was searching the drawers of my bureau. I jumped out of bed, though I was pretty scared, and as I did so I saw the form of the intruder move swiftly across the room and through the door — it was only a glimpse I caught of him against the window, but I am certain that it was the same man who had tried to enter my sleeping compartment on the train.”




  “I see,” said Milton slowly. He understood the meaning of the visitation. Soltykoff suspected the girl of being in possession of his precious formula. “Where is your grandfather now?” he asked. “He is in Sussex. We have a little cottage on the edge of the downs where Donny is being trained for the Derby — I came up from there to meet you.”




  “Is that where you are training ‘Down Under Donovan’?” he smiled.




  She nodded seriously. Down Under Donovan was a very serious matter to her.




  The existence of this horse, his every possibility, the whole future which lay before his twinkling hoofs were more vital to her than the plans which a general might have made for the defeat of his enemy, or a financier elaborated for his own enrichment. Down Under Donovan was a real thing to her, although it might be only a name to this smiling man.




  “Would it be possible for you to go back to your grandfather to-day?” he asked.




  She looked at him in astonishment.




  “Of course,” she said, “he wants me to come back, but I had an idea of staying in town for a few days.” He thought for a long time. Then:




  “I want you to leave tomorrow,” he said. “That is if your grandfather is projecting any long stay in the country.”




  She nodded. “He will be there off and on till the Derby,” she said.




  “Very good,” smiled Milton brightly. “Now we will have to hire a safe.”




  “A safe?” she said in astonishment.




  “A safe,” he repeated with that emphatic little jerk of his head which was characteristic of him. “I will send you one — I know an excellent shop where they may be hired.”




  “But I don’t want a safe,” she said. “I have nothing whatever to keep in it.”




  “Still,” he insisted, “if I sent you a safe you would have no objection to it being placed in your room?”




  “None whatever,” she smiled. “But it seems rather a waste of money, doesn’t it?”




  “You forget, Miss President,” said Milton Sands impressively, “that I am a detective. It is an amusing and expensive occupation, and you must imagine that I do not pay for the hire of safes unless I have very excellent reasons. If those excellent reasons are mysterious to you, please remember that every moment of a well-organised detective should be shrouded in mystery.”




  She laughed.




  “I will do as you wish,” she said.




  “There is one other thing,” said Milton, after a moment’s thought, “can you let me have a key to your house?”




  “With pleasure.”




  “I shall want the run of it,” he went on, “during your absence, and I don’t think you need worry Mr. President about this burglary.”




  “Do you understand why people are bothering me?” she asked very anxiously. “I’ve got quite nervous… the papers are filled with stories of the escaped convict, and perhaps I am jumpy.”




  “You must leave matters where they are for the moment. We will see what happens,” he said. “As to the escaped convict—” He stopped suddenly.




  “By Jove!” he said with a chuckle, “what an idea!—”




  He would not say what the idea was, but tactfully changing the subject, talked of Eric.




  She spoke sparingly of that young man, and her reticence was more eloquent to Milton than the most eulogistic phrase would have been. He stopped on his way to the city, and negotiated the hire of a most spacious and imposing steel safe. The shopkeeper was inclined to be dubious as to the wisdom of his selection.




  “It is only a very light thing,” he said, tapping the safe with his knuckles, “and neither fireproof nor burglarproof; it is merely intended for unimportant books. As a matter of fact,” he said in a burst of frankness, “it was built for show rather than for use by a firm which desired to create an impression upon the public.”




  “That’s the thing for me,” said Milton, “something nice and light. I want you to get it down there to-day.”




  Then he went on to a theatrical costumiers, for he had a brilliant idea. He called at the house the following morning and found the girl rather amused and a little dismayed.




  “It takes up an awful amount of space,” she said, “and it looks perfectly ugly in my room.”




  “May I see it?” he asked.




  She rang the bell, and her one servant came.




  “Will you show Mr. Sands my room?” she asked.




  The girl led the way upstairs into Mary’s bedroom.




  It was indeed out of place with its egregious greenness and its florid gold lines in that little nest of neutral tints and dainty draperies.




  “Fine,” said Milton, gazing at it admiringly. He turned to the maid.




  “Sure,” she replied.




  He looked at her keenly.




  “Are you American?” he asked.




  She flushed a little.




  “Why, yes,” she said. “I came over from America three months ago.”




  “Have you been in Europe before?”




  “Nope,” she replied shortly.




  “Or lived on the Continent?”




  “No, sir,” she answered easily, with the emphasis on the second word.




  As he went down the stairs he spoke to her suddenly over his shoulder. “That safe cost me a thousand dollars. Do you know how much that is in English money?”




  “Forty pounds,” she answered promptly.




  “Quite right,” approved Milton.




  He had discovered all he wanted to know. An American girl who thought in francs and not in dollars, yet who was not acquainted with the Continent of Europe was one of those curious accidents of life which interested him profoundly.




  “I have only had her a fortnight,” said Mary President, answering his question, when they were alone. “She was recommended to me by Sir George Frodmere.”




  “You know Frodmere, do you?”




  “Slightly,” she replied with a little frown. “Not well enough, nor am I sufficiently impressed by him to take servants on his recommendation, but he was so keen on my giving this girl a trial. We happened to want a servant at the time; our own girl had an unexpected offer of a very good place, and I let her take it.”




  “Do you know where she went?” asked Milton carelessly.




  The girl smiled.




  “If I remember rightly, I had the address to send on any letters which might come for the girl. She had a fiancé. I will find it for you.”




  She went out of the room, and came back with her little address book.




  “She is in the service of a Mrs. Gordon Thompson,” she read.




  “I see.”




  Milton grinned to himself. Mrs. Gordon Thompson was George Frodmere’s sister; a faded society lady who found recreation at the bridge table, and was notorious for her shyness in paying the debts which she incurred in her recreation.




  The thing was very simple. Frodmere wanted a confederate in the house, and had persuaded his sister to offer good wages to the one domestic, and had put in her stead the woman who would serve his ends. Milton had recognised her the moment she came into the room. He had seen her at Monte Carlo on more than one occasion in the society of Bud Kitson. She was generally accepted, in the indulgent society in which she moved, as the wife of the American tough.




  “Now, Miss President,” he asked briskly, “when do you leave?”




  “I go this afternoon,” replied Mary.




  “Do you take your servant with you?”




  Mary knit her brows. “She is rather a problem,” she smiled. “I did not anticipate leaving London so soon.”




  “I will offer a suggestion,” said Milton. “Give the girl a holiday on full wages. Tell her you will not want her for a week.”




  “But that may be inconvenient to her?”




  “1 don’t think it will,” said the other dryly. “You leave by what train?”




  “By the three-fifty-five.”




  “I will be at the station to see you off,” he said. “Have you the keys?”




  She took a bunch from her pocket and detached one — a Yale key — and handed it to him.




  “I do not think that after your return,” he said, “you will be subjected to any more annoyance.”




  “There is one thing I want to ask you,” she said, as he was taking his leave, “will you explain what I have to put into the safe?”




  “Nothing,” he said. He drought awhile. “Yes, put in any papers which are of no consequence to you, and lock the door very carefully. Perhaps it would be more artistic if you enclosed a few documents — they can be dressmaker’s bills — in some sort of a box.”




  “I have an attache case,” she said, “which I shall not be using.”




  “That will do excellently. Put them in, lock the door, and above all things warn your maid that nobody must be admitted to the house during your absence, that she is to fasten every window before she leaves, and that she is to notify the police that you will be absent for a week.”




  “I could do that on my way to the station,” she said.




  “I would rather you told her. Let this admirable woman save you the trouble.”




  *




  At half-past eleven that night, Bud Kitson descended from a taxi at some little distance from Chiswick Mall, paid the driver, and dismissed him, and walked confidently along until he came to the house occupied by John President and his granddaughter. Without any hesitation he turned in at the gate, carefully closing it behind him, walked up to the front door, inserted a key, and, opening the door, stepped into the hall. He shut the door, and producing from his pocket an electric lamp, flashed it round the deserted passage. There was evidence of the recent departure of Mary President, for the tidiest of travellers are apt to leave such traces. He walked into the diningroom and grinned to himself. On the table had been laid neatly a tray, a decanter, a glass and some soda. The lady who called herself Mrs. Kitson had prepared this light refreshment for her lord. He splashed in a little whisky into the glass, fizzled the soda from the syphon, and drank it off before he addressed himself to the serious work of the night. By the light of his lamp he extracted the necessary tools and made his way leisurely upstairs. He knew Mary President’s room very well indeed. It was not the first time he had been there, and on this occasion he anticipated a successful issue to his search. That the formula was in the house he was now sure. The hurried arrival of a formidable safe was proof, if proof were needed, that she had secreted this valuable document in the house. He might not have made the attempt otherwise, but the safe had decided him. And, moreover, it limited his search, and indicated the exact spot wherein the treasure was to be found. He closed the door of the room behind him, and flashed his light unerringly toward the portion of the room where the safe stood upon its painted deal legs. He made a closer inspection, and his smile was contemptuous. It was the sort of safe, as he knew, that could be cut open with a butter-knife. The lock might even be picked, so simple a matter was it. At any rate, he could try. He selected a key and inserted it in the lock. It did not give, but his practised ear caught certain sounds which denoted to this expert that the trial of a second or a third would be successful. And so it proved, for on the second attempt with his adjustable skeleton key, the lock clicked back and the door swung open.




  Further interest in the safe and its contents were for the moment suspended, for the room was suddenly filled with light. Kitson turned quickly.




  “Hands up,” said Milton Sands, and covered the burglar with his Browning pistol.




  “Hullo!” said Bud calmly. “How do you do, Mr. Sands?”




  “Pretty good,” replied Milton cheerfully. “Come closer, Bud; let us begin an era of disarmament.” His deft fingers searched Bud carefully, but Bud Kitson had not deemed it necessary to carry weapons himself upon this occasion, and the search proved this.




  “Sit down over there, Bud,” said Milton, pointing to a chair; “or, perhaps, you had better come down below where you can smoke in comfort. Hand me that lamp of yours.”




  He took the torch from the other, and pointed to the door; Bud passed through, Milton Sands following, switching out the light as he went and replacing its rays with the single gleam of Kitson’s pocket lamp. They reached the diningroom.




  “Turn on the light,” said Milton. “You can do so in perfect safety. I am a lodger here.”




  “What’s the game, Mr. Sands?” asked the man. He was feeling unaccountably tired, and was quite understandably irritable at this end to his adventure. “I have not quite decided yet,” was the reply. “I rather fancy that it is going to be a game which will be very amusing to me, however uncomfortable it is for you. How is Maisie?” he asked banteringly. Bud Kitson grinned.




  “I was afraid that if you got your lamps on her you would get wise to the lay out,” he said regretfully.




  “I was wise all the time. Now, what is it you are looking for? The formula which Soltykoff lost?”




  “You will get nothing out of me,” said the other defiantly.




  “That we shall see,” replied Sands. “I rather fancy that you will tell me all I want to know, and I rather fancy that if you don’t tell me everything, I shall hand you over to the police, and all those worthy friends of yours will curse you most heartily, because it means that they will have to come into court and perjure themselves as to your character. I will tell you one thing, Bud, between man and man, that if you are looking here for the formula that Soltykoff lost, you are wasting all your time. You must look somewhere nearer to you for that document,” he said slowly, “and if you cannot guess who stole it that night, why, you are the biggest fool that ever passed under the guise of a crook.”




  “Do you mean Sir George?” asked Kitson quickly.




  “I name no names,” said the diplomatic Sands.




  Bud was experiencing a curious lethargy which he endeavoured vainly to shake off. He could not understand the reason for his weariness; he was an extraordinarily healthy man, and, moreover, he had not risen that day until nearly noon. An explanation for his tiredness did not offer itself until his eye fell upon the tumbler and the decanter upon the table. Even then the truth only dawned very slowly, and he half rose from his chair.




  “Sit down,” said Milton.




  The man obeyed from sheer inertia.




  “You asked me a little time ago what the game is. I am sorry I cannot enlighten you; but you will discover in due course that the game is one in which we both play a part—”




  Bud’s head sank on his chest, he muttered something incoherently, then rolled heavily from the chair to the floor in a dead sleep.




  Milton Sands took the decanter and the glass into the kitchen, emptied and washed them out, returned and placed them on the table and refilled the decanter with whisky from a bottle which he found in the cupboard of the sideboard.




  “I am becoming a real detective,” he said in selfadmiration, as he looked at the senseless form at his feet. “Now, Bud, you are going to have the strangest adventure you ever had in your life.” And he went in search of a bundle he had hidden when he came into the house a few hours before.




  XI. The Count Collinni
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  As selenium has an affinity for light, so was Sir George Frodmere influenced, and his actions largely influenced, by money. Great sums, preferably in a fluent and get-at-able form, interested him first, and there followed immediately an acute interest in their possessors. There was certain money which was easy and certain that was difficult. Money confined in the steel wall of the laws governing limited liability companies, money on which there sat congregations of fat and watchful directors, glaring antagonistically at all comers through their gold-rimmed spectacles, interested him not at all. This ingrained wealth you might not extract save with chisel and hammer; but there were others. Young men with fascinating legacies; older men acquiring sudden affluence by the explosive actions of markets, all the easy money that lay on the surface and might be swept off by a cunning craftsman and the owner no wiser, this was the form he desired wealth should take in all his friends. Sir George Frodmere had an estate in Cornwall, and a large house and staff of servants under an admirable butler, named Gillespie, an honest but dour man, who had been in the service of Sir George’s father; but with these possessions he had no money. There was a small revenue derived from farmer tenants, but too infinitesimal to serve the baronet in his need. He never had had money; his father was in the same predicament, but added to his penury there had been the desire for a simple and economical life. In this way, with a small annuity purchased by an ancient aunt of the family, old Sir James had made both ends meet, or, if they did not quite meet, the intervening gulf might be bridged over by the judicious sale of timber.




  Sir George, his son, had no desire for the simple life, and was not economical. Oxford had imposed the educational equipment of a curate upon one who had the extravagant tastes of a millionaire and the ambition of a jockey — which are to make money in large sums without incurring the censorship of the authorities. So Sir George had progressed along the nobbly road of life with his eyes wide open to its opportunities. And never did a better or more promising opportunity present itself than when Count Collinni sailed into his ken, fluttering triumphant flags, and uttering strange and cries.




  An agent of Sir George’s, himself a shock (as he frankly admitted), wrote to the baronet:




  




  “I have just given Collinni a letter of introduction to you. He calls himself a Count, and is a low-down Cockney by his speech — or, as I suspect, an elderly larrikin from Melbourne. Anyway, he broke the bank at Monte a month ago, and not only broke it, but cleared a pile of money at baccarat in one of the night clubs here.




  




  “I have ‘touched,’ but only lightly; he is too suspicious a devil. You might get in deeper, for he wants to lord it in London Society. Send me a little present if you get at him. By the way, he is always talking of John President, and in spite of his bluster is a little in terror of the old man. This knowledge may help you.”




  Sir George had no desire to leave Pennwaring till he had heard the result of certain experiments which Bud Kitson was making, but when, almost simultaneously with the letter, there had come an ill-written, ill-spelt epistle from the redoubtable Count, addressed from London’s most exclusive hotel, the baronet did not hesitate.




  He made the pilgrimage to London, and found the Count in his shirtsleeves and stockinged feet engaged in the unromantic process of fixing a pair of laces in his walking shoes.




  “Can’t trust them valets to do anything,” said the thin-faced man. He was grey and worn, and his face was harsh and unattractive. He dropped the boots as Sir George was shown into the room, rubbed his hand on his trousers to clean it, and offered the baronet a limp handshake.




  “I am glad to meet you, Count,” said Sir George. “Look here, mister,” interrupted the other. “Let’s drop that Count business between you an’ me. Mr. John Pentridge — that’s my name. You’ve heard about me.”




  Sir George had heard, but had not associated the seller of the precious formula with the man whose success at Monte Carlo had arrested, not only his attention, but the attention of every newspaper reader in Britain.




  “Count was good enough for Monte,” the man went on, “an’ I had to be somebody ‘different, because the last time I was there they chucked me out. Natcherly I didn’t want to be chucked out again — so I called meself Collinni — it’s a name worth £200,000 — nigh on.”




  “And Collinni you shall be,” said the genial Sir George, gazing with unaffected benevolence upon so much money. “And now tell me what I can do for you.”




  “You can show me round — I’ll pay,” said the other, “an’ you can pretend you’ve known me all me life if I ever run up against old Jack President — see what I mean?”




  Sir George nodded.




  “Show me where I can get a bit of a game,” the “Count” went on. “Something nice and gentlemanly, where I can’t lose too much money.”




  “That,” said the other fervently, “will be a labour of love. You must come down and stay with me. I’ve got a big place in the country, and I’d like you to know my friends — one of them is in town now,” he added, remembering that Toady might justify his existence.




  “I thought of goin’ to Sandown to-day,” said Pentridge doubtfully.




  “The very man to take you,” replied the enthusiastic Sir George. “He knows everybody — all the winners — all the tips; I’ll get him on the phone.”




  Toady, by good fortune, was in his flat, superintending the packing preparatory to the removal of his property to Cornwall. It was a furtive move, for he was most anxious to avoid giving offence to his young patron. Eric Stanton cordially distrusted Sir George, a distrust which was a basis for misunderstanding between Toady and the man who represented an annual income. For, in addition to the money he had received from Eric on his father’s death, Toady made a respectable sum from the young man who entrusted him with most of his betting commissions, commissions which were not always executed, for Mr. Wilton knew much more about the chances of Eric’s horses than the owner himself, and many a hundred which, for pure sentiment’s sake, had been invested by Eric never went further than Toady’s banking account.




  Toady obeyed the summons as fast as his shapeless legs could toddle downstairs, or a taxicab carry his obese person to Laridge’s Hotel. He also had the money sense strongly developed, and John Pentridge found an immediate friend and guide in the newcomer.




  “Look after him,” murmured Sir George.




  “Trust me,” said the other, in the same tone.




  John Pentridge was quite capable of looking after himself, but for the moment he was content, not only to hand himself over to his new mentor, but offer him his unsolicited confidence.




  On the way to Sandown Mr. Wilton learned many things he had never learnt before — especially about John President.




  XII. In the Sandown Paddock
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  Milton Sands, strolling in the paddock at Sandown, came unexpectedly upon Mary President walking with Eric.




  “Hello!” he said, a little taken aback. “I thought you were in Sussex.”




  She looked a little guilty, and Eric stepped into the breach.




  “I wanted Mr. President to see what form Battling Jerry is in,” he said rapidly. “You see, he’ll get a line for his Derby horse, and I think Jerry will win, so I wired Mr. President to come as my guest,” he said all this breathlessly, almost defiantly, and Milton’s smile, if it was largely internal, was none the less expansive.




  “So ho!” he said, half to himself.




  “So ho, what?” demanded the young owner in humoured irritation. “Why do you throw these mediaeval phrases about, Sands?”




  “I always ‘So ho!’ when I’m thinking,” replied the other innocently. “What did you think I meant?”




  “Have you any news?” asked the girl.




  “I’m simply bursting with it,” he replied earnestly. “But it had better keep for a denouement. Don’t know quite how the denouement is going to work out yet.”




  She smiled.




  “Don’t let us interrupt Mr. Sands,” she mocked. “He is thinking.”




  Later he saw her alone, as she strolled from the members’ enclosure to the paddock. She was not alone for long. The monstrous, waddling Mr. Wilton went scurrying across the paddock to her, a big beetle of a man, with his uncouth walk and his bent shoulders. He barely raised his hat to her, for she was not of his aristocratic circle, and he felt in a commanding position at that moment.




  “Hello, Miss President,” he said, with his familiar leer. “All alone, hey?”




  “I am all alone for the moment,” she said politely.




  “D’ye know,” he said, falling in at her side, “I’ve been trying to get a few words with you for a long time.”




  This was true, as she knew to her annoyance. Mr. Toady Wilton had, in fact, been most persistent in his attentions to her, and had accompanied Sir George Frodmere on every visit he had made to her grandfather. Those visits had been more frequent of late than she had cared to remember. Sir George, on one pretext or another, was a constant visitor. Strangely enough, the old man did not dislike the baronet, though he had doubts as to his disinterestedness in calling. Sir George wanted a “schoolmaster” for his Derby colt, Lutania, and had learnt, with something of a shock, that old President had a colt in the Derby. He had overlooked the name in going over the three hundred odd nominations for the classic. And Mr. Wilton confirmed in the belief that he “had the way with the ladies,” had offered his elephantine attentions with such an air of patronage and in so self-satisfied a manner withal that the girl had to exercise all her self-control to prevent herself being rude to him.




  To-day he was more than usually trying.




  “And how is the old gentleman?” he asked.




  “My grandfather is well,” she answered shortly.




  “And you are looking beautiful,” he said admiringly, “as beautiful and as bonnie as a rose.”




  “I wish you wouldn’t say that sort of thing,” she said, colouring in her annoyance.




  “Oh, naughty!” He wagged his finger roguishly.




  “I want you to look upon me as a friend — yes, as a close and intimate bur,” and he smiled with meaning as he added, “I think you will want all the friends you ran muster.”




  “What do you mean?” she asked.




  He looked round the paddock as if searching for somebody, till at last he saw the man he sought.




  “Do you know that gentleman?” he asked.




  She looked at the resplendent individual with his patent boots, his shepherd-plaid trousers, and his coat magnificently cut. A splendid creature, lemon-gloved and shiny silk-hatted.




  “Do you know the Count Collinni?” he asked.




  She shook her head a little impatiently; yet interested in the overdressed man, who puffed a big cigar importantly, and, if the truth be told, a little self-consciously.




  “The Count Collinni — the man who broke the bank,” said the impressive Wilton. “And ready and able to break John President.”




  She turned and faced him, cold anger in her grey eyes.




  “Exactly what do you mean?” she asked quietly.




  He saw the storm arising, and endeavoured to pacify her.




  “It won’t go beyond me,” he said confidentially. “No one need know,” and he winked. The magnificent creature had caught sight of him, and came strutting toward him. His face, wizened and even older looking than her grandfather’s, was familiar to her, but she couldn’t remember where she had seen it.




  “Hello,” said the newcomer, raising his hat jauntily. “How do, Wilton.”




  “Miss President, this is Count Collinni.”




  The other stared at her, unabashed by her puzzled gaze.




  “How do, me gel,” he said. “This President’s granddaughter?”




  The girl turned with a scarlet face and would have walked away, but Wilton laid his hand on her arm.




  “Whatever you do,” he begged thickly, “don’t give yourself airs, my dear.”




  In that moment she realised that she was dealing with a man who had taken too much drink. This was the case, for Toady had lunched without discretion, oblivious of the fact that his guest was, to a large extent, unaffected by wine. With the knowledge of the man’s condition she became cool.




  “I am afraid I can’t stay,” she said, but that restraining hand was on her arm.




  But only for a second.




  Milton Sands’ long legs carried him across the intervening distance, and an uncomfortably large hand caught Toady without ceremony by the scruff of the neck and jerked him sideways.




  He had never been assaulted before. It was a violent and shattering experience. He thought that he was going to die, and for one moment gaped stupidly at Eternity. Then the forces of life asserted themselves sufficiently to kindle, even in that solemn moment, a sense of indignation, and he said:




  “What are you doing?”




  Three other men had seen Toady’s crude detention of the girl, and each had moved instantly to the group. Toady came to a consciousness of life and comparative uninjury to find himself the centre of a group. Fortunately the exodus to the rings and the stands had taken place, and he was spared the indignity of a public audience.




  The girl, white and shaking, had walked to meet her grandfather, and the old man’s eyes were blazing with anger as he realised the significance of the scene. “How dare you?” spluttered Toady.




  “It is nothing to what I will do to you if you ever annoy this lady again,” answered Milton grimly.




  “What is the matter, Sands?” It was Eric, the second of the newcomers, who asked the question, and Toady in his folly answered:




  “Matter!” he spluttered. “Matter! Why I was having a talk with that damned convict’s daughter.”




  “Convict!” gasped Eric.




  “Convict,” repeated Toady with relish. He turned to the ornate and brilliant Pentridge, who had watched the arrival of John President with mixed emotions. “Am I right, Count?”




  “Quite right — quite right, m’dear feller,” said Pentridge, loudly and aggressively.




  “You?”




  The old man made a step toward him, and the confidence of the man seemed suddenly to desert him. He wilted and shrunk back, raising his hands as though to ward off a blow.




  But the girl checked the old man with a whispered word.




  “You?” said President again.




  “Me!” said the other, in a pathetic attempt at defiance. “Your old pal, John Pentridge — so called because I served twenty years in Pentridge, an’ you’re John President, because you served a lifetime on the President hulk — transported years an’ years ago for murder he was — shot his wife in jealousy.”




  The old man covered his face with his hands.




  “God help me — that is true,” he muttered. “Fifty-five years ago, and I have suffered every moment of the time.”




  “You hear,” demanded Toady in triumph. “That’s the sort of man we’ve got on the Turf to-day — an old Australian convict; my God! it’s enough to make honest people give up racing!”




  “It will hardly affect you, Mr. Wilton.”




  The gentle, modulated voice made Toady turn his head with a start. Lord Chanderson, slim and grey, stood observing him with grave, accusing eyes.




  “I — I — beg your pardon, my lord,” stammered the stout man, now, as ever, profoundly agitated in the presence of a member of the British aristocracy “It will not affect you, I said,” repeated the steward of the Jockey Club. “Your record for honesty is not wholly impregnable, Mr. Stanton, this man is a friend of yours?”




  “He was on friendly terms with me,” corrected Eric quietly.




  “I think you should know,” said Lord Chanderson, “what I have known for years. He was the man who forged my name in the visitors’ book of a certain French hotel; he was the man who wrote letters which your father found. He made love to your mother. I have the letters he wrote in my possession, and because she treated him with the scorn he deserved he planned to harm her, thinking that he would benefit from your father’s estate.”




  “It is a lie!” cried Toady hoarsely.




  “Your father discovered the fact just before he died, and endeavoured to tell you,” Lord Chanderson went on. “Wilton interpreted the mention of his name as being a desire on your father’s part to provide for him.”




  A sickly grin distorted Wilton’s face.




  “You imagine this, my lord,” he said. “You can’t tell us what a dying man was thinking.” Lord Chanderson nodded.




  “Mr. Stanton confided all the circumstances to the nurse. You bribed the nurse to support your story; I have the woman’s sworn statement and the numbers of the banknotes you paid her.”




  Whilst the attention of the party had been concentrated on Toady, Pentridge had slipped away. Even John President, who had searched the world for him, was so fascinated by the drama which was being played under his eyes that he did not notice the stealthy retirement.




  Eric’s face was white and set.




  “This is true, Wilton,” he said sternly. “I can see it in your face.”




  “I — only — I did — what I thought was right,” floundered Toady, quaking.




  “Will you leave me with this man?” said Eric. What Eric Stanton said to Toady Wilton no man knows. At a little distance, Milton Sands watched the progress of the conversation and saw Eric suddenly seize the gross man by the collar, and turning him round, kick him with some violence.
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  “The wagering on the Derby has taken a curious turn,” wrote the Club reporter of the Sporting Journal, “hitherto so poor was the class and so tangled was the form of the two-year-old horses of last year that 7 — 1 has been offered on the field. This is an unprecedented price, remembering how near we are to the decision of the great Epsom classic, and in view of the fact that the Two Thousand Guineas has been decided. Here again, the fates fight against the backer, for the first two in the Newmarket race are not engaged in the Derby. As a set-off against this, we have the curious coincidence that the two present favourites for the Derby did not run in the Guineas. Portonius, Sir George Frodmere’s nomination, made one appearance in public. He is a grey, and ran on the first day of the season last year. The second favourite, Down Under Donovan, has never run in public. It is a curious circumstance, therefore, to find these two unknown quantities at the head of the Derby market, but that they are genuinely fancied by their connections admits of no doubt whatever. Huge investments have been made on Sir George Frodmere’sgrey, which is trained privately on Sir George’s Cornish estate, Pennwaring, and such accounts as we have been enabled to secure point to the fact that this colt is exceptionally useful. A longer price can be secured about Down Under Donovan. He is in the ownership of that sporting gentleman, Mr. John President, whose colours have been made familiar to the public by the repeated victories of Dean Champ, that sterling performer. The colt is a grandson of Donovan, and since there has been nothing hole and comer about the training of this animal, the public are able to see his gallops on the Sussex Downs, where he is daily led by the Dean, and gives every satisfaction.”




  The “hole and corner” reference was made in perfect innocence by the writer, who merely sought an effective period to conclude his sentence, but Sir George Frodmere read it with an ugly frown.




  “What the devil does the fool mean by ‘hole and corner’?” he growled. He glared across the breakfast table at the unoffending Toady.




  “How do I know?” asked the other, with an injured air. “Really, Sir George, you go on at pie as if I had written it.”




  “I’d like to know what he meant — are people saying anything about Portonius?”




  The other shook his head.




  “Nothing,” he said, “except the gossip and tittle-tattle which is bound to go round — a few wondered why you trained him here instead of preparing him at Newmarket with your other horses. One or two men I met at the Club the other day wondered why you had Buncher as your private trainer — that is to be expected; you know the reputation Buncher has.”




  “You can tell your friends that I have my horses where I wish,” said Sir George tartly, “and that I employ Buncher because he’s a good judge — too good a judge to go back on a man who could send him to penal servitude,” added the baronet significantly.




  Toady nodded.




  “I know more about Buncher’s private failing than any man,” Sir George went on. “He’d have been the best trainer in England if he hadn’t taken to drink. I met him by accident after he’d been lost sight of for years. I sheltered him when the police were after him for passing counterfeit coin. He came to me late one night — he had done one or two little jobs for me in the old days — frantic with terror, and I got him clear. Swore that at the time he was supposed to be passing spurious sovereigns he was in my sendee and in my house.”




  “He owes you something,” said Toady Wilton, pleasantly.




  “I never go back on a pal,” said the complacent Sir George, “whether he’s a stable lad or a cabinet minister — especially if he’s likely to be of service to me,” he added, not without truth.




  He picked up the paper, and read the offending paragraph again with a grunt.




  “If they think I’m going to invite ’em down here to learn as much as I know myself they’re going to get cold feet,” he said coarsely, and flung the paper down. “Now,” — he devoted his attention to Toady Wilton— “let me have all your news.”




  Toady had arrived from town the night before.




  “I’ve backed Portonius to win you £24,000,” he said, producing his red indiced betting book. “There’s still plenty of sixes on offer.”




  “What about the horse of our friend President?” asked Sir George.




  The face of Toady Wilton was black with anger.




  “Damn him, the old brute,” he growled. “I’d like to get even with him.”




  “You’ve only yourself to blame, Toady,” said Sir George, looking at the other with curiosity which is usually devoted to a rare reptile. “A man of your age and your singularly unpleasing appearance should not make up to engaging young females. You’ve lost a good friend in Stanton — in addition to being severely kicked.”




  “Talk about something else,” demanded Wilton shortly. “Do you want to back Down Under Donovan to save your stake?”




  Sir George laughed contemptuously. “Don’t be a fool. If President’s horse can beat mine I’m a Dutchman.”




  “You never know,” said the other, cautiously. “Funny things happen in racing.”




  “And funny things talk nonsense about racing,” said the baronet rudely.




  Whatever his hold was over the other it was a strong one. It enabled him to treat Toady Wilton who, whatever his drawbacks and his unprepossessing characteristics were, was a man who held some sort of position on the fringe of society, as though he were a menial. Toady, gross of body, viciously ugly of face, was a coward, and the domination of the stronger man was rendered the more complete from this reason, but behind this was a greater knowledge of some dark and secret place in Toady’s life.




  A man carries on his face the story of his days, written for all to read. The warped and crooked mind, the vicious and self-indulgent life, each has its separate and significant pucker and line and hue. It was not for nothing that women shrunk from him, and children, the last to trouble their little minds about personal appearance, grew silent and suspicious at the sight of him.




  The knowledge which is common property to the world is often hidden from the person mostly affected. This is either a merciful provision of Nature or one of her most cruel jests. Toady Wilton still regarded himself as a lady’s man, and was in the habit of hinting at mysterious conquests. Sir George, in his more sardonic moments, was wont to humour these fancies, a whim on the part of the baronet which was destined to cost him dear. He was in his most malignant mood that evening.




  “Who was the letter from?” he asked, referring to the solitary epistle which had formed Toady’s post.




  Toady smiled meaningly.




  “From a lady,” he said encouragingly.




  “What, another!” Sir George simulated his respectful admiration for this Lothario with excellent effect, and Toady smirked.




  “From Mrs. Bud Kitson,” he said disparagingly.




  “And whatever has Mrs. Bud Kitson to say for herself?” asked Sir George, interested.




  “It was really enclosing a letter for her husband,” admitted Wilton, the romance of the communication reduced with every fresh sentence.




  Sir George stroked his long moustache in perplexity.




  “But Bud is in London — I expected to hear from him yesterday. The President girl joined her grandfather in Sussex, didn’t she?”




  “She was at Sandown yesterday,” said Toady, with dry humour. “Perhaps Bud knew she’d be there and waited till she’d cleared off.”




  Sir George shook his head.




  “Why does she write here?” he asked. “If he were in London she would know. I can’t understand it. Wilton,” he asked suddenly, “which of us three has the formula and money if it is not in President’s possession?”




  Toady Wilton protested feebly.




  “I wish you wouldn’t,” he began.




  “Either you or I or Bud,” mused the other man, stretching his long, thin legs under the table. “And it isn’t me.”




  “I’ll swear it isn’t me,” vociferated Toady.




  “Bud would swear the same. Soltykoff has engaged that man Sands to investigate,” he smiled. “I can imagine Milton Sands in almost every capacity but that of a private detective.”




  Derby Day was approaching, and the thrill of the very words was communicating itself to hundreds of thousands of people who ordinarily had no interest whatever in racing. Wherever the English language is spoken, wherever the flag of the Empire flew, wherever two Britons met one another, in whatever desolate, wild, or Godforsaken corner of the earth, all conversation trended to the one question, “What will win the Derby?”




  To the great army of sporting men the question has a deeper significance; something hangs upon its answer other than the pure sentimental aspect of the race. There are problems to be faced, previous running of horses to be considered, breeding to take into account, and stamina, the whole family history of every horse to be searched narrowly for some trace of weakness or for some quality which would militate against the horse’s success upon the curious gradients of Epsom Downs. Then, too, there are training reports to be followed, and the state of the ground to be taken into consideration, for some horses cannot race upon hard going, whilst others require almost an asphalte surface to the ground before they can do themselves justice. Some lack the conformation which is necessary to bring a horse through the arduous test which the race sets. Some are too straight in front and cannot get down the hill and round Tattenham Corner, possibly the most trying piece of course that the world knows. Others will never face the ascent from the starting post to the top of the hill. Some have speed and no stamina, some have stamina and no speed. A perfectly adjusted horse, with all the qualities which the race demands, is difficult to find before the actual contest demonstrates the fitness of these thoroughbreds to do their best over a mile and a half of ground with which they are not acquainted. For never has a Derby horse been galloped that course until he makes acquaintance with it on the day of the race. That is the thrilling value of the Derby stakes. Only one race at the Spring meeting is run over the full course, and that is a race in which it is very rare that an owner will enter any horse with pretensions to Derby form. So there is this extraordinary novelty, new horses to a new and a dangerous course, which adds so much to the uncertainty and the interest of the race.




  In all the Club betting, Portonius, the grey son of Santry, was a good favourite for the great race. Wherever opportunity offered, money was being put upon him by the various agents whom Sir George Frodmere kept constantly employed in clubs and on courses. An easier horse to back was Down Under Donovan, about whom encouraging reports had been received, and on whose chances some of the best judges of racing were remarkably sweet. For the training on the Sussex Downs had not gone unnoticed or undetected. John President had made no secret of his faith in the colt, and had made no attempt to mystify the touts as to the horse’s fitness. The clever observers of horses in training had made themselves acquainted with his merits, had travelled to the training ground, had seen, and were satisfied. Many had even been privileged to meet John President and hear from him an enthusiastic eulogy of the colt’s capabilities. With them on their tours of investigation had gone the expert advisers of the great commission agents, and in a thousand betting books throughout the kingdom Down Under Donovan was marked as a dangerous candidate. Yet for all this, it is money thrown into the market in huge quantities which is the deciding factor in a horse’s favouritism. The market popularity of a racehorse does not depend upon the enthusiastic and sanguine views of its owner. It is money which tells, and the weight of the money spoke eloquently for Portonius. Enamoured as he was of his colt’s chance, John President was a cautious man, and had not invested a single shilling a fortnight before the race, but the progress of Down Under Donovan was sufficiently satisfactory to urge him in forwarding his investments, and there began a steady and cautious trickle of Australian gold to the market, and the price of Down Under Donovan shrunk in three days from a hundred to six to ten to one.




  Eric Stanton was in charge of these investments; he himself, satisfied from what he had seen of the horse’s chance, did not back it, for fear that his investments — usually heavy — might spoil the old man’s market. But Sir George Frodmere and John President were not the only two men who owned horses engaged in the classic with a chance of winning, and the encouragement offered by the owners of the favourites resulted in the brisk business which brought twelve horses into the quotations. The favouritism of Portonius was due mainly to the investments of the baronet and his immediate friends. The public were shy, and for good reason. Nothing could be learnt of the progress this horse was making. He was being trained in an unlikely spot, and all the news about his prowess that could be secured was that which was given out grudgingly by the horse’s connections. It was an excellent opportunity had Sir George desired to start a scare in connection with the horse, to issue gloomy notices as to his health, which would have the effect of expanding his price and incidentally offering Sir George himself an opportunity for profitable investment. But Frodmere had no desire at that moment to call attention to his candidate. He did not wish to attract half the racing touts of England to his establishment, and so the reports which were issued from Pennwaring to the local touts were invariably pleasant reading for those who had supported the horse. Even Soltykoff, fretting himself about his precious formula, setting to work a score of agents up and down the continent to trace its location, found himself amiably distracted from his own trouble to the contemplation of a coup which, at any rate, would recompense him in some slight degree for the loss he had sustained. For Soltykoff, though in many senses a fool, had arranged his investments independently of Sir George. He knew the baronet just well enough to know how far he could be trusted, and when one day the price of Portonius slipped from ten to six to the pardonable annoyance of Sir George Frodmere, who could not understand the landslide, the explanation was to be found in M. Soltykoff’s own investment made through a reliable bookmaker without the knowledge of, or consultation with, the horse’s owner.




  “I cannot understand why you did it, Soltykoff,” said Sir George sulkily. “We could have got more money on at the price. You have simply ruined the market.”




  “Ah, but, my friend,” said the little Russian coaxingly, “think of the temptation to one who has sustained so much loss, and who desires to get it back in the most pleasant manner.”




  He had been drinking all the morning, and was in his most melting mood.




  “You have some news for me, I think — No?” he asked anxiously.




  “I wish I had,” said the baronet, with a troubled frown. “I absolutely cannot understand what has happened to Kitson. I telegraphed his wife last night, and she has sent me a long message saying that beyond the fact that he went out two nights ago and has not returned, there is no further trace of him.”




  “Do you think he has found the formula and is holding it to ransom?” asked the Russian anxiously.




  Sir George shook his head with an ugly little smile.




  “My friends do not do that sort of thing,” he said, “and live comfortably afterwards,” he added.




  Some such suspicion had occurred to the baronet himself, but he had dismissed it after considering the possibility in all its aspects. Bud would not attempt that, besides, he was not the kind of man who would find a market for the formula better than that which Soltykoff himself offered.




  Toady Wilton, who had no great love for Soltykoff, especially in his more effusive moments, made an excuse to go to his suite. Toady was established at Pennwaring. It was now his headquarters and his home. Three rooms in one of the wings of the rambling house had been put at his disposal by Sir George months before, and though his previous visits had been few, owing to his fear that Eric Stanton would object to such a friendship, he was now openly a permanent guest of the baronet. The big rooms had been well furnished, for Toady was a lover of luxury, and preferred the almost oriental character of living which the seclusion of Pennwaring offered, to the more aesthetic restrictions of London chambers. He had brought everything from town, even his steel boxes from the safe deposit, and he had the sense of comfort which distance from danger also brings. There was danger in London for this man who had made many bitter and powerful enemies, and was, moreover, now confronted with the necessity for providing against a rich and at some time friendly foe who, he felt sure, would not leave a stone unturned to secure Toady’s downfall. He would go over his papers at leisure he thought and destroy such as were incriminating to himself. He knew that these documents existed, and it was with a sigh of relief that he had seen the three steel boxes placed in the corner of his room with the red seal of the Safe Deposit impressed upon them. This was the morning of all mornings to devote to a scrutiny of these papers, but he had hardly cut the first cord and taken his keys from his pocket to open the first of the boxes when he was summoned to the dining room.




  He went back to a remarkable group.




  XIV. The Guest Who Came
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  Sir George, with an angry’ frown, stood on one side of the dining table. Soltykoff sat in a high-backed chair, with his hands in his pockets, apparently amused by something which had transpired, but it was the third member of the party who was responsible for the pallor which came to Toady’s cheeks.




  It was Subdivisional Inspector Grayson, a man known to Toady by sight as one who had charge of the more delicate negotiations of the criminal investigation department.




  “Have you heard the news?” asked Sir George angrily.




  “No,” faltered the other.




  “Kitson is in Portland Prison,” the baronet blurted out.




  “In Portland Prison?” gasped Toady, paler yet. “But how. Why?”




  “Tell him, inspector,” said Sir George, pacing up and down the apartment.




  “It is a very curious story,” said the inspector, with a quiet smile. “Your friend, at least he says he is your friend, and Sir George tells me that he is known to you, was found in London three nights ago and was arrested. As you probably know, there was a man escaped from Portland a few weeks back who has never been traced by the police. It was believed that he made for London, and all the stations and every constable was warned as to the possibility of the man being seen in the street. At half-past one last Tuesday morning a policeman on duty in Chiswick Mall came upon a senseless figure of a man half reclining in a gateway. He tried to rouse him, thinking the man was drunk or sleeping, but without success, and summoning assistance, the man was conveyed on an ambulance to the police station. It was then that it was discovered that underneath the overcoat buttoned tightly to his chest, the sleeper was wearing the complete dress of a convict — grey shirt and the whole outfit, even to the identical number of the wanted man. Even to his shoes,” he smiled. “There was nothing to do but to keep the man in custody, and to communicate with the officers of Portland Prison. The next morning the man recovered, and protested that he was not the person required, and told some sort of rigmarole story to the effect that he had been drugged. However, he was tentatively identified by the warders who were sent to escort him to Portland Jail. There he was seen by the governor and the doctor, and he was so emphatic in his protest that he was not the wanted man that a very careful examination was made by these officials, and it was then discovered that a mistake had been made. Moreover, it was seen that the numbers attached to the man’s dress were not uniform with anything to be found in the jail, and there was some extraordinary mystery attached to the man. In consequence, I have come from London to ask Sir George and you to go with me to Portland Jail with the object of identifying this man who calls himself Kitson.”




  “I don’t think there is any doubt about its being him,” said Sir George. “I have seen the portrait of the wanted man, and have remarked on the extraordinary likeness. But must I come?” he asked reluctantly.




  “I am afraid you must,” said Inspector Grayson. “Will it be necessary for us all to go?” asked Sir George. “I do not mean my friend, Mr. Soltykoff, who is leaving by the next train, but Mr. Wilton here.”




  “It would be better,” said the inspector.




  “It is very awkward,” said Sir George, after a pause. “I had invited somebody down here, and I naturally desired to be present when he came. However, that is not the principal difficulty. What is necessary is that we should get this unfortunate man out of his trouble. How far is Portland Jail from here?”




  “I am afraid it would be rather too far for you to motor,” said the inspector, “if that is your idea; but if you want to be saved the bother of a train journey, I dare say motoring will be as quick as anything else.”




  “Well, there is nothing for it,” said Sir George, with an air of resignation. We shall have to go. Toady. You had better get your coat on and I will send word round to Jackson to get the car to the front of the door. We will drive Soltykoff to the station. Will you come with us, inspector?”




  The officer nodded.




  “If you wish it,” he said. “Or otherwise I will come on by train, but there is just the risk that I may not arrive at Portland until after you, and that I shall keep you waiting.”




  It was very annoying to Sir George. He had not left the house or the estate since the training of the spurious Portonius had begun. However, there was no help for it. He could not leave Kitson there, or the man in a moment of exasperation might say more than the baronet would care to hear repeated.




  He spoke to the butler.




  “I am expecting a gentleman from town, Gillespie,” he said. “Show him every civility, and give him the run of the house. I shall be back in the morning at the latest.”




  “Very good, Sir George,” said the man. “But what about Portonius?”




  “Oh, he can see Portonius all right!” said the baronet carelessly. “I want you to make him feel quite at home. He is not exactly” — he hesitated— “a gentleman, but you are to humour him, you understand, Gillespie.”




  “Yes, sir,” replied the servant. “He is to have the run of the house and do as he wishes.”




  “Exactly.”




  A few moments later Sir George’s big, blue car was going carefully down the drive, out upon the high road, and was proceeding eastward to the relief of the embarrassed Bud Kitson.




  *




  Less than half an hour after the car had disappeared, another motor car came through the lodge gates at Pennwaring, and, proceeding slowly up the drive, came to a halt before the broad flight of steps which led to the entrance of the mansion.




  The butler, on the qui vive for the arrival, came hastily down the steps to meet the visitor.




  “Sir George is very sorry,” he said, “but he has been called away on unexpected business. He told me to make you comfortable until he returns.”




  The tall man who alighted from the car nodded, then, seeing the butler’s eyes searching for the luggage, he said easily: “my luggage has not come. As a matter of fact, I am not making a long stay. When do you expect Sir George back?”




  “Tomorrow morning, sir,” said the man. “He is hardly likely to come before.”




  Again the tall man nodded.




  “I will stay the day,” he said, “on the off chance of him returning. I have wired to him.”




  He dismissed his chauffeur with a nod, and since the chauffeur had had his instructions most elaborately set forth in detail, he needed no more than that nod, and backed his car until he came to the open space before the house, then swung it round and went down the drive and back to the road from whence he had come. The visitor had plenty of time before him, but he utilised that time very completely. To the surprise of the butler, the behaviour and the language of the visitor were completely in contradiction to the description which Sir George had given, and Gillespie found himself wondering as to what standard Sir George set in his apprizement of gentlemen. He was certainly very inquisitive, this tall, teak-faced man who wanted to be shown all over the house, even into the sacred precincts of Mr.




  Toady Wilton’s rooms. He himself had a room adjoining the suite Toady occupied, and when he announced his intention, after lunch had been served, of spending the afternoon in taking forty winks, the exhausted servant was grateful.




  “I suppose you would not like to see the horse, sir,” he asked.




  If the visitor accepted this invitation he had no more to do than hand him over to Buncher and save himself from further bother.




  “If you will call me at three 0 clock,” nodded the newcomer, “I shall be most happy to see it. I have heard so much about Portonius that I am dying to have a good look at him.”




  At half-past one he went to his room.




  His behaviour was somewhat unconventional for a guest.




  He locked the door, and without any more ado he proceeded to try the keys he found in his coat pocket upon the door which led to Toady Wilton’s suite. Two minutes later, when the admirable Mr. Gillespie was explaining to a respectful audience in the servants’ hall his views on the newcomer, that gentleman was making an inspection of Wilton’s belongings at his leisure. It took some time, this inspection, as he went systematically to work, but at three o’clock, when the butler, in obedience to his orders, presented himself, he expressed his complete relief from the weariness which had attacked him at lunch.




  Mr. Buncher found a man who was very keen to discover things about horses, and Mr. Buncher, a constitutionally suspicious man, cursed the folly of Sir George Frodmere in allowing one who evidently knew all there was to be known about horses such freedom of inspection. He did, however, succeed in keeping the stranger out of the stall, and it was over the half-door of the loose box that the visitor inspected the Derby favourite.




  “A fine horse,” he said.




  He whistled softly, and the colt turned and came towards him; this man had evidently a way with horses. He held out his hand, and the grey rubbed his soft muzzle against the outstretched palm.




  “What are you doing?” asked Buncher suddenly.




  The stranger turned a look of bland surprise upon the other. “I don’t quite understand you,” he said.




  “You were looking at his teeth.”




  “Looking at his teeth!”




  The newcomer apparently could not follow the other.




  “Why should I want to look at his teeth?” he smiled innocently. “I am not a dentist.”




  “Sir George does not like people touching the horse,” said the man gruffly, and led the way out, closing the stable door behind him.




  There was nothing for the visitor to do, since the uncommunicative Buncher could offer him no adequate answer to the innocent questions he asked, than to return to the house and make his preparations for departure. Those preparations were simple, there were certain papers to stuff into the inside pocket of his overcoat. There was a window to be raised, and a shrill whistle to be blown, a whistle which Mr. Gillespie heard in the servants’ hall, which aroused Buncher in the stable yard, and which instantly caught the ear of the waiting chauffeur on the road without. Three minutes later his car was up before the door, and the visitor stood upon the steps waiting to depart. The butler was genuinely sorry to see his guest go, a revulsion of feeling for which the sovereign he held in his palm was an adequate explanation.




  “You will tell Sir George that I am sorry I could not stay,” said the tall man, and there was no need for him to say more, for at that moment a rocking car shot through the gates of the lodge and came flying up the drive, coming to a jerky standstill behind the other car. Sir George jumped out, his face livid with fury, and Bud Kitson followed.




  It had not been necessary to go to Portland.




  Bud had been released by Home Office order, and his car had met the baronet upon the road.




  “Milton Sands, I believe?” said Sir George. “That is my name,” answered Milton, putting on his gloves leisurely.




  “Has this man been in the house?”




  “Yes, Sir George,” said the startled butler.




  “Has he been into the stable?”




  “Yes, Sir George,” said the other.




  The baronet turned with a snarl on Milton.




  “So that was the game, was it? That was the trick to get me out of the way; I suppose Grayson was in this.”




  “You can suppose what you like,” said Milton Sands. “I was in it and that is enough. I wish you good-day.”




  He stepped down the steps, but the baronet confronted him.




  “You don’t leave until I understand what you have been doing or what you are taking away from here. A man who gains admittance into a gentleman’s house under false pretences is entitled to be searched.”




  “You will not search me,” said Milton Sands with a smile.




  The baronet reached out his hand and caught the other by the sleeve. As he did so Milton stnick at him with the back of his hand, and there was a resounding smack as the bony knuckles caught the other’s cheek, and he went staggering down the steps.




  “Take him, Bud,” roared Sir George.




  “Not with that gun, I guess,” drawled Bud. “He will have to wait his turn.”




  The “gun” in question had appeared in Milton’s hand as if by magic, and it cleared the road for him to the car.




  “I have learned a great many things,” he said, leaning over the back of the car and speaking in a pleasant conversational tone. “I could almost write a book on what I have learned, Sir George, not only from your stable, but from our friend Toady’s private archives.”




  Toady Wilton stood openmouthed, but no words escaped him.




  “I have come to the conclusion, Sir George,” Milton went on, in his own deliberate, half-amused, half-serious way, “that there are degrees of scoundrels in the world, and that an acquaintance with one of the lower degrees has the effect of increasing one’s respect for a rascal of a better type. I must say that since I have become acquainted with the depth and extent of Toady Wilton’s villainy, I have quite a sneaking regard for the clean and wholesome rascality which you represent.”




  He nodded a farewell to the fuming baronet, then turned to his chauffeur.




  “Home, James,” he said deliberately.




  XV. Love in a Cottage
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  All that was beauteous in nature was reflected in the heart of Mary President, as she stepped through the porchway of Mandrake Lodge, and stood shading her eyes as she searched the rolling green Downs. The little garden which surrounded the Lodge was a patchwork sachet of colour and fragrance. Great masses of rosemary, flesh pink of budding roses, rich red of Asiatic poppies, masses of daisies and delicately fragrant stock, with here and there islands of geranium, stalwart and perennial. Iris and anemone, nestling pansy and tall, red, flaming gladioli added to the gorgeousness of the haphazard design and the fragrance of rosemary filled the still air. She stood as she passed to pluck a little bloom of musk violet, walked through the gate and, crossing the road, reached the untamed stretches of down. One pang alone intruded itself upon the splendid serenity of her mind. Loyal and devoted to her grandfather as she was, even that pang counted for subtle treachery towards him by her high standards.




  Never a maiden waked to the bright dawn with so complete confidence in the righteousness of her loyalty as she had — yet that pang had come even as she stretched her healthy limbs in the exquisite comfort of healthy sleepiness. It had come as she slipped from her bed and went padding softly with bare feet to the little casement to draw in the sweet air of the morning; it had occurred again when, shining wet, she had stepped from her bath.




  And every time she had thrust it aside, that regret which she, with little justice to herself, interpreted as a censorship upon her grandfather.




  The morning was warm. She made a hasty selection of her lightest clothing. She wanted nothing to impede the free movement of her gracious body that day — she would have rejected such an adjective — and when she had kindled a fire, filled the kettle and set it to boil, she had opened the front door softly and had crossed the garden to the downs.




  And the centre and core of the pang which the glories of the day did not wholly dispel, was a certain young man who flushed on the slightest provocation, yet was possessed of all the fine qualities of manhood which she admired.




  What would Eric Stanton think of it all? What judgment would he, in the calm moments of reflection, pass upon John President? And yet — she stamped her foot impatiently — what right had he, or any man, to sit in judgment on this old man who had suffered so terribly for his one passionate crime — a crime rusty with age, and almost belonging to another century. He would be merciful, she felt that — but mercy was not the quality she required for John President. She needed justice — that, and no more.




  Over the distant rise she saw two horses move, silhouetted against the morning sky. They were the Dean and his promising pupil at their early exercise. The stables lay in the hollow over by Pennington village, and old Mag would be riding the colt himself.




  She remembered the kettle, and went back into the kitchen to discover that it was boiling furiously. She sang a little song under her breath, as she busied herself with teacaddy and teapot. Her grandfather was not stirring. That was good. She would not disturb him until eight. The solemn-faced clock over the kitchen mantelpiece pointed to a quarter to seven.




  She set a cup, poured out the tea, and sat to the enjoyment of the most pleasant meal of the day to many.




  She sighed a little as the thought of Eric recurred. The plain deal table at which she sat was under the window of the kitchen, a window bright with the cerise blooms of geranium. A daring thrush hopped down upon the sill and cocked his knowing head at her.




  “Good morning, Mr. Thrush,” she said gravely, “and how is your wife this morning?” The bird chirruped softly, then, without warning, flew away.




  “I’m afraid I’ve offended him,” said Mary ruefully.




  “I’m always offending—” She looked up quickly.




  A shadow had fallen from the window.




  She rose with a start as she met the smiling eyes and the healthy face of one who had occupied a disproportionate amount of her thoughts that morning.




  “Mr. Stanton,” she stammered, and went a fiery red. Then, with an heroic attempt to appear self-possessed, “I thought you were a thrush.”




  “I am a lark,” he corrected her gravely. “Won’t you ask me in to breakfast?—”




  She smiled, and indicated the door.




  “I’m afraid we cannot supply your favourite dish at so short notice, Mr. Lark,” she said solemnly, “but you may come in.”




  “And it isn’t breakfast,” she said, as he entered, laying his whip, hat, and gloves on a chair. “But a Christian cup of tea.”




  “That would please me,” he said, pulling forward a chair to the table.




  “And you mustn’t make any noise, because grandfather is asleep.”




  “You surprise me,” extravagantly impressed. How beautiful she looked, he thought, a veritable Aphrodite, so lightly clad that every line of the supple figure demanded urgent admiration. She, conscious of her skimpiness in the matter of clothes, regretted petticoats and whalebones with some fervour. It was a calm, beautiful face she turned to his, and the colour which came to her cheeks as she realised something of the inadequacy of her attire, no less than the strange light in her eyes — of this she was pardonably ignorant — fascinated and silenced him.




  All that was lovely in a woman, the grace, the tenderness, the infinite possibilities of growing was in her face.




  “How many lumps?” she asked prosaically, poising the sugar tongs.




  “Six!” he said with a start. “I mean seven. I always taken seven,” he affirmed stoutly, covering his confusion more recklessly.




  She looked at him in amazement.




  “Seven?” she asked, incredulously.




  “Sometimes I take eight,” he declared. “But I am breaking myself of the habit. It is horrible to be a sugar fiend.”




  “I shall give you one,” she decided, and dropped it into his cup. “If you want another you may take it.”




  He bowed his head with a pained expression, to which the laughter in his eyes gave instant denial.




  “I rode over,” he explained, as he sipped his tea. “I’ve got a house near by, and I was invited by Mr. President to see the trial.”




  She checked a sigh of relief, then —




  “You — don’t — think anything less of my grandfather?” she asked jerkily.




  “Think less of him? Good Lord, no!” he said in astonishment. “I think he is the most wonderful man I have ever met.”




  Again she sighed — a whole featherbed oppression of doubt and anxiety rolled off her mind. “You’re very good,” she said in her low, rich voice.




  “I shall be a frequent visitor, I hope,” he went on. “I want Mr. President to borrow any of my horses he likes to gallop Down Under Donovan with It is gorgeous riding out so early,” he said hurriedly for he saw the tears gathering in the girl’s eyes. “It makes one feel so young and fresh.”




  “You must be nearly sixty,” she suggested innocently.




  “Sixty-four,” he said promptly.




  “Dear, dear!” She shook her head. “You carry your age as well as grandpa. Would you mind if I called you Uncle Stanton?”




  “One doesn’t usually employ the surname,” he said severely. “I will be Uncle Eric to you if you wish.”




  She nodded.




  “Your great age entitles you to that,” she agreed. She was getting on dangerous ground; no one was better aware of the fact than she. Yet the heady draught of youth was at her lips, and she had none of his sixty-four imagined years behind her to dilute the cup with the sweet waters of discretion. She felt something of the danger, and rose abruptly. “Let us go into the garden,” she said.




  He rose, too, more slowly. He stood between her and the door, and she would have to pass him to get to the open air. For some reason which she could not understand and could not trace to its sure source, she was reluctant to move.




  “Go out — Uncle,” she said, with a quick smile. “Go out and see how lovely the world is.”




  “I can see it from here,” he said in a low voice. “All the wonder of it — the flowers and the gossamer of spider webs — and the butterflies. Do you ever notice how exhausted butterflies always seem? It makes me ache to look at them. It’s a wonderful world.”




  He took a step toward her and held out his arms.




  “Come to me,” he said huskily. “Come — my most wonderfql flower of all,”




  She had taken a step back as he approached. Her lovely eyes wide opened to his, her face had paled to a faint pastel pink.




  She could not speak for her heart was throbbing wildly, chokingly.




  “Come,” he said, and she stumbled forward to the encircling haven of his arms.




  *




  “Mary!—”




  The girl struggled to her feet, and pushed back a stray lock of hair.




  “It is grandfather,” she said aghast, “and I haven’t taken his tea — oh, dear, he’s in the garden, and I never heard him come down!”




  “I didn’t suppose you had,” said the young man cheerily. “I met him on the Downs on my way here — in fact,” he confessed, “when you suggested that he was in bed—”




  With a look of scorn she was on her way to the garden — but the scorn was not in harmony with the soft little pat she gave his curly head in passing.




  “Have you seen Mr. Stanton?” he heard the old man ask anxiously. “I sent him here — ah, here you are!” He smiled a welcome as Eric stepped from the comparative gloom of the kitchen to the garden dappled with golden sunlight.




  “I got up when you were asleep,” chuckled John President. He patted her cheek. “Why, Mary,” he said with concern, “your cheeks are all red — have you been sitting before the fire on a morning like this?”




  “No — no.” She went a deeper crimson. “1 have — we have been having tea — breakfast.”




  He shook his head.




  “Who is going to look after me?” lie asked in goodnatured dismay.




  For a time the old man’s china-blue eyes searched Eric’s face earnestly. Then he took his arm and walked him through the garden.




  “I understand,” was all that he said, and then there was a long silence which the other did not break.




  “You are entitled to know something more about me,” said John President after awhile. “You heard all that Wilton said the other day, and now you must know my side of the case. It is perfectly true,” he went on, speaking in a low tone, “that in the heat of my temper I shot my dear wife. What is not known is that I did not shoot at her but at her brother who had exasperated me beyond measure. I was young in those days, and a man of quick temper. I was tried for my crime, but even the judges realised how I had been punished for my sin, and I escaped the death penalty, and was transported to Australia. Think of it, Mr. Stanton,” he went on, with a little thrill of the anguish he felt in his voice, “a man on the threshold of a great career, looked up to by my fellows as one of the coming inventors of my time, with my wife suddenly snatched away from me by my own act, and myself removed from my two young children, and transported to what was in those days a terrible land. I was almost a madman in the earlier stages of my life in Australia, so much so that they confined me to the ‘President,’ one of the vilest hulks on God’s wide sea. Off and on, I was on the ‘President’ for six years. They never kept me in the stockades for very long. I was ringleader of all the schemes for the annoying of officials I was the author of most of the plans of escape. It was so often ‘Send the man to the President,’ that they came to call me John President. I do not know what would have happened to me in my wicked despair, but I received a letter from England from an old friend and learned for the first time that my poor children, about whose future my conscience was torturing me day and night, had been provided for by his generosity, and that they were looking forward to the day when they would join me in Australia. That pulled me together; I saw Colonel Champ, who was an inspector of convicts, and always took a great interest in the welfare of his prisoners. I told him in plain words my scheme of reformation, and it is to his credit that he helped me. I was loaned to one of the scientific institutes, and worked in their laboratory. It was there that I made a discovery which led eventually — many years later — to the production of malleable glass. That discovery was the extraordinary affinity certain alkaloids have for metal. I was transferred to the government laboratory which had been established at —— — by a young doctor named Lubbock, who unfortunately died as a young man. It was here that I made the acquaintance of the man, John Cotton, who calls himself John Pentridge. We were fellow-workers in the laboratory; he did all the hard and necessary menial work of the place, and we two outcast men became good friends. He was able to follow the direction my experiments were taking, experiments all the more important to me because I was feverishly anxious to make a success for myself, that I might place my children in a position of affluence on my release. For that release my friends were working, and the ticket came up on the same day that John Pentridge was allowed his liberty. We lodged together in a little place in Melbourne, and worked together at the same factory. Every night after my return from work we laboured upon my experiment. Then I invented a new sheep dip which attained a modest popularity, and the necessity for working at the factory disappeared. I had a steadily increasing revenue from the sale of the dip, and was able to conduct my investigations at my leisure. My two children had arrived, and, as the years passed pleasantly, they grew up, and the eldest married; Mary is his daughter. My younger son was killed in the Zulu war of ‘81. Jack, my eldest, died ten years ago. His long illness, and the strain of my own work, told upon me, and at the time I discovered the exact formula and had created for myself a sheet of glass which I could bend as you might bend a sheet of paper without any further injury than the paper would receive, I was on the verge of a breakdown. Knowing that possibly I might be stretched upon a bed of sickness, and maybe die, and anxious to provide for my little granddaughter, I set the formula down on paper, and when the last words were written I collapsed. It was three weeks afterwards when I came to myself very weak and ill. It had been touch and go with me the doctor said. But, in the meantime, John Pentridge had disappeared, and with him the formula. That is the rough story of my life,” said John President simply.




  Eric had listened in silence, his heart full of sympathy for the old man.




  “For ten years I sought for John Pentridge up and down the country,” President went on, “and now I have found him I feel instinctively that my search for him is in vain.”




  “What do you mean?” asked Stanton in surprise.




  “He no longer has the formula. I knew it from his insolent self-confidence when I saw him at Sandown the other day. He has parted with it.”




  “But surely,” said Eric, “you can make him tell you where it has gone.’




  “You don’t know John Pentridge,” said the other grimly. “And now let us see the horses.”




  He thrust the subject away as though it was something distasteful to him, but Eric read in the sullen mien of the old man something of the bitterness of this latest disappointment.




  “I suppose I am getting too old to be enthusiastic even in my hates,” said John President as he strode out across the Downs. “I have had detectives at work to discover Pentridge, and now I have found him I don’t know what to do with him.”




  “Why not employ a man to recover the formula?” asked Eric.




  He was a goodnatured young man, who never grew weary of trying to help his fellows, and it occurred to him that here was an excellent opportunity to test the merits of Milton Sands.




  *




  John Pentridge had received an invitation to make his home at Pennwaring. It was one of those hearty and generous invitations which men who have no money offer to those who may be of some slight service in providing them with their deficiencies.




  But the man who called himself Pentridge had hesitated to accept the hospitality thus extended. He had hesitated because he was in something like a funk. His courage had entirely evaporated at the sight of John President’s accusing face, and now he walked up and down his splendid room at Laridgc’s, his hands in his trouser pockets, his head sunk on his breast, contemplating the only move possible, namely a hurried one in the direction of France. He was in this unhappy frame of mind when Milton Sands opened the door behind him.




  Pentridge turned at the sound of the door opening. “Hullo,” he growled. “Who are you? Don’t you know this is a gentleman’s private room?”




  “I know it is a private room, Penty,” said the other easily. “But no more.”




  Pentridge only recognised his visitor as a man who had formed one of the group which had witnessed the discomfiture of Mr. Toady Wilton.




  A sudden fear assailed Pentridge; a fear that this visit had some deeper significance for him than the mere expression of curiosity on the part of one whom he was justified in believing was John President’s friend.




  “It is no good your coming here,” he said violently, “expecting to get anything out of me, because there is nothing going, do you see?”




  “So I understand,” said the Tfi and Milton, pulling up a chair to the little table in the centre of the room. “None the less, I would like to ask you one or two questions, which I am sure you will be pleased to answer. You are the man who sold M. Soltykoff a formula?”




  “I won’t answer any questions,” said the other man stubbornly.




  “I am from M. Soltykoff,” smiled Milton Sands. “I had a letter from him this morning in which he suggested I should call upon you, and, if you like, I will show you the letter.” He dived his hand into his inside pocket and produced the epistle.




  Pentridge looked at it suspiciously.




  “How do I know this is from M. Soltykoff?” he asked.




  “I am afraid I cannot help you there,” smiled Milton, “but you can take my word that it is from him.”




  Laboriously the exconvict read the ill-written letter through. M. Soltykoff was not blessed in the matter of caligraphy.




  “It seems all right,” he said grudgingly. “What do you want to know?”




  “You sold M. Soltykoff a formula?”




  The other nodded.




  “How did it come into your possession?”




  “I got it,” said the other evasively, from a,????




  “I realise that you stole it, and I realise that you stole it from a friend,” said Milton, amending the other’s phrase. “But I just want to know out of curiosity who was the friend that you took it from, and under what circumstances you got it? You see, it is rather important to M. Soltykoff,” he went on carefully. “The committee of the Lyons Exhibition have offered a reward of a hundred thousand pounds for the discovery of this formula. Not that they know that this formula exists, but they are satisfied that it is possible to produce malleable glass, and they have taken upon themselves to make this offer in the hope of directing the attention of inventors to this particular branch of commercial science. All of which,” he added pleasantly, “is probably Greek to you.”




  “I ain’t a fool,” said the other.




  “In my wildest moments I never thought you were,” agreed Milton. “I should think you were just the other kind, but you will see that it is necessary for us to discover who was the original inventor of this process, so that, in the event of our finding this formula, we shall be able to supply the committee with all that is necessary in the way of information, as you will imagine,” said Milton apologetically, “they will be rather keen on learning all there is to be learnt upon the subject.”




  Pentridge walked up and down his apartment with a thoughtful scowl on his face.




  “There is one thing I would ask,” he said slowly. “How long am I protected?”




  He hesitated.




  Milton understood what he was driving at.




  “The statute of limitations does not apply in criminal cases,” he said, “but I can promise you there will be no prosecution.”




  “I will tell you how it happened,” said the man after a while. “I had a pal in New South Wales, an inventor he was, the cleverest bloke you ever saw in your life. He was one of the oldest lags in Pentridge, and one of the cleverest. He had been put away years and years ago for shooting his wife, and he was a perfect devil until something happened which changed him. Anyway, he used to spend all his time inventing things, and when he was released from gaol he took me with him to help, because I knew his way and had got used to assisting him in the prison laboratory.” He hesitated again. “He invented this process and got ill. I thought he was dying, so—”




  “So you bolted with the formula?” suggested Milton.




  “I don’t know about bolting,” growled the other. “I went off with it, anyway, and that is the whole story.”




  “Now, who is the man you robbed?”




  “So he didn’t know,” thought Pentridge. “He was not sent by John President, after all.”




  “That I am not going to tell you,” he said determinately. “You have got to find that out for yourself. He is dead, anyway. He ventured this with a keen glance at the other.




  “Are you sure?”




  “What do you mean?” asked Pentridge loudly. “Do you think I am a liar?”




  “I have not given much thought to it,” replied Milton. “But if anybody told me you were I should not feel inclined to make trouble about it.”




  “M. Soltykoff can tell you who it was,” said Pentridge, after a pause. “His name was on the envelope.”




  “Unfortunately,” said Milton with a smile, “M. Soltykoff in a moment’s mental aberration destroyed the envelope, and has no recollection of the name.”




  He saw a little gleam of light come into Pentridge’s eyes.




  “Well, I can’t tell you,” said he shortly.




  “There is another matter,” drawled Milton. “You used to have an old friend some time ago, a man who was seen about with you a great deal on the Continent, and who was known to have left Australia with you. He was found dead at Monte Carlo,” he went on carelessly. “Murdered.”




  “Murdered,” stammered the other, his face white, the hand that he brought to his lips shaking. “What do you mean?”




  “I mean just what I say,” said Milton. “He was found beaten almost beyond recognition in the garden of an empty villa. He was killed the night you and I left Monte Carlo.”




  “I was not in Monte Carlo that night,” said the other hastily.




  “Indeed you were,” smiled Milton. “You were playing at the same table as I, and you w-ere kicked out for creating a disturbance.”




  “I know nothing about it,” said the other man sullenly. “If he was there that night I never heard of it.”




  “He was a party to the abstraction, too, as I understand it,” said Milton. “At any rate, I gathered as much by the fact that you both left Melbourne by the same boat. Was he the inventor?”




  “No,” snapped the other.




  “Have you any idea as to why he was killed?” There was no answer.




  “Or who killed him?”




  Still no answer.




  “Was there any urgent reason why you should have killed him?”




  Pentridge turned with a snarl, a devil in his face. “I killed him?”




  “I merely suggested you killed him,” said Milton in his most pleasant way. “I do not insist upon the fact.”




  He rose slowly, putting on his gloves.




  “It is very evident to me I cannot get the information I require from you.”




  He nodded to the door.




  “Where are you going?” asked Pentridge.




  “To pursue my inquiries along another line,” replied the detective.




  As Milton Sands walked out of the hotel and stepped into the car that was waiting for him, he realised that beyond giving this man a bad scare he had not made any notable success in his attempt to secure the information he required.




  Who was the owner of this formula? If he cleared up that point much might happen. It was strange that he did not associate John President with the proprietorship. When he had been called in to assist, to the embarrassment of Bud Kitson, he had thought no more than that Mary President had been suspected of stealing the document for no other reason than that she was on the train at the moment of the collision. It was, to his mind, merely the unworthy suspicion of unworthy men which had led to her prosecution. Could there be anything more in that suspicion, he asked himself. It was a worrying thought, and he went back to his oflice depressed by the possibility. However, there was an easy way of discovering — the easiest of all — by asking the girl herself. He looked round at Janet industriously wading through the morning’s newspapers, then lie drew a pad of telegraph forms to him and wrote quickly.




  “I am going down to see Miss President/’ he said. She looked up with a smile. “Even that threat does not worry me now,” she said with a smile. “But how long will you be away?”




  “Two days at the longest,” he replied.




  “You are worried,” she said quickly.




  He smiled extravagantly.




  “Worried?” he protested. “1 was never so happy in my life.”




  “How are your investigations going on? Have you found Mr. Stanton’s sister?—”




  He shook his head.




  “I cannot get any trace of the girl,” he said.




  She looked at him long and thoughtfully.




  “I have an idea,” she hesitated. “But I hardly like to advance it.”




  “What is your idea?” he asked quickly. “I want any ideas you can give me. I tell you that this Stanton business is worrying me terribly.”




  “Years ago,” she said, “I used to know Sir George Frodmere’s sister, at least my mother used to know her.”




  “I think I have heard of George Frodmere’s sister,” smiled Milton. “She is the lady who gives lighthearted recommendations of servants at her brother’s request.”




  “I don’t know anything about that,” said the girl. “But I do know that she is an awful gossip, and that there is very little that has happened in London during the last twenty years that she does not know. She is the one woman who might be able to put you on the track.”




  “That is an idea,” he pondered. “I will see her as soon as I get back.”




  He left by the two o’clock train for Sussex, but instead of staying two days he was back again in town by eleven o’clock that night, a perturbed and preoccupied man, and a busy man withal, for the grey light of dawn was showing whitely through his bedroom window and found him still writing.




  XVI. Milton Sands at Work
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  Mrs. Gordon Thompson lived in that part of Bayswater which is so affluent in appearance as to deceive the compilers of the telephone book into the belief that it is situated in Mayfair.




  Mr. Gordon Thompson had long since gone the way of all flesh, by which is meant, not so much that he was dead as that he had decorously and properly dropped out of the world to the embarrassment of a number of worthy shareholders in two or three companies with which he had been associated. And with him had disappeared the fluent and available assets of those companies, the affairs of which occupied an Official Receiver and most of his assistants the greater part of three months before he was able to issue to a number of lamenting creditors a first and final dividend of one and fivepence halfpenny in the pound.




  Mr. Gordon Thompson did not include amongst the assets which he found convenient, to carry with him to a distant clime that wife of his bosom, whom, according to the law, and by reason of certain vows he had taken, was his to cherish and to love. There were unkindly people who suggested that the extravagance of Mrs. Gordon Thompson had something to do with the unfortunate deficiencies which the Official Receiver found, but such gross scandal as was breathed over Bayswater did not affect the lady to any great extent, and, secure in the knowledge that she was the daughter of one English baronet and the sister of another, she went on in her placid way, and in course of time people forgot all about her husband, and only came to regard her as one who had the entree to good society and was a person to know.




  It is no extravagance to say that there was ground for the suggestion which was put forward in all good faith that it would have been impossible for her husband to have been in difficulties without her knowing. Because Mrs. Gordon Thompson knew everything there was to know. There never was a happening, in or about society, with which she was not acquainted. She had the reputation of being one who lived on the borderland of eccentricity. Her morals were irreproachable; you might not point the finger of scorn at Mrs. Gordon Thompson, however justified you might be in a derisive jerk of your thumb. She was notorious only in an uncomfortable way, for hers was the notoriety which attached to one who was not above taking her constitutional in the early hours of the morning up and down the respectable streets of Bayswater, clad in no more suitable array than a padded silk dressing gown. She was a thin-faced woman, with bright bronze hair, the colour of which communicated itself in some miraculous manner to the skin in the immediate vicinity. Thus you saw a little streak of brown at her temples, especially on those mornings when Mrs. Gordon Thompson had been in a great hurry and had applied her beautiful hair wash carelessly. She had eyes of flint blue, and a rat-trap of a mouth, and for the rest she was on the stringy side of life and was inclined to be sharp and acidulated.




  Milton Sands had no difficulty in securing an interview with the lady, and this, to his surprise, in view of his exploit at Pennwaring. But Sir George Frodmere was never a voluminous correspondent, and only utilised his sister when he required her. He had not troubled to warn her against the latest possibilities which were contained, and might be looked for from his knowledge of Milton Sands’ character, in that young man. It was in the afternoon that Sands made his call, and found Mrs. Gordon Thompson in a light wrapper sitting before a large table playing patience. She was an unconventional lady, sufficiently so to issue the instructions that Milton Sands should be shown straight up.




  “How do you do?” She greeted him with a nod. “Find a chair, will you? I think we have met somewhere.”




  She went on playing her patience, paying only casual attention to her visitor.




  “I think we have,” said Milton Sands. “At Enghien some time ago.”




  “Oh, I remember!” she nodded. “You are the man who cleared out the thousand-pound bank.”




  “I seem to recall something of the sort,” said Milton easily.




  “Well “ — she dropped her little pack of cards on the table and sat back, her hands upon the edge of the table, her eyes surveying his— “what can I do for you, Mr. Sands?”




  “You may be able to help me very considerably,” he said, addressing himself to her mood. “At any rate, my friend, Miss Janet Symonds, is under that impression.”




  “Oh, little Janet!” said Mrs. Gordon Thompson with interest. “What is she doing now?”




  “At present she is my secretary,” replied Milton. “And what are you when you are at home?” she asked calmly.




  “I am a private detective in a sense.”




  “In what particular sense?”




  Mrs. Thompson was interested, and her thin lips curled in a smile.




  “Well, I am looking for people, and Miss Symonds thought you might be able to help me. She says you know everybody and all the—” He hesitated.




  “And all the scandal of the last twenty years, I suppose,” suggested Mrs. Thompson cheerfully. “Yes, there is a lot of truth in that.”




  In as few words as possible Milton Sands made his errand known.




  “You are looking for Eric Stanton’s sister, are you?” said Mrs. Thompson thoughtfully. “Well, I think you have set yourself rather a task. I don’t know anything about her except that she left her husband, and that for a little time she lived in some lodgings in Bayswater with a servant. I never met her at all, and I only know what I do from hearsay. Some people say she went to Belgium and lived in —— — for a time. The only clue I can give you is that the servant who disappeared from the Stanton ménage at the same time, married an awful brute of a groom or stable boy of some kind, whose name I forget at the moment. Anyway, he got into trouble and disappeared. My brother used to employ him.”




  An inspiration sprang into Milton’s mind.




  “Buncher?” he suggested eagerly.




  Mrs. Thompson raised her delicate eyebrows in surprise.




  “That is the man. Do you know him?” she asked.




  “I have heard of him,” said the other quickly. “Do you think it is possible that she would know where the child was?”




  “I doubt it very much.” Mrs. Thompson shook her head. “You see, she was only with Mrs. Stanton for a little time, but still, there are possibilities in her.”




  “There are indeed,” agreed Milton Sands, thoughtfully. “I have been tracing all sorts of mythical women who might be identified with the servant accompanying Mrs. Stanton on her travels, but so far without success. I am greatly obliged to you.”




  “Janet’s mother could have helped you if she were alive. It was on a letter of introduction from Mrs. Stanton that I came to know the Symonds’s. You see,” she explained, “though Mrs. Stanton and I had never met, we had had a great deal of correspondence. She and her husband were interested in one of my husband’s companies, and when my dear man bolted she wrote me the sweetest letter, and, well, I won’t deceive you, she sent me a little money which was badly wanted. She never corresponded with me again till she sent from Bruges the letter of introduction which brought the Symonds’s. Probably Janet doesn’t know this. I was broke to the world at the time, but I did what I could.” She smiled a sharp, manlike smile as he rose to go, and then —




  “Is there any reward offered?” she asked with interest.




  “There is some reward for her discovery,” said Milton.




  “Then don’t forget that I stand in,” said the admirable lady, picking up her cards. She offered her thin hand and gave his a limp shake. As Milton made for the door she asked:




  “What will win the Derby?”




  “Dom Under Donovan,” replied the other with a smile.




  “You poor, funny thing,” said Mrs. Thompson, as she dealt out the pack with great deliberation. Then, “cheer oh!”




  “Cheer oh!” replied Milton gravely, and closed the door behind him.




  Here was some information to go on, but to approach Mrs. Buncher might be a difficult matter. He was not exactly a persona grata with the folk of Pennwaring. If he had known all the circumstances before, he might have made better use of his opportunities, though it must be confessed that he had utilised the time he had spent at Sir George Frodmere’s country seat to the greatest possible advantage. One fact he had proved beyond doubt was the discreditable part Toady Wilton had played in the separating of Eric’s parents, but that information was not so important at the moment in view of the exposure of that gross man by Lord Chanderson.




  Milton Sands had hoped to secure some evidence as to the girl’s whereabouts from the correspondence. He had this faint hope, that Toady Wilton had the girl up his sleeve ready to produce the moment opportunity offered. His hope here was doomed to disappointment. Whatever else was evident, it was clear that the man had no knowledge of the girl’s present situation. He had arranged to meet Eric Stanton to lunch at his club that day, and he found Eric in the most cheerful and optimistic frame of mind, boisterously good-humoured, and there was such a contrast in their attitude towards life that the younger man remarked upon it.




  “You don’t seem to be very cheerful.”




  “I am cheerful enough,” said Milton with a quiet smile, “only I have a lot to think about just now.”




  “By Jove! so have I!” said the other. “I want you to devote as much attention as you possibly can to the lost formula. I have had another talk with old Mr. President only this morning. You have heard about the committee of the Lyons Exhibition and the offer they have made?”




  Milton nodded.




  “The latest time for receiving the formula is next week,” Eric Stanton went on. “And if by any miracle you could discover that wretched document it would be an enormous thing for President. He was saying this morning that he would have sent it in himself, not only for the prize, but for the advertisement that would be secured by his success. It is rather pathetic, the faith he has in that formula.”




  “Is he a rich man?” asked Milton.




  The other shook his head.




  “He is comfortably off,” he said. “I think he has just a few thousand, and he is putting almost every penny he has on his horse.”




  “Down Under Donovan?”




  “That is the fellow,” smiled Eric. “From what I saw of the trial he will just about win the Derby. He made a hack of the Dean for a mile and a half; he held the old horse for speed, and stayed on to win his trial with the greatest ease. I put the clock on him, and he ran the distance in very nearly record time. Not that I take much notice of the time test.”




  “I think you are wrong,” said Milton with a smile. “You English people are too scornful of the clock, and you are always pointing out the fact that some of the best records are held by more or less indifferent horses, platers and the like. You seem to forget that had these indifferent horses met the best of their year, even the best of the classic horses in that particular race they must have beaten them.”




  “I do not quite see what you mean,” said Eric, interested.




  “Well, take your mile record, held by a comparatively poor horse, and take the best horse you have ever had in this last decade. Take Ormond, for instance. My contention — and it is the contention of all who swear by the clock — is that if Ormond had met your despised selling plater on the day on which he made his record, Ormond would have been beaten. It simply means that your record-maker was upon that particular day running in a condition of fitness and in such good heart that he would have beaten anything that was not so fortunately circumstanced. I think,” he went on thoughtfully, “that Down Under Donovan will very nearly win.”




  “Nearly win!” said the other in surprise. “What do you think will win?”




  A little smile played about the mouth of Milton Sands.




  “I think the Derby is a certainty for Sir George Frodmere’s horse,” he said quietly.




  “Do you mean that?” asked the other. “Do you really think that Portonius will win?”




  “I say that it is a certainty for Sir George Frodmere’s grey,” smiled Milton Sands. “But what will happen after the race is run remains to be seen.”




  “You are devilish mysterious this morning,” said Eric with an irritated smile. “Kindly unravel the mystery for me.”




  “You must wait for the Derby Day,” said the other.




  The men rose and went out of the club together. Milton took farewell of his patron on the steps.




  “I think I may have something to report to you on the more important matter of your sister,” he said. “I have a clue which at any rate is one which I can follow; and as to Mr. President’s formula—”




  He paused. “Well,” he went on with a bright smile, “we shall see. When is the result of the Lyons Examination to be published.”




  “Curiously enough, on Derby Day,” said Eric. Milton nodded.




  “Mr. John President may yet pull off a double,” he said. “If you do not see me before, you will meet me at Epsom,” and with an exchange of nods the men parted.




  The cottage which Sir George Frodmere had placed at the disposal of his trainer was one of the lodges guarding a drive through the Pennwaring estate to the house. It was a drive which was no longer used. Many little economies had to be practised by the heir to the Frodmere estates, and one of these was the discontinuance of the western drive. The wrought-iron gates admitting to the weed-strewn roadway were never opened now except by Mr. Buncher on his way to the village inn, and by his wife on his return. The remoteness of the lodge from the great house was all to Mr. Buncher’s advantage. Loyal as he was in the service of his master, he had many qualities and many failings as to which he harboured no illusion. He knew, for instance, that Sir George Frodmere, though no temperance fanatic, was especially strict on the necessity for a trainer of a Derby favourite remaining sober at all hours of the day and night. He might, too, have views on the treatment of women, and Mr. Buncher was especially fortunate in his isolation, since the outcry of a beaten wife could not penetrate to any other human habitation. For Mr. Buncher, in his cups, was tremendously pugnacious, and since that pugnacity was, in the main, directed toward his wife, she, unhappy woman, did not have the rosiest of times.




  On an evening in May, Mr. Buncher departed, as was his wont, for “The Load of Hay,” and he left behind a wife who heaved a sigh of relief as she heard the gates clang behind her lord and master. She was a thin creature, with that hard, yellow look which childlessness and drudgery bring to the face of womankind. Seventeen years of domestic slavery had destroyed what little soul there was in this crushed woman. She was ready to start and to jump at the slightest noise, and she had not been seated in her kitchen for five minutes before she rose with a smothered exclamation and a nervous look in her face at the sound of somebody shaking the gates outside. Thinking it was her husband returned, she hurried out, the key in her hand, but it was a stranger who looked at her through the ornamental ironwork.




  “Mrs. Buncher?” he said pleasantly.




  “Yes, sir,” said the woman.




  He was evidently a gentleman, she thought, and she judged not only from his dress but from his voice. He had a motorcar, too, a crowning cachet of respectability.




  “I wanted to see you for a few minutes upon a rather important matter.”




  The woman hesitated. She had received strict orders to admit nobody into the grounds. But Mr. Buncher had never foreseen the possibility of her having a visitor, and his warning had, in the main, applied rather to unauthorised visitors to Sir George Frodmere.




  “I think it will be rather to your advantage,” said Milton Sands enticingly. “To your advantage” is a phrase which has special significance to a certain type of newspaper reader. It suggests illimitable possibilities of legacies by faraway uncles, to mouldy and dust-covered moneys in the vaults of Chancery bankers. Mrs. Buncher was all of a fluster as she trembled the key into the lock and snapped back the bolt.




  “Will you come in, sir?” she said, and closed the gate after him. Milton was ushered into the parlour, and Mrs. Buncher dusted a spotless chair with her apron before she invited him to sit.




  “I will not keep you very long,” said Milton Sands, who had timed his visit to follow the departure for Mr. Buncher in his evening search of liquid refreshment. “Some time ago you were in the employment of Mrs. Stanton.”




  The woman hesitated.




  “Yes, sir,” she said.




  “You know that Mrs. Stanton went away from her husband, taking her little girl, and you, I believe, went with her.”




  “That is quite true, sir,” said Mrs. Buncher. “She was very good to me was Mrs. Stanton, and old Mr. Stanton was a brute to treat her as he did.”




  She was prepared to go on dilating upon the morality of the situation, but Milton stopped her gently.




  “How long were you with Mrs. Stanton after she left her husband?”




  Mrs. Buncher looked up at the ceiling for inspiration.




  “I was with her for two years, a year in England and a year in Bruges. I came back to England with her after she left Belgium, and it was in London where I left her. Her money was running short, and some of the shares she had were not paying the dividends they used to pay. I don’t rightly understand it,” she said with a rare smile, “but the cause of the trouble was something like that.”




  “You know, I suppose,” said Milton, “that a reward was offered by young Mr. Stanton for the discovery of his sister?”




  The woman nodded.




  “I heard something about it,” she said. “But it was no use my applying because I knew nothing about her.”




  “Exactly. What was her address when she came to London?”




  Milton scribbled down the address the woman gave him.




  It was in Hornsey, and, as he judged, a boardinghouse.




  “Is there anything about the child which you would recognise?”




  The woman smiled.




  “Oh, yes, sir! “ she said. “There was the snake.”




  “The snake?” repeated the other quickly. “What was that?”




  “We used to call it the snake,” said the woman with her thin smile, “it was a yellow birthmark round her ankle — it looked just like a snake, head and eyes complete. They used to say—” She stopped.




  “Yes?” encouraged Milton.




  “I don’t like saying anything against a gentleman… he’s staying here now…


  Mr. Wilton… but Madame hated him … we always called him ‘the


  snake’ — even Madame did… and that it was because she was always thinking so much about him and hating him so much…” She stopped, a little frightened.




  




  “That is something to go on,” smiled Milton.




  Further conversation was interrupted by a loud knocking at the door of the little lodge, and the woman rose up in a fluster.




  “Mrs. Buncher,” said a voice outside, and Milton recognised it as Sir George’s.




  “I think,” he said, in a low voice, “you had better not let Sir George know I am here. Where can I go?—”




  “Go through along the passage into the kitchen,” said the woman, remembering in a panic the injunction she had received from her husband to admit nobody through the lodge gates.




  She waited till the door closed behind her visitor, then she opened to Sir George.




  “Where is your husband?” asked the baronet sharply.




  “He has gone into the village, sir,” she said.




  “Go and find him,” said the baronet. He stood waiting on the threshold, tapping his booted leg impatiently.




  The woman hesitated, then ran into her room and got her hat.




  She could only pray that the unknown stranger would not betray his presence.




  Sir George waited till the iron gates closed behind her, then he turned to Toady.




  “You are perfectly sure?” he said.




  “Perfectly sure,” said Toady, who was purple with excitement. “I could not mistake the man again.”




  “I thought his ship was leaving the day before the Derby?”




  “He may have got leave,” said the other, “or been transferred to another boat.”




  “It is rather unfortunate,” said Sir George.




  They were pacing slowly the little garden path which ran along one side of the lodge, and they came to a halt outside the kitchen window.




  “That this infernal purser should be interested in racing is bad enough, that he should be able to stop over and see the Derby run is worse, but that he should come down here to Pennwaring to nose around and see for himself the horse at exercise is disastrous. You are sure he saw the gallop?”




  “Perfectly sure,” said Toady. “You see, your galloping the horse in the afternoon, Sir George, if you don’t mind my saying so, is a mistake from every point of view. The gallop is all right, because that is pretty free from observation, but returning to the stable he had to come within a hundred yards of the wall, and I was standing watching Buncher riding him back when I happened to look round, and there was our bold purser, as large as life, sitting on the top of the wall with a pair of field glasses.”




  Sir George frowned.




  “He has suspected all along,” he said shortly. “Do you remember what he said about the pity of El Rey being sent to the stud when he could win so many races? He has smelt a rat, and he has come down to investigate. Tell me again, what did you do?”




  Toady glowed with pride.




  “I did not lose my head,” he said. “I just looked up at him and in an instant I collected myself. In moments like this,” he explained modestly, “I can always—”




  “Don’t talk about yourself so much,” said Sir George testily. “Tell me what happened. I know what you can do in moments of crisis. I have had plenty of evidence of your qualities.”




  “I simply said ‘Good afternoon,’” said the mortified Mr. Wilton, “and exchanged a few words about the horse. I asked him if he would like to visit the stable and have a look at him, and he — accepted.”




  “We shall have to decide what to do when we have seen Buncher, Wilton,” he said, slapping his palm with his fist. “I want money very badly. If any. thing should go wrong now, or come between us and our coup, I hardly know what I should do. We must find out how much this purser knows and how much he guesses. This much I tell you, that he must be silenced at all costs.”




  Toady nodded. He grasped the gravity of the situation, for a large portion of his own capital was invested on the chances of the grey.




  “Here he is,” said Sir George in a lower tone. He stood at the corner of the building which commanded a view of the gate. The stranger came at the same time as Mr. Buncher, hastily summoned by his wife, returned, and they all three came through the gate together. The woman cast an anxious glance at the window of the kitchen, but caught no sign of the visitor. She had hoped that he would have availed himself of whatever opportunity offered to clear away. Sir George jerked his head significantly in the direction of the woman.




  “All right,” growled Buncher to his wife. “We shan’t want you any more.”




  “Do you want the use of the parlour?” she asked timidly.




  “No, we will talk in the open-air, if you please, Mrs. Buncher,” said Sir George. Then: “This is Mr. Delane;” he introduced the newcomer. He recognised him at once as the purser who had brought the grey home to England.




  Buncher scowled at the visitor and murmured something.




  “I understand you had a gratuitous view of my Derby horse finishing his preparation,” said Sir George.




  The purser nodded.




  “Well, what do you think of him?” bantered the baronet.




  The purser paused as though shaping his words.




  “I think that he goes very well,” he said.




  “You saw him galloped, then?” said the baronet in surprise.




  “I just caught a glimpse of him,” replied the other. “Not exactly at full stretch, but finishing his gallop.”




  “A nice horse, don’t you think?” suggested Sir George, carelessly. His eyes did not leave the officer’s face.




  “Remarkably nice.” There was a dryness in the other’s tone which was significant.




  But Sir George was too old a strategist to demand an explanation for the implied doubt.




  “Do you think he will win the Derby?” he asked.




  The purser nodded.




  “He will lead the field past the post,” he said cheerfully.




  “I see,” said the baronet.




  Not another word was spoken. Sir George was biting his finger nails thoughtfully.




  “I should like you to come up to the house,” he said, and the purser smiled.




  “I would rather not, Sir George, if you don’t mind,” he answered politely enough. “I have to be back in London tonight.”




  “By the way, will you be at Epsom?” asked Sir George. Then, as the other nodded, the baronet continued, “I thought you would be on the sea by now — you are very fortunate.”




  The purser’s lips twitched.




  “As a matter of fact, I ought to be,” he said. “But I am taking our new ship out in September, and the Company have given me leave till then.” Again there was silence. Then —




  “Do you know Moscow at all?” asked the baronet carelessly.




  “I do not,” said the seaman in surprise. “Why do you ask?”




  “I was wondering whether you would care to undertake a little commission for me. I am expecting some very important news which will necessitate my having a trusted agent in that city, and it has occurred to me that you are the very man for the jobit would be an excellent and profitable method of filling up your spare time. What I should want you to do would be to go to Moscow. I should ask you to put up at the very best hotel there, and wait till you received my instructions. I would pay you handsomely — that is to say,” with a shrug of his shoulders, “I would allow you fifty pounds a week for your expenses, and pay you another fifty for your services. You would probably be there for six weeks, you would have an opportunity of seeing a most beautiful part of Russia, and—”




  “And,” said the purser quietly, “I should be out of England. Thank you, Sir George, I would rather not.”




  “Perhaps if I made it two hundred a week,” suggested the baronet. “That would work out at some twelve hundred pounds for a very pleasant stay.”




  The purser was not a rich man, and he hesitated.




  After all, it was no business of his, he thought. Here was an opportunity which might never occur again in his lifetime. He was a perfectly honest man, and, like many another, and with as delicate a sense of probity, he applied the test of honour only to those actions and happenings directly affecting himself. Besides, no word had been passed yet which had made the acceptance of Sir George’s offer impossible. The baronet, with his multifarious interests, might very well have genuine business in Moscow.




  “I will think about it,” he said.




  “Decide now,” said Sir George, with a cheery smile, “and leave for Moscow tonight. Are you a married man?”




  The purser shook his head.




  “That makes things all the easier,” Sir George went on. “You can catch the eight o’clock train from Liverpool Street for the Hook of Holland, and pick up the Moscow express at the Hook or at Amsterdam. What do you think?”




  The man hesitated. He had an uncomfortable feeling that he was not acting as he intended, and as all his better nature suggested he should, but after all, this business of racing had nothing to do with him. He was not so sure that a swindle was involved. After all, there is a great deal of likeness between grey horses.




  “And while you are there,” Sir George went on, “perhaps you would like to renew acquaintance with your old friend the grey. He is in Soltykoff’s stud,” he said this offhandedly, as though it were a matter of indifference whether the purser accepted or not, but it offered a straw at which an outraged conscience might grasp.




  “I will go,” said the purser.




  “Come to the house and fix it up,” said Sir George.




  He led the way, talking cheerily of everything in the world except horse-racing.




  Since Mr. Buncher had not been formally dismissed, he made a tentative fourth to the party, a fortunate circumstance, since it enabled Milton Sands to retire gracefully from a position which might very easily have embarrassed him.




  XVII. An Unexpected Visit
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  A week had passed, a very full week for Milton Sands, a very anxious week for old John President, up and about from daybreak till sunset, watching the progress of his Derby candidate. It was on the Saturday preceding the Derby when it seemed that the world talked of nothing else but the chances of the dozen candidates, that Eric Stanton rode across the Downs with Milton at his side. He was disturbed in his mind. The previous night he had seen a new John President, a John President with all the rash confidence of a man sixty years younger than himself.




  Milton Sands, a guest at the big house — Eric Stanton was lord of the manor at Teuton Brierly, on the other edge of the Downs — was the recipient of Eric’s fears.




  “It is not that I am afraid of the old man losing his money,” he said, “because that can easily be replaced, but I fear the awful effect that a defeat will have upon him. You see he is a very old man, and he is putting all his hopes upon this colt. If Down Under Donovan is beaten I don’t know what will happen to John President, and I have a special reason for wanting him to be happy just now.”




  He saw Milton Sands’ keen eyes upon him and the laughter behind those eyes, and went red.




  “I think I understand,” said Milton quietly, “but you must trust me now. I do not think it matters what happens next week.”




  “What do you mean?” asked the other in surprise.




  “Just what I say,” bantered Milton. “Allow me to be mysterious. It is my proper role. I saw Soltykoff yesterday,” he went on, “he was in his most exuberant condition, and reminded me of the time when he and a few friends of his parted me from money which I could ill spare, a very ill-timed and senseless piece of reminiscence,” he smiled. “Honestly I don’t wish to be offensively mysterious, but just now I am rather busy on one or two things, more especially with your own private business, and things are working out.”




  “Is there any hope?” asked Eric quickly.




  “About your sister, I think there is great hope,” said the other quietly. “I have succeeded in tracing your mother and the child to a little suburban boarding house, and I am well on the way to following this up with what I believe will be a more important discovery.”




  Eric nodded.




  “You don’t know what that means to me,” he said. “Night and day my sister is seldom out of my mind. I feel as though I were a thief living on her money, enjoying the luxury which she is denied — she may even be in absolute want,” he said bitterly, and Milton patted him on the back.




  “I should not worry too much about it,” he said kindly. “I think we are going to have a horrible week of revelations, with Milton Sands everlastingly in the limelight, receiving the plaudits and bouquets of his enraptured friends.”




  He had an appointment with the woman who kept the boardinghouse in Norbury, that boardinghouse which had sheltered Mrs. Stanton in her penury.




  Madam Burford (so the sometime Norbury landlady described herself) was now the prosperous proprietress of a private hotel at Brighton, and Milton found her without any difficulty.




  Yes, she could distinctly remember Mrs. Stanton, could even place him in possession of facts of which he was ignorant, and indeed could give him a good deal of information which he instinctively knew would be most valuable. Mrs. Stanton had left her to go to another boardinghouse in Bloomsbury, and Madam Burford fortunately was a methodical person who kept an address book.




  “But,” she said, copying out the address, and looking up with a little smile, “you are rather late in coming for this information.”




  “Why do you say that?” asked Milton, suddenly interested.




  “I mean that you are the second person who has been here for news regarding Mrs. Stanton and her child.”




  “Who was the other?” asked Milton quickly.




  “A lady,” replied Mrs. Burford, scribbling busily. “A Mrs. Gordon Thompson.”




  Milton smothered an exclamation under his breath.




  Mrs. Gordon Thompson! Why should she develop this sudden interest in the missing people? Then he remembered the reward, and smiled. He would have to get very busy, he thought, to take the chance of coming in a bad second at the end of his investigations.




  His fear of Mrs. Gordon Thompson’s activity was well justified, for that admirable lady had followed a swift course across London, tacking from Kilburn to Bloomsbury, from Bloomsbury to Balham, and back to Bloomsbury again, and she learned quite enough to justify an excursion which was very unusual, and which, it may be added, was by no means pleasing to the gentleman affected.




  Sir George Frodmere received a telegram which was brief and decisive.




  




  “AM COMING BY ELEVEN-FOURTEEN TRAIN, HAVE YOUR CAR TO MEET, — GEORGINA.”




  




  “Now, what the devil does she want?” he asked irritably. There was no love lost between brother and sister, for if they were not bad friends they were at least antagonistic to this extent, that Sir George greatly disliked — and in his dislike was a measure of fear — the caustic tongue of his relative. There were times when he found her useful and was not above employing her, but he had never, in his most tender, fraternal moments, contemplated inviting her to share his solitude at Pennwaring.




  “I suppose we shall have to put her up. You can go down and meet her, Toady,” he said. “I shall go to town tomorrow, and you can entertain her.” Toady, by no means pleased at the prospect, muttered incoherently and vaguely of an engagement he himself had with a man.




  “Let him wait,” said Sir George. “I cannot be bothered by Georgina and her infernal scandal.” Toady met the lady at the station with extravagant effusion.




  “We have been looking forward to your coming,” he said, as he shook her limp hand; “and—”




  “Don’t lie, Toady,” she said briskly. “George loathes and hates the idea of my coming, but he must put up with me for two days and it may be a very excellent thing for him that he does.”




  She flounced into the car, and her meagre baggage was strapped on behind. Toady, after some attempts to make conversation without any better result than evoking a grunt or two from the lady, herself preoccupied, relapsed into silence.




  As they were nearing the house Mrs. Gordon Thompson turned suddenly upon her companion.




  “Is George going to win the Derby?”




  “We all fervently hope so,” said her unwilling companion, cautiously.




  “Sir George does not put his money on hopes,” she said in her incisive way. “He backs absolute certainties, and I am curious to know why he is so very sanguine about the chance of this horse of his.”




  “Doubtless he will tell you,” said the diplomatic Toady Wilton, who had no desire to be cross-examined by this terrible lady.




  He was relieved when the car came to a stop before the broad steps of the house. Sir George was waiting on the terrace above with a scowl which could be by no stretch of imagination construed into a look of welcome.




  “Hullo!” he said, ungraciously, as the lady came up the steps, “what brings you down here?”




  “Your fortune and future, George,” she replied shortly. “I could not bear to think of you alone here with no other person near you in your hour of trial than Toady; it kept me awake at night.”




  He led the way to the library. Mrs. Gordon Thompson detested drawingrooms. She took a cigarette up from the box on the baronet’s desk without invitation, and lit it.




  “You need not wait, Toady,” she said brusquely, and thus unceremoniously dismissed, the stout man waddled away heartily cursing Mrs. Gordon Thompson and her discourtesy, but having the good sense to utter his curses under his breath.




  When they were left alone the baronet turned from his contemplation of the park through the window.




  “Well, Georgina?” he asked.




  “George,” she said, plunging straight into the matter at hand. “I think it is about time you married.”




  “Exactly, why have you arrived at this startling conclusion?” he asked in surprise.




  “I think a good marriage might save you from very serious trouble,” she said. “You see, I know enough about you and your little games to realise that you are always on the edge of the law, and that there is a danger that one of these days you will go tottering over to your destruction.”




  “Have you got religion or something?” he asked curiously.




  “Nothing so clean or wholesome,” replied the calm lady. “I am the same Georgina, unaltered and undiluted; I have come down on business — and virtue is a paying business, believe me.”




  “And in what way are my virtues to be exercised?” he asked with a half smile.




  “In a good, permanent marriage,” she replied, “with a lady worth half a million in her own right. How does that strike you?”




  “It strikes me as being decidedly comic and reminiscent somewhat of the tales of my long departed youth,” said Sir George, stroking his fair, drooping moustache. “But where is the fair lady to be found? I must confess that I have sought her without any great measure of success for something like twenty years. But whilst beauty has been kind, the monied beauty has been cold, and even plutocratic plainness has shied in the face of my disinterested attentions.”




  Mrs. Gordon Thompson composed herself on the edge of the settee, swinging her thin ankles in the sheer enjoyment of her ease.




  “I think I have discovered her, and you can sail in and take her. She is in fairly poor circumstances, and there is nothing for you to do but to be the good and chivalrous knight who is prepared to marry beneath you, only “ She warned him with a shake of her finger. “Not only must you be prepared, but you must marry the lady and that as soon as possible.”




  He looked at her through his half-closed eyes.




  “Where do you come in, Georgina?” he asked quietly.




  “I come in on the usual ten per cent, basis,” said his practical sister. “I don’t suppose you will be able to handle all the money she has, but at any rate you will be in a position in a year’s time to pay me a pretty substantial sum for my services. By the time the lady’s identity is revealed you should have established yourself in her affections to such good purpose that she would be willing to leave the management of her affairs in your kindly hands.”




  “I see,” said Sir George. “And who is the lady and where is she to be found?—”




  Mrs. Gordon Thompson’s smile was one of considerable amusement.




  “You do not suppose for one moment that I should tell you that, do you?” she asked archily. “My dear George, what a simpleton you must think I am. No, I want this arrangement written down in black and white, and an agreement drawn up as between George Mortimer Maxwell Frodmere on the one part (hereinafter called the husband), and Georgina Heloise Gordon Thompson on the other part (hereinafter called the agent). It has to be set out in proper form, stamped and sealed and provided with all the safeguards which my ingenious lawyer can devise before I move a step in the matter.”




  Sir George stood in his thoughtful attitude for some minutes, his hand caressing his moustache, his pale, blue eyes scrutinising his sister.




  “There is an idea in that, Georgina,” he said with a mildness in noticeable contrast to his previous uncompromising attitude, “I have not so far been very fortunate with my marriage ventures.”




  “You are not married?” she interrupted quickly. He shook his head with a smile.




  “I am thinking of the attempts I have made to enter that holy and responsible state,” he explained. “So far they have proved abortive. I think your idea is distinctly promising,” he repeated, approvingly. “Now we will get to work at once, and I will have my lawyer draw up an agreement — I will wire him down to-day.”




  “You might wire mine at the same time,” she suggested.




  “That is not necessary, is it?” he asked in pained remonstrance.




  “Awfully necessary when I am dealing with you, George,” she smiled. “You see I know you.”




  “So you do,” he said, as though the idea struck him for the first time.




  *




  Sir George Frodmere did not leave for London the next morning as he had threatened, but Toady Wilton did, delighted at the opportunity the change in Sir George’s attitude afforded. There had been so much money come into the market lately for Down Under Donovan that Portonius had eased in price. It was a chance not to be lightly missed, and Toady Wilton was gathering up all his financial reserve to plunge upon Sir George Frodmere’s grey. He had good reason to be satisfied with his immediate prospects. Every trial they had had in the seclusion of Pennwaring Park had pointed unmistakably to the fact that Portonius would be an easy winner of the great classic. The Argentine importation seemed to have thrived on his work, and was relatively a better horse than he had ever been in his life. The only danger that the man had feared was that the change of climate would have produced a loss of form, and now that that danger had been dissipated it seemed in this admittedly poor year, when the three-year-old form was all topsy-turvy and the class of the horses engaged in the Derby so far below the average, that the spoils would come to Sir George’s party. Toady drove straight from the station to the office of his commission agent and was immediately shown in. The young man who sat behind the handsome desk bore no resemblance to the bookmaker of fiction. He was quietly dressed and his face was refined to a point of aestheticism.




  His rimless eyeglasses, the absence of all jewellery, and the general decorum of his surroundings might have suggested to the uninitiated who had strolled into the office that he had made a mistake and had entered the sanctum of a young bank manager with literary tendencies.




  “How is the horse?” he asked, as he pushed a silver cigarette box across the desk.




  “As fit as anything,” replied Toady. “But the market is behaving in a queer way.”




  Mr. Gursley nodded.




  “I suppose you know that somebody is laying your horse?”




  “Laying it?” replied the other. “Laying against it?—”




  The commission agent nodded.




  “You can get all the sixes you want about Portonius,” he said. “I could have had six thousand to a thousand or thirty thousand to five thousand if I had wanted it yesterday.”




  “Who is the agent offering it?” asked Toady, eagerly. “Is he a man of substance?”




  “Perfectly, he is not offering odds on his own behalf, you know,” said Mr. Gursley, with a smile. “He is acting for a client. I believe you could get the bet now if you wanted it.”




  He pulled the telephone towards him, and called up a racing club in Jennyn Street.




  “Mr. Payne?” he asked, and in a few moments the man he had inquired for was at the other end of the wire.




  “You were offering thirty thousand to five Portonius for the Derby yesterday. Is the offer still open?”




  “It is,” said the voice promptly.




  Gursley covered the transmitter with his hand and looked up at Toady Wilton.




  “Would you like to take that bet?”




  Toady nodded.




  “Lay me thirty thousand to five, Portonius,” said the commission agent, and, as he hung the receiver up, he said quietly:




  “I suppose you know that you and your friends are pretty heavily committed?”




  “What do we stand to lose?” asked Toady.




  “Something like twenty thousand pounds,” said the other. “And so far I have only got about ten thousand of yours in hand.”




  Toady smiled.




  “Is it necessary or lawful that one should put one’s money down?” he asked pointedly.




  “It is not lawful,” replied the quiet man, “but it is very necessary before I go any further. Even now I am not sure that I shall stand that bet I have made unless I have a deposit. You see, Mr. Wilton, when one is dealing in large sums one cannot be too careful. I know it is against the law for me to ask for a deposit, but I have only undertaken this commission on that understanding, and you will have to make up the balance required before tomorrow morning.”




  “That is easily done,” said the other.




  Soltykoff was in London, and Soltykoff would supply all deficiencies. Toady was ignorant at the time of Soltykoff’s individual and private investment on the horse. The stout man drove at once to the Russian’s hotel, and had the good fortune to find him. Mr. Soltykoff was in an obliging mood, and the transaction which resulted in the balance of the money being deposited with the commission agent, was completed within a quarter of an hour after Toady arrived.




  “Of course, it is monstrous that he should ask for it,” said Toady, “and I doubt whether we will give him another commission, but our profit is going to be enormous my friend.”




  “You may be sure,” said Soltykoff, “that if I did not think so I would not have risked my good money.”




  XVIII. Derby Day
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  Here is no scene so stirring to the imagination and so full of food for the philosopher’s thought as Epsom Downs upon a Derby day.




  The hill was black with people, the gay booths and the banners of the outside bookmakers made a patchwork of colour to relieve the sombre black of the great throng. Along the rails for half a mile beyond Tattenham Corner the people were packed like sardines and the elect club enclosure was uncomfortably thronged. Black, too, were the stands from roof to lowest tier; every box had its full complement, every vantage was crowded. Over all hung the low ceaseless roar of a quarter of a million people all talking at once, a roar pierced with the shrill cries of the layers or the inevitable blare of coach horns. There was a gay party in Eric Stanton’s box. Mary President was there you may be sure; Milton Sands and his secretary, the shy Janet Symonds, and John President, completed as cheery a party as was gathered that day on Epsom Downs. Mary gazed across the sea of humanity, her lips parted in wonder, her eyes filled with amazement at this extraordinary spectacle.




  She turned to Eric, who stood behind her.




  “It is very wonderful,” she said in a low voice, “and almost terrifying.”




  He nodded.




  “It terrifies me,” he said, “not so much the latent possibilities of the people as the infernal probabilities of this race.”




  “But you think Down Under Donovan will win?” she said, looking up to him with a startled expression. He nodded.




  “For myself I do,” he said, “but Milton Sands does not share my opinion.”




  He turned to the Australian.




  “I think I interpret your views aright,” he said. Milton shook his head.




  “I did not say that you would not win the race; I simply said that Down Under Donovan would be beaten to-day.”




  “I suppose you have to be mysterious,” said Eric, caustically. “It is part of the atmosphere of your calling.”




  “You have got it,” said the cheery young man, and returned his gaze upon the crowd. Looking down into the club enclosure he picked out Sir George Frodmere and his crony. They stood together near the rails, in the one clear space that the ring offered, and they were talking earnestly. He wondered what common ground these two men found for tolerance of one another, and grinned as he saw Toady Wilton’s eye raised to the box to meet his, for on Toady’s face appeared the ugliest of scowls.




  “You will scowl some before I have done with you,” said Milton, half to himself. He saw the jovial Soltykoff, beautiful to behold, with the shiniest of silk hats, and the largest of cigars. He was alone, and apparently he enjoyed his solitude. Here was another man, thought Milton Sands, to whom the events of this day would come in the nature of a shock. Some such possibility had occurred to Sir George Frodmere, and that was the topic of his conversation as he stood by the iron railings which divided the course from the enclosure.




  “I don’t know what is going to happen to-day, Toady,” he said irritably. “But I have an uncomfortable feeling that things are not going as well as we hoped.”




  “The market seems to think different,” said Toady Wilton, with good humour. “They are offering five to two on your horse, and it is difficult to get that price to any large money.”




  “If I lose this race,” said Sir George, thoughtfully, “I’m afraid you will lose a good home, Toady.”




  “What do you mean?” gasped Mr. Wilton in a panic, for he had a horror of change which reacted to his disadvantage.




  “I mean just what I say,” said Sir George. “If I lose this I am going to get married.”




  “Married?” repeated Toady, incredulously. “Whatever put that idea into your head?”




  Sir George smiled.




  “It was put into my head by a very commercial-minded friend of mine,” he said evasively. “But the origin of the idea is not likely to be of so much interest as the result.”




  “Have you asked the lady?” demanded Toady curiously.




  Sir George shook his head.




  “There isn’t time for asking,” he said briefly, and the ugly little look which came into his face was not pleasant to see.




  “As it happens,” he said, “the lady has her affections placed elsewhere and is unlikely to be moved by any argument of mine. I have made inquiries and have discovered this fact to my discomfort. It will be necessary to adopt a very desperate expedient smacking somewhat of mediaeval methods, but I hope you understand, Toady, that if anything goes wrong to-day our position is so desperate that it justifies all forms of minor desperation.”




  “But nothing will go wrong,” said Toady fretfully.




  “What is the matter? Is the horse?”




  “The horse is all right,” said Sir George. “He is fitter now than ever he was in his life, and in my heart of hearts I think he will win, but there are other possibilities.”




  “You are quite sure that the real Portonius went to Belgium?” asked Toady suddenly.




  “Why do you ask that?” demanded Sir George, with a frown. “I have never had any doubts on the subject — have you?”




  “I only made the remark at random,” said the other feebly.




  “Then please don’t ask such jackass questions,” said the angry baronet. “I have enough to worry me without your evolving hypotheses.”




  Sir George indeed stood at a moment of crisis. A pleasant and amiable villain, ever with an eye to the main chance, and with no scruples as to the means he should employ to grasp it, there had come to him, as there must come to every man who lives by his wits, a time which could not be tided over. He had reached the end of his resources. He had risked not only his meagre fortune, not only the influences which Soltykoff brought with his immense fortune and his unscrupulous methods, but he was risking also his personal liberty, and, curiously enough, what was to him the most important risk, his honour. To be warned off the Turf would have broken this man. Underlying his perversity were all the instincts of his class. He might cut a more gallant figure in the dock of the Old Bailey than he would in the “Racing Gazette.” He moved through the gateway on to the course, and strolled along to the paddock, and there he remained until the great space was thronged with the Derby crowd which had come to take its last look at the horses before the supreme ordeal.




  “Here they come!”




  There was a roar of voices as the field came out to parade in single file, each horse led by his stable attendant, each it seemed to the uninitiated eye fit to run for a ransom. A brave sight in the gorgeous June sunlight was the Derby field; jockeys gay and shimmering in their new silks, snow-white breeches against the polished coats of the horses; the suspense and the expectancy of it all. The parade was over all too soon for Mary President, and there was a long delay as the field threaded its way through the crowd across to the starting post. A longer delay there, for there were several horses which had not the slightest desire in the world to line up before the fluttering white tape.




  Portonius was a conspicuous figure because of his colour. He was drawn on the outside and was one of the quietest of the horses there. Down Under Donovan, a little nervous, as though he realised the immense issues of the race, backed and sidled and twisted and turned under the patient hands of his jockey a dozen times before he consented to put his nose to the tapes, and then no sooner had he got up than Mangla, Lord Sanberry’s handsome chestnut, remembered some pressing engagement in the paddock and bolted in that direction. Again and again, with exemplary patience, the starter brought them into line, and then there was a whisk of white tape as it shot quivering into the air and the field leapt forward.




  “They’re off.”




  The roar of voices was deafening, almost menacing to Mary President’s ears. She felt her heart beating faster, the colour leaving her face, and the hands that rested on the ledge before her trembled. Eric was behind her, Milton Sands had disappeared. She wondered, even in that moment, why he should have missed this great race, but Milton’s interests were elsewhere at that moment. The field was all together as it raced up the hill, that stiff climb which is the first test of a Derby horse’s stamina. Samborino, the sprinting son of Sir Eager, had established a clear lead and was two lengths ahead of his field. After, came in one bunch, Mangla, Texter and Portonius the grey running smoothly on the outside, and at his heels, with no less freedom of action, came Down Under Donovan with long effortless strides.




  “Donny is going well,” muttered John President, his glasses to his eyes, following the field as it came along the top of the ground on that one straight level gallop which gives a horse a chance to prepare for the trying downhill run. Now they were approaching the crucial part of the race. Positions changed rapidly; Mangla fell back a beaten horse as they started to descend to Tattenham Comer, and Texter raced up to Samborino! At the corner, as the field swung into the straight, Samborino was beaten; you saw him fall back as though he was stopping, and Texter, on the rails, took the lead clear of Portonius and Down Under Donovan, now racing neck to neck, with the rest of the field two lengths behind. It was obvious now that between these three horses lay the issue.




  “It is going to be a fight,” said Eric, aquiver with excitement.




  Then the grey came up to the leader and Down Under Donovan took his place on the outside of the three, and so head to head, they came to the distance where the jockeys sat down to ride their charges in grim earnest, with hand and heel, but with never the lift of a whip, pushing their mounts desperately to the last stretch. The roar of the crowd was almost deafening, it seemed impossible that it could increase in volume, yet suddenly it did, almost with a whoop, as Texter faltered and fell back, leaving Down Under Donovan and the grey to fight out the finish.




  “Don’t whip him, don’t whip him,” muttered John President, his eyes blazing with excitement. “Let him run his race.”




  It was as though he was speaking into the jockey’s ear, and so well had his instructions been given, and so perfectly disciplined was the rider, that he obeyed those instructions. Now the whip was up on’ the grey. Twice it descended and he forged ahead; his neck was in front.




  “Now,” roared John President.




  As if in obedience, the jockey on Down Under Donovan raised his whip. Only once it fell upon the horse’s withers, and he leapt ahead. Neck and neck the jockeys rode with their hands, the winning post less than half a dozen yards away. Before either could raise whip again they had flashed past, head to head.




  “I think it was a dead heat,” said Eric, white with excitement. For an instant a deadly silence held the crowd, then slowly a number rose by the judge’s box.




  Portonius had won by a head. Eric turned swiftly to the old man. His face was set and he looked terribly aged, every line in his healthy countenance seemed deeper than it had been before, but there was one in the box who had the means of restoring his colour. Milton Sands came quickly through the door and caught him by the arm.




  “Mr. President,” he said in a low voice, “I want one word with you.”




  Whatever that was, it had a most tonic effect, and as Mary President went to her grandfather and laid her hand on his arm, her eyes, filled with tears, upturned to his, he was smiling.




  “I am so sorry, dear,” she whispered.




  “Don’t be sorry yet, my darling,” he patted her cheeks. “You are going to see strange developments.”




  The crowd had surged on to the course now, a great throng of twenty thousand people stood solid before the unsaddling enclosure, and it was with difficulty that the police cleared a way for the returning horses.




  Your Derby crowd is delightfully impartial. They offer applause indiscriminately, and Portonius came back with Sir George leading him to the accompaniment of the same cheers which would have greeted the owner of any other victorious horse.




  The favourite had won the Derby. As men were talking excitedly, complacently or bitterly, according to their temperaments or the effect the result had had upon their finances, the news was being flashed forth to the world, throbbing presses of Fleet Street were flinging out their sheets by the thousand to tell the stay-at-home punter. Cables were humming under a dozen seas, carrying the news to the far quarters of the earth, “Portonius has won the Derby.”




  The jockey was on the scales under the eyes of the stewards. The clerk of the scales had the words “All right,” framed on his tongue — words that would result in a settlement and the exchange of hundreds of thousands of pounds, when Milton Sands pushed his way into the weighing-room and handed a sheet of paper to the senior steward. The steward read, looked up quickly at the clerk of the scales.




  “Don’t give the ‘All right’ yet,” he said, and read aloud:




  “I object to Portonius on the ground that he is the four-year-old horse, El Rey, imported from the Argentine.”




  If a bombshell had fallen in the midst of that chattering, excited throng of people which filled the weighing-room, it could not have created a greater sensation.




  Over the babel of sound in the rings, a clear voice called: “Objection.”




  A few minutes later all Epsom knew, as a board with that ominous word was hoisted on the number frame.




  Objection! what could be the objection? Toady Wilton, blanched and shaking, known to be in the confidence of Sir George, could only shake his head when he was asked the question.




  “There was no bumping,” said Lord Chanderson, in wonder, to Eric Stanton. “It was a clean run race, so far as I could see, from end to end. What is the ground for the objection?”




  “I am as much in the dark as you are,” said Eric. “It must be something pretty bad, otherwise Mr. President would be the last man in the world to object.”




  Sir George Frodmere faced his accuser apparently unmoved and unshaken.




  “It is a most preposterous suggestion,” he said easily, “and an iniquitous one; you may be sure that I shall seek redress in another place.”




  The genial steward of the Jockey Club, nodded his head, gravely.




  “In the meantime, Sir George,” he said dryly, “there is the accusation and there is the evidence of our veterinary surgeon that in his opinion, having made a casual examination of the horse outside, that he is a four-year-old.”




  “Even that is no proof,” said Sir George, calmly. “It is not enough that I should be under suspicion, you must have proof. What proof has this man got? I understand,” he sneered, “that Mr. Milton Sands is the accredited agent of Mr. John President; a happy combination. The one is an exconvict, the other an adventurer of a peculiarly unpleasant type.”




  “I have all the proofs you want, Sir George,” said Milton, unmoved by the outburst. “In the first place, I have the purser of the ship which brought El Rey to England. He will swear that this is the horse he landed, and will also swear that you offered him two hundred pounds a week to go to Moscow till the race was over. As a matter of fact,” he smiled, “Mr. Delane was on his way to Moscow when I had the good fortune to persuade him to take another course, and to put your money in a bank so that he might not be in any way accused of acting in bad faith.”




  “The stewards are hardly likely to take the word of a purser,” said Sir George. He was fighting desperately for time. If he could only get this objection overridden, if he could only get a little breathing space, he might yet pull through.




  “If this is not Portonius,” he said, “perhaps you will produce the real Portonius.”




  “That I am very pleased to do,” said Milton.




  He led the way to the unsaddling enclosure. As the horse had been led out to the paddock, another had taken its place, a young horse, sheeted from head to tail.




  “Here is the real Portonius,” said Milton, quietly, and at a nod the attendant stripped the sheets and Sir George saw. There was no doubt of it, this was Portonius, a happier and a more healthy horse than when he had last seen him, thanks to the care which Milton Sands had lavished upon his “find.”




  “There is no doubt about that?”




  It was the senior steward who spoke.




  “I remember this horse; he ran in the Brocklesbury Stakes last year, at Lincoln. He has a peculiar growth on the off hind leg. I remarked on it at the time, and I looked for it in the unsaddling place today, and thought it must have been removed.”




  He walked round the horse. “This is Portonius,” he repeated. “Now, Sir George?”




  Sir George shrugged his shoulders.




  “I wash my hands of the matter,” he said. “If you rob me of the race, I am not in a position to combat you. I can only promise you that if this objection is sustained, I shall take the matter to law.” With no other word, he skulked through the narrow passage which led to the roadway outside.




  On the down, ten thousand race glasses were levelled at the noticeboard which at that moment was being hoisted in the number frame.




  Objection to Portonius, for fraudulent entry, sustained.


  Race awarded to Down Under Donovan.


  Samborino placed third.




  XIX. An Old Saying
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  “It seems too wonderful,” said Mary President.




  Her eyes were blazing with excitement. “And we have really won the Derby?”




  “You have really won the Derby,” said Eric, smiling down into her face, tenderly. “I wonder if the winning of the Derby brings in its train any of the joy which I experienced when I found I had won you?”




  She pressed his arm gently, and through her tears, smiled bravely — it was an effort on her part to retain her self-possession at this wonderful moment.




  “I cannot understand how you discovered this fraud,” said Eric, when some calm had been restored in the party.




  “I did not discover it, exactly,” said Milton with unusual modesty. “I was put on the track by a newspaper paragraph which I found in an obscure South American paper. I went down to Tilbury and watched the disembarkation of the horse and guessed the rest. I followed Sir George and his friends, and thanks to my curiosity, I was enabled to watch the horse being stabled. It meant climbing on to a roof and performing I don’t know how many acrobatic antics,” he smiled. “But I got there. I watched the stable the whole of the day. My only fear was that the real Portonius would be destroyed, but when at night I saw the unfortunate animal being led out by a half-drunken rascal, I guessed what the plan was. The rest was easy,” his lips twitched at the recollection. “I regard Portonius as my own property, at any rate I must have the matter settled by the stewards of the Jockey Club. On a strict point of law, I think I should establish my claim — I rather think I should like to be a racehorse owner. Anyway, I shall base my claim upon the fact that I was under contract to hold the horse for so many minutes, the consideration being, I think, the price of a drink. The other contracting party having broken his part of the agreement, am I entitled to keep the horse?”




  “I think you have a chance of establishing your claim,” laughed Eric. “However, it will not come into a court of law. What will happen to Sir George? He will be warned off, of course.”




  Milton nodded.




  A telegraph boy stepped into the box at that moment with a message, and Milton’s hand went out for it, automatically.




  “You are not expecting wires here, are you?” asked Eric in surprise.




  “I am expecting wires everywhere,” said the other cheerfully.




  He tore open the brown envelope and read its contents.




  They seemed to afford him intense satisfaction, and he was smiling all over his face as he folded the form and put it in his waistcoat pocket.




  “Excuse me a moment.”




  He went out of the box and made a hurried way to the telegraph office.




  Eric turned to the girl. “Milton is very full of himself, to-day,” he said. Then— “Would you like to go home now?” he asked.




  She shook her head.




  “No, the excitement has not affected me in that way,” she said.




  She put out her hand on to the ledge of the box and he held it.




  “I want to see the rest of the racing. I think I shall be sufficiently calm by the time the day is over. It has been a wonderful day for me,” she said, softly.




  How wonderful, she was yet to know. How full that Derby day was of surprises, of nearly tragedies, of shattered ambitions and newfound hopes, was not revealed for some time.




  There came a knock at the door, and a uniformed messenger came in, cap in hand.




  “Miss Symonds,” he said, looking inquiringly from one to the other.




  Janet jumped up.




  “Yes?”




  “You are wanted,” said the attendant.




  The girl flushed. She had been rather hurt at Milton’s neglect of her that day, though it was stupid to have any feeling in the matter, she told herself.




  But human beings, when they are in love, are not particularly logical, and she welcomed this little attention to her all the more, because she had been harbouring just the faintest resentment at Milton’s neglect. She followed the man along the corridor and down the stairs into the crowded entrance of the grand stand.




  “Who wants me?” she asked, though she had no doubt in her own mind.




  “A gentleman, miss,” said the man. “He told me particularly to bring you to him.”




  He pushed a way through the crowd to a car drawn up at the kerb.




  The girl hesitated.




  “Where has he gone?” she asked, in surprise.




  “It is all right, miss,” said the driver. He was flushed of face and looked as if he had been drinking, Janet thought. She did not recognise the adaptable Mr. Buncher who could train a Derby winner or, at a pinch, drive a car with equal facility.




  “He is waiting for you on the road.”




  She got into the car quickly. It was not Milton’s, so far as she knew. She had come to Epsom with John President’s party and this might very well be Eric’s, or one which Milton had hired for the day. At any rate, she had no time to ask questions or to feel any particular trepidation as the result of her little journey. Possibly Milton had chosen this more or less tactless way of making his escape from the party, and wanted her companionship on his road to town. Besides, what harm could befall her on these crowded downs? The car moved slowly along the congested road, crossed the course near the five-furlong post, skirted the South Eastern Railway Station and made for the open road across Banstead Downs. The machine was travelling at full speed, and after ten minutes she began to get alarmed and tapped on the window. But the chauffeur took no notice and did not so much as turn his head. She tapped again, but still the man ignored the signal. She lowered one of the windows and leaned out.




  “Where are you taking me?” she asked sharply. The man muttered something which she could not catch. She realised from his tone and his manner towards her that it was useless to ask. The girl was alarmed, yet she could not bring herself to believe that anybody harboured designs against her safety and well-being.




  There must be some mistake, or perhaps Milton had gone on some special business which needed her help and had sent a message for her to follow. The driver was just stupid or dense. She would compose herself, so she said, to await the outcome of the journey with patience. Yet there was within her a fear which amounted almost to panic. She knew that Milton Sands had enemies, she had guessed, rather than been told, that there was some plot on foot of a desperate character to rob John President. Men who were concerned in such villainies would be capable of any other. Her terror was renewed when the car made a turn and doubled back on its tracks, heading once more for London.




  In the meantime, Sir George Frodmere had made the best of his way to a car which stood waiting for him at the back of the cheap stands. He had no time to wait for Toady Wilton, and, indeed, gave him scarcely a thought. He was deeply concerned in his own deplorable position. This meant the end of things for him, a warning-off notice, as sure as the sun would rise in the east and set in the west….




  Ruin too, of a more material kind, for creditors were clamouring insistently.




  A man who had a very few expensive tastes, and an estate which cost less for its upkeep than most properties of its kind, it was remarkable that Sir George Frodmere, who “gave nothing away,” in the phrase of the Turf, should find himself so heavily involved.




  He was a gambler who lost very little, since he was always playing for safety. He never made a friend who did not pay dividends, he had none of the expensive vices of his class, yet he was of that improvident nature which dissipates volume in line spray. He must find a way out, and at once. He had been dragged into the open, all his precautions, all his furtive scheming, had not availed him. He stood in the glare of publicity, a rogue, touching the utmost degrees of roguery; what else he did was unimportant. He heard his name called and turned. Milton Sands was walking quickly after him. Sir George stood, with unmoved face, watching the approach of the man who had ruined him.




  “What do you want?” he asked harshly.




  “I thought I would see you before you went. I have an item of news which will interest you,” said Milton.




  “I am sufficiently interested in the items you have provided,” drawled Sir George Frodmere, with a look of malignity in his eye.




  “But this is of particular interest,” smiled the other, “both to yourself and to your friend Soltykoff.”




  It was at that moment that Buncher passed, buttoning up his chauffeur’s coat, and a significant look was exchanged between the two men. Sir George became suddenly affable.




  “Any item of interest which you can give me will be appreciated,” he said. “Though I must warn you I have much to occupy my mind between here and London.”




  “I will be as brief as possible,” said Milton, “and all that I say is merely to urge upon you the important fact that you and your friend Soltykoff have to face an enormous disappointment. John President’s formula has been found.”




  “Found!” gasped the baronet incredulously.




  “The man who stole it,” Milton went on, “has gracefully restored it and it is now in the possession of the Lyons Committee.”




  “Who was the man?”




  “As to that, I cannot inform you,” said the other, with a twinkle in his eye. “You yourself may have some suspicion, and if you have, let me tell you that your suspicion is justified. It is enough to say that the gentleman who extracted the formula and some twenty-thousand pounds in French banknotes from M. Soltykoff, has, in a moment of penitence, made tardy reparation.”




  “Kitson?” said Sir George, quickly.




  Milton shook his head.




  “I can tell you no more,” he said. “But you have learnt sufficient to be able to shock M. Soltykoff.”




  Sir George interrupted him, and a slow smile dawned upon his face.




  “I always forget that you are a private detective,” he said lightly. “Let me see, you are engaged in quite a number of important commissions, are you not?”




  “A few,” said Milton, with extravagant modesty. “And that I have been fairly successful, you will agree. I have detected the greatest fraud in horse-racing that we have seen this decade. I have unravelled the mystery of the stolen formula, and there is only one piece of work which remains to be completed.”




  “That piece of work being the discovery of Miss Stanton, as I gather,” smiled Sir George, and there was, obvious and apparent amusement in his eyes.




  Milton saw the look and grew alert. In this hour of the baronet’s humiliation, it needed something more than an ordinary cause to inspire his mordant humour, for the vicious joy in his eyes was plain to be seen.




  “I can only wish you luck in your last enterprise,” he said, as he stepped into his car. “There is an old saying that the third time pays for all.”




  “I don’t quite follow you,” said Milton.




  “You soon will in more senses than one,” replied the baronet, and jerked his head in signal to the driver.




  Milton stood looking after the car in thought, then he shook his head slowly and made his way back to the box.
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  Milton Sands went slowly back to the box of his friends. He noted the absence of Janet and remarked upon it.




  Mary President smiled.




  “She will not get lost,” she said. “There are quite a number of people from whom she can inquire the way back.”




  She pulled her chair up to the edge of the box and looked down upon the course. The police were busily clearing it for the next race, but the excitement engendered by the disqualification of the Derby winner, had not died down. You detected it in a shriller buzz of talk from the crowd and the excited gesticulations of the men in the ring. It was responsible for an almost complete absence of wagering on the next event. Little tightly-wedged groups had formed in the various rings. They were in no mood for selling plate events, these racing men; there was too much to discuss for them to concentrate their attention upon the probability of a patched-up plater winning a five-furlong sprint. John President was absent too, he was in the paddock attending to his horse.




  “It is a great day for us,” said Eric.




  “How great, I don’t think you know,” smiled Milton Sands.




  “Perhaps Janet is with grandfather,” suggested Mary President suddenly. “She went out soon after he left.”




  Milton nodded. He was not troubled about the absence of the girl. There came a timid knock at the door, and it opened slowly. Milton’s eyebrows rose, for the man in the doorway was Mr. Toady Wilton, white and shaking.




  “May I come in?” he asked, humbly.




  Milton exchanged a swift glance with Eric Stanton.




  “Come in, please,” he said coldly.




  Mr. Wilton was conscious of the chilly atmosphere into which he had stepped, and wriggled uncomfortably.




  “I feel that I ought to make an apology,” he began, hesitatingly, and in such a flutter of agitation that the girl pitied him.




  “That is not exactly the end which I saw to to-day’s happenings, but I ask you to believe me, Mr. Stanton, when I say that I knew nothing of this fraud. It has come as a great shock and a great surprise to me,” he went on, eagerly. “And I do not know how I can face my friends after so terrible an occurrence.”




  Eric said nothing. On Milton’s face was a look of curiosity; he wondered how far this stout man would go to save his own neck, and he was to learn that Mr. Wilton had no intention of sacrificing himself if any confession might restore him in the good graces of his sometime patron.




  “It has been terrible,” Mr. Wilton went on, mopping his brow with a silk handkerchief and shaking his head mournfully. “I do not know how I have lived through this afternoon. I never suspected Sir George of anything so — may I say villainous?” He cast a pathetic, pleading glance at Mary President. “But,” he went on, “if I cannot undo the harm my — Sir George has done, I can at least prevent him doing a greater mischief.”




  He licked his dry lips, and glanced from one face to another for some encouragement to proceed. From Eric, remembering the tragedy of his mothers life, he received none, but Milton’s nod was an invitation which he accepted with some eagerness.




  “I had a talk with Buncher,” Toady went on. He still stood in the doorway with his hands on the handle, as though ready to fly at the slightest explosion on the part of his outraged host. “And Buncher, thinking I was more in the confidence of Sir George than I am, has revealed the plot. I might even term it an infamous plot,” again he glanced at Mary President’s face, and there was a twinkle in the girl’s eyes. She was genuinely amused at his change of attitude. She could not help contrasting it with the easy familiarity which he had displayed on that memorable afternoon at Sandown Park.




  “And what is this infamous plot?” asked Milton. He anticipated no more than a further elaboration of the El Rey swindle.




  Toady shrugged his shoulders.




  “Of course I knew nothing about it, you understand.”




  “I understand quite well,” said Milton, blandly, “that you were a perfectly innocent agent.”




  “Not even an agent,” corrected the other, hastily. “I tell you I was in complete ignorance. Of course, Sir George has told me to-day that he is going to get married, but I did not suspect—”




  “Married,” said Milton, in surprise. “This is a new one on me; who is the lady?”




  Toady stammered and went red; again sought Eric’s face with a pleading glance.




  “I have only an idea as to how Sir George discovered the identity of the lady, but his sister was apparently at the bottom of it all. She called at your office.”




  “I wish you would tell a straightforward story,” said Milton, impatiently. “I know Mrs. Gordon Thompson called at my office and talked a great deal of nonsense about the detective business to my friend, Miss Symonds.”




  “And something else, I think,” said Toady, gaining a little confidence. “She discussed with your secretary something about identifying marks, and your secretary told her about a certain snake she had around her ankle.”




  Milton sprang up as if he had been shot.




  “Snake round her ankle,” he gasped. “Tell me, tell me!” He grasped the other by the coat and almost shook him in his excitement. “Is that the girl he is going to marry?”




  Toady could only nod his head helplessly.




  “When is he going to marry her?” asked Milton, quickly.




  “At once,” replied Toady. “A motor car… taking her away this afternoon…


  that is the plot.”




  “What does it mean?” asked Eric Stanton quickly, looking at the white face of the other.




  “It means,” said Milton, in a low voice, “that Janet Symonds is your sister, and if what this man says is true, she is now in the hands of Sir George Frodmere.”




  In two strides he was through the door and striding along the corridor. There was no advantage in looking hereabouts for the girl, he ran along to the garage at the end of the grand stand building, found his own chauffeur standing at the gateway with a group of others, watching the animated scene which the crowded approach to the stands presented.




  “Get out the car, at once,” said Milton, then— “Have you seen Miss Symonds?”




  The man nodded.




  “She went past here in a car, about ten minutes ago, sir.”




  “Who was with her?”




  “She was by herself, as far as I could see,” replied the man. “It was a closed car. I happened to be standing here and just caught a glimpse of her as she went away.”




  A description of the car did not help him to trace the girl any further. Motor cars had been leaving and arriving by the hundred all day, but, where the road crosses the course, a police inspector was able to recall such a car as Milton was able to describe and confirmed the identification by a description of the chauffeur. Beyond this, however, no trace of the unwilling fugitive could be found, and Milton returned to the stand to find Eric waiting impatiently. He shook his head in answer to the young man’s anxious inquiry. Toady Wilton still formed a member of the party, a semidetached member, in the party though not of it.




  “You are the only man who can give me any information,” said Milton, sharply. “I want to know all the places to which Sir George Frodmere is likely to take this lady.”




  Slowly Toady Wilton recited a list of the baronet’s haunts, and to each Milton shook his head.




  “There is only one place I can think of,” said Toady, after he had exhausted the list, “and he is not likely to take her there.”




  “Where is that?”




  “He has a houseboat on the Thames,” said Toady. “A ramshackle affair, a few miles east of Reading, but, of course, that is absurd.”




  “Exactly where is it?” asked Milton, quickly. Toady gave a brief topographical sketch of the houseboat’s position.




  “But it is not the sort of place he would be likely to take her,” he repeated. “I was there only a few weeks ago. The place has no furniture and is a leaky old tub of a thing that will sink at its moorings one of these days. Besides,” he went on, “Mayton’s — the furniture people, you know — wanted three hundred pounds to furnish it.”




  “When did he ask Mayton’s to do this?” demanded Milton.




  Toady shook his head.




  “I only saw their letter the day before yesterday,” he said. “It may have been written a week ago, I did not notice the date.”




  Milton thought, and to think was to act. His car carried him into Epsom town and to the post-office telephone. There was some difficulty in getting connected with London, on this busiest of days, but, after a fretful wait he was connected with the great furnishers. Yes, they had had an order from Sir George Frodmere to refurnish this boat, and the work had been accomplished in record time.




  Milton hung up the receiver.




  “That is our objective,” he said.




  Two hours’ run brought them to Reading. They passed through the town as fast as the local regulations would allow them, and came to the solitary stretch of river where one unattractive houseboat rode at its solitary moorings.




  Eric leapt from the car, followed by Milton. They crossed the rough cart track which led to the houseboat. Here, however, a shock was in store. The houseboat was fully occupied. There were two or three girls on its upper deck and a stout man smoking a cigar standing on the bank with his hands in his trousers pockets, watched with curiosity the arrival of the party.




  “Yes,” he said, in answer to the inquiry. “This is Sir George Frodmere’s houseboat, but it has been hired by me for a month.”




  Milton’s heart sank.




  “I brought my family down to-day,” said the man. He had a fine, rolling voice, a declamatory manner, and a trick of gesticulation.




  “I am looking for a young lady,” said Milton, “a Miss Symonds.”




  The man shook his head.




  “She is not on our boat,” he said, courteously. “If you would care to go on board you are perfectly at liberty to do so.”




  But Milton, sick at heart, knew such a quest was useless.




  “You are not expecting anybody?” he asked.




  “Nobody at all,” said the man, politely.




  “I am sorry to have troubled you,” said Milton, and the two men made their way back across the field to the waiting car.




  “I somehow banked on finding her there,” said Milton Sands, in a low voice. “It is not the reward I am seeking, because finding your sister means losing her.”




  “What do you mean?” asked the other, quietly.




  “I think you understand,” said Milton Sands, “that Janet and I were engaged, I cannot ask her to marry me, a penniless adventurer, a man guilty of most of the minor crimes, a gambler and a spendthrift,” he shook his head.




  “But why shouldn’t you ask her to marry you now? With all these disadvantages you had no hesitation in asking her before,” said Eric Stanton, looking at him gravely.




  “Then she was a penniless girl, now she is a rich woman,” said Milton. “That is quite sufficient, so far as I am concerned, I cannot ask her or ask you to make such a sacrifice.”




  “You are talking great nonsense,” said Eric Stanton with a smile. “When you find my sister, and if she is still willing to marry you, there is no reason in the world why you should not.”




  He held out his hand, and Milton grasped it in silence.




  “We will get some dinner at Reading,” he said, after awhile, as they were entering the outskirts of the town. “Starvation will not help us.”




  They found an hotel and had a needed meal. Telegraph and telephone brought them in touch with the world. Scotland Yard had received instructions, and had issued orders, but no sign of the missing car had been reported. Detectives had been despatched to Pennwaring to watch the place and every known rendezvous of Sir George Frodmere had been carefully picketed.




  “We had better stay here for the night,” said Milton. “It is central enough, and all Frodmere’s interests are in the West of England.”




  Eric agreed; they might as well stay here as go back to town.




  Whilst they were discussing their plans, a scene of considerable interest was being enacted on the houseboat. The guests were all assembled in the big saloon. There were two present whom Milton had not seen. Had he caught a glimpse of Bud Kitson’s square jaws or the peaked, sharp face of Mrs. Bud Kitson, a light might have dawned upon him, and the significance of the carefully-posed group he had seen.
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  East of Reading is an uninteresting stretch of river, and by the lowlying meadows, inundated whenever the river rose above its normal height, the grimy old houseboat had not left its moorings within living memory, for the very good reason, so local tradition had it, that any attempt to move her would result in disaster and wreck.




  It had originally been the property of two maiden ladies of Putney who found therein seclusion and relief from the hustle which the motorbus and electric tramway had introduced to that once sedate suburb, and when, after the curious custom of maiden-lady sisters, they had died within a fortnight of one another, the property had come into the market, Sir George Frodmere had purchased the houseboat and the strip of field adjoining the river for a song, hoping to turn over his purchase at a profit. But the busy weeks and the events which had preceded the Derby had prevented him from devoting attention to his crazy purchase, and the boat swayed deserted and tenantless on the recurring tides until four days before the Derby was decided, when there had arrived a pantechnicon laden with furniture and a squad of men from a London decorator, and these had worked feverishly to make the old houseboat as homelike and as habitable as possible. The final touches were directed by a man who spoke with a strong American accent and a sharp-featured woman who accompanied him.




  The houseboat was approached by a cart-track across the fields, which joined a little-frequented branch road. It was with some trepidation that Janet Symonds felt the car bumping over this uneven roadway. She had got beyond any illusion as to her position. She was a prisoner; Buncher had made it plain enough when he had stopped to replenish his petrol on a lonely part of the Bath Road.




  “You have got to keep quiet and make no disturbance, do you see?” he said, threateningly. “I have been ordered to take you to Mr. Milton Sands. If you don’t believe that you have got to disbelieve it, but I ain’t going to have any trouble with you.”




  At the journey’s end, as he half pulled her out of the car, the girl stepped back as she caught sight of the uninviting houseboat and the dull silver of the river, but Bud Kitson was at hand and a no less persuasive Mrs. Bud Kitson, who had little patience and a sharp tongue.




  The room in which Janet found herself was the lounge of the houseboat, a spacious apartment, lighted by electricity — the renovations had even included the restoring of an ancient battery — and furnished comfortably.




  “Where is Mr. Sands?” she asked.




  She held tight to that one illusion for her reason’s sake.




  “You will have to wait a bit before you see him,” answered the man, roughly. “I guess there is a lot of us who want to see Mr. Milton Sands. I for one.” He tapped his chest and leant across the table, his huge jaw stuck out menacingly. “He put me in jail, did you know that, kid? Into Portland Prison, and I was there for three days before they found out the low trick he played upon me. I want to see Mr. Sands all right, but I guess that will have to wait.”




  “Who has brought me here?” asked the girl, faintly.




  “You have come here for a good reason, and if you are a good girl you will go away again just as you have come,” the woman broke in. “There is a gentleman who is very much in love with you, though why he should worry himself about poor trash of a typist I don’t know,” she added contemptuously. “You had better see your room,” she went on, and led the way along a narrow alleyway to another cabin half the size of the saloon, furnished in readiness for the girl’s reception.




  It struck her there, as it had occurred to her in the sitting room, that the place had been newly furnished, but she could find no fault, either with the completeness of the arrangements for her reception, or with the quality of the furniture supplied. As she stepped into the room the door closed behind her, and she heard the click of the key turned in the lock.




  The one window of the cabin faced the bank. Between her and liberty was a stretch of dark water. So much she discovered from a hasty reconnaissance. She might attract the attention of such passersby as happened along, but she knew instinctively she could only take that desperate course at her peril. She could but wait patiently for developments to learn the extent of her danger. It was near to midnight when she heard the sound of a car being driven over the rough road, and heard men speaking in low tones. She saw the dark form of a man cross the strip of gangway plank from the shore to the boat, and almost immediately following that a knock came at her door and the voice of a woman asked if she was awake. She was not only awake but dressed, and following a moment of hesitation, she stepped through the open door and followed her wardress, for such she was, along the alleyway to the big saloon.




  She recognised the man who stood at one end of the long table, although she had only seen him once before in her life. But there was no mistaking Sir George Frodmere, with his colouring and the droop of his carefully brushed moustache, the monocle in his eye and the peculiar freshness of his complexion. He bowed gravely to her as she entered, and at a nod from him the other two occupants of the room made a discreet exit.




  “Why have I been brought here?”




  Her voice was calm and level, and betrayed nothing of her fear.




  He looked at her thoughtfully. She was much more beautiful than he had expected.




  “My dear young lady,” he began in his suave voice. “I regret the necessity for bringing you here at all, but you are young,” he smiled, “and possibly romantic, and you will understand my somewhat peculiar situation when I tell you all the facts of the case, and, understanding, you will, perhaps, not only sympathise with but help me.”




  She was silent; she could gain nothing by breaking in upon his narrative, and she was content to wait until he had exposed his hand. After that….




  “Won’t you sit down?” he invited her.




  “I prefer to stand.”




  “Which means that I am to stand also,” he smiled easily. “Still, I do not mind, I have been sitting for a long time. You probably know me.”




  “You are Sir George Frodmere,” she said, and he nodded.




  “That is my name. You probably know something of my family history?” He looked at her keenly, but she shook her head.




  “I do not know anything about you, Sir George,” she replied.




  She was temporising, to secure what advantage she could from this interview. That she was terribly frightened she even admitted to herself; she was in a position of the gravest danger, she could not doubt that fact.




  “You may not be aware,” said Sir George, “that I am the heir to a very large sum of money, to half a million, to be exact,” he went on carelessly, “and that my inheritance is contingent upon my being married at a certain age. Hitherto,” he shrugged his shoulders, “I have felt no desire to embarrass myself with a wife. That sounds ungallant,” he smiled, “but I think you will understand what I mean.”




  She nodded. She knew enough of Sir George’s private character to realise what an embarrassment a wife might be.




  “The day after tomorrow,” Sir George went on, “I shall be thirty-eight. On my thirty-eighth birthday I must be a married man. I have suddenly awakened to this important crisis in my affairs, to find myself quite unprepared for the situation. It was only yesterday that my lawyer reminded me of the imperative necessity for an early marriage. And so,” he spoke slowly and deliberately, “faced with the urgent and painful position, I must make a hasty choice, but, as I believe, a happy choice, for I have chosen you.”




  “Me?” she gasped in astonishment.




  “You,” he repeated gravely, nodding his head. “You, because I have learnt something of the hard times you have had, and because you have all the qualities which are particularly attractive to me.” She laughed, genuinely amused.




  “But this is absurd, Sir George,” she said. “I could not possibly marry you under any circumstances.”




  “I think you underrate the possibilities of life,” he replied easily. “Frankly, I want a wife whom I can leave at the church door.”




  He was searching her face all the time, on the lookout for some sign of doubt or hesitation, but, so far, the signs were not encouraging.




  “A wife I can leave at the church door,” he repeated with emphasis. “To that wife I am prepared to hand, as a marriage portion, the sum of a hundred thousand pounds.”




  “But,” said the girl, frowning in wonder, “there are hundreds of girls who would jump at your offer, Sir George, hundreds of girls who have not—”




  He saw the flush come into her face and die away again, and gathered that she had hastily suppressed the confession of her love for Milton Sands at that moment.




  “There are hundreds of girls,” he repeated, “but not the girl I want, and women whom I could not trust. In you, I have found one who possesses all the qualities which I require, and,” he shrugged his shoulders, “I repeat, you would have perfect liberty to leave me at the church door with a cheque for a hundred thousand pounds.”




  She looked at him steadily.




  “You seem to forget, Sir George,” she said, quietly, “that for some months I have been working with Mr. Milton Sands, in his office.”




  “I do not see how that affects me,” said Sir George.




  “It affects you to this extent,” she replied, in the same level tone, “that Mr. Sands, in the exercise of his new profession, and with the object of educating me that I might be of greater assistance to him, has given me a very comprehensive outlook upon the criminal world. He has taught me,” she went on, still in the same quiet tone, “to meet every artifice which the confidence trickster employs. I do not think your story differs very materially from any I have heard.”




  A dull red came into the baronet’s cheeks. The words cut him like a whip.




  “You don’t believe me, Miss Symonds?”




  “Frankly, I don’t,” she replied.




  “Will you believe this “? he said, his voice hardening. “That you are going to marry me within two days, and that I have obtained a special licence with that object.”




  “I would find that very difficult indeed to believe,” she replied, her breath coming faster.




  “You are relying upon Milton Sands to save you from the necessity,” he went on, with a little smile. “I don’t think I should place too much reliance upon that quarter. You can do much for yourself, for me, and for your friends. I assure you that your marriage to me will be of tremendous financial advantage to Mr. Sands.”




  “I do not think we need discuss that any further,” said the girl, with quiet dignity. “You cannot marry a woman against her will.”




  With that she turned and walked back to her cabin, and Sir George made no further attempt to speak to her. An hour later, Mrs. Kitson tapped at the door and came in with a tray containing a delicious supper.




  “You can eat this without any fear,” she said.




  The girl had refused all offers of refreshment since she had left Epsom, and was feeling famished, and the smell of the viands was very enticing. There was, in addition to an excellent supper, tastily served, a small porcelain jug of chocolate — an excellent vehicle for the administration of certain preparations of morphia….




  *




  It seemed to her that she had sunk into a heavy, dreamless sleep, yet troubled with strange, indefinable discomforts which finally took shape in a bright light before her eyes. She put her hand up to veil off the offending glare and was conscious that something was upon her finger which had not been there before, then she came to her senses swiftly, and sat staring at the shining gold ring upon the third finger of her hand. She looked round, dazed and shaken. She was in the saloon, the centre of a silent group. The baronet was there eyeing her strangely, Kitson and his wife were unmoved spectators to her distress, but it was the fourth man whose presence brought her to her feet, her hands at her throat, and her eyes staring. A man of medium height, sparsely framed and white of hair, it was his garb which sent a sickening sense of horror to her heart. He was a clergyman.




  “What — what?” she gasped.




  “Aren’t you feeling well, Lady Frodmere?” asked the man.




  “Lady Frodmere,” she repeated dully.




  “Lady Frodmere,” said Sir George, “you are now my wife.”




  “But I have not married you.”




  The clergyman smiled.




  “I am afraid, young lady, you are a little upset,” he said. “I have married you to Sir George Frodmere with your full consent.”




  “It is impossible, impossible,” she cried. “You could not have done this. I did not answer, I was unwilling. I did not want—”




  The clergyman shook his head.




  “You answered every question I put to you, young lady,” he said. “I do not, as a rule, officiate or take part in midnight weddings, but I can assure you that you are Lady Frodmere.”




  The girl fell back in the chair, shaking in every limb.




  It was a horrible thought. What had they done to her that she could act so? Every sense told her that the thing was as impossible as it was monstrous, but here was the clergyman, and here, spread upon the table was a slip of paper which she could see was a marriage certificate. She sprang up and caught the paper in her hand; yes, as far as she could see, it was regular, even her own shaky signature appeared in the proper place. She was dumbfounded and crushed by the knowledge. With a cry she turned and fled along the alleyway to her room, slammed the door behind her, and, with frantic haste, piled every article of furniture which she could find against the door.




  “I think that is all,” said Sir George.




  “Are you going to put me up for the night?” asked the clergyman.




  “You would be well advised to clear out, Pentridge,” said Sir George. “There are all sorts of people looking for you.”




  The pseudo-clergyman slipped his coat off and ripped away the collar.




  “1 hate these cursed things,” he said. “They cut my neck. Did I do it well?” he chuckled.




  “You did splendidly,” said Sir George Frodmere, patting him on the back. “You have just the right ecclesiastical note. Really, there was a great actor lost in you, Penty. Did you bring the money?”




  “I brought it,” said Pentridge, reluctantly. “Two thousand pounds is a lot to hand over to a fellow broke to the world like you are.”




  “Only for a day or two, Mr. Pentridge,” smiled Sir George genially, as he took the notes from the other’s hand, folded them and stuffed them into his inside pocket. “We will soon prove that Sands is a liar and then I shall be rolling in money.”




  “I hope you will,” said Pentridge. “And even if you don’t—”




  “In that case,” nodded Sir George, “I have a fortune there,” and he pointed to the alleyway. “You are going to be well paid for the trouble you have taken; by the way, that formula of yours has been found.”




  Pentridge looked up quickly.




  “Has he given it up?” he asked.




  “Who?” asked Sir George in surprise.




  “Milton Sands, of course,” said the other. “Didn’t you know he had it? Why, you are not half a fly chap.”




  “Milton Sands,” repeated Sir George, incredulously.




  “That is it! “ Bud Kitson brought his huge fist on to the table with a thud. “That was the guy that had it! Why, I can see it as clear as daylight. He was on the train the night it was lost; came back from Monte Carlo broke to the world. Toady Wilton saw him leaving the Casino and spoke to him. He gets back to London and is suddenly flush of money, opens a detective office in Regent Street—”




  “But why should he open a detective office in Regent Street?” interrupted Sir George.




  “The only possible way he could get the rewards,” said the other, “without arousing the suspicions of everybody and getting himself into trouble. It’s as clear as mud.”




  Sir George bit his finger nails.




  “So that was it,” he nodded. “There is a chance of getting even with Milton Sands, but I think I am even enough with him tonight,” he added, with a little laugh.




  “But I’m not,” replied Kitson, savagely. “You don’t know what I felt like those three days in that damned jail of yours. I didn’t know there was such a hell in the world as that.”




  Sir George looked at him with a speculative eye. The man’s face was distorted with rage — he might serve his purpose, this Kitson, before Sir George rid himself finally of one who might easily prove an incubus.




  “Now, Pentridge, you can go off to the town,” he said, “and disappear in the morning. There is no chance of that girl escaping through the window?”




  “Nil,” said Bud Kitson, laconically. “I put a couple of iron bars up before she arrived — on the off chance.”




  “Good,” said Sir George, nodding approvingly.




  He waited till Pentridge had gone before he unfolded his plans.
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  “You are getting rattled,” said Eric.




  He looked across the table to the big Australian who sat staring into vacancy, one finger curled round his cigar to the utter destruction of that fragile vehicle of comfort.




  “I am,” said the other quickly. “I have never felt like this in my life.”




  “Come into the town,” urged Eric, rising. “There is a fair on of some sort.”




  They made their way to the thronged fair ground, and pushed slowly through the crowd, resisting the enticement of shooting-gallery and coconut-shy, adamantine against the wiles of earnest showmen, and came to a halt before the raised platform which fronted Hallik’s “Royal Theatre.” It was the home of a travelling theatrical company which touched the lowest depths of theatrical art, and presented, so a great painted bill announced, the “Murder of Maria Martin in the Red Ram.”




  The actors and actresses concerned in the presentation of the play, had so overcome the modest shrinking which prevents the average actor and actress from appearing in public in their theatrical garb, to display themselves in their costumes and their make-up on the platform outside.




  “I seem to know that man,” said Eric, suddenly.




  “Which man?” Milton looked up.




  “The man there with the red wig,” and he pointed to a stout actor, who, in stentorian tones, invited the youth of Reading to the dramatic feast.




  “I have seen that girl somewhere, too,” said Milton. He indicated a heavily rouged. Maria, the heroine of the drama, who was seated on an up turned box, chatting with a ferocious policeman.




  “It is curious how one imagines one has seen people before,” said Milton, as they moved on. “It is an experience which I suppose we have all had, and the curious fact is, that the recognition of men who are quite unknown to you is usually mutual, and that they also find in us some resemblance to a friend.”




  They completed the fair ground and found it a noisy and a boring experience, and were making their way out when suddenly Milton stopped.




  “Let us go back to that booth.”




  “To which booth?” asked Eric in surprise.




  “To the theatrical booth,” said the other, vapidly.




  He elbowed his way through the crowd, followed by Eric.




  The play was in course of presentation, and the platform outside was deserted. They mounted the rickety steps, paid their money at the door, and descended another set of stairs into the sawdust-strewn body of the theatre. The place was half filled, and they were able to make their way to the reserved seats in front. The first act was nearly over, and Milton scribbled a note and sent it, by an attendant, to the dressing-room behind. A message came back to the effect that the man he sought would see him after the performance.




  “I have an idea,” said Milton. “But I am not sure that I am right. It is probably one of those fantastic illusions one has, but—”




  Eric shook his head.




  “I don’t know what you are getting at,” he said.




  He was to learn.




  It was nearly twelve o’clock and the fair ground was deserted, when a man came out of the little tent which the actors used as a dressing-room, and confronted Milton Sands.




  They looked at each other for a moment and the man went red in the light of the one naphtha flame which had been left to guide the stall-holders and the showmen to the exit.




  “I think I have seen you before,” said Milton quietly.




  “I don’t think you have,” said the other man, with a note of defiance.




  “Indeed, I am sure. I would like you to come along with me to my hotel, I have a few questions to ask you.”




  “I shall do nothing of the sort,” said the man.




  “In that case,” said Milton, airily, “I shall invoke the aid of the law and have you arrested.”




  “You cannot do anything to me,” said the other, loudly.




  “I don’t want to do anything to you except to pay you well for any information you can give me,” said Milton, with a smile. “And if you are a wise man, you will come straight away to the hotel.”




  Evidently the actor was a wise man, for he followed obediently.




  They found a cab, and in ten minutes they sat, a curious party, in the sitting room which Eric had hired.




  “Now, sir,” said Milton, as he closed the door, “Will you explain to me how you came to be on a certain houseboat this afternoon, and will you further explain to me what induced you to say that you had hired that houseboat?”




  “I shall refuse to give you any information at all,” said the man, doggedly.




  Milton took a pocketbook from his pocket, and, removing five crisp notes, laid them on the table.




  “Each of these,” he said, carefully, “is for ten pounds. If your information is of any help to me, those notes are yours.”




  The barnstormer eyed the money hungrily.




  “Well, I suppose I had better tell you,” he grumbled. “After all, there was no harm in what we did — it was only a sort of an engagement.”




  “From whom, Sir George Frodmere?”




  The man looked surprised.




  “I don’t know who Sir George Frodmere is,” he said, “unless he was the gentleman who hired the boat. No, we were engaged this afternoon by another gentleman on board — Mr. Kitson.”




  “Oh, Bud Kitson, was it?” nodded Milton.




  The other grinned.




  “I don’t know that that is his front name, but Kitson is his other,” said the man. “He told me that there was a young actress who was always being run after by a couple of young men and that she wanted to come down here to have a peaceful time. She knew that if it got out that she owned this houseboat, that she would be pestered by people, and so she wanted me and a few of my colleagues to pretend they were a respectable family party and put the young men off the scent if they came. We were getting ten pounds a day for the job,” he went on, “and we had to go on board every morning at nine o’clock, and stay until the evening.”




  “I see the idea — an admirable one,” said Milton, gaily. “Here is your fifty pounds, sir, I will not bother you any more.”




  He went into his room, opened a small attaché case which he always carried in his car, and took out an automatic pistol; examined it carefully, clicked the magazine into the box and slipped the pistol into his pocket. Then he came back to Eric.




  “I think we will go along and inspect that houseboat,” he said, grimly. “And as Bud Kitson is one of the crew, it may be very necessary to take a few elementary precautions.”




  There was some little delay whilst the car was being got ready, and the clocks were striking one as they left the town behind and sped along the river to their destination.




  “Here we are,” said Milton.




  He recognised the two white posts which marked the roadway across the field. He got out, and the two men passed rapidly along the rough roadway to the river. It was a dark night with a fine rain falling, but there was no difficulty in following the road.




  “It seems to me,” said Eric, suddenly, “that we are on the wrong path.”




  “Why, by Jove!” said Milton, and gasped.




  The houseboat was no longer there.




  They found the mooring-post, and with the aid of a pocket lamp, they saw footmarks where the gangway plank had been. The houseboat itself had vanished, as though the prophesied catastrophe had occurred and she had gone down, leaving no trace of her existence.




  *




  “What time is it?” Sir George asked.




  “Half-past twelve,” said Kitson.




  “The tug ought to be here now.”




  “The tug?” said the other in surprise.




  Sir George nodded.




  “These people will be hot on our track. I gambled on Toady Wilton telling them about the houseboat. The actors have served their purpose, but I want a little more time, so I chartered a tug from Millwall, to tow us down the river. I know a nice, secluded backwater in which we may hide for a few weeks, and a few weeks will be quite long enough for my purpose,” he said, moodily.




  “Will she stand the strain of a towing?” asked the other, dubiously. “She is a rickety old tub.”




  Sir George smiled.




  “They can lash alongside, she will stand that,” he said. “I have given instructions to cast off when we reach the vicinity of the hiding-place. We shall have to row into the backwater as best we can.”




  He switched out the lights of the saloon and opened one of the windows overlooking the river.




  “There she is!” he said.




  In midstream was the black hulk of a little tug, her red and green lights gleaming brightly.




  “Signal her alongside,” said Sir George.




  Less than a quarter of an hour later, the mooring-ropes were cast off, the tug made fast to the side of the houseboat and drifted slowly out into midstream, and the descent of the river had been commenced.




  “The backwater is on Lord Chanderson’s estate,” explained Sir George. “Chanderson is leaving for the Continent tonight, I heard him tell a man in the ring, to-day, and nobody uses the little stream which runs through his estate, and ends in a small lake. With any luck, we ought to be safe for at least three weeks. Is the boat provisioned?”




  Kitson nodded.




  “What about the lady?” he asked.




  Sir George smiled.




  “In three weeks, much can happen,” he said, stroking his moustache. “In three weeks, even the most obdurate young lady may change her mind. I am in a pretty tight hole, Kitson. I suppose that it is not a unique position for you to be in?”•




  “I guess not,” said the other, coolly. “I have been in a few with jail at the end of them. That guy gave you two thousand pounds,” he said abruptly. “I suppose I stand in for a share.”




  “Naturally,” said the baronet, smoothly. “We share out when this matter is over. Don’t imagine that you will suffer through your loyalty to me. I have plenty of money,” he said cheerfully. “As you know, I have an estate worth an enormous sum.”




  “I know all about that,” said Kitson, “and I know it is mortgaged for an enormous sum. I guess your total assets arc in your wallet, at this particular moment, and I would feel kind of good if some of those assets were in mine.”




  “We will discuss this in a day or two,” said the baronet with an air of finality, as though to dismiss the subject.




  “I guess we had better discuss it now,” drawled Bud Kitson. “It has not been a profitable partnership for me, Sir George. There has been too much ‘going to’ about it. Right now I want something on account.”




  They stood now on the upper deck, looking at the black river, as the tug made its slow way along its twisting course.




  “No,” he said thoughtfully. “Our partnership has not been so good, and the thousand you are giving me on account will not compensate me any.”




  Sir George laughed.




  “A thousand on account,” he said. “My dear, good man, you are mad. I want every penny of that two thousand. I tell you you shall have your share when the thing is through.”




  “And I tell you,” said Bud Kitson, with no less emphasis because his voice was low, “that I want a half right now.”




  The baronet turned and faced him in the halfdarkness. “You will have nothing now,” he said. “You must wait your turn.”




  “I guess my turn has come,” persisted Bud Kitson. The baronet turned with a snarl, and something cold and hard pressed against the American’s waistcoat, and his hands went up automatically.




  “Your turn must come when I am ready for it,” grated Sir George. “If you are not with me, you are against me. You don’t suppose I am going to give it to you now.”




  “Suppose I go ashore and tell the police?” asked the calm Mr. Kitson.




  “And suppose you do,” mocked the baronet. “What use will that be to you? You have been in Portland once. Do you want to go again? Because if you do, I can put you there.”




  “I guess not,” said the other, quickly.




  “You keep guessing,” said the baronet, with a rough laugh. “I have your record at my fingertips. There was a man killed in Monte Carlo, this year,” he went on. “And one who stood by and saw it done and never raised a hand to save the unfortunate devil. Since that time, he has been drawing blood money from the murderer. Blackmailer is an elegant phrase for such a man as you. They might jail you for accessory to a murder, Bud Kitson.”




  “I think you know too much,” said Bud Kitson, slowly.




  If his words were slow, his actions were not. One hand descended quickly upon the pistol held at his waist and wrenched it from the other’s grasp. It fell with a clang upon the deck.




  “Let go,” gasped Sir George, but the other’s huge hand was at his throat. They struggled across the broad deck of the houseboat, and suddenly the baronet went limply to the ground, the other man astraddle. Presently the struggles of the baronet ceased, and Bud Kitson thrust his hand into the inside pockets of his victim’s coat and found what he wanted. He carefully buttoned it in his pistol pocket, then, without an effort, lifted the limp man over the rails, and grasping him by the collar, dropped him into the water. He stood a moment by the rail, peering down into the black river, but there was no sign of Sir George. He walked swiftly across the deck and hailed the tug skipper.




  “Cast off,” he said, roughly.




  He heard the clang of the engine as the telegraph signalled the tug to stop. The captain came down from his little bridge to the bulwarks of the tug.




  “What is wrong?” he asked.




  “Cast off,” repeated Bud Kitson.




  “I can’t leave you in midstream,” said the other, in wonder.




  “Push her up against the bank, and leave her,” commanded Kitson.




  “Where is the other gentleman?” asked the captain.




  “Gone to lie down.”




  The skipper hesitated.




  “And what about my haulage?” he asked.




  Kitson drew a note from his pocket, and, leaning down, placed it in the skipper’s extended hand.




  “That covers it, I reckon,” he said.




  The tug captain looked at the note in astonishment.




  “You will want some change out of this?”




  “You can keep the change,” said the other. “Push me over to the bank and clear.”




  Before the tug stood off, and whilst the River Fay was grounding gently on the sloping bank, the captain asked, dnbiously, for further information.




  “I can make fast here all right,” said Bud’s voice, in the darkness.




  He waited half an hour until the rugs lights had disappeared round the bend of the river. So far, all was well. Though he had not moored her, the clumsy houseboat had come to rest upon a mud bank which kept her in the place where she had been left. Kitson went below. His wife was lying on the couch in the saloon. He woke her,




  “Sir George has fallen overboard,” he said, simply.




  She looked up, and their eyes met in one understanding exchange of glances.




  “Get ready to quit this place,” said Kitson, “we can cross the fields to the road and take our chance.”




  “What about the girl?” asked the woman,




  “She can wait,” said the man with a laugh. “This misunderstanding is providential for her.”




  He had few preparations to make, He changed the light shoes he was wearing for a pair of heavier ones. Then he made a careful search of the baronet’s little cabin and found the search profitable, for there was a fairly large sum of cash in one of the bags Sir George had brought aboard.




  His wife was ready long before he was, and he came back to the saloon to find her waiting impatiently.




  “Do you think I had better call the girl?” she asked.




  “Call nothing,” he replied shortly. “We have no time now for doing those silly things. You have got yourself to consider.”




  “What happened to him?” she jerked her head towards the deck.




  “Ask no questions,” was the reply.




  He led the way to the after part of the boat. In a casual survey from the upper deck he had noticed that the stern was nearer the bank and was within springing distance, but now a surprise was in store for him. Between the shore and the boat there was a dozen yards of water.




  “She has drifted,” he said, with a curse, and ran to the top deck to get a better view.




  The houseboat was making slowly for midstream. Possibly there was a fractional rise of the tide which had released her from her secure resting place, but certain it was that she was now drifting slowly upstream, broadside on. There was a dinghy attached to the houseboat, and into this, after some preliminary manoeuvring to bring the boat within reach, Bud Kitson dropped, assisting his wife to descend. He slipped the painter, and getting out the pair of oars which were in the boat, he pulled with long, strong strokes to the shore.




  “I guess this is a better way after all,” he said. “It gives us a chance of getting away. They will find her in the morning and she cannot come to much harm, anyway.”




  In this, however, he was wrong.
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  Janet Symonds woke from a fitful sleep with a sense that all was not well. She had lain down on her bed determined to keep awake, but the exciting events of the day and the fatigue of her journey no less than the after-effects of the drug she had taken, all combined to assist nature in its munificent course, and she fell into a fitful sleep.




  She was awakened by a peculiar movement of the boat; it seemed that it was not at the same angle at which it had been when she lay down. She looked through her little barred window and saw that the boat was in midstream, and that the uncomfortable position in which she lay was due to the fact that the houseboat had a decided list. Very quickly she threw aside her pitiful barricade and opened the door. She sped along the passage, expecting to meet one or other of her custodians, but there was nobody in sight though the lamp still burnt in the saloon. She found it difficult to walk, so decided was the list, but succeeded in mounting to the upper deck. The plight of the River Fay was plain to be seen. The unaccustomed strain which towing had put upon her had started some planks, and the old pleasure boat was slowly sinking. There was no sign of Sir George or the man with the square jaw, and she ran below again and called aloud, but received no answer.




  They had left her, she thought, to die. She remembered having seen a small dinghy fastened to the stern of the houseboat, but this, too, had gone, and she pulled in nothing more than a slack rope. Very slowly, with groanings and creakings, the boat was settling down in the water. There was no lifebuoy that she could find; the wooden seats which might support her were quite beyond her strength to lift. Then far up the stream she saw a gleaming light which grew brighter with every instant. She heard the throb of a motor launch and screamed.




  Eric Stanton, sitting in the bow of the boat, heard the cry, and saw the black hulk of the houseboat ahead. He shouted an order back and the engineer stopped the little engines just in time, as with a twist of his wheel Milton brought the launch alongside the sinking houseboat.




  Without a moment’s hesitation he leapt aboard, and as his foot touched the deck, with a gurgle of water and a final despairing squeak of her rotten timber, the boat sank in a swirling eddy of water. But Milton had the girl in his strong arms; and though the water thundered about her ears, and she felt herself sinking, the grasp about her waist did not relax, and after what seemed an eternity she was up again, drawing in the sweet night air with a gasping breath.




  They lifted the two over the side of the launch.




  “She has fainted,” said Eric. He took off his coat and wrapped it about the girl, looking tenderly upon the face which the light of the lamp revealed. Dawn broke brightly, and the faint grey light revealed to the girl her safety and succour. She woke with a confused memory to find Mary President sitting by her bed, a book upon her knees. She smiled faintly, and fell again into a sleep. When she awoke Mary President was still there, but in place of her book, the table by her side and the floor in her vicinity was strewn with newspapers,




  “How do you feel now?” she asked.




  “I think I feel much better,” said Janet, and sat up, though her head swam.




  “Do you feel well enough to see all the pictures oi Down Under Donovan winning the Derby?” asked Mary President gaily.




  “The Derby? “ said the girl,in a puzzled tone.




  “Yes, you have not forgotten yesterday?” Janet shook her head.




  “Was it only yesterday?” she asked in wonder. “It seems a hundred years ago.”




  *




  M. Soltykoff, a buoyant soul, read the story of Sir George Frodmere’s death and the arrest of Bud Kitson and his wife (they were taken in the early hours of the morning, near Reading), in his favourite Paris journal.




  “Eh bien!” said M. Soltykoff sadly, and made a rough calculation of his losses on the snowy tablecloth of the Grand Café.




  He was in a philosophical mood, for that morning he had received from his Moscow agent intelligence to the effect that the heavily insured vessel in his ownership had sunk in the Black Sea.




  The End
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  The room was a small one, and had been chosen for its remoteness from the dwelling rooms. It had formed the billiard room, which the former owner of Weald Lodge had added to his premises, and John Minute, who had neither the time nor the patience for billiards, had readily handed over this damp annex to his scientific secretary.




  Along one side ran a plain deal bench which was crowded with glass stills and test tubes. In the middle was as plain a table, with half a dozen books, a microscope under a glass shade, a little wooden case which was opened to display an array of delicate scientific instruments, a Bunsen burner, which was burning bluely under a small glass bowl half filled with a dark and turgid concoction of some kind.




  The face of the man sitting at the table watching this unsavory stew was hidden behind a mica and rubber mask, for the fumes which were being given off by the fluid were neither pleasant nor healthy. Save for a shaded light upon the table and the blue glow of the Bunsen lamp, the room was in darkness. Now and again the student would take a glass rod, dip it for an instant into the boiling liquid, and, lifting it, would allow the liquid drop by drop to fall from the rod on to a strip of litmus paper. What he saw was evidently satisfactory, and presently he turned out the Bunsen lamp, walked to the window and opened it, and switched on an electric fan to aid the process of ventilation.




  He removed his mask, revealing the face of a goodlooking young man, rather pale, with a slight dark mustache and heavy, black, wavy hair. He closed the window, filled his pipe from the well-worn pouch which he took from his pocket, and began to write in a notebook, stopping now and again to consult some authority from the books before him.




  In half an hour he had finished this work, had blotted and closed his book, and, pushing back his chair, gave himself up to reverie. They were not pleasant thoughts to judge by his face. He pulled from his inside pocket a leather case and opened it. From this he took a photograph. It was the picture of a girl of sixteen. It was a pretty face, a little sad, but attractive in its very weakness. He looked at it for a long time, shaking his head as at an unpleasant thought.




  There came a gentle tap at the door, and quickly he replaced the photograph in his case, folded it, and returned it to his pocket as he rose to unlock the door.




  John Minute, who entered, sniffed suspiciously.




  “What beastly smells you have in here, Jasper!” he growled. “Why on earth don’t they invent chemicals that are more agreeable to the nose?”




  Jasper Cole laughed quietly.




  “I’m afraid, sir, that nature has ordered it otherwise,” he said.




  “Have you finished?” asked his employer.




  He looked at the still warm bowl of fluid suspiciously.




  “It is all right, sir,” said Jasper. “It is only noxious when it is boiling. That is why I keep the door locked.”




  “What is it?” asked John Minute, scowling down at the unoffending liquor.




  “It is many things,” said the other ruefully. “In point of fact, it is an experiment. The bowl contains one or two elements which will only mix with the others at a certain temperature, and as an experiment it is successful because I have kept the unmixable elements in suspension, though the liquid has gone cold.”




  “I hope you will enjoy your dinner, even though it has gone cold,” grumbled John Minute.




  “I didn’t hear the bell, sir,” said Jasper Cole. “I’m awfully sorry if I’ve kept you waiting.”




  They were the only two present in the big, black-looking dining room, and dinner was as usual a fairly silent meal. John Minute read the newspapers, particularly that portion of them which dealt with the latest fluctuations in the stock market.




  “Somebody has been buying Gwelo Deeps,” he complained loudly.




  Jasper looked up.




  “Gwelo Deeps?” he said. “But they are the shares—”




  “Yes, yes,” said the other testily; “I know. They were quoted at a shilling last week; they are up to two shillings and threepence. I’ve got five hundred thousand of them; to be exact,” he corrected himself, “I’ve got a million of them, though half of them are not my property. I am almost tempted to sell.”




  “Perhaps they have found gold,” suggested Jasper.




  John Minute snorted.




  “If there is gold in the Gwelo Deeps there are diamonds on the downs,” he said scornfully. “By the way, the other five hundred thousand shares belong to May.”




  Jasper Cole raised his eyebrows as much in interrogation as in surprise.




  John Minute leaned back in his chair and manipulated his gold toothpick.




  “May Nuttall’s father was the best friend I ever had,” he said gruffly. “He lured me into the Gwelo Deeps against my better judgment We sank a bore three thousand feet and found everything except gold.”




  He gave one of his brief, rumbling chuckles.




  “I wish that mine had been a success. Poor old Bill Nuttall! He helped me in some tight places.”




  “And I think you have done your best for his daughter, sir.”




  “She’s a nice girl,” said John Minute, “a dear girl. I’m not taken with girls.” He made a wry face. “But May is as honest and as sweet as they make them. She’s the sort of girl who looks you in the eye when she talks to you; there’s no damned nonsense about May.”




  Jasper Cole concealed a smile.




  “What the devil are you grinning at?” demanded John Minute.




  “I also was thinking that there was no nonsense about her,” he said.




  John Minute swung round.




  “Jasper,” he said, “May is the kind of girl I would like you to marry; in fact, she is the girl I would like you to marry.”




  “I think Frank would have something to say about that,” said the other, stirring his coffee.




  “Frank!” snorted John Minute. “What the devil do I care about Frank? Frank has to do as he’s told. He’s a lucky young man and a bit of a rascal, too, I’m thinking. Frank would marry anybody with a pretty face. Why, if I hadn’t interfered—”




  Jasper looked up.




  “Yes?”




  “Never mind,” growled John Minute.




  As was his practice, he sat a long time over dinner, half awake and half asleep. Jasper had annexed one of the newspapers, and was reading it. This was the routine which marked every evening of his life save on those occasions when he made a visit to London. He was in the midst of an article by a famous scientist on radium emanation, when John Minute continued a conversation which he had broken off an hour ago.




  “I’m worried about May sometimes.”




  Jasper put down his paper.




  “Worried! Why?”




  “I am worried. Isn’t that enough?” growled the other. “I wish you wouldn’t ask me a lot of questions, Jasper. You irritate me beyond endurance.”




  “Well, I’ll take it that you’re worried,” said his confidential secretary patiently, “and that you’ve good reason.”




  “I feel responsible for her, and I hate responsibilities of all kinds. The responsibilities of children—”




  He winced and changed the subject, nor did he return to it for several days.




  Instead he opened up a new line.




  “Sergeant Smith was here when I was out, I understand,” he said.




  “He came this afternoon — yes.”




  “Did you see him?”




  Jasper nodded.




  “What did he want?”




  “He wanted to see you, as far as I could make out. You were saying the other day that he drinks.”




  “Drinks!” said the other scornfully. “He doesn’t drink; he eats it. What do you think about Sergeant Smith?” he demanded.




  “I think he is a very curious person,” said the other frankly, “and I can’t understand why you go to such trouble to shield him or why you send him money every week.”




  “One of these days you’ll understand,” said the other, and his prophecy was to be fulfilled. “For the present, it is enough to say that if there are two ways out of a difficulty, one of which is unpleasant and one of which is less unpleasant, I take the less unpleasant of the two. It is less unpleasant to pay Sergeant Smith a weekly stipend than it is to be annoyed, and I should most certainly be annoyed if I did not pay him.”




  He rose up slowly from the chair and stretched himself.




  “Sergeant Smith,” he said again, “is a pretty tough proposition. I know, and I have known him for years. In my business, Jasper, I have had to know some queer people, and I’ve had to do some queer things. I am not so sure that they would look well in print, though I am not sensitive as to what newspapers say about me or I should have been in my grave years ago; but Sergeant Smith and his knowledge touches me at a raw place. You are always messing about with narcotics and muck of all kinds, and you will understand when I tell you that the money I give Sergeant Smith every week serves a double purpose. It is an opiate and a prophy—”




  “Prophylactic,” suggested the other.




  “That’s the word,” said John Minute. “I was never a whale at the long uns; when I was twelve I couldn’t write my own name, and when I was nineteen I used to spell it with two n’s.”




  He chuckled again.




  “Opiate and prophylactic,” he repeated, nodding his head. “That’s Sergeant Smith. He is a dangerous devil because he is a rascal.”




  “Constable Wiseman—” began Jasper.




  “Constable Wiseman,” snapped John Minute, rubbing his hand through his rumpled gray hair, “is a dangerous devil because he’s a fool. What has Constable Wiseman been here about?”




  “He didn’t come here,” smiled Jasper. “I met him on the road and had a little talk with him.”




  “You might have been better employed,” said John Minute gruffly. “That silly ass has summoned me three times. One of these days I’ll get him thrown out of the force.”




  “He’s not a bad sort of fellow,” soothed Jasper Cole. “He’s rather stupid, but otherwise he is a decent, well-conducted man with a sense of the law.”




  “Did he say anything worth repeating?” asked John Minute.




  “He was saying that Sergeant Smith is a disciplinarian.”




  “I know of nobody more of a disciplinarian than Sergeant Smith,” said the other sarcastically, “particularly when he is getting over a jag. The keenest sense of duty is that possessed by a man who has broken the law and has not been found out. I think I will go to bed,” he added, looking at the clock on the mantelpiece. “I am going up to town tomorrow. I want to see May.”




  “Is anything worrying you?” asked Jasper.




  “The bank is worrying me,” said the old man.




  Jasper Cole looked at him steadily.




  “What’s wrong with the bank?”




  “There is nothing wrong with the bank, and the knowledge that my dear nephew, Frank Merrill, esquire, is accountant at one of its branches removes any lingering doubt in my mind as to its stability. And I wish to Heaven you’d get out of the habit of asking me ‘why’ this happens or ‘why’ I do that.”




  Jasper lit a cigar before replying:




  “The only way you can find things out in this world is by asking questions.”




  “Well, ask somebody else,” boomed John Minute at the door.




  Jasper took up his paper, but was not to be left to the enjoyment its columns offered, for five minutes later John Minute appeared in the doorway, minus his tie and coat, having been surprised in the act of undressing with an idea which called for development.




  “Send a cable in the morning to the manager of the Gwelo Deeps and ask him if there is any report. By the way, you are the secretary of the company. I suppose you know that?”




  “Am I?” asked the startled Jasper.




  “Frank was, and I don’t suppose he has been doing the work now. You had better find out or you will be getting me into a lot of trouble with the registrar. We ought to have a board meeting.”




  “Am I the directors, too?” asked Jasper innocently.




  “It is very likely,” said John Minute. “I know I am chairman, but there has never been any need to hold a meeting. You had better find out from Frank when the last was held.”




  He went away, to reappear a quarter of an hour later, this time in his pajamas.




  “That mission May is running,” he began, “they are probably short of money. You might inquire of their secretary. They will have a secretary, I’ll be bound! If they want anything send it on to them.”




  He walked to the sideboard and mixed himself a whisky and soda.




  “I’ve been out the last three or four times Smith has called. If he comes tomorrow tell him I will see him when I return. Bolt the doors and don’t leave it to that jackass, Wilkins.”




  Jasper nodded.




  “You think I am a little mad, don’t you, Jasper?” asked the older man, standing by the sideboard with the glass in his hand.




  “That thought has never occurred to me,” said Jasper. “I think you are eccentric sometimes and inclined to exaggerate the dangers which surround you.”




  The other shook his head.




  “I shall die a violent death; I know it. When I was in Zululand an old witch doctor ‘tossed the bones.’ You have never had that experience?”




  “I can’t say that I have,” said Jasper, with a little smile.




  “You can laugh at that sort of thing, but I tell you I’ve got a great faith in it. Once in the king’s kraal and once in Echowe it happened, and both witch doctors told me the same thing — that I’d die by violence. I didn’t use to worry about it very much, but I suppose I’m growing old now, and living surrounded by the law, as it were, I am too law-abiding. A law-abiding man is one who is afraid of people who are not law-abiding, and I am getting to that stage. You laugh at me because I’m jumpy whenever I see a stranger hanging around the house, but I have got more enemies to the square yard than most people have to the county. I suppose you think I am subject to delusions and ought to be put under restraint. A rich man hasn’t a very happy time,” he went on, speaking half to himself and half to the young man. “I’ve met all sorts of people in this country and been introduced as John Minute, the millionaire, and do you know what they say as soon as my back is turned?”




  Jasper offered no suggestion.




  “They say this,” John Minute went on, “whether they’re young or old, good, bad, or indifferent: ‘I wish he’d die and leave me some of his money.’”




  Jasper laughed softly.




  “You haven’t a very good opinion of humanity.”




  “I have no opinion of humanity,” corrected his chief, “and I am going to bed.”




  Jasper heard his heavy feet upon the stairs and the thud of them overhead. He waited for some time; then he heard the bed creak. He closed the windows, personally inspected the fastenings of the doors, and went to his little office study on the first floor.




  He shut the door, took out the pocket case, and gave one glance at the portrait, and then took an unopened letter which had come that evening and which, by his deft handling of the mail, he had been able to smuggle into his pocket without John Minute’s observance.




  He slit open the envelope, extracted the letter, and read:




  DEAR SIR: Your esteemed favor is to hand. We have to thank you for the check, and we are very pleased that we have given you satisfactory service. The search has been a very long and, I am afraid, a very expensive one to yourself, but now that discovery has been made I trust you will feel rewarded for your energies.




  The note bore no heading, and was signed “J. B. Fleming.”




  Jasper read it carefully, and then, striking a match, lit the paper and watched it burn in the grate.




  II. The Girl Who Cried
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  The northern express had deposited its passengers at King’s Cross on time. All the station approaches were crowded with hurrying passengers. Taxicabs and “growlers” were mixed in apparently inextricable confusion. There was a roaring babble of instruction and counter-instruction from policemen, from cab drivers, and from excited porters. Some of the passengers hurried swiftly across the broad asphalt space and disappeared down the stairs toward the underground station. Others waited for unpunctual friends with protesting and frequent examination of their watches.




  One alone seemed wholly bewildered by the noise and commotion. She was a young girl not more than eighteen, and she struggled with two or three brown paper parcels, a hat-box, and a bulky handbag. She was among those who expected to be met at the station, for she looked helplessly at the clock and wandered from one side of the building to the other till at last she came to a standstill in the center, put down all her parcels carefully, and, taking a letter from a shabby little bag, opened it and read.




  Evidently she saw something which she had not noticed before, for she hastily replaced the letter in the bag, scrambled together her parcels, and walked swiftly out of the station. Again she came to a halt and looked round the darkened courtyard.




  “Here!” snapped a voice irritably. She saw a door of a taxicab open, and came toward it timidly.




  “Come in, come in, for heaven’s sake!” said the voice.




  She put in her parcels and stepped into the cab. The owner of the voice closed the door with a bang, and the taxi moved on.




  “I’ve been waiting here ten minutes,” said the man in the cab.




  “I’m so sorry, dear, but I didn’t read—”




  “Of course you didn’t read,” interrupted the other brusquely.




  It was the voice of a young man not in the best of tempers, and the girl, folding her hands in her lap, prepared for the tirade which she knew was to follow her act of omission.




  “You never seem to be able to do anything right,” said the man. “I suppose it is your natural stupidity.”




  “Why couldn’t you meet me inside the station?” she asked with some show of spirit.




  “I’ve told you a dozen times that I don’t want to be seen with you,” said the man brutally. “I’ve had enough trouble over you already. I wish to Heaven I’d never met you.”




  The girl could have echoed that wish, but eighteen months of bullying had cowed and all but broken her spirit.




  “You are a stone around my neck,” said the man bitterly. “I have to hide you, and all the time I’m in a fret as to whether you will give me away or not. I am going to keep you under my eye now,” he said. “You know a little too much about me.”




  “I should never say a word against you,” protested the girl.




  “I hope, for your sake, you don’t,” was the grim reply.




  The conversation slackened from this moment until the girl plucked up courage to ask where they were going.




  “Wait and see,” snapped the man, but added later: “You are going to a much nicer home than you have ever had in your life, and you ought to be very thankful.”




  “Indeed I am, dear,” said the girl earnestly.




  “Don’t call me ‘dear,’” snarled her husband.




  The cab took them to Camden Town, and they descended in front of a respectable-looking house in a long, dull street. It was too dark for the girl to take stock of her surroundings, and she had scarcely time to gather her parcels together before the man opened the door and pushed her in.




  The cab drove off, and a motor cyclist who all the time had been following the taxi, wheeled his machine slowly from the corner of the street where he had waited until he came opposite the house. He let down the supports of his machine, went stealthily up the steps, and flashed a lamp upon the enamel numbers over the fanlight of the door. He jotted down the figures in a notebook, descended the steps again, and, wheeling his machine back a little way, mounted and rode off.




  Half an hour later another cab pulled up at the door, and a man descended, telling the driver to wait. He mounted the steps, knocked, and after a short delay was admitted.




  “Hello, Crawley!” said the man who had opened the door to him. “How goes it?”




  “Rotten,” said the newcomer. “What do you want me for?”




  His was the voice of an uncultured man, but his tone was that of an equal.




  “What do you think I want you for?” asked the other savagely.




  He led the way to the sitting room, struck a match, and lit the gas. His bag was on the floor. He picked it up, opened it, and took out a flask of whisky which he handed to the other.




  “I thought you might need it,” he said sarcastically.




  Crawley took the flask, poured out a stiff tot, and drank it at a gulp. He was a man of fifty, dark and dour. His face was lined and tanned as one who had lived for many years in a hot climate. This was true of him, for he had spent ten years of his life in the Matabeleland mounted police.




  The young man pulled up a chair to the table.




  “I’ve got an offer to make to you,” he said.




  “Is there any money in it?”




  The other laughed.




  “You don’t suppose I should make any kind of offer to you that hadn’t money in it?” he answered contemptuously.




  Crawley, after a moment’s hesitation, poured out another drink and gulped it down.




  “I haven’t had a drink to-day,” he said apologetically.




  “That is an obvious lie,” said the younger man; “but now to get to business. I don’t know what your game is in England, but I will tell you what mine is. I want a free hand, and I can only have a free hand if you take your daughter away out of the country.”




  “You want to get rid of her, eh?” asked the other, looking at him shrewdly.




  The young man nodded.




  “I tell you, she’s a millstone round my neck,” he said for the second time that evening, “and I am scared of her. At any moment she may do some fool thing and ruin me.”




  Crawley grinned.




  “‘For better or for worse,’” he quoted, and then, seeing the ugly look in the other man’s face, he said: “Don’t try to frighten me, Mr. Brown or Jones, or whatever you call yourself, because I can’t be frightened. I have had to deal with worse men than you and I’m still alive. I’ll tell you right now that I’m not going out of England. I’ve got a big game on. What did you think of offering me?”




  “A thousand pounds,” said the other.




  “I thought it would be something like that,” said Crawley coolly. “It is a fleabite to me. You take my tip and find another way of keeping her quiet. A clever fellow like you, who knows more about dope than any other man I have met, ought to be able to do the trick without any assistance from me. Why, didn’t you tell me that you knew a drug that sapped the will power of people and made them do just as you like? That’s the knockout drop to give her. Take my tip and try it.”




  “You won’t accept my offer?” asked the other.




  Crawley shook his head.




  “I’ve got a fortune in my hand if I work my cards right,” he said. “I’ve managed to get a position right under the old devil’s nose. I see him every day, and I have got him scared. What’s a thousand pounds to me? I’ve lost more than a thousand on one race at Lewes. No, my boy, employ the resources of science,” he said flippantly. “There’s no sense in being a dope merchant if you can’t get the right dope for the right case.”




  “The less you say about my doping, the better,” snarled the other man. “I was a fool to take you so much into my confidence.”




  “Don’t lose your temper,” said the other, raising his hand in mock alarm. “Lord bless us, Mr. Wright or Robinson, who would have thought that the nice, mild-mannered young man who goes to church in Eastbourne could be such a fierce chap in London? I’ve often laughed, seeing you walk past me as though butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth and everybody saying what a nice young man Mr. So-and-so is, and I have thought, if they only knew that this sleek lad—”




  “Shut up!” said the other savagely. “You are getting as much of a danger as this infernal girl.”




  “You take things too much to heart,” said the other. “Now I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I am not going out of England. I am going to keep my present menial job. You see, it isn’t only the question of money, but I have an idea that your old man has got something up his sleeve for me, and the only way to prevent unpleasant happenings is to keep close to him.”




  “I have told you a dozen times he has nothing against you,” said the other emphatically. “I know his business, and I have seen most of his private papers. If he could have caught you with the goods, he would have had you long ago. I told you that the last time you called at the house and I saw you. What! Do you think John Minute would pay blackmail if he could get out of it? You are a fool!”




  “Maybe I am,” said the other philosophically, “but I am not such a fool as you think me to be.”




  “You had better see her,” said his host suddenly.




  Crawley shook his head.




  “A parent’s feelings,” he protested, “have a sense of decency, Reginald or Horace or Hector; I always forget your London name. No,” he said, “I won’t accept your suggestion, but I have got a proposition to make to you, and it concerns a certain relative of John Minute — a nice, young fellow who will one day secure the old man’s swag.”




  “Will he?” said the other between his teeth.




  They sat for two hours discussing the proposition, and then Crawley rose to leave.




  “I leave my final jar for the last,” he said pleasantly. He had finished the contents of the flask, and was in a very amiable frame of mind.




  “You are in some danger, my young friend, and I, your guardian angel, have discovered it. You have a valet at one of your numerous addresses.”




  “A chauffeur,” corrected the other; “a Swede, Jonsen.”




  Crawley nodded.




  “I thought he was a Swede.”




  “Have you seen him?” asked the other quickly.




  “He came down to make some inquiries in Eastbourne,” said Crawley, “and I happened to meet him. One of those talkative fellows who opens his heart to a uniform. I stopped him from going to the house, so I saved you a shock — if John Minute had been there, I mean.”




  The other bit his lips, and his face showed his concern.




  “That’s bad,” he said. “He has been very restless and rather impertinent lately, and has been looking for another job. What did you tell him?”




  “I told him to come down next Wednesday,” said Crawley. “I thought you’d like to make a few arrangements in the meantime.”




  He held out his hand, and the young man, who did not mistake the gesture, dived into his pockets with a scowl and handed four five-pound notes into the outstretched palm.




  “It will just pay my taxi,” said Crawley lightheartedly.




  The other went upstairs. He found the girl sitting where he had left her in her bedroom.




  “Clear out of here,” he said roughly. “I want the room.”




  Meekly she obeyed. He locked the door behind her, lifted a suitcase on to the bed, and, opening it, took out a small Japanese box. From this he removed a tiny glass pestle and mortar, six little vials, a hypodermic syringe, and a small spirit lamp. Then from his pocket he took a cigarette case and removed two cigarettes which he laid carefully on the dressing table. He was busy for the greater part of the hour.




  As for the girl, she spent that time in the cold dining room huddled up in a chair, weeping softly to herself.




  III. Four Important Characters
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  The writer pauses here to say that the story of “The Man Who Knew” is an unusual one. It is reconstructed partly from the reports of a certain trial, partly from the confidential matter which has come into the writer’s hands from Saul Arthur Mann and his extraordinary bureau, and partly from the private diary which May Nuttall put at the writer’s disposal.




  Those practiced readers who begin this narrative with the weary conviction that they are merely to see the workings out of a conventional record of crime, of love, and of mystery may be urged to pursue their investigations to the end. Truth is stranger than fiction, and has need to be, since most fiction is founded on truth. There is a strangeness in the story of “The Man Who Knew” which brings it into the category of veracious history. It cannot be said in truth that any story begins at the beginning of the first chapter, since all stories began with the creation of the world, but this present story may be said to begin when we cut into the lives of some of the characters concerned, upon the seventeenth day of July, 19 — .




  There was a little group of people about the prostrate figure of a man who lay upon the sidewalk in Gray Square, Bloomsbury.




  The hour was eight o’clock on a warm summer evening, and that the unusual spectacle attracted only a small crowd may be explained by the fact that Gray Square is a professional quarter given up to the offices of lawyers, surveyors, and corporation offices which at eight o’clock on a summer’s day are empty of occupants. The unprofessional classes who inhabit the shabby streets impinging upon the Euston Road do not include Gray Square in their itinerary when they take their evening constitutionals abroad, and even the loud children find a less depressing environment for their games.




  The gray-faced youth sprawled upon the pavement was decently dressed and was obviously of the superior servant type.




  He was as obviously dead.




  Death, which beautifies and softens the plainest, had failed entirely to dissipate the impression of meanness in the face of the stricken man. The lips were set in a little sneer, the half-closed eyes were small, the cleanshaven jaw was long and underhung, the ears were large and grotesquely prominent.




  A constable stood by the body, waiting for the arrival of the ambulance, answering in monosyllables the questions of the curious. Ten minutes before the ambulance arrived there joined the group a man of middle age.




  He wore the pepper-and-salt suit which distinguishes the country excursionist taking the day off in London. He had little side whiskers and a heavy brown mustache. His golf cap was new and set at a somewhat rakish angle on his head. Across his waistcoat was a large and heavy chain hung at intervals with small silver medals. For all his provincial appearance his movements were decisive and suggested authority. He elbowed his way through the little crowd, and met the constable’s disapproving stare without faltering.




  “Can I be of any help, mate?” he said, and introduced himself as Police Constable Wiseman, of the Sussex constabulary.




  The London constable thawed.




  “Thanks,” he said; “you can help me get him into the ambulance when it comes.”




  “Fit?” asked the newcomer.




  The policeman shook his head.




  “He was seen to stagger and fall, and by the time I arrived he’d snuffed out. Heart disease, I suppose.”




  “Ah!” said Constable Wiseman, regarding the body with a proprietorial and professional eye, and retailed his own experiences of similar tragedies, not without pride, as though he had to some extent the responsibility for their occurrence.




  On the far side of the square a young man and a girl were walking slowly. A tall, fair, goodlooking youth he was, who might have attracted attention even in a crowd. But more likely would that attention have been focused, had he been accompanied by the girl at his side, for she was by every standard beautiful. They reached the corner of Tabor Street, and it was the fixed and eager stare of a little man who stood on the corner of the street and the intensity of his gaze which first directed their attention to the tragedy on the opposite side of the square.




  The little man who watched was dressed in an ill-fitting frock coat, trousers which seemed too long, since they concertinaed over his boots, and a glossy silk hat set at the back of his head.




  “What a funny old thing!” said Frank Merrill under his breath, and the girl smiled.




  The object of their amusement turned sharply as they came abreast of him. His freckled, cleanshaven face looked strangely old, and the big, gold-rimmed spectacles bridged halfway down his nose added to his ludicrous appearance. He raised his eyebrows and surveyed the two young people.




  “There’s an accident over there,” he said briefly and without any preliminary.




  “Indeed,” said the young man politely.




  “There have been several accidents in Gray Square,” said the strange old man meditatively. “There was one in 1875, when the corner house — you can see the end of it from here — collapsed and buried fourteen people, seven of whom were killed, four of whom were injured for life, and three of whom escaped with minor injuries.”




  He said this calmly and apparently without any sense that he was acting at all unconventionally in volunteering the information, and went on:




  “There was another accident in 1881, on the seventeenth of October, a collision between two hansom cabs which resulted in the death of a driver whose name was Samuel Green. He lived at 14 Portington Mews, and had a wife and nine children.”




  The girl looked at the old man with a little apprehension, and Frank Merrill laughed.




  “You have a very good memory for this kind of thing. Do you live here?” he asked.




  “Oh, no!” The little man shook his head vigorously.




  He was silent for a moment, and then:




  “I think we had better go over and see what it is all about,” he said with a certain gravity.




  His assumption of leadership was a little staggering, and Frank turned to the girl.




  “Do you mind?” he asked.




  She shook her head, and the three passed over the road to the little group just as the ambulance came jangling into the square. To Merrill’s surprise, the policeman greeted the little man respectfully, touching his helmet.




  “I’m afraid nothing can be done, sir. He is — gone.”




  “Oh, yes, he’s gone!” said the other quite calmly.




  He stooped down, turned back the man’s coat, and slipped his hand into the inside pocket, but drew blank; the pocket was empty. With an extraordinary rapidity of movement, he continued his search, and to the astonishment of Frank Merrill the policeman did not deny his right. In the top left-hand pocket of the waistcoat he pulled out a crumpled slip which proved to be a newspaper clipping.




  “Ah!” said the little man. “An advertisement for a manservant cut out of this morning’s Daily Telegraph; I saw it myself. Evidently a manservant who was on his way to interview a new employer. You see: ‘Call at eight-thirty at Holborn Viaduct Hotel.’ He was taking a short cut when his illness overcame him. I know who is advertising for the valet,” he added gratuitously; “he is a Mr. T. Burton, who is a rubber factor from Penang. Mr. T. Burton married the daughter of the Reverend George Smith, of Scarborough, in 1889, and has four children, one of whom is at Winchester. Hum!”




  He pursed his lips and looked down again at the body; then suddenly he turned to Frank Merrill.




  “Do you know this man?” he demanded.




  Frank looked at him in astonishment.




  “No. Why do you ask?”




  “You were looking at him as though you did,” said the little man. “That is to say, you were not looking at his face. People who do not look at other people’s faces under these circumstances know them.”




  “Curiously enough,” said Frank, with a little smile, “there is some one here I know,” and he caught the eye of Constable Wiseman.




  That ornament of the Sussex constabulary touched his cap.




  “I thought I recognized you, sir. I have often seen you at Weald Lodge,” he said.




  Further conversation was cut short as they lifted the body on to a stretcher and put it into the interior of the ambulance. The little group watched the white car disappear, and the crowd of idlers began to melt away.




  Constable Wiseman took a professional leave of his comrade, and came back to Frank a little shyly.




  “You are Mr. Minute’s nephew, aren’t you, sir?” he asked.




  “Quite right,” said Frank.




  “I used to see you at your uncle’s place.”




  “Uncle’s name?”




  It was the little man’s pert but wholly inoffensive inquiry. He seemed to ask it as a matter of course and as one who had the right to be answered without equivocation.




  Frank Merrill laughed.




  “My uncle is Mr. John Minute,” he said, and added, with a faint touch of sarcasm: “You probably know him.”




  “Oh, yes,” said the other readily. “One of the original Rhodesian pioneers who received a concession from Lo Bengula and amassed a large fortune by the sale of gold-mining properties which proved to be of no especial value. He was tried at Salisbury in 1897 with the murder of two Mashona chiefs, and was acquitted. He amassed another fortune in Johannesburg in the boom of ‘97, and came to this country in 1901, settling on a small estate between Polegate and Eastbourne. He has one nephew, his heir, Frank Merrill, the son of the late Doctor Henry Merrill, who is an accountant in the London and Western Counties Bank. He—”




  Frank looked at him in undisguised amazement.




  “You know my uncle?”




  “Never met him in my life,” said the little man brusquely. He took off his silk hat with a sweep.




  “I wish you good afternoon,” he said, and strode rapidly away.




  The uniformed policeman turned a solemn face upon the group.




  “Do you know that gentleman?” asked Frank.




  The constable smiled.




  “Oh, yes, sir; that is Mr. Mann. At the yard we call him ‘The Man Who Knows!’”




  “Is he a detective?”




  The constable shook his head.




  “From what I understand, sir, he does a lot of work for the commissioner and for the government. We have orders never to interfere with him or refuse him any information that we can give.”




  “The Man Who Knows?” repeated Frank, with a puzzled frown. “What an extraordinary person! What does he know?” he asked suddenly.




  “Everything,” said the constable comprehensively.




  A few minutes later Frank was walking slowly toward Holborn.




  “You seem to be rather depressed,” smiled the girl.




  “Confound that fellow!” said Frank, breaking his silence. “I wonder how he comes to know all about uncle?” He shrugged his shoulders. “Well, dear, this is not a very cheery evening for you. I did not bring you out to see accidents.”




  “Frank,” the girl said suddenly, “I seem to know that man’s face — the man who was on the pavement, I mean—”




  She stopped with a shudder.




  “It seemed a little familiar to me,” said Frank thoughtfully.




  “Didn’t he pass us about twenty minutes ago?”




  “He may have done,” said Frank, “but I have no particular recollection of it. My impression of him goes much farther back than this evening. Now where could I have seen him?”




  “Let’s talk about something else,” she said quickly. “I haven’t a very long time. What am I to do about your uncle?”




  He laughed.




  “I hardly know what to suggest,” he said. “I am very fond of Uncle John, and I hate to run counter to his wishes, but I am certainly not going to allow him to take my love affairs into his hands. I wish to Heaven you had never met him!”




  She gave a little gesture of despair.




  “It is no use wishing things like that, Frank. You see, I knew your uncle before I knew you. If it had not been for your uncle I should not have met you.”




  “Tell me what happened,” he asked. He looked at his watch. “You had better come on to Victoria,” he said, “or I shall lose my train.”




  He hailed a taxicab, and on the way to the station she told him of all that had happened.




  “He was very nice, as he always is, and he said nothing really which was very horrid about you. He merely said he did not want me to marry you because he did not think you’d make a suitable husband. He said that Jasper had all the qualities and most of the virtues.”




  Frank frowned.




  “Jasper is a sleek brute,” he said viciously.




  She laid her hand on his arm.




  “Please be patient,” she said. “Jasper has said nothing whatever to me and has never been anything but most polite and kind.”




  “I know that variety of kindness,” growled the young man. “He is one of those sly, soft-footed sneaks you can never get to the bottom of. He is worming his way into my uncle’s confidence to an extraordinary extent. Why, he is more like a son to Uncle John than a beastly secretary.”




  “He has made himself necessary,” said the girl, “and that is halfway to making yourself wealthy.”




  The little frown vanished from Frank’s brow, and he chuckled.




  “That is almost an epigram,” he said. “What did you tell uncle?”




  “I told him that I did not think that his suggestion was possible and that I did not care for Mr. Cole, nor he for me. You see, Frank, I owe your Uncle John so much. I am the daughter of one of his best friends, and since dear daddy died Uncle John has looked after me. He has given me my education — my income — my everything; he has been a second father to me.”




  Frank nodded.




  “I recognize all the difficulties,” he said, “and here we are at Victoria.”




  She stood on the platform and watched the train pull out and waved her hand in farewell, and then returned to the pretty flat in which John Minute had installed her. As she said, her life had been made very smooth for her. There was no need for her to worry about money, and she was able to devote her days to the work she loved best. The East End Provident Society, of which she was president, was wholly financed by the Rhodesian millionaire.




  May had a natural aptitude for charity work. She was an indefatigable worker, and there was no better known figure in the poor streets adjoining the West Indian Docks than Sister Nuttall. Frank was interested in the work without being enthusiastic. He had all the man’s apprehension of infectious disease and of the inadvisability of a beautiful girl slumming without attendance, but the one visit he had made to the East End in her company had convinced him that there was no fear as to her personal safety.




  He was wont to grumble that she was more interested in her work than she was in him, which was probably true, because her development had been a slow one, and it could not be said that she was greatly in love with anything in the world save her self-imposed mission.




  She ate her frugal dinner, and drove down to the mission headquarters off the Albert Dock Road. Three nights a week were devoted by the mission to visitation work. Many women and girls living in this area spend their days at factories in the neighborhood, and they have only the evenings for the treatment of ailments which, in people better circumstanced, would produce the attendance of specialists. For the night work the nurses were accompanied by a volunteer male escort. May Nuttall’s duties carried her that evening to Silvertown and to a network of mean streets to the east of the railway. Her work began at dusk, and was not ended until night had fallen and the stars were quivering in a hot sky.




  The heat was stifling, and as she came out of the last foul dwelling she welcomed as a relief even the vitiated air of the hot night. She went back into the passageway of the house, and by the light of a paraffin lamp made her last entry in the little diary she carried.




  “That makes eight we have seen, Thompson,” she said to her escort. “Is there anybody else on the list?”




  “Nobody else tonight, miss,” said the young man, concealing a yawn.




  “I’m afraid it is not very interesting for you, Thompson,” said the girl sympathetically; “you haven’t even the excitement of work. It must be awfully dull standing outside waiting for me.”




  “Bless you, miss,” said the man. “I don’t mind at all. If it is good enough for you to come into these streets, it is good enough for me to go round with you.”




  They stood in a little courtyard, a cul-de-sac cut off at one end by a sheer wall, and as the girl put back her diary into her little net bag a man came swiftly down from the street entrance of the court and passed her. As he did so the dim light of the lamp showed for a second his face, and her mouth formed an “O” of astonishment. She watched him until he disappeared into one of the dark doorways at the farther end of the court, and stood staring at the door as though unable to believe her eyes.




  There was no mistaking the pale face and the straight figure of Jasper Cole, John Minute’s secretary.




  IV. The Accountant at the Bank
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  May Nuttall expressed her perplexity in a letter:




  DEAR FRANK: Such a remarkable thing happened last night. I was in Silvers Rents about eleven o’clock, and had just finished seeing the last of my patients, when a man passed me and entered one of the houses — it was, I thought at the time, either the last or the last but one on the left. I now know that it was the last but one. There is no doubt at all in my mind that it was Mr. Cole, for not only did I see his face, but he carried the snakewood cane which he always affects.




  I must confess I was curious enough to make inquiries, and I found that he is a frequent visitor here, but nobody quite knows why he comes. The last house is occupied by two families, very uninteresting people, and the last house but one is empty save for a room which is apparently the one Mr. Cole uses. None of the people in the Rents know Mr. Cole or have ever seen him. Apparently the downstairs room in the empty house is kept locked, and a woman who lives opposite told my informant, Thompson, whom you will remember as the man who always goes with me when I am slumming, that the gentleman sometimes comes, uses this room, and that he always sweeps it out for himself. It cannot be very well furnished, and apparently he never stays the night there.




  Isn’t it very extraordinary? Please tell me what you make of it —




  Frank Merrill put down the letter and slowly filled his pipe. He was puzzled, and found no solution either then or on his way to the office.




  He was the accountant of the Piccadilly branch of the London and Western Counties Bank, and had very little time to give to outside problems. But the thought of Cole and his curious appearance in a London slum under circumstances which, to say the least, were mysterious came between him and his work more than once.




  He was entering up some transactions when he was sent for by the manager. Frank Merrill, though he did not occupy a particularly imposing post in the bank, held nevertheless a very extraordinary position and one which insured for him more consideration than the average official receives at the hands of his superiors. His uncle was financially interested in the bank, and it was generally believed that Frank had been sent as much to watch his relative’s interests as to prepare himself for the handling of the great fortune which John Minute would some day leave to his heir.




  The manager nodded cheerily as Frank came in and closed the door behind him.




  “Good morning, Mr. Merrill,” said the chief. “I want to see you about Mr. Holland’s account. You told me he was in the other day.”




  Frank nodded.




  “He came in in the lunch hour.”




  “I wish I had been here,” said the manager thoughtfully. “I would like to see this gentleman.”




  “Is there anything wrong with his account?”




  “Oh, no,” said the manager with a smile; “he has a very good balance. In fact, too large a balance for a floating account. I wish you would see him and persuade him to put some of this money on deposit. The head office does not like big floating balances which may be withdrawn at any moment and which necessitates the keeping here of a larger quantity of cash than I care to hold.




  “Personally,” he went on, “I do not like our method of doing business at all. Our head office being in Plymouth, it is necessary, by the peculiar rules of the bank, that the floating balances should be so covered, and I confess that your uncle is as great a sinner as any. Look at this?”




  He pushed a check across the table.




  “Here’s a bearer check for sixty thousand pounds which has just come in. It is to pay the remainder of the purchase price due to Consolidated Mines. Why they cannot accept the ordinary crossed check Heavens knows!”




  Frank looked at the sprawling signature and smiled.




  “You see, uncle’s got a reputation to keep up,” he said good-humoredly; “one is not called ‘Ready-Money Minute’ for nothing.”




  The manager made a little grimace.




  “That sort of thing may be necessary in South Africa,” he said, “but here in the very heart of the money world cash payments are a form of lunacy. I do not want you to repeat this to your relative.”




  “I am hardly likely to do that,” said Frank, “though I do think you ought to allow something for uncle’s peculiar experiences in the early days of his career.”




  “Oh, I make every allowance,” said the other; “only it is very inconvenient, but it was not to discuss your uncle’s shortcomings that I brought you here.”




  He pulled out a pass book from a heap in front of him.




  “‘Mr. Rex Holland,’” he read. “He opened his account while I was on my holiday, you remember.”




  “I remember very well,” said Frank, “and he opened it through me.”




  “What sort of man is he?” asked the manager.




  “I am afraid I am no good at descriptions,” replied Frank, “but I should describe him as a typical young man about town, not very brainy, very few ideas outside of his own immediate world — which begins at Hyde Park Corner—”




  “And ends at the Hippodrome,” interrupted the manager.




  “Possibly,” said Frank. “He seemed a very sound, capable man in spite of a certain languid assumption of ignorance as to financial matters, and he came very well recommended. What would you like me to do?”




  The manager pushed himself back in his chair, thrust his hands in his trousers’ pockets, and looked at the ceiling for inspiration.




  “Suppose you go along and see him this afternoon and ask him as a favor to put some of his money on deposit. We will pay the usual interest and all that sort of thing. You can explain that he can get the money back whenever he wants it by giving us thirty days’ notice. Will you do this for me?”




  “Surely,” said Frank heartily. “I will see him this afternoon. What is his address? I have forgotten.”




  “Albemarle Chambers, Knightsbridge,” replied the manager. “He may be in town.”




  “And what is his balance?” asked Frank.




  “Thirty-seven thousand pounds,” said the other, “and as he is not buying Consolidated Mines I do not see what need he has for the money, the more so since we can always give him an overdraft on the security of his deposit. Suggest to him that he puts thirty thousand pounds with us and leaves seven thousand pounds floating. By the way, your uncle is sending his secretary here this afternoon to go into the question of his own account.”




  Frank looked up.




  “Cole,” he said quickly, “is he coming here? By Jove!”




  He stood by the manager’s desk, and a look of amusement came into his eyes.




  “I want to ask Cole something,” he said slowly. “What time do you expect him?”




  “About four o’clock.”




  “After the bank closes?”




  The manager nodded.




  “Uncle has a weird way of doing business,” said Frank, after a pause. “I suppose that means that I shall have to stay on?”




  “It isn’t necessary,” said Mr. Brandon. “You see Mr. Cole is one of our directors.”




  Frank checked an exclamation of surprise.




  “How long has this been?” he asked.




  “Since last Monday. I thought I told you. At any rate, if you have not been told by your uncle, you had better pretend to know nothing about it,” said Brandon hastily.




  “You may be sure I shall keep my counsel,” said Frank, a little amused by the other’s anxiety. “You have been very good to me, Mr. Brandon, and I appreciate your kindness.”




  “Mr. Cole is a nominee of your uncle, of course,” Brandon went on, with a little nod of acknowledgment for the other’s thanks. “Your uncle makes a point of never sitting on boards if he can help it, and has never been represented except by his solicitor since he acquired so large an interest in the bank. As a matter of fact, I think Mr. Cole is coming here as much to examine the affairs of the branch as to look after your uncle’s account. Cole is a very first-class man of business, isn’t he?”




  Frank’s answer was a grim smile.




  “Excellent!” he said dryly. “He has the scientific mind grafted to a singular business capacity.”




  “You don’t like him?”




  “I have no particular reason for not liking him,” said the other. “Possibly I am being constitutionally uncharitable. He is not the type of man I greatly care for. He possesses all the virtues, according to uncle, spends his days and nights almost slavishly working for his employer. Oh, yes, I know what you are going to say; that is a very fine quality in a young man, and honestly I agree with you, only it doesn’t seem natural. I don’t suppose anybody works as hard as I or takes as much interest in his work, yet I have no particular anxiety to carry it on after business hours.”




  The manager rose.




  “You are not even an idle apprentice,” he said good-humoredly. “You will see Mr. Rex Holland for me?”




  “Certainly,” said Frank, and went back to his desk deep in thought.




  It was four o’clock to the minute when Jasper Cole passed through the one open door of the bank at which the porter stood ready to close. He was well, but neatly, dressed, and had hooked to his wrist a thin snakewood cane attached to a crook handle.




  He saw Frank across the counter and smiled, displaying two rows of even, white teeth.




  “Hello, Jasper!” said Frank easily, extending his hand. “How is uncle?”




  “He is very well indeed,” replied the other. “Of course he is very worried about things, but then I think he is always worried about something or other.”




  “Anything in particular?” asked Frank interestedly.




  Jasper shrugged his shoulders.




  “You know him much better than I; you were with him longer. He is getting so horribly suspicious of people, and sees a spy or an enemy in every strange face. That is usually a bad sign, but I think he has been a little overwrought lately.”




  He spoke easily; his voice was low and modulated with the faintest suggestion of a drawl, which was especially irritating to Frank, who secretly despised the Oxford product, though he admitted — since he was a very well-balanced and on the whole good-humored young man — his dislike was unreasonable.




  “I hear you have come to audit the accounts,” said Frank, leaning on the counter and opening his gold cigarette case.




  “Hardly that,” drawled Jasper.




  He reached out his hand and selected a cigarette.




  “I just want to sort out a few things. By the way, your uncle had a letter from a friend of yours.”




  “Mine?”




  “A Rex Holland,” said the other.




  “He is hardly a friend of mine; in fact, he is rather an infernal nuisance,” said Frank. “I went down to Knightsbridge to see him to-day, and he was out. What has Mr. Holland to say?”




  “Oh, he is interested in some sort of charity, and he is starting a guinea collection. I forget what the charity was.”




  “Why do you call him a friend of mine?” asked Frank, eying the other keenly.




  Jasper Cole was halfway to the manager’s office and turned.




  “A little joke,” he said. “I had heard you mention the gentleman. I have no other reason for supposing he was a friend of yours.”




  “Oh, by the way, Cole,” said Frank suddenly, “were you in town last night?”




  Jasper Cole shot a swift glance at him.




  “Why?”




  “Were you near Victoria Docks?”




  “What a question to ask!” said the other, with his inscrutable smile, and, turning abruptly, walked in to the waiting Mr. Brandon.




  Frank finished work at five-thirty that night and left Jasper Cole and a junior clerk to the congenial task of checking the securities. At nine o’clock the clerk went home, leaving Jasper alone in the bank. Mr. Brandon, the manager, was a bachelor and occupied a flat above the bank premises. From time to time he strode in, his big pipe in the corner of his mouth. The last of these occasions was when Jasper Cole had replaced the last ledger in Mr. Minute’s private safe.




  “Half past eleven,” said the manager disapprovingly, “and you have had no dinner.”




  “I can afford to miss a dinner,” laughed the other.




  “Lucky man,” said the manager.




  Jasper Cole passed out into the street and called a passing taxi to the curb.




  “Charing Cross Station,” he said.




  He dismissed the cab in the station courtyard, and after a while walked back to the Strand and hailed another.




  “Victoria Dock Road,” he said in a low voice.
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  La Rochefoucauld has said that prudence and love are inconsistent. May Nuttall, who had never explored the philosophies of La Rochefoucauld, had nevertheless seen that quotation in the birthday book of an acquaintance, and the saying had made a great impression upon her. She was twenty-one years of age, at which age girls are most impressionable and are little influenced by the workings of pure reason. They are prepared to take their philosophies ready-made, and not disinclined to accept from others certain rigid standards by which they measure their own elastic temperaments.




  Frank Merrill was at once a comfort and the cause of a certain half-ashamed resentment, since she was of the age which resents dependence. The woman who spends any appreciable time in the discussion with herself as to whether she does or does not love a man can only have her doubts set at rest by the discovery of somebody whom she loves better. She liked Frank, and liked him well enough to accept the little ring which marked the beginning of a new relationship which was not exactly an engagement, yet brought to her friendship a glamour which it had never before possessed.




  She liked him well enough to want his love. She loved him little enough to find the prospect of an early marriage alarming. That she did not understand herself was not remarkable. Twenty-one has not the experience by which the complexities of twenty-one may be straightened out and made visible.




  She sat at breakfast, puzzling the matter out, and was a little disturbed and even distressed to find, in contrasting the men, that of the two she had a warmer and a deeper feeling for Jasper Cole. Her alarm was due to the recollection of one of Frank’s warnings, almost prophetic, it seemed to her now:




  “That man has a fascination which I would be the last to deny. I find myself liking him, though my instinct tells me he is the worst enemy I have in the world.”




  If her attitude toward Frank was difficult to define, more remarkable was her attitude of mind toward Jasper Cole. There was something sinister — no, that was not the word — something “frightening” about him. He had a magnetism, an aura of personal power, which seemed to paralyze the will of any who came into conflict with him.




  She remembered how often she had gone to the big library at Weald Lodge with the firm intention of “having it out with Jasper.” Sometimes it was a question of domestic economy into which he had obtruded his views — when she was sixteen she was practically housekeeper to her adopted uncle — perhaps it was a matter of carriage arrangement. Once it had been much more serious, for after she had fixed up to go with a merry picnic party to the downs, Jasper, in her uncle’s absence and on his authority, had firmly but gently forbidden her attendance. Was it an accident that Frank Merrill was one of the party, and that he was coming down from London for an afternoon’s fun?




  In this case, as in every other, Jasper had his way. He even convinced her that his view was right and hers was wrong. He had poohpoohed on this occasion all suggestion that it was the presence of Frank Merrill which had induced him to exercise the veto which his extraordinary position gave to him. According to his version, it had been the inclusion in the party of two ladies whose names were famous in the theatrical world which had raised his delicate gorge.




  May thought of this particular incident as she sat at breakfast, and with a feeling of exasperation she realized that whenever Jasper had set his foot down he had never been short of a plausible reason for opposing her.




  For one thing, however, she gave him credit. Never once had he spoken depreciatingly of Frank.




  She wondered what business brought Jasper to such an unsavory neighborhood as that in which she had seen him. She had all a woman’s curiosity without a woman’s suspicions, and, strangely enough, she did not associate his presence in this terrible neighborhood or his mysterious comings and goings with anything discreditable to himself. She thought it was a little eccentric in him, and wondered whether he, too, was running a “little mission” of his own, but dismissed that idea since she had received no confirmation of the theory from the people with whom she came into contact in that neighborhood.




  She was halfway through her breakfast when the telephone bell rang, and she rose from the table and crossed to the wall. At the first word from the caller she recognized him.




  “Why, uncle!” she said. “Whatever are you doing in town?”




  The voice of John Minute bellowed through the receiver:




  “I’ve an important engagement. Will you lunch with me at one-thirty at the Savoy?”




  He scarcely waited for her to accept the invitation before he hung up his receiver.




  The commissioner of police replaced the book which he had taken from the shelf at the side of his desk, swung round in his chair, and smiled quizzically at the perturbed and irascible visitor.




  The man who sat at the other side of the desk might have been fifty-five. He was of middle height, and was dressed in a somewhat violent check suit, the fit of which advertised the skill of the great tailor who had ably fashioned so fine a creation from so unlovely a pattern.




  He wore a low collar which would have displayed a massive neck but for the fact that a glaring purple cravat and a diamond as big as a hazelnut directed the observer’s attention elsewhere. The face was an unusual one. Strong to a point of coarseness, the bulbous nose, the thick, irregular lips, the massive chin all spoke of the hard life which John Minute had spent. His eyes were blue and cold, his hair a thick and unruly mop of gray. At a distance he conveyed a curious illusion of refinement. Nearer at hand, his pink face repelled one by its crudities. He reminded the commissioner of a piece of scene painting that pleased from the gallery and disappointed from the boxes.




  “You see, Mr. Minute,” said Sir George suavely, “we are rather limited in our opportunities and in our powers. Personally, I should be most happy to help you, not only because it is my business to help everybody, but because you were so kind to my boy in South Africa; the letters of introduction you gave to him were most helpful.”




  The commissioner’s son had been on a hunting trip through Rhodesia and Barotseland, and a chance meeting at a dinner party with the Rhodesian millionaire had produced these letters.




  “But,” continued the official, with a little gesture of despair, “Scotland Yard has its limitations. We cannot investigate the cause of intangible fears. If you are threatened we can help you, but the mere fact that you fancy there is come sort of vague danger would not justify our taking any action.”




  John Minute hitched about in his chair.




  “What are the police for?” he asked impatiently. “I have enemies, Sir George. I took a quiet little place in the country, just outside Eastbourne, to get away from London, and all sorts of new people are prying round us. There was a new parson called the other day for a subscription to some boy scouts’ movement or other. He has been hanging round my place for a month, and lives at a cottage near Polegate. Why should he have come to Eastbourne?”




  “On a holiday trip?” suggested the commissioner.




  “Bah!” said John Minute contemptuously. “There’s some other reason. I’ve had him watched. He goes every day to visit a woman at a hotel — a confederate. They’re never seen in public together. Then there’s a peddler, one of those fellows who sell glass and repair windows; nobody knows anything about him. He doesn’t do enough business to keep a fly alive. He’s always hanging round Weald Lodge. Then there’s a Miss Paines, who says she’s a landscape gardener, and wants to lay out the grounds in some newfangled way. I sent her packing about her business, but she hasn’t left the neighborhood.”




  “Have you reported the matter to the local police?” asked the commissioner.




  Minute nodded.




  “And they know nothing suspicious about them?”




  “Nothing!” said Mr. Minute briefly.




  “Then,” said the other, smiling, “there is probably nothing known against them, and they are quite innocent people trying to get a living. After all, Mr. Minute, a man who is as rich as you are must expect to attract a number of people, each trying to secure some of your wealth in a more or less legitimate way. I suspect nothing more remarkable than this has happened.”




  He leaned back in his chair, his hands clasped, a sudden frown on his face.




  “I hate to suggest that anybody knows any more than we, but as you are so worried I will put you in touch with a man who will probably relieve your anxiety.”




  Minute looked up.




  “A police officer?” he asked.




  Sir George shook his head.




  “No, this is a private detective. He can do things for you which we cannot. Have you ever heard of Saul Arthur Mann? I see you haven’t. Saul Arthur Mann,” said the commissioner, “has been a good friend of ours, and possibly in recommending him to you I may be a good friend to both of you. He is ‘The Man Who Knows.’”




  “‘The Man Who Knows,’” repeated Mr. Minute dubiously. “What does he know?”




  “I’ll show you,” said the commissioner. He went to the telephone, gave a number, and while he was waiting for the call to be put through he asked: “What is the name of your boy-scout parson?”




  “The Reverend Vincent Lock,” replied Mr. Minute.




  “I suppose you don’t know the name of your glass peddler?”




  Minute shook his head.




  “They call him ‘Waxy’ in the village,” he said.




  “And the lady’s name is Miss Paines, I think?” asked the commissioner, jotting down the names as he repeated them. “Well, we shall — Hello! Is that Saul Arthur Mann? This is Sir George Fuller. Connect me with Mr. Mann, will you?”




  He waited a second, and then continued:




  “Is that you, Mr. Mann? I want to ask you something. Will you note these three names? The Reverend Vincent Lock, a peddling glazier who is known as ‘Waxy,’ and a Miss Paines. Have you got them? I wish you would let me know something about them.”




  Mr. Minute rose.




  “Perhaps you’ll let me know, Sir George—” he began, holding out his hand.




  “Don’t go yet,” replied the commissioner, waving him to his chair again. “You will obtain all the information you want in a few minutes.”




  “But surely he must make inquiries,” said the other, surprised.




  Sir George shook his head.




  “The curious thing about Saul Arthur Mann is that he never has to make inquiries. That is why he is called ‘The Man Who Knows.’ He is one of the most remarkable people in the world of criminal investigation,” he went on. “We tried to induce him to come to Scotland Yard. I am not so sure that the government would have paid him his price. At any rate, he saved me any embarrassment by refusing point-blank.”




  The telephone bell rang at that moment, and Sir George lifted the receiver. He took a pencil and wrote rapidly on his pad, and when he had finished he said, “Thank you,” and hung up the receiver.




  “Here is your information, Mr. Minute,” he said. “The Reverend Vincent Lock, curate in a very poor neighborhood near Manchester, interested in the boy scouts’ movement. His brother, George Henry Locke, has had some domestic trouble, his wife running away from him. She is now staying at the Grand Hotel, Eastbourne, and is visited every day by her brotherin-law, who is endeavoring to induce her to return to her home. That disposes of the reverend gentleman and his confederate. Miss Paines is a genuine landscape gardener, has been the plaintiff in two breach-of-promise cases, one of which came to the court. There is no doubt,” the commissioner went on reading the paper, “that her modus operandi is to get elderly gentlemen to propose marriage and then to commence her action. That disposes of Miss Paines, and you now know why she is worrying you. Our friend ‘Waxy’ has another name — Thomas Cobbler — and he has been three times convicted of larceny.”




  The commissioner looked up with a grim little smile.




  “I shall have something to say to our own record department for failing to trace ‘Waxy,’” he said, and then resumed his reading.




  “And that is everything! It disposes of our three,” he said. “I will see that ‘Waxy’ does not annoy you any more.”




  “But how the dickens—” began Mr. Minute. “How the dickens does this fellow find out in so short a time?”




  The commissioner shrugged his shoulders.




  “He just knows,” he said.




  He took leave of his visitor at the door.




  “If you are bothered any more,” he said, “I should strongly advise you to go to Saul Arthur Mann. I don’t know what your real trouble is, and you haven’t told me exactly why you should fear an attack of any kind. You won’t have to tell Mr. Mann,” he said with a little twinkle in his eye.




  “Why not?” asked the other suspiciously.




  “Because he will know,” said the commissioner.




  “The devil he will!” growled John Minute, and stumped down the broad stairs on to the Embankment, a greatly mystified man. He would have gone off to seek an interview with this strange individual there and then, for his curiosity was piqued and he had also a little apprehension, one which, in his impatient way, he desired should be allayed, but he remembered that he had asked May to lunch with him, and he was already five minutes late.




  He found the girl in the broad vestibule, waiting for him, and greeted her affectionately.




  Whatever may be said of John Minute that is not wholly to his credit, it cannot be said that he lacked sincerity.




  There are people in Rhodesia who speak of him without love. They describe him as the greatest land thief that ever rode a Zeedersburg coach from Port Charter to Salisbury to register land that he had obtained by trickery. They tell stories of those wonderful coach drives of his with relays of twelve mules waiting every ten miles. They speak of his gambling propensities, of ten-thousand-acre farms that changed hands at the turn of a card, and there are stories that are less printable. When M’Lupi, a little Mashona chief, found gold in ‘92, and refused to locate the reef, it was John Minute who staked him out and lit a grass fire on his chest until he spoke.




  Many of the stories are probably exaggerated, but all Rhodesia agrees that John Minute robbed impartially friend and foe. The confidant of Lo’Ben and the Company alike, he betrayed both, and on that terrible day when it was a toss of a coin whether the concession seekers would be butchered in Lo’Ben’s kraal, John Minute escaped with the only available span of mules and left his comrades to their fate.




  Yet he had big, generous traits, and could on occasions be a tender and a kindly friend. He had married when a young man, and had taken his wife into the wilds.




  There was a story that she had met a handsome young trader and had eloped with him, that John Minute had chased them over three hundred miles of hostile country from Victoria Falls to Charter, from Charter to Marandalas, from Marandalas to Massikassi, and had arrived in Biera so close upon their trail that he had seen the ship which carried them to the Cape steaming down the river.




  He had never married again. Report said that the woman had died of malaria. A more popular version of the story was that John Minute had relentlessly followed his erring wife to Pieter Maritzburg and had shot her and had thereupon served seven years on the breakwater for his sin.




  About a man who is rich, powerful, and wholly unpopular, hated by the majority, and feared by all, legends grow as quickly as toadstools on a marshy moor. Some were half true, some wholly apocryphal, deliberate, and malicious inventions. True or false, John Minute ignored them all, denying nothing, explaining nothing, and even refusing to take action against a Cape Town weekly which dealt with his career in a spirit of unpardonable frankness.




  There was only one person in the world whom he loved more than the girl whose hand he held as they went down to the cheeriest restaurant in London.




  “I have had a queer interview,” he said in his gruff, quick way, “I have been to see the police.”




  “Oh, uncle!” she said reproachfully.




  He jerked his shoulder impatiently.




  “My dear, you don’t know,” he said. “I have got all sorts of people who—”




  He stopped short.




  “What was there remarkable in the interview? she asked, after he had ordered the lunch.




  “Have you ever heard,” he asked, “of Saul Arthur Mann?”




  “Saul Arthur Mann?” she repeated, “I seem to know that name. Mann, Mann! Where have I heard it?”




  “Well,” said he, with that fierce and fleeting little smile which rarely lit his face for a second, “if you don’t know him he knows you; he knows everybody.”




  “Oh, I remember! He is ‘The Man Who Knows!’”




  It was his turn to be astonished.




  “Where in the world have you heard of him?”




  Briefly she retailed her experience, and when she came to describe the omniscient Mr. Mann— “A crank,” growled Mr. Minute. “I was hoping there was something in it.”




  “Surely, uncle, there must be something in it,” said the girl seriously. “A man of the standing of the chief commissioner would not speak about him as Sir George did unless he had very excellent reason.”




  “Tell me some more about what you saw,” he said. “I seem to remember the report of the inquest. The dead man was unknown and has not been identified.”




  She described, as well as she could remember, her meeting with the knowledgable Mr. Mann. She had to be tactful because she wished to tell the story without betraying the fact that she had been with Frank. But she might have saved herself the trouble, because when she was halfway through the narrative he interrupted her.




  “I gather you were not by yourself,” he grumbled. “Master Frank was somewhere handy, I suppose?”




  She laughed.




  “I met him quite by accident,” she said demurely.




  “Naturally,” said John Minute.




  “Oh, uncle, and there was a man whom Frank knew! You probably know him — Constable Wiseman.”




  John Minute unfolded his napkin, stirred his soup, and grunted.




  “Wiseman is a stupid ass,” he said briefly. “The mere fact that he was mixed up in the affair is sufficient explanation as to why the dead man remains unknown. I know Constable Wiseman very well,” he said. “He has summoned me twice — once for doing a little pistol-shooting in the garden just as an object lesson to all tramps, and once — confound him! — for a smoking chimney. Oh, yes, I know Constable Wiseman.”




  Apparently the thought of Constable Wiseman filled his mind through two courses, for he did not speak until he set his fish knife and fork together and muttered something about a “silly, meddling jackass!”




  He was very silent throughout the meal, his mind being divided between two subjects. Uppermost, though of least importance, was the personality of Saul Arthur Mann. Him he mentally viewed with suspicion and apprehension. It was an irritation even to suggest that there might be secret places in his own life which could be flooded with the light of this man’s knowledge, and he resolved to beard “The Man Who Knows” in his den that afternoon and challenge him by inference to produce all the information he had concerning his past.




  There was much which was public property. It was John Minute’s boast that his life was a book which might be read, but in his inmost heart he knew of one dark place which baffled the outside world. He brought himself from the mental rehearsal of his interview to what was, after all, the first and more important business.




  “May,” he said suddenly, “have you thought any more about what I asked you?”




  She made no attempt to fence with the question.




  “You mean Jasper Cole?”




  He nodded, and for the moment she made no reply, and sat with eyes downcast, tracing a little figure upon the tablecloth with her finger tip.




  “The truth is, uncle,” she said at last, “I am not keen on marriage at all just yet, and you are sufficiently acquainted with human nature to know that anything which savors of coercion will not make me predisposed toward Mr. Cole.”




  “I suppose the real truth is,” he said gruffly, “that you are in love with Frank?”




  She laughed.




  “That is just what the real truth is not,” she said. “I like Frank very much. He is a dear, bright, sunny boy.”




  Mr. Minute grunted.




  “Oh, yes, he is!” the girl went on. “But I am not in love with him — really.”




  “I suppose you are not influenced by the fact that he is my — heir,” he said, and eyed her keenly.




  She met his glance steadily.




  “If you were not the nicest man I know,” she smiled, “I should be very offended. Of course, I don’t care whether Frank is rich or poor. You have provided too well for me for mercenary considerations to weigh at all with me.”




  John Minute grunted again.




  “I am quite serious about Jasper.”




  “Why are you so keen on Jasper?” she asked.




  He hesitated.




  “I know him,” he said shortly. “He has proved to me in a hundred ways that he is a reliable, decent lad. He has become almost indispensable to me,” he continued with his quick little laugh, “and that Frank has never been. Oh, yes, Frank’s all right in his way, but he’s crazy on things which cut no ice with me. Too fond of sports, too fond of loafing,” he growled.




  The girl laughed again.




  “I can give you a little information on one point,” John Minute went on, “and it was to tell you this that I brought you here to-day. I am a very rich man. You know that. I have made millions and lost them, but I have still enough to satisfy my heirs. I am leaving you two hundred thousand pounds in my will.”




  She looked at him with a startled exclamation.




  “Uncle!” she said.




  He nodded.




  “It is not a quarter of my fortune,” he went on quickly, “but it will make you comfortable after I am gone.”




  He rested his elbows on the table and looked at her searchingly.




  “You are an heiress,” he said, “for, whatever you did, I should never change my mind. Oh, I know you will do nothing of which I should disapprove, but there is the fact. If you marry Frank you would still get your two hundred thousand, though I should bitterly regret your marriage. No, my girl,” he said more kindly than was his wont, “I only ask you this — that whatever else you do, you will not make your choice until the next fortnight has expired.”




  With a jerk of his head, John Minute summoned a waiter and paid his bill.




  No more was said until he handed her into her cab in the courtyard.




  “I shall be in town next week,” he said.




  He watched the cab disappear in the stream of traffic which flowed along the Strand, and, calling another taxi, he drove to the address with which the chief commissioner had furnished him.




  VI. The Man Who Knew
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  Backwell Street, in the City of London, contains one palatial building which at one time was the headquarters of the South American Stock Exchange, a superior bucket shop which on its failure had claimed its fifty thousand victims. The ornate gold lettering on its great plate-glass window had long since been removed, and the big brass plate which announced to the passerby that here sat the spider weaving his golden web for the multitude of flies, had been replaced by a modest, oxidized scroll bearing the simple legend:




  SAUL ARTHUR MANN




  What Mr. Mann’s business was few people knew. He kept an army of clerks. He had the largest collection of file cabinets possessed by any three business houses in the City, he had an enormous post bag, and both he and his clerks kept regulation business hours. His beginnings, however, were well known.




  He had been a stockbroker’s clerk, with a passion for collecting clippings mainly dealing with political, geographical, and meteorological conditions obtaining in those areas wherein the great Joint Stock Companies of the earth were engaged in operations. He had gradually built up a service of correspondence all over the world.




  The first news of labor trouble on a gold field came to him, and his brokers indicated his view upon the situation in that particular area by “bearing” the stock of the affected company.




  If his Liverpool agents suddenly descended upon the Cotton Exchange and began buying May cotton in enormous quantities, the initiated knew that Saul Arthur Mann had been awakened from his slumbers by a telegram describing storm havoc in the cotton belt of the United States of America. When a curious blight fell upon the coffee plantations of Ceylon, a six-hundred-word cablegram describing the habits and characteristics of the minute insect which caused the blight reached Saul Arthur Mann at two o’clock in the afternoon, and by three o’clock the price of coffee had jumped.




  When, on another occasion, Señor Almarez, the President of Cacura, had thrown a glass of wine in the face of his brotherin-law, Captain Vassalaro, Saul Arthur Mann had jumped into the market and beaten down all Cacura stocks, which were fairly high as a result of excellent crops and secure government. He “beared” them because he knew that Vassalaro was a dead shot, and that the inevitable duel would deprive Cacura of the best president it had had for twenty years, and that the way would be open for the election of Sebastian Romelez, who had behind him a certain group of German financiers who desired to exploit the country in their own peculiar fashion.




  He probably built up a very considerable fortune, and it is certain that he extended the range of his inquiries until the making of money by means of his curious information bureau became only a secondary consideration. He had a marvelous memory, which was supplemented by his system of filing. He would go to work patiently for months, and spend sums of money out of all proportion to the value of the information, to discover, for example, the reason why a district officer in some faraway spot in India had been obliged to return to England before his tour of duty had ended.




  His thirst for facts was insatiable; his grasp of the politics of every country in the world, and his extraordinarily accurate information concerning the personality of all those who directed those policies, was the basis upon which he was able to build up theories of amazing accuracy.




  A man of simple tastes, who lived in a rambling old house in Streatham, his work, his hobby, and his very life was his bureau. He had assisted the police times without number, and had been so fascinated by the success of this branch of his investigations that he had started a new criminal record, which had been of the greatest help to the police and had piqued Scotland Yard to emulation.




  John Minute, descending from his cab at the door, looked up at the imposing facia with a frown. Entering the broad vestibule, he handed his card to the waiting attendant and took a seat in a well-furnished waiting room. Five minutes later he was ushered into the presence of “The Man Who Knew.” Mr. Mann, a comical little figure at a very large writing table, jumped up and went halfway across the big room to meet his visitor. He beamed through his big spectacles as he waved John Minute to a deep armchair.




  “The chief commissioner sent you, didn’t he?” he said, pointing an accusing finger at the visitor. “I know he did, because he called me up this morning and asked me about three people who, I happen to know, have been bothering you. Now what can I do for you, Mr. Minute?”




  John Minute stretched his legs and thrust his hands defiantly into his trousers’ pockets.




  “You can tell me all you know about me,” he said.




  Saul Arthur Mann trotted back to his big table and seated himself.




  “I haven’t time to tell you as much,” he said breezily, “but I’ll give you a few outlines.”




  He pressed a bell at his desk, opened a big index, and ran his finger down.




  “Bring me 8874,” he said impressively to the clerk who made his appearance.




  To John Minute’s surprise, it was not a bulky dossier with which the attendant returned, but a neat little book soberly bound in gray.




  “Now,” said Mr. Mann, wriggling himself comfortably back in his chair, “I will read a few things to you.”




  He held up the book.




  “There are no names in this book, my friend; not a single, blessed name. Nobody knows who 8874 is except myself.”




  He patted the big index affectionately.




  “The name is there. When I leave this office it will be behind three depths of steel; when I die it will be burned with me.”




  He opened the little book again and read. He read steadily for a quarter of an hour in a monotonous, singsong voice, and John Minute slowly sat himself erect and listened with tense face and narrow eyelids to the record. He did not interrupt until the other had finished.




  “Half of your facts are lies,” he said harshly. “Some of them are just common gossip; some are purely imaginary.”




  Saul Arthur Mann closed the book and shook his head.




  “Everything here,” he said, touching the book, “is true. It may not be the truth as you want it known, but it is the truth. If I thought there was a single fact in there which was not true my raison d’être would be lost. That is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, Mr. Minute,” he went on, and the goodnatured little face was pink with annoyance.




  “Suppose it were the truth,” interrupted John Minute, “what price would you ask for that record and such documents as you say you have to prove its truth?”




  The other leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands meditatively.




  “How much do you think you are worth, Mr. Minute?”




  “You ought to know,” said the other with a sneer.




  Saul Arthur Mann inclined his head.




  “At the present price of securities, I should say about one million two hundred and seventy thousand pounds,” he said, and John Minute opened his eyes in astonishment.




  “Near enough,” he reluctantly admitted.




  “Well,” the little man continued, “if you multiply that by fifty and you bring all that money into my office and place it on that table in ten-thousand-pound notes, you could not buy that little book or the records which support it.”




  He jumped up.




  “I am afraid I am keeping you, Mr. Minute.”




  “You are not keeping me,” said the other roughly. “Before I go I want to know what use you are going to make of your knowledge.”




  The little man spread out his hands in deprecation.




  “What use? You have seen the use to which I have put it. I have told you what no other living soul will know.”




  “How do you know I am John Minute?” asked the visitor quickly.




  “Some twenty-seven photographs of you are included in the folder which contains your record, Mr. Minute,” said the little investigator calmly. “You see, you are quite a prominent personage — one of the two hundred and four really rich men in England. I am not likely to mistake you for anybody else, and, more than this, your history is so interesting a one that naturally I know much more about you than I should if you had lived the dull and placid life of a city merchant.”




  “Tell me one thing before I go,” asked Minute. “Where is the person you refer to as ‘X’?”




  Saul Arthur Mann smiled and inclined his head never so slightly.




  “That is a question which you have no right to ask,” he said. “It is information which is available to the police or to any authorized person who wishes to get into touch with ‘X.’ I might add,” he went on, “that there is much more I could tell you, if it were not that it would involve persons with whom you are acquainted.”




  John Minute left the bureau looking a little older, a little paler than when he had entered. He drove to his club with one thought in his mind, and that thought revolved about the identity and the whereabouts of the person referred to in the little man’s record as “X.”




  VII. Introducing Mr. Rex Holland
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  Mr. Rex Holland stepped out of his new car, and, standing back a pace, surveyed his recent acquisition with a dispassionate eye.




  “I think she will do, Feltham,” he said.




  The chauffeur touched his cap and grinned broadly.




  “She did it in thirty-eight minutes, sir; not bad for a twenty-mile run — half of it through London.”




  “Not bad,” agreed Mr. Holland, slowly stripping his gloves.




  The car was drawn up at the entrance to the country cottage which a lavish expenditure of money had converted into a bijou palace.




  He still lingered, and the chauffeur, feeling that some encouragement to conversation was called for, ventured the view that a car ought to be a good one if one spent eight hundred pounds on it.




  “Everything that is good costs money,” said Mr. Rex Holland sententiously, and then continued: “Correct me if I am mistaken, but as we came through Putney did I not see you nod to the driver of another car?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “When I engaged you,” Mr. Holland went on in his even voice, “you told me that you had just arrived from Australia and knew nobody in England; I think my advertisement made it clear that I wanted a man who fulfilled these conditions?”




  “Quite right, sir. I was as much surprised as you; the driver of that car was a fellow who traveled over to the old country on the same boat as me. It’s rather rum that he should have got the same kind of job.”




  Mr. Holland smiled quietly.




  “I hope his employer is not as eccentric as I and that he pays his servant on my scale.”




  With this shot he unlocked and passed through the door of the cottage.




  Feltham drove his car to the garage which had been built at the back of the house, and, once free from observation, lit his pipe, and, seating himself on a box, drew from his pocket a little card which he perused with unusual care.




  He read:




  One: To act as chauffeur and valet. Two: To receive ten pounds a week and expenses. Three: To make no friends or acquaintances. Four: Never under any circumstances to discuss my employer, his habits, or his business. Five: Never under any circumstances to go farther eastward into London than is represented by a line drawn from the Marble Arch to Victoria Station. Six: Never to recognize my employer if I see him in the street in company with any other person.




  The chauffeur folded the card and scratched his chin reflectively.




  “Eccentricity,” he said.




  It was a nice five-syllable word, and its employment was a comfort to this perturbed Australian. He cleaned his face and hands, and went into the tiny kitchen to prepare his master’s dinner.




  Mr. Holland’s house was a remarkable one. It was filled with every form of labor-saving device which the ingenuity of man could devise. The furniture, if luxurious, was not in any great quantity. Vacuum tubes were to be found in every room, and by the attachment of hose and nozzle and the pressure of a switch each room could be dusted in a few minutes. From the kitchen, at the back of the cottage, to the dining room ran two endless belts electrically controlled, which presently carried to the table the very simple meal which his cook-chauffeur had prepared.




  The remnants of dinner were cleared away, the chauffeur dismissed to his quarters, a little one-roomed building separated from the cottage, and the switch was turned over which heated the automatic coffee percolator which stood on the sideboard.




  Mr. Holland sat reading, his feet resting on a chair.




  He only interrupted his study long enough to draw off the coffee into a little white cup and to switch off the current.




  He sat until the little silver clock on the mantelshelf struck twelve, and then he placed a card in the book to mark the place, closed it, and rose leisurely.




  He slid back a panel in the wall, disclosing the steel door of a safe. This he opened with a key which he selected from a bunch. From the interior of the safe he removed a cedarwood box, also locked. He threw back the lid and removed one by one three check books and a pair of gloves of some thin, transparent fabric. These were obviously to guard against telltale finger prints.




  He carefully pulled them on and buttoned them. Next he detached three checks, one from each book, and, taking a fountain pen from his pocket, he began filling in the blank spaces. He wrote slowly, almost laboriously, and he wrote without a copy. There are very few forgers in the criminal records who have ever accomplished the feat of imitating a man’s signature from memory. Mr. Rex Holland was singularly exceptional to all precedent, for from the date to the flourishing signature these checks might have been written and signed by John Minute.




  There were the same fantastic “E’s,” the same stiff-tailed “Y’s.” Even John Minute might have been in doubt whether he wrote the “Eight hundred and fifty” which appeared on one slip.




  Mr. Holland surveyed his handiwork without emotion.




  He waited for the ink to dry before he folded the checks and put them in his pocket. This was John Minute’s way, for the millionaire never used blotting paper for some reason, probably not unconnected with an event in his earlier career. When the checks were in his pocket, Mr. Holland removed his gloves, replaced them with the check books in the box and in the safe, locked the steel door, drew the sliding panel, and went to bed.




  Early the next morning he summoned his servant.




  “Take the car back to town,” he said. “I am going back by train. Meet me at the Holland Park tube at two o’clock; I have a little job for you which will earn you five hundred.”




  “That’s my job, sir,” said the dazed man when he recovered from the shock.




  Frank sometimes accompanied May to the East End, and on the day Mr. Rex Holland returned to London he called for the girl at her flat to drive her to Canning Town.




  “You can come in and have some tea,” she invited.




  “You’re a luxurious beggar, May,” he said, glancing round approvingly at the prettily furnished sitting room. “Contrast this with my humble abode in Bayswater.”




  “I don’t know your humble abode in Bayswater,” she laughed. “But why on earth you should elect to live at Bayswater I can’t imagine.”




  He sipped his tea with a twinkle in his eye.




  “Guess what income the heir of the Minute millions enjoys?” he asked ironically. “No, I’ll save you the agony of guessing. I earn seven pounds a week at the bank, and that is the whole of my income.”




  “But doesn’t uncle—” she began in surprise.




  “Not a bob,” replied Frank vulgarly; “not half a bob.”




  “But—”




  “I know what you’re going to say; he treats you generously, I know. He treats me justly. Between generosity and justice, give me generosity all the time. I will tell you something else. He pays Jasper Cole a thousand a year! It’s very curious, isn’t it?”




  She leaned over and patted his arm.




  “Poor boy,” she said sympathetically, “that doesn’t make it any easier — Jasper, I mean.”




  Frank indulged in a little grimace, and said:




  “By the way, I saw the mysterious Jasper this morning — coming out of the Waterloo Station looking more mysterious than ever. What particular business has he in the country?”




  She shook her head and rose.




  “I know as little about Jasper as you,” she answered.




  She turned and looked at him thoughtfully.




  “Frank,” she said, “I am rather worried about you and Jasper. I am worried because your uncle does not seem to take the same view of Jasper as you take. It is not a very heroic position for either of you, and it is rather hateful for me.”




  Frank looked at her with a quizzical smile.




  “Why hateful for you?”




  She shook her head.




  “I would like to tell you everything, but that would not be fair.”
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